Women in Ministry
Introduction

Just before I started seminary, my pastor and first mentor in the ministry, Curt Nielsen, pulled me aside because he wanted to speak to me about something important as I was leaving to go prepare for a life of pastoral ministry.  I wondered what it could be and I became very attentive to what he was about to say, knowing that he wanted to impart wisdom to me before I left for graduate school.  Did he want to warn me about the dangers of liberal theology?  Was he going to encourage me to continue in a life of prayer and devotion to the word?  Did he want to impart some spiritual gift to help me along the way?  As he took me aside he told me that there was an important issue on which I would have to make a decision that would affect the length and breadth of my ministry.  What was it, I wondered?  Eternal security?  Tithing? Tongues?  The issue, he said, was ‘women in ministry,” and he encouraged me to plant myself firmly on the side of endorsing and empowering women to fulfill their call to public ministry in the church.
At the time I thought it a bit strange that brother Nielsen would convey this as a paramount issue for me.  But now I believe he was operating prophetically, not only because the issue was forefront in seminary and in many times and places beyond, but because the Lord sovereignly brought a woman preacher into my life whom I ended up marrying.  Our courtship was a miraculous one and it caused me to think long and hard about my theology concerning the place of women in the church.  The one anecdotal piece that I will share happened the night before Sherry’s ordination.  We weren’t married yet but I was making plans to ask her to be my wife and I had surprised her by driving in 10 hours for the ordination service.  As I was choosing a scripture to be read at the service the next morning, the Lord spoke to me as clearly as I had ever heard him and a very strong sense of the fear of God came upon me.  He said to me, “I have first call on her life.”  Of course, the Lord was talking about Sherry.  Ever since, I have sought to understand, affirm and guard that call.
Biblical Considerations
Of course, anecdotal evidence, as strong and influential as it may be, is never enough on which to build a theology.  Paul had his Damascus road and Peter his vision in a trance but proper scriptural understanding is what they came into as a result of their experiences and that new understanding was what they then appealed to as people questioned their new-found theology.  Experience informs theology but, as in the case with Joseph Smith, it is never meant to be the only basis of it.  

What then are the biblical considerations that support the idea of women in public ministry leadership roles such as preaching, teaching, pastoring, church planting and missionary endeavour and what are the biblical considerations that argue against such leadership roles?  In what contexts are women to have free reign to exercise their spiritual and leadership gifts and are there any situations which legitimately preclude such exercise?  How do we interpret and handle the two primary and adamant exhortations of Paul in 1 Corinthians 14 and 1 Timothy 2 for women to be silent in the church?
Your Sons and your Daughters will Prophesy

When the Holy Spirit came upon those gathered in the upper room on the Day of Pentecost, He came upon both men and women who were gathered there.  All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit enabled them (Acts 2:4).  Do you think that it was a surprise to those gathered in the upper room, especially the men, that the women also were mouthpieces of the Lord, declaring the wonders of God in different languages?  And what about those who gathered to see and hear these followers of Christ speaking in tongues as the Spirit gave utterance?  As Jews, would they have had reason to question the propriety of women speaking in the assembly?  Yes, but who could question (though some feebly tried) that the Holy Spirit was speaking through these men and women?
Peter speaks to those gathered and begins to explain the phenomena.  He not only deals with the question regarding the source and motivation for such utterances but he also addresses the fact that women were involved in the event.  He says, “This is what was spoken by the prophet Joel: In the last days, God says, I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy, your young men will see visions, your old men will dream dreams.  Even on my servants, both men and women, I will pour out my Spirit in those days, and they will prophesy” (Acts 2:16-18).  
The outpouring of the Holy Spirit and the prophetic anointing would be for all of God’s people, both men and women.  The idea of women prophets was not new.  Old covenant women prophets include Miriam, Deborah, Hulda and Anna.  There should never be a question that women can speak for God.  With the coming of the Holy Spirit to the church on the Day of Pentecost the opportunity and ability for all of God’s people to speak an inspired message from heaven was greatly affirmed and enhanced.
The outpouring of the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost was a fulfillment of Joel 2:28-32:  I will pour out my Spirit on all people...and they will prophesy.  What does it mean to prophesy?  It means to speak a message from God.  Where is prophecy to be primarily practiced?  In the church.  Philip had four daughters who prophesied (see Acts 21:9).  You don’t think they only prophesied to themselves and to the walls, do you?  The Holy Spirit makes it clear that this outpouring and the ability to prophesy would not be limited by age or gender.  Both men and women, both young and old, would receive the word of God.  The only qualifier mentioned here is that they would be God’s servants.

One radio preacher I heard ill-defined the gift of prophecy as the ability to expound and preach the Scriptures.  On the other hand, he does not endorse women preachers.  Well, you can’t have it both ways.  If prophecy is preaching (as he says) and women prophesy, then how can you say that women shouldn’t preach?  Another radio preacher tries to solve this “dilemma” by saying that the exercise of a woman’s gift of prophecy should be limited to operation among other women only–as if men couldn’t receive the word of God from a woman.  
The idea of a woman with a public preaching ministry is a contentious one in some circles.  The subject of the gift of prophecy is also contentious–usually in those same circles.  Many who don’t recognize the gift of prophecy neither recognize women preachers.  Those who believe that the gift of prophecy is for today are more inclined to accept the preaching ministry of a woman.  Why?  Because, In the last days, God says, I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy...Even on my servants, both men and women, I will pour out my Spirit in those days, and they will prophesy.  So the call for women to preach has always been more readily accepted in movements that have emphasized and valued the personal call of the Holy Spirit into the ministry of Jesus.  It has never been the suffrage or feminist movements that have opened the door for women to minister the word of God—it has been the call and anointing of the Spirit of God.

Women and the Evangel
In the story of Jesus and the Samaritan woman at the well in John 4, we find an insightful example of how a woman rejected by society became an effective evangelist.  After Jesus revealed himself to her as the Messiah, she went back into town and, despite her ill-repute, told them about Jesus.  Many believed and came out to meet this Jesus for themselves.  
It is also well-documented that the first persons to whom the resurrected Christ appeared and who were the first to report the news that he was alive were women.  When they returned from the empty tomb to tell the eleven, the apostles did not believe the women, because their words seemed to them like nonsense (Luke 24:11).  Well, nonsense it wasn’t and ever since God has continued to call both men and women to proclaim the good news of the resurrection.
After Paul and his apostolic team had received their Macedonian call (Acts 16) the first persons to receive the gospel in the region were women.  Lydia, a businesswoman, was instrumental in establishing a beachhead for the gospel there in Macedonia.  In the Epistles, many women are identified by Paul as fellow workers (see especially Romans 16), most notably, Priscilla, who, in the seven times she and her husband are listed in the pages of the New Testament, is named first in five of those seven times, implying her more prominent role in the gospel work.
Examples of effective recent-day evangelists, missionaries, Bible teachers and gospel workers abound.  Thousands have come to the Lord through the testimony and preaching of such evangelists as Maria-Woodworth Etter, Aimee Semple McPherson, Kathryn Kuhlman, Amy Carmichael and Heidi Baker, just to give a few examples—there are hundreds more.  Just a cursory study of the ministry of any one of these five women can only astound.  I have done some study on the history of revivals and I do not know of a more effective evangelist in the twentieth century (including Billy Graham and Carlos Annacondia) than Aimee Semple McPherson as she ministered in her city-wide campaigns from 1917 to 1922.  During that five-year span every city she went to—even in the early years when she was a complete unknown—the pattern would be the same.  The first week she would preach in a church building and by the end of the first week the church would be filled to capacity and there would be at least as many people outside wanting to get in.  So the second week they would secure a large auditorium, seating three to five thousand, and by the end of the week it would be filled to capacity and there would be at least as many people outside wanting to get in.  So the third and final week they would secure the largest capacity meeting place in the city, usually a sports arena that in some cases would hold 16,000 people and the pattern would be repeated one more time.    In San Diego in 1919 the final service of the campaign drew over 30,000 in the rain to Balboa Park where the evangelist preached without the advantage of a modern public address system.  It wasn’t just the number of attendees, salvations and healings that marked the move of God’s spirit in Sister Aimee’s ministry in those years—it was city transformation.  And it was all chronicled by the leading city newspapers of the day. 1 
1 Corinthians 14 and 1 Timothy 2
Any discussion of women’s role in the church must deal with 1 Corinthians 14:34-35 and 1 Timothy 2:11-15:

· Let the women keep silent in the churches; for they are not permitted to speak, but let them subject themselves, just as the Law also says. And if they desire to learn anything, let them ask their own husbands at home; for it is improper for a woman to speak in church.

· A woman should learn in quietness and full submission. I do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man; she must be silent.  For Adam was formed first, then Eve.  And Adam was not the one deceived; it was the woman who was deceived and became a sinner.  But women will be saved through childbearing--if they continue in faith, love and holiness with propriety.

Those who consider themselves enlightened usually write these passages off as a product of an oppressive and much less enlightened culture, religion or apostle.  Christians who consider the Bible the word of God must take a different tack.  One of the more common is to explain Paul’s comments as a need to address a localized problem in the church where women were perhaps disorderly in the public worship setting and/or exercising authority over their husbands.  Another, and probably most common, approach is to consciously or unconsciously claim ignorance concerning the meaning and application of the passage and continue on with life as usual.  And there must be groups, though I have no personal knowledge or experience of them, who take these words at face value and not only prohibit women from teaching or having any authority in the church, but who do not allow them to speak in the public assembly of the saints.
Some have argued that Paul never really wrote these words but they were inserted at a later date by some well or ill-meaning scribe as Paul’s letters widened in distribution and authority.  J. Lee Grady understands 1 Corinthians 14:34-35 as not being Paul’s words but Paul quoting what some persons in the Corinthian church had said, and understanding 14:36-38 as a refutation of the statement in verses 34-35.2 Some contend that Paul is speaking only about married women and because they are married and must be in submission to their husbands it is they who must be silent in the church.  More plausibly, the Expository Dictionary of the Bible suggests that in the context of weighing prophecy (Corinthians) and exercising authority over men in the church (Timothy) Paul was saying that women are to be silent on these matters.
So, what do I think?  First of all, it must be admitted that our culture is certainly different from first century Asia Minor.  For instance, the biblical practice of women wearing a head covering (see 1 Corinthians 11:6) is not an issue, nor need it be, in our culture.  Things have changed.  Some, though not all, of what Paul had to say to the Corinthians was culturally driven.  There have always been cultural issues which have affected the way the church has operated which have nothing to do with the righteousness that God requires.  Though “childbearing” is an exceedingly noble calling, a dramatic change in culture allows for women to pursue genuine God-ordained ministries other than bearing and caring for children.
Second, a strict prohibition of women speaking in church does not line up with the biblical endorsement given to women to exercise the gift of prophesy—a gift that is meant to be exercised in church.  Besides this, there are bona fide women teachers in the body of Christ who are not exercising authority over anyone but merely communicating truth from the word of God.  Women like Beth Moore, Kay Arthur, Joyce Meyer, Jill Briscoe, Joy Dawson and Ann Graham Lotz have supremely blessed the church of Jesus with their teaching gifts.  I would sit under their teaching any day of the week.
Third, occasionally there arises a Deborah—a woman that no one can deny who has the favour of God not only to minister but to lead and, yes, exercise God-given authority.  From Joan of Arc to Margaret Thatcher; from Teresa of Avila to Heidi Baker—such women, like Deborah, are destined to fulfill the call of God on their lives for their generation.  I say occasionally, because the role of leadership most naturally and most often falls to men.  But to say that a woman like Joyce Meyer must be silent in her church while the assembly of the saints settles for hearing from a lesser light because he happens to be a man, is unduly robbing the church from the blessed ministry of God’s anointed.

· Does this mean that such women, if married, are not to submit to their husbands?  Of course not.  
· Does this mean that such women force their way into leadership and relish the authoritative role?  No.  Most of these women never sought the place of leadership and would not have taken it if the choice was theirs alone.  Kathryn Kuhlman said that the reason that when she asked the Lord why he had called her as a woman into her public ministry she said that he replied it was because He couldn’t find a man who was willing to do what he had called her to do and pay the price that she was willing to pay for the healing ministry. 
· Does this mean that we should have affirmative action quotas so that women are given fifty percent of all leadership positions in the church and in our civil governments?  No, the majority of leadership positions will always be filled by men because they are more naturally cut from such cloth and much more often desire to lead.  It must be noted that even though it is apparent that women were appointed as deacons in the early church (see Romans 16:1 and 1 Timothy 3), it cannot be legitimately argued that we have any record of women carrying apostolic or eldership authority in the early church.
· Does this mean that Paul did not mean what he said or that we are not to take his words seriously?  No, Paul’s reference to the creation and garden accounts as a basis for his arguments in 2 Timothy must be taken seriously, for such arguments transcend cultural restraints and allowances.  Adam was formed first and Eve was created to be a helper.  And even though Adam’s sin was worse because he knew better and abdicated his leadership position, Eve was the one whom the serpent chose as the easier target for deception.  This sounds chauvinistic, but I would argue that men are generally less susceptible to doctrinal deception and are generally better equipped to make the tougher decisions in the home, church and civil governments because of their greater tendency toward rationality and reason (we, of course, need the more sensitive and feeling viewpoint of women to give us the full-orbed perspective on any matter).  Thus, it is generally not as natural for women to exercise authority over men or as easy for a man to come under the authority of a woman.  It is not that women typically prefer to exercise authority over anyone anyway—it’s just not as important to women as it typically is for men.  With that being said, there will always be cases where men will be required (and even desire as in the case with Barak) to recognize and submit to the anointing of God on a woman who has a special call to minister and lead.
Conclusion
In The Charismatic Century, Jack Hayford writes:
...so much of the church still lives in the ensconced prejudice against women in pulpit ministry....  The breakthrough of the Holy Spirit that has extended great grace through the last 100 years brought with it a new place for the possibilities of women in leading church roles....  Women in the Body of Christ should never be put at disadvantage or repressed by prejudice.  Sadly, such behaviour on occasion seems to drive women toward a worldly, revulsive unladylike reactive pushiness.  But we have been brought to this moment and the twenty-first century needs—indeed, cries out for churchmen to give place to churchwomen!  The harvest is too great and the need for the versatility and variety of ministries too opportune, to overlook the great resources and gifts that the Creator has placed in both genders.  And while integrity with God’s word does not require a 50-50 distribution of genders in the pulpits of the church, it does call for a 100 percent readiness to permit the rise of each called and gifted woman...in our time.3
1 For more on the life and ministry of Aimee Semple McPherson, I recommend her first autobiography, This is That (1923) available from the International Church of the Foursquare Gospel; and from the viewpoint of a secular historian, Daniel Mark Epstein, Sister Aimee, Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, New York (1993)
2 J. Lee Grady, 25 Tough Questions about Women and the Church (Lake Mary, Florida: Charisma House) 130-131
3 Jack W. Hayford and S. David More, The Charismatic Century (New York, New York; Time Warner) 154, 157-158
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