
Biblical Basis for Women in Ministry 

Women in Ministry 

The issue of women in ministry is primarily a New Testament discussion, but there are Old 
Testament texts that deserve attention. Genesis 1:26-28 indicates that man and woman were 
created together in the image of God and that dominion was given to both of them. In various 
contexts (such as Exodus 38:8 and 1 Samuel 2:1-10) women are mentioned as playing a part 
in Israel's worship. More important are the women who functioned in leadership roles and 
consequently provide an Old Testament basis for women in ministry. Miriam and Huldah are 
both referred to as prophetesses who had significant roles in God's purposes (Exodus 
15:20-21 and 2 Kings 22:14-20). Deborah is also referred to as a prophetess, but she is best 
remembered for her activity as a judge of Israel and a leader in a time of conflict (Judges 4-5). 
These texts provide important precedents for God’s design and purposes for women to be 
included in the ministry of Christ’s church. 

The New Testament texts referring to women present a view that is different from the negative 
view of women predominant in ancient societies. Women in biblical times usually were not 
educated, and rabbis warned against teaching the law to females. The limited information from 
ancient sources indicates that women who were considered respectable did not take part in 
public life. Rather, such women were expected to spend most of their lives within the confines 
of the home. Women were viewed as temptations to sin. They were not counted in the number 
of persons needed to have a synagogue, nor was their testimony accepted in a court of law. 
But Jesus' attitude and practice was in direct contradiction to that of the Jewish leaders and 
religious system of His day. He initiated conversation even with unrespectable females like the 
Samaritan woman at the well (John 4). Because of her witness, many of the townspeople 
believed in Jesus. Jesus had women disciples who accompanied him from Galilee to 
Jerusalem and helped finance his ministry (Mark 15:40-41 and Luke 8:1-3). Jesus taught Mary 
and defended her choice to learn (Luke 10:38-42). Women were the last at the cross and the 
first at the tomb. After his resurrection Jesus appeared first to women and gave them the task 
of telling the good news to the disciples (Matthew 28:7). 

The new-found freedom and role of women in Christ is clear also in the writings of the early 
Church. The book of Acts frequently mentions the presence and activity of women in the 
founding of the Church. From the praying in the upper room (1: 14) to the persecution by Saul 
(8:3) to the reception of the Gospel by Greeks (17:12), women were involved.  

Of major importance is the prophecy of Joel 2:28-32 which is used in Acts 2:17-21 to explain 
the outpouring of the Spirit at Pentecost. With this event the promise had been fulfilled that 



God would pour out his Spirit so that both sons and daughters would prophesy.  

The church at Philippi was founded on women, and one of them, Lydia, obviously played an 
important role in the origin and growth of this church. The four prophesying daughters of Philip, 
who are mentioned in Acts 21:9, are further examples of the ministry of the Holy Spirit through 
women.  

The ministry of women becomes even clearer in the writings of Paul. In Christ, racial, societal, 
and gender barriers have been broken down so that all are made one. "There is neither Jew 
nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is not male and female, for you all are one in 
Christ Jesus" (Galatians 3:28). In Paul's letters we encounter a significant number of women 
who were engaged in the work of the Gospel. The same language that Paul used of himself 
and his male helpers is used of them. Romans 16 mentions ten different women who were 
engaged in various kinds of ministries. Phoebe, who was probably the person who delivered 
the letter to the Romans, is described with the Greek word diakonos (which can be translated 
as "deacon" or “servant") and as one who helped many, including Paul (Romans 16:1-2). 
Prisca, also referred to as Priscilla, is called a fellow worker of Paul in 16:3. She and Aquila, 
her husband, had a church in their house, and the two of them instructed Apollos in Christian 
doctrine (Acts 18:26). Mary, Tryphaena, Tryphosa, and Persis were all women that Paul 
described as ones who labored in the Lord (Romans 16:6 and 12). It is also probable that 
Romans 16:7 refers to a woman, Junia, as an apostle, rather than to a man named Junias as 
in many translations of this text. (Since there is no evidence of this name being used for a 
man, the charge of a male bias in some translations is difficult to avoid.) In Philippians 4:2-3 
two other women, Euodia and Syntyche, are said to have struggled along with Paul and his 
other fellow-workers in the Gospel. Such evidence cannot be discounted. 

Authority 

Often when people are opposed to women in ministry, the real issue is not the Bible, but 
authority. They argue that women ought not to be in positions of authority. Such people need to 
ask themselves what authority really is and why men may have it and women may not. 
Misunderstood texts dealing with husband-wife relationships have wrongly been applied to the 
question of women in ministry. For example, people have viewed the term "helpmeet" in 
Genesis 2:18 as a basis for arguing for the inferiority of the woman. The words in question, 
however, mean "a helper suitable for him" and do not suggest inferiority, for the same word 
"helper" is also used of God (Deuteronomy 33:7). Similarly, people argue that women are not 
to be in positions of authority because in Genesis 3:16 Eve was told that her husband would 
rule over her. However, these words are descriptive of life after the fall, not descriptive of what 
God had intended for humanity. 



Ephesians 5:22 is often used to argue that women should not be in authority since wives 
should be in submission to their husbands. In the context of the ancient world, wives were 
instructed to submit to their husbands because Christianity with its call of total commitment to 
Christ was viewed as a threat to the family. In Titus 2:5 wives are asked to submit so that the 
word of God is not blasphemed. Husbands are referred to as "head" in Ephesians 5, to place 
greater responsibility on the husband in caring for his wife. He is to give himself for her in love 
as Christ gave himself for the Church. 


