
1 
 

This document forms part of the ‘Digging a little deeper’ section of ‘Ordination. We’re listening’ at owl.lca.org.au 

We believe in one holy, catholic and apostolic church 
(A response to “Women in Church. Different Roles?”) 

 
I write this out of gratitude for Lou, his love for his fellow human being, and his desire that all 
people should be saved and come to the knowledge of the truth.  Lou is also to be commended for 
his desire to draw his conclusions from holy Scripture.  The essay that follows, though, invites a 
different understanding. 
 
The church is “built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus himself being the 
cornerstone” (Eph 2:20).  Her teaching is therefore to be drawn from the apostolic and prophetic 
Scriptures that bear witness to Christ Jesus.  Also the ministers who serve her are to continue on 
the work of the apostles, summed up at Acts 6:4 as “prayer and … the ministry of the word”.  Their 
ministry is an apostolic ministry.  Our Lord promises to be present with such ministers “to the end 
of the age” (Mt 28:20). 
 
The office of the ministry established by Christ 
 
Our Lord established the office of the ministry when He chose His apostles to preach the good 
news of God’s rule, heal and drive out evil spirits as He had been doing (Mt 10:1-8; Mk 3:13-19; Lk 
6:12-16).  After His resurrection He authorised “the eleven disciples” to “make disciples of all 
nations, baptising them … [and] teaching them” (Mt 28:16, 19f).  These men were to be His 
witnesses “in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth” (Acts 1:8, 13).  
His designation “to the end of the earth” and His promise to be with them always, “to the end of the 
age,” indicate that others would carry on their gospel-work.  Though their successors would not be 
apostles in the strict sense of the word (Acts 1:21f), their work would be apostolic. 
 
In his instructions to elders (presbyters) of churches in various Roman provinces that today are 
part of the modern state of Turkey, the apostle Peter described their work as being the same as 
the work the Lord had given Him (1 Peter 5:1-4).  The risen Lord Jesus had commanded Peter to 
“feed” and “shepherd” His lambs and sheep (Jn 21:15-17).  Peter similarly tells elders to “shepherd 
the flock of God” as he had been authorised to do.  He even calls himself not an apostle, but “a 
fellow elder”. By describing Jesus as “the chief Shepherd” (=‘pastor’), he reminded them of the 
Lord and head to whom all pastors are responsible. 
 
That elders/pastors would carry on the work entrusted to apostles is indicated also at Acts 1:20b.  
There Peter quotes from Psalm 109:8 to show that someone had to take the “office” that Judas had 
vacated.  His replacement had to be a man (Acts 1:21f) who had witnessed all that the Lord had 
said and done.  The Greek word for ‘office’ is ‘episkopēn’.  It means ‘position’ or ‘office as an 
overseer’.1  The same word is used at 1 Tim 3:1, where it says that anyone who aspires to the 
office of overseer desires a noble task.  ‘Overseer’ (bishop) is another word used in the New 
Testament for the office of elder/pastor.  (‘Elder’ and ‘overseer’ are used interchangeably in Acts 
20:17, 28 and Titus 1:5, 7.)  One of the requirements given for an overseer is that he must be, 
literally, ‘the man (husband) of one woman’ (1 Tim 3:2; Titus 1:6).  To be sure, it means that 
pastors may not be in a polygamous relationship.  Yet it can’t be denied that they’re to be men.  
The same requirement is given for deacons (1 Tim 3:12—though by the third century, the 
institution of deaconess had also arisen in parts of the church2).  St Paul goes on, “if I delay, you 
may know how one” literally, “must behave in the household of God” (v 15). 
 
The Pauline prohibitions 
 
The requirement that pastors are to be men is in keeping with the apostolic prohibitions in 1 Cor 
14:34f and 1 Tim 2:12.  There need be no contradiction between 1 Cor 14:34f and 1 Cor 11:5.  
                                                           
1 William F Arndt and F Wilbur Gingrich. A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament, University of Chicago Press, 
1969, p 299. 
2 Aimé Georges Martimont, trans. K D Whitehead. Deaconesses—An Historical Study, Ignatius Press: San Francisco, 
1986. 
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Various possibilities have been suggested.  According to one significant understanding, in the 
worshipping congregation the female prophets were forbidden to weigh what the prophets said.  
(See 1 Cor 14:29.)  That is, they were forbidden “to evaluate prophecy biblically”3.  They were not 
to speak with authority by exercising what we might call ‘doctrinal oversight’. 
 
According to another interpretation, at 11:5 St Paul was acknowledging a practice that he forbids 
only at 14:34f.  A similar method of approach can be found in the discussion on food offered to 
idols.  (Compare 8:7-13 with 10:14-22.)  This interpretation has been summarised as follows: 

Paul’s approach … is a fine example of wise pastoral care.  Not everything can be 
addressed at once.  A foundation must first be laid before the more difficult things that must 
be said can be said.  Thus Paul in 11:2-16 is not yet ready to issue “the Lord’s command” 
(14:37) regarding the women.  He restricts himself primarily to the issue of their head-
coverings and prayer.  Although he briefly mentions prophesying (11:5), he leaves his direct 
orders regarding the more sensitive issue of their speaking during worship (including 
prophesying and speaking in tongues) to the end of chapter 14.4 

 
What may not be concluded is that St Paul was merely forbidding women to be disruptive in public 
worship.  The argument he uses is too weighty for such a scenario.  Consider how he argues with 
regard to the head covering.  At 11:4-6 he discusses what is proper for a woman and what would 
bring her dishonour.  In verses 7-10 he mentions the order of creation, followed by reflection in 
verses 11, 12 on the equality men and women enjoy “in the Lord”.  Then in verses 13-16 he returns 
to the order of creation and what is proper for a man and a woman.  Finally, for those who want to 
be contentious, he appeals to the custom of all the other churches of God.  Men were to be 
distinctively men and women distinctively women. 
 
Again in relation to the role of women in congregational worship, St Paul appeals to the universal 
practice “in all the churches of the saints” (14:33b).  That they are not to speak, or to speak in any 
authoritative way, is in keeping with their subordinate role as established by the order of creation 
given in “the Law” (verse 34 and 11:8f).  As at 11:6, he describes such speaking as being 
‘shameful’ for a woman.  But then, to any who might be inclined to disagree, Paul no longer 
appeals to custom.  Instead, he declares that what he has written is a command of the Lord Jesus 
(v 37).  Finally, in verse 38 he uses a divine passive (“he is not recognised”, that is, by God) to 
express in the strongest way the importance of the Lord’s command.  It’s not disruptive speaking 
by women that is forbidden, but their speaking with authority. 
 
This understanding is confirmed by the similar instruction St Paul gives in 1 Timothy 2:11-15.  He 
does not permit a woman “to teach (‘didaskein’) or to exercise authority (‘authentein’) over a man” 
(v 12) in congregational worship.  After a study of Paul’s use of the word ‘teach’ in the pastoral 
epistles, John Kleinig gives this summary statement: “So then, for Paul a teacher is a minister of 
God’s word, a pastor who has been authorized to teach what the apostles taught”.5  While 
‘authentein’ can mean ‘to domineer’, the emphasis is on the verb ‘teach’.  The sentence in Greek 
begins with that verb.  This favours giving the rarely-found word ‘authentein’ the meaning ‘exercise 
authority’ rather than ‘domineer’.  Notice also the emphasis on the need for quiet learning by a 
woman.  A more literal translation of verses 11, 12 highlights the structure and meaning of these 
verses: 

a Let a woman learn in quietness with entire subordination. 
b Teaching, on the other hand, for a woman I do not permit, 
b’ nor having authority over a man, 
a’ but being in quietness (I permit).6 

                                                           
3 Adam D Hensley. “σιγαω, λαλεω, and υποτασσω in 1 Corinthians 14:34 in their Literary and Rhetorical Context”, in 
Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society, June 2012 (55/2), p 350. 
4 Gregory J Lockwood. “The Ordination of Women”, in Matthew C Harrison and John T Pless, eds, Women Pastors? 
Concordia Publishing House: Saint Louis, 2012, p. 157. 
5 John W Kleinig. “Disciples But Not Teachers,” in Matthew C Harrison and John T Pless, eds, Women Pastors? 
Concordia Publishing House: Saint Louis, 2012, pp 58f. 
6 Ibid. p 57. 
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Once again, in support of this instruction there’s an appeal to the order of creation (“For Adam was 
formed first, then Eve,” v 13) as well as to Eve’s deception by the serpent.  “The point of 
comparison is between Eve as an insubordinate student of God’s word and all Christian women as 
receptive disciples.”7 
 
The role of women who are mentioned by name in the New Testament 
 
Women have always had an important role as disciples of Jesus.  Many are mentioned by name in 
St Paul’s letters.  Priscilla and Aquila(s) made their house available to churches in both Ephesus (1 
Cor 16:8, 19) and Rome (Rom 16:5).  Yet that doesn’t prove that this wife and husband were 
pastors.  Nor should it be assumed that they explained the way of God more accurately to Apollos 
(Acts 18:26) in the setting of congregational worship.  They could have done so more easily and 
satisfactorily in a ‘one-on-one’ setting. 
 
The term ‘co-worker’ that’s used for women such as Priscilla, Euodia and Syntyche, may also not 
be pressed to mean that those so described were always apostles and/or pastors. 

All these Christians might have been literal workers (craftsmen, artisans, handworkers, etc.) 
because so much of the Pauline paraenesis [instruction] was intended for Christian working 
men and women in general.  To be sure, “fellow worker” … can refer more specifically to 
men known to be pastors and evangelists, who—together with Paul—were engaged in the 
apostolic ministry of Word and Sacrament.8 
 

Paul describes Philemon as “our beloved fellow worker” (Philemon 1).  Yet about Philemon, John 
Nordling has this to say: 

As the letter [to Philemon] stands … there is no reason to suppose that Philemon was a 
pastor or a “preacher” since Epaphras, not Philemon, seems to have occupied that role at 
Colossae … 9 

 
With regard to Junia, both the masculine ‘Junias’ and the feminine ‘Junia’ appear in the accusative 
as ‘Junian’. (It’s the accusative form of the name that’s given in Romans 16:7.)  So it can’t be 
convincingly claimed that this verse provides evidence for a female apostle.  While Jonathan 
Grothe says the philological findings suggest this person is a woman, he also makes these 
comments about the phrase ‘episēmoi en tois apostolois’: 

It is possible that “apostle” is used here not in the sense of “Jesus’ (twelve) apostles (plus 
Paul)” but rather as “delegates sent by the Spirit through a church.”  Among such persons, 
then, sent out into the Hellenistic mission, these two [Andronicus and Junia/s] were early 
and notable.  But it is also possible, and the most logical reading, that [en] stands for “in the 
eyes of” … in which case “apostles” can, indeed, mean “the Lord’s appointed Twelve—plus 
Paul.”  … 
One might, indeed, do well to reckon with the possibility that these two persons—whether 
both men or a man and a woman—were the chief gainsayers of Paul and his Gospel in 
Rome … 
The upshot of it all is this: these two persons (otherwise unknown) are given words of high 
respect from Paul, who acknowledges that they are fellow Jews who became Christians 
earlier than he, and are (in some sense) “captives” with (or like) him.  Paul says either that 
they are respected by the (“official”) apostles as excellent or that they are outstanding 
members of the larger body of persons “sent out” on various missions.10 

 
As for prominent Old Testament women such as Deborah and Huldah, none of them functioned as 
priests at the tabernacle/temple.  This role was reserved for Aaron and his sons (Ex 28:1, 43; 
29:9).  When the Lord declared through Isaiah that the day would come when He would select 

                                                           
7 Ibid. p 60. 
8 John G Nordling. Philemon, Concordia Publishing House: Saint Louis, 2004, p 25 (emphases his). 
9 Ibid. p 25.  See also his comments on pp 164-167. 
10 Jonathan F Grothe. The Justification of the Ungodly, 2005, pp 815f (emphases his). 
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priests and Levites even from among the Gentiles who would be brought to His holy mountain, 
there’s no indication that some of them would be women (Is 66:19-23). 
 
Our Lord Jesus honoured women and included them among the disciples who followed Him (Lk 
8:1-3).  After His resurrection He appeared firstly to the faithful women who had gone early on the 
Sunday morning to anoint His body.  While they were to carry the amazing news to His “brothers”, 
He did not appoint these women as apostles to the world.  He gave that work to the Eleven (Mt 
28:19f; Acts 1:8) and those whom they would appoint (Acts 14:23; 20:17, 28; 2 Tim 1:6). 
 
Conclusion 
 
A seismic shift took place when the first (Jewish) Christians acknowledged that male Gentile 
converts didn’t have to undergo circumcision in order to be saved (Acts 15:1-35).  (Note that the 
matter was discussed by the apostles and presbyters (Acts 15:2, 4, 6), not by elected lay 
representatives of the churches.)  As the church’s mission turned increasingly to Gentiles in the 
Greco-Roman world, this would have provided the ideal opportunity for the church to grapple with 
yet another issue—that of women as leaders in the worshipping assembly. 

In 1st and 2nd century Asia Minor, for example, the social position of women was well 
developed.  There were female physicians, and Ephesus had its female philosophers 
among the Stoics, Epicurean, and Pythagoreans, who were known to teach, perhaps also 
publicly.  Female leadership and priesthood were well-known in the local religious cults of 
Cybele, Isis, Demeter, and Artemis.  In the Greek cults of Demeter and Artemis the holiest 
places were open only to female priestesses.  Generally in the mystery cults women shared 
“equal rights” with men and were initiated into all the mysteries.  Often women performed 
the ceremonies and delivered the instructions, even to the male participants.  This is, for 
example, documented in the cult of Dionysius in which all distinctions between men and 
women, adults and children, freemen and slaves, were broken down.11 

 
Cybele, Isis, Demeter and Artemis are all goddesses.  The Christian Scriptures reveal God as 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit, one true God to the exclusion of all others (Is 43:10f; 44:6; 1 Cor 8:4; 
10:20).  He is the husband (Is 54:5; 2 Cor 11:2) and bridegroom (Jn 3:29; Mt 9:15) of His church.  
God is our Father, while the church is our Mother (Gal 4:26; Rev 12:1-6, 13-17; Large Catechism, 
Creed, 42). 
 
When a pastor baptises and absolves, preaches and consecrates, he is acting for Christ, the chief 
pastor (Heb 13:20; 1 Pet 5:1-4).  When he speaks and acts in keeping with Christ’s word, he is 
Christ’s mouth and hands.12  In his significant essay, “Ordination of Women?”, Hermann Sasse 
says that one of the deepest reasons why a woman may not become “a bishop or an ordained 
elder (1 Timothy 5:17) seems to be that in the office of pastor there are functions which the 
minister performs as the representative of Christ” (‘in persona Christi’).  In the Sacrament of the 
Altar “the minister speaks the words of consecration ‘in persona Christi’ … Another occasion when 
a pastor speaks ‘in persona Christi’ is at the absolution”.13  While a governor who represents a far-
distant monarch doesn’t need to be the same sex as the monarch, the matter is very different with 
regard to our Lord and His church.  Our Lord Jesus is always present in all His power and glory 
among His church on earth (Rev 1:12-20), though she remains under the cross and He is unseen.  
At the altar He joins Himself to the bread and wine that is set part by His powerful, Spirit-filled 

                                                           
11William Weinrich. “It is not Given to Women to Teach”, Concordia Theological Seminary Press: Fort Wayne, 1993, p 
4.  This important study is also printed in Matthew C Harrison and John T Pless, eds, Women Pastors? Concordia 
Publishing House: Saint Louis, 2012, pp 461-495. 
12 See Luke 10:16 in connection with Jesus’ sending out of the Seventy(-two).  Compare what the Large Catechism (10) 
says about baptism: “To be baptized in God’s name is to be baptized not by men, but by God Himself.  Therefore, 
although it is performed by human hands, it is still truly God’s own work”.  Concordia: The Lutheran Confessions, 
Concordia Publishing House: Saint Louis, 2005, p. 450. 
13 H Sasse. “Ordination of Women?”, in The Lutheran, May 3, 1971, 3-6.  Reprinted in Matthew C Harrison and John T 
Pless, eds, Women Pastors? Concordia Publishing House: Saint Louis, 2012, pp 341-350. 
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word, so that He may feed His church with His forgiveness and life.  The minister who is His 
mouthpiece and who is seen needs to be masculine as He is masculine.14 
 
While a woman can be representative of the church, she can’t represent Christ to His church.  This 
doesn’t mean that males are closer to God than females.  (See Gal 3:28.)  What a male pastorate 
avoids is confusing what’s feminine with what’s masculine.  It also avoids Christian identification 
with paganism and Gnosticism.15  For these and other reasons (such as the headship of the father 
in the home, 1 Cor 11:3—both matters that require in-depth study and reflection), the church held 
firmly to her bishops, pastors and deacons being male. 
 
The Old Testament male priesthood pointed to the male Christ and His sacrificial, high priestly role.  
The New Testament ministry that applies the saving work of Christ through preaching, baptism, 
absolution and supper likewise needs to be male.  Like Sasse, Bishop Ignatius of Antioch points 
the way for us, but from the early second century.  While on his way to Rome and martyrdom, he 
wrote to the church at Tralles, “Correspondingly, everyone must show the deacons respect.  They 
represent Jesus Christ, just as the Bishop has the role of the Father, and the presbyters [elders] 
are like God’s council and an apostolic band.”16 
 
Our Lord Christ is one with His church (2 Tim 2:13), of which He is the head.  Until the last Day He 
remains unseen.  Yet as He was sent by the Father, He also sends His apostles and ministers (Jn 
20:21) who work together with Him (2 Cor 6:1), bearing witness to Him and to the Father who sent 
Him.  Together His apostles and pastors belong to the “apostolic band” He established.  They 
serve Him and His one, holy, catholic and apostolic church. 
 
—Pastor David Buck 
June 2015 

                                                           
14 See also C S Lewis. “Priestesses in the Church?”, in Undeceptions, Geoffrey Bles: London, 1971, 191-196. 
15 For a summary of Gnostic views about God and the role of women, see Louis A Brighton, “The Ordination of 
Women: A Twentieth-Century Gnostic Heresy?”, in Matthew C Harrison and John T Pless, eds, Women Pastors? 
Concordia Publishing House: Saint Louis, 2012, pp 107-120. 
16 Cyril C Richardson, ed. Early Christian Fathers, Macmillan Paperbacks Edition, 1970, p 99. 


