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Reconfiguring ‘Disciples’: a closer look at the Biblical witness of the women who were 

‘with Jesus’ and the ministry of women in the early church  
 

Summary:  

1. Although sometimes the word ‘disciples’ has been equated with ‘The Twelve Apostles,’ this 

position cannot be sustained when examining the biblical witness. The word ‘disciple’ needs 

to be reconfigured in our understanding to encompass women, in order to be faithful to the 

biblical witness. Jesus chose women as disciples, as explicitly shown in the gospels. Women 

disciples were ‘with him’ throughout his entire ministry, including his atoning death, and the 

women were the first disciples to become witnesses of his resurrection. Women disciples 

were present when the risen Jesus appeared to his disciples, and women were included in 

the commission of the ‘Office of the Keys,’ the foundation of our pastoral ministry. 

2. There were a variety of ways of ordering the office of the ministry in the early church, as 

shown in Acts and in the Epistles. The biblical witness shows that women were included in all 

of the orderings of the office of the ministry in the early church, and that the risen Jesus 

gave women to serve the church as disciples, apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors, 

teachers, and deacons. 

3. Therefore in ordaining women, the LCA would be faithful to the commission of the Lord of 

the church and to the witness and precedent of Scripture and the early church. 

This paper interacts with paragraphs from the LCA’s Draft Doctrinal Statement (DDS) on the 

Ordination of both Men and Women. Text from the Draft Doctrinal Statement is indented. My own 

commentary is not indented. I acknowledge that the Draft Doctrinal Statement is currently in the 

process of being revised. Nevertheless, the biblical exegesis and response remains valid. 

 

Part 1: Reconfiguring ‘disciples’ – the biblical witness of the women who were with Jesus 
Paragraph 5 of the DDS stated: 

5. Jesus certainly acted in a counter-cultural way by defying many of the customs of his 

day, but there were certain restrictions imposed by the Jewish culture of the day. One of 

those restrictions was that only men could become disciples of a rabbi (teacher) and Jesus 

himself was a rabbi (John 1:38; 3:2; 6:25; 9:2; 11:8; 20:16). Therefore, for the sake of his 

saving mission Jesus freely chose only men to his inner circle of disciples or apostles. Jesus’ 

calling of the twelve apostles, who represented the twelve patriarchs of Old Testament 

Israel, also brought Israel’s history to its fulfilment. Therefore, they played a unique role in 

the history of the Christian church. These historical and cultural factors cannot be 

overlooked when trying to understand why Jesus did not include women in his inner circle 

but why they can be included in the church’s ministry today. 

This paragraph of the DDS is inaccurate. Firstly, it seems to equate ‘disciples’ to ‘the twelve apostles.’ 

The word ‘disciple’ is used in each of the four gospels to denote a group that is broader than ‘the 

Twelve’ or ‘the Apostles.’ As a simple example, Joseph of Arimathea is called ‘a disciple of Jesus’ in 

John 19:38. Clearly he is not one of ‘the Twelve’ or ‘the Apostles.’ ‘The inner circle of disciples’ is also 

broader than the Twelve, as I will show below.  

Secondly, this paragraph says ‘Jesus did not include women in his inner circle.’ When we take time to 

carefully examine the Biblical evidence, it is evident that Jesus, even as a Jewish rabbi, DID choose 
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women disciples. The women were not among the twelve apostles but were certainly part of his 

‘inner circle.’  

The following passages make this clear: 

 Matthew 12:48-50  

Pointing at his disciples, Jesus said, ‘Here are my mother and my brothers. For whoever does the 

will of God is my mother and my sister and my brother.”  

It’s clear that when Jesus is pointing at his disciples, the text includes both men and women who are 

disciples. In both the Jewish culture of Jesus’ day and also today, it is nonsensical to point to a group 

that consists only of men, and say, ‘here are my mother…here are my sisters.’ So Matthew’s Gospel 

clearly includes ‘women’ when it uses the word ‘disciples’. 

 Luke 8:1-3 and Luke 23:55 

After this, Jesus travelled about from one town and village to another, proclaiming the good news 

of the Kingdom of God. The Twelve were with him, and also some women who had been cured of 

evil spirits and diseases: Mary (called Magdalene) from whom seven demons had been driven out; 

Joanna the wife of Cuza. the manager of Herod’s household, Susanna, and many others. 

The women were ‘with Jesus’ as were the Twelve. This phrase ‘with him’ recurs in the Gospel of 

Luke. It doesn’t denote being ‘off to the side’ but rather, as the Twelve are described here, ‘in his 

inner circle,’ right there with the Apostles. This passage shows that women were in Jesus’ inner 

circle as he proclaimed the Kingdom of God.  

This is reinforced by reading Luke 23:55, ‘The women who had come with Jesus from Galilee 

followed Joseph and saw the tomb and how his body was laid in it.’ The women have been ‘with 

Jesus’ through his whole ministry to this point. They become not only the last witnesses of the 

crucifixion but the first witnesses of the resurrection. 

 Luke 9:14-22 compared with Luke 24:1-3 

Luke 9:14-22 (extracts): Once when Jesus was teaching his disciples in private, he asked them, 

‘Who do the crowds say I am?’…Jesus strictly warned them not to tell this to anyone, and he said, 

‘The Son of man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders, chief priests and teachers 

of the law, and he must be killed and on the third day be raised to life.’ 

Now closely compare this passage with its parallel in Luke 24:1-8, after Jesus is raised from the dead:  

…the men said to the women, ‘Why do you look for the living among the dead? He is not here, he 

is risen! Remember how he told you, while he was still with you in Galilee, ‘The Son of man must 

be delivered into the hands of sinful men, be crucified and on the third day be raised again.’ Then 

the women remembered his [Jesus’] words.’ 

A close reading and comparison of these two passages, Luke 9:14-22 and Luke 24:1-8, is instructive 

in affirming that in Luke’s gospel, whenever he uses the word ‘disciples,’ women are included, and 

are in fact among the inner circle of Jesus’ disciples that he teaches ‘in private.’  

A comparison of these two texts makes the conclusion inescapable: When Jesus is teaching his 

disciples in private, the women are with him. Thus everywhere we read the word ‘disciples’ in the 

gospel of Luke after Luke 8, we must assume that women are with Jesus and present as disciples 
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unless they are specifically excluded by the text. Luke’s Gospel clearly includes ‘women’ when it uses 

the word ‘disciples.’ 

 Luke 10:38 

In this passage, Jesus teaches Mary, who takes the position of a disciple, sitting at the feet of the 

Rabbi to hear his teaching. Jesus, the Jewish Rabbi, has broken cultural convention by teaching a 

woman, and commends her for taking the better part. 

The Gospel of John 

The picture in the Gospel of John with regard to women disciples is perhaps a little more in need of 

explication. It’s quite clear that John uses the word ‘disciples’ to include people who are not part of 

‘The Twelve.’ As a simple example, Joseph of Arimathea is called ‘a disciple of Jesus’ in John 19:38. 

John makes a distinction between ‘The Twelve’ and ‘the disciples’ in John 20:24 (‘Thomas, one of the 

Twelve, was not with them when Jesus appeared…’). But does John include women when he uses 

the term ‘disciples’? The answer is yes. In John 6, Jesus is teaching in the synagogue in Capernaum. 

He teaches the people that he gives his flesh and blood so people can have life. John 6:60-66 says, 

‘Many of his disciples said, “This is very hard to understand. How can anyone accept it?” Jesus was 

aware that his disciples were complaining…At this point many of his disciples turned away and 

deserted him. Then Jesus turned to the Twelve and asked, “Are you also going to leave?”’  

We see in John 4:1-2 that John the Baptist baptises both men and women, who are called John’s 

disciples, and Jesus is ‘making more disciples than John’ through baptising. 

These passages make it evident that when the author of the gospel of John uses the word ‘disciple’ 

he uses it to mean ‘people (both men and women) who are following Jesus.’  

In John’s Gospel, then, the word ‘disciple’ means both men and women who follow Jesus.  

  

Conclusion: 
When we read the word ‘disciples’ in the gospel of Matthew, and in the Gospel of Luke after Luke 8, 

we must assume that women are with Jesus and present as disciples unless they are specifically 

excluded by the text. When we read the word ‘disciples’ in the Gospel of John, it means ‘people 

(both men and women) who follow Jesus.’  

Reading the resurrection narratives in this light brings about a paradigm shift, particularly in our 

understanding of who it is that Jesus authorises with the ‘Office of the Keys’.  

For instance, in Luke 24:33,the risen Jesus explicitly appears to ‘…the Eleven and those with them,’ a 

strong cross reference to Luke 8:1, ‘The Twelve were with him, and also some women…’.  

This means that women were present and were authorised with the office of the keys and 

commission to preach by the risen Lord in Luke 24, where Jesus says ‘This is what is written: The 

Christ will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, and repentance and forgiveness of sins will 

be preached in his name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem. You are witnesses of these things. I 

am going to send you what my Father has promised, but stay in the city until you are clothed with 

power from on high.’ Of course, as with all of Jesus’ promises, this one comes true, with the women 

disciples as well as men disciples in Acts 1 receiving the Holy Spirit, as described by the Prophet Joel, 

and all of the disciples, women as well as men, proclaim the wonders of God on the day of Pentecost 
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in the public preaching and baptising that constitutes the Christian Church (see my other exegetical 

paper for a fuller explanation of how Pentecost gives precedent to the ordination of women). 

In John’s gospel, Jesus chooses an ‘outsider’ to be the first to know his identity as ‘the I AM’ and the 

Messiah – the Samaritan woman at the well. She becomes the first evangelist to the nations. Jesus 

chooses another outsider, Mary Magdalene, a woman, from whom seven demons were driven, to be 

the first witness of his resurrection, and commissions her to tell the Twelve the good news.  

Mary Magdelene, Mary the Mother of Jesus, and other woman disciples are present in the upper 

room when the risen Jesus appears to the disciples and authorises his followers with the Office of 

the Keys in John 20:19-23: ‘As the Father sent me, so I am sending you.’ Then he breathed on them 

and said, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive anyone’s sins, they are forgiven. If you do not 

forgive them, they remain unforgiven. 

 

Important Implications for the Doctrinal Statement on the Ordination of Women 
In Summary, in order to be faithful to the biblical witness, Paragraph 5 of the Draft Doctrinal 

Statement should reflect the following: 

Jesus certainly acted in a counter-cultural way by defying many of the customs of his day. 

One of those restrictions was that only men could become disciples of a rabbi (teacher) and 

Jesus himself was a rabbi (John 1:38; 3:2; 6:25; 9:2; 11:8; 20:16). However, despite cultural 

custom, Jesus chose women as well as men to be disciples, as the gospels make clear 

(include the above references).  Women were explicitly included in his inner circle of 

disciples as healed the sick, dethroned the power of evil, and proclaimed the coming of the 

Kingdom of God (Matthew 12:48-50; Luke 8:1-3; Luke 9:14-22 compared with Luke 24:1-8; 

Luke 10:38-42) . It is true that Jesus chose only men to be the twelve apostles, who 

represented the twelve patriarchs of Old Testament Israel. Therefore, the twelve apostles 

played a unique role in the history of the Christian church. However, Jesus freely chose 

women to be among his disciples, and they were among the disciple community which he 

authorised after his resurrection with the office of the keys (John 20:10-23, Luke 24:33-49). 

Jesus’ choosing of women disciples as the first witnesses of his resurrection, his 

commissioning of them to tell the male disciples the good news, and his including them in 

the authorisation of the Office of the Keys, cannot be overlooked when understanding why 

women can be included in the church’s ministry today. 

 

Part 2. Reconfiguring Apostles, Prophets, Evangelists, Pastors and Teachers: Women in 

ministry roles in the early church 
 

Paragrah 18 of the DDS stated: 

18. Even though the following examples may not have a direct bearing on the ordination 

of women, they show that women were involved in leadership roles in Israel and in the 

early church. Already in the Old Testament women are shown serving in leadership roles 

among the people of God (e.g. Exod 15:19–21; Judg 4 and 5; 2 Kgs 22:14–20). Jesus 

commissioned women to proclaim the resurrection to the disciples (Matt 28:10). The 

daughters of the evangelist Philip were prophets (Acts 21:9), Priscilla, the wife of Aquila, 

took the lead in teaching ‘the way of God to [Apollos] more accurately’ (Acts 18:26; 



5 
 

Rom. 16:3), Phoebe was a deacon, or minister (Rom 16:1), the same word that describes 

the ministry of Epaphras (Col 1:7) and Timothy (1 Tim 4:6). Junia may have been an 

apostle (Rom 16: 7). Paul said that Euodia and Syntyche ‘struggled beside [him] in the 

work of the gospel’ (Phil 4:3), and nearly one third of the church leaders whom Paul 

greets in Romans 16 are women. Although there were a variety of models for leadership 

and a variety of ways of ordering the holy ministry in the early church, these New 

Testament examples show that women were included in leadership and ministry roles in 

the church. 

It is the first sentence of this paragraph that I want to interact with here, as well as some of the 

comments below.  Basically, the examples that are given DO have a direct bearing on the ordination 

of women, as they show that women were involved in leadership roles in the early church that we 

would today equate with the ordained, or pastoral, ministry.  

‘… Jesus commissioned women to proclaim the resurrection to the disciples (Matt 28:10).’  

Our Lord freely chose women to be the first witnesses of the resurrection, despite the cultural 

barriers that barred women from being witnesses in court. In doing this he lived out his Kingdom 

dictum that ‘the first shall be last and the last shall be first.’ From earliest times, Mary Magdalene 

has been known as ‘apostle to the apostles.’  

‘…The daughters of the evangelist Philip were prophets (Acts 21:9)’ and there were women who 

prophesied in the church in Corinth. The role of prophecy in the church was to speak clear, 

intelligible words in public for the conviction of sin, declaring the will of God and for the building up 

of God’s church, as we find clearly described in 1 Corinthians. 

‘Priscilla, the wife of Aquila, took the lead in teaching ‘the way of God to [Apollos] more accurately’ 

(Acts 18:26; Rom. 16:3).’ Interestingly, in Romans 16:3, Paul commends Priscilla and Aquila in the 

strongest possible terms, and calls them ‘fellow workers in Christ Jesus.’  

It might be interesting to reflect on why Paul can commend and affirm the teaching work of this 

woman, Priscilla. Paul can even say ‘All the churches of the Gentiles are grateful for them [Priscilla 

and Aquila]’ here in Romans 16, and yet in 1 Timothy Paul says ‘I do not permit a woman to teach or 

to domineer over her husband.’ Could it be that the woman or women he is referring to in 1 Timothy 

were not permitted to teach because they needed to learn first (‘A woman should learn in quietness 

and full submission’), whereas Priscilla was learned and well equipped to teach a church leader like 

Apollos? In other words, are Paul’s words in 1 Timothy limited and contextual, rather than unlimited 

and for all times and places? 

‘Phoebe was a deacon, or minister, of the church in Cenchrea (Rom 16:1).’ 

The word ‘deacon’ or ‘minister’ (Greek, diakonos) used here of Phoebe is the same word that 

describes the ministry of Epaphras (Colossians 1:7) and Timothy (1 Timothy 4:6), of Paul himself, and 

of Christ Jesus. It is the same word used 1 Timothy 3:8-10, and in Romans Phoebe is described as 

‘diakonos’ (masculine) of the church in Cenchrea, showing that in the early church, there were both 

male and female ‘deacons’ or ministers. In fact, Phoebe is one of the few people in the New 

Testament who is named as the holder of an ordained ministry role in a particular place. She is 

named as ‘[the] minister of the church in Cenchrea, who has been set over [prostatis, from 

proistemi] many people.’ No one else is specifically named as ‘minister of the church in’ a particular 

place.  
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Most biblical scholars agree that Phoebe was the person whom Paul entrusted to carry his letter, 

now known as the Epistle to the Romans, to the church in Rome, and that therefore she would have 

been the one to read the letter in public to the congregation, as in that oral culture very few people 

could read.  

Paul also uses another important word to describe Phoebe in Romans 16:2, which is prostatis. This is 

often translated with the sense of ‘helper’ or ‘patron’ but it comes from the root word ‘proistemi’ 

which means ‘to lead, to preside, to be set over.’ This same root word is used in 1 Thessalonians 

5:12-13 and 1 Timothy 5:17  of those who are in what we would now call the role of pastor.  

1 Thessalonians 5:12-13 says ‘Now we ask you, brothers, to respect those who work hard among 

you, who are over you [proistemi] in the Lord and who admonish you.’  

1 Timothy 5:17 says ‘The elders who direct the affairs [from proistemi] of the church are well worthy 

of double honour, especially those whose work is preaching and teaching’.  

So Paul has said in Romans 16:1-2 that Phoebe is the deacon, or minister, of the church in Cenchrea, 

who has been set over many people, led many people, or presided over many people, including 

himself.  

The verbal parallels between the way Paul describes Phoebe and the ministry roles described 

elsewhere are so strong that it is difficult to escape the conclusion that Phoebe was in a position that 

we would now call ‘Pastor.’ Several fathers of the early church also thought so. The early church 

father Hatto in his commentary on this verse wrote, ‘…at that time not only men, but women also 

presided over churches,’ and Origen wrote, ‘…this point teaches by apostolic authority that women 

were also appointed to the ministry of the church.’1 

 

‘Junia may have been an apostle (Rom 16: 7).’ 

The witness of the early church is predominantly that Junia WAS a female apostle. Romans 16:7 says 

that Junia and Andronicus are ‘…outstanding among the apostles.’ In Romans, Acts and elsewhere, 

the word ‘apostle’ is used for a group that is wider than the Twelve Apostles from the gospels. The 

word apostle is used to describe Barnabas, Paul, Timothy, Silas, and this woman, Junia (Julia in some 

manuscripts), and her husband Andronicus. While some translations give the masculine name 

‘Junias,’ this only appears in manuscripts dating from over a thousand years after the writing of the 

book of Romans. In the history of the early church, the overwhelming evidence is that Junia is a 

woman. For instance, St John Chrysostom wrote of Junia: ‘O how great is the devotion of this woman 

that she should be counted worthy of the appellation of apostle!’ 

Summary and conclusion 
 

In summary: the biblical witness for women in diverse ministry roles is strong evidence 

that women in the early church took up roles that today fall within our ordained pastoral 

ministry. This should be made a core part of the argument for the ordination of women. 

Paragraph 18 of the Draft Doctrinal Statement should be revised to reflect the following: 

                                                           
1 A deeper exegesis of this word prostatis/proistemi can be found in Pastor Ray Schultz’s article in the Lutheran 
Theological Journal, 1990, in an article entitled “A Case for ‘President’ Phoebe in Romans 16:2”. This is also the 
source of these quotes from the early church fathers. 
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18. The following examples of women’s ministry in the early church have a direct bearing on the 

ordination of women, for they show that women were involved in leadership roles in the early 

church which would be equated with the ordained office of ‘pastor’ today.   

 In all four gospels, the risen Jesus freely chose the women disciples to be the first witnesses 

of his resurrection, and he commissioned women to proclaim the resurrection to the 

apostles (Matthew 28:10). Mary Magdalene has been called ‘the apostle to the apostles’.  

 The daughters of the evangelist Philip were prophets (Acts 21:9) and there were female 

prophets in Corinth (1 Corinthians 11:5).  

 Priscilla, the wife of Aquila, took the lead in teaching ‘the way of God to [Apollos] more 

accurately’ (Acts 18:26; Rom. 16:3).  

 Phoebe was a deacon, or minister, of the church in Cenchrea, who was ‘set over many 

people.’ In Romans 16:1, the same word is used of Phoebe that describes the ministry of 

Epaphras (Colossians 1:7) and Timothy (1 Timothy 4:6). The same root word that describes 

Phoebe’s ministry of ‘being set over many people’ is used in 1 Thessalonians 5:12-13 and 1 

Timothy 5:17, passages which are clearly speaking of what we would today term the 

ordained ministry. 

 Junia was a woman who St Paul acknowledged as ‘outstanding among the apostles’ (Rom 

16: 7).  

 Paul said that Euodia and Syntyche ‘struggled beside [him] in the gospel’ (Phil 4:3), the same 

phrase he uses of Pastor Timothy.  

 Nearly one third of the church leaders whom Paul greets in Romans 16 are women.  

So although there were a variety of models for leadership and a variety of ways of ordering the 

holy ministry in the early church, these New Testament examples show that women were 

included in all of the leadership and ministry roles in the church. In fact, the New Testament 

shows that the risen and ascended Lord Jesus called women to be apostles (Junia, Mary 

Magdalene); prophets (the women in Corinth, Philip’s daughters); evangelists (Euodia and 

Syntyche who ‘laboured in the gospel’); and pastors (Phoebe) and teachers (Priscilla). In 

affirming the ordination of women as pastors, the LCA is thus simply following the powerful 

witness and precedent of the New Testament with regard to women in ministry.  

 

Pastor Nathan Hedt 
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