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4.5.   THERE IS SCRIPTURAL WARRANT FOR
DEACONESSES, SO WHY NOT EXTEND THE
ELDERSHIP TO WOMEN (1 TIM 3:11; TITUS 2:3-4)?

The evidence for deaconesses is as follows.
The first piece is from a letter of Pliny to Trajan (who reigned AD 98-117) where h e

speaks of the torture of two “ancillis” who were called “ministrae.”1 It is rather odd,
however, that neither Ignatius nor Polycarp mention this office.2

The second piece is Tertullian who may be referring to deaconesses in his O n
Exhortation to Chast i ty  (13 end), when he refers to men and women “in ecclesasticus
ordinibus” who owed their position to their chastity. However, it is possible that this is a
reference to the order of widows or virgins, as far as the women are concerned.

The third piece is from Clement of Alexandria (Stromata 3.6.53.3-4) who speaks of
“feminis diaconis” but the context is a discussion between Paul and Timothy (1 Tim 3.11).

The fourth piece of evidence comes from Clement’s student, Origen, who refers to
“feminas in ministeris Ecclesiae constitu” (Commentary on Romans 16.1,2) which seems
unambiguous about there being deaconesses.

What was the role of a deaconess?3

In the Apostolic Tradition, attributed to Hippolytus (ca. 170-235) we are told of a
ceremony of laying on of hands for deaconesses that is an exact duplicate of the ceremony for
deacons.4

In the Didascalia (ca. 225) (at 3.12) deaconesses are said to have the responsibility
of instructing new female converts on how to live a Christian life. They are to be honoured
(2.26.5-8).

In the Apostolic Constitutions (ca. AD 350-400) also of Syrian provenance, the
deaconesses receive the newly baptized female convert (3.16). The bishop is to “ordain also
a deaconess who is faithful and holy, for ministering to the women” (3.15.2) and to anoint
women with oil after the deacon has done so in preparation for baptism.

In the Council of Nicea (AD 325) Canon 19 numbers deaconesses among the Kanoni.
However, the office of deaconess was unknown in the West before 394 because it was in tha t
year that the Synod of Nîmes condemned the recent incursion of women (from the East) who
hold the levitical office and the bishops in Synod exhaust the capacities of language in
declaring their detestation of such a novel outrage, repudiate the ordinations, and say tha t
nothing of the kind be done in future. At least three Councils, one at Orange (441) which
declared that deaconesses were on no account to be ordained, one at Epâon (517), which
again forbade the consecration of widows into deaconesses, and one at Orleans (533)
mandated that the ordination of deaconesses be stopped entirely, and the 533 second

                                                                        
1  Pliny the Younger, Letters, 10.96-97, LCL 2 (1969) 404-5.
2 See the anonymous review article II in the Church Quarterly Review 47 (1898/9) 302-341, esp. pp. 305-27. This is an

excellent summary of the origin and spread of the office of deaconess. The office was unknown in the West
before the beginning of the 5th century. The office was known but not filled in Egypt during the same period (p,
308, 317). The office was probably in existence in the East under the name of Widow certainly by the end of the
2nd cent. (p. 311).

3 See the anonymous review article II in the Church Quarterly Review 47 (1898/9) 315-317.
4  Cf. Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 653.
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Council of Orleans banned even unordained deaconesses.5 One stipulation that came in very
early was that a deaconess had to forty years of age or older, unmarried or a widow.

 The order had begun as a means of practical service, but eventually had evolved
sacral functions at baptism (possibly to prevent scandal since often baptism was in the
nude). Thereafter, it involved the teaching of new female converts, again as a matter of
decorum.

While there are numerous similarities between Elders and Deacons there is one
overriding distinction between the two offices. The Elders exercise the oversight or
management of the local church, having the responsibility for the organising of the work of
God, for the discipline in the congregation, the overall worship of the church, the
ordination of other Elders, the setting aside of suitable men to ensure the true succession of
the Gospel, and appointing suitable women, when necessary, for Christian social work
among women. The deacon, on the other hand, carries out tasks that have been delegated to
him by the Eldership, and they are, therefore, responsible in the first place to the Elders
who appointed them.

Regarding the functions of the Deacon we have no detailed list. However, we do
know the type of work they were given to do. In Acts 6:1-6 we read of the Apostles’ concern
not to be drawn away from “the ministry of the word of God in order to wait on tables.”
They were aware, however, that this work was their responsibility, but as they had no
time to do it as well as they might, they wisely delegated their work to other men to do on
their behalf: “Brothers, choose seven men from among you who are known to be full of the
Spirit and wisdom. We will turn this responsibility over to them and will give our
attention to prayer and the ministry of the word.” Seven men were consequently chosen to
sort out the trouble among the widows. Although this particular work among the women
was given to men and not to women, this could have been because the situation required firm
leadership. It is likely that there was other work among the women which would not be
appropriate for a man to do, so although we have only one reference to a woman being
called a deacon/servant (diavkonon from diavkono") in Romans 16:1, namely, Phoebe,6 no doubt
certain tasks would be instinctively felt to be “woman’s work,” even if the women concerned
are not given any title or official appointment.

In Rome and in other large cities the number of deacons was maintained at seven in
continuation of the original number; and on great days the seven deacons ministered to the
bishop at the Eucharist. At Rome subdeacons came into existence at least as early as the
first half of the third century, and a few years later the clergy comprised seven deacons,
seven subdeacons and forty-two acolytes, besides fifty-two inferior clergy. The acolytes
would carry the consecrated Eucharist to the clergy of district churches.7

Following the Reformation in Europe the office of deaconess is first attested among
the Independents in Holland. We give here the actual account:

At Amsterdam, before their division and breach, they were about three
hundred communicants, and they had for their pastor and teacher these two
eminent men before named [Mr. Francis Johnson and Mr. Henry Ainsworth], and
in our time four grave men for ruling elders, and three able and godly men for
deacons, one ancient widow for a deaconess, who did them service many years,
though she was sixty years of age when she was chosen. She honoured her place
and was an ornament to the congregation. She usually sat in a convenient place
in the congregation, with a little birchen rod in her hand, and kept l i t t le
children in great awe from disturbing the congregation. She did frequently visit
the sick and weak, especially women, and, as there was need, called out maids
and young women to watch and do them other help as their necessity did
require; and if they were poor, she would gather relief for them of those that

                                                                        
5 See the anonymouse review article II in the Church Quarterly Review 47 (1898/9) 317-8.
6 I shall not here prejudge the issue whether Phoebe held an official office of ‘Deacon’ or was simply a ‘servant’ as

every Christian was. This is treated more fully under 4.5.1 and 4.5.2.
7 See Walter Howard Frere, The Principles of Religious Ceremonial (London: A. R. Mowbray, 1928) p. 42.
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were able, or acquaint the deacons; and she was obeyed as a mother in Israel
and an officer of Christ.8

The office was gradually introduced elsewhere. One early eighteenth-century work
on the subject gave the following directions. A deaconess is not to be ordained before the age
of forty “unless upon a particular occasion, of which the Bishop is to be judge;” and she is to
assist at the baptism of women, to instruct children and women before baptism, to supervise
the women in Church and rebuke and correct those who misbehave, and “to introduce any
woman who wanteth to make application to a Deacon, Presbyter, or Bishop.”9

The modern revival of the office of deaconess may be said to have begun in 1833
when there arose in Germany the “Society of Deaconesses for the Rhenish Provinces of
Westphalia.” This was replicated all over Europe and in England an anonymous work (but
thought to be by Florence Nightingale) was published in London in 1851, entitled, Account
of the Institution for Deaconesses. But these were really sisterhoods with the vows. They
were voluntary societies for common life and work which the volunteers could leave at the
call of more urgent duties. Whereas the deaconesses of the East (and later in the West but
which died out in the twelfth century) were a regular part of the ministry and ordained on
the basis of individual character, the eighteenth-century deaconess-institutions were
voluntary organisations of the laity. They were the equivalent of the Catholic nun, the
“Sisters of Mercy,” without noviciate, superiors, and vows. In fact, Elizabeth Fry in 1840
had toyed with the idea of calling her institute the “Protestant Sisters of Charity.”10 In
time there was an attempt to bring in “ordination” of some kind. This came about
unofficially in 1861 when the Bishop of London (Dr. Tait), acting on his own authority, la id
hands on Miss Elizabeth Ferard, thus setting her apart as a (titular) deaconess. In 1871,
1891 and 1897 the office received further ecclesiastical recognition and thus the ancient
name finally emerged again.

4.5.1.   WOMEN’S MINISTRY

The New Testament position regarding the place of women in the public service of
God is in sharp contrast to that which obtained in the rest of the Mediterranean world and
the Near East.11 A woman could be a priest or a prophet in the Greco-Roman world.12 As a
prophetess she was simply Apollo’s mouthpiece. The Sibyl was another famous
prophetess.13  But women did not normally become teachers in the ancient world. Diogenes
Laertius’ Lives of the Eminent Philosophers14 contains only one woman in ten
books—Hipparchia. She provides an illustration of how women were not accepted in
teaching roles.15

                                                                        
8 William Bradford, A Dialogue, or the Sum of a Conference between some Young Men born in New England, and sundry

Ancient Men that came out of Holland and of Old England, 1648. The quotation is taken from an anonymous article in
the Church Quarterly Review 47 (1898/9) 329-30.

9 Thomas Deacon, A Compleat collection of devotions; taken from the Apostolical Constitutions, the ancient liturgies, and the
Common Prayer Book of the Church of England. Part 1. Comprehending the publick offices of the Church . . . . London,
1734. Reprinted as Fragmenta liturgica. Vol. 6. Bath: Bimms & Goodwin, 1846; see 6.293 and Church Quarterly
Review 47 (1898/9), p. 330 n. 4.

10 For the history of the rise of the new deaconess see J. S. Howson, The Diaconate of Women in the Anglican Church
(London: J. Nisbet, 1886). The object of his book was to urge that the deaconess movement should receive some
further ecclesiastical recognition, rather than that an ancient ecclesiastical order should be revived.

11 See A. M. Blackman, “On the Position of Women in the Ancient Egyptian Hierarchy,” Journal of Egyptian
Archaeology 7 (1921) 8-30, which attempts to refute Herodotus’ statement that ‘no woman exercises priestly
office . . . but men in all cases.’

12 See H. W. Parke and D. E. W. Wormell, The Delphic Oracle (2nd ed.; Oxford: Blackwell, 1956), pp. 10-35. See A. C.
Wire op. cit., pp. 237-69, for the most complete literary record of women prophetesses in Greco-Roman religions;
and Ute E. Eisen, Women Officebearers in Early Christianity: Epigraphical and Literary Studies (ET by Linda M.
Maloney. Collegeville, Minnesota: The Liturgical Press, 2000), p. 104 (and chap 1 B) for the evidence for
women’s ministry in ancient religions and even in Judaism.

13 See H. W. Parke, Greek Oracles (London: Hutchinson University Library, 1967), pp. 49-55, 132-33.
14 Loeb Classical Library 6.96-98.
15 See James G. Sigountos and Myron Shank, “Public Roles for Women in the Pauline Church: A Reappraisal of the

Evidence,” JETS 26 (1983) 283-95, esp. 288-92. P. W. Barnett (“Wives and Women’s Ministry (1 Timothy 2:11-
15),” Evangelical Quarterly 61.3 (1989) 225-38) argues that Paul was not forbidding women teaching generally but
only forbidding them as ‘official’ elders/overseers. See the reply by Timothy J. Harris, “Why did Paul Mention
Eve’s Deception? A Critique of P. W. Barnett’s Interpretation of 1 Timothy 2,” EQ 62 (1990) 341-42.
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In the New Testament church the only teaching ministry done by women was done
by older women (the feminine form of Elder is used of any elderly woman) who were
expected to pass on to younger women/wives their wisdom on how to run their homes16 and
to be subject to their husbands.17 In the apocryphal story of Thecla and Paul, when Thecla
became a convert she was taken by Tryphaena to her house “for eight days where she
instructed her in the word of God, so that the majority of the maidservants also believed.”18

This second century AD story fits the culture of the time: women minister to women.
It is interesting  that the teaching regarding submission is given to the older women,

and it is their responsibility to iron out difficulties that the younger wives may have in
this area. Of course, this is the natural right of older women in most nations, tribes, and
societies. It is a non-institutional convention which is here being strengthened in the New
Covenant society. Their ministry is based on sex discrimination (in the good sense of tha t
word) and so it is not to the whole church, though if ever there was an office of Deaconess
these older women would surely qualify for it.

Regarding the translation “deaconess” in Romans 16:1 it should be pointed out tha t
the Greek word means a servant (even a slave) of any kind. In the Greek there is only one
form of the word which is masculine (there is no feminine form) which is applied to male
and female servants alike. Neither is the word always a technical term. It has the
ordinary meaning of “servant” as can be seen in Mark 10:43: “whoever wants to become great
among you must be your servant (or deacon).” In this sense every Christian—male and
female—is a servant/deacon of Christ. It is not clear whether Phoebe was a servant in this
sense, or in a technical sense (as in Philippians 1:1 and 1 Timothy 3:8, 12?). The term
“deaconess” is a loaded translation here. Since there is considerable doubt as to the exact
nature of her work, it would be best to err on the side of truth and call her “a servant of the
church in Cenchreae.”19

Given this background it is not surprising to discover that according to two early
Christian documents, the Didascalia (3rd cent. AD) and the Apostolic Constitutions ( late
4th cent. AD)20 the function of the deaconess was to assist the clergy in the baptising of
women, ministering to the women who were poor and sick, instructors of women catechumens,
and in general intermediaries between the deacon or the bishop and the women of the
congregation. The office died out by and large in the 11th century, but was revived in 1836 in
the Lutheran Church.21

The pragmatic decision to allocate delicate, womanly matters to older women to
look after is not surprising. It would not have been thought proper for a man to place his
arms around female converts when lowering them into the waters of baptism, and rightly
so. To avoid all appearance of indecorous behaviour, women attended women in the
baptismal waters and were their personal attendants on these occasions so that men were
kept at a respectable hands-off distance during these hands-on occasions.

Given the cultural boundaries between Jewish men and women (including separate
women’s quarters, etc.) and the need to preserve proper decorum between the sexes, these
two early Christian documents probably reflect the practice that obtained from New
Testament times.

                                                                        
16 In classical Greek the ‘lady of the house’ was called h( kratou~sa (Aesch.) from krate&w, “to rule, hold sway, be

strong, powerful.”
17 For the continuation of the Apostolic teaching on this subject in the post-Apostolic period see H. Wayne House,

“Distinctive Roles for Women in the Second and Third Centuries,” BibSac 146 (1989) 41-54.
18 “The Acts of Paul and Thecla” 40-41, in New Testament Apocrypha, Vol. 2, ed. by E. Hennecke and W.

Schneemelcher (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1964).
19 The following translations prefer ‘servant’: AV (1611), RV (1881), ASV (1901), Weymouth (1913), NAS (1960), Smith-

Goodspeed (1931), King James II  (1971), Ferrar Fenton (1883-), and C.I. Scofield (1909). Robert Young’s Literal
Translation (1862) has ‘ministrant’. J.B. Rotherham (1872) has ‘minister,’ as does NRSV mg (1989).
The following translations prefer ‘deaconess’: RV mg (1881), Moffatt (1913), RSV (1946), Phillips (1947-72), Berkeley
(1959), NEB (1961), Jerusalem Bible (1966), NAB (1970), and NRSV (1989).
The following prefer a paraphase:
The Living Bible (1971): “a dear Christian woman.”
Knox Version (1963), “she has devoted her services to the church at Cenchrae.”
H.J. Schonfield (1955), “who is an administrator of the Cenchreae community.”

20 See The New International Dictionary of the Christian Church (ed. by J.D. Douglas), p. 286.
21 For the history of the office of deaconess see The Ministry of Women. A Report by a Committee appointed by His Grace

the Lord Archbishop of Canterbury, with Appendices and Fifteen Collotype Illustrations (London: SPCK, 1919).
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Worship is a magnifying of God’s glory and the exclusive right of God to glory is
the foundation of Paul’s theology. People seek their own glory at the expense of the glory of
God. In Paul’s definition of “head” the male has been linked with Christ and thereby with
God, whereas the female has been linked with man. In his presentation the attention shifts
from the “greater” in each pair as head of the “lesser,” to the “lesser” as glory of the
“greater.” The woman’s uncovered head, taken to be the glory of man, is not allowed to
compete for priority with man’s uncovered head, which is the glory of God. Paul argues
that an uncovered woman leading in worship disrupts or dishonours the glory of God because
she represents man’s glory at the time and place where God alone is to be glorified. Only
the man, whose head represents Christ’s glory, is to be uncovered in this setting.22

It is interesting how the doctrine of headship lies behind Peter prohibition
preventing wives from teaching the gospel to their unbelieving husbands.

It is not that Peter is unconcerned for evangelism or is unaware that a wife may
know some things that her husband does not. Rather, Peter appears alert to the
very real danger of a wife vaunting herself over her husband with her superior
knowledge, and so he expresses his desire that husbands be won [to Christ]
“without a word by the behaviour of their wives.”23

So even when it comes to the very salvation of a husband the wife must at all times
remember that her unbelieving husband is still her head, and she must be very careful to
“preach the Gospel” to him by working out the Gospel teaching itself in her own life. Hence
Peter’s insistence that she does not preach by word but by deed. This command comes
straight out of Peter’s understanding of headship. In this he is at one with Paul. In
recognising the headship of her husband (who in this case is not a Christian) she is
actually fulfilling the Gospel. Contrast this with John Chrysostom who did not understand
the implications of headship and urged the Christian wife to instruct her unbelieving
husband in the truths of the Gospel.

How, then, can he [Paul] afterwards say, when he writes to Timothy: “I do not
permit a woman to teach or to have authority over men”? This posture refers to
the case of a man who is pious, professes the same faith, practices the same
wisdom; but, when the man is not a believer and the plaything of error, Paul
does not exclude a woman’s superiority, even when it involves teaching.
Writing to the Corinthians, he says, “If any woman has a husband who is an
unbeliever, she should not divorce him. Wife, do you not know that you might
save your husband?” But how can the believing woman save her unbelieving
husband? By instructing, obviously, by teaching, by trying to lead him to the
faith, as Priscilla did with Apollos.24

Obviously Chrysostom had not taken into account the whole revelation on the
subject when he wrote this. This fragmentary approach to Scripture, whereby one text is
treated in isolation from others, is typical of modern day approaches to the three central
texts and the doctrine of headship out of which they spring. This emphasises the need for a
holistic approach to these texts, and for an approach that adopts a truly biblical
hermeneutic in order to apply these Scriptures to modern life.

4.5.2.   PHOEBE THE “DEACONESS”

Phoebe would, most likely, have been engaged in work that had to do with the
women in the church in Cenchrea, given the culture of the time. But the tenor of the passage

                                                                        
22 Antoinette Clark Wire, The Corinthian Women Prophets (Minneapolis MN: Fortress Press, 1990), p. 121. Cf. also

Morna D. Hooker, “Authority on her Head: An Examination of I Cor. XI. 10,” NTS 10 (1963-64) 414-15.
23 G. P. Hugenberger, “Women in Church Office: Hermeneutics or Exegesis? A Survey of Approaches to 1 Tim 2:8-

15,” JETS 35 (1992) 358.
24 See under 5.2 below. Priscilla and Aquila were expelled from Rome  by the imperial edict related by Suetonius,

Claudius, 25.
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might suggest that she was a mature woman who was doing a service to the whole church
(even if it was specifically for the benefit of the women, because there were matters to do
with females that male deacons could not do). The text is silent regarding the nature of her
work, and maybe we should be too, and not use this brief mention of her to hang all our
modern ideas about the function of deaconesses on.

In any case it is clear that the church deacons (male) were under the direction of the
Eldership and responsible to them. The deacons “served” the Elders and the local church in
a delegated role for the good of all.

Kroeger misrepresents Phoebe by calling her an “overseer,”25 because an overseer is
another word for a bishop/elder. In Acts 20:17 Paul called for the elders of the church in
Ephesus and told them: “Take heed unto yourselves, and to all the flock over which the
Holy Ghost hath made you overseers [ejpistolhv; RV, bishops], to feed the church of God.” To
call Phoebe a bishop/overseer appointed by the Holy Spirit is a gross misrepresentation of
the Greek language never mind being a distortion of the doctrine of Man’s headship. Phoebe
is called a prostavti" in Romans 16:2. It occurs only here in New Testament.

Given the Greek culture of the time where respectable women did not usually
appear alone in public without a servant with them (usually she got her slave maid to do
most of the out-of-doors jobs for her),26 or hold public office, or speak in any public assembly
of citizens, a woman’s sphere of life revolved around the household.27 It is in this connection
that the significance of the word should be sought, and not as that word would be used of a
man’s sphere of influence which was mainly outside the home.

It would be a hermeneutical mistake to look up a Greek dictionary and apply a
function that would be culturally acceptable for a man to fulfil but which would not have
been possible for a woman to fulfil, and apply it to Phoebe. The masculine form of the word
is prostavth" and it has a wide range of meanings such as (1) a chief of a party in democratic
Greek states, president, ruler, where in some Greek states it was actually a title. It also has
another set of meanings such as (2) one who stands before and protects, a protector, guard,
champion, used especially of certain gods as Apollo. The word occurs only five times in the
LXX and always of high-ranking civil servants. (1 Chr 27:31, overseers of David’s economic
wealth [sheep, cattle, farms, vineyards, labourers, and his treasures]; 1 Chr 29:6, overseers
of the work on the proposed Temple; 2 Chr 8:10, overseers of the non-Israelite labourers on
Solomon’s Temple; 2 Chr 24:11 (bis), the king’s officers and the High Priest’s officer. A
woman could not occupy these offices. (3) In Athens it was the name given to a citizen, a
patron who took care of emigrants or aliens in a foreign city, or a resident alien who had to
pay taxes but enjoyed no civic rights.

There is a separate feminine form (prostavti") which is used of Phoebe which would
suggest that out of all the masculine “occupations” noted above it is the third meaning tha t
would most readily apply to her in this context, because Paul’s use of the word implies tha t
she took care “of many and of myself also.” She was a patron, a generous-hearted lady, who
looked after the unfortunates.28 In 1 Timothy 5:10 it was expected of mature widows that
they “had entertained strangers, . . . saints’ feet she washed, . . . those in tribulation she
relieved, . . . every good work she followed after.”29 This probably sums up Phoebe work as
a “deacon.” So looking after travelling Christians (evangelists, apostles and their co-
workers) was customary work for mature women. So Paul, as a traveller, would have had
first-hand knowledge and experience of Phoebe’s kindness in Cenchrea, hence his desire to
“pay her back” by asking his friends in Rome to take good care of her physical needs when
she arrived. She would not have travelled alone in those days, but in the company of
brethren (cf. 1 Cor 16:11-12).

Mardi Keynes claimed that Phoebe is called “leader,” “described in the Greek as a
gospel minister [Greek diakonos (Rom 16:1)] and leader [Greek prostatis (Rom 16:3)]. Using
                                                                        
25 Richard Clark Kroeger & Catherine Clark Kroeger, Rethinking 1 Timothy 2:11-15 in Light of Ancient Evidence (Grand

Rapids: Baker Book House, 1992), p. 17. See Excursus 2 below under (b) Kroeger calls Phoebe an “overseer.”
26 Cf. with this the seclusion of Athenian women in M. C. Howatson (ed.), The Oxford Companion to Classical

Literature (2nd. ed.; Oxford/New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), under ‘Women’ p. 599.
27 Cf. Léonie J. Archer, Her Price is Beyond Rubies: The Jewish Woman in Greco-Roman Palestine. JSOT Supplement Series

60 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1990).
28 For examples of a prostavti" see R. A. Kearsley, “Women in Public Life in the Roman East: Iunia Theodora,

Claudia Metrodora and Phoebe, Benefactress of Paul,” TynBul 50.2 (1999) 189-211.
29 An Elder was also expected to be “a lover of strangers (hospitable)” (Tit 1:8; 1 Tim 3:2).
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the same Greek root, Paul told leaders to govern [Greek ho proistamenos] diligently (Rom
12:8).”30 Bruce Waltke replied:

Her argument, however, is flawed philologically. To be sure prostatis derives
from proistemi, but in usage it never means “leader” but “protectress, patroness,
helper” (BAGD, p. 718) (cf. “succourer” (KJ), “a great help” (NIV), “benefactor”
(NRSV). Moreover, ho proistamenos in 12:8 may also mean “those who give
aid” (BAGD, p. 707, entry 2) (cf. “he who gives aid, with zeal” (RSV).31

About 800 years after Paul wrote Romans we get Phoebe’s name linked with this
Epistle either as the one who carried it to Rome or as the one who wrote it down at Paul’s
dictation.32 To interpret the word to mean that Phoebe was “a ruler of many and of me [Paul]
also”33 would be inconsistent with 1 Timothy 2:11 where Paul teaches that a woman is not to
rule a man. We must not only consult a Greek dictionary, but a Greek dictionary of culture, i f
we are to make a proper match in a given context, as we have shown above.

We must expect that Paul would always speak and act in a consistent manner with
his teaching that, “the head of woman is man.” Understanding his theology will often
help us to determine how his vocabulary is to be defined in situations which involve
relations between men and women. The term prostatis “patron” is a good example. Phoebe
was not an “overseer” or bishop because such an office would be incompatible with her
gender; only males could be overseers.

Feminists conjecture that there were five women who held leadership roles in their
respective communities: Chloe (1 Cor 1:11), Prisca (Rom 16:3; 1 Cor 16:19), Euodia and
Syntyche (Phil 4:2), and Phoebe (Rom 16:1-2). They hold that these five women functioned
in equal partnership with men in the church: Chloe as a “patroness of some kind”; Prisca in
teaching with her husband, Aquila; Euodia and Syntyche by “visiting friends and setting
up networks for evangelisation;” and Phoebe as a “benefactress and guardian”34 and as a
deacon[ess].

4.5.3.   JUNIA THE APOSTLE

Sometimes it is urged that the apostle Junia35 was a woman (Rom 16:7).36 First, i t
does not say that Junia was an apostle. The text reads: “Salute Andronicus and Junias
[∆Iounia'n], my kindred, and my fellow-prisoners, who are of note [ejpivshmoi] among [ejn] the
apostles, who also have been in Christ before me” (RV). The word “note” occurs only twice
in the New Testament, here and in Matthew 27:16, where Barabbas is called a “noted
prisoner.” The meaning is that he was a well-known individual among the population.
                                                                        
30 Mardi Keyes, Feminism & the Bible (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1995), p. 12.
31 Bruce K. Waltke, “The Role of Women in the Bible,” CRUX 31 (no. 3, 1995) 29-40, esp. p. 40 n 18.
32 See Bruce M. Metzger, A Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament (London/New York: United Bible

Societies, 1971), p. 541. There are seven subscriptions. They are (1) ‘To the Romans’, which is by far the majority
reading of the mss; (2) ‘To the Romans written from Corinth’—3 mss; (3) ‘To the Romans written through
Phoebe from Corinth’—2 mss; (4) ‘To the Romans written from Corinth through Phoebe the diakonos’—7 mss; (5)
‘Of the holy and praiseworthy apostle Paul. Letter to the Romans written from Corinth through Phoebe the
diakonos’—1 ms; (6) ‘The Letter to the Romans was written through Tertius and was sent through Phoebe from
Corinth’—1 ms; and (7) ‘To the Romans written from Corinth through Phoebe the diakonos of the church in
Cenchrae’—13 mss plus Textus Receptus.

33 As is done by Aída Dina Besançon Spencer,  “Eve at Ephesus,” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 17 (1974)
219, following Russell C. Prohl, Woman in the Church (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1957), p. 70.

34 See H. Wayne House, “The Ministry of Women in the Apostolic and Postpostolic Periods,” BibSac 145 (1988) 387-
99, esp. p. 389 for a discussion of these terms.

35 It is interesting that the earliest Gk MS is ∏46 (late 2nd or early 3rd cent.) reads JULIAN, not JUNIAN, and some
Old Latin mss follow this in 3/4th cent. Jerome and the Bohairic Coptic (4th cent.) have JULIAN, as does the
Ethiopic (7th cent.). Both forms are Roman names and it is admitted that the ending -A (with or without an
additional accusative sign) can, in  all of the languages of the early translations, be used for both feminine and
masculine names. Also the ending -AM (in Latin) as in Juliam and Juniam, can be either a masculine or feminine
form. So the form of the name is ambiguous. Only the surrounding context can decide the gender of the person
addressed.

36 John Thorley, “Junia, a woman apostle,” Novum Testamentum 38 (1996) 18-29; cf. Ute E. Eisen, Women Officebearers
in Early Christianity: Epigraphical and Literary Studies (ET by Linda M. Maloney. Collegeville, Minnesota: The
Liturgical Press, 2000).
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Similarly, Andronicus and Junias were well-known among or by the Twelve Apostles; not
that they were included with the Twelve Apostles. This is now recognised in a detailed
study of ejpivshmoi ejn followed by the dative in a search of all the Greek literature (60
million words) from Homer (8th cent. BC) to the fall of Constantinople to the Muslims in
AD 1453. The study showed that “almost always, when ejpivshmo" was followed by a
personal noun in the genitive, the idea was a comparison from within (“outstanding
among...”); but when ejpivshmo" was followed by (ejn +) dative—as in the case in Rom 16.7,
the idea was elative, with no internal comparison taking place (“well known to”). Thus, on
the one hand, in 3 Maccabees 6.1 we read that Eleazar was prominent among the priests of
the country” (i.e., ejpivshmo" + genitive) “on the other hand, in Ps Sol 2.6, where the Jewish
captives are in view, the writer indicates that “they were a spectacle among the gentiles”
(i.e., ejpishvmw/ + dative).37 Another study came to the same conclusion. This article
examined in depth the syntax of the Greek and concluded that Junia was not an apostle [i.e.,
not included], but well-known to the apostles. Their conclusion was:

To sum up the evidence of biblical and patristic Greek: although the inclusive
view is aided in some impersonal constructions that involve e0n plus the dative,
every instance of personal inclusiveness used a genitive rather than e0n. On the
other hand, every instance of e0n plus personal nouns supported the exclusive
view, with Pss. Sol. 2.6 [“they were a spectacle among the gentiles”] providing
a very close parallel to Rom 16.7. . . . The genitive personal modifier was
consistently used for an inclusive idea, while the (e0n plus) dative personal
adjunct was almost never so used.38

It would appear that Junia’s fame (not person) was among the apostles. If Junia’s
person was part of the apostolic band then the genitive (tw~n) would have been used.

Second, it is urged that since others were known as apostles outside the Twelve
(e.g., Barnabas, Acts 14:4, 14; and James, Gal 1:19; 2:9) that Junias was one of these. We
have very little evidence what function these “apostles” had. The term, when not used of
the Twelve Apostles, describes a “messenger” of an important person, or group, or a church (2
Cor 8:23; Phil 2:25). The term, like “deacon,” can have an ordinary, everyday meaning, or be
a technical term for an office. There is no evidence that the non-technical apostles had any
authority of their own.39

Third, the gender of the name itself is ambiguous because the same Greek
consonants—without the accent which alone can distinguish between the male and female
forms of the name—can be the name of men and women.40

The earliest manuscript to introduce the Greek accents appears to have been D ( a
corrupt 5th cent. MS41). The female form is ∆Iounivan and ∆Iounia'n is the male form. Since the
Greek accents were not introduced until the 5th century and did not become common until the
7th century how did the early translations understand the name? The earliest translations
are the Old Latin, Coptic (Sahidic and Bohairic) and Syriac, but in these languages we
have the same ambivalence: many Greek forms ending in —a could also be either male or
female!42 In English we have Jackie, Hilary, Ashley and Nicky for both boys and girls.
                                                                        
37 Daniel B. Wallace, “Innovations in Text and Translation of the NET Bible, New Testament,” The Bible Translator,

52.3 (July 2000), pp. 335-349, esp. p. 343.
38 M. H. Burer and D. B. Wallace, “Was Junia Really an Apostle? A Re-examination of Rom 16.7,” New Test. Stud. 47

(2001) 76-91; esp. pp. 87, 90.
39 Paul’s enemies in Corinth claimed to be ‘apostles in Christ’ (2 Cor 11:13). Possibly Silvanas (Silas) and Timothy

were considered apostles of Paul, i.e., ones sent out by him (1 Thess 1:1; 2:6), or the term may refer to his own
Apostleship in this context.

40 Thorley admits the possibility that the Greek text might represent the accusative of the masculine name (op. cit.,
p. 21).

41 This MS takes liberties with the Greek text and its witness to any reading is never to be trusted without the
support of other manuscripts. As a general rule any readings unique to this MS are probably false.

42 Thorley admits this: “All extant early translations (Old Latin, Vulgate, Sahidic and Bohairic Coptic, and Syriac
versions) without exception transcribe the name in what can be taken as a feminine form; none gives any
positive sign that a masculine name is being transcribed. However, the ending -A (with or without an additional
accusative sign) can, in  all of the languages of the early translations, also be used for some masculine names” (op.
cit., pp. 20, 23). He points out that in Coptic and Syriac the translators were not consistent in how they
transliterated masculine and feminine Greek names (p. 23). The conclusion from this is that no solution can be
found by an examination of how the early versions translated/transliterated Greek personal names. We are
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 Fourth, it is sometimes argued that the ending  —a" is always  feminine when it is
added to a vowel as in Juni-as. But we have the name of a man in the next verse (16:8) called
Ampliatus shortened to Ampli-as. ∆Amplia'ton (Amphiliaton) has been shortened to
∆Amplia'n (Amphilian) in a few MSS in the Nestle-Aland Greek text.43 The ending —a" is
commonly used throughout Hellenistic Greek to indicate shortened masculine names.

 Fifth, the United Bible Societies’ Greek New Testament (4th rev. ed. 1993) gives
the masculine form of the name an {A} rating which denotes the highest degree of
certainty.44 We might add a sixth reason: the Apostle who wrote 1 Corinthians 14:34-35
and 1 Timothy 2:11-14 would be inconsistent to appoint a woman as an apostle if this
involved authority over men.45

We need to distinguish between descriptive and prescriptive roles for women in
Paul’s epistles. The study of the descriptive should be controlled by an analysis of the
prescriptive teaching of Paul on the subject of women’s role in the church and the wider
church community. Paul established clear parameters (which he already found in the
Hebrew Scriptures) for women’s roles in the church. The mention of only five women is
purely fortuitous or accidental (he knew many more women, and no doubt many more women
helped him), but Paul’s norms regarding women’s roles in the church are foundational, and
thus much more important. We would expect Paul to abide by his own principles, or rather
“the commandment of the Lord” (1 Cor 14:37).

For some to talk about these women in “leadership” or “authority” roles they
should first of all define these terms in the light of Paul’s use of them. To avoid Paul’s
world-view of the relationship between men and women, and focus solely on five names,
about whom we know so little, will lead to a distortion of Paul’s teaching and eventually
annul it if the descriptive is allowed to dominate the prescriptive. The way the
descriptive data is used by those who object to Paul’s prescriptions gives a false impression
that women occupied the same positions as men in every respect in Paul’s churches. Paul is
then pictured as contradicting his own teaching. But Paul was confident he had the mind of
Christ in this matter, so there can be no contradiction between what he preached and what
he practised. To argue otherwise is to undermine the authority of the New Testament
Scriptures.

END OF SECTION

                                                                                                                                                                                                                
thrown back to the Greek text itself which, while ambiguous when considered in isolation from its context, is
cleared up when the social and agrarian background is taken into account.

43 Novum Testamentum Graece, 20th edition. Ed. by D. Eberhard Nestle (Stuttgart: Privilegierte Württembergische
Bibelanstalt, 1952), s.v. Rom 16:8 apparatus. ∆Amplia'n is also the reading of the Majority Greek Text (see Z. C.
Hodges, and A. L. Farstad, The Greek New Testament According to the Majority Text [Nashville: Thomas Nelson,
1985], s.v. Rom 16:8 apparatus).

44 Cf. W. Bauer, (ed.) K. and B. Aland, Wörterbuch zum Neuen Testament. 6 ed. Berlin/New York, 1988 (see under
jIounia'") for the justification for the masc. form in Rom 16:7. I quote the rating here even though I do not place
great confidence in it because the system itself is based on dubious criterion on occasions in my experience.

45 See 4.8 for the cultural/social objection to public roles for women in an agrarian society.


