
BY CHARLES C. RYRIE 

THE QUESTION of the place of women 
in the church will undoubtedly be 
argued as long as the church is on 
earth. It is a question which is very 
relevant to contemporary ecclesiasti
cal life, for many churches are not 
only allowing women places of 
leadership in their government but 
are also ordaining women to their 
ministry. Proponents of both sides 
of the question will appeal to the 
Scripture and will inevitably add 
arguments from practical necessity, 
but of course both sides cannot be 
right. 

The question of the place of 
women in the church is really two
fold: what did Christianity do for 
women, and what are women per
mitted to do for Christianity? 

What Christianity did for women 
was in the nature of a revolution. No 
other religion, civilization, or refor
mation movement granted women 
what Christianity offered them. Io 
Judaism the position of women was 
markedly better than it was in Greek 
or Roman societies. In the ancient 
Greek civilization women were con
sidered inferior to men, and wives 

November 1963 v. i L- rv~ 1 1 

Ryrie says: 
A woman may not 

do a man's job 
in the ch~rch 

any more than a man 
can do a woman's job 

in the home. 

The author is dean of the graduate 
school, Dallas Theological Seminary, 
and author of "The Place of Women 
in the Church" (Macmillan ). 

led lives of seclusion and practical 
slavery. In Roman society women 
en joyed greater practical, though not 
legal, freedom than in Greece, but 
licentiousness and moral laxity were 
rampant. In Judaism a woman had 
little position legally, but her practi
cal status was one of dignity, par
ticul<jrly in the home. Children were 
the special charge of the mother. 
God included "all the people" in the 
covenant relationship with Himself, 
and women were expected to share 
in religious ceremonies (Deut. 12, 
14, 16) . They could take part in the 
offerings (Lev. 6:29; 10:14), and 
they may have formed a kind of 
"temple choir" (Ezra 2: 65; Neb. 7: 
67) . The reference cited in Psalm 
68: 11 is to songs sung by women, 
possjply this "temple choir", when 
cele9rating the victories of Israel. It 
has 'no reference to "women preach
ers", for the "word" was not proph
ecy but the announcement of 
military victories. 

Jesus Christ introduced a new ap
praisal of women. He offered them 
spiritual privileges equal to those 
given to men, but He did not sanc
tion equal spiritual activities. A band
of women ministered to Jesus of their 
material wealth (Luke 8: 2-3). H e 
taught them. Women were the first to 
receive the news of the resurrection. 
But in spite of all these privileges 
which women enjoyed during the 
life of Christ there were some very 
significant things from which He ex
cluded them. He did not choose one 
woman to be one of the 12 disciples. 
Paul did not include the mention of 
any woman in the list of witnesses of 
the resurrection in I Corinthians 15. 
And the incarnation itself was in a 
man. 

When the Holy Spirit descended 
at Pentecost there were women num
bered among the 120 disciples 
gathered in the upper room. But the 
preaching was done by a man, Peter. 
The question of Peter's use of Joel 2 
is a very intricate one and is not 
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solved by µie oversimplified conclu
sion that Peter said it was fulfilled 
by the church. It is risky, to say the 
least, to conclude· the validity of 
women preachers today from the fact 
that Peter said that "your sons and 
your daughters shall prophesy." If 
prophesying by both sexes is to be 
characteristic of the church, then so 
would be the other things in the 
passage like "blood, and fire, and 
vapour of smoke, and the sun ... 
turned into darkness, and the moon 
into blood." But if the signs in the 
physical world were not fulfilled at 
Pentecost or characteristic of this 
church period, then it may not be 
quite so simple to conclude that the 
signs in the spiritual realm are. It is 
inconsistent exegesis to take one and 
disregard the other. 

Women often served as hostesses 
for the churches since they met in 
homes in the earliest days. Euodia 
and Syntyche were such. Lydia may 
have done this too as long as she was 
in Philippi. Since we do not know 
much about her stay or work there, 
to say nothing of her "office" in the 
church (significantly she is not men
tioned in the epistle to the Philip
pians), it would be better not to 
"guarantee" anything about her 
church work! Priscilla taught 
Apollos, but in private. The daugh
ters of Philip prophesied but there is 
no record that they did this in the 
public assembly of the church. Even 
if they did, it must not be assumed 
that prophesying is the same as 
preaching. 

In many ways women served the 
apostolic church but always in a sec
ondary place. The apostles were all 
men. This missionary activity was 
done by men. The writing of the 
New Testatnent was the work of men. 
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The leadership of the churches was 
in the hands of men. Equality of 
spiritual position for women did not 
tnean equality of spiritual ministry. 

Galatians 3: 28-"there is neither 
Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond 
nor free, there is neitl1er male nor 
female : for ye are all one in Christ 
Jesus"-does not say that either the 
distinctions dr the limitations of sex 
are erased ii:1 Christ. H it Were say
ing that it would also have to be un
derstood to be teaching thltt the 
slave-master difference was erased. 
But Paul tiever quoted this verse 
when writing later to Philemon 
about his slave Onesimus. The "no 
difference" between bond and free 
did not mean that Onesimus was set 
free from his Christian rttaster. The 
" no difference" between Jew and 
Greek did not mean that Paul be
came a Gentile. The "no difference" 
between male and female does not 
mean that women can do men's jobs 
in the church any more than it can 
mean that men can do women's jobs 
in the home. Spiritual privilege is not 
synonymous with spiritual activity. 

IN REVIEW 

To review: Psalm 68: 11 does lnot 
refer at all to women preaching a 
spi rituai message. Acts 2 says that 
Women will prophesy When the sun 
is turned to blood which hasn'l hap
pehed yet. Galatians 3 :28 teaches 
spiritual privilege, not activity. 
Therefore, we cannot come to the 
difficult passages in I Corinthians 11 
and 14 and I Timothy 2 with the 
assumption that the Old arid New 
Testaments have al ready clearly 
taught that women can preach and 
that therefore we must make these 
other passages conform. The evi
dence examined thus far has not 
clearly taught this; indeed, it has had 
nothing to do with the formal, pub
lic assembly of the church. 

One other matter ought to be 
clarified before examining these 

more difficult passages. Prophesying 
and preaching are not synonymous; 
therefore, the fact that women did 
prophesy does not give sanction to 
women preaching today. The prophet 
delivered a message which came 
straight from God. lt was an objec
tive matter. The preacher or the 
teacher, by contrast, becomes sub
jectively involved in the objectively 
given message (now written in the 
Bible) and then delivers the result. 
Furthermore, the gift of prophet is 
always distinguished from the gifts 
of pastor and teacher in the New 
Testament (Rom. 12:6-7; I Cor. 12: 
29; Eph. 4: 11 ). They are not the 
same gift. The reference in I Co
rinthians 14:3 is a description of the 
results of tlle exercise of the gift of 
prophecy; it is not a definition of the 
gift. If prophesying and preaching 
were the same there would be no 
need to differentiate so carefully be
tween the gifts. 

What do the difficult verses mean? 
Paul wrote (I Cor. 11: 5): "But 
every woman tllat prayeth or 
prophesieth with her head uncovered 
dishonoureth her head: for that is 
even all one as if she were shaven." 
Later in the same epistle ( 14: 34) he 
declared: "Let your women keep 
silence in the churches: for it is not 
permitted unto them to speak; but 
they are commanded to be under 
obedience, as also saith the law." In 
the former reference Paul seems to 
imply that women may pray and 
prophesy in public If veiled. Yet 
when he discusses the subject of the 
exercise of spiritual gifts be appar
ently withdraws that limited permis
sion. In 1 T imothy 2: 12 he is equally 
emphatic in declaring that women 
are not to teach in the church. Many 
solutions have been offered to this 
apparent contradiction. 

( 1) Some say Paul withdrew the 
permission for women to speak ( of 
I Cor. 11 :5) upon further reflection. 
Such a view would have to deny 
verbal inspiration. 

(2) Others say that I Corinthians 
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14: 34 refers to hysterical outbursts 
or calling back and forth and does 
not prohibit orderly preaching by 
women. The verb "to speak" is made 
to mean "to chatter"; however, it is 
the common word for speak and 
Paul uses it in the same epistle of 
his own preaching ( 2: 13) . 

( 3 ) Others believe that the com
inand to be silent was that which was 
being said by some in the congrega
tion, but was not Paul's command. 
This seems to be a highly artificial 
way of viewing chapter 14 which is 
clearly Paul's reply, not questions or 
reports sent to him. They think 
I Timothy 2 : 12 is a prohibition only 
if a qualified man is available to 
teach. But the verse literally says (as 
the New English Bible translates it) : 
"I do not permit a woman to be a 
teacher, nor must woman domineer 
over man; she should be quiet." Pos
sible domination is the reason why 
women are not to be teachers. The 
verse does not say that women are 
forbidden to teach only when they 
might usurp authority. Neither does 
the verse say that a woman :r;nay 
never teach. It says women are not 
to become teachers." The tense of the 
infinitive is present which indicates 
that the continuous exercise of teach
ing is what is forbidden to women. 
If the tense were aorist it would 
mean that a woman could not ever 
teach on any occasion. 

( 4) The only solution to this ap
parent contradiction is to be found 
by observing Paul's own emphasis in 
the contexts of these passages in or
der to discover which passage should 
guide the interpretation of the 
others. Those who want to give 
women a large place in ministry em
phasize I Corinthians 11, and those 
who wish to restrict their ministry 
capitalize on chapter 14. Which 
should govern the other? Only the 
context will decide. 

The subject of chapter 11 is the 
sign of the subordination of women. 
The subject of chapter 14 is the ex-
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ercise of spiritual gifts in the church. 
Therefore, we should expect to find 
the instruction concerning the minis
try of women in the church in chap
ter 14, and that instruction is that 
they should keep silent. What then 
does Paul mean when he seems to 
recognize that women prophesied 
(1 1: 5)? He does admit that some 
women in Corinth were doing this, 
but it does not necessarily follow 
that he approved of it. This is the 
very important point that is over
looked. When he does come to the 
place in the epistle where he speaks 
bis mind on the subject, be lays down 
a strict prohibition against women 
speaking at all in the church. Per
haps one may justify a woman speak
ing on rare occasion· from I 
Corinthians 11: 5 and even possibly 
from the present tense of "to teach" 
in I Timothy 2 : 12, but such, if it is 
justified, was exceptional and un
usual . And such exceptions scarcely 
justify or even indicate the ordination 
of women to a regular ministry. 
Robertson and -Plummer in the In
ternational Critical Commentary on 
I Corinthians summarize the matter 
with balance. Concerning the women 
at Corinth they say: 

They had been claiming equality 
with men in the matter of the 
veil, by discarding this mark ·of 
su bjection in Church, and appar
ently they bad also been attempt
ing to preach, or at any rate bad 
been asking questions during ser
vice. We are not sure whether St. 
Paul contemplated the possibility 
of women prophesying in excep
tional cases. What is said in xi. 5 
may be hypothetical. Teaching 
he forbids them to attempt. . . . 

WOMEN PROPHETS 

The normal sense of these three 
passages reveals that the early 
church did not countenance the 
practice of permitting women to 
speak in their public meetings. Per
haps a woman gave an occasional 
prophecy, but such was decidedly 

the exception and was not the ex
ercise of the gifts of pastor or 
teacher. In any case no woman 
was to assume the office of a 
teacher, and there is nowhere any 
example of a woman pastor. 

The scriptural ideal is unques
tionably that women should not lead 
in any way in public worship. This 
does not mean that women cannot 
teach children or women or pray in 
women's prayer meetings, but ap
parently even such activity must 
never interfere with her responsibil
ities in her home and with her own 
children. However, we do not live in 
an ideal world. There are many oc
casions at home and abroad when 
there are no men to do the work. In 
such cases women have had to do 
what is not expected that they should 
do. When this occurs, the woman who 
finds herself doing a man's job 
should so aim her work that a man 
could take it over as soon as possi
ble. The acid test any woman can 
apply to such situations is this: 
Would she be willing and anxious to 
give over her work to a qualified 
man if be should appear today? 

DEACONESSES 

The rise of the office of deacon
ess cannot be discussed fully within 
the limitations of this article. Suffice 
it to say that the fact that Phoebe is 
called a "deaconess" (Rom. 16: 1) 
does not prove that she occupied an 
office comparable to that which 
deaconesses occupy today. The 
word deaconess is simply the femi
nine form of the word deacon, and 
the word deacon is used in the New 
Testament in both a general sense of 
servant and an official sense of dea
con. There was an order of deacons 
in the early church (Phil. 1: 1). At 
the same time the word deacon was 
used with its non-technical meaning 
of servant or minister ( Col. 1: 7; I 
Tim. 4: 6). Obviously, the feminine 

(Continued on page 42) 
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form of deacon may refer to a woman 
who served the church and not to an 
official deaconess, just as the word 
deacon does not always mean an offi
cial deacon. Obviously, too, it could 
mean a deaconess, but historical con
siderations (which are too involved to 
reproduce here) show that the office of 
deaconess did not arise in the church 
until the thi rd century and then out of 
the order of widows and not directly 
out of an understanding of certain bib
lical texts. The word used in I Timothy 
3: 11 is not the word deaconess at all 
but the ordinary word for women, 
and it refers to the wives of the church 
deacons. 

One final and very important con
sideration-the subject of the place 
of women from whatever viewpoint and 
with whatever conclusions should never 
be discussed alone. It ought always to 
be considered in relation to the Scrip
tural teaching concerning the place of 
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men in the church. If women are "out 
of place" the reason is usually that men 
are not assuming their God-appointed 
place. If men were responding to the 
call to the ministry, the question of the 
ordination of women would not arise. 
If men were going to the mission fields, 
the problem of women doing men's 
work would never come up. If men 
knew the Scriptures and were zealous to 
teacli the Word, there would be enough 
men teachers to do the job. If men 
would qualify themselves and respond 
to the opportunities to serve on the gov
erning bodies of our churches, there 
would be no lack of leadership. The 
proper place of men in the church will 
solve the practical problems at least 
concerning the place of women. 
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