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PREFACE TO THE NEW EDITION

The Ministry of Women was first published in 1984, with several re-
printed editions being made over the next eleven years or so. The au-

thor has been pleased with the good response to that smaller publication.

Over the years, however, it was felt that a more expanded and compre-
hensive text would be helpful. Controversy still continues in the various 
branches of the church over the role of women in church life. The issues 
of women being “silent” and not “usurping authority” over men still cause 
much debate. For those schools that do permit some form of ministry for 
women, the issues of “ordination” and women in leadership roles are points 
of diverse opinion. Is a woman able to function in any of the ascension-gift 
ministries listed in Ephesians 4:9–16? Can a woman be in any governmen-
tal position and role in the church, or are women to be in total subjection, 
submission, and obedience to men? Is leadership in the home and in the 
church to be totally male? These questions and others are addressed more 
fully in this expanded and enlarged edition of The Ministry of Women.

After much research, the writer himself has come to a fuller under-
standing and acceptance of the ministry of women in governmental roles. 
The writer, over the years, has come to hold a more neutral position (nei-
ther for nor against) regarding whether women should serve in an apostolic 
or eldership role.
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In the school to which the writer belongs, men and women—if gift-
ed—have been accepted in the role of prophet, evangelist, shepherd, or 
teacher. The question of apostleship and eldership has remained. After 
much research, the writer sees that if God calls, equips, and anoints either 
a man or a woman to ascension-gift ministries or governmental roles, then 
that is His prerogative. God is God!

Generally speaking, there are few men and women grasping and strug-
gling to be in ascension-gift ministries or governmental roles in the church. 
It is just too much hard work and responsibility to inflict upon oneself un-
less the call of God is evident.

After much more study of the role, function, and ministry of women, 
the writer has concluded that there is really nothing a woman cannot do, 
any more or less than there is anything a man cannot do. The key is, again, 
the equipping of God. If God calls, equips, and anoints a man or a woman 
to do something, then that is His grace.

While there is greater emphasis in this expanded and updated edition 
of The Ministry of Women concerning a woman’s role, it does involve both 
men and women in the redemptive community of God—the church. The 
purpose of redemption is to bring both men and women back to all that 
which was lost in creation, because of the fall.

Here “in Christ,” men and women can be partners together in min-
istry. Here “in Christ,” there is neither male nor female, but all are one in 
Him. Here “in Christ,” gender distinctions, while still existing in the natu-
ral, are no longer barriers in the spiritual. The church is God’s redeemed 
community, the functioning body of Christ, and all are redemptively equal, 
though each may be functionally different.

Sadly, for some believers, this issue will not be settled until Jesus re-
turns. But our prayer is that all who read this book might be challenged 
in their thinking regarding this controversial area of church life. May men 
and women alike be encouraged to function together as partners in the 
body of Christ, as members of one another.

—Kevin J. Conner
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INTRODUCTION: PRESENTING  
THE CONTROVERSIAL ISSUE

The subject of this text is one of great controversy. It has been so 
throughout church history and undoubtedly will continue to be until 

Christ comes again. The church has never been without controversy. The 
very fact that Jesus said, “I will build my church; and the gates of hell shall not 
prevail against it” (Matthew 16:18) confirms the church’s openness to op-
position and persecution.

Controversy comes from without and within. It has been truly said 
that controversy is never the enemy of truth; only prejudice is. Numerous 
are the heresies that have been hammered out on the anvil of truth.

One of the controversial issues pressing in upon the church in this gen-
eration is that which pertains to the proper roles, positions, and functions 
of men and women in the church. The issue, of course, especially concerns 
that of women functioning in the church, the redemptive community. It 
is not an issue that touches so much on the great redemptive truths of the 
Bible, but one that deals with what men and women may do in the redemp-
tive community.

For centuries, the general philosophy has been that of a patriarchal 
society: Leadership is male, and this is so simply because the woman 
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was the first sinner in the fall of mankind, as recorded in the book of 
Genesis.

In recent decades, this position has been challenged, giving rise to 
much debate, especially in the church as a whole, touching a number of the 
major denominations.

Several passages from the writings of the apostle Paul have been used 
as the “master passages” in Scripture to silence women in church life, or 
else to keep women in a subordinate role, in both the home and, more par-
ticularly, the church. Paul has been maligned over the inspired writings he 
recorded.

As will be seen, there are several schools of opinion that have arisen as 
to the proper roles of men and women in both the home and the church.

The pendulum, as always, seems to swing back and forth between the 
extremes. Some writers, men and women alike, break down any distinc-
tion between the roles of men and women, especially with regard to minis-
try in the church. Other writers would relegate women to the home, limit-
ing their options of roles to wife, mother, and homemaker, often calling 
“submission” what is actually subjection or even suppression.

Any position regarding the role and function of men and women is up 
for evaluation in our present society. This is much more so in the Western 
world, in nations that have been strongly influenced by Christianity and its 
principles.

There are other nations where male dominance results in the total sup-
pression of women. Viewed and treated as the servants and slaves of the 
men, women are confined to the home, the kitchen, or the nursery. Wives 
are seen as the slaves of their husband. It is only where the Judeo-Christian 
ethic has touched a nation that there has been some standard raised for the 
protection of womanhood, and for the family as a whole.

One of the great concerns, and fears, for many sincere believers—men 
and women alike—is the rise of militant feminism in secular society. In 
these days of “equal rights” and “women’s liberation” movements, and vari-
ous militant feminist movements, the church wonders whether that spirit 
is creeping into the church, as some demand “equal rights” for men and 
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women in ministry. It is hoped that this is not so, though in some situa-
tions it may well be true. The true church, however, need not fear, as long 
as it stays within the boundaries of God’s Word.

The church does, however, need to reevaluate the subject of men 
and women functioning as God intended them to within the redemptive 
community.

Sadly, it is a generation in which there is a reversal of roles as pertain-
ing to men and women. Men are becoming more effeminate, while women 
are becoming more masculine. The “uni-sex” philosophy continues to per-
vade secular and religious society alike.

Many times, men decrease in masculinity as a reaction to having a 
dominant mother and/or a passive father. Global conflicts have drawn 
women into the workplace, into positions formerly filled by men, and have 
thus emptied the home. With the novel ability to become independent 
of a man’s salary, women are free to fulfill their own career aspirations. 
Meanwhile, many men shirk their responsibility to be godly men, hus-
bands, and fathers.

The prophet Isaiah, whose wife was a prophetess (see Isaiah 8:1–3), 
lamented this very condition in Israel’s history when he said, “Children are 
their oppressors, and women rule over them” (Isaiah 3:12). The humanistic 
philosophy of “liberation” brings dissatisfaction to women as they try to be 
something they were not created to be. Frustration results when men fail to 
fulfill their manhood and women fail to fulfill their womanhood.

So, what is the biblical role of men and women, especially when it 
comes to church life? Does the Bible teach that leadership should be ex-
clusively male? Are women to be subject and subordinate to men because 
of their role in initiating the fall of mankind? Are men superior to women? 
Are women to be confined to the home as wives, mothers, and homemak-
ers? May women function in the church community in any role, including 
positions of leadership, governance, and rulership? Or are they limited in 
their options? Are those positions reserved exclusively for men?

As will be seen, there are some denominations that permit women to 
function in many areas but not in any leadership role. Perhaps the most 
controversial questions, as pertaining to women, are those concerning 
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the ascension-gift ministries of Christ, listed in Ephesians 4:9–16. May a 
woman be involved in any of the fivefold ascension-gift ministries? Can a 
woman be an apostle, a prophet, an evangelist, a teacher, or a pastor? Or 
are these giftings strictly for men? And, finally, may a woman serve in the 
church as a deacon or an elder?

Many people argue, based on 1 Timothy 2, “Doesn’t Paul clearly teach 
that women are to be silent in the church? Doesn’t he teach that women are 
forbidden to teach in the church and take authority over men?”

There are thousands of godly men and women enrolled in Bible col-
leges and theological seminaries throughout the world. All of them are 
studying the Word of God, believing that there is a call of God on their life 
for a specific area of ministry. What is the purpose of it all, if women are 
“to be in silence” (1 Timothy 2:12) in the church? If women are not to preach 
or teach, as many interpret the Scriptures as saying, and only men can do 
such things, then what is the purpose of a woman studying the Word of 
God?

It is regrettable that some male expositors of Scripture deal with the 
subject in such a negative way. They evince a chauvinistic attitude toward 
women in ministry instead of considering what the Bible teaches on the 
subject as a whole. For centuries, the Christian church has been under 
male domination, which has affected theology and, in turn, the transla-
tion and interpretation of Scripture. As we will see, intrinsic to an indi-
vidual’s theology are certain beliefs about the roles of men and women, and 
this theology inevitably affects his or her translation and interpretation of 
Scripture.

This text seeks to present a balanced view of the role and function of 
both men and women, at home and in the church alike.
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1

PRINCIPLES OF  
INTERPRETING SCRIPTURE

There is no doubt that a person’s theology (what he or she believes 
about God, man and woman, and so forth) affects his or her inter-

pretation of Scripture. Theology affects hermeneutics—a fancy word for 
principles of Bible interpretation—and hermeneutics affects theology. 
Sound theology with sound hermeneutics makes for sound exegesis. But 
the end result of faulty theology and faulty hermeneutics is a faulty exege-
sis of Scripture. 

When it comes to the field of hermeneutics, the context principle has 
been called “the FIRST principle of hermeneutics.” There is an old adage 
that says, “A text out of context is a pretext.” In Interpreting the Scriptures, 
the authors adapted this adage to say, “A text out of the context of the whole 
Bible is a pretext.” This truth will be seen in the course of this chapter.

It should be kept in mind that the issue is not over the inspired 
Scriptures. True Bible-believing Christians do not dispute the fact that 
the Scriptures are God-breathed, inspired by the Holy Spirit of God.

Again, to quote Interpreting the Scriptures: “Generally speaking, Bible-
believing Christians are united in accepting the facts of revelation and 
inspiration. However, the major divisions concern interpretation and 
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application. The problem is not over revelation and inspiration so much as it 
is over interpretation and application.”

How to interpret what was spoken to those who received the sacred 
writings by divine inspiration, what it meant to them, and how to apply 
the truths to the current generation—these are the major questions that 
concern preachers and teachers of the Bible. Different expositors come up 
with different interpretations of the same passages of Scripture. And out 
of interpretation comes application.

It is important, then, to have a proper interpretation of Scripture. 
Proper interpretation precedes proper application. The way we apply 
the Scriptures to our own generation must f low from our understand-
ing of how the Scriptures were applied to the generation of the biblical 
writers.

Hermeneutics is a science and an art. The science is knowing the rules 
of interpretation; the art is applying those rules. The sixty-six books of 
the Bible were written for varying audiences: different cultures, different 
peoples, at different periods of human history. They must be interpreted in 
the context of the time and culture of when they were written. Expositors 
should not seize upon a passage written to address a local situation and 
presume to apply it to all nations, all churches, and all cultures for all times. 
Many parts of the Bible were written for a particular people group, provid-
ing instructions for a specific, temporary situation. Such biblical content 
was not intended for universal, timeless application—a fact that will be-
come even clearer when we discuss some of Paul’s writings concerning the 
behavior of men and women at home and in the church.

In the process of Scripture interpretation, there are four major gaps 
that have to be bridged in order to arrive at a proper exegesis. These gaps 
are as follows:

1. The Historical Gap
The interpreter needs to consider the historical setting of the biblical 

text. During what period of human history was the book written? What 
was the historical scenario of the people who received the writings? History 
is the background, the stage, the setting for the biblical writings. 
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2. The Geographical Gap
The interpreter needs to consider the geographic location of the people 

who received the biblical writings, due to the significant influence of loca-
tion and all it entails. 

3. The Cultural Gap
Culture encompasses how people live, providing the social context for 

the people who received the biblical writings. The interpreter needs to con-
sider the customs of the people to whom the biblical authors were writing. 
He or she must consider if and how the writings treat cultural issues of the 
time and how they reflect aspects of the culture of both the authors and 
the audience. 

4. The Linguistic Gap
The Scriptures were written primarily in Hebrew and Greek, and the 

English language often fails to express the exact meaning and intent of the 
original wording. Thus, the interpreter is wise to avail himself or herself of 
the linguistic tools available to help bridge the linguistic gap and provide 
an understanding of what the words meant to the authors and original 
recipients. Words must be understood in their grammatical context, and 
each verse or passage of Scripture must be interpreted according to the 
best use of the original language in which it was written. As was already 
noted, an individual’s theology is so influential that it can even affect one’s 
interpretation of Hebrew and Greek, hence the need for sound theology in 
bridging the linguistic gap.

Once the above four gaps have been bridged as much as possible, the 
interpreter must use the context principle—the first of all principles. By 
“context,” we refer to the “whole-of-the-Bible” context. To use this princi-
ple, the interpreter must ask, “What does the whole Bible say on the given 
subject?”

To break down this process in greater detail, the Scriptures must be 
studied in terms of:

• The verse context: What does the verse actually say?

• The passage content: What does the rest of the passage say?
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• The chapter context: What does the whole chapter say?

• The book context: What is the literary style of the book in which 
the passage is found?

• The Testament context: Is the verse in the Old Testament or the 
New Testament, and how is that significant?

• The Bible context: What does the Bible, as a whole, have to say 
on the subject in question? This is what is meant by “whole of the 
Bible” context!

The following are some additional principles to keep in mind when in-
terpreting Scripture. No verse should be taken out of context. The mean-
ing of each part of the verse, and of the whole verse, must be in agreement 
with the meaning of the overall passage. One cannot use one part of a verse 
to contradict what the rest of the passage is saying.

As much as possible, a verse should be interpreted in light of what it 
meant to the persons to whom it was originally written. 

Again, any verse must be interpreted in light of the whole of Scripture—
according to its “whole of the Bible” context. No single verse, passage, or 
book can be considered the whole of Scripture. The sixty-six books of the 
Bible make up the whole of Scripture. 

The interpreter should always work from the clear to the obscure, and 
should never use an obscure verse or passage of Scripture to contradict 
any clear Scripture on the same subject. For example, l Corinthians 15:29 
speaks of being “baptized for the dead.” This obscure verse contradicts all 
the clear Scriptures on water baptism, and yet there is a group of people 
who use this Scripture to justify the practice of baptizing people in water 
on behalf of their deceased relatives. The clear Scriptures teach that water 
baptism should follow genuine repentance and faith, and that it is for living 
believers, not unrepentant dead people. The interpreter should move from 
the known to the unknown, not the other way around.

The interpreter should also seek to distinguish between biblical com-
mands, biblical principles, and biblical customs. The following is an over-
view of their differences.
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1. Biblical Commands
Biblical commands are those commands of God that are specific and 

meant for all times, all cultures, and all peoples of all nations—for exam-
ple, the Ten Commandments, as listed in Exodus 20. Another example of 
biblical commands is found in Acts 15:29, when the apostles forbid the 
Gentiles to eat blood, practice idolatry, or engage in fornication. A positive 
biblical command is found in Matthew 28:18–20, where Jesus charges us 
to make disciples of all nations and to keep His commandments. Such in-
structions are clear commandments that are for all times, until He returns. 
The interpreter needs to discern whether a verse should be considered a 
biblical command for all times, cultures, and nations. 

2. Biblical Principles
Biblical principles are those laws of God that are ascertained by an 

overall understanding of God’s ways. In 1 Corinthians 9:9–10, the apos-
tle Paul invokes a biblical principle to justify the practice of giving finan-
cial support to ministers of the gospel. He summarizes part of the law of 
Moses, which says, “Do not muzzle the ox that treads out the grain.” Paul 
then asks: “Is it oxen that God is concerned about? Or does God say it 
altogether for our sakes?” He then answers: “Our sakes.” This is a biblical 
principle, not a biblical command. 

The same could be said about the habit of smoking. There is no specific 
biblical command that says, “You shall not smoke.” However, the habit of 
smoking is discouraged in light of the biblical principle that our bodies 
are the temple of the Holy Spirit, and God does not want us to defile His 
temple. (See, for example, 1 Corinthians 6:19.) Smoking is a habit that de-
files the body. There is no specific “chapter and verse” about smoking, but 
the biblical principle becomes a guideline to follow.

3. Biblical Customs
Then, expositors need to decide whether a verse reflects a biblical cus-

tom, by considering the customs contemporary to the writing of that verse. 
The following are examples of biblical customs that are not necessarily to 
be followed by all peoples in all times:
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• The custom of washing the feet of one’s guests as they arrived. (See 
John 13:14.) When Jesus told the apostles to do as He had done, 
was He establishing foot-washing as a command for all peoples and 
all times? Some people think so, and hold foot washing services. 
But in Western culture, most people wear shoes; sandals were the 
normal footwear of Jesus’ day, meaning that the feet became dusty 
and needed routine washing. Thus, the custom of foot-washing is 
not counted as a command for all times and all peoples. 

• Greeting one another with a “holy kiss.” When Paul exhorted 
his readers to greet one another with a “holy kiss” (1 Corinthians 
16:20), was he laying down a biblical command for all times and all 
peoples? No. The practice is still popular in some cultures, but not 
in the Western world, where it might even be considered offensive 
in some situations.

• The wearing of head veils, as mentioned by Paul in 1 Corinthians 
11. Again, was Paul putting forth a command, or was he dealing 
with a custom of the Corinthian culture? Some nations and cul-
tures require women to cover their heads, while others do not. This 
custom cannot be enforced universally.

• Slavery. In the books of Philemon and Ephesians, Paul seems to 
endorse the idea of masters having slaves. Yet slavery was abolished 
in the Western world in due time. 

• Celibacy rather than marriage. (See 1 Corinthians 7:8, 27.) Paul’s 
writings on this subject must be taken in their context. Elsewhere, 
Paul speaks highly of marriage, using it to illustrate the relation-
ship between Christ and His church. He also says that to forbid 
marriage is a doctrine of demons. (See 1 Timothy 4:3.) Thus, in 
advocating celibacy, Paul was not laying down a commandment for 
all times, for all cultures, and for all peoples of all nations.

• Idiomatic expressions. Jesus uses such phrases as “the eye of a nee-
dle,” “turning the other cheek,” “going the extra mile,” and “giving 
away your coat,” all of which must be interpreted in the light of the 
times and customs of the culture of His day. (See Matthew 9:14; 
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5:39, 40–41.) Each had local and historical application for those 
times. Are these things binding today?

Biblical customs have to be considered when it comes to evaluating the 
proper role and function of men and women in the church. When Paul 
tells the women to keep silent in the church, and says that a woman is not 
to teach or to exercise authority over men, are these biblical commands, for 
all times, all races and cultures, or is Paul dealing with a cultural situation? 
These are the things that need careful consideration.

4. Biblical Context
Again, the interpreter and expositor of Scripture needs to consider 

cover each verse in context of the passage, the chapter, the book, the testa-
ment, and the whole of the Bible. What does the Bible, as a whole, have to 
say about the subject? What does the Bible, as a whole, teach about the role 
and function of men and women in church life? 

In his prologue to the first complete English Bible, Myles Coverdale 
(1488–1569) provided a helpful set of instructions that echo the herme-
neutics of this chapter: 

It shall greatly help thee to understand Scripture, if thou mark, 
not only what is spoken or written, but of whom, and unto whom, 
with what words, at what time, where, to what intent, with what 
circumstances, considering what goeth before and what followeth 
after.

By following Coverdale’s admonition, one will bridge the historical, 
geographical, cultural, and linguistic gaps, using the context principle in 
all its concentric circles.

Definition of Key Terms
In the course of our study, words such as “role,” “function,” and “order” 

will be used quite frequently. These words, as used in this text, need to be 
clearly defined and understood.

Role: “the part played by a person in a particular social setting, in-
fluenced by his expectation of what is appropriate; usual or customary 
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function: what is his role in the organization?” A role is any conspicuous 
action or duty performed by anyone. So, we speak of the “role” of men and 
women in the redeemed community.

Function: “the natural action or intended purpose of a person or thing 
in a specific role.” We will seek to understand the proper “function” of men 
and women in the home and the church.

Order: “an established or customary method or state, esp of society.” 
We are endeavoring to discover the order God designed for His follow-
ers—men and women—in the home and the church.

God created men and women with unique identities. Each person, 
male or female, is valuable to God—and He is “no respecter of persons” 
(Acts 10:34). Therefore, though there are two distinct genders, neither 
one is superior or inferior to the other; both are of equal value to God. 
Although they may be functionally different, men and women in Christ 
are redemptively equal.

In studying the Scriptures to understand the proper role, function, 
and order of men and women, the writer has endeavored to be the best 
interpreter of Scripture possible, and thereby to arrive at proper exegesis, 
by practicing sound hermeneutics grounded in sound theology.

Our exegetical approach will be after God’s order in (1) creation and 
(2) redemption. What was God’s order in creation? What was God’s order 
for men and women under the Old Testament? Did Jesus’ coming make 
any difference in the roles of men and women? Does redemption restore 
men and women to their original purpose at creation? What did the apos-
tle Paul mean when he wrote, “There is neither male nor female: for ye are all 
one in Christ Jesus” (Galatians 3:28)? What about the Pauline passage that 
exhorts women to keep silent in the church? (See 1 Corinthians 14:34–35.) 
And again, what did Paul mean when he wrote, “I suffer not a woman to 
teach, nor to usurp authority over the man, but to be in silence” (1 Timothy 
2:11)? What did God mean in Genesis 3:16 when He said the man would 
“rule over” the woman after the fall?

These are questions that need consideration, that need answers. And 
that is the purpose of this text. Each reader must draw his or her own 
conclusions based on an understanding that is reached by following the 
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hermeneutical principles laid out in this chapter, which are the undergird-
ing principles of Scripture exposition that the writer sincerely endeavored 
to use in this text.


