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PROCESS

Since May 2012 our diverse committee of pastors, 

theologians, and administrators has been engaged 

in a thorough exploration of ordination, identify-

ing current policy and practice and considering the 

appropriateness of ordaining women to pastoral 

ministry in the Seventh-day Adventist Church. 

In addition to studying Scripture, we consid-

ered numerous papers, books, and resources, and 

we undertook various assignments for in-depth 

research. We exercised accountability to each other 

by reading drafts together aloud, discussing our 

findings, and incorporating peer feedback in revi-

sions. And we prayed together, inviting the Spirit to 

govern our process and guide us into all truth. The 

unified desire of our hearts has been to bring glory 

to God and to obey His will.

DEFINITION OF ORDINATION

We understand all believers to be called and 

equipped—anointed—by God for service. 

Individuals are imbued by the Holy Spirit with spiri-

tual gifts in order to edify the body of Christ and 

fulfill the gospel commission, and in this general 

sense all believers are “ordained.”

The committee agreed on the following state-

ment as a common point of reference:

Ordination is a formal acknowledgment and 

authentication of one’s call to service ministry 

by God. Authentication should be understood as 

ratifying what only God can dispense. Ordination 

neither supersedes God’s call nor enhances it. 

Ordination affirms the genuineness of the call as 

having borne the proper fruit of the Holy Spirit’s 

work. God initiates the call and equips the recipi-

ent for enacting it. God’s person accepts the call. 

God’s people affirm the call.

RECOMMENDATIONS

While the recommendations in this report represent 

the position of the overwhelming majority of the 

This report is the product of our assignment by the North American 
Division to conduct a comprehensive review of the theology of 
ordination—its theory and practical implications—and to present 
our conclusions and recommendations for action.

REPORT
SUMMARY
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committee, not all concur; however, the committee 

stands in unanimous agreement with respect to the 

following statement:

We believe that an individual, as a Seventh-day 

Adventist in thorough commitment to the full 

authority of Scripture, may build a defensible case 

in favor of or in opposition to the ordination of 

women to the gospel ministry, although each of 

us views one position or the other as stronger and 

more compelling.

As a culmination of our study, the committee 

submits the following recommendation for North 

American Division action:

RECOMMENDATION 1

In harmony with our biblical study, we recom-

mend that ordination to gospel ministry, as an 

affirmation of the call of God, be conferred by 

the church on men and women.

Because the Bible does not directly address the 

ordination of women, and because the principle-

based evidence is neither complete nor irrefutable, 

it can be expected that differing conclusions may be 

drawn by equally sincere and competent students of 

God’s Word. We believe the interpretive approach 

adopted by the Seventh-day Adventist Church as 

explained in the “Methods of Bible Study” docu-

ment may allow Bible-believing members to have 

differences of opinion on this issue. In light of this, 

we submit this additional recommendation:

RECOMMENDATION 2

The committee humbly recommends that the 

North American Division support the autho-

rization of each division to consider, through 

prayer and under the direction of the Holy 

Spirit, its most appropriate approach to the 

ordination of women to gospel ministry.

What follows in this report is a summary of the 

key points of our study, including evidences from 

Scripture and the writings of Ellen White, which 

we regard as overwhelmingly supportive of ordain-

ing women in the Seventh-day Adventist Church. 

In-depth analysis of the major themes, as well as a 

minority report, are provided with this report.

The Holy Spirit inspired the Bible writers with thoughts, ideas, 
and objective information; in turn they expressed these in their 
own words. Therefore the Scriptures are an indivisible union 
of human and divine elements, neither of which should be 
emphasized to the neglect of the other.
“Methods of Bible Study” document
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HISTORY

Our earliest founders were reluctant to orga-

nize, not wanting to repeat the mistakes of other 

churches of the time in what seemed like exalt-

ing human authority. However, in the interest of 

curbing the threat of confusion caused by false, 

“unauthorized” teachers, and in response to visions 

of Ellen White in the early 1850s and diligent Bible 

study, steps were taken to organize. Preachers were 

“set apart,” generally by the laying on of hands, as 

the official indication of approval.

Throughout Adventist Church history, the role of 

women has not been formally clarified. Early discus-

sions about some of the controversial texts in the 

Bible arose in relationship to Ellen White’s influen-

tial public role, which was unusual for a female at 

the time. Women have served as licensed preach-

ers, evangelists, conference secretaries, General 

Conference treasurers, and in many other positions. 

As early as 1881, a resolution recommending the 

ordination of women to ministry was presented 

at the General Conference Session, but after being 

forwarded to the General Conference Executive 

Committee, no action was taken. One-hundred-

thirty years later, after numerous resolutions, 

studies, meetings, recommendations, and votes, a 

request at the 2010 General Conference Session led 

to the present worldwide study of the theology of 

ordination. 

Prior to this time, General Conference Session 

rulings have consistently maintained that women 

not be ordained to pastoral office, partly out of con-

cern that the global church would not yet be ready 

for it. Recent actions by North American unions to 

ordain women pastors lend urgency to the need for 

resolution.

HERMENEUTICS

An understanding of the influence of hermeneu-

tics is helpful for recognizing differences in the 

ways individuals discern the meaning of Scripture. 

Hermeneutics, the science of interpretation, consid-

ers all the factors that influence worldview. Biblical 

hermeneutics refers specifically to the principles 

and practice of interpreting Scripture.

Early in our study process, the committee unani-

mously acknowledged as a guide the principles 

outlined in the “Methods of Bible Study” document, 

which was voted and published by the Seventh-day 

Adventist Church in 1986 to provide parameters 
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for the study of Scripture. 

The model below helps illustrate the range of 

approaches compatible with the “Methods of Bible 

Study” document. The “no inspiration” side of the 

continuum represents the idea that the Bible is not 

divinely inspired and should be regarded as any 

other literary work. The “biblical inerrancy” side 

represents the idea that God dictated the precise 

words of Scripture. The traditional Adventist 

approach to interpreting Scripture reveals a centrist 

path of “thought inspiration.”

Since the various hermeneutical approaches 

can lead to differing interpretations, it follows that 

approaches designated by more distant points on 

the continuum—even those within the central por-

tion representing traditional Seventh-day Adventist 

guidelines—may draw conflicting conclusions about 

issues for which there is not a clear, unequivocal 

biblical mandate.

HEADSHIP

The decades-old debate about the role of women in 

Seventh-day Adventist Church leadership is com-

plex and sensitive. Those who disagree with ordain-

ing women to the offices of elder and pastor are 

usually in harmonious agreement concerning most 

facets of the discussion—that women, too, are cre-

ated in God’s image; that they are created of worth 

equal to men; that they bring equally valuable gifts 

to the church; and that they also bring exclusively 

female contributions to the mission of the body of 

Christ.

The agreement breaks down around passages 

in Scripture that have been associated with the 

concept of headship. Generally, those who would 

stop short of ordaining women to the offices of pas-

tor or elder take issue with appointing women to 

headship roles, maintaining that a plain reading of 

Scripture does not allow women to exercise spiri-

tual authority over men. Others believe that biblical 

headship does not apply to church leadership roles 

but is limited in application to the husband’s role 

as servant-leader in the home. Still others contend 

that headship is not even a biblical concept, but 

rather a relatively modern term, and that the origi-

nal Greek word for head (kephalē), denotes source, 

A continuum of hermeneutical approaches

Historical-Critical Principle-Based
Historical-Cultural

Methods-of-Bible-Study Document

Historical-Grammatical Literalistic 

  NO INSPIRATION THOUGHT INSPIRATION BIBLICAL INERRANCY

The writers of the Bible were 
God’s penmen, not His pen.
1 Selected Messages, 21.2
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not leader. These argue that hierarchical position 

is not the point, and that correct interpretation of 

these challenging passages is dependent on under-

standing the context in which they were written. 

The majority of the committee does not view the 

issue of headship as a barrier to ordaining women to 

pastoral ministry.

UNITY

Some may be concerned that the unity of the 

worldwide Church is compromised if members in 

some regions practice the ordination of women 

while others do not. In its supreme sense, unity 

is characterized by oneness with God and with 

each other, as Jesus said in His prayer in John 17. 

However, unity must be differentiated from unifor-

mity, which implies invariability.

In deference to the unity Jesus identified, our 

doctrines comprise the common ground upon 

which our Church denomination is organized. 

For the Seventh-day Adventist Church, the 28 

Fundamental Beliefs are the common doctrines. 

They are officially adopted and are considered 

scripturally clear. Other issues not unequivocally 

outlined in Scripture are subject to varying inter-

pretations. Because a scripturally based, reasonable 

case may be made in favor of or opposed to the 

ordination of women to pastoral ministry, a world-

wide mandate is neither practical nor necessary.

In recent years, the General Conference has 

established policies recognizing women in leader-

ship roles: the ordination of deaconesses and elders 

and the commissioning of pastors. Although these 

policies are not practiced in all regions of the world, 

the Church has remained a single, worldwide orga-

nization. It is the conclusion of the study commit-

tee that differences in opinion and practice on this 

issue do not constitute disunity in Christ nor in the 

Church.

Since the first resolution recommending the 

ordination of women in 1881, members of the 

Seventh-day Adventist Church have intensely 

debated, without consensus, the advisability of 

ordaining women to the gospel ministry. In 1973 

the General Conference made its first formal 

appointment of a committee to study the role of 

women in the Church. Forty years later, it is the 

recommendation of this North American Division 

Theology of Ordination Study Committee that 

ordination to gospel ministry, as an affirmation of 

the call of God, be conferred by the Seventh-day 

Adventist Church on men and women. <

Submitted by the
North American Division  
Theology of Ordination Study Committee
November 2013
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WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF ORDINATION? 

Ordination serves to formally sanction an individual 

for the purpose of fulfilling the church’s global 

mission (Matthew 24:14; 28:19–20). The worldwide 

body accepts in good faith what has been locally 

ratified (e.g., Paul’s introductory letter exhorting 

congregations to cordially receive Timothy, as he 

had been properly trained and commissioned). 

While ordination grants special sanction, it does not 

imbue the individual with added ability or spiritual 

acumen. It does not elevate the recipient above the 

laity nor grant any special dispensation of grace. 

Yet, ordination ought not to be trivialized as an 

automatic process following a set duration of effort 

and training. 

DOESN’T THE BIBLE OPPOSE THE 

ORDINATION OF WOMEN?

Although the word ordination doesn’t appear in the 

Bible, the concept is referenced using other terms, 

such as laying on of hands and anointing. The Bible 

doesn’t mention gender in reference to the topic.

SINCE THE BIBLE IS SILENT ABOUT THE 

ORDINATION OF WOMEN, WOULDN’T IT 

BE ADVISABLE TO NOT ORDAIN THEM? 

When specific topics aren’t addressed in Scripture, 

it is considered a sound, acceptable practice to apply 

principles drawn from the Bible. James and Ellen 

White followed this practice in an example cited in 

Review and Herald (April 26, 1860):

If it be asked, Where are your plain texts of scrip-

ture for holding church property legally? we reply, 

The Bible does not furnish any; neither does it 

say that we should have a weekly paper, a steam 

printing-press, that we should publish books, 

build places of worship, and send out tents? Jesus 

says, “Let your light so shine before men,” &c.; but 

he does not give all the particulars how this shall 

be done. The church is left to move forward in the 

great work, praying for divine guidance, acting 

upon the most efficient plans for its accomplish-

ment. We believe it safe to be governed by the 

following RULE: All means which, according to 

sound judgment, will advance the cause of truth, 

and are not forbidden by plain scripture declara-

tions, should be employed.

DOESN’T THE BIBLE SAY THAT WOMEN 

SHOULD NOT SPEAK IN CHURCH?

In 1 Corinthians 14:34 (KJV), Paul writes, “Let your 

women keep silence in the churches: for it is not 

permitted unto them to speak; but they are com-

manded to be under obedience, as also saith the 

law.”

Guidelines for interpreting Scripture (published 

by the Adventist Church in the “Methods of Bible 

Study” document, included in this report) encour-

age the consideration of cultural context for inter-

preting texts. The Adventist Church considers Paul’s 

statement a cultural application made for local 

circumstances. 

Q&A
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IF THE ADVENTIST CHURCH BEGAN 

ORDAINING WOMEN, WOULDN’T THAT 

ALSO OPEN THE WAY FOR TOLERANCE 

OF HOMOSEXUAL BEHAVIOR?

The Bible makes several clear, direct references 

condemning homosexual behavior, but it does not 

directly address the ordination of women. The Bible 

consistently elevates women above the local cultural 

norms that tended to degrade them.

SHOULDN’T THE BIBLE ALWAYS BE 

TAKEN LITERALLY? 

Approaches to biblical interpretation range from 

assuming that Scripture is not at all inspired to 

assuming that every word was “dictated” by God. 

The approach to biblical interpretation officially 

adopted by the Seventh-day Adventist Church 

acknowledges thought inspiration, not literal word-

for-word interpretation. (See the “Methods of Bible 

Study” document, included in this report.)

In the introduction to The Great Controversy 

(p. vi), Ellen White explains that the truths of God 

are written in the language of humans:

The Bible points to God as its author; yet it was 

written by human hands; and in the varied style 

of its different books it presents the characteris-

tics of the different writers. The truths revealed 

are all “given by inspiration of God” (2 Timothy 

3:16); yet they are expressed in the words of men. 

The Infinite One by His Holy Spirit has shed light 

into the minds and hearts of His servants. He has 

given dreams and visions, symbols and figures; 

and those to whom the truth was thus revealed 

have themselves embodied the thought in human 

language.

IF WE INTERPRET THE BIBLE AS 

FAVORABLE TOWARD THE ORDINATION 

OF WOMEN, DOESN’T THAT OPEN THE 

WAY FOR ALLOWING MOST ANYTHING?

Everyone interprets the Bible according to their per-

sonal worldview, even those who embrace a literalist 

approach to Scripture. 

When the Bible doesn’t seem to offer a clear, 

indisputable directive on a subject, we use a prin-

ciple-based approach, which considers similar or 

related examples in Scripture. Bible interpretation 

is not a mathematical science, but is dependent 

on the guidance of the Spirit that leads to all truth 

(John 16:13). Following biblical principles is a safe-

guard against “allowing for most anything.”

IT SEEMS THE DENOMINATIONS 

THAT ORDAIN WOMEN ALSO ORDAIN 

PRACTICING HOMOSEXUALS. WHY 

SHOULD WE FOLLOW THEIR LEAD?

The Adventist Church doesn’t seek to pattern itself 

after others. Rather, we have studied Scripture 

and examined numerous resources leading to our 

recommendations. Over a two-year time span, the 

NAD Theology of Ordination Study Committee 

has researched this topic; but ever since 1881, when 

a resolution recommending the ordination of 

Q&A Common questions about 
 the ordination of women
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women to ministry was presented at the General 

Conference Session, questions about ordination 

have been under examination.

The Adventist church has consistently had a 

vision for elevating the human race by return-

ing to the model found in the Garden of Eden. 

Two illustrations of this are Sabbathkeeping and 

vegetarianism. Uplifting the theology of the Eden 

model, along with the direct biblical references con-

demning homosexual behavior in the Old and New 

Testaments, prevents our church from ordination 

of those engaged in homosexual behavior. However, 

the Bible does not directly address the ordination of 

women and it consistently elevates women above 

the cultural norms of the day.

IS ORDAINING WOMEN THE RESPONSE 

OF OUR CHURCH TO THE FEMINIST 

MOVEMENT, AND WOULD IT THEN BE A 

FORM OF FOLLOWING THE WORLD?

The ordination of women was first formally pro-

posed in the Adventist Church back in 1881 when a 

resolution was presented at the General Conference 

Session. (That resolution was forwarded to the 

General Conference Executive Committee, and no 

action was taken.) In the last 50 years, women’s ordi-

nation has been formally researched and debated 

within Adventism. The recommendations of the 

North American Division Theology of Ordination 

Study Committee are the result of prayerful study 

of Scripture and history, theory and practice, not an 

attempt to comply with the standard of the world. 

DOESN’T THE BIBLE TEACH THAT A 

WOMAN IS NOT TO HAVE AUTHORITY 

OVER A MAN?

In most cases where there is disagreement about 

whether women should be ordained as pastors 

and elders, the issue of headship is the point of 

contention.

Generally, those who would stop short of ordain-

ing women to the offices of pastor or elder take 

issue with appointing women to headship roles, 

maintaining that a plain reading of Scripture does 

not allow women to exercise spiritual authority over 

men. Others believe that biblical headship does not 

apply to church leadership roles but is limited in 

application to the husband’s role as servant-leader 

in the home. Still others contend that headship is 

not even a biblical concept, but a relatively modern 

term, and that the original Greek word for head 

(kephalē), denotes source, not leader. These argue 

that hierarchical position is not the point, and that 

correct interpretation of these challenging pas-

sages is dependent on understanding the context in 

which they were written. 

The NAD Theology of Ordination Study 

Committee maintains that the issue of headship is 

not a barrier to ordaining women as pastors. 

ISN’T CHURCH UNITY JEOPARDIZED 

IF ONLY SOME PARTS OF THE WORLD 

ORDAIN WOMEN?

There are ordained ministers in our church today 

who would not be effective everywhere in the world 
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because of language and culture. Suitability is a 

paramount factor when a minister is appointed to a 

position. Acceptance of diversity in the various divi-

sions brings unity, not disunity.

In recent decades, the General Conference has 

approved policies recognizing women in leader-

ship roles: the ordination of deaconesses and elders 

and the commissioning of pastors. Although these 

policies are not practiced in all regions of the world, 

the Church has remained a single, worldwide 

organization.

IF GOD MEANT FOR WOMEN TO BE 

CHURCH LEADERS, WOULDN’T JESUS 

HAVE INCLUDED WOMEN AS DISCIPLES?

Jesus’ inner circle of disciples was not only exclu-

sively male, it also included no slave, no freed slave, 

no Gentile, and no person of color. Women were 

mentioned as following Jesus, but to travel full-time 

with Him would have been viewed with suspicion 

and disapproval. It would have raised questions of 

propriety about Jesus as well as the other disciples. 

Including female disciples would have undermined 

the ministry of Jesus. It appears that His choice was 

in deference to the culture of the day. 

DID THE FOUNDERS OF THE ADVENTIST 

CHURCH SUPPORT FEMALE PASTORS? 

In Review and Herald (Jan. 15, 1901), Ellen White 

states, “It is the accompaniment of the Holy Spirit of 

God that prepares workers, both men and women, 

to become pastors to the flock of God.”

DOESN’T THE FACT THAT ALL OF 

THE OLD TESTAMENT PRIESTS WERE 

MALE DEMONSTRATE THAT WOMEN 

WERE NOT INTENDED FOR CHURCH 

LEADERSHIP?

It’s true that the Old Testament priests were exclu-

sively male; they were also chosen from only one 

tribe, the Levites. The Levitical system included 

dozens of ordinances that are not to be practiced 

today, such as sacrificing lambs. The Old Testament 

priesthood is not the model for New Testament 

Christian ministry.

WAS ELLEN WHITE IN FAVOR OF 

ORDAINING WOMEN?

The White Estate has concluded that Ellen White 

did not take a formal stand concerning the ordina-

tion of women.

In Review and Herald (July 9, 1895), Mrs. White 

said, “Women who are willing to consecrate some 

of their time to the service of the Lord should be 

appointed to visit the sick, look after the young, and 

minister to the necessities of the poor. They should 

be set apart to this work by prayer and laying on of 

hands.”

In Review and Herald (Jan. 2, 1879), she said, “The 

refining, softening influence of Christian women is 

needed in the great work of preaching the truth.” <
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1. PREAMBLE

This statement is addressed to all members of the 

Seventh-day Adventist Church with the purpose of 

providing guidelines on how to study the Bible, both 

the trained biblical scholar and others.

Seventh-day Adventists recognize and appreciate 

the contributions of those biblical scholars through-

out history who have developed useful and reliable 

methods of Bible study consistent with the claims 

and teachings of Scripture. Adventists are commit-

ted to the acceptance of biblical truth and are willing 

to follow it, using all methods of interpretation con-

sistent with what Scripture says of itself. These are 

outlined in the presuppositions detailed below.

In recent decades the most prominent method 

in biblical studies has been known as the historical-

critical method. Scholars who use this method, 

as classically formulated, operate on the basis of 

presuppositions which, prior to studying the biblical 

text, reject the reliability of accounts of miracles 

and other supernatural events narrated in the Bible. 

Even a modified use of this method that retains the 

principle of criticism which subordinates the Bible to 

human reason is unacceptable to Adventists.

The historical-critical method minimizes the 

need for faith in God and obedience to His com-

mandments. In addition, because such a method 

de-emphasizes the divine element in the Bible as 

an inspired book (including its resultant unity) and 

depreciates or misunderstands apocalyptic prophecy 

and the eschatological portions of the Bible, we urge 

Adventist Bible students to avoid relying on the use 

of the presuppositions and the resultant deductions 

associated with the historical-critical method.

In contrast with the historical-critical method and 

presuppositions, we believe it to be helpful to set 

forth the principles of Bible study that are consistent 

with the teachings of the Scriptures themselves, that 

preserve their unity, and are based upon the premise 

that the Bible is the Word of God. Such an approach 

will lead us into a satisfying and rewarding experi-

ence with God.

2. PRESUPPOSITIONS ARISING FROM 
THE CLAIMS OF SCRIPTURE

a. Origin

(1) The Bible is the Word of God and is the 

primary and authoritative means by which 

He reveals Himself to human beings.

(2) The Holy Spirit inspired the Bible writers 

with thoughts, ideas, and objective infor-

mation; in turn they expressed these in 

their own words. Therefore the Scriptures 

are an indivisible union of human and 

divine elements, neither of which should 

be emphasized to the neglect of the other 

(2 Peter 1:21; cf. The Great Controversy, v, vi).

(3) All Scripture is inspired by God and came 

through the work of the Holy Spirit. 

However, it did not come in a continuous 

chain of unbroken revelations. As the Holy 

Spirit communicated truth to the Bible 

METHODS OF BIBLE STUDY
Bible study: presuppositions, principles, and methods
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writer, each wrote as he was moved by the 

Holy Spirit, emphasizing the aspect of the 

truth which he was led to stress. For this 

reason the student of the Bible will gain 

a rounded comprehension on any subject 

by recognizing that the Bible is its own 

best interpreter and when studied as a 

whole it depicts a consistent, harmonious 

truth (2 Timothy 3:16; Hebrews 1:1, 2; cf. 

Selected Messages, Book 1, 19, 20; The Great 

Controversy, v, vi).

(4) Although it was given to those who lived 

in an ancient Near Eastern/Mediterranean 

context, the Bible transcends its cultural 

backgrounds to serve as God’s Word for all 

cultural, racial, and situational contexts in 

all ages.

b. Authority

(1) The sixty-six books of the Old and New 

Testaments are the clear, infallible revela-

tion of God’s will and His salvation. The 

Bible is the Word of God, and it alone is 

the standard by which all teaching and 

experience must be tested (2 Timothy 3:15, 

17; Psalm 119:105; Proverbs 30:5, 6; Isaiah 

8:20; John 17:17; 2 Thessalonians. 3:14; 

Hebrews 4:12).

(2) Scripture is an authentic, reliable record 

of history and God’s acts in history. 

It provides the normative theological 

interpretation of those acts. The supernat-

ural acts revealed in Scripture are histori-

cally true. For example, chapters 1–11 of 

Genesis are a factual account of historical 

events.

(3) The Bible is not like other books. It is an 

indivisible blend of the divine and the 

human. Its record of many details of secu-

lar history is integral to its overall purpose 

to convey salvation history. While at times 

there may be parallel procedures employed 

by Bible students to determine historical 

data, the usual techniques of historical 

research, based as they are on human pre-

suppositions and focused on the human 

element, are inadequate for interpreting 

the Scriptures, which are a blend of the 

divine and human. Only a method that 

fully recognizes the indivisible nature of 

the Scriptures can avoid a distortion of its 

message.

(4) Human reason is subject to the Bible, 

not equal to or above it. Presuppositions 

regarding the Scriptures must be in har-

mony with the claims of the Scriptures 

and subject to correction by them (1 

Corinthians 2:1–6). God intends that 

human reason be used to its fullest extent, 

but within the context and under the 

authority of His Word rather than inde-

pendent of it.

This statement was approved and voted by the General Conference of 

Seventh-day Adventists Executive Committee at the Annual Council 

Session in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, October 12, 1986
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(5) The revelation of God in all nature, when 

properly understood, is in harmony with 

the written Word, and is to be interpreted 

in the light of Scripture.

3. PRINCIPLES FOR APPROACHING THE 
INTERPRETATION OF SCRIPTURE

a. The Spirit enables the believer to accept, 

understand, and apply the Bible to one’s 

own life as he seeks divine power to render 

obedience to all scriptural requirements and 

to appropriate personally all Bible prom-

ises. Only those following the light already 

received can hope to receive further illumina-

tion of the Spirit (John 16:13, 14; 1 Corinthians 

2:10–14).

b. Scripture cannot be correctly interpreted 

without the aid of the Holy Spirit, for it is the 

Spirit who enables the believer to understand 

and apply Scripture. Therefore, any study of 

the Word should commence with a request for 

the Spirit’s guidance and illumination.

c. Those who come to the study of the Word 

must do so with faith, in the humble spirit of 

a learner who seeks to hear what the Bible is 

saying. They must be willing to submit all pre-

suppositions, opinions, and the conclusions of 

reason to the judgment and correction of the 

Word itself. With this attitude the Bible stu-

dent may come directly to the Word, and with 

careful study may come to an understanding 

of the essentials of salvation apart from any 

human explanations, however helpful. The 

biblical message becomes meaningful to such 

a person.

d. The investigation of Scripture must be char-

acterized by a sincere desire to discover and 

obey God’s will and word rather than to seek 

support or evidence for preconceived ideas.

4. METHODS OF BIBLE STUDY

a. Select a Bible version for study that is faith-

ful to the meaning contained in languages in 

which the Bible originally was written, giving 

preference to translations done by a broad 

group of scholars and published by a general 

publisher above translations sponsored by a 

particular denomination or narrowly focused 

group. 

 Exercise care not to build major doctrinal 

points on one Bible translation or version. 

Trained biblical scholars will use the Greek 

and Hebrew texts, enabling them to examine 

variant readings of ancient Bible manuscripts 

as well.

b. Choose a definite plan of study, avoiding hap-

hazard and aimless approaches. Study plans 

such as the following are suggested:

(1) Book-by-book analysis of the message

(2) Verse-by-verse method

(3) Study that seeks a biblical solution to a 

specific life problem, biblical satisfaction 

for a specific need, or a biblical answer to a 

specific question

(4) Topical study (faith, love, second coming, 

and others)

(5) Word study

(6) Biographical study

c. Seek to grasp the simple, most obvious mean-

ing of the biblical passage being studied.

d. Seek to discover the underlying major 

themes of Scripture as found in individual 



 Methods of Bible Study 17 

texts, passages, and books. Two basic, related 

themes run throughout Scripture: (1) The per-

son and work of Jesus Christ; and (2) the great 

controversy perspective involving the author-

ity of God’s Word, the fall of man, the first and 

second advents of Christ, the exoneration of 

God and His law, and the restoration of the 

divine plan for the universe. These themes are 

to be drawn from the totality of Scripture and 

not imposed on it.

e. Recognize that the Bible is its own interpreter 

and that the meaning of words, texts, and pas-

sages is best determined by diligently compar-

ing scripture with scripture.

f. Study the context of the passage under con-

sideration by relating it to the sentences and 

paragraphs immediately preceding and fol-

lowing it. Try to relate the ideas of the passage 

to the line of thought of the entire Bible book.

g. As far as possible ascertain the historical cir-

cumstances in which the passage was written 

by the biblical writers under the guidance of 

the Holy Spirit.

h. Determine the literary type the author is 

using. Some biblical material is composed 

of parables, proverbs, allegories, psalms, and 

apocalyptic prophecies. Since many biblical 

writers presented much of their material as 

poetry, it is helpful to use a version of the 

Bible that presents this material in poetic 

style, for passages employing imagery are not 

to be interpreted in the same manner as prose.

i. Recognize that a given biblical text may not 

conform in every detail to present-day liter-

ary categories. Be cautious not to force these 

categories in interpreting the meaning of the 

biblical text. It is a human tendency to find 

what one is looking for, even when the author 

did not intend such.

j. Take note of grammar and sentence construc-

tion in order to discover the author’s meaning. 

Study the key words of the passage by com-

paring their use in other parts of the Bible by 

means of a concordance and with the help of 

biblical lexicons and dictionaries.

k. In connection with the study of the biblical 

text, explore the historical and cultural fac-

tors. Archaeology, anthropology, and history 

may contribute to understanding the meaning 

of the text.

l. Seventh-day Adventists believe that God 

inspired Ellen G. White. Therefore, her 

expositions on any given Bible passage offer 

an inspired guide to the meaning of texts 

without exhausting their meaning or pre-

empting the task of exegesis (for example, see 

Evangelism, 256; The Great Controversy, 193, 

595; Testimonies, vol. 5, pp. 665, 682, 707–708; 

Counsels to Writers and Editors, 33–35).

m. After studying as outlined above, turn to vari-

ous commentaries and secondary helps such 

as scholarly works to see how others have 

dealt with the passage. Then carefully evaluate 

the different viewpoints expressed from the 

standpoint of Scripture as a whole.

n. In interpreting prophecy keep in mind that:

(1) The Bible claims God’s power to predict 

the future (Isaiah 46:10).

(2) Prophecy has a moral purpose. It was not 

written merely to satisfy curiosity about 

the future. Some of the purposes of proph-

ecy are to strengthen faith (John 14:29) and 
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to promote holy living and readiness for 

the Advent (Matthew 24:44; Revelation 

22:7, 10, 11).

(3) The focus of much prophecy is on Christ 

(both His first and second advents), the 

church, and the end-time.

(4) The norms for interpreting prophecy are 

found within the Bible itself: The Bible 

notes time prophecies and their histori-

cal fulfillments; the New Testament cites 

specific fulfillments of Old Testament 

prophecies about the Messiah; and the Old 

Testament itself presents individuals and 

events as types of the Messiah.

(5) In the New Testament application of Old 

Testament prophecies, some literal names 

become spiritual: for example, Israel 

represents the church, Babylon apostate 

religion, etc.

(6) There are two general types of prophetic 

writings: nonapocalyptic prophecy as 

found in Isaiah and Jeremiah, and apoca-

lyptic prophecy as found in Daniel and 

the Revelation. These differing types have 

different characteristics:

(a) Nonapocalyptic prophecy addresses 

God’s people; apocalyptic is more uni-

versal in scope.

(b) Nonapocalyptic prophecy often is con-

ditional in nature, setting forth to God’s 

people the alternatives of blessing for 

obedience and curses for disobedience; 

apocalyptic emphasizes the sovereignty 

of God and His control over history.

(c) Nonapocalyptic prophecy often leaps 

from the local crisis to the end-time day 

of the Lord; apocalyptic prophecy pres-

ents the course of history from the time 

of the prophet to the end of the world.

(d) Time prophecies in nonapocalyp-

tic prophecy generally are long, for 

example, 400 years of Israel’s servi-

tude (Genesis 15:13) and 70 years of 

Babylonian captivity (Jeremiah 25:12). 

Time prophecies in apocalyptic proph-

ecy generally are phrased in short 

terms, for example, 10 days (Revelation 

2:10) or 42 months (Revelation 13:5). 

Apocalyptic time periods stand symbol-

ically for longer periods of actual time.

(7) Apocalyptic prophecy is highly symbolic 

and should be interpreted accordingly. In 

interpreting symbols, the following meth-

ods may be used:

(a) Look for interpretations (explicit or 

implicit) within the passage itself (for 

example, Daniel 8:20, 21; Revelation 

1:20).

(b) Look for interpretations elsewhere in 

the book or in other writings by the 

same author.

(c) Using a concordance, study the use of 

symbols in other parts of Scripture.

(d) A study of ancient Near Eastern docu-

ments may throw light on the meaning 

of symbols, although scriptural use may 

alter those meanings.

(e) The literary structure of a book often 

is an aid to interpreting it. The paral-

lel nature of Daniel’s prophecies is an 

example.
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o. Parallel accounts in Scripture sometimes 

present differences in detail and emphasis (for 

example, cf. Matthew 21:33, 34; Mark 12:1–11; 

and Luke 20:9–18; or 2 Kings 18–20 with 

2 Chronicles 32). When studying such pas-

sages, first examine them carefully to be sure 

that the parallels actually are referring to the 

same historical event. For example, many of 

Jesus’ parables may have been given on differ-

ent occasions to different audiences and with 

different wording. 

 In cases where there appear to be differences 

in parallel accounts, one should recognize that 

the total message of the Bible is the synthesis 

of all of its parts. Each book or writer com-

municates that which the Spirit has led him to 

write. Each makes his own special contribu-

tion to the richness, diversity, and variety of 

Scripture (The Great Controversy, v, vi). The 

reader must allow each Bible writer to emerge 

and be heard while at the same time recogniz-

ing the basic unity of the divine self-disclosure. 

 When parallel passages seem to indicate dis-

crepancy or contradiction, look for the under-

lying harmony. Keep in mind that dissimilari-

ties may be due to minor errors of copyists 

(Selected Messages, Book 1, p. 16), or may be 

the result of differing emphases and choice of 

materials of various authors who wrote under 

the inspiration and guidance of the Holy 

Spirit for different audiences under different 

circumstances (Selected Messages, Book 1, pp. 

21, 22; The Great Controversy, vi). It may prove 

impossible to reconcile minor dissimilarities 

in detail which may be irrelevant to the main 

and clear message of the passage. In some 

cases judgment may have to be suspended 

until more information and better evidence 

are available to resolve a seeming discrepancy.

p. The Scriptures were written for the practi-

cal purpose of revealing the will of God to 

the human family. However, in order not 

to misconstrue certain kinds of statements, 

it is important to recognize that they were 

addressed to peoples of Eastern cultures and 

expressed in their thought patterns. 

 Expressions such as “the Lord hardened 

the heart of Pharaoh” (Exodus 9:12) or “an 

evil spirit from God...” (1 Samuel 16:15), the 

imprecatory psalms, or the “three days and 

three nights” of Jonah as compared with 

Christ’s death (Matthew 12:40), commonly are 

misunderstood because they are interpreted 

today from a different viewpoint. 

 A background knowledge of Near Eastern 

culture is indispensable for understand-

ing such expressions. For example, Hebrew 

culture attributed responsibility to an 

individual for acts he did not commit but 

that he allowed to happen. Therefore the 

inspired writers of the Scriptures commonly 

credit God with doing actively that which in 

Western thought we would say He permits 

or does not prevent from happening, for 

example, the hardening of Pharaoh’s heart. 

 Another aspect of Scripture that troubles 

the modern mind is the divine command to 

Israel to engage in war and execute entire 

nations. Israel originally was organized as a 

theocracy, a civil government through which 

God ruled directly (Genesis 18:25). Such a 

theocratic state was unique. It no longer 

exists and cannot be regarded as a direct 

model for Christian practice. 

 The Scriptures record that God accepted 

persons whose experiences and statements 

were not in harmony with the spiritual prin-

ciples of the Bible as a whole. For example, 
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we may cite incidents relating to the use 

of alcohol, polygamy, divorce, and slavery. 

Although condemnation of such deeply 

ingrained social customs is not explicit, God 

did not necessarily endorse or approve all 

that He permitted and bore with in the lives 

of the patriarchs and in Israel. Jesus made this 

clear in His statement with regard to divorce 

(Matthew 19:4–6, 8). 

 The spirit of the Scriptures is one of resto-

ration. God works patiently to elevate fallen 

humanity from the depths of sin to the divine 

ideal. Consequently, we must not accept as 

models the actions of sinful men as recorded 

in the Bible. 

 The Scriptures represent the unfolding of 

God’s revelation to man. Jesus’ Sermon on the 

Mount, for example, enlarges and expands 

certain Old Testament concepts. Christ 

Himself is the ultimate revelation of God’s 

character to humanity (Hebrews 1:1–3). 

 While there is an overarching unity in the 

Bible from Genesis to Revelation, and while 

all Scripture is equally inspired, God chose to 

reveal Himself to and through human indi-

viduals and to meet them where they were 

in terms of spiritual and intellectual endow-

ments. God Himself does not change, but He 

progressively unfolded His revelation to men 

as they were able to grasp it (John 16:12; The 

SDA Bible Commentary, vol. 7, p. 945; Selected 

Messages, Book 1, p. 21). Every experience or 

statement of Scripture is a divinely inspired 

record, but not every statement or experience 

is necessarily normative for Christian behav-

ior today. Both the spirit and the letter of 

Scripture must be understood (1 Corinthians 

10:6–13; The Desire of Ages, 150; Testimonies, 

vol. 4, pp. 10–12).

q. As the final goal, make application of the text. 

Ask such questions as, “What is the message 

and purpose God intends to convey through 

Scripture?” “What meaning does this text have 

for me?” “How does it apply to my situation and 

circumstances today?” In doing so, recognize 

that although many biblical passages had local 

significance, nonetheless they contain timeless 

principles applicable to every age and culture.

5. CONCLUSION

In the “Introduction” to The Great Controversy Ellen 

G. White wrote:

The Bible, with its God-given truths expressed in 

the language of men, presents a union of the divine 

and the human. Such a union existed in the nature 

of Christ, who was the Son of God and the Son of 

man. Thus it is true of the Bible, as it was of Christ, 

that “the Word was made flesh, and dwelt among 

us.” John 1:14. (p. vi)

As it is impossible for those who do not accept 

Christ’s divinity to understand the purpose of His 

incarnation, it is also impossible for those who see 

the Bible merely as a human book to understand 

its message, however careful and rigorous their 

methods.

Even Christian scholars who accept the divine-

human nature of Scripture, but whose methodologi-

cal approaches cause them to dwell largely on its 

human aspects, risk emptying the biblical message 

of its power by relegating it to the background while 

concentrating on the medium. They forget that 

medium and message are inseparable and that the 

medium without the message is as an empty shell that 

cannot address the vital spiritual needs of humankind.

A committed Christian will use only those methods 

that are able to do full justice to the dual, inseparable 

nature of Scripture, enhance his ability to understand 

and apply its message, and strengthen faith. <

SUPPORTING
PAPERS
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SUPPORTING
PAPERS

The following research papers represent the analysis 

on which the committee bases its recommendations 

to the North American Division Executive Committee.
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I. WHY DO WE NEED HERMENEUTICS?

The term hermeneutics in its traditional meaning 

indicates the discipline that deals with principles of 

interpretation. Although it may sound like a set of 

sophisticated techniques, the reality is that we are 

consciously or unconsciously taught hermeneutics 

from birth. Hermeneutics is used in daily life simply 

because human beings need principles of interpreta-

tion for understanding everyday verbal and non-

verbal events.

Words are fickle, making human language by 

nature “largely equivocal.”1 Furthermore, language 

represents a perception of reality, which may be 

understood in more than one way. In the case of 

written language, the perception of reality is both 

the author’s and reader’s. The author attempts 

to persuade us to see things his or her way, while 

readers decipher meaning from their own contexts. 

There would be no disputes or misunderstandings 

about speech or writing if that were not the case. 

It is common practice to place what is said 

or written in its historical, linguistic, or cultural 

context for understanding. The same should be 

true when reading the Bible. There are significant 

linguistic and cultural differences as well as a vast 

historical gap between author and reader in the 

modern reading of the Bible. Without recognizing 

these issues in our reading of Scripture, it is more 

likely that modern readers will apply their custom-

ary ways of reading to the reading of the Bible. But 

the Bible is not just any other book.

On one hand, the Bible is a divine book. It is a 

unique, Spirit-produced collection exhibiting coher-

ence, interconnections between the books, and a par-

adigm of prophecy and fulfillment. As a divine book, it 

also contains uniquely inspired content—it is authori-

tative and truthful and includes divine revelation, 

miracles, prophecy, nature, and plan. As a divine book, 

it has a unique purpose; it has spiritual worth, with 

the capacity to change lives, and is understandable. 

On the other hand, the Bible is a human book. 

First, it uses human language with words and gram-

mar of the time. Serious interpreters must study 

linguistics, syntax, and semantics to gain an accu-

rate reading. Second, it uses common genres and 

literary conventions known at the time of writing. 

Comparing parallel genres from the biblical world 

provides cultural and literary contexts with which 

the Bible may be understood in depth. Third, it was 

written by human authors in their own time and 

space, and their historical background and culture 

should be learned. And, finally, it communicates 

through the plain sense of the text. No effort should 

be made to look for a hidden or mystical sense. 

As in daily life, there is no absolute guarantee that 

anyone will ever completely understand the words 

in the Bible. The immediate recipients of biblical 

texts had the advantage of a shared context; but for 

later readers, the words and their meanings can be 

difficult to pin down.

This should not, however, lead to thinking that 

problems lie in the Bible. For the most part, the 

Bible is clear and understandable. There are not 

many words or sentences that perplex to the degree 

HERMENEUTICS AND THE 
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that doctrines and practices will change. After all, 

the God who became human also used language—

not just signs or miracles or mystical visions—to 

communicate divine truth to humanity. The Bible is 

given for understanding. Communication between 

author and reader of the Bible naturally takes place 

in the reading experience. 

The Bible is a “book in which a child can wade, 

and an elephant can swim.”2 There are thus some 

difficult passages in the Bible. There also are some 

teachings that require hermeneutical skills, not only 

to find the meaning but also to properly apply it 

in modern context. With the use of a proper set of 

hermeneutics, an attempt can be made to bridge the 

distance that separates modern humanity from the 

biblical text and its world.

Recognizing the significance of hermeneutics 

from the outset, the NAD Theology of Ordination 

Study Committee began by establishing a herme-

neutic for the given assignment. 

II. ADAPTATION OF THE “METHODS 

OF BIBLE STUDY” HERMENEUTICAL 

METHOD

A. Action. The committee agreed on the importance 

of establishing a hermeneutic at the outset before 

drawing further conclusions. We read together the 

“Methods of Bible Study” document voted by the 

General Conference Annual Council in 1986, and, 

after some discussion, voted to utilize its presup-

positions, principles, and methods of biblical 

hermeneutics. 

B. Rationale. The “Methods of Bible Study” docu-

ment was written and voted 27 years ago, and as 

such does not address a whole new movement in 

biblical studies which the last twenty years have 

seen; however, it still provides a good hermeneutical 

framework for guiding the study of this committee. 

In particular, the document outlines the boundaries 

concerning two significant areas.

1. Thought Inspiration: This document adopts 

thought inspiration as the official Adventist 

approach to interpreting Scripture.

“The Holy Spirit inspired the Bible writers with 

thoughts, ideas, and objective information; in 

turn they expressed these in their own words. 

Therefore the Scriptures are an indivisible 

union of divine and human elements, neither of 

which should be emphasized to the neglect of 

other.” 

2. Historical Approach: The document also 

provides these specific recommendations 

(among others): 

• As far as possible, ascertain the historical 

circumstances in which the passage was 

written. 

• Take note of grammar and sentence con-

struction in order to discover the author’s 

meaning.

• In connection with the study of the bibli-

cal text, explore the historical and cultural 

factors. “Archaeology, anthropology, and his-

tory,” it argues, “may contribute to under-

standing the meaning of the text.”3 

Kyoshin Ahn
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What is significant here is to note that this offi-

cial document, voted by the General Conference, 

emphatically advises the interpretation of 

Scripture in its cultural and historical context. 

 3. Authorities. The committee further agreed 

to affirm three authorities: (a) Holy Scripture, as 

inspired revelation from God; (b) the writings 

of Ellen G. White, as inspired guidance for the 

Adventist Church; and (c) the 28 Fundamental 

Beliefs, as expressive of Adventist doctrinal 

understanding. All committee members felt 

strongly that establishing these authorities at the 

outset set the boundary within which this com-

mittee was to operate. 

III. TWO MAJOR SETS OF 

HERMENEUTICS IN THE ADVENTIST 

CHURCH 

The committee quickly discovered that Ján Barna’s 

study4 succinctly summarizes two major herme-

neutical strands prevalent in the Adventist Church 

today. These two strands are being used to look at 

the biblical evidence on the issue of ordination, par-

ticularly those controversial texts that speak directly 

to the issue of headship, which is the most conten-

tious textual issue bearing on this topic. 

A. Plain, Natural, and Literal Reading 

Barna identifies the preferred method of those 

opposed to women’s ordination as the “historical-

grammatical”5 method, which places strong empha-

sis on a plain, natural, and literal meaning of words. 

This approach was even referred to as “the common 

sense approach,”6 which leads to the discovery of 

the “natural and normal sense of the text.”7 Literal 

reading, therefore, predominantly characterizes this 

method. This approach amazingly presupposes “a 

correlation of meaning between then and now.”8 In 

other words, modern readers’ common sense and 

their plain reading take charge of the interpretive 

process.

This approach, though historical, has a strong 

tendency to avoid employing any extra-biblical 

sources. The authority of the Bible is upheld with 

the phrase Sola Scriptura, “which embraces not only 

using the Bible as the evaluative source (epistemo-

logical meaning) for extra-biblical sources, but also 

using the Bible as the only (sole) source (hermeneuti-

cal limitation) excluding or minimizing the use of 

extra-biblical sources.”9 

Basic to this historical-grammatical method is, in 

Barna’s opinion, the acceptance of Scripture as the 

verbally inspired and inerrant word of God. Barna 

summarizes it this way: “The Bible is inerrant, not 

only in matters of salvation and theology, but also in 

matters of science and history, down to the very last 

detail. The assumption of absolute biblical inerrancy 

is firmly rooted in and necessitated by the oppo-

nents’ concept of full inspiration.”10 

It is true that several influential figures in the 

opponents’ circle hold either this view of inspiration 

or a very similar one.11 It is also probably true that 

the grassroots theory of biblical inspiration, often 

found among those who don’t favor the ordination 

of women, strongly runs along this line of think-

ing. This view of inspiration may have consequently 

served as an influential backdrop against which the 

ordination of women is fiercely opposed. 

To be fair, it must be noted that Barna’s summary 

and conclusion on this issue are based mainly on 

two Adventist writers, and doesn’t necessarily rep-

resent the view held by others who are not in favor 

of the ordination of women. It is theoretically and 

practically possible to establish a view that opposes 

the ordination of women without subscribing to 

this mode of inspiration.

With this plain, literal approach to the Bible, the 

ordination of women is not possible unless there is 
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a clear biblical mandate. This argument seems to be 

quite weak because none of the texts used against 

the ordination of women specifically address the 

issue and because a literal reading of these texts 

assumes a “hermeneutical principle that is neither 

acceptable nor traditionally practiced in Adventist 

theology.”12

B. Principle-Based Reading

The preferred method of the proponents of the 

ordination of women is described as including 

“principle-based, contextual, linguistic and histori-

cal-cultural reading strategies…at the heart of their 

biblical approach.”13 This approach, consequently, 

sees most of the so-called controversial passages 

in the “context of family relationships, [and] some 

emphasize a two-way submission.” With the use of 

this approach, no conclusive evidence prohibiting 

the ordination of women can be found in the Bible. 

Those who take this approach believe that her-

meneutical inquiries should be discussed within 

the larger framework of the topic of inspiration and 

revelation. Although they differ in technical points, 

their plenary view of inspiration becomes their 

modus operandi in the discussion of this topic. As 

verbal inspiration was historically rejected by the 

Adventist church in the nineteenth century, they do 

not adopt “a verbal-mechanical-dictation concept 

both in terminology and in the analysis emphasizing 

more the personal-dynamic aspect in the inspiration 

theory.”14 This view of inspiration is supported by 

Ellen White when she says: “The Bible is written by 

inspired men, but it is not God’s mode of thought 

and expression. It is that of humanity. God, as a 

writer, is not represented. Men will often say such 

an expression is not like God. But God has not put 

Himself in words, in logic, in rhetoric, on trial in the 

Bible. The writers of the Bible were God’s penmen, 

not His pen.”15

The practitioners of this approach believe in 

the complete reliability and trustworthiness of the 

Bible in terms of its salvific message while moving 

away from “an absolute inerrancy view.”16 At the 

same time, a proper discernment between temporal, 

cultural elements and transcultural, permanent ele-

ments is fundamental to this approach, for the Bible 

was written in a certain space and time.17 

 C. An Issue of Hermeneutical Justice to the Text

Overall the committee thinks that both methods 

fit within the broad range of what the “Methods 

of Bible Study” document approves to be within 

the appropriate realm of reading in the Adventist 

church.

A plain and literal reading strategy would be suf-

ficient to understand most of the Bible. Yet the com-

mittee believes that there are occasions when we 

should employ principle-based reading because the 

passage calls for an understanding of the historical 

and contextual settings. 

Method is not the end but rather a means by 

which we access the meaning of Scripture. It should 

not be idolized or esteemed over the text. The his-

tory of biblical interpretation testifies that people 

tend to select the hermeneutic that works best 

for their own interests. Perhaps no hermeneutical 

method is final. But the biblical text still remains, 

even after a particular method is not in vogue. 

One question will be considered by an honest 

reader of the Bible: Which approach or reading 

strategy does more justice to the meaning of the 

text? This question is especially important when 

considering difficult passages or issues, and is fun-

damental to the proper interpretation of Scripture. 

Method is a means for tackling the text. The text 

determines which method may be more appropriate 

for interpretation. The text takes priority over the 

hermeneutical method. 
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Furthermore, an ethical reader of the Bible will 

assess the outcome and ask: Who benefits from this 

particular interpretation? This stems out of recogni-

tion that interpretation may become a power issue. 

The interpretation then needs to be assessed within 

the framework of the totality of Scripture. When 

one’s reading contradicts the overall picture of God 

and the major driving themes of the Bible, such 

reading should be rigorously scrutinized. 

When should we decide not to use one method 

and switch to another? What should be our criteria 

for determining the proper use of a contextual or 

principle-based approach? These questions must 

be answered for the proper reading of the text. The 

general rule of thumb is that when two or more 

interpretations are claimed for a passage, the one 

that works with all information gathered should 

serve. 

D. When to Adopt a Principled-Based Approach

The following interpretive situations are best 

addressed with a principle-based approach. 

1.  Conflicting Interpretation: When there is a chal-

lenge of conflicting interpretations due to textual 

variants and/or particular historical and cultural 

contexts. 

2.  Historical Background: When an understand-

ing of the historical background greatly enhances 

the reading. The Bible, in most cases, doesn’t 

provide detailed information about historical or 

cultural situations behind a passage. For example, 

while the people in Corinth obviously would have 

known the context in which Paul wrote to them, 

it is not possible for us to become first-century 

readers and fully understand the context. Yet the 

Bible is given for human understanding and spiri-

tual wellbeing. It is the solemn task of readers to 

exert their best effort to understand the context 

as much as possible. 

3.  Contradiction: When an interpretation of a spe-

cific passage contradicts the teaching of Scripture 

on a point. The Bible is a unified book in its 

salvific message. 

4.  Essential Need of Reasoning: When the use of 

reasoning seems to be necessary for our reading. 

The act of interpretation is also an act of logical 

reasoning. While divine inspiration is absolutely 

assumed, that doesn’t preclude the use of reason 

in reading. Since the Bible is given in the form of 

human language and therefore appeals to human 

reason, it invites serious investigation when cur-

rent interpretation doesn’t make sense. 

5.  Illumination of the Holy Spirit: When the Holy 

Spirit, the “Spirit of truth” (John 16:13), illumi-

nates what is revealed in Scripture, so that “we 

may understand what God has freely given us” (1 

Corinthians 2:12). The ministry of the Holy Spirit 

is primarily not about communicating new truth 

but helping to show the salvific work of Jesus 

Christ in wider scope and beyond our cultural 

and contextual boundaries. It doesn’t expect 

the discarding of common sense and logic in 

Christian faith. 

These guidelines can lead the modern-day 

Adventist reader to consider many of the difficult 

passages regarding the ordination of women in their 

linguistic, historical, and cultural contexts. 

IV. A HERMENEUTIC OF REDEMPTIVE 

HISTORY 

Since the Bible is a divine and human book, written 

in particular space and time, it is necessary to find a 

set of principles to distinguish that which is trans-

cultural from that which is cultural. As long as the 

twenty-first-century Christian takes the Bible as the 

norm for life, hermeneutical issues are fundamental 

in assessing the normative status of commands and 

practices in the Bible. 
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What hermeneutical approach should we gener-

ally take in our reading of scriptural texts? How 

should the biblical text be applied in the contempo-

rary world? What hermeneutics should be devel-

oped to distinguish that which is merely cultural 

from that which is timeless? How can common 

ground be established where there is hostility within 

the Adventist community? What components of the 

biblical text have ongoing practical significance and 

what components are limited in application to the 

original audience?

These questions must be answered to interpret 

the Bible as a unified whole. One persuasive way 

to do that is to adopt a “redemptive movement 

hermeneutic,”18 which can be applied to many issues 

that emerge when reading difficult passages. This 

redemptive hermeneutic is fundamentally based 

on the life, ministry, death, and resurrection of 

Jesus Christ, in whom we find the complete revela-

tion of God, and also in whom we find the ultimate 

climax and fulfillment of all of redemptive history 

in Scripture. Furthermore, this redemptive, histori-

cal characteristic in the Bible can well serve as our 

reading strategy when it comes to difficult texts in 

Scripture. 

This approach looks for the redemptive spirit (or 

“trajectory”) in the text to discern what still applies 

today. God moves His people to the fullest realiza-

tion of His will for them, that is, what is more righ-

teous, equitable, loving, and just. It is based on a firm 

belief that “relative to when and where the words of 

Scripture were first read, they spoke redemptively 

to their given communities.”19 For example, some of 

the counsel in Scripture was intended to redemp-

tively temper the harsh treatment of slaves without 

outlawing slavery; but that doesn’t represent the 

conclusive stance of the Bible on that issue. When 

the entire Word is considered in the context of 

redemptive history, slavery is not tolerated.

This approach is contrasted with a “static” her-

meneutic, which is interested in interpreting the 

text as an isolated entity and does not recognize the 

direction in which the Bible is moving. This “static” 

hermeneutic is impotent in addressing the issue of  

slavery or other unjust acts, because the Bible seems 

to endorse or tacitly recognize them. 

One of the tasks for interpreters in reading 

Scripture is to consider how it should be applied 

today. The command that women suspected of 

adultery should go through the water-purification 

rite of Numbers 5 was intended to protect women 

with fair treatment in a patriarchal society, not to 

single them out for punishment. This command, 

in its cultural setting, improved the life of women. 

Today both men and women may be implicated or 

responsible in cases of adultery. The fundamental 

basis of this hermeneutical approach is that we 

should not restrict the application of the biblical 

text to the cultural world of the Bible, but let its 

redemptive spirit or redemptive movement guide 

the modern reader. 

Without considering textual constraints and 

contextual factors, slave proponents often take 

Ephesians 6:5–9, along with Col 3:22-4:1 and 1 Peter 

2:18-25, to mean that employees should submit 

themselves to their employers. Such interpretation 

blindly lifts the text out of context and atemporally 

applies it to modern society, resulting in hermeneu-

tical chaos.

The same is true of slavery (Exodus 21:28–32). It 

is also not the assumption of modern society that 

Since the Bible is a divine and human 
book, written in particular space and 
time, it is necessary to find a set of 
principles to distinguish that which is 
transcultural from that which is cultural.
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wives are the property of their husbands (Exodus 

20:17). These texts should not be read in a static or 

fixed state. The redemptive movement of the text 

dictates the proclamation that all human beings, 

slaves or free, are equal, and that wives are equal to 

their husbands. 

The Bible speaks to culture-specific issues as well 

as those that transcend culture and time. Slavery 

is specific to a former culture, while the love-your-

neighbor command is directly applicable across all 

cultures. It is the task of a modern reader of the 

Bible to distinguish between cultural and trans-

cultural values within the Bible. Such efforts help 

readers avoid the pitfall of being trapped into rigid 

literalism. 

V. LOCATION OF MEANING AND A 

HERMENEUTIC OF HUMBLENESS

A. Text and Meaning 

Biblical hermeneutics is mainly preoccupied with 

the interpretation of Scripture and the complexi-

ties of the relationship between text and reader. 

The Adventist Church has successfully dealt with 

the issue of hermeneutics to a certain extent. It has 

not, however, addressed the complex issues between 

reader and text, mainly due to the traditional place-

ment of meaning in the text. The Adventist stance 

is that “the Bible is the only creed,” but this sheds 

some light on the assumed location of meaning. 

Adventists take an “archaeological” approach: since 

meaning is in the text, it is the responsibility of the 

reader to dig for that meaning. 

Adventists have long held an exegetical stance 

that the reader should seek to discover the author’s 

intended meaning, the only true meaning, and must 

avoid superimposing meaning on the text. The 

meaning of a passage is determined or fixed by the 

author and is not subject to modification by readers. 

The role of the reader is to discover the meaning.

The reading process is not as simple as it seems 

on the surface, and the same is true for biblical 

interpretation. There are three foci in biblical inter-

pretation. While some readers are entirely commit-

ted to one focus, others attempt to integrate two or 

three.

1.  Focus on the author. The task is to dig for autho-

rial intent. Verbal meaning is whatever the author 

has willed to convey by a particular sequence of 

words that can be shared by means of linguistic 

signs. The author’s truth-intention provides the 

only genuinely discriminating norm for discern-

ing between valid or true interpretations and 

invalid or false ones.20 

2.  Focus on the text. The task is to delineate the 

world within the text. The text, once written 

out and produced, represents its own world. The 

language, its structure, and its literary context 

become the source of meaning.22 

3.  Focus on the reader. Fundamental to this 

approach is its recognition that the text is seman-

tically independent of the intention of its author. 

The text is primarily seen as a construct, insofar 

as meaning is taken to reside in the encounter or 

interchange between text and reader. Meaning 

thus emerges as an outcome of interplay between 

text and reader, both of which are culturally and 

historically conditioned.21

Focusing on the author is probably the only 

absolute choice for the denominational hermeneu-

tic. Text has a specific determined message that the 

author attempts to deliver to the reader. Readers 

embark on a journey to discover the author’s 

intended meaning. In other words, for Adventists 

meaning is a property of the text rather than the 

result of a reader’s engagement with the text. 

Even after recognizing this author-focused 

interpretative tradition in the Adventist church, it is 

helpful to recognize what the other two foci might 
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bring to the reading experience. 

Note the case of 2 Peter 1:12. 

When considered in context, 2 

Peter 1:12 is a positive affirma-

tion of the apostolic message, 

of which Peter is committed 

to reminding his readers. It is 

an “authoritative statement…

of the Christian eschatological hope as he [Peter] 

has been expounding it…. He makes it all the more 

impressive and solemn by casting it in the form of 

a valedictory message, or last testament, penned 

by the Apostle himself in full consciousness of 

his imminent martyr-death.” 23 Early Adventists, 

however, took “the present truth” in 2 Peter 1:12 and 

progressively applied it to their newly awakened 

messages such as the Sanctuary and the Sabbath24 

that, in their opinion, prepared people to be perfect 

or holy. For many nineteenth century Adventist 

readers, with their particular set of theological 

immediacy, this was the primary understanding in 

their encounter with the passage. 

The truth of the matter is that no interpreters are 

immune from such an encounter in their reading 

of the text. As humans, we are naturally inclined 

to read the Bible in our current context, which 

influences our interpretation and application of the 

text, for good or for ill. All interpreters have pre-

conceptions. The bottom line is that regardless of 

whether interpreters openly and candidly recognize 

it, they bring themselves to the text. Recognizing 

one’s social location in reading of the text provides a 

candid platform for interpretation. It doesn’t neces-

sarily indicate that we have to be swayed by our own 

social location.

As one case study of 100 readings of Nehemiah 5 

shows,25 the differing contexts of the readers, with 

their particular concerns and problems, influence 

the reading of Scripture. Most Anglo-Saxon readers 

find in Nehemiah 5 teachings 

on various topics such as family 

planning, proper exercise of 

anger, exemplary living, and 

principles of Christian leader-

ship. Many in the develop-

ing world, along with several 

Anglo-Saxon readers, feel that 

Nehemiah 5 addresses aiding the poor and the role 

of ideology, government, and the masses. Readers in 

North America see little about today’s poor, but feel 

that proper money management is a main idea in 

this chapter. 

Current context is an interpretive lens for read-

ers, whether or not they recognize it. Applying a 

contemporary filter to the biblical text is the only 

point of departure for contemporary readers. Such 

a departure can mask the meaning of the text. An 

ethical reading of the text calls for the admission 

that we unavoidably read the Bible first through 

eyes conditioned by our own culture and experi-

ence. It must be noted, however, that a new under-

standing of a text, especially reached from within a 

different culture and context, doesn’t contradict a 

traditional understanding of the text, but enriches 

interpretive traditions. 

To be sure, different cultures do not control 

interpretation, but the text “itself provides the 

most important control for distinguishing between 

interpretations properly or improperly influenced 

by contemporary context.”26 It is true that ambiguity 

sometimes prevents the evaluation of this influ-

ence. However, even in this case, the text should 

“restrain” the imagination. 

B. A Hermeneutic of Humbleness

Christians are often confused by contradic-

tory interpretations of the same passage. Each 

interpreter claims that his or her interpretation 

All interpreters have 
preconceptions. 
Whether they 
recognize it, they 
bring themselves 
to the text.
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is biblical. Furthermore, the term “biblical” has 

sometimes been abused to justify one interpreta-

tion over another. To make matters worse, very few 

interpreters openly acknowledge the potential for 

misinterpretation that accompanies, for example, 

the ambiguity of human language, distance in time, 

or pre-conceived ideas. 

Interpreters may disagree about the meaning of 

text for various reasons: 

1. Hermeneutical. Confusion or misunderstand-

ing over the relationship between meaning (inter-

pretation) and significance (application) creates an 

interpretation not carried out to its fullest possible 

degree.

2. Authorial. Due to the vast gap in time and 

space, there aren’t sufficient data about the histori-

cal setting such as culture, history, language, and 

ideology. Interpreters work with the most updated 

historical data in their hands. Even the most recent 

historical data in many instances are more likely to 

be a reconstruction of earlier data based on reason-

ing and arguments.

3. Textual. Ambiguity in a text opens up many 

different possibilities for interpretation. Interpretive 

ambiguity must be admitted and accepted. To be 

sure, interpreters are to be blamed if they inad-

equately analyze or identify the structure and genre 

of a particular text.

4. Reader. Interpreters come to a text with differ-

ent analytical ability and skill. They also approach 

text with different sets of pre-understanding 

such as knowledge, personal experience, and 

preconceptions. 

Not many readers candidly acknowledge these 

issues in their reading process. The worst possible 

case is to superimpose preconceptions upon an 

interpretation and call it biblical. To be sure, there is 

also an issue of individual competency. 

The Bible has a prominent place in the life of 

Seventh-day Adventists. It plays a crucial role in 

our theology and practice. We may not have every 

exegetical answer to difficult or perplexing passages. 

We should, thus, adopt a hermeneutic of humble-

ness in our reading of the Bible; that is, to acknowl-

edge above all a possibility of misunderstanding or 

incomplete understanding on our part, and allow 

other interpretations to enrich our reading. 

If the reading of the Bible joyfully results in a 

prophetic community with lives lived faithfully 

before God, Adventist interpreters should, above all, 

recognize themselves as capable of manufacturing, 

knowingly or unknowingly, a forced reading. These 

virtuous readers of the Bible, regardless of their 

theological orientation, must be humbly prepared 

to repent of their sometimes forced (and sometimes 

superficial) readings, acknowledging that their 

interpretation may not be “biblical” in the end and 

being open to correction.

At the same time, the Adventist hermeneutic of 

humbleness should recognize a place for the Holy 

Spirit in our interpretation. The Spirit “sancti-

fies the reader, removing pride and prejudice and 

creating the humility of heart and mind ready to 

receive something not of its own making.”27 The 

Holy Spirit leads us, in all its cultural variety, into a 

deeper appreciation of the text, finding the mean-

ing of a text for our contemporary faith commu-

nity. The objective meaning in the text is “best 

approximated by a diversity of reading contexts and 

communities.”28 

IV. CONCLUSION: HERMENEUTICAL 

INTEGRITY

This paper is not aimed to discuss in detail the so-

called difficult or controversial passages regarding 

the ordination of women. These difficult passages, 

such as 1 Corinthians 11:1–3 and 14:33–36, 1 Timothy 

2:1–15, Ephesians 5: 21–33, have been sufficiently 
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dealt with in detail by many faithful, Bible-believing 

Adventists in the past.29 Most of these studies 

attempt to read these passages in context, analyze 

semantic backgrounds, or explore the historical-

cultural background for interpretation. These 

approaches are in line with the guideline set in the 

“Methods of Bible Study” document, which recom-

mends, among other things, to explore the biblical 

texts in their cultural and historical context. The 

overwhelming majority of the committee feels 

that these difficult passages require the modern 

Adventist reader to employ a principle-based 

reading. 

The “Methods of Bible Study” document also rec-

ommends that the Bible should be looked at in its 

entirety or unity. Many studies done by Adventists 

follow this approach by focusing on different aspects 

of the issue: (1) some theologically discuss equal-

ity of man and woman, especially in the Genesis 

Creation story, which is in direct opposition to the 

headship and submission argument;30 (2) some con-

sider Jesus’ revolutionary way of treating women, 

especially in the context of the cultural and histori-

cal conditions of the first century Jewish society;31 

and (3) some discuss the New Testament teaching 

on spiritual gifts, with an emphasis on women being 

equal recipients of spiritual gifts alongside of men.32 

All of these studies argue for the ordination of 

women in the Adventist Church. 

The issue of women’s ordination in the Adventist 

Church provides a valuable lesson for the denomi-

nation in the area of hermeneutics. Hermeneutical 

integrity is demanded in our reading, which implies 

hermeneutical responsibility. Being responsible in 

hermeneutics means being equipped with herme-

neutical virtues. Hermeneutical tools technically 

equip readers to rightly divide the word of truth, 

free from arbitrariness and unrestrained play with 

texts. It is not sufficient, however, to know and 

use the right approach in reading the biblical text. 

Adventist readers should cultivate hermeneutical 

virtues too, which are openness, wisdom, humility, 

receptivity, and honesty. These spiritual qualities 

lead readers to a fuller knowledge of God’s redemp-

tive history in its entirety. Cultivating these herme-

neutical virtues will undoubtedly lead to the reading 

practice that best corresponds to the ethos of the 

Bible study done by the early Adventists. <
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in necessary things unity;  

in uncertain things freedom;  

in everything compassion1

For more than 50 years, members of the Seventh-

day Adventist Church have intensely debated, 

without consensus, the advisability of ordaining 

women to the gospel ministry. Sound, cogent rea-

soning has been presented in defense of both sides 

of the question. Since neither the Bible nor the 

Spirit of Prophecy provides a definitive, unequivo-

cal word on the issue, it is the study committee’s 

consensus that our differences should not create 

a rift in the Church. We believe the Scriptures can 

be interpreted to support a position either for or 

opposed to women’s ordination, and for that reason 

the issues should not be a cause for disunity in the 

Church. 

UNITY DEFINED

Some may be concerned that the unity of the 

church is compromised if some regions of the world 

practice the ordination of women while others 

do not. We believe that unity in Christian fellow-

ship may be identified by oneness with God and 

with each other, as Jesus said in His prayer in John 

17. However, “denominational unity”—agreement 

about the clear doctrines unequivocally manifest in 

Scripture—is secure, because for the Seventh-day 

Adventist denomination the unifying doctrines are 

the 28 Fundamental Beliefs. These doctrines are 

officially adopted as scripturally straightforward. 

Other issues not unequivocally outlined in 

Scripture, such as ordination, are subject to varying 

interpretations and therefore cannot be considered 

non-negotiable . The unity that is important for the 

church is outlined in the fourteenth Fundamental 

Belief:

14. Unity in the Body of Christ: 

The church is one body with many members, 

called from every nation, kindred, tongue, and 

people. In Christ we are a new creation; distinc-

tions of race, culture, learning, and nationality, 

and differences between high and low, rich and 

poor, male and female, must not be divisive 

among us. We are all equal in Christ, who by one 

Spirit has bonded us into one fellowship with 

Him and with one another; we are to serve and be 

served without partiality or reservation. . . .

Unity is important to the church, but this unity is 

not uniformity, as the fourteenth doctrinal state-

ment itself notes the many differences that “must 

not be divisive among us.” We celebrate different 

gifts, varieties of expression of worship, different 

languages, and a diversity of evangelistic techniques, 

but we hold in common the foundational beliefs 

that make us Seventh-day Adventists.

The Church Manual is another means by which 

the Church manifests unity as it implements certain 

policies in a similar way from church to church. 

However, the Church Manual and the Minister’s 

Manual contain policies that are not all based on 

IS ORDINATION OF WOMEN 
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a “Thus saith the Lord” in Scripture, but rather 

reflect changing circumstances and needs. Church 

officers are added in some areas of the world and 

not in others, and descriptions of responsibili-

ties vary depending on local needs and culture. A 

modern-day example that helps illustrate unity 

without uniformity is the McDonald’s restaurant 

chain. McDonalds requires certain things to be the 

same whether the store is in China, Mexico, or the 

United States. It does allow, however, for some dif-

ferences in the food to accommodate regional taste 

differences.

UNITY REMAINS

Over the years, changes in policies on ordination 

have not led to disunity. Consider that different 

branches of the church have already voted at least 

four policies relative to women in leadership that 

are not followed in all parts of the world. 

1. The ordination of deaconesses was voted at 

the 2010 General Conference Session.2

2. Authorization of females as elders was voted at 

the Spring Meeting in 1975.3

3. Ordination of female elders was voted at 

Annual Council in 1984.4

4. Authorization of females to serve as commis-

sioned ministers was voted in 1989.5

These policies, though controversial in some 

areas, have not resulted in the breaking apart of 

the Church. While these particular policies have 

not been followed everywhere around the world (in 

fact, not even everywhere in the North American 

Division), they have not shattered the unity of the 

church, because unity is based on something far 

deeper than making certain that everyone every-

where follows the same policies.

Sometimes churches in the same towns hold dif-

ferent views. One church ordains women deacons 

or elders, and the other church in the same town 

does not. We have women pastors in some parts of 

the world, and there are other parts of the world 

that don’t have women pastors. These churches 

are not in disunity because they hold different 

perspectives on this issue. Differences in opinion 

about ordaining women does not constitute dis-

unity, because the 28 Fundamental Beliefs are not 

compromised.

The North American Division believes strongly 

in the importance of the unity of the worldwide 

Seventh-day Adventist Church. Our church is the 

only Protestant church that has not broken into 

national churches on different continents. We are 

together as a worldwide church communicating the 

unique message of Adventism to the world. That 

message is summarized in the 28 Fundamental 

Beliefs, and the ordination or non-ordination of 

women need not be enshrined as a part of the 

Adventist message to the world.

A fundamental question related to the ordination 

of women and maintaining church unity is whether 

or not ordination must be universally applicable 

around the world. Would granting that authority in 

only some divisions or unions bring the worldwide 

Church into disunity?

Gordon Bietz
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It is important to make a distinction between 

granting ecclesiastical authority to lead a church 

and the social/community acceptance of that 

authority. It is the position of the committee that 

the church could grant ordination and worldwide 

authority to represent the church while not at the 

same time empowering every person given that 

authority to practice it in locations where it is not 

culturally accepted. To illustrate: during the years of 

apartheid in South Africa, black and white ministers 

were ordained and had the authority to represent 

the Adventist Church, but that authority did not 

authorize them to practice ministry or to use that 

authority among groups where the social-cultural 

conditions mitigated against it. 

The worldwide church is held together in unity 

by our focus on Jesus and our shared mission 

outlined in the 28 Fundamental Beliefs. Disunity 

will come to the church when the majority seeks 

to impose convictions on the minority in areas 

that are not defined by the 28 Fundamental Beliefs. 

Ordination should be a policy determined at the 

division level; it cannot become Fundamental Belief 

No. 29, because there is no consensus on the issue 

in the Church. The worldwide unity of the Church 

will be assured when the focus is maintained on 

Jesus and our shared mission outlined in the 28 

Fundamental Beliefs. Disunity will result when all 

are required to come to an agreement on issues over 

which we have developed no consensus.

BIBLICAL EXAMPLE FOR MANAGING 

DISAGREEMENT

In light of the reality that the church has not come 

to a consensus on the theology that would autho-

rize ordination of women, it is appropriate to look 

at how the early church handled issues that had 

the potential to cause disunity in the early church. 

In that regard, Acts 15 is very instructive. Paul and 

Barnabas are confronted in Antioch with those who 

believed “Unless you are circumcised as required 

by the law of Moses, you cannot be saved” (verse 1, 

NLT). It was the biblical conviction of these early 

Jewish Christians that all who were to be identified 

as the people of God must be circumcised.

This was a major conflict. As the King James 

Version puts it, “therefore Paul and Barnabas had 

no small dissension and disputation with them” 

(verse 2, KJV). This conflict in Antioch went to the 

very core identity and belief of the first Christians.

So the Jerusalem Conference was convened. Paul 

and Barnabas traveled to Jerusalem to share with 

the church leadership the mission stories from 

Antioch about how the Gentiles were believing in 

the gospel and were manifesting the power of the 

Holy Spirit even though they were not circumcised.6

There were those Jews in Jerusalem, however, 

who were convinced that what they thought to be 

the clear commands of the Bible should be fol-

lowed. Genesis 17:10–117 provides clear instruction 

to Abraham that in order to keep the covenant, each 

male “must be circumcised.” They were committed 

to a hermeneutic that required following the biblical 

mandate for circumcision. I imagine they eloquently 

defended the faith based on their theology, the 

Scripture, and their hermeneutic; they probably also 

recited the story of Moses, who was nearly killed by 

an angel because he had not circumcised his own 

son (Exodus 4:24–26).

These Jews appealed to that meeting of church 

leaders to not abandon the faith as handed down 

to them by Father Abraham. They wanted unity—

a unity based on the Jewish traditions. Would the 

early church break into disunity? Acts 15:6 says, “The 

apostles and elders met to consider this question” 

(NIV). 

The question was, What shall we require of all? 

What is the common denominator that we all need 
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to agree on? What are our Fundamental Beliefs? 

The discussion revolved around circumcision, but 

the real question was about what all must agree on 

to live in unity. Peter spoke up, and he argued for a 

spiritual basis for unity.8

SPIRITUAL BASIS FOR UNITY

This first argument of Peter is simple: God dem-

onstrated his acceptance of these Gentiles when he 

poured out His Holy Spirit on them (verse 8).

As a church founded through the leading of the 

Spirit of Prophecy, we must continue to be open to 

the leading of that same Spirit. Around the world as 

women have exercised their gifts in ministry, they 

have demonstrated the outpouring of the Spirit. 

They are leading growing churches in the United 

States, China, India, and Mexico. We are seeing the 

leading of the Spirit.

The second argument that Peter makes is 

where he said, “He did not discriminate between 

us and them, for he purified their hearts by faith” 

(verse 9, NIV). 

God made no distinctions, God made no dif-

ference. Man drew lines where God did not. Man 

makes distinctions where God does not. We iso-

late where God unifies. We build walls, and God 

came to break down the “dividing wall of hostility” 

(Ephesians 2:14, NIV, cf. NLT).

 As Paul would later say, “There is neither Jew nor 

Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there male and 

female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Galatians 

3:28, NIV).

The third argument that Peter makes is as fol-

lows: “Now then, why do you try to test God by 

putting on the necks of the disciples a yoke that 

neither we nor our fathers have been able to bear?” 

(Acts 15:10, NIV).

We assure a schism in the church when that 

which is conditioned by history is imposed as law, 

when that which grows from culture is made the 

policy for all, when that which is local in importance 

is made universal in application. We will break into 

national separatist churches when we elevate debat-

able issues to binding policies required to maintain 

unity. When we elevate church policies on ordina-

tion to the status of a twenty-ninth Fundamental 

Belief, we assure disunity.

The fourth argument Peter uses gives us the 

principle of unity: “No! We believe it is through the 

grace of our Lord Jesus that we are saved, just as 

they are” (verse 11, NIV).

TIME FOR RESOLUTION

After Peter’s speech, the time had come for a deci-

sion. What would they do? Gentiles were flooding 

into the church. Would they set up circumcision 

clinics in Antioch? Would they establish a new 

fundamental belief? James had listened to Peter’s 

appeal, and now he shares what seemed to be the 

consensus of the group: “‘It is my judgment, there-

fore, that we should not make it difficult for the 

Gentiles who are turning to God’” (verse 19, NIV).

The consensus was: Don’t make it difficult! In 

those few words, James sums up the gospel. Don’t 

Uniform consensus on the subject of ordination is not intrinsic to and 
essential to participate in receiving the Good News, nor is it part and 
parcel of being identified as a Seventh-day Adventist.
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make it difficult. Let’s not make it difficult for 

women who have been called by the Holy Spirit. 

Let’s not make it difficult for grace to prevail in the 

church. Let’s not make an issue out of our differ-

ences on this issue. Let’s live in unity and not seek 

uniformity.

So today, with no crystal clear “Thus saith the 

Lord” about the ordination of women and with no 

“thus saith the Lord” from Ellen White, the issue 

should be left up to local considerations.

How did Paul handle circumcision after the 

Jerusalem Conference? Note his experience in Acts 

16:2-3 (NLT): “Timothy was well thought of by the 

believers in Lystra and Iconium, so Paul wanted 

him to join them on their journey. In deference to 

the Jews of the area, he arranged for Timothy to be 

circumcised before they left, for everyone knew that 

his father was a Greek.”

Paul adapted to the local sensitivities because he 

didn’t want to offend, and he understood that cir-

cumcision was not prohibited, nor was it mandated, 

but should be left to the local situation. Paul related 

to the eating of meat offered to idols in a similar 

fashion, where he encouraged consideration of the 

sensitivities of others.9

Uniform consensus on the subject of ordination 

is not intrinsic to and essential to participate in 

receiving the Good News, nor is it part and par-

cel of being identified as a Seventh-day Adventist. 

Actually, ordination is not used in the Bible to initi-

ate people to a church office.10 

Similar to the situation described in Acts 15, today 

we would say that some places in the world church 

have mission stories of how women are spread-

ing the good news and sharing its blessing. Their 

leaders are coming to the General Conference and 

saying what Paul and Barnabas said in the Jerusalem 

Conference.

We might bring Paul’s comment into our time by 

rephrasing it as follows: God knows people’s hearts, 

and he confirmed that he accepts the ministry of 

women by giving them the Holy Spirit, just as he did 

to men. He made no distinction between men and 

women when it comes to sharing the gospel.

Instead of quoting Amos 9:11-12, as James did, we 

might quote Joel 2:28 (NLT):

Then, after doing all those things,  

I will pour out my Spirit upon all people.  

Your sons and daughters will prophesy.  

Your old men will dream dreams,  

and your young men will see visions.

JESUS DESTROYED THE DIVIDING WALL

Paul also appeals for unity in his letter to the 

Ephesians. The Christians in Ephesus were 

famously divided along several lines.11 Paul told 

them, in effect, that at the cross Jesus destroyed the 

barrier, the dividing wall of hostility, and in so doing 

he made them one (Ephesians 2:14). And he provides 

a list of realities that were to be the basis of their 

unity. The list is strikingly short: “Make every effort 

to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of 

peace. There is one body and one Spirit, just as you 

were called to one hope when you were called; one 

Lord, one faith, one baptism; one God and Father 

of all, who is over all and through all and in all” 

(Ephesians 4:3-6, NIV).

Paul lists seven foundations for unity: one body, 

one Spirit, one hope, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, 

Unity means that our hearts are 
bonded together even when our 
function, our gifts, or our thoughts 
and perspectives are different.
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one God and Father of all. Surprisingly short, isn’t it? 

It’s also surprising what is missing from the list. He 

says as much by what he leaves out as by what he 

includes.

He does not say that there must be unanimity of 

thought regarding circumcision. He did not say that 

there must be unanimity about how to approach the 

issue of food offered to idols. He did not even say 

that there must be unanimity over the issue of how 

to handle the Jewish festival days, though he has 

much to say elsewhere about all three issues.

Rather, he provides us with a list that is 

Trinitarian: one Father, one Lord, one Spirit. His 

list includes how we receive salvation and live the 

Christian life: one faith. It includes how we come 

into the church: one baptism. It includes the con-

text in which we live the Christian life and grow 

mature as believers: one body. And it includes the 

ultimate destiny toward which the church is head-

ing: one hope. Simple. Succinct. Non-negotiable. But 

it allows for differences in conviction about many 

other facets of our life and practice.

We make a mistake when we confuse two terms: 

unity and uniformity. Unity means that our hearts 

are bonded together even when our function, our 

gifts, or our thoughts and perspectives are different. 

Uniformity means that we must all walk in lockstep 

fashion, thinking, believing, behaving, and voting 

in precisely the same manner while all seeking to 

participate in the same practices at the same time.

The danger that the church faces is one that the 

Jews faced with the development of the Talmud. As 

organizations mature, there is a natural desire to 

codify in ever more specific detail doctrinal issues. 

Our church founders expressed concern that church 

organization would go beyond the clear word of 

God in the development of a creed.12

We must avoid the temptation to continue to 

more narrowly define the truth so as to exclude 

those who have a different perspective.

He drew a circle that shut me out— 

Heretic, rebel, a thing to flout.  

But love and I had the wit to win: 

We drew a circle that took him in!14

The circle we draw must not be so ill defined as to 

essentially include everyone; on the other hand, let 

us not narrow the circle beyond what the clear word 

of God and Spirit of Prophecy require. <
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Old Testament Considerations

SHOULD WOMEN BE 
ORDAINED AS PASTORS?

INTRODUCTION

This paper builds upon the hermeneutical prin-

ciples generally accepted by Seventh-day Adventists, 

as set forth in the 1986 “Methods of Bible Study” 

statement voted by the Annual Council, and as 

synthesized in the chapter “Biblical Interpretation” 

in the Handbook of SDA Theology.1 Insights for this 

summary position paper have been gleaned over 

the last 30 years, from my first assigned paper deal-

ing with the subject, “The Role of Women in the 

Old Testament” (BRICOM, 1982), through several 

journal articles on the subject, on 25 years later to 

the 2007 publication of Flame of Yahweh: Sexuality 

in the Old Testament (844 pages),2 and to the present 

in my continued wrestling with how best to account 

for all the data in the Old Testament (hereafter OT) 

dealing with the relation between men and women 

and the place of women in ministry. This paper first 

looks at the material in Genesis 1–3, and then moves 

to the OT witness on the role of women outside 

of Eden, both in the home and in the covenant 

community. Finally, consideration is given to OT 

statements pointing forward to the eschatological 

future with the coming of the Messiah. In harmony 

with sound hermeneutical principles, while main-

tain a strong belief in the unity of Testaments, I do 

not use my pre-conceived understandings of New 

Testament (hereafter NT) passages which allude to 

OT passages as a grid into which those OT passages 

must be forced. Rather, I seek to allow the meaning 

of OT passages to emerge from their immediate 

context, and then compare this meaning with later 

OT and NT parallel passages. I have found that the 

interpretations of OT passages in this paper fully 

harmonize with an informed and careful examina-

tion of parallel NT passages (the latter will be set 

forth in the paper by Teresa Reeve). 

I. GENESIS 1–3: THE FOUNDATIONAL 

DATA REGARDING MAN-WOMAN 

RELATIONSHIPS

A consensus within biblical scholarship has emerged 

in recent decades concerning the foundational 

nature of Genesis 1–3 in the interpretation of 

Scripture: “whether one is evangelical or liberal, it 

is clear that Genesis 1–3 is the interpretive founda-

tion of all Scripture.”3 This is especially true with 

regard to the understanding of human nature 

and the relationship between man and woman: 

“Canonically, the understanding of human nature 

expressed or implied in the laws, wisdom literature, 

narratives, prophetic texts, and other genres of the 

Hebrew Scriptures may be viewed as commentary 

on the creation texts…. The Bible’s first statement 

concerning humankind remains the normative 

statement that governs all others.”4 “In the open-

ing chapters of Genesis the triangular relationship 

of God/man/woman is set in place to explain and 

inform subsequent narrative and legislation as it 

unfolds. The reader has the necessary framework to 

Reprinted by permission
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read the codes and recognise proper and improper 

behaviour.”5 

In the modern discussion over whether women 

should be ordained as pastors, the foundational 

passage for both those who affirm and those who 

oppose women’s ordination is Genesis 1–3. Those 

who affirm women’s ordination (often called 

“egalitarians”6) find in the Genesis creation accounts 

a statement of full equality without hierarchy of 

man and woman, set forth as the divinely ordained 

creation order. They see the rest of Scripture calling 

us back toward that creation ideal, and allowing for 

women to fill any position of authority to which 

God calls and gifts them. Those who oppose the 

ordination of women (often called “hierarchicalists” 

or “complementarians”7 or “subordinationists”) also 

go to Genesis 1–2, where they find support for their 

view that male headship, both in the home and in 

the church, is a divinely ordained creation ordi-

nance. They see this reaffirmed in Genesis 3 and the 

rest of Scripture, and thus they assert that women 

cannot assume the role of authoritative headship in 

the church. What is often common to both groups is 

a similar view of authority—as top-down (“chain-of-

command”) hierarchy. Opponents argue that such 

hierarchical leadership in the church is a male pre-

rogative; proponents urge that women should have 

equal rights to those hierarchical leadership offices. 

What is the truth regarding these matters? Let us go 

to the opening pages of Scripture to discover what 

constitutes God’s creation order for the relationship 

between men and women.

II. GENESIS 1: GENDER RELATIONSHIPS 

OF MALE AND FEMALE IN THE IMAGE 

OF GOD

In Genesis 1:26–28 “the high point and goal has 

been reached toward which all of God’s creativity 

from v. 1 on was directed.”8 Here in lofty grandeur is 

portrayed the creation of humankind (ha’adam):

(26) Then God said, “Let us make humankind 

in our image, after our likeness; and let them 

have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over 

the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and 

over all the earth, and over every creeping thing 

that creeps upon the earth.” (27) So God created 

humankind in his own image, in the image of 

God he created him; male and female he created 

them. (28) And God blessed them, and God said to 

them, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth 

and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of 

the sea and over the birds of the air and over every 

living thing that moves upon the earth.

A. The Meaning of the Image of God and Male-

Female Relationships

In a separate study, I have examined in detail what 

it means for humanity to be made in the image of 

God.9 Based upon the clues in the text itself, one 
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may identify three major ways 

in which humans constitute the 

image of God: (1) resemblance 

(structural constitution); (2) 

relationship (personal fellow-

ship); and (3) representation 

(function). All three of these 

aspects of the imago Dei reveal a 

full equality without hierarchy 

between man and woman. 

First, humans are made in God’s “image” in terms 

of resemblance or structural constitution (i.e., in 

form and character). The Hebrew words tselem 

“image” and demu “likeness”, although possessing 

overlapping semantic ranges, in the juxtaposi-

tion of v. 26 appear to emphasize the concrete and 

abstract aspects of the human being, respectively.10 

Ilona Rashkow summarizes the implications of this 

juxtaposition: “God says that his intention is to 

make Adam both in ‘in our image’ (that is, physi-

cally similar, whatever that may mean), and in ‘in 

our likeness’ (having the same abstract characteris-

tics).”11 Ellen White is thus on the mark when she 

writes: “Man was to bear God’s image both in out-

ward resemblance and in character” (PP 45). Again, 

she states: “In the beginning, man was created in the 

likeness of God, not only in character, but in form 

and feature” (GC 644-5).12 It is important to note 

that Genesis 1:27 presents the equal pairing of male 

and female in parallel with “humankind” (ha’adam). 

Both male and female are made in God’s image, 

according to His likeness. While indeed the terms 

“male” and “female” connote sexual (biological) dif-

ferences, there is no hint of leadership13/submission 

roles between male and female in this passage. Both 

are explicitly presented as “equally immediate to the 

Creator and His act.”14

Second, humans are created in God’s image in 

terms of relationship. It is hardly coincidental that 

only once in the creation account 

of Genesis—only in Genesis 1:26—

does God speak of the divinity 

in the plural: “Let us make man 

in our image, after our likeness.” 

There have been many attempts 

to account for this use of the 

plural, but the explanation that 

appears most consonant with both 

the immediate context and the 

analogy of Scripture identifies this usage as a “plural 

of fullness,”15 also termed a “plural of fellowship 

or community within the Godhead.”16 This plural 

“supposes that there is within the divine Being 

the distinction of personalities” and expresses “an 

intra-divine deliberation among ‘persons’ within 

the divine Being.”17 It is crucial to recognize that in 

describing the divine interrelationships (“let Us”) 

which form an analogy with human relationships 

(“male and female”), the narrator gives no indication 

of a hierarchy in the Godhead, no reference to the 

asymmetrical submission of one Person (the Son) 

to the Other (the Father). In describing the inter-

relationship among the members of the Godhead, 

the emphasis in this text is upon the deliberation 

and fellowship of Equals. If there is any submission 

implied, it is a mutual submission of Equals as the 

members of the Godhead discuss and deliberate 

together concerning the creation of humankind. 

The divine “Let Us” implies that One is not com-

manding, and Another obeying; all are equaling 

engaged in the deliberation. Such equality with-

out any top-down hierarchy, by analogy, is thus 

emphasized with regard to the mutual submission 

in human (male-female, husband and wife) relation-

ships, who are made relationally in the image of 

God. 

Third, humans are made in God’s image in terms 

of representation or function. “Just as powerful 

It is important to 
note that Genesis 
1:27 presents the 
equal pairing of 
male and female 
in parallel with 
“humankind.”



earthly kings, to indicate their claim to dominion, 

erect an image of themselves in the provinces of 

their empire where they do not personally appear, 

so man is placed upon earth in God’s image as 

God’s sovereign emblem. He is really only God’s 

representative, summoned to maintain and enforce 

God’s claim to dominion over the earth.”18 Whereas 

human rulers were not able to be in every place at 

one time, and thus felt the need to erect an image 

representing themselves, the Godhead is omnipres-

ent (Psalm 139, etc.), needing no representative to 

take their place when they were not present. Yet, 

in an act of self-denying submission, the Godhead 

entrusts the responsibility of dominion over the 

earth to humankind. Thus there is submission 

in the Godhead, but it is submission of the full 

Godhead (the “Us”) who together entrusted Their 

prerogative of dominion to humans They had made 

(Genesis 1:26, 28)—humans whom the Godhead, in 

Their infinite foreknowledge, knew would rise up 

in rebellion against Them and eventually cost the 

death of the Son of God, God being ripped from 

God at Calvary. The submission of the Godhead is 

also displayed in Their giving freedom of choice to 

human beings, thus limiting Their own sovereignty. 

This is implied in the imago Dei of Genesis 1:26–28, 

and also further indicated in the presence of the 

tree of life and tree of knowledge and good and evil 

in the Garden (Genesis 2:9). 

According to the biblical text (Genesis 1:28), 

humans are to be the creative shapers of the new 

creation, to “fill the earth and subdue [kabash] it”—

not by exploitation, but by “shaping the creation 

into a higher order of beauty and usefulness.”19 

They are also to be “co-managers” of God’s creation 

(Genesis 1:28): they are to “rule” (radah) over the 

animal kingdom, again not by exploitation, but 

by judiciously representing God’s sovereignty in 

the earth.20 They are not slaves to do the menial 

work of the gods, as in the ancient Near Eastern 

stories,21 but co-regents, the king and queen of 

their earthly dominion! Neither is the designation 

“image of God” reserved for the ruling monarch, as 

in Egyptian and Mesopotamian sources; all humans 

are in God’s image, His representatives on the 

earth.22

It is again crucial to note that according to 

Genesis 1:27–28, both the man and woman are 

equally blessed. Both are to share alike in the 

responsibility of procreation, to “fill the earth.” Both 

are to subdue the earth. Both are given the same 

co-managerial dominion over God’s non-human 

creation. As Rebecca Groothuis states it, “both have 

been commanded equally and without distinction 

to take dominion, not one over the other, but both 

together over the rest of God’s creation for the glory 

of the Creator.”23 There is no mention in this pas-

sage of any differentiation in the male and female’s 

authority to rule. 

B. Male Leadership Role in the Beginning?

Proponents of male leadership as a creation ordi-

nance generally concede what they term an “onto-

logical”24 equality (i.e., in personal and spiritual 

value before God) between the genders in Genesis 1, 

but a functional leadership role for the male is often 

seen as implied in Genesis 1:26, where God identi-

fies male and female as ’adam “man.” So Raymond 

Ortlund writes: “God cuts right across the grain 

of our peculiar sensitivities when He names the 

human race, both man and woman, ‘man.’… God’s 

naming of the race ‘man’ whispers male head-

ship….”25 What Ortlund and others who employ 

this argument fail to recognize is that the word 

’adam never means “man” (in the sense or implica-

tion of male gender) in Scripture! The problem is a 

modern language translation issue, not an aspect of 

the Hebrew text. The word ’adam is a generic term 
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meaning “human person” or “humanity.”26 Aside 

from Genesis 1–3, where it refers to the first human 

person, this term is never in the whole Hebrew Bible 

used to designate a “man” in the sense of male (as 

opposed to female). The use of ’adam does not whis-

per male headship as a creation ordinance.

According to Genesis 1, male and female are 

regarded wholistically, as equal without hierarchy. 

The full equality of man and woman—in resem-

blance/constitution, in relationship, and in repre-

sentation/function—is unhesitatingly proclaimed 

in the first chapter of the Bible, and is evaluated by 

God Himself as “very good” (Genesis 1:31)! In short, 

both man and woman participate equally, and 

without hierarchy, in the image of God, just as the 

Godhead in Genesis 1 is functioning in a relation-

ship of equality without hierarchy among the 

Persons comprising that Godhead. 

III. GENESIS 2: GENDER RELATIONSHIPS 

ACCORDING TO THE DIVINE CREATION 

ORDER

The one major question which has dominated 

the scholarly discussion of man-woman relations 

in Gen 2 concerns the status of the sexes relative 

to each other that is set forth as a divine creation 

ordinance. The “traditional” view—held by the vast 

majority of Christian commentators and theolo-

gians before the twentieth century—has held that 

according to Gen 2 woman was created by nature 

inferior to man, and thus women as a class or even 

race are not competent and must be excluded from 

leadership or from exercising authority in the home, 

church, or society.27 

Many recent proponents of male leadership 

as a creation ordinance now acknowledge that 

Genesis 1 emphasizes equality on the personal and 

spiritual level, but at the same time maintain that 

Genesis 2 emphasizes a male leadership and female 

submission role on the functional or societal level.28 

Does Genesis 2 affirm a fully egalitarian view of the 

relationship between the sexes, or does it support a 

hierarchical ranking in which man is in some way in 

leadership over the woman at creation?

A. Gender Hierarchy (Male “Headship”) as a 

Creation Ordinance? Evaluation of Arguments

The main arguments from the narrative in Genesis 2 

used by Adventist (and other conservative) hierar-

chicalists to prove a “creation order” of hierarchical 

gender ranking may be summarized as follows: (1) 

man is created first and woman last (vv. 7, 22) and 

the first is head/leader and the last is subordinate; 

(2) man, not woman, is spoken to by God and does 

the speaking (vv. 16–17, 23); (3) woman is formed for 

the sake of man—to be his “helpmate” or assistant 

to cure man’s loneliness (vv. 18–20); (4) woman 

comes out of man (vv. 21–22) which implies a deriva-

tive and subordinate position or role; (5) woman is 

created from man’s rib (vv. 21–22) which indicates 

her dependence upon him for life; and (6) the man 

names the woman (v. 23) which indicates his author-

ity or leadership over her. Do these points really 

substantiate a hierarchical relationship between the 

sexes? Let us look at each point in turn.

The order of creation. First, because man is created 

first and then woman, it has been asserted that “by 

this the priority and superiority of the man, and 

the dependence of the woman upon the man, are 

established as an ordinance of divine creation.”29 

Adventist (and other conservative) hierarchicalists 

today generally avoid the word “superiority” for 

man but argue instead for male leadership from 

this order of creation. But a careful examination 

of the literary structure of Genesis 2 reveals that 

such a conclusion of hierarchy does not follow from 

the fact of man’s prior creation. Hebrew literature 

often makes use of an inclusio device (also called 



an “envelope structure” or “ring construction”) in 

which the points of central concern to a unit are 

placed at the beginning and end of the unit.30 This 

is the case in Genesis 2. The entire account is cast in 

the form of an inclusio in which the creation of man 

at the beginning of the narrative and the creation 

of woman at the end of the narrative correspond 

to each other in importance.31 The narrator under-

scores their equality of importance by employing 

precisely the same number of words (in Hebrew) for 

the description of the creation of the man as for the 

creation of woman! As Trevor Dennis puts it, “the 

writer has counted his words and been careful to 

match the lengths of his descriptions exactly.”32 

As with the first creation account in Genesis 1, 

the movement in sequence in Genesis 2 is from 

incompleteness to completeness. In Genesis 2 

woman is created as the climax, the culmination of 

the story, and as Adam’s full equal.33 Mary Corona 

summarizes the narrative progression:

The movement of the story beautifully progresses 

from the utter loneliness of Adam, through the 

presence of useful living creatures that only 

accentuate the loneliness by their incapacity to be 

his companions, to the ecstasy of delight in dis-

covering the companionship of an equal [Genesis 

2:23 cited].34

I have found no evidence in Genesis 1–2 that the 

law of the primogeniture (“firstborn”) is operative at 

creation. The paper by Carl Cosaert on 1 Timothy 2 

also demonstrates that Paul is not referring to the 

priority of creation (Adam as “firstborn”) to substan-

tiate male headship as part of the creation order.35 

Mention of “firstborn” and “birthright” and 

related terms in Scripture are only employed to 

describe conditions after the Fall (e.g., Genesis 4:4; 

10:15; 25:31–36). Even after the Fall, the law of the 

firstborn was not a hard-and-fast rule. In fact, in 

the case of the patriarchal covenant line in Genesis, 

it is regularly the second-born (or sometimes an 

even later-born), not the first-born, who inherits 

the birthright: Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Judah, and 

Ephraim. In the New Testament, Jesus Himself is 

not the firstborn in His human family (He had older 

half-brothers through the line of Joseph), and when 

the term “firstborn” is employed of Jesus, it does 

not refer to His chronological order of “birth”, but 

to His “pre-eminence” (that is the meaning of the 

Greek prōtotokos in Romans 8:29; Colossians 1:15, 

18; Revelation 1:5 ).

This does not deny that (at least) Adam was the 

one-time “head of the human family” (Ellen White, 

6T 236), “the father and representative of the whole 

human family” (Ellen White, PP 48). Adam’s repre-

sentative headship of the entire human race is based 

upon the biblical principle of corporate solidarity, 

the individual(s) representing the many.36 Adam 

bears the Hebrew name ’adam, which is also the 

name meaning “Humankind” (Genesis 1:26–27; 

5:1–2). Only Adam in OT salvation history is given 

this personal name. The fluid use of the term (ha) 

’adam in Genesis 1–5 to refer both to an individual 

“human” and to “humanity” indicates that Adam 

the individual is to be viewed in corporate solidar-

ity with the ’adam which is humanity as a whole. 

(This is the theological truth recognized by Paul in 

Romans 5:12–21.)

With reference to Adam as the “head of the entire 

human race,” at first glance it may seem apparent 

that he exercised this representative role alone. 

However, the biblical text also makes clear that 

God named both the first man and the first woman 

“Adam” (’adam, Genesis 5:2). Eve also was given 

a representative role in solidarity with the entire 

human race, as “Mother of all living” (Genesis 3:20). 

The spiritual followers of God are traced through 
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her “seed” and not, as might be expected, through 

Adam’s (Genesis 3:15, contrary to usual reference to 

a man’s “seed” elsewhere in Scripture). So it is very 

possible that God intended from the start that both 

Adam and Eve serve as representative heads, mother 

and father, of the entire human race. Thus both 

would have joined the “sons of God” in the heavenly 

council instead of Satan, representing this earth (Job 

1–2). As a parallel to this usage, Ellen White states 

that “Adam was crowned king in Eden, and to him 

was given dominion over every living thing that God 

had created” (1SDABC 1082), although it is evident 

from the biblical text that Eve equally exercised this 

dominion (Genesis 1:26, 28; cf. PP 50). Likewise, 

although Ellen White mentions Adam as “head of 

the human family,” she does not thereby necessarily 

exclude Eve, his “equal partner” and “second self” in 

that representative role. 

Regardless of whether Adam served in this 

headship alone or along with Eve, what is impor-

tant to our issue in this paper is that this was a 

one-time, representative (non-hierarchical, or better, 

inverse-hierarchical servant) headship, and involved 

headship of the entire human race, including both 

men and women. Non-hierarchical (or inverse-hier-

archical) representative headship may be illustrated 

in United States politics, where congressmen in the 

House of Representatives serve to represent their 

constituency, but by no means are in hierarchical 

authority over them. This one-time representative 

(not hierarchical) headship of the “first Adam” (1 

Corinthians 15:54) was not passed on from gen-

eration to generation. Intended to be a one-time 

representative headship, it was usurped by Satan 

(who became the “prince of this world,” John 12:31) 

and was restored by the “last Adam” (1 Corinthians 

15:54). Hence there is no indication here of female 

subordination to male headship; rather, what was 

intended was the entire human race (“humanity,” 

male and female) being represented by the Father 

(and Mother) of the human race.

Man’s priority of speech. A second argument 

concerns the man’s priority in speaking and being 

spoken to in the narrative. It has been claimed that 

the man’s leadership over his wife before the Fall is 

revealed in that God addresses the man, and not the 

woman, and also in that the man does the speak-

ing in the narrative of Genesis 2, not the woman. 

However, such a claim fails to take into account the 

movement of the narrative from incompleteness to 

completeness and climax as has been pointed out 

above. As part of the process of bringing the man to 

realize his “hunger for wholeness,”37 that he is alone 

and like the other creatures needs a partner, God 

indeed speaks to him, warning him not to eat of 

the forbidden tree. As soon as God created a human 

being such information was crucial for that being to 

avoid transgression, and in order to be a free moral 

agent with the power of choice. But the divine 

impartation of such knowledge to the man before 

the woman was created does not thereby reveal the 

leadership of the man over his partner.38 Likewise, 

only the man speaking (not the woman) in Gen 

2 does not reveal his pre-Fall leadership over the 

woman any more than only Eve speaking (and not 

Adam) outside the Garden (Genesis 4) reveals Eve’s 

leadership over Adam after the Fall.

If there had been an intention to emphasize male 

headship in Genesis 2, the narrator would have regu-

larly employed the term ’ish “man,” which indicates 

the male gender, and not ha’adam “the human,” a 

term which never in the Hebrew Bible implies a 

male (as opposed to female). Throughout this narra-

tive (except for the two verses 23–24 which use the 

gender-explicit terms ’ish “man” and ’ishah “woman” 

when specifically describing marriage) the term 

ha’adam “the human” (or ’adam with the preposition 

le in v. 19b) is consistently used, emphasizing the 



human’s relationship with God and solidarity with all 

humanity, and not a male headship over the woman. 

The purpose of woman’s creation. If a hierarchy of 

the sexes is not implied in the order of their creation 

or priority of speech, is such indicated by the purpose 

of woman’s creation, as is suggested in a third 

major argument for the hierarchical interpretation? 

Genesis 2:18 records the Lord’s deliberation: “It is 

not good that the man should be alone; I will make 

him ‘ezer kenegdo” (KJV—“a help meet for him”; 

RSV—“a helper fit for him”; NASB—“a helper suit-

able to him”). The Hebrew words ‘ezer kenegdo have 

often been taken to imply the inferiority or subor-

dinate status of woman. For example, John Calvin 

understood from this phrase that woman was a 

“kind of appendage” and a “lesser helpmeet” for 

man.39 More recently, Clines argues that the Hebrew 

word‘ezer refers to someone in a subordinate posi-

tion.40 But this is not the meaning conveyed by the 

Hebrew!

The masculine noun ‘ezer is usually translated 

as “help” or “helper” in English. However, this is a 

misleading translation because the English word 

“helper” tends to suggest one who is an assistant, a 

subordinate, an inferior, whereas the Hebrew ‘ezer 

carries no such connotation. In fact, of the nineteen 

occurrences of ‘ezer in the Hebrew Bible outside of 

Genesis 2, sixteen employ ‘ezer to describe a super-

ordinate—God himself as the “Helper” of Israel.41 

The other three occurrences outside Gen 2 denote 

military allies.42 Never does the word refer to a sub-

ordinate helper. As elsewhere in the OT, in Genesis 

2 the word ‘ezer is a relational term, describing a 

beneficial relationship, but in itself does not specify 

position or rank.43 The specific position intended 

must be gleaned from the immediate context. In the 

context of Genesis 2, with God bringing the parade 

of animals (all apparently with mates) but Adam 

finding no fitting companion, the “help” intended is 

clearly “real companionship that can be given only 

by an equal.”44 This “help” or benefaction is indeed 

“for the man” (v. 18) in the sense that she “would 

bring benefit to Adam,”45 but this does not imply a 

hierarchy of roles. The benefit brought to the man is 

that at last he has an egalitarian partner.

Genesis 2:18 and 20, confirm this equality of 

ranking with the expression which adjoins ‘ezer, 

namely kenegdo. The word neged conveys the idea 

of “in front of,” “opposite,” or “counterpart,” and a 

literal translation of kenegdo is thus “like his coun-

terpart.” Used with ‘ezer this prepositional phrase 

indicates no less than equality without hierarchy: 

Eve is Adam’s “benefactor/helper,” one who in posi-

tion and status is, as recognized by the standard 

Hebrew lexicon, “corresponding to him, i.e., equal 

and adequate to himself.”46 Eve is “a power equal 

to man;”47 she is Adam’s “soul-mate,”48 his equal 

partner, in nature, relationship, and function. The 

phrase ‘ezer kenegdo in no way implies a male leader-

ship or female submission as part of the creation 

order, but instead affirms the full equality of man 

and woman.

Woman’s existence derived from man. As a fourth 

alleged indication in Genesis 2 of male leadership 

and female submission, it has been argued that since 

woman came out of man, since she was formed 

from man, therefore she has a derivative existence, a 

dependent and subordinate status. That her exis-

tence was in some way “derived” from Adam cannot 

be denied. But derivation does not imply subordina-

tion! The text indicates this in several ways. Note, 

for example, that Adam also was “derived”—from the 

ground (v. 7) but certainly one is not to conclude that 

the ground was his head or leader!49 Furthermore, 

as the first woman was derived from man, every 

subsequent man comes from woman, so there is an 

expression of integration, not subordination, indi-

cated here (see Genesis 3:20).
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Again, woman is not Adam’s rib. It was the raw 

material, not woman herself, that was taken out of 

man, just as the raw material of man was “taken” 

(Genesis 3:19, 23) out of the ground.50 Samuel 

Terrien rightly points out that woman “is not simply 

molded of clay, as man was, but she is architectur-

ally ‘built’ (2:33).” The verb banah “to build,” used in 

the creation account only with regard to the forma-

tion of Eve, “suggests an aesthetic intent and con-

notes also the idea of reliability and permanence.”51 

To clinch the point, the text explicitly indicates that 

the man was asleep while God created woman. Man 

had no active part in the creation of woman that 

might allow him to claim to be her head.52

Woman created from man’s rib. A fifth argument 

used to support the hierarchical view of the sexes 

concerns the woman’s creation from Adam’s rib. 

But the very symbolism of the rib points to equality 

and not hierarchy. The word tsela‘ can mean either 

“side” or “rib.” Since tsela‘ occurs in the plural in v. 

21 and God is said to take “one of” them, the refer-

ence in this verse is probably to a rib from Adam’s 

side. By “building” Eve from one of Adam’s ribs from 

his side, God appears to be indicating the “mutual 

relationship,”53 the “singleness of life”54 in which 

man and woman are joined. The rib “means solidar-

ity and equality.”55 Created from Adam’s “side [rib],” 

Eve was formed to stand by his side as an equal. 

Peter Lombard was not off the mark when he said: 

“Eve was not taken from the feet of Adam to be his 

slave, nor from his head to be his ruler, but from his 

side to be his beloved partner.”56 This interpretation 

appears to be further confirmed by the man’s poetic 

exclamation when he sees the woman for the first 

time (v. 23): “This at last is bone of my bones and 

flesh of my flesh!” The phrase “bone of my bones 

and flesh of my flesh” indicates that the person 

described is as close as one’s own body. It denotes 

physical oneness and “a commonality of concern, 

loyalty and responsibility.”57 The expression cer-

tainly does not lead to the notion of woman’s 

subordination or submission to man, but rather 

implies full equality without hierarchy, in constitu-

tion, relationship, and function. Ellen White well 

captures the meaning when she writes:

Eve was created from a rib taken from the side of 

Adam, signifying that she was not to control him 

as the head, nor to be trampled under his feet as 

an inferior, but to stand by his side as an equal, 

to be loved and protected by him. A part of man, 

bone of his bone, and flesh of his flesh, she was 

his second self, showing the close union and the 

affectionate attachment that should exist in this 

relation. “For no man ever yet hated his own flesh; 

but nourisheth and cherisheth it.” Ephesians 5:29. 

“Therefore shall a man leave his father and his 

mother, and shall cleave unto his wife; and they 

shall be one.” (PP 46.)

Some have taken Ellen White’s statement that the 

Eve was “to be loved and protected by him [Adam]” 

as indicating male hierarchical headship, but pro-

tection here implies greater physical strength, not 

hierarchy! A government leader’s body guards are 

protectors, but that does not make the leader subor-

dinate to them. The context of Genesis 2 is not one 

of hierarchy but of symmetrical equality. 

Woman named by man. The last major argument 

used to support a hierarchical view of the sexes 

in Genesis 2 is that in man’s naming of woman 

With regard to the naming the 
animals, the man is not exercising 
his authority over them, but 
classifying them.



(v. 23) is implied man’s authority over her, as his 

naming the animals implied his authority over the 

animals.58 This conclusion is predicated upon the 

commonly-repeated thesis that assigning names in 

Scripture signifies authority over the one named, 

but this widely-held scholarly assumption has been 

recently effectively challenged, with examples from 

numerous Scriptural passages.59 George Ramsey 

shows from the OT data of naming that “if the act 

of naming signifies anything about the name-giver, 

it is the quality of discernment” and not the exercise 

of authority or control. Even if the man did name 

the woman in Genesis 2:23 (which I argue below is 

unlikely), “the exclamation in Genesis 2:23 is a cry of 

discovery, of recognition [cf. Jacob’s cry in Genesis 

28:16–17, prior to bestowing the name Bethel], 

rather than a prescription of what this creature 

built from his rib shall be. An essence which God 

had already fashioned is recognized by the man and 

celebrated in the naming.”60 The preceding poetic 

lines of Adam’s speech confirm that exercise of 

leadership authority is not intended here: “This is 

now bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh.” This 

clause, as already noted, clearly connotes mutuality 

and equality, not subordination.61 The second part 

of Genesis 2:23 also confirms this interpretation: 

the arrangement in Hebrew is chiastic (symmetrical 

parallelism), with the words for “woman” and “man” 

placed in parallel in the center,62 “suggesting a cor-

responding and equal relationship to one another.”63

With regard to the naming the animals, the 

man is not exercising his authority over them, but 

classifying them.64 This can be seen in the immedi-

ate context of man’s being “alone” and this being 

“not good” (v. 18), evidencing that God’s bringing 

of the animals to the man for him to name further 

implies that the man is entering into a delightful 

companionship with the animals, only to ultimately 

discover that such companionship is inadequate 

to satisfy his quest for complete reciprocity and 

mutuality.65 

Furthermore, it appears most probable that 

Adam does not name the woman before the Fall at 

all. The designation ’ishah occurs in the narrative 

before Adam ever meets her (Genesis 2:22). She is 

already called “woman” by the narrator even before 

the man sees her. Jacques Doukhan has shown that 

Genesis 2:23 contains a pairing of “divine passives,” 

indicating that the designation of “woman” comes 

from God, not man. Just as in the past, woman “was 

taken out of man” by God, an action with which 

the man had nothing to do (he had been put into 

a “deep sleep”), so in the future she “shall be called 

woman,” a designation originating in God and 

not man. Doukhan also indicates how the literary 

structure of the Genesis creation story confirms this 

interpretation.66

There is no indication in the text that the word-

play in v. 23 between ’ish (man) and ’ishah (wo-man), 

and the explanation of the woman being taken out 

of man, are given to buttress a hierarchical rank-

ing of the sexes; rather, in context, they are best 

understood to underscore man’s joyous recognition 

of his second self.67 In fact, the word ’ish (man) first 

appears in this verse; the man becomes aware of 

his own identity as he discerns the identity of ’ishah 

(wo-man). In his ecstatic poetic utterance the man 

is not determining who the woman is—any more 

than he is determining who he himself is—but 

rather delighting in his recognition of what God 

has done. He is saying yes to God in recognizing his 

own sexual nature and welcoming woman as the 

equal counterpart to his sexuality.68 After the Fall 

Adam did give his wife a name (Eve), but even then 

it is more probable that he is discerning what she 

already was by the promise of God, “mother of all 

living” (Genesis 3:20), and not exercising authority 

over her.69 
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In short, none of the arguments advanced from 

Gen 2 to support a hierarchical relationship between 

the sexes can stand the test of close scrutiny. In light 

of the foregoing discussion, I concur with a host of 

other commentators and scholarly studies in their 

conclusion that Genesis 2, like Genesis 1, contains 

no statement of dominance, subordination, or lead-

ership/submission in the relationship of the sexes.70 

Rather, these very arguments affirm the opposite 

of what is claimed by those who oppose ordination 

of women. The man and woman before the Fall are 

presented as fully equal in rank, with no hint of a 

hierarchy of nature or relationship or function, no 

leadership/submission ranking between husband 

and wife. Gilbert Bilezikian has summarized well:

Conspicuously absent in Genesis 1–2 is any refer-

ence to divine prescriptions for man to exercise 

authority over woman. Due to the importance of 

its implications, had such an authority structure 

been part of the creation design, it would have 

received clear definition along with the two other 

authority mandates [God’s sovereignty over 

humans, and human’s dominion over all the 

earth]. The total absence of such a commission 

indicates that it was not a part of God’s intent. 

Only God was in authority over Adam and Eve. 

Neither of them had the right to usurp divine pre-

rogatives by assuming authority over each other. 

Any teaching that inserts an authority structure 

between Adam and Eve in God’s creation design is 

to be firmly rejected since it is not founded on the 

biblical text.71

This affirmation of the full equality and mutuality 

of man and woman in the Gen 2 account of creation 

is all the more striking when seen in contrast with 

the other ancient Near Eastern creation accounts 

which contain no separate narration of the creation 

of woman. The Genesis creation narratives not only 

give a detailed account of origins, but at the same 

time appear to serve as a direct polemic against the 

mythological creation stories of the ancient Near 

East.72 By its special, lengthy, separate account of the 

creation of woman in Genesis 2, the Bible is unique 

in ancient Near Eastern literature with its high valu-

ation of woman on an equal par with man.

B. Different Roles for Man and Woman in Creation?

Those who oppose women’s ordination insist that 

Genesis 2 (like Genesis 1) depicts different roles for 

men and women. It is true that the terms “male” 

and “female” imply biological differences, and an 

affirmation of the egalitarian relationship of Adam 

and Eve does not deny their complementarity.73 

They were to have no interests independent of each 

other, and yet each had an individuality in thinking 

and acting. They were bone of each other’s bone, 

flesh of each other’s flesh, equal in being and rank, 

and at the same time they were individuals with 

differences. As Trible points out, “oneness does not 

level life to sameness; it allows for distinctions with-

out opposition or hierarchy.”74 

Some have called attention to the different modes 

of creation between the man and women—the 

man’s creation out of the ground, and the woman’s 

creation out of man—and suggest this may be 

intimately related to unique differences between 

the sexes. It is proposed that a man tends to have 

“an immediate relationship to the world of things” 

while “the woman is primarily directed to the 

world of persons.”75 However, the divine mandate 

in Genesis 1–2 for both male and female to join in 

the work of procreation, subduing, having domin-

ion, and tending the garden (Genesis 1:28; 2:15), 

reveals that the sexes are not one-dimensional; both 

genders are directed to the world of things and the 

world of relationships.



While biological gender differences are acknowl-

edged in Genesis 1–2, other differences between 

the genders are not described. The emphasis of the 

stories is on a shared equality of nature and status 

and responsibility. Since the biblical text in Genesis 

1–2 differentiates between the sexes (male and 

female) but does not specify certain behaviors that 

belong exclusively to the male, and others that are 

exclusively the domain of the female, it seems inap-

propriate to go beyond the biblical evidence to insist 

that certain gender-specific “roles” such as “male 

headship” and “female submission” are part of the 

creation order. 

While the text of Genesis 1–2 implies comple-

mentarity between the sexes, it presents no stereo-

typical roles that constitute the “essence” of man-

hood and womanhood respectively. Both genders 

without differentiation are made in the image of 

God; both are given the command to be fruitful and 

multiply; both are commanded to fill the earth and 

subdue it; both are commanded to have dominion 

over all the other creatures (Genesis 1:27–28). They 

are equal partners corresponding to each other, with 

full reciprocity and mutuality, and without hierar-

chy (Genesis 2:18). Any attempt to distill the essence 

of the “roles” of man and woman respectively from 

the opening chapters of Genesis is going beyond the 

revelation of the text.76 Complementary wholeness 

without hierarchy is the portrait of man-woman 

relationships in Genesis 1–2.

In fact, the very use of the term “role” by gender 

hierarchicalists/subordinationists to describe a per-

manent subordination of women to men is highly 

problematic. The French word role had its origins in 

regard to the part that an actor played on the the-

ater stage. In the 1930s the word “role” became a key 

term in the secular humanistic discipline of func-

tional sociology (“role theory”). It was only in the 

mid-1970s that the term “role” was combined with a 

new understanding of creation orders, and intro-

duced into the ordination debate by George Knight 

III, in his book The New Testament Teaching on the 

Role Relationship of Women and Men.77 Knight, and 

the many who have since followed his lead, attempt 

to distinguish between gender equality in person 

and role differentiation in function. Whereas earlier 

opponents of women’s ordination simply assumed 

that women are inferior to men and thus are sub-

ordinate to male headship, the new argumentation 

since the Knight’s book redefines women’s subordi-

nate status based upon role differentiation.

Kevin Giles provides an incisive critique of 

this new kind of argumentation. He points out 

“Nowhere does the Bible suggest that women 

and men are simply acting out their maleness or 

femaleness or that apart from procreation there are 

some tasks given only to men and others only to 

women.… In our very being we are differentiated: 

we are not merely functionally differentiated.”78 

Giles affirms that “The recently popularized usage 

of terminology and ideas drawn from the theater 

and humanistic sociology actually contradicts 

divine revelation.… When conservative evangelicals 

interpret biblical teaching on women and men in 

terms of role differentiation, we have to recognize 

that they are reading into the text something that is 

not there and that is never mentioned prior to the 

1960s. To use their own terminology, they are not 

being ‘biblical.’”79 

Giles also shows how the use of the term “role” 

by recent opponents of women’s ordination is not 

only unbiblical, but also logically flawed. The term 

“role” by its very definition refers to something 

transient and secondary, not something part of a 

person’s essential nature or being. In the theater the 

actor plays a “role” but is not essentially and per-

manently the character whose role he takes in the 

performance. Again, an officer and a private in the 
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army have different roles, based upon training and 

competence to lead. It is possible for the private to 

become an officer and for the officer to be demoted. 

The officer’s leadership role is “not intrinsically 

connected with who he is. His role is not an essen-

tial feature of his personhood.”80 By contrast, in 

the modern debate over women’s ordination, Giles 

points out that according to subordinationists, 

“because a woman is a woman, and for no other 

reason, she is locked into a permanent subordinate 

role, no matter what her abilities or training might 

be. Who she is determines what she can do; her 

sexual identity determines her role. The private can 

assume higher responsibilities, but a woman can 

never become a leader in the church and can never 

assume equal responsibility with her husband in the 

home, simply because she is a woman.” 81

Perhaps without realizing it, those who use this 

argument based upon “role differentiation” have 

actually recast the term “role” in essential terms; 

roles are not just functions, but are part of the very 

essence of the person. “Introducing the sociologi-

cal term role in this argument for the permanent 

functional subordination of women does not negate 

the fact that women because they are women, and 

for no other reason, are subordinated…. Cleverly 

worded phraseology cannot avoid this fact. If a 

woman’s role is not essential to her nature or being, 

then it can change. If it cannot change because it is 

basic to her nature or being as a woman, then it is 

not just a role she performs.”82 Paul Petersen states 

the matter concisely: “from the point of semantics, 

when anyone speaks about an eternal role, it is no 

longer a role, but describes the very essence and 

being…. Per definition a role cannot be permanent 

or eternal.”83

If “role” is no longer a temporary, secondary 

feature of being a woman or man, but involves 

a permanent subordination of women to men 

because of their very personhood, then “role” is not 

the appropriate word to describe this situation. It 

may be a nice-sounding term, but it is misleading, 

since, as Giles points out, for gender subordination-

ists “The issue is not gender roles but essential gender 

relations. God has set men over women because they 

are women. The word role only has the effect of 

obfuscating this fact.”84 

What those who oppose women’s ordination 

call “role differentiation” is actually a permanent, 

hereditary social division based solely upon gender. 

The dictionary term which best fits this description 

is “caste.” On the basis of subordinationists’ inter-

pretation of Genesis 1–2, viewed through the lens of 

their assumed understanding of 1 Timothy 2, “half 

the human race is subordinated to the other half.” 

According to this interpretation, “in creation God 

instituted an unchanging social order that gives men 

the leading role in the home and excludes women 

from leading . . . in church.”85 This is nothing less 

than a caste system in which there is permanent 

subordination of the female gender to the male gen-

der. Against this and all other caste systems Ellen 

White’s words apply: “No distinction on account 

of nationality, race, or caste, is recognized by God. 

He is the Maker of all mankind. All men are of one 

family by creation, and all are one through redemp-

tion” (COL 386). “Caste is hateful to God. He ignores 

everything of this character” (CC 291).

Evangelical subordinationists often support the 

permanent subordination of women to men by 

analogy to the Trinity, in which they argue there is 

found the subordination of the Son to the Father. 

Many Adventists have taken over this evangelical 

analogy between man-woman relationships and the 

Trinity in their opposition to women’s ordination. 

But what they apparently have failed to recognize is 

that the analogy only works if one takes the com-

mon evangelical position on the Trinity, i.e., that it 



involves the eternal subordina-

tion of the Son. The analogy is 

then straightforward: just as 

the Son was eternally subordi-

nated to the Father, so women 

are permanently (from creation) 

subordinated to men in the home 

and in the church. Ironically, 

Adventists who use this argu-

ment of analogy to the Trinity do 

not normally accept that the Son 

was eternally subordinate to the 

Father, but see Him as only economically subordi-

nate in the context of solving the sin problem (in 

the Incarnation),86 since they realize that the idea of 

eternal subordination is not biblical and ultimately 

undermines the doctrine of the Trinity. Nonetheless 

they seek to retain the analogy, when in actuality 

the analogy without the eternal subordination of the 

Son undercuts the very argument they are trying 

to make. Logically, if Christ’s subordination to the 

Father is only temporary (in the context of the sin 

problem) and is changeable, then by analogy the 

subordination of women to men is only temporary 

(in the context of the Fall), and is changeable. 

Those who oppose women’s ordination often 

support the hierarchical interpretation of gender 

relations in Genesis 1–2 by referring to the “order” 

in heaven in which there is hierarchy even before 

sin entered the universe: there were the “command-

ing angels” (Ellen White, GC 646) and others who 

followed the commands (PP 37). According to this 

argument, if such hierarchy is appropriate in heaven 

before sin, why should it not be appropriate in Eden 

between Adam and Eve before the Fall? In response 

to this argument, I affirm that Scripture does indeed 

recognize hierarchy on earth before the Fall: Adam 

and Eve, as co-equal vicegerents of God, were made 

“a little lower than God [LXX, angels]” (Psalm 8:5); 

and they both had dominion over 

the rest of the animal kingdom, 

who were “lower orders of being” 

(PP 45). (However, as I will argue 

later/below, this was actually 

an “inverse hierarchy,” one of 

servanthood.) But this hierar-

chy from angels to humans to 

the lower orders of animals, did 

not involve a hierarchy among 

human beings themselves.

This is not to deny that if 

humans had not sinned, and the human family had 

expanded into a developed society, there would no 

doubt have been representatives chosen for various 

positions of responsibility, in parallel to the ordered 

society of the angels. But such “ordering” of society 

would not have been based upon a “caste” system, 

in which persons, simply by virtue of their gender, 

without regard for their aptitude and training, were 

stratified into different levels of society in which 

women were subordinated to men. 

We do not have much information in inspired 

sources regarding the “order” among the angels in 

heaven before the Fall, but the evidence available 

leads to the conclusion that such heavenly order is 

based, not upon a permanent and hereditary “caste” 

system, but rather, angels were chosen for their 

various duties because of their particular aptitude 

and skill for the tasks assigned, and those positions 

of responsibility could change over time. See, for 

example, the description of the qualities such as 

wisdom and musical talent that fitted Lucifer for his 

post of covering cherub and choir leader (Ezekiel 

28:12–14; 1SP 28). Moreover, Lucifer was specifically 

installed in this position and was removed from it 

when he sinned (Ezekiel 28:14, 16), and his position 

was replaced by Gabriel who then became “next in 

rank to the Son of God” (DA 232). 
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While order among humans, involving certain 

persons in representative positions of responsibility, 

would probably have developed eventually had the 

first pair not experienced the Fall, order did not nec-

essarily involve hierarchy (or inverted hierarchy) in 

the beginning. Egalitarian marriages today testify to 

the possibility of an ordered marriage relationship 

without hierarchical structures (I am experiencing 

such a relationship!) And such egalitarian gender 

relationship is that which is described in Genesis 1–2 

as part of the creation order. Some argue that “every 

ship must have a captain” and in parallel therefore 

the couple in Eden had to have one “in charge.” But 

the first family was not a ship! Even today, many 

business firms pride themselves in being established 

and run by senior partners who are fully equal, with 

no hierarchy between them. (My uncle ran such a 

successful CPA business in full partnership with 

another accountant.) According to Genesis 1–2, such 

was the full partnership of equals without hierarchy 

in the Garden of Eden before the Fall. 

C. Mutual Submission of Husband and Wife from 

the Beginning

With regard to marriage, the complementarity 

established by God involves a mutual submission 

involving both husband and wife as the divine 

ideal both before and after the Fall. This is appar-

ent from Genesis 2:24: “therefore [‘al-ken], a man 

leaves [‘azab] his father and his mother and cleaves 

[dabaq] to his wife, and they become one flesh [basar 

ekhad].”87 The introductory “therefore” (‘al-ken) 

indicates that the relationship of Adam and Eve is 

upheld as the pattern for all future human sexual 

relationships, and not just an etiological insertion 

to explain the common legal custom at the time of 

Moses. Robert Lawton insightfully points out, as I 

will expand further below, that it was not the nor-

mal custom in OT patriarchy for the man to leave 

his father and mother, but rather for the woman 

to leave. Therefore, the Hebrew imperfect verb in 

this context is best taken not as a frequentative 

imperfect “he [typically] leaves” but as a potential 

imperfect “he should leave.” The verse thus expresses 

“a description of divine intention rather than of 

habitually observed fact.” 88 What is particularly 

striking in v. 24 is that it is the man who is to “leave” 

(‘azab). It was a matter of course in the patriarchal 

society at the time Genesis 2 was penned that the 

wife left her mother and father. But for the husband 

to “leave” was revolutionary!89 In effect, the force 

of this statement is that both are to leave—to cut 

loose from those ties that would encroach upon the 

independence and freedom of the relationship. 

Likewise, it is the man who is called upon to 

“cleave, cling” (dabaq) to his wife. This Hebrew term 

implies a strong voluntary attachment involving 

affectionate loyalty, and is often used in the OT to 

describe Israel’s “cleaving/clinging” to the Lord.90 It 

was expected in a patriarchal society that the woman 

would have such attachment to her husband, and 

hence the force of this statement is that both man 

and woman are to “cleave” or “cling” to each other. 

Reciprocal “clinging” implies a mutual submission 

without hierarchy—a self-sacrificing love where 

the husband identifies himself with his wife so as to 

provide for her needs, and vice versa (as Paul recog-

nizes in his citation and elaboration of the verse in 

Ephesians 5:21–31). Finally, in the context of the mar-

riage covenant, the husband and wife are become 

“one flesh” (basar ekhad). This expression, like the 

“leaving” and “cleaving” in Genesis 2:24, implies a 

mutual submission. It indicates a oneness and inti-

macy in the total relationship of the whole person 

of the husband to the whole person of the wife, a 

harmony and union with each other in all things.

This mutual submission of husband and wife 

parallels what we have seen above regarding the 



Godhead—a mutual submission of Equals as They 

deliberated together regarding creation of human-

kind (Genesis 1:28), and in submission together 

as They entrusted Their dominion over this earth 

into the hands of humanity. Mutual submission in 

the symmetrical (non-hierarchical) relationship of 

Adam and Eve before the Fall leaves no room for an 

asymmetrical (hierarchical) “servant leadership” on 

the part of the man over the woman as a creation 

ordinance.91 

D. Man and Woman as Priests in the pre-Fall 

Eden Sanctuary 

Genesis 2 not only portrays Adam and Eve as equal 

partners in mutual submission in their marriage 

relationship; the narrative also indicates that both 

of them served as priests officiating in the pre-

Fall sanctuary worship services in the presence 

of Yahweh. According to Genesis 2:15, the first 

couple were to “tend” (‘abad) and “keep” (shamar) 

the garden. These terms literally mean to “serve” 

and “guard” respectively, and imply more than that 

Adam and Eve were entrusted with a responsible 

stewardship of serving and protecting their environ-

ment. There is abundant textual evidence that links 

Genesis 1–2 with the biblical sanctuaries mentioned 

elsewhere in Scripture, indicating that the pre-Fall 

garden of Eden is to be regarded as the original 

sanctuary on earth, a copy of the original heavenly 

sanctuary, and in parallel with the later Mosaic 

sanctuary and Israelite temples. The evidence for 

this conclusion has been documented by scores of 

biblical scholars.92 See Table 1 for a few examples of 

the more than thirty textual parallels that have been 

recognized.

The suffusion of sanctuary language in Genesis 

1–2 leads inescapably to the conclusion that the 

Garden of Eden is to be regarded as the original 

sanctuary on this earth. In light of this sanctuary 

context, the paired use of the two terms ‘abad and 

shamar to describe the work of Adam and Eve in 

the Eden garden is extremely significant. These two 

words, when used together elsewhere in the OT in 

the setting of the sanctuary, function as a technical 

expression for the service of the priests and Levites 

in the sanctuary (see Numbers 3:7–8; 8:26; 18:3–7). 

(A modern parallel to understand how OT “inter-

textuality” works would be the typing into “Google 

Search” the three key words “serve” and “guard” and 

“sanctuary,” and being led directly to the work of 

priests and Levites as the only place where these 

term intersect.) Thus, the use of this paired termi-

nology in the setting of the Eden Garden sanctu-

ary clearly implies a sacerdotal function for the 

first couple in the Garden of Eden. Adam and Eve 

are portrayed as creative co-participants, spiritual 

intimates, yes, priests, in the sacred worship service 

of the Eden sanctuary! This is in harmony with the 

original (pre-sin) worship function of the heavenly 

sanctuary (“Eden, the Garden of God,” Ezekiel 28:13), 

where Lucifer, adorned with the same stones as the 

High Priest in the later earthly sanctuary, apparently 

served a similar priestly function as worship leader 

(Ezekiel 28:13–14). And it is also in harmony with the 

heavenly sanctuary’s return to its primary worship 

function after the windup of the Great Controversy, 

with the redeemed serving as priests in that Temple 

(Revelation 5:10; 7:15; 20:6; 21:3).93 

Note also that the work of the priest in the OT 

earthly sanctuary after sin involved the functions 

of leader in the worship service (Numbers 18:7; cf. 

Numbers 6:23–27), teacher (Deuteronomy 33:10), 

and judge or decision-maker (Deuteronomy 19:16), 

fully appropriate to a pre-Fall context. The OT 

priest was also an offerer of sacrifices (Leviticus 

1–7). Before sin, there were of course no bloody 

sacrifices or intercession because of sin, but offer-

ing “sacrifices of praise” (Hebrews 13:15), along 
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with other functions of a priest, was certainly 

appropriate. Furthermore, even the role of priest 

as mediator was appropriate in a context before 

sin. A mediator’s function is not just in connection 

with solving the sin problem. A mediator is a “go-

between.” According to John 1:1–3, “in the begin-

ning” at creation Christ was the “Word.” A word is 

that which “goes-between” someone’s mouth and 

another person’s ear so that there can be communi-

cation between the two parties. In a separate study 

of Proverbs 8:22–31 and other OT passages, I have 

shown that from the beginning of creation Christ 

served as the “Angel [Messenger] of the Lord,” the 

“Go-between” or Mediator between an infinite God 

and finite creatures.94 Ellen White may be referring 

to this larger role of Christ’s mediation when she 

writes: “Christ is mediating in behalf of man, and 

the order of unseen worlds is also preserved by His 

mediatorial work.” (MYP 254). Adam and Eve like-

wise were mediators, “go-betweens,” representing 

God to the creatures over which they had dominion. 

Ellen White writes: “He [Adam] was placed, as God’s 

representative, over the lower orders of being. They 

cannot understand or acknowledge the sovereignty 

of God, yet they were made capable of loving and 

serving man.” (PP 45.) 

From the very beginning, before the Fall, woman, 

as well as man, is welcomed into the priestly 

TABLE 1: INTERTEXTUAL PARALLELS BETWEEN EARTHLY EDEN AND OTHER BIBLICAL SANCTUARIES

Intertextual Parallels The Earthly Garden of Eden Sanctuary Other Biblical Sanctuaries

“Eden.” “Garden of Eden” (Gen 2:8, 10, 15), “Eden, the Garden of God,” identified with the heav-
enly sanctuary (Ezek. 28:13) 

Orientation Eastward (Gen 2:8) Eastward (Exod 27:13–16; 36:20-30; 38:13–18; 1 Kgs 
7:21; Ezek 47:1). 

Divine “planting.”  “Planting” (nata‘) of the garden (Gen 2:8) “Planting” (nata‘) at the place of His sanctuary (Exod 
15:17; cf. 1 Chr 17:9)

“In the midst.” Tree of life “in the midst” (betok) of the garden 
(Gen 2:9)

The living presence of God “in the midst” (betok) of His 
people in the sanctuary (Exod 25:8)

God “walking around.” (only 
two times in Scripture)

God “walking around” (Hithpael of halak) in the 
garden (Gen 3:8)

God “walking around” (Hithpael of halak) in the midst 
of the camp of Israel (Deut 23:14 [Heb. 15]).

Flowing river. River flowing from the central location in the Gar-
den (Gen 2:10)

River flowing from the sanctuary shown to Ezekiel 
(Ezek 47:1-12) and from the throne of God as shown 
to John (Rev 22:1). 

Precious metals Bdellium, and onyx, and gold (Gen 2:12) Bdellium (Num 11:7), onyx (Exod 25:7, 28:9, 20; 35:9, 
27; 39:6, 13); and gold throughout (Exod 25:9, etc.).

Three spheres of ascending 
holiness.

The earth, the garden, and the midst of the garden. The court, the Holy Place, and the Most Holy Place

Series of verbal parallels. “Saw [ra’ah] . . . made [‘asah] . . . finished [kalah]. . . 
blessed [qadash]” (Gen 1:31; 2:1; 2:2; 2:3)

“Saw [ra’ah]. . . made [‘asah] . . . finished [kalah] . . . 
blessed [qadash]” (Exod 39:43; 39:32; 40:33; 39:43)

Six + Sabbath. Creation in six days (each introduced by the clause 
“And God said”), followed by the seventh day Sab-
bath (Gen 1:3—2:3)

Instructions for construction of the tabernacle (Exod 
25-31) in divided into six sections (introduced by the 
phrase “The Lord said to Moses”), followed by the 
seventh section dealing with the Sabbath.

Portrayals of the natural 
world.

Plants and animals of creation week. Lilies and other flowers, palm trees, oxen, lions of the 
Solomonic temple (1 Kgs 6:29, 32, 35; 7:26, 29, 36), 
artistic portrayals representative of the return to the 
lost Garden, the earth’s original sanctuary.

“Light” of the menorah. The term for “light” (Heb ma’or, “lamp”) used to 
describe the sun and moon in Gen 1:14-16; they 
are “lamps” of the Eden sanctuary. 

This term is found elsewhere in the Pentateuch only 
for the light of the menorah in the Holy Place of the 
sanctuary (Exod 25:6; 35:14; 39:27, etc.). 



function in the Eden sanctuary, to be a leader in 

worship and to serve in other priestly functions 

alongside her male counterpart.

E. The Nature of Human Dominion/Authority: 

Inverted Hierarchy 

It is not enough to recognize that Adam and Eve 

functioned as priests in the Eden Sanctuary before 

the Fall. We must also inquire as to the nature and 

status of their priestly work. Did this pre-Fall priest-

hood give them authoritative leadership status? In 

order to answer this question, we must revisit the 

dominion of humans over the earth assigned to 

them in Genesis 1:26. Reading this passage from 

the standpoint of our modern concepts of author-

ity in the context of fallen humanity, we might 

be tempted to see this “dominion” or rulership as 

one of hierarchical power/authority on the part of 

humans to subject the rest of creation according to 

their will and wishes. However, the dominion given 

in Genesis 1:26 is further defined in Genesis 2:15, 

where God challenges our post-Fall concepts of rul-

ership hierarchy. God puts the human in the Garden 

to ‘abad and to shamar the Garden. These words lit-

erally mean “to serve” and “to guard.” Although the 

term ‘abad in other creation passages (Genesis 2:5 

and 3:23) has the primary meaning of “to till/work 

[the soil]” (with the addition of the word “ground”), 

in 2:15 (without the use of “ground”) it is probable 

that the connotation of “serving” is especially pres-

ent. As Victor Hamilton writes: “The word we have 

translated as dress is ‘abad, the normal Hebrew verb 

meaning ‘to serve.’ So again the note is sounded that 

man is placed in the garden as servant. He is there 

not to be served but to serve.”95 To state it differ-

ently, “Man is to function as the servant leader in 

the inverse hierarchy.”96

The inverted hierarchy of humans in their ser-

vant leadership over the earth also applies—with 

even greater force—to the kind of spiritual leader-

ship envisaged for Adam and Eve in their role as 

priests in the Eden sanctuary. The Eden priesthood 

is a role of ‘abad—servanthood! Adam and Eve were 

not to exercise the hierarchical authority of “chain 

of command,” but to display an inverted hierarchy 

of servanthood. Such a model of servant leadership 

—involving both man and woman—is the model 

set forth from the beginning as God’s ideal in the 

setting of public worship. As we have pointed out 

above, this servant pattern of submission is already 

modeled by the Godhead in the creation. 

IV. GENESIS 3: MAN-WOMAN 

RELATIONSHIPS AFTER THE FALL

When God comes to the Garden after Adam and Eve 

sinned, he initiates an encounter that constitutes 

nothing less than a “legal process,” an investigative 

trial judgment conducted by God.”97 God begins 

the legal proceedings with an interrogation of the 

“defendants,” and the defensive and accusatory 

responses by Adam and Eve (vv. 9–14) indicate the 

rupture in inter-human (husband-wife) and divine-

human relationships that has occurred as a result of 

sin. Following the legal interrogation and establish-

ment of guilt, God pronounces the sentence in the 

form of curses (over the serpent and the ground, vv. 

14, 17) and judgments (for the man and the woman, 

vv. 16–19).

The judgment pronounced upon the woman is of 

particular concern in this paper (v. 16):

(a)  I will greatly multiply your pain [itsabon, hard 

labor] in childbearing;

(b)  in pain [itsabon, hard labor] you shall bring 

forth your children;

(c)  yet your desire [teshuqah] shall be for your 

husband,

(d) and he shall rule [mashal]over you.
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The meaning of the last two enigmatic lines 

(v. 16c and d) of the divine sentence is crucial for a 

proper understanding of the nature of God’s provi-

sion for man-woman relationships after the Fall.

A. Genesis 3:16: Divine Judgment and the 

Relationship between Adam and Eve: Major Views 

Six major views have been advanced for the inter-

pretation of this passage. The first, and perhaps the 

most common, position maintains that the submis-

sion98 of woman to man is a creation ordinance, 

God’s ideal from the beginning (Genesis 1–2). This 

position holds that part of the Fall consisted in the 

violation of this ordinance, with Eve seeking to get 

out from under Adam’s leadership and Adam failing 

to restrain her (Genesis 3). As a result of sin, Genesis 

3:16 is a predictive description of the continued 

distortion of God’s original design with the man’s 

exploitive subjugation of woman and/or woman’s 

desire to control the man (or her “diseased” desire to 

submit to his exploitations).99

The second major interpretation also under-

stands the hierarchical gender relationship (submis-

sion of woman to the leadership of man) as a cre-

ation ordinance (Genesis 1–2), and agrees that at the 

Fall this creation ordinance was violated (Genesis 

3). But according to this second view, Genesis 3:16 is 

as a divine prescription that the man must “rule”—

i.e., exercise his “godly headship”—to restrain the 

woman’s desire, i.e., her urge get out from under his 

leadership and control/manipulate him.100

The third major interpretation also views the 

hierarchical relationship between the sexes as a 

creation ordinance, and agrees that at the Fall this 

ordinance was somehow violated. But this third 

view sees in Genesis 3:16 not a distortion but a divine 

reaffirmation of the submission of woman to the 

leadership of man, provided as a blessing and com-

fort to the woman in her difficulties as a mother.101

The fourth major view contends that the subordi-

nation or subjection of woman to man did not exist 

before the Fall; the mention of such a subordina-

tion/subjection in Genesis 3:16 is only a description 

of the evil consequences of sin—the usurpation of 

authority by the man and/or the woman’s desire to 

rule or be ruled. These evil consequences are not 

a prescription of God’s will for man-woman rela-

tionships after sin, and are to be removed by the 

Gospel.102

The fifth major position concurs with the fourth 

view that God’s original design was for an egalitarian 

relationship between the sexes (Genesis 1–2), and the 

Fall brought a rupture in their relationships. But in 

the fifth view, Genesis 3:16 is to be understood as pre-

scriptive and not just descriptive: this verse presents 

the husband’s leadership and the wife’s (voluntary) 

submission as God’s normative pattern for the mar-

riage relationship after the Fall.103

The final (sixth) view agrees with views four and 

five that God’s original plan was an egalitarian gen-

der relationship. It also agrees with the view three 

that Genesis 3:16c–d is a blessing and not a curse, 

but differs in denying that subordination/subjec-

tion of woman to man is a creation ordinance. This 

position argues, by various means of translation 

and interpretation, that even in Genesis 3 no gender 

hierarchy (leadership/submission) is either pre-

scribed or described.104

The various major interpretations of Genesis 3:16 

in its larger context are summarized in Table 2. 

B. The Meaning of Gen 3:16: Evaluation of Views 

and Evidence in the Text

In assessing the true intent of Gen 3:16, I must 

immediately call into question the first three inter-

pretations which proceed from the assumption that 

a gender hierarchy existed before the Fall (views 

one, two and three). My analysis of Genesis 1–2 



has led to the conclusion that no such submission 

of woman to man’s leadership was present in the 

beginning.

Nor is there any indication of male leadership 

over the woman, and female submission to the man 

in the account of the Temptation and Fall (Genesis 

3:1–7). The temptation of the woman by the serpent 

is presented in vv. 1–6. In this passage the woman’s 

response to the serpent reveals her to be intelligent, 

perceptive, informed, and articulate, contrary to 

frequent assertions in the past that she was feeble-

minded, weak, and naive.105 Furthermore, the temp-

tation to which both Adam and Eve yielded was the 

temptation to become like God—to exercise moral 

autonomy in acting against the express command 

of God. God specifically states what the sin of both 

of them was— not the violation of a man/woman 

leadership/submission principle, but eating from 

the tree from which he commanded them not to 

eat (3:11). As Hess aptly puts it, “The challenge of the 

snake is not directed against the man’s authority. It 

is against God’s authority.”106 While the passage may 

well allow for the interpretation that Eve wan-

dered from Adam’s immediate presence, lingered 

at the forbidden tree, and later offered the fruit to 

her husband,107 there is no warrant in this text for 

maintaining that their sin consisted of the woman 

getting out from under the authoritative leadership 

of her husband, or of her husband failing to exercise 

his “godly headship” to restrain her. Marrs rightly 

concludes: “the woman’s sin in 3:1–7 has nothing 

to do with usurping the man’s authority; rather, it 

involves exalting herself above the Creator to deter-

mine for herself right and wrong.” 

Marrs also correctly points out that God’s state-

ment to the man in 3:17 (“Because you have listened 

to the voice of your wife”) does not imply that the 

man had failed to control his wife or had abdicated 

his leadership role. Rather, it is simply “an acknowl-

edgment of the man’s decision to follow his wife’s 

direction rather than God’s command.”108 The sin 

of Adam was not in “listening to” or “obeying” his 

wife per se, but in “obeying” his wife rather than or in 

opposition to God’s explicit command not to eat of 
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TABLE 2: MAN-WOMAN RELATIONSHIPS IN THE BEGINNING (GENESIS 1–3)—MAJOR VIEWS

Creation (Genesis 1–2) Fall (Genesis 3) Divine Pronouncement Concerning Eve 
(Genesis 3:16)

1. Hierarchical 
(Submission of woman to male leadership )

Violation of male-female hierar-
chy and/or ruptured relationships

Description of the perversion of hierarchical relationships 
(woman seeks to control man and/or man exploitively 
subjugates woman)

2. Hierarchical 
(Submission of woman to male leadership)

Violation of male-female hierar-
chy and/or ruptured relationships

Prediction that woman would desire to get out from under 
man’s authority, and prescription that man must exercise 
his “godly headship” to restrain her urge to control him.

3. Hierarchical 
(Submission of woman to male leadership)

Violation of male-female hierar-
chy and/or ruptured relationships

Reaffirmation of original hierarchical roles as a continued 
divine blessing, or a statement of continued subjugation of 
woman by man

4. Egalitarian 
(Full equality with no submission of woman 
to male leadership)

Ruptured relationship between 
the sexes

Predictive description of the consequences of sin—man 
usurps authority over the woman—which “curse” is to be 
removed by the Gospel with return to egalitarianism

5. Egalitarian 
(Full equality with no submission of woman 
to male leadership)

Ruptured relationship between 
the sexes

Permanent prescription of divine will in order to preserve 
harmony in the home after sin: wife’s submission to her 
husband’s leadership

6. Egalitarian 
(Full equality with no submission of woman 
to male leadership)

Egalitarian relationship continues Blessing of equality (no hierarchy of leadership/submis-
sion) in the midst of a sinful world and its challenges 
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the fruit. Of course, this is not to deny that there is 

“strength in numbers” in withstanding temptation, 

and Eve made herself more vulnerable to the ser-

pent’s attack by separating from her husband. But 

such fortification against temptation by partners 

standing together is just as applicable in a totally 

egalitarian relationship (which I see here before the 

Fall) as in a hierarchical one (which I do not find in 

the narrative before Genesis 3:16).

Many Adventist opponents of women’s ordina-

tion have used the following quotation from Ellen 

White to attempt to prove that Eve’s sin consisted in 

seeking to get out from under the authority of her 

husband. In the context of interpreting Genesis 3, 

Ellen White writes:

 Eve had been perfectly happy by her husband’s 

side in her Eden home; but, like restless modern 

Eves, she was flattered with the hope of entering a 

higher sphere than that which God had assigned 

her. In attempting to rise above her original posi-

tion, she fell far below it. A similar result will be 

reached by all who are unwilling to take up cheer-

fully their life duties in accordance with God’s 

plan. In their efforts to reach positions for which 

He has not fitted them, many are leaving vacant 

the place where they might be a blessing. In their 

desire for a higher sphere, many have sacrificed 

true womanly dignity and nobility of character, 

and have left undone the very work that Heaven 

appointed them. (PP 59). 

A careful examination of the immediate context 

of this passage makes clear that the “higher sphere” 

which Eve hoped to enter was to be like God, not 

to get out from under her husband’s headship. The 

sphere which God had assigned her was to be an 

equal partner “by her husband’s side,” not to be in 

submission to her husband’s male headship: this is 

made clear in the previous paragraph (PP 58): “In the 

creation God had made her the equal of Adam. Had 

they remained obedient to God—in harmony with 

His great law of love—they would ever have been 

in harmony with each other; but sin had brought 

discord, and now their union could be maintained 

and harmony preserved only by submission on the 

part of the one or the other.” The asymmetrical 

submission of one to the other came only after the 

Fall! Likewise, Ellen White’s reference to “restless 

modern Eves” is not describing their attempts to 

usurp male headship in the home or church, but 

rather describes any attempt on their part to “reach 

positions for which He has not fitted them.” This 

principle applies equally to men as to women, as 

one aspires to a position that he/she does not have 

the necessary preparation for filling, or abandons 

other work God has given him/her to do in attempts 

to advance in career or status.

Neither does the argument have persuasive 

power that after the Fall God approached and 

addressed the man first because the man was in a 

position of leadership over his wife.109 God ques-

tions the man first for a number of reasons that are 

apparent in the text: (1) A primary reason no doubt 

is that the man was created first and the first one 

to have received the command not to eat from the 

fruit of the forbidden tree (2:17), and since he had 

been the one directly and personally warned, it was 

natural for him to be the one God would approach 

first. But such choice in no way implies pre-Fall 

male leadership over his wife. This is clear because, 

(2) the man clearly is not approached by God on 

behalf of his wife, but solely on his own behalf, 

since the personal pronoun of God’s question in v. 9 

is singular, not plural: “Where are you [singular]?” 

(3) In the dialogue between God and the man, the 

man does not function as the woman’s overseer; in 

answer to God’s questioning he explains only his 



own behavior, not that of the woman, and instead 

of being her spokesperson, he is her accuser. (4) The 

woman is summoned to give her own testimony 

concerning her behavior, and answers directly on 

behalf of herself. (5) The interrogation of vv. 9–13 

proceeds in chiastic (reverse) order from that in 

which the characters in the narrative are introduced 

in vv. 1–8, with God in the center of the structure 

(this is in harmony with an overarching chiastic 

structure of the entire chapter,110 and with another 

reversal of order in vv. 14–19 ). (6) In this legal trial 

investigation, God must examine the witnesses one 

by one to demonstrate their individual guilt; the 

man blames the woman, who then naturally in turn 

is put on the witness stand for divine interrogation. 

(7) The answers of both man and woman, with their 

blame of others (the woman and the snake respec-

tively), reveals that “sin’s breakdown of the creation 

order was not an abdication of divinely instituted 

hierarchy but the loss of loving harmony between 

the man and the woman.”111 Paul Borgman states it 

well, “That no sort of one-way submission could be 

part of the Ideal Marriage is underscored by what 

is lost.”112 I conclude that those espousing views 

1–3 who argue for implications of hierarchy from 

Genesis 3:1–13 are reading into the text what does 

not exist in the chapter, just as they have done for 

Genesis 1–2.

I also find that view four (that Genesis 3:16 is only 

descriptive, and not in any way intended by God) 

is unsatisfactory, despite its popularity, because it 

fails to take seriously the judgment/punishment 

context of the passage, and the nature of this judg-

ment/punishment as indicated by the text. As I 

have already noted, Genesis 3:16 comes in a legal 

trial setting, a “legal process,” a “trial punishment 

by God,”113 and v. 16 is thus not just a predictive 

description but a divine sentence involving a new 

element introduced by God. 

Thus the basic thrust of view five seems correct, 

even though for reasons described below, I avoid 

using the term “prescriptive.” The divine origin 

of the judgment upon Eve is underscored by the 

Hebrew grammar of God’s first words in the legal 

sentencing (Genesis 3:16): “I will greatly multiply 

[harbâ ’arbeh, literally, ‘multiplying I will multiply,’] 

…” The use of the first person singular “I” refers to 

the Lord Himself who is pronouncing the judgment, 

while the Hebrew infinitive absolute followed by 

the finite verb implies “the absolute certainty of the 

action.”114 God is not merely informing the woman 

of her fate; he is actually pronouncing the juridical 

sentence introducing the state of affairs announced 

in Genesis 3:16. In the context of the other judg-

ments/punishments of Genesis 3, and the use of 

the generic name for “man” and “woman,” it is clear 

that the biblical writer intended to indicate that 

this judgment was not just applicable to the first 

man and woman, but was to extend beyond to the 

human race outside the Garden.115 

It also seems clear that according to Genesis 

3:16c–d a change is instituted in the gender relation-

ships after the Fall. God is not simply re-iterating 

or reaffirming a relationship that had already 

existed in the beginning. The intent of v. 16a is 

unmistakable: “I will greatly multiply your ‘itsabon 

[pain, anguish, (hard) labor].” There was no pain/

anguish/hard labor prior to sin. This is announc-

ing a change in conditions, and sets the tone for 

the parallel changes prescribed in the remainder 

of the verse.116 This conclusion is confirmed by the 

judgments/curses upon the serpent and the man—

both announcing radical changes from the previous 

Edenic conditions.

Some suggest that the changes inherent in the 

judgments after the Fall are only quantitative, and 

not qualitative, and actually parallel pre-existing 

conditions before the Fall. According to this 
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argument, (1) woman already had the capacity to 

give birth before the Fall; this is only now rendered 

painful; (2) the man already labored in agriculture; 

it now becomes hard labor; and (3) in the same 

way, male headship was already in place before the 

Fall, but now only is especially emphasized. But 

such argument fails to take into account the actual 

parallels/contrasts, and totally overlooks the fourth 

ultimate judgment—of death as a result of sin. 

The true contrasts move from complete absence of 

conditions before the Fall to their presence after the 

Fall: (1 and 2) from no pain or hard labor (of both 

man and woman) to pain and hard labor; (3) from no 

hierarchy (no male headship) to hierarchy in man-

woman relationships; and (4) from no death to the 

inevitability of death.

The changes in Genesis 3:16c–d definitely involve 

the subjection/submission of the wife to the hus-

band. The force of the last line (v. 16d) is unavoid-

able: “he [your husband]117 shall rule over you.” The 

verb mashal in this form in v. 16d definitely means 

“to rule” (and not “to be like” or “to be irresistible” as 

some have suggested) and definitely implies submis-

sion/subjection.118 At the same time, the verb mashal 

“rule” employed in Genesis 3:16 is not the same verb 

used to describe humankind’s rulership over the 

animals in Genesis 1:26, 28. In the latter passages, 

the verb is radah “to tread down, have dominion 

over,” not mashal. In the Genesis accounts a care-

ful distinction is maintained between humankind’s 

dominion over the animals and the husband’s 

“rule” over his wife. Furthermore, although the 

verb mashal does consistently indicate submission, 

subjection, or dominion in Scripture, “the idea of 

tyrannous exercise of power does not lie in the 

verb.”119 In fact, there is a number of passages where 

mashal is used with the connotation of servant-

leadership, to “comfort, protect, care for, love.”120 In 

later usages of mashal in Scriptural narratives (e.g., 

the time of Gideon), the people of Israel are eager to 

have someone to “rule” (mashal) over them (Judges 

8:22), and the term mashal describes the rulership 

of Yahweh and the future Messiah.121 Thus mashal is 

predominantly a concept of blessing, not curse. 

The semantic range of the verb mashal thus 

makes it possible to understand the divine sentence 

in v. 16 as involving not only punishment but prom-

ised blessing, just as the sentence pronounced upon 

the serpent and man included an implied blessing 

in the curse/judgment.122 As Cassuto puts it, “The 

decrees pronounced by the Lord God mentioned 

here are not exclusively punishments; they are also, 

and chiefly, measures taken for the good of the human 

species in its new situation.”123 This also fits the pat-

tern of Genesis 1–11 as a whole where each sequence 

involving divine judgment was also mitigated by 

grace.124 

That the element of grace/blessing is especially 

emphasized in this verse appears to be confirmed 

by recognizing the same synonymous parallelism 

between v. 16c and v. 16d as occurs between v. 16a 

and v. 16b.125 The divine sentence upon Eve con-

cerning her husband’s servant-leadership is shown 

to be a blessing by its placement in synonymous 

parallelism with Eve’s “desire” for her husband. The 

meaning of the Hebrew word teshuqah is “strong 

desire, yearning,”126 and not, has been suggested, 

“attractive, desirable”127 nor “turning [away].”128 This 

term appears only three times in Scripture, and its 

precise connotation in Genesis 3:16 is illuminated 

by its only other occurrence in a context of man-

woman relationship, i.e., Song of Solomon 7:11 

(English v. 10). In this verse, the Shulamite bride 

joyfully exclaims, “I am my beloved’s, and his desire 

[teshuqah] is for me.” As will be argued below, this 

passage is in all probability written as an intertex-

tual commentary on Genesis 3:16. Along the lines 

of this usage of teshuqah in the Song of Songs to 



indicate a wholesome sexual 

desire, a desire for intimacy, the 

term appears to be employed in 

Genesis 3:16c to indicate a bless-

ing accompanying the divine 

judgment.129 A divinely-ordained, 

intimate (sexual) yearning of wife 

for husband will serve as a bless-

ing to sustain the union that has 

been threatened in the ruptured 

relations resulting from sin.130 

As Belleville puts it, “The wife’s 

desire is as God intended—a 

desire to become ‘one flesh’ with 

her husband (Genesis 2:24).”

Thus, an essential feature of the sixth view of 

Genesis 3:16 (the aspect of divine blessing) also seem 

to be valid. If Genesis 3:16d is seen to be in synony-

mous parallelism with v. 16c (as v. 16a is with v. 16b), 

then the emphasis upon promised blessing as well 

as judgment should also apply to man’s relationship 

with his wife. The husband’s servant-leadership in 

the home, even though it grows out of the results of 

sin, may be regarded as a divine blessing in preserv-

ing the harmony and union of the relationship. As is 

implied in the semantic range of mashal, this is to be 

a servant-leadership of protection, care, and love. In 

the modern idiom, the husband is to lovingly “take 

care of” his wife.

Genesis 3:16c and d together also seem to be a 

combined blessing that relates to the first part of 

the verse (v. 16a and b). The conjunction waw link-

ing the first two lines of this verse with the last two 

lines should probably be translated as “yet,” as in 

some of the modern versions.131 God pronounces 

that even though the woman would have difficult 

“labor” in childbearing—an ordeal that would seem 

naturally to discourage her from continuing to have 

relations with her husband—“yet,” God assures her, 

“your desire shall be for your 

husband,” and his loving servant-

leadership will take care of you 

even through the roughest times. 

He will be your “strong umbrella” 

of protection and care.132 The 

ruptured relationship between 

husband and wife, indicated in 

the spirit of blaming by both man 

and woman immediately after 

the Fall (Genesis 3:12, 13), is to be 

replaced by reconciliation and 

mutual love, with the wife resting 

in her husband’s protective care. 

At the same time, the synonymous parallelism 

between v. 16ab and v. 16cd, as well as the parallel-

ism with vv. 17–19, also reveal that it is not inap-

propriate for humankind to seek to roll back the 

curses/judgments and get back as much as possible 

to God’s original plan. Few would question the 

appropriateness of taking advantage of advances 

in obstetrics to relieve unnecessary pain and hard 

labor during delivery, or of accepting agricultural 

and technological advances to relieve unnecessary 

hard labor in farming, or by scientific and medical 

advances to delay the process of death. In the same 

way, it is not inappropriate to return as much as is 

possible to God’s original plan for total egalitarian-

ism (“one flesh,” Genesis 2:24) in marriage, while at 

the same time retaining the validity of the husband 

servant-leadership principle as it is necessary in a 

sinful world to preserve harmony in the home. Thus 

it is appropriate, indeed important, to speak of a 

divine remedial133 or redemptive134 provision, rather 

than “prescription” (which may to some imply a 

permanent divine ideal) in these verses. As husbands 

and wives learn more and more to live in harmony 

through the infusion of divine grace, there is less 

and less need to resort to the voluntary submission 
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of the wife to the husband in order to maintain har-

mony and unity in the home, and a gradual return 

to egalitarian relationship as before the Fall. As will 

become apparent later in this study, such movement 

back toward the egalitarian marriage of pre-Fall 

Eden is the canonical thrust of the Old Testament. 

Thus I suggest a seventh interpretation of 

Genesis 3:16, that combines elements of views five 

and six above. Like view five, there is a qualified 

divine sentence announcing the voluntary submission 

of the wife to her husband’s servant-leadership135 as a 

result of sin. This involves, however, not so much 

a judgment as a promised blessing (as suggested in 

view six) of divine grace designed to have a remedial/

redemptive function leading back as much as possible 

to the original plan of harmony and union between 

equal partners without hierarchy.

Three final points may be underscored with 

regard to the practical application of this passage 

today. First, as already alluded to above, although 

in Gen 3 the husband is assigned the role of “first 

among equals”136 to preserve harmony and union in 

the marriage partnership, yet this does not contra-

dict the original divine ideal of Genesis 1:26–28, that 

both man and woman are equally called to account-

able dominion, sociability and fruitfulness. Nor does 

it nullify the summary statement of Genesis 2:24 

regarding the nature of the relationship between 

husband and wife. Genesis 2:24 is clearly written 

in such a way as to indicate its basis in the pre-Fall 

ideal (“For this reason,” i.e., what has been described 

before) and its applicability to the post-Fall condi-

tions. God’s ideal for the nature of sexual relation-

ship after the Fall is still the same as it was for Adam 

and his equal partner [‘ezer kenegdo] in the begin-

ning—to “become one flesh” in non-hierarchical 

(symmetrical) mutual submission. The divine 

judgment/blessing in Genesis 3:16 is to facilitate the 

achievement of the original divine design within the 

context of a sinful world.137 The context of Genesis 

3:16 reveals that it is entirely appropriate for mar-

riage partners to seek to return as much as possible 

to non-hierarchical egalitarianism in the marriage 

relationship.

Second, the functional behaviors attached to 

Adam and Eve in the divine judgments of Genesis 3 

correspond to what will be their respective primary 

concerns in a sinful environment, but do not lock 

husband and wife into pre-determined, or mutu-

ally-exclusive, roles. Even as the divine judgments 

in Gen 3 were given separately to Adam and Eve, 

and dealt with the aspect of life with which they 

would have primary concerns, at the same time the 

judgments of both overlapped with and included 

each other. Their concerns were not to be mutu-

ally exclusive. The divine judgments state what 

will be true with regard to Eve’s primary concern 

(childbearing), and what will be true with regard to 

Adam’s primary concern (food production), but the 

judgment nowhere limits or pre-determines that 

these concerns must remain exclusively (or even pri-

marily) the woman’s and the man’s respectively. The 

context of Genesis 3:16 reveals the appropriateness 

of husbands and wives seeking to return as much as 

possible to pre-Fall egalitarianism, including equally-

shared functions of dominion (work) and fruitful-

ness (procreation) as described in Genesis 1:26–28.138

Third, the relationship of subjection/submis-

sion between Adam and Eve prescribed in v. 16 is 

not presented as applicable to man-woman role 

relationships in general. The context of Genesis 

3:16 is specifically that of marriage: a wife’s desire 

(teshuqah) for her own husband and the husband’s 

“rule” (mashal) over his own wife. This text describes 

a marriage setting, not a general family or societal 

or worship setting, and thus the submission of wife 

to husband prescribed here cannot be broadened 

into a general mandate subordinating women to 



men (whether in society or in the church). The 

mashal-teshuqah remedial provisions of Genesis 3:16 

are specifically linked to the woman’s relationship 

to her own husband, and to the husband’s relation-

ship to his own wife. Because of the poetic paral-

lelism in Genesis 3:16 between the husband’s “rule” 

and the wife’s “desire,” if one attempts to broaden 

the husband’s mashal role prescribed in this pas-

sage (v. 16d) so as to refer to men’s “rule” of women 

in general (both home and the wider society), then 

to be faithful to the poetic parallelism it would be 

necessary to broaden the teshuqah of the wife (v. 

16c) for her husband to include the (sexual) desire 

of women for men in general, not just their own 

husband! The latter broadening is obviously not the 

intent of the passage, and therefore the former can-

not be either. Thus, any suggestion of extending the 

specific marriage-specific provision of Genesis 3:16 

beyond the husband-wife relationship to become 

a divinely-prescribed mandate for the leadership 

of men over women in general is not warranted by 

the text. As will be shown in the remainder of this 

paper, the rest of the Old Testament is consistent 

with this position, upholding the remedial/redemp-

tive mashal-teshuqah divine provision for husband 

and wife as beneficial to preserve the marriage 

relationship (and ultimately return it to the egali-

tarian ideal), but not extending mashal-teshuqah 

relationship beyond the marital relationship, and 

not barring women from roles of servant leadership 

within the covenant community at large. 

I find it encouraging to note that Ellen White 

adopts the basic interpretation I have summarized 

above: 

And the Lord said, “Thy desire shall be to thy 

husband, and he shall rule over thee.” In the cre-

ation God had made her the equal of Adam. Had 

they remained obedient to God—in harmony 

with His great law of love—they would ever 

have been in harmony with each other; but sin 

had brought discord, and now their union could 

be maintained and harmony preserved only by 

submission on the part of the one or the other. 

Eve had been the first in transgression; and she 

had fallen into temptation by separating from 

her companion, contrary to the divine direction. 

It was by her solicitation that Adam sinned, and 

she was now placed in subjection to her husband. 

Had the principles joined in the law of God been 

cherished by the fallen race, this sentence, though 

growing out of the results of sin, would have 

proved a blessing to them; but man’s abuse of the 

supremacy thus given him has too often rendered 

the lot of woman very bitter and made her life a 

burden. (PP 58–69.)

When God created Eve, He designed that she 

should possess neither inferiority nor superiority 

to the man, but that in all things she should be his 

equal. The holy pair were to have no interest inde-

pendent of each other; and yet each had an indi-

viduality in thinking and acting. But after Eve’s 

sin, as she was first in the transgression, the Lord 

told her that Adam should rule over her. She was 

to be in subjection to her husband, and this was 

a part of the curse. In many cases the curse has 

made the lot of woman very grievous and her life 

a burden. The superiority which God has given 

man he has abused in many respects by exercising 

arbitrary power. Infinite wisdom devised the plan 

of redemption, which places the race on a second 

probation by giving them another trial. (3T 484.)

Ellen White emphasizes the same points as 

emerge from the biblical text: (1) Before the Fall 

Adam and Eve were equal “in all things,” without 

hierarchical role distinctions. (2) The hierarchical 
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relationship with asymmetrical “submission on the 

part of one” came only after the Fall. (Note that this 

is in direct contradiction to the traditional inter-

pretation of 1 Timothy 2:12, which sees Genesis 

3:16 as merely reaffirming the hierarchical headship 

of Genesis 1–2.) (3) The hierarchical relationship 

was a remedial provision, given by God to Adam 

and Eve so that “their union could be maintained 

and their harmony preserved.” (4) This remedial 

arrangement was limited to the marriage relation: 

Eve “was placed in subjection to her husband.” Ellen 

White never broadens this to men-women relations 

in general in the church. (5) The subjection of the 

wife to her husband “was part of the curse;” and the 

“plan of redemption” gave the race an opportunity 

to reverse the curse and return to the original plan 

for marriage whenever possible. 

Ellen White also gives us clear indication as to the 

reasons why it was Eve who was placed in subjection 

to her husband, and not the other way around. She 

says nothing about “male headship” before the Fall; 

in fact she denies this by pointing to Eve as “in all 

things” the equal of Adam. Rather, she gives three 

reasons for Eve’s submission to Adam and not vice 

versa: (1) “Eve had been the first in transgression;” 

(2) “she had fallen into temptation by separating 

from her companion, contrary to the divine direc-

tion;” and (3) “it was by her solicitation that Adam 

sinned.” Based upon these three criteria, it would 

seem reasonable to assume that if Adam had been 

first in transgression, if he had fallen into tempta-

tion by separating from his companion, and if it 

was by his solicitation that Eve sinned, then, Adam 

would have been placed in subjection to his wife, 

and not the other way around. 

These conclusions regarding gender relations 

in Genesis 1–3 have significant implications for the 

current Adventist and wider Christian debate over 

the role of women in the home and in the church. 

Major concerns of both “egalitarians” and “hierar-

chicalists” in the modern debate are upheld, and at 

the same time both groups are challenged to take 

another look at the biblical evidence. With the “egal-

itarians” (and against “hierarchicalists”) it can be 

affirmed that Genesis 1–2 presents God’s divine ideal 

for men and women at creation to be one of equal-

ity both in nature and function, with no leadership 

of the male and no submission of the female to that 

male leadership. With “hierarchicalists” (and against 

“egalitarians”) it can be affirmed that God’s provision 

for harmony and unity after the Fall does include 

the wife’s submission to the servant-leadership of 

her husband. Against the “hierarchical” position, 

however, the evidence in Genesis 3:16 already points 

to the implication that the male servant-leadership 

principle is limited to the relationship between 

husband and wife. Also against the “hierarchical” 

position, the evidence of this text points toward a 

provision which is qualified by grace, a temporary, 

remedial/redemptive provision representing God’s 

less-than-the-original-ideal for husbands and wives. 

This implicitly involves a divine redemptive call and 

enabling power to return as much as possible to 

the pre-Fall egalitarianism in the marriage relation-

ship, without denying the validity of the servant-

leadership principle as it may be needed in a sinful 

world to preserve unity and harmony in the home. 

Also against the “hierarchical” position, Genesis 1–3 

should not be seen as barring women from accept-

ing whatever roles of servant leadership in the 

believing community (church) or society at large to 

which they may be called and gifted by the Spirit. 

Finally, as pointed out above, often common to 
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both egalitarians and hierarchicalists is a similar 

view of authoritative leadership in the church—

as a “chain-of-command” top-down hierarchy. 

Opponents of women’s ordination argue that such 

authoritative leadership in the church is a male 

prerogative; proponents urge that women should 

also have the right to such authoritative leadership 

offices. Against both hierarchicalism and egalitari-

anism, I find that the biblical data in Genesis 1–3 

presents a surprising third alternative, of inverted 

hierarchy, in which servanthood and submission 

on the part of leaders—following the servanthood/

submission example of the Godhead Themselves—

takes the place of top-down “chain-of-command” 

leadership. Seventh-day Adventists, with their 

unique understanding of the issues in the Great 

Controversy, in which Satan has accused God of 

not being willing to exercise humility and self-

denial,139 have a unique opportunity to lift up the 

divine model of self-denying servanthood before the 

world. It is hoped that these conclusions, by moving 

beyond both hierarchialism and egalitarianism to 

a biblical “third alternative,” may assist in break-

ing the impasse in the current discussion within 

Adventism as well as the wider evangelical world.

C. Adam and Eve as Priests of the Eden Sanctuary 

after the Fall

Already in Genesis 3, strong evidence is given that 

the temporary, remedial/redemptive provision for 

husband-leadership in the home did not bar Old 

Testament women from leadership positions, even 

priestly office, in the setting of public worship. 

Adam’s nakedness described in Genesis 3:10 obvi-

ously refers to more than physical nudity, for Adam 

depicts himself as still naked even though already 

covered with fig leaves. The nakedness of Genesis 

3 seems to include a sense of “being unmasked,”140 

a consciousness of guilt, a nakedness of soul. 

Likewise, God’s clothing of Adam and Eve with 

skins appears to represent more than a concern for 

physical covering, more than a demonstration of the 

“modesty appropriate in a sinful world,”141 though 

these are no doubt included. The skins from slain 

animals may be seen to intimate the beginning of 

the sacrificial system and the awareness of a sub-

stitutionary atonement, because of which humans 

need no longer feel unmasked or ashamed.142

Moreover, there is strong inter-textual evidence 

that the clothing of Adam and Eve by God has 

another significance beyond the aspects suggested 

above. In connection with our discussion of Genesis 

2 above, we referred to the abundant inter-textual 

parallels between Genesis 1–2 and other biblical 

sanctuaries showing that the Garden of Eden is 

to be considered the original sanctuary on earth 

already before the Fall. The parallels are even more 

direct and striking for after the Fall, indicating that 

Gateway to the Garden of Eden is a sanctuary, the 

precursor to the later biblical sanctuaries. After 

Adam and Eve are expelled, in their sinful state they 

are no longer able to meet with God face to face 

in the Garden’s Holy of Holies. But at the eastern 

entrance to the Garden (Genesis 3:24; cf. the eastern 

entrance to the later sanctuaries), now appear 

cherubim—the beings associated with the ark in the 

Most Holy Place of the Mosaic sanctuary (Exodus 

25:18–22). These cherubim, with a flaming sword, 

are “placed” (Hebrew shakan), the same specific 

Hebrew verb for God’s “dwelling” (shakan) among 

his people (Exodus 25:8), and also the same root as 

for the “sanctuary” (mishkan) and the Shekinah glory, 

the visible presence of God in the sanctuary.143

In light of this sanctuary language of Genesis 3, 

it is significant to note one more linkage between 

Eden and the Mosaic sanctuary rituals. Before Adam 

and Eve’s expulsion from the garden, God “clothed” 

(labash, hip‘il) them with “tunics/coats” (kotnot, pl. 
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of ketonet), Genesis 3:21. As one today enters several 

key words into an internet search engine to find 

the point of intersection of these terms, the con-

nection between “sanctuary” and “clothed” and 

“tunics” leads to one, and only one, convergence 

of ideas. In a sanctuary setting, the terms labash 

(“clothe”) and kotnot (“tunic/coat”) are only found 

together in describing the clothing (labash, hip‘il) of 

the priests—Aaron and his sons (Leviticus 8:7, 13; 

Numbers 20:28; cf. Exodus 28:4; 29:5; 40:14). Robert 

Oden has demonstrated that this phraseology in 

Genesis 3:21—the combination of “clothing” (labash, 

hip‘il [causative]) with “tunics/coats” (kotnot, pl. of 

ketonet)144 describes a divine conferral of status upon 

Adam and Eve.145 Jacques Doukhan draws out the 

implication of the divine ceremony in light of its 

canonical intertextual parallels: “The rare occasions 

where God clothes humans in the OT always con-

cerned the dressing of priests…. Adam and Eve were, 

indeed, dressed as priests.”146 The unmistakable and 

consistent linkage within the Hebrew Bible of this 

pair of terms—“to clothe” (labash, hip‘il) and “tunics/

coats” (kotnot)—with the clothing of Israel’s priests, 

viewed in the larger setting of the Garden of Eden 

as a sanctuary, clearly points to Adam and Eve’s 

inauguration as priests in the post-Fall world. By 

highlighting God’s clothing of Adam and Eve with 

the skins of sacrificial animals (instead of the fine 

linen of the later priests), the final canonical form of 

the text further emphasizes the divine confirmation 

that Adam and Eve are to be identified as priests, for 

the skin of the sacrificial animals belonged exclu-

sively to the priests in the Mosaic cultus (Leviticus 

7:8). As Doukhan summarizes, “By bestowing on 

Adam and Eve the skin of the sin offering, a gift 

strictly reserved to priests, the Genesis story implic-

itly recognizes Eve as priest alongside Adam.”147 At 

the very beginning of the portrayal of man-woman 

relations after the Fall, the narrative indicates that 

women are not barred from serving in a priestly 

capacity alongside their male counterparts. The 

far-reaching implications of this conclusion regard-

ing the divinely-ordained priestly status of woman 

as well as man after the Fall will become more 

evident as we look at the proceed through the Old 

Testament and beyond.

V. THE PATTERN FOR HUSBAND-WIFE 

RELATIONS OUTSIDE OF EDEN

A. Servant Leadership of the Husband/Father in 

OT Families

Patriarchy. There is little question that in ancient 

Israel (and throughout the ancient Near East) a 

patriarchal structuring of society was the accepted 

norm, and the father was the “titular head of the 

ancient Israelite family.”148 The family, not the indi-

vidual, was the basic unit of society in ancient Israel. 

In familial/marital situations the father assumed 

legal responsibility for the household. His formal 

leadership and legal authority are evidenced in such 

concerns as family inheritance and ownership of 

property, contracting marriages for the children, 

and over-all responsibility in speaking for his fam-

ily.149 (Compare our modern use of the term “head 

of household,” which has some of the same legal 

implications as in biblical times.)

The institution of patriarchy (“rule by the father”) 

was wisely arranged by God in his condescension 

to the human fallen condition, as a temporary 

remedial and redemptive measure to bring about 

unity and harmony and integrity in the home in the 

midst of a sinful world. Patriarchy, as intended by 

God, was not evil in itself, but rather one of those 

God-ordained remedial provisions instituted after 

the Fall, but not the ultimate divine ideal.150 The 

very term “patriarchy” (“rule of the father”), or the 

OT phrase “father’s house” (bet ’ab), emphasizes the 

role of the father to his children, not the husband 



to his wife. As we will observe below in concrete 

examples throughout OT history, the “patriarchy” 

of OT times consisted in the father’s authority 

over his children, not his authority over his wife. 

Furthermore, this was not male authority over 

women, but the authority of one patriarchal figure 

over all of his descendants, male and female. As will 

also become apparent below, it is fully compatible 

with this patriarchal model of leadership to have a 

matriarch functioning in an egalitarian relationship 

with her husband, the patriarch, and the married 

children of the patriarch and their spouses likewise 

functioning in an egalitarian marriage. 

Examples of the husband’s servant leadership. What 

we have just said about patriarchy does not deny 

the remedial measure of the husband’s servant 

leadership in the home and the wife’s respect for her 

husband, as provided in Genesis 3:16. In the narra-

tive of the life of Abraham and Sarah (Genesis 18:12), 

Sarah refers to her husband as “my lord” (adoni), and 

elsewhere in Scripture the word ba‘al (“lord”—both 

as a verb and a noun) is used to identify the hus-

band.151 However, the meaning of these terms must 

not be pressed too far, for they often may simply 

denote polite respect. As I concluded with regard to 

a husband’s “rule” over his wife in Genesis 3:16, the 

description of husband as “lord” seems to emphasize 

his position as the “titular head” of the family and 

not his domination or hierarchical authority over 

the wife in marriage.152 The husband has authority 

to accomplish his task of representing the family, 

not authority over his wife. This becomes evident in 

the next section of this paper as Sarah and Abraham 

and other couples in the OT demonstrate a very 

egalitarian marriage.

The attendant servant leadership and/or legal 

responsibility and protection given by God as a 

remedial provision to the husband in Genesis 3:16 

seems implied in the Mosaic legislation concerning 

wives who were “under their husbands” in Numbers 

5:19–20: “if you have not gone astray to uncleanness 

while under your husband [takat ’îšēk]…. But if you 

[the wife] have gone astray, though you are under 

your husband [takat ’ishek]…” Verse 29 summarizes, 

“This is the law of jealousy, when a wife, under her 

husband [takhat ’ishah], goes astray and defiles her-

self.” These verses do not spell out exactly how the 

wife is “under” her husband, but in context it seems 

best to supply the expression “under [the legal pro-

tection of]” or “under [the legal responsibility of].” 

In light of the OT evidence that follows in the next 

section of this paper, which reveals many examples 

of essentially egalitarian husband-wife relations, to 

supply the unqualified term “authority”— “under 

[the authority of]”—as in many English versions, is 

too strong.

B. Return to the Edenic Ideal of Egalitarian 

Marriages

Although Genesis 3:16 provided a remedial measure 

of husband (servant) leadership to preserve har-

mony and unity in the home, the ideal of egalitar-

ian marriages set forth in Genesis 2:24 was still the 

ultimate divine plan for marriage. The OT provides 

many examples of marriages in which the husband 

and wife have moved (or are moving) back toward 

that egalitarian ideal. 

Egalitarian marriages of OT husbands and wives. 

It came as a surprise to me in my research—actually, 

building upon the research of my wife!—to discover 

that the Hebrew patriarchs mentioned in Scripture 

from the OT “patriarchal” period were regularly 

portrayed as married to a powerful matriarch and 

their marital relationships were described as func-

tionally non-hierarchical and egalitarian.153 From 

among the twenty-nine named women mentioned 

in Genesis, let us look more closely here at a couple 

of examples. First, details of Sarah’s life in the 
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Genesis narratives reveal the high valuation of this 

matriarch, as she and her husband are portrayed as 

equal partners.154 Consider the following: 

1. When Sarah and Abraham approach Egypt 

during a famine, Abraham does not com-

mand her to agree to his planned deception, 

but begs her, with an almost apologetic plea, 

to say she is his sister (Genesis 12:13). 

2. God protects Sarah from harm at Pharaoh’s 

court and again in the household of 

Abimelech, and returns her to her husband 

(Genesis 12:10–20; 20:1–8). 

3. Abraham cohabits with Hagar because Sarah 

wants him to, and expels Hagar again at 

Sarah’s insistence (Genesis 16:1–4; 21:8–21).

4. God defends Sarah in her demand that Hagar 

be sent away, telling Abraham “Whatever 

Sarah has said to you, listen to her voice!” 

(Genesis 21:12)

5. Sarah is regarded as just as critical to the 

divine covenant as Abraham himself, with 

God’s continued insistence (at least after the 

birth of Ishmael) that it is Sarah’s seed that 

will fulfill the covenant promise (Genesis 

17:18–19; 21:12). 

6. Sarah’s name is changed (from Sarai) just as 

Abraham (from Abram), with the accompa-

nying promise that “she shall be a mother of 

nations; kings of peoples shall be from her” 

(Genesis 17:16).

7. The literary structure of Genesis 17 empha-

sizes the significance of Sarah by placing 

her in the middle of the passage concerning 

circumcision, thus showing that the covenant 

blessings and promises apply to her—and to 

women—just as surely as to Abraham and his 

male descendants.155 

8. Abraham and Sarah share in the meal prepa-

rations when offering hospitality to the three 

strangers (Genesis 18:6–8), showing that there 

is no distinct division of labor by gender. 

9. Sarah is the only matriarch with her age indi-

cated when she dies, as is always seen with 

the patriarchs (Genesis 23:1). 

10. Her death and burial at Mamre receives 

extended attention textually: in the sparse 

historical style characteristic of the Genesis 

narrator, it is surely remarkable that an entire 

chapter is devoted to this event (Genesis 23), 

with no more details given of the last forty-

eight years of Abraham’s life after Sarah’s 

death. 

Sarah the matriarch is no wallflower! Janice 

Nunnally-Cox summarizes how Sarah and Abraham 

are presented as equal partners:

She appears to say what she wants, when she 

wants, and Abraham at times responds in almost 

meek obedience. He does not command her; 

she commands him, yet there seems to be an 

affectionate bond between them. Abraham does 

not abandon Sarah during her barrenness, nor 

does he gain other wives while she lives, as far 

as we know. The two have grown up together 

and grown old together, and when Sarah dies, 

Abraham can do nothing but weep. Sarah is a 

matriarch of the first order: respected by rulers 

and husband alike, a spirited woman and bold 

companion.156

To cite a second example, that of Rebekah, note 

the following:157 

1. Although she is described as physically beau-

tiful (Genesis 24:16) Rebekah is not appreci-

ated solely for her outward appearance.

2. Her independence and trust and hospital-

ity parallels that of Abraham: like him she 

was willing to take the risk of leaving her 
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family and travel to a strange land; like him 

she showed eagerness to perform her hospi-

table acts.158 Most impressive in the Rebekah 

narratives is the noticeable correspondence 

of key terms with the Abraham narratives. 

“It is she [Rebecca], not Isaac, who follows 

in Abraham’s footsteps, leaving the familiar 

for the unknown. It is she, not Isaac, who 

receives the blessing given to Abraham (22:17). 

‘May your offspring possess the gates of their 

enemies!’ (24:60).”159 

3. The Genesis genealogical record highlights 

the prominence of Rebekah by listing only 

her as the one begotten by Bethuel (Genesis 

22:23), although later the narrative includes 

her brother Laban (Genesis 24:29). The 

unusual placement of this genealogy imme-

diately after the account of the testing of 

Abraham with his son Isaac (22:1–19) empha-

sizes the importance of Rebekah.

4. In Genesis 24, when Abraham directs Eleazer 

to find a wife for Isaac, he declares that “if 

the woman is not willing to come with you, 

then you will be free from this oath of mine” 

(24:8). Contrary to those who claim that the 

woman under the patriarchal system had no 

voice in who she would marry, here “Abraham 

assumes the woman will have the final say 

in the matter.”160 Ultimately it is Rebekah 

herself that chooses to go with Eleazar. In 

fact, in the lengthy narrative of Genesis 24, 

her determination to travel with Eleazar is 

spoken directly by her in the dialogue and 

not just reported by the narrator (24:58), and 

Rebekah’s answer is saved by the narrator for 

the very climax of the narrative. 

5. Upon Eleazer’s arrival, Rebekah arranges for 

his hospitality herself. Eleazar asks for a place 

in her “father’s house,” but Rebekah arranges 

with her “mother’s house” (v. 28). Her father 

says hardly a word throughout this entire 

narrative. Rebekah’s father determines noth-

ing, as might be “expected” in an oppressive 

patriarchy.

6. After Rebekah marries Isaac and becomes 

pregnant, in apparent agony she is anxious 

enough “to inquire of the LORD” (paralleling 

the great prophets of the OT); and she does 

this herself (Genesis 25:22), receiving a direct 

oracle from the Lord. Highly significant also 

is the formula used to announce Rebekah’s 

delivery: “And her days were fulfilled that 

she should give birth” (Genesis 25:24). This 

formula is used of only three biblical women: 

Elizabeth and Mary in the NT and Rebekah of 

the OT. 

7. Later, when Esau marries two Hittite women, 

the text informs us that this was a “grief of 

mind to Isaac and Rebekah.” (26:35, emphasis 

added). This inclusion of Rebekah’s distress 

regarding Esau’s marriage to pagan women 

reveals that Rebekah was just as concerned 

about the covenant line as was Isaac.

8. Finally, the biblical narrator in many ways 

accents the role of Rebekah the matriarch far 

beyond that of her husband Isaac, the patri-

arch. Teubal summarizes: 

If the narration of events following the death 

and burial of Sarah was truly patriarchal, it 

would deal with the life and exploits of the male 

heir, Isaac. Instead, once again the accent is 

on the role of a woman. Rebekah. About Isaac, 

her husband, we are told little relating to the 

establishment of the religious faith. He is a 

placid, sedentary man whose life is colored and 

influenced by the presence of his outstanding 

wife. Apart from the incident of the Akadah (The 
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Binding of Isaac in which Abraham is com-

manded to sacrifice his son), we know nothing of 

the boyhood or youth of the supposed hero. ‘His’ 

story begins with a detailed account of Rebekah’s 

betrothal…. Rebekah is vividly depicted in 

Genesis…. Rebekah’s strength, beauty, and suffer-

ing have not been dimmed.161

Examples could be multiplied in the marriage 

relationship of other Genesis matriarchs and patri-

archs, and in Israelite homes depicted throughout 

the history of the nation.162 The embodiment of (or 

move toward ) the pre-Fall ideal of an egalitarian 

marriage is revealed in the descriptions of the day-

to-day relationships between husbands and wives 

throughout the OT, in which the “ancient Israelite 

wife was loved and listened to by her husband, 

and treated by him as an equal…”163 “The ancient 

Israelite woman wielded power in the home at least 

equal to that exercised by the husband…; she par-

ticipated freely and as an equal in decisions involv-

ing the life of her husband or her family.”164 

Egalitarian respect for men/husbands and women/

wives in Pentateuchal laws. The various laws deal-

ing with major cultic, ethical, and moral prohibi-

tions and infractions are fully egalitarian. The 

Decalogue is clearly intended to apply to both men 

and women, using the gender-inclusive second 

masculine singular “you” to apply to both men and 

women. (If the masculine “you” were not gender-

inclusive, then such commands as “You shall not 

steal” would only prohibit men and not women 

from stealing.) The judgments of the chapters 

following the Decalogue (the so-called Covenant 

Code) which apply the “Ten Words” to specific 

cases make explicit that both male and female are 

included (Exodus 21: 15, 17, 20, 26, 27, 28, 29, 31, 32), 

and this appears to set the standard for later legal 

material where gender inclusiveness is to be implied 

although masculine terminology is used.165 With 

reference to ritual impurity legislation, the Hebrew 

Bible presents “a system that is rather even-handed 

in its treatment of gender.”166 Aside from the men-

strual uncleanness that applies only to women, the 

other major sources of ritual impurity are clearly 

gender-blind.”167 

Pentateuchal legislation that seems to give 

women/wives a subordinate status or place their 

sexuality under the “possession” of the male leader 

of the household should actually be viewed as 

setting forth the obligation of the husband/father 

to protect his wife/daughter’s sexuality and per-

sonhood and thereby the integrity of the family 

structure. These are laws that are designed to pro-

tect women, not oppress them. I have set forth the 

evidence for this conclusion with regard to each of 

these laws elsewhere.168 

As an example, the tenth commandment (Exodus 

20:17; Deuteronomy 5:21) is often cited to demon-

strate how a wife was considered as man’s “chattel,” 

but in actuality, the wife is not here listed as prop-

erty but as the first-named member of the house-

hold.169 That the wife was not considered as “chat-

tel” or on the level of a slave is confirmed by the fact 

that an Israelite could sell slaves (Exodus 21:2–11; 

Deuteronomy 15:12–18) but never his wife, even if 

she was acquired as a captive in war (Deuteronomy 

21:14).

As another example, some have argued that the 

woman was the “property” of the husband because 

at the time of the marriage, the bridegroom gave the 

father of the bride the “brideprice” or “dowry”—thus 

implying that the husband “bought” his wife much 

as he bought other property. However, the term 

mohar (used only three times in the OT, Genesis 

34:12; Exodus 22:17; and 1 Samuel 18:25), often 

translated “brideprice,” is more accurately translated 

as “marriage present,”170 probably represents the 
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compensation to the father for 

the work the daughter would 

otherwise have contributed 

to her family,171 and probably 

ultimately belonged to the wife 

and not the father.172

In contrast to elsewhere in 

the ancient Near East, where 

vicarious punishment was 

carried out (i.e., a man was 

punished for a crime by having 

to give up his wife or daughter, 

or ox or slave) indicating that 

indeed wives and daughters 

were viewed as property of men, in biblical law no 

such vicarious punishment is prescribed.173 Likewise, 

in contrast to other ancient Near Eastern laws, 

where a husband is permitted to “whip his wife, 

pluck out her hair, mutilate her ears, or strike her, 

with impunity,”174 no such permission is given to the 

husband in biblical law to punish his wife in any way. 

Far from being regarded as “chattel,” according 

to the fifth commandment of the Decalogue and 

repeated commands throughout the Pentateuchal 

codes, the wife/mother was to be given equal honor 

as the father within the family circle (Exodus 20:12; 

21:15, 17; Leviticus 20:9; Deuteronomy 21:18–21; 

27:16).175 There is “no discrimination in favor of 

father and against mother. The mother’s author-

ity over the son is as great in the law codes as is 

that of the father.”176 The same penalty is imposed 

upon the son for striking or cursing his father or 

his mother (Exodus 21:15, 17). In fact, amid a Near 

Eastern milieu in which the mother was often 

controlled by the son, Leviticus 19:3 surprisingly 

places the mother first instead of the father in the 

command: “Every one of you shall revere his mother 

and his father.” This reversal from normal order 

clearly emphasizes the woman’s right to equal filial 

respect along with her husband. 

Likewise, the fourth command-

ment of the Decalogue implic-

itly places the husband and 

wife on a par with each other: 

in Exodus 20:10 the masculine 

“you shall not” clearly includes 

the wife, since she is not men-

tioned in the list of the house-

hold dependants that follows.177

When one looks at the 

empirical evidence of family 

life as it emerges from the OT 

narratives and laws, it is difficult 

to escape the conclusion that the wife was treated by 

her husband in an egalitarian manner, that she exer-

cised an equal power in the home, and participated 

equally in the family decisions. The “functional non-

hierarchy” in ancient Israel makes any question of 

exact legal or jural equality a moot point.178

Husband and Wife in Proverbs. In the book of 

Proverbs, the position of woman is regarded as one 

of importance and respect. The wife is placed upon 

an equal footing with the husband in numerous 

passages: both have equal authority in the train-

ing of children (1:8, 9; 6:20; 23:25); the mother is 

entitled to the same honor as the father (19:21; 

20:20; 23:22; 30:17). A lofty view of the true dignity 

and value of woman in her own right seems implied 

in the personification/hypostasization of wisdom 

as a great lady in Prov 1–9.179 The wife is particularly 

singled out for praise and honor in Proverbs 12:4: 

“An excellent wife [‘eshet kayil, lit. ‘woman of power/

strength/might’] is the crown of her husband.” This 

high valuation becomes concretized in the paean 

of praise to the eshet kayil in Proverbs 31.180 Here 

in an intricately and elegantly crafted acrostic and 

chiastic181 form a portrait is provided of the ‘eshet 

kayil—the “mighty woman of valor”—182 who is “far 

In the book of 
Proverbs, the 
position of woman 
is regarded as one 
of importance and 
respect. The wife 
is placed upon an 
equal footing with 
the husband in 
numerous passages.
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more precious than jewels” (v. 10), a woman of indi-

viduality and independence, valued for her own sake 

and not just as the property of her husband. She is, 

to be sure, a loyal and devoted wife: her husband 

has implicit trust in her and she meets his needs (vv. 

11–12). She is a model homemaker: a thrifty shopper 

(vv. 3–14), superior seamstress (vv. 12, 13, 21–22, 24), 

gourmet cook (v. 15), able administrator of domestic 

affairs (v. 15b), and successful in parenting (v. 28). 

Furthermore, she is a capable business woman: 

knowledgeable in real estate and agriculture (v. 16); 

an enterprising and farsighted entrepreneur (vv. 18, 

24, 25). She takes good care of herself: she is a para-

gon of physical fitness (v. 17). She dresses becom-

ingly with attention to beauty, quality and economy 

(vv. 13, 21–22). She has a high reputation in the com-

munity for her liberal philanthropy (v. 20), her noble 

dignity (v. 25), her wisdom, tact, and kindness (v. 26). 

It is no surprise that (vv. 28–29)

Her children rise up and call her blessed; 

her husband also, and he praises her: 

“Many women have done excellently,  

but you surpass them all.”

A wife of valor possesses more than physical 

charm and beauty: she is to be praised ultimately 

because she is “a woman who fears the Lord” (v. 

30).183 Therefore, concludes the book (v. 31), “give her 

the work of her hands, and let her works praise her 

in the gates.”

Many have recognized that this summa sum-

marum of a wife’s virtues encompasses all the 

positive characterization of woman in the book of 

Proverbs, and at the same time this valiant woman 

serves as an embodiment of all the wisdom values 

of the book, “the epitome of all the Lady Wisdom 

teaches…. Throughout the Book of Proverbs women 

are neither ignored nor treated as inferior to men; 

in fact the climactic conclusion found in 31:10–31 

elevates womanhood to a position of supreme 

honor.”184 That this woman is elevated to such 

honor is further indicated by the literary genre of 

the poem, which, as Wolters incisively analyzes, is 

reminiscent of Israel’s hymnic form (utilizing, e.g., 

overall hymnic structure, the grammatically unique 

“hymnic participle,” and the theme of incomparabil-

ity), and forms a part of Hebrew “heroic literature” 

(utilizing various military terms and themes from 

the tradition of Hebrew heroic poetry; cf. Judges 

5 and 2 Sam 1).185 Thus, here is a “heroic hymn” in 

praise of a valiant woman!186 

Claudia Camp also states correctly that this 

depiction at the end of Proverbs provides a literary 

model for women “as creative, authoritative indi-

viduals, very much in league with men for the well-

being of the world in which they lived (though not, 

primarily, for its perpetuation through reproduc-

tion), but not defined by or dependent on them.”187 

The woman of Proverbs 31 stands as “a role model 

for all Israel for all time.”188

Husband and Wife as Egalitarian Partners in the 

Song of Songs. This section of the paper may seem 

inordinately long in proportion to the rest of paper. 

But I am convinced that the evidence from the Song 

of Songs is even more crucial than that found in NT 

passages such as 1 Timothy 2, and hence must be 

included here in detail. In the Song of Solomon we 

have the OT inspired commentary on Genesis 1–3, 

providing insight as to the nature of the relationship 

which God envisaged between a husband and wife. 

This book, written by Solomon in the early years 

of his reign during the some twenty years of his 

monogamous marriage to “the Shulamit,”189 shows 

that even after the Fall it is possible to return to the 

fully egalitarian (non-hierarchical) marriage rela-

tionship as before the Fall. 

In the Song of Songs we come full circle in the 
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OT back to the Garden of Eden. Several recent stud-

ies have penetratingly analyzed and conclusively 

demonstrated the intimate relationship between the 

early chapters of Genesis and the Song of Songs.190 

In the “symphony of love,” begun in Eden but gone 

awry after the Fall, the Song constitutes “love’s lyrics 

redeemed.”191 Phyllis Trible summarizes how the 

Song of Songs “by variations and reversals creatively 

actualizes major motifs and themes” of the Eden 

narrative:

Female and male are born to mutuality and love. 

They are naked without shame; they are equal 

without duplication. They live in gardens where 

nature joins in celebrating their oneness. Animals 

remind these couples of their shared superiority in 

creation as well as their affinity and responsibility 

for lesser creatures. Fruits pleasing to the eye and 

tongue are theirs to enjoy. Living waters replen-

ish their gardens. Both couples are involved in 

naming; both couples work…whatever else it may 

be, Canticles is a commentary on Genesis 2–3. 

Paradise Lost is Paradise Regained.192

The Song of Songs is a return to Eden, but the 

lovers in the Song are not to be equated in every way 

with the pre-Fall couple in the Garden. The poetry 

of this book reveals the existence of a world of sin 

and its baleful results: there are the angry broth-

ers (1:6); the wet winter (2:11); the “little foxes that 

spoil the vineyards” (2:15); the anxiety of absence 

from one’s beloved (3:1–4; 5:6–8; 6:1); the cruelty and 

brutality of the watchman (5:7); and the powerful 

presence of death (8:6). Yet the lovers in the Song 

are able to triumph over the threats to their love. 

In parallel with Genesis 2:24, the Song depicts the 

ideal of “woman and man in mutual harmony after 

the fall.”193 As becomes apparent from the evidence 

that follows, “What is extraordinary in the Song 

is precisely the absence of structural and systemic 

hierarchy, sovereignty, authority, control, superior-

ity, submission, in the relation of the lovers.”194

The Song of Songs highlights egalitarianism, 

mutuality, and reciprocity between the lovers. The 

Song “reflects an image of woman and female–male 

relations that is extremely positive and egalitar-

ian.”195 “Nowhere in the OT is the equality of the 

sexes…as real as in the Song.”196 “Nowhere in ancient 

literature can such rapturous mutuality be paral-

leled.”197 The keynote of egalitarianism is struck in 

Song 2:16: “My beloved is mine and I am his.” The 

same refrain recurs in 6:3: “I am my beloved’s, and 

my beloved is mine.” And a third time in 7:11 [ET 

10]: “I am my beloved’s, and his desire is toward me.” 

Scholars have not failed to point out the implica-

tion of this thrice-repeated refrain: “love-eros is 

mutual; it puts the two partners on a perfectly equal 

footing …”198 “The present verse [7:11] speaks of a 

relationship of mutuality, expressed in a formula of 

reciprocal love like that in 2:16, 6:3. In the Song, sex 

is free of notions of control, dominion, hierarchy.”199

This egalitarianism/mutuality/reciprocity is 

revealed throughout the Song in a number of ways. 

Several recent studies have pointed to various liter-

ary techniques in the Song that highlight the gender 

mutuality between the lovers.200 Perhaps most 

obvious is the frequent use of echoing, in which 

the words or actions of the one lover are repeated 

or patterned on the other’s.201 Especially significant 

are the mutuality of actions and statements in 

reversal of stereotypical gender conceptions which 

usually place the woman in a passive-receptive 

and dependent role and the man taking the inde-

pendent initiative. So, for example, the woman, 

like the man, is portrayed as a person of capability, 

independence, and self-reliance. She, like the man, 

is gainfully employed—(1:6, 7; cf. 6:11). Even after 

the marriage—at the conclusion of the Song—she 
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continues to display her business acumen and retain 

her self-reliance: like Solomon, she owns a vineyard, 

and is not totally dependent upon her husband for 

sustenance (8:11–12). Both the lovers see each other 

as having eyes like doves (4:1; 5:12); both are proud 

and tall like trees (5:15; 7:8); both describe parts of 

the other’s body as rounded and crafted like art 

works (5:14, 15a; 7:2b, 3a [English vv. 1b, 2a]).

Again, the woman is as active in the love-making 

as the man. She brings him to the love-chamber (3:4) 

as he brings her (1:4; 2:4). She sexually arouses him 

(8:5) as he has aroused her (2:3,4; 5:2–5). She uses 

reciprocal expressions of endearment and praise for 

him as he does for her (e.g., “my companion” (5:2, 16, 

etc.), “behold, you are beautiful” (1:15, 16). Both use 

similar language to praise the beauty of the other 

(e.g., eyes like doves [1:15; 4:1; 5:12], “beautiful and 

comely” [1:16; 7:17], lips dripping honey/myrrh [4:11; 

5:13], and the whole matching sections with extended 

praise of one another’s beauty [4:1–16; 6:4–10; 7:1–

9]). She invites him to come with her into the fields 

(7:12–14 [English vv. 11–13]) as he invites her (2:10–14). 

In the Song, “where the lovers take turns inviting 

each other, desire is entirely reciprocal. Both are 

described in images that suggest tenderness (lilies/

lotus flowers, doves, gazelles) as well as strength and 

stateliness (pillars, towers). In this book of the Bible, 

the woman is certainly the equal of the man.”202

Daniel Grossberg’s assessment of the reciprocity 

and mutuality of roles between man and woman is 

not an overstatement: 

In all of Canticles there is hardly a thought, idea 

or deed that is not attributed to both the male and 

the female. Almost all expressions (spoken both 

inwardly, outwardly, and acted) are shared by 

the two lovers in the Song of Songs…. Sexism and 

gender stereotyping, so prevalent in ancient (and 

modern) literature is totally lacking in Canticles. 

Instead, undifferentiated, shared roles and posi-

tions are the rule. Harmony, not domination, is 

the hallmark of the Song of Songs…. In Canticles, 

neither one of the couples is subordinate; neither 

is minor. The Song revolves around them both 

equally. They are costars sharing the spotlight.203

David Dorsey’s literary structural analysis of the 

Song demonstrates how each of its seven sections 

reinforces and enhances the theme of reciprocity/

mutuality, by means of various structuring devices, 

including alternation of speeches, initiations, and 

invitations, and the numerous matchings of recipro-

cal expressions of love. He concludes:

These structuring techniques underscore the point 

that the two lovers are equally in love, equally 

adore one another, and are equally ready to initi-

ate, to suggest, to invite. The ideal conveyed by 

the author’s structure (as well as by the contents 

of the speeches) is an egalitarianism and mutual-

ity in romantic love that is virtually unparalleled 

in ancient Near Eastern literature. In a world that 

was strongly patriarchal, where love lyrics often 

portrayed the man as a “bull” and the woman as 

something less than his equal, the Song of Songs 

represents a surprisingly high view of woman 

and a remarkable vision of the ideal of equal-

ity and delightful reciprocity in the marriage 

relationship.204

Indeed, apparently to accentuate this mutuality 

The woman in the Song possesses 
not only awesome power, but power 
over the man. She ravishes him with 
one look of her eyes.
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and equality in dramatic reversal of gender stereo-

types prevailing at that time, the woman is actually 

given the predominant role in the Song.205 Landy 

aptly calls “the dominance and initiative of the 

Beloved [the woman] the most astonishing charac-

teristic of the Song.”206 The Song of Songs begins 

and closes with the woman speaking (1:2–4a; 8:14). 

The image of the garden, representing the woman, 

falls at the midpoint of the Song, emphasizing her 

predominance.207 Woman carries almost twice the 

amount of dialogue as the man.208 A number of the 

man’s lines are actually quotations of him made 

by the woman (2:10–14; 5:2), while the man never 

quotes the woman’s words. It is the woman who 

interrelates with the other major and minor pro-

tagonists in the Song. The woman initiates most of 

the meetings with her lover. In these rendezvous, 

she repeatedly takes the initiative.209 The woman’s 

invitations to love are more forceful and outspoken 

than the man’s (4:16; 7:13 [English v. 12]; 8:2). Most of 

the first person verbs have reference to the woman; 

she is the only one who uses the emphatic “I” (’ani) 

(twelve times); and the significant introspective 

term “soul, self” (nepesh) is applied only to her (seven 

times).210 Only she makes dramatic, self-assured 

statements about her beauty and character: “I am 

dark and211 I am beautiful!” (1:5); “I am the [glorious, 

beautiful212] rose of Sharon, the [singular, special213] 

lily of the valleys” (2:1); “I am a wall, and my breasts 

are towers” (8:10). Only she commands the elements: 

“Awake, north wind! And come, O south! Blow upon 

my garden” (4:16). The Shulamite is the one who 

pronounces the great wisdom sayings about love 

(8:6–7; cf. 2:7; 3:5; 8:4). “She is assertive, taking the 

initiative in this relationship. She is undaunted, risk-

ing misunderstanding and censure as she pursues 

her love. She is responsible, being accountable for 

her actions. She is protective, shielding her lover and 

the love they share from the prying eyes of others.”214

The woman is also described with imagery that 

is normally connected with the male. Carol Meyers 

has shown how “the Song as a whole presents a 

significant corpus of images and terms derived from 

the military—and hence the male—world” and how 

“without exception these terms are applied to the 

female.” She concludes from this: “Since military 

language is derived from an aspect of ancient life 

almost exclusively associated with men, its use in 

the Song in reference to the woman constitutes 

and unexpected reversal of conventional imagery 

or of stereotypical gender association.”215 Again, 

Meyers examines the use of animal imagery in the 

Song, and notes that while some animals (like the 

dove and the gazelle) depict the character of both 

the male and the female, the wild beasts—lion 

and leopard—with their wild habitations is associ-

ated exclusively with the female (4:8). She notes: 

“Nothing would be further from a domestic associa-

tion for a female. Nor does the wildness, danger, 

might, strength, aggressiveness, and other dramatic 

features of these predators fit any stereotypical 

female qualities.”216 Combining both military and 

faunal imagery, the woman is also compared to 

a “filly among Pharaoh’s chariots” (1:9). This con-

notes a powerful military ploy: “The female horse 

set loose among the stallions of the chariotry does 

violence to the military effectiveness of the chari-

oteers. The female has a power of her own that can 

offset the mighty forces of a trained army.”217 Again, 

the military “terror of awesomeness” is twice linked 

with the woman in the Song: she is “awesome as [an 

army] with banners” (6:4, 10).

What is more, the woman in the Song possesses 

not only awesome power, but power over the man. 

She ravishes (Heb. labab in the pi‘el) his heart with 

one look of her eyes (4:9). Her eyes overcome or 

overwhelm him—elicit his fear (Heb. rahab in the 

hip‘il) (6:5). Amazingly, the king—one of the most 
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powerful humans on earth—is held captive/bound/

imprisoned (Heb. ’asur) by the tresses of her hair (7:6 

[English v. 5]). Clearly “the reversal of conventional 

gender typing is again evident.”218

Moving beyond the predominance of the female 

lover herself, one can recognize throughout the 

Song that a “gynocentric mode”219 prevails. The third 

set of voices is the “daughters of Jerusalem,” which 

play no small role in the movement of the Song.220 

The mother of the woman or man is mentioned 

seven times in the Song,221 but never the father. 

The king is crowned by his mother for his wedding 

(3:11).222 Furthermore, the Song twice mentions the 

“mother’s house” (3:4; 8:2), never the masculine 

equivalent. This is very significant, even startling, in 

view of the importance of the term “father’s house” 

elsewhere in Scripture.

The emphasis upon the woman—and women—

in the Song does not imply the superiority or 

dominance of woman over man. Rather, in light of 

prevailing stereotypical biases that placed women 

in a subservient or subordinate role, the Song sets 

right the stereotypical gender imbalance by high-

lighting the woman’s powers. At the same time the 

Song pictures the woman desiring the man to draw 

her away after him (1:4). She is pictured leaning 

upon, and resting under the protecting shadow of, 

her lover. So Song 2:3: “Like an apple tree among 

the trees of the wood, so is my beloved among the 

sons. I sat down in his shade with great delight, and 

his fruit was sweet to my taste.” Francis Landry has 

not failed to catch the intent of the imagery: “The 

apple-tree symbolizes the lover, the male sexual 

function in the poem; erect and delectable, it is a 

powerful erotic metaphor. It provides the nour-

ishment and shelter, traditional male roles—the 

protective lover, man the provider.”223 Song of Songs 

8:5a seems to continue the male-protector motif: 

“Who is that coming up from the wilderness leaning 

upon her beloved?” But notice that the rest of this 

verse re-introduces the “apple tree” metaphor, and 

this time it is the woman who awakens the man 

under the apple tree. Thus juxtaposed in two lines 

are the images of female initiative/independence 

and male protection. Certainly the author wished 

this balanced perspective to be held together.224 This 

description of the man as protector is an echo of the 

egalitarianism in Eden before the Fall, where Eve 

was to stand by Adam’s side “as an equal, to be loved 

and protected by him” (PP 46).

By highlighting both the woman’s initiative/

power and the protecting, providing role of the man, 

the Song paints a balanced portrait of full mutu-

ality and egalitarianism, captured by the refrain 

already quoted from the woman: “My beloved is 

mine and I am his” (2:16; cf. 6:3; 7:11 [English v. 10]). 

Meyers summarizes this balance: “The Song has a 

preponderance of females, but that situation does 

not obtain at the cost of a sustained sense of gen-

der mutuality. Neither male nor female is set in an 

advantageous position with respect to the other…. 

In the erotic world of human emotion, there is no 

subordination of female to the male.”225 S. S. Ndoga 

and H. Viviers concur: “although feminist scholars 

insist that the female ‘voice’ is very conspicuous in 

the Song, the male voice is also constantly ‘there’ and 

equally strong. Thus, the Song does not celebrate the 

supremacy of either gender, but praises mutuality 

and equality.”226

A number of modern studies have pointed out 

that the Song of Songs constitutes a reversal of 

the divine judgment set forth in Genesis 3:16, and 

a return to Eden before the Fall (Genesis 1–2) with 

regard to the love relationship between husband 

and wife.227 Such a reversal seems implicit in the 

Song’s echo of Eden’s “desire” (teshuqah)—a term 

found only in Genesis 3:16 and Song 7:11 (English 

v. 10) with reference to sexual desire between 
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man and woman. In Song 7:11 (English v. 10), the 

third of the woman’s three explicit affirmations 

of mutuality with her lover (along with 2:16 and 

6:3 already cited above), the Shulamite says: “I am 

my beloved’s, and his desire (teshuqah) is for me.” 

Whereas the judgment of God in Gen 3:16 stated 

that the woman’s desire (teshuqah) would be for 

her husband, and he would “rule” (mashal) over 

her (in the sense of servant leadership), now the 

Song describes a reversal—the man’s desire (tes-

huqah) is for his lover. However, contrary to the 

feminist readings that see here a movement away 

from a distorted use of male power (which is their 

[misguided] interpretation of Genesis 3:16), I find 

a re-affirmation of the divine ideal of full equality 

(“one-fleshness”) between husband and wife set 

forth in Genesis 2:24 without necessarily denying 

the validity of Genesis 3:16. Song of Songs does not 

nullify the provision of Genesis 3:16 whereby the 

servant leadership of the husband may be necessary 

to preserve the harmony in the home. But the Song 

reveals that after the Fall it is still possible for man 

and woman to experience that mutual, reciprocal 

love wherein headship/submission is transcended 

and the egalitarian ideal of Genesis 2:24 is com-

pletely realized.228

We have indeed returned to Eden. This return 

to full reciprocity is encapsulated in the names 

of the lovers. Just as in pre-Fall Eden the hus-

band and wife were called ’ish and ’ishah (Genesis 

2:23)—names linked together by sound and (folk) 

etymology, so in the return to Eden the names 

of the lovers once again intertwine—sholomoh 

(Solomon) and shulammit (Shulamite/Shulamit 

= Solomoness).229 The reciprocation between 

Solomon and the Solomoness displays the equiva-

lent of the ‘ezer kenegdo “counterpart, complement” 

of Genesis 2:18. The lovers in the Song return to 

Eden as egalitarian, mutual, reciprocal partners. 

VI. THE PATTERN FOR MALE-FEMALE 

RELATIONSHIPS IN THE COVENANT 

COMMUNITY 

Despite the prevailing patriarchal society of OT 

times, in the OT we find numerous women in 

public ministry, including leadership roles in the 

covenant community, in harmony with the pattern 

set in Genesis 1–3. I cite some of these examples in 

the sections that follow.

A. Women and the Priesthood: God’s Original Plan 

and Subsequent Condescension

Perhaps the most-often-cited OT evidence for “male 

headship” in the OT covenant community is the 

fact that the Israelite priesthood was confined only 

to men. For many Adventist (and other Christian) 

gender hierarchicalists/subordinationists this is a 

crucial indication that women were (and still should 

be) barred from having a leadership role over men in 

the covenant community (the church).

But the Bible gives a different picture of the 

divine will regarding the priesthood. God’s original 

purpose for the priesthood on earth included both 

male and female! As I have already argued above, 

Gen 1-3 gives the surprising picture that both Adam 

and Eve had the same role as the Levites and priests 

of the Mosaic tabernacle in the original Eden sanc-

tuary (Genesis 2:15; cf. Numbers 3:7, 8, 38; 18:2–7), 

and that God himself clothed both Adam and Eve as 

priests (Genesis 3:21) after the Fall.

It may come as a further surprise for many to 

learn that this arrangement for both male and 

female priests continued to be God’s ideal at the 

time of the Exodus when the Mosaic tabernacle was 

to be erected. 

God’s original plan for Israel was that all Israel be 

a “kingdom of priests” (Exodus 19:6). This does not 

simply refer to a corporate function of the nation 

of Israel offering salvation to the surrounding 
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nations, as frequently claimed. In a penetrating 

study of Exodus 19, John Sailhamer has shown that 

it was God’s original purpose for all Israel to be 

individual priests, and this was indicated in God’s 

call for all the people, men and women, to come up 

on the mountain as priests to meet God on Sinai.230 

Although many modern translations translate 

Exodus 19:13b as a call on the third day for Israel to 

come only “to the mountain” (NIV) or to “the foot 

of the mountain” (NLT) or “near the mountain” 

(NKJV), the Hebrew is precise: after three days of 

sanctification (Exodus 19:11-13a) God is calling all 

Israel to “go up [Heb. ‘alah] on the mountain” (so 

the NRSV and NJPS). Angel Rodriguez has shown 

that there were three spheres of holiness in con-

nection with Mt. Sinai, corresponding to the three 

spheres of holiness in the sanctuary that was later 

constructed: (1) the plain in front of the mountain 

where the people camped (Exodus 19:2), equivalent 

to the courtyard; (2) the level place part way up the 

mountain where the priests and the 70 elders later 

met with God (Exodus 24:10), equivalent to the Holy 

Place; and (3) the top of the mountain where Moses 

alone went (Exodus 24:15-18), equivalent to the Most 

Holy Place.231 According to God’s original plan, all 

the people of Israel—including men and women— 

were to come up on Mt. Sinai, to the place on the 

mountain equivalent to the Holy Place in the later 

sanctuary, where only the priests could enter.232 

It was only after the people refused to come up 

on the mountain because of their fearfulness and 

lack of faith (Exodus 19:16; Deuteronomy 5:5), and 

after their subsequent sin in the worship of the 

golden calf (Exodus 32), that God introduced the 

specialized priesthood into the sanctuary equation. 

In this alternate plan for the priesthood, most men 

were also excluded—all non-Israelites and within 

Israel all except for one family in one tribe in Israel. 

In God’s alternate plan condescending to human 

failure, why did he choose men and not women? 

Some have suggested that a woman was restricted 

from the priesthood in Israel because of her regu-

lar (monthly) ritual uncleanness that would have 

prevented her from serving in the sanctuary for up 

to one fourth of her adult life. Others suggest that 

the amount of upper body strength required to lift 

the sacrificed carcasses, or serve as military “guards” 

of the sanctuary,233 would have made it very diffi-

cult for women to serve in the professional capacity 

as priests.234 Still another suggestion is that “Since 

women’s place in society is determined by their 

place within the family, women are not normally 

free to operate for extended periods outside the 

home.”235 Still others consider the typological con-

nection, with God appointing a male priesthood to 

point to the coming of Jesus, who in His humanity 

was male. While these and other rationale may have 

contributed to the exclusion of women from the 

specialized priesthood in Israel, they do not seem to 

constitute the main reason.

The male-only priesthood in Israel was in stark 

contrast to the other ancient Near Eastern cultures 

where the cultic personnel included priestesses. 

Surely Otwell is correct when he observes: “Since 

other peoples in the ancient Near East worshiped 

in cults which used priestesses, their absence in the 

Yahwism of ancient Israel must have been deliber-

ate.”236 Yahweh’s institution of a male priesthood in 

Israel was made in the immediate aftermath of the 

worship of the golden calf linked to the Egyptian/

Canaanite fertility cults. In this context, the choice 

of men only seems to have constituted a strong 

polemic against the religions of surrounding nations 

to which Israel succumbed at the foot of Sinai, reli-

gions which involved goddess worship and fertility-

cult rituals. A primary function of the priestesses 

in the ancient Near East during the last half of the 

second millennium and the first millennium, was to 
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serve as a “wife of the god,” and such a function for 

a woman in the religion of Yahweh was out of the 

question.237 The exclusion of women in the special-

ized Israelite priesthood helped to prevent syncre-

tistic contamination of Israel’s sanctuary services 

with the introduction of the divinization of sex and 

sexual immorality that was so deeply imbedded in 

Canaanite Baal/Asherah worship.

Thus, the restriction of the priesthood to males 

from the house of Aaron in no way reveals a deni-

gration of women’s status, and likewise in no way 

implies that women are barred from leadership 

(teaching/administrative) roles in the covenant 

community. In fact, on the basis of Deuteronomy 

33:8–10, Jacques Doukhan points to three essential 

duties of the Levitical priesthood: (1) didactic and 

administrative leadership functions (judging, teach-

ing); (2) prophetic functions (oracular techniques 

especially with the Urim and Thummim to deter-

mine the future or will of the Lord); and (3) cultic 

functions. He then goes on to show that two of the 

three functions of the priest, the prophetic and the 

(teaching/administrative) leadership, were allowed 

of women (witness the OT women who functioned 

as prophet, teacher, and judge).238 As I pointed out, 

it was only the cultic function that was barred to 

women, probably because of the polemical concerns 

directed against the ancient Near Eastern priest-

esses’ involvement in the divinization of sex.239 

Yet in the New Testament the Gospel restores 

God’s original plan. Not a few male priests, but once 

more the “priesthood of all believers” (1 Peter 2:5, 9; 

Revelation 1:6; 5:10; 20:6), as it was in the beginning. 

B. The Old Testament Concept of Leadership/

Authority

In a separate (forthcoming) study I have surveyed 

the OT concept of leadership/authority.240 Here I 

summarize some of my findings. 

The OT refers to numerous different positions of 

leadership/authority, utilizing some thirty differ-

ent Hebrew nouns,241 and five major verbs.242 These 

terms are primarily used to identify various kinds 

of leadership, or to indicate the general function 

of such leadership. But one additional concept 

(involving a number of specific Hebrew or Aramaic 

terms) specifically goes beyond mere identifica-

tion and function, and serves to characterize the 

nature of godly leadership articulated in the Old 

Testament. This concept is servanthood. No other 

Hebrew concept covers the whole range of Old 

Testament leaders, whether civil (such as the judge 

or king), cultic (such as the priest), military (such as 

the commander), or religious (such as the prophet). 

Whatever their specific task of leadership, before 

anything else they were to consider themselves as 

servants.

The language of servanthood is pervasive 

throughout the Hebrew Bible. There are some six-

teen different Hebrew/Aramaic terms for “servant-

hood” in the Hebrew Bible, involving an astonishing 

1500 different occurrences.243 While it is true that 

the language of “servanthood” does not automati-

cally translate over into servant leadership (some-

times servant language actually becomes used by 

individuals as a term of power), we find that in the 

OT this servant language is used in particular to 

characterize the faithful leaders of God’s people. 

Two OT individuals were most frequently called 

God’s servant: Moses and David. Moses is called “My 

servant” (e.g., Numbers 12:7–8), “the servant of the 

Lord” (e.g. Deuteronomy 34:5; Joshua 1:1); language 

of servanthood is employed of him over thirty times 

in the OT. David is referred to repeatedly by God 

as “My servant” (e.g., 2 Samuel 3:18; 1 Kings 11:13), 

and by the inspired biblical writer as “servant of the 

Lord” (Psalm 18:1); language of servanthood is used 

for David nearly sixty times in the OT. 
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It is instructive to note that when Joshua is first 

introduced in the narrative of the Pentateuch, he 

functions as Moses’ “minister” (mesharet), a term 

that denotes the elevated status of those who are 

disciples of elect men of God.244 In Joshua 1:1, after 

Moses’ death, Moses is referred to as “[menial] ser-

vant [‘ebed] of the Lord,” while Joshua is still referred 

to as Moses’ “[prime] minister” (mesharet). However, 

by the time of Joshua’s death, Joshua is also called 

the Lord’s “[menial] servant” (‘ebed). Joshua came to 

embody the principles of servant leadership embod-

ied by Moses.

Other OT figures were also called God’s ser-

vant (“My [God’s] Servant” or “His/Your [God’s] 

Servant”).245 Still other OT individuals (figuratively) 

described themselves as “servant,” or as ones who 

“served.”246 Individuals and groups “served” or 

“ministered” at the sanctuary/temple, beginning 

with Adam and Eve at the Eden sanctuary.247 Other 

groups are metaphorically called “servants” or in 

situations portrayed as “serving.”248 

Finally, a number of biblical verses speak of the 

coming Messiah as God’s Servant: the Messianic 

Servant as Branch (Zechariah 3:8) and as the 

Suffering Servant (Isaiah 42:1, 19; 49:5–7; 50:10; 

52:13; 53:11). 

The language of “servant[hood]” is used to 

describe some thirty-five named individual lead-

ers and a total of over sixty different individuals 

or groups of people in the OT, spanning the entire 

scope of biblical history and including the full 

range of leaders in OT times: patriarchs (Abraham, 

Isaac, Jacob, Joseph and his brothers, Job), prophets 

(Isaiah, Elijah, Elisha, Ahijah, Jonah, Daniel), priests 

(Adam and Eve, plus all the Aaronic priests and 

Levites who were to “serve”), judges (Samuel), kings 

(David, Solomon, Hezekiah, Nebuchadnezzar), vari-

ous civil leaders (Ziba, Eliakim, Shadrach, Meshach, 

Abednego, Zerubbabel, Nehemiah), military figures 

(Caleb and Joshua, Uriah the Hittite), and many 

unnamed individuals who filled various offices and 

occupations and situations of service.

It is noteworthy how many women are noted 

as providing leadership, using explicit language 

of servanthood. They include such figures as Eve, 

Ruth, Hannah, Abigail, Bathsheba, the wise woman 

of Tekoa, and the wise woman of the city of Abel, 

in addition to those numerous unnamed women 

who served at the sanctuary or in other capacities. 

When females such as the wise woman of Tekoa and 

of the city of Abel spoke, they spoke with a voice 

of authority, and men listened. These OT women 

who are referred to by “servant” terminology, were 

recognized for their influential and far-reaching 

leadership in ancient Israel.249

Based on the usage and context of servant termi-

nology in the OT, fundamental insights regarding 

servant leadership have emerged from my study, 

which may be summarized in the following points.

1. Old Testament Scripture contrasts two dif-

ferent forms of leadership: power (authoritarian, 

top-down, hierarchical) leadership and servant 

(bottom-up, inverse-hierarchical) leadership. The 

contrast between power leadership and servant 

leadership is dramatically illustrated in the coun-

sel of elder and younger statesmen to young King 

Rehoboam as he takes office. The elder statesmen 

counsel the king to adopt a leadership style charac-

terized by the attitude of service (1 Kings 12:7): “If 

you will be a servant to this people today, and will 

serve them and grant them their petition, and speak 

good words to them, then they will be your servants 

forever.” But the theory of the younger counselors 

“is that servant leadership will not work.”250 They 

counsel the king to exercise power leadership 

(1 Kings 12:10–11): “Thus you shall say to this people 

who spoke to you, saying, ‘Your father made our 

yoke heavy, now you make it lighter for us’—But you 
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shall speak to them: ‘My little finger is thicker than 

my father’s loins! Whereas my father loaded you 

with a heavy yoke, I will add to your yoke; my father 

disciplined you with whips, but I will discipline you 

with scorpions!’” Unfortunately, King Rehoboam 

chose power leadership over servant leadership, as 

is evidenced by his response to the people, follow-

ing the advice of the young men (1 Kings 12:13–14): 

“The king answered the people harshly… saying, ‘My 

father made your yoke heavy, but I will add to your 

yoke; my father disciplined you with whips, but I 

will discipline you with scorpions.’” The results of 

this choice of power leadership are all too evident in 

the consequent breakup of the United Monarchy (1 

Kings against God, see 1 Kings 12:21–33). 

The contrast between two forms of leadership 

finds its ultimate basis in two contrasting root 

attitudes, as set forth in the book of Proverbs. 

Underlying servant leadership is the root attitude 

of a “servant’s heart,” whereas power leadership 

imbibes the root attitude of pride and a haughty 

spirit (Proverbs 11:2; 16:18; 29:23). It should be noted 

that those called of God, who were supposed to be 

functioning as servants of the Lord, who provided 

leadership in the OT community, did not always or 

necessarily evidence true servant leadership.

2. Servant leaders are those characterized by 

service to God and to others, possessing a ser-

vant’s heart, and they need not be in a position or 

office of responsibility to exercise their leadership. 

Perhaps the most remarkable and greatest con-

centration of servant language in a single passage 

is used of Abigail in 1 Samuel 25. In this narrative 

we find a beautiful example of servant leadership 

as Abigail, wife of Nabal, speaks words of tact and 

wisdom to David:

She fell at his feet and said, “On me alone, 

my lord, be the blame; And please let your 

maidservant [’amah] speak to you, and listen to 

the words of your maidservant [’amah]…. Now 

let this gift which your maidservant [shipchah] 

has brought to my lord be given to the young 

men who accompany my lord. Please forgive the 

transgression of your maidservant [’amah]; for 

the LORD will certainly make for my lord an 

enduring house, because my lord is fighting the 

battles of the LORD; and evil will not be found in 

you all your days…. When the LORD deals well 

with my lord, then remember your maidservant 

[’amah]…. ” Then David said to Abigail, “Blessed 

be the LORD God of Israel, who sent you this 

day to meet me” …Then David sent a proposal to 

Abigail, to take her as his wife. When the servants 

of David came to Abigail at Carmel, they spoke 

to her, “David has sent us to you to take you as 

his wife.” She arose and bowed with her face to 

the ground and said, “Behold, your maidservant 

[’amah] is a maid [shipchah] to wash the feet of 

my lord’s servants [‘ebed]” (1 Samuel 25:24, 27–28, 

31–32, 39–41).251

Abigail influenced David through her spirit of 

servanthood. She did not merely direct or order. 

Instead she exercised persuasion, exerting influence 

in a spirit of humility, and thus was providing lead-

ership characterized as servant leadership.

3. There is a stark contrast between the [forced] 

service of the world and the [voluntary] service of 

God. In the context of Israel’s Exodus from Egypt, 

the same Hebrew root ‘bd is used for Israelites serv-

ing (‘abad) as slaves (‘ebed) to Pharaoh in Egypt, and 

their serving (‘abad) as servants (‘ebed) of God after 

being delivered from Egyptian bondage. In the first 

case it was servitude (slavery) and in the second 

instance it was voluntary service. Later in Israel’s 

history, God teaches this same lesson to His people, 

by allowing them to be attacked and subjugated 
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by Egypt under Pharaoh Shishak and his army. 

God explicitly spells out the point He wants Israel 

to learn: “But they [the Israelites] will become his 

[Pharaoh Shishak’s] slaves, so that they may learn 

the difference between My service and the service 

of the kingdoms of the countries” (2 Chronicles 

12:8). The way of service to God is one of liberty, the 

way of service to the kingdoms of foreign nations is 

bondage.

4. Service is ultimately done to the Lord, but 

necessarily also involves serving the covenant 

community. On one hand we find clear indica-

tion in Scripture that the full-time workers for God 

were ultimately serving Him. Regarding the Levites, 

Moses writes: “At that time the Lord set apart the 

tribe of Levi to carry the ark of the covenant of the 

Lord, to stand before the Lord, to serve [sharat] 

Him, and to bless in His name until this day” 

(Deuteronomy 10:8; cf. Deuteronomy 17:2; 18:5, 7; 

1 Chronicles 15:2; 23:13; 2 Chronicles 13:10; 29:11). 

On the other hand, Moses makes very clear to the 

Levites that they are serving the congregation: “the 

God of Israel has separated you from the rest of the 

congregation of Israel, to bring you near to Himself, 

to do the service [‘abodah] of the tabernacle of 

the Lord, and to stand before the congregation to 

minister to [sharat, ‘serve’ NKJV, NRSV, NJPS] them” 

(Numbers 16:9).

In later Israelite history, King Josiah summarizes 

this two-directional focus of service, as he addresses 

the Levites: “Now serve [‘abad] the LORD your God 

and his people Israel” (2 Chronicles 35:3). Ezekiel 

juxtaposes this same duo-directional service: 

“Yet they [the Levites] shall be ministers [sharat, 

‘serve’ NIV, ‘servants’ NJB] in My sanctuary, having 

oversight at the gates of the house and minister-

ing [sharat, ‘serving’ NIV] in the house; they shall 

slaughter the burnt offering and the sacrifice for the 

people, and they shall stand before them to minister 

to [sharat, ‘serve’ NIV, NRSV, NJPS] them” (Ezekiel 

44:11).

5. Service is a gift from God. God instructs Aaron 

the high priest and the other priests: “But you and 

your sons with you shall attend to your priesthood 

for everything concerning the altar and inside the 

veil; and you are to perform service. I am giving you 

the priesthood as a bestowed service [‘avodat mat-

tanah, lit. ‘service of gift’]” (Numbers 18:7). Several 

modern versions emphasize this point by translating 

this latter clause: “I give your priesthood as a gift” 

(ESV, NIV, NRSV, etc.). The ministry of servant lead-

ership is a precious gift from God Himself.

6. Servant leadership calls for a whole-hearted, 

willing-spirited, personal relationship with God. 

God evaluates the service of His servant Caleb: “But 

my servant Caleb, because he has had a different 

spirit and has followed Me fully, I will bring into 

the land which he entered, and his descendants 

shall take possession of it” (Numbers 14:24). David 

was called “a man after God’s own heart” (1 Samuel 

13:14) because of his whole-hearted commitment 

to divine service, despite his times of failure to live 

up to the divine ideal. David gave wise advice to his 

son Solomon about the kind of servanthood God 

desires: “As for you, my son Solomon, know the God 

of your father, and serve him with a whole heart and 

a willing mind; for the LORD searches all hearts, and 

understands every intent of the thoughts. If you seek 

Him, He will let you find Him; but if you forsake 

Him, He will reject you forever” (1 Chronicles 28:9).

7. The call and career of the servant leader is 

marked by humility and total dependence upon 

God, not self. Hear the self-appraisal of Moses, the 

The ministry of servant leadership 
is a precious gift from God Himself.
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servant of God: “Please, Lord, I have never been 

eloquent, neither recently nor in time past, nor 

since You have spoken to Your servant; for I am 

slow of speech and slow of tongue” (Exodus 4:10). 

God’s own evaluation of Moses coincides with His 

servant’s self-testimony: “Now the man Moses was 

very humble, more than any man who was on the 

face of the earth” (Numbers 12:3). Solomon dis-

played this quality of humility as he took up the task 

of leadership over the people of Israel, as evidenced 

in his prayer: “Now, O Lord my God, You have made 

Your servant king in place of my father David, yet I 

am but a little child; I do not how to go out or come 

in. Your servant is in the midst of Your people which 

You have chosen, a great people who are too many 

to be numbered or counted. So give Your servant an 

understanding heart to judge Your people, to dis-

cern between good and evil. For who is able to judge 

this great people of Yours?” (1 Kings 3:7–9).

Nowhere in scripture is the terminology of 

“servant” (‘ebed) so concentrated in a large sec-

tion of scripture as in the repeated references 

to “servant” in Isaiah 41–66 (a total of 31 occur-

rences). The individual Suffering Servant in Isaiah 

42–53 is the Representative Israelite, the promised 

Messiah. The context and content of the four 

individual Servant Songs (42:1–9; 49:1–13; 50:4–11; 

and 52:13–53:12) clearly show the Servant to be the 

coming Messiah.252 The NT witnesses regard these 

individual Songs as fulfilled in Jesus (Matthew 8:17; 

12:18–21; Mark 10:45; Luke 2:32; 4:16–30; 22:37). 

The Messiah is the Servant Leader par excellence. 

Strikingly, the NT also recognizes that the life of 

the Messianic Servant provides a model of servant 

leadership for Christian leaders (see citations in 

Acts 13:47; 26:18; Romans 15:21; 2 Corinthians 6:2; 

Galatians 2:2; Philippians 2:16).253 Profound prin-

ciples for today’s leaders emerge from Scripture’s 

unparalleled concentration of servant language in 

the Isaianic Servant Songs.254 It was amazing for me 

to find how the attitudes, attributes, and actions 

of the Messianic Servant consistently exemplify 

the bottom-up, inverted hierarchy established in 

Eden, and run counter to the top-down, “chain-of-

command” hierarchy so often today equated with 

biblical authority.

C. Examples of OT Women in Public Ministry 

Miriam. The daughter of Jochebed exhibits intel-

ligence, diplomacy, and courage to speak to the 

Egyptian princess, cleverly suggesting a “nurse” for 

the baby in the basket (Exodus 2:1–10). Miriam may 

not have ever married; the OT includes no record 

of a husband or names of any children for her as it 

does for Moses and Aaron. Once the exodus from 

Egypt commences the focus of attention among 

most commentators centers on the lives of her two 

brothers, Moses and Aaron. Any regard ever granted 

Miriam concentrates on her errors. Thus this amaz-

ing woman’s position during the exodus has been 

underestimated.

However, recent studies have begun to recog-

nize the high profile and valuation of Miriam in 

Scripture.255 In the book of Exodus the figure of 

Miriam is utilized by the narrator to bracket the 

exodus event: she appears at the bank of the Nile 

as the exodus account begins, and at the end of 

the story, on the bank of the Red Sea, she reap-

pears (Exodus 2:1–10; 15:20–21)! Thus “the story of 

salvation of Israel delivered from Egyptian bond-

age begins and ends with Miriam…. Miriam’s story 

brackets the salvation of the Lord! Israel’s salvation 

from Egypt begins when Miriam saves Moses and it 

ends when Miriam sings her song.”256

Miriam is presented as a prophet (Exodus 

15:20), only the second person in the Pentateuch 

so designated thus far in its canonical form. At 

the crossing of the Red Sea one finds her in a dual 
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role as prophetess and musician at the side of her 

two brothers. The “Song of Moses” and the “Song 

of Miriam,” are juxtaposed in Exodus 15— Moses’ 

song starting with a first person jussive “I will sing 

to Yahweh” (v. 1), and Miriam’s song commencing 

with a second person plural imperative “Sing to 

Yahweh” (v. 21). This juxtapositioning and specific 

use of verbal forms implies that “the song of Moses 

was meant to be a response to the invocation by the 

Song of Miriam.”257 Furthermore, such juxtaposi-

tion of songs indicates that “the prophet Miriam is 

included along with her fellow musicians, implying 

the concept of togetherness in the setting of the 

chorus of both genders and all statuses.”258 What 

is more, the antiphonal rendition of “The Song 

of Miriam” (Exodus 15:20–21) led by this inspired 

musician is reserved by the narrator to constitute 

the grand climax of the whole exodus story (Exodus 

1–14).259 Or stated differently, “the subtle emphasis 

on the importance of the roles of women in the fate 

of Moses…., and thereby the whole people of Israel, 

culminates in the duet of Moses and Miriam, where 

the reader is invited to remember and acknowl-

edge the audacious roles of women, particularly 

Miriam.”260 Miriam’s aesthetic performance as 

singer-dancer-percussionist has significant implica-

tions for her prominence, prestige, and power in 

Israel.261

Most of the passages in the Pentateuch which 

mention Miriam by name represent her as a 

leader.262 Moreover, God himself insists through 

Micah (6:4) that she, along with her brothers, was 

divinely commissioned as a leader of Israel: “For I 

brought you up from the land of Egypt,

I redeemed you from the house of bondage; And I 

sent before you Moses, Aaron, and Miriam.”

Furthermore, the biblical record of Miriam’s 

death (Numbers 20:1) highlights her prominence in 

the estimation of the narrator: most other named 

figures in the wilderness community disappear 

without mention. It is certainly not accidental 

that her death and the death of her two brothers 

coincide with the last three stops in the wilderness 

wandering.

Scripture also includes an indicative genealogical 

mention of her. First Chronicles 5:29 (ET 6:3) lists 

Miriam as a child (ben, lit. “son”) of Amram. The fact 

that Miriam is mentioned among Amram’s children 

(lit. “sons”) in an entire chapter of fathers and male 

offspring surely confirms her prominence, implicitly 

underscoring her parallel status in religious leader-

ship along with her two brothers.

Deborah. Deborah is set on center stage to reveal 

the high valuation of women by the narrator (and 

divine Author) in the book of Judges.263 It cannot 

be overemphasized that the only judge described 

in any detail without mentioning serious character 

flaws (or pointing up how their life “went sour”) 

was a woman!264 And “the only judge who combines 

all forms of leadership possible—religious, mili-

tary, juridical, and poetical—is a woman”!265 That 

woman, Deborah, is introduced as “the woman/

wife of Lapidoth” (Heb. ‘eshet lappidot), which, 

instead of referring to her husband’s name, perhaps 

should be translated “woman of torches/lightning” 

or “spirited woman.”266 Male commentators of the 

past have often had a hard time with Deborah! 

Some have refused to recognize her as a true judge, 

suggesting Barak was the real judge; others focus 

on the battle as the real subject of the narrative 

and ignore Deborah’s leadership as a woman; still 

others argue that she is only an exception, chosen 

by God as judge because he could not find a fit man 

available!267 Feminist interpreters of the Deborah 

narrative have also largely missed the mark, often 

seeing this as a text of empowerment for women 

and subversion of patriarchal oppression.268 Most 

critical scholars see the narrative of Judges 4 in 
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contradiction with the ancient poem of Judges 5, 

and posit different redactional sources separated 

by a long interval of time.269 Some conservative 

(including Adventist) writers who think the Bible 

forbids women from occupying leadership posi-

tions involving men make an effort to show that 

Deborah deferred to men: she was “not an abrasive 

or pushy woman” but rather “gave the man [Barak] 

the opportunity to take the honor of leading the 

nation to victory all for himself, but was not afraid 

or hesitant to help him in the leadership role when 

asked to do so…”270

In contrast to all these misreadings, I find the 

text straightforward, with the poetry highlighting 

and amplifying the narrative. In both narrative and 

poetry, Deborah is unequivocally presented as one 

of the most powerful woman leaders in the Bible. 

She is the recognized political leader of the nation, 

“one of Israel’s chief executive officers.”271 She is 

the military leader on an equal footing with the 

male general Barak.272 In fact, “the plot of Judges 4 

signals the conceptuality of Deborah’s predominant 

status and superior role in comparison with Barak. 

…Deborah is the initiator and Barak the reluctant 

follower. Deborah is the strategist and Barak the 

executor. Against this background the story devel-

ops with the subtle implication that the real heroic 

honor goes to the women, Deborah and Jael, as 

opposed to the men, Barak and Sisera.”273

In the narrative of Judges 4 and the song that 

follows in Judges 5, “the reader finds an unusual 

and unexpected concept of the status of women, 

one that ironically surpasses that of men.”274 At the 

same time, there is compositional evidence in the 

narrative and accompanying poem of “teamwork 

and mutuality” between Deborah and Barak: “both 

leaders reveal their willingness to be open to and 

cooperate with each other. Together they build a 

team with mutual respect, communication, and 

correction. The only peculiarity is that in spite of 

the reciprocal relationship, Barak remains a fol-

lower.”275 Thus the texts ultimately imply “the 

concept of balance toward equality by means of the 

radical paradigm shift and role reversal between 

Deborah and Barak on the one hand, and through 

compositional effort to mention the two names 

together on the other.”276

Deborah is a judge of the same stature as all the 

other judges in the book of Judges, one to whom 

men as well as women turned for legal counsel and 

divine instruction.277 She is a prophetess, providing 

spiritual leadership in Israel. Contrary to a common 

modern claim, the role of prophet(ess) in Scripture 

entails leadership of men just as surely as the role of 

a teacher. Some seek to make a distinction between 

the prophet—who is only a messenger of God, 

and has unusual authority only because of being a 

prophet, with no leadership authority on his/her 

own to do more than deliver the prophetic mes-

sage—and the teacher, who has an office of leader-

ship authority to explain or apply the message.278 

But the prophetic witness throughout Scripture, 

including the narrative of Deborah, belies this false 

distinction, showing that if anything, the prophet 

has more authoritative leadership—including the 

authority to explain and apply the divine message—

than the teacher.279

A nineteenth-century activist for woman’s 

suffrage provided an apt summary analogy of 

Deborah’s status when she noted that Deborah 

“appears to have been much the same as that of 

President of the United States with the additional 

functions of the judicial and religious offices of the 

nation. Hence this woman was President, Supreme 

Judge, and Right Reverend in the theocratic 

Republic of Israel.”280

There is no indication in the Judges text that such 

female leadership of men as well as women in the 
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covenant community was looked upon as opposed 

to the divine will for women. “Deborah performs 

in this authoritative capacity normally and in all its 

complexity.”281There is intertextual evidence that 

Deborah as “judge” was in fact an “elder” of Israel.282 

She calls herself a “mother in Israel” (Judges 5:7), 

which seems equivalent to the “father” imagery 

used as a “leadership title” in Israel (1 Samuel 10:12; 

2 Kings 2:12).283 Her role of “mother” is “not the soft, 

gentle, nurturing qualities that are often associated 

with maternity. Abruptly, we are pushed to associate 

mother and military commander.”284

This juxtaposition of “woman of spirit” with 

“mother in Israel” is the same that appears in Prov 

31 with the description of the ‘eshet kayil “woman of 

strength/valor,” utilizing the term khayil “strength, 

might” that usually occurs in the depiction of 

military warriors.285 In the public arena Deborah 

acts in relative independence of her husband (if 

she had one), son, or other male kinfolk. The Song 

of Deborah “celebrates the women who do not 

wait for sexual violence, capture, or death, women 

who do not wait to be acted upon, but who take 

action themselves.” At the same time Deborah 

“does not stand over against the patriarchy.”286 

This story is not about “female power directed 

against patriarchal oppression”287 as so many have 

suggested. Patriarchy, according to the biblical 

ideal, is not oppressive of women: while providing 

the husband’s protection of his wife in the home 

sphere, it does not prohibit women from assum-

ing positions involving leadership of men in the 

public arena. Such examples of female commu-

nity leadership are not numerous in the OT, since 

women’s counsel, inspiration and leadership were 

focused upon the raising of her children in biblical 

times. Nonetheless, the leadership roles of women 

like Deborah in the covenant community, clearly 

accepted by society and given the blessing of God, 

reveal that such are not opposed to biblical patriar-

chy nor the divine will.

Women preachers during the time of David. Psalm 

68:11—a verse unexplainably ignored in major 

treatments of women in the OT—embraces a most 

powerful affirmation of women as proclaimers of 

the word of the Lord: “The Lord gave the word; 

great was the company of those who proclaimed it”! 

The thrust of this verse is largely overlooked per-

haps because the feminine gender of “company” is 

obscured in most modern translations. However, the 

NASB catches the import of the Hebrew: “The Lord 

gives the command; the women who proclaim the 

good tidings are a great host”! Here is a portrait of 

women preacher-evangelists—a great host of them! 

And there is no hint of them being in their “proper 

subordinate position” under the leadership of men. 

Exclusion of women leaders with the rise of the 

Monarchy under Solomon. Carol Meyers has set 

forth evidence suggesting that during the rise of the 

monarchy there entered both a systematic abuse of 

patriarchy and the exploitation of women.288 God 

had warned of the dire consequences to the nation 

should Israel insist on having a king (1 Samuel 8). 

The king and his court—and not the patriarchal 

system—would become absolute in its control over 

the lives of the populace (vv. 11–18). God’s predic-

tion came true. With its “centralized mechanism 

for redistributing resources and for establishing 

a strong military presence” came a high price: it 

meant a “hierarchical structure” with “a complete 

break with the social, political principles on which 

tribal society is based.”289 It meant that “the locus of 

power moved from the family household, with its 

gender parity, to a public world of male control.”290

This shift from patriarchy to state control is 

portrayed in the bureaucratic re-structuring of the 

kingdom carried out by Solomon accompanied by 

a demographic shift from rural areas to the cities 
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(1 Kings 9–10; 2 Chronicles 8–9). The wealthy wives 

of the urban bureaucrats no doubt led lives of leisure 

and boredom but lost the former parity with men in 

the maze of bureaucracies and political hierarchies; 

they are probably among the referents of the nega-

tive comments against women in the Prophets and 

Wisdom literature (especially Proverbs). There also 

developed a strong contrast between the upper and 

lower classes, with the inequalities that accompany 

such a situation. In the rural areas the egalitarian 

ideals were probably maintained for some time, 

although the restructuring of trade into a market 

economy and the burden of taxation and indenture 

certainly affected the patriarchal households there as 

well, especially by the 8th–7th cent. B.C.E. (see, e.g. 

Isaiah 1:17, 23; Micah 2:9).

The radical sociological shift which may be 

observed with the rise of Israel’s monarchy is high-

lighted by an intertextual reference that seems to 

further confirm our suggestion made above regard-

ing the interpretation of the word mashal (“to rule”) 

in Genesis 3:16. There I proposed that it was God’s 

intention for the mashal relationship be confined 

to the family setting, with the husband exercis-

ing servant leadership as necessary to preserve the 

unity and harmony of the home, and that there is no 

justification in the text for the mashal role of husband 

with regard to his wife to be extended to men in 

general in the public sphere. I find it significant that 

during the time of the Judges the people requested 

that Gideon mashal (“rule”) over them, and Gideon 

refused, stating emphatically: “I will not rule [māšal] 

over you, nor shall my son rule [mashal] over you; the 

Lord shall rule [mashal] over you” (Judges 8:23). Even 

more significant, the first time Scripture utilizes the 

term mashal to describe someone in Israel ruling in 

the public sphere comes with the rise of the monar-

chy, in connection with the reign of Solomon: “So 

Solomon reigned [mashal] over all the kingdoms, 

from the River to the Land of the Philistines, as far as 

the border of Egypt” (1 Kings 5:1).291 It does not seem 

to be mere coincidence that the first extension of the 

mashal role from the husband in the family to the 

public arena of the covenant community is found 

with the rise of the monarchy and Solomon’s political 

shift from patriarchy to state control. This inter-

textual linkage with Genesis 3:16 seems to indicate 

that although God condescended to work with the 

institution of the monarchy, at the same time such 

extension of the mashal role to the public arena was 

not His will for Israel. In such extension of the role 

of mashal to men in the wider covenant community, 

women inevitably suffered.

Despite the systematic abuse of patriarchy and 

the exploitation of women resulting from the 

establishment of the monarchy, women as a class 

were never deemed inferior in the Hebrew Bible, 

even during the time of the monarchy and beyond. 

The OT writers maintained the Edenic ideal and 

despite the moral degradation of society the biblical 

narrators continued to portray the dignity and value 

of womanhood, both by the narrative clues in the 

texts and by the employment of strong female imag-

ery. Despite the monarchal setting in which male 

dominated, nonetheless women still occasionally 

appear in leadership roles—especially in the capac-

ity of prophetesses and wisdom figures—implying 

a continuing “intrinsic acknowledgment of female 

worth and even authority.”292

Wise women. Women of wisdom recorded by the 

biblical narrator during the early period of the mon-

archy include samples from various parts of the land 

and beyond. The woman of Tekoah in the south (2 

Samuel 14:2–20), is specifically referred to by the 

narrator (v. 2) as a “wise woman” (‘ishah kakmah),293 

and in her speech to David displays a perceptive 

understanding of the nature of justice and mercy 

and a grasp of exquisite literary techniques.294 Note 



88  Theology of Ordination

also that she speaks with a voice of authority, and 

men listen!295 The wise woman of Abel in the far 

north of Israel (2 Samuel 20:14–22) likewise speaks 

with an authoritative voice, utilizing poetic speech 

(proverb), and men listen and obey!296 Her attri-

butes include “sagacity, faithfulness, a commanding 

presence, and readily acknowledged influence with 

peers.”297 Note that the wise woman calls herself “a 

mother in Israel” (v. 19), perhaps modeling her role 

of deliverer at this juncture with that of Deborah 

who used the same title. The Queen of Sheba, 

who visits Solomon from Southern Arabia (1 Kings 

10:1–13; cf. 2 Chronicles 9:1), is a “spectacularly col-

orful woman” who “travels freely and interacts with 

Solomon as an equal;”298 she has been described as 

“Woman Wisdom, cast in narrative form.”299

During the period of the monarchy the “great/

notable”300 woman of Shunem (2 Kings 4:8–37; 

8:1–6), is presented as a woman of wealth and self-

reliance.301 Claudia Camp reaches for superlatives 

in her characterization of the Shunammite: “The 

portrayal of this unnamed woman is one of the 

most remarkable in the Bible. Both independent 

and maternal, powerful and pious, she brings to 

mind a number of other female characters, yet sur-

passed them all.302 Camp emphasizes this woman’s 

verbal skills and competence, and her initiative 

and self-reliance (in contrast to her husband)—“a 

self-sufficiency and an authority independent of 

motherhood.”303Several studies argue that in the 

perspective of the narrator, this great women in 

some respects even overshadows the prophet Elisha 

with whom she interacts.304

Huldah. Narratives from the time of the monarchy 

also spotlight one woman of special divine calling, 

Huldah the prophetess (2 Kings 22:14–20). Against 

those who argue that God never calls women to an 

office which involves the authoritative teaching of 

men, note that when King Josiah commanded the 

priest and scribe to “Go, inquire of the Lord” (v. 13) 

regarding the discovery of the Book of the Law, 

they went to Huldah the female prophet for divine 

counsel, when the male prophets such as Jeremiah 

could have been consulted. A woman was chosen to 

authenticate that the scroll found in the temple was 

authoritative Scripture! According to 2 Kings 22:14, 

Huldah lived in Jerusalem in the mišneh, which most 

versions translate as the “Second Quarter,” but the 

NJPS (Jewish translation) transliterates as “Mishneh” 

and the KJV translates as “college.” This latter trans-

lation may actually represent the best one, inasmuch 

as some scholars have suggested that this term has 

reference to an academy perhaps even headed up 

by Huldah. This was apparently the view of early 

Judaism, who held Huldah in such high regard that 

the gates at the southern entrance of the Temple 

were named after her.305

Despite the few examples of notable women 

(mostly) in private life during the monarchy which 

have been surveyed, as pointed out above the insti-

tution of the monarchy, especially after its bureau-

cratization during the reign of Solomon, spelled 

the historical demise of any prominent place for 

(non-royal) women in public life. As Frymer-Kensky 

summarizes:

None of Israel’s bureaucracies—the palace, the 

army, the law courts, even the ‘Sages’—had any 

room for women. Once the state was con-

solidated, women had no role in the pyramid of 

power; they were not leaders outside the domestic 

sphere. They could still be wise, but they were 

no longer Wise Women. From the standpoint of 

political power, the days before the state were 

the good old days to women. Once the state was 

established, they could exercise considerable fam-

ily power as wives and mothers—but only queens 

had an impact on the destiny of the nation.306
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Esther. The story of Esther indicates the estimate 

of human worth God places upon woman, and the 

qualities of leadership demonstrated by a woman.307 

In the providence of God (although the name God 

never appears in the book) Esther was indeed “come 

to the kingdom for such a time as this” (Esther 

4:14)—to be a savior of the Jews from the death 

decree of Haman under King Xerxes. Although 

Esther was of worth in the king’s eyes because of 

her physical charm, yet according to the story, the 

ultimate value of her personhood was in her inner 

beauty—the character qualities of loyalty, courage, 

and obedience to God. The character of Esther is a 

model for life in a severe crisis. Michael Fox summa-

rizes the author’s shaping of the heroine Esther:

He respects Esther as a woman of courage and 

intelligence who does not abandon her dignity 

even when facing an enemy and struggling to 

influence the erratic will of a despotic husband. 

Moreover, the author depicts a successful rela-

tionship of power-sharing between male and 

female, in which both attain prestige and influ-

ence in the community. In the pivotal scene in ch. 

4, man and woman each give each other mutual 

obedience. What is more, the book takes as its 

hero a woman whose importance to the Jewish 

people does not lie in childbearing; there are only 

a handful of such cases in the Bible.308

Similarly, Sidnie Ann White concludes that 

“[Esther’s] conduct throughout the story has been 

a masterpiece of feminine skill. From beginning to 

end, she does not make a misstep…. She is a model 

for the successful conduct of life in the often uncer-

tain world of the Diaspora.”309 

Not only is Esther a model character; she is also 

a woman of influence and leadership. Starting out 

as a docile figure, “her personality grows in the 

course of the biblical story, as she moves from obey-

ing to commanding. It is she who commands the 

fast, develops a plan and implements it. Ultimately 

she institutes the festival of Purim. Esther takes 

charge.”310 Esther’s influence as a woman is also 

revealed by an emphasis upon her wisdom: the 

narrator makes use of intricate intertextual linkages 

between Esther and the Joseph narrative to present 

Esther as a wisdom heroine.311 And finally, accord-

ing to the epilogue of the book (9:16–32, esp. v. 32), 

Esther is “the one with the authority to codify and 

authenticate for later generations the celebratory 

practices begun by the Jewish populace at large.”312

Women leaders in the time of Ezra-Nehemiah. 

Tamara Eskenazi presents important evidence 

(from the Elephantine papyri and Ezra-Nehemiah) 

that after the Babylonian exile with the dissolution 

of the monarchy there was a trend back toward 

gender parity and women in leadership on the 

part of the postexilic Jews.313 Eskenazi shows how 

women in the 5th cent. B.C.E. Jewish community 

in Elephantine were able to divorce their husbands, 

buy and sell, inherit property even when there are 

sons, and even rise from slavery to an official temple 

role. Ezra-Nehemiah provides hints of a trend 

in this direction of gender parity and women of 

prominence in the contemporaneous community of 

Jerusalem: the probable mention of a female scribe 

(Ezra 2:55; Nehemiah 7:57), a clan which appropri-

ated the mother’s and not the father’s family name 

(Ezra 2:61; Nehemiah 7:63), female as well as male 

singers (Ezra 2:65; Nehemiah 7:67), descendants 

of a possible famed princess Shelomith (Ezra 8:10; 

1 Chronicles 3:19); women as well as men who 

repaired the walls of city (Nehemiah 3:12), and a 

woman prophetess Noadiah (Nehemiah 6:14).

In summary of this subsection, we may con-

clude that the pattern of Genesis 1–3 is contin-

ued in the remainder of the OT: the husband 
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servant-leadership model in the home is not broad-

ened in order to bar women from positions of ser-

vant leadership in the covenant community. Despite 

a largely patriarchal society in OT times, and even 

despite the rise of the hierarchical structures of the 

monarchy, one finds numerous examples of women 

in public ministry, including positions involving 

leadership in the covenant community. 

During OT times, there were eight major differ-

ent kinds or positions of leadership according to 

God’s ideal: (1) priests; (2) prophets; (3) elders; (4) 

judges; (5) military leader; (6) sages; (7) musicians/

worship leaders; and (8) preachers/proclaimers of 

the Word. (I am omitting the position of monarchy/

kingship, inasmuch as this was not God’s original 

plan; He warned of the dire results of choosing a 

king, Deuteronomy 17:14–20; 1 Samuel 8–9.) It is 

important to notice that all eight of these positions 

of leadership were open to, and filled by, women, 

during some period of OT history! Women were 

(1) priests (Eve, and all Israelite women according 

to God’s original plan in Exodus 19), (2) prophets 

(Miriam, Deborah, Huldah, Noadiah), (3) elders 

(Deborah, and possibly some of the seventy elders), 

(4) judges (Deborah), (5) military leader (Deborah), 

(6) sages (the wise woman of Tekoah and of Abel, 

and Abigail), (7) musicians (Miriam and the musi-

cians in the time of Ezra-Nehemiah), and (8) preach-

ers (the great host of preachers in Psalm 68:11). The 

only position of leadership not open to women was 

that of monarch, an office which was not accord-

ing to God’s original will for Israel, and concerning 

which He warned would bring about an oppres-

sive/hierarchical style of leadership. But note that 

in settings where a woman could be monarch, the 

wise foreign Queen of Sheba and the Jewish Queen 

Esther of Persia modeled sterling servant leadership. 

There is no separation of the prophet, fulfilling a 

“non-headship” role, as opposed to or different from 

other positions of leadership where “headship” is 

apparent, as opponents of women’s ordination often 

claim. All of the eight major positions of leadership 

in the OT approved by God were characterized by 

an inverse-hierarchical servant leadership style, 

and functioned (in God’s original purpose) on the 

basis of Spirit-gifting. As women were called and 

gifted by the Spirit for these positions of leadership, 

they were recognized and accepted by the covenant 

community. At the same time the remedial provi-

sions of patriarchy and male-dominated positions 

of leadership, and the hierarchical structures of the 

monarchy, prevented women from entering all the 

positions for which they might have been qualified, 

called, and Spirit-gifted. Thus the records of OT his-

tory indicate only a partial and imperfect return to 

God’s original ideal for women in leadership.

VII. MALE-FEMALE RELATIONSHIPS IN 

THE ESCHATOLOGICAL FUTURE

The OT prophets announce that in the eschatologi-

cal Day of the Lord, in connection with the coming 

of the Messiah, there will be radical changes in the 

status quo. The patriarchal society, and other reme-

dial provisions of OT times, will give way to a new 

As women were called and gifted by the Spirit for these 
positions of leadership, they were recognized and 
accepted by the covenant community.
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social order which returns to the divine ideal for 

male-female relationships as in Eden before the Fall. 

Several startling predictions jolt us in this direction.

A. Jeremiah 31:22 

Jeremiah makes an enigmatic but incredible state-

ment about the eschatological Day of the Lord: “For 

the Lord has created a new thing in the earth—a 

woman shall encompass a man”! (Jeremiah 31:22) 

The last clause literally reads: “female [neqebah] sur-

rounds [Poel impf. of sabab] (strong) man/warrior 

[geber].” The noun neqebah “female,” which is the 

generic term for all females used in Genesis 1:27, is 

here “an inclusive and concluding referent” which 

“encompasses poetically all the specific female 

images of the poem…and it is other than all these 

images, for it is Yahweh’s creation of a new thing 

in the land.”314 Kathleen M. O’Connor summarizes 

the possible interpretations and the profound 

implications:

Perhaps it refers to future sexual relationships in 

which women will be active agents in the procre-

ation of a restored people. Perhaps it speaks of a 

society at peace so that women will be capable of 

protecting warriors. Or perhaps it anticipates role 

reversals of a different sort. What is clear is that 

the surprising new role of women symbolizes a 

changed order of relationships in a reconstituted 

and joyous society.315

Does this passage, by its terminological allusions 

to the creation narrative in Genesis 1 (e.g., the use 

of key terms neqebah “female,” bara’ “create,” and 

erets “earth”, Genesis 1:1, 27), perhaps envision the 

reversal of the “curse” of Genesis 3:16 regarding the 

husband’s “rule” over his wife, and announce the full 

return to the pre-Fall Edenic model in which there 

are no hierarchical relationships, and in which the 

female again takes a fully egalitarian position involv-

ing a reciprocal “encircling” the male with active 

protection and care, both in the home and in the 

covenant community (church)?316 

Does the passage envision the reversal of other 

remedial gender structures of society, put into place 

by God as less-than-ideal provisions for a fallen 

humanity, such as patriarchy, and male-dominated 

positions of leadership, and a return to full reci-

procity of public ministry, as in Eden when both 

Adam and Eve were officiating priests in the Garden 

Sanctuary?

B. Isaiah 61:6; 66:18–21 

Isaiah 61 is a powerful portrait of the coming 

Messiah, announcing His salvific mission. The first 

four verses were chosen by Jesus to announce His 

public ministry (Luke 4:16-22). In verse 6, Isaiah 

announces to the people of Zion (v. 3) that in the 

Messianic Kingdom, “you shall be named the Priests 

of the Lord.” Here is the unmistakable and incred-

ible announcement of “the hitherto unrealized ideal 

of Exodus 19:6.”317 God’s plan for the eschatological 

future included not just a few male priests, but all 

Israel, male and female, as “priests of the Lord.” 

But there is more. In the closing chapter of his 

book, Isaiah describes the eschatological gathering 

of all nations (Isaiah 66:18) at the time when God 

makes “the new heavens and the new earth” (v. 22). 

God’s glory will be revealed among the Gentiles (v. 

19), and Gentiles will come to Jerusalem, to God’s 

holy mountain (v. 20). Then comes the “shocker.” 

God announces: “And I will also take some of them 

[Gentiles] for priests and Levites.” No longer will the 

priesthood be limited to a single family of a single 

tribe of Israel. The priesthood will include Gentiles. 

And there is no indication that all of these Gentiles 

will be male. There is an inclusiveness that extends 

the priesthood far beyond the sons of Aaron, and 
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far beyond all the people of Israel as “priests of the 

Lord” (Isaiah 61:6) Both Isaiah 61:6 and 66:18–21 

“are anticipatory of the ‘priesthood of all believers’ 

in the New Testament.”318 The NT announces the 

fulfillment of these prophecies, in reestablishing 

the “priesthood of all believers”, in which all the 

people of God, male and female, are considered 

“priests to our God” (Revelation 5:10; cf. 1 Peter 2:5, 

9; Revelation 1:6; 20:6).

C. Joel 2:28–29 (Hebrew Bible, 3:1–2) 

In the context of the eschatological Day of the Lord 

(Joel 2:11–27), God gives an amazing promise regard-

ing His repentant people: 

And it shall come to pass afterward, that I will 

pour out my Spirit on all flesh; your sons and 

your daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall 

dream dreams, and your young men shall see 

visions. Even on the male and female servants in 

those days I will pour out my Spirit. (Joel 2:28–29 

ESV [Hebrew Bible, 3:1–2])

This prophecy harks back to the incident of the 

Spirit resting upon the seventy elders of Israel, 

when they all prophesied as a sign of their having 

received the gift of the Spirit (Numbers 11:24–30). 

At that time, two of the seventy elders were not 

personally present, but also received the gift of the 

Spirit. When Joshua, jealous for Moses’ reputation, 

expressed his dismay at this development, Moses 

replied: “Are you zealous for my sake? I wish that all 

the Lord’s people were prophets and that the LORD 

would put His Spirit on them!” (v. 29). It seems that 

Joel envisioned the future outpouring of the Spirit 

as the fulfillment of Moses’ prayer.319 

Joel was not predicting that all Israel in the 

future would necessarily have the full-time role of 

a prophet, any more than the seventy elders at the 

time of Moses became full-time prophets. They 

received an initial signal evidence of their spiritual 

gift of leadership when “the Spirit [ha-ruakh] rested 

upon them, that they prophesied, although they 

never did so again” (Numbers 11:25). The same was 

true when at Pentecost Peter announced the fulfill-

ment of Joel’s prophecy: all those in the upper room 

had the Spirit rest on them, and an initial signal 

evidence of the Spirit’s outpouring was given: “And 

they were all filled with the Holy Spirit, and began 

to speak with other tongues, as the Spirit gave them 

utterance” (Acts 2:4). The fact that Joel particularly 

has in mind the Spirit-gifting of the OT elders 

(Numbers 11) may indicate the special fulfillment 

application of this prophecy to the Spirit-gifting 

of the elders in NT times. In such case, there is no 

dichotomy between the gifts of the Spirit and the 

office of elder for which believers (both men and 

women) are to be Spirit-gifted. Sharply distinguish-

ing between and separating gifts and office is artifi-

cial and non-biblical. 

Likewise, the reference to sons/daughters proph-

esying, young men seeing visions, and old men 

dreaming dreams, does not limit those gifts only to 

the segment of society to which they are attributed 

in the poetic passage. “The meaning of this rhetori-

cal individualizing, is simply that their sons, daugh-

ters, old persons, and youths, would receive the 

Spirit of God with all its gifts.”320

The primary emphasis in this passage is upon 

the universal inclusiveness and democratizing of 

the gift of the Spirit: no one will be excluded on the 

basis of gender, age, or social status. 

The major characteristic of the outpouring of 

the Spirit is its universality. All the people of God 

receive the Spirit. The text specifically erases the 

major social distinctions of the ancient world: 

gender, age, and economic status. In an era in 
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which men (not women), the old (not the young), 

and the landowners (not slaves) ruled society, Joel 

explicitly rejected all such distinctions as criteria 

for receiving the Holy Spirit. For Paul the fulfill-

ment of this text is that in Christ there is neither 

Jew nor Greek, neither male nor female, and 

neither slave nor free (Galatians 3:28).321

In v. 30 (Hebrew 3:2), as in the previous verse, 

special emphasis is placed upon women as well as 

men: “It is perhaps noteworthy that Joel, in extend-

ing the promise of the Spirit to slaves, again asserts 

that both males and females will receive the gift. 

It is as though he wanted to insure that there be 

no possibility that a segment of society has been 

excluded.”322

The reference to “all flesh” (kol basar) in v. 28 

(Hebrew 3:1) refers primarily to the covenant nation 

(cf. the reference to “your sons and your daughters…, 

your old men…your young men”), meaning that 

within the nation limits of gender, age, and status 

are abolished. But note that the reference to “male 

and female servants” (v. 29 [Hebrews 3:2]) does not 

have contain possessive pronoun “your” and may 

well have included non-Jews. In fact, in this entire 

passage “we must not restrict the expression ‘all 

flesh’ to the members of the covenant nation, as 

most of the commentators have done. . . since it 

cannot be proved that the specification in verses 

2 and 3 [English, 2:28] is intended to exhaust the 

idea of ‘all flesh.’”323 The climax of this passage, Joel 

2:32 (Hebrews 3:5), clearly includes believers from 

all nations within its purview, as recognized by the 

apostle Paul (Romans 10:13). 

The radical character of this prophecy is high-

lighted by Raymond Dillard:

It is important that the modern reader not miss 

the radical character of what Joel announces. In 

the world of ancient Israel, the free, older Jewish 

male stood at the top of the social structure: 

most of Israel’s prophets had belonged to this 

group. Joel envisages a sociological overhaul: the 

distinctions between old and young (“your old 

men…your young men”), slave and free (“slaves 

and slave girls”), and male and female (“your sons 

and daughters,” “slaves [masc.] and slave girls”) 

are swept aside. This statement from Joel must be 

contrasted with the ancient daybreak prayer of 

the Jewish male: “I thank you God that I was not 

born a Gentile, a slave, or a woman.”324

Hans Wolff speaks of this prophesied outpour-

ing of the Spirit as introducing “an element of 

social revolution.” He refers specifically to the Spirit 

gifting of male and female slaves. Not a single case 

appears in the OT where a slave receives the gift 

of prophecy. But “In the coming age they shall be 

incorporated fully into the community of the free, 

by being deigned worthy of the highest distinction 

along with all the rest…. Yahweh by his power wants 

to establish life in full community among those who 

are rootless and feeble…. Before the wealth of such 

an outpouring, all distinctions of sex and age recede 

completely, indeed even the contrasts of social 

position. Such is the future towards which Israel 

moves.”325

The portrait is one of inverted hierarchy. “The 

new people of God no longer recognize privileged 

individuals.”326 The Messianic Age will introduce the 

quality of servant leadership that God had intended 

from the beginning, and the Messiah himself will 

rule as the Servant/Slave of the Lord (Isaiah 42–53)! 

All His followers will experience that inverted 

hierarchy where power and privilege and position 

give way to servanthood. Such is the experience that 

Jesus and the NT apostles and prophets announced 

was to be fulfilled in the NT covenant community! 
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CONCLUSIONS

The following major conclusions have emerged 

from our look at the OT materials:

Genesis 1–3 is foundational for understand-

ing God’s original and ideal plan for man-woman 

relationships. 

Before the Fall Adam and Eve were created in the 

image of God, equal “in all things,” including consti-

tution, relationship, and function, without hierar-

chical gender role distinctions, but rather displaying 

mutual submission to one another. Male headship 

was not part of the creation order. 

Adam and Eve’s relationship before the Fall mod-

eled the mutual submission of the Godhead in Their 

intra-divine deliberation among Equals to create 

humans.

The nature of human dominion/authority over 

animals before the Fall was one of “inverted hierar-

chy,” or servant leadership, modeling the Godhead’s 

submission in entrusting His authority over the earth 

to humans, and in giving humans freedom of choice.

The hierarchical relationship with asymmetrical 

submission on the part of Eve to Adam came only 

after the Fall. (This is in direct contradiction to the 

hierarchicalist interpretation of 1 Tim0thy 2:12, 

which views Genesis 3:16 as reaffirming the pre-Fall 

hierarchical headship of Genesis 1–2.)

This hierarchical relationship depicted in Genesis 

3:16 was a temporary remedial/redemptive measure, 

provided by God to Adam and Eve and succeeding 

generations so that union could be maintained and 

harmony preserved in their marriages.

The hierarchical remedial arrangement of 

Genesis 3:16 was limited to the marriage (husband-

wife) relation, and not extended to general men-

women relationships in the church.

The subjection of the wife to her husband was 

part of the divine judgment/curse; and the “plan 

of redemption” gives the race an opportunity and 

encouragement to reverse the “curse” and return to 

the original egalitarian plan for marriage whenever 

possible. 

Throughout the OT the Genesis 3:16 pattern for 

husband-wife relations with the husband as servant 

leader in the home is not rejected, but in practice 

among God’s people there is a trend (with many 

bumps along the way) toward gender parity in the 

marriage as in Eden before the Fall, as set forth in 

Genesis 2:24.

The Song of Songs is the pivotal OT inspired 

commentary on Genesis 1–3. This book highlights 

the divine call to return as far as possible to the 

original plan for egalitarian marriage, as in Eden, 

showing that such egalitarian relationship can be 

truly experienced after the Fall, through the divine 

empowering from “the Flame of Yahweh.” 

Adam and Eve were assigned by God the role of 

priesthood both before and after the Fall, without 

any hint of hierarchy of one over the other, thus 

implying that servant leadership is equally available 

to both men and women in the church.

The OT witness regarding male-female relations 

in the covenant community indicates that despite 

the patriarchal culture and divine condescension 

to the hardness of human hearts, the way back to 

the Edenic ideal for equality in gender relations was 

upheld in that all the various kinds or positions of 

leadership according to God’s ideal were open to, 

and filled by, women: (1) priest, (2) prophet, (3) elder, 

(4) judge, (5) military leader, (6) sage, (7) musician/

worship leader, and (8) preacher/proclaimer of the 

Word. Only the position of monarch was not open 

to women in Israel, but this was the one position 

not part of God’s original plan, and concerning 

which He warned would bring about an oppressive, 

hierarchical style of leadership. Outside of Israel, 

however, women such as the Queen of Sheba and 

Esther ably filled the royal role. 
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The “return to Eden” movement in Scripture 

regarding gender relations is parallel to many other 

remedial provisions given by God for the hardness 

of human hearts in OT times, such as laws concern-

ing clean and unclean foods, divorce, and slavery. 

The divine design of vegetarianism, permanence in 

marriage, and racial equality, given at the original 

creation, is the ultimate norm, with subsequent 

laws/practices prescribed or affirmed or tolerated 

by God as part of his redemptive program leading 

humanity back toward the Edenic paradigm. This 

“back to the beginning” principle, affirmed by Jesus 

Himself (Mattehw 19:8), does not allow culture to 

drive the church to unbiblical positions, but simply 

puts back into place what was God’s will from the 

beginning. This is in radical contrast to homo-

sexual practice, which was already rejected as part 

of the divine plan in Eden [Genesis 2:24], and was 

condemned univocally throughout the entire OT 

and NT witness, with no “back to the beginning” 

principle in operation. 

The OT points forward to the eschatological 

future, when in the context of the coming of the 

Messiah, there will be radical changes in the status 

quo. The patriarchal society, and other remedial 

provisions of OT times, will give way to a new social 

order which returns to the divine ideal for male-

female relationships as in Eden before the Fall. The 

“curse” of Genesis 3:16 will be totally reversed; all 

will become priests, including women and Gentiles; 

the Spirit will gift “all flesh”, and limits of gender, 

age, and status will be abolished. All God’s followers 

will experience the inverted hierarchy where power 

and privilege and position give way to servanthood. 

The NT announces and describes the initial 

realization of this inspired OT vision of social 

revolution “back to the beginning” with the coming 

of Jesus and during the time of the NT church. Will 

the Seventh-day Adventist Church in these last days 

allow God to complete this upside-down revolu-

tion in our midst by recognizing and affirming, yes, 

ordaining, all those—including women— gifted by 

the Spirit for positions of leadership? <
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ELLEN WHITE, WOMEN 
IN MINISTRY, AND THE 
ORDINATION OF WOMEN

That Ellen White supported the involvement of 

women in various forms of ministry is well known 

and is not something that is debated among 

Seventh-day Adventists. Many publications, in 

particular Daughters of God and some sections of 

Evangelism,1 have helped Adventists be more con-

scious of her thoughts on this subject. And today 

women are involved in all forms of ministry in the 

Seventh-day Adventist church. Questions arise, 

however, as to the level of affirmation and recog-

nition the church should give to these women in 

ministry. Should it be the same recognition as given 

to men involved in the same forms of ministry?

There are not many passages to turn to in Ellen 

White’s writings to build a case for or against the 

ordination of women in the Seventh-day Adventist 

church—there is no precise “proof text” that says a 

woman can be ordained to become the senior pastor 

of a church or a conference president. Hence, many 

other issues and concepts are brought in, discussed 

and argued over to support the various perspectives 

on this issue. Furthermore, so many publications 

have been written on this subject during the last 40 

years that I’m not sure any new thought or argu-

ment is now possible. But for the sake of those on 

this Study Committee who may not have read all 

the books and articles for and against women’s ordi-

nation I offer the following thoughts and ideas.

What I would like to offer in this paper is that 

a careful consideration of Ellen White’s thought 

on the role of women in the church, taken in its 

nineteenth-century context, her understand-

ing of the mission of the Seventh-day Adventist 

church, her counsels regarding ministry and its 

many functions taken in historical context, and her 

non-sacramental understanding of ordination and 

early Seventh-day Adventist practice of ordination, 

can support the case for allowing the ordination of 

women today. Ellen White supported the involve-

ment of women in ministry but what is less known 

is the historical and social contexts in which she 

made these comments and why. Read in context, 

what she advocated takes on a new perspective that 

helps us understand that she was ahead of her time 

in many ways but also in sync with other move-

ments that advocated giving women a more promi-

nent role in society and in the church. The perspec-

tive I draw from Ellen White’s writings encourages 

us to move ahead and stretch out the boundaries of 

our understanding of ministry and ordination, to 

step out in faith and to respond to God’s leading in 

the involvement of women in ministry because we 

have a mission to finish. 

1. ELLEN WHITE’S SUPPORT FOR 

WOMEN IN MINISTRY

The Social Context

During her prophetic ministry, Ellen White not 

only addressed issues of doctrines and behavior to 

help prepare God’s people for Jesus’ second coming, 
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she also addressed issues of intrinsic evil in society. 

In her own ways she was an advocate of reforms, a 

social reformer, and at times she became insistent 

on these reforms. She readily espoused abolition-

ism and even advocated social disobedience in 

response to the federal government’s Fugitive Slave 

Act of 1850.2 She advocated temperance, the closing 

of saloons and taverns, and urged women to take 

a strong stand against the evils of alcohol in their 

homes and towns.3 She advocated for health reform4 

and education reform.5 Today, we benefit greatly 

from these reforms and we seldom think about the 

influence women like Ellen White had in making 

our society and church what it has become. To a 

large extent we have forgotten the social conditions 

in which our ancestors lived.

Early Adventists understood Paul’s prophetic 

words in Galatians 3:28 that “there is neither Jew 

nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free man, there 

is neither male nor female; for you are all one in 

Christ” as the seed of many reforms that led to the 

abolition of social evils like slavery, class distinc-

tions based on birth rights, and gender exclusion 

in society and church. Early Adventists were thus 

abolitionists, social democrats and republicans in 

government. Given this historical and social con-

text, we can say that to a large extent Ellen White 

was ahead of her time in advocating some of these 

reforms. But on the other hand, she was in step with 

her time and advocated reforms that many other 

Christian groups also advocated.

Also in this context is the role of women in 

society. In general, women had little influence in 

American society in the nineteenth century. Women 

could not vote. In many places they could not own 

property and their wellbeing often depended on a 

faithful husband or family relations. Few received 

an education beyond elementary school, and a very 

small number had a lifelong professional career. 

Social evils were particularly hard on women. 

Physical and sexual abuse was rampant, particularly 

in homes where alcoholism was a factor. Lack of 

adequate healthcare and poor hygiene deprived 

women of a good life and frequently caused the 

death of the mother and/or child in childbirth. 

On the other hand, Ellen White was fortunate 

and blessed to have been raised in a good Christian 

home, with a devoted believing father who did not 

drink alcohol, and a mother who cared deeply for her 

family’s spiritual and physical needs and provided 

them with an education. She knew first-hand the 

blessings to the parents, children, and by extension 

to the community, that such a home brings. In her 

own home, she replicated what she saw her parents 

do when she was a little girl. Ellen White understood 

the important role a godly woman could have in the 

home, in the community, and in the church.

Knowing the context of Ellen White’s statements 

regarding the roles of women in society and in the 

church helps us also to define a clearer portrait of 
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Ellen White and her influence, and why she advo-

cated these ideas. Today we have become familiar 

with many aspects of the roles of women in society 

and in the church, and we don’t think about what life 

was like a hundred and fifty years ago. We read Ellen 

White’s statements about women in ministry and we 

give an affirmative nod not realizing that when she 

stated these ideas she was perceived as pushing the 

boundaries of normalcy and even the boundaries of 

decency and propriety. Many men were not happy 

with her promotion of these ideas and many turned 

to the Bible to find arguments against the involve-

ment of women. If today we have women in ministry 

as teachers, evangelists, pastors, administrators, 

treasurers, and chaplains, it is in part because Ellen 

White advocated for these roles in the church. And 

as a church we have followed her lead for over 130 

years. Shall we go back on that history and undo this 

encouragement to women in ministry?

Women Speaking in Religious Meetings

As I’ve mentioned, a century ago women were not 

as involved in social or religious public life as they 

are today. In fact, it was sometimes an inappropri-

ate novelty to see a woman speak in an assembly. 

Let’s remember that Ellen White’s first attempts 

in 1845 and 1846 at communicating the content of 

her first visions to groups of former Millerites were 

met with worrisome displeasure from her family. A 

single woman was not supposed to travel in those 

years, and even less speak in religious assemblies, 

unless she was accompanied by a family relation. 

It was felt unbecoming of her to do this and her 

behavior caused her family to be concerned about 

her reputation.6

Later in her life, Ellen White became very 

involved in the temperance movement in the United 

States. She became known as a good speaker at 

temperance rallies and drew large crowds of curious 

people who, in part, wanted to hear a woman speak. 

By the end of the nineteenth century it was still a 

novelty to hear a woman speak in public.7 Many 

people objected to see women speak at religious 

meetings on the basis of Paul’s two admonitions in 

1 Corinthians 14:34–35 and 1 Timothy 2:12.

Two interesting anecdotes from Ellen White’s 

ministry illustrate a few aspects of this context of 

women speaking in public and how she personally 

surmounted the resistance to her public minis-

try. In October 1870, during a tour of churches in 

the Midwest, James and Ellen White stopped at a 

gathering in Tipton, Indiana. In letters to her sons, 

Willie and Edson, she recounted her meeting with 

two Methodist women who came to hear her.

Tuesday afternoon [October 11] we left the 

encampment at Tipton. At the depot we were 

accosted by two ladies, members of the Methodist 

church, who had come for the purpose of speak-

ing with me. One had been brought up a Friend, 

and still retained her “thee” and “thou.” Both 

seemed to have had an experience in the things 

of religion. They were much pleased with my 

discourse Sunday afternoon. They, with other 

Christian women in the place, believed that 

woman can exert a powerful influence by public 

labor in the cause of God; but a large class, 

including the ministers of the several denomina-

tions, held that she was entirely out of her place 

in the desk.

 On learning that I was to speak at the 

campground, both parties determined to go and 

hear me, agreeing that if I proved myself able to 

expound the Scriptures to the edification of my 

hearers, the ministers should cease their opposition 

to woman’s speaking, and, on the other hand, if 

my remarks failed to be edifying, the ladies would 

accept the ministers’ views upon the point.
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 These two ladies came to the meeting feeling 

that much was at stake. Said they, “We prayed 

earnestly that God would give you freedom and 

the power of His grace; and our expectations were 

more than realized. God helped you to speak. Such 

an impression was made on this community as 

was never known before. You have told us truths 

of which many were ignorant. All will have matter 

for serious thought. Prejudice against woman’s 

speaking is gone. If the people had known that you 

would speak to the public, any of the churches in 

the place would gladly have opened their doors 

to you.” These Christian women then urged us 

to stay and speak again, but we told them it was 

impossible. They also invited us to come to the 

Methodist camp meeting next year, promising us 

a good hearing. They then bade me Godspeed, and 

we parted.8

Ten years later, in a letter to her husband James, 

Ellen White recounted some of the activities she 

and other colleagues had been involved in near 

Oakland, California. Among many things, she told 

James the following. 

Elder Haskell talked in the afternoon and his 

labors were well received. I had in the evening, it 

was stated, the largest congregation that had ever 

assembled at Arbuckle. The house was full. Many 

came from five to ten and twelve miles. The Lord 

gave me special power in speaking. The congrega-

tion listened as if spell-bound. Not one left the 

house although I talked above one hour. Before 

I commenced talking, Elder Haskell had a bit 

[piece] of paper that was handed (him) in quoting 

[a] certain text prohibiting women speaking in 

public. He took up the matter in a brief manner 

and very clearly expressed the meaning of the 

apostle’s words. I understand it was a Cambelite 

[sic] who wrote the objection and it had been well 

circulated [among the audience] before it reached 

the desk; but Elder Haskell made it all plain 

before the people.9

These anecdotes illustrate a few important con-

cepts for our discussion of women in ministry. First, 

it was a novelty in both Indiana and California to 

see a woman speak on religious matters and many 

people felt it was inappropriate. Yet, Ellen White 

noted that the attendance at both meetings was 

good, and in California the house was full and no 

one left the meeting even though she spoke for a 

long time. We should note as well that she did not 

see it as her task to argue with people who felt oth-

erwise. She left the responsibility of defending her 

public ministry to others.

In both anecdotes, Ellen White refers to the 

opposition against having a woman speak and sug-

gests that this opposition was at times biblically 

based. At the California meeting, she referred to a 

note being circulated in the congregation from a 

“Cambelite,” that is a member from the Church of 

Christ of the restorationist Stone-Campbell move-

ment, who quoted a certain text of scripture about 

women being prohibited from speaking in public. 

We are not told what that text was but we can 

guess that it was either 1 Corinthians 14:34–35 or 

1 Timothy 2:12. Christians in the Stone-Campbell 

movement viewed these two texts as straightfor-

ward facts about women, without any need to 

interpret or understand Paul’s context. They viewed 

Paul’s admonition “let your women be silent” as a 

fact to be obeyed at all times and in all places. Two 

basic rules of interpretation that guided their study 

of the Bible—doing only what is specifically com-

manded or practiced in the New Testament, and 

paying attention to concrete words, not abstract 

principles or ideas—prevented the founder of their 
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movement, Alexander Campbell, from condemning 

slavery during the American Civil War (because the 

New Testament says nothing against slavery), but 

caused him to condemn women preachers (because 

the New Testament says women should be silent). In 

contrast, Adventists condemned slavery and encour-

aged women preachers.10

Ellen White mentioned to James that Stephen 

Haskell responded briefly to this “Cambelite” objec-

tion before she spoke and “very clearly expressed the 

meaning of the apostle’s words.” And it is obvious 

from the context that Ellen White concurred with 

this explanation.

What did Stephen Haskell say to this audience? 

What was his belief on this subject of women speak-

ing in church or in public, of women doing min-

istry? What was his explanation that Ellen White 

agreed with? Through the 1860s and 1870s, a num-

ber of articles appeared in Adventist church publica-

tions, the Review and Herald and Signs of the Times, 

on this topic of women speaking in religious meet-

ings. Having a woman prophet who spoke regularly 

in church assemblies and in public meetings was 

bound to raise some questions in regards to these 

two key texts of the New Testament, particularly 

also in the context that the Adventist and Stone-

Campbell movements were in constant interactions 

in the Midwest in the nineteenth century. Three 

articles on this subject were published in 1879, dur-

ing the year before this anecdote took place in Ellen 

White’s ministry.

In January 1879, J. N. Andrews published a short 

article on women speaking in church in the Review 

and Herald. In this article, Andrews seeks to explain 

the two main texts used to prohibit women from 

speaking in church. His purpose is to show that a 

careful study of these texts cannot support this con-

clusion. In reference to 1 Corinthians 14:34–35, he 

explained that Paul’s intent was to avoid confusion 

in the church and to urge women to stop chatting 

between themselves during the worship service. 

Hence, “what the apostle says to women in such a 

church as this, and in such a state of things, is not to 

be taken as directions to all Christian women in other 

churches and in other times, when and where such 

disorders do not exist.” In regards to 1 Timothy 2:12, 

Andrews understands “this text to give Paul’s gen-

eral rule with regard to women as public teachers. 

But there are some exceptions to this general rule 

to be drawn even from Paul’s writings, and from 

other scriptures.” In fact, the evidence Andrews goes 

on to give indicates that this general rule is rather 

the exception and that women are free to labor in 

ministry.11

A few months later that same year, Andrews 

again published a brief article on this subject, this 

time in Signs of the Times. In response to an article 

he had read in another paper, which stated that 

women were not allowed to speak in early Christian 

churches, he explained that such a position did 

not concur with the testimony of the Old and New 

Testaments, and that Paul’s remark in Galatians 3:28 

was responsible for the “diffusive benevolence of 

Christianity” to counter the degradation that women 

had been subjected to in non-Christian societies. 

“The number of women of whom honorable men-

tion is made for their labors in the gospel is not 

small. Now, in view of these facts, how can any man 

in this age of Bibles say that the Bible does not notice 

women, or give them a place in the work of God? 

The Lord chooses his own workers, and he does 

not judge as man judges. Man looks at the appear-

ance; God judges the heart, and he never makes 

mistakes.”12

One other article published before Ellen White’s 

anecdotal event in California is an article published 

by her husband in the Review and Herald. While 

explaining the text in 1 Corinthians 14, James White 
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conceded that Paul may have referred to women 

participating in church business meetings but he 

took the firm position that this text did not refer to 

a prohibition for women to participate in worship 

services. Rather “Paul…places men and women side 

by side in the position and work of teaching and 

praying in the church of Christ.” White also gave 

numerous examples of women who ministered for 

God in the Old and New Testaments to show that 

there is no such prohibition for women to labor for 

the gospel or to speak in church assemblies.13

The articles published in Adventist papers in this 

period took the position that what Paul referred to 

in 1 Corinthians 14 and 1 Timothy 2 had to do with 

particular situations in the local churches of his 

time. Paul’s counsel regarding these situations was 

not applicable to all church congregations. Adventist 

pioneers did not understand Paul to be enouncing 

a general and universal ban on women speaking 

in religious meetings. Many of these articles also 

referred to many of Paul’s female co-workers to state 

the obvious conclusion that Paul was therefore not 

speaking against women in ministry. Furthermore, 

none of these articles used the argument that a 

woman prophet (i.e. Ellen White) has a special dis-

pensation from God to speak in church—an argu-

ment that is repeatedly used today to circumvent the 

misunderstood prohibition and to argue that women 

without a prophetic call from God should not be 

engaged in public speaking in religious meetings.

Somehow the history of our interpretation 

of these passages has been forgotten: one of our 

church founders was a woman and she spoke 

extensively in congregations. If this was the position 

taken by our church leaders 130 years ago in an era 

when women did not have social equality, I believe 

they would certainly favor women in ministry today 

and would see no reason to not include women in 

pastoral and other forms of church ministry. It is in 

this context that Ellen White encouraged women to 

be involved in many aspects of ministry because she 

genuinely believed that God calls women to minis-

try just as much as He calls men. 

I also find it interesting that in her 70 years of 

ministry Ellen White never referred to or com-

mented on 1 Corinthians 14:34–35 or 1 Timothy 2:12 

to limit the ministry women can do in the church or 

society. Perhaps her silence speaks volumes as to the 

importance we should give to these two passages.

2. THE MEANING AND EXTENT OF 

MINISTRY

Another area of discussion is the level of involve-

ment of women in church work and ministry. Can 

a woman do all the same activities or functions a 

man can do? Are there prohibitions, like the concept 

of male headship14 and Paul’s admonitions in his 

epistles, to the extent a woman can work for God in 

connection with church ministry? That leads us to 

ponder what Ellen White meant by ministry and a 

number of statements she penned while she lived in 

Australia in the 1890s are very instructive.

In 1898, Ellen White spoke quite forcibly about 

the need to remunerate fairly the spouses of pastors 

who do team ministry. Even if some men may not 

have felt comfortable with women doing ministry 

in partnership with their husbands and be remuner-

ated for it, she argued, “this question is not for men 

to settle. The Lord has settled it.” She went on to 

say that God is calling women to engage in ministry 

White also gave numerous examples 
of women who ministered for God 
in the Old and New Testaments to 
show that there is no such prohibition 
for women to labor for the gospel or 
to speak in church assemblies.
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and in some instances they will “do more good than 

the ministers who neglect to visit the flock of God.” 

Emphatically she stated, “There are women who 

should labor in the gospel ministry.”15

This statement immediately raises a question: 

what did Ellen White mean by “ministry”? Some 

argue that when she uses the word ministry in refer-

ence to men it refers to the gospel ministry of an 

ordained minister, and when she uses the word in 

reference to women it refers to other kinds of sup-

portive ministry, like personal evangelism, visiting 

homes of the poor, teaching the Bible, or canvass-

ing. I personally don’t think such a clear distinction 

is entirely justified because the meaning of min-

istry changed in the first decades of the Adventist 

church and so did the practice of ordination and 

who received ordination. In the early decades of 

Adventist work, only the itinerant preacher, or 

evangelist, was ordained, and he was referred to as 

an ordained minister or “gospel minister.” Ministry 

in that time period was focused on the work of the 

evangelist. With time, however, other kinds of tasks 

or functions became part of what ministry consists 

of. The work of Bible workers, literature evangelists, 

educators, publishing house editors and workers, 

and other administrators began to be included in 

the work of ministry for the church. And men in 

these functions, who at first were not ordained, 

started to be ordained. These changes and devel-

opments need to be part of our understanding of 

the context in which Ellen White wrote her words 

of encouragement to women in ministry.16 Her 

encouragements to women help us see this change 

in the Adventist understanding of ministry, from a 

narrow meaning to a broad inclusion of many func-

tions, and she consistently encourages women to 

join in all aspects of ministry. Her encouragements 

are inclusive and broad.

In 1879, Ellen White addressed a difficult 

situation at the South Lancaster church in 

Massachusetts. She felt the ministers working in 

that church or in the area had not been good lead-

ers. One pastor had “a disposition to dictate and 

control matters.” Knowing there were “humble, 

devoted women” in that congregation who had been 

sneered at by these ministers, she made this com-

ment: “It is not always men who are best adapted 

to the successful management of a church. If faithful 

women have more deep piety and true devotion 

than men, they could indeed by their prayers and their 

labors do more than men who are unconsecrated in 

heart and in life.”17 In this early statement the min-

istry ordained ministers do includes management 

of a church and, in her opinion, women can have 

that ministry and be just as effective at it as men. 

Obviously, this statement does not call for the ordi-

nation of women but it is the beginning of a pattern 

in Ellen White’s writings where we see her respond-

ing to some situations by inviting the leaders of the 

church to consider asking women do the work, or 

part of it, that ordained men do. This division of 

labor is for Ellen White conducive to facilitating the 

mission of the church.

Always close to Ellen White’s heart was the work 

of literature evangelists, selling books filled with 

truth to those who were not acquainted with the 

three angels’ messages. In 1880 she stated that 

literature evangelism was a good preparation for 

the work of ministers. “If there is one work more 

important than another, it is that of getting our 

In October 1899, Ellen White 
restated her conviction that women 
engaged in ministry should be paid 
adequately for their work.
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publications before the public, thus leading them to 

search the Scriptures. Missionary work—introduc-

ing our publications into families, conversing, and 

praying with and for them—is a good work and one 

which will educate men and women to do pastoral 

labor.”18 In this context, she refers to ministry as 

“pastoral labor” and both men and women can pre-

pare for it through literature evangelism.

Another similar inclusive encouragement to 

prepare for ministry through literature evangelism 

comes twenty years later. “All who desire an oppor-

tunity for true ministry, and who will give them-

selves unreservedly to God, will find in the canvass-

ing work opportunities to speak upon many things 

pertaining to the future, immortal life. The experi-

ence thus gained will be of the greatest value to 

those who are fitting themselves for the ministry. It 

is the accompaniment of the Holy Spirit of God that 

prepares workers, both men and women, to become 

pastors to the flock of God.”19 This statement encour-

ages both men and women to prepare themselves 

for ministry as pastors of churches.

One more statement from 1903.

The Lord calls upon those connected with our 

sanitariums, publishing houses, and schools to 

teach the youth to do evangelistic work.… Young 

men and young women who should be engaged in 

the ministry, in Bible work, and in the canvassing 

work should not be bound down to mechanical 

employment.… Some will be trained to enter the 

field as missionary nurses, some as canvassers, 

and some as gospel ministers.20

In the last three statements, Ellen White par-

ticularly encourages young people to prepare 

themselves for ministry. Although she may have 

been aware that there would be limitations to what 

young women could do or be employed for by the 

church, she did not limit the options available to 

them. If somehow Ellen White believed that the 

concept of male headship restricts the ministry 

positions available for women, she had plenty of 

opportunities to clarify her thought. She never did. 

Instead, her encouragements to young women are 

consistently open-ended and inclusive as in this 

next statement in 1887.

While discussing the need to provide good, solid 

education to Adventist youth in our schools, she 

exhorted ministers, Sabbath School teachers and 

college teachers to do their best to “unite heart and 

soul and purpose in the work of saving our youth 

from ruin.” The standard of education should not 

be lowered because “when suitable men are wanted 

to fill various positions of trust, they are rare; when 

women are wanted with well-balanced minds, with 

not a cheap style of education, but with an educa-

tion fitting them for any position of trust, they are 

not easily found.”21

A careful reflection of Ellen White’s writings 

reveals another pattern in her counsels regarding 

the involvement of women in ministry: her counsels 

are also directed at women of all age groups over 

an entire lifespan. As we have just seen some of her 

counsels are addressed to young women and invite 

them to prepare themselves for ministry through 

good education and practical experience as in lit-

erature evangelism. Some counsels are addressed to 

mothers and earnestly entreats them to regard their 

homes as the greatest missionary field.22 Other coun-

sels are addressed to older men and women inviting 

them to even consider doing missionary work in 

areas where the gospel has not been preached.23 And 

some counsels are directed at married women and 

spouses of ordained ministers.24 While the home 

of a married couple can be blessed with children, 

sometimes the arrival of children may not be what is 

most desirable for that couple or for their ministry.25 
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For some women, Ellen White went so far as to 

recommend they postpone having children in order 

to allow them many years of useful gospel ministry 

as she favored ministerial and missionary teams of 

husband and wife. We will see the example of one 

such couple below in the last section of this paper.

In October 1899, Ellen White restated her convic-

tion that women engaged in ministry should be paid 

adequately for their work. In this document it is not 

clear whether she is referring also to the spouses of 

ordained men, as she did in 1898, but her statement 

is nonetheless emphatic. 

Women, as well as men, are needed in the work 

that must be done. Those women who give them-

selves to the service of the Lord, who labor for the 

salvation of others by doing house-to-house work, 

which is as taxing as, and more taxing than standing 

before a congregation, should receive payment for 

their labor. If a man is worthy of his hire, so also is a 

woman.… The tithe should go to those who labor in 

word and doctrine, be they men or women.26

In this statement Ellen White distinguishes the 

work of the ordained minister who stands before a 

congregation and that of a woman who gives Bible 

studies in homes, but she also equalizes the value 

of both works by stating they are equally “tax-

ing.” Note also that she uses the words of Paul in 

1 Timothy 5:17 to refer to the work of elders who 

“labor in word and doctrine” and uses them to refer 

to the ministry of women. Is this a clear hint on her 

part that the ministry of women is as important as 

that of men? In any case, although men and women 

do a different kind of ministry, they are equal in 

value, deserving of tithe support, and constitutive of 

the work of biblical elders. 

3. THE MISSION OF THE CHURCH AND 

ORDINATION

This last statement leads us to discuss the rite of 

ordination in the Adventist church and in the writ-

ings of Ellen White. If, guided by the Holy Spirit, 

further developments and changes were to come 

along in the Adventist church, would it be possible 

for women to be ordained to perform these func-

tions of an elder and all these other functions of 

ministry men are ordained for and that Ellen White 

encourages women to do? Is there any indication 

that Ellen White favored their ordination to minis-

try? Did Ellen White state that ordinations should 

be limited to biblical precedents?

As already mentioned, in the 1890s and early 

1900s, for the most part while laboring in Australia 

at a time when the needs for church workers were so 

large and opportunities for ministry so numerous, 

Ellen White wrote a few remarkable and signifi-

cant statements regarding ministry and ordination. 

While she supported the traditional roles of pastor, 

elder and deacon, it is important to realize that she 

also recommended for ordination by the laying on 

of hands people serving in other forms of church 

ministry, since by then the concept of ministry had 

broadened to include a variety of activities. These 

areas of ministry for which she recommended ordi-

nation include women involved in personal ministry 

and other forms of ministry that are known today as 

chaplaincy, social work, counseling, and medicine. 

Her understanding of ordination and the rite of lay-

ing on of hands was grounded upon her beliefs that 

the dual purpose of the church is to spread the gos-

pel and to prepare the world for the coming of Jesus 

Christ; therefore, forms of Christian ministry should 

be adaptable to the current needs, while remain-

ing grounded on biblical principles, and include all 

Christians in active service. Understanding what 

Ellen White identified to be the purpose for the 

church and the meaning of the rite of laying on of 

hands is important for our discussion.
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The Mission of the Church

One of Ellen White’s basic ideas regarding the 

church is that it is the representative of God on 

earth.27 Within the context of the great controversy 

theme, she believed that Christians are the instru-

ments that God uses to witness to the universe that 

He is a God of love, mercy, and justice.28 “God has 

made His church on the earth a channel of light, 

and through it He communicates His purposes and 

His will.”29 In this context, her comments about the 

church emphasize the pragmatic functions of the 

church, its role and purpose. Although ordained 

ministers, as servants of God and of the church, are 

no doubt to act as God’s representatives on earth,30 

they are not the only ones. Every Christian has a 

role to play within the great controversy at the end 

of time and is a representative of Christ.31 Indicative 

of her thoughts on this is the following passage 

written in 1904:

Brethren and sisters, how much work have you 

done for God during the past year? Do you think 

that it is those men only who have been ordained 

as gospel ministers that are to work for the 

uplifting of humanity? — No, no! Every one who 

names the name of Christ is expected by God to 

engage in this work. The hands of ordination may 

not have been laid upon you, but you are none the 

less God’s messengers. If you have tasted that the 

Lord is gracious, if you know his saving power, 

you can no more keep from telling this to some 

one else than you can keep the wind from blow-

ing. You will have a word in season for him that 

is weary. You will guide the feet of the straying 

back to the fold. Your efforts to help others will be 

untiring, because God’s Spirit is working in you.

While in the Old Testament only certain men 

ordained to the priesthood could minister within 

the earthly sanctuary,32 Ellen White believed that no 

one is ever restricted from serving God even though 

one is not an ordained minister. All Christians, 

regardless of their vocations, are servants of God 

and in a very broad sense all Christians have a min-

istry. Even though she never mentioned it as such, 

she nonetheless affirmed the Protestant concept 

of the priesthood of all believers. Two passages 

of Scripture are foremost in her understanding of 

this concept. The first is 1 Peter 2:9, “But you are a 

chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s 

own people, that you may declare the wonderful 

deeds of him who called you out of darkness into 

his marvelous light” (RSV).33 The second is John 

15:16, “Ye have not chosen Me, but I have chosen 

you, and ordained you, that ye should go and bring 

forth fruit, and that your fruit should remain: that 

whatsoever ye shall ask of the Father in My name, 

He may give it you.” Many times she referred to 

or quoted parts of these passages in support of 

dedicated Christian service and to insist that all 

Christians are called, commissioned or ordained by 

God to serve Him.34

This concept of the priesthood of all believ-

ers underlies her understanding of both Christian 

service and ordination. Throughout her ministry, 

Ellen White made repeated appeals to church mem-

bers to engage in wholehearted Christian service. 

According to her, it is a fatal mistake to believe that 

only ordained ministers are workers for God and to 

rely solely on them to accomplish the mission of the 

church.35 “All who are ordained [i.e. baptized] unto 

the life of Christ are ordained [i.e. called] to work 

for the salvation of their fellow-men.”36 “Those who 

stand as leaders in the church of God are to realize 

that the Saviour’s commission is given to all who 

believe in His name. God will send forth into His 

vineyard many who have not been dedicated to the 

ministry by the laying on of hands.”37 In a very real 



106  Theology of Ordination

sense, every Christian is thus a minister for God.38

Consequently, Christ calls and spiritually ordains 

every Christian for ministry. Emphatically, Ellen 

White asked, “Have you tasted of the powers of 

the world to come? Have you been eating the flesh 

and drinking the blood of the Son of God? Then, 

although ministerial hands may not have been laid 

upon you in ordination, Christ has laid His hands 

upon you and has said: ‘Ye are My witnesses.’”39 Thus, 

she could state, “many souls will be saved through 

the labors of men who have looked to Jesus for their 

ordination and orders.”40 Church ordination, there-

fore, is not a prerequisite to serve God because it is 

first the Holy Spirit who gives fitness for service to 

Christians who in faith are willing to serve.41

I believe this is how she also understood her own 

call to ministry. Although she was never ordained as 

a minister by the Seventh-day Adventist church, she 

believed that God himself had ordained her to her 

prophetic ministry, a spiritual ordination that was 

by far superior to any forms of human ordination. 

In her later years, while recalling her experience 

in the Millerite movement and her first vision, she 

stated, “In the city of Portland, the Lord ordained 

me as His messenger, and here my first labors were 

given to the cause of present truth.”42

From these passages we can draw two initial 

conclusions concerning Ellen White’s underlying 

thoughts on ordination. First, Ellen White’s concept 

of the priesthood of all believers is the fundamental 

qualification for Christian service; every Christian is 

intrinsically a servant of God. Second, in a spiritual 

sense, God ordains every Christian to service.

The Ordination of Paul and Barnabas

A number of passages in Ellen White’s writings give 

us significant thoughts on the meaning of ordina-

tion and in all of them the primary focus of the dis-

cussion is the role ordination plays in furthering the 

evangelistic mission of the church. These passages 

include her commentary on the ordination of Paul 

and Barnabas in Acts 13.

God foresaw the difficulties that His servants 

would be called to meet, and, in order that their 

work should be above challenge, He instructed the 

church by revelation to set them apart publicly to 

the work of the ministry. Their ordination was a 

public recognition of their divine appointment to 

bear to the Gentiles the glad tidings of the gospel.

 Both Paul and Barnabas had already received 

their commission from God Himself, and the cere-

mony of the laying on of hands added no new grace 

or virtual qualification. It was an acknowledged 

form of designation to an appointed office and a 

recognition of one’s authority in that office. By it the 

seal of the church was set upon the work of God.

 To the Jew this form was a significant one. 

When a Jewish father blessed his children, he laid 

his hands reverently upon their heads. When an 

animal was devoted to sacrifice, the hand of the one 

invested with priestly authority was laid upon the 

head of the victim. And when the ministers of the 

church of believers in Antioch laid their hands upon 

Paul and Barnabas, they, by that action, asked God 

to bestow His blessing upon the chosen apostles in 

their devotion to the specific work to which they 

had been appointed.

 At a later date the rite of ordination by the lay-

ing on of hands was greatly abused; unwarrantable 

importance was attached to the act, as if a power 

came at once upon those who received such ordina-

tion, which immediately qualified them for any 

and all ministerial work. But in the setting apart 

of these two apostles, there is no record indicating 

that any virtue was imparted by the mere act of 

laying on of hands. There is only the simple record 

of their ordination and of the bearing that it had on 

their future work.43 
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Some significant insights about 

ordination appear in this story. 

First, Ellen White acknowledged 

that there is a calling and spiritual 

appointment before the church 

ordains someone, and ordina-

tion is a public recognition of this 

prior divine appointment. This, 

we have already seen, concurs 

with her understanding of the spiritual ordination of 

all believers. Second, she also stated that the rite of 

ordination does not in itself qualify someone for an 

office or task, this qualifying has already happened 

through the work of the Holy Spirit in one’s life and 

ministry; rather, ordination is to be understood as a 

form of appointment to an office and a recognition 

that this person is given the authority to perform 

that office. Third, ordination is also a rite during 

which the congregation asks “God to bestow His 

blessing upon the chosen apostles”. Fourth, ordina-

tion is for a specific work and is not meant to “imme-

diately” qualify someone “for any and all ministerial 

work.”44 This implies there is room for various kinds 

of laying on of hands, for various kinds of work, 

ministry, functions or offices, each with specific 

responsibilities and, therefore, attending authority.

In this context, as we will see below, it is now 

possible to understand why Ellen White allowed for 

the church to decide whether some people, other 

than gospel ministers or itinerant preachers, could 

be ordained by the laying on of hands for other min-

istries. If one allows for a missionary understanding 

of the role of the church, then ordination is also a 

functional rite to affirm and commission individu-

als for various ministries and responsibilities that 

further the mission of the church. There is a world 

to be warned and a people to be prepared for the 

second coming of Christ, and those who are thus 

spiritually qualified should be entrusted with their 

mission, affirmed, and blessed by the church’s laying 

on of hands.

Ordination of Early Adventist Ministers

Very early in Seventh-day Adventist history, the 

leading pioneers of the movement felt concerned 

about the confusion and false teachings that were 

manifested sometimes among the small group of 

Sabbatarian Adventist believers. Following the 

example of New Testament apostles who had set 

apart elders to oversee local congregations against 

false teachings and to administer the ordinances of 

baptism and the Lord’s Supper, these early Adventist 

leaders selected promising men and set them apart 

with prayer and laying on of hands. The criterion for 

their ordination was the “full proof” evidence “that 

they have received their commission from God.” 

By ordaining them the group of believers “would 

show the sanction of the church to their going forth 

as messengers to carry the most solemn message 

ever given to men.”45 The ordination of these early 

Adventist itinerant preachers served as a rite to 

authorize them to speak on behalf of the church and 

to preserve order in the emerging church.

Ordination to Other Forms of Ministry

Ellen White earnestly believed that the ordained 

pastoral ministry alone was not sufficient to fulfill 

God’s commission, that God is calling Christians of 

all professions to dedicate their lives to his service.46 

There is a world to be warned and a people to 
be prepared for the second coming of Christ, 
and those who are thus spiritually qualified 
should be entrusted with their mission, affirmed, 
and blessed by the church’s laying on of hands.
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Since the church can acknowledge different kinds of 

spiritual gifts and ministries beyond those of pastor, 

elder and deacon to meet the needs of the people, 

she favored the setting apart of trained profession-

als, including medical missionaries and those who 

today would be referred to as chaplains and social 

workers, by the laying on of hands. Among these 

groups of ministers, and given a broader defini-

tion of what ministry is, would be women who are 

engaged in personal evangelism. Strictly speaking, 

these two recommendations do not have biblical 

precedents but they are possible given her under-

standing of ministry and ordination. 

In 1908, in a manuscript to encourage the mission 

of Adventist medical institutions, Ellen White wrote 

about the need for cooperation between gospel 

workers and medical doctors in Adventist medical 

institutions. Her desire was to see the medical work 

of the church as the right arm of the church’s evan-

gelistic efforts, and she understood that pastors and 

medical workers were both essential to this work. 

She considered the work of the medical profession 

as a great means for proclaiming the gospel and, for 

this reason she believed medical missionaries ought 

to be set apart for God’s service. In respect to this, 

she wrote:

The work of the true medical missionary is largely 

a spiritual work. It includes prayer and the laying 

on of hands; he therefore should be as sacredly set 

apart for his work as is the minister of the gospel. 

Those who are selected to act the part of mission-

ary physicians, are to be set apart as such. This 

will strengthen them against the temptation to 

withdraw from the sanitarium work to engage in 

private practice.47

Ellen White believed that the work of the medical 

profession is a ministry for proclaiming the gospel. 

She saw a correlation between the setting apart 

of the medical missionary and the minister of the 

gospel and viewed the ceremony of the laying on 

of hands upon medical missionaries to be a form 

of ordination. In this ceremony, as with ordination 

to the more traditional offices of the church, the 

church acknowledges the blessings of God upon the 

medical profession and its practitioners, and this 

recognition by the church serves to strengthen the 

dedication of the worker in his or her service for 

God. 

In a similar context, in 1895, Ellen White wrote 

a long article about the work of lay people in local 

churches. She urged ministers to let lay people work 

for the church and train them to do so. And she 

favored that women serving in local ministry also 

be set apart for the evangelism they do, a work that 

today would be identified with Bible workers, chap-

lains and social workers. She counseled:

Women who are willing to consecrate some of 

their time to the service of the Lord should be 

appointed to visit the sick, look after the young, 

and minister to the necessities of the poor. They 

should be set apart to this work by prayer and 

laying on of hands. In some cases they will need 

to counsel with the church officers or the minister; 

but if they are devoted women, maintaining a 

vital connection with God, they will be a power 

for good in the church. This is another means 

of strengthening and building up the church. 

We need to branch out more in our methods of 

labor.48

Here Ellen White counseled that God is leading 

the church in setting apart women for these various 

forms of ministry. It is God’s will for the church 

to branch out, be strengthened and built up by 

ordaining women and men to serve in the various 
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forms of gospel ministry and to provide care for the 

mental, physical and spiritual needs of others. Her 

understanding of ministry is broad as is her under-

standing of ordination. Ordination in this context 

is both asking God’s blessing on the individuals and 

affirming their ministry for the church.

Some have argued that since Ellen White does 

not use the word ordination in these two examples 

it should not be implied that she is referring to 

ordination to ministry, but that she refers only to 

a kind of spiritual affirmation of some lower types 

of ministry, like the work of deaconesses in local 

churches. While this may have been the case in her 

day, today in most Adventist churches these three 

types of ministry she mentions are usually done by 

ordained male pastors or elders, depending on the 

size of the congregation. 

In both examples, Ellen White uses the same 

words Luke used in Acts 13 to describe Paul and 

Barnabas’ ordination: they were set apart with 

prayer and laying on of hands. (By the way, Luke 

does not use the word ordination either.) In her 

reflection on the ordination of the first Sabbatarian 

Adventist ministers, she does not use the word 

ordination but refers to setting apart and commis-

sion; yet, we naturally accept that she is referring to 

ordination. If Ellen White can describe these events 

as ordinations, we can certainly say her reference 

to medical missionaries and women being set apart 

with prayer and laying on of hands are also referring 

to ordination. What matters here is not whether 

one event is an ordination and the other is not, on 

the basis of the presence or absence of the word 

ordination in her writings; they all refer to the same 

rite of laying on of hands. Instead of limiting our 

understanding of what ordination is and for whom 

it is valid, we need to broaden our understanding 

to include a variety of meanings and circumstances 

as Ellen White invited us to do. And, furthermore, 

her comment regarding the ordination of medical 

missionaries is obviously stating that in her mind 

there is only one kind of laying on of hands: “he [the 

medical missionary] therefore should be as sacredly 

set apart for his work as is the minister of the gospel.” 

All these comments give us the picture that Ellen 

White that her non-sacramental and functional use 

of the word ordination is better described by the 

words affirmation and commissioning than by the 

sacramentally loaded word ordination. Thus, with 

this context and meaning in mind, her view of the 

laying on of hands can be and is gender inclusive.

These two statements also support what we saw 

earlier, that for Ellen White ministry is to be under-

stood in broad terms and cannot be limited only to 

the work of an itinerant preacher or church pastor. 

Earlier, in our discussion of her comments about 

the need to have more women join ministry with 

their husbands and her invitation to women to be 

educated for ministry, her statements are clear that 

whether one is preaching a series of evangelistic 

meetings or giving a sermon on Sabbath morning, 

giving Bible studies in homes, or visiting families in 

need, all these activities are qualified as gospel or 

pastoral ministry. She invited and urged both men 

and women to be involved in ministry. She under-

stood that these women “are recognized by God as 

being as necessary to the work of ministry as their 

husbands.”49 Consequently, she approved of their 

labor in the gospel ministry, noting: “Again and 

again the Lord has shown me that women teachers 

are just as greatly needed to do the work to which 

He has appointed them as are men.”50 Ellen White 

urged the church to recognize God’s call to women 

by the laying on of hands so that the ministry of 

the church might be more diversified and complete 

in both its message and its mission. This picture 

is also framed in the context of mission. She was 

passionate about the salvation of the lost and she 
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felt strongly that all Adventist men and women be 

active in all facets of ministry. While her concern 

was missiological (accomplishing the mission of the 

church), ours has become ecclesiological (determin-

ing who has authority in the church).

Some may consider these thoughts somewhat 

radical and a rupture with the New Testament 

teaching on the ordination of deacons, elders, and 

pastors. However, what allowed Ellen White to 

see the laying on of hands in this broader sense is 

her non-sacramental, functional view of ordina-

tion. Although it symbolizes the giving of church 

authority, ordination is not primarily for the 

purpose of granting authority—in our denomina-

tion, church assemblies, committees, and boards do 

this. Ordination affirms the spiritual gifts God has 

given to a person and invites God’s blessings on this 

person’s ministry. Such an affirmation is in her view 

inclusive of males and females and is not to be lim-

ited to the ministries of deacons, elders, and pastors. 

The organization of the church is to be adaptable 

to the needs of the church wherever it is located in 

the world so that all may hear the message of God’s 

salvation in his or her own language and culture. 

Ordination and the laying on of hands is a means 

to bless people in ministry and to encourage them 

to do their ministry with the church’s affirmation. 

She did not view ordination as a sacrament to be 

given to only to a few men in the church, who form 

a cohort or caste of spiritually endowed ministers, 

and who have sole authority to lead the church.

One more anecdote further illustrates Ellen 

White’s non-sacramental view of ordination. In 

1873, John Tay joined the Seventh-day Adventist 

church and soon felt called by God to volunteer his 

time as a missionary in the South Pacific. In 1886, 

he landed on the island of Pitcairn and succeeded 

by God’s grace in converting the entire population. 

But not being an ordained minister, he was not 

authorized to baptize the people on the island who 

accepted the three angels’ messages.51 Ten years 

later, Ellen White commented on this event and had 

this to say.

Another thing I want to tell you that I know from 

the light as given me: it has been a great mistake 

that men go out, knowing they are children of 

God, like Brother Tay, [who] went to Pitcairn as 

a missionary to do work, [but] that man did not 

feel at liberty to baptize because he had not been 

ordained. That is not any of God’s arrangements; 

it is man’s fixing. When men go out with the bur-

den of the work and to bring souls into the truth, 

those men are ordained of God, [even] if [they] 

never have a touch of ceremony of ordination. To 

say [they] shall not baptize when there is nobody 

else, [is wrong]. If there is a minister in reach, all 

right, then they should seek for the ordained min-

ister to do the baptizing, but when the Lord works 

with a man to bring out a soul here and there, 

and they know not when the opportunity will 

come that these precious souls can be baptized, 

why he should not question about the matter, he 

should baptize these souls.52

It is an interesting comment for Ellen White to 

say that the idea that only an ordained minister can 

perform baptism, even in special circumstances, 

“is not any of God’s arrangement; it is man’s fix-

ing.” Perhaps she overstated her response to what 

happened. But nonetheless, there is something in 

her understanding of ministry and ordination that 

leads her to say this. In this case, ministry is viewed 

as non-hierarchical and ordination is viewed as an 

affirmation of God’s prior spiritual ordination. Her 

passion for saving the lost is strong and human 

church limitations on what a layperson can do 

should not hinder the salvation of souls. If there are 
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such limitations, even as to prevent baptism in the 

absence of an ordained minister, they are “man’s 

fixing.”

Admittedly, and to be fair, she did support the 

broader principle of unity and church order and 

agreed that ordination functions as a rite to show 

that ministers receive authority to work for the 

church. But if ordination is seen as a way to estab-

lish some hierarchy to keep lay people in their lower 

places, it is obvious here that she did not support 

such a view. She objected to the idea that only 

ordained ministers can represent the church as their 

exclusive rights and function. Clearly, in her mind, 

the link between ordination and granting church 

authority is somewhat fluid and ordination is more 

akin to a commissioning to do God’s service for the 

church.

4. CONTEXT AND HERMENEUTICS

The question of the ordination of women is also a 

question of hermeneutics and how we understand 

the relevance and authoritative nature of the writ-

ings of Ellen White on this issue. I have attempted 

so far to present her broad understanding of minis-

try with multi-faceted functions and tasks, and her 

broad understanding of ordination as a function 

of the church to affirm and commission men and 

women to various forms of ministries and respon-

sibilities. These views of ministry and ordination 

open avenues that the traditional Catholic sacra-

ment of ordination cannot allow.

It is true that Ellen White did not specifically say 

that women could be ordained to become senior 

pastors of churches or conference presidents. But 

the interpretation of her writings must be done 

within the circumstances and times she wrote. 

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centu-

ries, women in general did not occupy leadership 

functions in churches and society. However, she 

encouraged women to be active in a multitude of 

functions and ministries, and believed that with 

the proper education, women could occupy “any 

position of trust.”53 Therefore, to limit our current 

practices to only what the church allowed in her day 

is not automatically in agreement with her thought.

The interpretation of Ellen White’s testimonies 

and writings cannot be static because we must 

understand the times and circumstances that led 

her to say what she did, and learn from them prin-

ciples to guide our thinking and actions today. A 

statement written many years ago may not neces-

sarily have the same force and relevance today as 

it did then. Attempting to explain how to use her 

writings, she stated in 1911 that the context of her 

thought is very important: “Regarding the testimo-

nies, nothing is ignored; nothing is cast aside; but 

time and place must be considered.”54

An example of this is the question of the proper 

age for school entrance—an idea debated among 

Adventists a hundred years ago. In 1872, Ellen White 

had written that “parents should be the only teach-

ers of their children until they have reached eight or 

ten years of age.”55 Many Adventists took this state-

ment as an unvarying rule for the age of entrance 

into Seventh-day Adventist schools and when in 

1904, upon their return to the United States, her 

son W. C. White and his wife Ethel wished to enter 

their young children in the newly established school 

in St. Helena, California, the school administration 

refused to take their children on the basis of Ellen 

White’s statement. When she was asked about this, 

however, she explained that when this counsel was 

given there were no Adventist schools yet and her 

counsel had specific reference to the “common” 

[public] schools. Children younger than 9 or 10 

were not prepared to discern and resist the tempta-

tions they would meet in the public schools. As the 

Adventist school system became more extensive, 
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she advised students of all ages to attend Adventist 

schools wherever they were available.56 She advised 

using “common sense” in this regard and not to 

make her comments on entrance age an unbending 

rule and thus miss the underlying principle.57

The Ordination of Some of Our Pioneers

This anecdote illustrates that we must take carefully 

into consideration the historical context of Ellen 

White’s writings before coming to any conclusions. 

One very human tendency is to superimpose our 

current understanding of issues on prior statements 

in the writings of Ellen White. Let me illustrate one 

major problem I see happening today: through the 

years we have changed our practice regarding the 

ordination of men but we have not been willing to 

do the same for women.

George I. Butler became president of the Iowa 

Conference in June 1865 even though he had 

“no experience as a preacher.” It was not until 

June 1867, that he received a ministerial license, 

and then ordained later that year in September. 

“Interestingly,” notes Denis Kaiser, “even after he 

had been elected conference president, the church 

saw no need to hurry his ordination, as they appar-

ently did not see it as necessary prior to him begin-

ning his service as president.”58 Similarly, Uriah 

Smith became editor of the Review and Herald in 

1855, secretary of the General Conference in 1863, 

and president of the Michigan Conference also in 

1863, a position he served in intermittently until 

1872. He was not ordained until 1874.

Early Seventh-day Adventists ordained only the 

ministers among them who had given evidence that 

they were good evangelists or itinerant preachers. 

Ordination was a recognition of their gifts and that 

the church authorized them to be spokesmen for 

the truth. Those who were not itinerant preachers 

were not ordained even if they served the church in 

some capacity. As we grew in numbers and diversi-

fied our ministries, the role of ministers changed 

and those who had responsibilities in the church 

were also ordained, irrespective of whether they 

had been itinerant preachers. So our practice of 

male ordination has evolved since the time of Ellen 

White to be more inclusive of other male forms of 

ministry.

The ordination of W. W. Prescott in 1889 is an 

illustration of that development. Prescott had never 

worked as a pastor or evangelist, yet during his 

service as president of Battle Creek College and edu-

cation secretary of the General Conference, church 

leaders noticed the fruits of his educational work 

and his powerful preaching abilities. They were con-

vinced of his divine calling and decided to ordain 

him in 1889. He counseled with Ellen White about 

his doubts and whether he should accept ordina-

tion. “If he could serve the cause of God any better 

in receiving ordination and credentials,” she sur-

mised, “it would be best” for him to be ordained.59

 We should note that the elections of Butler and 

Smith to their functions would likely not be allowed 

today with our current church policies. But, in all 

honesty, that is not an entirely fair historical judg-

ment or interpretation. If Elders Butler and Smith 

were working for the church today, they would have 

been ordained by the time they were asked to serve 

in their functions or would be ordained immedi-

ately upon being voted into a function. Our times 

and practices are different from those of our pio-

neers and we cannot make direct comparisons and 

links. We can learn from the past but our present 

Rather than limiting ordination to men 
only, her comments open the door to 
women being ordained as well.
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is different. Who receives ordination today is based 

on our current understanding of ministry and it 

is different from what our pioneers understood 

ministry to be and thus who can be ordained. This 

also indicates that as we age we are following in the 

footsteps of many other denominations, and we are 

giving more and more attention to church struc-

tures and ecclesiastical roles, to who has authority 

within a hierarchy. Our pioneers did not have this 

preoccupation at first. 

If this is what has happened with the develop-

ment of the practice of ordination for men in min-

istry, how about the development of the practice 

of ordination for women in ministry? Why should 

such a development remain stagnant? In 1895, Ellen 

White recommended the ordination of women who 

were involved in visiting the sick, looking after the 

young, and ministering to the necessities of the 

poor. Even though some have argued that this ordi-

nation referred to the limited role of a deaconess in 

Ellen White’s day, men who do the same functions 

today are now ordained as ministers or elders. In the 

1860s and 1870s, men who did these same activities 

in local churches would also have been ordained as 

deacons. But now they are ordained as elders and 

ministers. Should we not ordain women as minis-

ters or elders as well if they do the same functions as 

their male counterparts? If it is possible to allow for 

the development of the practice of ordination for 

men, why not allow the same for women? These are 

serious questions that must take into consideration 

the historical context of Ellen White’s writings and 

our own current context.

If Ellen White was so willing to encourage 

women in various forms of ministry in the 1890s 

and 1900s, in a society and context in which women 

were not encouraged to do so, it is because she 

believed in a broad gender inclusive ministry to 

warn a dying world of Christ’s soon coming. While 

she was not concerned with the women’s rights 

movement of her day, she was concerned about all 

Seventh-day Adventists joining together to spread 

the gospel. And today to limit what women can do 

in the church on the basis of only what the church 

allowed women to do in her day or on the basis of 

the limited options for ministry she offered women 

in those years is taking her comments out of con-

text, a context in which she encouraged progressive 

and innovative approaches to ministry. Rather than 

limiting ordination to men only, her comments 

open the door to women being ordained as well.

C. C. Crisler’s Interpretation

In March 1916, a few months after Ellen White died, 

her secretary C. C. Crisler received a letter from 

a sister Cox in Texas asking him for Ellen White’s 

opinion and counsel regarding the ordination of 

women as referred to in the Review and Herald 

article of July 1895.60 Although he did not presume 

to interpret what Ellen White meant, he ventured 

to say that “this article published in the Review does 

not refer to the ordination of women as ministers 

of the gospel, but rather touches upon the ques-

tion of setting apart, for special duties in local 

churches, God-fearing women [as deaconesses] in 

such churches where circumstances call for such 

action.” He added that “Sister White, personally, 

was very careful about expressing herself in any wise 

as to the advisability of ordaining women as gospel 

ministers. She has often spoken of the perils that 

such general practice would expose the church to by 

a gainsaying world;…This is not suggesting, much 

less saying, that no women are fitted for such public 

labor, and that none should ever be ordained; it is 

simply saying that so far as my knowledge extends, 

Sister White never encouraged church officials to 

depart from the general customs of the church in 

those matters.”61
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Crisler’s comments are interesting in a number of 

ways. First, he refrains from using the word ordina-

tion to refer to this action, calling it simply, as Ellen 

White did, a setting apart and thus attributes much 

to the absence of the word ordination in this coun-

sel. He also describes these women as doing the 

work of deaconesses in some local churches where 

they would be set apart. This in itself would show 

that these women were undertaking a new kind of 

ministry not performed heretofore by the average 

deaconess. Another comment that stands out is 

Crisler’s opinion that Ellen White did not encour-

age church officials to depart from the church’s 

general customs on this practice and that she was 

concerned about what people would say regarding 

such an uncommon practice. Ellen White was care-

ful that the church not expose itself to “a gainsaying 

world.” Although he may have been privy to some 

information we no longer have, there is no evidence 

that Ellen White counseled church leaders not to 

ordain women ministers. Also Crisler believed that 

the ordination of women to ministry had not been 

on Ellen White’s agenda because she was afraid of 

what the world would say or that some churches 

would use this new practice as a way of disparaging 

the Seventh-day Adventist message. 

Crisler’s depiction of Ellen White’s hesitant role 

or soft advocacy in some issues is accurate. While 

she was an uncompromising reformer on some 

social issues (e.g. temperance and education), in 

some other areas, she was soft spoken, not willing 

to raise opposition for the sake of it. When advocat-

ing a particular style of reform dress in the 1850s, 

she encountered some opposition and ridicule that 

made her back away from her advocacy. On this 

issue she was careful and measured, and did not 

wish the health reform message be hijacked by a 

secondary issue. Her funny-looking reform dress 

was finally discarded not because it was not a good 

idea, but because it was too radical for some people. 

People made fun of it and discarded her counsels. 

What mattered was for women to be better dressed; 

the style and shape of the dress was secondary. The 

same can be said of her advocacy for the involve-

ment of women in ministry. She was not interested 

in displacing men from the traditional roles they 

have had in the family, church and society. Her 

thought naturally implies that because of their 

family and social roles, husbands/fathers will tend 

predominantly to work outside the home and will 

be more numerous in leadership roles, while wives/

mothers will tend to care for the home and children, 

and have less involvement in church and society. 

However, this traditional arrangement did not pre-

vent some women from occupying various positions 

of ministry, even administrative positions, during 

Ellen White’s time.62

Given the social and family constraints of her 

time, it is still remarkable that Ellen White was 

able to recommend that more women be involved 

in active ministry and in spreading the gospel. If 

there was ever an ideal social and family structure 

it is likely the one we see in her writings. But times 

have changed tremendously. Today, in the United 

States, the ideal family model of a father working 

outside the home to supply his family’s needs while 

the mother stays home to care for the children is 

becoming very rare. One-income families have a 

hard time to survive in our economic conditions 

and lifestyle expectations. What we find instead 

in our churches are more and more family units 

of single parents, multi-generational families, and 

blended families. Single women (never married, 

divorced or widowed) form a large segment of our 

congregations. In our context, Ellen White’s appeals 

for the involvement of more women in all forms of 

ministry are even more relevant and significant. Our 

context begs for more women in ministry.
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The fact that Ellen White was able to recom-

mend the setting apart of medical missionaries 

and women involved in ministry indicates that the 

church should be open to more women in ministry. 

The ordination of women in the Adventist church 

is thus possible because she understood ordination 

as a prayer of divine blessing, as a form of affirma-

tion of one’s spiritual gifts, and as a commissioning. 

In fact, we have already been ordaining women to 

ministry: we call it commissioning. Based on Ellen 

White’s understanding of ordination we can con-

clude there is no difference between the two rites, 

they are one and the same. The setting apart by 

laying on of hands and prayer is a means to commis-

sion someone to ministry. The church decides what 

authority comes along with that ministry, what the 

ministry is, and the person’s qualification to perform 

it. It is not the rite of ordination that determines 

these factors.

5. ALLOWANCE FOR DIVERSITY

One last area of theological reflection on Ellen 

White’s writings I’d like to offer is regarding the 

allowance for diversity of thoughts, opinions and 

practices she advocated in her life and ministry. We 

have a history of allowance for diversity within the 

Seventh-day Adventist church.

This year marks the 125th anniversary of the 

1888 General Conference session in Minneapolis, 

Minnesota. What we remember most about this 

session is the acrimonious debates before and dur-

ing this session. Two “major” issues were argued 

over: the identity of the law Paul referred to in 

Galatians 3:24 and the identity of the ten northern 

European tribes that fulfilled the end of the proph-

ecy of Daniel 7. Some leaders and pioneers of our 

church felt the Seventh-day Adventist church could 

not change its teachings on these. Others felt it 

behooved Adventists to be faithful to Scripture and 

history and provide more accurate interpretations 

of these two passages.

Both sides of these controversies wished for Ellen 

White to provide the definitive interpretation and 

thus close the debates. But she refused to do so and 

she objected to such a use of her writings. Instead 

she pleaded with the delegates to study their Bibles 

and to come to some conclusions by themselves. In 

the end she commented that these two issues were 

not key, “landmark” doctrines of the Seventh-day 

Adventist church and diversity of opinions was pos-

sible. What mattered most for her was the exhibi-

tion of a proper, cordial and gentle spirit among the 

delegates and unity in the mission of the church.63

Another such argument occurred around 1910 

regarding the interpretation of the word “daily” 

in the prophecy of Daniel 8:11–13. Again, people 

appealed to Ellen White’s writings to settle the issue 

and again she refused to do so. She did not believe 

this issue was a “test question” and did not think her 

writings provided an exegetical interpretation of the 

passage. Like the other controversies in 1888, her 

main concern was directed toward the disunity, the 

rancor, the time spent in debate, and the distraction 

from evangelism.64

I find these two controversies give us a paradigm 

for the use of Ellen White’s writings in the interpre-

tation of Scripture and they also show that her con-

cern was primarily with church unity and mission 

rather than focusing on dividing, secondary issues. 

I cannot but muse about what she would say today 

regarding our use of her writings to muster support 

for one or the other side of our ordination debate. 

In the end, I learn also from these discussions that 

Ellen White allowed for diversity of thought for 

questions that she felt were secondary and not key 

doctrinal beliefs of our church.

Many other examples of allowance for diversity 

could be given. We could reflect on the church’s 
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teaching on vegetarianism and 

the importance Ellen White 

gave it, even that eating of meat 

must ultimately be discarded at 

the end of time, yet allowed for 

flexibility and personal choices.65 

I have already alluded to the age 

of school entrance and who can 

perform baptisms in special cir-

cumstances. We could talk about 

the crucial role of a mother in the 

home in raising and caring for 

her children,66 yet she herself allowed for exceptions 

and, for five years, gave the responsibility of raising 

her first son Henry to a trusted family while she 

and her husband preached the three angels’ mes-

sages. She did not feel good about this, but under-

stood God called her to make this sacrifice.67 To 

some extent, personal circumstances and contexts 

allowed for exceptions and differences of opinions 

and practices.

I understand that allowing for exceptions may 

not be considered a good thing because there’s a 

strong tendency among Adventists to call for uni-

formity of beliefs and practices. Sometimes we tend 

to do this when it comes to secondary issues and 

beliefs. At the same time it is difficult to pigeonhole 

Ellen White when it comes to the behavior of oth-

ers. There seems to be exceptions to hard-core rules: 

goals, values, and ideals are taught, but often dis-

placed by or accommodated to the realities of life.

When it comes to the assigned ideal role of 

women in family, church and society, there are 

ideals that she taught, and then sometimes there is 

the reality of a particular circumstance and context. 

One of Ellen White’s most prominent teachings, as 

we have seen, is her insistence that both men and 

women be involved in evangelistic ministry, but 

children in the home can interfere with the woman’s 

ministry. One such example is 

the case of Isaac and Adelia Van 

Horn who were married by James 

White in 1865. Soon after their 

marriage they went as a pioneer 

missionary couple to Washington 

and Oregon. Ellen White was 

disappointed when they began to 

have children for this interfered 

with their joint ministry.68 Many 

years later, she reminded them of 

James’s words at their wedding: 

I remember the words of my husband when you 

were sent into this new field. They were these: 

“Isaac and Adelia, God would have you enter this 

new field together unitedly in the work. I would not 

trust you, Isaac, alone where you might lack in the 

financial working of the cause. Adelia will help you 

out with her business tact where you would be more 

inclined to be easy and not thorough in the work. 

Adelia will be your good [partner] to spur you up to 

energy. Both of you will make a perfect whole. God 

would have Adelia in the field. He would have you 

work side by side together, for this, the Lord has 

shown, was His will. We can afford to pay you better 

wages, with Adelia to help you, than for your labors 

alone. The Lord will bless you together.”69

Ellen White then continued, writing to Isaac, 

“God did not ordain that you should take Adelia 

out of the field. God did not ordain that you should 

accumulate family cares to take yourself out of 

the field.” However we interpret this situation, 

Ellen White desired for both Isaac and Adelia to 

be involved in ministry, and Adelia’s talents were 

particularly needed in this missionary context. Ellen 

White felt the Van Horns had not been true to their 

calling by having children so soon after they entered 

ministry together. Exceptions to the ideals of a fam-

ily home are sometimes needed.

But an organization 
must look carefully 
at its past and not 
idolize it or fossilize 
it if the organization 
is to continue 
to be relevant 
in its constantly 
changing context.
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Some people build intricate schemes of inter-

pretation of the writings of Ellen White to catego-

rize the goals, ideals and values that she espoused 

regarding women in general and to impose a limit 

on what women can do in the church today. There 

are those who advocate that families, church life 

and society today should be following the same 

arrangements that Ellen White experienced in her 

day, or witnessed in her visions and wrote about in 

her writings. This grand scheme and ideal is some-

times based on an understanding of the relationship 

between the persons of the Godhead, that Jesus was 

submitted to the Father and thus implying there 

is an intrinsic value for some people in church and 

society to be submitted to others. The same goes 

with the ranking and hierarchy of angels in heaven.70

Ellen White saw all these beautiful and inspiring 

scenes of angels in her visions. She wrote about the 

order and harmony she saw in heaven which gave 

her reasons for advocating order and harmony in the 

early Seventh-day Adventist church organization.71 

Yet she urged the involvement of all people in church 

life, rebuked those elected and ordained to work for 

the church who used a form of kingly power to get 

what they wanted and to displace others from partic-

ipating in the life of the church. She decried the use 

of power and authority on the basis of one’s hierar-

chical standing in the church; no one has an intrinsic 

rank or importance that positions him as superior 

to others. While she affirmed leadership positions 

to facilitate the good and proper operations of the 

church, and to avoid anarchy, confusion, and false 

teachings, a form of hierarchicalism that displaces, 

supplants or controls others is not condoned in her 

writings. And she never used any of these concepts 

to limit what women can do in the church.

In any social organization, including churches, 

there is a conservative element that prevents devel-

opments that appear to remove traditional ways of 

doing things. For many, it is fine to leave things as 

they are. But there is also a progressive element that 

wishes to see things change in order to see progress 

when things begin to stagnate. So there’s a tension 

between traditionalist tendencies and progressive 

tendencies. Neither is bad. But an organization 

must look carefully at its past and not idolize it or 

fossilize it if the organization is to continue to be 

relevant in its constantly-changing context.

As I see it, the mission of our church has been for 

over 150 years to preach the three angels’ message 

to the world and to prepare a people for Christ’s 

soon return. To that end and for that purpose, Ellen 

White understood that all Seventh-day Adventists 

must be involved in this mission, both men and 

women, lay people and ordained pastors, young and 

old—all have a role to play in this grand mission. 

Throughout her ministry she encouraged and urged 

men and women to be involved. 

As I see it also, the inclusion of women in minis-

try will only facilitate the completion of our mis-

sion. To think that only ordained men can do some 

of this work, or that only men can have a place or 

role to play in the accomplishment of some parts of 

this mission, is to me a traditionalist approach to 

our mission that will only hinder what we are about. 

I don’t think Ellen White would approve of this in 

this day and age in many parts of the world. Maybe 

she would say we are hindering the role and minis-

try of women by refusing them to be ordained, and 

that it is unfair to have them do all the work and not 

have the blessing of the church to do so. She said 

the same thing about the unfairness of the pay scale 

for women while she lived in Australia. Her own 

life and ministry allowed for diversity of opinions 

on many questions and issues. She allowed for 

exceptions to some rules or ideals when the context 

demanded them.

In 1892, she stated, “We cannot then take a 



118  Theology of Ordination

position that the unity of the church consists in 

viewing every text of Scripture in the very same 

light. The church may pass resolution upon resolu-

tion to put down all disagreement of opinions, but 

we cannot force the mind and will, and thus root 

out disagreement. These resolutions may conceal 

the discord, but they cannot quench it and establish 

perfect agreement.”72

CONCLUSION

In this paper I have attempted to build from Ellen 

White’s writings and her context a theological 

framework to understand first what ministry and 

ordination are and then how it can allow for the 

ordination of women. This framework is built on 

what she believed to be the role and mission of 

the church, that all Christians have a role to play 

in fulfilling this mission, and that women have an 

essential role in the church.

We find many insights in her writings regarding 

what she understood ordination to mean. First, all 

believers are spiritually ordained by God to partici-

pate in the mission of the church. This is the fun-

damental qualification for Christian service; every 

Christian is intrinsically a servant of God. This does 

not supersede the specific roles of church officers 

and pastors, but it indicates that ministry is inclu-

sive. This spiritual ordination goes so far as to allow 

any Christian to baptize someone when special 

circumstances demand it.

Significant insights about ordination appear 

in Ellen White’s commentary on the story of the 

ordination of Paul and Barnabas in Acts 13. First, she 

acknowledged that there is a calling and spiritual 

appointment before the church ordains someone, 

and ordination is a public recognition of this prior 

divine appointment. Second, she also stated that 

the rite of ordination does not in itself qualify 

someone for an office or task, this qualifying has 

already happened through the work of the Holy 

Spirit in one’s life and ministry, and through a good 

education; rather, ordination is to be understood 

as a form of appointment to an office or a task and 

a recognition that this person has the authority to 

perform that task. Third, ordination is also a rite 

during which the congregation asks God to bestow 

His blessing upon the chosen person. Fourth, 

ordination is for a specific work and is not meant 

to “immediately” qualify someone “for any and all 

ministerial work.” This implies there is room for 

various kinds of laying on of hands, for various 

kinds of work, ministry, functions or offices, each 

with specific responsibilities and, therefore, attend-

ing authority.

Ellen White’s recommendation that there be an 

ordination for medical missionaries and women 

in ministry is based on her understanding that 

gospel ministry is a broad activity and not limited 

to what pastors do for the church. In these recom-

mendations, which do not find their precedent 

in Scripture, she invites the church to broaden its 

understanding of ministry and compares the ordi-

nation of medical missionaries to that of a pastor. In 

this context, Ellen White understood ordination as 

a form of affirmation or commissioning. Thus, with 

this context and meaning in mind, her view of the 

laying on of hands can be and is gender inclusive. All 

these insights lead us to see that Ellen White under-

stood ordination as an ordinance at the service of 

the church to commission people in various kinds 

of ministry and responsibilities, and to ask God’s 

blessing on their ministry. There is no indication 

in her writings that the rite of ordination should 

be limited only to men or that it should be used to 

establish some kind of church hierarchy. She never 

referred to some key texts like 1 Corinthians 14:33–35 

or 1 Timothy 2:12 to limit the ministry of women in 

the church. Theological concepts like male headship 
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in the church, the subordination of Jesus to the 

Father or the hierarchy of angels in heaven are never 

used in her writings to prevent women from some 

forms of ministry that would be only accessible for 

men. She emphatically encouraged the involvement 

of women in all forms of ministry.

Ellen White allowed for diversity of thought and 

practice in many areas of personal and church life, 

in beliefs and behavior. I think we are all in agree-

ment that ordination is not a key, fundamental 

belief of the Seventh-day Adventist church. In that 

case, we can allow for differences of opinions and 

practices. Instead of dividing ourselves over this 

issue, we should go forward with the mission of our 

church. 

It seems to me that the core of our current dis-

cussion is whether women in ministry should have 

the same authority as men have. In many functions, 

they already do and we commission (ordain) them 

to do so. Based on Ellen White’s writings, inter-

preted within her context, we have followed her 

lead and, according to our various cultural and 

national circumstances, have given women the 

opportunities to serve in a multitude of ministry 

functions. The question now is whether these 

women could be given the authority to perform a 

few more tasks (ordain church elders, organize or 

disband churches, serve as conference presidents). 

My reading of Ellen White’s writings leads me to ask 

a simple question: why not? Why should we not give 

women in ministry the authority to do these other 

tasks? Why can we not trust women to be as com-

petent in these other functions? I think Ellen White 

would still say that competent women can be given 

“any position of trust” and be set apart for them. <
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IS HEADSHIP THEOLOGY 
BIBLICAL?

The Bible verses in the New Testament often 

referred to as “the headship passages” must be 

considered carefully and prayerfully since, as many 

perceptively note, the interpretations often say 

more about the interpreters’ biases than Scripture’s 

intent. We undertake this brief study seeking to 

understand Scripture and to live it faithfully. We are 

not surprised that understanding Scripture is often 

a challenging task. Sometimes a note written just 

two weeks ago by a loved one or close friend can be 

misunderstood and requires clarification. Phrases 

written almost 2,000 years ago in a language other 

than our own certainly require care and prayer as 

we seek to understand. So we proceed in humility, 

grateful for a God who has made us all one family. 

This paper will show that headship,1 as understood 

with the English connotations of ruler or leader, is 

not present within these New Testament passages.

ROME’S THEOLOGY VS. PAUL’S 

THEOLOGY: “CAESAR IS RULER!” VS. 

“CHRIST IS LORD!”

The wonder of the literal words of Scripture is best 

grasped against the backdrop of the time in which 

they were written. Imagine a world where Caesar 

reigns and everyone is vulnerable to his whims. In 

this world power is always top-down, and all people 

are subject to the authority of those above them 

on the hierarchical ladder. Always at the top is the 

emperor, followed by royalty, elite Romans, Greek 

patrons, soldiers, merchants, tradesmen, peasants, 

the sick, slaves, and untouchables. In such a world, 

people know their place. If not, life is cheap; such 

lives can easily be extinguished. 

Then a letter arrives to a group of Christians 

who meet regularly in house churches in Ephesus. 

They are a small minority in such a big city, but 

they are trying to remain faithful to Jesus. The 

letter says to “be subject to one another out of 

reverence for Christ” (5:21),2 continuing on to show 

that Christ, not Caesar, must be Lord of their lives. 

When Caesar is replaced by Christ, new thinking is 

possible! Christians are called to a sense of mutual 

responsibility between husbands and wives, parents 

and children, masters and slaves (5:22–6:9). 

In another letter to the house churches in 

Philippi, Christians are challenged to “let the same 

mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus” (2:5), and 

then they are reminded of Jesus’ sacrifice through 

words set to a hymn (2:8–11):

He humbled himself and became obedient to the 

point of death—even death on a cross.  

 Therefore God also highly exalted him and 

gave him the name that is above every name, so 

that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, 

in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and 

every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is 

Lord, to the glory of God the Father. 

Here is the motivation and inspiration for 

another way of looking at the world. Caesar seeks 

honor and exaltation, even demanding it from 

his subjects. In contrast, Christ willingly became 
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a suffering servant, even entering the grave and 

forever proclaiming by his actions that humility is 

better than so-called “kingly power.”

Paul is so convinced of this new era ushered 

in by Christ that, in his declaration to the house 

churches of Galatia focusing on the centrality of 

faith in Christ, he includes: “There is no longer 

Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there 

is no longer male and female; for all of you are 

one in Christ Jesus” (3:28). The Jewish men—who 

had regularly said the prayer at synagogue thank-

ing God that they were not made Gentiles, slaves, 

or women—could no longer pray that prayer as 

followers of Christ. Paul’s challenge to the rite 

of circumcision reflects his conviction that a 

new creation had begun in Jesus (Galatians 6:15; 

Romans 8; 1 Corinthians 15) and that it included the 

uncircumcised.

THERE IS NO LONGER JEW OR GREEK

Paul elaborates on the first phrase, “there is no 

longer Jew or Greek,” in his longer letter to the 

Romans. “For there is no distinction, since all have 

sinned and fall short of the glory of God; they are 

now justified by his grace as a gift, through the 

redemption that is in Christ Jesus” (3:22–24). This 

letter to those Christians trying to be faithful in 

the emperor’s capital city concludes with a list of 

twenty-seven people to be greeted for the apostle. 

Some of the names are Latin, some are Greek, and 

some are Jewish. The list embodies a wondrous 

diversity, all included and remembered by Paul. 

He greets Jewish women serving as deacons and 

as apostles (16:1, 7), a very wealthy male convert of 

Corinth named Erastus (16:23), Greek men who had 

joined the faith (16:14), two male slaves (16:22–23), 

and the list goes on.

THERE IS NO LONGER SLAVE OR FREE

Paul elaborates on the second phrase, “there is no 

longer slave or free,” in his very short letter to those 

worshipping at the house of Philemon and Apphia. 

Using the rhetorical style of a well-educated Roman, 

Paul pushes Philemon to change his thinking from 

the world of Caesar, where master is over slave, to 

the kingdom of God, where Onesimus is Philemon’s 

own brother in Christ. Although Paul could demand 

Philemon’s actions (vs. 8), he would rather Philemon 

respond on his own accord, on the basis of love 

(vs. 9). Would Philemon treat Onesimus as he would 

treat Paul’s own “child,” his “heart,” or as he would 

treat Paul himself (vs. 10, 12, 17)? Would Philemon 

see that a fellow believer must be considered “no 

longer as a slave, but more than a slave, a beloved 

brother” (vs. 16)?

THERE IS NO LONGER MALE AND 

FEMALE

Paul assumes the third phrase, “there is no longer 

male and female,” in several letters that are now part 

of the Christian Scriptures. In several places within 

his first letter to the house churches in Corinth, 

Paul suggests new ways of understanding the fam-

ily. Men and women may remain single, with their 



122  Theology of Ordination

focus on the work of God, rather 

than following the traditional 

pressure to marry (7:25–40). Men 

and women opened their homes 

as places of worship (16:19), and 

men and women prophesied 

(11:4–5). Paul cautions that, due 

to customs and cultural norms 

(11:16), men should keep their 

heads uncovered and women 

should cover their hair in wor-

ship, since private homes had 

become public spaces. Out of 

respect for their first-century 

cultural norms, and embracing 

the principle of loving others more than their own 

freedom (8:1–13; 10:23–11:1), men should act as the 

other men of their day acted, and women should 

act distinctly as women while leading in prayer and 

prophesying (11:3–5). The relationship between God 

and Christ was to be the model for the relationship 

between husbands and wives (11:3). 

Continuing his calling and cautions to church 

members at Corinth, Paul considers the variety of 

spiritual gifts, noting that “all these are activated 

by one and the same Spirit, who allots to each 

one individually just as the Spirit chooses” (12:11). 

Believers are then reminded that “in the one Spirit 

we were all baptized into one body—Jews or Greeks, 

slaves or free—and we were all made to drink of 

one Spirit” (12:13). Why isn’t the “male or female” 

couplet included here? Was elitism due to ethnic-

ity and class more of a problem than sexism when 

it came to seeing the distribution of gifts, thus the 

caution of 12:13? This entire section about spiritual 

gifts never distinguishes between gifts for women 

and gifts for men (12:1–14:25). The focus throughout 

the section is on the building up of the church body 

through gifts that the Spirit gives to all members, 

with particular emphasis on the 

gift of love (13:1–13). 

Then why is the very specific 

command made that women “be 

silent in the churches” (14:34)? 

Is it because of problems with 

speaking in tongues and dis-

orderly worship? This seems 

to be the focus of the section 

(14:26–40). But to what is Paul 

referring in verses 14:34–35? Does 

the request for women to ask 

questions of their husbands at 

home (14:35) suggest that there 

is a sense of lively (too lively) dis-

cussing and talking while at worship? After saying 

that “women should be silent in the churches,” why 

does Paul then ask the male believers: “Or did the 

word of God originate with you? Or are you the only 

ones it has reached?” (14:36). Is Paul actually quoting 

others when he includes the phrase “women should 

be silent in the churches”? How did the believers 

in Corinth understand this letter, and how did it 

shape their worship and church community? After 

all, Prisca and Aquila would continue their minis-

try of setting up house churches in Rome (Romans 

16:3–5), Ephesus (1 Corinthians 16:19) and Corinth 

(Acts 18). The apostle would also affirm the church 

in Nympha’s house (Colossians 4:15), and the one in 

the home of Philemon and Apphia (Philemon 1–2). 

The tension reflected in 1 Corinthians 14 suggests 

that the Christian community experienced diversity 

of opinion concerning the changes that come when 

Christ is Lord rather than Caesar.

“SOURCE-SHIP” RATHER THAN 

HEADSHIP

However one understands the situation at Corinth, 

and therefore Paul’s concerns and commands 

Is this letter really 
saying that women 
are saved by 
bearing children 
and by other 
good works, 
contradicting Paul’s 
deep conviction 
that salvation is 
through Christ 
alone? 
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throughout the letter, one point needs to be clearly 

made. The Greek word kephalē, translated as head in 

1 Corinthians, is a play on words, with one use being 

the literal head of a person (11:4–7) and the other 

meaning best understood as life source. If Paul had 

meant ruler or leader, another Greek word would 

have been used.3 Paul is arguing that what men and 

women wear on their physical heads is connected 

to the idea of man as woman’s life source (11:3, 8–9). 

This argument continues with the proclamation: 

“Nevertheless, in the Lord woman is not inde-

pendent of man or man independent of woman. 

For just as woman came from man, so man comes 

through woman; but all things come from God” 

(11:11–12). 

Here it is important to understand that word 

meanings are determined not only by a dictionary 

but by how words are used (kephalē is not used as 

ruler or leader in the New Testament) and by the 

context of words in a sentence and passage. The 

wordplay works in verse 12 only if the origin of 

humanity is being considered here. It seems that 

dress code in the Corinthian house churches was 

being challenged as some Jewish men adopted the 

cultural habit used by Gentile men, who covered 

their heads as a status symbol. (Roman men also 

covered their heads during some cultic celebra-

tions.) In addition, some Christian women leading 

out in prayers and prophesying were leaving their 

hair uncovered, which was against Jewish syna-

gogue norms and emulated Roman women at the 

time. Paul says “no” to both behaviors. Elite male 

Christians must not flaunt their status, and females 

must not flaunt their freedom. The reputation of 

the house churches was at stake. In his argument 

Paul appeals to “source-ship,” if you will. In worship 

they should follow the hair and dress codes that 

underscore maleness and femaleness, a reminder of 

creation and the God who created man and woman 

(11:7–9), while acknowledging that hair coverings are 

customs (11:16). (I am reminded of Maasai women 

I met on a trip to Kenya in the 1980s, for whom 

shaving the head is the embodiment of femaleness, 

while males wear their hair longer.) Paul says that 

church members should follow dress codes in wor-

ship. When praying, men should act appropriately. 

When prophesying, women should embrace their 

femaleness as created by God. One could actually see 

this passage as reflecting Paul’s conviction that both 

men and women are needed in leading the churches. 

The use of this chapter in Corinthians to argue for a 

theology of “headship” imposes the similar English 

words head and headship on words and ideas that 

are not present in the passage. 

DISCIPLESHIP, NOT DISTRACTIONS

When a group of angry men and wealthy women 

was causing problems in the house churches of 

Ephesus, the apostle uses strong language to their 

pastor, Timothy (1 Timothy 2:8–10). The wording 

throughout this letter against false teachings sug-

gests that the message sent earlier to those living 

in Ephesus had been neglected by at least some 

members of the house churches there. The won-

drous message that Christ’s flesh “has broken down 

the dividing wall, that is, the hostility between us” 

(Ephesians 2:14) had been forgotten, and instead 

anger and immodesty filled the church (1 Timothy 

2:8–10). The community apparently had much to 

learn, and the traditional rabbinical way of learning, 

historically available only to males, was listening 

quietly to the master. This small letter endorses 

the radical idea that women could learn as male 

students learned, “in silence with full submission” 

(2:11). Women’s flaunting of wealth (2:9) did not 

disqualify them from their new freedom in the 

gospel, but they needed to learn before they could 

teach others (2:12). As we hear these words, we 
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again wonder at the events occurring in the city of 

Ephesus and the small minority of the population 

who met as Christians in house churches. Why is 

the church reminded of Adam and Eve and told of 

the order of creation (2:14)? Is this letter really say-

ing that women are saved by bearing children and 

by other good works (2:15), contradicting Paul’s deep 

conviction that salvation is through Christ alone? 

We do not know why some of the men meeting 

in the house churches of Ephesus were angry and 

perhaps even violent (2:8). We also do not know why 

some women worshipers were extremely wealthy. 

Were they converts? Were they considering convert-

ing? What is very clear from the apostle’s descrip-

tion in 1 Timothy 2:9–10 is that they were letting 

others know of their status (braiding one’s hair with 

gold was a status symbol and only available to the 

extremely wealthy). Were they formerly part of the 

cult at the temple of Artemis (Diana) in their large 

city? This famous cult had only women priests, who 

often encouraged other women to take control of 

their lives by living celibately. For some members of 

the cult of Artemis, child bearing was a burden and 

was unavoidable in the first-century world unless 

they refused to have sexual relations with their hus-

bands. Is this the background to these new worship-

ers? What were they suggesting to other members of 

the congregations?

It is ironic and distressing that one of the most 

liberating passages in the New Testament for women 

has been typically used to suppress them: “Let a 

woman learn in silence with full submission” (2:11). 

Learning “in silence and with full submission” was 

understood as the way students or disciples learned 

from a teacher or rabbi in that day. The phrase 

“sitting at the feet” refers to the student’s position 

before the teacher; and it is a sign of respect and sub-

mission. Paul was this kind of a disciple to Gamaliel 

(Acts 22:3). In the first century, the opportunity to 

study was available to very few men—and certainly 

no women. It was this very challenge to social 

convention that bothered Martha about her “sister 

named Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet and listened 

to what he was saying” (Luke 10:39). How could 

her sister assume such a traditionally male posi-

tion (Luke 10:38–42)? It was just not right. Yet, Jesus 

affirmed Mary and reassured Martha.

Even as women were now allowed to learn, 1 

Timothy 2 goes on to say: “I permit no woman to 

teach or to have authority over a man; she is to keep 

silent” (2:12). Does this mean always and in every situ-

ation? Or only in church services (which would seem 

to contradict 1 Corinthians 11)? Or does this mean 

specifically while listening to the teacher, in order 

to be a good disciple (2:11)? Is this a command to the 

new believers who had only recently left the Artemis 

cult? Some translate “teach or to have authority” as 

having a sense of “trying to dictate” to men or “seiz-

ing control” over others. What exactly was going on 

at Ephesus? We do not know. But it sounds like this 

letter of concern about false teaching (1:4, 6–7; 4:1, 

7, 16; 6:3, 20) also conveys concern that women not 

be deceived like Eve (2:13–14) but learn what is right 

and wrong, including that child bearing is not an evil 

thing, but a wondrous gift (2:15).

SOME CONCLUDING COMMENTS

The above interpretations suggest that headship 

theology is not present in these passages. In fact, 

the New Testament view of the Christian fam-

ily contrasts with the typical assumptions about 

headship as rulership. A top-down understanding 

of power and authority is not an adequate reflec-

tion of the meaning of particular words in these 

New Testament passages, nor of first-century house 

churches and the gifted men and women who led 

out in them.

In the context of the first-century Roman 
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Empire, where Caesar was worshiped as savior, 

believers living in major cities as minority commu-

nities were trying to be faithful to Jesus Christ. They 

struggled, as we do, with the intersection of Christ 

and culture. To what degree should they continue 

the Jewish culture that birthed Christianity? To 

what degree could they maintain parts of the Greco-

Roman world in which they lived? To what degree 

did the call of Christ mean a radical departure from 

their cultural norms? Like all humans, the first-

century church members messed up, posed chal-

lenging questions, acted contrary to the gospel, and 

had blind spots. But one of the wonders of Scripture 

is that 2,000 years later we can read the words 

written from inspired apostles who were trying to 

help these congregations, guiding them into greater 

understanding and more faithful living.

The language of headship is a cultural construct 

that we impose on the texts. It is a way to discuss 

certain New Testament passages from a particular 

perspective. While Scripture uses language that says 

“the husband is the head of the wife just as Christ 

is the head of the church” (Ephesians 5:23), most 

Christians today would not say that the husband 

is the savior of the woman’s body, even though the 

metaphor continues in just that way: “the husband 

is the head of the wife just as Christ is the head of 

the church, the body of which he is the Savior.” 

To interpret the metaphor as denoting authority, 

power, or rulership would be to impose a personal 

perspective that ascribes to the Caesar model. It is 

an imposition of the modern concept of headship 

onto the term head, which is not part of the Greek 

meaning. If the Caesar model is actually being chal-

lenged in the New Testament, and Christ is the new 

model for the believing community, head then con-

notes humility, self-sacrifice, and being “obedient” 

to others (Philippians 2:8).

The demographics we are accustomed to in the 

United States today would have been unthink-

able in the New Testament. In the United States, 

102 million adults (44.1 percent of the population) 

are unmarried. Of these, 53 percent are women, 

47 percent are men, and 62 percent have never 

been married. In 2011, 33 million Americans lived 

alone (28 percent of all households). In addition, 10 

million unmarried mothers live alone with chil-

dren, and 1.7 million fathers are unmarried. In the 

United States today, male headship has little logic 

or relevance to people living alone, and it could be 

confounding to single mothers and their children.4

Included in Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians is 

a call to respect and love others in one’s faith com-

munity more than one’s own freedom (8:1–13; 10:23–

11:1). This must guide our discussion of the question 

of the ordination of women in the Seventh-day 

Adventist Church. This is why we are not asking for 

the ordination of women as a global policy, even 

though we are convinced that such a policy is bibli-

cally and morally right. Rather, we are asking that 

in those places in our world where not treating men 

and women equally is not respecting cultural norms 

and is hindering the mission of the church we love, 

that we be allowed to follow the mandate of Paul’s 

letter to the Corinthians and respect culture even as 

we proclaim the gospel.

FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

This approach to interpreting Scripture is also 

reflected in the Principles of Interpretation listed for 

the proponents of the ordination of women in Ján 

Barna’s work, Ordination of Women in Seventh-day 

Adventist Theology.5 This book is extremely helpful 

for understanding the two major hermeneutical 

positions of Adventists who are opponents and pro-

ponents of the ordination of women. It is clear from 

Barna’s study that both sides are deeply commit-

ted to Scripture and, while embracing significantly 
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different presuppositions, have much more in com-

mon than is sometimes understood (see especially 

pages 253–318).

In his chapter in Women in Ministry: Biblical & 

Historical Perspectives, Richard M. Davidson con-

cludes that equality was the ideal, but that after the 

Fall, “the husband was given a servant headship role 

to preserve the harmony of the home, while at the 

same time the model of equal partnership was still 

set forth as the ideal.”6 This male headship is limited 

to the relationship between a husband and a wife 

and does not apply to society as a whole.7

In a paper commissioned by the Biblical Research 

Committee for the 1973 Mohaven meetings, 

Madelynn Haldeman challenges the church to be 

careful not to endorse pagan societal norms rather 

than the way of the New Testament, which she 

believes proclaims that all women “have been called 

by Christ and some of them to the pulpit.”8

Sheryl Prinz-McMillan in The Welcome Table: 

Setting a Place for Ordained Women concludes that 

when New Testament passages are taken in their 

historical context, “there is no such thing as bibli-

cal ‘headship’,”9 at least not understood in terms of 

hierarchy. Discussion of Ephesians 5 in light of the 

Roman household codes shows Paul leaving out the 

command for husbands to “rule” their wives and 

rather to “love” them (Ephesians 5:25–33).10

Peter M. Van Bemmelen shows that in Ellen 

White’s writing the focus of redemption is on the 

restoration of God’s ideal for man and woman.11 He 

writes, “Equality and companionship are key con-

cepts for Ellen White in connection with the mar-

riage relationship.”12 And in regard to the church: 

“Never does Ellen White quote biblical ‘headship’ 

language in reference to the human leadership of 

the church; neither is there any evidence in her 

writings that she referred to ordained ministers in 

terms of headship.”13

Adventist Fundamental Belief #14, 

Unity in the Body of Christ: 

The church is one body with many members, 

called from every nation, kindred, tongue, and 

people. In Christ we are a new creation; distinc-

tions of race, culture, learning, and nationality, 

and differences between high and low, rich and 

poor, male and female, must not be divisive 

among us. We are all equal in Christ, who by one 

Spirit has bonded us into one fellowship with 

Him and with one another; we are to serve and be 

served without partiality or reservation. Through 

the revelation of Jesus Christ in the Scriptures we 

share the same faith and hope, and reach out in 

one witness to all. This unity has its source in the 

oneness of the triune God, who has adopted us 

as His children. (Romans 12:4, 5; 1 Corinthians 

12:12–14; Matthew 28:19, 20; Psalm 133:1; 2 

Corinthians 5:16, 17; Acts 17:26, 27; Galatians 

3:27, 29; Colossians 3:10–15; Ephesians 4:14–16; 

4:1–6; John 17:20–23.) <
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In the Early Seventh-day Adventist Church, 1844–1881

This paper addresses the following questions identi-

fied by the North American Division Theology of 

Ordination Study Committee (2012–2013):

• What was the concept of ordination in the 

early Seventh-day Adventist Church?

• How was it practiced? Who was eligible?

• What was the theological basis for ordination?

• What was the organizational need giving rise 

to ordination?

• To what extent did the early Adventist church 

follow precedent of the churches they came 

from?

• What were the differences between ordained 

and non-ordained clergy?

• How did they resolve any differences between 

various understandings of ordination?

• How did the three tiers of ordination develop?

• What was the role of women in ministry in 

early Adventist community?

ORDINATION IN THE EARLY ADVENT 

MOVEMENT

The anti-organizational Adventist Movement rela-

tively quickly embraced the roles of elders and dea-

cons and the value of “setting apart” those called to 

ministry. Any inconsistencies between their strongly 

held opposition to church organization and this 

level of church structure were not as important as 

the needs of local congregations. The earliest stated 

motivation for such offices and actions highlighted 

the needs of new believers, especially their vulnera-

bility to the many “false preachers” trying to confuse 

them. Repeatedly in the pages of the denomination’s 

periodical, Review and Herald, James White justified 

this concession to organizing as preferable to falling 

into ecclesiological chaos. Although Adventists saw 

themselves as having left the Babylonian churches 

with their creeds and hierarchies of church author-

ity, Adventists were not to leave Babylon only to 

join Babel as churches in confusion. Some type of 

acknowledged authority was necessary. The earli-

est Adventist references to those called by God did 

not typically use the words ordained or ordination, 

but rather setting apart or laying on of hands. Such 

actions were deemed appropriate given the needs of 

local congregations.

Because there was such suspicion of human 

structures, every precaution was made to avoid 

drawing unnecessary lines of power. For example, 

J. N. Loughborough recalled his first years within 

the Advent Movement (1849–1852) as a time when 

no records of church membership were kept, no 

church officers were appointed, and “no ordina-

tion of any kind except that of one preacher” was 

performed. Apparently that one preacher urgently 

requested ordination. After a group of leading 

ministers reluctantly agreed to ordain the man 

in 1851, Loughborough recalls it as almost a non-

event: “Instead of its being a solemn and impressive 

ceremony before the body of believers, the ministers 

waited until the congregation had left, when one of 

the ministers offered a dry, formal prayer. There was 

no laying on of hands; no charge given” (Review and 

Herald, May 28, 1901). No one would mistake this 
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event as embracing any kind of apostolic succession, 

even if it did require the prayer of a minister. Everett 

Dick’s Founders of the Message (Review and Herald, 

1938) tells of Loughborough’s own ordination, which 

took place following camp meeting in Grand Rapids, 

Michigan, in 1854. Rather than a grand ceremony 

before the group of gathered believers, his ordina-

tion occurred “at a home after the tent had been 

taken down” (Founders, 273).

The First Ordinations by the Sabbatarian 

Adventist Movement: Authority to Administer the 

“Ordinances of the Church”

Many people, including James White, joined the 

Advent Movement having already been ordained 

within the churches they had left. Washington 

Morse may have been the first person “set apart” 

by the Sabbatarian Adventist Movement. Although 

Morse’s own recollection was that this took place in 

1852 (“Ordination” in SDA Encyclopedia), an eyewit-

ness contributed her reflections on the event to the 

August 19, 1851, issue of Review and Herald. Sister F. 

M. Shimper said: “After baptizing six of our number, 

our dear Bro. Morse was set apart by the laying on 

of hands, to the administration of the ordinances of 

God’s house[.] The Holy Ghost witnessed by the gift 

of tongues, and solemn manifestations of the pres-

ence and power of God. The place was awful, yet 

glorious. We truly felt that ‘we never saw it on this 

fashion’” (Review and Herald, Aug. 19, 1851).

The reason for ordaining Morse was not speci-

fied. Was he ordained in response to the gifts of the 

Spirit? Was he ordained because of his effective min-

istry that had drawn people to accept baptism? Was 

he ordained in order to regularize the six baptisms 

he had just performed? Is the authority to baptize 

part of “the ordinances of God’s house”? Or would 

that come later? This is a particularly interesting 

account, since two years later James White would 

argue the wisdom of ordaining preachers so that 

they might promptly baptize those who accepted 

the church’s message. By 1858 it would be noted 

that “It is contrary to both the practice and views 

of the church, that any one should administer the 

ordinance of baptism who has not been regularly 

set apart to the work by the laying on of hands” 

(Review and Herald, July 8, 1858). Morse would reflect 

on his ordination thirty-seven years afterward in 

the pages of the denomination’s periodical. Morse 

recalled that after sharing the Sabbath truth with a 

company of new believers in Vermont, “The follow-

ing summer, I was duly ordained to the ministry, 

and received the most unmistakable evidence of the 

approbation of God” (“Items of Advent Experience 

During the Past Fifty Years,” Review and Herald, Oct. 

16, 1888).

In September 1853, Review and Herald carried the 

account of another gathering where the Spirit was 

present. The Pottsdam Conference was held on 

John Byington’s front lawn. Approximately eighty 

people gathered, and J. N. Andrews spoke in such a 

way that the people listened with rapt attention. On 

the second day of the conference, “the Spirit of God 

was graciously poured out. The whole congregation 
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was at times in tears.” In this context, James White 

recalled: “It seemed good to the Holy Ghost and to 

us, to set apart our dear Bro. Lawrence to the work 

of the gospel ministry, to administer the ordinances 

of the church of Christ, by the laying on of hands. 

The church was of one accord in this matter. We 

hope our dear brother will be able to give himself 

wholly to the study, and the preaching of the word; 

and wherever he may labor, give from the word 

alone the reason of his hope.” Brother Lawrence 

was “set apart” for training in careful Bible study in 

preparation for his work as an itinerant preacher.

Combating False Teachers: Ordination as the 

Authority to Preach and to Baptize

Two months later, the church periodical told of 

more people who were “set apart” (Review and 

Herald, Nov. 15, 1853). The New Haven Conference 

met in a packed schoolhouse. After the official close 

of the last meeting, discussions continued among 

some until 1 a.m., with James White reporting that 

“the Spirit of God was poured out upon us.” In their 

extended discussion, “the wants of the cause were 

considered. And it was decided that there were 

those present that should be ordained to the work 

of the gospel ministry.” The leaders sensed a need 

to ordain people to serve in the area, especially since 

some teachers were “not worthy,” and it would 

distinguish the two groups. Later in his report, 

James White described two such unworthy teacher-

preachers and noted: “Probably the cause has suf-

fered more by individuals moving out of their place, 

and taking upon themselves the work to teach, than 

by any other cause. Satan, doubtless, pushes out 

some to take this stand.” Those who led the con-

ference and debated these issues decided to sleep 

on it and returned at eight in the morning, “when 

the subject of ordination was again taken up.” At 

that time, the group not only unanimously decided 

to “set apart to the work of the ministry” J. N. 

Andrews, A. S. Hutchins, and C. W. Sperry, but also 

to enhance the work throughout Vermont by setting 

apart E. P. Butler, Elon Everts, and Josiah Hart.

The next month, on consecutive weeks, James 

White published a two-part series titled “Gospel 

Order” for the benefit of Adventist readers (Review 

and Herald, Dec. 13 and Dec. 20, 1853). The two 

articles began the same way by quoting from 

1 Corinthians 14:33: “For God is not the author of 

confusion, but of peace, as in all churches of the 

saints.” Knowing that his second article would 

call for particular parameters for those ordained, 

White’s first article emphasized his continued con-

viction that churches whose organizational struc-

tures demanded creeds in order to maintain church 

unity would never succeed. However, White was 

also convinced that unity and order were demanded 

within the fellowship of believers. The anti-organi-

zational convictions of the early Adventists needed 

modification, or at least nuance.

White set up his second article by saying he would 

be discussing “the calling, qualifications, and the 

duties of a gospel minister.” He then used a string of 

quotes from different New Testament works to sup-

port his convictions that “God calls men to the work 

of the ministry” and that those who go out to “teach 

all nations” should be able to baptize the people 

who repent and believe. “Why should repenting, 

believing souls wait six months, or even one day, to 

see whether they will backslide or not before being 

baptized? Rather let them have the benefit of this, 

and all other gospel ordinances, to keep them from 

backsliding. This seems to be gospel order.” 

But then White asks: “Who should administer the 

ordinance of baptism? We have seen that this ordi-

nance is closely connected with teaching. ‘Teach all 

nations, baptizing them,’ said our Lord. Then those, 

and those only, should administer this ordinance 
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who have been called of God to 

teach his word.” After finding 

support in Titus and 1 Timothy, 

White concluded: “From this we 

learn that the order of the gospel 

is that men who are called of God 

to teach and baptize, should be 

ordained, or set apart to the work 

of the ministry by the laying on 

of hands. Not that the church has 

power to call men into the min-

istry, or that ordination makes 

them ministers of Jesus Christ; 

but it is the order of the gospel 

that those who are called to the 

ministry should be ordained, for important objects.” 

Then White listed three such important reasons: (1) 

“That those who go out into a cold world to teach 

the Word of God may know that they have the 

approbation and sympathy of ministering brethren 

of the church”; (2) “To produce and secure union in 

the church. The laying on of hands should be done, 

we think in behalf of the church. A united expres-

sion of the church in this thing would certainly 

have a tendency to unite the people of God”; and 

(3) “To shut a door against Satan.” This was a major 

concern, given the amount of space allocated to its 

explanation. New believers suffered because “false 

teachers” confused and distorted the teachings of 

the church. Those whose ministries were affirmed 

by the church must be distinguished from those 

preaching falsehood in order “to save the flock from 

imposition of this kind.” The article then included a 

string of Bible quotes proving that the qualifications 

of such teachers were clear from Scripture (refer-

ences to 1 Timothy, Hebrews, Matthew, 1 Peter, 

Titus); and that their duties were preaching the 

Word with knowledge and boldness.

Other services ordaining ministers and deacons 

followed. According to George Knight in his chapter 

“Early Seventh-day Adventists and Ordination,” in 

Women in Ministry: Biblical & Historical Perspectives 

(Nancy Vyhmeister, editor, 1998, 106), “Ordination 

to gospel ministry did not become a general prac-

tice among Sabbatarians until the autumn of 1853.” 

Knight explains: “The key elements of the ordina-

tion service in these reports and the many others 

provided by the Review were prayer and the laying 

on of hands by the other ministers. Thus there 

was nothing unique in the ordination service of 

Sabbatarian Adventists. They were quite in harmony 

with the practices of the evangelical churches of 

their time” (Knight, 107).

Ordaining Deacons and Elders

The week after James White’s second “Gospel 

Order” article, H. S. Gurney, in a letter to White, 

wrote about his church having felt impressed to 

set apart two men as deacons in order to serve the 

Lord’s Supper when “the messengers are called to 

travel.” They saw their actions in harmony with 

“Gospel Order” and with Acts 6:1–7. In a Sabbath 

afternoon service, Frederick Wheeler “set apart 

Ordination to gospel ministry did not become 
a general practice among Sabbatarians until 
the autumn of 1853. . . The key elements of 
the ordination service . . . were prayer and the 
laying on of hands by the other ministers. Thus 
there was nothing unique in the ordination 
service of Sabbatarian Adventists. They were 
quite in harmony with the practices of the 
evangelical churches of their time.
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those brethren, by prayer and laying on of hands. 

While thus engaged, the Spirit of God was mani-

festly present, to bless. And we felt that in answer 

to prayer the work was ratified in the Heavenly 

Sanctuary. The peace of God rested upon us” 

(Review and Herald, Dec. 27, 1853). 

By January 1855, new practical pastoral questions 

about church order had naturally grown out of sev-

eral years of the “Gospel Order” practices advocated 

by James White in the pages of the denominational 

paper and supported by Ellen White in her work 

“Gospel Order” (see A Supplement to Experience and 

Views, printed in 1854 within Early Writings). John 

Byington asked Adventist readers: “Are Elders and 

Deacons to be appointed in every Church where the 

number, talent and graces of individuals are suffi-

cient for the work? And if so, by whom should it be 

done? Should brethren who are traveling at large do 

it? It appears to me that the little Churches in many 

places are in a distracted and discouraged condi-

tion. The ordinances to a great extent are neglected. 

What shall be the remedy?” (Review and Herald, Jan. 

23, 1855). The response was in the affirmative: “they 

should be set apart to their work by those of experi-

ence and sound judgment, whom God has called to 

labor in word and doctrine, after being selected by 

the voice of the church” (Jan. 23, 1855). Although it 

was not yet clear what the division of duties would 

be between traveling ministers, elders, and deacons, 

the three-part language began to enter the church 

and is particularly confusing because initially elder 

seemed to refer to the traveling minister, then later 

it also meant someone whose primary task was the 

welfare of a local congregation. The pastoral epistles 

were used repeatedly in articles by both James 

White and J. B. Frisbie (see especially a series by 

Frisbie in Review and Herald, June-July 1856).

To expound on the tasks of the “elder” or 

“bishop,” Frisbie used the language of “shepherd,” 

who tended to the flock through teaching as well 

as exhorting. While the affirmation process paral-

leled that of the traveling minister—God gifted, 

the Holy Spirit gave authority, and the church gave 

official approval—the description of “elder” began to 

sound much more like the position of contemporary 

“pastors.” In yet one more complicating nuance, 

Frisbie suggested a relationship between “elders” 

and “elderly men and women in the church” (July 3, 

1856). Stated Frisbie: “The younger members of the 

church should esteem and call each other brother 

and sister, while the elders should be regarded as 

fathers and mothers. And would it not be well for 

the churches abroad to appoint at least one of their 

number, whose duty it shall be to have an earnest 

care for the little flock around them where they 

live, who may generally see that the meetings are 

appointed and led. One in whom the brethren have 

confidence, who may exhort, admonish, and watch 

for the best interest of the cause; who may have 

judgment, wisdom and piety, having their children 

in subjection.”

With the emergence of local elders, Frisbie speci-

fied deacons as those who see to “the temporal wants 

of the church” (July 31, 1856). Phoebe (Romans 16:1–2) 

was referenced as textual support for this important 

work of “helper” to Paul and to the whole church. 

Deacons were “servants, helpers or laborers with the 

The threat of false teachers who 
confused believers and caused 
chaos in congregations was 
considered a major reason to set 
apart those who had received the 
church’s official approval.
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apostles in the gospel.” While their role as ministers 

in the absence of itinerant preachers slipped away, 

deacons were still associated with the Lord’s supper 

as those who distributed the blessed bread and took 

care of the poor in the community. By March 1857, 

the office of deacon would be designated as “subordi-

nate.” However, both elders and deacons continued 

to be set apart in ordination services.

It is fascinating to read the account (Review 

and Herald, Nov. 25, 1858) of a company in West 

Union, N.Y., with approximately twenty new 

Sabbathkeepers who were eager to set up a church. 

After an unspecified struggle among the group, 

R. F. Cottrell reported: “An overseer and a deacon 

were chosen with much unanimity, and set apart 

to their work by the laying on of hands. And, after 

midnight, in accordance with the apostolic example 

at Troas, we broke bread and enjoyed a heavenly sit-

ting together in Christ Jesus.” The account assumed 

that, while Adventist leaders and itinerant preachers 

would occasionally stop by to encourage this group 

of new believers, the local church began when an 

elder (overseer) and deacon were set aside for the 

ministry of this new congregation.

Some Observations from These Early Years of the Post-

Disappointment Adventist Movement:

1. Initially, probably due to Adventism’s immi-

nent eschatology, ministerial duties were 

either performed by those already ordained 

in other congregations prior to joining the 

Advent Movement, or there was no distinc-

tion in the duties performed by clergy and 

non-clergy.

2. The first ordination, in 1851, seems to focus 

on the need for the minister to be able to lead 

out in the ordinances of the church. Since 

the minister had already baptized people, 

“ordinances” refers to leading out in the 

Lord’s Supper; ordinations in September 1853 

were also understood as authorizing people 

to celebrate the “ordinances.”

3. Those identified as gifted preachers and 

teachers were initially “set apart” by the 

“laying on of hands.” Although not specified, 

documents seemed to assume that this act 

would be performed by ministers who had 

already been ordained. Ministers were typi-

cally itinerant preachers.

4. Itinerant preaching created the necessity for 

cards of official approval from the Advent 

Movement. (According to Loughborough, the 

issuing of cards began in 1853 with signa-

tures by James White and Joseph Bates. See 

“The Church: Its Organization, Order and 

Discipline,” Review and Herald: 1907, 101.) In 

November 1853, the authority to preach was 

associated with ordination in order to have a 

way of dealing with teachers who were “not 

worthy.”

5. In December 1853, the importance of ordi-

nation to allow ministers to baptize was 

mentioned specifically.

6. Also in December 1853, the “laying on of 

hands” by the church in affirmation of its 

itinerant preachers was expressed by James 

White as an opportunity to foster church 

unity. As preachers went out to new places, 

they went with the affirmation and official 

approval of their church.

7. The threat of false teachers who confused 

believers and caused chaos in congregations 

is again emphasized in December 1853 and 

was considered a major reason to set apart 

those who had received the church’s official 

approval.

8. Pastoral needs in the interims between visit-

ing preachers created the occasion for the 
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ordination of deacons. In the absence of itin-

erant preachers, these church leaders were 

authorized to lead out in the Lord’s Supper 

and to care for other pastoral needs of the 

congregation.

9. As the number and size of Adventist churches 

grew, a distinction was made between travel-

ing preachers (elders) and those who min-

istered to the needs of a local congregation 

(also called elders). Both types of elders were 

ordained.

10. The earliest descriptions of the acts of “set-

ting apart” and the “laying on of hands” 

consistently acknowledged the presence of 

the Holy Spirit. The displays of the Spirit 

at the time of these ordinations reveal an 

Adventism that was open to a variety of reli-

gious experience and expression.

11. To track early Adventism’s understanding 

of ordination reveals a community that was 

suspicious of hierarchical structures even 

as it came to acknowledge the necessity of 

structure for its survival.

12. Early Adventist literature discussing ordina-

tion consistently emphasized the impor-

tance of acting in accordance with the New 

Testament and, in many ways, the devel-

opment within Adventism from itinerant 

preaching ministers, to deacons caring for 

the needs of the community, to elders as 

stationary ministers paralleled development 

of the early Christian church.

13. There was flexibility in the early Adventist 

Movement. The new needs of a developing 

church required adaptation in approaches 

to ministry. These adaptations, in harmony 

with Scripture and mission, were not only 

supported but also advanced by both James 

and Ellen White.

No. 13 is not only true of the inclusion of travel-

ing ministers, deacons, and elders. Ellen White 

would later encourage the ordaining of women and 

medical missionaries. In this July 9, 1895, statement 

in Review and Herald, she says:

Women who are willing to consecrate some of 

their time to the service of the Lord should be 

appointed to visit the sick, look after the young, 

and minister to the necessities of the poor. They 

should be set apart to this work by prayer and 

laying on of hands. In some cases they will need 

to counsel with the church officers of the minister; 

but if they are devoted women, maintaining a 

vital connection with God, they will be a power 

for good in the church. This is another means 

of strengthening and building up the church. 

We need to branch out more in our methods of 

labor… . Not a hand should be bound, not a soul 

discouraged, not a voice should be hushed; let 

every individual labor, privately or publicly, to 

help forward this grand work.

Thirteen years later, in 1908, Ellen White 

recorded this statement (Manuscript 5, 1908):

“The work of the true medical missionary is 

largely a spiritual work. It includes prayer and 

the laying on of hands; he therefore should be as 

sacredly set apart for his work as is the minister of 

the gospel. Those who are selected to act the part 

of missionary physicians, are to be set apart as 

such. This will strengthen them against the temp-

tation to withdraw from the sanitarium work to 

engage in private practice” (Evangelism, 546).

A shifting approach to ministry within the 

Advent Movement had ramifications for women in 

ministry.
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1840s—Millerite-Early Advent Movement

Women were very much involved in preaching and 

evangelism in anticipation of the return of Jesus:

•  James White—had been an ordained minister 

of the Christian Connection

•  Frederick Wheeler—had been an ordained 

minister in the Methodist Episcopal Church

•  John Byington—had been an ordained minis-

ter in the Methodist Church

•  A. S. Hutchins—had been a Freewill Baptist 

minister

• J. G. Matteson—had been a Baptist

•  Roswell F. Cottrell—had been a Seventh Day 

Baptist

The following women are recorded as having 

served in a preaching ministry during this time 

(taken from “Route to the Ordination of Women in 

the Seventh-day Adventist Church: Two Paths,” by 

Bert Haloviak, March 18, 1985):

• Olive Maria Rice

• Lucy Stoddard

• Emily C. Clemens

• Sarah J. Paine

• Clorinda S. Minor

1850s–1860s—First Major Shift

An atmosphere of freedom to preach and use gifts, 

along with the itinerant nature of ministry and a 

resistance to organize, shifted to a sense of need for 

credentials due to “false teachers” and the needs of 

the members of local congregations.

While many Millerite women (and men) leaders 

were drawn into fanaticism, Ellen White contin-

ued as a leader within the Advent Movement. The 

Advent Movement did have to defend, at least 

occasionally, women’s freedom to preach: 

We are informed on the authority of divine 

revelation that male and female are one in Christ 

Jesus; that in the relation in which they both 

stand to him, the distinction is as completely 

broken down as between Jew and Gentile, bond 

and free…. Experience has proved that many 

females have possessed the natural qualifications 

for speaking in public, the range of thought, the 

faculty of communicating their ideas in appro-

priate language, the sympathy with suffering 

humanity, a deep and lively sense of gratitude to 

God, and of the beauty of holiness, a zeal for the 

honor of God, and the happiness of his ratio-

nal creatures—all these are found among the 

female part of the human family, as frequently 

and as eminently as among the men. Then let 

no stumbling-block be thrown in their way, but 

let them fill the place that God calls them to fill, 

let them not be bound down to silence by church 

rules (S. C. Welcome, “Shall the Women Keep 

Silence in the Churches?” Review and Herald, 

Feb 23, 1860, 110).

James White’s concerns about the lack of control 

of itinerant preachers, who were causing chaos 

and confusion in new companies of believers, led 

him to the call for more church structure. This was 

met with resistance, given the anti-organizational 

convictions of the Millerites and the early Advent 

Movement. It had been the practice in the forma-

tion of the movement not to embrace language 

outside of Scripture. However, White defended his 

position: “True, the Bible does not say in so many 

words that we should have yearly meetings; neither 

does it say that we should have a weekly paper, a 

steam printing press, that we should publish books, 

build places of worship and send out tents. Christ 

says, ‘Ye are the light of the world. A city that is 

set upon an hill cannot be hid,’ ‘Let your light so 

shine before men,’ etc. He does not enter into the 

particulars just how this shall be done. The living 
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church of God is left to humbly move forward in 

this great work, praying for divine guidance, and 

acting upon the most efficient plan for its accom-

plishment” (White, “Yearly Meetings,” Review and 

Herald, July 21, 1859). Later White would repeat 

some of these same points, concluding with, “We 

believe it safe to be governed by the following 

RULE: All means which, according to sound judg-

ment, will advance the cause of truth, and are not 

forbidden by plain scripture declarations, should 

be employed” (“Making Us a Name,” Review and 

Herald, April 26, 1860).

The next year, on Oct. 6, 1861, after the Michigan 

Conference of Seventh-day Adventists was estab-

lished, it was decided that local churches would 

issue “ministerial papers” to ordained ministers. “It 

was also voted to grant to all Seventh-day Adventist 

ministers in the State who were in good standing, 

ministerial papers, consisting of a certificate of 

ordination, and credentials, signed by the chair-

man and clerk of the conference, which credentials 

should be renewed annually” (J. N. Loughborough, 

Pacific Union Recorder Vol. 11, No. 45 [June 6, 1912]). 

At the 1862 annual meeting of the Michigan 

Conference of Seventh-day Adventists, further 

resolutions regarding ordained ministers were 

passed. George Knight states: “First, it took a giant 

step forward when it decided that ministers would 

be assigned to their field of labor by the confer-

ence. Before that time every minister went where 

he thought he might be needed. The result was that 

some churches were consistently neglected while 

others at times had surplus leadership. Second, 

at the yearly meetings ministers would report 

their labors for each week of the year. And third, 

ordained ministers coming into the Adventist 

faith from other denominations would no longer 

automatically be able to perform ministerial func-

tions in Adventist congregations. Such ministers 

would now have to ‘give proof of being called to 

preach the message, and be ordained among us’” 

(Knight, 110).

On May 21, 1863, the church organized itself as 

the General Conference of Seventh-day Adventists. 

Regarding ordination of ministers: “What had 

been developed over the previous decade and had 

been institutionalized by the Michigan Conference 

became the pattern for all local conferences affili-

ated with the General Conference” (Knight, 111). 

Knight concludes, “The Sabbatarian approach to 

ordination was pragmatic and eclectic rather than 

built upon a tightly-reasoned theology of ordina-

tion.… ordination was something that Adventists 

did, not something to which they gave a lot of 

theoretical thought” (111).

1870s–1880s—Second Major Shift

A second shift took place when the primary empha-

sis on preaching and tent evangelism moved to 

an emphasis on stationary ministries and local 

churches.

The first examples of local ministry (1860s) 

were deacons, elders, and teams of couples. One 

such couple was Brother and Sister Cornell (Iowa). 

After her husband finished preaching in a particu-

lar town and moved onto the next, Sister Cornell 

continued to work doing house visits, “defending 

the truth” in conversations and bearing “responsi-

bilities of the work in the midst of young disciples” 

(James White, Review and Herald, March 8, 1860). 

“My views and feelings are that the minister’s wife 

stands in so close a relation to the work of God, a 

relation which so affects him for better or worse, 

that she should, in the ordination prayer, be set 

apart as his helper” (James White, Review and 

Herald, Aug. 13, 1867, 136).

Women with a ministerial “license to preach” 

were involved in preaching and tent evangelism. 
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• 1871—After Ellen White addressed her con-

cern for ministerial training, it was voted at 

the General Conference session that “means 

should be taken to encourage and properly 

instruct men and women for the work of 

teaching the word of God” (Bert Haloviak, 

Actions of the 1871 GC Session, in “Longing for 

the Pastorate,” 4). “Ellen White was informed 

concerning the licensing of women ministers. 

She routinely involved herself in the exami-

nations that occurred prior to the issuing of 

licenses and she attended conference proceed-

ings where ministerial licenses were issued to 

women” (“Longing for the Pastorate,” 9).

• 1873—Sarah Lindsey was licensed by New 

York-Pennsylvania Conference

• 1878—Mrs. E. S. Lane was licensed by 

Michigan Conference. In 1872–1873 Ellen Lane 

began to assist her ailing husband in ministry 

in Ohio; they participated in many evange-

listic efforts. In 1876 they began the work in 

Virginia; she would preach to hundreds at a 

time (650 people reported at one gathering; at 

another the United Brethren Church was so 

crowded that only half those wishing to attend 

could get into the church).

Within seven years from the time the newly 

established Seventh-day Adventist Church first 

issued ministerial licenses, women were receiving 

them:

When the Michigan Conference met a month after 

the death of Ellen Lane’s husband, she was again 

voted her ‘license to preach.’ She was voted the 

ministerial license for the next seven years. Thus 

Mrs. Lane continued her work as a full-fledged 

denominational minister, except for her lack of 

ordination, which prevented her from organizing 

churches, baptizing, or leading the ordinance 

services (“Longing for the Pastorate,” 11).

In 1882 Ellen Lane was one of two women among 

the original 24 members of the Seventh-day 

Adventist Ministerial Association of Michigan.

• 1878—Julia Owen was licensed by Kentucky-

Tennessee Conference

• 1879—Hattie Enoch was licensed by Kansas 

Conference. Three years later, George Butler 

would report to Ellen White that Elder Cook, 

a minister in Kansas who would soon be the 

conference president, said that he “thinks 

she [Hattie Enoch] is a better laborer in such 

things than any minister in the state” (George 

Butler to Ellen White, May 24, 1881).

• 1881—Helen Morse was licensed by Illinois 

Conference

• 1881—Ida Ballenger was licensed by Illinois 

Conference

• 1884—Mrs. R. Hill was licensed by Kansas 

Conference

• 1884—Anna M. Johnson was licensed by 

Minnesota Conference

• 1884—Libbie Collins was licensed by 

Minnesota Conference

• 1886—Ida Hibben was licensed by Illinois 

Conference

• 1887—Mrs Ruie Hill was licensed by Kansas 

Conference

• 1887—Mrs. S. E. Pierce was licensed by 

Vermont Conference

For additional examples, see list in Appendix B of 

Josephine Benton’s book Called by God (1990).

Although the church did not agree on the ques-

tion of their ordination, they were considered 

within the ministry of the church; they were not 

laymembers. Women were licensed and paid by 
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the local conferences or the General Conference 

from tithe funds. They followed the same path 

to the ministry as that followed by men. The fact 

that some women were licensed for seven or eight 

years consecutively indicates that the local con-

ferences considered them successful in ministry 

(“Longing for the Pastorate,” 7).

Ellen White and Ministerial Reform: Needs of Local 

Church Ministry

Both James and Ellen White expressed caution 

against embracing evangelistic efforts to the neglect 

of local congregations. “It is not enough to preach 

to men; we must pray with them and for them; we 

must not hold ourselves coldly aloof from them, but 

come in sympathy close to the souls we wish to save, 

visit and converse with them. The minister who 

conducts the work outside the pulpit in a proper 

manner will accomplish tenfold more than he who 

confines his labor to the desk” (Ellen G. White, 

“An Appeal to the Ministers,” Review and Herald, 

Aug. 8, 1878).

This second shift emphasized the needs of the 

local churches and, as had been the case since the 

Millerite movement, women would contribute to 

this new phase of ministry:

“Women can be the instruments of righteousness, 

rendering holy service. … If there were twenty 

women where now there is one…we should see 

many more converted to the truth. The refin-

ing, softening influence of Christian women is 

needed in the great work of preaching the truth. 

… Zealous and continuous diligence in our sisters 

toiling for the spread of the truth would be wholly 

successful, and would astonish us with its results” 

(Review and Herald, Jan. 2, 1879, 1).

Women were involved in each aspect of ministry 

as the church shifted its primary focus. It was not 

surprising that two resolutions would be discussed 

at the 1881 General Conference Session:

“RESOLVED, That all candidates for license and 

ordination should be examined with reference to 

their intellectual and spiritual fitness for the suc-

cessful discharge of the duties which will devolve 

upon them as licentiates and ordained ministers.

RESOLVED, That females possessing the neces-

sary qualifications to fill that position, may, with 

perfect propriety, be set apart by ordination to the 

work of the Christian ministry” (Review and Herald, 

Dec. 20, 1881, 392).

While the first resolution was adopted, the 

worldwide Seventh-day Adventist church awaits the 

second. <

Women were involved in each aspect 
of ministry as the denomination in the 
late 1870s shifted its primary focus 
to emphasize the needs of the local 
churches.
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INTRODUCTION
1

In order to thrive, every human society must 

establish its own organizational and authoritative 

structures. Eventually, if someone desires to know 

something about a particular nation, family, or 

association, they are most likely to inquire about the 

nature and use of its authority. Human groupings 

may thus be described as “dictatorial,” “authori-

tarian,” “democratic,” “egalitarian,” “republican,” 

“laissez-faire,” and so on. Each of these designations 

reflects the way in which authority is used within a 

particular community.

While different from a nation, family, or associa-

tion, the Church is also a human society that must 

have organizational/authoritative structures in 

order to disseminate its message and thus fulfill the 

Great Commission given to it by Christ.2 Because of 

this, it is legitimate to inquire about the nature and 

use of authority within the community of believ-

ers.3 Such inquiry is of vital importance, as much 

depends on the way authority is understood and 

exercised within the Church. Even such founda-

tional Christian teachings as the nature of God and 

salvation are influenced by the way authority is 

defined. 

Any discussion on the nature of Christian author-

ity, however, tends to be muddied by our cultural 

context, as the way we view authority is shaped by 

the way in which authority is exercised within the 

society of which we are a part. For many people, the 

term “authority” carries few positive connotations. 

A simple class exercise proves the point. When I 

teach on the subject of ecclesiology, I sometimes 

flash the word “authority” on the screen and ask 

students to tell me what immediately comes to their 

minds. Invariably, I hear words such as “dominance,” 

“power,” “control,” “abuse,” “rule,” or “final decision 

making.” Then we check the dictionary definition 

of “authority” and, indeed, we find that the most 

prominent way in which authority is defined follows 

the same line of thinking, i.e., “the power or right to 

give orders, make decisions, and enforce obedience” 

or “the power to determine, adjudicate, or otherwise 

settle issues of disputes; jurisdiction, the right to 

control, command, or determine.” Authority defined 

as such demands submission, which is defined in 

the dictionary as “the action or fact of accepting or 

yielding to a superior force or to the will or author-

ity of another person.” In my personal experience, 

I have yet to meet a person who likes to submit in 

such a manner. On the contrary, it almost seems 

as though we arrive in this world with an inborn 

tendency to resist this type of authority—just ask 

parents whose children have entered the teenage 

years or think about our inner reaction when we are 

flagged by an officer for speeding. 

Very rarely do my students consider “author-

ity” a positive thing in the life of a society. And 

yet, authoritative structures are essential, as they 

provide society with continuity, stability, safety 

and boundaries. Without some form of author-

ity, no human society would or could exist; this 

includes the Seventh-day Adventist Church. It is 

the combination of our sinful nature and the abuse 

AUTHORITY OF THE 
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of authority that causes us to develop negative 

attitudes towards authority. Unfortunately, all too 

often abuse, disguised by the addition of the adjec-

tive “spiritual,” happens in the church, the com-

munity Christ established to be different from any 

other human society on Earth.

In recent years, the issue of authority has received 

a fair amount of attention in Adventist circles. As we 

have experienced the delay of the Second Coming 

of Christ, we have become increasingly concerned 

with issues related to Gospel order, organization, 

ranking, and policy, all the while attempting to be 

faithful to Scripture. The nature of authority and 

its use has surfaced most prominently within the 

context of the discussion on women’s ordination. 

The most sensitive question raised in these debates 

is whether women can or should hold authorita-

tive positions within the church structure. Should 

women be allowed to preach/teach or lead in the 

church? Would not ordination place them in head-

ship positions over their male counterparts? 

Responses to these questions vary. Some believe 

that women can never be placed in any position—be 

it pastor, theology professor, university or hospital 

president—that would situate them in authority 

over men. Others would allow women to fill leader-

ship roles within the greater Adventist organization 

but not in the church. Accordingly, women must 

not be allowed to teach or preach in the church 

when men who are able to do so are present. Still 

others go so far as to allow women to preach in 

the church providing that they stand under the 

authority of an ordained male senior pastor. All of 

these positions have one common denominator: the 

position of “spiritual headship” in the church must be 

limited to men alone. Ordination is believed to raise 

a particularly gifted man to a position of spiritual 

headship in the church, and since the Bible speaks 

of male headship alone, the position of pastor (or 

senior pastor) is closed to women; no woman, it is 

believed, can have authority over any man. 

Observing the debate for a number of years and 

listening carefully to both sides, I ask myself several 

questions: Are we certain that we truly understand 

what we mean when we use the word “authority”? 

Am I possibly making the false assumption that 

when I utter the word “authority,” you know exactly 

what I mean and vice versa? What informs the con-

cept of authority that resides in our minds? Is it our 

culture (both secular and religious) or is it careful 

attention to the words of Jesus?

Like many good things in life, the concept of 

authority has its counterfeits. The purpose of this 

paper is to explore two opposing views of authority. 

This is necessary to tease out the essential ele-

ments of the New Testament view of authority and 

thus help us avoid the ecclesiological pitfalls—of 

which many of us may not be aware—that mod-

ern Christianity inherited from post-Apostolic 

Christianity and which are deeply ingrained in both 

Catholic and Protestant traditions. For this reason I 

will, first, explore the characteristics of a counterfeit 

kind of “authority” as it evolved in Christianity from 

the second century onward, and which continues 

Darius Jankiewicz
Presented at the GC Theology of Ordination meeting 

Baltimore, July 2013
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to be the foundation of both modern Roman 

Catholicism and Protestant fundamentalism4; sec-

ond, I will explore the concept of authority flowing 

from the teachings of Jesus; and finally, I will pro-

vide a response to the counterfeit view of authority. 

THE POST-APOSTOLIC CHURCH AND A 

COUNTERFEIT VIEW OF AUTHORITY 

Faced with the death of its pioneers, the delay of the 

Second Coming, schism, the rise of heretical teach-

ing, as well as persecution, the early post-Apostolic 

Christian Church searched for ways of maintain-

ing its unity and defending itself against various 

heretical teachings.5 Such a goal could be accom-

plished through providing the church with strong 

leadership.

Going beyond the Gospels and the writings of 

Paul, writers such as Ignatius (d.ca. 110–130AD), 

Irenaeus (d.ca. 202AD), Tertullian (c. 160–c. 225AD), 

Cyprian (d.ca. 258AD), and Augustine (354-430AD) 

gradually endowed Christian ministry with special 

authority, which was available only through the rite 

of ordination. The Christian ministry that emerged 

from this era was far removed from what we find in 

the pages of the New Testament; the authority of 

the ministry was (and continues to be) marked by 

the following characteristics:

First (A), it was hierarchical; i.e., conceived in 

terms of order, ranking, or chain of command. The 

church became divided into two classes of individu-

als—clergy and laity—separated from each other by 

the rite of ordination. At the head of the church was 

a monarchical (mon—one, arche—rule) bishop, sur-

rounded and assisted by a group of elders as well as 

deacons, who were at the bottom of the hierarchi-

cal ladder.6 The bishop—or the senior pastor—was 

placed at the center of religious activity and was 

endowed with complete control over the affairs of 

the local church.7 His duties included preaching, 

teaching, administration of the community, and 

money management. Without his presence, no 

Christian rite, such as baptism or the Lord’s Supper, 

could be conducted. Believing this system to be 

established by God, Christians were expected to 

submit to the decisions of their bishop-pastor.8 The 

bishop-pastor’s position and prestige in the church 

was significantly strengthened by the doctrine of 

Apostolic Succession developed by Irenaeus, who 

taught that the twelve apostles passed on their lead-

ership and teaching authority to the bishops. 

This system of early church governance was 

largely modeled on the way in which the Roman 

Empire was governed.9 While it was originally estab-

lished for the sake of order and unity in the church, 

it eventually became an end in itself, to be protected 

and perpetuated at any cost. Such concentration of 

power in the church in the hands of the ordained 

elite led, of course, to the eventual establishment of 

the papacy. There is no need to elaborate here on 

the prophetic significance of this development.10 

Second (B), it was sacramental; i.e., the spiritual 

life of the believers, and thus their salvation, in 

some way depended on their pastor. It was during 

this time that the Christian minister began to be 

referred to as a priest. The writers of this period 

came to the conclusion that the Old Testament 

priesthood was a type of Christian ministry.11 An 

ordained Christian pastor, thus, became a mediator 

between God and other believers. This mediation 

was enabled through the rite of ordination when the 

pastor received a special seal—known as dominicus 

character —which enabled him to re-enact Christ’s 

sacrifice each time he celebrated the Lord’s Supper.12 

In such a system, the existence of the church itself 

depended upon the existence of the ordained 

ministry.13 As with the previous point, the prophetic 

significance of this development cannot be overesti-

mated and will be elaborated on below. 
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Third (C), it was elitist; i.e., divided into two 

classes of individuals, those ordained and those 

un-ordained. As mentioned above, it was gradu-

ally accepted that, through the rite of ordination, 

the minister became separated from the rest of 

the community. The laying-on-of-hands endowed 

the pastor with special authority from God and 

enabled him to provide spiritual and mediatorial 

leadership to the believers.14 This teaching, first 

introduced by Tertullian, stated that there are two 

groups of people in the church: the ordained and 

the un-ordained, otherwise referred to as clergy and 

laity.15 Only those who were ordained could pro-

vide spiritual leadership in the church. In line with 

this thinking, the church could not be conceived 

as egalitarian. It was not a community of equals in 

terms of leadership roles. This is clearly reflected in 

the documents of the First Vatican Council (1869-

1870). The Constitution on the Church thus states:

The Church of Christ is not a community of 

equals in which all the faithful have the same 

rights. It is a society of un-equals, not only 

because among the faithful some are clerics and 

some are laymen, but particularly because there 

is in the Church the power from God whereby to 

some it is given to sanctify, teach, and govern, 

and to others not.16 

Through the act of ordination, therefore, an elite 

group of leaders was created in the church and only 

members of this elite could take the office of pastor 

in the church. As we shall see below, this view is 

contrary to the teachings of the New Testament. 

Fourth (D), it was oriented towards male head-

ship in the church; i.e., only men could fulfill head-

ship roles in the church. Ever since its beginnings, 

the Christian Church has taught, and continues to 

teach, that Jesus Christ is the Head of the Church. 

However, faced with the reality of the physical 

absence of Christ on earth, the post-Apostolic 

Church felt it needed someone who could take His 

place, represent Him to believers and the world, and 

represent believers to God. Viewing themselves as 

separated for special ministry via the rite of ordina-

tion, early Christian ministers assumed the position 

of headship in the church in place of Christ. This is 

the actual meaning of the widely used Latin phrase 

in persona Christi Capitis (in place of Christ the 

Head).17 Another phrase, Vicarius Filii Dei (in place 

of the Son of God), expresses the same belief. 

The acceptance of ministerial headship through 

the rite of ordination was accompanied by a devel-

oping theology of male headship in the church. The 

reasoning was very simple: in the New Testament, 

the relationship between Christ and the Church is 

represented in nuptial terms. Christ is represented 

as a bridegroom, a male, who marries His bride, the 

Church, a female. If the pastor serves his church in 

persona Christi Capitis, i.e., taking the role of head-

ship in place of Christ, he also must be a man. It 

follows that the ordination rite is not a simple bless-

ing but a conferral of headship powers and duties 

and, as such, it is a type of a marriage ceremony; 

the church becomes the pastor’s spouse.18 In short, 

through the rite of ordination, the pastor assumes 

a headship position in the church.19 All this means 

that women cannot be ordained as ministers in the 

church because they must remain in hierarchical 

submission to male pastors. This ancient theology 

is clearly expressed in John Paul II’s Apostolic Letter 

Mulieris Dignitatem (On the Dignity and Vocation of 

Women) issued in 1988, in which the late pope takes 

the biblical teaching of male headship in the home 

and applies it to the church.20 As we shall see below, 

there are significant problems with applying male 

headship terminology to relationships within the 

church. 
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JESUS ON THE AUTHORITY OF THE 

CHRISTIAN LEADER

Does the evolution of Christian ministry into 

papal hierarchy, as documented above, mean that 

the church should be deprived of leadership and 

organization? Or that authoritative structure should 

not exist within the community of faith? By no 

means! In order to exist and disseminate its mission 

the church must have organization and leadership. 

Rather than modeling its organization upon secular 

structures of authority, as early post-Apostolic 

Christianity did, the church should first of all look 

to Jesus to search for ways in which authority in the 

church should be exercised. It is Christ who founded 

the church and He knows best what Christian 

authority is and how it should be exercised. Thus, 

His followers must take His teachings on authority 

seriously. Other New Testament teachings related 

to the issue of authority, including difficult Pauline 

passages (eg., 1 Timothy 2:12) must thus be read 

through the prism of Jesus’ understanding of the 

term rather than vice versa. So what did Jesus have 

to say about authority? 

In preparation for this presentation, I decided to 

once again re-read and think through the Gospel 

passages where Jesus speaks about authority.21 

His views are truly astounding. For most of us, 

immersed in hierarchically-oriented cultures, Jesus’ 

message continues to be counterintuitive and dif-

ficult to comprehend, much less to accept. For this 

reason, we tend to gloss over the passages dealing 

with authority without much thought. And yet, 

these passages, if understood and applied, have the 

potential to revolutionize our personal and com-

munal lives. 

During His earthly ministry, Jesus’ disciples had 

shown a tendency to be preoccupied with status 

and ranking in the kingdom of God. This is under-

standable, as their attitudes reflected the prevalent 

cultural and religious conceptions of authority. The 

Kingdom of God proclaimed by Jesus presented 

such a breathtakingly different understanding of 

Christian authority that it took the death of Jesus 

for the disciples to understand His teachings. Jesus’ 

teachings on the authority of the Christian leader 

are most crisply articulated in a conversation that 

found its way into the three synoptic Gospels.22 

The story is well known. Two of Jesus’ disciples, 

John and James, approached Him with a request 

to be seated on His right and left in His Kingdom. 

It appears that they assumed that the Kingdom of 

Jesus would operate like other earthly institutions, 

their underlying desire was to have authority over 

others. Mark tells us that when the remaining ten 

disciples heard about it, they became very angry, not 

because they had a different idea of “authority,” but 

because they themselves desired such power also. In 

response to this, Jesus gathered them together, and 

in simplest terms explained the operational rules of 

the Kingdom of God. His words are so striking that 

they must be quoted here: 

“You know that those who are regarded as rulers 

of the Gentiles lord it over them (katakurieusin), 

and their high officials exercise authority over 

them (katexousiazousin). Not so with you! 

Instead, whoever wants to become great among 

you must be your servant (diakonos), and 

whoever wants to be first must be slave (doulos) 

of all. For even the Son of Man did not come to 

be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a 

ransom for many” (Mark 10:42-45, NIV). 

In this concise passage, Jesus presents two models 

of authority. The first is the Roman idea of author-

ity. In this model, the elite stand hierarchically over 

others. They have the power to make decisions 

and expect submission from those below them. 
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Jesus clearly rejected this model 

of authority when He stated, 

“Not so with you!” Instead, He 

presented the disciples with a 

breathtakingly new model of 

authority, a thorough rejection, 

or reversal, of the hierarchical 

model with which they were 

familiar. 

The concept of authority in Jesus’ Kingdom was 

to be governed by two words: servant (diakonos) 

and slave (doulos). From our modern perspective, 

these two words, often translated as “minister,” 

have lost much of their force. For a person familiar 

with ancient society and its institutions, however, 

Jesus’ words must have been appalling. So much 

so that the disciples were unable to understand 

Jesus’ words, and to the last moments of His life, 

during the Last Supper, they argued about “who is 

the greatest” (Luke 22:24). This is because, in the 

first century milieu, servants (diakonoi) and slaves 

(douloi) represented the lowest class of human 

beings, beings who had few rights, and whose job 

was to listen and fulfill the wishes of those whom 

they served. Among slaves “there [was] no place 

for one’s own will or initiative.”23 “Ruling and 

not serving is proper to a man” believed ancient 

Greeks.24 Thus, whatever the metaphors of servant 

and slave were meant to convey it certainly was not 

exercising authority, spiritual or otherwise, over 

others (katexousiazousin) or having status in the 

community. 

Why did Jesus use these two metaphors if he 

could have compared His disciples with other 

leadership groups in society? I believe that Jesus was 

keenly aware that His Kingdom would be doomed 

if the disciples incorporated into it the authority 

structures prevalent within contemporary society. 

For His mission to succeed, all “pecking order” in 

the church had to be abolished. 

Murray Harris grasped this well: 

“Jesus was teaching that great-

ness in the community of his 

followers is marked by humble, 

self-effacing servanthood or 

slavery, modeled on his own self-

less devotion to the highest good 

of others.”25 All this shows that 

Jesus certainly did not desire to abolish all author-

ity in the church; He just radically redefined it and 

distanced it from the kind of “authority” that advo-

cated submission to a higher authority. Instead, the 

church was to be a place where those who desired 

to follow His example were willing to serve in the 

lowest positions. In Philippians 2:5-7 Paul thus 

states, “Your attitude should be the same as that 

of Christ Jesus: Who, being in very nature God . . . 

made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a 

slave (doulou).” In the church of Jesus, therefore, it is 

not ordination to an office, a title, or a position that 

makes a leader, but the quality of a person’s life and 

his or her willingness to be the least of all. Following 

His lead, the despised terms diakonos and doulos 

later became the quasi-technical descriptions of 

apostolic and ministerial leadership in the church.26 

Taking all of this into consideration, it is not sur-

prising that to the question, “Who is the greatest? 

(Mark 9:33-35; Luke 9:46-48), Jesus answered: “For 

he who is the least among you all —he is the great-

est” and “if anyone wants to be first, he must be the 

very last, and the servant (diakonos) of all.”

Two other terms, exousia and dynamis, are com-

monly translated as authority. Exousia appears to be 

related to Jesus’ teaching ministry and His ability 

to forgive sins (e.g., Matt 7:29; 9:6; Mark 1:22; Luke 

4:32). The authority (exousia) that Jesus exercised, 

thus, brought words of life and healing to those who 

were willing to listen. Dynamis is usually associated 

The church should 
first of all look to 
Jesus to search 
for ways in which 
authority in the 
church should be 
exercised.
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with Jesus’ power to perform miracles and drive out 

demons (e.g., Luke 4:36; Luke 9:1). Nowhere in the 

Gospels do the terms exousia or dynamis appear to 

be associated with exercising any form of headship, 

or having authority, over others. Such thinking was 

simply not part of Jesus’ worldview. It is exousia and 

dynamis that Jesus bestowed upon the entire com-

munity of believers, and it is these two terms that 

are often confused with a secular understanding of 

ministerial powers. 

There is a unique usage of exousia in Matthew 

28:18, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been 

given to me.” He does not hand over this author-

ity to the disciples for it cannot be done. This is the 

absolute authority of the Almighty, Omniscient, 

Creator God. And how does the Almighty Creator 

God exercise His authority? Does He force His 

human subjects to be obedient? Does He take away 

their free will? In Ephesians 5:1-2, Paul provides an 

answer to the question of how God exercises His 

authority: “Follow God’s example, therefore, as 

dearly loved children and walk in the way of love, 

just as Christ loved us and gave Himself up for us as 

a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.” The abso-

lute authority of Christ, thus, represents a supreme 

example of love, servanthood, and self-sacrifice. 

Thus, the concept of authority within New 

Testament Christianity, founded upon the words 

and actions of Jesus, does not represent any 

form of headship in terms of authority over oth-

ers where submission is expected. Clearly, Jesus 

always allowed the exercise of free will. Instead 

of exercising authority over others, His kind of 

authority can be expressed in terms of serving oth-

ers. This he demonstrated most forcefully when He 

knelt to wash the disciples’ feet and when He died 

on the cross, thus giving a supreme example of the 

true conception of Christian authority. Thus, the 

Christian rite of ordination, properly understood, is 

ordination to slavery; it is not going up in rank; it is 

not about status or having authority over others; it 

is about being the least in the community of believ-

ers. Only understood as such can the ministry in the 

church fulfill Christ’s vision for leadership. 

The early, post-Apostolic Christian Church soon 

forgot Jesus’ words and introduced pagan concepts 

of authority into Christian practice. “Pecking order” 

was established where it did not belong, all in the 

name of protecting the church’s unity and its teach-

ings.27 Modern Christianity, including Adventism, 

inherited these patterns of authority. It would serve 

us well to return to the words of Jesus and attempt 

to view ministry in the church through the prism of 

His teachings, rather than merely adding the adjec-

tive “spiritual” to foreign authoritative patterns. 

What, then, were the characteristics of the New 

Testament community of Jesus? 

THE NEW TESTAMENT CHURCH: A 

COMMUNITY LIKE NO OTHER

First (A1), ministry in the New Testament church 

was non-hierarchical; i.e., the organization of 

the church was not conceived in terms of a chain 

of command. There seems to be no doubt that, 

The Christian rite of ordination, properly understood, is ordination 
to slavery; it is not going up in rank; it is not about status or having 
authority over others; it is about being the least in the community 
of believers.
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during His earthly ministry, Jesus endowed some 

of His followers with the special task of sharing in 

His mission of proclaiming God’s Kingdom. They 

were chosen to be His representatives and were to 

continue His mission and to reproduce in their own 

lives the central characteristics of Jesus Himself, 

namely total commitment and service to God and 

to fellow human beings. Their witness, however, 

was not based on their position, rank, or status 

but on the mission they had received from Christ. 

Their special authority was based on the fact that 

they had been eyewitnesses to the presence of Jesus 

on earth. Thus, with the aid of the Holy Spirit, 

this authority entailed preserving and passing on a 

reliable and trustworthy account of Jesus life and 

teachings in a reliable and trustworthy manner. “On 

this basis . . . rested the special and unique respect 

accorded to the apostles within the Church.”28 The 

written accounts of many of those eyewitnesses 

were eventually collected into the canon of the New 

Testament and thus their writings became norma-

tive for Christian believers and expressed in a well-

accepted Protestant axiom sola scriptura. The New 

Testament, however, does not provide any evidence 

that the special position of expertise held by the 

twelve apostles within the community of faith was 

transferred to other leaders in the Church. 

What we do see in the New Testament, however, 

is a community like no other. It is a community 

whose leaders eschewed any form of hierarchy that 

would place some above others. In fact, follow-

ing Jesus’ example, the New Testament leaders 

proclaimed what we can only describe as a reverse 

hierarchy. Following the lead of Jesus, its lead-

ers routinely referred to themselves as doulos and 

diakonos of both God and the church.29 Accordingly, 

in 1 Corinthians 3:5, Paul writes: “What, after all, 

is Apollos? And what is Paul? Only servants (dia-

konoi), through whom you came to believe.” In 2 

Corinthians 4:5, he emphatically declares: “For we 

do not preach ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, 

and ourselves as your slaves (doulous).”30 We thus 

constantly find him lifting Christ and others up, 

while speaking of himself in unflattering terms 

such as “chief of sinners” (1 Tim 1:15). Elsewhere 

he writes: “…and last of all he appeared to me also, 

as to one abnormally born. For I am the least of 

the apostles and do not even deserve to be called 

an apostle” (1 Cor 15:7-9). In 1 Corinthians 4:1 Paul 

refers to himself and his co-workers as under-rowers 

(hupēretas). An image of an ancient Greek or Roman 

war galley with three banks of oars comes to mind. 

Paul places himself in the lowest place on a trireme: 

he is under other rowers. 

While Paul was commissioned to proclaim the 

Gospel, to teach, exhort, and rebuke, it appears, 

therefore, that he purposefully desired to avoid 

positioning himself in a role above his fellow 

believers. Instead, and despite his special position 

as an Apostle of Christ, we see him wooing people 

to follow Christ, not through the authority of his 

“office,” but through the witness of his life.31 “Follow 

my example, as I follow the example of Christ” 

(1 Cor 11:1; 1 Cor 4:16; Phil 3:17, 4:9; 1 Thess 1:6; 2 

Thess 3:7). With a clear conscience, therefore, Paul 

was able to write to the Corinthians that when 

his young disciple Timothy visits them, he would 

“remind [them] of his [Paul’s] way of life in Christ 

Jesus, which agrees with what [he taught] every-

where in every church” (1 Cor 4:17). Thus, it was the 

way he lived his life, rather than his position, that 

resulted in Paul’s having genuine authority in the 

church. 

Within the context of being slaves in the church, 

the New Testament writers were remarkably 

egalitarian. Everyone could be a slave of the Lord! 

In Romans 12:11, Paul encouraged all believers to 

“serve the Lord as His slaves” (tō kyriō douleuontes). 
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In Galatians 5:13 he urged believers “to serve one 

another as slaves (douelete) through love.” Every 

believer, thus, was to serve as a doulos of Christ and 

of each other. 

While all believers were called to be slaves of God 

and one another, this especially applied to leaders 

in the Christian community who, according to the 

teaching of Christ, were to consider themselves 

“the least of all,” and thus examples to those under 

their care. Peter echoed Jesus when he wrote to 

the leaders in the church: “Be shepherds of God’s 

flock that is under your care . . . not lording it over 

(katakurieontes)32 those entrusted to you but being 

examples to the flock” (1 Peter 5:2-5). This was the 

primary reason why Paul, James, and Peter often 

introduced themselves to their congregations as 

slaves (douloi) of Christ (Rom 1:1; Jam 1:1; 2 Pet 1:1). 

All this suggests that New Testament leadership was 

not about having “authority” over others, about hav-

ing the “last word,” or having an “office.”33 Instead, it 

was all about having the attitude of Paul, Peter, and 

other leaders of the New Testament church, who 

led by the example of their devotion to their Lord 

and to each other. This was the bedrock of genuine 

Christian authority.34

Viewing church leadership from the above per-

spective, the overseers (episcopēs in 1 Timothy 3:1) 

or elders (presbyterous in Titus 1:9) were indeed to 

be special persons: they were to be servants (dou-

lous) of the Lord and the community; they were 

to lead by example rather than by the authority of 

their position; they were to have good names in the 

community; they were to have stable, monogamous 

marriages; they were to manage their households 

well; they were be protectors of the community. 

One thing was quite certain, however: these slaves 

of the Lord did not have to be males.35 

If ministry is to be understood as slavery to Christ 

and others, another passage must be highlighted. 

As stated above, Paul’s favorite description of his 

own ministry and that of his co-workers (such as 

Timothy) was “slave of the Lord” (doulos Christou).36 

We find others, such as Peter and James, also 

referring to themselves as “slaves of the Lord.”37 

The same wording, this time spoken by the Lord 

Himself, however, appears in Acts 2:18 where Peter 

quotes the prophet Joel: “Even on my slaves, both 

men and women, I will pour out my Spirit in those 

days.” Most frequently, this passage is used to high-

light the fact that the gift of prophecy was not lim-

ited to men. However, we also find in this verse the 

masculine doulos and the feminine doulas. In both 

cases, the pronoun mou (my) is added. Considering 

that, in other places in the New Testament, doulos 

is most often translated as “minister,” this passage 

could legitimately be translated as speaking of both 

“male ministers” and “female ministers,” who are 

God’s own. Is Peter making the point that, in the 

New Testament church, both males and females 

could slave the Lord equally? And that both, males 

and females, were to receive specific gifts of the 

Spirit that would enable them to fulfill their minis-

terial calling? Whatever interpretation we place on 

this particular passage, one thing is clear: the Holy 

Sprit is not concerned with the gender of the person 

upon whom He bestows His gifts. Should we be? 

It is indeed tragic that soon after the disciples 

died, post-Apostolic Christianity abandoned the 

charismatic understanding of Christian ministry 

and, instead, incorporated a pagan understanding of 

authority.

Second (B1), ministry in the New Testament 

was not sacramental; i.e., neither salvation nor the 

life of the community depended on the presence 

of ordained clergy. While the early post-Apostolic 

Church created a system where ordained clergy 

were essential to the existence of the church, we do 

not find such a requirement in the New Testament. 
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From the New Testament point of view, it was 

Christ alone who was the mediator between God 

and humanity. Leadership in the New Testament, 

thus, fulfilled a purely functional role, i.e., its 

existence contributed to church order and the 

laying-on-of-hands simply acknowledged the gift of 

leadership already present in a person. 

A sacramental view of ministry, of course, was 

prophetically significant, as the mediatorial work 

of Christ in the heavenly sanctuary was replaced by 

the work of an earthly priest. In other words, the 

early post-Apostolic church sewed back together 

the earthly sanctuary’s curtain rent by the divine 

hand at the time of Jesus’ death. Consequently, 

every Catholic church on earth became a sanctu-

ary with its own priest. This development clearly 

corresponded to the prophetic utterance of Daniel, 

“Yea, it magnified itself, even to the prince of the 

host; and it took away from him the continual 

burnt-offering, and the place of his sanctuary was 

cast down” (Daniel 8:11 ASV). It follows that any 

attempt to apply priestly language to the work of 

the ministry in the church takes away from the one 

unique priesthood of Christ and has direct, negative 

implications on the Adventist sanctuary message, 

which emphasizes that all have special access to the 

risen Christ without the need of spiritual mediators.

Third (C1), ministry in the New Testament was 

not elitist; i.e., the laying-on-of-hands did not create 

a spiritual elite in the church. The New Testament 

understanding was that functions, or roles, in the 

church were to be filled according to spiritual gift-

ing. Ordination, thus, can be defined simply as “the 

action of the church to publicly recognize those 

whom the Lord has called to and equipped for local 

and global church ministry.”38 Disagreements begin 

to appear when we ask the question: Who can serve 

in the church as ordained elders or pastors?

The church of God described in the pages of the 

New Testament was decidedly non-elitist. In His 

sayings, Jesus focused on the non-elite of the day 

and proclaimed them to be the children of God 

(Matt 5:3–8). In Matthew 23:8–13, he said to His 

followers: “But you are not to be called ‘Rabbi’ for 

you have only one Master and you are all brothers. 

. . . The greatest among you will be your servant” 

(Matthew 23:8-11). In modern terms we could para-

phrase this saying as follows: “But you are not to be 

called “pastor,” “elder,” “professor,” or “doctor,” for 

you have only one Master and you are all brothers.” 

It is truly unfortunate that in Christian history the 

lowly term “pastor” has become a symbol of status.39 

Paul’s favorite imagery for portraying the 

Christian community, i.e., the Body of Christ, 

represented a markedly non-elitist ecclesiology 

(1 Cor 12:12–31; Rom 12:1–8; Eph 1:22). Central to 

this imagery were unity of the Church and the 

Church’s vital relationship with its Head, Jesus 

Christ. Paul’s insistence that the church functioned 

like a human body served to remind believers that 

they were completely dependent upon Christ for 

their growth and life. While unity and the headship 

of Christ were Paul’s main concern, his discussion 

of the church as the body of Christ was framed 

within the context of spiritual gifting. The recipi-

ents of spiritual gifts were all who were part of the 

body of Christ, and the unity of the body of Christ 

depended on the presence, recognition, and use of 

these spiritual gifts (Eph 4:1–13). Any exclusive claim 

to these gifts was precluded, because their distribu-

tion was dependent upon the Holy Spirit and not 

on the church (1 Cor 12:11). Any form of elitism was 

settled by Paul’s masterful discussion on the mutual 

interdependence of believers who exhibited various 

spiritual gifts (1 Cor 12:12-31). Furthermore, in none 

of the four listings of spiritual gifts (Rom 12:6–8; 

1 Cor 12:8–10, 28–30; Ephesians 4:11) was Paul 

exclusive in any way. Notably, in Romans 12:8, the 
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gifts of teaching and leadership 

were tucked in among other, 

seemingly insignificant gifts. It 

would be ludicrous to claim, on 

the basis of this passage, that 

the gift of encouragement was 

lower on the scale of gifted-

ness, while the gift of leader-

ship was higher and thus could 

only be endowed upon a certain class of believers in 

the church. Certainly this could not have been Paul’s 

intention. 

Paul’s use of the Body of Christ imagery helps 

us to understand the reality of the church and the 

way it should function. Within such a community, 

all solidarities of race, class, culture, and gender are 

replaced by an allegiance to Christ alone. The old 

way of relating is replaced by a new relatedness in 

Christ (Gal 3:28, 29). In this community, all people 

are equal members of the Body of Christ, because 

all have experienced the risen Christ and all are 

gifted with a variety of spiritual gifts of equal value 

(1 Cor 12), which are to be utilized for the benefit of 

believers and the world (Rom 12:1–8). Thus, we do 

not find a hierarchy where some people rank above 

others according to status; neither do we find a 

division between ordained clergy and laity. What we 

see is a new community, the Body of Christ, a New 

Creation (2 Cor 5:17), where all relationships should 

hail back to the Garden of Eden. This is what the 

early post-Apostolic Church forgot soon after the 

death of the Apostles, introducing instead a notion 

of an un-equal society in which leadership in the 

church was restricted to ordained male clergy. The 

Holy Spirit was thus quenched! 

The reality is that if anything apart from commit-

ment to Christ and His church, spiritual gifting, and 

maturity determine fitness for various functions in 

the church, then, whether we intend it or not, we 

create an elitist community. No 

pious designations attached to 

the “office” of pastor—such as 

“servant,” “spiritual authority,” 

“spiritual leadership,” or “spiri-

tual headship”—can change 

this reality. 

Fourth (D1), the ministry in 

the New Testament church was 

not male headship oriented; i.e, there was no room 

for male headship in the Body of Christ. While 

Scripture testifies that women were not restricted 

from leadership positions (Deborah, Phoebe, Junia, 

Lydia, Priscilla, Nympha), history witnesses to the 

fact that, from the second century onward, leader-

ship and teaching positions in the church began to 

be restricted to men alone.40 As outlined above, the 

main argument against women’s ordination in the 

Catholic Church today is that the pastor must be a 

male since he represents Christ, a male, to the com-

munity of believers. Male headship in the home is, 

thus, extended to relationships in the church. 

There are significant problems with extend-

ing the idea of male headship beyond the home 

circle. Most importantly, such a concept of head-

ship clearly replaces Christ’s spiritual headship of 

the church and endows selected individuals with 

Christ’s own authority. The New Testament is clear, 

however, that the only Head of the Church is Christ 

(1 Cor 11:3; Eph 1:22; 4:15; Col 1:18; 2:19).41 When, in 

Ephesians 5:23, Paul states that “Christ is the Head 

of the Church” and “man is the head of the wife,” 

he does not say that man’s headship in the home in 

some way extends to relationships in the church. 

Paul’s meaning is clear: as a husband is the head 

of his wife, his bride, so Christ is the Head of the 

Church, His Bride.42 In both cases, the nuptial lan-

guage is clearly restricted to specific relationships: 

that between a husband and wife and that between 

Any idea of headship 
in the church, be it 
male or female, . . . 
usurps the headship 
of Christ.
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Christ and His church. It would be absurd to con-

clude that Paul meant to say that as Christ is the 

Bridegroom of the Church, so men in the Christian 

congregation are bridegrooms of women in the 

church. Neither is it scriptural to say that the pastor 

“marries” the church and becomes its head upon 

his ordination, just as Christ married His Bride and 

became its Head. 

From this it follows that any idea of headship in 

the church, be it male or female, apart from that of 

Christ, usurps the headship of Christ. Thus, while 

we may legitimately speak of male headship in the 

Christian home, it is unscriptural to speak of any 

kind of headship in the church apart from that of 

Christ. While, within the greater context of mutual 

submission (Eph 5:21), wives are indeed asked 

by Paul to submit to their husbands (Eph 5:22),43 

nowhere in the New Testament do we find an 

injunction that believers are to submit to the head-

ship of the ordained ministry; the Church submits 

only to Christ! It follows that when a pastor/elder 

and a church decide to operate according to the 

male headship principle, this pastor/elder and his 

church are committing spiritual adultery, otherwise 

known as sacramentalism.44 For this reason, dif-

ficult Pauline passages, such as 1 Tim 2 and 3 and 1 

Corinthians 11 and 14, can never be interpreted as 

teaching male headship in the church, but must be 

understood in light of Jesus’ statements on author-

ity. No amount of tinkering with the text “according 

to the ideas they happen to entertain upon them,”45 

and adding the word ‘spiritual’ to headship, can 

change this reality. As noted above, sacramentalism 

is primarily a hallmark of Catholic Christianity, but 

it also exists within those Christian denominations 

that choose to replace the pope (also referred to as 

“Holy Father;” from the Latin papa) with a male 

figure of a pastor/elder. Christian communities 

that embrace female headship in addition to male 

headship follow the same pattern. 

So I have a question: Can we, as Seventh-day 

Adventists, really afford to flirt with applying the 

male headship principle to the ordained pastor/

elder? I believe that this principle is a seemingly 

innocuous Trojan horse that has the potential to 

destroy the very heart of Adventism. It is telling that 

Ellen G. White never once used 1 Timothy 2 or 3 

and 1 Corinthians 11 or 14 to support male headship 

in the church. The developments in early post-

Apostolic Christianity, discussed in the first part of 

this paper, clearly show the dangers of extending 

the biblical notion of male headship in the home to 

male headship in the Church and must be avoided 

at all costs among true followers of Christ. 

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, there can be no doubt that early 

Catholic Christianity incorporated various char-

acteristics of the Old Testament priestly ministry 

into the theology and practice of Christian ministry. 

Christian ministry, thus, became hierarchical, sac-

ramental, elitist, and oriented towards male head-

ship. To a greater or lesser degree, most Christian 

communities, including Seventh-day Adventists, 

continue to perpetuate some of these characteristics 

in their communities. 

All these characteristics, however, were fulfilled 

in Christ who, by virtue of being our Creator, stands 

over us and has no successors to His divine author-

ity; who died sacramentally on the cross and thus 

became the sole provider of salvation; who, through 

His ministry on earth, made all humans equal in 

the eyes of God in terms of authority and endowed 

them with the gifts of the Holy Spirit to fulfill the 

Great Gospel Commission; and who, through His 

sacrificial death on the cross, became the sole Head 

of the Church, His Bride. He shares His headship 

with no one! Post-New Testament Christianity, 
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unfortunately, denied the sole headship of Christ in 

the church and contributed to the integration of a 

counterfeit view of authority in church organization 

and, thus, to the birth of an apostate religion. 

I began this paper with a discussion on the nature 

of authority. Our God, who is a God of order, cre-

ated a world in which human beings, the crown of 

His creation, were to live according to the authori-

tative patterns that governed the universe prior 

to the creation of the Earth. Then sin entered the 

world. The way God exercised His authority was 

challenged and a counterfeit notion of authority 

was introduced. This is the notion of authority that 

the “prince of this world” taught the first couple; 

this is the notion of authority that forever darkened 

the human vision of God and His character. The 

precise reason why Christ, God incarnate, came to 

this Earth and founded a community like no other 

was to counteract the counterfeit notion of God’s 

authority. He accomplished it by His life of divine 

slavery (douleia) that ultimately led Him to the 

cross. Unfortunately, human beings, weakened by 

millennia of sin’s existence on this Earth, returned 

to the old patterns of thinking soon after the death 

of its pioneers. Notwithstanding our devotion to 

Scripture, we, Seventh-day Adventists, inherited 

these patterns of thinking that are so tenaciously 

(and tragically) ingrained in the Christian faith. 

It is a common human experience to be attracted 

to those who exhibit genuine Christian authority 

and to be repelled by the attitudes of those who 

rely solely on the authority of their office. Ideally, 

genuine Christian authority and the authority of a 

representative function should be integrated. After 

all, there is nothing intrinsically wrong with people 

holding an office, even though it is not really a 

biblical concept. Neither, is there anything inher-

ently wrong with the way our church is currently 

organized. However, while Jesus left us with no 

model of running the church, He was adamant that 

His church would not resemble secular structures, 

where authority was organized according to a “peck-

ing order.” Is it possible that our current discussions 

regarding women’s ordination are complicated by 

our misunderstanding or misuse of true Christian 

authority? 

I am a third generation Adventist, grandson of 

a head elder, son of a pastor/administrator, and 

an ordained pastor myself. In all my years as a 

Seventh-day Adventist, rarely have I encountered 

the integration of true genuine Christian authority 

with the authority of an ordained pastor. Sadly, I 

often struggle with such integration myself. Some of 

the most authoritative persons in my life were not 

ordained ministers. The one I place above all others 

was an old Christian gentleman in Tasmania (where 

for a time I served as a pastor after receiving my 

PhD) who had only four classes of formal education 

and had only been ordained as a deacon. I recog-

nized, accepted, and submitted to the true Christian 

authority he represented and learned more from 

him about slaving for Christ and others than from a 

lifetime of being an Adventist and all my theological 

education combined. Unfortunately, for too many 

of us, being an ordained pastor tends to be about 

having authority over others, status, ranking, and 

male headship, rather than being slaves for Christ 

and others. This, I believe, is the real reason why 

we are spending our time discussing the issue of 

ordination and who can be ordained. 

Now, I understand that “slavery” has few posi-

tive connotations, as it implies no honor, no glory, 

no status, and no ranking. Nobody likes that; in 

fact, I am repulsed by the concept. And yet, this is 

the word that Christ used to describe Himself and 

His work; this is the word that the apostles used 

to describe themselves and their work as well as 

that of their co-workers, both men and women; 
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this is what Christ is calling us—Adventist pastors, 

deacons, elders, presidents of divisions, confer-

ences and unions—to be; not to have authority over 

people but rather over the task of fulfilling the Great 

Commission of Christ. Gospel order in the church 

does not require hierarchical headship, spiritual or 

otherwise. For true Christian ministry is not about 

status, rank, gender, equality, rights, or having 

“spiritual authority” over others; it is about being 

slaves of Christ and His people; not to rule over oth-

ers but to be examples and, through the witness of 

our lives, to woo others to follow Christ. No human 

laying-on-of-hands can provide this kind of author-

ity; only the work of the Holy Spirit in a person’s 

heart can! While all Christians are to be ministers, 

those who are set apart for special ministry, both 

men and women, are called to be chief examples of 

slavery to Christ and others. I am convinced that 

when we embrace this understanding of authority 

and ministry, Christ’s vision for His community will 

be fulfilled, revival and reformation will follow, and 

the problem of women’s ordination will disappear.

So I want to leave this short investigation of the 

nature of Christian authority with a question: Are 

we going to follow culture, both secular and reli-

gious, which has taught us a hierarchical and elitist 

understanding of authority? Or are we going to fol-

low Christ, who said, “Not so with you!”?  <
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IMPORTANCE AND NEED FOR 

HERMENEUTICS

1. There is no statement in the Bible: “Ordain 

women to ministry!” Moreover, there is also no 

command: “Do not ordain women to ministry!” 

Yet, we want to have a biblical answer to our 

fundamental question of whether to ordain 

women to ministry. So we need to reflect on, 

evaluate, and interpret the biblical data in 

order to arrive at a sound conclusion about this 

matter.

2. Two groups of scholars who love the Lord and 

take the Holy Scriptures seriously as the Word 

of God come to opposite conclusions from 

the same Bible on the same subject. How can 

this be that they come to different results? Let 

me stress that this is not primarily a theologi-

cal discussion between liberals and conserva-

tives, between those whose main arguments 

for ordination of women are based on culture 

or social justice (even though these arguments 

need to be also taken seriously) and scholars or 

theologians who maintain faith in God, but it is 

a debate among those who strongly uphold the 

authority of the Holy Bible.

3. Our distance in time and space from the bibli-

cal world necessitates the interpretation of the 

Holy Scriptures. Today we use a different lan-

guage, have a different culture, thinking, habits, 

customs, and worldview, and we also deal with 

different issues and audiences. 

 

It is not enough to read or quote the biblical 

text; it is necessary to explain it. Even though 

the disciples of Jesus knew many biblical pas-

sages by heart, yet they did not understand 

that the Hebrew Scriptures testified about the 

Messiah Jesus. “You search the Scriptures, for 

in them you think you have eternal life; and 

these are they which testify of Me. But you are 

not willing to come to Me that you may have 

life” (John 5:39–40 NKJV). On the resurrection 

Sunday, two disciples on the way to Emmaus 

needed to understand the Scriptures regard-

ing the role and mission of the Messiah, so 

Jesus explained the Old Testament teaching to 

them: “And beginning with Moses and all the 

Prophets, he interpreted [diermeneuō] to them 

in all the Scriptures the things concerning 

himself” (Luke 24:27 ESV). The correct under-

standing of the Bible enables the understanding 

of Jesus, and the understanding of Jesus gives 

better insights into the Scriptures. The word 

“interpreted” (diermeneuō) points to herme-

neutics. The Apostle Paul asks how people can 

believe, and it is only if someone comes and 

proclaims the word of God to them: “How then 

will they call on him in whom they have not 

believed? And how are they to believe in him of 

whom they have never heard? And how are they 

to hear without someone preaching?” (Rom 

10:14 ESV). Furthermore, the Ethiopian eunuch 

answered the question of the evangelist Philip: 

“Do you understand what you are reading?” 
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by stating “’How can I,’ . . . ‘unless someone 

explains it to me?’ So he invited Philip to come 

up and sit with him” (Act 8:31 NIV). 

The verb “explain” is a translation of the Greek word 

hodegeō which means “lead,” “guide,” “explain,” 

“teach,” or “instruct.”

This short overview demonstrates that there is 

an urgent need for proper hermeneutics—how to 

interpret the biblical texts in regard to the ordina-

tion of women. And it is also evident that the issue 

of the ordination of women is first of all a herme-

neutical issue; it is about how we read and interpret 

the biblical text in this case and in all our theology. 

Therefore, establishing principles of interpretation 

of the Bible are crucial in order to arrive at an accu-

rate meaning of the Scriptures concerning gender 

relationships in Christ.

This paper summarizes and illustrates the her-

meneutical principles from an Adventist perspective 

without going into minute detail and providing sub-

stantiation for each point, because other colleagues 

are presenting specific studies on these raised issues. 

The goal of the present study is to set a biblical-

theological pattern of thinking, a mindset on how to 

approach and interpret biblical material in regard to 

the ordination of women.

WHAT IS BIBLICAL HERMENEUTICS?

Biblical hermeneutics is a science of interpreting the 

Holy Scriptures in order to ascertain its meaning.1 

This science follows principles of interpretation as 

well as a clear methodology. Hermeneutics does not 

only deal with understanding of the Bible, but also 

with the process of thinking about and evaluating 

biblical interpretation. One cannot manipulate the 

biblical text to say whatever the interpreter would 

wish. We need to follow sound principles. Exegesis 

then applies these principles to particular texts, and 

exposition in preaching or teaching is the actual 

communication of God’s message.2 One cannot 

strictly dissect hermeneutics and exegesis. The goal 

of the hermeneutical-exegetical process is to dis-

cover what the message meant to the original audi-

ence, and what it means for us today: What does the 

author mean by what he writes?

Biblical hermeneutics is also an art, because put-

ting different texts together and understanding its 

theology and significance requires special insight 

into the whole biblical teaching. It must be done 

under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. This is why 

it is important that this task is done by a dedicated 

believer in God. As members of the Seventh-day 

Adventist Church, we accept the historical gram-

matical-theological method of interpreting the 

Bible as a proper tool for understanding the Bible.3 

At the same time, we firmly reject the historical-

critical method of the interpretation of the biblical 

material.4 This historical-critical method can only 

discover the horizontal dimension of the biblical 

text and uses a distorted methodology of imposing 

some preconceived patterns on the text, such as 

reconstructed history (e.g., there was no worldwide 

flood or Exodus from Egypt; the book of Daniel was 

written in the time of the Maccabean war around 
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165 B.C.) and literary compositions (like the JEDP 

[Jahvist, Elohist, Deuteronomist and Priestly writer] 

approach to the Pentateuch; Deutero-Isaiah; the 

book of Deuteronomy being the result of Josiah’s 

reform in the 7th century B.C.; etc.).

It is not enough to use the right tools and follow 

the proper methodology of interpreting the Holy 

Scriptures; the exegete needs to also have the proper 

attitude toward the revealed Word:

1. To accept the Bible as the Word of God. It is of 

high significance to underline that the ultimate 

Author of Scriptures is God, that the biblical 

writers were guided by the Holy Spirit, and 

that the Holy Bible is God’s inspired revelation 

(2 Tim 3:15–17; 2 Pet 1:20–21). As Seventh-day 

Adventists, we believe that the Bible is the Word 

of God, and we accept the so called “incarna-

tional” or “thought” model of inspiration.5

2. To study the Word of God in a humble and 

teachable spirit. The Lord declares: “These are 

the ones I look on with favor: those who are 

humble and contrite in spirit, and who tremble 

at my word” (Isa 66:2b NIV). This is why the 

first task in doing exegesis is a prayer! Praying 

for the Holy Spirit and wisdom from above is 

existentially crucial so the interpreter will be 

in harmony and in tune with the Author of the 

Bible in order to understand it. Without the 

guidance of the Holy Spirit, the interpretation 

process is limited and in jeopardy. Bible reading 

is first of all a spiritual discipline, and we need 

to read it with open eyes.

3. To be willing to obey and follow the revealed 

Word. The practice of the discovered meaning 

of the biblical message is the key element in the 

interpretation of the Bible. This means that the 

interpreter must be open to different interpre-

tative options and cannot approach the text 

with given preconceived ideas. Thus, the proper 

attitude to the text includes a readiness to fol-

low God’s instructions, and not to try before-

hand to reject a specific view even if it goes 

against an established pattern of thinking or 

status quo behavior. Jesus aptly states: “If anyone 

wants to do His will, he shall know concerning 

the doctrine, whether it is from God or whether 

I speak on My own authority” (John 7:17 NKJV).

4. To recognize our human limitations. The Bible 

contains propositional truth, but our under-

standing of it is partial, tentative, never final (1 

Cor 13:9–13). The final word always belongs to 

God. All our statements of faith are under His 

judgment and authority. This is why we need 

to carefully study His revelation, tremble at His 

Word, and attentively listen to each other and 

study together so that we can advance in the 

knowledge of His truth. 

As time progresses, believers can better discern 

and understand the meaning of God’s revelation:

1. Jesus declared to His disciples: “So when you 

see the abomination of desolation spoken of 

by the prophet Daniel, standing in the holy 

place (let the reader understand), then let those 

who are in Judea flee to the mountains” (Matt 

24:15–16 ESV). When Jesus’s followers saw the 

“abomination of desolation” (fulfillment of 

Daniel’s prophecy of 9:27), they were to flee 

from Jerusalem.

2. Jesus proclaimed that his followers could 

understand and remember His Word better 

after certain things were fulfilled: “And now 

I have told you before it comes, that when it 

does come to pass, you may believe” (John 14:29 

NKJV; see also 13:19, 16:4).

3. The New Testament church’s radical discovery 

of the inclusion of Gentiles only became gradu-

ally clear for the Christian church (see Acts 10-11 

and 15; Gal 2:11–16). 



HERMENEUTICAL PRINCIPLES FOR 

INTERPRETING THE HOLY SCRIPTURES

The Bible is normative and has the ultimate author-

ity in doctrine and practice. As Adventists, we 

believe in the self-testimony of Scriptures, and 

we accept the general principles of sola scriptura 

(Scriptures alone determines matters of faith and 

ethics) and tota scriptura (the use of Scriptures in its 

totality/entirety). The whole biblical canon needs 

to be seriously studied. We adhere to the principle 

of scriptura sui ipsius interpres (Scripture interprets 

itself); however, this does not mean that the student 

of the Bible will not look at the historical back-

ground, the context of the studied verse(s), and the 

intent of the biblical passage. On the contrary, this 

principle requires the study of the historical and 

literary context in order to know to what issue(s) 

the particular text responds and thus avoid misap-

plying it.

We need to let the biblical text speak! Exegesis 

is not a luxury or a necessary evil. It is not a mere 

playing with words and sentences, but it is a diligent 

work with the biblical text in order to discover its 

meaning. This process includes biblical theology 

as an inseparable part. Questions of relevancy and 

practical applications cannot be separated from the 

exegetical process. It may also prove useful to the 

entire hermeneutical process to know the history 

of the interpretation of the studied biblical text(s) 

up to the present time in order to be informed by 

it, understand the current debate, and avoid the 

pitfalls of interpretation by not repeating the same 

mistakes (e.g., the Trinitarian and Christological 

discussions; understanding of the structure, role, 

mission, and authority of the church; debates on 

revelation and inspiration; the doctrine of the 

nature of humanity; interpretation of ordination 

and the role of women in the Old Testament and 

the Christian church; etc.).

The historical-grammatical-theological method 

of interpreting the Bible uses the following main 

hermeneutical principles:

Historical Background—The Basic Six “Ws”

To understand the meaning of the biblical message, 

one needs to discover the basic historical back-

ground. Six “Ws” can help in this regard.

1.  Who

 A.  Who wrote or said it? Deciding on the 

authorship of the book may radically affect 

the understanding of the book (e.g., Job, 

Isaiah, or Daniel). To know the author-

ship of some biblical books is very crucial 

for their interpretation. For examples, we 

accept that Genesis was authored by Moses 

in spite of the claim of the historical–criti-

cal scholars that it is not the case; we accept 

Paul’s authorship of 1–2 Tim even though 

they belong among the Pastoral Epistles 

which some critical scholars regard as writ-

ten later than Paul’s time.

 B.  Who are the main protagonists, figures, or 

players in the studied text? What can be 

known about them (for example, see Junia, 

the Apostle in Rom 16:7)?6 

2. When

  When was the book written, when did the event 

happen, and/or on what occasion was the men-

tioned speech/message given? For the majority 

of the biblical books, it is very important to 

know when events took place. For example, see 

the background of the book of Deuteronomy 

(were they speeches delivered by Moses in 1410 

B.C. or were they only fabricated around 622 

B.C.?) or the events in the beginning of the 

book of Daniel (a real besiegement of Jerusalem 

in 605 B.C. or only a made-up story from the 

Maccabean time?).
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3. Where

  Where was it written or said? The historical 

place and what happened there may play a key 

role in the understanding of the biblical mes-

sage (e.g., the book of Joshua) or even prophecy 

(e.g., the fall of Babylon and the drying up of the 

Euphrates river in Rev 16). Study of the his-

torical background includes the knowledge of 

language, culture, habits, worldview, etc. (e.g., 

the extra-biblical creation and flood narratives). 

The value of historical documents and archae-

ology for an understanding of the biblical world 

is indispensable, because it helps to better 

understand the ancient world and their world-

view in which biblical history and polemic took 

place (e.g., understanding the cult of Artemis or 

Diana and other cultural movements afoot in 

Ephesus at the time of Paul helps one to better 

understand Acts 19:23-41 and 1 Tim 2).

4. To Whom

  Discovering the original audience determines 

its understanding and application (e.g., the 

audience of three speeches of Moses according 

to the book of Deuteronomy; or the audience of 

Ezekiel or Daniel). With regard to 1 Tim 2, what 

was the makeup of the believing community in 

Ephesus in Paul’s day; in particular, who were 

the false teachers in Ephesus concerning whom 

the epistle gives counsel?

5. Why

  Why was it written or said? The author’s 

purpose or intention reveals the main focus of 

the message. Discerning the intended drive of 

the biblical book is of utmost importance (e.g., 

the intent of the first and the second Creation 

accounts points to the Sabbath and Marriage as 

their focus, i.e., vertical and horizontal relation-

ships and dimensions of our life; the purpose 

of the Fall account is to demonstrate God’s 

grace in the midst of His judgments; etc.). Again 

regarding 1 Tim, what was the particular prob-

lem or problems that Paul was addressing in the 

epistle? 

6. What

  What was written or said? To summarize the 

message into one sentence or short paragraph 

helps to discover the content, basic message, 

main teaching, and principal thought(s). 

GRAMMATICAL OR LITERARY STUDY

Literary Study

Word Study. The careful study of words is necessary, 

because their meaning may change in time. The 

meaning of the biblical phrases is always deter-

mined by the context in which they are used. 

For example, consider the different meanings 

of the words “head” or “authority.” The immediate 

context should decide the particular meaning of 

these terms. So for example, in 1 Cor 11:3, does the 

expression “head” (kephalē) mean “authority” or does 

it mean “source”7 or something else? Does it carry 

the same meaning in vv. 4-7, 10? What is the mean-

ing of exousia (“authority”) in v. 10? Does it have the 

same meaning here as elsewhere in the NT? There 

are all good and legitimate questions.

In 1 Tim 2:12, does the word authentein mean 

“to have authority” or does it mean “to domineer 

over” or some other negative connotation? And 

what about the meaning of hēsychia in the same 

verse: does it mean that a woman must be totally 

“in silence, silent” (KJV, NKJV, NIV), or does it refer 

to her overall demeanor which should be “at peace” 

The inclusio in Genesis 2 makes clear 
that the man and the woman are 
presented as equals in this chapter.



(CJB), acting “quietly” (NLT), as this same root word 

means just a few verses earlier with regard to all 

Christians (v. 2)?

For OT examples, in the Genesis creation narra-

tives, does the word “man” (’adam) in Gen 1:26-28 

and elsewhere imply male gender (and thus hint at 

male headship) or is it a gender-inclusive word that 

means “human” with no implication of maleness? 

Does the word “helper” (Heb. ‘ezer) in Gen 2:18, 20 

imply a subordinate status for Eve, or is this term 

more neutral by having no reference to relative sta-

tus since even God is referred to as “‘ezer” (Exod 18:4; 

Deut 33:7, 26, 29; 1 Chr 12:19; Pss 20:3; 33:20; 70:6; 

89:20; 115:7-11; 121:2; 124:8; 146:5; Hos 13:9)? The title 

‘ezer for Eve in Gen 2 is actually a great compliment!

Grammar and Syntax. Martin Luther already said 

that theology is grammar because on it depends the 

understanding of the text. Grammar, for example, 

helps to determine which time is involved in the 

text—past, present, or future (e.g., the eternity of 

the Word which became flesh in a precise moment 

of time according to the use of the Greek past tenses 

[like imperfect and aorist] in John 1:1–3, 14). The 

study of syntax is very important in discerning the 

relationship of words and sentences to each other. 

For example, “naming” of animals (Gen 2:20) and 

Eve (3:20) in contrast to “calling” the newly formed 

woman a “woman” (2:23), i.e., recognizing the close-

ness and unity between Adam and his wife (received 

as a gift from God).

Another example: Paul’s list of qualification for 

elders in the masculine gender “husband of one 

wife” (1 Tim 3:1–7; Titus 1:5–9). This can be explained 

on the basis of understanding the biblical languages, 

how they express their thoughts. An important 

feature of biblical languages is the simple recog-

nition that when both genders are included in a 

biblical text, they are described in the masculine gen-

der. Also Phoebe is described as diakonos (but also 

adelphē [sister {fem.}] in Rom 16:1). The masculine 

gender is used throughout the Decalogue, but it does 

not exclude women from obedience too (the wife 

is not even mentioned, but is included in “YOU”). 

Jesus proclaimed: “I tell you that anyone who looks 

at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery 

with her in his heart” (Matt 5:28 NIV). However, it 

does not mean that women can look lustfully at men.

Statistics. Biblical statistics will help to determine 

the importance of words or phrases, and to dis-

cover key, rare, or unique words (hapax legomena). 

So, for example, the meaning of the Hebrew word 

teshuqah in Gen 3:16. Since it appears only three 

times in the Hebrew Bible, it is important to note 

the only other time where it occurs in the context 

of a man-woman relationship, i.e. Song 7:11 (English 

v. 10), where it clearly has a positive connotation of 

“[romantic, sexual] desire.” 

In 1 Tim 2:12, it is important to realize that the 

word authentein (to govern, have authority) in 1 

Tim 2:12 is a hapax legomenon. Thus it is crucial to 

understand the meaning of this word in light of the 

current meaning of the Greek in the time of Paul, 

and not to import a meaning only current several 

centuries later into the text. 

Different literary features. Literary study helps to 

discover special literary features like puns, gram-

matical anomalies, ironies, figures of speech, 

Hebrew parallelism, inclusio (envelope construc-

tion), metaphors, etc. For example, the inclusio in 

Gen 2 makes clear that the man and the woman are 

presented as equals in this chapter, and the flow 

of the passage from incomplete to complete is just 

the opposite of those who claim that this chapter 

emphasizes the priority of the man in creation. 

Again, the Hebrew parallelism of Gen 3:16 helps to 

explain the meaning of the divine judgments given 

upon the woman.
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Contextual Study

It is of utmost importance to study the particular 

biblical word, phrase, or sentence in its immediate 

and larger context, because the context decides its 

meaning.

For example, Adam’s wife is created as “helper 

suitable to him [Adam]” (NIV). The Hebrew phrase 

‘ezer kedegdo literally translated is “help as opposite 

to him” or “help as corresponding to him” mean-

ing that they are equal partners in life, even though 

they are sexually different (the biblical Creation text 

stresses the sexuality of both of them). Thus, even 

though they have different physical functions, there 

is no subordinate or superordinate hierarchical 

status in their relationship. Their difference is good, 

and only because they are different can they be a 

contribution to each other.

Another example is that there is no causative 

connection between vv. 12 and 13 in 1 Tim 2: “And I 

do not permit a woman to teach or to have author-

ity over a man, but to be in silence. For [Gr. gar] 

Adam was formed first, then Eve” (1Tim 2:12 NKJV). 

The Greek conjunction gar in the beginning of v. 13 

is explicative (as it is in v. 5) and needs to be trans-

lated as “for,” and not as causative “therefore or 

because.” Paul’s reasoning apparently does not make 

sense: Why should a woman or a wife be silent/quiet 

in Ephesian church, because Adam was created first 

and Eve second? In reality, to be silent or quiet has 

nothing to do with the sequence of the creation of 

the first pair! This puzzle makes sense only if Paul 

is responding to a specific claim of his opponents, 

namely their claim that a woman—the goddess 

Artemis—was created first, and from her everyone 

else. Paul is difficult to understand because he is 

very polemic; he reacts to a special proto-gnostic 

heresy which uplifted the woman to cosmic 

supremacy built on the cult of Artemis (Diana). 

This woman’s supremacy claimed that woman was 

created first, and everyone (including men) should 

submit to this goddess Mother. Due to worshipping 

this mother-goddess, women (especially the wives) 

were probably domineering over the men (includ-

ing their husbands) in public meetings. The myth of 

Cybele and Attis, from which the Ephesian Artemis 

sprang, emphasized the creation of the goddess first, 

then her male consort.8 Paul simply argues in refer-

ence to the Creation account that Adam was created 

first (Paul does not explain the Creation account). 

On that basis, he urges that such noisy women 

teachers must be silent, because their teaching is 

disruptive and their claims do not confer with the 

biblical Creation account. So he categorically states 

that he does not permit them to teach. 

Literary Genre 

Is the text under scrutiny history, prophecy, parable, 

song, genealogy, polemic, law, prayer, etc.? This is an 

extremely important point because on this recogni-

tion depends the whole approach to and the inter-

pretation of the text. A different set of rules applies 

to the interpretation of parables, and again different 

ones apply to prophecies. The kind of literature 

determines the application of various interpretative 

rules. For example, if 1 Tim is a polemical letter then 

one needs to know the arguments to which Paul 

is responding, and then interpret the text accord-

ingly. In this polemical epistle Paul reacts to serious 

problems and writes against incipient Gnosticism, 

false teachers refusal of the Creation order and their 

defense of multiple mediators, asceticism, and the 

women’s cult of Artemis’s supremacy (see 1 Tim 1:3-

7; 2:3-6; 2:11-15; 4:1-5). 

The Literary Structure

The literary structure of the book and the selected 

passage is very crucial for understanding the mes-

sage of the Bible. This will determine the literary 



units and delimitate them in order to know which 

verses belong together. It also shows the main flow 

of thoughts and helps to understand the principal 

points and the purpose of the biblical text (e.g., see 

the first and second Genesis Creation accounts; 

the Flood story; the books of Ezekiel; Daniel, and 

Revelation). For example, the chiastic structure 

of Gen 3 helps to explain the order in which God 

addresses the ones under judgment in this chapter. 

Again, the symmetrical macrostructure of the Song 

of Songs underscores the egalitarian relationship 

between Solomon and the Shulammite.

THEOLOGICAL STUDY

Understand the Big Picture of Biblical Revelation

The most important issue in our life is how we 

think about God because everything in our life 

depends upon it. A proper understanding of God’s 

character, the Great Controversy, and the Plan of 

Salvation are the key entry points to the interpre-

tation of the Bible.9 The goal of interpreting the 

Holy Scriptures is to know God and His plans, and 

understand how we should live. Our discussion 

about the ordination of women is related to the 

big theological picture of how we view God, but 

comes down first of all to the basic issue of what is 

our—men—attitude toward women and toward our 

sisters in the church. How do we think, perceive, 

and talk about them? How do we relate and behave 

toward them? What kind of jokes do we say about 

them? Our studies on the ministry of women are 

not a mere theological exercise; at stake is how we 

treat women in general. In this context, we need to 

ask additional pertinent questions: What is God’s 

view of women and how does He value them? How 

should the relationship between men and women 

be cultivated among believers in Christ? This set 

of issues leads to the other two specific theological 

questions closely related to our discussion: What 

kind of picture of God will be presented in my/our 

interpretation in favor of the ordination of women? 

What kind of picture of God will be painted by my/

our denial of women’s ordination?

From the Clear to the Unclear Texts, From the 

Known to the Unknown, From the Plain to the 

Problematic Verses

For example, the texts about Jesus as the begin-

ning (archē) of God’s creation, to be the begotten 

(monogenēs) Son of God, or to be the firstborn 

(prototokos), etc. Some have taken these passages to 

mean that Jesus is not fully God, or that He has eter-

nally been subordinate to the Father. Others further 

the argument, based upon these kinds/ of passages, 

that if Jesus was subordinate to the Father, then this 

provides a model of female subordination to males 

in the home and the church. Such argumentation 

fails to start with the clear texts about the relation-

ships in the Trinity, and interpret the unclear in 

light of the clear.

Another example is the need to proceed from 

Moses (Gen 1–3) to Paul (1 Tim 2) and not to try to 

obscure the clear statements in Genesis by begin-

ning with Paul and pressing this meaning upon 

the Genesis text in order to explain the difficult 

verses of the Apostle Paul. To read Paul’s statement 

“Adam was not the one deceived; it was the woman, 

who was deceived and became a sinner” is very 

incomplete, because Adam also sinned and became 

a sinner, not only Eve. Yet, Paul does not say one 

word here about Adam’s fall and sinfulness. This 

verse makes sense only if Paul (while referring to the 

Genesis Creation story) reacts to the specific hereti-

cal claims of his opponents who try to make the cult 

of Woman (Artemis) and the primacy of women 

dominant. Paul in Romans explains and proves that 

we are all sinners and points to Adam only. Is he 

contradicting himself? Not at all, because each text 
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needs to be explained in its proper context! Romans 

is a doctrinal epistle which teaches about true faith 

and how to be saved in Christ Jesus, but 1 Tim is a 

polemical letter.

Literal or Spiritual/Figurative Meaning?

How should we read the biblical text? Does the 

Bible have sensus literalis, i.e., a literal meaning, or 

sensus spiritualis, i.e., spiritual meaning? Is it pos-

sible to speak also about sensus plenior, i.e., a deeper 

meaning? Our guiding principle is that we read the 

biblical text literally unless the context demands 

otherwise, because we encounter parables, symbols, 

songs, prophecy, metaphors, etc. For example, Gen 

2:4 characterizes the Creation account as “geneal-

ogy,” i.e., as a historical, factual account as are nine 

other genealogies in the book of Genesis, includ-

ing the genealogy of Adam, Noah, Terah, and Jacob 

(5:1; 6:9; 10:1; 11:10; 11:27; 25:12; 25:19; 36:1; 37:2). If 

the genealogies of these patriarchs are historical 

and really happened in a literal way, so must also 

“the genealogy of the heavens and the earth” be 

historical.

There is a difference between the literal and 

literalistic meaning of the text. “Literal” means that 

one reads the biblical text in its context with its 

intended message meanwhile “literalistic” reading 

means that the biblical text is taken in a very narrow 

dogmatic way without applying its contextual and 

larger theological considerations. For example, some 

have read 1 Cor 14:34 (“Let your women/wives keep 

silent in the churches, for they are not permitted to 

speak”) literalistically, to mean that women are not 

to speak at all in public worship services. But infor-

mation in this same epistle of 1 Cor indicates that 

women were indeed speaking in worship services 

(11:5), with Paul’s blessing! Certainly this passage is 

not to be taken as a literal ban on all female speak-

ing in church!10

As Seventh-day Adventists we realize the com-

plexity of the biblical message. We have never 

interpreted the biblical text in a literalistic or 

simplistic way. For examples: (1) We do not accept 

that texts like Rev 14:10-11 and 20:10 teach eternal 

conscious torture in fire even though they explicitly 

claim that; our reading of these texts is not literal-

istic or simplistic. (2) We refuse to believe that texts 

like Mal 4:2-3 and Rom 9:15-24 speaks about double 

predestination. (3) We do not believe in a literalistic 

way that after death we go immediately to heaven 

to be with Jesus, even though Paul sounds like he 

is claiming it (see Phil 1:23; 2 Cor 5:6-9). (4) We do 

not accept dichotomy between law and grace (that 

they are against each other) in spite of texts like 

Rom 6:14 and Gal 2:16-17. As Adventist we always 

seriously study the historical background, immedi-

ate and larger context, audience, theology, purpose, 

and intention of the text. Otherwise it is easy to 

be misled and come to false conclusions. In other 

words, the safeguard of the balanced interpretation 

does not lie in a simple quotation of the Bible, but in 

finding principles which need to be rightly applied.

Prescriptive or Descriptive Texts?

Does the biblical text only describe what happened 

(e.g., the behavior of people; the consequences of 

sin) or does it prescribe a certain behavior in stories, 

parables, or legal texts? Examples include Noah’s 

drunkenness, David’s adultery, Nehemiah’s beating 

of people for not knowing Hebrew and for inter-

marriage with unbelievers/idolaters, etc. Regarding 

Gen 3:16, is it a permanent prescription of male 

headship or a remedial redemptive provision to 

facilitate the return to the Creation ideal (see Gal 

3:26–29; Eph 5:21–33; similar to the “painful toil” for 

Adam in Gen 3:17b, NIV)?11

Additional questions need to be always carefully 

studied: To whom does the prescription apply? Is it 
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temporal or universal? Does it apply to an individual 

or to all people? To Israel only or also to all nations? 

The scope of the biblical instruction is important. 

For example, in 1 Tim 2:11-15 Paul uses the ambigu-

ous vocabulary (anēr-gynē) which may refer to “man-

woman” or “husband-wife” relationship.12 Does 

Paul’s counsel in 1 Tim 2:11-15 apply to all women 

everywhere for all time, or does it apply only to 

those in the specific situation in Ephesus (or similar 

situations which might occur elsewhere and/or 

later), in which women/wives domineer over men/

their husbands in the worship service? Does Paul 

speak about men-women relationship or only about 

husbands-wives relationship, or has he in mind both 

relationships? Similarly, In 1 Cor 14:34, does the 

counsel regarding “women/wives” (gynē) apply to 

the men-women relationship in general in society 

and/or the church or to the marriage relationship 

between husband-wife only?

First Indicative and then Imperative of the Gospel

Grace always comes first and then the law follows. 

Faith and obedience go hand to hand, but faith is 

always the root of salvation and an ethical life is its 

fruit. The Spirit of the law, i.e., its intention, has 

priority over its literalistic application (e.g., the six 

antitheses of Matt 5:21–48 in the Sermon on the 

Mount). The act of ordination needs to be under-

stood as the result of experiencing God’s grace and 

the power of His Spirit in life.

Importance of the Study Within the Overall 

Biblical Teaching

Not all things are equally important that are taught 

in the Bible. For example, the death of Jesus on the 

cross is the great center truth of the Bible around 

which all other biblical teachings clusters.13 We need 

to ask what place ordination has in God’s system 

of truth, how it belongs in the plan of salvation, 

and how it fits into the great controversy issues. Is 

the ordination of men or women a central or more 

peripheral teaching of the Bible? As a matter of fact, 

it is not something directly prescribed or repeatedly 

taught by biblical authors. Is it telling that Ellen 

White never once refers to the crucial passages like 

1 Tim 2:8-14 and 1 Cor 11:3, which provide the foun-

dational argument for those who oppose women’s 

ordination? 

Intra- and Inter-Textuality

How do the same and then later biblical authors use 

the previously revealed biblical material? Is it used in 

a dogmatic, ethical, exhortative, or polemical way? 

All related texts need to be a part of the conversa-

tion. At the same time, we need to be careful not to 

put together texts that do not belong together even 

though at first glimpse it may suggest so. 

For example, the use of Mark 7:19 or Acts 10 as 

a denial of the biblical teaching on the clean and 

unclean food of Lev 11. Another example, Peter actu-

ally gives the right interpretation of Paul (because 

he is so easily misinterpreted) in order to show the 

true meaning of the husband-wife relationship 

(compare 1 Tim 2:8–15 with 1 Pet 3:1–7).

As another example, the Song of Songs has been 

widely recognized as an inspired commentary on 

gender relations in Gen 1–2. There are numerous 

intertextual links between the Song and Gen 1-2. 

Furthermore, the Song links with Gen 3:16, and 
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explicitly reverses the remedial provision of male 

headship and female submission as it underscores 

the possibility of returning to the Creation ideal 

for marriage as in Gen 2:24. One cannot overlook 

this crucial inspired testimony in interpreting the 

relationships between men and women in the early 

chapters of Genesis.

Unity of the Bible

The biblical authors do not contradict themselves. 

The analogy of faith is an important principle and 

needs to be maintained, because it is supported by 

the inner biblical evidence. For examples, the har-

mony between Moses, the prophets, Jesus, Paul, and 

James on justification by faith; the attitude toward 

women in the Old and New Testaments.

With regard to the role of women in the church, 

one cannot set Paul against Paul: one cannot inter-

pret 1 Tim 2:8-14 in a way that contradicts Paul’s 

numerous statements affirming women in positions 

of leadership in the church, and his basic principled 

statement regarding gender relations in Gal 3:28. 

One cannot set Paul against Moses and Solomon, by 

interpreting 1 Tim 2:8-14 in such a way that contra-

dicts the exegesis of Gen 1–3 and the inspired OT 

commentary on this passage in the Song of Solomon. 

Therefore, we need to read the Bible wisely, i.e., 

prayerfully, humbly, under the guidance of the Holy 

Spirit, and in its historical, grammatical, literary and 

theological context.

DANGERS AND FALLACIES IN 

INTERPRETING THE SCRIPTURES

Selectivity

We need to avoid being selective—choosing only 

some texts which fit our own interpretative 

construct. 

For example, the Rabbinic identification of 

the Messiah in the time of Jesus focused on the 

righteous King (Isa 11) while ignoring another 

Messianic figure, namely the Suffering Servant or 

the Servant of the Lord of Isa 53. When Jesus Christ 

came as the Suffering Servant, they rejected Him 

because He did not fit into their interpretative cat-

egory. What a tragedy due to the misunderstanding 

the Scriptures!

One needs to be willing to deal with a complex-

ity of issues and to not avoid some tough problems, 

because what criteria we apply to interpret one 

problem may affect other issues. For example, we 

cannot speak only about the silence of women 

during worship in the church (1 Cor 14:34–35; 1 Tim 

2:11–12) but avoid dealing with other closely related 

issues pertaining to women in the church—the head 

covering of women (1 Cor 11:5–6, 13) or their obliga-

tion to have long hair (1 Cor 11:6). We need to have 

a good reason for why we take so seriously 1 Tim 2 

about women’s silence (quietness), but ignore apply-

ing Paul’s instructions about women’s long hair or 

their head cover. These two other practices are not 

advocated in our church even by those who argue 

against the ordination of women. Why not? It seems 

that Paul does not use different reasons for defend-

ing these three practices; he advocates all of them 

with references to the Genesis Creation order (1 Cor 

11:3–16; 14:34; 1 Tim 2:11–15). Can the knowledge of 

specific social habits, circumstances, or problems in 

the churches in Corinth and Ephesus help us to dis-

cern if these practices are or are not relevant to us?

Inconsistency

To speak about the silence of women in the church 

and to not allow them to teach according to 1 Tim 

2:11–12, and then to apply it only to the ordina-

tion of women and/or to the work of an ordained 

pastor is very arbitrary and inconsistent. Generally 

speaking, in our churches this rule is not applied 

to women as they are teachers in schools and 



churches, they are Bible workers, preachers, elders, 

deaconesses, Sabbath School teachers, etc. They 

are not silent in the church, they sing, pray, make 

announcements, teach, preach, etc. We need to be 

consistent in the interpretation and application of 

the Bible.

Eisegesis

Eisegesis is imposing on the text a meaning which 

is foreign to the whole thrust of the text. Thoughts 

coming from outside are pushed onto the meaning 

of the passage without substantive support or tex-

tual evidence. This imposition ignores the historical 

background, audience, the immediate and larger 

context, and the author’s intention of what truth he 

really wants to communicate.

For example, the Bible testifies that we were 

created to the image of God (Gen 1:26–27). Some 

people would like to deduce from this fact that 

Adam and Eve were created with different func-

tions, as there are different functions among the 

Godhead—one Person of the Deity cannot do what 

another Person is doing—so the Son and Spirit must 

submit to the will of the Father. Therefore, they 

claim that women have different functions from 

men, and they must submit to the authority of men. 

These interpreters are violating a basic theological 

assumption of the equality of the divine Persons 

and the equality of their different functions. This 

reasoning is absolutely theologically wrong because 

it makes God in our image and tries from this theo-

logical construct to build our human relationships.

This is more a philosophical approach to the 

biblical text, good for some gnostic esoteric specu-

lations, but absolutely out of place in the issues 

about the subordination of women to men. We 

cannot compare the incomparable. For example, it 

is absolutely unsustainable in biblical-theological 

thinking to develop a hierarchy among angels with 

their different functions and subordinations, and 

then transfer or compare it to the relationship 

between men and women. Humans were not cre-

ated in the image of angels! We know absolutely 

nothing about angels’ sexuality, their marriage or 

family life (see Matt 22:29-30). There is evidently no 

analogy between angels’ hierarchy and man-woman 

or husband-wife relationships, because there is no 

gender relationship between angels (at least it is not 

revealed in the Bible). We cannot project our own 

wishes or ideas onto the biblical text and its overall 

message.

Ellen G. White warns: “It is true that many 

theories and doctrines popularly supposed to be 

derived from the Bible have no foundation in its 

teaching, and indeed are contrary to the whole tenor 

of inspiration.”14

Not Recognizing and Defining Personal 

Presuppositions

It is impossible to come to the biblical text without 

cultural, theological, and other presuppositions. 

We cannot pretend to come with a tabula rasa, a 

blank slate, and interpret the text purely objectively 

without any bias. Though we cannot avoid coming 

with presuppositions, we can seek to recognize and 

define what presuppositions, preunderstandings, 

and assumptions we bring to the text. We can ask 

the Holy Spirit to show us our presuppositions, and 

to help us evaluate these assumptions in light of 

Scripture, to see if they are truly biblical. 

In discussing with some individuals regarding 

the ordination of women, when they have heard all 

the exegetical arguments, finally they have made 

the statement which revealed their unexamined 

presupposition: “Everyone knows that it is part of 

human nature: men lead and women follow.” Such 

reveals a cultural bias that colors the interpreta-

tion of all the relevant texts. Others come to the 
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subject of women’s ordination with presuppositions 

based upon liberal feminism or western concepts of 

social justice rather than the biblical understanding. 

These unconscious assumptions need to be recog-

nized, defined, and then the Bible student needs 

to be open to the possibility for Scripture to verify, 

change, or correct one’s presuppositions in harmony 

with the biblical teaching. 

Circular Reasoning

In our interpretation of the Bible we need to avoid 

circular reasoning. The exegete needs to be keenly 

aware of this trap because it is so easy to fall into 

this danger. Each text needs to be interpreted in 

its proper historical, grammatical, literary, and 

theological context, and only then can it be put 

into dialogue with other texts (analogy of faith). 

An interpreter cannot import into the studied text 

the meaning taken from another text in order to 

“fit” these two seemingly contradictory passages 

together, and then claim that these two biblical 

texts confirm each other. In reality this is reading 

into the studied text foreign ideas which are con-

trary to its intention and flow of thoughts.

For example, some interpreters are reading into 

Moses’s Creation Story (Gen 1-2) their own thoughts 

about the headship of man and submission of Eve 

to Adam as they think Paul is stating it in 1 Tim 

2:11–14 (thus projecting the idea of headship and 

the submission of Eve to Adam into the Genesis 

accounts), and then they interpret 1 Tim 2 and argue 

that this is what Paul says since it is consistent with 

the teaching of Moses. In order to do this, they need 

to impose on the Genesis text their own philosophi-

cal construct of ontological equality but functional 

hierarchy (in matter of leadership) in Gen 2,15 take 

things out of their immediate context, and severely 

violate the biblical concept of the original har-

mony and unity of the first human pair. Thus the 

intention of Gen 2 is ignored and the idea of male 

headship is introduced even though not once is this 

concept or category mentioned in this chapter.

Dismissing All Difficulties, Tensions, and Problems

The student of the Bible needs to recognize that he/

she will not solve all the problems related to the bib-

lical text. However, these textual discrepancies have 

no power to overthrow the main thrust and teach-

ing of the Bible. They do not diminish the certainty 

of the biblical message in its totality.

For example, 1 Tim 2:15 reads that women will be 

saved by bearing children. This statement presents 

a huge problem for interpreters to understand; 

however, we may know and be sure what Paul does 

not want to say through this statement: he is not 

advocating salvation by works, salvation by having 

children, because this thought runs completely con-

trary to what he teaches in his epistles. Otherwise, 

women with many children would be automatically 

saved as having babies would be the cause of their 

salvation. So, we know what Paul does not mean by 

it but to be exactly sure what Paul wanted to say is 

a matter of interpretation, and several compelling 

theories have been presented. I think it should be 

understood in the context of Paul’s sharp polemic 

against those who advocated a woman’s supremacy 

and the gnostic teaching about despising physical 

and bodily activities and rejected marriage (1 Tim 

4:3). He probably encourages believers in Christ to 
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have children and tells wives that bringing children 

into the world does not endanger their salvation 

in Christ Jesus, they need only to continue in their 

“faith, love and holiness with propriety.” 

Apparent discrepancies and contradictions may 

help us to carefully study given passages, avoid 

simplicity, and find a better solution. For example, 

compare the story about sending the spies into the 

Promised Land: Did God or the people initiate it? 

See the apparent contradictory statements in Num 

13:1–3 and Deut 1:22–23. 

Another example: Are Paul and James in con-

tradiction about justification by faith? No, if you 

know (1) how differently they define the two terms 

of faith and works; (2) what is the purpose of their 

statements (to what problem were each of them 

responding); and (3) who were their opponents 

(their different audiences). The harmony between 

both of them can then be established.16

Another example is where Paul is apparently 

contradicting himself when, on the one hand, he 

allows women to pray and prophecy publicly, as it 

is explicitly stated in 1 Cor 11:5: “But every woman 

who prays or prophesies with her head uncovered 

dishonors her head, for that is one and the same as 

if her head were shaved” (1Cor 11:5 NKJV; for Paul 

to prophecy means to edify the church, strengthen, 

encourage, and comfort people, see 1 Cor 14:3-4), 

and on the other hand, forbids women to speak in 

the church (1 Cor 14:34–35; 1 Tim 2:11–12). We should 

not put Paul against Paul! This must be a herme-

neutical key for us. Only in two cities were there 

such big problems that Paul did not permit women 

to speak publicly in worship; this happened in 

Corinth (see 1 Cor 11:3-16 and 14:34–35) and Ephesus 

(1 Tim 2:11–12). Both cities were pagan centers with 

immense populations and many moral and syn-

cretistic problems in the church. In Corinth, there 

was a disruption of worship by women through 

uncontrollable speaking in tongues, and there was 

a disturbing of worship in Ephesus by women who 

were still adhering to the cult of Artemis. So what 

Paul is really forbidding the women in those cities 

is disorderly speaking in worship (1 Cor 14:29–33, 

40), because Paul is only in favor of orderly, decent, 

fitting, and honorable worship.

ACTS 15: JERUSALEM COUNCIL—A 

HERMENEUTICAL KEY

What are we to do as believers in Christ when we 

are seriously challenged in our practice or belief? 

The Apostolic Council in Jerusalem may serve as 

a pattern and the key on how to approach such 

difficulties.

The early church faced a huge new problem: the 

acceptance of believing Gentiles into the church. 

So far, it had only been a Jewish-Christian church. 

Gentiles were coming to the Jewish-Christian 

church, and believers in Jesus were growing in 

number. But the early church was not ready to open 

their arms to the uncircumcised Gentile believers 

because for centuries the uncircumcised Gentiles 

had been excluded from the community of believ-

ers. God had to dramatically intervene with dreams 

and with the gift of the Holy Spirit before the 

church was willing to baptize and accept Gentile 

believers (see Acts 10–11).

The Jerusalem Council was called, because two 

main questions had arisen:

1. Do Gentiles need to first become Jews in 

order to become Christians? Do they need to 

be circumcised as the Abrahamic covenant 

requires?

2. What do Gentile Christians need to keep 

from the Mosaic Law?

How were these questions decided? On what 

basis? By studying the Holy Scriptures, by going 

back to the Hebrew Bible, the apostles discovered 
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biblical-theological principles. Judaizers, legalistic 

people, had plenty of “good” reasons and biblical-

theological “proofs” to argue for asking Gentiles to 

be circumcised and keep all the requirements of the 

Mosaic law. Their arguments sounded good; they 

were logical. They could build their reasoning on 

the facts of God’s eternal covenant, clear require-

ments of the Abrahamic covenant, the validity of 

God’s laws, the unchangeability of God’s teaching, 

the categorical language of Gen 17:14, the necessity 

of faith and obedience to go together, etc. However, 

the council decided on the basis of Amos 9:11–12 

(quoted in Acts 15:16–17) that Gentiles should be 

part of the church without requesting them to 

become first Jews by circumcision. Then another 

question arose about what laws from the Law of 

Moses were they to keep, and their decision was 

made on the basis of Lev 17–18.17

The apostles studied the already previously 

known Scriptures, but now with a new compre-

hension and understanding of the Word of God, 

they applied them differently. They were willing to 

restudy familiar texts and to see them under the 

influence of the Holy Spirit in a new light. In this 

way they discovered the original intent of these 

texts that was not clear to them before, and they 

opened their arms to the Gentiles. This new study 

of the Word of God under new circumstances and 

the guidance of the Holy Spirit helped them to 

discover the right meaning and application of the 

biblical principles. The apostles could appeal only 

to a few texts, but they could show that in this time 

after Jesus first coming, God wanted all to be in His 

church, both Jews and Gentiles. They were not read-

ing into the text, because the meaning they stressed 

was always there and present in it. “It seemed good 

to the Holy Spirit and to us not to burden you with 

anything beyond the following requirement:” (Acts 

15:28 NIV). They were not using their apostolic 

authority, but the authority of the Word of God. 

They were not appealing to the Holy Spirit apart 

from the Word but in combination. Moreover, they 

studied the Scriptures together and submitted to 

this new and correct interpretation.

All their decisions were made on the basis of 

the Scriptures and under the guidance of the Holy 

Spirit. What is really important to catch is that, 

as for circumcision, their decision was made with 

a difference: Jews could go through this ritual if 

they wished to do so (because it was their national 

identity), but Gentiles were not obliged to be cir-

cumcised. This double practice was a radical step 

forward and a wise decision in harmony with the 

intention and spirit of the biblical text.18 One deci-

sion was limited to the nation (for the Jews) and the 

other was universal (for the Gentiles)!

God intervened and gave them a new and fresh 

understanding of the Holy Scriptures. They knew 

the biblical texts before but the meaning was hidden 

and obscure to them. The apostolic church had to 

reflect on the same Old Testament material from 

a new perspective, the first coming of Jesus Christ. 

Under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, the leaders 

now saw new hints in the biblical texts and a new 

light in the original purpose that helped them, led 

them, and gave new direction to the decision-mak-

ing process as to what to do in new situations.

APPLICATION TO THE SEVENTH-DAY 

ADVENTIST CHURCH

Establishing Biblical Guiding Principles

We need to reflect on the biblical material and 

extrapolate principles out of texts that can guide us 

in the process regarding the ordination of women. 

Ellen G. White states: “We are to stand firm as a 

rock to the principles of the Word of God, remem-

bering that God is with us to give us strength to 

meet each new experience. Let us ever maintain in 



our lives the principles of righteousness that we may 

go forward from strength to strength in the name 

of the Lord.”19 Ekkehardt Muller in his articles in 

Ministry and BRI Newsletter20 accurately argues for 

“using biblical principles to determine how ques-

tions on theological issues should be decided.”21 

This approach I would call “principled hermeneu-

tics” or “principle based hermeneutics.”

We need to follow sound hermeneutical prin-

ciples (not a proof-text method or literalistic read-

ing of the Bible). We need a balanced and biblically 

informed understanding of the biblical text which 

must be built on solid theological reasoning. We 

need to reason, seriously reflect on the divine rev-

elation, and cultivate biblical-theological thinking. 

These guiding principles can be established on the 

basis of the metanarrative of the Bible, biblical-theo-

logical thinking on the recognition of the flow of 

doctrines and main events, prediction-fulfillments 

model, and biblical trajectory.

If we explained biblical truth simply by proof-

texts instead of finding and applying principles (thus 

work with so-called “principled hermeneutics”), we 

would be not able take a stand against smoking or 

use of drugs. We would have immense problems 

to present and defend the doctrine of the Trinity, 

the sanctuary doctrine, system of tithing, etc. But 

because we derive principles on the basis of the 

biblical text, we can build doctrinal positions. As the 

SDA Church we have never read the Bible simplisti-

cally; we do not explain, for examples, such meta-

phors as “pluck out your eye” (Matt 5:29; 18:9), “cut 

off your hand” (Matt 5:30; 18:8), “move the moun-

tain” (Matt 17:20), and the story of the rich man and 

Lazarus” (Luke 16:19-31), in a literalistic way. 

Creation is the fundamental and overarch-

ing principle of biblical teaching. The doctrine of 

Creation is an article of faith on which the Seventh-

day Adventist church stands or falls. Creation is also 

crucial for our theology because our essential doc-

trinal points can be directly or indirectly traced to 

Creation roots. Each of our 28 Fundamental Beliefs 

is somehow tied to Creation. Even where SDA teach-

ings on doctrine and lifestyle issues are not unam-

biguously affirmed by explicit biblical references, 

these beliefs find their ultimate foundation in the 

doctrine of Creation. Let us look at a few examples: 

1.  Why do we not as Seventh-day Adventists 

drink alcohol? There is no text in the Bible 

which would explicitly prohibit the drink-

ing of alcohol: “Do not drink alcohol.” On 

the contrary, there is a legislation to use the 

(second) tithe for buying wine (yayin) and 

fermented drink (shekar)—see Deut 14:26: “. . . 

buy whatever you like: cattle, sheep, wine or 

other fermented drink, or anything you wish 

. . .” However, there are texts against alcohol-

ism, to drink in moderation. In addition, there 

are a plenty of examples of drinking alcohol 

in the Bible, but key stories are negative (see, 

for example, Noah’s and Nabal’s drunkenness). 

There are a few texts that present the ideal: 

Lev 10:8–9; Prov 20:1; 23:20–21, 29–35; 31:4–7; 

Rechabites—Jer 35:6. These few texts point to 

the real intention of God’s revelation. This is 

why it is important to know what the biblical 

trajectory is in this regard. According to my 

understanding, it is abstinence, even though 

there is no proof text for it. Because we are in 

the service of our Lord continually and have 

received a special call to live for him and rep-

resent him well, I think it is proper to abstain 

from the drinking of alcohol.22 The safeguard 

lies in the hints of the biblical texts and not 

behind the texts or outside of them! This 

recognition is against William Webb’s usage 

of the trajectory of the Bible, because to him 

this trajectory is rooted outside of the biblical 
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text.23 We need to go back to the ideal of God’s 

Creation when nothing was spoiled but pure.

2.  Why are many SDAs vegetarians? Why are we 

vegetarians? There is no biblical statement: 

“Be a vegetarian!” You have clear divine regula-

tions for eating clean meat (Lev 11 and Deut 

14). We theologically reason from Lev 11 back 

to the ideal of Creation. The main rationale 

behind the clean and unclean food legislation 

is the respect for the Creator.24 Genesis 1 sets 

the tone! Behind the Pentateuchal dietary laws 

is the theological Creation-Fall-New Creation 

pattern. The main reason is theological: we go 

back to the ideal before sin—to the lifestyle in 

the Garden of Eden (Gen 1–2).

3.  Why are we against divorce? We adhere to 

Jesus’s principle: “In the beginning it was not 

so!” We go back to the Creation ideal. Jesus 

Christ’s opponents argued on the basis of Deut 

24:1, but he explained that divorce was allowed 

only because of the stubbornness of man’s heart 

(sklerokardia; see Matt 19:1–9).25 Another impor-

tant hermeneutical principle is God’s condensa-

tion to our level in time of need and sin (see, 

e.g., the killing of animals for food according to 

Gen 9:3 and divorce as shown in Deut 24:1–4).

4.  Why do we not practice polygamy? We go back 

to the ideal of Creation, when the marriage 

relationship was defined between one man 

and one women (Gen 2:24)! Jesus’s principle 

(when discussing divorce): “But it was not this 

way from the beginning” (Matt 19:8), should be 

applied here also.

5.  Why are we against slavery? There are plenty 

of texts which regulate the relationship 

between masters and slaves in the Old and 

New Testaments (see Exod 21:2–11; Eph 6:5–9; 

Col 3:22; 1 Tim 6:1). But study Paul’s letter to 

Philemon about how he urged him to have a 

new relationship with Onesimus (his fugitive 

slave) and how to treat him differently: “no lon-

ger as a slave but better than a slave, as a dear 

brother” . . . “welcome him as you would wel-

come me” (Phlm 1:16, 17). This is the direction 

to follow, it is the biblical trajectory! We are 

against slavery on the basis of the equality of all 

people created in the image of God (imago Dei, 

Gen 1:27). We go back to the ideal of Creation.

The Distinctive Adventist Hermeneutic: 

Creation—Fall—Re-Creation

We need to see the big picture of God’s revelation, 

the unity of the Scriptures, and the ultimate inten-

tion of the biblical material as a whole (a canonical 

approach) in order to discern correctly the meaning 

of God’s message. The biblical trajectory, built on 

the biblical metanarrative, from creation, to de-

creation (the Fall, sin) and to re-creation presents 

for us Adventists the crucial pattern. We do not go 

beyond the biblical text; all is firmly rooted in it. It 

is Adventist hermeneutics that is reflected also in 

our name: we are Seventh-day (Creation) Adventists 

(Re-Creation), so the whole plan of salvation or 

story of redemption is included! Adventist herme-

neutics moves from Creation to the Fall and from 

the Fall to the Plan of Salvation and to Re-Creation 

(from Gen 1–2 to Rev 21–22). “In the beginning it 

was not so.” Our hermeneutic is built against the 

background of the Adventist understanding of the 

Great Controversy.26

Adam and Eve are representative of all human-

ity, and they were both priests in their position of 

We need to go back to the ideal of 
God’s Creation when nothing was 
spoiled but pure.



responsibility as head of humanity. Thus, the minis-

try of women is rooted in Creation (see below).27

This principled hermeneutics, tracing its roots 

back to Creation, is consistent, for example, with 

our Adventist stand against approving homosexu-

ality as a lifestyle, because the biblical account of 

Creation provides the fundamental reasoning for a 

total opposition to the practice of homosexuality. 

Biblical teaching against homosexuality is rooted 

in the Creation legislation, is universal, not tem-

poral, never changed, and is valid in all times (see 

Gen 1:26-28; 2:24; Lev 18:22; 20:13; Rom 1:26-27). 

It is consistent with the biblical trajectory built on 

the pattern from Creation through the Fall to the 

Re-Creation.28

REREADING THE BIBLICAL TEXT AND 

DISCOVERING A NEW EMPHASIS: SOME 

OLD AND NEW TESTAMENT HINTS FOR 

ORDINATION

What are the “new” texts which speak in favor of 

the ordination of women? 

We are not reading back into the biblical text some-

thing which is not there, nor are we imposing on 

the text an external pattern. The truth was always 

present in the text, but it was simply not acknowl-

edged or was forgotten. What we are doing is merely 

recognizing the “hidden” truth; we are rediscover-

ing and reapplying it. The intention of the text is in 

harmony with the overall metanarrative of the Bible 

and the character of God. We reflect on this revela-

tion of God from the perspective of the first coming 

of Christ, from the revelation which shines from 

the cross, the perspective of the plan of salvation, 

and the Creation-Fall-Re-Creation pattern. This is a 

consistent Adventist paradigm!

1. Both Equally, Man and Women, Created in 

God’s Image 

“So God created mankind [ha’adam] in his own 

image, in the image of God he created them 

[object marker with suffix 3rd person sg.]; male 

and female he created them [suf. 3rd pl]” (Gen 

1:27 NIV). Note carefully that both, male and 

female, are created in the image of God! They 

are equal and what is one is also the other—the 

image of God; and they together form it too! 

What is different is only their sexuality and 

with it their particular role in it (like parenting 

and motherhood). To be a woman is not to be 

subordinate to men or imperfect or wrong (or 

even evil)! 

2. Adam and Eve Were Priests in the Garden 

of Eden 

“The LORD God took the man and put him in 

the Garden of Eden to work it and take care 

of it [le’abdah uleshomrah] (Gen 2:15 NIV). The 

Garden of Eden was a sanctuary, and Adam and 

Eve were priests in this garden! They should 

“work it and keep it” (ESV), and these are activi-

ties of priests (see Num 3:8–9; 18:3–7). In the 

Garden of Eden, the work assigned to man was 

actually to “serve” (‘abad = serve, till) and “keep” 

(shamar) the garden (2:15), and it is more than 

coincidence that these are the very terms used 

to describe the work of the priests and Levites 

in the sanctuary (Num 3:7–8; 18:3–7). That the 

Garden of Eden was a sanctuary was discovered 

by non-Adventist scholars and is well estab-

lished among scholars.29

3. Partnership and Equality 

Genesis 2:18—ezer kenegdo (“help as against 

him” or “as corresponding to him”). They are 

different but equal, they contribute to each 

other; they are partners.

4. Belonging Together 

Genesis 2:23-24 is a poetic statement of surprise 

and appreciation on the part of Adam to receive 

this special gift from God: a beautiful wife. 
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Adam uses a recognition formula, they belong 

together; they form a unity; it is not a naming 

formula (the word shem does not occur in 2:23 

as it is present in the text of 2:19 and 3:20 Adam 

names Eve only after sin (see Gen 3:20).

5. Genesis 3:16 

To the woman he said, “I will make your pains 

in childbearing very severe; with painful labor 

you will give birth to children. Your desire 

[longing for love, support, safety, affections and 

care] will be for your husband, and he will rule 

over you” (NIV). How to understand Gen 3:16? 

It does not prescribe a husband to subdue and 

rule over his wife (the Hebrew word is mashal; 

this term ultimately focuses on the servant 

leadership); a different Hebrew word is used 

here than in Gen 1:28 (Hebrew words kabash 

and radah are employed). 

 God’s punishing statement does not pre-

scribe that humans be passive and not try to 

help. These complications come as the result 

and consequence of sin, so this divine judg-

ment about the pain in having a baby, in giving 

birth, and raising children should not hinder 

us in doing everything possible within our 

human power to ease the pain of the women in 

delivery. 

 In the same way, the verse describes the dif-

ficulties in the husband-wife relationship, and 

it obliges us to overcome it by God’s grace and 

through true conversion (see Eph 5:21–33; 1 Pet 

3:1–7). This is impossible without God’s help. So 

both husband and wife (the Lord is not talking 

about a general relationship between men and 

women!) need to dedicate their lives to God and 

live in a personal relationship with God so there 

is harmony in the marriage, a mutual submis-

sion and love! Truly a beautiful marriage may be 

possible only for converted people. 

 Ellen G. White powerfully explains: “Eve 

had been the first in transgression; and she had 

fallen into temptation by separating from her 

companion, contrary to the divine direction. 

It was by her solicitation that Adam sinned, 

and she was now placed in subjection to her 

husband. Had the principles joined in the law of 

God been cherished by the fallen race, this sen-

tence, though growing out of the results of sin, 

would have proved a blessing to them; but man’s 

abuse of the supremacy thus given him has too 

often rendered the lot of woman very bitter and 

made her life a burden.”30  

 When God created Eve, He designed that 

she should possess neither inferiority nor 

superiority to the man, but that in all things 

she should be his equal. The holy pair were to 

have no interest independent of each other; 

and yet each had an individuality in thinking 

and acting. But after Eve’s sin, as she was first in 

the transgression, the Lord told her that Adam 

should rule over her. She was to be in subjec-

tion to her husband, and this was a part of the 

curse. In many cases the curse has made the lot 

of woman very grievous and her life a burden. 

The superiority which God has given man 

he has abused in many respects by exercising 

arbitrary power. Infinite wisdom devised the plan 

of redemption, which places the race on a second 

probation by giving them another trial.31

6. Both Are Priests even After Sin  

“The LORD God made garments [kotnot] of 

skin [‘or] for Adam and his wife and clothed 

[labash] them” (Genesis 3:21 NIV). 

God clothed (labash) Adam and his wife with 

“coats” (ketonet, pl. kotnot). These are the very 

terms used to describe the clothing of Aaron 

and his sons (Lev 8:7, 13; Num 20:28; cf. Exod 

28:4; 29:5; 40:14).



7. Believers, Both Men and Women, Are the 

Kingdom of Priests 

“Now if you obey me fully and keep my cov-

enant, then out of all nations you will be my 

treasured possession. Although the whole earth 

is mine, you will be for me a kingdom of priests 

and a holy nation. These are the words you are 

to speak to the Israelites” (Exod 19:5–6 NIV). 

Because of Israel’s unfaithfulness an alternate 

plan was given: only one family from one 

tribe of Israel would be “a kingdom of priests.” 

However, Peter in 1 Pet 2:9 is applying Exod 

19:5–6 to the priesthood of all believers.

8. Women in Leadership Positions in the Old 

Testament 

See, for example, Miriam (Exod 15:20–21); 

Deborah (Judg 4–5); Huldah (2 Kgs 22:13–14; 

2 Chr 34:22–28); Esth; Exod 38:8; 1 Sam 2:22; 

2 Sam 14:2-20; 20:14-22.

9. A Host of Women Preachers 

“The Lord gives the word; the women who 

announce the news are a great host” (Ps 68:11 

ESV, NASB).

10. Holy Spirit Given to All Believers at the Time 

of the End Including Women 

“And afterward, I will pour out my Spirit on all 

people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy, 

your old men will dream dreams, your young 

men will see visions. Even on my servants, both 

men and women, I will pour out my Spirit in 

those days. I will show wonders in the heavens 

and on the earth, blood and fire and billows of 

smoke” (Joel 2:28-30 NIV).

11. Practice in the New Testament Church 

See, for instance, Phoebe, a deacon (Rom 16:1); 

Junia, a female apostle (Rom 16:7); leaders of 

the church in Philippi church were women 

(Phil 4:2-3). Priscilla assumed an authoritative 

teaching role (Acts 18; see especially Rom 16:3). 

The “Elect Lady” (2 John) was probably a church 

leader in a congregation under her care.

12. Galatians 3:26–29 

“So in Christ Jesus you are all children of God 

through faith, for all of you who were baptized 

into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. 

There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave 

nor free, nor is there male and female, for you 

are all one in Christ Jesus. If you belong to 

Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed, and heirs 

according to the promise” (NIV). This is not 

merely a statement on equal access to salva-

tion among various groups (see Gal 2:11–15; Eph 

2:14–15). I once understood it only from this 

perspective, but deeper studies show more. 

Paul also speaks about equality in general. 

He especially focuses on three relationships 

in which the Jews of his time perverted God’s 

original plan of Gen 1 by making one group 

subordinate to another: 1) Jew-Gentiles 

Relationship; 2) Master-Slave Relationship; 

and 3) Male-Female Relationship. 

In regard to the male-female relationship, by 

using a specific Greek pair vocabulary arsēn-

thēlys [man-woman] instead of anēr-gynē 

[husband-wife]), Paul establishes a link with 

Gen 1:27 (LXX employs arsēn-thēlys language), 

and thus shows how the Gospel calls us back 

to the divine ideal, which has no place for the 

general subordination of females to males. 

Two additional arguments which go beyond 

the biblical evidence:

13. Practical Reason in Favor of the Ordination 

of Women 

The Spirit of God gives freely spiritual gifts, 

including to women (Joel 2). If God gives His 

spiritual gifts to women, who am I to stop it! If 

God calls women to ministry we should be able 

to recognize, accept, and implement it. God’s 
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work can only gain if godly consecrated women 

will work in leadership positions in His vineyard. 

 This has been demonstrated, for instance, 

by my mother-in-law who was a Bible worker 

in Communist Czechoslovakia. She prepared 

people for baptism and preached with everyone 

listening carefully, even the children. She was a 

very wise mother in Israel who had great expe-

riences and witnessed miracles. 

 In China women are in practical ministry 

where they not only preach but also baptize 

and serve the Lord’s Supper. At least 16 women 

in China have been ordained to the Gospel 

Ministry by Seventh-day Adventists there. This 

ministerial ordination of women pastors is a 

reality that has arisen in China for very practi-

cal reasons, and these women are powerful 

instruments for sharing the Gospel among the 

Chinese people. 

14. Ellen G. White’s Inspired Support for Women 

in Pastoral Ministry 

“There are women who should labor in the 

gospel ministry. In many respects they would 

do more good than the ministers who neglect 

to visit the flock of God.”32 

 “It is the accompaniment of the Holy Spirit 

of God that prepares workers, both men and 

women, to become pastors to the flock of God.”33 

 The study by Denis Fortin considers these 

and other references by Ellen White in their 

context, and drawn important implications for 

the discussion of women’s ordination.34

CONCLUSION

Even though there is no direct biblical statement 

that we should ordain women to ministry, there is 

no theological hindrance to doing so. On the con-

trary, the biblical-theological analysis points in that 

ultimate direction, because the Spirit of God tears 

down all barriers between different groups of people 

in the church and gives freely His spiritual gifts to 

all, including women, in order to accomplish the 

mission God calls all of us to accomplish.

In this time of the closing of this world’s history, 

God calls His remnant to go back to Creation (see 

Rev 14:7) and reestablish the ideals of God’s origi-

nal plan of equality between men and women. The 

Advent movement should be an example of this 

true human relationship and genuine worship. The 

last-day people should be a model for the rest of the 

world and should assume a leadership role in this 

issue by fully demonstrating the true meaning of 

the theology of Creation.

Even though men and women are biologically 

different and have thus different physiological func-

tions, the spiritual role for both genders is the same: 

to be the leaders in God’s church today. 

We need to go back to the Creation ideal in spite 

of the sin problem, because God’s grace is more 

powerful than evil, and God’s grace is a transform-

ing grace, changing the old system into the new in 

the Church which should be a model of the world 

to come. From creation to re-creation! This is the 

biblical pattern built on our denominational name 

Seventh-day (Creation) Adventists (re-Creation). <

To view the three appendices included with the original 

document, please visit adventistarchives.org.
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When the Holy Spirit prophesied through the 

ancient prophet Joel (2:28–29) and repeated His 

prediction through the apostle Peter (Acts 2:17–18), 

how shall we understand that divinely promised 

outpouring of “My Spirit” upon “your sons and your 

daughters” (v. 17, NKJV)? What follows is a biblical, 

pastoral reflection on the answer to that question.

CREATION

The opening salvo of Holy Scripture recites our 

human story writ large in the narrative of Adam and 

Eve. The divine record of Genesis 1–3 portrays man 

and woman in their complementary unity as the 

expression of the image of their Creator: “Then God 

said, ‘Let Us make man in Our image, according 

to Our likeness;... So God created man in His own 

image; in the image of God He created him; male 

and female He created them” (1:26–27, NKJV).

Male and female together form the imago dei. 

Embedded in the story of Adam and Eve are these 

twenty statements depicting man and woman as 

equals:1

1. God creates both male and female in God’s 

image and likeness (1:26–27; cf. 5:1–2).

2. God gives both male and female rule over 

animals and all the earth (1:26b, 28).

3. God gives both male and female the same 

blessing and tells them together to be fruit-

ful and increase in number, fill the earth, 

and subdue it (1:2829; cf. 5:2).

4. God speaks directly to both man and 

woman (1:28–29 “to them,” “to you” plural 

twice).

5. God gives male and female together all 

plants for food (1:29 “to you” plural).

6. Woman is a “help” to man, a noun the Old 

Testament never uses elsewhere of a subor-

dinate (2:18, 20).

7. Woman “corresponds to” man, literally “in 

front of” man, face-to-face, not below (2:18, 

20).

8. God makes woman from the man’s rib, so 

she is made of the same substance as he 

(2:21–23).

9. The man recognizes, “This is now bone 

of my bones and flesh of my flesh” (2:23, 

NKJV).

10. “Father and mother” are identified without 

hierarchical distinction (2:24).

11. A man is “united” to his wife, implying one-

ness (2:24).

12. A man becomes “one flesh” with his wife, 

implying unity (2:24).

13. Both the man and woman are naked and 

feel no shame, sharing moral sensibility 

(2:25).

14. The woman and the man are together at 

the temptation and fall (3:6); both faced 

temptation.

15. Both the woman and the man eat the 

forbidden fruit (3:6), both exercising a (bad) 

moral choice.

“YOUR SONS  
AND YOUR DAUGHTERS”
Reflections on the Divine Call
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16. The eyes of both are opened, they realize 

they are naked, and sew coverings (3:7).

17. Both hide from God (3:8), showing they 

both experience guilt.

18. God addresses both directly (3:9–13, 16–19), 

showing both have access to God.

19. Both pass the blame (3:12–13), showing both 

have this weakness.

20. God announces to both specific conse-

quences of their sin (3:16–19); both are 

responsible.

Ellen White reflects on this shared unity and 

equality in the image of God: “Created to be ‘the 

image and glory of God’ (1 Corinthians 11:72), Adam 

and Eve had received endowments not unworthy 

of their high destiny. Graceful and symmetrical in 

form, regular and beautiful in feature, their counte-

nances glowing with the tint of health and the light 

of joy and hope, they bore in outward resemblance 

the likeness of their Maker. Nor was this likeness 

manifest in the physical nature only. Every faculty 

of mind and soul reflected the Creator’s glory. 

Endowed with high mental and spiritual gifts, Adam 

and Eve were made but ‘little lower than the angels’ 

(Hebrews 2:7), that they might not only discern the 

wonders of the visible universe, but comprehend 

moral responsibilities and obligations.”3

Thus the narrative of Holy Scripture begins 

with the declaration that in the union and unity of 

humanity’s maleness and femaleness is found the 

fullest expression of “the image of God” on Earth.4

Does the subsequent moral collapse of Adam 

and Eve negate that divine ideal? Do the ensuing 

millennia of humanity’s heartache and dysfunction 

neutralize God’s original intentions for man and 

woman? What does the eventual incarnation of the 

Creator into the human family reveal about that 

ideal and those intentions?

REDEMPTION

While the life and ministry of Jesus did not provide 

an overt confrontation with the moral ills of slavery, 

racial discrimination, and gender inequities, nev-

ertheless in the life of “God with us” we can trace 

the mind of God in the heart of Christ. Regarding 

the place of women in a post-Fall world, Jesus 

injected compelling evidences of God’s intended 

Creation idea of equality. “The Gospels show that 

whenever possible—while remaining mindful of 

the cultural constraints of the day—Christ gave 

women special opportunities to fill a primary role 

in the main events of his redemptive ministry such 

as his birth, miracles, outreach missions, death, and 

resurrection.”5

Gilbert Bilezikian identifies nine direct inclusions 

of women in Jesus’ life and ministry: (1) four women 

are included along with Mary into the Messiah’s 

genealogical record (Matthew 1); (2) a woman 

receives the first news of the incarnation (Luke 1:32–

35); (3) a woman, with her wedded husband, pro-

vides the occasion for the first divine sign of Jesus’ 

eschatological glory (John 2:1–11); (4) a woman is the 

Dwight K. Nelson
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first Samaritan convert (John 4:7–42); (5) a woman 

is the first Gentile convert (Matthew 15:21–28); (6) a 

woman receives the first resurrection teaching (John 

11:23–27); (7) a woman manifests the first perception 

of the cross (Mark 14:3–9); (8) a woman is the first 

to witness the Resurrection (Matthew 28:9; John 

20:16); and, (9) women are the first witnesses of the 

Resurrection (Matthew 28:10; John 20:18).6

Bilezikian observes: “This list of exceptional roles 

played by women in the crucial events of the life 

of Christ suggests that he made deliberate choices 

concerning the place of women in the economy 

of redemption. The message conveyed by those 

decisions is not to be found in mere chronological 

primacy (which according to Jesus is of no advan-

tage; see Matthew 20:16), but rather in the fact 

that Jesus himself gave women a foundational and 

prominently constitutional role in the history of 

redemption. Any subsequent reduction of the con-

spicuous involvement of women in the community 

of redemption could be perpetrated only in viola-

tion of the will of its divine founder.”7

In his book-length examination of Paul’s attitude 

and practice toward women in the early Christian 

church, Philip Payne notes the example of the 

Lord of Paul: “Paul affirms, ‘I follow the example of 

Christ’ (1 Corinthians 11:1). Christ’s example in all 

his deeds and words was to treat women as persons 

equal with men. He respected their intelligence and 

spiritual capacity as is evident in the great spiritual 

truths he originally taught to women [Samaritan 

woman, Martha, et al].... Although a woman’s 

testimony was not recognized in the courts, Jesus 

demonstrated his respect for their testimony by 

appearing first to Mary Magdalene after his resur-

rection (John 20:14–18) and instructing her to tell 

the others. After Jesus taught the Samaritan woman, 

she acted as the first missionary to her people and 

many of her people believed (John 4:39–42).”8

Payne further observes: “Jesus gives no hint that 

the nature of God’s will for women is different than 

for men. He made no distinction in the righteous-

ness demanded of both.... He calls a crippled woman 

a ‘daughter of Abraham’ (Luke 13:16), a linguistic 

usage seventy years prior to the first recorded rab-

binic equivalent (Str-B 2:200). He says, ‘You are all 

brothers’ (Matt. 23:8), and he treats obligations to 

father and mother equally (Mark 7:10–12).”9

 But what about Jesus’ choice of only males as His 

disciples and apostles? Isn’t Christ’s all-male aposto-

late a template for us today? In reality, Jesus’ inner 

circle of disciples was not only all-male—it was 

all-free-Jewish-male; that is, the first formal leaders 

of His church on Earth included no slave, no freed 

slave, no Gentile, no person of color, nobody except 

free Jewish males. So, shall the third millennial 

church follow suit?

And yet, didn’t women minister to Christ 

throughout His ministry? Then why did He not 

include them in His inner circle? 

“It is one thing for a number of women to be 

mentioned as following Jesus from time to time 

in his preaching in the towns (Mark 15:40–41; 

Luke 8:1–3), but traveling full time for three years 

with late night meetings such as at the Garden of 

Gethsemane and spending periods of time in the 

In reality, Jesus’ inner circle of 
disciples was not only all-male—it 
was all-free-Jewish-male; that is, 
the first formal leaders of His church 
on Earth included no slave, no freed 
slave, no Gentile, no person of color, 
nobody except free Jewish males.
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wilderness are quite another thing. Strong cultural 

objections and moral suspicions would undoubt-

edly be raised not only about Jesus, but also about 

the men whom he chose to be with him. Married 

women could hardly leave their families for such 

a long period, and single women would have been 

even more suspicious. To have chosen women 

disciples would have raised legitimate suspicion 

undermining the gospel.”10

A careful examination of the life of the Creator 

lived out in “the Word… made flesh” (John 1:14, 

KJV) reveals the dignity, courtesy, and mercy Jesus 

extended to both men and women, the rich and the 

poor, the educated and the illiterate, the Jew and the 

Gentile. In His living, His ministering, His saving, it 

is compellingly clear that in Christ there was neither 

Jew nor Greek, neither slave nor free, neither male 

nor female—for in all, He saw “heirs according to 

the promise” (Galatians 3:29, NKJV).

It would be the task of His church to determine 

how the walls of separation might be brought down.

EKKLESIA

Paul, who championed the life and the way of 

Christ, perpetuates the example of Jesus in his own 

ministry with women throughout both the church 

and the Roman Empire. More than any other apos-

tle, Paul examines and teaches the role of women 

within the mission and ministry of the community 

of faith.

Philip Payne, whose 500-page tome is arguably 

the most extensive examination of Paul’s statements 

regarding women in the early church, notes Paul’s 

attitude toward their ministries by the titles he 

gave them: “The titles that Paul gives to the women 

he mentions imply leadership positions: ‘deacon’ 

(Romans 16:1), ‘leader’ (Romans 16:2), ‘my fellow 

worker in Christ Jesus’ (Romans 16:3; Philippians 

4:3), and ‘apostle’ (Romans 16:7). Furthermore Paul 

describes them as fulfilling functions associated 

with church leadership: they ‘worked hard in the 

Lord’ (Rom 16:6, 12) and ‘contended at my side in 

the cause of the gospel’ (Philippians 4:3). Over two-

thirds of the colleagues whom Paul praises for their 

Christian ministry in Romans 16:1–16—seven of the 

ten—are women.”11

Regarding Payne’s reference to the title apostle, 

there is debate about whether the apostle Junia, 

mentioned by Paul in Romans 16:7, was a man or a 

woman: “Greet Andronicus and Junia, my country-

men [translated kinsmen in NASB and relatives 

in NIV] and my fellow prisoners, who are of note 

among the apostles, who also were in Christ before 

me” (NKJV). Two recent works, Eldon Jay Epp’s 

book Junia: The First Woman Apostle12 and Nancy 

Vyhmeister’s Ministry article “Junia the Apostle,”13 

re-examine the biblical text and the extrabiblical 

literature pertinent to determining the gender of 

VIounia/n (the accusative form of the name VIounia/j, 

which can be translated today as masculine or 

feminine depending on the accent—though the old-

est uncial manuscripts used no accents at all, thus 

necessitating the reader to interpret the gender of 

this name).

Vyhymeister notes that a review of Christian 

Greek and Latin writers in the first millennium of 

Christianity indicates that the consistent inter-

pretation (16 of these 18 writers) is that Junia in 

Romans 16:7 refers to a woman. Consider John of 

Chrysostom’s comment on the mention in Romans 

16:7 of Andronicus and Junia: “Who are of note 

among the Apostles. And indeed to be apostles at 

all is a great thing. But to be even amongst these 

of note, just consider what a great encomium this 

is! But they were of note owing to their works, to 

their achievements. Oh! how great is the devotion 

(philosophia) of this woman, that she should be even 

counted worthy of the appellation of apostle!”14
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As a summation of her exegetical examination of 

the text and her review of early Christian writings, 

Vyhmeister concludes: “It is difficult to complete 

this study without finding that Paul is referring 

to a woman named Junia, who, together with 

Andronicus (probably her husband), was part of the 

NT group of apostles. Paul recognized her as one of 

the apostles, a woman who was willing to suffer for 

the gospel she was busily spreading.”15, 16

The reality is that irrespective of the gender of 

this apostle named Junia, the other appellations of 

leadership Paul extends to women colleagues in 

ministry in Romans 16 clearly reveal his attitude 

toward their role in the spiritually authoritative 

ministry of the church. Moreover, his commenda-

tion of these women is all the more noteworthy in 

light of the social attitudes toward women in the 

first century A.D. Paul’s high regard for the lead-

ership of the women he lists in Romans 16 must 

illumine any examination of his teachings regarding 

the role of women in the home and in the church.17

GALATIANS 3:28

“There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor 

free, nor is there male and female, for you are all one 

in Christ Jesus” (NIV).

Yes, Paul’s declaration in Galatians 3:28 proclaims 

a new spiritual unity within the faith community. 

By virtue of the gospel of Christ through Calvary’s 

sacrifice, heretofore disparate and separated seg-

ments of humanity are bound together as one—Jews 

and Gentiles, slaves and free, males and females. 

“For all of you who were baptized into Christ have 

clothed yourselves with Christ” (v. 27, NIV) and “you 

are all one in Christ Jesus” (v. 28, NIV).

But to limit Paul’s declaration to solely a spiritual 

unity or spiritual standing is to miss the radical 

assertion of Galatians 3:28. In the previous chapter, 

Paul describes his public confrontation with Peter 

over his duplicitous caving in to the circumcision 

party from Jerusalem and reneging on his practice 

of eating with the Gentile converts. Paul’s public 

challenge of his fellow apostle was in defense of 

more than spiritual unity; Paul was defending the 

practical, everyday ecclesiastical unity and equality 

of status within the church that Jews and Gentiles 

must enjoy in Christ.

To suggest that Paul champions the equality of 

ecclesiastical status for Jews and Gentiles (as he does 

in Galatians) and for slave and free (as he does with 

Philemon), but then conclude he does not intend 

equality of spiritual and ecclesiastical status for 

male and female, is neither logical nor faithful to 

the biblical text.

“Galatians 3:28 carries important social and prac-

tical implications. Ethnic-religious, socioeconomic, 

and gender barriers are overcome in Christ. Paul’s 

repeated insistence on the practical implications of 

spirituality throughout Galatians necessitate that 

the equal standing that Christ has opened to Jews 

and Greeks, slaves and free, male and female not 

be divorced from a corresponding equality of social 

standing in the practical life of the church.”18

1 CORINTHIANS 11:3

“But I want you to know that the head of every man 

is Christ, the head of woman is man, and the head 

of Christ is God” (NKJV).

 For some this Pauline statement is conclusive 

biblical evidence that male headship is the divinely 

ordained order for both the home and the church. 

But such a conclusion confuses the meaning of 

kefalh, (“head”) for authority or rule, when the 

“majority view in recent scholarship has shifted to 

understand ‘head’ (kefalh,) in this passage to mean 

‘source’ rather than ‘authority,’ including many who 

argue that Paul believed men should have authority 

over women in social relationships.”19
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Payne goes on to list 15 key textual and linguistic 

reasons for translating the Greek word for “head” as 

“source.”20 While it is not in the scope of this paper 

to recite all these textual evidences, several of the 

reasons deserve reflection. Colossians 1:18 describes 

Christ as “the head [kefalh,] of the body, the church” 

(NKJV). The TEV renders it, “He is the source of 

the body’s life,” the NEB “the origin.” Payne notes, 

“Source makes good sense as the meaning of nine of 

Paul’s eleven metaphorical uses of kefalh,, whereas 

not one instance can be conclusively demonstrated 

to mean ‘authority over.’”21

Furthermore, the 1 Corinthians 11:3 sequence—

“the head of every man is Christ, the head of woman 

is man, and the head of Christ is God”—is not using 

a descending or ascending hierarchical order of 

authority, but rather a chronological order. Namely, 

Christ was the “head” or “source” of man at creation, 

and the man22 (Adam) was the “head” or “source” of 

woman (Eve) in that same creation, and God was the 

“head” or “source” of Christ in the incarnation.

Had Paul’s intent been to establish a hierarchical 

chain of command, the most logical or lucid way to 

present that chain would have been: God is the head 

of Christ, Christ is the head of man, and man is the 

head of woman. Paul uses the listing of ordinal hier-

archy elsewhere, as in 1 Corinthians 12:28: “And God 

has appointed these in the church: first apostles, 

second prophets, third teachers, after that miracles...” 

(NKJV). But the rabbi apostle rejects a descending 

or ascending hierarchy in 1 Corinthians 11:3 and 

instead portrays the sequence as follows: Christ is 

the head of man, the man is the head of woman, 

and God is the head of Christ.

Why? Consider Gilbert Bilezikian’s conclusion: 

“In this section which concludes with the declara-

tion that ‘everything comes from God’ (v. 12 NIV), 

Paul shows that all relations of derivation find their 

origin in God. He was the initial giver of all life. But 

in chronological sequence, the origin of man was 

in Christ, the Logos of creation. Second, the origin 

of woman was man since she was formed from 

him. Third, the origin of the incarnate Christ was 

God with the birth of Jesus, the Son of God.... The 

apostle’s use of the word head to describe servant-

provider of life [“source”] relationships served as a 

rebuff to the Judaizers, who exploited it from within 

their own hierarchy-obsessed tradition to marginal-

ize the Corinthian women in the life and ministry of 

the church.”23

Thus it is no coincidence that Paul immediately 

moves (v. 4ff) to what it means for this nonhierar-

chical relationship of men and women to be lived 

out in the church. “Both men and women may 

pray and prophesy in the assembly of believers. 

These two verses [‘Every man praying or proph-

esying...every woman who prays or prophesies...’ 1 

Corinthians 11:4, 5] present one of the clearest state-

ments in the Bible about men and women having 

the same access to ministry in the church. They may 

both lead in worship and speak the Word of God to 

God’s people.”24

We naturally conclude that “praying or prophesy-

ing” by a man was done in the setting of a public 

house church. It is only natural to conclude the 

same about a woman who “prays or prophesies.” 

Had Paul’s intent been to establish 
a hierarchical chain of command, 
the most logical or lucid way to 
present that chain would have 
been: God is the head of Christ, 
Christ is the head of man, and man 
is the head of woman.
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It is, therefore, “a striking affirmation of woman’s 

equal standing with men in church leadership that 

Paul in verse 5 simply assumes that ‘every woman,’ 

like ‘every man,’ could pray and prophesy in public.... 

Thus, the terms “prayer” and “prophecy” suggest 

the entire scope of leadership in worship. Since 

Paul ranks prophets above teachers in 1 Corinthians 

12:28, since he associates prophecy with revelation, 

knowledge, and instruction in 14:6, and since prayer 

and prophecy encompass both the vertical and 

horizontal dimensions of worship, Paul’s approval 

of women prophesying should not be interpreted 

as excluding the related ministries of revelation, 

knowledge and instruction.”25 

The dismissive caveat that women prophesy-

ing in church does not carry the same “spiritual 

authority” as men teaching in church is vacuous. 

Paul himself ranks the gift of prophecy higher than 

the gift of teaching in 1 Corinthians 12:28, where he 

clearly intends a prioritization of authority through 

spiritual gifts.

1 CORINTHIANS 11:12

“For as woman came from man, so also man is born 

of woman. But everything comes from God” (NIV).

Paul quotes from the LXX account of the 

Creation, using the identical phrase—evk tou/ 

avndro,j—to describe the woman (Eve) originating 

“from man” (Adam). By this Paul is reminding the 

church that in fact man and woman come from 

each other—Eve from Adam at Creation, and man 

from his mother at birth. Thus Paul, on the basis 

of his statement in 11:8—“For man is not from 

woman, but woman from man” (NKJV)—precludes 

the inference that from the beginning, man has 

been elevated over woman hierarchically. Rather, 

both man and woman are mutually dependent 

upon each other. Thus, Paul “emphasizes that God 

has ordained the equality of man and woman. It is 

ultimately God who repudiates a hierarchy of man 

over woman based upon source.”26

1 TIMOTHY 2:12

“And I do not permit a woman to teach or to have 

authority over a man, but to be in silence” (NKJV).

This text has been described as “the most crucial 

verse regarding women in ministry.... Since this is 

the only verse in Scripture that, at least according 

to this translation, prohibits women from teaching 

or being in positions of authority over men, and 

since the meaning of the word sometimes trans-

lated ‘have authority over’ (auvqentei/n) is debated and 

occurs nowhere else in Scripture, it demands careful 

examination.”27

The central theme and overriding concern that 

runs throughout Paul’s pastoral letter to Timothy is 

the havoc raised by false teachers and their hereti-

cal teachings in the church of Ephesus. Paul had 

warned the Ephesian elders at his farewell, “For I 

know this, that after my departure savage wolves 

will come in among you, not sparing the flock. Also 

from among yourselves men will rise up, speaking 

perverse things, to draw away the disciples after 

themselves” (Acts 20:29–30, NKJV). The first epistle 

to Timothy is evidence that his prediction had come 

true. Paul’s urgent concern for Timothy’s confronta-

tion of these false teachers is laid out in the first six 

verses; then explicit counsel on how to deal with 

them is interspersed throughout the rest of the let-

ter. 28 In fact, so concerned is the apostle with the 

false teaching that “nearly every verse in this letter 

relates to it.”29

The premise that women in the church were 

caught up with the false teachers and their teach-

ings explains why “no other book of the Bible has 

a higher proportion of verses focused specifically 

on problems regarding women: 21 out of 113 verses 

(1 Timothy 2:9–15; 4:7; 5:3–7, 9–16).”30 Because 
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1 Timothy is a pastoral letter from the apostle to his 

young associate, the counsel necessarily reflects the 

pastoral and congregational context of the Ephesian 

church. To suggest that Paul intended his context-

specific admonition prohibiting women from teach-

ing in the church in Ephesus to be applicable to the 

universal church overlooks Paul’s clear recognition 

in 1 Corinthians 11:5 that women may both pray and 

prophecy in worship.

Furthermore, Paul extols the teaching minis-

try that Timothy’s grandmother Lois and mother 

Eunice had in his young life (2 Timothy 1:5; 3:14–16). 

As noted earlier, Paul’s listing of seven women who 

served with him in ministry and leadership in the 

churches (Romans 16) belies the suggestion that in 

1 Timothy 2:12 Paul is universally prohibiting such 

authoritative ministry and leadership. What is more, 

at around the same time Paul wrote this letter to 

Timothy he also wrote to Titus, another pastoral 

associate of the apostle, with the instruction that 

“older women” serve the church as “teachers of good 

things” (Titus 2:3).31 Elsewhere Paul commanded 

the church in Colossae, including its women, to “let 

the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you [plural] 

teach [no gender distinction is made] and admon-

ish one another with all wisdom, and as you [plural] 

sing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs with grati-

tude in your hearts to God” (Colossians 3:16, NIV). 

And in the wider New Testament witness, the obser-

vation in Hebrews 5:12 that “by this time you ought 

to be teachers” (NKJV) was clearly addressed to both 

the men and women in the church and offers no 

gender restriction. Thus to suggest in 1 Timothy 

2:12 a universal mandate prohibiting women from 

authoritative teaching contradicts both the practice 

and teaching of Paul. First Timothy 2:12 is Paul’s 

divinely inspired counsel to the pastor in dealing 

with the women of that congregation who were 

being deceived by itinerant false teachers and were 

assuming authority over men in propagating those 

false teachings.

“Paul, who more than any other NT writer distin-

guished his personal advice for a particular situation 

from permanent instructions, did not give 1 Timothy 

2:12’s restrictions on women in the Ephesian church 

any universalization qualifier. Nor did he claim that 

these restrictions on women were from the Lord or 

that they should apply in all the churches [as he did 

in Romans 12:3 (“to every one of you”); 1 Corinthians 

4:16–17 (“everywhere in every church”); Galatians 5:3 

(“to every man”); 1 Timothy 2:1 (“for all men”); and 

1 Timothy 2:8 (“in every place”)]. There is no such 

universalizing phrase in 1 Timothy 2:12…. One can-

not simply assume it to be universal any more than 

one can assume that the prohibition of braided hair, 

gold, pearls, and wearing expensive clothing (2:9) is 

universal or that men everywhere must raise their 

hands when they pray (2:8).”32 

1 TIMOTHY 2:13-15

“For Adam was formed first, then Eve. And Adam 

was not deceived, but the woman being deceived, 

fell into transgression. Nevertheless she will be 

saved in childbearing if they continue in faith, love, 

and holiness, with self-control” (NKJV).

From these verses some have argued that both 

the creation order of Eve after Adam and her sub-

sequent deception and fall are the apostle’s biblical 

rationale for a universal prohibition of women from 

exercising authoritative teaching in the church. But 

is that in fact Paul’s intent?

As already noted, Paul’s warning in this pastoral 

epistle regarding the deception of false teachers in 

the church in Ephesus “who enter into households 

and captivate weak women weighed down with 

sins” (2 Timothy 3:6, NASB) provides the context 

for his counsel to Timothy to prohibit such women 

from exercising authoritative teaching in that 
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congregation. Their claim of enlightened authority 

precipitates Paul’s admonition to these Ephesian 

women to cease and desist, as it were, out of respect 

for their properly designated Christian teachers. 

The basis for such respect, Paul declares, is twofold: 

Adam was created first, and Eve was deceived first. 

In the narrative of the Creation and the Fall, Paul 

finds biblical grounds for his command to these 

women to respect their congregational leadership.

But do those biblical grounds, applied to the 

Ephesian turmoil over false teaching, provide the 

basis for a universal application to all churches? The 

parallel passage in 1 Corinthians teaches otherwise. 

“For as woman came from man, even so man also 

comes through woman; but all things are from God” 

(11:12, NKJV). While it is true that Eve was formed 

from Adam, Paul reminds the Corinthians that 

through childbirth man also comes from woman. 

Thus Paul corroborates the divinely intended 

mutual interdependence of man and woman from 

the beginning. Here in 1 Timothy, Paul makes the 

same point by balancing the creation order with 

childbirth: “For Adam was formed first, then Eve.... 

Nevertheless she will be saved in childbearing” (2:13, 

15). Thus in both passages Paul adds mitigating evi-

dence to the creation order to affirm God’s intended 

interdependence of the genders. For just as men are 

dependent upon a woman (their mothers) for their 

physical existence (1 Corinthians 11), even so are 

men dependent upon a woman (Mary) for the birth 

of their Savior and thus their spiritual existence 

(1 Timothy 2). 

“The terrible consequences of Eve’s deception 

highlight the seriousness of the deception of women 

in Ephesus. Yet the story of Eve also offers women 

hope and dignity. Although women experience pain 

in childbirth as a result of the fall, a woman has 

given birth to the promised Seed who will destroy 

Satan and overcome the fall. Not only was woman 

the vehicle for the entry into the world of sin, death, 

and the power of Satan, she was also the vehicle for 

the entry into the world of the Savior who delivers 

people from sin and death.”33

Paul does not establish from the creation order an 

anthropological principle that all women are thus 

subordinated to all men in or out of the church, nor 

does he establish from Eve’s being deceived first an 

anthropological principle that women are by nature 

more easily deceived than are men.34 Rather, “Paul 

restricted teaching by women because false teach-

ers had deceived women in Ephesus.... [Thus] the 

most natural reading of the present tense “I am not 

permitting” in verse 12 [is] that these are temporary 

requirements in light of the influence of the false 

teaching among women in the Ephesian church. 

Eve’s deception vividly illustrates the danger when a 

woman is deceived. Consequently, there is no need 

to attempt to find here a cryptic appeal to gender-

based hierarchy established at creation.”35

1 TIMOTHY 3:1–13

“This is a faithful saying: If a man desires the posi-

tion of a bishop, he desires a good work. A bishop 

then must be blameless, the husband of one wife, 

temperate, sober-minded, of good behavior, hospi-

table, able to teach.... Let deacons be the husbands 

of one wife, ruling their children and their own 

houses well. For those who have served well as 

deacons obtain for themselves a good standing and 

great boldness in the faith which is in Christ Jesus” 

(NKJV).

“Some are surprised to learn that in these Greek 

passages (1 Timothy 3:1–12; Titus 1:5–9) there is not 

Eve’s deception vividly illustrates the 
danger when a woman is deceived.
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a single masculine pronoun. Rather it is the English 

translations that insert the masculine pronoun in 

these passages up to fourteen times (NIV, NAB) in 

Paul’s list of requirements for the offices of over-

seer/bishop/elder and deacon.”36

But what about Paul’s requirement that the elder 

and deacon be “the husband of one wife” (1 Timothy 

3:2; Titus 1:6)? Is not such a designation incontro-

vertible evidence that the spiritual leadership offices 

of elder and deacon are reserved for only men? 

The Greek phrase is mia/j gunaiko.j a;ndra,, literally 

one-woman man. Besides the obvious exclusion of 

polygamists (multiple women/wives) and adulterers 

(multiple sexual partners), what other exclusions 

does this single phrase cover? Some have isolated a 

single word from this phrase and used a;ndra (“man” 

or “husband”) to function as a separate stand-alone 

qualification. But if it were acceptable to piecemeal 

this list of spiritual requirements, then one could 

just as logically dissect “one who rules his own 

house well” (1 Timothy 3:4) and reduce it to the 

phrase “his own house” in order to conclude that 

spiritual leaders must be house owners. Nobody 

would countenance such a reduction. Yet when a 

single word is isolated from the phrase one-woman 

man in order to insert an additional gender require-

ment, such reductionism is immediately logical to 

its proponents.

However, what is not logical are the implica-

tions of such a literal one-word reduction, when 

applied to the entire list. Along with marital rela-

tions (“husband of one wife,” v. 2), Paul also lists 

requirements concerning children—“having his 

children in submission with all reverence” (v. 4), 

“ruling their children and their own houses well” 

(v. 12), and “having faithful children” (Titus 1:6). On 

the basis of a literal reading of these four phrases, 

the following categories of men would be disquali-

fied: “single men; married men with no children; 

married men with only one child; married men with 

children too young or too indifferent or obdurate 

to profess faith; married men with believing but 

disobedient children; married men with children 

who are believing and obedient but not respectful 

in all things.”37 Moreover, Gilbert Bilezikian notes 

that the literalistic exclusion of single men would 

begin with Christ Himself: “Jesus Christ—since he 

was single—would have been unqualified to exercise 

leadership among the people he taught before and 

after the resurrection. Paul and Barnabas, who both 

served as missionaries and occasional leaders of 

local churches (Acts 13:1), would have been violat-

ing Paul’s marriage requirement since they were 

both working as single persons (1 Cor. 9:5). Finally, 

should this requirement for the Ephesian church be 

absolutized, men who accept Jesus’s radical chal-

lenge to celibacy for the sake of the kingdom of 

God (Matthew 19:12), thus exemplifying obedience 

to his call to deny themselves, take up their cross, 

and follow him (16:24)—the very men who should 

be upheld as exemplars of commitment before the 

Christian community—would be systematically and 

universally rejected from the most influential posi-

tions in church leadership. The personal sacrifice 

they would have made to serve the community with 

total dedication would be held against them as an 

impediment to such service.”38

But what about women in ministry? Does Paul’s 

list of requirements for spiritual leadership and 

ministry (without the masculine pronoun) exclude 

women from this calling of God? All nine Greek 

words or expressions that Paul applies to overseers/

elders in 1 Timothy 3 are applied to women else-

where in this pastoral epistle: “good works” (2:10; 

5:10); “blameless” (5:7); “wife of one man” (5:9); “tem-

perate” (3:11); self-controlled (2:9, 15); respectable 

(2:9); “reverent” (3:11); subject to “condemnation” 

(5:12); and “well reported” (5:10).39
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The conclusion? The very traits once thought to 

be exclusively applied by Paul to men, as it turns 

out, were also applied by Paul to women—in this 

same epistle. Thus when the one-woman man phrase 

is correctly interpreted as excluding polygamous or 

adulterous individuals from ministering in spiri-

tual leadership, there is no embedded or exegetical 

reason in 1 Timothy 2 and 3 to prohibit Spirit-gifted 

women from serving in the same overseer/elder 

offices that in the post-New Testament church 

eventually became reserved for men alone. The 

compelling evidence is that Paul never advocated an 

all-male clergy. His teaching and practice imitated 

the ministry of his Lord in purposefully widening 

the circle of spiritual leadership to include called 

and qualified disciples of either gender.

ESCHATOLOGY

Let us return to the opening question of this paper. 

When the Holy Spirit prophesied through the 

prophet Joel (2:28–29) and repeated His prediction 

through the apostle Peter (Acts 2:17–18), how shall 

we understand that divinely promised outpouring 

of “My Spirit” upon “your sons and your daughters”?

“And it shall come to pass in the last days,  

says God, 

That I will pour out of My Spirit on all flesh; 

Your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, 

Your young men shall see visions, 

Your old men shall dream dreams. 

And on My menservants and on My maidservants 

I will pour out My Spirit in those days; 

And they shall prophesy 

(Acts 2:17–18, NKJV).

On the Day of Pentecost, when Peter began that 

first gospel sermon by quoting from the ancient 

prophet Joel, under the inspiration of the Spirit 

either Peter or Luke inserted a new opening phrase 

to Joel’s prophecy: “in the last days.” Peter was not 

speaking of epochs, but rather of imminence. He 

would eventually write: “The end of all things is at 

hand” (1 Peter 4:7, NKJV). But before the Day of the 

Lord—and this was Peter’s point on Pentecost—

there would be an eschatological, an apocalyptic 

outpouring of the Holy Spirit upon “all people.” 

And in that outpouring God would dismantle three 

walls that have kept the human family divided and 

separated from its beginnings: the wall of gender 

(men and women), the wall of age (young and old), 

and the wall of class (free and servant). And in that 

apocalyptic unleashing, the spiritual gifts of proph-

esying, visioning, and dreaming would be bestowed 

upon “all flesh.”

It is of interest that the spiritual gift Joel and 

Peter identify in that end-time outpouring is the gift 

of prophecy, a gift that is ranked second in Paul’s 

hierarchy of spiritual-leadership gifts: “And God has 

appointed these in the church: first apostles, second 

prophets, third teachers, after that miracles, then 

gifts of healings, helps, administrations, varieties 

of tongues” (1 Corinthians 12:28, NKJV). This is the 

same gift that the Apocalypse predicts will be opera-

tive within the remnant community in the same 

“last days” (Revelation 12:17; 19:10).

If both genders are chosen by the Holy Spirit to 

receive the second-highest gift of spiritual authority 

in the church, the same would surely be true for the 

lesser gifts, including third-highest gift of spiri-

tual authority, the gift of teaching. Thus the Bible 

predicts God’s apocalyptic calling and gifting of both 

genders, all ages, and all classes for the sake of His 

strategic endgame.

Having examined the salien t passages of the 

New Testament concerning women in ministry, 

it is the conclusion of this paper that there is no 

credible, exegetical, biblical ground for a male-only 
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gospel ministry. God’s Edenic ideal of mutual 

interdependence, the example of the incarnated 

Creator Himself elevating both men and women to 

His cause, the clear Pauline embrace of both men 

and women in New Testament gospel ministry, the 

everlasting gospel’s “priesthood of all believers,” the 

very character and love of God that has from time 

immemorial sought to draw His intelligent creation 

into His Kingdom rule, the apocalyptic prediction 

that both our sons and our daughters would be 

gifted similarly by God’s Spirit for His final work, 

and the fact that the founder of this movement was 

a woman who manifested the very gift predicted for 

this end-time community—all combine to support 

a decision of this community of faith to ordain both 

men and women for its apocalyptic, global mission 

and ministry for Christ. <
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As the family of God on Earth, the church is both 

called and equipped to carry out the will of God on 

Earth. The Holy Spirit imbues individuals with spiri-

tual gifts in order to edify the body of Christ and 

fulfill the gospel commission (1 Peter 2:9; Ephesians 

4:11–13). Upon being baptized, all are called into 

the service of Christ, anointed, and equipped by 

the Holy Spirit for service through the dispens-

ing of spiritual gifts (Acts 8:14–17; Romans 12:4–8; 

1 Corinthians 12:4–11). 

MULTIPLE MINISTRIES

The Scriptures identify specialized ministries 

intended to meet the structural needs of the orga-

nized body. The offices of deacon and elder arose 

organically from the growth of the early church. 

They were established in order to adequately meet 

the need for responsible leadership and service. 

Deacons and elders functioned primarily within the 

local church setting (1 Timothy 3). Others served 

as minister-evangelists, traversing large regions in 

order to effectively proclaim and teach the gospel, 

intent on establishing, stabilizing, and growing the 

church (Acts 6:1–6; 13:1–3; Ephesians 4:11). These 

specialized responsibilities stand out due to their 

being preceded by the laying on of hands.

THE CALL

The genuine call to service ministry is divinely initi-

ated and individually accepted. God impresses upon 

one’s heart the sincere conviction of having been 

personally summoned into God’s service. The call to 

service ministry is an invitation to join in effective 

partnership with God and God’s church. The timing 

and circumstances of the call may vary (e.g., in utero, 

childhood, youth, or adulthood, as seen respectively 

with Jeremiah, Samuel, Daniel, and Amos). 

PURPOSE OF ORDINATION

The gospel minister is entrusted with the solemn 

duty to serve as the representative of God and the 

church, proclaiming and teaching sound doctrine, 

exhorting others to respond to God’s invitation for 

salvation, and administering church ordinances. 

Being mindful of God’s station as Author and Ruler 

of the church, the church affirms God’s declared 

and revealed intent, careful to observe the evidence, 

prove all things, and authenticate an individual’s 

call to service ministry (Matthew 7:17–20; Romans 

12:2). What is individually received must be corpo-

rately verified. Having opportunity to observe an 

individual’s character, deportment, and abilities, the 

church retains the responsibility for substantiating 

and affirming the genuineness of a claimed call into 

gospel ministry service. The church is also respon-

sible for officially designating and identifying its 

representatives.

Ordination serves to formally sanction an 

individual for the purpose of fulfilling the church’s 

global mission (Matthew 24:14; 28:19–20). The 

worldwide body accepts in good faith what has 

been locally ratified (e.g., Paul’s introductory let-

ter exhorting congregations to cordially receive 

Timothy, as he had been properly trained and 
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commissioned). While ordination grants special 

sanction, it does not imbue the individual with 

added ability or spiritual acumen. It does not elevate 

the recipient above the laity nor grant any special 

dispensation of grace. Yet, ordination ought not to 

be trivialized as an automatic process following a 

set duration of effort and training. It can neither be 

demanded nor casually dispensed.

BIBLICAL BASIS FOR ORDINATION

The modern-day rite of ordination should be firmly 

grounded upon biblical concepts and practice. 

Concepts inherent to ordination are evidenced 

during the early formation of ancient Israel. The 

Bible documents multiple instances of people 

consecrated for sacred office and items consecrated 

for sacred use (Exodus 28:41; 40:9–16; Numbers 7:1; 

Deuteronomy 10:8). Their selection employs verbs 

such as anoint, consecrate, set apart, and appoint. 

The practice of laying hands upon an individual can 

be traced to the dispensing of the patriarchal bless-

ing (Genesis 48) and for publicly appointing spiritual 

leaders (Numbers 27:22–23; Deuteronomy 34:9; 

1 Kings 19:15–16; Acts 14:23). 

GOD’S SOVEREIGNTY

The church acknowledges God’s supreme author-

ity to choose, equip, and commission individuals 

for service in accordance with the divine will. God 

selects whomever God wills, wherever God wills, 

whenever God wills. God’s actions cannot be fore-

cast except God reveals them. The church should 

consciously refrain from assuming restrictions 

on God to utilize any part of the creation for the 

advancement of the gospel (cf. Numbers 22:27–28; 

Matthew 21:15; Luke 19:39–40). 

Thus, the body of Christ guards itself against the 

human inclination to pre-determine the plausibil-

ity or potential of an individual for service in gospel 

ministry based upon maleness. In determining 

qualification for ordination, the focus centers on 

spiritual gifts rather than gender (Romans 12:4–8; 

1 Corinthians 12:4–11). The church thereby imple-

ments a means for testing qualities germane to 

each spiritual gift while acknowledging that God 

is no respecter of persons. The ministry of Ellen 

White within the Seventh-day Adventist Church 

provides helpful insight. Her acknowledged spiritual 

authority as God’s spokesperson serves to insulate 

the church against assumptions of gendered limits 

pertaining to leadership within the body of Christ.

SERVICE MINISTRY

Gospel ministry should be viewed as service—min-

istering to the body, as opposed to commanding 

authority (Mark 10:45; Luke 22:25–27). The human 

tendency to view pastoral ministry as a position of 

power generally works to politicize the office. Such 

an inclination degrades into jealously guarding 

access to power. Ordination constitutes the recogni-

tion of one’s call to serve within the body of Christ, 

but not to lord over it. Where spiritual authority is 

conferred, humility must govern those entrusted 

with it. 

Stephen A. L. Richardson
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SIMPLICITY OF METHOD

The rite of ordination need not be infused with 

pomp. The example of Christ and the New 

Testament church portray uncomplicated simplic-

ity. After prayerful deliberation, individuals are 

summoned, dutifully charged with a task, and sent 

forth following prayer and the laying on of hands 

(e.g., Mark 3:14; Acts 6:6; 13:2–3). The emphasis 

rests upon a formal commissioning for specialized 

service. 

SIGNIFICANCE

Ordination might best be viewed as certification. 

Having been called through God’s election, a candi-

date becomes certified by God’s church and com-

missioned for service in God’s cause. Ordination 

specifically to gospel ministry indicates that the 

recipient values and responds to God’s call with a 

determination for lifetime service. Ordination is 

unsuitable for those who view gospel ministry as an 

occasional vocation or deem it a temporary profes-

sion. The responsibility of gospel ministry ought 

not be carelessly taken up nor casually put down. 

Ordination implies a determination for life service. 

Similar to the institution of marriage, the ordained 

minister is wedded to God’s assignment. 

While constituting an official call to duty, the 

laying on of hands does not indicate an elevated 

status. Care is needed to preserve humility, lest 

the temptation arise to view ministers as inher-

ently different or spiritually superior. The minister 

remains within the body, whereas Christ reigns as 

head of the body. All members receive equal love 

and considerate attention from God, regardless of 

church station. Acknowledging the priesthood of all 

believers (1 Peter 2:9), the prayers of the clergy are 

no more efficacious than those of any other faithful 

and sincere supplicant.

SUMMARY STATEMENT

In summation, we assert:

Ordination is a formal acknowledgment and 

authentication of one’s call to service ministry by 

God. Authentication should be understood as ratify-

ing what only God can dispense. Ordination neither 

supersedes God’s call nor enhances it. Ordination 

affirms the genuineness of the call as having borne 

the proper fruit of the Holy Spirit’s work. God initi-

ates the call and equips the recipient for enacting it. 

God’s person accepts the call. God’s people affirm 

the call.<

Ordination might best be viewed 
as certification. Having been called 
through God’s election, a candidate 
becomes certified by God’s church 
and commissioned for service in 
God’s cause.
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The current study of ordination involves deeply 

held values, including faithfulness to God and His 

Word, fairness and equality, respect for one another, 

and our unity as members of the body of Christ. 

The conclusions we reach must not sacrifice any of 

these values. Paul implored the various factions in 

Corinth “that all of you agree, and that there be no 

divisions among you, but that you be united in the 

same mind and the same judgment.” (1 Cor 1:10).1 

This becomes possible as we all allow God to guide 

us by His Word and by His Spirit, which are always 

in harmony because one is the product of the other. 

It is with this aim in mind that this report is offered, 

beginning with a brief history of ordination and 

the role of women in the Adventist church in order 

to show how we arrived at our present situation. 

This is followed by a discussion of two Biblical 

approaches that have led to divergent conclusions 

on ordination issues before considering evidence 

from the Bible and the writings of Ellen G. White on 

the subject and, finally, an appeal as to how we can 

move forward in unity.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF ORDINATION 

AND THE ROLE OF WOMEN IN THE 

ADVENTIST CHURCH 

Seventh-day Adventists were slow to organize, not 

wanting to repeat the mistakes of the denomina-

tions that preceded them and wanting to ensure 

that no steps would be taken that were not clearly 

prescribed in Scripture. However, with the growing 

number of Sabbatarian Adventist ministers traveling 

and preaching, the need to distinguish those the 

church considered truly called by God from “self-

appointed preachers” who were causing confusion 

and disunity became increasingly evident.2 Ellen 

White, based on visions she received in 1850 and 

1852 which called for God’s last-day church to imple-

ment the “gospel order” of the New Testament, 

began urging that steps be taken toward church 

organization. The church needed to distinguish the 

“servants of God who teach the truth” from “self-

sent men” who were “unqualified to teach present 

truth.”3 Soon afterward, articles began appearing in 

the Review dealing with the subject. James White, 

in December of 1853, wrote that “the divine order 

of the New Testament is sufficient to organize the 

church of Christ. If more were needed, it would 

have been given by inspiration.”4 Numerous articles 

were published over the next few years so that, 

well before the official organization of the church 

in 1863, the basic framework of church officers had 

been hammered out. But it would take another 

twenty years after the organization of the General 

Conference to publish a church manual, and then 

not as a book but as a series of eighteen articles in 

the Review.5 Nevertheless, apart from the reorgani-

zation in 1901 which dealt with the higher levels of 

church structure, the Bible-based system of ordina-

tion and church order established by the pioneers 

would remain essentially unchanged well into the 

twentieth century. 

With the rise of the women’s rights movement 

and the ordination of women ministers by other 
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denominations in the 1870s and 1880s, questions 

began to be raised in Seventh-day Adventist circles 

about the role of women in the church. On the one 

hand, in view of Ellen White’s prophetic ministry, 

there was a need to defend the propriety of women 

speaking in church and the perpetuity of spiritual 

gifts. On the other hand, in the absence of a clear 

Biblical mandate, there was an unwillingness to 

ordain women to church office. Thus, at the 1881 

General Conference Session, the resolution that 

“females possessing the necessary qualifications 

. . . be set apart by ordination to the work of the 

Christian ministry” was not approved.6 The attitude 

against ordaining women to any office changed 

somewhat in the late 1890s, after Ellen White urged 

that “women . . . willing to consecrate some of their 

time to the service of the Lord” in visiting the sick, 

looking after the young and ministering to the 

needs of the poor “should be set apart to this work 

by prayer and laying on of hands.”7 Later, perhaps as 

a result, some women were ordained in Australia as 

deaconesses,8 though these proved to be exceptions, 

and when the official Church Manual was published 

in 1932, it excluded women from being ordained 

as deaconesses because there was no clear Biblical 

basis for it.9 Nevertheless, throughout this period, 

women served the church as licensed preachers, 

Sabbath School writers and editors, treasurers, and 

in many other capacities. 

 The most significant changes in the way 

Adventists viewed ordination were made in 1975 

and 1977. They came about as a result of increased 

pressure to ordain women as ministers as well as 

assertions by the United States’ tax authority, the 

Internal Revenue Service, that licensed Adventist 

ministers were not really ministers since they were 

not allowed to perform weddings, meaning that 

the church would have to pay half of their Social 

Security obligation—a sizable sum which would 

need to be taken from tithe funds. After studying 

the role of women in the church, the 1975 Spring 

Meeting of the General Conference Committee 

authorized “the ordaining of women to the office of 

local elder”10 (a decision that was reaffirmed by the 

1984 Annual Council).11 The 1977 Annual Council, in 

order to demonstrate to the IRS that licensed min-

isters were indeed ministers, authorized “licensed 

ministers . . . to do what they had never before been 

empowered to do, namely, to perform weddings and 

baptisms, provided only that they were ordained 

as local elders and that their conference commit-

tees approved.”12 The twin effect of these decisions 

was to make ministerial functions more a matter of 

policy than theology and to pave the way for women 

ministers to perform substantially the same work 

as ordained ministers without being ordained.13 

Further study of the role of women was commis-

sioned in the 1980s, culminating in a report by the 

Role of Women Commission to the 1990 General 

Conference session recommending that women not 

be ordained to the gospel ministry, which passed 

1,173 to 377.14 At the next General Conference ses-

sion in 1995, the North American Division requested 

that divisions “where circumstances do not ren-

der it inadvisable” be invested with authority to 

“authorize the ordination of qualified individuals 

without regard to gender.” The request was denied 

by a vote of 1,481 against to 673 in favor.15 Despite 

these decisions, in 2012 the Columbia Union and 

Pacific Union conferences took action unilater-

ally to ordain women to the ministry, actions that 

were firmly repudiated at the 2012 Annual Council 

which voted 264 to 25 that “the world Church does 

not recognize actions authorizing or implementing 

ministerial ordination without regard to gender.”16 

The existence of conflicting decisions at vari-

ous levels of church administration suggest that 

these issues cannot adequately be resolved through 
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policy changes alone, that in fact there are deeper 

theological issues involved—issues that have not 

been fully addressed by the studies that have been 

undertaken up to this point. The present worldwide 

study of ordination, in response to a request made 

at the most recent General Conference session in 

2010,17 offers hope of just this kind of solution. 

Addressing the matter at this deeper, theological 

level may enable the church to discover Bible-based 

answers for these gnawing questions that can then 

be translated into sound, lasting, and consistent 

policies. This latest study by the Adventist church is 

unique in its theological scope, the extent of global 

participation, and its ramifications. Much of what 

follows stems from and is intended as a positive 

contribution to this study process.

DIFFERING APPROACHES TO BIBLICAL 

INTERPRETATION 

The current divergence in views on the subject 

of women’s ordination is due in part to different 

understandings of the nature of Scripture and 

how it should be interpreted. Some advocate an 

approach that takes into account the “trajectory” of 

Scripture. And there is, in a sense, a progression in 

Scripture from Eden lost to Eden restored, based on 

God’s plan of salvation.18 But the suggestion is made 

in some Adventist circles that we should take the 

notion of a progression in Scripture even farther. 

They urge that God can lead His people to a better 

understanding only as the social and cultural condi-

tions permit the implementation of a higher ethic 

than was possible in Bible times. Thus, according 

to this view, the progression within Scripture must 

be extrapolated so that the trajectory beyond and 

outside of Scripture can be seen. While appealing 

on the surface, the problem with this approach is 

its reliance on an authority beyond the pages of 

Scripture to determine present truth in cases where 

the inspired writings are supposedly less clear. Such 

an approach, even though it might broadly affirm 

the Bible’s inspiration, nevertheless undermines 

it by characterizing selected portions of Scripture 

as time- and culture-bound and, therefore, tinged 

with the author’s or his community’s prejudicial 

views on such topics, rather than God’s thoughts 

which are valid for all places and all time. According 

to such a view, the Bible is not a unified, harmoni-

ous revelation and Paul’s interpretation of Genesis, 

for example, is not normative for us today.19 Most 

Adventists, on the other hand, consider that there 

can be no fundamental homogeneity in Scripture 

apart from supernatural intervention by revelation. 

They understand the Holy Spirit as the divine mind 

behind the human penmen. He is the One who has 

ensured that the entire canon of Scripture is theo-

logically unified, that its teachings are valid for all 

time (Rom 15:4), and that they produce no conflict-

ing opinions or opposing theological views (2 Tim 

3:16-17).

Fortunately, with regard also to the question of 

ordination and the role of women in the church, 

God has given ample guidance in the Bible and the 

Spirit of Prophecy to help us resolve even this seem-

ingly intractable issue. But in order for Scripture to 

serve its intended purpose, all of what God says on 

this subject must be studied until we can perceive 

its underlying harmony. According to Ellen White: 

“To understand doctrine, bring all the scriptures 

together on the subject you wish to know, then let 

every word have its proper influence; and if you 

can form your theory without a contradiction, you 

cannot be in error.”20 The “Methods of Bible Study” 

document (MBSD) approved by the Annual Council 

in Rio de Janiero, Brazil, Oct. 12, 1986, also gives 

important guidance: “Human reason is subject 

to the Bible, not equal to or above it.” “The Bible 

is its own best interpreter and when studied as a 



196  Theology of Ordination

whole it depicts a consistent, harmonious truth. . . . 

Although it was given to those who lived in an 

ancient Near Eastern/Mediterranean context, the 

Bible transcends its cultural backgrounds to serve 

as God’s Word for all cultural, racial, and situational 

contexts in all ages.”21 Those who are uncomfortable 

with the plain reading of the Biblical text look for 

a meaning or trajectory that goes outside of what 

Scripture explicitly teaches, but such an approach 

risks reaching decisions that are not Biblical. 

Regarding cultural issues, the Bible itself provides 

us the key as to how to handle them. For example, 

while some Evangelical Christians would classify 

the Sabbath as a temporary, cultural institution,22 

Genesis 2:1-3 and Exodus 20:11 show that it origi-

nated as part of God’s perfect plan for humanity 

and is therefore applicable in all cultures and for all 

time. Decisions regarding the perpetuity of insti-

tutions originating after the Fall is more difficult, 

especially in the case of those that seem to have 

been divinely established. Although circumcision 

began with God’s command to Abraham, like the 

presence of the temple, it was no guarantee of God’s 

favor without a right covenant relationship (Jer 4:4; 

cf. 21:10-12; 22:5). In fact, the time would come when 

God would treat the circumcised like the uncircum-

cised (Jer 9:25; cf. 1 Cor 7:18-19), apparently pointing 

to circumcision no longer serving as a sign of the 

covenant. This is confirmed by the New Testament, 

in which the reality symbolized by circumcision 

(Deut 30:6; 10:6)—a change of heart and the gift 

of the Holy Spirit (Acts 15:7-11; Rom 2:28-29)—is 

replaced by baptism (John 3:3-8; Col 2:11-13). In fact, 

baptism itself derives from a Jewish cultural form of 

self-immersion in water for purification from cer-

emonial defilement (baptizō, Mark 7:4; Luke 11:38). 

Its meaning, however, is inseparable from the form, 

which transcends the meaning of circumcision 

in being egalitarian and symbolic of the believer’s 

being washed from sin, identification with the death 

and resurrection of Jesus Christ, and acceptance of 

Him as Saviour (Rom 6). Furthermore, the com-

mand is given in a universal setting (“all nations,” 

Matt 28:19). Therefore, in the case of baptism, the 

form itself is universal and unchanging. 

Slavery, on the other hand, was never instituted 

by God; it is a cultural and legal institution. God 

redeemed Israel from slavery and provided legal 

protections so that no Israelite would ever be sold 

into perpetual servitude (Exod 21:2-6). No such 

provision for servants existed in the New Testament 

church. Through Christ’s sacrifice the door of salva-

tion is open to everyone—rich and poor, slave and 

free, male and female (Gal 3:28)—and through God’s 

grace we are all free moral agents. The slavery exist-

ing under Roman law, though much milder than the 

racial-based slavery of eighteenth- and nineteenth-

century America,23 had to be borne by Jews and 

Christians alike, “but from the beginning it was not 

so” (cf. Matt 19:3-8). Christians are instructed to 

treat slaves with compassion as fellow-servants of 

Christ (1 Cor 7:22-23) because, as believers, we are all 

“slaves,” with Christ as our one Master (Eph 6:5-9; 

Col 3:22-4:1). In the Lord, then, no one is to remain 

a slave, but is considered as a sister or a brother 

(Phlm 16).

As the above examples illustrate, indications exist 

within Scripture itself to guide us as to whether 

and when an institution is to be discontinued. The 

relevant historical-cultural contexts are vital to 

consider when studying the Bible. As the MBSD 

states, “In connection with the study of the Biblical 

text, explore the historical and cultural factors. 

Archaeology, anthropology, and history may con-

tribute to understanding the meaning of the text.”24 

However, it is one thing to study the historical-

cultural backgrounds to enlighten our understand-

ing of the setting in which the text was written; it 
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is another thing altogether to suggest that the text 

was culturally conditioned and that, therefore, a 

trajectory beyond the text must be constructed for 

our current, more enlightened, age.25 If the latter 

were true, it would mean that the Bible does not set 

forth universal principles but only that which was 

perceived by the inspired writers to be valid for the 

local situation at the time or, even worse, reflects 

then-current prejudices and misunderstandings. 

In that case its relevance for other times and places 

would be muted, perhaps not even reflecting divine 

truth or principles. This is an important distinc-

tion to keep in mind when studying ordination in 

Scripture. What evidence does the Bible provide 

that the counsels it gives are culturally conditioned 

or of timeless value? How would one discern the 

difference?

These are crucial questions and, once again, the 

Scriptures themselves help us answer them. First, 

the merely descriptive must be distinguished from 

the normative, or else we would be practicing many 

of the sins of our forefathers, including idolatry, 

polygamy, slavery, and even murder. Jesus clearly 

indicates what constitutes normative behavior when 

He prayed, “Your will be done on earth as it is in 

heaven” (Matt 6:10; Luke 11:2). Practices that reach 

back to Eden or extend to the new world constitute 

God’s will for all time. Without question there is a 

progression in Scripture whereby God is working 

to restore human beings into the image of God, 

but this should not be used to invalidate principles 

grounded in creation such as the equality of male 

and female, whose roles, however, are not com-

pletely identical. Interpreters should be extremely 

cautious in concluding that certain passages in 

Scripture pertain only to a given time or place. In 

fact, there would appear to be no secure basis to 

reach such conclusions without clear Scriptural 

indicators because, through divine foresight, the 

Bible’s horizon extends beyond that of the human 

author to accomplish God’s purposes until the end 

of time (Isa 55:11). What follows, then, is an exami-

nation of evidence from the Bible and the Spirit 

of Prophecy relevant to the subject of ordination 

and the role of women, beginning with the early 

chapters of Genesis, followed by a consideration of 

influential women in Scripture, ordination in the 

New Testament, and spiritual gifts.

HUMAN IDENTITY, EQUALITY, AND 

DIFFERENTIATION IN GENESIS

According to Genesis 1, human beings were cre-

ated in God’s image and, as such, are all equal. We 

are also complementary because from the begin-

ning God differentiated us as male and female (Gen 

1:27). Human beings were blessed by God and given 

dominion over the entire animal kingdom. They 

were also personally instructed by Him to be fruitful 

and multiply (v. 28). Biblically understood, equality, 

complementarity, co-regency, and mutuality are not 

contradictory. Genesis 2 elaborates on this initial 

overview of creation by focusing particularly on the 

creation of human beings and their relation to each 

other. 

Both Genesis 1 and Genesis 2 give indications that 

man is given the primary leadership role. In Genesis 

1:26-27, God calls the entire human family, both 

male and female, “Man” (ʾādām). The term occurs 

three times in Genesis 5:1-2, bracketing the Genesis 

account of the earliest days of human history. In 

this latter passage, the generic use of ʾādām is spe-

cifically distinguished from “Adam” as the name of 

the first man: “This is the book of the generations 

of Adam. When God created man, he made him 

in the likeness of God. Male and female he created 

them, and he blessed them and named them Man 

when they were created.”26 In fact, one notable 

Old Testament scholar, who by his own admission 
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had accepted the typical feminist reading of these 

early chapters of Genesis27 for more than a decade 

because he “wanted it to be true,”28 shows that 

ʾādām in Genesis 1-3 refers not to undifferentiated 

humanity but to “man” with the male gender prin-

cipally in view: “Hebrew is no different from what 

English has been on this score until quite recently: 

the ordinary word for ‘human’ (man) has been a 

word for ‘male’ but not for ‘female’ even though 

females are human.”29 Unfortunately, he uses the 

results of his own careful reading of Genesis 1-3 not 

only to reject some influential feminist-based stud-

ies of these chapters but also as a basis for rejecting 

Biblical authority entirely and in that way advancing 

feminist aims. Use of culture-based arguments to 

construct a trajectory beyond Scripture has the sim-

ilar effect of denying Biblical authority, at least as it 

pertains to the specific issue of ordination without 

regard to gender. However, once Biblical authority 

is denied in order to resolve this particular issue, 

nothing would prevent the same method being 

applied to other issues such as homosexuality.30

According to Genesis 2, God formed “the man” 

(hā ʾādām) first (2:7; cf. 1:27) and placed him in the 

Garden of Eden to labor and care for it (2:15). The 

man was given instructions regarding the tree of 

the knowledge of good and evil (vv. 16-17). God 

brought the animals to him and entrusted him 

with the responsibility of naming them (vv. 19-20). 

When God brought the first female human to the 

man he was also entrusted with naming her (v. 22), 

but now—the first time we hear a human voice in 

Scripture—it is the man’s voice, speaking in poetry, 

and calling her “Woman [ʾiššâ], because she was 

taken out of Man [ʾîš]” (v. 23). The parallelism of 

these two naming accounts, using the same Hebrew 

verb (qārāʾ), reinforces the fact that the man is 

given the primary leadership role in this new world. 

Furthermore, since Genesis 1:5, 8, 10 employ this 

verb without once using the word “name” (šēm), 

“it cannot be denied that ‘calling’ is a perfectly 

acceptable Hebrew way of describing naming.”31 

The conclusion follows that Adam is also made the 

primary leader of the home, since the man is told to 

take the initiative in leaving his father and mother 

(v. 24, note again the order: male then female). The 

reason given for the man to leave his parents is that 

he might “cling” or “hold onto” “his woman” (i.e., 

“his wife,” also in v. 25), suggesting that he is to take 

responsibility for their staying together and for 

her protection. Thus Adam is created as both the 

prototypical man (2:7, 15-23) and the representative 

husband (2:24-25).

The role of the woman in the creation narrative 

of Genesis 2 is different, though no less important. 

She was “built” (bānāh) from one of the man’s ribs, 

the verb vividly depicting the unique process of her 

creation from the building block of the man and 

probably also alluding to the building of the first 

family (cf. Prov 24:3; Ps 144:12). God could have 

made her too from the dust of the ground and at 

the same time as the man in order to exclude any 

suggestion of role differentiation, but the Creator’s 

interactions with the man prior to the woman’s cre-

ation and the manner of her creation indicate a dif-

ference in function. Her being created from the man 

in no way suggests superiority or inferiority to him, 

nor a male-female caste system.32 To the contrary, 

the fact of her being created from the man’s side 

shows both woman’s equality to man and identity to 

him in terms of nature and yet also man’s prece-

dence and his being given the primary responsibility 

for leadership of the human family. The woman 

filled a need for the man as “helper” (Gen 2:18). 

The structure of the narrative makes clear that the 

animals could not provide this help by mentioning 

that the only thing “not good” about this otherwise 

perfect creation is that there was no one comparable 
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to the man, no “helper corresponding to him” (ʿēzer 

kenegdô, vv. 18, 20). The Hebrew term here for “help” 

in both its noun and verb forms commonly refers to 

divine help (e.g., Gen 49:25; Deut 33:26; Ps 115:9-11) 

but also of help given by human beings; in itself, 

therefore, it says nothing about the relative status 

of the one giving help, which must be decided by 

context.33 For example, God warned the prince of 

Jerusalem that he would scatter all his “helpers” and 

troops (Ezek 12:14), a clear example where the noun 

refers to subordinates. The verb is used similarly: 

the two and a half tribes helped the larger segment 

of Israel to conquer Canaan (Josh 1:14; similarly 

10:6), Abishai helped David against the Philistines 

(2 Sam 21:17), armed forces from Manasseh came to 

help David shortly before Saul’s demise (1 Chr 12:19-

21 [MT 20-22]), troops provided help to King Uzziah 

against the enemy (2 Chr 26:13), and valiant men 

helped King Hezekiah cut off the water supply out-

side Jerusalem in advance of Sennacherib’s attack 

(2 Chr 32:3). The creation account’s use of this term 

shows man as leader and woman created “for him” 

(lô) as supportive helper.34 Paul affirms this perspec-

tive when he cites Genesis 1 and 2 in supporting 

different roles in the church for men and women 

within the framework of equality of personhood 

(1 Cor 11:7-9; 1 Tim 2:13). Genesis also shows that the 

woman was to gain self-understanding through the 

designation “woman” given her by the man, indi-

cating at once both similarity and difference. “She 

found her own identity in relation to the man as his 

equal and helper by the man’s definition.”35 

Unfortunately, the happy, harmonious relation-

ship in Eden of two equals, one as leader and the 

other as supportive helper, both trusting in God as 

their Father, soon comes under attack. Genesis 3, 

in recounting the sad history of the Fall, describes 

the overthrow of selfless male leadership: the man 

is absent; the serpent talks to the woman as if she 

were the head and representative of the family; and 

the woman accepts the role accorded her by the 

serpent.36 Her words, with their slight but telling 

variation on God’s actual command, reflect already 

the evil influence of the serpent on her in its selfish 

characterization of God. The man’s activity and 

initiative had been the focus in Genesis 2, but now, 

in chapter 3, the woman is shown taking the initia-

tive. Based on her conversation with the serpent, 

she reasons to a decision, takes of the forbidden 

fruit, eats it, and gives some of it to Adam (v. 6). In 

sharp contrast with Genesis 2, in which the woman 

is called “his woman,” the man is now called “her 

man.” In other words, in place of the woman being 

defined by the man, he is now defined by her. But 

the narrative goes further. It also describes the man 

in terms of the woman as being “with her.” In short, 

there is a total reversal of the principle of leader-

ship based on the creation order. The man ate the 

fruit second, following the initiative and example 

of the woman. Paul points to the respective roles 

of men and women established at creation and the 

consequences of its reversal as a Scriptural basis for 

preserving male teaching authority in the church 

(1 Tim 2:13-14).

The dramatic significance of this reversal is 

underscored by the way in which Genesis describes 

the results of the Fall. The man’s decision to eat 

the fruit is the decisive act, not the woman’s. First, 

only after Adam eats did the negative consequences 

become clear: the eyes of both were opened; they 

knew they were naked and so sewed fig leaves into 

loincloths; then they heard God coming and hid 

themselves (Gen 3:7-8). Second, when God con-

fronts this challenge to His command, he seeks out 

Adam, not Eve, as the one to be held principally 

responsible: “the Lord God called to the man and 

said to him, “Where are you?” The pronoun “you” 

is also a masculine singular form, referring only to 
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Adam. Third, in questioning the pair, it is clear that 

the man bears the primary responsibility. God first 

questions Adam at length, and only afterward ques-

tions the woman briefly (vv. 9-11). Finally, in pro-

nouncing judgment upon Adam, God emphasizes 

the man’s surrender of his leadership responsibility 

as the first misstep: “Because you have listened to 

the voice of your wife and have eaten of the tree . . . .” 

(v. 17). Paul, in recognition of this headship prin-

ciple, assigns full responsibility for the Fall of the 

human race to Adam (Rom 5:12-19; 1 Cor 15:21-22).

The Fall injects sin into the world, bringing pain 

and suffering into all human experience. Existing 

relationships are changed. Adam no longer wants 

to identify with Eve, going out of his way to avoid 

calling her “my woman” (i.e., wife, cf. 2:24-25) by 

using a very lengthy circumlocution: “the woman 

whom You gave to be with me.” In so doing, he also 

distances himself from his Creator and places the 

blame for sin on God just as Lucifer did in heaven. 

Eve’s desire will now be “against” her husband 

(3:16b marg.).37 The divine plan, however, is for 

man’s headship to continue: “he shall rule over you” 

(Gen 3:16c). Whether man’s headship role would be 

predominantly positive or negative would depend 

on whether he would exercise this role with God’s 

loving headship in view as well as on the woman’s 

willingness to accept it. Unfortunately, as Ellen 

White observes, “man’s abuse of the supremacy thus 

given him has too often rendered the lot of woman 

very bitter and made her life a burden.” But God’s 

redemptive intent in placing Eve in subjection to 

Adam was that, by their cherishing “the principles 

enjoined in the law of God,” it would prove to be a 

blessing to them.38 Before sin, the relationship of 

the man and woman was perfect and harmonious 

with Adam exercising unselfish leadership and Eve 

providing help and encouragement. This remains 

the ideal: “Christian redemption does not redefine 

creation; it restores creation, so that wives learn 

godly submission and husbands learn godly head-

ship.”39 Ellen White comments on the significance 

of this history for women today: 

Eve had been perfectly happy by her husband’s 

side in her Eden home; but, like restless modern 

Eves, she was flattered with the hope of entering a 

higher sphere than that which God had assigned 

her. In attempting to rise above her original posi-

tion, she fell far below it. A similar result will be 

reached by all who are unwilling to take up cheer-

fully their life duties in accordance with God’s 

plan. In their efforts to reach positions for which 

He has not fitted them, many are leaving vacant 

the place where they might be a blessing. In their 

desire for a higher sphere, many have sacrificed 

true womanly dignity and nobility of character, 

and have left undone the very work that Heaven 

appointed them.40

WOMEN IN SCRIPTURE AND HEADSHIP 

Throughout Scripture women are active in many 

influential roles, but there is no clear instance of 

their exercising a spiritual headship role. That is, no 

woman was ever placed by God as a religious head 

over a man: women were never given a priestly role 

in the Old Testament nor in the New Testament 

are they ever seen functioning as apostles or elders. 

Some women in the Bible are described as prophet-

esses,41 but one cannot necessarily assume, by virtue 

of this work, that God intended for them to fulfill a 

spiritual headship responsibility. Miriam, for exam-

ple, was explicitly condemned for attempting to 

arrogate to herself the privileges that God had given 

to Moses. She argued, “Has the Lord indeed spoken 

only through Moses? Has he not spoken through us 

also?” (Num 12:2), implying that, since she also had 

the gift of prophecy, she was somehow equal to him 
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in spiritual authority. God made it clear by afflict-

ing her with leprosy that her assumption was not 

only wrong but sinful. The punishment of Aaron, 

who joined with her in this challenge to Moses’s 

authority, was evidenced by God’s departure from 

the sanctuary (Num 12:9-10). Interestingly, however, 

by virtue of his headship authority as high priest, 

he could still intercede for Miriam, which, together 

with Moses’ prayer to God, availed for her healing. 

Deborah is a woman in Scripture who has been 

considered not only as a prophetess but also a judge. 

However, by means of several important indica-

tors, the Biblical text reveals that Deborah was not 

a judge in the same sense as other judges. First, she 

is never called a “judge”42 nor is the normal formula 

(“X judged Israel Y years”) used of her.43 Second, the 

temporary character of Deborah’s judging activity is 

emphasized in several ways (Judg 4:4), including use 

of the phrase “at that time” (bāʿēt hahîʾ).44 Third, in 

order to prepare the reader for a woman temporarily 

acting in this capacity, the way Deborah is introduced 

deliberately emphasizes in five different ways that 

she is female before mentioning her work of judg-

ing.45 Finally, rather than sitting in the gate as judges 

and elders did (e.g., Ruth 4:9-11; 1 Sam 9:18) and kings 

somewhat later (1 Kgs 22:10; Jer 38:7), the description 

of Deborah is more in line with her role as a pro-

phetic messenger (sitting under a palm tree between 

Ramah and Bethel, Judg 4:5): “In the absence of the 

usual magistrates, the people had sought to her for 

counsel and justice.”46 Confirmation that Deborah’s 

activity was more an extension of her prophetic role 

because the divinely-intended judge was unwilling 

to lead is indicated several times throughout the 

narrative: God calls Barak to act as Israel’s deliverer 

through Deborah’s prophetic message (vv. 6-7); at 

Barak’s refusal to lead Israel into battle unless she 

would accompany him “and thus support his efforts 

by her influence and counsel,”47 Deborah prophesies 

that she will go and the victory will be gained, but 

that it “will not lead to your glory, for the Lord 

will sell Sisera into the hand of a woman” (Jael, not 

Deborah, vv. 8-9); the “Song of Deborah,” sung by 

Deborah and Barak, alludes to both of them as “lead-

ers” who “took the lead in Israel” (5:1-2). 

In short, Deborah was obedient to the prophetic 

role that God had called her to do in an exceptional 

situation. Her work was temporarily expanded 

to encompass some of the functions that a judge 

would do, but, as Ellen G. White indicates, it was 

Barak who “had been designated by the Lord him-

self as the one chosen to deliver Israel.”48 This read-

ing of Judges is confirmed by the New Testament, 

which mentions Barak, not Deborah, in recalling 

Israel’s deliverance at that time (Heb 11:32). This 

single Biblical example of notable leadership by a 

woman during the time of the judges, when “there 

was no king in Israel” and “everyone did what was 

right in his own eyes” (Judg 17:6, etc.), does not 

provide a sound basis for establishing a principle 

of female headship in contradiction to the rest of 

Scripture. Underscoring the fact that having female 

leaders of Israel was not God’s plan, the two exam-

ples of women queens usurping power in the Old 

Testament are thoroughly negative. Queen Jezebel 

led the Northern Kingdom of Israel into apostasy 

and endeavored to exterminate God’s true prophets, 

including Elijah (1 Kgs 18:4; 19:1-2). Athaliah, after 

coming to the throne of Judah, consolidated her 

power by killing all the male heirs save young Joash 

who was hidden away for six years by the wife of the 

high priest (2 Kgs 11:1-3; 2 Chr 22:10-12). 

In the New Testament, female believers were 

called to significant supportive roles in the min-

istry of Jesus: learning lessons from Him just like 

the other disciples (Luke 10:39), providing financial 

means for the furtherance of His ministry (Luke 

8:3), and supplying moral encouragement during the 
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crucial closing week (John 12:1-8), not least by their 

determined presence at the cross (Mark 15:40-41; 

John 19:25). They were also His witnesses before and 

after His resurrection (Luke 8:1-2; 24:9-10). Jesus 

commanded Mary Magdalene to tell the news to the 

other disciples (John 20:15-18) and, together with the 

other women who went to the tomb, was among 

the first witnesses to His resurrection (Luke 24:2-

10). Although these roles would undoubtedly have 

been offensive to Jewish cultural sensitivities, Jesus 

invited them to fulfill these important tasks. So out 

of step was Jesus’ treatment of women with prevail-

ing Jewish attitudes, that even the apostles did not 

believe the witness the women brought them of the 

risen Lord (Luke 24:11).49 

We also have ample evidence of women working 

in local churches: Priscilla and her husband Aquila 

in their spare time labored in Corinth, Ephesus, and 

Rome, working with Paul, teaching accurately “the 

way of God,” and opening their home for church 

gatherings (Acts 18:1, 18, 26; 1 Cor 16:9; Rom 16:3); 

Phoebe, a “servant” (diakonos)50 of the church at 

Cenchreae near Corinth and patron of Paul and 

others, delivered Paul’s epistle to Rome and may 

have encouraged generous support of his mission to 

Spain (Rom 16:1; cf. 15:25-32); Mary was notable in 

Rome for her hard work in the church (16:6); Junia 

with Andronicus were “well-known to the apostles” 

(v. 7);51 Tryphaena, Tryphosa, and Persis “worked 

hard in the Lord” (v. 12). But there is no clear 

evidence that any of these women ever exercised a 

headship role. Their labors appear to be supportive 

of the work being carried forward by the apostles 

and other men whom God had called to lead His 

church. Today God still seeks both men and women 

willing to fill supportive roles in the advancement 

of His work. Paul indicates the importance of each 

person’s contribution to the process of readying the 

crop for harvest (1 Cor 3:4-11). Every worker has an 

important role to play, but God gives the resultant 

increase so that no individual is more important 

than another. Equality of service is not incompat-

ible with different roles; all are servants of Christ 

and the glory belongs to God for the growth of the 

church and the abundant final harvest.

ORDINATION IN THE NEW TESTAMENT 

CHURCH 

Jesus established His church by ordaining twelve 

men from a much larger group of disciples.52 He 

named them “apostles,” thus anticipating their 

future sending as His personal emissaries (Mark 

3:13-14). This took place more than a year after 

their initial call (cf. Mark 1:16-20; John 1:35-51)53 and 

represents a further stage both in their experience 

as disciples and in the development of the church. 

While all who join themselves to Christ are expected 

to be fruitful disciples (John 15:1-6), some were set 

apart or ordained to special leadership capacities. 

After His death and resurrection, Jesus bestowed 

the Holy Spirit on the apostles, making them His 

undershepherds, instructing them, and authoriz-

ing them to act on His behalf (John 20:21-23). In 

this light, Ellen White draws out the significance of 

the gift of the Holy Spirit in qualifying men for the 

gospel ministry: 

Before the disciples could fulfill their official 

duties in connection with the church, Christ 

Equality of service is not incompatible 
with different roles; all are servants of 
Christ and the glory belongs to God 
for the growth of the church and the 
abundant final harvest.
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breathed His Spirit upon them. He was commit-

ting to them a most sacred trust, and He desired 

to impress them with the fact that without the 

Holy Spirit this work could not be accomplished. 

. . . Only those who are thus taught of God, those 

who possess the inward working of the Spirit, and 

in whose life the Christ-life is manifested, are to 

stand as representative men, to minister in behalf 

of the church.54 

Ordination (to “set apart for an office or duty”)55 

is described in the New Testament by various Greek 

words, which reflect the preferred vocabulary of 

the individual authors. The only ritual associated 

with ordination in the New Testament is the laying 

on of hands, although prayer, fasting, and other 

practices are also sometimes mentioned. Use of the 

ritual, based on Old Testament precedent (Num 

8:10; 27:18) serves to represent both the sanction 

of the church at large (through the one previously 

ordained by the church) and church members (who 

have expressed their confidence in God’s calling of 

the individual through their vote with the uplifted 

hand, 2 Cor 8:19).

Specifically mentioned as being recipients of the 

laying on of hands are deacons and elders (Acts 6:6; 

14:23), which explains why these two offices also 

appear together in 1 Timothy 3. Paul, in writing to 

Titus on the island of Crete, makes no mention of 

deacons, instructing him to appoint elders for the 

churches in the various towns there (1:5). Timothy, 

on the other hand, was stationed in Ephesus. Being 

one of the leading cities of the empire, it must have 

had considerably larger churches than the island 

of Crete, because, like the church in Jerusalem, 

both elders and deacons were required. The role of 

Timothy and Titus, as elders overseeing a number of 

churches, is similar to that of the ordained minister 

today.

Turning in greater detail to 1 Timothy, the verses 

immediately preceding chapter 3 contain what some 

consider to be instructions as to how wives should 

relate to their husbands. However, normally such 

instructions are given as part of what is generally 

referred to as a household code like those found 

in Ephesians 5:21-6:9 and Colossians 3:18-4:1. The 

use in Ephesians 5 of pronouns which are trans-

lated “one’s own” (idios, v. 22; heautou, vv. 28-29) 

show clearly that the Greek words anēr and gynē 

should be translated in that context as “husband” 

and “wife,” not generically (“man” and “woman”). 

The article has a similar function in Colossians 

3:18-4:1 to specify “wives” (v. 18), “husbands,” (v. 19), 

as well as “children” (v. 20), “fathers” (v. 21), “slaves” 

(v. 22), and “masters” (4:1). 1 Peter 2:18-3:7 addresses 

instructions to servants (2:18) followed by “simi-

larly” (houtōs, 3:1, 7) to address wives and husbands, 

thus signaling the presence of a household code 

there also. In short, household codes always have 

indicators showing that reference is being made to 

husbands and wives. 

First Timothy 2, while it resembles a household 

code, has no such indicators;56 nor is there mention 

of masters, servants or children. So here anēr and 

gynē should be translated generically, “man” and 

“woman” rather than “husband” and “wife.” Further 

support for this translation is seen in the fact that 

1 Timothy 2 deals with worship life rather than 

home life, as well as from 1 Timothy 3:15 which calls 

the church “the house of God.” Understandably, 

then, this passage has been labeled a church code.57 

Such an application of the rules of the house to 

the church should not be all that surprising since 

we have many references in the New Testament to 

churches meeting in homes, including in Ephesus 

(1 Cor 16:19) where Timothy was located at the 

time that Paul wrote his first epistle to him (1 Tim 

1:3). First Timothy 2 begins with instructions that 
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prayer should be offered for all people (vv. 1-7),58 and 

that the men “in every place,” i.e., wherever there 

is a church gathering for worship (cf. 3:15), “should 

pray, lifting holy hands, without anger or quarrel-

ing” (v. 8). Next follows instructions for “women 

who profess godliness,” i.e. believers—women in the 

church.59 They should dress modestly and prudently 

(vv. 9-10), so that fashion does not lead to rivalry or 

divisions in the church. What immediately follows 

should also be understood as part of this church 

code: women should not take an authoritative 

teaching role (vv. 11-12) apart from or independent 

of the male-based church leadership prescribed in 

1 Timothy 3. Again, as in the earlier part of the chap-

ter, Paul gives his rationale for this assertion, this 

time based on the history and theological signifi-

cance of the Creation and the Fall: “For Adam was 

formed first, then Eve; and Adam was not deceived, 

but the woman was deceived and became a trans-

gressor” (vv. 13-14). 

Mentioning the order of creation, man first and 

then woman, concisely invokes from Genesis 2 the 

male leadership principle that God established in 

Eden. The word Paul chooses for deceive (exapataō; 

cf. Gen 3:13, LXX) means “to cause someone to 

accept false ideas about someth[ing].”60 As we saw 

above, the serpent deceived Eve by approaching her 

as if she were the head, reversing the headship prin-

ciple, and by suggesting that she and Adam could 

rise to a higher level of power through eating the 

forbidden fruit. Adam was not deceived—he saw the 

headship principle had been reversed and “mourned 

that he had permitted Eve to wander from his side. 

. . . Love, gratitude, loyalty to the Creator—all were 

overborne by love to Eve. She was a part of himself, 

and he could not endure the thought of separa-

tion.”61 Yet, Paul also exalts as crucial one of the 

roles that only women can play in counteracting 

the Fall and obtaining salvation—as mothers in 

fulfillment of Genesis 3:15. This verse points first 

and foremost to the incarnation of Jesus Christ, 

the promised seed (Gal 3:16), the source of eternal 

salvation (Heb 5:9); but it is also a part of God’s plan 

that women who have the opportunity exercise this 

God-given privilege and role of bearing and raising 

godly children (1 Tim 2:15; 1 Cor 11:11-12). Paul is not 

suggesting that women who are unable or choose 

not to have children cannot be saved since he makes 

clear that the condition for obtaining salvation is 

not childbearing per se, but maintaining one’s con-

nection with Christ by continuing “in faith and love 

and holiness, with self-control” (v. 15).62 

Paul’s explanation in 1 Timothy 2:11-15 of the 

relations between believing men and women in the 

church, predicated on the creation order of Genesis 

1-3 (which Paul had already established in 1 Cor 11), 

lays the basis for his stipulations regarding the qual-

ifications for overseers and deacons that immedi-

ately follow in 1 Timothy 3. Confirmation that these 

chapters form a church code appears in 1 Timothy 

3:14-15: “. . . that you may know how it is necessary 

for people to conduct themselves in the house of 

God, which is the church of the living God, a pillar 

and buttress of the truth” (cf. v. 5, Mounce). As those 

who carry responsibility for the spiritual and mate-

rial well-being of the church, overseers and deacons 

must be carefully selected based on the specified 

qualifications, which are almost the same for both 

offices. In addition, however, the overseer must also 

be “able to teach” (didaktikon, cf. 2 Tim 2:24), a qual-

ification not required of deacons. Another church 

code, Titus 1:5-3:2, gives nearly identical qualifica-

tions for the overseer/elder, including competence 

in teaching (1:5-9).63 

The importance of such competency is apparent 

in view of the frequent New Testament references to 

false teachers, and not only in the Pastoral Epistles. 

Requiring this competency of the overseer or elder 
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coupled with disallowing women an authoritative 

teaching role (1 Tim 2:12) helps to explain why the 

person filling the office of overseer/elder “must be 

. . . the husband of one wife” (3:2, dei . . . einai, mias 

gynaikos andra), a stipulation Paul underscores also 

to Titus (1:6). Deacons have a similar requirement 

(1 Tim 2:12).64 Some translate this phrase as “one-

wife husband,” arguing that the word order in Greek 

places the emphasis on “one-wife” (as opposed to 

two or more) when actually the syntax makes all 

parts of the phrase emphatic. It stresses competence 

in managing a stable, respectable Christian home, 

which demonstrates in turn that, as an ordained 

officer of the church, the man should be capable 

of caring for and managing well God’s church. The 

requirement that he be “the husband of one wife” 

cannot refer to polygamy, which was not practiced 

in cities of the Roman empire such as Ephesus;65 

rather, it stipulates that men be appointed who 

exemplify a loving, unselfish headship and the 

values of a lifelong marriage. The parallel between 

3:12 for deacons and 3:2, 4-5 for the elder shows that 

there is a connection between having one wife and 

the ability to manage the household well (including 

any children).

The New Testament’s emphasis on the impor-

tance and integrity of the family social structure is 

not simply out of convenience to harmonize with 

the surrounding culture or out of expedience to 

facilitate mission. In fact, not unlike today, there 

were many cultural forces in Greco-Roman society 

that tended to undermine family stability including 

immoral lifestyles, homosexuality, and materialism. 

In the church too, Paul expresses concern that false 

teachers were subverting “whole families” (Titus 

1:12). The key role that Christianity accorded to the 

family, placing it at the heart of religious faith and 

worship, helps explain its explosive growth and 

rapid expansion throughout the ancient world. It 

also makes clear that the church’s continued growth, 

vitality, and stability depend largely on godly spiri-

tual leadership in the homes that compose it.

Paul underscores that the structure of the human 

family was established at creation: “the head of 

every man is Christ, and the head of the woman is 

man” (1 Cor 11:3 NIV). “For man was not made from 

woman, but woman from man. Neither was man 

created for woman, but woman for man” (vv. 8-9; 

cf. 1 Tim 2:13). Christ is not just the head of Adam, 

but the head of every man. And “the husband is 

the head of the wife” (Eph 5:23). This human family 

structure was integrated at creation into heaven’s 

existing order in which cherubim and seraphim are 

nearest the throne (Ps 99:1; Isa 6:2; Ezek 10:3; 11:22), 

Christ as Archangel is head over these as well as 

the rest of the angelic host (1 Thess 4:16; Rev 12:7; 

cf. Josh 5:13-15), and “the head of Christ is God” 

(1 Cor 11:3). 

First Corinthians 11 is similar to 1 Timothy and 

Titus, but as a corrective church code. We see the 

same clues: a generic use of man and woman in 

connection with an argument from the creation 

order (11:3, 7-9) and instructions for how men and 

women are to behave in the church (11:4-6, 13-15). 

Apparently there were some believers in Corinth 

who were not following the accepted practices for 

affirming the headship principle in the church. So 

Paul first articulates the overarching principle that 

“the head of every man is Christ, and the head of 

the woman is man,” which is modeled by Christ 

Himself, who is submissive to His Head, God the 

Father (v. 3). Paul makes application of this headship 

principle, based on the governing role of the head 

to the body (vv. 4-6, as also in Eph 5:22-33), and he 

defends it vigorously (vv. 7-16). “Head” (kephalē) in 

this context, as elsewhere in the New Testament,66 

does not refer to “source,” which is not at issue here, 

but to “authority” (v. 10). 67 The notion of head as 
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authority is frequent also in the OT, where the term 

(Heb. rōʾš) is used for rulers, chiefs, captains, and 

other authorities.68 Even in prophecy, heads sym-

bolize authority, whether kings, rulers, powers, or 

kingdoms (Dan 2:38; 7:6; Rev 17:9-10). 

After explaining how the headship principle 

articulated in verse 3 should impact one’s decorum 

in worship, Paul gives several supporting arguments 

for the principle. His primary Biblical rationale 

comes from the order and purpose of creation in 

Genesis 1-2: (1) woman is the glory of man inasmuch 

as she came from man (1 Cor 11:7-8); and (2) woman 

was created for the man (v. 9). He also appeals to the 

decorum angels manifest in worship (v. 10).69 Paul 

balances this male leadership principle, however, 

with a “nevertheless” (plēn) clause in vv. 11-12 in 

order to remind his readers that it is not uncondi-

tional, that interdependence also functions among 

believers. Thus, as in the New Testament household 

codes,70 unselfish love is presumed in the church 

code too. Paul wraps up his instructions with sub-

sidiary arguments which are universal, not local or 

cultural—from reason (v. 13) and nature (vv. 14-15). 

Finally, he makes clear that all of the churches fol-

low a consistent practice, from which no deviation 

will be considered (v. 16). While the nature of the 

head covering is not completely clear, Paul’s main 

point applies with equal force today: the way men 

and women conduct themselves in church should 

indicate that the principle of male church leadership 

is operative and accepted by all who take part in 

worship. Since every reason Paul gives for upholding 

this principle transcends local culture and practice, 

it follows that what he enjoins for the church at 

Corinth is not unique or applicable only to them. 

The principle of submission to the designated head 

is not limited by location or circumstance because it 

is practiced in all the churches and even in heaven. 

Paul shows how headship functions throughout 

divine-human, human, and divine relations,71 

thereby emphasizing the same kind of nourishing 

headship relation by men in the church that Christ 

has with the church as a whole (cf. Eph 5:23), which 

resembles the role relation God the Father bears to 

Christ (1 Cor 11:3). 

A few chapters later, in 1 Corinthians 14, Paul lays 

down another corrective church code. This set of 

rules deals with disruptive speech by both men and 

women in the church. Verses 33b-35, which forbid 

women from speaking in church, must be under-

stood in this setting. Rather than contradicting 

what Paul has just said in 1 Corinthians 11:5 about 

women praying and prophesying in church, the rule 

should be read in light of this more comprehensive 

instruction that precedes it. 

RELATION OF SPIRITUAL GIFTS TO 

ORDINATION 

There are several lists of spiritual gifts in the New 

Testament, which together reflect a wide diversity 

of talents put to spiritual use. These gifts include 

prophecy, evangelism, teaching, helps, hospital-

ity, ministry to the poor, and many others. Such 

gifts are available to both men and women without 

regard to race, class, or nationality. Still, while every-

one is given some gift (1 Cor 12:7), there may be gifts 

that are not available to everyone since each of them 

is distributed in accordance with the Spirit’s choos-

ing, bestowal, and direction, not ours (v. 11). The 

same may be said of church offices. Various church 

capacities, including that of prophet, are open to 

women (Luke 2:36; Acts 21:9; cf. 2:17-18; 1 Cor 11:5). 

However, women are never seen functioning as 

pastors, even though some, like Priscilla with her 

husband Aquila, were certainly involved in the work 

of instructing and making disciples, because the 

commission to share the gospel is something that 

all Christians should be actively engaged in (Luke 
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24:8-10; Rev 22:17). Nor are women ever seen func-

tioning as elders/overseers, no doubt because this 

office combines headship and shepherding func-

tions. Paul speaks tenderly to the “elders” (presby-

teroi) of the church in Ephesus (Acts 20:17), whom 

the Holy Spirit appointed as “overseers” (episkopoi) 

to “shepherd” (poimainō) the church of God (v. 28). 

Peter also seems to use overseer and shepherd (or 

“pastor”) synonymously when he speaks of Jesus as 

“the Shepherd and Overseer of your souls” (1 Pet 

2:25),72 as well as in his exhortation to the leaders of 

the churches of Asia Minor to “shepherd the flock of 

God, . . . exercising oversight [episkopountes]” (5:2). 

The elder is given oversight over God’s “flock” to 

protect it from danger and deception (Acts 20:29). 

It is an office that was given only to men who, like 

Adam and other spiritual leaders of the home and 

the church, will be called “to give an account” (Heb 

13:17).

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

In the course of this brief but wide-ranging study, 

we have seen that the Seventh-day Adventist 

understanding of ordination and church order was 

established very early through extensive Bible study 

and remained essentially unchanged until the 1970s 

and 1980s when church policy started becoming 

more dominant in defining ministerial functions. 

However, the increasing conflict over the ordination 

of women, seen in recent years at various levels of 

our church, suggests that deeper theological issues 

are involved which can only be fully resolved by 

returning to a more Biblically based understanding 

and practice of ordination. An alternative approach 

suggests that we must continue down the path of 

pragmatic solutions because the Bible provides 

us no more than a vague, principle-based “trajec-

tory.” It implies that the Old Testament’s consistent 

affirmation of male priests, the precedent of Jesus 

in ordaining twelve men as apostles, the selection 

of seven male deacons, and the teachings of Paul 

regarding the qualifications of church officers, are all 

products of the time, circumscribed by the limits of 

the culture. In fact, ordaining women represents a 

significant departure from the Biblical model. Is our 

degenerate Western culture of modernism and post-

modernism, with its intentional dismantling of the 

family and family values, Christian distinctiveness, 

and, ultimately, “truth,” better equipped to address 

the needs of the church today than are the Bible and 

the Spirit of Prophecy? From our earliest beginnings 

as Seventh-day Adventists, we have found a solid, 

Bible-based approach to be our source of unity, 

and this challenge will be no exception. Ultimately, 

when policy-based rather than Scripture-based solu-

tions to theological problems are employed, church 

order and unity may be undermined, as our recent 

experience in connection with this issue has shown. 

Genuine unity is the product of the converting 

power of the Word of God. It must be our guiding 

light—not a social reengineering of gender roles and 

functions that can never bring lasting relief from 

the abuses brought about by sin. Jesus has shown 

us the way, not through external social reforms but 

through inner transformation and the power of a 

positive example.

Beginning with the creation narrative of Genesis 

1 and 2, the Bible consistently describes human 

beings as both equal and complementary, assign-

ing the primary leadership role to the man with a 

supportive role given to the woman. The entrance 

of sin attempted to reverse these roles, but God 

indicated that male leadership would continue 

(Gen 3:16). Paul describes, based on Genesis, how 

this leadership, both in the home (Eph 5) and in the 

church (1 Cor 11), is to be subject to and modeled 

after Christ’s own unselfish headship. Throughout 

Scripture, women fulfill important supportive roles 



208  Theology of Ordination

and women were specifically included by Jesus in 

His ministry. They also assisted the apostles in their 

work of establishing churches, but none are ever 

seen functioning as an elder or deacon because 

such persons “must be” (dei . . . einai) the husband 

of one wife, exhibiting godly character qualities and 

demonstrating wise spiritual leadership in the home 

(1 Tim 3:2-5, 12; Titus 1:6). This same Scriptural 

requirement applies also to pastors, whose head-

ship role transcends that of a local church elder. The 

theological basis for this requirement is grounded in 

the early chapters of Genesis. Paul sets out guide-

lines for men and women in the church based on 

the creation order, which in turn is based on the 

relation between the Father and the Son (1 Tim 2-3; 

1 Cor 11, 14; Titus 1-3). Within this Biblical paradigm 

of godly male headship, all supportive avenues for 

service within the church are open to both women 

and men based on their Spirit-bestowed gifts and 

calling, including teaching, helps, hospitality, min-

istry to the poor, and many others. Naturally, how 

men and women relate to each other in a church 

setting will vary somewhat from culture to culture. 

At the same time, it will be evident that the prin-

ciple of male church leadership is supported by the 

congregation as a whole, particularly by those who 

take leading roles in worship. 

To follow the Bible model on the issue of wom-

en’s ordination will require courage like that of our 

pioneers. Nevertheless, it is the only basis on which 

we can expect to maintain global unity, receive 

God’s continued blessing, and, most importantly, 

anticipate the outpouring of the Holy Spirit to  

finish His work.<
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throughout the text suggest that the punishment in 3:16 applies to 
all women. The narrator tells the story as if this verse describes God’s 
current, if not original, intent for women as a group.”

116  Many scholars recognize only one punishment each for the serpent, 
woman, and man, and hence the parallelism in Gen 3:16ab is often 
taken as the punishment (increased pain/labor in childbirth), and 
3:16cd taken as description, not penal prescription, of conditions after 
sin. (See, e.g., Busenitz, “Genesis 3:16 Reconsidered,” 206–208.) How-
ever, it seems clear that the man receives more than one punishment 
(although they are all interrelated): pain/hard labor in agricultural 
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pursuits (vv. 17b, 19a); having to deal with thorns and thistles, and a 
switch to eating of the herbs of the field (v. 18); and eventual return 
to dust in death (v. 19b). Likewise, the woman receives a multiple, but 
interrelated, sentence: increased hard labor in childbearing, and a new 
role of voluntary submission to the servant leadership of her husband. 
Moreover, while the first part of the divine judgment upon Eve and 
Adam arguably deals with those roles that will be their primary 
concern (the woman’s childbearing and the man’s providing for the 
family’s physical needs), yet both of the judgments end in punishments 
that broaden to include both male and female. Both Adam and Eve 
will return to the dust in death; and both Adam and Eve experience a 
change in role relationships from egalitarian to leadership/submission. 
For further argumentation in favor of more than one punishment in 
each of the curse/judgments, see Jerome T. Walsh, “Genesis 2:4b–3:24: 
A Synchronic Approach,” JBL 96 (1977): 168–169 (Walsh argues for two 
punishments for each party, one involving an essential life function 
and the other a relationship, with the two punishments mutually 
involved in each).

117  Contra Vasholz, “He (?) Will Rule Over You,” 51, the masculine pro-
noun hu’ has as its antecedent the masculine ’ishek “your husband” and 
not the feminine teshuqatek “your desire.” It is the husband who will 
“rule” and not the woman’s desire. Although Vasholz correctly points 
out some exceptions in Genesis to the general rule that the masculine 
pronoun agrees in gender with its antecedent, in this verse there is a 
natural masculine noun (“your husband”) immediately preceding the 
masculine pronoun, and it strains one’s credulity to suggest that the 
general rule of gender agreement is broken in this case. The strongest 
parallel suggested by Vasholz, Gen 4:7, collapses under the explanation 
provided by Joachim Azevedo (summarized below), since this latter 
verse does not violate the rule of gender agreement.

118  Recent attempts by some scholars (see view six above) to translate 
mashal as “to be like” instead of “to rule” face insurmountable lexical/
grammatical/contextual obstacles. It is true that (following BDB 
nomenclature) the root mashalI in the nip‘al stem does signify “to 
be like, similar,” but in Gen 3:16 the root mashal is in the qal. Both 
mashalI “to use a proverb” and mashalIII “to rule” occur in the qal, but 
the context of Gen 3:16 seems to clearly preclude the idea of “use a 
proverb” (mashalII). That mashalIII “to rule” is intended in this passage 
is confirmed by the use of the accompanying preposition be, the nor-
mal proposition following mashalIII (cf. BDB, 605), and other Hebrew 
words of ruling, governing, restraining (malak, radah, shala, ‘aar, etc), 
and never used with mahalI or mashalII. Arguments based largely on 
the meaning of ancient Near Eastern cognates should not be allowed 
to override the biblical context, grammar, syntax, and usage. Sugges-
tions of the retrojection of the meaning “to rule” back into the fall nar-
rative by later redaction, under the influence of an Egyptian cognate, 
although appealing, unfortunately rest on speculation without textual 
support. Likewise, Dennis’ suggested translation of “to be irresistible” 
is not defensible as a meaning for mashal (Sarah Laughed, 25), in light 
of comparative lexical evidence.

119 Skinner, Genesis, 53.

120  See, e.g., 2 Sam 23:3; Prov 17:2; Isa 40:10; 63:19; Zech 6:13. See Robert D. 
Culver, “mashal III, rule, have dominion, reign,” TWOT 1:534: “mashal 
usually receives the translation ‘to rule,’ but the precise nature of the 
rule is as various as the real situations in which the action or state so 
designated occur.” Specific examples follow to support this statement. 
Note, e.g., that the first usage of mashal in Scripture is in reference to 
the two great lights created by God (Gen 1:16)—they were to “domi-
nate” (Tanach; New Jewish Version) the day and night. For further 
discussion of mashal in the positive sense here in Gen 3:16 as well as 
elsewhere in the OT, see Othmar Keel, “Die Stellung der Frau in der 
Erzählung von Schöpfung und Sündenfall,” Orientierung 39 (1975): 75.

121  See, e.g., Judg 8:23; Isa 40:10; Mic 5:1; Zech 6:13; 9:10.

122  Hurley (Man and Woman, 216–219) has perceptively recognized how in 
each of the divine judgments in this chapter there is a blessing as well 
as a curse. Many from conservative Christian traditions (include SDAs) 

maintain that amid the curse upon the serpent appears a veiled bless-
ing in the Protoevangelium (first Gospel promise) of Gen 3:15: “the war-
fare between Satan and the woman’s seed comes to its climax in the 
death of Christ” (Hurley, Man and Woman, 217; cf. Walter C. Kaiser, Jr., 
Toward an Old Testament Theology [Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1978], 
35–37, and Ojewole, “The Seed in Genesis 3:15,” passim, for biblical 
evidence in favor of this traditional interpretation in contrast to the 
modern critical tendency to see here only an aetiological reference.) 
Likewise, in the curse of the ground and the “toil” that is the punish-
ment of Adam, there is at the same time a blessing in that God prom-
ises the ground will continue to yield its fruit and man will still be able 
to eat of it. Furthermore, the term ba‘bur employed in v. 17 probably 
means “for the sake of” (KJV) and not “because of” (RSV) inasmuch as 
the meaning of “because” is already expressed by ki earlier in the verse. 
The ground is cursed “for his [Adam’s] sake”—that is, the curse is for 
Adam’s benefit. Though it did result from Adam’s sin, it also is to be 
regarded as a discipline rendered needful by his sin, to place a check 
upon the indulgence of appetite and passion, to develop habits of self-
control. According to the biblical text, it was a part of God’s great plan 
for man’s recovery from the ruin and degradation of sin.

123 Cassuto, Genesis, 1:163.

124 Clines, Theme of the Pentateuch, 63–64.

125  Otwell, Sarah Laughed, 18, cogently argues that the normal structure 
of Hebrew parallelism is followed here in that Gen 3:16a and b are in 
parallel and 3:16c and d are likewise in parallel. As the first two parallel 
members of this verse duplicate content with regard to childbearing, 
so “we may expect . . . that ‘he shall rule over you’ parallels ‘your desire 
shall be for your husband.’” Otwell’s argument is strengthened by the 
use of the conjunctive waw which serves to unite v. 16a–b with c–d, 
and is best translated by “yet” (RSV).

126  See BDB, 1003; Victor P. Hamilton, “teshuqah,” TWOT 2:913; David 
Talley, “teshuqah,” NIDOTTE 4:341–342.

127  Adrien Janis Bledstein, “Was Eve Cursed? (Or Did a Woman Write 
Genesis?)” BRev 9, no. 1 (February 1993): 42–45, who (mis)translates 
the noun “desire” (teshuqah) as an adjective “desirable,” based upon a 
conjectural emendation of the MT, which I find unconvincing.

128  Contra earlier (first wave) feminist arguments, represented by, e.g., 
Katherine C. Bushnell, God’s Word to Women (London: Women’s 
Correspondence Bible Class, 1912; repr., Mossville, Ill.: God’s Word to 
Women Publishers, 1990), lessons 16–19 (no pages), who followed the 
translation of most ancient versions (LXX, Theodotian, Syriac Peshitta, 
Samaritan Pentateuch, Old Latin, Sahidic, Bohairic, Coptic, Ethiopic). 
Cf. Starr, The Bible Status of Women, 28–29. It seems clear that these 
ancient versions are reading teshubah (“turning”) instead of teshuqah in 
these passages. There is no good reason to abandon the MT for a mis-
understanding of the Hebrew text on the part of the ancient versions. 
For further discussion, see Roland Bergmeier, “Zur Septuagintaüber-
setzung von Gen 3:16,” ZAW 79 (1967): 77–79; Cassuto, Genesis, 1:166; 
Hamilton, Genesis, 201; Talley, NIDOTTE 4:341–342.

129  Busenitz (“Genesis 3:16 Reconsidered,” 208–212) gives strong reasons 
why Song 7:11 [10 ET], and not Gen 4:7 (where the other occurrence 
of teshuqah appears) should be the prevailing passage in provid-
ing illumination for the sense of teshuqah in Gen 3:16. One must 
recognize an entirely different context between Gen 3:16 and 4:7, and 
acknowledge the obscurity of meaning of the latter passage. Busenitz 
summarizes (211): “To grant Gen 4:7 in its obscurity a determinative 
role in the interpretation of Gen 3:16 without permitting the clarity of 
Cant 7:10 [11 ET] to permeate the exegetical process is to abandon her-
meneutical discernment and propriety.” J. M. Sprinkle concurs: “The 
‘desire’ (teshuqah) a woman has for her husband (Gen 3:16) is probably 
sexual attraction or urge (as in Song 7:10 [MT 7:11] that leads her to 
marry despite its consequences of painful labor and male domination 
(pace Foh, 376–83, who interprets as ‘woman’s desire to dominate’ her 
husband based on the use of teshuqah in Gen 4:7)” (Joe M. Sprinkle, 
“Sexuality, Sexual Ethics” (Dictionary of the Old Testament: Pen-
tateuch [ed. T. Desmond Alexander and David W. Baker; Downers 
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Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 2003], 742). See also Belleville, Women Leaders 
and the Church, 106; and Fleming, Man and Woman in Biblical Unity, 
40. 

   At the same time, contrary to the claims of those who see a negative 
connotation of teshuqah in Gen 4:7, a penetrating article by Joachim 
Azevedo, “At the Door of Paradise: A Contextual Interpretation of Gen 
4:7,” BN 100 (1999): 45–59, argues for an interpretation of this passage 
in which the use of teshuqah is positive, thus in basic harmony with its 
usage in Gen 3:16, (although the sexual connotation is not found in the 
“desire” of Gen 4:7 as in the other two passages where it refers specifi-
cally to man-woman relationships). Azevedo points out the serious 
linguistic problems in the traditional translation/interpretation, and 
argues that the minority view in the history of interpretation is to be 
preferred—God here is alluding to the positive prerogatives of Cain’s 
birthright which he would be in no danger of losing if his conduct 
were such as it should be. The antecedent of the masculine suffixed 
pronouns in teshuqtô “his desire” and timshol-bo “you shall rule over 
him” is not khatta’t (usually translated “sin”) which is feminine, but 
Abel (the nearest male antecedent nominative, and the one to whom 
Cain’s anger is directed in previous verses, probably because he had 
lost his firstborn status by his non-compliance with the prescribed rit-
ual, as pointed out by Gordon J. Wenham, Genesis 1–15 [WBC 1; Waco, 
Tex.: Word, 1987], 102). Furthermore, the word khatta’t in this context 
of ritual sacrifice, should be translated as “sin-offering” or better, “puri-
fication-offering,” and not “sin” (as implicit in the LXX translation, and 
as Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16: A New Translation with Introduc-
tion and Commentary [AB 3; Garden City, N.J.: Doubleday, 1991], 253, 
points out with regard to the word in a similar, inter-textually related, 
context in Leviticus). The masculine participle robets “lying down, 
resting, reposing” provides further evidence of a sacrificial context 
here, pointing to the male gender of the required male sacrificial 
animal for the purification-offering, as in Lev 4:4, 23. The expression 
lappetakh “at the gate/door” again gives a cultic sacrificial context, 
referring to the cherubim-guarded door/gate of Paradise, where sinful 
humans were to bring their sacrifices, paralleling the numerous uses of 
petakh in the Torah describing the door of the Tabernacle. Gathering 
together the various strands of his exegesis, Azevedo, 59, provides the 
following contextual translation of Gen 4:7b: “a purification-offering 
[a male sacrificial animal] lies down at the door [of the Garden], and to 
you will be his [Abel’s] desire and you will rule [again as the firstborn] 
over him [your brother].” This interpretation, supported by numerous 
lines of evidence adduced by Azevedo from grammar, syntax, context, 
ancient versions (LXX), cognate languages, literary structure, discourse 
analysis, and ancient Near Eastern parallels, seems plausible, and is 
consistent with the positive interpretation of teshuqah in Gen 3:16 and 
Song 7:11 (English v. 10).

130  It is not possible on the basis of word study alone (as per the cautions 
of James Barr and others) to determine exactly what is the scope of 
“yearning” of wife for husband that is implied here. Along the lines of 
the usage in the Song of Songs (which actually constitutes a com-
mentary on the Genesis passage; see ch. 13 below), depicting Solomon’s 
desire for the Shulamite, teshuqah no doubt includes a sexual desire 
(see, e.g., Sprinkle, “Sexuality,” 742). In addition, along the lines of Gen 
4:7 (which is grammatically parallel with Gen 3:16), with Abel’s “desire” 
for his elder (first-born) brother Cain, it may involve a sense of depen-
dance and respect. It theoretically could also involve a maternal desire 
or instinct for children that a relationship with her husband could 
fulfill, although, as I point out below, the text emphasizes that her 
desire will be for her husband, not for children. The point I am making 
here is that teshuqah in Gen 3:16 most probably has a positive and not 
negative connotation, just as in Song 7:11 (10 ET) (and perhaps also 
as in Gen 4:7, the only other occurrences of this term in the Hebrew 
Bible).

131  See, e.g., NASB and RSV/NRSV.

132  Note that the woman’s “desire” is for her husband, not for children, as 
some would interpret this verse.

133  I find useful the terminology of “remedial hierarchy” utilized by 

Gilbert Bilezikian with regard to a temporary mode of local church 
structure for new church plants “as they attempt to establish their cor-
porate identity under the guidance of directive leadership” (Communi-
ty 101: Reclaiming the Local Church as Community of Oneness [Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 1997], 181. But in Gen 3:16 I see God prescribing 
this “remedial hierarchy” for the home situation to facilitate harmony 
and unity, while all the time aiming toward the pre-fall Edenic ideal of 
egalitarianism.

134  The hermeneutic model of “redemptive- movement” has found its 
most articulate defender in William J. Webb, Slaves, Women and Ho-
mosexuals: Exploring the Hermeneutics of Cultural Analysis (Down-
ers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 2001); idem, “A Redemptive-Movement 
Hermeneutic: The Slavery Analogy,” in Discovering Biblical Equal-
ity: Complementarity without Hierarchy (ed. Ronald W. Pierce and 
Rebecca Merrill Groothuis; Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 2004), 
382–400. In his book Slaves, Women and Homosexuals, Webb seeks to 
develop intrascriptural criteria of permanence in his cultural analysis 
of various biblical laws and practices. Many of his insights are helpful, 
but I find his weakest point is in failing to recognize the absolute and 
primary criterion of permanence to be the norms established by God 
at creation; he lists his “basis in the original creation” criteria as nos. 6 
and 7 of his 18 proposed criteria, and labels these criteria as only “mod-
erately persuasive.” On this point of weakness, I am in agreement with 
the critique of Wayne Grudem, “Should We Move Beyond the New 
Testament to a Better Ethic? An Analysis of William J. Webb, Slaves, 
Women and Homosexuals: Exploring the Hermeneutics of Cultural 
Analysis,” JETS 47 (2004): 315–316, who shows that the culturally rela-
tive items Webb claims to find in the creation narrative (like Adam 
and Eve, all people should pursue farming as their occupation, should 
use only ground transportation, should practice primogeniture, and 
should never remain single) are in fact not taught as normative in 
Gen 1–2. I find Grudem correct in his assessment of Webb’s criteria 
dealing with creation: “Webb fails to show that there are culturally 
relative components in the pre-fall garden of Eden” (ibid., 326, italics 
his). In my view, more promising than Webb’s numerous, complex 
(and sometimes problematic) criteria of transcultural permanence, is 
a hermeneutic of cultural analysis that recognizes the divine design 
at the original creation as the ultimate norm, with all subsequent 
laws/practices prescribed or affirmed by God constituting part of his 
redemptive program leading humanity back toward the Edenic para-
digm. This “creation-fall-redemption” hermeneutic is being developed 
by Alexandru Breja; see his “A Biblical Approach to Transcultural 
Analysis” (paper presented at the annual meeting of the Evangelical 
Theological Society, Atlanta, Ga., November 2003) and “The Meaning 
and Theological Implications of chuqqim lo tobim (‘laws that were not 
good’) in Ezekiel 20:25” (paper presented at the annual meeting of the 
Evangelical Theological Society, San Antonio, Tex., November 2004).

135  I intentionally utilize the term “servant-leadership” rather than “head-
ship” in framing this seventh position, because the term “headship” 
has become semantically loaded to imply the element of “authority 
over” which I do not find in the biblical mandate of Gen 3:16.

136  Gerhard F. Hasel, “Equality from the Start: Woman in the Creation 
Story,” Spectrum 17, no. 2 (1975): 26.

137  While chair of a department at my Seminary, I saw God’s leadership 
appointment in Gen 3:16 somewhat like my role as department chair. 
In all committees—at least those constituted after the fall—there 
needs to be a facilitator (the committee “chair”), and in a committee of 
equal numbers there must be some way to break a deadlocked tie vote. 
So God has designated the husband as facilitator and “tie-breaker” 
to maintain union and preserve harmony of their home “committee 
of two.” The chair (at least in my OT Department) has no power to 
control the department members; he is the first among equals with 
the unenviable task of doing the “busy work” to facilitate the smooth 
performance of the department. So the husband as “first among 
equals” in the home, as Gen 3:16 seems to imply, “gets” to be “first”: 
first to say “I’m sorry,” first to offer to take out the garbage and do 
other disagreeable jobs, first to take responsibility if something goes 
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wrong! As Allender and Longman III put it (Intimate Allies, 165, 192): 
“the husband is to be the first to bleed on behalf of the person whom 
he has been called to protect: his wife. . . . To be the head is to lead 
by sacrificing first for those who we are called to serve.” At the same 
time, just as a committee works best by consensus and it may rarely 
or never be necessary for the committee chair to break a tie vote as 
the members serve together in a harmonious union (I write now as a 
former department chair who had the privilege of working with such 
departmental members!), so the husband leadership may rarely need 
to be exercised (in the sense of “tie-breaking” or the wife’s submission).

138  Throughout the OT, it is apparent in the description of male-female 
relationships that there are equally shared roles of work done by both 
men and women, such as serving as shepherds, cooking (cf. Jacob, 
Esau, and Abraham preparing food), etc. For development of this 
crucial point from both Gen 1–3 and beyond and from the social sci-
ences, see esp. Van Leeuwen, Gender & Grace, and idem, My Brother’s 
Keeper, passim.

139 See, e.g., Ellen White, 4SP 322; 7SDABC 475, 974; 1 SM 341.

140 Westermann, Creation, 95.

141  Stuart B. Babbage, Sex and Sanity: A Christian View of Sexual Morality 
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1965).

142  See, e.g., Schaeffer, Genesis, 105–106. Many Seventh-day Adventists 
and other conservative Christians see here a typological reference to 
spiritual covering (the robe of righteousness) provided by the death of 
the coming Substitute, the Messianic Lamb of God.

143  For further discussion of this evidence, see R. Davidson, “Cosmic 
Metanarrative,” 108–111, and idem, Song for the Sanctuary, chap. 6.

144  Note that the significant intertextual linkage is made with the conver-
gence of both of these terms in a single context, not just their isolated 
occurrence separately.

145  Robert A. Oden, Jr., The Bible Without Theology: The Theological 
Tradition and Alternatives to It (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1987), 
92–105 (this is his ch. 3, entitled “Grace or Status? Yahweh’s Clothing 
of the First Humans”). Oden examines the use of the two key Hebrew 
words “to clothe” (labash, hip‘il) and “tunic/coat” (ketonet), both in 
Scripture and in the ancient Near Eastern literature, and shows how 
these terms are regularly employed in contexts of status marking. See, 
e.g., Isa 22:21, where God marks the status of Eliakim by clothing him.

146  Jacques B. Doukhan, “Women Priests in Israel: A Case for Their Ab-
sence,” in Women in Ministry: Biblical and Historical Perspectives (ed. 
Nancy Vyhmeister; Berrien Springs, Mich.: Andrews University Press, 
1998), 36. An awareness of the nature of the hermeneutical principles 
of intertextuality in Scripture is needed to be fully sensitive to this 
identification.

147 Ibid., 37.

148  Otwell, And Sarah Laughed, 72. Cf. Erhard S. Gerstenberger, Yahweh 
the Patriarch: Ancient Images of God and Feminist Theology (Minne-
apolis, Minn.: Fortress, 1996), passim; and Gerda Lerner, The Creation 
of Patriarchy (Woman and History 1; New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1986), passim.

149  See the discussion of these areas of concern in Hurley, Man and 
Woman, 33–42. Otwell, And Sarah Laughed, 32–37, 143–146, shows that 
in each of these areas the whole family is involved, though the father 
as functioning leader of the family had formal responsibility.

150  See Ellen White’s evaluation of patriarchy: “In early times the father 
was the ruler and priest of his own family, and he exercised author-
ity over his children, even after they had families of their own. His 
descendants were taught to look up to him as their head, in both 
religious and secular matters. This patriarchal system of govern-
ment Abraham endeavored to perpetuate, as it tended to preserve 
the knowledge of God. It was necessary to bind the members of the 
household together, in order to build up a barrier against the idolatry 
that had become so widespread and so deep-seated. Abraham sought 

by every means in his power to guard the inmates of his encampment 
against mingling with the heathen and witnessing their idolatrous 
practices, for he knew that familiarity with evil would insensibly cor-
rupt the principles. The greatest care was exercised to shut out every 
form of false religion and to impress the mind with the majesty and 
glory of the living God as the true object of worship. 

   It was a wise arrangement, which God Himself had made, to cut off 
His people, so far as possible, from connection with the heathen, mak-
ing them a people dwelling alone, and not reckoned among the na-
tions. He had separated Abraham from his idolatrous kindred, that the 
patriarch might train and educate his family apart from the seductive 
influences which would have surrounded them in Mesopotamia, and 
that the true faith might be preserved in its purity by his descendants 
from generation to generation.” (PP 141–142). 

151  As a verb: Gen 20:3: Deut 21:13; 22:22; 24:1; Isa 54:1, 5; 62:4–5; Jer 3:15; 
31:32. As a noun, Gen 20:3; Exod 21:3, 22; Deut 22:24; 24:4; 2 Sam 11:26; 
Joel 1:8; Prov 12:4; 31:11, 23, 28; Esth 1:17, 20.

152  See esp. the discussion in Otwell, And Sarah Laughed, 78, 145.

153  For the full range of evidence, see especially Jo Ann Davidson, “Genesis 
Matriarchs Engage Feminism,” AUSS 40, no. 2 (2002): 169–178; and R. 
Davidson, Flame of Yahweh, 226–235. 

154  For insightful studies on Sarah, see esp., Alice Ogden Bellis, Help-
mates, Harlots, and Heroes: Women’s Stories in the Hebrew Bible 
(Louisville, Ky.: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1994), 70–74; Mark E. 
Biddle, “The ‘Endangered Ancestress’ and Blessing for the Nations,” 
JBL 109 (1990): 599–611; Adrien Janis Bledstein, “The Trials of Sarah,” 
Judaism 30 (1981): 411–417; Katheryn Pfisterer Darr, Far More Precious 
Than Jewels (Louisville, Ky.: John Knox Press, 1991), 85–131; Dennis, 
Sarah Laughed, 34–61; J. Cheryl Exum, “Who’s Afraid of ‘The Endan-
gered Ancestress’?” in The New Literary Criticism and the Hebrew 
Bible (ed. J. Cheryl Exum and David J. A. Clines; Sheffield: JSOT, 1993), 
91–113; Sharon Pace Jeansonne, The Women of Genesis: From Sarah 
to Potiphar’s Wife (SCB 4; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990), 14–30; Jacques 
Nicole and Marie-Claire Nicole, “Sara, soeur et femme d’Abraham,” 
ZAW 112 (2000): 5–23; Janice Nunnally-Cox, Foremothers: Women of 
the Bible (New York: Seabury Press, 1981), 5–9; Sakenfeld, Just Wives?, 
7–25; Savina J. Teubal, Sarah the Priestess: The First Matriarch of Gen-
esis (Athens, Ohio: Swallow Press, 1984); Phyllis Trible, “Genesis 22: 
The Sacrifice of Sarah,” in Not in Heaven: Coherence and Complexity 
in Biblical Narrative (ed. Jason P. Rosenblatt and Joseph C. Sitterson; 
Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana University Press, 1991), 170–191; Jack W. 
Vancil, “Sarah—Her Life and Legacy,” in Essays on Women in Earliest 
Christianity (ed. Carroll D. Osburn; 2 vols.; Joplin, Mo.: College Press, 
1995), 2:37–68. 

155  See Mary J. Evans, “The Invisibility of Women: An Investigation of 
a Possible Blind Spot for Biblical Commentators,” CBRFJ 122 (1990): 
37–38, for this analysis.

156 Nunnally-Cox, Foremothers, 9.

157  See esp., Christine Garside Allen, “Who Was Rebekah? ‘On Me Be the 
Curse, My Son,’” in Beyond Androcentricism: New Essays on Women 
and Religion (ed. Rita M. Gross; Missoula, Mont.: Scholars Press, 1977), 
183–216; Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative (New York: Basic 
Books, 1981), 51–54; Frymer-Kensky, Reading the Women of the Bible, 
5–23; Jeansonne, Women of Genesis, 53–70; Donald B. Sharp, “The 
Courting of Rebecca: A Yahwist Portrait of the Ideal ‘Bride-To-Be,’” IBS 
22 (January 2000): 26–37; Meir Sternberg, The Poetics of Biblical Nar-
rative: Ideological Literature and the Drama of Reading (Bloomington, 
Ind.: Indiana University Press, 1987), 136–152; Lieve Teugels, “‘A Strong 
Woman Who Can Find?’ A Study of Characterization in Genesis 24 
with Some Perspectives on the General Presentation of Isaac and 
Rebekah in the Genesis Narrative,” JSOT 63 (1994): 89–104; Mary 
Donovan Turner, “Rebekah: Ancestor of Faith,” LTQ 20, no. 2 (April, 
1985): 42–49; cf. Mishael Maswari Caspi and Rachel S. Havrelock, 
Women on the Biblical Road: Ruth, Naomi, and the Female Journey 
(Lanham, Md.: University Press of America, 1996), 38.
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158  Frymer-Kensky (Reading the Women of the Bible, 13–14) summarizes: 
“Rivka is the counterpart to both Abraham and Sarah. Like Sarah, she 
is the instrument of the promise, the agent through whom Isaac will 
become the father of a nation. She is also a second Abraham, who, 
like him, voluntarily chooses to leave Mesopotamia for Canaan. Her 
‘I will go’ answers the four times the issue of going has been raised in 
the story (vv. 4, 7, 38, and 40) and echoes God’s command to Abraham 
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Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1987), 285–302; J. Gerald Janzen, 
“Song of Moses, Song of Miriam: Who is Seconding Whom?” CBQ 54, 
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and wife missionary team with Junia directing “her energies especially 
to other women” (Thomas R. Schreiner, Romans [BECNT 6; Grand 
Rapids, Mich.: Baker, 1998], 797). 

52 Ellen G. White, The Desire of Ages, 296: “When Jesus had ended His 
instruction to the disciples, He gathered the little band close about 
Him, and kneeling in the midst of them, and laying His hands upon 
their heads, He offered a prayer dedicating them to His sacred work. 
Thus the Lord’s disciples were ordained to the gospel ministry” (cf. 
idem, Thoughts from the Mount of Blessing, 4).

53 See The Seventh-day Adventist Bible Commentary (ed. Francis D. Nichol; 
7 vols.; Washington, D.C.: Review and Herald, 1956), 5:230-31; cf. 196-
97.

54 Ellen G. White, The Desire of Ages, 805.

55 D. Miall Edwards, “Ordain, Ordination,” ISBE (1915 ed.), 4:2199, col. 
2. The word “ordination,” derived from ordinatio, has its analogs in 
the other Latin-based languages. However, the concept is translated 
in various ways, in some languages closely reflecting the Biblical idea 
of the “laying on of hands” (e.g., Russian and Korean), while in others 
(e.g., Indonesian and Tagalog) translating it with a word that means 
“poured oil.” 

56 Gordon P. Hugenberger, “Women in Church Office: Hermeneutics 
or Exegesis?”, JETS 35/3 (1992): 357, is forced to admit that at most it 
is only “a partial ‘household code.’” However, as we shall see, it really 
pertains to church life rather than home life.

57 Philip H. Towner, “Household Codes,” DLNT, 514. Similarly, David L. 
Balch, “Household Codes,” ABD, 3:318, who calls it a “congregational 
code.”

58 Paul gives several reasons for this: God wants all to be saved, Jesus is 
mediator and died for all, and Paul was ordained a preacher, apostle, 
and teacher of the Gentiles, which embraces the world.

59 Paul is well aware that some became believers while their spouses did 
not (cf. 1 Cor 7:12-16) and so, if he were writing about how to behave 
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at home, he could not assume that the women “profess godliness.” He 
can only assume this because he is giving instructions for behavior in 
a worship setting. Besides, if this is a home setting verses 9-10 do not 
make sense: why would Paul be concerned about how women dressed 
at home?

60 BDAG 345.

61 Ellen G. White, Patriarchs and Prophets, 56.

62 Some women (the unmarried or otherwise incapable of giving child-
birth) might need to accept that it is not God’s plan yet for them to 
have children; to such this verse obviously does not apply.

63 Here, and in Acts 20:17, 28, overseer (episkopos) is used interchangeably 
with elder (presbyteros). Judging from the negative qualities listed in 
Titus 1:10-14, there may have been problems with some of the over-
seers of the churches on Crete. 

64 The possibility of construing anēr as “person” is excluded because it is 
linked in both these verses with gynē which refers to the man’s wife. 
Further confirmation is found in v. 11 where “the women” are referred 
to separately and without such a specification, perhaps because they 
were the wives of the deacons. In any case, these women had a sup-
portive role, doing work similar to that of the deacons though without 
the title (see n. 50 above). 

65 Cf. Walter Scheidel, “Monogamy and Polygyny,” in A Companion to 
Families in the Greek and Roman Worlds (ed. Beryl Rawson; Blackwell 
Companions to the Ancient World; West Sussex, U.K.: Wiley-Black-
well, 2011), 108: “Greco-Roman monogamy may well be the single most 
important phenomenon of ancient history that has remained widely 
unrecognized.”

66 The word is used elsewhere of Christ as “head over all things” in rela-
tion to the church (Eph 1:22), which is His body (v. 23; similarly Col 
1:18), and as the “head over all rule and authority” (Col 2:10 NIV). Both 
passages refer to His supremacy—over the church, as the Chief Shep-
herd and Overseer of our souls (1 Pet 2:25; 5:4), and over all other au-
thorities and powers that have been made subject to Him (1 Pet 3:22). 
Parallel to Christ’s headship over the church is the husband’s headship 
in relation to his wife (Eph 5:22-24).

67 This has been clearly established by Joseph A. Fitzmyer, “Kephalē in 
1 Corinthians 11:3,” Int 47 (1993): 52-59; Wayne Grudem, “The Meaning 
of κεφαλή (“Head”): An Evaluation of New Evidence, Real and Al-
leged,” JETS 44/1 (2001): 25-65, who on 61-64 cites many others reach-
ing this conclusion.

68 See, e.g., Exod 6:14, 25; 18:25; Num 1:16; 7:2; 10:4; Deut 1:15; 5:23; 33:5, 
21; Josh 14:1; 19:51; Judg 10:18; 11:8, 11; 1 Sam 15:17, etc. None of these 
heads were sources in any sense of the word, as indicated by the 
Septuagint’s translation choices (archēgoi, archai, chiliarchoi, archontes, 
hēgeisthai, hēgoumenoi, kephalē).

69 Perhaps referring at once to the reverence the angels exhibit in God’s 
presence (covering their faces, Isa 6:2), the high degree of order they 
exemplify (cherubim, seraphim, etc., vividly described in Rev 4-5), and 
their presumed presence during church worship.

70 Wives are enjoined to submit to their husbands as to the Lord (Eph 
5:22-24). Children are instructed to obey their parents in the Lord 
(6:1-3). Servants are enjoined to submit to their masters as serving the 
Lord (6:5-8). In addition, those in positions of authority are enjoined 
to reciprocate: husbands to love their wives (5:25-28), fathers to deal 
gently with their children so as not to exasperate them (6:4), and 
masters to deal gently with their servants, knowing that both serve the 
same Master, who will not show favoritism of the one over the other 
in the judgment (6:9). This reciprocation of love and kindness by the 
authority figure helps make the incumbent submission easy to practice 
and is akin to the mutual love and submission that all believers are to 
manifest toward one another (5:21).

71  The word order in each of the three relations places the heads in 
parallel and prioritizes Christ by placing this relation first, perhaps 
because He is the connecting link between the other two relational 
pairs.

72 Jesus likened Himself to the “good Shepherd” promised in the Old 
Testament (John 10:1-16; Mark 14:27; cf., e.g., Jer 23:4; Eze 34:23; 37:24; 
Zech 13:7).






