
On Ordination, Women and Letters of Commendation 

 I commend to you our sister Phoebe, a servant of the church at Cenchreae, that 
you may welcome her in the Lord in a way worthy of the saints and help her in 
whatever she may need from you, for she has been a patron of many and of 

myself as well. 

  
Introduction: 
Our denomination, the Evangelical Free Church of Canada, is undertaking the 
potentially explosive discussion of reworking our credentialing procedures and 
policies.  I understand the discussion to center around two main topics, 1) what 
does it mean to be ordained by a denomination? 2) to what extant and in what 
manner should our denomination affirm women who believe that they have a 
calling to ministry? 
  
It is my plea that this discussion remains irenic and biblical.  These two words 
sum up the ethos of how we as a movement have always sought to argue 
theologically.  Yet they are in tension, as I, for one, am less inclined to argue 
kindly with people who I believe to be massacring the intent of scripture on any 
given topic! 
  
I hope to offer a biblical framework that will helpfully shed light rather than 
destructively burn hot.  The above passage serves as my introduction and 
guide.  Without getting into the debate about what sort of servant this Phoebe of 
Cenchreae (was she a deacon? A minister? A common church member?) I 
believe that it is the very nature of Paul's written commendation of this servant 
which may help guide the EFCC through our discussion of reworking the 
credentialing process, along with the aunxilliary debate of whom we will 
credential.   
 
Ordination 
Much of the focus on regarding the ordination of women assumes that 
"ordination" is a clearly defined term.  I am not prepared in this essay to go into 
more depth regarding ordination; however, at the very least, it should be 
uncontroversial to suggest that the concept of ordination is not explicitly defined 
in the New Testament nor is the process of ordination described in detail 
anywhere in the text.  The idea of ordination in the sense we are referring to only 
appears a few times in the New Testament, and in many modern translations, the 
word "ordain" is absent completely, the idea being more commonly rendered 
"appoint".  For example, in the KJV, Paul's missionary band "ordained them 
elders in every church" in Act 14:23, yet it is hard to say how formal this process 
was or to what degree those appointed to these roles would have been 
recognized outside of the churches they oversaw. Given the paucity of NT data 
on this topic, our desire to come to universal consensus within our movement 
regarding the nature, function, and process of ordination is almost certainly 



doomed to failure.  Do not lose heart, however, for perhaps we are barking up 
the wrong tree entirely.  All that is needed is to find a better tree! 
  
Commendation 
While the concept of ordination is ill-defined in the New Testament, the concept 
of commendation is surprisingly common, as shown below: 

1)    Timothy is commended to Paul’s missionary band by the brothers at 
Lystra and Iconium (Acts 16:2).  It is unknown whether Timothy’s 
commendation was in oral or written form. 

2)    Paul commends Phoebe to the church at Rome, identifying her as a 
servant who has been “a patron to many” and worthy of welcome and 
assistance  (Romans 16:1) 

3)    Paul commends Timothy to the Corinthian church, identifying him as one 
who is “doing the work of the Lord” and who is to be put at ease and 
helped on his way in peace (1 Corinthians 16:10) 

4)    Paul chastens the Corinthians for putting too much emphasis on written 
commendations when they have witnessed firsthand the effectiveness of 
Paul’s ministry.  Although he is downplaying the necessity of “letters of 
recommendation”, this passage does show that such letters were being 
used (and misused) in the early church (2 Corinthians 3:1-3).  In fact, the 
latter portions of 2 Corinthians seems to be Paul writing a letter of 
commendation for himself. 

5)    Paul commends Titus and two other unnamed brothers to the church of 
Corinth, identifying Titus as a fellow worker and partner, and the other 
brothers as messengers (apostles) of the churches, one of whom being a 
famous preacher and the other whom Paul’s team himself has tested and 
found earnest (2 Corinthians 8:16-24). 

6)    Paul commends Tychicus to the Ephesian church, describing him as the 
beloved brother and faithful minister in the Lord. 

7)    Paul commends Timothy and Epaphroditus to the Philippians church, 
describing their value in the ministry and exhorting the church to receive 
and honor them (Phillipians 2:19-30). 

8)    Paul commends Tychicus, Onesimus and Mark (yes, that Mark, the 
former deserter!) to the Colossians, testifying of their character and gifting 
(Colossians 4:7-10). 

In summary, Paul, being the leader of a geographically wide-spread church-
planting network, routinely commended fellow laborers to churches, giving 



testimony of their character and ministry experience, so that the churches might 
welcome and assist these ministers of the gospel.  Paul’s experience with the 
Corinthian church underscored the need to clearly identify ministers of the gospel 
connected to his movement, so that the churches could be discerning as to 
whom they would receive.  I would suggest from the above data that Paul 
commended ministers of the gospel to churches on the basis of the following 
criteria: 

1)    Character: they must be faithful and hardworking 

2)    Ministry Competence: they have been tested and found fruitful 

3)    Sound Doctrine: they are able to teach and convey the apostolic faith 

4)    True to the ethos of the movement: they must share the same 
commitment to the radical inclusivity of the gospel – there would be no 
Judaizers commended in Paul’s movement. 

If a person was commended by Paul, a church could rest assured in knowing that 
the person, male or female, embodied all of the above qualifications and would 
do well to welcome them into their body.   
 
Implications for EFCC 
As a para-church association of churches striving to become a church-planting 
movement, the EFCC functions in a role analogous to Paul's church-planting 
network.  Perhaps it would be helpful to adjust our language and our practice 
toward the concept of ministry commendation rather than ordination, and leave it 
to the local churches as to whom they will "appoint" as their leaders (if they want 
to "ordain" them then that is fine).  The only problem with the denomination 
getting out of the "ordination gig" is that we may run into problems with the 
government or secular entities who only know the category of ordination.  My 
short, cheeky, response is, "So what? When has the Free Church ever 
capitulated on matters on unity and theological refinement for the sake of the 
government?"  
 
Semantics? 
Is this just a semantics game?  No, I don't believe so.  Ordination means 
something in many peoples' minds entirely different from commendation, but I 
find commendation to be a better defined term and more appropriate to what 
churches are looking for from a denomination like ours.  Even if it is merely 
semantic, if it is a means to preserve our unity as a movement, then I am all for it. 
 Speaking for myself, I am a pretty firm complementarian seeing in scripture that 
the role of elder is reserved for a tested and respected husband/father.  Though I 
am uncomfortable with our denomination ordaining women (for it would be an 
explicit statement from our denomination affirming a biblical position that I 
cannot), I have absolutely no problem with the denomination commending 



men and women to ministry, with each local church free to hire whom they wish 
to the positions they see fit.  In short, the denomination can retain the 
"significance of silence" on the issue of the ordination of women, while continuing 
to commend to churches approved ministers of the gospel.   
 
Epilogue: 
At our national conference, a suggestion much like I outlined above was 
proposed, only with the word "certification" replacing "commendation".  I prefer 
the second word for the following reasons. (1)  It is a biblical word.  We can 
study, justify, and teach it from scripture. (2) It is an inclusive word.  Paul 
commended both men and women, so we feel confident that we can too. (3) It is 
a motivational word.  I heard many pastors remark that they simply would not be 
motivated to go through the process of ordination simply to go from "initially 
certified" to "fully certified".  Yet, change the words and I for one would be much 
more motivated to strive to advance from "commended" to be a "fully 
commended" minister of the gospel.  The later speaks more of the confidence the 
denomination has in me, whereas the former emotes to me the sense of jumping 
through bureaucratic hoops. 
 
In summary, I hope you find my proposal to be very "commendable"!  God bless 
the EFCC. 


