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The Role of Women in Ministry -- 
My Journey Toward Understanding 

 - Don Gillett 
 

 I am reluctant to share my journey widely.  I’ve spent most of my life working with 
churches and people who are in crisis because something was said/done and someone 
reacted. It’s easy for any of us to do that.  By contrast, the process of resolution, of 
rebuilding communication, of redeveloping Godly vision is hard.  People are hurt when 
disagreement descends into argument, accusations and distrust. Nor is God honored.  
 
 Thank you to those in our denomination who are seeking to conduct our 
discussion on a collegial and careful plane.  It is my hope that this article can be written 
and read in that same tone.  I will not poke at anyone else’s beliefs.  That is never 
helpful and God is not glorified.   
 

I grew up in a pastor’s home, with clear instruction from my parents about the 
Bible’s teaching on the hierarchal order of the family.  The wonderful part of it was that my 
Dad and Mom lived out grace toward one another.  Then I went to a Bible School and 
Seminary that taught that same view.  Nor were they anything less than affirming of God’s 
love for and commitment to the value of each gender. 
 
 Yet a strange thing happened in a few of my classes. Dr. Bruce Waltke, who 
taught my Hebrew classes, encouraged me to think about what I believed – and to ask 
hard questions.  (That was not with reference to this issue of the Role of Women – and 
yet, when I asked him about that, he encouraged my study.)  Others also contributed. 
You see, as I looked around at the women who were leaders in society and, as I viewed 
the research available about the gifts and potential for leadership in women, I began to 
ask, “Why does the Scripture seem to teach differently?” 
 
 Being sure that I wanted to remain true to Scripture, I began to look at those texts 
that are so often quoted.  Are they as black and white as they first appear?  In no way 
did I wish to twist Scripture or write off clear evidence.  The thing was, the more I 
studied those passages in context, the more I began to believe there was another 
possible interpretation which would not be unjust to the message of those writers.  All 
this took place back in the 70’s.  As the years have gone by, I’ve become even more 
convinced in my beliefs. Question was, where would I go with this?  

 
For years I worked in conservative churches that were not ready to tackle such 

an issue.  So what I did was this.  As those passages would come up in Bible Study and 
sermons, I would explain what I believed from this perspective – “You are not being 
asked to change your thinking today.  I simply want you to understand how I think and 
why – from Scripture. Then you can study it for yourself and make up your own mind.  
Regardless of what you end up choosing to believe on this issue, know this:  We are 
committed to work together here to see God’s church go forward and grow.  We will all 
need to be patient with one another – and hopefully I can set an example in this.”   
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To his eternal glory, God worked – not because of my stand on women in 
ministry, or because of the stand of those who disagreed, but because we left that 
behind and got busy seeking to build His kingdom together.  
 
 Here’s what I came to understand might be an alternate way of looking at those 
disputable passages, while still remaining committed to the authority of Scripture. 
 

I began with I Corinthians 11:3.  Paul invites his friends and us to understand this:  
the head of man is Christ, the head of woman is man and the head of Christ is God.  Now 
as I studied the context, it seemed to me that Paul was not instructing on order or 
hierarchy.  He was teaching us how to approach worship, and here’s what he was saying. 

 
Your worship services are like a drama.  Clearly Jesus represents his head, God 

the Father.  While he was here on earth, he said something like that.  What we know of 
God in heaven, we know because Jesus shows him to us (John 14:9).  Now, the same 
idea is at work in a worship service.  As we come into God’s presence in church, we are 
portraying in dramatic form to ourselves, to the world and to angels what truly is 
important.  “Please understand,” Paul says, “the part of representing Christ in our drama 
of worship is given to men, while the part of representing man/mankind is given to 
women.”   

 
Since in worship, Christ’s glory/God’s glory is to be unveiled and uplifted, it is no 

surprise that Paul says, “Men, do not cover your head as a symbol of that truth.”  And, 
since the glory and value of mankind is not to be on display in worship … “Women, 
cover your heads.”   

 
Nowadays, head coverings do not mean what they did in Paul’s day, so the 

details of this drama may change for our culture.  However, the principle is timeless. 
When we come to worship, God is to be the focus, the one whose beauty must shine 
while man’s glory remains hidden.  (Maybe grandma did us a disservice when she 
insisted that we all dress up in finery to go to church.  Maybe she unwittingly 
encouraged the very attitude we were meant to shun – she didn’t mean for it to be about 
us looking good, about us being on display, but that’s what often happened.)    

 
Paul’s point is this.  When we get our perspective straight, we will not ban women 

from participating in public prayer and prophesy.  In fact, we’ll open the door for their 
proper involvement.  And God will be the focus in all our worship. 

 
That little study sets the stage for our look at I Corinthians 14.  There, part way 

through verse 33 – and up to verse 35, Paul says this: 
 
As in all the congregations of the saints, 34women should remain silent in the 
churches. They are not allowed to speak, but must be in submission, as the Law 
says. 35If they want to inquire about something, they should ask their own 
husbands at home; for it is disgraceful for a woman to speak in the church. 
 



3 

 

It’s a curious passage that troubled me greatly.  As we just saw, Paul definitely 
allowed for women to pray and prophesy in church.  Now he appears to be contradicting 
himself.  Since the first part of verse 33 says “God is a God of order”, that got me asking 
questions.  How could “order” be true of this teaching as it stands, when it is so contrary 
to Chapter 11?  Even Paul was too smart for that, let alone the Holy Spirit.  Could there 
be another possible explanation?   

 
Nor was that my only problem. You see, verse 34 says clearly that this prohibition of 

silence in the assembly comes from the Law – and that, if these women have questions,  
they need to ask their husbands at home – because it is disgraceful for a woman to speak in 
the assembly.  The problem I found was this:  nowhere in the Old Testament Law of God 
does it ever say such a thing.  Is Paul mistaken here?  It is true that Jewish commentary on 
the law, which is often treated as part of the law, does say such things.  Yet since when did 
Paul ever quote extra-Biblical Jewish teaching as authoritative?  You see my problem.  As I 
studied the whole book, though, a solution opened up. 
 
 It is clear from the context of I Corinthians that Paul is responding to questions 
and issues relayed to him by members of Chloe’s household (1:11).  Then he answers 
written questions brought to him by those who visited him (cf. 7:1; 8:1; 10:23; 16:1).  
Even though there are no quotation marks in the original text, the only thing that made 
sense to me was that chapter 14:33b-35 was another quote from the Judaizers of 
Corinth.  Paul is not saying  “This (vs. 33-35) is what I believe and teach.”  He taught 
very differently in chapter 11.  That is a quote from Corinth, which he answers with 
counter questions in verse 36.  To those misogynistic male leaders of the Corinthian 
church he says:  “Did the word of God originate with you?  Or are you the only people it 
has reached?” 
 
 To me, those questions in verse 36 made no sense, unless they were Paul’s curt 
reply to men who would shut women out from all involvement in church ministry.  You 
see, taken at face value, that’s what verses 33-35 must do.  There had to be another 
explanation. 
 
 I Timothy 2 became my next stop in this journey of discovery.  Again though, we 
need to start a few verses before the two we find most perplexing.  In verse 8 of chapter 
2, Paul instructs men to publicly pray.   
 

There are so many in our world that need prayer – not the least of whom are our 
political leaders.  God’s desire is for his gospel to have free course.  That’s why we, his 
people, are called to pray diligently.  However, Paul adds to that by saying that our lives 
as Christian men must enhance our prayers.  As we live holy lives, devoted to one 
another in peace, God is honored.  There is so much we can be angry and 
argumentative about, if we so choose.  “Don’t be!” is Paul’s clear instruction.  “Devote 
yourselves to holy, peace filled prayer, men.”   

 
“Women, you do that too,” he adds in the next verse.  The verb carries over from 

verse 8 to apply to verse 9.  Then he adds this instruction.  Ladies, don’t let appearance 
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and style so preoccupy your minds that you forget your main role – holy, peace filled, 
public prayer.  The point is “people need the Lord” – so pray diligently to that end.  
 
 Paul then takes his instructions a next step. 

11A woman should learn in quietness and full submission. 12I do not permit a 
woman to teach or to have authority over a man; she must be silent. 

 It all seems straight forward.  There have been some possible alternate 
translations, but this one has been standard.  Have we come to the crux?  Have we 
reached a point of no return?  While women can pray and prophesy publicly, there is no 
room for leadership.  The next verses might even support that interpretation, since the 
command seems to be rooted in creation order. 
 
My questions, however, came from this – The God of Scripture is a God of order. His 
laws make sense!  Could creation order alone be the criteria for leadership?  Because 
man was created first, men alone were granted the potential for leadership in God’s 
church. To me, that reasoning did not fit with what I see of God’s logic in the rest of 
Scripture. Might there be something else to consider here which would make more 
sense?   
 

Then too, in the next verse Paul suggests that men should be in authority and do 
the teaching because Eve was deceived and Adam wasn’t.  The problem for me came 
in this thought.  All throughout the Old Testament, willful, deliberate sin is always treated 
as worse than unwitting sin – always!  Yet here was Paul, apparently saying that 
Adam’s deliberate choice to rebel against God was less of a barrier to his taking up a 
position of leadership than Eve’s unwitting sin.  Somehow, that seemed like a 
contradiction to the clear teaching and principles of the rest of Scripture.  Could there be 
another way to look at these verses? I found such an explanation. Granted it calls for 
assumptions, but so does every other interpretation of these verses.   

 
Paul’s emphasis on creation order (vs.13) was never meant to be a stand alone 

point.  It must be taken with the statement on Eve’s gullibility.  Adam was created first, 
and seems to have had time with God, under his instruction, that Eve did not have.  Not 
surprisingly then, Satan attacked the person with the least understanding – he still does.   

 
Contrary to the teaching of some early church fathers, women are not more 

gullible than men.  Nor does God ever suggest that they are. (Some people tend to be 
more gullible than others, but that distinction does not fall along gender lines – and 
that’s a fact.)  Paul’s point, which I believe is supported all the way back to creation, is 
this:  when people are untrained and untaught, as Eve was and as women mostly were 
in Paul’s day, they have no business taking on teaching jobs or authority positions.  
They need to learn, quietly, submissively, before God.  Their new found equality and 
value in God’s eyes gives them no grounds for usurping authority when they are not 
ready.  Paul says the same thing about men being considered for leadership – “Don’t 
appoint new believers.” 
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 Then Paul goes on to say that this is not an ultimate put down of the value of 
women – even while they are untrained.  After all, didn’t God bring his salvation to our 
world through an innocent and untrained woman – Mary?   
 

Of the explanations given for verse 15, some make no sense at all, especially any 
that might hint at a second way to salvation through childbearing.  Then too, I think that 
those suggesting motherhood is God’s gift, “saving” women from the shame of their failure 
in Eve, are strained.  The only explanation that makes any sense to me is the one that 
suggests that, in spite of the restriction put on women here for a time, their value is 
immense, because God gave them the honor of bringing salvation to our world through 
bearing “The Child” – Jesus. 
 
 Is this whole Timothy passage awkward and convoluted?  Yes!  And no matter 
who explains it, no matter which side you try to explain it from, there are problems.  It’s 
a tough section.  Besides, none of us practices it at the level at which it seems to be 
written – or believes we should.  That might suggest we should all be a little hesitant 
and humble in our attitudes toward one who disagrees with us here.  However, hesitant 
and humble does not mean we offer no opinion. 
 
 Taking all this into consideration, I came to believe that Paul intended for this 
injunction (I Timothy 2:11,12) to be temporary. He even finds support for his stand in 
Eve.  Where women, where any person is untaught and untrained, they are to be kept 
out of any teaching/leadership roles.  The implication then is that when they are taught, 
opportunities open up.  Gifting, maturity and calling in Christ now become the criteria for 
positions of authority in God’s church – not gender.  The fact that Paul speaks only of 
men as elders in those same Pastoral Epistles, does not make that a universal, “for-all-
time” principle.  Paul is writing to them, while we listen in. Not surprisingly, Paul speaks 
to them in their temporary practice.  
 
 Please understand, I believe strongly that there are some women who have no 
business teaching or leading anybody, let alone God’s church.  The same is true for 
some men.  However, where God has gifted and the Spirit has brought maturity, then 
our Lord does give to some, men and women, the right and responsibility to be leaders 
in his church.  And as his church, we in the EFCC need to affirm and encourage such 
leaders, both genders, in their service at various levels. 
 
 Again, though, this is my opinion.  As I stated earlier – in my ministry in various 
churches, I did not push that explanation – simply shared it.  We had all kinds of very 
productive discussions as a result.  But at the end of the day, we realized it was not an 
“essential”.  We could and needed to work together for God’s glory and for the spread of 
his kingdom, regardless of our agreement (or otherwise) on such an issue as this. 
 
 It is my hope and prayer that we as a denomination can open the door for women 
in ministry while, at the same time, allowing individual churches to hold a different stand 
because they see those same passages of Scripture in a different light.  That, my 
friends, is the beauty and strength of the Free Church, properly understood. 


