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Preface

During the years that I worked as an associate director of the Ellen 
G. White Estate, I preached in 61 countries, in all 13 divisions of the 
Seventh-day Adventist world church. What a privilege to witness the 
unity of God’s people amidst the diversity o f culture, race, gender, and 
age!

You can imagine, then, how my heart ached to see my brothers and 
sisters in our community of faith so deeply divided— sometimes even 
to the point of acrimony— during our years of serving together on the 
Theology of Ordination Study Committee. How was it possible that 
“coldness, variance, strife” could replace the “sacred union with Christ” 
that unites us in the “bonds of Christian fellowship” (Ellen G. White, 
Our Father Cares, p. 124)? Some with whom I had previously partnered 
in mission and efforts to preserve historic Adventist positions now 
seemed certain that I had apostatized. I wanted to cry out: “Most of the 
people, myself included, who support gender-inclusive ministry also 
hold a high view of Scripture! We affirm the authority of the Word of 
God, the sacredness of the family, and the centrality of missions.1 We 
believe strongly in a literal Creation week, a pre-Advent judgment, the 
inspiration of Ellen White, biblically defined marriage, and sexual ac­
tivity confined to a married man and woman. We support and partic­
ipate in the proclamation of Revelation’s three angels. Lay down your 
fears!”

It was while praying and fasting about this spiritual crisis in our 
church that an administrator invited me to begin collecting biblical, 
historical, and inspiration-based evidence that would promote the 
character of our inclusive God.2 I invited Dr. Martin Hanna, truly a 
Christlike, noncombative scholar, to join me in this quest for answers
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to questions regarding the ordination of women and to promote a way 
forward that could unite the Advent movement in the urgent procla­
mation of the three angels’ messages.

We were affirmed in our research by the Bible’s own statements: 
“Search the Scriptures” (John 5:49, NKJV). “They ... searched the 
Scriptures daily, whether those things were so” (Acts 17:11, KJV). “Be 
ready always to give an answer” (1 Pet. 3:15, NKJY).

We found extraordinarily relevant statements in Ellen White’s writ­
ings concerning our investigation, such as: “Whenever the people of 
God are growing in grace, they will be constantly obtaining a clearer 
understanding of His word. They will discern new light and beauty in 
its sacred truths.... But as spiritual life declines, it has ever been the 
tendency to cease to advance in the knowledge of the truth. Men rest 
satisfied with the light already received from God’s word, and discour­
age any further investigation of the Scriptures. They become conserva­
tive, and seek to avoid discussion” (Gospel Workers, pp. 297-298). “Study 
the Scriptures for further light on this point [women in ministry]. 
Women were among Christ’s devoted followers in the days of His min­
istry, and Paul makes mention of certain women who were helpers to­
gether with him in the gospel” (Letter 142, 1909, pp. 4-6; Manuscript 
Releases, Vol. 12, p. 167).

It was this Ellen White citation, however, that I found particularly 
intriguing: “In every age there is a new development of truth, a message 
of God to the people of that generation” (Christ’s Object Lessons, p. 
127).

What new development of truth could God be sending to our gen­
eration, to those of us living in a time of chaos, moral decay, and 
catastrophe?3

Could this “new light” be God now calling His people to break 
down every vestige of hierarchy and restore the Edenic plan of male- 
female relationships? Could we now seek restoration of the image of 
God, not just between people groups and ethnicities, but in ministry?

Could this “new light” include recognizing that God has never been

Questions and Answers About Women’s Ordination
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Preface

a respecter of persons in regard to whom He calls to ministry, but that 
whomever He calls is His ideal and not His last choice? Could this 
“new light” include a vindication of the character of God who makes 
no distinction between male and female when He anoints someone for 
service and leadership?

For Adventist Christians, the great hope, the good news, is the re­
demption theme, the restoration in humanity of the image of God. 
Since God’s original creation included equality between the sexes, we 
could extrapolate from that pattern that it is His will that equal op­
portunities for ministry be presented in our present culture. We should 
then press on toward that ideal as part of our reception of the gospel.

This divisive issue has hindered our witness far too long! As a united 
people, we will become together that “army with banners” (Song 6:10) 
that proclaims the message of the righteousness of Christ, through the 
agency of the Holy Spirit in Latter Rain power. God Himself will take 
great delight in using whomever He wishes for whatever task to which 
He calls!

It is, then, in the spirit o f forbearance, humility, and love for our 
church and in the honor of God’s character that we offer this book.

Cindy Tutsch 1

1. Those who are in favor o f women’s ordination fully concur with, support, appropriate,
and employ the 1986 Methods of Bible Study document voted by the Autumn Council.

2. Ellen White wrote that “the last message o f mercy to be given to the world, is a 
revelation of [God’s] character o f love” (Christ’s Object Lessons, p. 415).

3. Ellen White wrote: “We need now to begin over again. Reforms must be entered into 
with heart and soul and will. Errors may be hoary with age; but age does not make 
error truth, nor truth error” {Testimoniesfor the Church, Vol. 6, p. 142).
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Introduction

From the time of the Millerite movement, Adventists have sup­
ported the involvement of women in evangelism and church ministry. 
There have never been large numbers of women in ministry, but there 
have always been some. During the first two decades after the Seventh- 
day Adventist Church was organized, the Review and Herald denomi­
national journal periodically printed articles defending women in 
ministry or as public speakers in religious events with the argument 
that the gifts of the Spirit are all gender-inclusive. Ellen White also 
encouraged women to be active in any kind of ministry to win souls for 
Christ.

From the early years of our movement, women were involved in 
evangelism and many other facets of ministry, serving as conference 
secretaries, treasurers, departmental leaders, and even in management 
of churches. Women have served as associate pastors and have been 
admitted to our seminaries and schools of religion for preparation for 
pastoral ministry. Women have been encouraged to serve and be active 
in church ministry. Currently in many parts of the world, women serve 
as pastors of local congregations and as leaders of various ministries at 
all levels of the church.

Women began to receive a license to serve as Bible workers in 1868. 
Since then women have received a license or credential for their service 
in a variety of ministries. Through the years our understanding of the 
type of ministry for which we give a license or credential has changed 
for both men and women involved in church work.

Today, the Seventh-day Adventist world church is engaging in vig­
orous debate on the propriety of ordaining women called to gospel 
ministry. There are God-fearing Adventist scholars and laity on both
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sides who believe they have found biblical support for their views. Thus, 
rigid all-or-none legislation on this topic has potential for splitting the 
church. There are some on both sides who regard their positions as so 
important that they are willing to risk such a split over this issue.

Splitting the church, however, does not portray the attitude of our 
Jesus— redemptive, unifying, Shepherd of all His people. Could it be 
that God has a new path? This path does not require a “yes” for wom­
en’s ordination to be mandated in all places; and it does not require a 
“no” to the practice of women’s ordination in some places.

This book sets forth that alternative path, providing biblical support 
for the ordination of women in areas of the world where this would 
enhance the mission and work of the church. We need not fear this 
alternative merely because it seems new. God’s promise to ancient Israel 
may also be His promise to us: “I will lead blind Israel down a new 
path, guiding them along an unfamiliar way. I will brighten the dark­
ness before them and smooth out the road ahead of them” (Isa. 42:16, 
NTT).

This new path allows for the church to remain united on the biblical 
truth summarized in our doctrines and united in our mission while 
allowing for diversity on the issue of the ordination of women. Were 
such unity in diversity on administrative matters to become policy, and 
the Spirit allowed to choose the gifts through which the three angels’ 
messages will be proclaimed, how soon would the whole earth be 
lighted with the glory of God (see Rev. 18:1)!

As we contemplate the way forward, many questions have been 
asked, and answers to these questions have been proposed. Many of 
these questions and answers based on the inspired Word of God are 
presented in this book. It is our hope that this will be helpful to all who 
participate in prayerful and careful consideration of how God is lead­
ing His people with regard to the ordination of women for pastoral 
ministry.

Questions and Answers About Women’s Ordination
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Section I: 
Getting Started





The Big Picture
“As God has distributed. . .  so I  ordain 

in all the churches” (1 Cor. 7:17).1

1. Does the call to m inistry come from God or from hum an 
beings?

Many examples from the Bible demonstrate that God calls people 
(Hos. 11:1) to His own service. He gives individual, often dramatic 
calls to His prophets (1 Sam. 3:4; Isa. 6:1-10; 49:1; Jer. 1:4-5). The 
Levites, although they were priests by birth, were chosen as a tribe 
for this service by God. The judges (Judg. 3:9), and even kings and 
dynasties (such as David’s line), were specifically chosen by God for 
their work (2 Kings 9:6; 2 Chron. 22:7). In the New Testament, 
Jesus personally appointed His disciples (Mark 1:20), and inter­
vened to call the apostle Paul to His service (Acts 13:1-2; 26:13-19). 
Persons for whom there is no recorded calling event, such as Timo­
thy, are said to be called by God (1 Tim. 6:11-12).

2. What is the role of the church in the calling process initi­
ated  by God?

The role of the church is to recognize and support God’s call. In 
Acts 6, at the choosing of those who would do the work of dea­
cons, the apostles recognized the working of the Spirit in those 
who were selected by the church and set them aside by the laying 
on of hands. When Jesus called Paul from being a persecutor of 
Christians to being a servant of the gospel, He personally inter­
cepted him on the road to Damascus. In conjunction with this 
initiative, Jesus asked Ananias in Damascus to visit Paul and give 
him his new mission (Acts 9:1-19). In Antioch, “As they ministered 
to the Lord and fasted, the Holy Spirit said, ‘Now separate to Me 
Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them.’ 
Then, having fasted and prayed, and laid hands on them, they sent 
them away” (13:2-3). In each of these cases we see God and the 
church working hand in hand, with God calling someone to min­
istry and the church affirming that call.

3. What is the purpose of church organization, including 
ordination?

15



As a part of church organization, the purpose of ordination is al­
ways to better serve the mission of the gospel. In Acts 6, individ­
uals are chosen to do the work of deacons because there is too 
much work for the apostles to do, and they must specialize and 
delegate some tasks to other leaders. As the apostles preached and 
traveled, local leaders were appointed in the churches. By the end 
of the New Testament, the church had apostles and many other 
ministries regarded as gifts to the church from God (Eph. 4:7-12; 
Rom. 12:6-8; 1 Cor. 12:4-11). Appointing people to these respon­
sibilities distributed authority to local settings and allowed the 
church to spread the gospel more effectively.

4. How is ordination as practiced today related to the biblical 
terminology associated with the call to ministry?

Although the word ordination does not appear in the Bible, the 
concept has been linked with biblical terms such as: “laying on of 
hands” (1 Tim. 4:14; 2 Tim. 1:6; Heb. 6:2), “set in order,” “ordain/ 
appoint” (Titus 1:5 KJV/NKJV). The Bible refers to the appoint­
ing or setting aside of someone for a particular purpose. First, 
God appoints someone; and then the church recognizes that ap­
pointment. The church can only ordain what God has already 
distributed in the church (1 Cor. 7:17). For example, Paul was al­
ready recognized as an apostle and teacher by the church when the 
Holy Spirit instructed them to set him aside for a specific task 
(Acts 13:1-3).

In the Seventh-day Adventist Church, ordination is more spe­
cific and denotes a certain level of denominational authority. This 
more specific use is for organizational purposes rather than theo­
logical ones; the designation of ordained ministers is meant to 
make the church more efficient in spreading the gospel.

5. Is there a difference between ordinations done in the Old 
Testament and those in the New Testament?

There are similarities and differences. There is similarity in that in 
both testaments, God calls and His people recognize and affirm 
that call. An important example of a difference is that in the New 
Testament, there is a change in the law with regard to the ordina­
tion of priests. “For the priesthood being changed, o f necessity

Questions and Answers About Women’s Ordination
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there is also a change of the law” (Heb. 7:12).

6. Does God set/appoint/ordain those who exercise spiritual 
gifts in the church?

Yes. The Greek words often translated “ordain” in the New Testa­
ment carry the idea of to “set” or “appoint.” First Corinthians 12:28 
tells us that “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.”

7. Does God set/appoint/ordain women in the church to 
exercise spiritual gifts?

God has set or appointed or ordained prophets in the church (1 
Cor. 12:28), including female prophets. Note the references to 
“Miriam the prophetess” (Ex. 15:20), “Deborah, a prophetess” 
(Judg. 4:4), “Huldah the prophetess” (2 Kings 22:14), and “Anna, 
a prophetess” (Luke 2:36). Clearly, women have been ordained by 
God for the prophetic ministry in the church.

8. Does God set/appoint/ordain women to leadership roles 
other than prophet?

Yes, many women serve God’s people in leadership roles in the 
Bible. In the Old Testament, “Deborah, a prophetess ... was judg­
ing” (Judg. 4:4). In the New Testament, many women served the 
early church as Paul’s co-workers and had some leadership roles. 
Among them are Priscilla (Rom. 16:3), Mary (16:6), Tryphaena, 
Tryphosa and Persis (16:12), Euodia and Syntyche (Phil. 4:2).

9. Should the church ordain women in harmony with God’s 
ordination of women?

Yes. While the ordination of female pastors is not prescribed or 
prohibited, there are biblical principles that illuminate this issue. 
Jesus taught us to pray: “Your will be done on earth as it is in 
heaven” (Matt. 6:10). Also: “Whatever you bind on earth will be 
bound in heaven and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed 
in heaven” (16:19; 18:18). Paul writes: “As God has distributed ... 
so I ordain in all the churches” (1 Cor. 7:17).

Section I: Getting Started
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10. Should w e regard ordination a s  important or n ecessary  to 
ministry, or would w e be better off to stop ordaining 
anyone?

Ordination does not function in a magic sense, infusing into the 
minister some special power. At the same time, dedication for ser­
vice, being officially shown by the corporate church— the com­
munity of believers— is personally inspiring. Ordination also 
implies that the organized church has spoken and appointed some 
people for certain functions. Without actions such as ordination, 
ecclesiastical order would be at risk. It would, however, be wrong 
to say that ordination is “just an appointment by the church.” 
Such expression downgrades the value of the church and the real­
ity of God’s leading in the church.

11. What values should the church prioritize when m aking 
decisions about policies of ordination today?

The church must first be biblical by acknowledging that God 
chooses whom He wants to do His work, and our role is simply to 
recognize that calling when we see it at work (Acts 13:1-3). This 
means using discernment to recognize the leading and the fruits 
of the Spirit in a candidate (6:3). Secondly, the church must keep 
the original purpose of church organization, including ordination, 
which is to be more effective at spreading the gospel. Church or­
ganization in the Bible, and the best of Christian history, is not 
about hierarchy, but about mission (Matt. 23:11; 28:19-20). Men 
and women are called and ordained by God to participate in this 
mission (Joel 2:28-29).

12. Where do gender issu e s fit into the big picture of creation, 
sin, and salvation?

The story of humanity begins with a perfect, unified creation— a 
single human couple, male and female, who represent the image 
of God with their loving relationship. There is only one race and 
one social status, and the man and woman are united, rather than 
divided, by their gender (Gen. 2:24). When sin enters in Genesis 
3, all this is shaken apart. In Genesis 9, the first mention of slavery 
is made (9:25), and humanity begins to be divided by social

Questions and Answers About Women’s Ordination
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Section I: Getting Started

status— slave and free. In Genesis 11, at the tower of Babel, the 
human family is separated by language, and ethnic divisions 
begin.

Jesus comes into this story to undo the damage of sin and to 
heal the divisions. In Galatians 3:26-28, Paul says that because of 
our status as children of God, in 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.” Nevertheless, slavery endured for 
thousands of years after Paul’s statement, and Paul even gives in­
structions to Christians on how to live within the system of slav­
ery. Racism has endured even longer. But Christians see it as their 
role to oppose both of them, and work for the restoration of G od’s 
created ideal of equality. Because the purpose of salvation is to 
restore us to God’s ideal, we should seek to restore God’s intention 
of equality between men and women as well.
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Hermeneutics:
Principles to Guide Bible Study

“Do you understand what you are reading.?” (Acts 8:30).

13. What is the official Seventh-day Adventist statem ent about 
the principle of giving attention to the historical and cul­
tural context of the Bible and its different typ es of 
literature?

Cultural context and literary style are to be considered when 
studying the issue of female ordination. “As far as possible ascer­
tain the historical circumstances in which the passage was writ­
ten. . . . Determine the literary type the author is using. Some 
biblical material is composed of parables, proverbs, allegories, 
psalms, and apocalyptic prophecies. . . . [M]any biblical writers 
presented much of their material as poetry. . . . Recognize that a 
given biblical text may not conform in every detail to present-day 
literary categories. Be cautious not to force these categories in in­
terpreting the meaning of the biblical text. It is a human tendency 
to find what one is looking for, even when the author did not in­
tend such. . . .  In connection with the study of the biblical text, 
explore the historical and cultural factors.” (Voted by General 
Conference Executive Committee, Annual Council, Rio de Ja­
neiro, Brazil, Oct. 12, 1986.)

14. Is it a  principle of Seventh-day Adventist biblical interpreta­
tion that the Bible m ust alw ays be interpreted literally?

No. A literalistic interpretation of the Bible leads to misunder­
standing what the Bible teaches on many subjects including the 
subject of female ordination. The Bible itself indicates that some 
parts of it are highly symbolic. For example, the seven stars are 
seven angels and the seven lampstands are seven churches (Rev. 
1:20). In addition, even parts of the Bible that are literal do have 
symbolic significance. For example, consider the following ques­
tion. Was the earthly tabernacle built by Israel literal or symbolic? 
Evidently it was literal, being built by humans (Ex. 25:8). At the 
same time, it was symbolic of the heavenly sanctuary built by God 
(Eleb. 8:1-2). The Bible itself explains its symbols and the context
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of a biblical statement provides pointers to the principles o f God’s 
word and its literal or symbolic meaning.

15. Do supporters of women’s ordination need to reject the 
Seventh-day Adventist principles for interpreting the Bible, 
replacing them with the higher critical method?

No. We all reject higher criticism, a title Ellen White and others 
used for a brand of Bible scholarship popular in liberal circles in 
her time. Among other things, it analyzed passages of the Bible to 
find evidence of editing and later authorship as a way to deny pre­
dictive prophecy. Higher criticism downplays, if not outright de­
nies, divine authorship of Scripture.

Support for female ordination in the Adventist Church should 
be based on a high view of Scripture. There is no need to discredit 
or downplay the authority of the Bible in order to believe God 
calls women equally to ministry. The story of Creation, the themes 
of equality and redemption, and the many biblical examples of 
women serving in roles remarkable in their time and culture all 
support God’s inclusive call to ministry.

Proponents of women’s ordination, when studying the text of 
Scripture, seek to understand what the author intended by look­
ing at the specific words of the passage, then the literary type and 
the context of the passages around it, then the specific situation 
which it addresses, and finally the historical and cultural context, 
and its place in the narrative of scripture. The most profound act 
of respect for the biblical text is to study for what it actually means, 
and not for what the reader would like it to mean.

16. Do biblical writers support the principle of taking into 
consideration the different cultures and backgrounds of 
the persons to whom the Bible is addressed?

The biblical writers do support this principle. When Paul ad­
dressed the eclectic listeners in the public square at Athens, he 
adapted his message to the culture and background of his audi­
ence. As a result, some joined him and became believers (Acts 17). 
Similarly, in his letter to the church in Corinth, Paul writes: “To 
the Jews I became as a Jew, that I might win Jews; to those who 
are under the law, as under the law, that I might win those who

Section I: Getting Started
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are under the law; to those who are without law, as without law 
(not being without law toward God, but under law toward Christ), 
that I might win those who are without law; to the weak I became 
as weak, that I might win the weak. I have become all things to all 
men, that I might by all means save some. Now this I do for the 
gospel’s sake, that I may be partaker of it with you” (1 Cor. 
9:20-23).

17. Does Paul practice this principle of cultural sensitivity 
when he teaches on men and women in ministry?

Yes. Paul presents his principle of cultural sensitivity to Jews, 
Greeks, and Christians just before he addresses the subject of men 
and women in ministry (1 Cor. 11:1-16). Paul introduced his 
counsel to men and women as follows: “Give no offense, either to 
the Jews or to the Greeks or to the church of God, just as I also 
please all men in all things, not seeking my own profit, but the 
profit of many, that they may be saved” (10:32-33).

18. How should the fact that God is generally described as 
masculine impact our understanding of gender relation­
ships and roles?

Although most images for God are masculine, there are certainly 
feminine images for God as well. God says: “Can a woman forget 
her nursing child, and not have compassion on the son of her 
womb? Surely they may forget, yet I will not forget you” (Isa. 
49:15). “As one whom his mother comforts, so I will comfort you; 
and you shall be comforted in Jerusalem” (66:13). Jesus said: 
“How often I wanted to gather your children together, as a hen 
gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were not willing!” 
(Matt. 23:37).

19. Do the Bible writers sometimes use the masculine gender 
to refer to men and women?

Yes. Men and women are referred to as Adam/man. “This is the 
written account of Adam’s line. When God created man, he made 
him in the likeness of God. He created them male and female and 
blessed them. And when they were created, he called them ‘man’ ” 
(Gen. 5:1-2, NIV). Similarly, the masculine term brother sometimes
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includes men and women. “If your brother, a Hebrew man, or a 
Hebrew woman, is sold to you and serves you six years, then in the 
seventh year you shall let him go free from you” (Deut. 15:12).

20. When the Bible does not explicitly tell u s that a  reference 
to men includes women, can  the biblical principles apply 
also  to women?

Yes. Paul writes: “I desire therefore that the men pray everywhere, 
lifting up holy hands, without wrath and doubting” (1 Tim. 2:8). 
In principle, this instruction to men may be applied to women so 
that they are also to pray in a similar way. In the same way, while 
men are addressed in the Ten Commandments, this law is also for 
women. The law that states that “You shall not covet your neigh­
bor’s wife” (Ex. 20:17) applies to both genders. Applied to women, 
we would say: “You shall not covet your neighbor’s husband.”

21. When the Bible does not explicitly tell u s that a  reference 
to wom en includes men, can  the biblical principles apply 
also  to men?

Yes. Paul writes: “In like manner also, that the women adorn 
themselves in modest apparel, with propriety and moderation, not 
with braided hair or gold or pearls or costly clothing, but, which 
is proper for women professing godliness, with good works” (1 
Tim. 2:9-10). In principle, this instruction to women may be ap­
plied to men so that they are also to adorn themselves modestly.

22. Are all the practices mentioned in the Bible required 
practices for those who follow biblical principles?

Not every practice mentioned in the Bible is normative for Chris­
tians. The practice of polygamy, although it appears among the 
Old Testament kings (2 Sam. 12:8), is not prescribed practice for 
Christians today. The sanctuary offerings (Heb. 10:1), the Nazarite 
vow (Num. 6:2. 21), and circumcision (1 Cor. 7:19), although pre­
scribed by God, are not required of Christians. Ephesians 6, writ­
ten to a culture with slavery, gives instructions for the relationship 
between slaves and masters. Yet it is clear that slavery is not part of 
God’s ideal. The ethical and spiritual principles found in these 
legislations are still valid for us.

Section I: Getting Started
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23. How do you know when a practice mentioned in the Bible 
is required by God for all time?

Sometimes the Bible tells us that a practice it mentions is no longer 
required. This is the case with the practice of circumcision (Rom. 
2:26, 28-29; 1 Cor. 7:19; Gal. 5:6; 6:15). At other times, there are 
no explicit instructions about whether a biblical practice is 
universal— that is, for all times and all places. For example, there 
is nothing in the text of 1 Corinthians 11 that would say whether 
the required head adornment for women is universal or not. Yet we 
have not taken this advice as binding for us today. Sometimes the 
underlying principle would require a significantly different action 
in one’s culture today than in the culture of those for whom the 
biblical book was written. The only safe way is to study the passage 
to discover the underlying principle^) that the biblical author is 
emphasizing. For example, the principles in 1 Corinthians 11 are 
the need to show honor (11:4-5) and to not give offense to others 
(10:32) by violating the generally accepted norms of society in our 
dress (11:6). In addition, when we compare scripture with scripture 
we also learn that honor should not only flow from the wife to the 
husband. The husband is also to honor his wife (1 Pet. 3:7). These 
principles are universal, but the specific application of the princi­
ples does vary in different cultures.

24. If we interpret the Bible as allowing the ordination of 
women, doesn’t that open the way for interpreting it as 
allowing almost anything?

Other related and very important questions are the following: 
Does the Bible prescribe female ordination or does it not? Does 
the Bible prohibit female ordination or does it not? Allowing what 
the Bible does not prescribe or prohibit does not open the way for 
an “anything goes” approach. As the rule o f faith, the Bible gives 
us principles that guide us in deciding what to allow and what not 
to allow.

25. If we interpret the Bible as allowing for the ordination of 
women, doesn’t that open the way for the church adopting 
a liberal agenda based on non-biblical principles?
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Each person’s interpretation of the Bible is impacted by their per­
sonal worldview, even those who embrace a literalist approach to 
Scripture. When the Bible doesn’t seem to offer a clear, indisput­
able directive on a subject, we use a principle-based approach to 
Bible study that considers similar or related examples in Scripture. 
Bible interpretation is not a mathematical science, but is depen­
dent on the guidance of the Spirit that leads to all truth (John 
16:13). Following biblical principles does not require following a 
liberal agenda.

The issue of female ordination is a matter of practical policy 
rather than moral principle. Moral principles are general moral rules 
of conduct that last forever, regardless of time or place. Policies are 
how the principle is carried out in a particular circumstance. For 
instance, modesty is a principle. Wearing bonnets might have been 
a way to show modesty in the 19th century, but wearing bonnets is 
not a timeless principle— it is a policy for a particular time.

26. What do we do when the Bible neither prescribes a specific 
practice nor prohibits a specific practice?

While there are examples of human ordination in the Bible, 
the inspired word does not prescribe or prohibit the human ordi­
nation of women. In order to decide whether to practice female 
ordination, we have to look at basic principles taught in the Bible. 
We do this with many other matters. The Bible doesn’t explicitly 
forbid smoking, but on the basis of the biblical principle of the 
body as the temple of God’s Spirit (1 Cor. 6:19) we teach against 
smoking. On the other hand, the Bible doesn’t explicitly com­
mand a wedding ceremony or a marriage license, but in our cul­
ture that is the way we apply the biblical principle of the importance 
and permanence of marriage (Gen. 2:24; Eph. 5:31). 1

1. Unless otherwise indicated, all Bible texts are from the New King James Version.
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Creation
“He created them male andfemale, . . . 

and called them Mankind [Adam]” (Gen. 5:2).

27. Does the Creation account in Genesis indicate that a male 
pastor is more suitable as the image of God than a female 
pastor?

No. “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” 
(Gen. 1:26-27).

28. Does the fact that woman was created after man indicate 
that women should not be pastors because men are supe­
rior to women and rulers over women?

The Genesis story of Creation never suggests that the order of 
creation indicates that women are inferior. In fact, in the whole 
Creation story, the movement is always toward the higher cre­
ation— thus, mankind is created after the animals, who are cre­
ated after the fish and birds, which are created after the plants. If 
Creation order were to be an indication of rulership, one would 
have to conclude that the woman was to rule the man. But this is 
not the case since man and woman are presented as two parts of 
the same complex creation act, as the woman is made from a piece 
of the already created man. Together they are the climax of G od’s 
creative action.

29. Does the fact that woman was created after man indicate 
that women should not be pastors because only men are 
intended to rule over the rest of the creation?

No. God commissioned the man and the woman together to ex­
ercise dominion over the creation. “God said, ‘Let Us make man 
in Our image, according to Our likeness; let them have dominion 
over the fish of the sea, over the birds of the air, and over the cat­
tle, over all the earth and over every creeping thing that creeps on 
the earth.’ So God created man in His own image; in the image of 
God He created him; male and female He created them. Then
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God blessed them, and God said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multi­
ply; fill the earth and subdue it; have dominion over the fish of the 
sea, over the birds of the air, and over every living thing that moves 
on the earth’ ” (Gen. 1:26-28).

30. Does the fact that the w om an is derived from the m an 
m ean that w om en should not be pastors becau se m en are 
superior to wom en in som e w ay?

Woman is no more subordinate to man because she was made from 
his rib than man is subordinate to the earth, since he was made of 
the ground. The raw material came from the man in order to show 
that the woman is the same sort of creature as he, which the man 
recognizes in his statement in Genesis 2:23. And though the mate­
rial comes from the man, it is God who does the creating.

This is in full harmony with Genesis 2, where their creation is 
given in more detail. The life-giving breath of God has already 
made man into a living being (2:7) when the woman is formed 
from his body (2:21, 22). The woman, therefore, received her life 
from the same breath of life from which the man received his. His 
exclamation that she is “bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh” 
(2:23) is an acknowledgment of their sameness. Rather than sug­
gesting a hierarchy, the Creation account shows us the unity of the 
new human family.

31. How can  men and wom en be equally involved in pastoral 
m inistry when God created men and wom en different from 
each other?

Men and women are different but equal. This is indicated in the 
concept of one flesh. They were created from one flesh and through 
marriage they become one flesh. “And the L o rd  God caused a 
deep sleep to fall on Adam, and he slept; and He took one of his 
ribs, and closed up the flesh in its place. Then the rib which the 
L o r d  God had taken from man He made into a woman, and He 
brought her to the man. And Adam said: ‘This is now bone of my 
bones and flesh of my flesh; she shall be called Woman, because 
she was taken out of Man.’ Therefore a man shall leave his father 
and mother and be joined to his wife, and they shall become one 
flesh” (Gen. 2:21-24).
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32. Are women precluded from pastoral ministry because of 
role distinctions instituted by God at creation?

No. All the roles mentioned in the biblical Creation account are 
shared roles. First, God says, “Let them rule over the fish of the sea 
and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth, and 
over all the creatures that move along the ground” (Gen. 1:26). 
Second, Fie tells both male and female together, “Be fruitful and 
increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish 
of the sea and the birds of the air and over every living creature 
that moves on the ground” (1:28, NIV). Clearly, in the case of the 
command to procreate, there is some difference in their functions, 
but the task is shared, and belongs to them both. The differences 
require them to work together in ruling and multiplying. The 
same cooperation is needed in pastoral ministry.

33. Does the fact that woman was created as a helper indicate 
inequality with man in the exercise of dominion and, 
therefore, in the exercise of pastoral ministry?

No. “The L o rd  God said, ‘It is not good that man should be alone; 
I will make him a helper comparable to him’ ” (Gen. 2:18). In the 
English language, a helper is often an assistant or a subordinate, 
but the Hebrew word used here has no such implication. The term 
comparable indicates that the woman was a helper equal to, corre­
sponding to, and face to face with the man. She is the correspond­
ing piece to the man, of the same kind as him. The word helper 
does not indicate any kind of inferior or subordinate relationship. 
Rather, it indicates a beneficial and complementary relationship. 
Most of the times when the word helper is used in the Bible, it is 
God who is being called a Helper. Even though God is superior in 
every way, the psalmist writes: “God is my helper” (Psalm 54:4).

34. Is the participation of women in pastoral ministry limited 
by the fact that the man is the one to whom God gives the 
instructions about the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil?

God tells the man about the Tree, merely because he needs to 
know about the danger in the garden right away— before the 
woman is created (Gen. 2:8-17). This does not indicate that God
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gives instructions to women only through men. In fact, God often 
gives instruction to men through women (Ex. 15:20; Judg. 4:4; 2 
Kings 22:14; Acts 21:9; Joel 2:28; Acts 2:17).

35. Is the participation of women in pastoral ministry limited 
by the fact that the man is the one who names the 
animals?

There is no indication in Genesis that the naming of the animals 
indicates male rulership. Rather, the man and the woman are part 
of the same story, and both are given dominion (Gen. 1:26-28). 
Through Adam’s naming of male and female animals, God is cre­
ating the sense of need in the man, so that when he sees the 
woman, he will immediately recognize that she is the solution to 
his lack (2:19-25).

36. Doesn’t the fact that the man names the woman show that 
he is exercising authority over her and that her pastoral 
role is limited?

The man’s statement in Genesis 2:23 is not an act of unilateral 
authority, but of recognition— he sees right away that, unlike the 
animals which he had named, this creature is the same as him. In 
fact, she is a part of him— “bone of my bones and flesh of my 
flesh.” He is saying precisely that they are equivalent, made of the 
same stuff. This act is not comparable to naming the animals. It is 
a recognition that she is his equivalent and partner. The man im­
mediately recognizes that this is what he needs— this companion 
is right for him.

In the Bible, the act of naming, even when it occurs after the 
Fall, does not necessarily show authority over the one named. 
Throughout the Bible, God names men, and men and women 
name God (Gen. 16:13). In each case, they are discerning some 
part o f the other’s character or identity, rather than exercising 
power over them.

37. What is the significance of the lack of personal names 
before the Fall for the shared ministry of men and women?

Before the Fall, the first humans are mostly referred to as the man 
and the woman, with a couple of uses o f the name Adam.

Questions and Answers About Women’s Ordination
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Although it is the man who is called Adam, the name belongs to 
the woman as well, as its literal meaning is “humankind.” Genesis 
records: “This is the book of the genealogy of Adam. In the day 
that God created man, He made him in the likeness of God. He 
created them male and female, and blessed them and called them 
Mankind in the day they were created” (5:1-2). The man’s desig­
nation of her as woman is a statement that she is literally a part of 
himself (2:23). After the Fall, when the man names his wife Eve, 
this is an act of separation— an acknowledgment of division in the 
human family (3:20).

38. D oesn’t there have to be subordination in the hum an 
fam ily at creation and in m inistry if they are m ade in the 
im age of the triune God—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit?

No. Some have suggested that Jesus holds a subordinate role to the 
Father within the Trinity, and that therefore, subordination and 
hierarchy must have been part of God’s original plan of human­
kind as the image of God. It is true that during Jesus’ time on 
earth we see Him submitting Himself to the will of the Father, as 
in His prayer in Gethsemane (Luke 22:42). However, it is faulty 
to use the Incarnation as a pattern for the eternal relationships in 
the Trinity. During His time on earth, Jesus was subject to human 
limitations and surrounded by human temptation. Having lim­
ited Himself for His mission, He would have to rely fully on His 
Father, and trust the Father’s leading. At the same time, this obe­
dience does not give any indication of inequality in Their eternal 
relationship. In fact, even during the incarnation, “in Him [Christ] 
dwells all the fullness of the Godhead” (Col. 2:9).

The Bible presents the persons in the Godhead as sharing mu­
tual authority and mutual submission among Themselves. The 
Father “has put [bupotasso] all things under His [Christ’s] feet” (1 
Cor. 15:27). In turn, Christ submits authority “when He delivers 
the kingdom to God the Father, when He puts an end to all rule 
and all authority and power” (15:24). The Father’s submission of 
authority to Christ does not undermine the Father’s authority 
since “when all things are made subject \hupotassd\ to Him, then 
the Son Himself will also be subject to Him who put [hupotassd\ 
all things under Him, that God may be all in all” (15:28).
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Similarly, in John 14:16, the Spirit goes where Jesus sends, and in 
Mark 1:12, Jesus goes where the Spirit sends. The proposal of 
“lesser gods” in the Trinity resembles polytheism, while the Bible 
emphasizes the oneness o f God (Deut. 6:4).
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Sin and Salvation
“From the beginning it  was not so” (Matt. 19:8).

39. Does the order of God’s communication with man and 
woman after sin indicate that only men are to be pastoral 
leaders?

No. The conversation between God, the man, the woman, and the 
serpent is written in poetry, and the order follows a structure com­
mon in Hebrew literature. In this structure, called a chiasm, the 
emphasis is in the center. We can see this when God first addresses 
the man, then the women, then the serpent, the woman, and finally 
the man again (Gen. 3:9-19). The center and focus of this passage is 
the promise ironically contained in the address to Satan. God says, 
“I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your 
offspring and hers; he will crush your head, and you will strike his 
heel” (3:15, NIV). It is Jesus, who is called the womans offspring, 
who is the center of this conversation, and His promised triumph 
over the serpent is the focal point of the message.

40. Did male-female relations change after sin in a way that 
limits the participation of women in pastoral ministry?

The most significant change after sin is the man and woman’s 
separation from each other. Even before God arrives, they begin 
to separate. They see suddenly that they are naked, and try to 
cover themselves. Although this is an expression of their personal 
sense of shame, it hides them from each other. When God arrives 
to address them in Genesis 3:8, they both excuse their own choices 
and blame someone else. “Then the man said, ‘Tfie woman whom 
You gave to be with me, she gave me of the tree, and I ate.’ And 
the L o rd  God said to the woman, ‘What is this you have done?’ 
The woman said, ‘The serpent deceived me, and I ate’ ” (3:12-13).

41. Did God create Adam to “rule over” Eve, indicating a 
limited role for women in pastoral ministry?

No. At creation, both man and woman are told to rule over the 
creation (Gen. 1:26-28). Later, as God explains to the first hu­
mans the results of their sins, He tells the woman of her separation
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from her husband that will lead to his rule over her. “To the 
woman He said: ‘I will greatly multiply your sorrow and your 
conception; in pain you shall bring forth children; your desire 
shall be for your husband, and he shall rule over you’ ” (3:16). This 
rule is part of the curse following sin and is closely associated with 
the pain sin brought to men and women. The term in Hebrew is 
the same for the woman’s pain in childbearing as for the man’s 
painful toil working the ground (3:17-19).

Instead of occupying the same plane, as they had previously, 
the man will now rule above his wife. The accuracy of G od’s pro­
nouncement is clear from the very first verse after God’s words, 
where Adam gives his wife a separate name, making her identity 
separate from his (3:20). What God intended to be a provisional 
blessing to save the unity of the home descended swiftly into dis­
tortions of patriarchy that can be seen in the rest of the stories of 
Genesis.

42. Does the Fall then set the standard for Christian male- 
female relations, including their relations in pastoral 
ministry?

No. What the Fall means for Christian men and women today 
must be decided in light of the teaching of the Bible concerning 
where we stand in salvation history. The curses in Genesis are not 
God’s first or final word on His will for the relationships between 
men and women. As far as is possible, we should seek to follow the 
principles embedded in the intentions of God for human beings at 
creation. Jesus expressed this principle in connection with the laws 
of divorce given after the Fall. “He said to them, ‘Moses, because 
of the hardness of your hearts, permitted you to divorce your 
wives, but from the beginning it was not so’ ” (Matt. 19:8). In 
addition, “He answered and said to them, ‘Have you not read that 
He who made them at the beginning “made them male and fe­
male,” and said, “For this reason a man shall leave his father and 
mother and be joined to his wife, and the two shall become one 
flesh”? So then, they are no longer two but one flesh. Therefore 
what God has joined together, let not man separate’ ” (19:4-6).

43. Are women precluded from pastoral ministry because of
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Eve’s role in the first sin and because of God’s “curses” 
following the Fall?

No. Many biblical and historical examples show women in minis­
try and leadership (Ex. 15:20; Judg. 4:4; 2 Kings 22:14; Acts 21:9; 
Joel 2:28; Acts 2:17). When it comes to the curses— the conse­
quences of the Fall— we note that the purpose of the people of 
God is to counter these curses by being a blessing. This is clear in 
the call of Abraham, the father of the people of God, to be a bless­
ing to the nations (Gen. 12:1-3). As a church, we are to model the 
original gender equality established by God at creation, before the 
Fall. This is exemplified by the reversal of the “curse” of Genesis 
3:16 in the Song of Songs, where the husband’s desire is to the 
wife just as much as the wife’s desire is to the husband (7:10).

The curses describe results of sin. They are consequences, not 
necessarily divine commands for what we are to do. In a selfishly 
dominated world, for instance, males have sometimes used their 
physical power to oppress women. We don’t have to replicate that 
oppression, just as we don’t have to force women to bear children 
with pain, but are allowed to ease that pain.

Section II: The Old Testament

37

..



Precedents
“You shall be to M e  a kingdom o f  priests” (Ex. 19:6).

44. Is female pastoral ministry supported by the Old Testa­
ment example of a female judge?

Yes. “Now Deborah, a prophetess, the wife of Lapidoth, was judg­
ing Israel at that time. And she would sit under the palm tree of 
Deborah between Ramah and Bethel in the mountains of 
Ephraim. And the children of Israel came up to her for judgment” 
(Judg. 4:4-5). The judges participated in a pastoral or shepherding 
function since the Bible refers to rulers as shepherds (2 Sam. 5:2; 
Prov. 8:16). In addition, female shepherds are mentioned in the 
Bible such as Rachel (Gen. 29:9) and Zipporah (Ex. 2:16). The 
term shepherd also implies authority since kings are also shepherds 
(Psalm 78:70-71; Eze. 37:24; Mic. 5:2-4).

45. Are women precluded from pastoral ministry because 
Isaiah mentions the tragic woe when women lead God’s 
people in an oppressive way?

No. The tragedy and woe is when even women and children rule 
oppressively (Isa. 3:12). Such oppressive rule by men would also be 
a tragic woe (1 Sam. 8:5-18).

46. Was the all-male Levitical priesthood God's choice from the 
time of creation, showing that women have limited roles in 
pastoral ministry?

With regard to the priesthood, it is important to recognize that 
Moses presents the Garden of Eden as the first sanctuary, and uses 
technical terms for the work of the priesthood ('avad + shamar) to 
describe the work of both Adam and Eve; they were appointed 
officiating priests in the Garden of Eden before the Fall (cf. Gen. 
2:15 with Num. 18:3-7). Further explicit technical terms for 
priesthood (labash + ketonet) in Gen. 3:21 (cf. Lev. 8:7, 13) show 
that this priesthood of both Adam and Eve was reconfirmed as 
such after the Fall.

47. Was the all-male Levitical priesthood God’s first choice for 
the nation of Israel?
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G od’s original plan was that all Israel be a “kingdom of priests” 
(Ex. 19:6). This was not just a corporate function of offering sal­
vation to the surrounding nations, but the priesthood involved the 
call for all Israel—-men and women— to come up on the moun­
tain, to the place on the mountain which was equivalent to the 
Holy Place in the sanctuary, where only the priests could enter. 
Because of Israel’s failure to follow God’s invitation (Deut. 5:5), 
and their sin in the worship of the golden calf (Ex. 32), an alter­
nate plan was given in which even most men were also excluded—  
except for one family in one tribe in Israel. Yet in the New 
Testament the Gospel restores God’s original plan. Not a few 
male priests, but once more the “priesthood of ̂ //believers” (1 Pet. 
2:5, 9; Rev. 1:6; 5:10; 20:6).

48. Why were women included in prophetic, religious, and 
social ministries in Old Testament times, but excluded 
from serving as priests?

The Bible does not say why women were excluded from the priest­
hood. To assume it is because they are unfit for spiritual leadership 
is not reasonable, however, because of the role of women as proph­
ets during the same time period. It may have been a protection 
against abuses, as priestesses in the religions of the neighboring 
nations usually served a sexual role. It may have been because of 
the ceremonial uncleanness caused by a woman’s menstrual cycle, 
which would exclude her from entering the sanctuary for portions 
of the month. It may also have been simply that female priests, 
who worked together regularly with men, would have been im­
practical in such a patriarchal culture.

49. Were women allowed to be prophets because prophets had 
limited authority that does not include pastoral authority?

No. The large degree of authority belonging to a prophet is evident 
in that God says: “I will put my words in his mouth” (Deut. 
18:18). This extensive authority is also present in prophetesses 
since “Deborah, a prophetess” “was judging” Israel (Judg. 4:4). 
And the judges participated in a pastoral or shepherding function 
since the Bible refers to rulers as shepherds (2 Sam. 5:2; Prov. 
8:16). This authority is also evident when a king of Israel sends the
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priest to seek the advice of a prophetess (2 Kings 22:12-20).

50. Does the fact that the pastor is in some ways like a priest 
and a prophet prevent women from serving as pastors?

Modern ministers are even more like the Old Testament prophet 
than like the priest, as their job is to proclaim God’s Word to the 
people. They also resemble the priest in the fact that they are facil­
itating public worship. At the same time, the major priestly func­
tion of representing the people before God (as common people 
could not enter the sanctuary) is unnecessary because every be­
liever is meant to be a priest, called to serve and represent God to 
others (1 Pet. 2:9). The ultimate model for Christian ministry is 
Christ (1 Pet. 2:25). He is the King-Priest of the Melchizedek 
priesthood (Heb. 7) and He makes us to be kings and priests with 
Him (Rev. 1:6; 5:10).
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Creation
“As the woman came from  man, even so man 
also comes through woman” (1 Cor. 11:12).

51. Does the creation order allow for women to exercise the 
leadership function of the gift of prophecy in public 
worship?

Yes. In 1 Corinthians, Paul uses creation order to address the issue 
of head adornment. He does not use it to indicate any difference 
between men and women in ministry function. “Every man pray­
ing or prophesying, having his head covered, dishonors his head. 
But every woman who prays or prophesies with her head uncov­
ered dishonors her head. . . . For a man . . .  is the image and glory 
of God; but woman is the glory of man. For man is not from 
woman, but woman from man. Nor was man created for the 
woman, but woman for the man. . . . Nevertheless, neither is man 
independent of woman, nor woman independent of man, in the 
Lord. For as woman came from man, even so man also comes 
through woman; but all things are from God” (1 Cor. 11:4-5, 7-9, 
11-12).

52. Does the creation order Include the process of woman 
coming from man as well as man coming from women?

Yes. Procreation is part of the creation order. While the first 
woman was created out of man, men are also procreated through 
women. Paul expressed this comprehensive understanding of the 
creation order as follows. “Neither is man independent of woman, 
nor woman independent of man, in the Lord. For as woman came 
from man, even so man also comes through woman; but all things 
are from God” (1 Cor. 11:11-12).

53. Does the fact that the man is the image of God mean that a 
woman cannot also be the image of God in pastoral 
ministry?

No. Paul does write that “a man ... is the image and glory of God; 
but woman is the glory of man” (1 Cor. 11:7). This does not indi­
cate that the woman cannot be in the image of God, as well as
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being the glory of the man. To say that a woman is not created in 
the image of God would set Paul against the Bible, which states 
that “God created man in His own image; in the image of God 
He created him; male and female He created them” (Gen 1:27). 
Moreover, since woman is the glory of man, then man is not the 
glory of God without the glory of the woman (1 Cor. 11:7).

54. Because Adam was created first, does Paul then conclude 
that a woman cannot exercise spiritual leadership 
authority?

No. Paul uses the fact that “Adam was first formed, then Eve” (1 
Tim. 2:13) to illustrate the importance of women and men re­
specting each other’s authority. The fact that Adam was formed 
first by God illustrates the principle that the authority of men is to 
be respected. At the same time, the fact that Eve was also formed 
by God illustrates that the authority of women is also to be re­
spected. What Paul illustrates here concerning the authority of 
men and women, he explicitly states in another of his letters as 
follows. “The wife does not have authority over her own body, but 
the husband does. And likewise the husband does not have au­
thority over his own body, but the wife does” (1 Cor. 7:4).

Paul’s reference to the order of creation and the Fall was meant 
to counter the influence of false teachings that had led believing 
women in Ephesus to act in ways that were seen as domineering to 
men in general, and their husbands in particular. To demonstrate 
that such behavior has no place within the church, Paul appeals to 
the equality of men and women that is found in the Creation ac­
count. The fact that Adam was created first does not indicate that 
women are somehow inferior to men. If such “first-then” termi­
nology indicates anything more than a sequence of time, it would 
mean that the animals were created to be superior to humans—  
which is obviously not the case. The order of creation in Genesis 2 
moves from incompleteness to completeness, rather, with the cre­
ation of woman as the climax and equal of Adam (Gen. 2:1-25). It 
is just this point that Paul wants the women in Ephesus to remem­
ber. Woman was not created to rule over man; she was created to 
be his equal and loving partner (1:27-28).

Questions and Answers About Women’s Ordination
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Section III: The New  Testament

55. Does Paul’s use of the Old Testament to allow for women in 
ministry contradict the original meaning of the Old 
Testament?

No. New Testament writers, like modern preachers, often use Old 
Testament stories or texts to support newer applications. No mat­
ter how appropriate the later application, the original story contin­
ues to mean what it originally meant. For example, Moses said not 
to muzzle an ox while it is treading grain. There is no indication 
Moses intended this to apply to anything other than real four­
legged oxen. Yet Paul appealed to this law of Moses to argue that 
ministers should be paid by those they serve. It is a legitimate ar­
gument, but it does not change the meaning of what Moses said. 
Likewise, it is clear in the Creation story that Adam and Eve were 
created equal, and however Paul used the Creation story does not 
change its meaning.



Sin and Salvation
“There is neither male nor female fo r  you 
are all one in Christ Jesus” ( Gal. 3:28).

56. Can a man who has been deceived in sin become qualified 
to teach the gospel?

Yes. Paul presents himself in 1 Timothy 1:12-16 as a representative 
pattern of one who was saved (1:15-16) through “the grace of our 
Lord” “with faith and love” (1:14) and then called to Christian 
ministry. He writes: “I thank Christ ... who has enabled me ... 
putting me into the ministry, although I was formerly a blas­
phemer ... ignorantly in unbelief [lacking faith]” (1:12-13). After 
being converted from blasphemy, Paul “was appointed a preacher 
and an apostle,” and “a teacher” “in faith and truth” (2:7).

57. Can a woman who has been deceived in sin become 
qualified to teach the gospel?

Yes. The fact that Eve was deceived into transgression illustrates 
the principle that women need to learn in silence (peace) and 
self-control. At the same time, this illustration is representative 
since men also need to learn in the same way. Similarly, in a letter 
to the Corinthians, Paul uses Eve as an illustration applicable to 
both men and women as follows. “I fear, lest somehow, as the ser­
pent deceived Eve by his craftiness, so your minds may be cor­
rupted from the simplicity that is in Christ” (2 Cor. 11:3).

The fact that Eve was deceived into sin in Eden does not dis­
qualify women from teaching, even as Paul was not disqualified 
though he was formerly a blasphemer (1 Tim. 1:12-16). Paul was 
saved by Christ in faith and love (2:7). Similarly, women may be 
“saved in [the] childbearing [tes tecnogonias\ if they continue in 
faith and love” (2:15). In this way they become qualified to be 
“teachers of good things” (Titus 2:3).

In light of the impact heretical ideas were having upon the 
women in Ephesus, Paul’s allusion to the story of Eve and the Fall 
was meant to serve as a vivid warning about the dangers of listen­
ing and being influenced by false teachers. The story of Eve’s in­
volvement in the Fall illustrated in the strongest of terms just how
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tragic the results could be for the church if the women in Ephesus 
continued in their course. Just as Eve had rejected G od’s word and 
authority over her life, the women in Ephesus would be guilty of 
following after the words of the false teachers rather than follow­
ing God.

58. Does Paul’s statement about equality in Galatians 3:28 
apply only to equality in salvation, or does it also apply to 
equality in pastoral ministry?

Paul teaches that “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither 
slave nor free, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one 
in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28). One must allow Paul to indicate just 
what kind of equality he means is bestowed on us because we are 
all one. In Galatians 2, just two chapters before, Paul points out 
his dispute with Peter because the latter stopped eating with the 
Gentiles, calling it “hypocrisy” (2:13), and saying he was “not act­
ing in line with the truth of the gospel” (2:14). Paul believes the 
equality of Jew and Gentile is not just about salvation, but is social 
equality as well. In the same context he refers to the importance of 
remembering the poor (2:10). There is no reason to believe he 
thinks any differently about the equality between men and 
women, or slave and free, which he mentions in the same context 
as ethnic equality.

The purpose of Christ’s ministry is salvation, redemption and 
restoration. He came to break down the barriers of alienation that 
sin had caused between people, and as far as possible, restore the 
Eden ideal. This meant breaking down the dividing wall between 
Jew and Gentile, but also included breaking down the barriers in 
the male-female relationship. Physical, social, and emotional dif­
ferences remain between men and women, of course, but they are 
fully equal in Christ. This means that neither stands over the other 
or controls the other. They have equal access to God and to min­
istering for Him. Both are to submit mutually to each other out of 
reverence for Christ (Eph. 5:21).

59. Does the submission of wives to husbands as to Christ in 
Ephesians 5:22 disqualify women from pastoral ministry?

No. Husbands and wives are to be “submitting to one another in
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the fear of G od” (Eph. 5:21). This is the context in which Paul 
instructs: “Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to the Lord” 
(5:22). There are significant differences between this relationship 
and the relationship among members of the church including 
leaders. The husband’s relation to his wife illustrates Christ’s rela­
tion to the church. Yet, no man other than Christ is the head of 
the church. “For the husband is head of the wife, as also Christ is 
head of the church; and He is the Savior o f the body” (5:23). He 
is the only “head of the body” (Col. 1:18) and the only “head over 
all things to the church” (1:22). Paul also writes: “I have betrothed 
you to one husband, that I may present you as a chaste virgin to 
Christ” (2 Cor. 11:2). This makes it evident that the pastor is not 
the head of the church.

60. Why did the issue of gender roles get so much attention in 
the New Testament?

Paul’s statements about women in the church and the home may 
be seen as evidence that the Christian faith was coming into con­
flict with the patriarchy of the time. A faith that taught that all 
people were equal in Christ, and that women were accepted in 
public worship and even evangelism was a revolutionary and free­
ing idea. Paul desired to protect the Christian revolution from 
being misunderstood. Therefore, he urges believers to respect the 
social structure in which they live where they could do so without 
compromising their faith. He focuses the believers’ attention on 
what is beneficial and will increase their witness to those around 
them.

61. How can we make the egalitarianism of Galatians 3:28 a 
reality in our practice of pastoral ministry?

The unique characteristic o f Christian leadership is submission to 
the needs of others. This characteristic reflects the nature of God 
Himself as revealed in Christ (Phil. 2:5-11). God’s challenge to us 
is to create a loving community based on unselfish mutual service, 
helping us by our fellowship to exemplify His kingdom on earth 
and prepare people to live for eternity. G od’s vision for us is to 
take the world back to Eden (Matt. 19:4-8; 2 Cor. 5:17), counter­
ing the results of sin and reflecting Jesus Christ by never abusing
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power in our social relationships (Matt. 20:25-28). His kingdom 
is to be among us (Luke 17:21).

The only way to reach that goal is for each of us to submit to 
the crucified Savior, known to us from the way the Holy Spirit 
portrays Him in the Bible. Only then are we able to put aside our 
personal and culturally conditioned prejudices, gender biases in­
cluded. This is echoed by a statement in the Adventist Church’s 
Fundamental Belief No. 14: “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.”

Section III: The New  Testament
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Precedents
“Help these women who labored with me in the gospel” (Phil. 4:3).

62. What roles did women have during the ministry of Jesus?

Although there were no women among the Twelve, there were 
certainly women among Jesus’ followers who would travel to see 
Him, and sometimes with Him, and who gave financial and prac­
tical support to His ministry. Mark 15:40 mentions Mary Magda­
lene, Mary the mother of James the lesser, and Salome who 
followed Jesus and cared for His needs, as well as many other 
women from Jerusalem. Luke 8 mentions many women who fol­
lowed Jesus and supported Him and His disciples from their own 
means. Mary, the sister of Lazarus, sat at Jesus’ feet and learned 
from Him as would a disciple (Luke 10:42).

63. What is the significance of Jesus’ appearance to women 
right after His resurrection?

The first appearances Jesus made after His resurrection were to 
women. Because the women were the first to return to the tomb, 
hoping to tend to Jesus’ body, they were the first to learn about the 
resurrection. It was Mary Magdalene, and others, who became 
the first messengers o f the good news, the very first evangelists 
(Matt. 28:1-10; Mark 16:1-11; Luke 24:1-11; John 20:1-18).

64. Why were there no women among Jesus’ twelve disciples?

The Bible does not give us an explanation for why there were no 
women among the disciples Jesus chose to be the Twelve. Bible 
students have suggested a number of reasons. (1) Jesus was inten­
tionally forming a “Representative Israel,” replicating the twelve 
sons of Israel with the twelve apostles. (2) It would have been very 
difficult for men and women to live and travel together the way 
Jesus and His twelve disciples did during the years of His minis­
try. (3) Including women among the Twelve would have raised 
questions about the morality of Jesus and His disciples, under­
mining their ministry. (4) In a patriarchal society, men would be 
better able to travel and preach as apostles.

65. Does the absence of women among Jesus’ twelve disciples
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indicate that women are excluded from pastoral ministry?

The twelve disciples were not only exclusively male, they also in­
cluded no slave, no freed slave, and no Gentile or non-Jew. If Gen­
tiles can participate in pastoral ministry, then the fact that there 
were not women among the Twelve does not exclude them from 
such ministry.

Women were mentioned as following Jesus, but to travel full 
time with Him among the Twelve would have been viewed with 
suspicion and disapproval. It would have raised questions of pro­
priety 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.

Compared with, for instance, the Pharisaic party, Jesus was 
unique in His positive attitude toward women— and women were 
the first to proclaim the message of the resurrected Savior. From 
the outset, these factors positioned the early Christian church as a 
far more egalitarian movement than was the custom.

66. Are there any Bible precedents of women as apostles?

Paul mentions a woman among the apostles when he writes: 
“Greet Andronicus and Junia, my countrymen and my fellow 
prisoners, who are of note among the apostles” (Rom. 16:7). The 
translation of this passage in Romans is debated among Bible stu­
dents. Some suggest that Junia was highly regarded by the apostles 
rather than a highly regarded apostle. Others suggest that if an 
apostle is one who is sent on a mission by Christ— an apostle is a 
missionary— then, from this perspective, Junia could very well 
have been an apostle. There are many other apostles mentioned in 
the New Testament beyond the select group of the Twelve, such as 
Paul, Silas, Barnabas, and Titus. In addition, from Ephesians 4 
and 1 Corinthians 12, we read that the Holy Spirit gives gifts, 
including apostles, to all to whom He chooses, male and female.

67. Does the Apostle Paul regard women as his helpers in 
ministry?

Yes. In Romans, he writes: “I commend to you Phoebe our sister, 
who is a servant [deacon or minister] of the church in Cenchrea,
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that you may receive her in the Lord in a manner worthy of the 
saints, and assist her in whatever business she has need of you; for 
indeed she has been a helper of many and of myself also” (Rom. 
16:1-2). The significance of the ministry of Phoebe is indicated by 
the fact that the word helper (proistemi) means to be set before or 
set over for the purpose of care and protection (Rom. 12:8; 1 
Thess. 5:12; 1 Tim. 3:4-5, 12, 17).

68. Does Paul regard women as his fellow workers in gospel 
m inistry?

Paul writes: “Greet Priscilla and Aquila, my fellow workers in 
Christ Jesus” (Rom. 16:3); “Greet Mary, who labored much for 
us” (16:6); “Greet Tryphena and Tryphosa, who have labored in 
the Lord. Greet the beloved Persis, who labored much in the Lord. 
Greet Rufus, chosen in the Lord, and his mother and mine” 
(16:12-13); “Greet Philologus and Julia, Nereus and his sister, and 
Olympas, and all the saints who are with them” (16:15). In Philip- 
pians, Paul writes: “I implore Euodia and I implore Syntyche to be 
of the same mind in the Lord. And I urge you also, true compan­
ion, help these women who labored with me in the gospel, with 
Clement also, and the rest of my fellow workers, whose names are 
in the Book of Life” (Phil. 4:2-3).

69. What is the significance of the fact that Paul regards 
wom en a s  his fellow workers in gospel m inistry?

Paul regards his fellow workers as persons to whose ministry the 
church is to submit. He writes: “I urge you, brethren— you know 
the household of Stephanas, that it is the firstfruits of Achaia, and 
that they have devoted themselves to the ministry of the saints—  
that you also submit to such, and to everyone who works and la­
bors with us” (1 Cor. 16:15-16).

This appeal also includes, in principle, an appeal for submis­
sion to the “women who labored with me in the gospel” (Phil. 
4:3). This is because the term fellow worker is used to identify a 
person who is like Paul a representative of God. The fellow worker 
is not a subordinate person since Paul is also only a “fellow worker” 
(2 Cor. 1:24; 6:1) among the men and women through whom 
God works in gospel ministry.

52



Section III: The New  Testament

70. How are the leadership roles of women described in the 
New Testament?

The book of Acts shows women taking roles that would have been 
remarkable in their first-century culture. They were prophets, such 
as the daughters of Philip (Acts 21:9), and host-leaders of house 
churches, such as Lydia and Nympha (Col. 4:15). When Saul per­
secuted the Christians, he targeted both men and women (Acts 
9:2). Apparently the women contributed enough to the movement 
that he felt both must be stopped in order to halt the spread of the 
belief. When Priscilla and Aquila taught Apollos, her name is 
mentioned first, a suggestion that she was more prominent in the 
act of teaching (Acts 18:24-26). And Paul mentions many women 
and their work in his letters (Rom. 16:1-3, 6, 12-13, 15), including 
the women who were leaders in the church of Philippi (Phil.
4:1-3).

71. Are there any Bible precedents of women as disciples?

Yes. “These all continued with one accord in prayer and supplica­
tion, with the women and Mary the mother of Jesus, and with His 
brothers. And in those days Peter stood up in the midst of the 
disciples (altogether the number of names was about a hundred 
and twenty)” (Acts 1:14-15). In Acts 9:36, Dorcas is specifically 
described as a disciple, the one woman specifically designated as 
such in the New Testament.

72. Does the New Testament teach that the all-male Levitical 
priesthood was God’s original plan for the priesthood?

No. The Melchizedeck priesthood preceded the Levitical priest­
hood and was a better priesthood. “For this Melchizedek, king of 
Salem, priest of the Most High God, who met Abraham returning 
from the slaughter of the kings and blessed him, to whom also 
Abraham gave a tenth part of all. . . . Now consider how great this 
man was, to whom even the patriarch Abraham gave a tenth. . . . 
And indeed those who are of the sons of Levi, who receive the 
priesthood, have a commandment to receive tithes. . . . But he 
whose genealogy is not derived from them received tithes from 
Abraham and blessed him who had the promises. Now beyond all
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contradiction the lesser is blessed by the better. . . . Even Levi, who 
receives tithes, paid tithes through Abraham, so to speak, for he 
was still in the loins of his father when Melchizedek met him” 
(Heb. 7:1-10).

73. Does the New Testament teach that the all-male Levitical 
priesthood was God’s final plan for the priesthood?

No. “For the [Levitical] priesthood being changed, of necessity 
there is also a change of the law. For He of whom these things are 
spoken belongs to another tribe, from which no man has offici­
ated at the altar. For it is evident that our Lord arose from Judah, 
of which tribe Moses spoke nothing concerning priesthood. And 
it is yet far more evident if, in the likeness of Melchizedek, there 
arises another priest who has come, not according to the law of a 
fleshly commandment, but according to the power of an endless 
life. For He testifies: ‘You are a priest forever according to the or­
der of Melchizedek.’ For on the one hand there is an annulling of 
the former commandment because of its weakness and unprofit­
ableness” (Heb. 7:12-18).

74. Does the Melchizedek priesthood include men and women 
who are in Christ?

Yes. The Melchizedek priesthood is made up of king-priests (Heb. 
7:2), and Christ “has made us kings and priests” (Rev. 1:6; 5:10). 
We “shall be priests of God and of Christ, and shall reign [as 
kings] with Him” (20:6). All men and women “who believe” (2 
Pet. 2:7) are “a royal priesthood” (2:9; cf. 2:5). They are included 
in the Melchizedek priesthood.

The Old Testament priesthood is not the model for the New 
Testament Christian community. It’s true that the Old Testament 
priests were exclusively male; they were also chosen from only one 
tribe, the Levites. The Levitical system included dozens of ordi­
nances that are not to be practiced today, such as sacrificing lambs.

75. Does the biblical record of female prophets have any 
implications for women in pastoral ministry?

Both the Old and New Testaments indicate that God chose 
women to serve as prophets to His people, and as such they were
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spokespersons of God’s messages to the people. Miriam (Ex. 
15:20), Deborah (Judg. 4:4), and Huldah (2 Kings 22:14) are ex­
amples in the Old Testament. The daughters of Philip are exam­
ples in the New Testament (Acts 21:9). The role of pastor in the 
New Testament church is closely modeled on the role of a prophet. 
Like the prophet, the pastor is a spokesperson for God, explaining 
the Word of God to the people and protecting the flock with care 
and supervision. This biblical image of a prophetic pastor is ful­
filled by both men and women. This is the sense in which men 
and women will be prophets when the Spirit of God is poured out 
on all flesh (Joel 2:28; Acts 2:17).

76. Does Paul indicate that he expects women will have an 
active role in public worship?

In 1 Corinthians 11:5, Paul says that women need to have their 
heads covered when they pray or prophesy in public. It is clear, 
then, that he must not be expecting all women to keep silent at all 
times, because he is telling them the proper way to be dressed 
when they speak up. Furthermore, this instruction appears in the 
middle of a long discussion about relationships in the church and 
propriety in worship, including the Lord’s Supper, and using spir­
itual gifts in church. While prayer may be interpreted as a private 
act, prophesying is done to give a message to others, and the con­
cern for modesty reinforces that this is public ministry.

Section III: The New  Testament
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Headship
“I  have betrothed you to one husband . . . t o  Christ” (2 Cor. 11:2).

77. Are fem ale pastors improper becau se m ale pastors func­
tion as the head of the church along with Christ?

No. Christ is the only head of the church. He is “head over all 
things to the church” (Eph. 1:22). “Christ is head of the church” 
(5:23). “He is the head of the body, the church” (Col. 1:18). Paul 
also writes: “I have betrothed you to one husband, that I may 
present you as a chaste virgin to Christ” (2 Cor. 11:2). There are 
no Bible texts that even hint that the pastor, male or female, 
should function as the head of the church.

78. Are fem ale pastors improper b ecau se  only men grow  up 
into Christ—the head of the church?

No. All Christians are to “grow up in all things into Him who is 
the head— Christ” (Eph. 4:15). He is the head of “the whole body” 
in which “every part does its share” (4:16).

79. Are fem ale pastors to be excluded b ecau se  A dam ’s head­
ship over the race w as transferred to men in general?

No. Adam’s headship is transferred only to the incarnate Christ. 
“The first man Adam became a living being. The last Adam be­
came a life-giving spirit” (1 Cor. 15:45). Both men and women are 
included in the first Adam and in Christ— the last Adam. “This is 
the book of the genealogy of Adam. In the day that God created 
[Adam], He made him in the likeness of God. He created them 
male and female, and blessed them and called them [Adam] in the 
day they were created” (Gen. 5:1-2). “As in Adam all die, even so 
in Christ all shall be made alive” (1 Cor. 15:22).

80. Are fem ale pastors excluded b ecau se  the headship of a 
husband-wife relationship is transferrable to church 
leadership?

There is no text that would indicate there ought to be a general 
headship of all men over all women. Paul writes: “Let each one of 
you in particular so love his own wife as himself, and let the wife
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see that she respects her husband” (Eph. 5:33). Similarly, “Let 
each man have his own wife, and let each woman have her own 
husband” (1 Cor. 7:2).

Further, even if there were a transfer of husband-wife relations 
to church leadership, this would call for team ministry with au­
thority shared by men and women, paralleling the marriage rela­
tionship. Paul writes: “The wife does not have authority over her 
own body, but the husband does. And likewise the husband does 
not have authority over his own body, but the wife does” (1 Cor. 
7:4). Note the fluid and shared character of authority, even in 
marriage, which is generally considered to be a realm of distinct 
roles.

81. Does the fact that the husband is head of the wife exclude 
a  wife from ordination to pastoral m inistry?

No. When Paul encourages the husband to act as a head like 
Christ, he is calling him to love and self-sacrifice for the best good 
of his wife (Eph. 5:23-30). A husband doing this will encourage 
his wife to use fully the gifts God has given her, and he will cele­
brate when the church recognizes these gifts through ordination.

82. Does the biblical concept of "head" a s  “authority” exclude 
the concept of “head” a s  “source"?

No. For Paul, the word head implies authority when Jesus is pre­
sented as “head over all things to the church” (Eph. 1:22). The 
meaning of this headship authority is illuminated by the state­
ment that God “has put all things under His feet” (1 Cor. 15:27) 
until “He puts an end to all rule and all authority and power. For 
He must reign till He has put all enemies under His feet” 
(15:24-25).

At the same time, Paul uses the word head in several passages 
to include the concept of “source.” He explains 1 Corinthians 11:3 
by saying: “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. . . . For man is not from woman, but woman from man. . . . 
For as woman came from man, even so man also comes through 
woman; but all things are from God” (1 Cor. 11:3, 8, 12).

That God is the ultimate authority and source of authority is
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made explicit when Paul writes that “there is no authority except 
from God, and the authorities that exist are appointed by God” 
(Rom. 13:1). This is why the wife submits to her husband as to the 
Lord (Eph. 5:22). It is also why husbands and wives submit to 
each other (5:21). “The wife does not have authority over her own 
body, but the husband does. And likewise the husband does not 
have authority over his own body, but the wife does” (1 Cor. 7:4).

83. Do the different requirements for male and female head 
adornment signal any difference in the roles of spiritual 
leadership?

No. The principle behind Paul’s advice would apply equally to 
men and women but be applied differently by men and women. 
“Every man praying or prophesying, having his head covered, dis­
honors his head. But every woman who prays or prophesies with 
her head uncovered dishonors her head” (1 Cor. 11:4-5). The prin­
ciple that applies equally to men and women is that they should 
honor their heads. Neither should give offense that would damage 
the influence of the gospel. In that culture, a specific kind of head 
adornment could be used to show honor or to give offense. Paul’s 
concern is expressed in the near context. “Give no offense, either 
to the Jews or to the Greeks or to the church of God, just as I also 
please all men in all things, not seeking my own profit, but the 
profit of many, that they may be saved” (10:32-33).

84. What does Paul teach on headship and submission in the 
family and the church?

In Ephesians 5:22-33, in the context o f “submitting to one an­
other,” Paul tells wives to submit to their husbands as part of his 
instruction on household order (5:22). Husbands, for their part, 
are told to reciprocate with Christlike love (5:25). This is because 
the husband is head of the wife in the same way that Christ is the 
head of the church. This very passage, however, contradicts the 
idea that male headship should be applied to the church, as he 
clearly here says that Christ is the head of the church (5:23). Paul 
does not use the image of a marriage or a family for the relation­
ship between the pastor and the rest of the church.
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85. Do the differences between men and women exclude 
women from ordination as pastors?

No. The differences between men and women are complementary 
within the different ways to administer or exercise of the gifts and 
offices ordained by God. “There are diversities of gifts, but the 
same Spirit. There are differences of ministries, but the same Lord. 
And there are diversities of activities, but it is the same God who 
works all in all. But the manifestation of the Spirit is given to each 
one for the profit of all” (1 Cor. 12:4-7).



Pastors, Elders, and Deacons
“He, H im self gave some to be ... pastors” (Eph. 4:11).

86. What are the biblical texts used by Seventh-day Adventists 
as the basis for our identification of three offices for which 
persons are ordained?

The Seventh-day Adventist Minister’s Handbook states on page 85:

“The Scriptures distinguish three categories of ordained offi­
cers:

“(1) the gospel minister, whose role may be seen as preaching/ 
teaching, administering the ordinances, and pastoral care 
of the church (1 Tim. 4:14; 2 Tim. 4:1-5);

“(2) the elder, who exercises oversight of a local congrega­
tion, performing some pastoral functions as well (Acts 
14:23; 20:17; Titus 1:5, 9; 1 Tim. 3:2, 5);

“(3) the deacon, to whose care the poor and the benevolent 
work of the congregation are entrusted (Phil. 1:1; Acts 6:
1-6; 1 Tim. 3:8-13).”

87. Does the masculine term elder necessarily exclude 
women?

No. The author of the book of Hebrews makes a representative 
statement in describing “the elders [who] obtained a good testi­
mony” (Heb. 11:2) as including Sarah (11:11), Rahab (11:31), and 
other women (11:35). These elders were part of the general order of 
the people of God. These are not examples of the ministry of “el­
der” in the New Testament church. But these examples show that 
in biblical terminology, masculine language can be used to in­
clude women.

Female elders are also mentioned in the following text: “Re­
buke not an elder but entreat him as a father and the younger men 
as brethren; the elder women as mothers and the younger women 
as sisters” (1 Tim. 5:1-2, KJV). Some Bible students conclude that 
these elder women held some official position in church leadership
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for various reasons. This reference to male and female elders is 
preceded by a reference to the council of elders (4:14). It is also 
followed by qualifications for elder widows (5:3-16) that are par­
allel with the qualifications for male elders (3:1-11). The discussion 
of elder widows (and the widows that are not qualified, in part, 
because they have not ruled well at home [5:14]) is followed by a 
summary statement about elders who rule well (5:17-20). Paul 
proceeds from the male and female elders who should not be re­
buked (5:1-2) to the elders who should be rebuked (5:19-20).

Other Bible students conclude that these elders are not official 
elders because they are mentioned in close connection with young 
persons in the church. Therefore, these elders may simply be old 
persons. Nevertheless, even this view does not change the fact that 
both men and women are referred to as elders. Therefore, the term 
elder when used to refer to those who hold an official office does 
not automatically exclude women.

While the word presbyteros can designate both an older person 
(Philem. 9; Luke 15:25; Acts 2:17) as well as someone serving as 
an elder within the church (1 Tim. 4:14; 5:17), the context indi­
cates that here Paul is describing the spirit that is to characterize a 
church leader’s relationship with different age groups within the 
church. While church leaders, whether male or female, are called 
to treat older men and women within the church with the utmost 
respect, it does not meant that older individuals are beyond cor­
rection. It merely means that if correction is necessary, it is the 
duty of a church leader to administer correction with the same 
affection and concern that would be shown to one’s own parents. 
Additionally, younger individuals within the church should be 
treated as if they were siblings.

38. Are women excluded from being elders and bishops be­
cause they do not have all the characteristics of a blame­
less person that are listed by Paul?

No. The essential qualification is that the elder be blameless. Paul 
lists examples of ways in which a potential elder may demonstrate 
blamelessness. A person does not have to possess all of the possible 
positive qualifications (such as being a married man) in order to 
be a blameless elder. The qualification of being “the husband of
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one wife” (Titus 1:5-7; 1 Tim. 3:2) applies in principle to the 
“blameless” (1 Tim. 5:7) elder-widow (5:1-3) who is to be “the wife 
of one man” (5:9). The principle Paul promotes is the sexual purity 
of the elder, not that the elder is a married man. The elder widow 
is currently unmarried because her husband is dead; yet she has a 
blameless character. Similarly, while a male deacon is to be a 
blameless “husband of one wife” (3:12), the woman Phoebe has 
the same blameless character and therefore serves as a deacon 
(Rom. 16:1).

Paul indicates negative disqualifications for elder-bishops as 
follows: “a bishop then must be blameless” (1 Tim. 3:2), “not given 
to wine, not violent, not greedy for money, but gentle, not quarrel­
some, not covetous” (3:3; cf. Titus 1:6-7). Again, Paul’s emphasis 
is on the qualification of blamelessness rather than on specific 
ways in which a person may be disqualified. This means that an 
unqualified person does not have to possess all of the negative 
traits mentioned. For example, a person who is violent does not 
also have to be greedy in order to be unfit for the office of elder.

89. Isn’t Paul describing elders as men where he mentions the 
phrase “husbands of one wife"?

No. Paul’s concern is not the gender of a church leader, but rather 
the type of character that should define the life of a spiritual leader. 
This is evident for two reasons:

First, Paul does not restrict the desire to serve as an “overseer” 
to individuals of only the male gender. In the original Greek, as 
most translations indicate, Paul says that “anyone” who wants to 
serve as an overseer “desires a noble task.” Anyone means any man 
or woman. If Paul had wanted to limit the ministry of an overseer 
to men, he could have easily restricted the meaning of the indefi­
nite pronoun by adding a gender-specific noun or pronoun with it 
(as he does elsewhere; cf. 1 Tim. 5:4, 16; 1 Cor. 7:12-13, 36). In 
addition, no masculine pronoun occurs in Greek throughout the 
entire list of qualifications for the ministry of an overseer, or elder, 
as we say today. The terminology in the passage is gender 
inclusive.

Second, not only can women fulfill all of the requirements 
Paul sets forth for an overseer, but also none of the qualifications
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specifically exclude women as potential candidates. Hie require­
ment that an overseer be the “husband of one wife” (or literally, “a 
one-woman man”) also does not specifically exclude women. 
While this expression is gender specific, it is not gender exclusive. 
This is evident in the fact that Paul applies this same criterion to 
both male and female deacons (1 Tim. 3:8-13). It would have to 
apply then to the woman Phoebe, whom Paul identifies as a dea­
con in Romans 16:1. Thus the expression “husband of one wife” is 
not meant to emphasize the gender of the elder or deacon, but 
rather to point to the importance of sexual purity, which in Paul’s 
day was understood in the context of a monogamous relationship. 
The passage no more excludes women from ministry than it does 
single or childless men from serving the church as overseers.

The requirement that an elder be the “husband of one wife” is 
what it appears to be— a requirement of monogamy. The use of 
the term husband is merely another example of Paul’s use of male 
language. A woman, therefore, can fulfill this requirement, be­
cause she is equally able to be monogamous. We apply the princi­
ple behind this requirement, just as we would if the candidate 
were a single or childless man.

90. Does the fact that m ale elders are to be treated a s  fathers 
indicate that pastors m ust be men?

The first major problem with this argument is that the New Tes­
tament texts never say that elders and ministers have to be male! 
Nowhere in the New Testament is the elder called “the head.” The 
text about headship in Ephesians 5:23 speaks about marriage—  
and certainly, we would not call the husband/head of his wife her 
“father.” Likewise, no New Testament text calls the elder “father.” 
Jesus as the head of the church is not compared to a father. He is 
our older brother and leaders of the church are rather older sib­
lings taking responsibility. Indeed, we are advised not to call hu­
man leaders our “father” (see Matt. 23:8-10).

91. Why does Paul u se  m ale lan gu age when talking about the 
requirem ents for elders in 1 Timothy 3 and Titus 1?

In antiquity the “default” gender for a mixed group was always 
masculine. If there were a group of several women and only one
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man, the language to describe the group would be masculine. 
Gender inclusive language is a fairly recent phenomenon and 
would not have been a consideration in Paul’s time.

Paul’s use of the male gender does not indicate whether there 
were women elders in his time. Masculine gender is the “default” 
language for inclusive description. Consider God’s use of the male 
gender in the Ten Commandments. It is not because He assumes 
that in most cases the reader will be male! Similarly, Paul often 
addresses the early church as “brethren,” even though the church 
may have been comprised of more women than men.

92. Are women excluded from being elders because, while 
members are to submit to elders, men are not to submit to 
women?

No. The Bible teaches that all Christians are to submit to each 
other (Eph. 5:21). This principle is indicated in the following ap­
peal by Paul: “I urge you, brethren— you know the household of 
Stephanas, that it is the firstfruits of Achaia, and that they have 
devoted themselves to the ministry of the saints— that you also 
submit to such, and to everyone who works and labors with us” (1 
Cor. 16:15-16).

Note that the submission of servant leaders to service is the 
basis of the appeal for submission from the rest of the church. 
Also, the entire household of Stephanas, presumably including 
women, had submitted themselves to the service of the church. 
The church submits to servant leaders whether they are male or 
female.

Jesus articulated a general principle of servant leadership when 
He said: “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over 
them, and their great men exercise authority over them. It is not 
this way among you, but whoever wishes to become great among 
you shall be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among 
you shall be your slave” (Matt. 20:25-27).

In one of his letters, Peter restates this is the gospel principle of 
mutual submission between those who lead and those who follow: 
“The elders who are among you I exhort, I who am a fellow elder 
and a witness o f the sufferings of Christ, and also a partaker of the 
glory that will be revealed: Shepherd the flock of God which is
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among you, serving as overseers, not by compulsion but willingly, 
not for dishonest gain but eagerly; nor as being lords over those en­
trusted to you, but being examples to the flock; and when the Chief 
Shepherd appears, you will receive the crown of glory that does 
not fade away. Likewise you younger people, submit yourselves to your 
elders. Yes, a ll o f you be submissive to one another’ (1 Pet. 5:1-5, 
emphasis added).

Should there be female pastors in every local church in 
order for the global church to be united?

No. The church remained united when some held circumcision to 
be a biblical requirement for all Christians while others saw it only 
as a requirement for Jews. The decision was made not to trouble 
the Gentile Christians (Acts 15:17) with a requirement of circum­
cision (15:24). Paul referred to this decision in terms of a distinc­
tion between two equally legitimate evangelistic strategies within 
the united church: one strategy called “the gospel for the uncir­
cumcised” and the other called “the gospel for the circumcised” 
(Gal. 2:7). These are not two different gospels. Rather the one 
gospel is presented with sensitivity to the differences between Jews 
and Gentiles. The church is united today, yet we don’t have similar 
worldwide practice on the issue of female pastors. Our unity 
doesn’t depend on uniformity on this issue.
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Teaching Authority
“Charge some that they teach no other doctrine” (1 Tim . 1:3).

94. Does Paul prohibit all women from teaching, or does he 
prohibit women from teaching false doctrines?

The prohibition against women exercising authority over men in 1 
Timothy 2:11-12 is part of the apostle’s overall response to the 
malicious influence of false teachers who were undermining the 
faith of the believers in Ephesus (cf. 1:3-4; 18-20; 4:1-4; 6:20-21). 
Paul addresses the behavior of the women in Ephesus in particular 
because they had lost sight of the true gospel and the implication 
it had on how they should live as followers of Christ. Under the 
direction of the false teachers, these women had developed a dis­
dain for the traditional role of women as wives and mothers (cf. 
4:3; 5:9-10, 14) that led them to not only begin to dress immod­
estly (2:9-10; 5:6), but also to act in ways that were seen as domi­
neering over their husbands and other men as well (2:11-12).

95. Does Paul prohibit women from the exercise of church 
authority, or does he prohibit women from the abuse of 
church authority?

The indication that the problem was a ruling or domineering form 
of behavior being exercised by the women in Ephesus is found in 
the Greek word translated as “authority.” Instead of using exousia, 
the regular word used in the New Testament for authority (e.g., 
Rom. 9:21; 13:3; 2 Cor. 13:10; 2 Thess. 3:9), Paul uses an ex­
tremely rare word that occurs nowhere else in the New Testament: 
authented. This verb has a negative element of force associated 
with it. It can mean “to rule/reign,” and “to control” or “to domi­
nate.” Rather than exercising the normal form of authority that is 
associated with the office of ministry, these women were behaving 
in a way that was overbearing. The domineering behavior of these 
women was opposed to the traditionally subordinate role of 
women to men in the ancient Roman world. Also, their behavior 
was completely at odds with the spirit of Christlike love, selfless­
ness, and mutual submission that is to define the relationship be­
tween all believers, and especially the marriage relationship
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between Christians (Eph. 5:15-32).

96. Can women and men share authority with each other?

Yes. “The wife does not have authority over her own body, but the 
husband does. And likewise the husband does not have authority 
over his own body, but the wife does” (1 Cor. 7:4).

97. Should men and women submit to each other?

Yes. They should be “submitting to one another in the fear of 
G od” (Eph. 5:21).
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Silent Women
“You can a ll prophesy one by one, that a ll may learn” (1 Cor. 14:31).

98. Why does Paul tell the Corinthian women to keep silent in 
church?

In 1 Corinthians 14:33-35, Paul tells women to keep silent and to 
ask any questions they might have to their husbands at home. This 
passage is just a few chapters after his instruction to women to 
cover their heads when they pray or prophesy in public (11:4-5), 
and it is part of a multichapter discussion about orderly worship. 
Earlier in chapter 14, he speaks about the gift of tongues needing 
to be useful— that is, the message must be interpreted (14:4-21). 
Then he discusses the advantages of prophesying in contrast with 
the disadvantages of uninterpreted tongues (14:22-33). Further, 
he tells them that an unbeliever who came into the service and 
heard everyone speaking at once would only think they were in­
sane (14:24). Paul’s advice to prophets and to those who speak in 
tongues is about taking turns, speaking in order, and not talking 
over one another (14:26-32).

The rule about the women keeping silent, which comes directly 
after that, is part of the same concern. He introduces his advice 
about women with these words: “God is not the author of confu­
sion but of peace” (14:33). Because the solution is women asking 
questions to their husbands at home (14:35), we can see that Paul 
is not talking about women teaching in church, but about women 
interrupting the service with questions— one more example of the 
chaos when believers talk over each other. It is this very church to 
whom Paul had just written that women should have their heads 
covered when they prophesy (11:4-5), so it is clear he means them 
to participate, but not— as listeners— to interrupt in a disorderly 
manner. He ends his instruction with the words “Tet all things be 
done decently and in order” (14:40).

99. Does Paul instruct men as well as women to “keep silent”?

Yes. When Paul instructs that women should “keep silent \siagdY 
(1 Cor. 14:34), he presents a principle that applies to men and 
women. This is evident in the following instruction concerning the
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one who speaks in tongues: “If there is no interpreter, let him keep 
silent [siago] in church, and let him speak to himself and to God” 
(14:28). In the near context, Paul uses the neuter pronoun when he 
writes “if anyone speaks in a tongue” (14:27). He also refers to 
confusion caused by all speaking in tongues at the same time 
(14:23). While women are not explicitly mentioned, there is no 
reason to presume that they were not involved as well as the men.

Similarly, Paul addresses men and women who prophesy when 
he writes that “if anything is revealed to another who sits by, let 
the first keep silent” (14:30). Earlier in the letter Paul indicates 
that men and women prophesied in public Christian worship ser­
vices (11:4-5). He also refers to the confusion caused when all 
prophesy at the same time (14:23). It is clear that Paul did not tell 
women to be silent just because they were not men. Men and 
women are allowed to speak in Christian ministry.

100. Is Paul’s instruction that women “learn in silence with all 
submission” applicable also to men?

Yes. When Paul instructs a woman to “learn in silence \hesuchia\ 
with all submission \hupotage\” (1 Tim. 2:11), his teaching is appli­
cable to men and women. He uses a Greek word for silence that he 
also uses to describe what the entire church should pray for— “a 
peaceable [hesuchios] life” (2:1-2). In another letter Paul advises 
Christian men and women to be “in quietness \hesuchia\” rather 
than being “disorderly” (1 Thess. 3:11-12). Paul also uses a Greek 
word for submission that he also uses to describe Christian men 
and women in terms of “the obedience [hup otage] of your confes­
sion to the gospel of Christ” (2 Cor. 9:13).

It is important to note that before instructing the women, Paul 
mentions the need for “faith and a good conscience, which some 
having rejected, concerning the faith have suffered shipwreck, of 
whom are Hymenaeus and Alexander, whom I delivered to Satan 
that they may learn not to blaspheme” (1 Tim. 1:19-20). It is im­
mediately after this reference to men who needed to learn that 
Paul instructs concerning prayer for a peaceable life (2:1-2). Then 
he instructs men to pray without wrath (2:8). The teaching con­
cerning women learning in silence is simply a continuation of 
teaching on a principle that had already been applied to men.
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Ellen White
101. Does Ellen White affirm the offices of pastor, elder, and 

deacon?

“The responsibility o f representing Christ to the world does 
not rest alone upon those who are ordained as ministers o f the 
gospel. Each member of the church should be a living epistle, 
known and read of all men. A working church will be a living 
church. Those who are elected as elders and deacons should 
ever be on the alert that plans may be made and executed 
which will give every member of the church a share in active 
work for the salvation of souls. This is the only way in which 
the church can be preserved in a healthy, thriving condition”
(Review and Herald, March 24, 1891, emphasis added).

102. Was Ellen White ordained by God?

Although she was never ordained as a minister in the Seventh-day 
Adventist Church, Ellen White believed that God Himself had 
ordained her to the prophetic ministry. In her later years, while 
recalling her experience in the Millerite movement and receiving 
her first vision, she stated,

“In the city of Portland the Lord ordained me as His messen­
ger” (Review and Herald, May 18, 1911, Art. A).

This perspective on the spiritual ordination she received from God 
harmonizes with her understanding that all Christians, by virtue of 
their baptism in Christ, are also ordained by Christ for ministry.

“Have you tasted of the powers of the world to come? . . . 
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’ ” (Testimonies for the 
Church, Vol. 6, p. 444).

103. Was Ellen White given the credentials of an ordained 
minister?

73



Yes, Ellen White was given the credentials of an ordained minis­
ter. The White Estate possesses six paper credentials of an ordained 
minister that were given to Ellen White by the General Confer­
ence. On an 1885 certificate, the letters of the word ordained\\zsrz. 
been individually marked out. It is unknown when or by whom 
this word was “crossed out.” This ought not to be interpreted to 
mean that church leaders thought she should not have or- 
dained-minister credentials, as they could have issued her the cre­
dentials of an unordained minister instead, and this anomaly does 
not appear on her credentials issued other years. Rather, it is sig­
nificant that the Adventist pioneers and Ellen White felt comfort­
able for her to officially hold the credentials of an ordained 
minister. Additionally, Ellen White was listed in editions of the 
Adventist Yearbook as an ordained minister. All existing records 
are consistent in categorizing her as “ordained” from 1883 to her 
death in 1915, though she herself declared that her ordination was 
of God, not of man.

104. Does Ellen White support the participation of women in 
pastoral ministry?

“It is the accompaniment of the Holy Spirit o f God that 
prepares workers, both men and women, to become pastors to 
the flock of God” {Testimonies for the Church, Vol. 6, p. 322).

“I am wondering what can be done for the destitute fields 
where the flock of God is without a shepherd. . . . We need so 
much just now these fruits of self-denial, to support women 
missionaries in the field” {Manuscript Releases, Vol. 12, p.
164).

“Repeatedly companies had been presented to me, reaching 
forth their hands in supplication, and saying, ‘We are as sheep 
without a shepherd; come and open to us the word of God.’
... Men and women must be prepared to communicate the 
knowledge they have of the infinite wisdom, love, and power 
of God” {General Conference Bulletin, Apr. 1, 1899, Art. B).
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105. Does Ellen White support the ordination of women for the 
ministries to which God calls them?

In a spiritual sense, Ellen White believes all Christians have been 
ordained to do ministry. This perspective is at the heart of the 
priesthood of all believers.

“All who are ordained into the life of Christ are ordained to 
work for the salvation of their fellow men” (The Signs o f the Times, 
Aug. 25, 1898).

In 1895, Ellen White wrote a long article about the work of 
laypeople in local churches. She urged ministers to let laypeople 
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 kind of 
ministry and evangelism they do. 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 o f the 
poor. They should be set apart to this work by prayer and lay­
ing on o f 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 o f 
strengthening and building up the church. We need to branch out 
more in our methods o f labor" (Review and Herald, Jul. 9, 1895, 
emphasis added).

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 various forms of 
ministry and to provide care for the needs of others.

Furthermore, we should reflect carefully on the implications of 
some arguments of those who oppose the ordination of women. 
Some argue that we should not ordain women because the Bible is 
silent on this question. Then, what are we to make of this sugges­
tion and counsel regarding the ordination of these women Ellen 
White referred to? Clearly, her understanding of both ministry 
and ordination are broad enough to allow for women to be
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included. Ordination is both asking God’s blessing on the indi­
viduals and affirming their ministry for the church.

106. Does Ellen White prescribe or prohibit the ordination of 
female pastors?

No. According to her secretary, C. C. Crisler (1916), Ellen White 
“was very careful about expressing herself... as to the advisability 
of ordaining women ... [due to] the perils that such general prac­
tice would expose the church to by a gainsaying world [due to 
gender prejudice in the world in that era].” At the same time, Cris­
ler writes: “This is not suggesting ... that no women are fitted for 
such public labor, and that none should ever be ordained” (Daugh­
ters o f God, p. 255).

107. Did Ellen White regard the pastor as the head of the 
church?

Whether the pastor is a man or a woman, the pastor is never to be 
regarded as the head of the church. Ellen White’s thought on this 
matter is very clear.

“God has never given a hint in His word that He has ap­
pointed any man to be the head of the church” (The Great 
Controversy, p. 51).

“Christ, not the minister, is the head of the church” (The Signs 
o f the Times, Jan. 27, 1890).

“Christ is the only Head of the church” {Manuscript Releases, 
Vol. 21, p. 274).

108. Does Ellen White regard the husband as head of the 
family?

“How can husband and wife divide the interests o f their home 
life and still keep a loving, firm hold upon each other? They 
should have a united interest in all that concerns their home­
making, and the wife, if a Christian, will have her interest
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with her husband as his companion; for the husband is to 
stand as the head of the household” {The Adventist Home, p. 
119).

“The husband who stands as the head of his wife as Christ 
stands as the head of His church, who loves his wife as he 
loves his own body, and cherishes and nourishes her as Christ 
the church, will not act in a way to destroy either his own 
powers or the powers o f his wife” {Manuscript 152, 1899, pp. 
3, 4; Manuscript Releases, Vol. 4, p. 381).

“The husband is the head of the family, as Christ is the head 
of the church; and any course which the wife may pursue to 
lessen his influence and lead him to come down from that 
dignified, responsible position is displeasing to God. It is 
the duty of the wife to yield her wishes and will to her hus­
band. Both should be yielding, but the word of God gives 
preference to the judgment of the husband. And it will not 
detract from the dignity of the wife to yield to him whom she 
has chosen to be her counselor, adviser, and protector. The 
husband should maintain his position in his family with all 
meekness, yet with decision” {Testimonies for the Church, Vol.
1, p. 307).

109. Does Ellen White regard the wife as co-head of the family?

“If the atmosphere surrounding her is the most agreeable to 
you, if she meets your standard for a wife to stand at the head 
of your family; if, in your calm judgment, taken in the light 
given you of God, her example would be worthy of imitation, 
you might as well marry her” {Manuscript Releases, Vol. 4, p. 
217).

“Have they the knowledge that will enable them to teach oth­
ers? Have they been educated to be true fathers and mothers? 
Can they stand at the head of a family as wise instructors? The 
only education worthy of the name is that which leads young
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men and women to be Christlike, which fits them to bear 
life’s responsibilities, fits them to stand at the head of their 
families” (Counsels to Parents, Teachers, and Students, p. 382).

“Every woman who is at the head of a family and yet does not 
understand the art o f healthful cookery should determine to 
learn that which is so essential to the well-being of her house­
hold” {The Ministry o f Healing, p. 303).

“O f all our training-schools, the family should stand first. Fa­
thers and mothers should feel that they are placed at the head 
of a mission” {The Signs o f the Times, May 4, 1888).

“The men and women at the head of a mission need close 
connection with God, in order to keep themselves pure and 
to know how to manage the youth discreetly, so that the 
thoughts o f all shall be untainted, uncorrupted” {Gospel Work­
ers, p. 366).

“Even though the men and women of our missions are in 
character as pure as fine gold, they need constant connection 
with God in order to keep themselves pure and to know how 
to manage the youth discreetly, so that all shall keep their 
thoughts untainted, uncorrupted” {General Conference Daily 
Bulletin, Feb. 6, 1893, Art. B).

110. Does Ellen White regard being “head” as being in a posi­
tion of unilateral rulership?

“Neither husband nor wife is to make a plea for rulership.
The Lord has laid down the principle that is to guide in this 
matter. The husband is to cherish his wife as Christ cherishes 
the church. And the wife is to respect and love her husband. 
Both are to cultivate the spirit o f kindness, being determined 
never to grieve or injure the other. . . . Do not try to compel 
each other to do as you wish. You cannot do this and retain
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each other’s love” {The Adventist Home, pp. 106-107).

“The Lord would have the wife render respect unto her hus­
band, but always as it is fit in the Lord. . . . Abigail saw that 
. . .  [h]e [Nabal] would remind her that he was the lord of 
his household, that she was his wife and therefore in subjec­
tion to him, and must do as he should dictate. . . . From this 
history, we can see that there are circumstances under which 
it is proper for a woman to act promptly and independently, 
moving with decision in the way she knows to be the way of 
the Lord” {Manuscript 17, 1891; Manuscript Releases, Vol. 21, 
pp. 213-214).

“Christ’s rule is one of wisdom and love, and when husbands 
fulfill their obligations to their wives, they will use their au­
thority with the same tenderness ... and in the same way that 
Christ requires submission from the church” ( The Adventist 
Home, p. 117).

“The Lord Jesus does not rule His church like a taskmaster” 
{Ibid.). “The Lord Jesus has not been correctly represented in 
His relation to the church by many husbands in their relation 
to their wives, for they do not keep the way of the Lord. They 
declare that their wives must be subject to them in every­
thing” {Ibid.). “But it was not the design of God that the 
husband should have control, as head of the house, when he 
himself does not submit to Christ. He must be under the rule 
o f Christ that he may represent the relation of Christ to the 
church. If he is a coarse, rough, boisterous, egotistical, harsh, 
and overbearing man, let him never utter the word that the 
husband is the head of the wife, and that she must submit to 
him in everything; for he is not the Lord, he is not the hus­
band in the true significance of the term” {Ibid.). 111

111. Does Ellen White recommend the use of the tithe for 
remuneration of female pastors?
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Indirectly, yes, when she alludes to Paul’s teaching on financial 
support for elders/pastors who labor in word and doctrine (1 Tim. 
3:17-20):

“Make no mistake in neglecting to correct the error of giving 
ministers less than they should receive. . . . The tithe should go to 
those who labor in word and doctrine, be they men or women” 
(.Manuscript 149, 1899, p. 3; Manuscript Releases, Vol. 1, p. 263).

In the 1890s, while living in Australia, Ellen White knew 
many spouses of ministers who worked as hard in soul-winning 
and evangelism as their husbands did. She believed that men and 
women are called by God to serve the church in gospel ministry, 
defined in the broadest of terms and activities. She counseled 
church leaders that these women should also be adequately remu­
nerated for their work.

“I know that the faithful women should be paid wages as it 
is considered proportionate to the pay received by ministers. 
They carry the burden of souls and should not be treated 
unjustly” (.Letter 137, 1898; Manuscript Releases, Vol. 12, p. 
161).

In fact, she considered this issue a moral issue.

“Those who have held the fort, bearing responsibilities, are 
to receive just and equal remuneration. They have a love for 
the cause of God, and a conscientious regard for the work in 
all its phases, and the work needs their talents and influence. 
They will not leave upon the work a wrong impress. The 
door of temptation [i.e., to become discouraged or to give up 
working for the church] should not be opened to them by the 
inattention of their brethren. . . . Injustice must not be done 
to any worker” (Manuscript 69, 1898; Manuscript Releases,
Vol. 12, p. 162).

It is on the basis of these thoughts that the Seventh-day Ad­
ventist Church has encouraged women to enter all aspects of min­
istry, to work for the church, to be remunerated fairly and equally 
as male co-workers, and, in some regions of the church, to be 
recognized equally with the same licenses and credentials.
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112. What does the use of the tithe for the support of women 
teach us about the level of participation of women in 
pastoral ministry?

Some argue that when Ellen White referred to women as “pastors 
to the flock of G od” {Testimonies for the Church, Vol. 6, p. 322), 
she was only referring to lay ministries such as canvassing. How­
ever, her support for the use of the tithe to support female minis­
ters indicates that she did not regard these women as involved in 
only lay ministries. Using Paul’s words (1 Tim. 5:17) that describe 
the work of church leaders such as elders or bishops, she states:

“Make no mistake in neglecting to correct the error of giving 
ministers less than they should receive. . . . The tithe should 
go to those who labor in word and doctrine, be they men or 
women” {Manuscript Releases, Vol. 1, p. 263).

“One reasons that the tithe may be applied to school pur­
poses. Still others reason that canvassers and colporteurs 
should be supported from the tithe. But a great mistake is 
made when the tithe is drawn from the object for which it is 
to be used— the support o f the ministers” {Counsels on Stew­
ardship, p. 102).

“I ... will show you how I regard the tithe money being used 
for other purposes. This is the Lord’s special revenue fund. . . .
I have had special instruction from the Lord that the tithe is for 
a special purpose, consecrated to God to sustain those who minister 
in the sacred work as the Lord’s chosen. . . . There is to be special 
labor given to awaken the people o f God who believe the truth, to 
give a faithful tithe to the Lord, and ministers should be encour­
aged and sustained by that tithe’ {Daughters o f God, p. 256, 
emphasis added).

“The light which the Lord has given me on this subject, is 
that the means in the treasury for the support o f the ministers 
in the different fields is not to be used for any other purpose. 
If an honest tithe were paid, and the money coming into the
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treasury were carefully guarded, the ministers would receive a 
just wage” (Special Testimonies for Ministers and Workers— No. 
10, p. 18).

113. Does Ellen White regard men as always better than 
women for church management?

No, not necessarily. 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 leaders. 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 comment:

“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 uncon­
secrated in heart and in life” {Letter 33, 1879; Manuscript 
Releases, Vol. 19, p. 56).

Obviously, this statement does not call for the ordination of 
women, but it is the beginning of a pattern in Ellen White’s writ­
ings in which we see her responding to some situations by inviting 
the leaders of the church to consider asking women to do the work 
that ordained men do. This division of labor is for Ellen White 
conducive to facilitating the mission of the church. If more people 
are involved in the mission of the church, more will be 
accomplished.

114. Did Ellen White teach that we have already received all the 
light on the subject of women in ministry?

To reluctant church leaders, who did not understand the need to 
remunerate fairly and equally spouses who worked for the church 
alongside their husbands, Ellen White wrote to A. G. Daniells:

“We need women workers to labor in connection with their 
husbands, and we should encourage those who wish to engage
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in this line of missionary effort. . . . Study the Scriptures for 
further light on this point. Women were among Christ’s de­
voted followers in the days of His ministry, and Paul makes 
mention of certain women who were helpers together with 
him in the gospel (see Phil. 4:2-3)” (.Letter 142, 1909; Manu­
script Releases, Vol. 12, pp. 166-167, emphasis added).

There may be a hint of frustration in Ellen White’s tone as she 
writes these words to a reluctant General Conference president, 
teaching him that since there were women disciples of Jesus and 
co-workers of Paul, then women should be encouraged to work for 
the Seventh-day Adventist Church and be treated equally and 
fairly for their ministry. She had a bigger vision of ministry and a 
more fair approach to women than did many men in leadership at 
the time.

115. Did Ellen White expect a progressive unfolding of God’s 
plan for church organization?

“The apostles must now take an important step in the perfect­
ing of gospel order in the church by laying upon others some 
of the burdens thus far borne by themselves” ( The Acts o f the 
Apostles, pp. 88).

“The apostles were led by the Holy Spirit to outline a plan 
for the better organization of all the working forces of the 
church” {Ibid.).

“The organization of the church at Jerusalem was to serve 
as a model for the organization of churches in every other 
place. . . . [Nevertheless,] later in the history of the early 
church, when in various parts of the world many groups of 
believers had been formed into churches, the organization of 
the church was further perfected, so that order and harmoni­
ous action might be maintained” {Ibid., pp. 90-91).

116. Did Ellen White think that women would complement men 
in ministry?
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“When a great and decisive work is to be done, God chooses 
men and women to do this work, and it will feel the loss if the 
talents of both are not combined” {Letter 77, 1898; Evange­
lism, p. 469).

“In the mind of God, the ministry of men and women existed 
before the world was created. He determined that His minis­
ters should have a perfect exemplification of Himself and His 
purposes. No human career could do this work; for God gave 
Christ in humanity to work out His ideal of what humanity 
may become. . . . Christ not only held a theory of genuine 
ministry, but in His humanity He wrought out an illustration 
of the ministry that God approves” {Manuscript Releases, Yol. 
18, p. 380).

117. Does Ellen White teach that Eve’s sin consisted of seeking 
to get out from under the authority of her husband?

Ellen White writes:

“She was perfectly happy in her Eden home by her husband’s 
side; but like restless modern Eves, she was flattered that there 
was a higher sphere than that which God had assigned her.
But in attempting to climb higher than her original position, 
she fell far below it” {Testimonies for the Church, Vol. 3, p.
483).

A careful examination of the immediate context of this statement 
makes clear that the “higher sphere” Eve hoped to enter was to be 
like God, not to get out from under her husband’s headship. The 
sphere that 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 
domination.

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” {Patriarchs and Proph­
ets, p. 59). This principle applies equally to men as to women, as 
one aspires to a position that he/she does not have the necessary
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preparation for filling, or abandons other work God has given 
him/her to do in attempts to advance in career or status.

118. Was Adam’s rule over Eve part of the curse due to sin?

In Testimonies for the Church, Ellen White says:

“When God created Eve, He designed that she should pos­
sess neither inferiority nor superiority to the man, but that 
in all things she should be his equal. . . . 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 o f the curse” ( Testimonies for the 
Church, Vol. 3, p. 484).

119. Is the curse God’s ideal for male-female relationships?

The Adventist Home, p. 231, says, “Woman should fill the position 
which God originally designed for her, as her husband’s equal.”

“Neither husband nor wife is to make a plea for rulership. The 
Lord has laid down the principle that is to guide in this mat­
ter. The husband is to cherish his wife as Christ cherishes the 
church. And the wife is to respect and love her husband. Both 
are to cultivate the spirit o f kindness, being determined never 
to grieve or injure the other. . . . Do not try to compel each 
other to do as you wish. You cannot do this and retain each 
other’s love” {The Adventist Home, pp. 106-107).

120. Did Ellen White support unity in diversity on some matters 
of biblical interpretation?

On the idea that we should all be thinking exactly like each other 
with regard to interpretations of the Bible, Ellen White said this:

“We cannot then take a 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 resolution to put 
down all disagreement of opinions, but we cannot force the 
mind and will, and thus root out disagreement. These resolu­
tions may conceal the discord, but they cannot quench it and
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establish perfect agreement. Nothing can perfect unity in the 
church but the spirit of Christlike forbearance. Satan can sow 
discord; Christ alone can harmonize the disagreeing elements” 
{Manuscript Releases, Yol. 11, p. 266).

“By the power of the truth how many things might be ad­
justed and controversies hoary with age find quietude in the 
admission of better ways. The great, grand principle, ‘Peace on 
earth and good will to men’ will be far better practiced when 
those who believe in Christ are laborers together with God. 
Then all the little things which some are ever harping upon, 
which are not authoritatively settled by the Word of God, will 
not be magnified into important matters” {Letter 183, 1899; 
{Mind, Character, and Personality, Vol. 2, p. 499).

Ellen White herself uses the phrase “unity in diversity” many 
times in her writing.

“The connection of the branches with one another and with 
the Vine constitutes them a unity, but this does not mean uni­
formity in everything. Unity in diversity is a principle that per­
vades the whole creation” {Review and Herald, Nov. 9, 1897).

“The strength of God’s people lies in their union with him 
through his only begotten Son, and their union with one an­
other. There are no two leaves o f a tree precisely alike; neither 
do all minds run in the same direction. But while this is so, 
there may be unity in diversity” {Review and Herald, Jul. 4, 
1899, Art. A).

“It is God’s plan that in his work there shall be unity in diver­
sity. In a garden there are no two flowers just alike. Each leaf 
on a tree differs from every other leaf. So in the work of God, 
men of different minds and capabilities are needed” {Review 
and Herald, Apr. 28, 1904).

121. How does Ellen White view the headship of God—even in 
the act of creation?
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She views it as a headship of service.

“In His life and lessons Christ has given a perfect exemplifi­
cation of the unselfish ministry which has its origin in God. 
God does not live for Himself. By creating the world, and by 
upholding all things, He is constantly ministering to others.
... This ideal o f ministry the Father committed to His Son. 
Jesus was given to stand at the head of humanity, by His ex­
ample to teach what it means to minister. His whole life was 
under a law of service. He served all, ministered to all. Again 
and again Jesus tried to establish this principle among His 
disciples. . . . He said, ‘Whosoever will be great among you, 
let him be your minister; and whosoever will be chief among 
you, let him be your servant: even as the Son of man came 
not to be ministered unto, but to minister, and to give His 
life a ransom for many.’ Matthew 20:26-28” {The Acts o f the 
Apostles, p. 359).
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Seventh-day Adventist History
122. How did the Seventh-day Adventist pioneers deal with 

matters where the Bible did not give explicit and detailed 
instructions?

When specific topics aren’t addressed in Scripture, it is considered 
a sound, acceptable practice to apply principles drawn from the 
Bible. Ellen White followed this practice in an example cited by 
her husband, James White, in the Review and Herald (April 26, 
1860):

“If it be asked, Where are your plain texts o f scripture 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 o f 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 accomplishment. 
We believe it safe to be governed by the following RULE: All 
means which, according to sound judgment, will advance the 
cause of truth, are not forbidden by plain scripture declara­
tions, should be employed.”

123. How do Seventh-day Adventists understand the offices of 
the pastor, elder, and deacon?

At least as far back as 1942, the official M anual for Ministers (pp. 
11-22) noted that there were three distinct offices requiring ordi­
nation in the Adventist world church: the gospel minister, the lo­
cal elder, and the deacon. In 1992, the Seventh-day Adventist 
Ministers M anual (p. 76) correctly strengthened this historic posi­
tion by articulating this three-fold differentiation even more 
clearly, together with appropriate Scripture references. The same 
position is presented in the 2009 edition— now called Seventh-day 
Adventist Minister’s Handbook (p. 85).
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124. Does the Seventh-day Adventist world church teach that 
since man is the head of woman, then it is wrong for 
women to serve as pastors, elders, or deacons?

No. The modern headship doctrine, which teaches that Eve was 
created to be submissive to Adam’s leadership and that women 
cannot hold positions of spiritual leadership in the church, was 
developed by a small group of Evangelical ministers in the 1980s 
and introduced into the Adventist denomination in 1987. Though 
some Adventists have vigorously advocated the male headship 
doctrine during the last thirty years, it has never been adopted by 
the Adventist world church. In fact, the Adventist denomination 
has officially adopted fundamental beliefs that deny the headship 
principle and has officially approved women serving as both elders 
and pastors.

125. What is the early history of Seventh-day Adventist support 
for women in ministry?

The early Seventh-day Adventist denomination was remarkably 
progressive in its time regarding women in church leadership. Be­
cause of the ministry of Ellen White, the church had to decide 
very early what it believed about women doing ministry. Adventist 
pioneers argued vigorously from the Bible that women were not 
barred from public leadership in church, and the Review and Her­
ald  published articles to that effect: unqualified endorsements by 
editors James White and Uriah Smith (see Beverly G. Beem and 
Ginger Hanks Harwood, pp. 3, 25; Review and Herald, Jul. 30, 
1861, pp. 65-66), plus more cautious ones by J. H. Waggoner (The 
Signs o f the Times, Dec. 19, 1878, p. 380) and J. N. Andrews (Re­
view and Herald, Jan. 2, 1879, p. 4).

Although the immediate need for this research was to defend 
Ellen White’s ministry, none of the articles were limited to her 
role, or to women as prophets specifically. Uriah Smith com­
mented that, while Joel’s prediction of daughters prophesying 
(Joel 2:28-29) “must embrace public speaking of some kind, this 
we think is but half of its meaning” (Review and Herald, Jul. 30, 
1861, pp. 65-66).

126. Was there an increasing involvement of women in ministry
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in the Seventh-day Adventist Church during the lifetime of 
Ellen White?

During Ellen White’s lifetime, women were involved in various 
aspects of ministry. Early Adventist leaders defended the involve­
ment of women in ministry, particularly against those who would 
cite the Apostle Paul’s injunction that women remain silent in the 
church. Their arguments were based on the hermeneutical princi­
ples of comparing Scripture with Scripture, understanding the 
historical context of a biblical text, and examining the functions 
that women filled in biblical history. These principles led the early 
Adventist leaders in their vigorous defense of women in ministry. 
Ellen White also regularly added her voice to this endorsement, 
even urging that women be ordained who are involved in visiting 
the sick, looking after the young, and ministering to the necessi­
ties of the poor (.Review and Herald, Jul. 9, 1895).

In 1868, women began to receive licenses to serve as what we 
would call Bible workers or evangelists. Between 1880 and 1920 
there were about four to six women licentiates any given year in 
the denominational Yearbook, the greatest number being ten in 
1917. Many more served in various capacities without receiving a 
license. Altogether, however, their numbers represented 1 to 2 per­
cent of all licentiates. Today the percentage of women pastors in 
North America is still about the same.

According to editions of the Adventist Yearbook from 1884 
(when ministerial listings first appeared) to 1915 (when Ellen 
White died), twenty-eight women held ministerial licenses. O f 
these women, only Ellen White held ordination credentials, which 
she received until her death. Nonetheless, the number of women 
functioning as pastors is noteworthy, considering the cultural 
context of the time. In 1881, a motion was even proposed at the 
General Conference to ordain qualified women as pastors. The 
motion was never acted upon.

127. How did the history of women in ministry unfold in the 
years after the death of Ellen White?

After the death of Ellen White in 1915, and with the dramatic rise 
of Fundamentalism in Protestant America in the 1920s and
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onward, the number of women serving roles of leadership plum­
meted. Adventist membership came to be influenced by what 
other conservative churches were teaching about women in lead­
ership and ministry, who were using many of the same arguments 
that Uriah Smith and James White had battled against several 
generations before.

As Western culture shifted in the 1960s and onward, the 
church has reopened the question. Major studies have been com­
missioned over the last several decades, most of which have not 
been acted upon, and there has never been a consensus that there 
is a reason biblically, or from the writings of Ellen White, to forbid 
or require that women be ordained. Proposals to officially endorse 
the ordination of women at the General Conference level, or to 
give the North American Division special permission to do so, 
have been declined because of the lack of worldwide acceptance of 
the practice.

Nonetheless, the number of women in ministry has steadily 
increased in North America and in many parts of the world 
church. Women have pursued theological and ministerial degrees 
at our educational institutions for many decades, and women now 
serve as local pastors and at all levels of church leadership.

128. How and why did the Adventist Church begin credential- 
ing and ordaining ministers?

In the earliest years, the Adventist Church had ministers who had 
been ordained in their previous denominations, and it resisted cre­
ating church authority structures that would make it like other 
churches. However, as the movement grew, there were practical 
problems with being able to know who was a legitimate Sabbatar­
ian preacher and who was not. James White argued for giving 
credentials to ministers to clear up the problem:

“How then can it be right for our preachers to enter new 
fields to meet wily opponents without papers showing their 
church relation and standing? The cause of truth has some­
times suffered for want of such papers. We say, Let every 
preacher have them, and let them be renewed every year. This 
course would open the way for our preachers, and would save
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our brethren from the abuse of imposters” (Review and Her­
ald, Aug. 27, 1861).

O f course, the time came when the church needed to ordain 
ministers who had not been ordained by another denomination. 
Since most preachers began as volunteers, not employees, church 
leadership could watch their ministry for a time before deciding to 
ordain and credential them.

129. Why are some ministers ordained, and others not? Why 
aren’t all ministers ordained at hiring?

In the early years of the church, the practice was to watch new 
ministers for a time to see that God was truly working through 
them. As church leaders saw the minister’s work bearing fruit, the 
ordination service was a confirmation, or recognition, of God’s 
call. This was quite reasonable, as most began as volunteers. And 
furthermore, in the early years of our church, only pastors serving 
as evangelists were ordained; others were not. The practice of de­
laying ordination is continued today, even though most pastors 
begin their careers as hired employees. This is why ministers are 
not ordained immediately upon being hired. The purpose was not 
to create two levels of ministry, or two classes of pastors— although 
it ended up doing exactly this— but in order that ordination could 
be the church recognizing a gift that had already been 
demonstrated.

Additionally, to circumvent the fact that a newly hired pastor 
is not ordained, the conference requests that the young minister 
be ordained as a local church elder, thus providing the new pastor 
with an ordained-elder credential. It is in this capacity that a new 
pastor functions until ministerial ordination is conferred. The 
later ordination as a minister adds very little to what the pastor 
can do for the church and serves primarily as a confirmation and 
recognition of God’s call. Thus our practice of ministerial ordina­
tion is better described as a commissioning, since the ordination 
to be authorized to do ministry (preaching; leading the church; 
baptizing; officiating at Lord’s Supper, weddings, and funerals, 
etc.) occurs at the elder’s level.

130. What practical differences are there between an ordained
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and an unordained minister?

In light of previous actions of the General Conference, from a 
policy perspective there is little difference. Only an ordained min­
ister is authorized to be a conference president, organize churches, 
and conduct the service of ordination for other ministers. How­
ever, ordination is very important because it provides the endorse­
ment of the organized church as it recognizes a person’s spiritual 
gifts.

131. What is the current church policy on gender and 
ordination?

The General Conference Working Policy on ordination does not 
mention requirements for gender. Neither is there a gender re­
quirement for ordination included elsewhere in the policy. The 
ordination segment uses male language, instead of being gender 
inclusive, and the policy regarding discrimination in employment 
makes an exception allowing gender discrimination for jobs re­
quiring ordination (though it does not require such discrimina­
tion). Neither of these factors constitutes a policy forbidding the 
ordination of a woman.

132. Why does the church hire women as ministers but not 
ordain them?

Women are hired as pastors because church leaders see their gifts 
and recognize their calling. The idea that a conference hires a 
woman to serve as pastor, assigns her to pastor a particular congre­
gation, and pays her but does not recognize her as called and gifted 
by God, makes no sense at all. However, because there has not 
been a consensus in the church on what the Bible teaches about 
the ordination of women, the decision to not go forward was more 
pragmatic than biblical. The delay has also been influenced by the 
fact that in some places it would be regarded as highly unusual 
and possibly scandalous to recognize a woman with ordination.

This compromise, however, is not biblically consistent. As ordi­
nation is an act of recognition and confirmation, and it bestows 
no authority beyond the authority to do the job one is called to 
(see the example of Acts 13:1-3), there is no reason to withhold it.
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If one is called and capable of serving a ministry, there is no bibli­
cal reason not to acknowledge it by the act of laying on of hands. 
The dividing line at the point of ordination comes from a wrong 
view of ordination, a medieval view that made ordination a “sac­
rament,” which confers special virtue on the person ordained.

133. Has the Seventh-day Adventist Church repeatedly voted 
that it would be unbiblical to ordain women?

No. In the 1990 vote, the explanation includes “the commission 
does not have a consensus as to whether or not the Scriptures and 
the writings of EGW  explicitly advocate or deny the ordination of 
women to pastoral ministry.” Essentially this was a pragmatic de­
cision, not a biblical decision. In 1995, the church did not take an 
official position on the biblical support (or lack of it) for the ordi­
nation of women to the ministry. It simply voted against leaving 
the decision up to each world division “at this time.”

While some people say the decisions to not approve ordina­
tions of women at the 1990 and 1995 General Conference Ses­
sions function as some kind of “quasi-policy,” neither action was 
presented as policy, voted as policy, or added to the official Gen­
eral Conference Working Policy book.

The church had no gender-specific ordination requirements be­
fore 1990 and 1995 General Conference Sessions and none after.

134. What is the Seventh-day Adventist position on men and 
women as elders?

“Elders and deacons should be persons of experience, chosen 
wisely. By action of the Annual Council o f 1975, reaffirmed at 
the 1984 Annual Council, both men and women are eligible 
to serve as elders and receive ordination to this position of 
service in the church” [Seventh-day Adventist Minister’s Hand­
book, 2009, p. 94).

135. What is the official position of the Seventh-day Adventist 
Church on women as pastors?

On October 5, 1989, the General Conference Committee voted to 
refer to the 1990 General Conference Session a recommendation
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that (1) women not be ordained, but that (2) commissioned 
women pastors “may perform essentially the ministerial functions 
of an ordained minister.” But on October 9, 1989, the same com­
mittee voted to split that action, sending the recommendation 
that women not be ordained to the 1990 General Conference Ses­
sion, but immediately authorizing commissioned women pastors 
to perform essentially the ministerial functions of an ordained 
minister. (General Conference Committee Minutes, October 5, 
1989, 89-384-389, and October 9, 1989, 89-429-431.)

136. Has the church initiated new patterns and precedents for 
details of church life without explicit biblical instruction 
concerning these specific policies?

Yes. Some examples include specific times for the start of Sabbath 
School and the divine worship hour, Communion services once 
per quarter, building churches instead of meeting in homes, avoid­
ing the use of the term bishop to identify pastors and elders, pub­
lishing Sabbath School lesson guides, establishing Pathfinders, 
and building and operating sanitariums and hospitals.
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Current Discussion
137. What were the general perspectives that developed in 

various groups within the Theology of Ordination Study 
Committee?

Because answers to questions regarding ordination, and specifi­
cally women’s ordination, must be sought from biblical principles 
and are not always clearly taught in the Scriptures, there were a 
variety of opinions among the members of the committee at the 
outset. In the end, however, it became evident that the views of 
the committee members coalesced into three predominant 
perspectives.

The first group believed that ordination of women to either 
local or global ministry as pastors or elders goes against the teach­
ings of the Bible and that even an elder, who holds a position of 
headship in the church, must be male. For this group, male head­
ship is a rule in the home and in the church.

The second, numerically largest, group of participants believed 
that ministry in the church is related to spiritual gifting and that 
there is nothing in the Scriptures that should prevent women from 
receiving the spiritual blessing given to them through the rite of 
ordination. This group affirmed that headship in the church be­
longs to Jesus alone, thus underlining the impossibility of either 
male or female headship in the church. Those belonging to this 
group also affirmed that women’s ordination should proceed only 
in those areas where it is acceptable to the majority of church 
members.

Finally, during the last meeting of the Theology of Ordination 
Study Committee, it became evident that a third view had 
emerged. Those accepting the third perspective believed that while 
male leadership under the headship of Christ appears to be the 
biblical ideal, it would be appropriate for regional denominational 
leadership to make the decision whether to ordain women to the 
gospel ministry in their area.

138. What are the general perspectives indicated in the reports 
from the various divisions of the General Conference?
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Each of the thirteen divisions of the worldwide Seventh-day Ad­
ventist Church presented a report reflective of the diverse set of 
countries and cultures that compose its geographical area. In spite 
of the variance of viewpoints, there was an overarching common­
ality in understanding that though ordination is a function of the 
church, only God can call and anoint His servants. In regard to 
the question of the gender of the one ordained, the majority of the 
divisions expressed a desire to accept a variety of practices, for the 
sake of the gospel moving forward around the world. It was recog­
nized by many that a conservative, biblically grounded conviction 
is held by people for and against ordaining women to pastoral 
ministry. In light of this conflicting biblical conviction, most divi­
sions agreed that (1) the church must make room for a variance of 
practice around the world, and (2) no division must be forced to 
act in a way that does not fit its mission territory.
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The Way Forward
139. Isn't church unity jeopardized if only some parts of the 

world ordain women?

Throughout Adventist history we have often faced theological and 
ecclesiastical issues that have caused differences among us. De­
spite vigorous debate at times, we have remained united as one 
body under Christ pursuing our unique God-given mission.

“We cannot then take a position that the unity of the church 
consists in viewing every text o f Scripture in the very same 
light. . . . Nothing can perfect unity in the church but the 
spirit o f Christlike forbearance” (Ellen G. White, “Love, the 
Need of the Church,” Manuscript Releases, Vol. 11, p. 266).

Fundamental Belief No. 14 on “Unity in the Body of Christ” 
states:

“Distinctions of race, culture, learning, nationality, and differ­
ences 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.”

On the basis of this Fundamental Belief, the General Conference 
has established policies regulating responsibilities within the 
church, including employment practices recognizing women in 
leadership roles (see G C Working Policy BA-60). These policies 
reflect our convictions on the doctrine of spiritual gifts: that the 
Holy Spirit calls both men and women to service and that all spir­
itual gifts are gender inclusive (1 Cor. 12:11; Joel 2:28-29; Acts 
2:17-21). The church has taken action to allow for the ordination 
of deaconesses and female elders and the commissioning of female 
pastors.

Although these church policies and practices are implemented 
differently throughout the world, the church has remained a uni­
fied, worldwide organization pressing together in mission and 
message. Each area would choose what best promotes the mission
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of the church in their field. No entity would be coerced, no union 
forced to act outside of its collective constituents’ conviction.

140. Is church unity b est served by identical or varying prac­
tices with regard  to the ordination of women?

There are ordained ministers in our church today who would not 
be effective everywhere in the world because of language and cul­
ture. Suitability is a paramount factor when a minister is appointed 
to a position. Acceptance of diversity in the various divisions 
brings unity, not disunity.

In recent decades, the General Conference has approved poli­
cies recognizing women in leadership roles: the ordination of dea­
conesses 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.

141. Why is the issue of the ordination of w om en a s  elders or 
p astors of such crucial im portance for the Seventh-day 
Adventist Church at this tim e?

Paul wrote Galatians 3:27-28 in the first century. It took two more 
centuries before the Christian church ceased discriminating 
against Greeks and nineteen centuries before the Christian church 
advocated for the abolition of slavery. Perhaps the time is ripe for 
Adventist Christians to break down the walls of gender discrimi­
nation and acknowledge that the Holy Spirit anoints whom He 
will, for the task to which He calls. Ellen White wrote:

“In every age there is a new development of truth, a message 
of God to the people of that generation” (Christ’s Object Les­
sons, p. 127).

142. In an  issue such a s  gender roles, which is so culturally 
influenced, how much should the church be responsive to 
the culture in which it m inisters?

There needs to be a balance. We are to be sensitive, but the mes­
sage of the gospel should not be compromised by culture. There 
are clashes. For instance, we do not accept “cultural rape.” The 
United States has a culture of cinema violence, materialism,
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unbiblical sexuality, and profanity, but our Adventist message 
contradicts these aspects of U.S. culture.

At the same time, in some circumstances of strong and in­
grained societal gender prejudice, it may be necessary to allow less 
than G od’s ideal for the sake of bringing the Advent message to all 
the people.

Though slavery is morally wrong and though the Christian 
church over time became a major force in eradicating it from the 
Roman Empire, God did not put that issue first on the agenda for 
the apostles. So, at times we will have to let the core of the gospel do 
its work, not expecting a group of people to learn in one generation 
what it has taken the people of God generations to understand.

143. How do we balance the biblical principle involved in the 
call of some women to specific ministry roles with the 
biblical principle that we should not offend others who see 
this as biblically wrong?

We answer by quoting the Swiss Reformer Huldrych Zwingli 
who, of course in a different context, expressed that “whoever 
through ... ignorance wants to take offense without cause should 
not be permitted to remain in his ... ignorance but should be 
strengthened in order that he may not regard as sinful what is not 
sinful” (Cochrane, p. 41-42).

Showing that women’s ordination is in full accordance with 
biblical principles and God’s ideal is the primary reason for this 
book!

144. What advice would you give to a young woman who feels 
called to full-time ministry?

Become a minister of Christ. Don’t push or insist, but preach the 
gospel and present the Advent message whenever you have oppor­
tunity. Serve as a human being called by God to proclaim His 
truth, not because you are a woman. Serve because you have been 
anointed by the Holy Spirit and called by Jesus Christ to represent 
Him, not yourself or a gender agenda.

The corporate church today provides such opportunities. Policies 
are in place so female ministers may share many responsibilities, 
and though you will definitely encounter your share of human
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opposition, there are rich and wonderful rewards and blessings in 
following your call.

The corporate church needs such role models to persuade the 
skeptics and inspire other women to serve. Many of our church 
members are kind and gentle Christians who will be grateful for 
your contributions.

145. What advice would you give to a member of a congrega­
tion to whom having a woman pastor just seems wrong?

The Adventist community worldwide exceeds twenty million peo­
ple. For most of us, there will, of course, be elements of the life, 
practice, or teachings of the church with which we agree more or 
less. When we agree “less,” our disagreements are to be expressed 
with Christian kindness and courtesy. Additionally, it is impor­
tant that we make an attempt to question our own presupposi­
tions to determine whether they are really driven by Scripture or 
driven by our culture, experience, or “favorite preacher.”

It is important to consider the views of the pioneers of the 
Seventh-day Adventist Church. In contrast with the prevailing 
Christian American culture of the time, they argued strongly for 
female preachers of the gospel in a series of articles in the Review 
and Herald during the 1850s.

Learn also from the position of our pioneers regarding female 
preachers and from the decisions of the corporate church. The 
Seventh-day Adventist Church has voted to accept female preach­
ers and elders, and commissioned female ministers are fully qual­
ified to perform baptisms, marriages, and other church functions. 
The position of the church on these issues is clear.

But more than that, the authority is the Word of God, never 
the preacher— whether male or female. We do not, for instance, as 
in some charismatic circles, submit to the authority of any leader 
because of his or her charismatic gifts and supposed direct link to 
God, independent of the Word. The Bible is the source of our 
doctrinal authority, not the role of any leader. Creating or accept­
ing such an “authoritative” teaching role in the church will set 
aside the Bible.

This does not imply that pastors do not have an authority to 
teach that comes from Christ and His inspired Word. Furthermore,
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our leaders are appointed or elected by the church and in relation to 
the organization receive their authority from the church. They may 
be replaced, and they are replaced from time to time. The role of our 
leaders is not to decide the message, but rather themselves to submit 
to the message and to the church at large. And as we elect them, we 
should respect their right to exercise the authority we give them in 
the appropriate areas.

Let us illustrate this point by referring to one of the most excit­
ing events during the awakenings in the 1840s. In Sweden at that 
time, laypersons were not allowed to preach or even to gather peo­
ple in homes for Bible studies. To create revival, God called chil­
dren, between the ages of six and ten, to preach the Word. They 
would read from the Bible in public places and in gatherings in 
homes with a clear voice, calling for conversion and commitment 
to Jesus, appealing for a sober life and preparation for the second 
coming of Jesus. Though many of these children were incarcer­
ated and tortured, they continued their biblical preaching, led by 
the Holy Spirit.

If a girl at the age of six preaches truthfully from the Bible, the 
authority of that message stands above the authority of any elder 
or ordained minister who preaches contrary to the Word of God. 
This, according to Matthew 7:20, is the measure by which we 
judge anyone who ministers or leads— regardless of gender.

146. It seems that many 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 re­
sources leading to our recommendations. Although the Theology 
of Ordination Study Committee members have researched this 
topic intensely over a two-year time span, questions about ordina­
tion have been under examination since 1881, when a resolution 
recommending the ordination of women to ministry was pre­
sented at the General Conference Session.

The Adventist denomination has consistently had a vision for 
elevating the human race by returning to the model found in the 
Garden of Eden. Two illustrations of this are Sabbath-keeping and
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vegetarianism. Uplifting the theology of the Eden model, along 
with the direct biblical references condemning homosexual behav­
ior in the Old and New Testaments, prevents our church from or­
dination of those engaged in homosexual behavior. However, the 
Bible does not prescribe or prohibit the ordination of women, and 
it consistently elevates women above the cultural norms of the 
fallen world.

147. Is ordaining women the response of our church to the 
feminist movement, and would it then he a form of follow­
ing the world?

The ordination of women was first formally proposed in the Ad­
ventist world church back in 1881, when a resolution was pre­
sented by the Resolutions Committee at the General Conference 
Session. (That resolution was forwarded to the General Confer­
ence Executive Committee, and no action was taken.) In the last 
fifty years, women’s ordination has been formally researched and 
debated within Adventism. The recommendations of Group 2 in 
the Theology of Ordination Study Committee, as well as the 
NAD 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.

148. Do women and men have fundamentally different but 
equal roles?

It is evident in both the Bible and the modern church that every 
individual has been given different gifts by God. Not all male 
pastors play the same roles in the churches they serve. Some are 
gifted in public evangelism, some in prayer and spiritual nurture, 
some in teaching, some in starting new churches, etc. That variety 
of gifts is widened when women pastors serve beside men. The 
Seventh-day Adventist Church has never taken the position, nor 
found in Scripture, thar God has limited the roles to which He 
may call and equip any faithful servant, whether young or old, 
male or female.

149. Isn't it a sin to seek power and authority? Why do women 
want to be ordained?
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Men and women who are carrying out the commission given 
them by God in gospel ministry appreciate the recognition by the 
church that the Holy Spirit has gifted them for their task. Neither 
men nor women should seek ordination for power or authority.

The movement to ordain qualified women to ministry is not 
the result of women wanting to be ordained. It is the result of men 
and women wishing to give full expression to the gospel of Jesus 
Christ, which is available to all G od’s children, and it is the result 
of men and women wishing to fully recognize and utilize all the 
gifts that God gives to the church for the finishing of His work. In 
many parts of the world, failure to recognize women as equally 
called by God hinders the mission of the church— both in reach­
ing the lost and in retaining our own youth.

150. How much is recognizing and affording equality of oppor­
tunity, of giftedness, of ministry, a biblical imperative for 
the church? How much is it a cultural discussion?

Justice is a biblical principle. Equal pay for equal work and re­
sponsibility is in accordance with biblical ethics. At the same time, 
we must acknowledge that opportunities within the church will 
be impacted by the opportunities within the specific culture where 
a church operates.

A number of the functions of the church are directly related to 
its public relations. In some cultures, for example, young people 
might have relatively better opportunities than in other cultures 
to serve the church in some functions. The same is true for differ­
ent genders, not because of different values in the eyes of God as 
such, but because of the need of the church to function most effi­
ciently in its particular culture, enhancing the chances of pro­
claiming and sharing the gospel.

151. With regard to policy, what might be a way forward for our 
church with regard to the ordination of female pastors?

Biblical education and cultural sensitivity must go hand in hand. 
As a prophetic movement, we need a clearer understanding of the 
nature of the Protestant message regarding the authority structure 
of the papacy, which in reality is the foundation for most theolog­
ical objections against female participation in pastoral ministry.
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Further, we need to develop cultural self-awareness, realizing more 
fully the biases of our own culture so as not to impose them on 
either biblical texts or other people.

Group 2 from the Theology of Ordination Study Committee 
has proposed a way forward1 that we would like to invite you to 
prayerfully consider:

“Throughout Adventist history we have often faced theologi­
cal and ecclesiastical issues that have caused differences among 
us. Despite vigorous debate at times, we have remained united 
as one body under Christ pursuing our unique God-given 
mission. ‘We cannot then take a position that the unity of the 
church consists in viewing every text o f Scripture in the very 
same light. . . . Nothing can perfect unity in the church but 
the spirit of Christlike forbearance’ (Ellen G. White, ‘Love, the 
Need of the Church,’ Manuscript Releases, Vol. 11, p. 266).

“Fundamental Belief No. 14 on ‘Unity in the Body of 
Christ’ states that ‘Distinctions of race, culture, learning, 
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.’ On the basis 
o f this Fundamental Belief, the General Conference has estab­
lished policies regulating responsibilities within the Church 
including employment practices recognizing women in lead­
ership roles (see GC Working Policy BA-60). These policies 
reflect our convictions on the doctrine of spiritual gifts: that 
the Holy Spirit calls both men and women to service and that 
all spiritual gifts are gender inclusive (1 Cor. 12:11; Joel 2:28, 
29; Acts 2:17-21). The Church has taken action to allow for 
the ordination of deaconesses and female elders and the com­
missioning of female pastors. Although these church policies 
and practices are implemented differently throughout the 
world, the church has remained a unified, worldwide organi­
zation pressing together in mission and message.

“Following the Bible and the counsel of Ellen White, the 
Church acknowledges the need to adapt its practices to the
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needs of the people it seeks to reach. Regional diversity in the 
practice of women’s ordination will ensure that no entity will 
be compelled to do so against the will o f its constituency. As 
in other matters, faithfulness to Scripture and mutual respect 
for one another are essential for the unity of the Church.

“Therefore, because we accept the Bible’s call to give 
witness to God’s impartiality and believe that disunity and 
fragmentation will be the inevitable result o f enforcing only 
one perspective in all regions, we propose that:

• “Each entity responsible for calling pastors be authorized to 
choose either to have only men as ordained pastors or to have 
both men and women as ordained pastors. [This choice will be 
protected by guarantees in the relevant documents of each 
union, division, and the General Conference, so that no entity 
can be directed against its will to adopt a position other than 
the one to which the collective conscience of its constituency 
points.]

• “The union, at which organizational level decisions for ordina­
tion have historically been made in the Seventh-day Adventist 
Church, is to be enabled by its division to make the decision 
as to whether to approve the ordination of both men and 
women to gospel ministry.

“We hereby rededicate our lives to God and allegiance to His 
Word as we fulfil the Great Commission the Lord has entrusted 
to His Church. Maranatha. Come, Lord Jesus.” 1
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Appendix A

On the Unique Headship of Christ in the Church:
A Statement of the Seventh-day Adventist Theological

Seminary

Preamble
We, the faculty of the Seventh-day Adventist Theological Seminary, 

affirm that Christ is the only head of the church (Eph. 1:22; 5:23; Col. 
1:18). Therefore, while there exists legitimate leadership in the church, 
no other human being may rightfully claim a headship role in the 
church. As head of the church, Christ provides the ultimate manifesta­
tion of God’s love (Eph. 5:23, 25), demonstrating and vindicating 
God’s moral government of love (Rom. 3:4, 25-26 5:8), and thus de­
feating the counterfeit government of the usurping “ruler of this world” 
(John 12:31; 16:11)}

God's Moral Government of Love
Christ’s headship in the church is inextricably bound up with the 

love of God and is itself the ultimate explication of God’s love for the 
world (John 3:16; 15:13; Rom. 5:8). As the sole “head of the church,” 
Christ “loved the church and gave himself up for her” (Eph. 5:23, 25).2 
Christ’s demonstration of divine love as head of the church directly 
reflects God’s moral government of love, within which the law is a 
transcript of God’s character and, conversely, love is itself the fulfill­
ment of God’s law (Matt. 22:37-39; Rom. 13:8).3

Since love requires moral freedom, God does not exercise His
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headship power or authority to coerce or determine the moral will of 
His created beings. God permitted rebellion, at the highest cost to 
Himself, because He desires willing obedience that is motivated by love 
rather than fear. Such voluntary obedience could not be obtained by 
the exercise of power or authority, but can only be freely given. In this 
way, God’s government is based on freely bestowed mutual love wherein 
God does not deterministically impose His will, but does hold intelli­
gent creatures morally accountable to His perfect law of love.

Accordingly, rather than exercising His infinite power to unilater­
ally prevent or overturn the rebellion by removing the freedom neces­
sary for a genuine love relationship, God has allowed the enemy’s 
counterfeit government to manifest itself, while actively demonstrating 
the nature of His moral government of love in direct and striking con­
trast. Whereas the enemy grasps for power and domination, Christ, 
who possesses all power, does not dominate, determine, or coerce but 
“made Himself of no reputation, taking the form of a bondservant 
[doulos] . . . He humbled Himself and became obedient to the point of 
death, even the death of the cross” (Phil. 2:7-9, NKJV). In this way, 
Christ, the unique head of the church, “demonstrates His own love 
toward us, in that while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us” (Rom. 
5:8). Consequently, God’s government of unselfish love is clearly and 
supremely manifested.

The Great Controversy Between Christ and Satan

The Great Controversy originated with Satan’s direct attack against 
the nature and role of Christ in heaven, seeking to displace Christ and 
exalt himself to be like God (Isa. 14:12-14; Ezek. 28:12-19; cf. Rev. 
12:7-9). In the history of the Great Controversy, the usurping “ruler of 
this world” (John 12:31; 14:30; 16:11; cf. 2 Cor. 4:4), although de­
feated at the cross, continues his quest to exalt himself by dominating 
others. He attempts to replace God’s government of love with an alter­
native form of government that grasps for a domineering, self-seeking 
authority. He seeks to replace Christ as the head (2 Thess. 2:3-4),
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injuring both Christ, the sole head of the true church, and Christ’s 
corporate body, His church.

From the second century onward, post-Apostolic Christianity grad­
ually implemented a system of church government that reflected 
Rome’s conception of authority as the power to arbitrarily command 
and coerce obedience and replaced the headship of Christ with the 
headship of mere humans. This counterfeit system of church gover­
nance was (1) hierarchical, based on a chain of command with a monar­
chical bishop at the “head” of the church, with complete and final 
control over its affairs; (2) sacramental, meaning that the spiritual life 
of believers, including their very salvation, depended on ordained 
clergymen; (3) elitist (i.e., sacerdotal), meaning that the rite o f ordina­
tion (laying on of hands) infused the clergy with special powers; and 
(4) headship-oriented, meaning that those who received the rite of or­
dination were thereby married to their church and thus took on “head­
ship” roles in the church in place of Christ the Head (“in persona Christi 
Capitis”; cf. Vicarius Filii Dei, “ in the place of the Son of God”).

This system of government has been implemented in various forms, 
amounting to the usurpation of Christ’s headship in the church by 
mere humans. Indeed, this very system is that of the sea beast o f Reve­
lation 13-14, which was granted power and authority by the dragon 
(13:2, 4), counterfeits the resurrection of Christ (13:3), accepts the 
world’s worship along with the dragon (13:4, 8), blasphemes against 
God and His sanctuary, and exercises worldwide authority to persecute 
God’s people (13:5-7). This antichrist power, which usurps the role of 
Christ on earth in keeping with the ancient attempt by Satan to replace 
Christ in heaven, seeks to destroy the everlasting gospel and ultimately 
commands obedience and enforces false worship. This culminates in 
severe persecution of those who refuse to worship the beast and his 
image, the remnant who keep the commandments of God and have 
the faith of Jesus, those who place no confidence in mere humans with 
regard to their salvation (Rev. 13:6-8; 14:6-12).

The antichrist system of church government sets the stage for the
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climactic events of the final conflict in Revelation by, among other 
things: (1) asserting authority to appoint humans to Christ-replacing 
headship positions in the church on earth (globally and locally), 
thereby (2) claiming to uniquely possess authority to interpret and 
teach Scripture and thus have the final word on all matters of doc­
trine and ecclesial practice, while (3) wielding the spiritual power and 
authority to command and coerce obedience using both spiritual and 
civil tools.

This system of government stands in direct contrast to Christ’s 
headship and His teaching on the nature of the authority of church 
leaders. Christ reflected G od’s moral government of love by exemplify­
ing service leadership (Matt. 20:28; Mark 10:45), including a kind of 
authority that does not seek to subject the wills of others or enforce 
obedience. Rather, it leads by the example of service and unselfish love, 
which draws (rather than compels) others to willing service in love 
(Gal. 5:13). All authority “in heaven and on earth” was given to Christ 
(Matt. 28:18), but Christ does not remove graciously endowed free will 
and force His created human beings into obedience, but “loved [us] 
and gave Himself up for us” (Eph. 5:2). The closest the church comes 
to acts of enforcement is when it engages in discipline as a corporate 
body, based on very clear teachings of Scripture. Such discipline is^not 
the responsibility of any one person, or even a small group, but must be 
an action of at least the local congregation. Even then, such discipline 
does not result in coercion, but in restricting the individual from priv­
ileges of membership for a time in order to allow them to come to re­
pentance and restoration (Matt. 18:12-17; 1 Cor. 5:5).

Church members (including but not limited to church leaders) are 
called to follow Christ’s example of unselfish love (Eph. 5:1). They are 
to have the mind of Christ, which includes the willingness to humble 
oneself and take on the role of a slave [doulos] (Phil. 2:5-8) or servant 
\diakonos[ of Christ (Matt. 20:26), even as He humbled Himself to the 
point of death. Whereas the leaders in the Roman Empire of Christ’s 
time “lord it over them, and their great men exercise authority over
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them” (Matt. 20:25), it is not to be so with God’s people but “whoever 
wishes to become great among you shall be your servant \diakonos\, and 
whoever wishes to be first among you shall be your slave \doulos]”
(Matt. 20:26-27).

“For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, 
and to give His life a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45). Thus, the one 
who would be great is the one who is the slave [doidos] of all (Mark 
10:44), and the “greatest among you shall be your servant [diakonosY 
(Matt. 23:11; cf. 9-12). The Bible outlines essential roles of leadership 
and authority in the church. However, all leadership within the church 
must be servant leadership. The apostle Peter adroitly balances the af­
firmation of leadership within the church with the humility that such 
leadership entails: “Therefore, I exhort the elders among you, as your 
fellow elder and witness of the sufferings of Christ . . . shepherd the 
flock of God among you, exercising oversight not under compulsion, 
but voluntarily, according to the will o f God; and not for sordid gain, 
but with eagerness; nor yet as lording it over those allotted to your 
charge, but proving to be examples to the flock. . . . You younger men, 
likewise, be subject to your elders; and all of you, clothe yourselves with 
humility toward one another, for God is opposed to the proud, but 
gives grace to the humble. Therefore humble yourselves under the 
mighty hand of God, that He may exalt you at the proper time” (1 Pet. 
5:1-3, 5-7).4 Accordingly, church leaders should be humble servants. At 
the same time they should be respected and deeply appreciated for their 
diligent labor (1 Thess. 5:12; 1 Tim. 5:17; cf. Heb. 13:7) even as they 
also show proper respect to others by demonstrating the mutual love 
and regard for others that is to take place among all Christians (1 Pet. 
2:17).5

The authority of those leading the church is conveyed to them by 
the church. This authority is delegated by Christ to His church and 
implemented through its representative system. Thus appointed leaders 
become stewards of a power that should be exercised on behalf of 
Christ and for the benefit of those they lead. The functionality of
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authority does not negate equality among the members given to the 
church by Christ. As the Spirit leads the body of Christ, not just the 
few in leadership, those leading out should seek to allow their decisions 
to be guided, insofar as possible, by the wisdom and insight of the 
group. As a church, we thus give decision-making authority not to any 
single president or chairperson, but to committees, where those who 
lead the group are seeking the wisdom and, where possible, consensus 
of the group.

God’s remnant, then, will treasure a system of church government, 
authority, and leadership that reflects (as much as is humanly possible) 
the ideal of God’s government of love, within which moral freedom is 
cherished and leaders are the humble servants of all, even as Christ gave 
Himself up for all. This very kind of humble servant leadership, 
grounded in love, was perfectly modeled by Christ who, as unique 
“head of the church ... loved the church and gave Himself up for her” 
(Eph. 5:23, 25), supremely exemplifying God’s character and moral 
government of love.

The Unique and Non-Transferrable Headship of Christ

Scripture affirms that the Son is eternally equal with the Father and 
the Spirit (Col. 2:9; Heb. 1:3; Matt. 28:19; John 1:1; 5:18; 8:58; 14:9; 
Phil. 2:6; Rom. 9:5; Col. 1:15-17).6 Scripture also affirms the tempo­
rary voluntary functional subordination of Christ the Son in order to 
accomplish the salvation of humanity (John 5:19; 8:28, 54; 14:10, 28; 
17:5; Phil. 2:7-11; Col. 1:18-20; Eph. 1:23; Heb. 1:8; 1 Cor. 15:20-28; 
Isa. 9:6-7; Dan. 7:13-14; Rev. 11:15)7 The interpersonal relationships 
within the Trinity provide the ultimate model of love and self-sacrifice 
for us. As such, they do not furnish a model for a top-down govern­
mental structure for human leadership within the church.

According to Scripture, Christ is the only head of the church, and 
the human members of Christ’s church collectively (male and female) 
make up the body of Christ (Eph. 1:22-23; 5:23; Col. 1:18; 2:19; cf. 1 
Cor. 11:3; Col. 2:10). Likewise, Ellen White counsels: “Christ, not the
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minister, is the head of the church”8 and “Christ is the only Head of 
the church.”9 Neither Scripture nor the writings of Ellen White apply 
the language of headship in the church to anyone other than Christ. 
Further, neither Scripture nor the writings of Ellen White endorse any 
transfer of the role of head in the home to roles within the church body.

Since Christ is the only head of the church, no other can be head of 
the church. That is, headship in the church is unique to Christ and is 
non-transferrable. All those who would follow Christ’s method of min­
istry cannot do so by taking on His role of headship in the church, but 
by serving others in accordance with the “mind of Christ” (cf. Phil. 
2:5) and God’s moral government of love. Deviation from the unique 
headship of Christ in the church follows the enemy’s practice of domi­
nation and counterfeit government, which directly contradicts and op­
poses G od’s moral government of love.

Accordingly, the role of “head” in the home (Eph. 5:23) is not trans­
ferable to the realm of the church. Indeed, the idea that the role of 
“head” in the home would or should transfer to other realms is a falla­
cious non sequitur (that is, the transfer from one realm to another does 
not follow logically). For example, one’s role in the home obviously 
does not translate into a similar or analogous role in one’s workplace.

Beyond the logical problems inherent in the move from head of the 
home to headship in the church, two demonstrably biblical rationales 
exclude such a transfer. First, as already noted, Christ is the only head 
of the church. Any attempt at proliferation of “heads” in the church is 
thus unacceptable, for it is a step toward usurping the unique headship 
role of Christ, who is the only mediator between God and humans. It 
is unscriptural to speak of any kind of headship in the church apart 
from that of Christ.

No inspired writer teaches the headship of man over woman at the 
creation. Rather, Genesis 1 teaches us that male and female participate 
equally in the image of God, with no hint of pre-Fail subordination of 
one to the other (1:27). Genesis 2 reinforces Genesis 1 in this regard. 
Eve’s creation from Adam’s side shows that she is “to stand by his side
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as an equal” (2:21-22).10 Although various interpretations of Genesis 
3:16 have recognized some kind of post-Fall disruption of this pre-Fail 
egalitarian ideal, the Bible consistently calls us back to God’s original 
plan for full equality without hierarchy (Song 7:10; Isa. 65:17, 25; cf. 
Gen. 1:29-30). Paul’s writings, though often misunderstood (2 Pet. 
3:16), maintain this Eden model (Eph. 5:21-23), affirming with the 
rest of Scripture the gospel ideal of the ultimate restoration of the Eden 
model (cf. Matt. 19:8; 2 Cor. 5:17; Gal. 3:28). Ellen White also under­
lines this redemptive paradigm: “Woman should fill the position which 
God originally designed for her, as her husband’s equal.”11 “The Lord 
desires His ministering servants to occupy a place worthy of the high­
est consideration. In the mind of God, the ministry of men and women 
existed before the world was created.”12 “Infinite wisdom devised the 
plan of redemption, which places the race on a second probation by 
giving them another trial.”13

Second, every member of the church is part of the body of Christ, 
who is the one head. Since each member of the church (male or female) 
is a part of the body of Christ, a member cannot at the same time ex­
ercise headship in the church. In the same way, since Christ is the 
unique husband of the church (Christ’s metaphorical bride), the mem­
bers of the church cannot themselves be husbands of the church, but 
collectively, men and women together are the bride of Christ. That the 
church as family of God is analogous to human families only serves to 
suggest that humans should manifest the love of God in their family 
relationships even as Christ does in relationship to His bride.

Within the body of Christ, the only head of the church, every mem­
ber of the church body receives spiritual gifts: the Spirit gives to “each 
one [hekastos\ individually just as He wills” (1 Cor. 12:11). The Holy 
Spirit is given to all believers at the time of the end: “And afterwards, 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” (Joel 2:28-30, NIV). Within this very context,
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Scripture emphatically excludes the notion of elitism within the church 
body of Christ, proclaiming that “we were all baptized into one body, 
whether Jews or Greeks, whether slaves or free, and we were all made 
to drink of one Spirit. For the body is not one member, but many” (1 
Cor. 12:13-14; cf. Gal. 3:28). Thus, no member o f the body is “any the 
less a part of the body” regardless of one’s role (1 Cor. 12:15-16) and, 
indeed, those who are deemed “less honorable, on these we bestow 
more abundant honor” (12:23). In all this, every gift and ministry is 
nothing without love, for “the greatest of these is love” (1 Cor. 13:13; 
cf. all of chapter 13; cf. Rom. 12:3-10; Eph. 4:11-16). Here again, the 
unselfish love that is central to G od’s moral government should be re­
flected in humble service to one another within Christ’s body and 
bride, the church.

This is reflected in Seventh-day Adventist Fundamental Belief No. 
14, “Unity in the Body of Christ,” which reads in part: “The church is 
one body with many members, called from every nation, kindred, 
tongue, and people. In Christ we are a new creation; distinctions 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.”14

There is no third category between the head and body of Christ, or 
between the corresponding bridegroom (Christ) and bride (the church). 
The minister is not to be separate from the body of Christ, but is like­
wise a member of Christ’s body and thus plays a non-elitist role in 
service to and alongside the other members that corresponds to the 
individual’s Spirit-bestowed gifts and accords with the priesthood of all 
believers (1 Pet. 2:5-9; Rev. 1:6; 5:10; cf. Ex. 19:5-6). Because it is the 
Spirit who gives gifts to each one (male and female) as He wills (1 Cor. 
12:11; cf. 12, 18, 19, 27-31; Joel 2:28-29; Acts 2:18; Rom. 12:4-8; Eph. 
4:11-12; 1 Pet. 4:10), the church confers no spiritual powers or gifts on 
anyone but merely recognizes the gifts that God has granted and
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facilitates corresponding opportunities for ministry within the body of 
Christ. Leadership ministries within the church are facilitated by the 
church body as a recognition of the particular Spirit-given gifts and 
characteristics of servant leadership that reflect G od’s moral govern­
ment of unselfish love (cf. Phil. 2:5-8). In this way, both individually 
and collectively the church is to complete its mission of proclaiming 
the three angels’ messages and revealing God’s character of love, the 
last revelation of God’s mercy to the world.15

In sum, any form of headship claimed by a mere human, whether 
male or female, usurps the sole headship of Christ over the church. 
Christian service, including church leadership, is to reflect but never 
usurp Christ’s leadership. Thus, while Christ’s manner o/leadership is 
to be reflected by believers, Christ’s particular role of leadership is 
unique and not to be encroached upon by any mere human. Christ 
alone is the head of the church body, of which all Christians are mem­
bers and submitted to Him.

No human leader, then, may rightfully assume a headship role 
within the church; the highest level that any leaders can “ascend” cor­
responds directly to the depths to which they are willing to descend in 
loving and humble service, giving themselves for Christ’s body even as 
Christ gave himself for his body and bride, his beloved church, the 
object of “His supreme regard.”16

Affirmations and Denials (

1. We affirm that there is only one head of the church, Christ, and 
this headship in the church is non-transferrable and inimitable. 
Thus, Christ’s particular role of leadership is unique.

2. We deny that any human can rightly assume a headship role 
within the church.

3. We affirm that leadership in the church should be modeled after 
Christ’s servant leadership and grounded in love, with the rec­
ognition that Christ’s manner of leadership is to be reflected by 
Christian leaders.
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4. We deny any church government that results in sacramental, 
elitist, and headship-oriented leadership, which are counterfeits 
of Christ’s moral government of love and usurp His unique role 
and authority as head of the church (His body) and husband of 
the church (His wife).

5. We affirm that church leaders possess stewardship responsibili­
ties of the affairs of the church, carrying out the decisions of the 
church made in committee and business sessions.

6. We deny that any mere human is invested with final decision­
making authority in regard to church teaching, ritual, or 
doctrine.

7. We affirm the priesthood of all believers and that no human 
mediator is needed between God and humans.

8. We deny any elevation of church leaders as mediators between 
God and humans or as head of or within the church. 1
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Appendix B

A Short History of the Headship Doctrine 
in the Seventh-day Adventist Church1

Chapter One: Questions

The modern “headship principle,” which was discussed extensively 
in the Seventh-day Adventist Church during meetings of the 2013- 
2014 General Conference Theology of Ordination Study Committee 
(GC TOSC), may be new truth or it may be new heresy, but it is defi­
nitely new.

Though I was born into a conservative Adventist family in 1943, 
attended Adventist schools from first grade through seminary, and 
have been employed by the church as a minister for 46 years, I had 
never heard the headship principle taught in the Adventist Church un­
til 2012, when two areas (unions) o f the United States called special 
business sessions to consider ordaining women to ministry.

This does not mean I grew up in a local congregation where seeing a 
woman in the pulpit would have seemed normal. After World War II, 
especially, women were limited largely to domestic duties. Culture dic­
tated that women rarely served as physicians, police officers, lawyers, 
pilots, truck drivers, construction workers, college presidents, sports fig­
ures, or in a host of other roles that were thought of as primarily “male.” 
But Adventist churches had no set of Bible studies— no theology— to 
support the exclusion of women from pastoral ministry.

When several Adventist ministers began talking about the “head­
ship principle” in 2012, I started asking lifetime Adventist friends if
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they had ever heard of the headship principle before. A well-known 
pastor with a doctorate in New Testament theology, a member of the 
G C  TO SC, gave the same answer as nearly everyone I asked: “No. 
Never.”

One person gave a different answer. A lifetime Adventist, now re­
tired after many years of teaching at Walla Walla University, told me 
that he had heard male headship preached by a lay member in a small 
country church in the 1980s.

It is not just church employees or trained theologians who have 
never heard headship theology taught by Adventists. A headship advo­
cate on the independent Adventist website, Advindicate.com, blames a 
conspiracy for the headship principle never being mentioned in Ad­
ventist churches:

“I don’t know about you, but whenever I read the Bible and 
come across one of those many statements on male headship 
in the home and the church, it seems like my private secret, 
a secret that I’ve stumbled upon despite the very best efforts 
of my church to hide it from me. I always think, Wow! I’ve 
never heard any Adventist pastor discuss this before.’ ”2

In this study we will see that “the headship principle” is, in fact, new 
to Seventh-day Adventists in all parts of the world. Today’s popular 
male headship theology was developed in North America by a few Cal­
vinist Evangelical teachers and preachers in the 1970s and 1980s, im­
ported into the Adventist Church in the late 1980s by Andrews 
University professor Samuele Bacchiocchi (1938-2008), and champi­
oned among Adventists during the late 20th and early 21st centuries by 
a small but committed group of Adventist headship advocates, mostly 
based in Michigan.

Chapter Two: What Is the Headship Principle?

The foundations for the modern “headship principle” are two Bible 
passages written by Paul. Those texts are, of course, not new. Paul men­
tions to Christians in two cities in Asia Minor that man is head of
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woman. In 1 Corinthians 11:3 he says, “The head of every man is 
Christ, the head of woman is man, and the head of Christ is God." 
And in Ephesians 5:22-23ff., he tells Christians they should all “submit 
to one another” and then illustrates this by telling wives to “submit to 
your own husbands, as to the Lord. For the husband is head of the 
wife, as also Christ is head of the church.” He balances that advice 
with: “Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also loved the church 
and gave Himself for her.”

Those texts have always been in the New Testament. But what do 
they mean? How is the headship of men, or of husbands, to be applied 
today? The modern “headship principle” is one of many possible an­
swers to that question.

Seventh-day Adventists, like other Christians, have never talked 
much about these headship texts. According to the online index, Ellen 
White, who wrote about the Bible for more than 70 years, never quoted 
Paul’s statement in 1 Corinthians 11:3 that “the head of woman is 
man.”3 Paul’s point in 1 Corinthians 11 was that women should not cut 
their hair and they should adorn their heads suitably. Like other Chris­
tians, most Adventists have believed that long hair and head coverings 
were local cultural requirements in Paul’s time, but not in ours. When 
those cultural issues went away, Paul’s headship argument was sort of 
orphaned— an argument without an apparent application.

Paul’s counsel to the Ephesians that all Christians, especially hus­
bands and wives, are to submit to one another in love, has not usually 
been controversial. Ellen White, co-founder of the Seventh-day Ad­
ventist Church, who had much to say about the relationship between 
husbands and wives, mentioned this text 14 times, almost always af­
firming that the husband is the leader or head of the family but urging 
mutual love, mutual respect, mutual support, and mutual submission 
of husbands and wives.

In 1957, the Seventh-day Adventist Bible Commentary took this ap­
proach when commenting on Ephesians 5:

“The supreme test o f love is whether it is prepared to forgo
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happiness in order that the other might have it. In this re­
spect, the husband is to imitate Christ, giving up personal 
pleasures and comforts to obtain his wife’s happiness, standing 
by her side in the hour of sickness. Christ gave himself for the 
church because she was in desperate need; He did it to save 
her. Likewise the husband will give himself for the salvation of 
his wife, ministering to her spiritual needs, and she to his, in 
mutual love.”4

While men dominated both society and the church for thousands 
of years, Paul’s headship statements were not developed into the mod­
ern headship principle until the late 20th century.

In North America in the 1970s and 1980s, several Evangelical Cal­
vinist theologians (also known as Reformed theologians) developed a 
detailed system of patriarchy, which organizes almost all human rela­
tionships around authority and submission— which they call the 
“headship principle.” The modern headship movement is most com­
mon where it developed— among Calvinist churches. Like Calvinism 
itself, it is found most often in Presbyterian and some Southern Baptist 
Churches. Outside the Adventist denomination, the headship move­
ment is closely identified with the American Christian homeschool 
movement.5 Websites that sell homeschool materials often sell materi­
als promoting headship theology.6

While no single authority controls headship theology, the Council 
on Biblical Manhood and Womanhood (CBMW),7 a Calvinist organi­
zation based in Wheaton, Illinois, co-founded by Wayne Grudem and 
John Piper, is the best-known and most influential organization that 
develops and promotes headship theology. The most authoritative doc­
ument of the headship movement is the Danvers Statement, drafted by 
CBM W  in 1987.8

The belief that the husband is head of the family, by itself, is not the 
modern “headship principle”— which includes several additional ele­
ments. While not everyone who accepts headship theology agrees on 
every theological point, and many may not agree with some of the
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points below, the following characteristics of headship theology are 
common among both Calvinist and Adventist proponents. When we 
say in this paper that headship theology did not exist in the Adventist 
Church before 1987, the following points are what Adventists did not 
teach:

• The belief that Adam’s headship in marriage was established by 
God before the Fall, not as a result of sin,9 and that God created 
Eve to be subservient to Adam.10

• The belief that Christ is eternally in voluntary submission to 
God the Father, though still fully God.11

• The belief that Eve’s sin was not so much in trying to become 
like God as in trying to escape her subordinate “helper” role, 
and become like Adam.12

• The belief that Adam’s primary sin was in not exercising author­
ity and leadership over Eve, but letting her lead him, thus re­
versing the roles they believe were assigned by God.13

• The belief that last-day reformation requires that the original 
pre-sin roles be restored, with men learning “godly headship” 
(the role that Adam failed to exercise) and women learning 
“godly submission” (the role that Eve rejected).14 (In contrast to 
this, people who believe that Adam’s authority over Eve was the 
result of sin usually believe revival and reformation should in­
clude the restoration of pre-sin equality.)

• The belief that the church is an extension of the family and that 
pastors and church administrators are authorities over mem­
bers. Therefore, it is a sin for women to serve as pastors, elders, 
authoritative teachers, or denominational leaders.15

• Polarizing language. Advocates of headship theology almost al­
ways express their ideas in ways that allows for no other belief or 
practice.16 They talk about biblical manhood, biblical woman­
hood, biblical family structure, biblical headship, biblical au­
thority, biblical submission, biblical methods of child discipline,
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etc. Any relationship of husbands and wives that is not built on 
authority of the male and submission of the female is, by defini­
tion, unbiblical. Women teaching Bible to adult males is unbib- 
lical. The only alternative to biblical submission is rebellion. 
And the only alternative to biblical headship theology is femi­
nism, which they associate with liberalism, secularism, and 
homosexuality.

•  A fondness among headship scholars for the word ontological, a 
Greek word used to describe the true nature of something.17 
Headship advocates argue that teaching that Christ is eternally 
and voluntarily subordinate to God the Father is not heresy be­
cause Christ, in their view, is ontologically equal to the Father. 
The belief that Eve was created subordinate to Adam is not un­
biblical because she was created ontologically equal to Adam. 
And Paul’s statement that Jews and Gentiles, men and women, 
slaves and free are all one in Christ is only ontologically (and 
soteriologically) true: women still cannot be leaders in the 
church because that would make them authorities over men. 
(And slavery, according to many headship advocates, is not con­
trary to Christian teaching, as long as slaves are recognized as 
ontologically equal to their owners and as long as their owners 
treat them according to biblical instructions for slave-owners.)18

• The belief that God requires that women be removed from lead­
ership positions in churches and the belief that people who do 
not accept these changes are in rebellion against God.19 Critics 
in Calvinist churches and seminaries frequently state that the 
introduction of headship theology has caused division in many 
congregations and in several denominations in the United 
States.20

• The belief that it is wrong to accept women into ministerial 
training courses and then deny them jobs. So religious colleges 
and seminaries should create separate training programs to train 
women for roles suitable for women.21 When, for example, the
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Southern Baptist Convention formally adopted the Danvers 
Statement, several Baptist seminaries were dramatically reorga­
nized, resulting in the loss of many professors.22

It is beyond the scope of this paper to examine whether or not the Bible 
supports the headship doctrine, but in-depth biblical studies are 
available.23

Chapter Three: Adventists Have Never Taught Headship 
Theology

The modern headship doctrine was unknown in the Adventist 
Church (or the Christian church) before the 1970s, and it never ap­
peared in any published book or article written by an Adventist before 
1987.24

Headship theology is not found, for example, in the Seventh-day 
Adventist Fundamental Beliefs, which were adopted by the General 
Conference in session in 1980. If Adventists had always believed the 
headship doctrine, as some advocates claim, and if the headship prin­
ciple defines all relationships in the home and the church, its absence 
from the Fundamental Beliefs is difficult to explain.

The Fundamental Belief on Marriage and the Family could easily 
have said that at creation God assigned to the husband the role of be­
nevolent leader, and to the wife and children the roles of cheerfully 
submitting to his leadership. Instead, Fundamental Belief No. 23 says 
about marriage: “Mutual love, honor, respect and responsibility are the 
fabric of this relationship, which is to reflect the love, sanctity, close­
ness, and permanence of the relationship between Christ and His 
church,” and “God blesses the family and intends that its members 
shall assist each other toward complete maturity.”

And the Fundamental Belief on Unity in the Body of Christ (No. 
14) does not say that unity in the church is based on following the 
headship principle, with men leading and women following. Instead, 
this belief says: “In Christ we are a new creation; differences between
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... 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.”

The Fundamental Belief on Spiritual Gifts and Ministries (No. 17) 
does not suggest there is a difference between the gifts God gives to 
men and those He gives to women, and the Fundamental Belief on 
Christian behavior says nothing about being subject to authorities.

Clearly, if the Seventh-day Adventist Church had believed in the 
headship principle in 1980 when the Fundamental Beliefs were first 
adopted, or at any time since, we should find some hint of that theol­
ogy in the Fundamental Beliefs. Instead we find the opposite.

But the absence of headship theology in the Fundamental Beliefs is 
a small part of its absence from church documents. There is also no 
trace of headship theology in the 900-page General Conference Working 
Policy, the Church Manual, the Ministers Manual, or the Official State­
ments voted by the General Conference and published on the General 
Conference website. The headship doctrine is absent from the Seventh- 
day Adventist Bible Commentary, the Seventh-day Adventist Encyclope­
dia, the Seventh-day Adventist Bible Dictionary, and the Seventh-day 
Adventist Bible Students’ Sourcebook^ There is no mention of the head­
ship principle on Seventh-day Adventist baptismal certificates, in the 
Voice of Prophecy Discover Bible lessons, or in Adventist textbooks for 
any level of education. And I have found no mention of modern head­
ship theology in Sabbath School quarterlies or in any book or article 
written by any Adventist pioneer.

The extensive bibliography in Bacchiocchi’s anti-women’s-ordination 
book, Women in the Church, lists no supporting Adventist references. 
And later books condemning women’s ordination list no sources before 
Bacchiocchi’s book. Current anti-women’s-ordination websites that of­
fer publications for further study offer nothing written by Adventists 
before Bacchiocchi’s 1987 book.26

Proponents of headship theology, including Bacchiocchi, do quote
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texts from the Bible and statements by Ellen White that they believe 
support headship theology, but they don’t quote or list any Adventist 
teacher or minister before the 1980s who understood those texts and 
statements to teach headship theology.

Before the development of the headship doctrine in the 1970s and 
1980s, there were arguments against women in church leadership and 
arguments against ordaining women to ministry, but they were not 
headship arguments and they were usually used against Seventh-day 
Adventists, not by Seventh-day Adventists. For example, the argument 
that “all 12 disciples were male so all ministers today must be male” is 
part of the argument that the church today should be restored to ex­
actly what the church was like in the New Testament. That is a resto- 
rationist argument, not a headship argument. It is an argument that 
Adventists rejected in the mid-19th century when they chose a name 
and elected officers. Advocates of headship theology argue that the 12 
apostles were all male because of the headship principle, but the resto- 
rationist argument existed on its own long before headship theology 
was developed.

Paul’s instructions that women should keep silent in church and 
that a bishop should be the husband of one wife are not headship texts; 
they are used by modern advocates of headship theology to illustrate 
that male headship is a biblical principle, but for more than 100 years 
before modern headship theology was developed, those texts were used 
by critics to condemn the Seventh-day Adventist Church for recogniz­
ing Ellen White as a spiritual authority. They were not used by Ad­
ventists to show that women should submit to men.

Before we examine how early headship theology was introduced to the 
Adventist Church by Calvinist teacher Bill Gothard, and later adopted 
from several other Calvinist theologians by Bacchiocchi and others, we 
need to take a quick look at Calvinism to see why the earliest headship 
advocates were Calvinists.
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Chapter Four: Calvinism and Headship Theology
It was not an accident that headship theology was developed by 

Calvinists.
During the 16th century, Protestant theologian John Calvin taught 

what Adventists usually refer to as predestination, the belief that God 
“elects” who will be saved and who will be lost and that there is noth­
ing anyone can do to change the decision God has made. In this re­
gard, Calvin’s teaching was similar to that of Martin Luther and to 
Catholic theologian Augustine.27 Calvin, Luther, and Augustine all 
taught that God knew from eternity past whether each person would 
be lost or saved and that G od’s foreknowledge determines ultimate des­
tinies: there is nothing any person can do to change what God has al­
ways known. Calvin’s “double predestination” was more direct, 
teaching that God actively elects some to be saved and elects others to 
burn eternally in the fires of hell.

Seventh-day Adventists are not Calvinists, or Lutherans, but Ar- 
minians.28 Jacobus Arminius believed that God does not consign any­
one to be lost without any choice on his or her part. He believed that 
predestination makes God a dictator and the author of evil, not at all 
like Jesus. He taught that the grace of God makes it possible for “who­
soever will” to be saved.

The free will theology of Arminius— after being made even “freer” 
by the founder of Methodism, Charles Wesley— forms the foundation 
of Seventh-day Adventist Wesleyan-Arminian theology. In her book 
The Great Controversy, Ellen White tells of the millennia-long battle 
between religion that is based on force and of the true religion of love, 
which is based entirely on free choice.29

What does all this have to do with headship theology? Just this: our 
view of God determines how we understand Paul’s words in 1 Corin­
thians 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.”

If God makes all the choices, as Calvin taught, and humans can 
only submit, then when Paul says that man is the head of woman— like
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God the Father is the head of Christ, and like Christ is the head of 
man— then male “headship” is all about authority and submission. In 
this version of Calvinist theology, men are given no choice but to sub­
mit to the decisions of Christ, so women are given no choice but to 
submit to the decisions of men. Modern marriage classes based on the 
headship principle, such as Wayne Grudem’s “The Art of Marriage,” 
are designed to teach men how to lead firmly but fairly and to teach 
women and children how to submit cheerfully and with thanksgiving. 
But the principle is the same: wives submit to the God-given authority 
of husbands.

Some people who approach 1 Corinthians 11 and Ephesians 5 with 
these Calvinist (or sometimes even Lutheran or Catholic) presupposi­
tions see that the submission of women to men is the “plain and obvi­
ous” meaning of the text. In the modern headship formula, a God who 
makes men’s most important decisions is reflected by a husband who 
makes his family’s most important decisions.

But as Andrews University professor Darius Jankiewicz explains, if 
you believe, as Arminians do, that Christ’s part in salvation was en­
tirely voluntary from beginning to end; if you believe that Christ freely 
chose to suffer and die to save everyone, because He loves everyone, but 
then He exerts no pressure of any kind to force submission; then it 
follows that men’s “headship” of women, like Christ’s headship of men, 
is sacrificial service without any hint of mandatory submission or hint 
of violating free will.30 Seventh-day Adventists have taught for decades 
that without genuine free will, real love— whether for God, for men, or 
for women— is not possible.

When Arminians read 1 Corinthians 11:3-16, they do not see a 
system of authority and submission. Instead, they see Paul correcting a 
problem with arrogant and disruptive women in Corinth. They see 
instructions for a husband to tenderly protect, nurture, and submit to 
(“prefer”) the decisions of his wife, as Christ tenderly nurtures the 
church. And an Arminian sees a wife lovingly supporting, respecting, 
nurturing, and submitting to (“preferring”) the decisions of her
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husband. Instead of moving from 1 Corinthians 11:3 to theories of 
headship and submission, an Arminian is more likely to move to 1 
Corinthians 13 and other texts that tell people how to love and serve 
each other as Christ loves us.

The modern headship doctrine, which appears to some (but not 
most) Calvinists as the plain and obvious meaning of Paul’s counsel to 
the believers in Corinth and Ephesus, does not appear at all to most 
other Christians.31

Headship theology played no part in Adventist thought until the 
late 20th century, when flyers began to arrive for Bill Gothard’s 
seminars.

Chapter Five: Bill Gothard’s Chain of Command

In the 1970s, hundreds— possibly thousands— of Seventh-day Ad­
ventist youth, youth leaders, teachers, and parents attended the enor­
mously popular Institute in Basic Life Principles seminars conducted 
by Bill Gothard,32 then a Wheaton College (Calvinist) professor.

The key phrase in Gothard’s pioneering version of headship theol­
ogy was “G od’s chain-of-command.” One illustration showed God 
holding a hammer (identified as “father”) in His left hand. The ham­
mer pounds on a chisel (“mother”) in his right hand, and the point of 
the chisel chips imperfections off a diamond (“teen-ager”). Notes 
around the illustration said: “God is able to accomplish His purposes 
in our lives through those he places over us” and “When a teen-ager 
reacts against the ‘tools’ God brings upon his life, he is, in fact, reacting 
against God himself.”

Over every person on earth, God has assigned authorities. The au­
thorities relay God’s guidance and protection. For a teen, the highest 
authority is his or her father. For a wife, it is her husband. The father 
delegates some authority to the teen’s mother, teachers, school princi­
pal, employer, government, police, etc. A teen is to submit to all of 
them to the extent that the father directs. Each authority becomes a 
link in the chain of command, all under the authority of the father.
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In Gothard’s success stories, if a young person decided to become a 
Christian, be baptized, and attend church every week, but the young 
person’s non-Christian father told him or her to have nothing to do 
with Christianity, the youth was to obey the father. O f course, this 
created a conflict with the commandment of Jesus to obey God rather 
than man, but Gothard had two answers: “How big is your God?” and 
the “creative alternative.”

“How big is your God?” meant that regardless of how hard-hearted 
your father (or husband, teacher, or employer, etc.) might be, God 
could change that person’s decision. So, for Gothard, if the person in 
authority over you asked you to do something you believed was con­
trary to G od’s will, you were to obey the person over you anyway (un­
less he asked you to commit some clear moral sin like worshipping an 
idol or killing someone); God was just testing your level of trust. While 
obeying the authority, the youth (or wife) should look for a “creative 
alternative,” a way to let the authority know you would be loyal and 
submissive, yet encourage the authority to change his mind and give 
you permission to do God’s will. Daniel’s suggestion that Nebuchad­
nezzar test the Hebrew diet was an example of a creative alternative.

When Adventist youth leaders and ministers repeated Gothard’s 
chain of command theology in Adventist boarding schools, they (we) 
sometimes created serious questions in the minds of students who had 
come to the school to escape religious conflict at home. Some had been 
kicked out o f their homes for becoming Christians or Adventists. They 
had given testimonies at school about how God had taken care of them 
when they courageously obeyed Him, but now they wondered if they 
should leave school, ask their parents for forgiveness, and only practice 
Christianity and/or keep the Sabbath when their parents told them to.

Gothard taught the same submission to the government. That was 
an emotional topic in the early 1970s, when many church youth were 
protesting the Vietnam War and considering avoiding military service 
by hiding, claiming conscientious objection, or fleeing to Canada. Goth­
ard’s answer: God placed the government over you. The government’s
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laws are God’s laws. Do you trust God? If God wants you to not join the 
army, He will fix things so you don’t have to join, but only after He sees 
that you trust Him enough to join when required.

I was intrigued at the time by the fact that Gothard’s headship 
teaching appeared to be countered almost word for word by Ellen 
White in The Great Controversy, where she wrote about persecution in 
the final days before the coming of Christ:

“The miracle-working power manifested through spiritual­
ism will exert its influence against those who choose to obey 
God rather than men. Communications from the spirits 
will declare that God has sent them to convince the rejecters 
o f Sunday of their error, affirming that the laws of the land 
should be obeyed as the law of God” (p. 590).

By the mid-1970s, the war had ended, there was no more military 
draft, the hippie movement was dead, and Adventists (and other Chris­
tians) mostly lost interest in Gothard’s chain of command. There may 
have been hundreds— possibly thousands— of Adventists who were 
now comfortable with headship theology, but there was no issue in the 
church that brought it to the surface again until feminism and the or­
dination of women became issues in the 1980s.

But headship theology was not dead. In the late 1970s and 1980s, 
Calvinist theologians Wayne Grudem, James B. Hurley, and John 
Piper emerged as leading developers and proponents of a rejuvenated 
headship theology, and their writings largely define the headship doc­
trine among Calvinists and some Adventists in the 21st century.33 In 
the early 21st century, Adventist churches frequently offer marriage 
seminars, parenting seminars, and youth training camps based on the 
headship theology of Grudem, Hurley, and Piper.34

Chapter Six: Samuele Bacchiocchi and A dventists Affirm

In 1986, the General Conference published the Mohaven Papers, a 
collection of study documents and recommendations from a General 
Conference-sponsored committee that more than 10 years earlier had
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studied the ordination of women to ministry.35 That General Confer­
ence committee reported that there was no biblical reason to not or­
dain women to ministry and recommended that the church begin 
actively finding ways to incorporate more women into ministry.

Andrews University professor Samuele Bacchiocchi tells us that he 
became so concerned about the threat of feminism and the possibility 
that the church might begin ordaining women to ministry that he can­
celed a major research project he had started and went looking for bib­
lical arguments that would stop the Adventist Church from voting to 
ordain women to ministry.36 His bibliography reveals that he found 
those arguments in the teachings of a few Calvinist Bible teachers who 
were at that time developing headship theology. In 1987, Bacchiocchi 
self-published Women in the Church.37 This groundbreaking book im­
ported the entire headship doctrine from those Evangelical Calvinist 
writers into the Adventist Church.38

Bacchiocchi did not leave us to guess about the source of his head­
ship theology. His book was published with two forewords, both writ­
ten by the Calvinist theologians who were developing the emerging 
headship theology: Wayne Grudem and James B. Hurley. Both ex­
pressed high praise for Bacchiocchi’s book. In his acknowledgments, 
Bacchiocchi says:

“Among the hundreds of authors I have read in the prepara­
tion of this book, two stand out as the ones who have made 
the greatest contributions to the development of my thoughts, 
namely, Prof. Wayne Grudem of Trinity Evangelical Divinity 
School and Prof. James B. Hurley of Reformed Theological 
Seminary.”

Though Calvinist theology seems like an unlikely fit in the Seventh- 
day Adventist Church, whose theology, as we have seen, is Wesleyan- 
Arminian, not Calvinist, the emerging headship doctrine was quickly 
adopted and championed by a group of Adventist theologians, histori­
ans, and writers, mostly residents of southwestern Michigan, who, 
ironically, said their purpose was to prevent the church from adopting
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new theology. Those early adopters of the emerging headship theology 
created the journal Adventists Affirm (initially titled Affirm). The first 
three issues of Adventists Affirm, beginning with Spring 1987, were de­
voted to promoting headship theology, as were many articles in the 
months and years that followed.

Evidently, the Adventists Affirm group kept a close watch on the 
Calvinist theologians then developing headship theology. In 1987, the 
Council on Biblical Manhood and Womanhood, co-founded by 
Grudem and Piper, drafted what remains today the defining document 
of the headship movement, the Danvers Statement.39 The CBM W  pub­
lished the Danvers Statement rather quietly in November 1988, but in 
January 1989 they attracted much wider attention for the Danvers 
Statement when they published it as a center spread in Christianity 
Today.

Almost immediately (Fall 1989), the Adventists Affirm group pub­
lished their own headship statement, using the same presentation style 
as the Danvers Statement, repeating some of its points and borrowing 
some of its language.40 Though the Adventists Affirm statement makes 
many of the same points as the Danvers Statement (e.g., women are 
equal to men but have been assigned different roles), it is not entirely 
parallel because the Adventists Affirm statement focused more narrowly 
on the ordination of women, which was by then on the agenda for the 
1990 General Conference session in Indianapolis, Indiana.

In 1995, Adventists Affirm asked Samuel Koranteng-Pipim, then a 
doctoral candidate at Andrews University, to write a new book show­
ing that the ordination of women was contrary to Bible teachings. In 
the decades that followed, Pipim became probably the most well- 
known and the most quoted advocate for the new headship theology. 
His initial 96-page book, Searching the Scriptures, relied heavily on the 
same Calvinist writers who had influenced Bacchiocchi. After four 
chapters outlining church policy and defining the headship doctrine, 
chapters five and six deal with “Theological Obstacles to Women’s Or­
dination” and “Biblical Obstacles to Women’s Ordination.” In the first
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endnote for chapter five, Pipim says:

“Those desiring to pursue this subject in greater exegetical 
and theological detail will greatly benefit from John Piper 
and Wayne Grudem, eds., Recovering Biblical Manhood and 
Womanhood: A Response to Evangelical Feminism., (Wheaton, 
111., Crossway, 1991). Its exposition of the strengths and some 
of the weaknesses in the arguments for ordaining women has 
enriched the study presented here.”

In 2000, Adventists Affirm published Prove All Things, a 424-page 
book advocating the headship principle. Near the back (pp. 405-412) is 
a section listing 100 recommended books or articles for further reading. 
O f the 38 non-Adventist recommendations, 22 are various chapters in 
Recovering Biblical Manhood and Womanhood, edited by Piper and 
Grudem, and most of the remaining 16 non-Adventist recommended 
sources are from well-known Calvinist authors and publishers.

Chapter Seven: Changing Culture and Changing Attitudes

While it is clear that Bacchiocchi played a pivotal role in introduc­
ing Calvinist headship theology to Adventists, he did not operate in a 
vacuum. Bacchiocchi’s new headship theology seems to have answered 
a need that was keenly felt in the church in the middle 1980s, a need 
that had not been felt earlier. If  fundamentalism arose in the early 20th 
century because Christians were alarmed by modern science and lib­
eral theology, and Gothard’s teachings were popular in the 1970s be­
cause Christians were frightened by cultural upheaval, what happened 
in American culture between about 1975 and 1985 that causes enough 
fear to create a market for adopting new theology?

A look at almost any book, paper, or website advocating male head­
ship theology provides a clear answer: the threat of feminism.

Gerhard F. Hasel (1935-1994) provides an interesting illustration. 
From the 1970s to the early 1990s, Flasel served as professor of Old 
Testament and biblical theology as well as dean of the Seventh-day 
Adventist Theological Seminary at Andrews University in Berrien
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Springs, Michigan. In 1973, Hasel presented a scholarly paper to the 
Mohaven Committee demonstrating that Eve was not created in any 
way subservient to Adam, that even her role after sin did not include 
Adam exercising arbitrary authority over her, and that there was noth­
ing in the Bible that precluded women from any leadership roles in the 
church, including that of ordained minister.41

But in 1989, Adventists Affirm published an article by Hasel titled 
“Biblical Authority and Feminist Interpretations,” which, without 
mentioning his earlier position, identified womens ordination with 
feminist methods of Bible interpretation, which, he said, undermined 
the authority of the Bible and did away with the Sabbath.42 Hasel had 
not even mentioned feminism in his 1973 paper, but after the mid- 
1980s, Hasel spoke and wrote about the danger of feminist principles 
of Bible interpretation— symbolized for him by the ordination of 
women to ministry.43

Gordon Hyde underwent a similar change. In 1973, as director of 
the General Conference Biblical Research Institute, Hyde was asked by 
the General Conference to establish a committee to study the ordina­
tion of women to ministry. He organized the Mohaven committee and 
served as its secretary. In 1989, Hyde told Adventists Affirm readers, “At 
Mohaven I was an advocate of new opportunities and wider authority 
for women in the church.”44 Hyde reported at its conclusion that the 
committee had found no biblical reason to not ordain women to min­
istry. The Mohaven committee proposed a process that would lead to 
ordinations of women by 1975.

But in 1989 Adventists Affirm published an article by Hyde entitled, 
“The Mohaven Council—-Where It All Began: What Really Hap­
pened, and Why the Secretary Has Changed His Mind.” 45

Again, what happened after 1973 that caused Hyde to see old scrip­
tures in a new way?

Not surprisingly, Hasel and Hyde in their later statements mention 
changes in the intellectual world. Hyde says that “several papers subse­
quently came in, from individuals whom I highly respect for their
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scholarship and their Christian leadership, challenging the assumption 
by Mohaven that the Scriptures themselves were neutral on the 
ordination-of-women question.” In a few paragraphs, Hyde summa­
rizes the arguments made by Bacchiocchi in his 1987 book, though he 
does not mention Bacchiocchi by name.

Hasel has much more to say about the biblical reasons for his new 
position, but most of his new insights were the same as those presented 
by Bacchiocchi and the Calvinist theologians Bacchiocchi learned 
from. Hasel references several of the Evangelical theologians that Bac­
chiocchi lists as contributors to his thinking.

General Conference President Neal C. Wilson also reported a 
change of attitude during this time. He said during the 1985 General 
Conference Study Committee meeting in Washington, D.C., that 
from 1973 to 1975, his position “was more favorable toward ordaining 
women than it is today.” He said he had become “much less certain and 
increasingly apprehensive regarding where such changes as ordaining 
women will carry us.”46

But, why? What happened during the 10 or so years after Mohaven 
(1973) that made headship theology attractive to Adventists? What 
caused feminism to look like such a threat to the church that Bacchioc­
chi’s new theology was adopted by Hasel, Hyde, Wilson, and many 
other conservative Adventists?

The answer is clear. The decade beginning in 1972 saw extraordi­
nary advances in women’s rights. No doubt, many Adventists were as 
alarmed by some of these feminist victories as were other conservative 
Christians during the 1970s and 1980s.

In 1972, the federal Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) was passed 
by both houses of Congress. If it had been ratified by 38 states within 
the 10-year deadline, it would have changed the U.S. Constitution, 
giving the federal government the power to intervene and stop any 
discrimination against women in the United States. For more than a 
decade, Americans in almost every state suffered through months, or 
years, of political campaigning, with opponents claiming passage of
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the ERA would result in such things as unisex restrooms and drafting 
women into combat roles in the army. In the end, only 35 states ratified 
the ERA, so it did not become federal law.

In 1972, “Title IX” (“Title Nine”) was added to the Civil Rights 
Act of 1962, ending public schools’ ability to spend more on men’s 
sports programs (or any educational program) than on corresponding 
women’s programs. It was seen by many as a threat to the American 
way of life— just to satisfy the ambitions of a few shrill women.

More was to come. In 1973, the United States Supreme Court ruled 
in Roe v. Wade that women have a constitutional right to decide whether 
or not to have an abortion, resulting (in the view of many conservative 
Christians) in the murder of perhaps a million babies each year— again, 
to satisfy the ambitions of a few women.

But nothing concerned Adventist Church members and leaders more, 
or had a wider permanent impact on the church, than the Merikay Silver 
lawsuits against Pacific Press, demanding equal pay for women. This 
courtroom drama started at almost the same time (1973) as the Camp 
Mohaven study and lasted for more than 10 years. Accounts of this 
crisis are available elsewhere, so we do not need to recount it here, but a 
short summary will remind us of how it sensitized the church— in a 
largely negative way— to issues of gender equality.47

Before Merikay Silver, church policy enabled almost all Adventist 
Church entities in the United States— from elementary schools to col­
leges, hospitals, publishing houses, media ministries and conference 
offices— to balance their budgets by paying women a lot less than men, 
even for the same work. If the church in the United States was sud­
denly required to pay women the same wages as men doing the same 
jobs, almost all church budgets would be in trouble.

While many Adventists saw Merikay Silver and other female em­
ployees as ordinary church members asking to be treated fairly, others 
saw them as ambitious and greedy, willing to destroy the mission of the 
church for the cause of feminism. It is difficult to imagine a conflict 
better designed to create a demand for new theology teaching the
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“biblical” submission of women and the different “roles” God had as­
signed them to play. A summary available from the conservative, inde­
pendent ministry Pilgrim’s Rest illustrates not only the threat that 
many saw in the Merikay Silver case, but its connection in some minds 
with the ordination of women to ministry:

“ [In 1985] Merikay betrayed the Press, and exposed it to 
government interference. . . . The excellent head-of-household 
plan, which enabled mothers to stay at home with the chil­
dren was betrayed. All the workers at the Press were betrayed 
[by Merikay], for seeking to grasp more, many were laid 
off. . . . The betrayals at Pacific Press soon spread throughout 
the church in the United States. One effect was layoffs. . . .
The reason: The women workers had to be paid more. Many 
small church schools closed their doors; other workers were 
laid off. Another effect added momentum to the women’s lib 
movement. It had effectively started in September 1973, when 
Dr. Josephine Benton joined the Sligo Church in Takoma Park, 
Maryland, as the first female associate pastor o f an American 
Adventist congregation. In 1980, she became the first Ameri­
can in recent history to serve as senior pastor o f a church: the 
Rockville, Maryland, church. Winning the war on women’s 
wages ... gave great impetus to the ‘women’s rights’ issues in 
the church. Every year the larger battle— to make women as 
full-fledged pastors as the men— increases.”48

Merikay Silver and the Seventh-day Adventist Church settled out of 
court in 1985, but not before the U.S. Government (EEOC) had won 
its class action lawsuit, requiring the church to treat women equally in 
pay and employment practices. In the view of many, probably most 
Adventists today, paying women the same as men for doing the same 
job simply made the church a better, more Christlike, place. But for 
others, the Merikay Silver case meant the church was the victim of an 
ungodly feminist campaign.

Whether or not the Merikay Silver case was a contributing factor, 
by the late 1980s feminism was viewed by many Adventists as a threat
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to the mission and survival of the organized church. And many wel­
comed headship theology as just what the denomination needed to 
stop feminism’s advances.

From 1987 until 2012, headship theology appeared in several inde­
pendently published Adventist books and sermons written or preached 
by Adventists Affirm board members and contributors, but it almost 
never appeared in the official publications of the church. One excep­
tion was 1995, when the main presentation at the General Conference 
Session opposing the ordination of women to ministry included ele­
ments of the new headship doctrine.49 That presentation gave headship 
theology its widest Adventist exposure to that date.

In 2012, when the General Conference assembled 106 people to 
restudy the theology of ordination and the place of women in ministry, 
General Conference leaders gave advocates of headship theology equal 
representation. As a result, the documents posted on the General Con­
ference’s Theology of Ordination Study Committee website50 show that 
the committee spent a large part of its time debating headship theology, 
instead of studying the theology of ordination.

It is likely that the Theology of Ordination Study Committee pro­
cess, with headship theology advocates (and opponents) traveling from 
North America to meet with the division Biblical Research Commit­
tees around the world, and arguing their case at the official meetings, 
provided the broadest venue to date for the spread of headship theology 
among Adventists.

Chapter Eight: What’s New in Modern Headship Theology?

The modern headship principle, developed by Wayne Grudem, 
James B. Hurley, John Piper, and others in the 1980s, included two 
new elements that made it attractive to some Seventh-day Adventists: 
(1) an upgraded view of the value of women, and (2) new Bible argu­
ments supporting male headship and female submission.

By the 1980s, the old views of women as morally and intellectually 
inferior, flawed, and incapable of leadership were no longer possible for
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Christians, especially in developed nations. Women were beginning to 
outnumber men on college campuses, outperform men academically in 
most subjects at all levels of education, and perform well in once 
male-dominated professions, including medicine, law, business, com­
munication, counseling, politics, and others. If patriarchalism was to 
survive, it had to be adjusted to present women as just as valuable and 
capable as men— but assigned different roles by God. The modern 
headship movement met that need, defining Eve as both equal to Adam 
(ontologically) and not equal to Adam (functionally). That was new. 
Though critics consider this idea of “equal but not equal” to be simply 
self-contradictory and impossible, headship advocates say it makes per­
fect sense and is God’s will.

Viewing women as equally valuable to men called for a new kind of 
headship and a new kind of submission, with husbands exercising lov­
ing and self-sacrificing service to their wives (without giving up author­
ity) and wives offering loving service to their husbands (while 
recognizing his authority). There is officially no place in the modern 
headship principle for men abusing or dominating women, though 
many critics say abuse is an inevitable and common result.

The second innovation proved just as important to Adventists: the 
arguments that Grudem and Piper created in support of the modern­
ized doctrine of male headship. Before Rushdoony, Grudem, and sev­
eral other Calvinists created the new headship arguments, Adventists 
had no set of biblical arguments supporting male headship and female 
submission.

If you were an Adventist in 1980 and you wanted to prove from the 
Bible that a woman was forbidden by God to serve as pastor of a local 
congregation, where would you have started? We have already seen in 
chapter three that you would not have gotten help from any Adventist 
denominational publication. Neither could you have turned to inde­
pendently published Adventist books or articles on the topic, because 
they hadn’t been written yet. So it would be just you and the Bible. 
Where would you start?
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The most obvious— but problematic— place to start would be with 
the texts that said women should be silent in church and that women 
should not teach men. But for more than 120 years, Church of Christ 
ministers and members had been using those texts to try to prove that 
Ellen White’s preaching and teaching ministry was contrary to the 
Bible. And for the same period of time, Adventist preachers had been 
demonstrating that the “keep silent” and “don’t teach men” texts dealt 
with local issues in the first century but did not exclude women from 
preaching and teaching, either in New Testament times or today. Ellen 
White, the most prominent co-founder of the Seventh-day Adventist 
Church, preached in churches regularly and taught religious truth to 
men her whole life. She preached evangelistic sermons that brought 
sinners to Christ, and she made passionate speeches at denominational 
business meetings that resulted in organizational restructuring and in­
stitutional development. Clearly these texts would not work for 
Adventists.

Or you might have started with the texts that said a bishop or dea­
con should be the husband of one wife and have well-behaved children. 
But Adventists believed, as indicated in the Seventh-day Adventist Bible 
Commentary, that Paul’s intent was to require moral integrity, not to 
require that elders be men, married, or parents. A literal application of 
these texts would have excluded both Paul and Jesus from church 
leadership.

The emerging headship theology offered Adventists a new place to 
start. The books published independently by Michigan Adventists in 
the 1980s and early 1990s make it clear that the new headship argu­
ment was simple. It had three parts.

The first part of the new argument created an emotional context by 
talking about the breakdown of society— divorce, immorality, femi­
nism, homosexuality, rock music, etc.— and asserting that those things 
were all parts of a feminist attack on the Bible and religion. Specifically, 
they were the results of disregarding the distinct roles they said God 
has assigned to men and women.
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Second, proponents of the headship doctrine began their Bible ar­
guments in Genesis 1-2, asserting that— before sin— God created men 
to lead and women to submit. They claimed that sin was the result of 
both Adam and Eve abandoning their assigned roles. All headship the­
ology seems to live or die on this one assertion— an assertion that Ad­
ventists had never made. If  Eve was created subservient to Adam, then 
women’s submission to men can be seen as a permanent, God-ordained 
principle. With that point established, the rest of the Bible becomes a 
collection of illustrations of the headship principle. (By contrast, all 
denominational publications taught that Eve was created equal to 
Adam and became subject to his rulership as a result of sin. If  that is 
the case, then the original principle of perfect equality, no matter how 
difficult to find during much of history, remains the eternal model and 
a significant goal o f redemption and restoration.)

Third, having satisfied themselves that male headship is a perma­
nent principle established before sin, headship advocates, whether Cal­
vinist or Adventist, sweep through the Bible finding illustrations of 
male headship and female submission almost everywhere: Old Testa­
ment priests; New Testament apostles, elders, and deacons; Paul’s 
counsels on women; etc.

And now, since they have already established the male “headship 
principle,” none of these illustrations or texts are required to prove any­
thing. Whether women were Paul’s co-workers or not, they still had no 
authority over men. I f  women preached and taught and led churches, 
they didn’t have authority over men because that would have been con­
trary to the principle established in Eden; if all the disciples were men, 
that illustrates the male headship principle, and it doesn’t matter that 
they were also all Jewish. If in Christ there is no male or female because 
we are all one in Christ, that is only ontological equality; women still 
can’t serve in the same leadership positions as men because that would 
be contrary to the principle of male headship established in Eden. If 
requirements that women wear head coverings, not cut their hair, keep 
silent in church, and not teach men were all due to local and temporary
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cultural conditions, these requirements still illustrated temporary ex­
pressions of the eternal male headship principle. And now the texts that 
said bishops and deacons should be the husband of one wife did mean 
that only men could be church leaders, because that is the principle 
that was established in Eden. (Of course, marriage and bearing chil­
dren were also established before sin, but for some reason headship 
advocates do not insist that ministers be married and have children.)

So the headship principle is a closed system. Once Eve’s original, 
pre-sin role has been defined as submission to Adam, no other argu­
ment or text can disprove it. In the judgment of critics of headship 
theology, the headship doctrine forces some very clear New Testament 
texts (like Gal. 3:28) to fit into a doubtful and speculative, or even 
impossible, interpretation of the Creation story. But to its advocates, 
the headship principle becomes the key to Scripture.

That is what Bacchiocchi and others found new and useful in the 
Calvinist headship theology that was emerging in the 1980s: first, a 
new definition of the value of women that fit late 20th century culture, 
while still denying certain leadership roles; second, the motivation 
gained from the threat of feminism and confused sex roles; third, a 
new way of interpreting the Creation story in which Adam and Eve 
were equal but not equal; and finally, a biblical-sounding eternal “prin­
ciple” that served as a guide for how every Bible text regarding women 
was to be interpreted.

Chapter Nine: Conclusion

Before Bacchiocchi and Adventists Affirm introduced headship the­
ology to the Adventist denomination in 1987, Adventists had been 
moving slowly and steadily toward fully integrating women into min­
istry. This was not a huge issue for a church that was co-founded by a 
woman— a wife and mother who today remains the highest spiritual 
authority outside the Bible in the organized church. During the last 50 
years, the church has approved the ordination of female elders51 and 
deaconesses52 and has voted that women may serve as “commissioned”
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pastors and may perform substantially all the functions of ordained 
male pastors.53 In some parts of the world, conferences and unions have 
begun treating women exactly the same as men, including ordaining 
women to ministry. And in other parts of the world, where culture 
prohibits women serving in leadership positions, and where having 
women pastors would hinder the spread of the gospel, the integration 
has moved much slower, or not at all. In this, the church may be seen 
as following Paul’s example: “I have become all things to all men, that 
I might by all means save some” (1 Cor. 9:22, NKJV).

Whenever the General Conference has formed committees in the 
past to consider ordaining women to ministry, they have found no 
biblical reasons not to. If Bacchiocchi and others had not brought 
headship theology into the Seventh-day Adventist Church, study com­
mittees in the 21st century would almost certainly be affirming previ­
ous committee findings that the leadership of women is in keeping 
with the principles of the New Testament church. Leaders would be 
deciding where in the world the ordination of women as pastors would 
contribute to bringing more people to Jesus and where such a practice 
would hinder the mission of the church— that is, deciding how to be 
“all things to all men” in order that by “all means” we might save some.

In his introduction, Bacchiocchi makes it clear that he believed the 
emerging headship arguments were so powerful that they would unite 
the church behind a policy that no women could serve as elders or pas­
tors, whether ordained or not. Instead, the new headship doctrine that 
he introduced seems to be polarizing the Adventist world church over 
the question of whether or not Seventh-day Adventists will accept the 
new headship doctrine.

Were it not for the new headship doctrine, the church might have 
easily adopted a policy of unity in diversity, allowing each division, 
union, and conference to decide how to incorporate women into min­
istry. Instead, the church is faced with the difficult task of learning how 
to relate to a new theology that permits no compromise or diversity.

No one is advocating that Seventh-day Adventists adopt the entire
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package of Calvinist predestination theology. But is it possible to pick 
just one apple from the Calvinist tree without changing Adventists’ 
traditional understandings of such things as the gracious character of 
God, the spiritual relationship between Christ and His followers, the 
commitment to religious liberty for all, and the urgency to take the 
gospel to every person on earth? That is the question that the Adventist 
denomination must answer before members and leaders can unite 
around any ordination theology.
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Review and Herald, 1957) gives no hint that Adam was head over Eve before sin. On 
Paul’s counsel in 1 Timothy 3, that bishops and deacons should be “the husband of one 
wife,” the commentary lists four possible meanings; that they must be male is not 
included in the list. To modern readers looking for arguments for or against the 
headship principle, the comments on the two headship texts, 1 Corinthians 11 and 
Ephesians 3, look as if they were written by an egalitarian and a headship advocate who 
took turns writing paragraphs. There is plenty for both sides to love and hate. But the 
headship doctrine was not developed until a quarter century after the commentary was 
published, so the authors were not addressing our questions. The commentary affirms 
that before sin, the authority and rank of Adam and Eve were perfectly equal; that as a 
result of sin, man has been assigned to be the head, leader, or even “ruler” of the family; 
that the gospel seeks to restore the relationship of husband and wife to perfect equality; 
and that in a Christian home, husband and wife will work so diligently for the 
happiness and benefit of each other— even at the cost of their own lives— that neither 
will ever think about who is the head. The authors do not connect the headship texts 
with the issue of which church offices a woman may hold. See especially Vol. 6, pp.
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753-759 and pp. 1035-1038.

26. For an example of an anti-ordination website that includes no Adventist references 
before 1987 but suggests a list of Evangelical Calvinist authors for further study, see 
http://www.womenministrytruth.com/free-resources/other-insightful-works.aspx.

27. See Brian G. Mattson, “Double or Nothing: Martin Luther’s Doctrine of Predestina­
tion,” 1997, at http://www.contra-mundum.org/essays/mattson/Luther-predestination 
.pdf.

28. Arminians, who mostly agree with the free-will theology of Jacobus Arminius, are not 
to be confused with Armenians, citizens of the country of Armenia or people of 
Armenian ancestry. Nor should Arminianism be confused with Arianism, the belief 
that Jesus was not eternally and fully God.

29. Woodrow W. Whidden II, in “Grace, Free Will, and Judgment,” Adventist Review, Oct. 
14, 2010, Vol. 187, No. 33, says: “To put it very simply: no ‘free grace’ and its ‘freed 
wills,’ no God-vindicating ‘Great Controversy theme’ for Seventh-day Adventism!” See 
http://archives.adventistreview.org/article/3799/archives/issue-2010-1533/grace-free-will 
-and-judgment.

30. Darius Jankiewicz, “Two Visions of God and Male Headship: A Study in Calvinist and 
Arminian Presuppositions” (presentation during the 2010 Arminianism Symposium, 
Oct. 15, 2010).

31. For Evangelical criticism of Calvinist headship theology, see http://www 
.godswordtowomen.org/headship.htm.

32. In 2014, the website billgothard.com states that more than 2.5 million people have 
attended Bill Gothard’s basic seminar since 1964.

33. Some church historians date the emergence of the modern headship movement from 
the publication of Wayne Grudem’s Systematic Theology: An Introduction to B iblical 
D octrine (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1994).

34. For example, at the time of this writing in early 2014, an Adventist church in the 
Central California Conference advertised a headship seminar for youth at a lodge in 
Yosemite, and a church in the Southern California Conference offered “The Art of 
Marriage,” a video seminar for couples featuring the headship teachings of Wayne 
Grudem.

35- See General Conference Archives at http://www.adventistarchives.org/1973-5-mohaven 
- ,VBR4Xv3gVuY.

36. Samuele Bacchiocchi, Women in the Church: A Biblical Study o f  the Role o f  Women in the 
Church (Berrien Springs, MI: Biblical Perspectives, 1987), pp. 11-18.

37. The full text of Bacchiocchi’s book Women in the Church is available at http://peter 
.hitechemall.com/english/dnl/bacchi/books/womench.pdf.

38. Bacchiocchi was not the first Adventist in the 1970s or 1980s to express headship ideas. 
At Camp Mohaven in 1973, Hedwig Jemison presented a collection of statements from 
Ellen White, with commentary suggesting she had accepted headship theology. And 
the skeletal minutes from the General Conference’s 1985 Role o f Women in the Church 
Committee indicate that at least one unnamed member of the committee was present­
ing headship arguments. But Bacchiocchi was the first Adventist to compile and
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publish the emerging headship doctrine.

39. Read the full Danvers Statement at http://cbmw.org/core-beliefs/.

40. Read the Adventists Affirm Affirmations Statement at http://session.adventistfaith.org/ 
no or in the Pacific Union Recorder, August 2012, Vol. 112, No. 8, pp. 44, 46.

The full Danvers Statement was written in the form of 10 “concerns,” followed by 10 
“affirmations.” Similarly, the full Adventists Affirm statement— first published in its 
Autumn 1989 issue and later reprinted as Appendix B in Prove All Things: A Response to 
Women in Ministry, Mercedes H. Dyer, Ed. (Berrien Springs, MI: Adventists Affirm, 
2000), pp. 375-381— took the form of 11 “concerns” followed by 10 “affirmations.” The 
following juxtaposition of sentences from the DANVERS STATEMENT, Concern 
No. 3 (indicated by all capital letters), and th e  Adventists Affirm statement, Concern 
No. 7 (indicated with italic type), illustrate the way the Adventists Affirm group 
borrowed language, style, and ideas from the Danvers Statement.

In their statements, both the DANVERS group and the. Adventists Affirm group 
OBSERVE W ITH  DEEP CO N CERN  (are deeply concern ed  over)-. “T H E  IN CREA S­
ING PROM OTION {increasingpromotion) GIVEN TO  FEM INIST EGALITARI­
ANISM  {offem inist interpretations) W ITH  ACCOMPANYING DISTORTIONS OR 
N EG LEC T OF {which distort) T H E GLAD HARM ONY PORTRAYED IN 
SCR IPTU R E {what the Bible says) BETW EEN T H E  LOVING, HUM BLE LEAD­
ERSHIP OF REDEEM ED HUSBANDS {about the sacrificial headship role o f  a caring 
husband) AND T H E  IN TELLIGEN T, W ILLING SUPPORT OF TH A T LEADER­
SHIP {and the w illin g helper role) BY REDEEM ED W IVES {of an intelligent, loving, 
w ife ))

41. Gerhard F. Hasel, “The Relationship of Man and Woman in the Beginning and at the 
End” (unpublished manuscript presented at Camp Mohaven, 1973). In the final 
sentence, Hasel calls for men and women to “participate in full equality of responsibili­
ties and privileges in all lines of work in order to hasten the coming of our beloved Lord 
and Savior Jesus Christ.”

42. Adventists Affirm, Autumn 1989, pp. 12-23.

43. One theologian told me that Hasel, before his death, returned to his original position, 
but Hasel never wrote anything documenting that change.

44. Ibid., p. 42.

45. Ibid., pp. 41-43.

46. Report of the Role of Women in the Church Committee, Mar. 26-29, 1985, p. 18. See 
http://www.adventistarchives.org/1985-study-committee-minutes.pdf.

47. For the story from Merikay Silver’s perspective, see her book, Betrayal: The Shattering 
Sex D iscrim ination Case o f  Silver Vs. Pacific Press Publishing Association (Austin, TX: 
Mars Hill Publications, 1985).

48. See Vance Ferrell, “The Merikay Silver Case” (Part 1 or 3), Waymarks, August 1996, p. 
12, at http://www.sdadefend.com/MINDEX-M/Silver.pdf.

49. P. Gerard Damsteegt, “A Response to the North American Division Ordination 
Request,” is available online at http://www.andrews.edu/-damsteeg/Ordination.html.
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50. See http://www.adventistarchives.org/gc-tosc - .VBS3P_3gVuY.

51. General Conference Committee Minutes, April 3, 1975, 75-153-154, and October 14, 
1984, 84-386-387.

52. General Conference Committee Minutes, April 3, 1975, 75-153-154.

53. On October 5, 1989, the General Conference Committee voted to refer to the 1990 
General Conference Session a recommendation that: (1) women not be ordained, but 
that (2) commissioned women pastors “may perform essentially the ministerial 
functions of an ordained minister.” But on October 9, the same committee voted to 
split that action, sending the recommendation that women not be ordained to 1990 
General Conference Session, but immediately authorizing commissioned women 
pastors to “perform essentially the ministerial functions of an ordained minister.” 
Source: General Conference Committee Minutes, October 5, 1989, 89-384-389, and 
October 9, 1989, 89-429-431 (see http://www.adventistarchives.org/gc-executive 
-committee-extracts-on-ordination.pdf).
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Online Resources 
for Further Study

Additional resources are available online at: 
nadordination.com/read-more/

2 0 1 2  Seven th -day  A dven tist W om en C lergy  C onferen ce , featu rin g  speakers Ivan  
L . W illiam s, E sth er K n o tt , H yveth  W illiam s, R on  d u  Preez, D w igh t N elson , 
D ariu s Jan k iew icz , S tan  H ickerson , an d  T ara  V in C ross. O n lin e  at h ttp ://w w w  
.n ad m in isterial.org/artic le /250/for-n ad-pastors/pastor-life /w om en -clergy  
/ relive-the-2012-w om en-clergy-conference.

Benton , Jo seph in e , Called by God (B lackberry  H ill  P u b lish in g , 1990). O n lin e  at 
h ttp ://w w w .sd an et.o rg /atissu e /b o ok s/ca lled /in d ex .h tm .

C roco m b e, Je ff, “ F orgo tten  H erald s: M illerite W om en  W h o  Preached,” Sept. 21, 
2 0 0 6 . O n lin e  at h ttp ://h 0 b b es.w ordp ress.com /2 0 0 6 /0 9 /2 1 /fo rgo tten -h erald s 
-m illerite-w om en-w ho-preached/

C roco m b e, J e f f  “M ore  Forgo tten  H erald s: E arly  A dventist W om en  M in iste rs,” 
O ct. 1, 2 0 0 6 . O n lin e  at h ttp ://h 0 b b es.w ord p ress.com /2 0 0 6 /1 0 /0 1 /m ore  
-forgotten-heralds-early-adventist-w om en-m in isters/

C ro co m b e, J e f f  “ Irene M o rgan ,” N ov . 6 , 2 0 0 6 . O n lin e  at h ttp://hO bbes.w ordpress 
.c o m /2 0 0 6 /11 /06 /iren e-m organ /

Fortin , D en is, “W h at D id  E arly  A dven tist Pioneers T h in k  A b o u t W om en  in 
M in istry ?” A pril 8 , 2010 . O n lin e  at h ttp ://w tvw .m em orym ean in gfaith .org  
/b log/2010/04/adven tist-p ion eers-w om en -m in istry .h tm l

Jan k iew icz , D ariu s , “The H isto ry  o f  O rd in atio n ” (presentation  at S ligo  Seventh- 
day  A dven tist C h u rch  on  Ju ly  2 8 , 2012). O n lin e  at h ttp ://w w w .youtu be.com  
/w atch ?v= S cK b 3 teIL m I

“M eth o d s o f  B ible S tudy : P resu pposition s, Principles, an d  M e th o d s” (Silver 
Sprin g , M D : G en eral C onferen ce o f  Seven th -day  A dven tists, 1986). O n lin e  at 
h ttp ://w w w .adven tist.o rg /in fo rm atio n /o ffc ia l-sta tem en ts/docu m en ts/artic le  
/go/0 /m ethods-of-b ib le-stu dy/12/.
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N elson , D w igh t, “A  M ig h ty  T h ron g  o f  W om en ” (serm on at Pioneer M em orial 
C h u rch  on  O ct. 6 , 2012). O n lin e  at h ttp ://m ed ia .p m ch u rch .o rg /m ed ia  
/2 0 1 2 -1 0 -0 6 .m p 4 .

N e lson , D w igh t, “ O f  P erfum e an d  T ears an d  G ru m p y  O ld  M en ,” P art 2  in a  series 
on  The L a st  D ay s (serm on at Pioneer M em oria l C h u rch  on  Jan . 21, 2012).
O n lin e  at h ttp ://v im e o .co m /3 5 5 9 6 0 l6  or h ttp ://m ed ia .p m ch u rch .o rg /m ed ia  
/2012-01-21 .m p 4 .

N o rth  A m erican  D iv ision  M in iste ria l D ep artm en t, “ R o u n dtab le  V id eo ” (C h estn u t 
H ill  Seven th -day A dventist C h u rch  m em bers d iscu ss their reactions to T ara  
V in C ro ss b ein g  n am ed  sen ior pastor). O n lin e  at h ttp s ://v im e o .co m /5 9 5 7 1 0 4 8 .

“ N o rth  A m erican  D iv isio n  T h eo logy  o f  O rd in ation  S tu d y  C o m m ittee  R epo rt,” 
N ov em b er 20 1 3 . O n lin e  at h ttp ://n ad o rd in atio n .co m .

R o b erts , R andy, “ O rd in atio n  W ith ou t R e gard  to G en d er” (presentation  at Pacific 
U n io n  C on feren ce special con stituen cy  session  on  A u g u st  19, 2012). O n lin e  at 
h ttp ://w w w .you tu b e.com /w atch ?v=U JP Y oh yzu u M & list=  
P L 8 E 5 3 F B D 3 B 7 9 0 7 E 0 B & in d e x = 4

R o b erts , R an dy, “The S ix th  B a d  Idea: A  S eco n d -C lass M in is try ” Part 6 in a  series 
on  Seven  Ideas T h at R u in ed  the C h u rch  . . . an d  Tw o O th ers T h at D id n ’t H elp  
A n y  (serm on at L o m a  L in d a  U niversity  C h u rch  on  M arch  10, 2012). O n lin e  at 
h ttp ://v im eo .co m /3 8 3 8 8 1 2 0 .

R o drigu ez , A n gel M an u el, “ E valu ation  o f  the A rgu m en ts U se d  by T h ose O p p o sin g  
the O rd in ation  o f  W om en  to the M in is try ” (paper presented  at the T h eo logy  o f  
O rd in atio n  S tu d y  C o m m ittee , Ja n . 21-25, 2014). O n lin e  at h ttp ://n ad ord in ation  
.com /read-m ore/.

V alentine, K en d ra  H alo v iak , “Ju n ia : In side O u t,” Part 3  in  a  series on  G o d  o f  the 
O u tc ast: Stories o f  Faith  at the M arg in s (serm on at A zu re H ills  Seventh-day 
A dven tist C h u rch  on  Ju ly  2 8 , 2012). O n lin e  at h ttp ://v im e o .co m /4 6 9 3 0 3 3 6 .

V alentine, K en d ra  H alo v iak , an d  B ert H a lo v iak , “A dven tist W om en  in  M in istry —  
Progress or R egress?” (serm on at A zu re H ills  Seven th -day  A dventist C h u rch  on 
M arch  2 2 , 2014). O n lin e  at h ttp ://v im e o .co m /8 9 9 5 3 6 0 3 .

“W om en  C lergy  T ell Their S to ries” (collection  o f  81 au d io  record ings from  w om en 
pastors). O n lin e  at h ttp ://w w w .n adm in isteria l.o rg /artic le /237 /fo r-n ad-pastors 
/pastor-life/w om en-clergy/w om en-clergy-tell-their-stories.

W olverton, C asey , “ Is O rd in atio n  o f  W om en  a  T h eo logical or C u ltu ra l Issu e?” 
(interview  w ith  R eb ek ah  L iu  p o sted  O ct. 10, 2013). O n lin e  at h ttp ://w w w  
.you tu b e .com /w atch ?v = pG N JA P 6 zato .
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