
Can Women Lead The Assembly? 
Introduction. For centuries, Christians have collectively understood that the 

New Testament clearly and unequivocally prohibitions women leading during any part 
of our worship assemblies. How can we disagree over words so straightforward and 
direct? Who questions that it is God’s prerogative to set the order of authority in the 
universe? New Testament Christians have long agreed that if we wish to be the same 
church that Jesus established in the first century, we will learn and follow the principles 
and precepts that guided its practice.


However, in the relatively recent past, we have seen some of our religious friends 
abandon these age-old directives with the “enlightenment” of feminism, gender 
neutrality, gender equality, and new age freedom. As a result, it is not uncommon now 
to see women take prominent roles as preachers and even elders in some religious 
circles. Fortunately, the church has resisted the trend — until now.


Steve Gardner, writing in authentictheology.com, mentioned that the Highland 
Hills Church of Christ in Abilene, Texas has opened its worship to women as of 
September, 2019. He furthermore says in another article, “Congregations are waking 
up to the harm that sex discrimination does to young girls and women, to the loss to 
the church of women not serving with their gifts, and to the violation of scripture done 
by requiring women and girls not to speak, lead, or actively serve” (“4 More Churches 
of Christ Open Speaking Roles to Women,” November 26, 2019).


Mr. Gardner goes on to say that only 4 percent of the religious world restricts the 
roles of women — and the lion’s share of these are churches of Christ. We know that 
numbers mean nothing (cp. Noah in 1 Peter 3:20), but more importantly, what do the 
scriptures say about the roles of women in today’s religious world? And once we 
discover the truth, will we have the strength to stand against the crowd?


I. Women Have A Place 
A. In 1 Corinthians 11, Paul deals with the situation of women prophesying without 

a veil. He told them that they must wear a veil, not because women are in any 
sense inferior to men, but because God’s law commands it in line with His 
design for the weaker vessels. While on earth, Jesus assumed a subordinate 
role, yet He was in no way inferior (cp. v. 3).


B. “Every man praying or prophesying” and “every woman praying or prophesying” 
means inspired actions. They were inspired, Spirit-led people. This was not 
ordinary, common, uninspired preaching and praying. The prophetesses at 
Corinth and in early congregations did have to show their subjection by being 
veiled. They were public and private teachers. Lest they be exalted, lest they try 
to assume authority over men, lest they feel they were not in subjection, they 
were to be veiled when they prayed or prophesied, whether they did this 
publicly or privately.


C. Thus the woman (in this case, the prophetess) who would not be veiled, refused 
to recognize her subjection to man and obey the instructions of the apostle, 
might as well be shaved and shorn. Her natural hair is a covering (v. 15), 
denotes her sex and femininity, and therefore her subjection as a woman to 
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man. If she would not wear the veil, then she should be consistent and cut off 
her natural covering.


D. The matter of inspired men and women and their being unveiled and veiled was 
not to be a matter of contention among brethren and in churches. Paul had 
stated what must be done — and they were to do it. This was to be done by all 
prophets and all prophetesses in all the churches. There was to be no such 
custom or practice as a prophet “praying or prophesying” veiled, or a 
prophetess “praying or prophesying” unveiled. A uniform practice was thus 
established in the early congregations by Paul’s apostolic orders.


II. Women Must Be Silent 
A. Later in 1 Corinthians, Paul commands that women are not to speak in the 

worship assembly (14:34-35).

B. The word for “silence” is the same as in vv. 28 and 30 (“hold one’s peace or be 

silent”). The word used in 1 Timothy 2:11-12 and 2 Thessalonians 3:12 is 
different and means “descriptive of the life of one who stays at home doing his 
own work, and does not officiously meddle with the affairs of others.”


C. The women were the wives of the inspired prophets and tongue-speakers. 
These wives of the inspired men were not to interrupt the assembly to ask their 
husbands, but were to ask them at home if they wanted to know the teaching. 
This passage does not have application because not all women have husbands; 
some who have husbands cannot ask their husbands because their husbands 
do not know the will of God; and they do not have to ask anyone for we have 
the completed will of God and all may read, study, and find out God’s will. Then 
God’s will was in the man; now it is in the book. This passage does not have 
specific application now just as 1 Corinthians 11:1-16 does not have specific 
application now.


D. The point of v. 36 is that their practice is different from that of all of the 
churches. If the gospel originated with them, the other churches were wrong for 
changing it; on the other hand, if the gospel came to them from some other 
place and their practice was different from that of other churches, then they 
were guilty of wrong doing for changing that practice. The practice of the 
prophet’s wives speaking in the worship assembly at Corinth was at variance 
with the universal practice of the Lord’s churches. Therefore, the Corinthians 
were obligated to conform to the rest of the churches.


III. Women Must Not Exercise Authority 
A. If Paul’s plain instruction in 1 Timothy 2:11-12 does not prohibit a woman from 

taking a speaking role before the church, then what in the world does his letter 
to Timothy mean?


B. The Old and New Testaments both affirm that women have a spiritual status 
equal to men (Deuteronomy 1:1; Proverbs 6:20; Numbers 6:2; Luke 8:2-3; Acts 
1:13-14; Galatians 3:28). However, spiritual equality between the sexes did not 
do away with the difference in their roles.

1. In the Old Testament, there were no queens in either Israel or Judah. No 

women served as priests. None of the authors of the Old Testament were 
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women. No woman had an on-going prophetic ministry like that of Elijah, 
Elisha, or the other prophets where she would speak before the people.


2. In the New Testament, there were no women who were elders or evangelists.  
None of the authors of the New Testament were women. The New Testament 
nowhere records a sermon or teaching of a woman.


C. “Subjection” means “to line up under.” In the context of the worship, women are 
to be silent and content in the role of the learner. Women demonstrate 
subjection by not usurping (exercising, assuming) the authority of the elders. A 
woman must not have a bossy, overpowering spirit (1 Peter 3:3-4). That violates 
the command of learning in “silence” or “quietness.”


D. Paul does not forbid women to teach under appropriate conditions and 
circumstances, but to fill the office and role of preacher or public participant in 
the worship is forbidden.

1. Priscilla and Aquila both instructed Apollos (Acts 18:26), but in private and 

not in the worship of the church. Women can and must teach other women 
(Titus 2:3-4).


2. Nor does it mean that women cannot pray, merely that they are not to lead 
the prayers during the public worship of the church. Remember that God 
never violates His principles for the sake of expediency.


E. Women must stop believing the devil’s lie that the only role of significance is that 
of leadership. Leaders bear a heavy burden and responsibility, and the 
subordinate role often is one of greater peace and happiness. Subordination is 
not punishment, but privilege.


F. A popular view today is that woman’s subordinate role is a corruption of God’s 
perfect design that was the result of man’s sin. But Paul establishes woman’s 
subordinate role not in the sin of man, but in the divine order of original creation. 
Paul merely uses man’s sin as further corroboration of God’s intention.

1. Eve was not suited by nature to assume the position of ultimate 

responsibility. When she stepped out from under the protection and 
leadership of Adam, she was highly vulnerable and sinned. When Adam 
violated his leadership role and followed Eve, the perversion of God’s order 
was complete.


2. The sin of man resulted then not simply from disobedience to God’s 
command, but from violating God’s appointed roles for the sexes. As the 
head of their relationship, Adam bore ultimate responsibility. That is why the 
New Testament relates the first sin to Adam, not Eve (Romans 5:12-21; 1 
Corinthians 15:21-22).


3. Headship by the man, therefore, was part of God’s design from the 
beginning, and he bears the responsibility for its success or failure. The 
tragic experience in the garden of Eden confirmed the wisdom of that design.


G. Paul finally teaches that although a woman precipitated the first sin and women 
bear that responsibility, yet they may be preserved through childbearing.

1. He obviously does not intend to teach that women are eternally saved from 

the wages of sin through the bearing of children. That would contradict the 
New Testament’s teaching that salvation is by faith, repentance, confession, 
and baptism.
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2. The rescue, the delivery, the freeing of women from the stigma of having led 
the race into sin happens when they bring up righteous seed. This is a 
perfect counter. Women are far from second-class citizens because they 
have the primary responsibility for rearing godly children.


3. While a woman may have led the race into sin, women have the privilege of 
leading the race out of sin to godliness. To do that, they must continue in 
faith, charity, and holiness with sobriety. It is the very appearance, demeanor, 
and behavior demanded of believing women in the church.


Conclusion. It is not my purpose or intention to insult or denigrate others’ 
practice, but rather, to plead that we all — men and women alike — keep our minds 
open to consider what simple scripture says on this subject (2 Timothy 2:24-25).


Three thousand years ago, Uzzah reached out to steady the ark as the oxen 
pulling its cart stumbled on the threshing floor. Although his motive appears to have 
been good, God’s anger burned against him when his hand touched the ark, and He 
struck him dead on the spot (1 Chronicles 13:9-10). David became angry because of 
what happened to Uzzah, but as we know, it all happened because the Israelites were 
not carrying the ark on its poles as God had prescribed, and death was the penalty for 
touching what was holy (1 Chronicles 13:11; Exodus 25:14; Numbers 4:15).


Eventually, David came to his senses about what happened to Uzzah, and in a 
way that we should imitate, he accepted personal responsibility for obeying God’s 
commands (1 Chronicles 15:13). What an insightful declaration. How appropriate that I 
apply it to my life.


We are not practicing sex discrimination, nor are we harming young girls and 
women, as Mr. Gardner asserts. We are teaching the “whole counsel of God” (Acts 
20:27) and speaking “as the oracles of God” (1 Peter 4:11). Everything we do must 
have the authority of Christ behind it (Colossians 3:17), but Mr. Gardner has given in to 
the defining spirit or mood of our times, which is the expanding of roles of women in 
the Lord’s church. When the time comes, will Mr. Gardner assert that we have 
misinterpreted passages like Romans 1 and 1 Corinthians 6 regarding homosexuality? 
The spirit of the times will insist! Will he acquiesce? This is not a small matter.


Articles from Authentic Theology:


https://authentictheology.com/2019/09/17/one-of-largest-churches-of-christ-opens-
preaching-role-to-women-and-some-questions/


https://authentictheology.com/2019/11/26/4-more-churches-of-christ-open-speaking-
roles-to-women/
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