Women in Ministry, Part 1 – Matt Cassidy

1 Timothy 2:11-14         May 6, 2007


We have a great topic to discuss today but it is dense. I need to warn you that the teaching time should require about 50 minutes, followed by 25 minutes of Q & A. But lucky for you, I have 29 minutes left. To complement our study today, there is a good chapter by Robert Saucy which will be available on our web site. I will have to use big words; big words save time. That’s why we have big words. For some of you who are nervous about that, I have chosen to make up a word this week so that everyone feels a little awkward about the vocabulary. 


In the fall of 2006, we studied the epic from the book of Acts: the birth of the church and the expansion of the kingdom of God through the church. While we were studying that story, we also studied a branch of theology called ecclesiology, or the doctrine of the local church. Today, we will revisit the doctrine of the church and how it applies specifically to women’s roles in leadership at Grace Covenant Church.  


This movie clip should help set the tone.

[movie clip from Annie Get Your Gun, 1950, starring Betty Hutton as Annie Oakley and Howard Keel as Frank Butler; where they are singing, challenging one another in the song “Anything You Can Do, I Can Do Better”]





Annie: Anything you can wear, I can wear better, 





In what you wear, I look better than you.




Frank: In my coat?




Annie: In your vest.




Frank: In my shoes?




Annie: In your hat.




Frank: No you can’t.




Annie: Yes I can. Yes I can. Yes I can.




Frank: Anything you can say, I can say faster.




Annie: I can say anything faster than you.




Frank: No you can’t.




Annie: Yes I can.




Frank: No you can’t.




Annie: Yes I can. …..




Frank: I can jump a hurdle.




Annie: I can wear a girdle.




Frank: I can knit a sweater.




Annie: I could fill it better.




Frank: I can do most anything.




Annie: Can you bake a pie? 

Frank: No.

Annie: Neither can I.




Frank: Any note you can sing, I can sing sweeter.




Annie: I can sing anything sweeter than you.




Frank: No-o-o you can’t.




Annie: Yes I can.




No you can’t. ….

What if Frank Butler and Annie Oakley were to bring Salvation to their marriage?

We see that Salvation brought to any particular part of your world view, your heart, your relationships, your workplace, what that means is taking a look at what used to be in its original design by God and figuring out what has been broken and how to get back there. 

So, if Frank and Annie sat down and said – Okay, let’s bring Salvation to our souls as it applies to our marriage.-  Frank would say – Well,  there’s instruction on that. - And he would turn to Ephesians 5:25 and read that he should love his wife like Christ loved the church and give himself entirely up for her so that someday he could present Annie, his wife, without spot or wrinkle, blameless and holy. – Annie would like that. He would like that. God would love that. If that were the case in Frank’s life, he would be able to look at Annie and say – You can do anything I can do better. – He could still hold on to the fact that he is the best Wild West sharpshooter who wears pants in the whole world. But more importantly, he is in fact married to the person who is the very best sharpshooter in all the land. He could be comfortable with her success and would enjoy making the very most of it.


As Frank is loving and caring and providing strong leadership, Annie would be responding with some passages Paul wrote about the idealized marriage, the way it was meant to be, Ephesians 5:22. The woman is to submit to her husband as unto the Lord himself. She would just look at Jesus as a role model of leadership and would respond by saying – How can I help you[her spouse] be the leader you were meant to be and make life pleasant by honoring you and finding myself desiring to serve you in a way that you would count the minutes until the last click of a clock so you could race home and could not wait to be with me.  How can I structure my life so you would desire to be home more than any other place in the whole universe? 


What would that look like in the movie Annie Get Your Gun? – All the tension would be gone; no more fights or anger or pride. They would both be equal partners, working together, but having different roles. While we probably would not attach the emotion of humor to this storyline, I think there would be plenty of emotions nonetheless. I think we would look at this revised version of Annie Get Your Gun and say – I envy them. I wish I could be like them. Now that I am seeing an Adam and Eve-like relationship in a marriage, I want to do whatever it takes to get there. I think  it would be a dream but it can be real. That would be a movie worth watching. 


For the sake of clarity, I will start with the answer and teach deductively. I will tell you the conclusions and then I will share the reasons why we came to those conclusions.



“All men and women are made in the image of God and are equal before Him, yet there are differences in their divinely appointed responsibilities. Role differentiation among those who are equal is not limited to males and females; it is also present in the Trinity where Father, Son and Spirit function in equal but distinct ways. On the issue of women’s roles in the local church, we hold to the biblical prohibition of 1 Timothy 2:12 while still affirming the ministry gifts of women and the church’s need for their active involvement in the body of Christ. As such, we encourage women to use their gifts in any and all church positions, except the roles of teaching pastors and elders.” 


So there it is. Women’s roles in leadership in our church are limited because of the passage in 1 Timothy;  they are not able to hold the offices of teaching pastors and elders.  Let’s look together at 1 Timothy 2:11-12 first. We’ll read these two sentences and then we will highlight the words that require the most analysis and definition.

1 Tim. 2:11-12  A woman must quietly receive instruction with entire submissiveness. But I do not allow a woman to teach or exercise authority over a man, but to remain quiet.  


1. Quietly or Silently.

So in just those two verses, we see one of the words we want to draw attention to - quiet or quietly. 

If you just look at those words on a page, it could appear that Paul is saying – The women’s role in the church is to just shut up and learn. You just stay silent and we will tell you what to think. -That’s not what Paul is saying. 

Actually the word quietly is an enviable word. Everybody wants a piece of quiet because Paul uses the same word in the early part of the book (1 Tim. 2:2) – “I pray that we may lead a quiet and peaceful life, godly and respectful in every way.”

Quietly, silently – means untroubled, serene, content. 

I want that. This is the envy of every one of the schoolteachers that I had in elementary school. 

It does not mean that you cannot speak.  It just means that you need to be content, serene.  Quit spassing out. It means that if there is anger, rebellion, and resentfulness in your heart, it has no place. Sure you can talk but where is the love? 

2. Authority

The next word we want to draw attention to is authority. What is the authority position that women are not allowed to have? What exactly is Paul talking about in this context? 

 This is the deductive reason for this answer. “Authority refers to the divine calling of spiritually gifted men to take primary responsibility as elders for Christ-like, servant-leadership, and teaching in the church.” - We have defined authority to be this: divinely called, spiritually qualified men who exert authority and teaching in the local church. 

The reason we come to that conclusion of what authority means is two-fold. 

(a) One has to do with the context of the book itself. 1 Timothy is in a grouping of epistles,  

letters, entitled the Pastoral Epistles (I & II Timothy and Titus). They are called the Pastoral Epistles because they are written to pastors, to Timothy and to Titus. The purpose of these epistles is to bring practical theology into the local expression of the body of Christ and how things should operate, and also what the values and priorities of the local church should be. The reason we think it is an elder and a teaching pastor is because that is to whom the book is written.  

(b) The second reason we believe the authority referenced here is to an elder is because those  

two action words, teaching and ruling, are the two job description words used for elders in the pastoral epistles. In Chapter 5 of this epistle, Paul says this: “The elders who rule (elders rule) well are considered worthy of double honor, especially those who work hard at preaching and teaching.” - So those two aspects of the job description of an elder, ruling and teaching authoritatively, are in one verse (2:12).  

In summary, Paul is saying these two offices, the teaching pastors and elders, are limited only to men in the local church.  



So, let’s exhale and think -- Why? Why is this the standard that Paul has set up for the way things are governed in the local church? 

If Paul answers that question in a cultural way, if the culture changes, then the application changes. If Paul gives an answer and says – Well, that is the way it works in the Roman culture in the first century. --  then we don’t care so much. We might try to grab the principle and make it suitable. But the application doesn’t pertain to us because we are not in Rome and we live in 2007.

But if Paul uses something that transcends culture, if he uses a reason that worked for the Greeks and worked for the Hebrews and worked prior to the birth of Israel, whenever you appeal to something that bridges several different cultures, then it still applies today. Or, if he appeals to something that is a definition of the nature of things as they were supposed to be, then it applies at all times because they are always supposed to be that way. If he appeals to anthropology, then it still applies to us. If he appeals to various cultures, it still applies to us.

So, let’s look at what Paul is appealing to in the next two verses, 13 and 14. 

1 Tim. 2:13-14  For it was Adam who was first created, and then Eve. And it was not Adam who was deceived, but the woman being deceived, fell into transgression.  


The two reasons he gives, one in verse 13 and the second in verse 14, are actually descriptions of a single reason. The single reason has to do with hierarchy. There was a divine hierarchy set up in place before anything bad happened to human existence. The hierarchy is expressed in two ways which Paul mentions. The first is the order of creation and the second is the Fall itself. Paul goes all the way back to the Garden of Eden to explain why these two offices should be held only by men. 


Definition of Salvation


Before we go on any further, I want to add a principle, a definition of things, because we will see this throughout the remaining time in our study and that has to do with the definition of salvation. 

Salvation, in all of its means: Justification, Sanctification and Glorification, has as its purpose to put all things back to the way they were meant to be.  

Salvation has been given to us in the immediate experience (Justification); in the process making us like Christ (Sanctification); and its ultimate expression (Glorification). If you just visualize it, its purpose is to take the way things are now, terribly broken and bent, and to bring them back to the Garden of Eden in their original intent, in the original ways of living life. 


So you apply Salvation to your heart, mind, and soul in a manner so you can get things back to the way they were meant to be. 

Hierarchy

Keeping that in mind, let’s look at Paul’s two reasons: Women are not to hold these two offices because Adam was created and then Eve.

1. Creation Order - In Genesis, you will see in the creation account in the more  

general description found in Genesis 1, that God said – I will create man  in our image, male and female.

So they are both created in God’s image, male and female. Then in the more detailed description of the creation account in the classic Hebrew style of writing, Genesis 2:7 says that Adam was formed from the dirt and then God breathed into his nostrils to give him life, a spirit, a nephesh. It made him human; it made him in the image of God.   

Then God put that man Adam in charge of, to have dominion over, to have a regent type relationship with all of the created things on earth. He expressed that dominion by naming all the animals. It demonstrated that he was in charge. 

Naming the animals served as an object lesson for Adam as well. He kept seeing these animals coming before him and they were all paired up. He looked around and didn’t find anybody like him at all. That was the first time in the Bible that the idea of something not good is introduced. It was not good that man would be alone. 

After Adam was created and after he showed authority and dominion, the Bible says that God took not from the ground but from the side of Adam and formed Eve as a helpmate suitable for him. He did not form someone that was just like Adam. God did not form someone that was a clone of him. God formed someone that complemented Adam in such a way that the two became one and in that they were able to experience the image of God, male and female. He didn’t create something just like Adam because Adam didn’t need something just like himself. 


A number of years ago, I saw a documentary about a man who lost his left arm in a construction accident. Then through the miracles of science, they were able to graft onto his shoulder someone else’s arm who had died in an automobile accident. Unfortunately, the grafted arm was a right arm. So on the injured man, they grafted in another right arm. So it looked like this; he had two right hands. That is not complementary. – “I don’t need another right hand; I have a right hand. I need a left hand out there.” - Those are two equal things but they are not helpful. 


Adam didn’t need another right hand (Who are you and what do I need you for?) but a complement – a left hand. A woman was made and Adam loved that woman. A hierarchy was established and it was working famously well. She was flesh of his flesh and bone of his bones, a helpmate suitable for him. He didn’t need another him as a her. He needed somebody to help him rule by being submissive in a hierarchical situation. Paul is appealing to creation order because the way God made things, not the way we experience it necessarily, is a hierarchy. There was flesh of my flesh, bone of my bones; it was the way things were meant to be. 


In summary, Paul writes that the first reason there is exclusion of women from these leadership roles is because that is the template of man-ness and woman-ness. This idea of a hierarchy and equality is not to be foreign to us because that is what is happening in the Trinity.


Trinity. Hierarchy does not mean difference in value. There is a hierarchy and equality in the Trinity itself. The Son does not do His own will but the will of the Father. The Spirit does not do His own will but the will of the Son to point people to Him. Jesus defined the Holy Spirit as the “Helper” to point people to Christ. 

So when God said – let us make mankind in our image – the idea was a hierarchy with intimacy and equality roles. We are trinity-like when we serve in equality within a hierarchy.


Paul’s second reason:

2. The Way the Fall Took Place. Paul is not just going to show how things were supposed to be.  

He is going to specifically (Gen. 3) show how we got into this broken state in the first place. It is an issue of hierarchy that is lost here; not just that someone ate a piece of fruit that was forbidden. 

a. In Genesis 3:1, look at who is speaking to whom. 

Now the serpent was more crafty than any beast of the field which Jehovah God had made. And he said to the woman, …

The serpent is talking to the woman.


    
 b. Two, notice that she is not alone.

3:6 When the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was desirable to make one wise, she took from its fruit and ate; and she gave also to her husband with her, and he ate. 

Something is broken here. It appears that the king and queen had come to the tree and the evil one said – I would like to talk to your wife. - And the king went around the queen and stood behind her and watched. Adam’s job description was to provide and to protect the kingdom. He had sent Eve to slay a dragon. The reason I come to this conclusion is because if you look at why Adam was spanked, why the curse happened to Adam, it was more than just denying God’s authority by eating the fruit. 

c. Third, listen to the reason for the curse, the judgment that is brought upon the man in  

light of the fall. In other words, it is the classic – Why are you spanking me, dad? Make this clear to me because I want to know what I did wrong.

Gen. 3:17 Then to Adam He said, “Because you have listened to the voice of your wife, and have eaten from the tree about which I commanded you, saying, ‘You shall not eat from it’; … 


So the first part is – You were listening to your wife on this. – 

It is not because women are more gullible than men that women cannot hold these two positions. That couldn’t be further from the truth. [Ask anybody who sells cars. The guy has a pen in his hand and is ready to buy some car he cannot afford and then the wife walks up. That deal is not happening.] It is not an issue of gullibility. 


It has to do with hierarchy. One of the reasons Adam was punished and the curse comes upon mankind this way is because there was a divine hierarchy and he ignored it. 


Interestingly, when C. S. Lewis writes about the Fall in his fantasy book Perelandra, the man (an outsider in this case) does what a man does when a dragon comes into his kingdom. He beats the dragon to death with a rock. 


But Adam didn’t do that. He ignored the hierarchy. He prostituted the order of things and the Fall took place because of that. 

So because of the divine hierarchy, Paul says that women should not be in the offices of teaching pastors and elders. 




Let’s pause for a second. I’m going to look at this philosophically and then psychologically. I want you to personally assess reasons why you don’t like the way this teaching is applied.  


First we will look at this philosophically  and go in backwards. 

· Evil is not something. Evil is nothing.

· If Evil were something then it would have to be created. 

· If Evil were something to be created, then God would have to create it; He is the Creator of all things. 

· For God the Creator of all things to create Evil, He would have to have Evil within Him so as to be able to have the potential to create Evil. You cannot impart what you do not have.

· If Evil were something, it would mean that God created that something and that God would have that Evil within Him. 

· Evil is not something; Evil is nothing.  

Evil is the contamination, the prostitution, the adulteration of something good. Evil is like rust to metal. Metal is not evil; rust is evil, the attack on metal. 

The greater the sacred nature of something that God has created, the greater the fall once it has been contaminated by sin or evil. “The bigger they are, the harder they fall.” The bigger the value something has for God, the greater the sin when it is contaminated. Let me explain with three examples: 

Worship

So what is the ultimate expression of purpose and meaning for every created thing in the entire universe? It is to worship and adore God only. That is the highest expression of purity. So what is the greatest contamination? When it falls all the way down and we worship and serve anything but the true God; when we worship ourselves or finances or power or whatever it might be – that is the greatest contamination. That is why the First Commandment is first because it points to the violation of the greatest thing that was meant to be. 

Here is another example:

Love Making


The greatest expression of intimacy that you and I can have, male-ness and female-ness, that reflects the intimacy within the Trinity in a very mystical way, is love making. “Love making,” and I am choosing my words intentionally, is the thing that is exalted for a number of reasons. 

(1) When the two become one flesh, spiritual things are taking place. (1 Cor. 6:18-20) Your spirit is becoming one with that person’s spirit and the spirit of God is involved. It is mystical and sacred.  

(2) It is the means by which we fulfill the order, the command that God the Creator gave us – be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth. – This is the means by which we are obeying our Maker.

(3) The third thing that makes love making otherworldly is that it is through love making that we are given the ability to create an eternal being. Think about that. Because of love making, something that will live forever has now been brought into existence. It is an unimaginable privilege to be involved in this. 

What does Evil do with this great thing? It attacks those things most sacred to God and what should be most sacred to us. He makes it pornographic. We do things that animals would never lower themselves to do. The billion dollar porn industry mocks God and His purpose for us. When God looks at that in its defilement and in its grotesqueness, He is disgusted by it. He turns His head and says – There is not a remnant of what I meant that to be. I hate what that has become. 

Okay. Worship – Love making – Hierarchy.

Hierarchy

The third example of “the bigger value something has for God, the greater the fall and its contamination” is hierarchy. Hierarchy is one of the premier values of God. It is within the Trinity. It is to be within all of our lives. It is supposed to be part of the ultimate expression of a husband and a wife. You have a loving, caring, strong-leading, courageous husband. You have a supportive, honorable, respect-filled wife. They live out this Edenic relationship all over again. The way they express this is through their appreciation of hierarchy. That is the nature of things as they were meant to be. That is Salvation. 

But what has happened to it – the ‘pornification’ of hierarchy. Now men take this job description and become bullies, brutes, and barbarians to their own family members. They will quote the Bible while they do it. Or, they become as passive as lap cats and not ever get a backbone and defend their family or instruct them in wisdom and honor.  

And women will adulterate their job description and be absolutely helpless and want everything done for them; or using manipulation and conniving, they can be passive aggressive; or there is always just the aggressive position. I am in charge here. You do what I say. When God looks at the ‘pornification’ of hierarchy, He says this – That is disgusting. That has no remnant of anything I meant it to be. I hate what that has become. 

Let’s address it psychologically. 

If you have some expression of this ‘pornification’ of hierarchy in your personal experience where you grew up in a family where dad was a bully or he was a mouse and mom played these other roles, then how can you not overreact when we talk about how things were meant to be? You have to admit that you cannot be objective in this. It would be very natural for you to say – There is no such thing as hierarchy! – because back in the recesses of your mind you have experienced  nothing but the prostitution and ‘pornification’ of hierarchy. Maybe in your own family life or in your own living room right now, this goes on and you want no part of that because of what it has become. God doesn’t want any part of that either.  

What is salvation? Salvation is bringing the original design into our every day lives. It is taking things back to the way they were meant to be in your worldview and in your definition of terms. You have to say – I admit that I can’t be objective here. I can’t be. Any person who has been victimized by pornography, male or female, will naturally respond by saying – I want no part of love making. – That is because they have defined love making in a pornographic context. Do you see that natural reaction? It is not right but it is natural. If it happens that way in sexual relations, it must be happening to me in a hierarchical way. I have to say to myself – I am overreacting because of the experiences I have had. I will no longer be a victim of those experiences. I will now define authority and submissiveness, not by the culture around me but by what God has defined; Salvation, in the Garden of Eden, the way things were meant to be. I will let God define terms and I will let godly men and women demonstrate it so I can have a better grasp of what it means to lead and what it means to follow, what it means to be contented in a relationship that honors God in the way it has been made. 

There are two reasons why we are repulsed by the idea of authority and submission. In summary, the first one is that we had some pornographic expression of authority, either violating other people or being violated. (If you lived through the 1960’s, you know what this means.) You have to submit that to the Salvation that God has for you. 

The second reason we have a problem with authority is because we are bent. We are bent to say this in our souls. This is why Glorification means that the earthly body is not making it to heaven; you are that broken. Here is how you are broken. In our hearts we say – No one tells me what to do. I take orders from no man, not even God. – That is something we all fight all the time. 

How is this divine description of how things were meant to be, hierarchy – how is that 

communicated to the world? How is Salvation brought to mankind? On what cart is Salvation 

brought to our current culture, to all of humanity? 


If Salvation is bringing Eden into the fallen world, the primary means by which God is doing that today (what does heaven smell like) where would you go to smell it? I would propose this. 

First it is in the family. That is why in Ephesians 5 Paul says in v. 25 – “Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her …” He says in v. 22 – Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord. – The reason Paul brings up that hierarchy in marriage and uses the idealized state is to say that the family is the means by which God brings a picture of salvation to the world. Husbands, let’s go back and bring Salvation into our leadership role.  Wives, go back and bring Salvation into your roles, supporting and respecting your husbands. As you bring Christ and salvation to your marriage as a husband or as a wife, you will taste and smell Eden. When people get to the place in their lives where they are bringing the specifics of Salvation into their values, judgments, and into their very wills, in a marriage you can say – It must have been a little bit like this in the Garden of Eden. 

The second place salvation is brought to the culture around us and to all mankind is in the local church, ever since Acts 2. We have seen the job descriptions for leadership in the church in 1 Timothy 2 and in the pastoral epistles, these two offices of elder and teaching pastors, because of the hierarchy of the creation order and because of the place of the Fall, that is how that is supposed to work. When a church has elders that submit like Christ, the good shepherd king, and they rule with authority but with loving kindness and gentleness, that is a thing to watch. 

1 Tim 2:12 But I do not allow a woman to teach or exercise authority over a man, but to remain quiet. 

Salvation is bringing that value into the local church just like into the family. I could translate it this way. “I do not permit a woman to assume the office of a teaching pastor or an elder in the church because it preserves the hierarchy in the ways we were meant to be.”


Here is one of the ways it applies to Grace Covenant Church now. First, you can look at these two offices that women are not to do and focus on those if you want. But let’s just stop and do some math. Most people who go to this church cannot hold these offices. There are considerable qualifications but let’s just start with the word elder. You have to be older to be an elder. Most males on this campus cannot apply. There are men on our campus who are qualified to be elders but they will not hold the office of the elder for other reasons. So we have many elders at our church but not in the office of the elder. The ones who are in the office of elder are in the bulletin. 


Let’s not focus so much on these two roles but instead on all the freedoms for goodness sake that are available to men and women. We will look at this next week. In the Bible women teach and instruct and have significance influence on other women, on younger men and women, and sometimes with the help of their husbands in the discipleship of a man. 


I want to read you a quote to ponder. 

Now, it might take some time for a church to grow into its acceptance of women in some roles which might be biblically allowed but not culturally accepted, but if our goal is unity in love in the body, then this limitation pleases the Lord. 

“It might take some time for people who believe the Bible and read it (not the culture) to catch up to the freedoms that women have.” That is a quote from a sermon fifteen years ago from this pulpit. I think we have had enough time. The Bible gives an exorbitant amount of freedom for women in ministry. We have had this position for over 15 years and it seems we are more culturally bound than biblically bound. As an overseer and teaching pastor, I think we are going to let more freedom be expressed by the women in our church because the Bible allows it. Okay? We will do it at appropriate levels at a fair and proper pace. That is our position. It won’t be anything like our previous fifteen years. My personal opinion – I think we have held on a little too tightly but we won’t so much any more.

Women in Ministry, Part 2 


Today, we should ask ourselves – What does freedom look like in the local church? Because of hierarchy, how do we apply the fact that we have these two roles that are limited to males? And how does everything else work out in our experience in the here and now, on this corner, the local church called Grace Covenant Church? 



I looked for a person in the Bible who would be a role model for us to emulate. A female talked about outside the Gospels more than any other person in the Bible is Priscilla. 

Acts 18:1-4


Turn to Acts 18 and we will ask the question:  If Priscilla could do that, there and then, could she do that same thing here and now? Let’s look at this logically by transposing what Priscilla did in the first church at the birth of the local church movement to the way God is now expanding the kingdom through churches and through the Body of Christ, the big universal church. We will look at what Priscilla did to contribute toward the first church. Would we have those same freedoms here at Grace Covenant Church? 


Acts 18 introduces these characters as Paul is moving into the city of Corinth. 

Acts 18:1-4  After this, Paul left Athens and went to Corinth. There he met a Jew named Aquila, a native of Pontus, who had recently come from Italy with his wife Priscilla, because Claudius (the mayor of Rome) had ordered all the Jews to leave Rome. Paul went to see them, and because he was a tentmaker as they were, he stayed and worked with them. Every Sabbath he reasoned in the synagogue, trying to persuade Jews and Greeks. 

So here’s the story. Paul is on his missionary journey in the thick of it here in Acts 18. When he gets to Corinth, he finds this husband and wife team, Aquila and Priscilla. They apparently have a business of making tents and tanning leather and Paul has that skill in his background as well. When Paul shows up, he is out of money and needs a place to stay, a base camp for his ministry. There was no better couple than Aquila and Priscilla for a number of reasons: (1) They just happened to have a tent making, leather tanning business. So they hired him on and that gave Paul an income stream. (2) They also apparently were quite generous with their possessions and they would have people stay at their house. So Paul began to live with them in their house. (3) What is their house? Their house just happens to be the local church in Corinth. They were the home church in Corinth. Now Paul has a place of business, a place to live, and a place of ministry. Aquila and Priscilla are able to provide that for Paul. We will see that they are quite industrious business people because they will use their tent making and tanning business as a franchise to continue to expand the kingdom of God. That is just a clue of things to come. 


Verse 4 reads:

Acts 18:4 Every Sabbath he (Paul) reasoned in the synagogue, trying to persuade Jews and Greeks. 

What is interesting about that verse is how uninteresting that verse is. There is nothing to it. That is one of the very few times you will ever read about Paul going into a synagogue and a riot does not break out. Paul had this effect on Jews that when he would enter their synagogue and show them definitively that Jesus was the fulfillment of all Old Testament prophecies about the Promised One, the Messiah, usually a big fight would break out. 


Scholars have answered the question – Why is verse 4 so uneventful? What is going on in the Corinthian synagogue that didn’t take place in other towns? The answer they come to is that Aquila and Priscilla were there for a number of years ahead of Paul. That is the only missing element in the story. Apparently, Aquila and Priscilla were not only hosting a home church but they were Jewish in their backgrounds and they were going to that same place and they had already tilled the soil for Paul. So when Paul showed up and did some of his work there, they just looked at Paul and said – Well, yeah. You should hear Aquila and  Priscilla tell it. I think they are a little better than you are, Paul. They aren’t so angry about everything. 

Acts 18:18-19


So that is Aquila and Priscilla’s introduction. Now look at verse 18.

Acts 18:18-19  Paul stayed on in Corinth for some time. Then he left the brothers and sailed for Syria, accompanied by Priscilla and Aquila. Before he sailed, he had his hair cut off at Cenchrea because of a vow he had taken. They arrived at Ephesus, where Paul left Priscilla and Aquila. He himself went into the synagogue and reasoned with the Jews.   

Look at what is taking place. (We are not studying the Nazarene vow and Paul cutting his hair today.) They have been in Corinth for a while. Paul hears God’s voice and knows it is time to move on to Ephesus, which would be like a modern day Chicago or New York City. It would be a hub of commerce. It was strategic that the Gospel be presented there. Priscilla and Aquila say – We want in. – They leave all their possessions, their business, sell that part of the franchise and catch the boat with Paul for Ephesus. We know from other sources that they start a business making tents and tanning leather. With that money, they buy a house, host the apostle Paul and host a home church. But they have not been to Ephesus ahead of time. So guess what happens? When Paul preaches in the synagogue, eventually (chapter 19) a riot breaks out. If it wasn’t Paul’s fault, it was somebody else’s fault but there was a persecution of the Christians at that point. Priscilla and Aquila stay in that town and survive the onslaught of this violence. 


One of the things I want to point out to you is what is taking place in the narrative (verse 18). Who is accompanying Paul? The verse reads Priscilla and Aquila. 



Acts 18:19 They arrived at Ephesus, where Paul left Priscilla and Aquila.


Reversal of Name Order

Paul left but Priscilla and Aquila stayed in Ephesus. The point is that the name order has been reversed. Those coupled names are used six times in the Bible and four of those six times, 2/3 of the time, it is Priscilla first and then Aquila. You and I might not draw much from this but let’s think for a moment. That culture is actually not too different from the culture now where we tend to put the male’s name first. That is why Jack and Jill went up the hill; it wasn’t Jill and Jack. It is common for us to say Mr. and Mrs. Wilson but unusual for us to say Mrs. and Mr. Wilson. So, there must have been a reason for them to switch the order from Aquila and Priscilla to – Priscilla and Aquila. 


A second thing that causes us to wonder about this reversal of name order is that Luke, as we studied last semester, in his writings has a stylistic distinctive that is purposeful in his naming of people. If you look for example in the book of Acts, you will see that in the early days of the birth of the church, Barnabas is a primary character in that story line. Then Barnabas’ major role is to hook up with Paul. They are referred to as Barnabas and Paul, Barnabas and Paul, Barnabas and Paul. But after something happens to Paul, he becomes rather confident in his newfound theology and rather strengthened by God’s Spirit. Paul becomes the lead role in the book of Acts in the expansion of the church. From that point on, Luke refers to this couple as Paul and Barnabas, Paul and Barnabas, Paul and Barnabas. So, since Luke is writing this section just like he wrote other parts of the book of Acts, he reverses the order of the names because Priscilla and Aquila have reversed roles. Priscilla is the dominant person in this story. She apparently can do anything Aquila can do but better and everybody is okay with that. Paul is okay with that, Priscilla is okay with that, and Aquila is okay with that. They read their own stories and knew it was Priscilla and Aquila. Everybody was satisfied. 


Richard N. Longnecker writes in his commentary on the book of Acts:

Since Priscilla is often listed before her husband (18:18-19, 26; Romans 16:3; 2 Timothy 4:19), we may conclude that she came from a higher social class than her husband or was in some way considered more important. Perhaps Aquila was a former Jewish slave who became a freedman in Rome and married a Jewess connected with the Roman family Prisca, which possessed citizenship rights. 

We don’t know for sure but we know there is an emphasis on purpose. So, if Paul and Luke were able to say – Priscilla and Aquila – (the woman’s name first and then the man’s) – if they would say that then and there, could we say that here and now? Could we say Mary and Harry will be coming to visit us from overseas? Mary and Harry are from the seminary down the street and we are looking forward to having them join our church. Is that going to roll off our tongues? I hope so.

Acts 18:24-26


Look at what happens at Ephesus while they are there. Paul has now left and the story continues in verse 24-28. Luke is about to introduce a new character and when he introduces someone, he gives us their resume. So be attentive to that.

Acts 18:24-25 Meanwhile a Jew named Apollos, a native of Alexandria, came to Ephesus. He was a learned man, with a thorough knowledge of the Scriptures. He had been instructed in the way of the Lord, and he spoke with great fervor and taught about Jesus accurately, though he knew only the baptism of John. 

Apollos was a learned man, thorough in the knowledge of Scriptures. Apparently, Apollos was more than a good book writer. He had been instructed in the way of the Lord and spoke with great fervor and courage as he taught other people. But Apollos’ education ended with John the Baptist. 

In our own vernacular, this would be a traveling apologist who understands a great many things and communicates to an audience in a spellbinding way. This is like Josh McDowell in the 1980’s or like a Ravi Zacharias today. 

But Apollos is not complete in his teaching. Just picture him as an individual if you would. In verse 26 let’s see what happens when Apollos comes to the home church where Priscilla and Aquila are serving as leaders.

Acts 18:26 He began to speak boldly in the synagogue. When Priscilla and Aquila heard him, they invited him to their home and explained to him the way of God more adequately. 

So Priscilla and Aquila are sitting in the synagogue that week and go – Oh, my goodness, this man is chosen by God and he has all these gifts. He just needs the Theology 201 course. He hasn’t received that yet. - So Priscilla and Aquila (note the name order of emphasis) ask him over to their home and they begin to teach him theology. If Priscilla and Aquila could teach theology to this traveling apologist, then and there, could Priscilla and Aquila teach a traveling apologist here and now? Would we allow that to take place?


Mary and Harry will be coming to our church to teach about the Middle Eastern worldview and how it reflects on Bible interpretation. Mary and Harry have been serving in the Middle East for 30 years. After being entirely inculcated into that worldview, they are going to teach us how to better read especially older testament passages that have confounded us for years because of our western worldview. Since they are now authorities on that subject, we will have Mary and Harry teach. -- Is that going to be okay? 


“Sarah” has been in a para-church organization for over 35 years that specializes in simply sharing the Gospel to various cultures. She has been doing this in a marvelous way and has risen to the place of leadership in that para-church organization. She would like to now come and teach us how to better share the Gospel, especially in those transition points between talking about things that are secular, and move towards things that are sacred. She would like to instruct us to become more effective in the expansion of the Gospel by being used by God in these skills she has learned after being on staff for 35 years. Could we do that? Sure, we actually already have and will again. I want you to see that if Priscilla and Aquila could do that there and then, “Sarah” should be able to do that here and now as well.


Effect of Priscilla and Aquila’s Discipling


Look at what happens because of the influence of Priscilla and Aquila’s theology lessons on the life of Apollos and the effectiveness of his ministry.

Acts 18:27-28 When Apollos wanted to go to Achaia, the brothers encouraged him and wrote to the disciples there to welcome him. On arriving, he was a great help to those who by grace had believed. For he vigorously refuted the Jews in public debate, proving from the Scriptures that Jesus was the Christ. 

That Theology 201 course that Apollos had in the house church there with Priscilla and Aquila closed the deal for him.  He wrote the final chapter of his book and it was doing great things.


Let’s turn over to Romans 16:3-5 where I want to show you some things in the first few verses. 

Paul is writing those people and telling them to greet certain people. 

Romans 16:1 - I commend to you our sister Phoebe, who is a servant of the church which is at Cenchrea; that you receive her in the Lord in a manner worthy of the saints, and that you help her in whatever matter she may have need of you; for she herself has also been a helper of many, and of myself as well.  

Do you see what he is saying? Phoebe is coming to town and I want you to help her in any way she asks. .  

Betty is coming to Grace Covenant Church from Haiti where she has lived for 22 years. She was heading up the relief effort in Haiti. I am sending a letter ahead to say that Betty ought to be in charge of the relief effort at Grace Covenant Church. You need to do whatever is necessary to help her serve the Haitian people. 

If Phoebe could do that then and there, could she do that here and now? We better let her. 

Romans 16:3

Back to Priscilla in verse 3.

Romans 16:3-  Greet Prisca (Priscilla’s name in a different language) and Aquila, my fellow workers in Christ Jesus, who for my life risked their own necks (during that riot, they helped to save Paul’s life), to whom not only do I give thanks, but also all the churches of the Gentiles; also greet the church that is in their house.  

Do you see what he is saying? Not only am I (Paul) glad about Priscilla and Aquila, but all the Gentiles going to the churches because of the ministry Priscilla and Aquila have with them, and I especially want you to greet that church that is in Rome. What? Yeah, Priscilla and Aquila followed Paul to Rome, back to their native town, set up a shop, and set up a home that became a church and a hub for ministry. These people believed “every member is a minister.” 


The point I want to emphasize in verse 3 is  “Prisca and Aquila, my fellow workers in Christ Jesus.” That is a very tender title that Paul only uses 12 times. It is a very sentimental thing that he attaches to people who have served Christ well and Paul looks up to in their commitment to following Christ.


Let me list some of the 12 people Paul mentions besides Priscilla and Aquila. See if these names ring a bell: Timothy (the pastor), Apollos (the traveling apologist), Titus (the pastor), Clement, Philemon (author of the book of Philemon), Mark (a gospel writer) and Luke (an apostle). And Priscilla and Aquila are in that same exalted category, fellow workers in Christ Jesus. 


So if Paul would have such a sentimental title to attach to Priscilla then and there, shouldn’t we also have that sort of sentimentality here and now? Absolutely.



I want to summarize quickly and show how this whole thing ends. 


Paul is in the midst of his ministry and finds this couple in Corinth, Aquila and Priscilla, who provide for him a house, an income, and a church. This couple has so tilled the soil of the souls of the local people that when Paul comes and teaches, it is not that big of an event. 

When Paul up and leaves everything, and he doesn’t carry much with him, Priscilla and Aquila now in this name order go to Ephesus with Paul where they provide an income stream and a house which becomes a church in a ministry center. When a riot breaks out, Priscilla and Aquila do not flee but stand their ground and protect Paul and the other saints there. 

While in Ephesus, they also give Apollos a theology follow up lesson which gives him a dynamic ministry that supercedes his previous ministry before Apollos was taught by Priscilla and Aquila. 

Finally, Priscilla and Aquila end up in Rome to  comfort Paul in difficult times there. They have again established another home church.

There is little doubt that Paul’s last letter he ever wrote was to his friend Timothy, a letter called II Timothy. At the end of that book, Paul knows he will be dead soon and so he closes with these salutations, sending the final and last greeting. In II Timothy 4, the first name mentioned in his list of “could you please send a word of blessing” is Priscilla. Paul says: greet Priscilla and Aquila for me. This is some team. Priscilla and Aquila understood the roles and the hierarchy within their marriage but neither one of them were threatened or proud of their abilities or their gifts.

If you could play this whole thing back in reverse order and inflict upon these two people a Frank Butler and Annie Oakley value system, you would see this. Nothing happened. 

If you look at the butterfly effect of pride entering this relationship of Priscilla and Aquila and contaminating it to the core, the kingdom of God would never have been expanded like it did. But that is not what happened. This couple, Priscilla and Aquila, understood the limitations but also the freedoms that happen when you surrender your life to Christ and the boundaries that He set for us. If Priscilla could do all those things then and there, shouldn’t she be able to do those same things here and now?  Absolutely. 

Let’s make certain that at Grace Covenant Church, while the roles and priorities are established and never in need of being threatened, that people, every person at this church has all the freedoms that the Bible gives for them to express their gifts and abilities in ministry for God’s glory and their own good pleasure. That is the right thing to do for the glory of God.
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