Women in Ministry in the New Testament: Phoebe a Deaconess or Helper

Nelson's Illustrated Manners and Customs of the Bible list Phoebe, Pricilla, Euodias & Syntyche as
important women in ministry of the New Testament. In this study we will focus on Phoebe. The
reason | choose Phoebe is that the designation of deaconess, if indeed this is the proper translation, is
the highest position of authority assigned to a women in the NT.

This article states: “In the church at Cenchreae there was a deaconess named Phoebe, who Paul said
was “a helper of many and of [him]self as well” (Rom. 16:1-2, RSV)” ... “Other female leaders of the
early church included Priscilla, who explained to Apollos “the way of God more perfectly” (Acts 18:24—
26). Euodias and Syntyche were two of the spiritual leaders at Philippi. Paul said, “They have labored
side by side with me in the gospel together with Clement and the rest of my fellow workers” (Phil. 4:3,
RSV). Thus it appears that they were doing a work which was similar to his own.” *

Rom. 16:1-2 (RSV) 1 | commend to you our sister Phoebe, a deaconess of the church at
Cenchre-ae, 2 that you may receive her in the Lord as befits the saints, and help her in whatever she
may require from you, for she has been a helper of many and of myself as well. 2

Phil 1:1 (NKJV) 1Paul and Timothy, bondservants of Jesus Christ, To all the saints in Christ Jesus who
are in Philippi, with the bishops and deacons: *

| Tim. 3:8-13 * Likewise deacons must be reverent, not double-tongued, not given to much wine, not
greedy for money, ° holding the mystery of the faith with a pure conscience. *° But let these also first be
tested; then let them serve as deacons, being found blameless. ** Likewise, their wives must be reverent,
not slanderers, temperate, faithful in all things. ** Let deacons be the husbands of one wife, ruling their
children and their own houses well. ** For those who have served well as deacons obtain for
themselves a good standing and great boldness in the faith which is in Christ Jesus. *

Deaconess: Is translated as servant or helper in many other version of the Bible

Strong’s Exhaustive Concordance of the Bible 1249 didkovoc noun masculine/feminine. Probably
from an obsolete diako (to run on errands,) ; 31 occurrences; Authorized Version translates as
“minister” 20 times, “servant” eight times, and “deacon” three times. 1 one who executes the
commands of another, esp. of a master, a servant, attendant, minister. 1A the servant of a king. 18 a
deacon, one who, by virtue of the office assigned to him by the church, cares for the poor and has
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charge of and distributes the money collected for their use. 1c a waiter, one who serves food and
drink. *

Nelson's New lllustrated Bible Commentary 16:1, 2 Servant is the word used for the office of deacon
(Phil. 1:1; 1 Tim. 3:8, 10, 12). The fact that it is used here with the phrase of the church seems to
suggest an official position. Helper means “patron” or “benefactor.” It implies that Phoebe was a
person of wealth and position. >

The Bible Knowledge Commentary 16:1-2. Phoebe (which means “bright, radiant”) was Paul’s
emissary to deliver this letter, so he wrote officially, | commend to you our sister Phoebe. ... Phoebe
was a servant of the church in Cenchrea. ... The word diakonon, “servant,” is used for the office of
deacon (Phil. 1:1; 1 Tim. 3:8, 10, 12) as well as used generally (Rom. 15:8; 1 Cor. 3:5). Use of the word
with the phrase “of the church” strongly suggests some recognized position, a fact appropriate for a
person serving as Paul’s emissary. 6

e Rom. 15:8 (NKJV) Now I say that Jesus Christ has become a servant to the circumcision for the
truth of God, to confirm the promises made to the fathers, ’
o Itis interesting to note in this verse that the term servant is also assigned to Christ.
e 1 Cor. 3:5 (NKJV) Who then is Paul, and who is Apollos, but ministers through whom you

believed, as the Lord gave to each one? ’
o In this passage we see it translated as minister referring to Paul and Apollos.

Evangelical Commentary on the Bible It is significant that nine of these co-laborers are women (ten,
if Junia[s], v. 7, is a woman, as many believe), making one-third of the total list a tribute to women in
ministry and mission of one kind or another. This invites the careful interpreter to compare other
Pauline passages in which women are enjoined to silence or to primarily domestic roles that are
subordinate. The evidence of this list together with the presence of women in Jesus’ circles of
fellowship and witness and in the Book of Acts commends careful consideration. Whatever one’s
conclusions may be on this difficult matter (evangelicals are divided on the issue), two issues need to
be considered.
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Phoebe is first in the list, all the more striking as her name indicates a Gentile believer whom the
Jewish Paul commends as “our sister” in the family of God (close and small Paul puts into practice
what he has been calling upon the larger Roman church to do; Phoebe may accordingly be given pride
of place in the list for this reason and chosen, as is likely, to bear the letter to Rome and therefore to
be received “in a way worthy of the saints” [v. 2]). She is evidently a woman of some social
prominence and wealth who has been “a great help” to Paul and others, and is a deacon (diakonon;
NIV servant) of the church at the Corinthian seaport of Cenchrea (is she only a servant or does she
hold the office of deacon? See Phil. 1:1; 1 Tim. 3:11 and the alternate translation of “deaconesses” or
“women helpers”). ®

e Note our upcoming studies will be on the passages in Paul’s writings that have words of
instruction for Women to keep silent in the church etc.

New Bible Commentary In calling Phoebe a diakonos of the church in Cenchrea ..., Paul may mean
simply that she is a Christian, called, like all Christians, to be a servant (1) of Christ and of the church
(see 1 Pet. 4:10). But with the official-sounding addition of the church of Cenchrea it is more likely
that Paul is identifying Phoebe as holding the office of ‘deacon’ (see Phil. 1:1; 1 Tim. 3:8, 12; many
understand 1 Tim. 3:11 as a reference to female deacons). We have no solid first-century evidence
about the nature of this ministry, but, as it did at a later date, it probably focused especially on the
care for poorer and weaker members of the church. Perhaps Phoebe’s secular status had something
to do with her appointment to this ministry, for Paul calls her in v 2b a prostatis, a word that often
denoted wealthy people who became ‘patrons’ and sponsors of people and movements (NIV
paraphrases this with she has been a great help). Paul mentions Phoebe because she is going to
Rome, probably carrying Paul’s letter to the church with her (2a). °

Harpers Bible Dictionary: Phoebe (fee'bee; ‘Phebe’), a leading woman of the church in Cenchreae

near Corinth in Greece, commended by Paul in Rom. 16:1-2 as worthy of special hospitality. Indeed,
Romans 16 may be a letter of recommendation for Phoebe as she moved from Cenchreae, perhaps to
Ephesus (Paul’s long list of greetings that follows the recommendation in verses 3-16 appears to
suggest Ephesus as the destination). Three special terms are used by Paul to describe Phoebe. She is
called ‘sister,” a familial term derived from households and often used in the early Christian
communities. She is referred to as a ‘deacon’ (in the Greek, there is no distinction between the
masculine and feminine forms) of the church in Cenchreae. Despite Phil. 1:1, it is unlikely that this
term designates any official position, as in modern ecclesiastical organizations; it may be paraphrased
as ‘co-worker in the missionary enterprise.’ Finally, Phoebe is described as a ‘helper’ of Paul and many
others; this apparently indicates that she was a ‘patroness’ of the house-church in Cenchreae. As in
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the case of Jason in Thessalonica (Acts 17:6-9), this probably meant that she owned the house in
which the church met and took legal responsibility for the activities there. A possible indication of her
importance to Paul is the fact that he speaks of her before giving his long list of greetings. *°

The Exegetical Dictionary of the New Testament indicates: Phoebe (Greek: “radiantly pure”) is the
name of a Christian woman described in Rom 16:1 who probably came from Cenchreae and was
active in the church there as a “deaconess, probably referring to an emerging ecclesiastical office; Phil
1:1; 1 Tim 3:8

Phoebe may have been in a position in the (eastern) harbor of Corinth, also as a result of wealth and
house ownership, to function as a (“protectress, assistant”) for many Christians, including also arriving
and departing missionaries and their fellow workers, in any case also for Paul (Rom 16:2b). Paul thus
urges the Roman congregation for its own part to receive Phoebe in a worthy fashion and to give her
whatever support she requires.™

Woman's Study Bible article on “A Significant Servant”

Phoebe was a Gentile Christian from the port city of Cenchrea. Her name, derived from Greek
mythology, means “pure” or “radiant as the moon.” Paul described Phoebe as a “servant” (Gk.
diakonon) and “helper” (Gk. prostatis). She may have been a patron of some sort.

In Greek cities, rulers routinely appointed patrons to look after the interests of foreigners. Therefore,
Phoebe probably functioned in an official capacity to protect the rights and meet the needs of
Cenchrea’s numerous foreign visitors and resident Jews. She was obviously a person of significance
who used her wealth and influence in the service of the Christians there.

On this occasion, Phoebe had traveled to Rome, possibly on a business trip. Paul, knowing that she
would pass through Corinth, took the opportunity to write to the Roman Christians. This letter
commended Phoebe, its bearer, to the church in Rome. Paul knew that the Roman Christians would
be able to provide Phoebe with hospitality and fellowship, as well as with advice on the state of
Roman politics and law.

Paul spoke highly of Phoebe. He introduced her to the Roman Christians as “sister,” “servant,” “saint,”
and “helper.” Though the word here translated “servant” is also transliterated as “deacon,” note both
generic and technical usages of the word. The Greek root means literally “one who ministers or
serves.” Of course, taken in that sense, the word describes not only Phoebe and other “deaconesses”
in the early church but also countless women who have given and do give themselves untiringly to the
work of the Kingdom through ministries within the local church. However, the word is also used by
some in a technical sense to describe a functional ecclesiastical office such as assigned to Stephen
(Acts 6:1-7). This office was created to equip a corps of godly saints to meet physical and social needs
so that the apostles would not be pulled away from the primary ministry of the Word (Acts 6:4).
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Certainly in the New Testament sense of deacon or deaconess, women can find ample opportunity for
service with or without an official title. On the other hand, if deacon or deaconess is considered a
position of official spiritual leadership, there are other passages for consideration (see 1 Tim. 2:11-15;
3:8-13). In any case, Paul noted that Phoebe was a highly capable Greek woman of significant social
status, and apparently through the gospel, she had also overcome the pagan origins of her name to
gain status—in Paul’s eyes—as a pure and radiant light for Jesus. 12

Scriptures in NT that use this Greek Word include:

As a noun, accusative (refers to the direct object of the verb)
e Romans 15:8, Rom 16:1, 2 Cor. 3:6, 1 Tim. 3:8

As a noun, dative (refers indirectly to an object — to the one something is given)
e Matt. 22:13, John 2:5, Phil. 1:1

As a noun, nominative (refers to the subject of the verb)

e Matt. 20:26, Matt. 23:11, Mark 9:35, Mark 10:43, John 2:9, John 12:26, Rom. 13:4, 1 Cor. 3:5, 2
Cor. 6:4, 2 Cor. 11:15, 2 Cor. 11:23, Gal. 2:7, Eph. 3:7, Eph. 6:21, Col. 1:7, Col. 1:23, Col. 1:25, col. 4:7,
1Tim. 3:12, 1 Tim. 4.6
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