PHOEBE

Many people have never heard of Phoebe. Did you know that she was an outstanding New Testament Christian leader? Were you aware that Paul himself claims to have benefited from her ministry? There are many “Phoebes” today who need to know about Phoebe and Paul’s high opinion of her.

I grew up in a pastor’s home. My mother and father were both ordained ministers in a reputable Protestant denomination, believed in the gospel message of the Bible, preached it in the church, and lived it in our home. They worked together in public, private, and personal aspects of ministry as a team. We who sat under their ministry did not refer to them as “co-pastors” of our church, but that is what they were.

They each preached every other Sunday morning and alternate Sunday evenings. So we in the congregation heard from each of them every Sunday. Both were equally devoted to the work they did and the God they served, but Mom seemed to study harder, prepare better, and have richer content than Dad.

Growing up in this environment in the 1950s, I thought that was the way all pastors and their spouses worked together. As I grew older and answered questions from my friends at school about my mother being a lady preacher, however, I realized that my parents were the exception. Nevertheless, I was totally comfortable with Mother having a successful public ministry as a teaching preacher.

You may have grown up believing that it was inappropriate for women to be preachers. If so, your view on this subject would be just as natural to you as my view was to me. As the years have passed, the number of people who accept women in the ministry is increasing. This alone would not justify the belief, but it can indicate a trend.

Even though my parents were not the norm, neither were they abnormal. Many other successful, endearing lady preachers serve in nations around the world. This is in spite of the fact that some churchmen misunderstand what Paul the apostle taught in Corinthians and Timothy regarding women in ministry. In one of the cases Paul addressed, he corrected a unique local problem; in neither case did he close the door to women ministers. 

I am grateful to Joel David Hamilton for his permission to use some of the ideas from his excellent dissertation on the subject of women in ministry. This chapter is the only exception to the statement made in the introduction that this book was not a research project. In writing this chapter, I referred to Hamilton’s scholarly work.

Phoebe Was an Actual Person

I commend to you our sister Phoebe, a deacon of the church in Cenchreae. I ask you to receive her in the Lord in a way worthy of his people and to give her any help she may need from you, for she has been the benefactor of many people, including me. (Romans 16:1–2)

Paul commended Phoebe; in the Greek language, he stood with her. He endorsed her. In 2 Corinthians 10:18 Paul spoke against those who speak well of themselves: “For it is not those who commend themselves who are approved, but those whom the Lord commends” (2 Corinthians 10:18). Paul’s acclaim would have been valuable and encouraging to Phoebe.

The believers in Rome were to “receive her.” Paul used the same word in Philippians 2:25–30 to encourage the Philippians to receive Epaphroditus. 
I think it is necessary to send back to you Epaphroditus, my brother, co-worker and fellow soldier, who is also your messenger, whom you sent to take care of my needs. For he longs for all of you and is distressed because you heard he was ill. Indeed he was ill, and almost died. But God had mercy on him, and not on him only but also on me, to spare me sorrow upon sorrow. Therefore I am all the more eager to send him, so that when you see him again you may be glad and I may have less anxiety. Welcome him in the Lord with great joy, and honor people like him, because he almost died for the work of Christ. He risked his life to make up for the help you yourselves could not give me. (emphasis mine)

The believers in Philippi were to welcome Epaphroditus, and the believers in Rome were to receive Phoebe. The Greek word Paul used was the same. Today’s New International Version says that we are to honor people like that. Though some translations inaccurately read to honor men like that, Paul was not saying that men were to be honored and not women.
First Timothy 5:17 explains how churches are to receive God’s servants. “The elders who direct the affairs of the church well are worthy of double honor, especially those whose work is preaching and teaching.” Paul said the same thing to the church at Rome when he instructed them to honor Phoebe. “I ask you to receive her in the Lord in a way worthy of his people” (Romans 16:2).
Paul also said the Romans were to “give her any help she may need” (Romans 16:2). Paul gave far more respect and attention in his good description and introduction of Phoebe than to any of the other individuals whom he said they were to greet in the subsequent verses. 

Phoebe was the “benefactor” of many people. This is the only place in the Bible where this word is used. What did it mean to the original readers of Romans? In the culture of that day this term usually referred to a particularly gracious, helpful, or beneficial captain, public officer, official, or ruler. Paul paid Phoebe a high compliment in using this word to describe her. Not only had others received help from Phoebe, but Paul had personally benefited from her ministry. Whether she ministered to him or ministered on his behalf—having been appointed by him—is not known.
Given the culture of the day, Paul would have been hard pressed to recommend her more strongly than he did. In essence he said, “I commend her. I stand with her; you stand with her. She is a benefactor, helping others. You help her. Give her whatever she needs.”

Are there women you know for whom these words could make a world of difference? Has God placed you in a position to either release women to ministry or restrict their influence? How have you used that power in the past? How will you use that power in the future? 

Phoebe Represents Thousands of Women Like Her

Phoebe is by no means an exception in Scripture. There are many New Testament references to women in service to the Lord in the church. This is equally true of the Old Testament, in which numerous women led God’s people. Esther and Deborah come to mind as ready examples. Consistent with the place the entire Bible gives to women leaders, Peter quotes Joel, who predicted that God’s Spirit would be placed on women as well as on men:

This is what was spoken by the prophet Joel: “In the last days, God says, I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy, your young men will see visions, your old men will dream dreams. Even on my servants, both men and women, I will pour out my Spirit in those days, and they will prophesy.” (Acts 2:16–18, emphasis mine). 

Paul gave due recognition to several other women who served God in the church: 

Greet Tryphena and Tryphosa, those women who work hard in the Lord. Greet my dear friend Persis, another woman who has worked very hard in the Lord. (Romans 16:12)
I plead with Euodia and I plead with Syntyche to be of the same mind in the Lord. Yes, and I ask you, my true companion, help these women since they have contended at my side in the cause of the gospel, along with Clement and the rest of my co-workers, whose names are in the book of life. (Philippians 4:2–3)

Paul gave instructions to Timothy to be respectful toward women: 

Treat younger men as brothers, older women as mothers, and younger women as sisters, with absolute purity. (1 Timothy 5:1–2)

Teach the older women to be reverent in the way they live, not to be slanderers or addicted to much wine, but to teach what is good. Then they can urge the younger women to love their husbands and children, to be self-controlled and pure, to be busy at home, to be kind, and to be subject to their husbands, so that no one will malign the word of God. (Titus 2:3–5) 

These verses in Titus do not teach that women should teach only women, but that when they teach they can teach certain things to women that would be particularly good for young women to know.

Chloe of Corinth may well have been a pastor. “My brothers and sisters, some from Chloe’s household have informed me that there are quarrels among you” (1 Corinthians 1:11). In the English translation, the word household is also used twice in Romans 16:10–11 to refer to churches in Aristobulus’s and Narcissis’ homes. “Greet Apelles, whose fidelity to Christ has stood the test. Greet those who belong to the household of Aristobulus. Greet Herodion, my fellow Jew. Greet those in the household of Narcissus who are in the Lord” (Romans 16:10–11). 
In Greek, the word household is not there in any of the three cases: Chloe, Aristobulus, or Narcissis. Bible scholars tend to believe “those” refers to households or perhaps families. Only in English is “households” equally present in all three. The Greek grammar uses just the phrase “those of Chloe” (1 Corinthians 1:11), “those of Aristobulus” (Romans 16:10), and “those of Narcissus” (Romans 16:11). What did it mean to be “of Chloe,” “of Aristobulus,” or “of Narcissus”? Since Paul wrote both Romans and Corinthians, shouldn’t each of these three references all have the same translation, connotation, and interpretation? Could not the same phrase—“those of”—indicate that Chloe was also a pastor? Either that, or Aristobulus and Narcissus were not pastors. 

Bible scholars believe these three references are to churches in the homes of Aristobulus and Narcissus. So why would “those of Chloe” not also mean the church of which she was either the pastor or a pastor?

The New Testament also refers to what evidently was a leading couple in the early church. Many are the references to these two people, a man and his wife, who were tent-makers and partners in ministry with Paul. In every reference Luke and Paul make to Aquila, his wife, Priscilla, is mentioned too. In five of those seven references, Priscilla is named first. Could that be because she was more gifted than her husband? 
He met a Jew named Aquila, a native of Pontus, who had recently come from Italy with his wife Priscilla, because Claudius had ordered all the Jews to leave Rome. Paul went to see them. (Acts 18:2)
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. (Acts 18:18)

They arrived at Ephesus, where Paul left Priscilla and Aquila. He himself went into the synagogue and reasoned with the Jews. (Acts 18:19)


He [Apollos] 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. (Acts 18:26)
Greet Priscilla and Aquila, my fellow workers in Christ Jesus. (Romans 16:3)
The churches in the province of Asia send you greetings. Aquila and Priscilla greet you warmly in the Lord, and so does the church that meets at their house. (1 Corinthians 16:19)


Greet Priscilla and Aquila and the household of Onesiphorus. (2 Timothy 4:19)

It seems that these mature Christians were both teachers. Together they invited the esteemed church leader and evangelist, Apollos, to their home for private instruction. “They invited him [Apollos] to their home and explained to him the way of God more adequately” (Acts 18:26, emphasis mine).

The verses above suggest strong partnership between the husband and wife. They imply that Paul respected both. And that they each have distinct value in the work of the Lord. 
Scripture gives us the picture of a man and his wife who were a ministry team—both gifted, tested, recognized, released, used, and fruitful in ministry. Apparently, in fulfillment of Joel’s prophecy, God’s Spirit was not only poured out on men but also worked in wisdom, power, and love through this son and daughter of God and of Abraham. 


Phoebe Was Instructed in Public Ministry

Paul wrote openly about gender issues in public ministry. In 1 Corinthians, he instructed both men and women about public ministry. The word prophesy here could also be translated as “preach,” “teach,” or “speak in public.”

I praise you for remembering me in everything and for holding to the traditions just as I passed them on to you. But I want you to realize that the head of every man is Christ, and the head of the woman is man [or “of the wife is her husband”], and the head of Christ is God. Every man who prays or prophesies with his head covered dishonors his head. But every woman who prays or prophesies with her head uncovered dishonors her head—it is the same as having her head shaved. For if a woman does not cover her head, she might as well have her hair cut off; but if it is a disgrace for a woman to have her hair cut off or her head shaved, then she should cover her head. 

A man ought not to cover his head, since he is the image and glory of God; but woman is the glory of man. For man did not come from woman, but woman from man; neither was man created for woman, but woman for man. It is for this reason that a woman ought to have authority over her own [or have the sign of authority on her] head, because of the angels. Nevertheless, in the Lord woman is not independent of man, nor is man independent of woman. For as woman came from man, so also man is born of woman. But everything comes from God.
Judge for yourselves: Is it proper for a woman to pray to God with her head uncovered? Does not the very nature of things teach you that if a man has long hair, it is a disgrace to him, but that if a woman has long hair, it is her glory? For long hair is given to her as a covering. If anyone wants to be contentious about this, we have no other practice—nor do the churches of God. (1 Corinthians 11:2–16, bracketed material taken from the TNIV footnote)
Paul is instructing those who minister in public how to do it. That men and women ministered in public was not his point. He assumed that. He is teaching members of both genders the ground rules for their conduct when speaking publicly. He did not say women were not to prophesy or pray publicly, but they were not to do it with their heads uncovered. 

Basically, he was saying, “Women, cover your head when you prophesy and when you pray in public, in keeping with the local custom.” Even though Paul referred to women covering their heads in public as “the very nature of things,” that was a local custom. 

Paul was not saying that a woman had to have a covering on her head even when she was in private. How could she live with her head constantly covered in order to “pray without ceasing,” as Paul also instructed? 
If Phoebe was a fellow worker with Paul, as Romans 16 says, she would have received from Paul the same instructions he wrote for the Corinthians. If Paul instructed the women in Corinth how to minister in public, we can assume that Phoebe, Paul’s benefactor and coworker, also received those instructions, which she implemented to minister either to, with, or for Paul. 

Phoebe, the women of Corinth, and all women called of God to public ministry, from then until today, have the same teachings from Paul. They can all minister publicly with sensitivity to local custom.

The original readers were also to be sensitive to the Corinthian custom of women having long hair. Phoebe was under the same principle, even if the customs in Rome were different. So should today’s women ministers maintain the proper cultural decorum.

Paul Addressed the Issue of Order and One Particular Disorderly Woman

It is very possible that one insubordinate woman in Corinth caused disorder, and to her Paul addressed specific restrictions. Here is what Paul said about order:

What then shall we say, brothers and sisters? When you come together, each of you has a hymn, or a word of instruction, a revelation, a tongue or an interpretation. Everything must be done so that the church may be built up. If anyone speaks in a tongue, two—or at the most three—should speak, one at a time, and someone must interpret. If there is no interpreter, the speaker should keep quiet in the church; let them speak to themselves and to God.

Two or three prophets should speak, and the others should weigh carefully what is said. And if a revelation comes to someone who is sitting down, the first speaker should stop. For you can all prophesy in turn so that everyone may be instructed and encouraged. The spirits of prophets are subject to the control of prophets. For God is not a God of disorder but of peace—as in all the congregations of the Lord’s people. 

Women should remain silent in the churches. They are not allowed to speak, but must be in submission, as the law says. If they want to inquire about something, they should ask their own husbands at home; for it is disgraceful for a woman to speak in the church. Or did the word of God originate with you? Or are you the only people it has reached? If any think they are prophets or otherwise gifted by the Spirit, let them acknowledge that what I am writing to you is the Lord’s command. Those who ignore this will themselves be ignored. 

Therefore, my brothers and sisters, be eager to prophesy, and do not forbid speaking in tongues. But everything should be done in a fitting and orderly way. (1 Corinthians 14:26–40)

If Paul instructed the women of Corinth how to minister in public, does it make sense that he would say, three chapters later, that they should not speak in public? Clearly Paul would not contradict himself in this way. In 1 Corinthians 14 he addresses both brothers and sisters when he says, “Each of you has a hymn, or a word of instruction, a revelation, a tongue or an interpretation.” Later in the same passage he says to both brothers and sisters that they should be eager to prophesy. Again, Paul would not contradict himself by saying how they should minister publicly and then forbid women to speak in public.

So what did Paul mean when he said, “Women should remain silent in the churches” and “They are not allowed to speak, but must be in submission, as the law says” (1 Corinthians 14:34)? Could it be that he was correcting the way some women in Corinth were ministering? 

It is quite possible that the last part of verse 35 (“It is disgraceful for a woman to speak in the church”) is a quotation—not Paul’s thoughts, but a wrong idea that he is preparing to refute. In his letters, Paul often quotes someone’s words or a common saying and then refutes it. Quotation marks are not included in the original Greek New Testament but are inserted in our English translations. Could it be that quotation marks should have been included here? If so, verse 35 would look like this: “If they want to inquire about something, they should ask their own husbands at home; for ‘It is disgraceful for a woman to speak in the church’” (1 Corinthians 14:35). 
The statement “It is disgraceful for a woman to speak in the church” is contrary to everything else Paul says about recognizing and releasing women to public ministry. Paul is talking about maintaining order in public worship; he is not concerned here about all women, just disorderly women.

The grammatical reason for interpreting this verse this way is based on a small word in the Greek New Testament. Forty-nine times in 1 Corinthians, Paul uses the one-letter Greek word η (pronounced “eh”)—sometimes used as an expletive of disapproval, according to Greek scholars, that serves to identify a ridiculous idea. In these cases it would be rather like “Huh?” or an exclamation emphasizing that what was just said is preposterous. It could have been used in sarcasm, or as obvious reverse psychology, or perhaps to indicate that a strong overstatement has just been made, to gain the attention of the reader. 

Here are three examples of the use of η (parenthetical translations mine): 

1 Corinthians 1:13: “Is Christ divided? η (Of course not!) Were you baptized into the name of Paul? (Not so!)”
1 Corinthians 9:7: “Who plants a vineyard and does not eat of its grapes? η (No one!) Who tends a flock and does not drink of the milk? (Nobody!)”
1 Corinthians 9:9–10: “Is it about oxen that God is concerned? η (Nonsense!) Surely he says this for us, doesn’t he? (Of course!)”
Paul wrote a η after writing, “It is disgraceful for a woman to speak in the church.”
1 Corinthians 14:35–36: “If they want to inquire about something, they should ask their own husbands at home, for ‘It is disgraceful for a woman to speak in the church.’ η (What?) Or did the word of God originate with you? η (Obviously not!) Or are you the only people it has reached? η (That’s ridiculous!)”
 In earlier verses Paul addressed the problem of people speaking in tongues, telling them to speak “one at a time” or to keep quiet (1 Corinthians 14:27–28). Then he addressed prophecy, saying that “two or three” prophets should speak “in turn” (1 Corinthians 14:29–31). When he addressed the problem of women speaking in the church, he was not prohibiting participation. On the contrary, he welcomed participation. He only wanted orderly participation. Whether speaking in tongues, or prophesying, or women speaking, the problem was order. “Everything should be done in a fitting and orderly way” (1 Corinthians 14:40).

“Be silent” was a matter of taking turns rather than to stop participating. If Paul had to correct the way women were participating, doesn’t that indicate that they were already participating? 

The pagan background into which Paul spoke was chaotic and disorderly. Paul did not want that in the church. Yet he encouraged everyone’s participation: 

What then shall we say, brothers and sisters? When you come together, each of you has a hymn, or a word of instruction, a revelation, a tongue or an interpretation. Everything must be done so that the church may be built up. (1 Corinthians 14:26–27, emphasis mine) 
Rather than prohibiting women’s participation, Paul was liberating, releasing, and encouraging, while instructing them how to do it. Women were not as well educated as men in those days. Some of them may have followed the chaotic pattern of contemporary religions, and some may simply have lacked self-control. For Paul to teach them how to minister would have been a huge step forward for women in the days of the dominating Greek and Roman cultures. Centuries later, the result of the seeds of freedom and opportunity Paul planted are bearing fruit. Phoebe and all others like her have Paul’s instructions and the liberty to serve Christ’s Church. 

Phoebe Was Not Like the Women Paul Addressed in His Letter to Timothy

Other Pauline Scriptures have been misunderstood for centuries, including the instructions he gave to Timothy, pastor of the church of Ephesus, on the subject of men and women in ministry. Pricilla was one of the founding leaders of this church. After telling the church in Rome to receive Phoebe with honor, would he really contradict himself in his letter to Timothy? Let’s look at what Paul said and try to determine what he meant.

In the verses quoted below, notice the shift from the use of the word women to a woman and then back to women. Let’s consider the possibility that when speaking of women, Paul was making blanket statements about women in general, and when he mentioned a woman, he had a specific problematic female in mind. It was she, not all women, who needed to be curtailed in her activities.

First Timothy 2:8–10 is addressed to men and women:

I want the men everywhere to pray, lifting up holy hands without anger or disputing. I also want the women to dress modestly, with decency and propriety, adorning themselves, not with elaborate hairstyles or gold or pearls or expensive clothes, but with good deeds, appropriate for women who profess to worship God” (emphasis mine).

First Timothy 2:11–14, the next verses, is addressed to a woman—singular:

A woman should learn in quietness and full submission. I do not permit a woman [or “a wife”] to teach or to assume authority over a man [or “to teach a man in a domineering way or teach or to exercise (or have) authority over a man]; she must be quiet. For Adam was formed first, then Eve. And Adam was not the one deceived; it was the woman who was deceived and became a sinner” (emphasis mine, bracketed materials are TNIV footnotes).

First Timothy 2:15 is again addressed to women (plural):

Women will be saved through childbearing—if they continue in faith, love and holiness with propriety. 
First Paul speaks of women who “profess to worship God” (1 Timothy 2:10 ). The word translated “profess” conveys the meaning of proclamation and expertise. It would be difficult to profess, proclaim, or share one’s expertise and remain silent. Paul asked women to dress appropriately because they publicly professed themselves to be God-worshippers. That is certainly understandable. 

What is written next, about a specific woman, is written within the context of the fact that women were proclaiming—professing—their message. Paul wanted it to be the right message delivered with the right attitude.

Paul uses the singular when addressing the issue of being quiet, in full submission, and not having permission to teach or have authority over men. There may be an important message in his use of the singular and the plural. This is not the only place in the New Testament in which Paul speaks boldly about silencing nameless as well as named individuals who were teaching falsehoods.

Evildoers and impostors will go from bad to worse, deceiving and being deceived. (2 Timothy 3:13)

As I urged you when I went into Macedonia, stay there in Ephesus so that you may command certain persons not to teach false doctrines any longer. (1 Timothy 1:3)

Some have departed from these and have turned to meaningless talk. They want to be teachers of the law, but they do not know what they are talking about or what they so confidently affirm. (1 Timothy 1:6–7)

Their teaching will spread like gangrene. Among them are Hymenaeus and Philetus. (1 Timothy 2:17)

No one would conclude that just because some men teach falsehoods, no men should be allowed to teach. Some women also taught falsehoods, but that does not mean that no woman is ever permitted to teach.

Paul instructed Timothy to pass his teachings on so they could in turn be passed on yet again. “The things you have heard me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable people (anthropois) who will also be qualified to teach others” (2 Timothy 2:2, emphasis mine). Today’s New International Version translates the word that was formerly translated “men” as “people.” Women are included in Paul’s instructions. Paul used ανθρωποις (anthropois), the gender-inclusive word for mankind. We can assume Paul chose this word deliberately, for many times he used the word for “man” or “men.” Women, therefore, are included in the Scripture in which Paul urges Timothy to pass his knowledge on to others who will, in turn, pass it on again.

Paul defends women by referring indirectly to the promise given to Eve, fulfilled at least in part by Mary’s Child. Adam, formed first, sinned fully aware of God’s command, but Eve, formed second, was deceived. Paul may have been suggesting that this deceived woman in Timothy’s church in Ephesus could be saved by believing in the Seed of woman who was promised when Adam and Eve sinned. She could be saved through believing in the Child Mary bore, just as all women who believe are saved. This did not mean that she or any other woman has to bear a child to be saved. She could be saved from the errors by which she was bound, the errors Paul was saying should not be allowed to be taught, by believing in the truth of Jesus, who came through the woman Mary.

In 1 Timothy 3:1–10, Paul spoke of qualifications for leaders of the church. He gave women equal opportunity in his instructions: “In the same way, the women are to be worthy of respect, not malicious talkers but temperate and trustworthy in everything” (1 Timothy 3:11). 

Paul gave women controls for their own safety, and for the safety of their congregations, and freedom to minister. God calls and anoints His ministers of both genders, and mankind is to receive and welcome them.

How Do We Regard “Phoebes” Today?

Provide ministry opportunities for the Phoebes—the spiritually gifted women—around you. Your Phoebe may be your mother, daughter, sister, spouse, neighbor, or pastor. You will recognize her by her spiritual insights and her desire to share her understanding with others. Give her the support she needs. Listen to the perspective she has on the Word of God. If she is wrong, gently and lovingly instruct her privately. Don’t criticize her in public—ever. Create opportunities for her to minister.

The Bible says that no weapon formed against us will prevail. (See Isaiah 54:17.) Don’t be a weapon against one of God’s servants. Things will not go well for you if you do. Even if your culture or tradition does not make room for women in leadership, recognize the teachings of the Word of God. God will look favorably on anyone who is kind and supportive to one of His daughters. When she is worthy of commendation, commend her. 

If you are married to a Phoebe, consider it your special behind-the-scenes ministry to God and His people to be her supporter. She needs you to be her encourager, confidant, and counselor. She does not need you to be her critic—not in the negative sense of destructive criticism. If you have a mutually beneficial agreement with her that you each offer helpful criticisms for the development of the other, she can benefit from your comments. But if your criticisms are destructive, keep them to yourself. You will have many opportunities to serve the Lord in the home, at work, and at church. Let serving your spouse be one of those ways. Pray for her. Pray with her. Speak truth, love, and affirmation into her spirit. Build her up. Make her strong. God will bless you for it.

Are You a “Phoebe”?

If you are a modern-day Phoebe, serve with humility. The best contribution you can make toward making room for women in ministry is to be the best minister you can be without making an issue of women’s entitlement to preach. If you staunchly defend your right to preach, and focus on how women are misused and how tough it is for women to minister, you may need personal affirmation before you can minister encouragement to others.

Find your sufficiency in your times alone with God in prayer and Bible study. Out of that strength, minister comfort, affirmation, and encouragement to your listeners every time you stand before them. Some speakers, both men and women, need their listeners to say “amen” just for encouragement. This is a reversal of roles. You should have such rich, encouraging, and helpful information and content in your sermons that people want to listen to you. Your listeners need you to minister to their needs, not listen to you tell them or even hint to them about your needs. 

Study hard, pray fervently, and present good, professional sermons. If you feel you’re being ignored, don’t increase your volume, become agitated, or use emotional language. Inspire and be anointed. Teach the Word. Have good content in your messages. Build people up. A shepherd does not beat the sheep; a shepherd leads them.

Cultivate the spirit of a benefactor. Don’t be jealous of the men you benefit. If you complain that others receive while you give, you do not have the heart of a servant. It is God you serve, and the men and women in your circle of influence. Affirm, encourage, and minister in a positive way to all the people God places in your path. Listen to their needs and find ways to support and serve them. Don’t compete with them. As you become a benefactor to men, they will benefit from your ministry. Then they will commend you as Paul commended Phoebe. Your gift will make room for you.

God’s call and anointing for ministry falls on both men and women. How many more women might step forward if we understood that? What change in our attitude or policy needs to be made to make that possible?

For Further Thought

· How do you feel about Paul’s high commendation of Phoebe—the best he gave to any of his fellow workers?
· How many “Phoebes” can you identify in your circle of influence?
· What would you need to do to give your Phoebes positive instructions for public ministry?
· If you see that Paul would have been inconsistent to give instructions for public ministry to men and women readers and then immediately say that women cannot minister in public, will you utilize opportunities to share that observation with others? 
· How do you intend to combat the bias of men against women in ministry, a bias we now know that Paul never intended?
· What did you learn from the discussion of the η that appears so often in Paul’s letters?
· Is there a woman in your circle of influence who, for a valid reason, should be denied the privilege to continue her ministry? How will you handle that situation?
· If you are a Phoebe, how will you benefit from this chapter? 

· If you are married to a Phoebe, in what way will you adjust your attitude toward her?

· What can you do to release ministry by women more fully?

