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While it is true that the main characters in the story of the early church are men, in particular Peter and Paul, it is also true that there are women mentioned in more than just supporting roles. Let’s start this review of women who were leaders in the Early Church by looking at what life was like for women in the Roman empire in the first century CE.


The average woman spent the majority of
her time providing for her family’s needs

o Household work

> Food preparation
o Work in the fields

o Took the surplus to the public
marketplace to sell or
exchange for food, clothing
and other necessities
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The average woman in the Roman empire spent the majority of her day providing for her family’s basic needs. She worked from sun up to sun down. This included household work and food preparation. Since she was responsible for feeding all the hungry mouths in her extended family, she had to go out in the fields to work the land and then prepare the agricultural product for consumption. She took the surplus to the market to sell or exchange for food, clothing and other necessities. Life was difficult. 10-15% of women died in childbirth.


Ways Women Participated in the Early Church

o They helped prepare the Lord’s Supper
o They offered prayers

o They led hymns

o They read and interpreted Scripture

o They performed acts of charity
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Women were active participants in the life of the early church.

Since women were almost always in charge of the food, organizing the Lord’s Supper meal would have provided natural opportunities for women to serve.
Acts 1:14 and 12:12-27 tells us men and women prayed together.
First Corinthians 4:26 tells us that Christian meetings included singing.
Acts 18:24-26 tells us that Priscilla and Aquila helped instruct Apollos.
Acts 9:36-39 extols Tabitha for her charity and specifically mentions the clothing she gave to widows in her community.



Mary of Jerusalem - Acts 12:12-16

There is speculation that the upper
room where Jesus had the Last Supper
belonged to Mary of Jerusalem, the
mother of John Mark. Peter went to her
home when he was miraculously
released from prison, where he knew
concerned believers would be
gathered.
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In addition to these general ways that women participated in the early church, a number of women leaders are mentioned in the New Testament.
There is speculation that the upper room where Jesus had the Last Supper, and where the disciples were gathered during Pentecost, belonged to Mary of Jerusalem. In Acts she is identified as the mother of John Mark. The fact that she is identified with her son, rather than a husband, could suggest that she was a widow. When Peter was arrested by Herod, the believers gathered in Mary’s house to pray for Peter unremittingly. Peter was miraculously released from prison and went straight to Mary’s house. A servant girl who answered his knock was so startled to see Peter that she ran inside to tell the others without opening the door. Peter kept knocking and they finally let him in.


Lydia - Acts 16:13-15, 40

Lydia was a member of a guild of
professionals who produced and sold
expensive purple dye in Philippi. She
met Paul and Silas by the river and
invited him to her house. She and her
whole household were baptized. Her
house became the first Christian
church on Greek soil.
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Lydia was a businesswoman who produced and sold expensive purple dye. She did not worship the gods and goddesses that she was raised to venerate. She was a God fearer, which means she had investigated Jewish claims of one God and wanted to know more. When she met Paul and Silas, she was at Philippi’s riverside where a group of women had come together to pray. They talked with her about Jesus and she became their first convert in Greece. She bore witness to her entire household and Paul baptized all of them. Paul and Silas stayed with her for several weeks and the church they started continued to meet in her large house.


Damaris - Acts 1/:17/

When Paul went Athens, he
was invited to address the
leading council. Some
ridiculed him, but Damaris
became a believer. She may
have been a courtesan
attached to a rich man in the
city.
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Paul was astonished by all the idols in Athens. He began to address whoever happened to be in the marketplace and was invited to address the leading council of Athens. Some ridiculed him but Damaris became a believer. In the culture of Athens, most women lived sequestered lives, but one group of women was exempt from that. They were intellectual courtesans, high-class prostitutes attached to rich men in the city. They were able to hold their own intellectually in esoteric debates. We are not told that Damaris was a courtesan but her freedom to be in public strongly indicates that possibility. Any time we come across a name in the book of Acts, it is there because that person had become widely known among the Christian churches as a teacher and leader.


Phoebe - Romans 16:1-2

Paul spent 18 months in Corinth
where he met Phoebe. When Paul
wrote a letter to the Romans,
Phoebe, who traveled for business
purposes, offered to take the letter
on her next trip to Rome. Paul
describes her as a deacon and a
benefactor.
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Paul settled down in Corinth for 18 months, preaching and starting new Christian churches. It is there that he met Phoebe. In Corinth Paul wrote a long letter to the Christians in Rome, and he needed someone to carry the letter to them. It appears that Phoebe traveled for business purposes and offered to take the letter on her next trip to Rome. So we meet her in Paul’s letter where he describes her as a deacon. Paul uses the word deacon for only 5 people in his letters, so we know that Phoebe had a position of leadership. He also calls her a benefactor, but the Greek word translated benefactor was “prostatis” which means a woman set over others. So Phoebe was one who preaches, teaches, and presides at the Lord’s Table.


Priscilla - Acts 18:2

Paul supported himself in Corinth
by making tents, collaborating
with Priscilla and Aquila who were
also tent makers. This couple
became so valuable to Paul that
when he left to start a church in
Ephesus, he took them with him.
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Paul supported himself by making leather tents. When he got to Corinth he collaborated with a couple who also made tents, Priscilla and Aquila. Leather tents were used by the Roman military for housing all over the empire. Priscilla was a Gentile and Aquila was a Jew. They lived in Rome, but the Roman emperor expelled Jews from Rome around 51-52 CE, so they went to Corinth, the nearest major city outside Italy. They became so valuable to Paul that when he left Corinth to begin missionary work in Ephesus he took them with him. This couple is mentioned 6 times in the New Testament, and in all but one case Priscilla’s name is given first. It indicated her primacy in their work together. 


Junia - Romans 16:6

Paul says Andronicus and Junia
were prominent among the
Apostles, and they were “in Christ

before Paul was.

/)

Andrew is Andronicus in Latin.
Joanna is Junia in Latin.
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Bible Scholars have long puzzled about Paul’s reference to Andronicus and Junia in Romans. He calls them Apostles which means they had known Jesus in his earthly ministry. One of the women who provided for Jesus’ needs was Joanna, the wife of Chuza, the finance minister for Herod Antipas. Chusa needed a Jewish connection and probably married Joanna when she was young. Most likely Joanna was a widow when she travelled with Jesus. She might eventually have remarried, becoming the wife of Andrew, the brother of Peter. In Paul’s letter to the Romans, he addressed the Apostolic pair by their Roman names, Andronicus and Junia. Paul doesn’t tell us that back in Palestine they had been Andrew and Joanna, but all of his clues fit that possibility.


Early Church

Men and women
worked side-by-
side in ministry
until the third
century. We have
their record in the
New Testament.
Thanks be to
God!
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Women as well as men were leaders in the first-century churches. This was a radical departure from pagan notions accepted at the time. So the wider culture began pushing back against women leaders, until by the third century women were effectively locked out of any kind of Christian leadership. But that did not stamp out the first-century vision of men and women working side-by-side in ministry. We have their record in the new Testament. Thanks be to God!


Resources

"5 Ways Women Participated in the New Testament” -
Biblical Archaeology Society Library

o "Forgotten Women of the New Testament” - Franciscan
Media

o"Women Workers in the New Testament” - Theology of
Work Project
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