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Introduction: 

 

 The study committee on women in ministry was tasked to evaluate how women are to use 

their gifts to serve the church. Given the rich nature of the topic, the committee, with much grace 

and diligence, was able to work through many of the major issues. While the committee did not 

agree on everything, we tirelessly worked to come to a consensus. However, there is one area 

where I was not able to come to an agreement with the rest of the committee – the office of 

Phoebe in Romans 16:1 and the likely translation of γυναῖκας as wives in 1 Timothy 3:11. The 

committee has thus graciously allowed me to write this statement to voice my concern on this 

particular issue.  

 

 This report primarily interacts with the New Testament exegetical report made by the 

women’s study committee, giving special attention to Romans 16:1 and 1 Timothy 3:8-12. My 

report does not set out to prove the committee’s findings as erroneous, but rather to show that 

their conclusions are, at best, tenuous.   

 

The Presbyterian Church in America (PCA) has always given tremendous respect and 

trust to the local sessions on issues that are not materially supported by biblical warrant. As a 

result, the PCA has grown into the diverse and harmonious denomination. I believe that women 

in the diaconate is one such issue, and the denomination should entrust the local session to 

address it as it sees fit according to scripture. A close study of this issue leads to the conclusion 

that there is a dearth of evidence to affirmatively support the inclusion or exclusion of women in 

the diaconate; therefore, I believe this is an issue that should be left to the wisdom of the local 

session. I hope this statement will aid our denomination in coming closer to this view.  

 

 

Exegetical Study of Romans 16:1  

 

The committee’s report does not directly address the text of Romans 16:1, but addresses 

it indirectly in its analysis of 1 Timothy 3:8-12. According to the committee’s report, Romans 

16:1 is not an essential piece of the discussion on the role and participation of women in the 

diaconate because there is no way to definitively show that Phoebe held an office from the text.  

The report states, “In Romans 16:1 Phoebe may be a deaconess, but we cannot be sure she had 

an office, since Romans 16 does not focus on church order, and since the word diakonos is 

generally nontechnical in the New Testament as we have seen.” While Romans 16:1 is not 

focused on church order, if it is shown Paul did write διάκονος in a technical sense (meaning 

διάκονος is referencing an official office), then the text of Romans 16:1 becomes a very 

important piece of data in establishing any book of church order.  
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The committee’s report states that διάκονος should be read in a general, non-technical 

sense and comes to this conclusion using Dr. Bob Yarbrough’s chart, which tracks Paul’s use of 

the word διάκονος. Overwhelmingly, when Paul uses the word διάκονος, it refers to someone 

who performs a service or ministry, and rarely does it mean someone appointed to a church 

office. However, if we consider other lexical and syntactical factors surrounding Paul’s use of 

the word διάκονος in the specific instance of Romans 16:1, the likelihood that Paul is doing so in 

a technical sense becomes much greater. 

 

One lexical inquiry shows that διάκονος in Romans 16:1 cannot, on its face, take on a 

general, non-technical sense. According to Dr. Jimmy Agan, in determining the lexical nature of 

the word διάκονος, the context surrounding the use of the word must be taken into consideration 

to determine its lexical usage.1  He provides four possibilities of what διάκονος can mean 

depending on the context of its usage during the Greco-Roman period.  διάκονος can be used to 

refer to (i) a table attendant, (ii) a domestic attendant, (iii) a communicant or deliverer, or (iv) an 

agent or instrument. He eliminates the first two references as possibilities for the intended 

meaning behind διάκονος in Romans 16:1 because for the word to take on the table or domestic 

attendant meaning, there needs to be a key semantic component – namely, the association with 

food or drink, and these components are missing in the text.2   

 

While Agan does not believe that διάκονος refers to the office of deacon (he believes the 

term refers to a position of communication or a deliverer of some sort), he still views the word as 

a technical, even official term, as he writes on Romans 16:1: 

 

While the text does not explicitly indicate the reason for her journey, it is possible that 

while in Rome, whether or not it is other business that takes her there, she represents the 

church(es) at Cenchrea/Corinth by urging the Roman church to support Paul’s mission to 

Spain (Rom. 15:17-24, 28).  In this case, she would be speaking not simply her private 

opinion, nor expressing her viewpoint as an individual supporter of Paul (the emphasis 

16:2), but communicating as a representative of her church as a whole.3  

 

Agan hesitates to call Phoebe a deacon in the ecclesiastical sense, but he essentially 

acknowledges that Phoebe held some kind of official post that was recognized by the community.  

The lack of any reference to food or drink is big for Agan, and it should be big for others. And it 

is not only the lack of contextual indicators that influence Agan, it is also the present contextual 

indicators that influence his translation. The genitive phrase that occurs after διάκονος “of the 

Church at Cenchreae” conveys that a community designated Phoebe to represent them in some 

manner. Agan is not alone in seeing that phrase as an essential element in understanding the 

usage of διάκονος.     

                                                      
1 Clarence Dewitt “Jimmy” Agan III, “Deacons, Deaconesses, And Denominational Discussions: Romans 16:1 as a 

Test Case,” Presbyterion 34/2 (Fall 2008), 93-108. 

 
2 Agan, Deacons, 99. 

 
3 Agan, Deacons. 106 
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Many scholars see the genitive phrase “of the Church at Cenchreae” that occurs after 

διάκονος as a strong indicator that διάκονος should be read as an official title. Dr. Thomas 

Schreiner, a Pauline scholar, sees the phrase and concludes: 

 

The word for “deacon” often refers to service in general, with no specific office being 

intended. Nevertheless, it seems that Phoebe filled an office in Romans 16:1. For she is 

spoken of as a “deacon of the church at [TNIV, “in”] Cenchreae” (NRSV). The addition 

of the words “of the church at Cenchreae” after diakonos suggests an official position, for 

it appears she filled a particular role in a specific local church.4   

 

Craig Blomberg, another New Testament scholar, agrees with this assessment as well as he 

writes in response to Dr. Schreiner’s statement, “I am particularly grateful for Tom’s discussion 

of women as deacons. I agree entirely with what he says in this section.”5 So natural is this 

reading that John Calvin himself wrote: 

 

He begins by commending Phoebe, the bearer of the epistle, first on account of her office, 

because she exercised a very honorable and holy ministry in the Church…Paul therefore 

requests that she should be received in the Lord, because she is a servant (ministra) of the 

church at Cenchreae.  By adding worthily of the saints, he hints that it would be unworthy 

of the servants of Christ to show her no honour or kindness.  It is fitting that we should 

not only embrace with affection all member of Christ, but also respect and bestow 

particular love and honour upon those who exercise any public office in the Church.6 

 

It is important to note that Calvin did not view Phoebe’s public office as being equivalent to that 

of the male deacons; his views on this are complex, as he divides the office of deacon into two 

offices. One office distributed the alms to the poor, and the second office cared for the poor 

themselves, and he believed women were only allowed to serve in the latter.7 Even with that said, 

Calvin, in any event, sees that in Romans 16:1, Phoebe held a publicly recognized office.   

 

 There is also other syntactical evidence that should garner more consideration when 

evaluating διάκονος in Romans 16:1. Dr. Robert Strimple argues in the 1988 Orthodox 

Presbyterian Church minority report that διάκονος refers to the office of deacon. He finds the 

syntax found in Romans 16:1 as a formula used to describe an official office throughout the New 

                                                      
4 Linda L. Belleville et al., Two Views on Women in Ministry (Grand Rapids, Michigan:Zondervan, 2005), 281.    

 
5 Belleville et al., Two Views on Women in Ministry Two view on women in Ministry, 333. – It is interesting to 

know that these two authors are found debating the roles of women in ministry with two other authors.  There are 

four authors featured in this festschrift: Linda Belleville, Craig Blomberg, Craig S. Keener, and Thomas R. 

Schreiner.  They have opposing views on many things, but the one consensus view they have is that women should 

fill the office of deacon. 

 
6 John Calvin, Commentaries on the Epistle of Paul the Apostles to the Romans trans. Rev. John Owen. 

https://www.ccel.org/ccel/calvin/calcom38.xx.i.html. 

 
7 John Calvin, Institutes of Christian Religion trans. Ford Lewis Battles ( Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960), 

2:1061 (4.3.9). 
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Testament. Romans 16:1 utilizes a copulative verb, in participle form, with a substantive noun to 

express an official title. Paul, in referring to Phoebe as a deacon, constructs διάκονος in this 

manner: οὖσαν (feminine accusative present participle)… διάκονον (feminine singular 

accusative). This construction is also used in other parts of the New Testament to express offices 

or titles. See certain examples below: 

 

• John 11:49:  The office of High Priest – ὢν (masculine nominative present 

participle)/ἀρχιερεὺς (masculine singular nominative) 

• Acts 18:12:  The office of Proconsul ὄντος (masculine genitive present 

particple)/ἀνθυπάτου (masculine singular nominative) 

• Acts 24:10:  The office of Judge ὄντα (masculine accusative present participle)/ κριτὴν 

(masculine singular accusative) 

 

The evidence suggests that Paul saw Phoebe as someone who held some kind of official status in 

the church. Paul was not merely talking about Phoebe’s demeanor or works; Paul refers to her as 

someone who had a specific role or position within the church. In conclusion on this point, both 

lexically and syntactically, there is a good amount evidence to show that the word διάκονος in 

Romans 16:1 should be read as referencing a specific, technical office, and not as a general term.  

 

 

Response to the Exegetical Study of 1 Timothy 3:8-12 

 

A large part of the exegetical work done by the committee deals with 1 Timothy 3:8-12, 

and focuses especially on the word γυναῖκας in verse 11. I will be responding primarily to the 

four different ways the committee believes the word γυναῖκας can be translated in verse 11. The 

report states that γυναῖκας can be translated to either women or wives, and from those two 

options, there are four interpretations that need to be considered. Does the use of γυναῖκας in 1 

Timothy 3:11 reference: (i) women who are part of the general office of deacons (equal with 

male deacons), (ii) women deaconesses (distinct from male deacons), (iii) women who serve as 

assistants to male deacons, or (iv) wives of male deacons? The committee views one of the latter 

two options as being the more likely intended reference. However, I argue that one cannot come 

to a conclusive resolution regarding women and their relationship to the office of deacon based 

on an analysis of 1 Timothy 3:8-12 alone, and that Romans 16:1 is a better text in helping decide 

this issue.  

 

The committee dismisses the first option (women equal with male deacons), but its 

reasoning is based on shaky evidence. The committee puts a large amount of weight on the  

adverb “likewise” (ὡσαύτως) to dismiss option 1. 1 Timothy 3 begins by talking about the office 

of elder and what attributes a person seeking the office of elder should possess.  Then in verse 

3:8, Paul transitions his attention from the office of elder to the office of deacon. He signals this 

transition by using the adverb “likewise” (ὡσαύτως). The fact Paul uses “likewise” (ὡσαύτως) to 

transition from 3:1 to 3:8 is not controversial. It is when Paul uses “likewise” (ὡσαύτως) to 

transition from 3:8 to 3:11 that stirs a lot of discussion.  Is Paul using the adverb “likewise” 

(ὡσαύτως) in 3:11 the same way he is using it in 3:8? In other words, is he using it to address 

one office then transitioning to talk about another office? Or is he transitioning from talking to 

male deacons then to female deacons? Or is he using the adverb to address a husband and then 
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his spouse? These are all legitimate ways of interpreting the passage, but there is little data in the 

surrounding context to make one reading stronger than the other.  

 

 The committee finds it unlikely that Paul is transitioning from an office of deacon to a 

new office in verse 3:11 because the introduction of the new office is so short, and because a 

separate office would not likely be introduced in the midst of another office. This argument is 

based on the assumption that “likewise” (ὡσαύτως) introduces a new office. However, this 

assumption can neither be proven or disproven simply based on the data provided. Is Paul 

introducing a new office? What if we assumed that Paul used “likewise” (ὡσαύτως) to compare 

and contrast the two genders that occupy the office of deacon?  If we assume this scenario then 

the problems that committee sees in option 1 are resolved, the introduction of the new office is 

short because it is not a new office, and the description of an office is not embedded in another 

office because there is only one office! However, what makes one interpretation more valid than 

the other?  There is little contextual data to substantiate the committee’s position or the 

alternative positions on how “likewise” (ὡσαύτως) should be used. Therefore to dismiss or 

approve option 1 based on the adverb “likewise” (ὡσαύτως) is at best a guess based on certain 

inclinations rather than on definitive data.  

 

The second option in the committee’s report, that γυναῖκας is referencing women 

deaconesses (distinct from male deacons), is similar to the first option in that both possibilities 

deal with women potentially holding an office.  The main difference is option 1 focuses on 

women holding the exact same office as male deacons, but option 2 deals with women holding 

an office but an office that is different from the office of male deacons. The committee does not 

view this second option as a viable interpretation of γυναῖκας for two main reasons. First, the talk 

of  γυναῖκας  is embedded into a larger section that describes the duties of male deacons. This is 

only a problem if we assume that Paul is solely talking about male deacons – the first reason 

assumes a premise that has not been settled. 

 

 The second reason for dismissing option 2 is that outside of 1 Timothy 3, there is no 

clear reference to a female deacon or deaconess. The report states, “In Romans 16:1 Phoebe may 

be a deaconess, but we cannot be sure she had an office, since Romans 16 does not focus on 

church order, and since the word diakonos is generally nontechnical in the New Testament as we 

have seen.” The dismissal of this second option is substantiated by an interpretation of Romans 

16:1. So if one believes that Paul uses διάκονος in an official capacity in Romans 16:1, then 

option 2 becomes a very strong option. A large part of the committee’s argument falls on the 

interpretation of Romans 16:1, a text that is controversial in this report. If indeed Paul refers to 

Phoebe as an official deacon, then the committee’s reasoning to dismiss the first two 

interpretations of γυναῖκας becomes moot.  

 

 The third option, that γυναῖκας is referencing women who are assistants to male deacons, 

is possible, but this option draws mainly from church history and deals with texts outside of 1 

Timothy 3. Because this is beyond the scope of 1 Timothy 3, I have chosen to refrain from 

addressing option 3.  

 

The fourth option, that γυναῖκας is referencing wives instead of women, and wives of 

deacons specifically, needs to be seriously considered. The committee argues that since γυναῖκας 
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has already been used to mean wives in verses 3:2 and 3:12, it is unlikely that the meaning would 

shift to women in verse 3:11. This is the strongest of the various arguments given, but to 

translate γυναῖκας as wives in the context of verse 3:11 gives rise to several questions. If 

γυναῖκας is translated wives in 3:11, this means that the wives of deacons need to be examined 

for certain characteristics just as the deacon has. However, no mention of this is made for the 

elder’s wife.  Why would these requirements be placed only on the wives of deacons, but not on 

the wives of elders? Secondly, what two things is the adverb “likewise” (ὡσαύτως) comparing in 

verse 3:11? The committee reports ὡσαύτως differentiates between the office of elder and 

deacon. What is being differentiated or being compared in verse 3:11? How are male deacons 

and wives similar, but not the same? This question really leads to the third question. Are wives 

of deacons something to recognize distinctly? Is it common for the New Testament to talk about 

a marital relationship in connection to an office? Generally, when γυναῖκας is translated as a 

reference to wives, the contextual markers always point back to a particular man or her husband 

(ἀνήρ) in general. These contextual markers help the reader know that the use of γυναῖκας should 

be translated as wives.  This is on display in verses 3:2 and 3:12, both of which state that the man 

(ἀνήρ) should have one wife (γυναῖκας). However, if we accept that γυναῖκας in verse 3:11 also 

means wives, and more specifically wives of deacons, this would be the sole case where wives 

are referenced in relation to an office in the entirety of the New Testament. There are no 

referenced categories of wives of elders, wives of pastors, wives of rabbis, or wives of apostles 

found in the New Testament, making verse 3:11’s supposed reference to γυναῖκας as a reference 

to wives of deacons, an anomaly.  

 

At best, all four interpretations of γυναῖκας make assumptions and conjectures based on 

the limited amount of data we have. Just as it is difficult to make a ironclad case that women are 

called to be deacons, it is equally difficult to make the case against women being deacons using 1 

Timothy 3:8-12 alone. This report does not set out to prove the committee’s conclusion as 

incorrect, but to make clear that at best, only tenuous conclusions can be made about the role of 

women in the diaconate, and that Romans 16:1 is a more vital text in this discussion. I hope this 

report persuades the PCA to leave this issue to the study of local sessions and to allow them to 

decide on the matter.  

 

 

//s// TE Jeffrey Choi  
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