GENERAL NOTES OF WORK OF WOMEN/CULTURE AND HISTORY

Information we hear often regarding the first century culture relating to women is that they were subjugated, secluded and not allowed to be involved in public life except perhaps to go to market.  Everett Ferguson in his book Women in the Church discusses this in his chapter “Evidence from History.”  Dr. Ferguson is a diligent Bible student/teacher and an excellent historian, specializing in Church History.  You will benefit from his book.
I began an interesting study by perusing the book of Acts with special attention given to references to women.  What I discovered in Acts is in harmony with Dr. Ferguson’s conclusions from history.  Following is a list of the references I found interesting:

1.  Sapphira came to the apostles and lied about the sale of property.  She came without her husband; and she spoke to the apostles directly. (Acts 5: 1-10)
2.  Mary, the mother of John Mark, was apparently a Jewish woman of wealth and influence.  She had a home in Jerusalem large enough for many Christians to gather there to pray for Peter.  And, when Peter is released from prison, he goes directly to her house.  She was also a women known by the apostles and others as a faithful, hospitable woman. (Acts 12:12)

3.  When Barnabas and Paul are on their first missionary journey, they go to Antioch of Pisidia where Paul preaches boldly in their synagogue.  The Jews become angry; Paul and Barnabas turn to the Gentiles who hear and receive the gospel.  Note Acts 13:50 – “But the Jews stirred up the devout and prominent women and the chief men of the city, raised up persecution against Paul and Barnabas…”  Probably these were Jewish women, but whether Jew or Gentile, the text attests to the fact that there were prominent women in first century Greco-Roman culture.
4.  In Philippi Paul and Silas (2nd missionary journey) went to the riverside “where prayer was customarily made; and we sat down and spoke to the women who met there.” (16:13)  Apparently there was not a synagogue in Philippi, so the custom was to meet by the river.  Nothing in the text indicates if men were present or not.  The focus is on the devout women.  And Paul and Silas speak with them.  Lydia is a successful businesswoman, and she had financial and social ability to be hospitable.  We also note that Lydia was from Thyatira which is in Asia Minor, but she is in Philippi in Macedonia (modern Greece) when Paul met her. (16: 14) Women did travel and engage in public business in the first century. (16:14-15)    
5.  In Thessalonica Paul taught 3 Sabbaths in the synagogue.  Note Acts 17:4 – “and some of them were persuaded; and a great multitude of devout Greeks, and not a few of the leading women, joined Paul and Silas.”  

6.  In Berea women are also mentioned:  After the familiar commendation of the “noble” Bereans in v. 11, Luke continues in v. 12 – “Therefore many of them believed, and also not a few of the Greeks, prominent women as well as men.”

7.  Paul left that area and came to Athens and preached the famous “Sermon on Mars Hill.”  At the conclusion of that sermon, Luke notes that some mocked, while others wanted to hear more.  Verse 34 describes some of the Athenians who believed:  “However, some men joined him and believed, among them Dionysius the Areopagite, a woman named Damaris, and others with them.”  H. Leo Boles notes that she must have been a “woman of distinction and power since her name is given.”  (Gospel Advocate Commentary on Acts; 1939)
8.  In Acts 18 Luke introduces us to Priscilla who served the Lord with her husband Aquila.  (She is mentioned first in other references – Rom. 16:3, 2 Tim. 4:19 “because of the prominent part she took in the church.” (Boles, GAC, Acts))  Apollos came to Ephesus and was preaching boldly, but with limited knowledge.  I was interested in Brother Boles’ comments on the situation Luke described – that Priscilla and Aquila taught Apollos.  “ Priscilla and Aquila, who had accompanied Paul on his return from Cenchreae to Ephesus, heard Apollos and saw that he knew so little about the Christ. ‘They took him unto them, and expounded unto him the way of God more accurately.’ They taught Apollos the gospel as they had learned it from Paul. We are to understand that they showed him that Christ had fulfilled the prophecies, and had done just what John the Baptist predicted that he would do. Apollos was an apt student and learned rapidly; he wanted to know the full truth, and Aquila and Priscilla so taught him. Aquila and Priscilla ‘took him unto them,’ which means that they took him to their home and into their hearts.”  I have heard both men and women teachers try to “play down” Priscilla’s involvement in this teaching.  For instance, “she prepared the meal…”  Brother Boles is honest with the text and just agrees exactly with what Luke says, “They took…taught…”  (Brother Boles lived from 1874 to 1946.) It was a private setting and appropriate for Priscilla to be actively involved in the teaching.  This is just my opinion, but I think when we became afraid of the “Women’s Movement” in America, we began looking for ways to re-interpret this situation… 
9.  Luke gives us a window into first century religious culture in Acts 19.  You see, sometimes we are told that women were not religious leaders then like they are now.  And, since women are religious leaders in denominational churches, we need to look for ways to have our women in leadership positions – preachers, deaconesses, etc.  (Just an aside:  I remember my grandfather talking about a woman Pentecostal preacher who “preached a revival” in the community where he lived.  He liked to tell about the single young preacher who was holding their meeting challenging this woman to “snake handling” and other such claims.  Also, Gary met a woman in his hometown in the 1960’s who said she was “an elder in the Presbyterian Church.”  And, my first college roommate was the daughter of a woman Pentecostal preacher, and she was planning to preach, too.  So, women leaders/preachers in denominations is nothing new.)  Now, back to Acts 19 and first century religions.  Note the riot in Ephesus.  The people were shouting, “Great is Diana of the Ephesians!”  (19: 28, 34)  The city clerk addressed them in v. 35: “…the city of the Ephesians is temple guardian of the great goddess Diana…”  Goddess worship was prominent in the first century.  The temple of Isis was in Colosse.  Women as high priestesses were leaders in goddess worship, and temple prostitutes were common in all pagan ceremonies.  Women were definitely religious leaders in the pagan religions of the first century.  
10.  Drusilla was a Jewish woman married to Felix, the Roman governor in Caesarea. (24:24)  Apparently, Jewish women attracted the attention of Romans…
COMMENTS BY DAVID LIPSCOMB RELATING TO THE WORK/ROLE OF WOMEN FROM HIS DISCUSSION OF PHILIPPIANS 4: 2-3

We might judge from this language that even before the apostle's departure from Philippi the converts had become numerous. But in such a work every member became a teacher. The youngest true believer must tell of the Lord who had redeemed him from sin, and so became a bearer of the message of life. The sentiment became prominent among the early Christians that every member of the body should be a bearer of the message of life to others. Hence, the first spreading of the gospel was done by the "lay members" as they are now called. When the great persecution rose against the church which was in Jerusalem, they were scattered abroad throughout the regions of Judea and Samaria and went about preaching the word as they went. (Acts 8:1-8.) And "some of them, men of Cyprus and Cyrene, who, when they were come to Antioch, spake unto the Greeks also, preaching the Lord Jesus. And the hand of the Lord was with them: and a great number that believed turned unto the Lord." (11:19-21.) This is a clear manifestation that all God intended his children, men and women, should bear a part in the work of converting the world. And that this work was not to be confined to a select few.

I do not believe that this work was even chiefly done by public sermons. Men and women as they traveled taught those they met by the way. Around the fireside where they tarried, Christ and the resurrection constituted their theme. The direct personal appeal went from man to man and from woman to woman, simply as men and women. The unpretentious simplicity and earnestness of the appeal were its striking characteristics. There was no formality or professional dignity that separated man from man. A message like this delivered because the heart was full of the theme, full to overflowing with the earnest desire that others might share the salvation they enjoyed, found ready entrance to the heart when told by simple-minded, unpretending men and women. But few of these men, none of the women, made public addresses. Men and women today, thoroughly in earnest, full of the spirit of Christ would not wait to make sermons to men and women. They would make the direct, personal appeal to their companions, their children, to their neighbors and to their neighbors' children. They would do it as they walked by the way and as they sat in the house. If the heart is full of zeal for God and man, out of this abundance the life and mouth will speak. Zeal for God and man go together. They are inseparable. No man can feel a true zeal for God's honor and glory without feeling a corresponding anxiety for the salvation of men.

Let us direct our efforts in the direction of making Christians and churches what God desires they should be. We should not seek to substitute anything else in place of this. To do this is fatal to the cause of Christ. We should seek to make every man and every woman an earnest worker to save others. The most successful way to do this is for each to go earnestly to work. The working spirit is contagious. It is a mistake to think we can do proxy work, that we can pay others to visit the sick, look after the needy, and preach the gospel to the lost. Personal service is needed for our own personal benefit. Spiritual exercise in these things is necessary for our spiritual growth. We cannot satisfy the demands of the law of God on us for effort to save our fellow man by paying others to preach. We might give every dollar we have to others to preach, it would not release us, in the sight of God, from the obligation to teach our families, neighbors, and all with whom we come in contact, the way of life. The fatal error of this age is that we attempt to work for the cause of Christ by proxy.

In all this I have kept out of view the public proclamation of the gospel. I do not mean that this could or should be dispensed with. Public preaching is a part of the divine provision for saying men. I insist on the private personal appeal of man to man to make the public preaching effective as God intended that it should be. The private appeal is the complement of the public discourse. Both are needed. The individual Christian can in no way support the public preaching so effectively as by diligently engaging in the private preaching—both by precept and example.
AMEN!

This quote eloquently sums my thoughts, aims and goals for this retreat and for my life.  I thought it was especially interesting since Gospel Advocate Commentaries were first published in 1939, and Brother Lipscomb lived from 1831 to 1917.
