
Sermon 208: Romans 16:1-2: Deaconesses?

OUTLINE

Phoebe
Women in the Church

INTRODUCTION

What is the role of women in the church?  Can women be deacons?  These are some of the 
matters that we will be looking into today as we deal with Romans 16:1-2, ‘I commend to 
you our sister Phoebe, a servant of the church at Cenchreae,2 that you may welcome her in 
the Lord in a way worthy of the saints, and help her in whatever she may need from you, 
for she has been a patron of many and of myself as well.’  

We come to a new chapter and the last chapter of the book of Romans.  Where the last part
of Romans 15 gave us insights into ministry and missions, Romans 16 gives us insights into 
local church life and community.  This conclusion to Romans is the longest of all Paul’s 
letters and has the most people mentioned.  There are 33 names in all, 24 belong to people 
in Rome and 9 belong to people from Corinth from where Paul is writing.  A few things 
strike you as you give this chapter a first read: Paul is deeply interested in people.  Look at 
all the people he mentions, he is in earnest to mention as many as possible by name.  But 
more than that he has something to say about nearly everyone.  Some things he mentions 
are commendations where he sings their praises before the church.  He is liberal with praise
and encouragement.  Many have an intimate and personal connection with him and are 
called beloved showing Paul to be large-hearted.  This is a significant point to note.  Many 
think that to be deeply theological you have to be emotionally bankrupt, not so with Paul.  

Now in this chapter Paul makes a commendation in v1-2; he sends and conveys the 
greetings of others, v3-16, 21-23; he warns of false teachers v17-19; gives assurances v20 
and closes with a doxology.  We are going to be looking at the commendation of Phoebe.

Phoebe

V1, ‘I commend to you our sister Phoebe.’  Paul is writing a commendation for this fellow 
Christian Phoebe.  Commendations were common and necessary in the ancient world.  With 
a lack of instant communication as we have it today, many would travel to new places 
where they knew no one.  These letters of commendation would make introductions which 
would guarantee a warm reception.  Where hospitality to strangers could have been a very 
hit and miss sort of thing, letters of commendation enabled you to accept a person with 
more confidence.    

We do not know anything about Phoebe beyond what we have in these verses, but there 
are a few good educated guesses we could make.  Firstly, we see that she is a ‘sister’ in 
other words a Christian.  Her name is a feminine version of the Greek name Phoibos which 
was another name for the Greek god Apollos.  This is not a name a Jew would give their 
children so we can assume she was a Gentile convert.  

‘A servant of the Church at Cenchreae.’  She is described as a servant.  In the Greek this is 
the word diakonos, we will return to this point just now.  And we see that she was a servant
in the church at Cenchreae, this is a town close to Corinth from which Paul is writing.  



It has been suggested by the fact of her being mentioned at this point that she might have 
been the carrier of the letter to the Romans.  By the fact that she is mentioned on her own 
without her husband or travelling party unlike Prisca and Aquila in v3, it is suggested that 
she is important and probably single, likely widowed.  The fact that she is able to travel on 
her own makes it likely that she was a woman of means, possibly a business woman like 
Lydia.  

V2, ‘that you may welcome her in the Lord in a way worthy of the saints, and help her in 
whatever she may need from you, for she has been a patron of many and of myself as well.’
Here we see Paul betrays to us the universal hospitality of Christians where other believers 
are to be received among us as one of the family.  To welcome someone in the Lord, is to 
welcome them as a fellow brother or sister, as someone who you are essentially one with by
the Spirit.  To welcome them ‘in a way worthy of the saints’ is to say that there is a standard
of hospitality that is above the ordinary, that is exclusive to those who are God’s holy 
people.  This would be a hospitality shaped by grace not law, a hospitality that is liberal and 
not miserly, a hospitality that makes one feel a part of the family and not a spare wheel, a 
hospitality that gives without expectation of receiving in return, a hospitality without 
grumbling because we are counting our losses and not delighting in the gain of serving.  

We learn from this verse that Phoebe is on some sort of errand and will need aid in Rome.  
Perhaps she is going to sort out a legal issue and may need help negotiating the 
administration of Rome, perhaps she is beginning a new business relationship and may need
someone to be a guide who knows the situation on the ground, we do not have the 
specifics.  Paul expects the Roman Christians to help this sister in her need.  He doesn’t 
even apologise for the inconvenience.  

Paul mentions that she ought to be helped because she herself has helped many.  Our ESV’s
use the word ‘patron.’  This word is a hapax legomena in biblical Greek, i.e. only occurring 
once.  This means it can be hard to get at its meaning.  Based on the two words it is made 
up of two possible meanings come to the fore.  One meaning is ‘to give aid’, and the other 
is one of authority ‘to preside over.’  Now in our climate of egalitarianism, many have tried 
to push the ‘preside over’ meaning to try and use Phoebe as an example of a woman having
authority in the church.  This cannot be sustained from the context.  To make this word 
mean preside over, it would mean that she presided over the apostle Paul.  Secondly, to say
that she has presided over many is vague and lacks the limits of the local church.  Thirdly, 
the comparison in the text is one of aid for aid.  Patron is a good translation which speaks of
giving aid.  What we glean from this is that Phoebe was a generous person who gave out of 
her own abundance to give aid to the saints.  She is therefore a model of generosity.

Let us now return to the fact that she is called a diakonos in v1.  This word like most words 
does not have a single meaning.  It is used of Christ, Rom. 15:8, and may have OT 
Messianic connotations.  It is used of those who serve in official office in the church, 
including deacons, 1 Tim. 3:8.  Paul uses it of his co-workers in spreading the gospel, 1 Cor.
3:5.  It could be used of secular rulers as in Rom. 13:4.  It was even used of the false 
apostles 2 Cor. 11:15.  So which is it with regards to Phoebe, is it used generally to describe
her service in the church, or is Paul indicating that she in fact a deaconess?  And the answer
is—we don’t know.  Both are possible.  I tend to lean towards the fact that it is being used 
in an official way, the phrase, ‘servant of the church’ has an official feel to it.  But we could 
not decide on the basis of this verse alone.  The argument for deaconesses does not rest on
this verse but could be affirmed by it.  

Can a woman be a deacon?



The question is not a stupid one but one that is surfaced by the text, 1 Tim. 3:11, ‘Their 
wives likewise must be dignified, not slanderers, but sober-minded, faithful in all things.’  
The English translation is misleading, it should literally read, ‘women likewise must be….’  
The Greek word translated wife can also legitimately be translated as women.  The 
possessive ‘their’ is not in the original but has been added by the translators as they have 
taken an interpretative choice.  You will notice that this verse appears in the list of the 
qualifications of deacons 3:8-13.  Paul also introduces this third category of ladies in the 
exact same way as he introduced the deacons in the Greek indicating a new and distinct 
group.  Three views prevail.  Some think Paul is addressing the wives of both elders and 
deacons, some think Paul is merely addressing the wives of deacons, and some think that 
Paul is addressing a distinct group of women who served in the church.

Please notice that the women must be dignified where deacons must be dignified; they must
not be slanderers where deacons must not be double tongued; they must be sober-minded 
where deacons must not be addicted to much wine; and they must be faithful in all things 
where deacons must be tested, proven and blameless.  You will notice that the 
requirements are almost exactly alike.  This could simply be Paul demanding that the wives 
of the deacons should bear the same character traits of their husbands, but conspicuous by 
its absence is any mention of the elders wives who we would think would bear more 
responsibility being married to and helpers to elders.  It is more likely that Paul interrupts 
himself at this point to say the same thing to the women who were serving in the church.   

There are good people on all sides of this debate.  I feel the exegetical weight is on the side
of the women here mentioned as being deaconesses.  This is a matter over which Christians
can disagree on and not disrupt fellowship.  For this reason I do not see it as something that
I must force the church to agree with me on.  I am content to preach on it, and trust that 
the every Christian will test all that I say by the word.  If our members come to a common 
consensus on this matter praise God we will make some constitutional changes, if we cannot
come to one mind on the basis of the word, we will not force the issue.  

There have been a lot of Christian leaders who agree with deaconesses, John Calvin, B. B. 
Warfield; Charles Hodges; Mark Dever, Timothy Keller, John Macarthur, John Piper and 
many more.  I tell you this not to try and get you to believe something you may disagree 
with on the basis of men, but rather to settle any fears that your pastor may be some 
unique pioneer into error.  The church itself has a long history of deaconesses.  The first 
mention of deaconesses outside of the bible is from a letter written by Pliny the younger to 
Trajan the Emperor.  He writes, ‘I have judged it necessary to obtain information by torture 
from two servicing women called by them ‘deaconesses.’  In 250-300 in a document called 
the teaching of the apostles there are instructions for female deacons.  In 381 in a 
document called The Constitution of the Holy Apostles there is also mention of deaconesses 
by 451 at the Council of Chalcedon the deaconesses had been concretised as being only the 
widows of 1 Tim. 6, the age of being accepted into the role was lowered from 60 to 40, they
were to be bound by a vow of perpetual charity and to be excommunicated if they ever 
remarried.  Female deacons were used to visit women who were sick or in labour.  They 
were the ones who baptised women because the church had adopted a practice of being 
baptised naked to signify new birth.  Female deacons were used to usher female 
congregants to their seats.  In the early church the male deacons were seen as part of the 
priestly ministry and so had more public functions like preaching, handing out the elements 
for Communion and reading the bible publicly.  The early church saw deaconesses as part of
the laity not the clergy.  



Because of this history amongst those who believe in female deacons there have been two 
views.  The view which follows the practice of the early church sees 1 Tim. 5:9-10 being the
basis of function of deaconess and distinguish it from the male deacons affording them a 
lower set of responsibilities.  They would limit the mention of women in 1 Tim. 3 to widows 
and not a broader group of women who served.  I am of the other opinion that sees this 
interpretation as unfounded.  We should rather see the widows of 1 Tim. 5:9-10 as a sub 
category in addition to the larger group of women who officially served in the life of the 
local church.

Women in the Church

The church would not have survived without the women who God used to serve within it.  
Romans 16 alone mentions several women who benefitted the church.  
V3, ‘Greet Prisca and Aquila, my fellow workers in Christ Jesus.’
V6, ‘Greet Mary who has worked hard for you.’
V7, ‘Greet Andronicus and Junia”.  Junia is probably the wife of Andronicus and we are told 
she is a Jew, has suffered imprisonment for the Lord; is a long-standing disciple, and has a 
good reputation.
Tryphaena and Tryphosa who are called “workers in the Lord” (12).
Persis who is “beloved” and “who has worked hard in the Lord” (12).
Rufus’ mother who had been a mother to Paul (13).
And lastly Julia (15) who is probably the wife of Philogus, who had a Church in their home.

Even just from this short list we can see women involved as martyrs, workers, church 
hosters, and mothers, their importance cannot be exaggerated.  Headship in the home and 
the church is male.  There are to be no female elders in the church, but women have been 
involved in every other aspect of the life of the church.  This is a reality that we need to 
faithfully articulate and practice.  We are to resist the twin evils of a denial of the differences
of men and women in the modern message of pure egalitarianism.  This denial of the 
created differences between men and women, and the specific roles and functions given to 
each.  This denial is resulting in the collapse of the family, the church and society.  We 
celebrate the fact that men and women though equal in the image of God are different by 
design and have differing roles and responsibilities.  But there is another evil that we need 
to resist on the other extreme.  This is the evil that accompanies the conservative and 
traditional view, this is the view that endorses patriarchalism and is nothing more than 
disguised chauvinism and sexism.  There is sin on both sides of the fence on this one.  We 
are on the conservative side and can sin in preferring safety to truth.  We can be guilty of 
overreacting to the abuses of our age and in the name of avoiding even the appearance of 
agreement institutionalise an extreme view not taught by the bible.  In our fear of being 
feminist in anyway we can commit the opposite error.  We must test ourselves in this.  
Having the view that says we believe in male headship in the home and the church does not
save us from sin, we can hold a true opinion in a wrong way.  In our zeal to stand firm as a 
minority in a godless age we can be guilty of overlooking minor abuses by our own hands.

Here is a scenario I have of recently.  A seminary student was visiting the church crèche 
when the lady in charge asked him to take off his shoes because the children played on the 
carpet.  He stormed off in a huff announcing to her that he did not have to obey because 
she could not have authority over him.  Here is a young man with a completely wrong view 
of authority.  Firstly, the bible says that a woman cannot hold elder-type authority, not that 
a woman can never instruct a man.  We must not hold this view so narrowly that we think 
that a mother cannot give instructions to her son, that a nurse cannot tell a patient to apply 
a certain treatment, that a female police officer cannot give instructions to men, women 



should not write the hymns we sing, or that a wife cannot share truth with her husband at 
family devotions.  This young man held a right belief in a wrong way and was disrespectful 
to that woman.  

Let me spend a bit of time talking about marriage and the abuses of male headship in the 
home.  Let me tell you about a book written by a woman that wrongly encourages a 
brainless and unprincipled submission of wives to their husbands.  The author is Debi Pearl 
and the book is called, Created to be His Help Meet.  In the book she offers all sorts of 
atrocious advice to women about submission.  Here is one example, ‘When a woman writes 
to ask Pearl how to deal with a husband who idolizes television and allows their young 
children to view inappropriate shows, Pearl responds by telling her to imagine the day her 
husband leaves her. “You will wonder if the baby-sitter is having her boyfriend over for a 
little sex in the bedroom while the kids watch TV alone. The young children will cry when 
you leave for work, and the older children will be glad to see you go so they can exercise 
their new found liberties.” It goes on for a long and taxing paragraph before Pearl writes, 
“Now, Susan, let’s come back to the present. If you continue to dishonor your husband, the 
above scenario will likely become our own personal nightmare—soon! … The Devil would 
love to steal your children’s souls. He will not do it through your husband’s TV; he will do it 
through your dishonor.”

Shortly after this tirade she begins another about “a new breed of woman today,” describing
women who have gone through divorce and are now single moms. “They dress cheaply; 
their hair has a ragged cut, and the dark circles under their young eyes testify to their faded
hope.” Even though a husband was addicted to pornography or had anger problems, it is 
the wife who brought about her divorce. “It all started when you were mad about a TV 
commercial, or when he watched the car races on a Sunday afternoon. It got worse when 
he wanted you to do something exotic sexually. Divorce is never planned, but is almost 
always preceded by certain avoidable reactive behavior and events. Don’t let it happen to 
you.” A consistent thread in the book is that a failing marriage is always—or very nearly 
always—the fault of the wife; she is the one to blame, regardless of what her husband has 
contributed to the problem.’1 

‘When a woman writes Pearl to ask advice on honoring a husband who is so lazy that the 
house and property are falling apart, Pearl has her take a “A Dumb-Cluck Test” and then 
asks, “Well, are you a dumb-cluck? … You asked me, ‘What should I do?’ You should get off 
your easy chair and learn to do a thing or two.”’  

This book confirms the worst fears of the feminists where woman are commanded to give 
an unquestioning submission to abusive men in unjust situations.  It is obvious that Paul has
a high regard for woman and delights in honouring them and commending them and 
speaking of their merits to the church.  This honouring of women should be the tone both in
the church and in the home.  

Husbands how do you speak to and about your wives?  How do you see and respect them?  
I will let you in on a secret about what I am always looking for when I look at a husband 
and wife.  It is the job of every husband to find and celebrate the beauty God has put in his 
wife.  I am looking to see if she is flowering or withering emotionally; whether she is 
growing in confidence or becoming more insecure; whether she is opening up or being 
suppressed.  God has given unique gifts to your wives and it is your job to help identify 
these and empower opportunities to serve with them.  The husband is uniquely positioned 

1 https://www.challies.com/book-reviews/created-to-be-his-help-meet/



to use words, to use compliments, to use encouragements, not lie and flatter but to talk 
about the gifts and beauty that are there.  I was reading a ladies blog recently and she was 
talking about how impossible it would have been to be a stay at home mother who home-
schools without a lot of support and encouragement from her husband.  She spoke about 
her a supportive father and brothers, and all the men in her life had been very enabling to 
get her where she is.  She took the popular saying behind every good man is a good woman
and reversed it.  

Friends Christianity was unique in celebrating the equality and giftedness of women, this is 
very obvious from Paul’s greetings, we see it in the way Christ treated women in the 
gospels.  In an age of sex wars will we continue to recognise and enable the critical role 
women play in the home and the church?  This is my first take away from this text.  The 
second is Paul’s passing comments on the nature of Christian hospitality and good works.  
Let us also not take these for granted but think deeply about the uniqueness and 
appropriateness of Christian hospitality.                                 


