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LΩǾŜ ŀlways been a strong believer in adult Sunday School classes and Bible studies in our churches.  And many 
churches have quality, Biblically-based adult-focused programs.  Unfortunately, just as many churches tend to 
downplay adult education, focusing on chiƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ όƴƻǘ ŀ ōŀŘ ǘƘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƛǘǎŜƭŦύΣ ƻǊ ŦƻŎǳǎƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘǎ ƻŦ 
ǘƘŜ άǳƴŎƘǳǊŎƘŜŘέΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƻǇƛŎǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ Ƙƛǎǘory and theology are often purposely ignored. 
 
Yet there is a strong need for adult education focused on both the Bible and the basic tenets and history of the 
Faith.  Among the reasons: 
 
Á Not all adults come from a strong childhood background in the church ς adult Sunday School classes/Bible 

studies may be their first serious introduction to what Christianity is all about 
Á Christianity (and especially Evangelical Christianity) is under constant attack from the media and popular cul-

ture (movies, music, etc.).   We need to give fellow Christians the tools to defend the Faith against attack (or to 
ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ άǊŜŀŘȅ ŘeŦŜƴǎŜέ ŀǎ tŜǘŜǊ ǎŀȅǎ ƛƴ 1 Peter 3:15) 

Á Even adult Christians that have a strong Biblical background often know little about the origins and history of 
their Faith 

 
To better meet the needs of adult Christians (both those mature in their Faith, and those just starting out in the 
ά{ŎƘƻƻƭ ƻŦ /ƘǊƛǎǘέύΣ LΩǾŜ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ŀ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ /ƘǳǊŎƘ όƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 
Jewish roots), as well as the development of doctrine in the Church.  The topics represented in these courses are 
intended to both further ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ ǿŀƭƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CŀƛǘƘΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǎŜǊǾŜ ŀǎ ŀ ǎǘŀǊǘƛƴƎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ŦƻǊ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ ŀǇƻƭo-
getics. 
 
While the primary purpose of these courses is for use in churches, they also may be useful for High School and Col-
lege projects, especially the courses focused primarily on historical aspects.   
 
One note: these courses are primarily written from an Evangelical Protestant viewpoint (I come from a Reformed 
Church background), but I hope I've given ample time to other points of view throughout the various courses. 
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Introduction 

"There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus." (Gala-
tians 3: 26-28, NIV) 

 
This course is intended to portray women who have taken strong leadership positions in the church, 
from Biblical times to the Middle Ages.  Some of the women discussed, such as Deborah the Judge or 
Hilda of Whitby are well known and well-recognized.  Others, such as Junias (the apostle?) are less rec-
ognized, and may be the object of some controversy. 
 
I should also point out what this study is not about.  It is not a study of all major women in the Bible (just 
the ones that I somewhat arbiǘǊŀǊƛƭȅ ŀǎǎƛƎƴ άƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇέ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ ǘƻ ς see list below).  It is also not 
a study of how attitudes toward women have changed over the years in the Christian Church, although 
we may touch on some of those attitudes as we go from section to section.  And finally, this is not a po-
lemic for or against women priests, pastors, elders etc. ς ƛǘΩǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ άƧǳǎǘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘǎΣ ƳŀΩŀƳέ ǎǘȅƭŜΦ  
To be fair, though, I should point out that the denominations in my religious background (Schwenkfeld-
er, Presbyterian, and Methodist) all allow women in any leadership position in the church. 
 
One final note ς the descriptions of the various women leaders are not meant to be complete biogra-
phies, but rather focus on the evidence of their leadership. 

5ŜŦƛƴƛƴƎ άƭŜŀŘŜǊέ 

I will cheerfully admit that my definition of leader is somewhat arbitrary.  Below is a list of leadership 
ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ ǘƘŀǘ LΩǾŜ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻme examples of women who have exhibited those 
characteristics in Church history. 
 

Attribute Example(s) 

Abbesses Melanie the Younger, St. Brigid of Ireland 
Hilda of Whitby, St. Teresa of Avila 

Apostle (NT) Junias (?) 

Bishops St. Brigid of Ireland (?) 

Church reformers St. Catherine of Sienna, St. Bridget of Swe-
den 

Deacons Á NT: Phoebe 
Á St. Olympias 

Founders of or-
ders/churches or 
monasteries 

Á NT: Priscilla, Nympha 
Á St. Olympias, Melanie the Younger, St. 

Paula, St. Brigid of Ireland, St. Scholasti-
ca, St. Clare of Assisi, St. Teresa of Avila 

Judges (OT) Deborah 

Military leaders Deborah, Joan of Arc 

Patrons Á NT: Mary Magdalene, Joanna the wife 
of Cuza, the manager of Herod's house-
hold, Susanna 

Á St. Olympias, Melania the Elder 

Prophets/visionaries Á NT/OT: Miriam, Deborah, Huldah, An-
na, Daughters of Philip 

Á St. Catherine of Sienna, St. Bridget of 
Sweden, Joan of Arc, St. Teresa of Avila 
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Attribute Example(s) 

Risk themselves to 
save others 

Á OT: Esther, Judith 
Á Joan of Arc 

Theologians/Scholars St. Paula, St. Catherine of Sienna 

Women as leaders in the church quiz 

1. T/F  There is no example in the Old Testament of a woman being the highest political leader of 
the Jews 

2. T/F  Women are mentioned in both the Old Testament and the News Testament as being 
prophets (or having the gift of prophecy) 

3. T/F  No woman is referred to by name in the New Testament as having been a deacon 
4. T/F  The Apostle Paul acknowledged no women as church leaders 
5. T/F  The first person to be given the charter to spread the word of the resurrection of Jesus was 

Mary Magdalene 
6. T/F  The Bible identifies Mary Magdalene as having been a former prostitute 
7. ¢κC  ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƴƻ ǿƻƳŜƴ ƘƻƴƻǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛǘƭŜ ά5ƻŎǘƻǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƘǳǊŎƘέ ōȅ ǘƘŜ wƻƳŀƴ 

Catholic Church 
8. T/F  During the Middle Ages, there were monastic establishments containing both men and 

women, ruled over by an abbess 
9. T/F  Only men were allowed to found religious orders during the Middle Ages 
10. T/F  After the Reformation, most Protestant denominations moved quickly to accept women as 

pastors and priests 

Old Testament era 
The Old ¢ŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘ όƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ !ǇƻŎǊȅǇƘŀύ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎ Ƴŀƴȅ ǿƻƳŜƴ ƛƴ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎΣ ōǳǘ 
the ones that are discussed ǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ƛƴ ǾƛǾƛŘ ǘŜǊƳǎΦ  ²ŜΩƭƭ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǾŜ ƭƛǎǘŜŘ ōŜƭƻǿΦ 
 

Name Leadership Position Key Bible 
Books 

Miriam Prophetess, leader Exodus 

Deborah Judge, prophetess, military 
leader 

Judges 

Huldah Prophetess 2 Kings, 2 
Chronicles 

Esther Jewish Queen of Persia Esther 

Judith Saved Jewish city Judith 
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Miriam (c. 13th century B.C.) 

 

 
Early 1900s drawing of Miriam and Moses

1
 

 
The first woman in the Bible to be given the appellation prophetess was Miriam, the sister of Moses and 
Aaron.  The title appears in Exodus when Miriam leads the women of the Israelites in a victory chant 
ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇƘŀǊŀƻƘΩǎ ŀǊƳȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ wŜd Sea: 
 

20
Then Miriam the prophetessΣ !ŀǊƻƴΩǎ ǎƛǎǘŜǊΣ ǘƻƻƪ ŀ ǘŀƳōƻǳǊƛƴŜ ƛƴ ƘŜǊ ƘŀƴŘΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ 

her, with tambourines and dancing. 
21

Miriam sang to them: 
 ά{ƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ [hw5Σ 
 for he is highly exalted. 
 The horse and its rider 
 he has hurled ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŀΦέ ό9ȄƻŘǳǎ мрΥнл-21, NIV; emphasis added) 

 
In Numbers 12:2, Miriam identifies herself as a prophet. 
 
!ƴ ŜǾŜƴ ǎǘǊƻƴƎŜǊ ŎƭŀƛƳ ƛǎ ƳŀŘŜ ŦƻǊ aƛǊƛŀƳΩǎ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǿƘŜƴ ǎƘŜ ƛǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ōȅ aƛŎŀƘ ŀǎ ōe-
ing part of the leadership triumvirate of Moses, Aaron and Miriam: 
 

4 
I brought you up out of Egypt 

 and redeemed you from the land of slavery. 
 I sent Moses to lead you, 
 also Aaron and Miriam. (Micah 6:4, NIV) 

Deborah (c. 12th century B.C.) 

Perhaps the most powerful woman depicted in the Old Testament is 
Deborah the Judge.  She is variously described as a judge, the leader 
of Israel, a prophetess, and a military leader.  After Moses, only Sa-
muel and Deborah combined all these qualities.  The following 
verses in Judges attest to the first three aforementioned attributes: 
 

4
Deborah, a prophetess, the wife of Lappidoth, was leading Israel at 

that time. 
5
She held court under the Palm of Deborah between Ramah 

                                                           
1
 Library of Congress LC-DIG-ppmsca-15865 
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and Bethel in the hill country of Ephraim, and the Israelites came to her to have their disputes decided.  
(Judges 4:4-5, NIV) 

 
Her talents as a military commander are described in the following verses in Judges 4, when she rallies 
the Israelites to defeat an army of a Canaanite King named Jabin.  First she delivers a prophecy to her 
selected commander Barak: 
 

The LORD, the God of Israel, commands you: άGo, take with you ten thousand men of Naphtali and Zebu-
lun and lead the way to Mount Tabor. 

7
L ǿƛƭƭ ƭǳǊŜ {ƛǎŜǊŀΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘŜǊ ƻŦ WŀōƛƴΩǎ ŀǊƳȅΣ ǿƛǘƘ Ƙƛǎ ŎƘariots 

and his troops to the Kishon River and give him inǘƻ ȅƻǳǊ ƘŀƴŘǎΦέ  όWǳŘƎŜǎ пΥс-7) 

 
Barak agrees, but only after Deborah agrees to go with him.  Deborah notes before the battle: 
 

But because of the way you are going about this, the honor will not be yours, for the LORD will hand Sise-
ra [the Canaanite commander] over to a woman. (Judges 4:9, NIV) 

 
Deborah goes on to order the 10,000 man attack, and the Israelites are successful, killing all of their 
enemies. 

Huldah (c. 7th century B.C.) 

Huldah the prophetess is probably the first person to declare a written document (probably the Book of 
Deuteronomy) to be Holy Scripture (c. 621 B.C.).  The story is described in 2 Kings 22 and 2 Chronicles 
34.  It takes place during the reign of King Josiah, when workmen repairing the Temple of Solomon dis-
cover an old scroll.  The High Priest Hilkiah knows an important find has been made, exclaiming: 
 

8
IƛƭƪƛŀƘ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘ ǇǊƛŜǎǘ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ {ƘŀǇƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎǊŜǘŀǊȅΣ άL ƘŀǾŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ .ƻƻƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Law in the temple of 

the LORD.έ  όн YƛƴƎǎ ннΥуΣ bL±ύ 

 
After the book is shared with King Josiah, Josiah charters his high priest and chief of state to find out 
more about the book, and its contents: 
 

Go and inquire of the LORD for me and for the people and for all Judah about what is written in this book 
that has been found. (2 Kings 22:8, NIV)  

 
The officers (including High Priest Hilkiah) choose to go to the home of Huldah the prophetess for fur-
ther elucidation: 
 

14
Hilkiah the priest, Ahikam, Acbor, Shaphan and Asaiah went to speak to the prophetess Huldah, who 

was the wife of Shallum son of Tikvah, the son of Harhas, keeper of the wardrobe. She lived in Jerusalem, 
in the Second District. (2 Kings 22:14, NIV) 

 
The choice of Huldah as the authority to whom the chief priest goes is especially interesting in light of 
the fact that the prophets Jeremiah, Zephaniah, and Nahum all lived in the same area at the time.  Yet 
Huldah was chosen. 
 
LƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ YƛƴƎΩǎ ŜƴǘƻǳǊŀƎŜ ŀǊǊƛǾŜŘ ŀǘ IǳƭŘŀƘΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜΣ ǎƘŜ ōŜƎŀƴ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǇƘŜǎƛȊŜΥ 
 

15
{ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳΣ ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ [hw5Σ ǘƘŜ DƻŘ ƻŦ LǎǊael, says: ΨTell the man who sent you to meΩ, 

16
This is what the LORD says: ΨI am going to bring disaster on this place and its people, according to every-
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thing written in the book the king of Judah has read. 
17

Because they have forsaken me and burned in-
cense to other gods and provoked me to anger by all the idols their hands have made, my anger will burn 
ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǿƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ǉǳŜƴŎƘŜŘΦΩ 

18
Tell the king of Judah, who sent you to inquire of the LORD, 

Ψ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ [hw5Σ ǘƘŜ DƻŘ ƻŦ LǎǊŀŜƭΣ ǎŀȅs concerning the words you heard: 
19

Because your heart was 
responsive and you humbled yourself before the LORD when you heard what I have spoken against this 
place and its people, that they would become accursed and laid waste, and because you tore your robes 
and wept in my presence, I have heard you, declares the LORD. 

20
Therefore I will gather you to your fa-

thers, and you will be buried in peace. Your eyes will not see all the disaster I am going to bring on this 
ǇƭŀŎŜΦΩέ όн YƛƴƎǎ ннΥмр-20, NIV) 

 
According to Jewish tradition, Huldah was the head of an academy in Jerusalem. 
 
Interestingly enough, the great Reformer John Calvin (somewhat grudgingly) used Huldah and Deborah 
as examples of why female leaders might, at times, be legitimate: 
 

Two years ago, John Knox in a private conversation, asked my opinion respecting female government. I 
frankly answered that because it was a deviation from the primitive and established order of nature, it 
ought to be held as a judgment on man for his dereliction of his rights just like slavery τ that nevertheless 
certain women had sometimes been so gifted that the singular blessing of God was conspicuous in them, 
and made it manifest that they had been raised up by the providence of God, either because he willed by 
such examples to condemn the supineness of men, or thus show more distinctly his own glory. I here in-
stanced Huldah and Deborah. (Letter to William Cecil, John Calvin, 1559, Translated by David Constable

2
) 

Esther (5th century B.C.) 

Esther was the Jewish Queen of Persian King Xerxes I (5th century).  She is 
in this collection because she risked her life to save Jews who had been 
targeted for genocide by the evil Chief Minister of King Xerxes, Haman. 
 
Esther knows that the only way to save the Jews is to petition the King ς 
but to petition the King carries the risk of death: 
 

11
!ƭƭ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ǌƻȅŀƭ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜǎ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ŦƻǊ 

any man or woman who approaches the king in the inner court without being 
summoned the king has but one law: that he be put to death. The only excep-
tion to this is for the king to extend the gold scepter to him and spare his life. 
But thirty days have passed since I was called to go to the king.  (Esther 4:11) 

 
In the Old Testament version of Esther, the King receives Esther without incident because he seems glad 
to see her.  The version in the Apocrypha (from the Septuagint) describes a more touch and go situation: 
 

7
Lifting his face, flushed with splendor, he looked at her in fierce anger. The queen faltered, and turned 

pale and faint, and collapsed on the head of the maid who went in front of her. 
8
Then God changed the 

spirit of the king to gentleness, and in alarm he sprang from his throne and took her in his arms until she 
came to herself. He comforted her with soothing words, and said to her, 

9
ά²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ƛǘΣ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΚ L ŀƳ ȅƻǳǊ 

husband. Take courage; 
10

You shall not die, for our law applies only to our subjects. Come near.έ  ό9ǎǘƘŜǊ 
(Gk) 15:7-10, NRSV) 

  

                                                           
2
 Selected Works of John Calvin Vol. 7 Letters 1559-1564, Edited by Henry Beveridge And Jules Bonnet 
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In time, Queen Esther persuades the King to send out a decree allowing the Jews to protect themselves 
ς ŀƴŘ IŀƳŀƴ ƛǎ ŜȄŜŎǳǘŜŘΦ  9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ Ŏƻurage is remembered in the Feast of Purim. 

Judith  (c. 5th century B.C.)  

The Apocryphal Book of Judith is the story of a beautiful young widow 
who saves a Jewish town from the massed troops of King Nebuchad-
nezzar.  Next to Deborah, the namesake of the Book of Judith is per-
haps the strongest woman depicted in the Old Testament or the Apo-
crypha ς and perhaps the most praised.  It should be noted that some 
observers (including Martin Luther) believe that Judith is a folk tale, 
and is not to be taken as describing an actual historical event. 
 
WǳŘƛǘƘΩǎ ǘƻǿƴ όǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊǿƛǎŜ ǳƴƪƴƻǿƴ .ŜǘƘǳƭƛŀύ ƛǎ ōŜǎƛŜƎŜŘ ōȅ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ 
200,000 troops under army commander Holefernes.  Holefernes gives orders to cut off the water supply 
of Bethulia, and in a short time, the city is completely without water.  In despair, the citizens consider 
surrendering, but Judith gives a passionate speech to the elders of the town, and convinces them to let 
her try to save them.  Judith becomes a spy in the camp of Holefernes, who falls in love with her.  Even-
tually Judith is able to assassinate him by cutting off his head. 
 
Judith returns to Bethulia in triumph, and the besieging army eventually withdrawals in disarray.  The 
Elder Uzziah says of Judith: 
 

8
Then Uzziah said to her, άO daughter, you are blessed by the Most High God above all other women on 

earth; and blessed be the Lord God, who created the heavens and the earth, who has guided you to cut 
off the head of the leader of our enemies. 

19
Your praise will never depart from the hearts of those who 

remember the power of God. 
20

May God grant this to be a perpetual honor to you, and may he reward 
you with blessings, because you risked your own life when our nation was brought low, and you averted 
our ruin, walking in the straight path before our God.έ And all the people said, ά!ƳŜƴΦ !ƳŜƴΦέ  (Judith 
13:18-20, NRSV) 
 

The story of Judith of Bethulia was made into a silent film by D.W. Griffith in 1913/14.  (Photo above: 
Still from Judith of Bethulia, D.W. Griffith, 1914) 

New Testament 
There are a number of interesting descriptions of women as leaders in the New Testament, including 
several prophets (Elizabeth, Anna, four daughters of Philip), a deacon (Phoebe), and, perhaps, even an 
aǇƻǎǘƭŜ όWǳƴƛŀǎύΦ  ²ŜΩƭƭ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎ ǘƘŜ DƻǎǇŜƭǎ ŦƛǊǎǘΦ 

The Gospels 

Elizabeth 

The story of Elizabeth, the mother of John the Baptist, is de-
scribed in the first chapter of Luke.  She appears in our study here 
because, at least once, she is granted the gift of prophecy.  The 
incident occurs when her kinsman Mary, who is pregnant with 
the baby Jesus, visits her: 
 

39
At that time Mary got ready and hurried to a town in the hill coun-


































