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ABSTRACT

This essay examines whether a confessional Lutheran theology permits the ordination of women to the office of 
public ministry, proceeding by the tradition’s own two-tiered standard of authority: Scripture as norma normans 
and the Lutheran Confessions as norma normata. Close exegesis of the principal prohibition texts, namely 1 
Corinthians 11:2–16, 1 Corinthians 14:34–36, and 1 Timothy 2:9–15, argues that Paul is addressing specific 
disorders of dress, speech, and false teaching in particular congregations rather than establishing a timeless order 
of creation subordinating women to men. Turning to the Book of Concord, the essay contends that the Augsburg 
Confession, its Apology and other confessional documents ground the office of ministry entirely in the Gospel 
rather than the Law, treating ordination as a human ordinance instituted for good order rather than divine right. 
Tracing this understanding through Luther, Melanchthon, and later theologians including Walther, the essay 
engages contemporary arguments, including the LCMS Commission on Theology and Church Relations’ 2022 
statement on the Order of Creation, and concludes that neither Scripture nor the Confessions prohibit ordaining 
women, while insisting that ordination is not an individual right but a congregation’s call to proclaim the Gospel 
and administer the sacraments. 
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ORDINATION OF WOMEN BY EVANGELICAL LUTHERANS REVISITED

In 1523 Martin Luther wrote the treatise “Concerning the Ministry” on behalf of the Bohemian Christians, 
who had been marginalized by the traditions of Rome ever since the days of Jan Hus. Luther addressed their 
concerns about the calling and ordination of pastors by immediately identifying the issue, namely by whose 
authority is a pastor called and ordained. So as to not do the very thing he was about to criticize, that is usurp 
the proper authority for calling a pastor, Luther began by writing, “What I have, therefore, I give you, but with 
the understanding that each and all of you may use his own judgment. For my ministry does not allow me to go 
beyond what someone else asks. I am not an authority on something new.”1 Knowing that the issue of authority 
was the heart of the matter, Luther continued “To begin with I freely confess that in this book I will disappoint 
all who may hope that I will endorse or amend the rite and custom hitherto prevailing of priestly tonsure or 
anointing.... We are interested in the pure and true course, prescribed in Holy Scripture, and are little concerned 
about usage or what the fathers have said or done in this matter. We have already sufficiently made clear that 
herein we neither ought, should, nor would be bound by human traditions, however sacred and highly regarded, 
but clearly exercise our reason and Christian liberty, as it is written, ‘All things are yours, whether Peter or Paul, 
but you are Christ’s.’ (1 Cor. 3:22, 23)”2  

The treatise “Concerning Ministry” was one of many writings Luther penned on the topic. Earlier in the 
year he wrote “That a Christian Assembly has the Right to Judge All Teaching and to Call, Appoint, and Dismiss 
Teachers, Established and Proven by Scripture.”3 The title is prima facie attestation of the basis on which Luther 
would make his case. Luther unequivocally placed the authority to call and ordain ministers in the hands of 
the local congregation. The congregation’s authority lay in the fact that “The sure mark by which a Christian 
congregation can be recognized is that the pure gospel is preached there.”4 Thus Luther asserted “...in this matter 
of judging teachings and appointing or dismissing teachers or pastors, one should not care at all about human 
statutes, law, old precedent, usage, custom, etc., even if they were instituted by pope or emperor, prince or 
bishop, if one half or the whole world accepted them, or if they lasted one year or a thousand years....for it is very 
disgraceful to rule consciences before God with human and old custom. That is why this matter must be dealt 
with according to Scripture and God’s word...”5 These assertions set the foundation for what will be addressed in 
this essay: the role of women in the office of ministry.  

With that noted, it’s prudent to further identify the modus operandi of this essay, namely an evangelical 
Lutheran approach addressing the topic of the office of ministry. The opening paragraphs of the Formula of 
Concord set forth an evangelical Lutheran approach to any topic concerning the life and faith of the Christian 
community. This approach is regulated by a two tiered authority, formally identified by the Latin phrases norma 
normans and norma normata. The norma normans, or norming norm, is Scripture. The Lutheran Confessions 
are norma normata, they are that which is normed by Scripture and they are the distinguishing norms that 
reveal whether or not the true doctrines of the Bible are clearly understood.6 For the purposes of this essay, 
we will begin looking at the norma normans, and as will become evident, the whole of Scripture will need to 
be considered to lay bare the topic of a woman’s role in public ministry. In the latter part of this essay, namely 

1 Martin Luther, Concerning the Ministry (1523), in Luther’s Works, ed. Jaroslav Pelikan and Helmut T. Lehmann 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press; St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1955–), 40:7.
2 Ibid., 40:7-8.
3 That a Christian Assembly has the Right to Judge All Teaching and to Call, Appoint, and Dismiss Teachers, Established and 
Proven by Scripture, LW 39:305ff.
4 Ibid., 305.
5 Ibid., 306.
6 Robert Kolb and Timothy J. Wengert, eds., The Book of Concord: The Confessions of the Evangelical Lutheran Church 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000), 487.
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after gaining a clear understanding of the whole of Scripture, we will turn to the norma normata to draw an 
evangelical Lutheran conclusion.  

NORMA NORMANS: OFFICE OF MINISTRY

While commonly used by Christians for nearly two millennia, it must be acknowledged that the term “office 
of ministry” is not found in the Biblical canon. This helps to explain why much ink has been spilled disputing 
the definition of the phrase as well as disputing the question of who rightly holds the office. We are going to 
proceed first by identifying what the Scriptures depict as ministry. Generally speaking, ministry denotes an 
activity dependent for its definition upon its purpose or goal. The purpose of ministry as discussed in this essay 
is that which is in and to the service of the Gospel. To be more precise, the purpose of the ministry of the Gospel 
is to execute God’s intention to save. As will be discussed later in this essay, this is a critically important anchor 
for an evangelical Lutheran understanding of how it is God saves, namely the distinction between the law and 
the gospel. Does God’s saving activity come through righteousness in the law or through the proclamation of 
the Gospel? Regardless, ministry does not occur apart from the divine commissioning; and the commissioning 
is explicitly clear. Matthew 28, Mark 16, and John 20 are each examples of texts foundational to the scriptural 
depiction and the divine commissioning of ministry.

A variety of Greek words are used in the New Testament to identify those individuals who are fulfilling the 
ministry, in other words, fulfilling the office of ministry: diakoneo, episcopos, presbyteros, apostolos. In addition 
to there being a variety of Greek words used to describe ministry, the means by which the community appoints 
or sets apart individuals to the ministry is even less defined. Today, the common language used is ordination. 
While prevalent in usage throughout the Christian tradition, the Bible does not use the word “ordination” as it 
is known today. The Bible does, however, point to practices aimed at identifying and setting apart individuals 
who serve in the office of ministry. Judaism, for example, practiced a laying on of hands for certain high offices 
and scholarship. Early Christian practices also included a laying on of hands to bestow the Spirit or to heal, 
something that is reflected in today’s commissioning rites. The Pastoral Epistles, Acts and Matthew do suggest 
certain types of ordination, but there is certainly no uniform practice, let alone a “theology of ordination.” As 
noted New Testament scholar Roy A. Harrisville identified, the disparate terms used in the New Testament for 
“ministry” do have a commonality in that they each identify an activity that is dependent on the purpose, or 
goal, of God’s saving action. In other words, “ministry” can only take place as part of God’s commissioning. 
Because the New Testament does not depict ministry as any sort of permanent institution, however, it is clear 
that “the saving event is the constant, whereas the service to it is the variable.”7 In other words, according to 
the New Testament witness God’s saving activity is the constant, it is that which drives ministry; thus making 
ministry God’s instrument. And as Harrisville notes, “To assign privileged status to a particular, discrete species 
of ministry as condition for the divine activity is to construe as constant what the New Testament describes as 
variable.”8 Put another way, when looking at the New Testament it is clear that there was no specific singular type 
of ministry identified as the only method of delivering God’s salvific Word.

Keeping in mind both the lack of a formal office of ministry and the lack of a formal rite of ordination 
in Scripture, we will turn now to the role of women in ministry according to the norma normans, Scripture. 
The whole of Scripture, both Old and New Testaments, illustrates the role women play in God’s saving action. 
Moreover, there are specific passages that address women participating in public worship settings. The 
conclusions drawn from both the scriptural narratives and the specific passages are shaped by whether or not 
one’s operative understanding is that God’s saving act comes through the law or through the gospel. These 

7 Roy A. Harrisville, “Ministry in the New Testament,” in Called and Ordained: Lutheran Perspectives on the Office of 
Ministry, ed. Todd Nichol and Mark Kolden (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 1990), 20.
8 Ibid. 
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approaches will be addressed in another part of this essay, but for now it is sufficient to note that the distinction 
is informed by whether one recognizes Scripture’s primary purpose is to provide a template for the way 
Christians are to live and function in this world, or to deliver the promise of God which frees us as Christians. As 
will become apparent, the contention of this essay is that the commission given by Christ to the church catholic 
is the latter.9 

There are two types of texts in the Bible addressing the role of women. One type is narrative and illustrative 
of women participating both actively and verbally in the saving activity of God. These texts need not be 
addressed in this essay due to the fact that prima facie, the role of women is indisputable in these narratives. A 
second type of New Testament text is prescriptive in nature and addresses women’s roles in specific activities 
in specific Christian communities. These texts are of primary importance given that over the course of history 
they have been, and still are, regularly used to justify the exclusion of women from the formal office of ministry. 
Therefore, the following sections of this essay will address some specific passages used to prohibit women from 
holding the office of public ministry. 

The first text we will examine is 1 Corinthians 11:2-16. It’s generally accepted that the references to the 
male/husband in verses 4 and 7 seem only for the purpose of furnishing a contrast to the statements about the 
female/wife in vv. 5-6.10 The behavior Paul is describing, i.e. women praying and prophesying with uncovered 
heads certainly indicates Paul is addressing something happening in a specific community.11  Specifically, Paul is 
addressing the existence of women in Corinth who were participating in the community’s public worship with 
their heads uncovered or with loose hair. In the cultural context of those times, including in Corinth, both for 
Jewish and early Christian communities, a woman’s appearance was a reflection of her morals.12 Specifically, 
women of good morals and character covered their head or bound up their hair when in public, while women 
of poor morals and character cut their hair short or even shaved their heads. Paul’s attention in this passage was 
on the way the women appeared physically, but it was not on their participation in the public worship. In other 
words, the very fact that Paul recognized the women at issue were praying and prophesying in public worship 
demonstrates that his concern here was on their appearance and not on the fact that they were participating in 
the public worship. With this in mind, New Testament scholar Roy A. Harrisville reasonably concluded, “... it is 
not the fact of the women’s appearance, but the mode or manner of that appearance which draws Paul’s fire.”13 

With respect to the conversation about the role of women in public ministry, a pertinent verse from chapter 
11 is verse 3: “The head of every man is Christ, and the head of a woman is the man, and the head of Christ 
is God.” Here again Harrisville provides insight, “The verse is curious and from several points of view. Christ 
is named first as the head of every man, and God as the head of Christ is named last.”14 It is not uncommon 
for scholars and others to point to this text as evidence of Paul articulating a so-called order of creation that 
subordinates women to men. So why did Harrisville rightly identify that progression as curious? Because if the 
progression in that verse was intended to indicate the subordinate status of woman to man as a general created 
rule, or order, then the expected progression would be first God to Christ, then Christ to man, and then man 
to woman. Woman would, logically, be last in the created order of subordination. Additionally, if that were 
the sense of subordination Paul intended, as a logical progression or regression, then Paul’s placing Christ’s 

9 Here it must be acknowledged that our discussion of  Scripture will be informed by the evangelical principle as opposed to 
a legalistic approach.
10 Ἀνήρ (aner) can be translated either male or husband; γυνή (gune) can be translated either female or wife.
11 Ἀκατακάλυπτος (akatakaluptos) is generally translated as uncovered because the word derives from ‘a’ (as a negative 
particle) and a derivative of a compound of kata and kalupto (cover), but some translators do translate this word as unveiled.  
12 Roy A. Harrisville, 1 Corinthians, Augsburg Commentary on the New Testament (Augsburg Publishing House, 1987),181.
13 Ibid.
14 Ibid., 182 ff



{4}

subordination to God in that sense would constitute the heresy of subordinationism, such as was propagated by 
Arius.15

If the subordination of woman to man was God’s eternal design for creation and a univocal understanding 
in all of Scripture, then necessarily Jesus’ encounter with the woman at the well would have had a much different 
outcome than that to which the Gospel of John testifies. In that encounter, Jesus talks with a Samaritan woman 
with questionable morals (not even Jewish). On hearing Jesus declare that she was speaking to the Messiah 
himself, the woman left her water jar and started telling people about what she had experienced and heard (John 
4:26-29). The result, as John says, was that, “Many Samaritans from that town believed in him (Jesus) because 
of the woman’s testimony” (v. 39). On its face, as John testifies, the woman was executing God’s intention to 
save through Jesus. If God’s eternal will were the enforcement of a hierarchical order of creation subordinating 
woman to man, then Jesus’ mission would have been to require the woman to remain silent. And if that were the 
case John’s account, among many others, would need to be corrected by Paul’s admonition.16

Any claim that Paul is upholding a so-called order of creation is further undermined by other passages 
in 1 Corinthians. In order to be logically consistent, he would not speak of being God’s fellow workers, being 

15 For a thorough historical and contemporary exposition on the Arian influence arising out of this passage, see Carl L 
Beckwith Eternal Subordination of the Son: Arianism Past and Present.  Concordia Theological Quarterly 89 (2025). To 
be clear, Beckwith doesn’t fully extend his conclusion to note the ramification of the Arian interpretation in relation to 
the status and role of women in society and church. Nonetheless, he clearly demonstrates the passage’s use to substantiate 
that the logic of subordination is heterodox and certainly not a Confessional Lutheran approach.  Beckwith traces this 
specific form of the Arian heresy from Arius to the anti-Chalcedonians of the seventh century to Karl Barth and then to 
mostly Baptist and Anglican theologians in the 1990s and early 2000s. What Beckwith is identifying is a recurring heretical 
drive to separate the will from the nature of God and to insist on the eternal subordination of the Son. Steve Paulson is 
helpful in identifying the issue, specifically regarding an underlying misunderstanding of the hypostatic union: “To speak 
theologically, we may say that revolution or progressivism associates itself with Spirit as something self-transcending toward 
a higher goal, and they call this the “new.” Opposition to such revolution associates itself with the Father, and what has 
always been in creation-the “old.” In the recent past this fight was waged over whether or not something like “orders” of 
creation exist or such talk is merely a tool of totalitarian ideology. Do all differentiations between people become obstacles 
to freedom that require equal possibilities to meet individual needs? In such a situation the Father’s creation of the past 
seems to struggle against the Spirit who is believed to be my own personal future as self-created project. In the tug-of-war 
between Spirit and Father, the odd man out, so to speak, is always Jesus Christ. More precisely, the loser is the person of 
Christ in His hypostatic union of divine and human natures-which natures are pulled apart from these two sides like a dry 
old wishbone instead of being given to sinners as a whole for their justification. Lutherans do not normally forget Jesus 
Christ or dismember Him like this unless politicized into an imaginary opposition between the Spirit and Father over the 
nature of creation. But we have been so politicized and the revolutionary spirit enters in the form of a speculation: “If we 
are not bound to the divine right of kings or to rigid orders of classes or callings in life, we may also not be bound to our 
creatureliness as differentiated bodies either.” I believe the world has reaped large benefits from the American form of the 
revolutionary spirit of the last three centuries, and yet it has also locked us in intractable battles socially and ecclesiastically 
over the basic matters of our bodily and created existence and the future to which we are given. In present-day America 
our elections and public political life are often turning on what are called family issues, with regard to which you become 
identified as either conservative or liberal, traditional or progressive. What is the public role of women in society if they are 
not confined by nature to the home? Is abortion a right of privacy and more specifically one given singularly to women since 
childbirth naturally involves their own bodies so completely? What is the source of homosexuality and does such behavior 
harm or help a society-or is even this life a matter of privacy? Since these matters relate directly to how we understand God 
the Father as creator, and humans as creatures, these questions also affect our churches, the royal priesthood, and the public, 
preaching office.” Paulson, Steven D. “The Preaching Office and the Preacher among American Lutherans Today” (2006). 
Faculty Publications. https://digitalcommons.luthersem.edu/faculty_articles/284, 66-67.
16 To name just several of these scriptural accounts, in the Old Testament women served as judges (Deborah), women were 
prophetesses (Miriam, Hulda, Anna), women were “ministering at the tent of meeting” (1 Samuel 2:22). And in the New 
Testament women ministered to Jesus during his lifetime and at his death (Luke 8:3, Mark 15:41) women were prophetesses 
(1 Corinthians 11, Acts 21:9), women were speaking in the Lord’s name under the Spirit  / prophesying (1 Corinthians 11:5), 
women were deaconesses, see Phoebe (Romans 16:1), this was recognized as an office in 1 Timothy 3:8ff, 3:11, women were 
consecrated widows (1 Timothy 5:3ff) some read this as an order in the church, and women had leadership roles: Lydia, 
Priscilla, Thecla.
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“servants of Christ and stewards of the mysteries of God, being of one spirit with the Lord, etc..”17 These verses 
make clear that Paul does not use the language of subordinate status or subordination where the believer’s 
relation to Christ is at issue. Avoiding the Arian heresy, a more reasonable and Christologically sound 
understanding of Paul’s language in 11:3, as suggested by Harrisville, is that Paul’s point in v. 3 is conveying an 
ontological sense of relationship between each of these. In other words, Paul is depicting how each is related to 
the other in essence or substance.18 But in none of the other verses cited from the same letter does Paul state, or 
even imply, “that the believer’s oneness with Christ is a oneness in essence…. The incorporation of the believer 
into Christ does not denote a transfer from humanity to deity. Baptized into Christ…the believer is not Christ, 
but remains his creature, human, finite…And as for the relation of Christ to God, while the apostle elsewhere 
refers to or implies their unity of essence…he nowhere else refers to any ontological or substantial subordination 
of Christ to God, as the phrase “and the head of Christ is God” implies.”19 This is a critical understanding. If 
one were to use v. 3 to claim an ongoing, legalistic subordination of woman to man, that subordination must 
be in the same vein as the subordination of Christ to God. So the question becomes how is Christ related to, or 
subordinate to, God. Again, it would constitute a heretical understanding of the person and work of Christ to 
claim that the relationship of Christ to God is one of an ongoing, legalistic subordination.

Further undermining the claim that Paul is advocating for an order of creation and thus prescribing a 
legalistic subordination of woman to man as part of that order is 1 Corinthians 11:11-12. These two verses, as 
Harrisville put it, “are not a qualification but a fundamental principle of Paul’s faith.”20 In other words, these 
verses echo a number of Pauline confessions, which certainly includes Galatians 3:28, “There is neither Jew nor 
Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.”Why is 
this critical for understanding the entire text surrounding Paul’s statements concerning subordination? Because 
what Paul is stating here, as he does elsewhere, is that “the natural order is not an order of salvation.”21  

If Paul is not somehow claiming there to be a natural order consisting of an order of salvation, then what 
is he saying in 1 Corinthians 11? It’s clear that chapter 11 follows on the theme of chapters 6-10. That theme, 
according to Harrisville, is that “The Christian is free, answerable to nothing which may serve others as a norm 
or criterion, whatever its source, heaven or earth, and however established - within or outside the self.”22 For 
example, Paul makes these statements earlier in 1 Corinthians: in 1 Corinthians 6:12, “All things are lawful for 
me,” but not all things are helpful. “All things are lawful for me,” but I will not be dominated by anything” and 
10:23, “All things are lawful,” but not all things are helpful.  In other words, what Paul is consistently asserting 
is that the Christian is free - not to benefit the self, but freed only for the sake of the neighbor. This returns us 
to what was noted above, that the saving event is the constant, whereas the service to the saving event is the 
variable. In 1 Corinthians, Paul makes it clear that the way in which the Christian serves his or her neighbor 

17  1:30 And because of/from him you are in Christ Jesus, who became to us wisdom from God, righteousness and 
sanctification and redemption…”; 2;16…But we have the mind of Christ.; 3:9 For we are God’s fellow workers. You are God’s 
field, God’s building. ; 3:16 Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells in you? 3:23 and you are 
Christ’s, and Christ is God’s. ; 4:1 This is how one should regard us, as servants of Christ and stewards of the mysteries of 
God. ; 5:7 7 Cleanse out the old leaven that you may be a new lump, as you really are unleavened. ; 6:17 But he who is joined 
to the Lord becomes one spirit with him. 6:19 Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, 
whom you have from God? ; 8:3 But if anyone loves God, he is known by God. ; 8:6 yet for us there is one God, the Father, 
from whom are all things and for whom we exist, and one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom are all things and through 
whom we exist. ; 8:11 And so by your knowledge this weak person is destroyed, the brother for whom Christ died. ; 10:4 and 
all drank the same spiritual drink. For they drank from the spiritual Rock that followed them, and the Rock was Christ. ; 
11:1 Be imitators of me, as I am of Christ.
18 Harrisville, 1 Corinthians,182.
19 Ibid., 182-183.
20 Ibid., 185.
21 Ibid.
22 Ibid., 186.
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in the service of ministry is the variable, while the constant is the Christian’s service to the neighbor. Put 
another way, Christians will serve the neighbor, that is the constant; the way one serves, however, so covering 
one’s head, circumcision, etc. will vary depending on the specific context and need of the neighbor. Put simply, 
Paul is addressing the concrete reality of the life and worship of the Christian community of Corinth. He is 
not establishing a timeless standard to which we need to comply and which, therefore, defines a universal 
understanding and categorization of man and woman. In this entire section of his first letter to the Corinthians, 
Paul is not calling for a change. He is simply addressing a violation of the community standards and customs 
regarding women covering their heads in public worship. And, again, those community standards and Paul’s 
statements about their violation had only to do with how the women were participating in public worship, and 
had nothing to do with the fact that the women were participating in public worship 

Paul’s admonitions in 1 Corinthians 14:34-36 are frequently cited by those who argue for a so-called order 
of creation. Closer examination of the text reveals an understanding that counters those claims. This is the text 
at issue: “...the women should keep silent in the churches. For they are not permitted to speak, but should be in 
submission, as the Law also says. 35 If there is anything they desire to learn, let them ask their husbands at home. 
For it is shameful for a woman to speak in church 36 Or was it from you that the word of God came? Or are you 
the only ones it has reached?” In addition to serious concerns of authorship, a matter that is beyond the scope 
of this essay, scholars have recognized that the simple placement of a period is relevant to a clear understanding 
of the text.23 The reader may have noticed that verse 34 starts with a partial sentence, as the completion of a 
sentence started in 33b, “As in all the churches of the saints…” That clause was, in all older English texts of the 
New Testament, including the KJV and its 1881 revision, attached to the end of verse 33.24 That means verses 
33 and 34 would read as follows: 33 For God is not the author of confusion, but of peace, as in all churches of 
the saints. 34 Let your women keep silence in the churches:..” The words are the same, of course, but the force 
of Paul’s language is certainly altered depending on the placement of that period. If one reads verse 33 as it was 
originally translated in the English language until the early twentieth century or so, as a modifier of “For God 
is not the author of confusion, but of peace” then that may certainly impact the way one understands verse 34. 
Verse 34 would then not start with that somewhat broad statement, “As in all the churches of the saints…” but 
would simply start with a directive to the Corinthians regarding women talking in church.25 

One additional thing to note in these verses is the context of 1 Corinthians 14:33-34. They follow a series 
of statements, starting in verse 26, in which Paul addresses speaking in tongues in a public worship setting, 
prophesying, and interpreting these things. The first clause in verse 33 is critical, both in the context of the 
preceding verses and in the next few verses addressing women: “For God is not the author of confusion, but of 
peace.” Clearly, Paul’s concern here is good order in public worship. His focus is not on the role of women in 
public worship as some sort of created order for all time but is, rather, on good order in the divine service.26

23 Ibid., 242.
24 Ibid., 243.
25 Joel Biermann, in a lecture for the Lay Bible Institute, admitted that the 1 Corinthians and 1 Timothy verses frequently 
cited to support the claim that women cannot be ordained are not talking about the pastoral office; and in fact, to make that 
claim is “a fundamentalist kind of move.” Instead, said Biermann, Paul is talking about an order of creation as God’s will and 
anything a woman does to undermine the role of a husband (note, there is a distinction between husband/wife and male/
female) is “a violation of the order God has established.” Further, Biermann implied James Voelz and Jeffrey Kloha agreed 
with these assertions regarding Scripture. Biermann, Joel, “Woman and Man - Session 3 Part 2” (2010). Lay Bible Institute: 
Woman and Man.
26 This is much like the conclusion reached in the CTCR Report on Doctrine and Practice, when they write, “On the other 
hand, there are matters that are free and that may in Christian freedom be corporately adopted for the sake of unity in 
the church. These are not required for salvation, and must not be presented as such, but they may in brotherly love and 
mutual consent be adopted for the sake of peace and good order within the church (1 COR. 14:40).” This report is making 
the same point in this section of the report, as well: “There were specific contextual realities the Jerusalem Council was 
addressing - and that good order was the driving force in the resolution of these issues.” Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, 
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Even though there are a number of text critical issues with these verses, among them Paul’s authorship 
and the placement of the verses, given his specific acknowledgement in chapter eleven of women praying and 
prophesying in public assemblies, one would be hard pressed to make the claim that in chapter fourteen Paul 
is not addressing a specific community issue that was affecting good order in public worship. In other words, 
a number of biblical scholars, including Roy A. Harrisville, assert that Paul’s words are addressing a situation 
in which “feminist activity, if not spurred, then at least occasioned by the apostle’s preaching, led to excesses 
and breach of order in the worship.”27 Why would this be the case? Because if these verses are attributed to 
Paul, something about which biblical scholars do not agree, then it is necessary to read them along with Paul’s 
statements in this same letter, specifically 11:5 and 13. Those verses clearly acknowledge that women will be 
praying and prophesying in the public assembly, and are thus not being silent in public worship. Such an overt 
contradiction is difficult, if not impossible, to reconcile within the same letter.

An additional textual issue with these few verses in 1 Corinthians 14 is that in some Greek manuscripts of 
the New Testament verses 34-35 are placed after verse 40, thus separating them entirely from Paul’s statement in 
verse 37: “What I am writing to you is a command of the Lord.”28 With respect to that specific phrase, Harrisville 
asserts that in addition to the concerns already noted with regard to the authorship of those few verses, this 
phrase in particular adds weight to those concerns. Specifically, in only one other place in 1 Corinthians is 
there an appeal to the Law, and that appeal is to the Pentateuch specifically (Deut. 25:4 in 1 Cor. 9:9).29 From 
the context of verses 34-35 it is simply not possible to determine what part (or whole) of the Law the writer is 
referencing. Paul’s reference to the Law in 9:9, in addition to being crystal clear regarding what part of the Law is 
being cited, also serves as part of Paul’s argument concerning his benefiting personally from his ministry work. 
Furthermore, in chapter 9 as in the entirety of this letter, Paul’s concern is with not being a stumbling block to 
people’s hearing of Christ (1 Cor. 8:12-13, e.g.). With regard to the specific phrase, “what I am writing to you is 
a command of the Lord,” it would be nonsensical to claim that somehow Paul is now asserting a righteousness 
in our ability to follow the Law. As Harrisville put it, “However difficult it may be to systematize Paul’s 
statements concerning the Law, one thing is crystal clear: Apart from faith in the crucified, there is no ‘keeping 
of commandments.’ And for this reason, it is to Christ (cf. 7:10), or to himself as ‘mercied by the Lord’ (7:25, cf. 
v.40) and not to the Law itself to which Paul makes final appeal.”30 

Of course, these verses in Paul’s letter to the Corinthians are not the only verses to which people point when 
discussing the role of women in public worship. First Timothy 2:9-14 is frequently cited in these conversations, 
as well.  While it may be tempting to proof text these five verses for the sake of making an argument against the 
ordination of women, to do so would not constitute an even handed treatment of that text. First, the statement in 
verse 14 that “Adam was not deceived” is in stark contrast to Paul’s letter to the Romans 5:12 “Therefore, just as 
sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all people, because 
all sinned.” Paul, in Romans, is certainly not claiming Adam was “not deceived” in the Garden but instead is 
stating sin and death entered the world through the one man, Adam. Thus, caution is warranted in claiming 
only woman/Eve sinned in the Garden. Second, the verses preceding 1 Timothy 2:11 are highly instructive as 
to the function of the words that follow. This is how Paul put it, “8...men should pray, lifting holy hands without 
anger or quarreling; 9 likewise also that women should adorn themselves in respectable apparel, with modesty 

Commission on Theology and Church Relations, Unity in Doctrine, Uniformity and Variety in Practice: A Study Document 
(St. Louis, MO: The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, 2025), 6, https://resources.lcms.org/reading-study/ctcr-report-
unity-in-doctrine-uniformity-and-variety-in-practice-a-study-document/.
27 Harrisville, 1 Corinthians, 243.
28 Ibid.
29 Ibid.
30 Harrisville, 1 Corinthians, 244.
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and self-control, not with braided hair and gold or pearls or costly attire…” What is the common denominator 
in this list of instructions? Paul is concerned with good order and the removal of any stumbling block to the 
proclamation of Christ. He is concerned with the posture and emotion being conveyed by men in prayer, just 
as he is concerned with how women wear their hair and what they are wearing. As was mentioned above in the 
discussion of 1 Corinthians, Paul was dealing with specific cultural and community standards; thus one would be 
hard pressed to claim he was prescribing women’s hair styles and jewelry choices for every generation to come.

This common denominator follows through in another section of 1 Timothy often used as justification for 
the prohibition of the ordination of women, 1 Timothy 3:1-5.  Here, not only is it a matter of textual issues, 
but a simple application of logic is determinative for the validity of this text with regard to the aforementioned 
prohibition. The relevance of these verses to the conversation about the ordination of women has to do with 
the subordination of women as a matter of necessary order in church and home, as the epistle clearly connects 
the ruling of a family with the ruling of the church. This conversation in some circles is referred to as “headship 
structures.”31 The question of how to understand these verses comes down to the matter of whether or not Paul 
was truly identifying an order of creation or simply reflecting the culture of his time. Put another way, can (or 
should) these verses be taken as an eternal truth and thus be determinative for ministry for all time? 

One of the things it is important to recognize when looking at 1 Timothy 3:1-5 is that if one wants to use 
these verses as part of a broader argument regarding the status of women in the church and home, then it is 
logically necessary to treat all the verses in the same way. In other words, one cannot use verses that seem to 
argue for a specific position while ignoring other verses. Why is this important in these verses, specifically? 
Put simply, if one wants to read this text as justification for prohibiting women from being ordained, among 
other things, then that would also mean pastors/bishops must be married, and must be fathers…of submissive 
children.32 Similarly, they must likewise be “above reproach, the husband of one wife, sober-minded, self-
controlled, respectable, hospitable, able to teach, not a drunkard, not violent but gentle, not quarrelsome, not a 
lover of money; able to manage his own household well, with all dignity….”33 A daunting list, to be sure, and one 
that necessarily excludes some men from ordained ministry.34  Paul goes on in the third chapter, verses 8-10, to 
address the appropriate qualifications for deacons: “Deacons likewise must be dignified, not double-tongued,not 
addicted to much wine, not greedy for dishonest gain. 9 They must hold the mystery of the faith with a clear 
conscience. 10 And let them also be tested first; then let them serve as deacons if they prove themselves 
blameless.” Paul then turns his attention to the women in verse 11 and writes that “The women likewise must be 
serious, not slanderers, but temperate, faithful in all things.” It is not clear if Paul is addressing a specific class of 
women deacons who have some sort of ministry themselves, akin to the deacons and bishops noted in the verses 
immediately preceding verse 11; or if this is directed at the wives of deacons. What is clear is that this chapter 
certainly cannot be taken as some sort of requirement of absolute subordination of women, as “its style is too 
casual to be church by-laws.”35 Additionally, and this is not a minor matter, this passage is clearly talking about 
the bishop’s/overseer’s leadership responsibility, not the role of subordinates to be duly subordinate.

31 Lutheran Council in the U.S.A. Division of Theological Studies, The Ordination of Women: A Report Distributed by 
Authorization of the Church Body Presidents as a Contribution to Further Study (New York: Lutheran Council in the U.S.A., 
1970), 15 ff. provides helpful insight into this “headship structures” or kephale, conversation, as well as the distinction 
between Greek language distinctions between married women as opposed to all women; distinctions that tend to be lost by 
those who attempt to claim these passages are clearly establishing an order of creation that applies to all women. 
32 1 Timothy 3:4.
33 1 Timothy 3:2-4.
34 Countless questions are raised by such a reading. For example, is the ordination of a widower nullified? Can the father of 
a rowdy child be ordained; in other words who or what determines a child’s submissiveness? If Paul were speaking in terms 
of an eternal order of creation then either this would be apparent in the natural law or Paul would have provided greater 
direction on these attributes.
35 Lutheran Council in the U.S.A. The Ordination of Women: A Report, 16.
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NORMA NORMATA: OFFICE OF MINISTRY

As has been noted, there was no scriptural understanding of ordination as we understand the term today. 
Additionally, any attempt to use the oft cited passages to prohibit women’s ordination, is questionable at best. So 
where does that leave one in this conversation about the ordination of women? For the purposes of this essay, it 
is necessary to look at another critically important facet of this conversation: the norma normata, the Lutheran 
confessional documents as contained in the Book of Concord. Recall, the Lutheran Confessions are norma 
normata, they are that which is normed by Scripture and they are the distinguishing norms that reveal whether 
or not the true doctrines of the Bible are clearly understood. The theological assertions that flow out of those 
confessional documents, specifically with respect to the office of ministry and women’s role in that office, are 
a critical component of any comprehensive examination of these topics. As Lutheran scholars and theologians 
have noted, and as this essay will make clear, one’s understanding of the role of women in ministry will be 
greatly impacted by one’s understanding of ministry itself. Put simply, the question becomes whether or not one 
understands ministry as serving the purpose of executing God’s intention to save through the Gospel or one 
understands ministry in relation to a process informed by the law.

To get a foothold into the way the Lutheran confessional documents answer that question one can turn to 
the Augsburg Confession (“CA”) and the foundational articles setting forth the office of ministry. While Article 
V bears the title that addresses ministry, its content is in reference to Article IV Concerning Justification.36  
According to Luther and those who confess as did Luther, the doctrine of justification is commonly known as 
the article on which the church stands or falls. As he stated elsewhere in the Lutheran Confessions, namely the 
Smalcald Articles, “Nothing in this article (justification by faith) can be conceded or given up…On this article 
stands all that we teach and practice against the pope, the devil and the world.”37 

Why was this non-negotiable? As witnessed in the Scriptures, the categorical distinction between the law and 
the gospel is rooted in the article on justification. The norma normans found in Romans 3 states unequivocally 
that Christian righteousness is established apart from the law, and such righteousness comes through hearing 
(Romans 10). Therefore, the norma normata of CA IV and the subsequent articles of CA V-XIV inform the 
evangelical understanding of the office of ministry and its ordering.  Simply put, not only is justification by faith 
the chief article for those who confess as did Luther, it is also the article out of which one’s understanding of 
ministry and church order flows. In fact, the CA, beginning with Article IV, simply echoes what was identified 
earlier as Scripture’s unifying theme for ministry: its telos is to set forth God’s intention to save through faith in 
the gospel of Jesus Christ.  In short, CA V-XIV identify the Lutheran understanding of the commission of the 
office of the ministry, namely to propagate the gospel. To put a finer point on what the Confessions are stating, 
given that the telos of the office of ministry is to make public the gospel, the nature and purpose of the office 
cannot be to establish righteousness in the law. Rather, the office of ministry, the declaration of the gospel, 
actually crosses the line of the law; it breaks the law.  Put simply, to assert that the office of ministry is in any way 
authorized by the law or deemed meritorious through the law would be heterodox if one subscribes to the CA 
and the Smalcald Articles. 

Recognizing that the office of ministry is rooted in the doctrine of justification apart from the law, i.e. the 
distinction between the law and the gospel, provides an essential parameter for the discussion of the nature 
of the office of ministry and its establishment.  This distinction informs conversations concerning authority: 
By what, or better yet by whose, authority is the ministry established? As noted above, Romans clearly states 
and the CA echoes, justification is established through the authority of the power of the Gospel and not the 

36 “Concerning the Office of Preaching” (German title) or “Ministry in the Church” (Latin Title).  Although there are some 
differences between the German and Latin text this Article elaborates on how we are given justifying faith.
37 Martin Luther, “The Smalcald Articles (1537),” in The Book of Concord: The Confessions of the Evangelical Lutheran 
Church, ed. Robert Kolb and Timothy J. Wengert (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000), 302 II, 5.
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law. Therefore, said office’s spirit, authority, power and structure arise out of the activity of the Gospel and not 
the application of the law. Another way of addressing the issue is to recognize that justification comes extra 
nos, through a specific proclamation of Christ reconciling sinners with God through Christ’s crucifixion and 
resurrection. CA V states clearly that it is through the preaching of the Word and the administration of the 
sacraments that the Holy Spirit functions to give us faith. To say it another way, CA V understands that ministry 
is doing the electing of Christians through the gospel. The confessors recognized in no uncertain terms that 
election unto righteousness comes through the preaching of the promise of the gospel. Why does this matter and 
how is it relevant to determine who occupies the office of ministry? Election, apart from the law, removes any 
notion that God needs to be satisfied or explained.38 When the distinction between the law and the gospel is lost, 
a minister’s authority is that of an institution rather than the person of Jesus Christ. Thus the minister becomes 
an ecclesiastically sanctioned priest or a teacher based on the office of the law.

Having noted the authority that establishes the office of ministry, we can now turn to CA XIV Concerning 
Church Government or Church Order. Acknowledging that there are some differences in the Latin and Greek 
versions, the concern here is identifying the purpose and function of this Article in relation to ministry being 
established through the authority of the gospel and not the law. Needless to say, order is established through the 
law or a command. So, in this Article were the confessors reinserting the priority or authority of the law for legal 
righteousness? Alternatively, is it reasonable to recognize the confessors understood ordering and commands 
to be in service of the gospel? Jesus’ use of imperatives to propagate the gospel: “Go and baptize,” “Take and 
eat!” are determinative, as he used imperatives to ensure the Gospel would be delivered, not for the purpose of 
establishing righteousness in the law.39  

The articles in the CA leading up to CA XIV establish this line of reasoning. In short, articles V-XIII address 
God’s means of going public with the proclamation of the Gospel. Out of a new obedience in faith, the church is 
established through the proclamation of the gospel and administration of the sacraments that occurs through the 
office of ministry. The office of ministry is thus established by God not through a legal necessity, but through an 
evangelical necessity. It is an office, like the law itself is an office, but it is not established by the law nor is it the 
law itself. The mission of the office is to free people with the gospel not to bind them with the law.40 Its power and 
authority come through the use of the freeing word of the gospel, not a legislation in the law.41  

It’s important to recall the nature of the authority established by the gospel. The gospel is its own authority. 
It is its own power which means it does not appeal to something outside it for its authority.42 Understanding 
the nature of the authority of the gospel informs our understanding of Article XIV concerning the office of 
ministry that is in service to that Gospel. The office of ministry cannot seek authority or validation in the 

38 This is the polemic against both the Papal and Anabaptist parties. Justification by faith through hearing a promise 
counters the Papal understanding of ministry administered by a priest making a sacrifice and the enthusiastic 
understanding of ministry that requires a guru or pedagogue providing advice or guidance. 
39 Oswald Bayer reflects a similar understanding in his article “The Ethics of Gift” Lutheran Quarterly 24, no. 4 (Winter 
2010).
40 It is helpful to recall Luther’s understanding of the Three Estates: the church, the household and the government. Luther 
is clear in his Genesis lectures that the Church was the first estate established in the Garden, before there was sin. It was 
established when God first gave Adam a word of promise and command. Therefore, the church was not established to curb 
sin. By contrast, Luther understood the government was established after the Fall, and was given to provide order and curb 
sin so that the church would be free to declare the Gospel. LW 1:103-104.
41 Steve Paulson echoes this understanding in writing “For the Wittenberg reformers, the doctrine of justification by faith 
alone did not lead to some new definition of the ordained ministry within the institutional structure of the church. Instead 
their new insight regarding the ministry was to make sure that ministry served the clear biblical purpose: to get the gospel 
proclaimed so that we could obtain the faith that alone justifies before God.” Steven D Paulson, “Lutherans on Episcopacy 
and Apostolicity” Lutheran Quarterly (Vol. 18, No. 2, Summer 2004): 232.
42 This is as opposed to legal authority. Legal authority binds, it does not free. It is the law written on our hearts. Whereas 
evangelical authority comes from the outside as a constitutive word of promise.
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law.43 The freeing function of the gospel flowing out of the office of ministry establishes the authority of the 
office. This means the office’s authority is not something humans can possess or confer by our own power or 
prohibitions. The office stoops to serve people, just as do the other two estates God established, the family and 
the government.44 

With that noted, we can now turn to the text of CA XIV, specifically the prescriptions found therein. The 
article places parameters around the teaching, preaching and administration of the sacraments by stating that 
only those individuals who are properly called may perform those functions. Key is the Latin phrase used in this 
Article, rite vocatus. Much ink has been spilled over what that phrase means. The conclusion made by Kolb and 
Wengert is persuasive, that it means simply “called in a regular manner by a proper public authority,” and is not 
a matter of a specific ritual.45 Simply put, this regulation is not a special spiritual sacramental event. Its holiness 
and our necessary reverence for the office is not established through a legal authority. The office of ministry is 
elevated in the world precisely because of the content it delivers, namely the gospel.46 In fact, the gospel itself 
declares the ultimate end to all offices. Were it otherwise, the phrase rite vocatus would function like Rome as a 
bestowal of some special charism apart from the gospel.47  

In that context, CA XXVIII on Ecclesiastical Power reinforces the point. The early paragraphs of this Article 
address the issue of the difference between the power of the church and the power of the sword. While both 
powers “are to be devoutly respected and honored as the highest blessings of God on earth” (sec. 4) “...according 
to the gospel the power of the keys or the power of bishops is the power of God’s mandate to preach the gospel, 
to forgive and retain sins, and to administer the sacraments” (sec. 5-6). This entire article is driven by the 
authority, and lack thereof, of bishops or pastors; and the red thread throughout is the gospel. As CA XXVIII 
put it, “...bishops do not have power to establish anything contrary to the gospel” (sec. 34). Specifically, the 
Article points out that the imposition of human traditions created by bishops “ensnare consciences” (sec. 42) and 
multiply sin when they are imposed “for the purpose of appeasing God or as if they were necessary for salvation” 
(sec. 43).

With that in mind, the Article asks the rhetorical question, “What, therefore, should one think of Sunday 
and similar rites in places of worship” (sec. 53)? In other words, if we live in Christian liberty and confess that 
“bondage to the law is not necessary for justification, as it is written in Galatians, ‘Do not submit again to a yoke 
of slavery’” (sec. 52) then what provides the guardrails for upholding certain traditions such as worshiping on 
Sunday? The answer, says CA XXVIII, is clear: “...it is lawful for bishops or pastors to establish ordinances so 
that things are done in the church in an orderly fashion…” (sec. 53). Good order is the determinative factor for 
deciding which human traditions will be upheld, so long as it is understood that these things are done not to 
make satisfaction for our sins and not because they are necessary, but simply so that the gospel can be preached, 
sin can be remitted and retained, and the sacraments can be administered (sec. 5). The scriptural example CA 
XXVIII uses to illustrate this point is illuminating, especially with regard to the issue of the ordination of women 

43  Paulson has helpful language here “The reasoning is relentless. Legal reasoning always is. If authority comes by the 
law then the Spirit must later appoint an office to oversee the new application of law as history continues…The law is a 
divine authority, but only within its proper limit. The gospel alone authorizes forgiveness of sins and justification. Ministry 
finds its true authority only in a particular service that serves up the law and gospel for the ungodly whom the Holy Spirit 
alone “calls, gathers, enlightens and sanctifies.” Especially when it comes to authority in the church the eschatological 
and pneumatic distinction of old and new must constantly be made.” Steven Paulson, “Lutherans on Episcopacy and 
Apostolicity”, 235-236.
44 LW 46:219-22.
45 Kolb and Wengert, Book of Concord, FN 81, 47.
46 It is because of its content that Luther praised it as the highest office LW 37:364
47 Gerhard Forde characterizes such a way of thinking as making pastors “gurus and … ecclestico-political remystifiers. 
“The Ordained Ministry,” in Called and Ordained: Lutheran Perspectives on the Office of the Ministry, ed. Todd W. Nichol and 
Marc Kolden (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1990),121.
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and the use and function of Paul’s admonitions. Specifically the Article states, “Thus, Paul ordered that women 
should cover their heads in the assembly and that interpreters should be heard in the church in an orderly way” 
(sec. 54). Of course, the Article is referring to Paul’s admonition in 1 Corinthians 11, something addressed 
earlier in this essay. Article XXVIII is entirely consistent with the scriptural understanding of that passage: Paul 
was addressing issues that were negatively impacting good church order; he was not establishing church bylaws, 
effectively, for all time. 

CA XXVIII goes further in explicating what church order means, and its language is, again, very helpful in 
the context of the issue of the role of women in a public worship service. The CA put it this way, “It is fitting for 
the churches to comply with such ordinances for the sake of love and tranquility and to keep them, insofar as 
they do not offend others. Thus everything may be done in orderly fashion in the churches without confusion, 
but in such a way that consciences are not burdened by thinking such things are necessary for salvation or that 
they sin when violating them without offense. Just as no one would say that a woman commits a sin by leaving 
the house with her head uncovered in an inoffensive way” (sec. 55-56). Clearly, the concern of the CA is the 
keeping of good order and not offending another by observing or discarding human traditions such as the 
covering of a woman’s head and the observance of Sunday, Easter, Pentecost, and similar festivals and rites (sec. 
57).  

This concern with good order in CA XXVIII is precisely the same concern articulated in CA XV. While there 
are some differences in the Latin and German texts, both versions assert that the rites which should be observed 
are those that “contribute to peace and good order in the church” (sec.1). To reinforce the point, one need 
only turn to the Apology, in which Melanchthon wrote, “That is if you imagine that you merit being declared 
righteous before God by keeping the law, Christ will not benefit you. After all, why do those who imagine that 
they are righteous by keeping the law need Christ” (sec. 8)? Furthermore, in referencing Paul from Galatians 
2:17, Melanchthon wrote, “Christ would be a ‘servant of sin’ if after justification we must henceforth maintain 
that we are not counted righteous for Christ’s sake but must first merit [grace] by other observances” (sec. 12).  

As one continues in the Apology to CA XV it is clear that one of the recurring concerns is that of order 
and tranquility, again much like CA XXVIII.48 In discussing human rites and traditions Melanchthon contends 
that the apostles themselves made clear by teaching and by example that traditions do not justify in and of 
themselves. Further, he wrote this, “Now, whoever does observe them, let them do so not as a religious rite but 
as social mores, just as when, with no religious rites soldiers are clothed in one way and scholars in another. The 
apostles violated traditions, and Christ excused them.”49 While this is not an exact duplication of his comments 
on women wearing head coverings in Article XXVIII, it is certainly consonant with those comments. 

Why the consistency? As made clear above, the doctrine of justification by faith alone drove everything 
Luther, Melancthon and their fellow confessors believed. In the Apology of XV and throughout his expounding 
on other Articles, Melanchthon repeatedly referred to justification in his comments and rationale for the 
Lutheran views on matters of good order. He clearly recognized the eschatological limits that needed to be 
placed around admonitions, either those rooted in the decalogue or in human traditions. Put another way, 
Melanchthon asserted that human rites and traditions are helpful so long as it is understood that those things do 
not merit justification (or condemnation for failure to follow them), and so long as they are “useful and promote 
tranquility.”50 In expounding on this topic, Melanchthon made clear that it is the preaching of the gospel and 
the administration of the sacraments that are the “chief worship of God”and human rites and traditions may 

48 In the Apology XV Melanchthon is also addressing what later generations of Lutherans would characterize as 
antinomianism and Gospel reductionism as they claim that in order to be a confessional Lutheran one would reference the 
whole counsel of God.  Apology of the Augsburg Confession (hereafter Ap) 13:13, in The Book of Concord: The Confessions 
of the Evangelical Lutheran Church, ed. Robert Kolb and Timothy J. Wengert (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000), 223-230.
49 Ap 15:34-35 (Kolb-Wengert, 228).
50 Ap 15:38 (Kolb-Wengert, 229).
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be kept or discarded insofar as they do or do not promote order and tranquility. Simply put, CA XV is logically 
consistent with CA XIV in terms of the rite of ordination.51 The Reformers acknowledged that in the matter of 
the Roman Catholic requirement of a “canonical ordination” that “...it is our greatest desire to retain the order of 
the church and the various ranks in the church - even though they were established by human authority.”52 Key 
here is the statement that the matter of ordination was established by human authority.53 This is resonant with 
the scriptural understanding identified above, that God’s saving event of the gospel is the constant whereas the 
service to it is the variable.

Clearly, for the signatories of the CA, the doctrine of justification is the driving force for understanding the 
office of ministry. God establishes the church through the saving promise of Christ’s forgiveness and eternal life, 
which is the commission of that office. Other than the caution that no one should teach, preach, or administer 
the sacraments publicly without a regular call, the specifics regarding the individual person called rightly to the 
office of public ministry was not their concern; rather, they were concerned that there be no mistake that God 
is in complete control of creating His church. Gerhard Forde, in his essay on ordained ministry recognized this, 
as well, as he wrote, “For them (the confessors) all public offices are divinely instituted even while the particular 
ordering of these offices was left for determination according to the needs of times and places. On this score, 
the public office of ministry is no different from other public offices.”54 With that noted, Steve Paulson refines 
the point, “The Reformation and our Lutheran Confession deny the existence of a special spiritual estate above 
other Christians…because we have a ministerium verbi, a ministry of the Word. To be a public minister is not 
to be a member of an estate but to exercise an office, which means to perform a service that is none other than 
proclamation of the law and gospel to actual sinners.”55  Robert Kolb, following the work of Peter Fraenkel, 
identified Melancthon’s and Luther’s understanding of ministry as a “verbal noun,” which “describes both the 
thing and the action that constitutes the thing and gives it its purpose- in the case of ministerium, serving. The 
Reformers in no way denied that God had instituted a specific office for conveying the power of the Word into 
the lives of sinners, but they emphasized that the pastor who filled that office did so by serving in a specific way, 
as the agent of God’s forgiving and re-creating Word.”56  

The consistency of the Lutherans’ teaching on the purpose and nature of the office of ministry is 
indisputable, particularly in the Book of Concord. Evidence is found in Melanchthon’s views expressed in the 
Power and Primacy of the Pope: “Furthermore, the ministry of the New Testament is not bound to places or 
persons like the Levitical ministry, but is scattered throughout the whole world and exists wherever God gives 
God’s gifts: apostles, prophets, pastors, teachers (cf. Eph. 4:11). That ministry is not valid because of the authority 
of any person but because of the Word handed down by Christ.” The German goes on to say, “The person adds 
nothing to this Word and office commanded by Christ. No matter who it is who preaches and teaches the 

51 Ibid.
52 Ap 15:1 (Kolb-Wengert, 222).
53 Steve Paulson’s insight is helpful here, “...we must account for what it is like to live in our old world with its form of 
authority by law, and what it means to have a church that is indeed a new creation, created by the word of the gospel. If 
we cannot work with the eschatological distinction of new and old we will always face the same struggle the world does 
between what must be preserved from the old to retain freedom, and what must be destroyed by revolution in order to 
establish a freedom not yet granted (conservative vs liberal).” Steven D. Paulson, “The Preaching Office and the Preacher 
among American Lutherans Today,” in Call and Ordination in the Lutheran Church, ed. John A. Maxfield (St. Louis, MO: 
Concordia Historical Institute, 2006), 65, The Pieper Lectures 10.
54 Gerhard Forde, “The Ordained Ministry,” 125.
55 Paulson, “The Preaching Office and the Preacher,” 66.  Later in the essay Paulson states “...called and ordained ministers of 
the church of Christ… (are) treated in their vocation no differently by God than a fireman or high school cafeteria employee 
or a mother of children-even though the vocation is the highest given because it is the means by which the dead are raised 
to eternal life.” 71.
56 Kolb, Robert. “The Doctrine of Ministry in Martin Luther and the Lutheran Confessions” in Called and Ordained, edited 
by Todd Nichol and Marc Kolden (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1990), 52.
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Word, if there are hearts that hear and adhere to it, something will happen to them according as they hear and 
believe because Christ commanded such preaching and demanded that his promises be believed.”57 Clearly, 
the extra nos nature of God’s justifying word apart from the law as found in the CA and the Apology remains 
central to Melancthon’s understanding of the office of ministry and its authority.58 The office is not established or 
maintained through adherence to the law but to the proclamation of the Gospel.59  

Melanchthon’s consistency is further evidenced by his writing about the office of ministry in relation to the 
power and jurisdiction of bishops; once again demonstrating that the office of ministry is established by God. 
Any distinctions made between those who hold the offices of ministry are established by human authority. 
“Jerome, then, teaches that the distinctions of degree between bishop and presbyter or pastor are established by 
human authority. That is clear from the way it works, for, as I stated above, the power is the same.”60 It is clear 
that for Melanchthon, the power of the office is the ministry of the gospel, and the ordering of the office is not 
by divine right, but is a human distinction. That includes the rite of ordination: “One thing subsequently created 
a distinction between bishops and pastors, and that was ordination, for it was arranged that one bishop would 
ordain the ministers in a number of churches. However, since the distinction of rank between bishop and pastor 
is not by divine right, it is clear that an ordination performed by a pastor in his own church is valid by divine 
right…For wherever the church exists, there also is the right to administer the gospel. Therefore, it is necessary 
for the church to retain the right to call, choose, and ordain ministers.”61

With that in mind, it would be helpful to examine briefly what, if anything, Martin Luther and other 
Lutheran theologians in those early decades of the Reformation understood about the office of public ministry 
and those who fill that office. Starting with Luther, specifically his contributions to the Lutheran Confessions in 
the Smalcald Articles, Luther demonstrates the consistency of not only his thought, but its resonance with the 
CA. After rehearsing the common confession of the Creeds, Luther immediately turns to what he confesses to 
be the first and chief article, justification by faith: “On this article stands all that we teach and practice against 
the pope, the devil and the world.”62  It is significant that Luther recognizes that this doctrine is rooted in 
the distinction of the law and the gospel in his quoting of Romans 3 “justified by faith apart from the works 

57 Philip Melanchthon, “Treatise on the Power and Primacy of the Pope,” in The Book of Concord: The Confessions of the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church, ed. Theodore G. Tappert (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1959), 324.
58 See “In the Augsburg Confession and the Apology we have set forth in general what needs to be said about the 
ecclesiastical power. The gospel bestows upon those who preside over the churches the commission to proclaim the gospel, 
forgive sins, and administer the sacraments.” Melanchthon, “Treatise on the Power and Primacy of the Pope,” 60 (Kolb/
Wengert, 340).
59 Many Lutherans point to Melanchthon and the language he used in the CA as evidence of the “catholicity” of the 
Wittenberg reformers to give credence to observing both ecclesiastical and liturgical practices that are consonant with 
Roman polity while at the same time claiming an identity of being a truly confessional Lutheran. For such claims, it’s 
prudent to compare what Melanchthon was disputing in the Power and Primacy and what came out of the ecumenical 
movement in the 20th Century. The World Council of Churches Faith and Order document called “Baptism, Eucharist 
and Ministry” is indicative of understanding the office of ministry as established by the law rather than the gospel. “It 
is especially in the eucharistic celebration that the ordained ministry is the visible focus of the deep and all-embracing 
communion between Christ and the members of his body. In the celebration of the eucharist, Christ
gathers, teaches and nourishes the Church. It is Christ who invites to the meal and who presides at it. In most churches this 
presidency is signified and represented by an ordained minister.” World Council of Churches, Faith and Order Commission, 
Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry, Faith and Order Paper No. 111 (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 1982) sec. Ministry 
II.B.14. Simply put, there are Lutherans who base their arguments for the prohibition of women’s ordination who echo the 
BEM’s language, “in the eucharistic celebration that the ordained ministry is the visible focus of the deep and all-embracing 
communion between Christ and the members of his body...” . Their rationale is as follows: Because Christ is male, and the 
church is His Bride, then the clergy represents Christ in the celebration of the Eucharist.  Echoing the language of the BEM 
mirrors the polity and ecclesiology that led the ELCA at the beginning of the twenty first century.
60 Melanchthon, “Treatise on the Power and Primacy of the Pope,” 63-65 (Kolb/Wengert, 340).
61 Ibid.
62 SA 2, 1:5, in Kolb and Wengert, Book of Concord, 301. 
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prescribed by the law.”63 Luther continues in the second article, that concerning the topic (the Mass) taken 
up therein “Nothing is to be conceded or compromised in this article either, because the first article does not 
allow it.”64 Why? Because, Luther states, “it is nothing but a mere human invention…”65 Simply put, Luther’s 
logic is consistent with the other confessional documents, identifying that the doctrine of justification by faith 
is normative in assessing human traditions. This corresponds with his subsequent criticisms of pilgrimages, 
fraternities, relics and indulgences. Simply put, human traditions, when stipulated as making one right with God 
through the law, need to be soundly and firmly rejected.  

In the same vein, in the Fourth Article of the Smalcald Articles, Luther’s criticism of the papacy clearly 
identifies the call of the appointment of clergy as a secular act and not a “divine right.”66 This counters any sense 
that when speaking in persona Christi, a pope or clergy have some ontological nature or capacity associated 
with Christ.67 “Instead, the pope is only bishop, or pastor, of the church at Rome and of those who willingly or 
through a human institution (that is, through secular authority) have joined themselves to him…”68 Luther’s 
view is reinforced by his speculation concerning what would happen if the pope renounced his claim of divine 
right to the office. Luther offers that if people chose to have a head of Christendom, “...such a head would be 
elected by the people, and it would remain incumbent upon their power and choice whether to change or depose 
this head…”69 In the Third Part of the Articles, Luther takes up ordination and the Vokation, the ecclesiastical 
vocation. In addressing the topic, Luther clearly understands that ordination is a human tradition that can be 
given to, or removed from, the current bishops. The authority lies in the community not the clerics and there 
is no special spiritual status or authority conferred with ordination. This is found in his criticism of the papal 
claims that ordination by a heretic is valid and the ordained should be regarded as ordained for life. Simply put, 
Luther clearly understands ordination as a human ordinance and not a divinely established institution.  

LUTHERAN UNDERSTANDING IN ADDITION TO THE NORMA NORMATA

The red thread of justification by faith as the center of the Lutheran confessions is also clearly evidenced 
in the writings of Martin Luther, and in the writings of early generations of Lutherans, outside of the Lutheran 
confessional documents. In addition to the treatises referenced in the beginning of this essay, and despite the 
imagined distinction of a young Luther and old Luther, the consistency of Luther’s views on the office of ministry 
is readily apparent throughout his career. In 1520, his three treatises were univocal concerning the office of 
ministry and ordination. In To the Christian Nobility, Luther is clear that all Christians are of the spiritual 
estate, be they clergy or lay.70 Luther asserts that any claim that ordination has a spiritual character is false. 
Such a view cannot “…make a man into a spiritual man…” but “...might well make a man into a hypocrite or a 
humbug and blockhead…”71 Consecration by a bishop is “...nothing else than that in place and stead of the whole 
community…he takes a person and charges him to exercise this power on behalf of the others.”72 Luther’s views 

63 SA 2, 1:4, in Kolb and Wengert, Book of Concord, 301. 
64 SA 2, 2:1, in Kolb and Wengert, Book of Concord, 307.
65 SA 2, 2:2, in Kolb and Wengert, Book of Concord, 307.
66 SA 2, 2:7, in Kolb and Wengert, Book of Concord, 308.
67 Article VIII in the Formula of Concord addressing the Osiandrian controversy reinforces this. Formula of Concord, Solid 
Declaration, Article VIII, in The Book of Concord: The Confessions of the Evangelical Lutheran Church, ed. Robert Kolb and 
Timothy J. Wengert (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000), 616ff.
68 SA 2, 4:1, in Kolb and Wengert, Book of Concord, 307.
69 SA 2, 4:5-7, in Kolb and Wengert, Book of Concord, 308.
70 LW 44:127
71 Ibid.
72 Ibid., 128
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here are consonant with the understanding that the power of the office is in the function of delivering the gospel 
not in a rite rooted in the law, human or divine. Shortly thereafter, in The Babylonian Captivity of the Church, 
Luther revisits the same rationale, concluding, “From this it follows that whoever does not preach the Word, 
though he was called by the church to do this very thing, is no priest at all and that the sacrament of ordination 
can be nothing else than a certain rite by which the church chooses its preachers.”73 The Freedom of a Christian 
further connects the chief doctrine of justification by faith to this line of thinking. One of the powers of faith 
is that Jesus is wed to the Christian like a bridegroom and a bride. It’s important to note that Luther’s language 
of Christ as bridegroom and the Christian as bride, is language rooted in faith and not worldly substance in 
relation to an order of creation or the law. “Now let faith come between them and sins, death and damnation will 
be Christ’s, while grace, life and salvation will be the soul’s…”74 Luther’s understanding of the joyous exchange 
(fröhlicher Wechsel) runs counter to any attempted conflated analogy in reference to gender with respect to 
Christology and ecclesiology. Taking on the sin of the world is not upholding the law and it is not establishing an 
order of creation. Furthermore, Luther decries the false distinction that occurs between lay and priests. “Injustice 
is done those words ‘priest,’ ‘cleric,’ ‘spiritual,’ ‘ecclesiastic,’ when they are transferred from all Christians to those 
few who are now by mischievous usage called ‘ecclesiastics.’”75 Put simply, for Luther the one called to public 
ministry is not distinguished in the divine law, nor is that minister in participation, or koinonia, with Christ’s 
human nature; rather, there is a new creation.76 

In a Sermon in the Church Postil on Matthew 21:1-9 Luther’s understanding of the extra nos authority of the 
office of ministry is clearly evident: “That the gospel is preached and your King comes is not due to your power 
or merit, God must send it out of sheer grace. Thus there is no greater wrath of God than where He withholds 
the gospel and nothing but sin, error and darkness remain…”Behold,” that is: “Your King comes”; you do not 
seek him, he seeks you. You do not find him, he finds you. For the preachers come from him, not from you. Their 
sermon comes from him, not from you. Faith comes from him, not from you.”77 Furthermore, Luther, in his essay 
titled “That A Christian Assembly Has the Right to Judge” wrote that “...since a Christian congregation neither 
should nor could exist without God’s word, it clearly follows from the previous (argument) that it nevertheless 
must have teachers and preachers who administer the word. … (Therefore) we must act according to Scripture 
and call and institute from among ourselves those who are found to be qualified and whom God has enlightened 
with reason and endowed with gifts to do so.”78 This is in line with his thinking in 1523 when he was being 
accused of disregarding the time-honored established customs of the church. Luther responded “Our God does 
not impose ‘custom’ on us but the truth. Certainly our faith does not trust in custom but in the truth that is God 

73 LW 36:111-113.
74 LW 31:351.
75 LW 31:356.
76 This point is reinforced in Luther’s Lectures on Galatians, “Est et hic notandum, quod ista tria, Fides, Christus, Acceptio vel 
Reputation, coniuncta sunt” (WA XL, 233.16-7.) Steve Paulson summarizes the point: “What Luther saw in Augustine…was 
that God is right in making the ungodly right. The righteousness of God is not a self-possessed attribute or habit of God’s 
being, but an act of God doing what God alone does: create anew merely by speaking…So righteousness is relational, not 
distributive. God seeks not to be God (to speak foolishly) in himself (even as a triune perichoresis)- but
to be right among us ungodly…God in words among sinners is not slumming it for a day, or giving gifts to the deserving, 
but identifying and determining who God is in the midst of the rebellion. God is Spirit, as John’s letter put it “a creator of the 
new,” not just “being there.” Paulson further identifies the problem, “Indwelling or participation protected, healed, cleansed, 
or enlivened the will’s love, making righteousness for sinners a partial reality until the full goal was reached. Eschatology 
itself became a journey of perfection in the parts becoming whole.” Steve Paulson “The Augustinian Imperfection: Faith, 
Christ, and Imputation and Its Role in the Ecumenical Discussion of Justification.” In Gospel of Justification in Christ: Where 
Does the Church Stand Today?, edited by Wayne C. Stumme, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006. 110, 115.
77 WA 10 I/2, 30, 13-28.
78 LW 39:309.
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himself.”79 While much more could be said along these lines, this is sufficient to demonstrate that for Martin 
Luther justification by faith apart from the law, i.e. apart from human tradition and custom, is the touchstone 
that determines and establishes the office of ministry. 

Having noted Luther’s consistent views regarding the foundation, nature, and function of the office of 
ministry, it is necessary to address his specific views on the role of women in that office. One of Luther’s lengthier 
expositions on this matter is in “The Misuse of the Mass” from 1521. As a foundational matter, Luther makes 
a distinction between the office of ministry as defined in the gospel as opposed to being defined in the law. “In 
order that this may be known and evident to all men, I will show from the beginning with incontrovertible 
Scripture that the only true, genuine office of preaching, like priesthood and sacrifice, is common to all 
Christians. Paul says in II Cor. 4 [3:6]: “Who has made us able ministers of the new testament, not of the letter, 
but of the spirit.” These words St. Paul spoke to all Christians, that he might make ministers of the Spirit out of 
all of them. A minister of the Spirit preaches grace, forgiveness of sins, just as a minister of the letter preaches the 
words of the law.”80 

With that foundation laid, Luther addresses 1 Corinthians 14:34 and Paul’s admonition that women should 
keep silence in the church. Interestingly, Luther did so because the papists claimed that this verse means 
preaching cannot be common to all Christians because women are excluded, certainly a legalistic argument in 
its own right. Luther’s response is as follows, “My answer to this is that one also does not permit the dumb to 
preach, or those who are otherwise handicapped or incompetent. Although everyone has the right to preach, 
one should not use any person for this task, nor should anyone undertake it, unless he is better fitted than 
the others.”81 Luther next identifies the skills necessary to preach, things such as good voice, eloquence, good 
memory, etc. Clearly, Luther’s opinion on the role of women in public ministry is rooted in his views of their 
God-given talents and abilities. Contextually, this is reasonable given women’s access to education and the 
societal roles assigned to them in the sixteenth century. Therefore, recognizing Luther’s emphasis that the office 
of ministry is ruled by the proclamation of the gospel and not an adherence to the law, be it natural law, cultural 
norms or even a Levitical-like admonition, an honest reading draws a conclusion echoed by Peter Brunner, that 
key for Luther was “the aptitude of the individual.”82

The consistent understanding of the office of ministry by what scholars have labeled as the Wittenberg 
circle extends beyond Luther and Melanchthon into the later generations of Lutherans.83 For example, Matthias 
Flacius recognized those populating the office as a human arrangement and not a divine command. That helps 
contextualize his view that men rather than women should preach and minister.84 The generations that followed 
propagated similar views. In his analysis of 1 Corinthians 14:34 and 1 Timothy 2:11,12, Johann Gerhard 
understood these texts as a rejection of the matriarchal ways of some sects, rather than an absolute rule. His 

79 WA 11, 355.
80 LW 36:149.
81 Ibid., 151
82 Peter Brunner cites Luther’s writing in “The Misuse of the Mass” and illustrates an understanding, contra Luther, of the 
office of ministry in the law and not the Gospel. Put simply, he uses Luther’s assertions in this writing to justify a legalistic 
understanding of subordinating woman to man and thus to prohibit women from preaching and holding the public office 
of ministry. If one is reading from a perspective of the law as establishing and governing the office of ministry, then it is 
understandable that one would attempt to use Luther to make that case. Yet, the preponderance of evidence from this 
and Luther’s other writings demonstrates the opposite, namely that Luther recognized that the preaching of the Gospel 
establishes the church and the office of ministry is established and governed by that act.   Peter Brunner, “The Ministry and 
the Ministry of Women,” in Women Pastors? The Ordination of Women in Biblical Lutheran Perspective, 3rd ed., ed. Matthew 
C. Harrison and John T. Pless (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 2012), 266 ff. 
83 For the phrase “Wittenberg Circle” see Timothy J. Wengert, “The Wittenberg Circle,” in The Oxford Handbook of Martin 
Luther’s Theology, ed. Robert Kolb, Irene Dingel, and L’ubomír Batka (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 491-501.
84 For Flacius’ views on the office of ministry, see Raymond Tiemeyer, The Ordination of Women (Minneapolis: Augsburg 
Publishing House, 1970) 33.  See also Brunner, “The Ministry and the Ministry of Women,” 269.
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rationale against women serving in the office of ministry was based on his view that women had all sorts of 
weaknesses of character and intellect.85 Pietism’s emphasis on lay authority in the church shapes how one 
understands the views of Phillip Jakob Spener who found no Scripture against having women teach, but did want 
to control the extent to which the practice was permitted.86

Clearly, the early generations of Lutherans, spanning from Luther, Melancthon, Flacius, Gerhard, Spener, 
as well as many other Lutheran theologians have recognized, as Brunner summarized, “The declarations of 
the confessional standards do not give us a ready answer…nor is there a ‘final form of church order that can 
be biblically or legalistically (determined) for all time.’”87 With that understanding in mind, it is reasonable to 
conclude that “basically the office of ministry may be entrusted to anyone who is called, properly prepared to 
meet the demands of the examination, and ready to make the promises to preach and teach according to the 
public and confessional theology of the church.”88 This understanding of the office of ministry is rooted in the 
aforementioned assertion that public ministry is simply a matter of performing a service to the congregation, 
and that service is delivering Christ’s Word of promise in word and sacrament. 

A comprehensive treatment of the views found in the American Lutheran landscape is beyond the scope of 
this essay. However, Todd Nichol provides important insights into the views of C.F.W. Walther which confirms 
his views as consonant with the early reformers. Citing Walther’s book The Voice of Our Church on the Question 
of the Church and Ministry, Nichol outlines Walther’s version of a “transference” theory of public ministry “which 
said that the ministerial office, although divinely instituted, was originally committed to the whole congregation 
and from it transferred or delegated to one of its members.”89 This results in Walther asserting that “The ministry 
of the Word [Predigtamt], is conferred by God through the congregation as the possessor of all ecclesiastical 
power, or the power of the keys, by means of its call, which God himself has prescribed.”90 Nichol notes that it 
has been suggested that the transference theory results in public ministry that is purely “functional” in character, 
with ministry as defined by the service of the word of God; although this should not be misunderstood to  
assume it is not divinely instituted.91 With Walther’s views understood, Nichol surveys three other American 
Lutheran theologians, C.P. Krauth, M. Loy & G Sverdrup and concluded that “...their views on the doctrine of 
ministry are nearly identical... teaching that (1) the public ministry of the church is of divine institution; (2) there 
is one such office of the public ministry; (3) the divinely appointed tasks of the public ministers of the church 
are to speak the Word of God and administer the sacraments of Baptism and the Lord’s Supper; (4) the call to 
public ministry normally originates in the local congregation; (5) ordination to the public ministry is the public 
attestation of the call to the ministry accompanied by the laying on of hands and intercessory prayer on behalf 
of the ordinand; (6) the office of oversight exists as a practical necessity, but its nature is a matter of ecclesiastical 
convention rather than of divine institution.”92  

ARGUMENTS AGAINST THE ORDINATION OF WOMEN

A thorough treatment of the topic at hand must take into consideration some of the more common 
arguments against the ordination of women as they are laid out in several essays and denominational statements. 

85 Ibid., 34 see also Brunner, “The Ministry and the Ministry of Women,” 270.
86 Ibid., 34.
87 Brunner, “The Ministry and the Ministry of Women,” 270-271.
88 Gerhard Forde, “The Ordained Ministry,” 131.
89 Todd Nichol, “Ministry and Oversight in American Lutheranism,” in Called & Ordained: Lutheran Perspectives on the 
Office of the Ministry, ed. Todd Nichol and Marc Kolden (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1990), 95.
90 Ibid.
91 Ibid., 94-96.
92 Ibid., 104.
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The first to be addressed is “The Order of Creation - LCMS Commission on Theology and Church Relations, 
October 2022.” This document is one to which many Lutherans, both within and outside of the LCMS, turn 
in its treatment of this matter. Interestingly, this statement recognizes that it is without dispute that Scripture, 
Martin Luther, and “subsequent Lutherans” did not use the term “order of creation.”93 This document makes the 
claim, however, that Luther used “analogous terms to express the same idea of authority structures inscribed on 
the created order” and therefore, this document infers, Luther himself would have agreed to this doctrine.94 It is 
beyond the scope of this essay to address the CTCR’s weak attempts to substantiate its claim by use of Luther’s 
understanding of the three estates and his writing on the role of fathers in the Fourth Commandment. It is 
necessary, however, to address one glaring logical inconsistency. Specifically, the CTCR document claims that 
with respect to “...the relationship between men and women before sin, the distinctiveness of man and woman 
was a feature of creation and included male headship and female submission.”95 To substantiate this assertion, 
the document then quotes Luther on Genesis 3:16, a quote which includes this sentence, “If Eve had persisted 
in the truth, she would not only not (emphasis added) have been subjected to the rule of her husband, but she 
herself would also have been a partner in the rule which is now entirely the concern of males.”96 The document 
footnotes an additional Luther quote from his lecture on Genesis 2:18, “Hence it follows that if woman had 
not been deceived by the serpent and had not sinned, she would have been the equal of Adam in all respects.”97 
Clearly, the CTCR’s claim that male headship and female submission before the Fall was a “feature of creation” is 
overtly contradicted by Luther’s own writing and is something of a somewhat ironic logical flaw.98

The CTCR document asserts that “the official adoption of the term ‘order of creation’...came through a 
1950 dissertation by Austrian theologian Fritz Zerbst, published in English in 1955.”99 The context for Zerbst’s 
writing is notable, however, as he was writing “in response to concerns over the legitimacy of women serving 
congregations in emergency situations as assistants to the pastors, including in certain exceptional cases the 
right to preach or even celebrate the Sacrament of the Altar.”100 Why is this worth noting? Because as is evident 
on its face, when one is writing to address a specific situation in which there are differing opinions, that writing 

93 Commission on Theology and Church Relations of The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, The Order of Creation: 
Theology, History, Definition (St. Louis: The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, 2022). 5.
94 Ibid. To make such a claim would be to understand God’s creative activity in such a way that runs counter to the doctrine 
of creatio ex nihilo. A confessional Lutheran understanding, rooted in justification by faith, is thereby lost which may explain 
why many Lutherans such as Zerbst and others have been unable to establish it in Luther or the Scriptures themselves. For 
more on this aspect of the problems underlying a claim of a so-called order of creation as it relates to creatio ex nihilo, see 
Oswald Bayer “The Ethics of Gift,” 452.
95 Ibid., 7. Interestingly, Fritz Zerbst, an Austrian theologian the LCMS cited to bring in the term order of creation in a 
way that appears to be claimed to mean the submission of woman to man, agreed with Luther that, “A time limit has been 
set, however, for the existence of these orders (of creation). When in the resurrection the universe ceases to be, then will 
also all dominion, government and power cease to be (1 Cor. 15:24). The orders are in force only for the duration of this 
world. They are not eternal.” Fritz Zerbst, The Office of Woman in the Church: A Study in Practical Theology, trans. Albert G. 
Merkens (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1955), 74.
96 Ibid. quoting Martin Luther LW 1:104.
97 Ibid. quoting Martin Luther LW 1:115.
98 Werner Elert, in his book “The Christian Ethos” makes clear that Martin Luther understood that “every person belongs 
to all three estates because everyone must fulfil his obligations in the political, ecclesiastical, and economic sphere…. Status 
and order are practically synonymous for Luther. They refer to the same set of facts as seen from different angles. The “state” 
is status in the sense of vocation (Stand) but it is also community. The Augsburg Confession can therefore speak of “lawful 
civil ordinances” as “good works of God.” (CA XVI) The German text elaborates this thesis further by referring to the “good 
orders” (ordinationes) as Stande…They are good orders only in so far as we understand them in the light of God’s creative 
and governing activity, pure existential situations i.e. vocations or places where we stand.” Elert, Werner. The Christian Ethos, 
trans. Carl Schindler. (Muhlenberg Press, Philadelphia, PA 1957), 81.
99 CTCR “Order of Creation”, quoting Fritz Zerbst, The Office of Woman in the Church: A Study in Practical Theology, 
trans. Albert G. Merkens (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1955), 81.
100 Ibid.
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will be for the purpose of persuading an audience by use of logic. In other words, the assumption at the root of 
Zerbst’s writing, and at the root of the LCMS’ adoption of the term “order of creation” as it dealt with the issue 
of women’s suffrage, was to address a situation in which there were differing opinions in an attempt to win an 
argument through application of a legal authority as opposed to an evangelical authority.101 

With that in mind, Zerbst asserted there is such a thing as an “order of creation” and then applied that 
doctrine to a handful of verses in Paul’s letters in order to reach the conclusion that “if a woman were to 
receive the office of pastor, she would ‘completely reverse the order of creation’ by assuming the role of ‘head’ 
of the man.”102 So as to eliminate any possible claim that the LCMS’ adoption of the term was anything other 
than an attempt to stake a claim in an argument in the law, the CTCR document itself made it crystal clear, 
“The Missouri Synod’s official treatment of the order of creation may be summarized thusly: The concept was 
officially adopted in 1956 in declining proposals for women’s suffrage; its use shifted beginning in 1968-1970 
to safeguard the biblical proscription of women assuming the pastoral office or its distinctive functions, before 
becoming a subject of debate over the role of women in church governance in the 1990s and finally the role of 
women in society more generally in the 2010s. Questions about the precise definition of this term and its specific 
applications and implications would then lead to the 2016 resolution precipitating the current report.”103 

Given the CTCR’s use of Zerbst’s dissertation, “The Office of Woman in the Church, A Study in Practical 
Theology,” it is helpful to examine the document itself. Zerbst spends a fair amount of his writing working 
through several of the commonly cited Pauline passages exegetically, something addressed above in this essay. 
It is Zerbst’s own analysis of the Lutheran Confessions, however, that should not be overlooked. As Zerbst put 
it, “When the Lutheran Confessions take up the question about who may be a bearer of the office, they merely 
point out that teachers of wicked things ‘are not to be heard’ and that no special demands should be made upon 
the priests, such as poverty and celibacy. According to the Lutheran Confessions, pastors and bishops have the 
right to establish certain ordinances concerning the office. Such ordinances are to be kept ‘for the sake of love 
and tranquility, so far that one do not offend another, that all things be done in the church in order, without 
confusion.’ However, these ordinances are not to be regarded as divine Law (ius divinum), but as human law 
(ius humanum).”104 Zerbst continues, “The Lutheran Confessions do not give answer to the question whether or 
not the office of preaching and of administering the Sacraments may be conferred upon woman. However, they 
leave no room for doubt that woman’s exclusion from this office cannot be based on the nature of this office. In 
describing the office, the Confessions maintain clearly and throughout the idea of the universal priesthood and 
do not bind the office to any ‘place or person.’ When the discussion centers in the person, then ‘false teachers’ 

101 Steve Paulson gives an apt diagnosis for what brought about this terminology and reaction ”To speak theologically, we 
may say that revolution or progressivism associates itself with Spirit as something self-transcending toward a higher goal, 
and they call this the “new.” Opposition to such revolution associates itself with the Father, and what has always been in 
creation-the “old.” In the recent past this fight was waged over whether or not something like “orders” of creation exist or 
such talk is merely a tool of totalitarian ideology. Do all differentiations between people become obstacles to freedom that 
require equal possibilities to meet individual needs? In such a situation the Father’s creation of the past seems to struggle 
against the Spirit who is believed to be my own personal future as self-created project. In the tug-of-war between Spirit and 
Father, the odd man out, so to speak, is always Jesus Christ.” Steve  Paulson, “The Preaching Office and the Preacher among 
American Lutherans Today,” 66.
102 CTCR “Order of Creation” 10, quoting Fritz Zerbst.
103 CTCR “Order of Creation” 15. Put another way, the term “order of creation” has, over time, become something of an 
orthodoxy that has shaped public perception in certain circles. This term, undefined and not found in Luther’s language or 
thought, deserves to be revisited, as does any such orthodoxy. Further, a claim that revisiting this concept is not necessary 
because it has been voted on “in convention” for example, is treating such votes as some sort of omnipotent determination 
and not admitting the necessity of honest conversation and examination. 
104 Zerbst, The Office of Woman in the Church,105. citing the Power and Primacy of the Pope, CA XIV, Apology to CA 
XXVIII, CA XXVII, Smalcald Articles X, and the Torgau Articles.
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only are rejected.”105 In other words, while Zerbst certainly did use the phrase “order of creation” using Zerbst 
as the standard bearer and the grounding since 1955 for an understanding of that phrase to mean an eternal 
subordination of women to men, and thus the reason to exclude women from preaching and administering the 
sacraments is tenuous, at best, given his acknowledgement of the office of ministry as laid out in the Lutheran 
Confessions. 

One of the recurring arguments raised in discussions about the role of women in public worship is the 
concept of order and subordination. John Kleinig’s essay, “Ordered Community: Order and Subordination in 
the New Testament” is a helpful representative example of a common way this argument occurs. Kleinig asserts 
that “Paul instructs the Corinthian congregation that in their worship everything must be done according to the 
right pattern and in ‘order’ (1 Cor 14:40; see also 1 Clem 40:1).”106 He further asserts that, “This instruction does 
not just insist that their worship should be orderly, which would mean that any order was acceptable. It implies 
that the service should be done according to an established order, God’s order, the right pattern for speaking 
and hearing God’s word and for giving and receiving Christ’s body and blood.”107 As demonstrated above in the 
discussion on the Lutheran confessional documents, this assertion is heterodox to a Lutheran conversation. 

While heterodox, nevertheless this assertion needs to be addressed in two ways: first, by looking at the 
Greek language and second by looking at the scriptural context of the verse Kleinig uses to make his assertion. 
Kleinig’s essay is a prototype of the way some scholars manipulate the Greek language in order to arrive at the 
conclusion Kleinig comes to regarding Paul’s concept of order in 1 Corinthians 14:40. The Greek word Paul uses 
is taxis. That word, as Kleinig rightfully notes, is “basically a military term…which was used, most commonly, 
in the Hellenistic world for the order of a military unit…”108 It is used several times in the New Testament as a 
way of designating the priestly “order” (Hebrews 5:6, 10; 6:20; 7:11, 17, 21) and in Luke 1:8 regarding Zechariah 
officiating as a priest “in the order of his division.” From there, however, Kleinig goes to convoluted lengths to 
reach his conclusion. In brief, he writes that “the noun taxis is connected with the verb tasso, which means to put 
or arrange a person or thing in a set place.”109 From tasso, writes Kleinig, comes the compound verb hypotasso, 
which means to put someone or something in a position under someone or something.”110 After citing a number 
of passages in which that compound verb is used, and again, this is not the word Paul used in 1 Corinthians 
14:40, Kleinig writes that the noun from hypotasso is hypotage, which is defined as subordination. With that link 
made, Kleinig then concludes that “subordination has to do with order…Subordination is a voluntary act by 
which people cooperate with God by fitting into his arrangement for them in the world and in the church.”111 

	 In addition to being vulnerable to the accusation of committing the heresy of synergism, Kleinig is also 
being somewhat opaque in his attempt to tie Paul’s use of the word taxis in 1 Corinthians 14:40 to the claim that 
Paul was really talking about subordination, and more specifically that subordination is defined as our voluntary 
cooperation with God. In addition to the logical leaps that must necessarily be made to make that assertion, 
Kleinig is not addressing the rest of that verse and the context of that verse in 1 Corinthians. Paul’s concern 

105 Zerbst, The Office of Woman in the Church,106. Peter Brunner confirms this reading of Zerbst and Zerbst’s 
interpretation. Peter Brunner, “The Ministry and the Ministry of Women,”, 265.
106 Kleinig, John W. “Ordered Community: Order and Subordination in the New Testament.” In Women Pastors? The 
Ordination of Women in Biblical Lutheran Perspective, 3rd ed., edited by Matthew C. Harrison and John T. Pless, (Saint 
Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 2012), 124.
107 Ibid., 124-125.
108 Ibid., 123.
109 Ibid., 125.
110 Ibid.
111 Ibid., 126.
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in 1 Corinthians 14:36-40 is a spiritual enthusiasm that had taken hold in Corinth.112 As Karl Barth put it, “By 
no means can we simply conceive the Corinthian community as a den of party strife, undisciplined sexuality, 
willful asceticism, and luxuriant gluttony. Certainly, that was all present in crude, unvarnished vitality…But also, 
as we read in chaps. 12 and 14, what a profusion of high and highest possibilities, which Paul took with utter 
seriousness as spiritual charismata!”113 Put simply, the sense of taxis, order, in 1 Corinthians 14:40 had everything 
to do with the specific circumstances in Corinth and thus the need to address those who were prophesying and 
speaking in tongues. 

David Scaer approaches the topic from a different angle, by calling into question the validity of sacraments 
administered by female pastors. Interestingly, Scaer asserts that if one has a so-called “functional view” of the 
ministry, by which he means “activities which the church is required to carry out irrespective of the agent; and 
thus understands the pastor is a representative not of Christ…but of the church members themselves” then, 
writes Scaer, “there is little which can be said against the validity or legitimacy of the churchly rites administered 
by women. The only wall left standing in the functional view preventing the introduction of women pastors are 
some Bible passages which hang suspended as prohibitions behind or under or over which nothing substantive 
exists.”114 In other words, claims Scaer, “The argument against women pastors cannot be that God simply forbids 
women to preach the word and administer the sacraments because He takes some kind of sadistic joy in seeing 
us weak humans saddled with still another negative commandment.”115 It is noteworthy that Scaer effectively 
concedes in this essay that C.F. W. Walther’s functional understanding of ministry as addressed above would lead 
anyone following Walther to conclude it is legitimate for a woman to hold the office of ministry. 

So what is Scaer’s alternative to an understanding of the office of ministry? Put simply, Scaer asserts that 
women cannot be pastors because where they do serve as pastors, “the doctrines of God and Christ are distorted, 
because women cannot represent God and Christ in His incarnation. God is of such a nature that He could not 
have become incarnate in a woman and He could not have chosen women to represent Him as apostles and 
pastors.”116 If Scaer were accurate, then the Apostle Paul’s assertion in Galatians 3:28 that “there is neither Jew 
nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus” 
would be heretical. Steve Paulson counters Scaer’s assertions, as well, when he writes, “When Paul says, ‘we are 
ambassadors for Christ,’ he is not confusing the ambassadors with Christ, but is speaking clearly about what 
ambassadors proclaim. Handing on (traditio) this mission of publicly proclaiming the gospel is what apostolicity 
means, not ‘continuity in the permanent characteristics of the church of the apostles.’”117 Oswald Bayer furthers 

112 36 Or was it from you that the word of God came? Or are you the only ones it has reached? 37 If anyone thinks that he is 
a prophet, or spiritual, he should acknowledge that the things I am writing to you are a command of the Lord. 38 If anyone 
does not recognize this, he is not recognized. 39 So, my brothers, earnestly desire to prophesy, and do not forbid speaking in 
tongues. 40 But all things should be done decently and in order.
113 Karl Barth, The Resurrection of the Dead, 4th ed., trans. Roy A. Harrisville (Zollikon-Zürich: Evangelischer Verlag, 1953), 
245-246.
114 Scaer, David P. “The Validity of the Churchly Acts of Ordained Women.” Concordia Theological Quarterly 53, no. 1–2 
(January–April 1989): 7,9.
115 Ibid., 9.
116 Ibid., 10.  John Kleinig makes this same fallacious claim in his article “The Ordination of Women and the Doctrine of 
the Holy Trinity.” in Women Pastors? The Ordination of Women in Biblical Lutheran Perspective, 3rd ed., ed. Matthew C. 
Harrison and John T. Pless (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 2012). Both authors assume that Christ’s incarnation as 
a man must necessarily mean that only males may serve as proclaimers of Christ in Word and sacrament. Ironically, this is 
much the same christological claim self-described radical lesbian feminist theologian Mary Daly made when she wrote, “If 
God is male then the male is God” in her book Beyond God the Father: Toward a Philosophy of Women’s Liberation (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1973),19. This similar thinking certainly makes them surprising intellectual bedfellows. The same difficulty 
exists in anyone understanding the office of ministry as ministers sharing in the human nature Christ assumed; see William 
G. Witt, Icons of Christ: A Biblical and Systematic Theology for Women’s Ordination (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 
2020).  
117  Steven Paulson, “Lutherans on Episcopacy and Apostolicity”, 241.   
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Paulson’s point in discussing traditio, tradere, as “According to a fixed Jewish and Christian usage, as classically 
attested in 1 Corinthians 15:3, the pairing of the terms “receive” and “hand on” signifies the course of tradition, 
the process of conveying that which has been received, the handing on of the faith.”118 Oswald Bayer further 
undermines Scaer’s understanding of the office of ministry by identifying the Lutheran understanding of the 
Lord’s Supper as sacrament and not sacrifice.119 To be sure, Scaer is in good company among some Lutherans 
who advocate for a Roman understanding of the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper as Eucharist as reflected in 
Anglican theology. 

Bo Giertz, in his “Twenty-three Theses on the Holy Scriptures, the Woman and the Office of Ministry” is 
another helpful document to examine. In that essay, Giertz reached the conclusion that the Scriptures are the 
place in which “it pleased God to reveal Himself ” and as such we must submit ourselves to the Scriptures.120 He 
further recognized that “There are things in the Scriptures that, according to the witness of the Scriptures, are 
not designed to be obligatory for all times and all peoples.”121 Giertz goes on to assert in Thesis 12 that Paul’s 
statements in 1 Corinthians 14 and 1 Timothy 2 make it clear that women are “not intended to hold a Teaching 
Office in the church, and in Thesis 13 that this is “based in that order which God laid down in creation and 
which is now realized in Christ.”122 Giertz writes that while women should not be allowed to hold the office of 
pastor, women’s abilities should be used “in a more intensive way than has been the practice” by that meaning 
women should be allowed to speak prophetically, as happened in the New Testament.123 It is important to note 
here that Giertz made it clear that speaking prophetically was “not an office in the sense of being a commission 
entrusted through the church nor does a person possess prophecy as an ever on-going opportunity to serve.”124 

While Giertz clearly did not believe women should hold the office of pastor, his last thesis makes clear that 
he is in some respects being consistent with many who had gone before him, including Melanchthon in the CA 
and the Apology. Thesis 23 states, “If there is serious disagreement in the Church about the proper course of 
action, then the Scriptures demand of us above all things to maintain two things inviolate: One is the unity of 
the Church, the other is loving regard for all serious qualms of conscience.”125 With regard to unity, Giertz wrote 
that division “may become necessary when the concern is the purity of the Gospel, but when we are dealing with 
matters of order in the Church and propriety it is irresponsible.”126 With regard to the conscience of others, stated 

118  Oswald Bayer, “The Ethics of Gift,” The Lutheran Quarterly 24, no. 4 (Winter 2010): 449.  
119 Ibid., 453-454. “`The worship service…of God to us, which we are to accept, is misjudged, when—as Luther emphasizes 
with his sharp distinction between “sacrament” and “sacrifice”—we want to give to God, as a work, as an actio hominis, 
that which we are granted to receive and accept as his pure gift.  We “do not present a good work,” we do not commune 
actively—in a “co-offering” of believers, or even in a “self consummating” of the church. Through the servants of the divine 
Word, “we instead receive the promise as well as the sign and commune passively!’ …The benefit which we are to receive 
and accept may not be presented to God as an offering. The Lord’s Supper is no “sacrifice, which is brought to God.” Instead, 
the condescension and the self-giving of God takes place in it for us: here he presents and communicates himself to us. We 
receive his sacrifice…Whoever calls the Lord’s Supper as a whole “the Eucharist,” and understands it as such—as an act of 
thanksgiving— subsumes the “downward” gift and promise within the “upward” offering of praise in such a manner that 
the thanksgiving nullifies the gift…For this reason “sacrament” and “sacrifice” are to be distinctly and clearly distinguished, 
as Luther does —in the first place liturgically and, correspondingly, then also theologically and conceptually. On this 
point, conversation and, where necessary, debate with the Roman Catholic doctrine of the “co-offering” of believers is 
unavoidable.” 
120 Bo Giertz. Twenty-three Theses on the Holy Scriptures, the Woman, and the Office of the Ministry in Women Pastors? 
The Ordination of Women in Biblical Lutheran Perspective. ed. Matthew C. Harrison and John T. Pless. (Concordia 
Publishing House. St. Louis. 2012.) 249-253,Thesis 1.
121 Ibid., Thesis 7.
122 Ibid., Theses 12-13.
123 Ibid., 259.
124 Ibid., 260.
125 Ibid.
126 Ibid.
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Giertz, if the conscience of Christians is so troubled by a matter that it is hurting their conscience and/or driving 
them into doubt and despair then we must leave that matter alone rather than insist on it, even if we believe 
ourselves to be correct.127 

The examples Giertz uses to illustrate this latter point on conscience are helpful for the purposes of this 
essay. Giertz identifies issues in the New Testament such as consuming blood, sacrificial meat or other things 
which for some were inextricably connected with paganism and idolatry, and the disagreements that arose in 
the very early church about these matters. As he rightly points out, the answer to those questions, and questions 
like them, depends on whether or not one is attempting to reinsert the law as the way of salvation, to which the 
answer would be no, or whether the issue is really one of how to live as Christians. When dealing with matters 
of the latter category, then, wrote Giertz, “...when the concern is matters of how to live, where faith in Christ and 
the will of commitment to Him have led people to different conclusions, there the New Testament equally openly 
asks us, as much as is possible, to have due regard for the conscience of the brethren. ‘Therefore if food be the 
downfall of my brother, I will never eat meat anymore, for I will not be the cause of my brother’s downfall” (1 
Cor. 8:13; cf. all of Romans 14 as well as 1 Cor. 10:32-33)’”128 It is the contention of this essay, as demonstrated 
above, that Paul’s admonitions regarding women in public ministry fall into that latter category, that of a matter 
of not being a stumbling block to the proclamation of Christ in Word and sacrament. This, again, is consistent 
with the CA and its Apology and its concern with good order and tranquility.

John Pless’s article “The Ordination of Women and Ecclesial Endorsement of Homosexuality: Are they 
Related?” provides a helpful opportunity to address a common fallacy committed by some contemporary 
Lutheran theologians: the false equivalency of the ordination of women with the ordination of homosexuals.129 
This article articulates a common “slippery slope” type of argument that claims if women are allowed to be 
ordained then that means openly homosexual people, transgender people, etc. must be ordained as well, and 
further that the church must perform homosexual marriages. This constitutes not only the formal logic flaw of 
a false equivalency but it is scripturally unsound as well. In this essay Pless simply identifies a handful of broad 
primarily moral arguments that have been made in support of the ordination of homosexuals and women, with 
the faulty presupposition underlying these arguments that there is an equivalency among those two groups. 
There is not. To put it most simply, in both the Old Testament and the New Testament it is abundantly clear 
that homosexual behavior is identified as sin, idolatry as Paul put it in the first chapter of Romans. Nowhere in 
Scripture is the simple fact of being a woman identified as sin or idolatry.130 

Roy A. Harrisville, in his article “The Eschatological Significance of Justification for Preaching” serves as a 
helpful counter to the moral approach taken by many in addressing the ordination of women, an approach Pless’ 
essay seemingly takes as well. Harrisville grounds his essay in Paul’s letter to the Galatians, and rightly identifies 
that Paul was dealing with a congregation who had been “bewitched” into believing morality has something, 
or anything at all, to do with salvation. As Harrisville lays it out, “the linking of morality to religion, thus to 
salvation of one kind or another, is age-old.”131 Great thinkers from Kant to varying Lutheran denominational 

127 Ibid., 260-261.
128 Ibid., 261.
129 John Pless. “The Ordination of Women and Ecclesial Endorsement of Homosexuality: Are they Related? in Women 
Pastors? The Ordination of Women in Biblical Lutheran Perspective, ed. Matthew C. Harrison and John T. Pless. (Concordia 
Publishing House. St. Louis. 2012.) 231-246.  Ironically, the 2009 ELCA Statement on Human Sexuality makes the same 
erroneous connection between homosexuality and the ordination of women, namely conflating the two issues. Evangelical 
Lutheran Church in America, Human Sexuality: Gift and Trust (Chicago: ELCA, 2025), 12, https://resources.elca.org/faith-
and-society/sexuality-2/.
130 The arguments Pless identifies with respect to social justice and civil rights are accurate insofar as there is no scriptural 
right to ordination - for men or women - something that will be addressed further below.
131 Roy A. Harrisville, “The Eschatological Significance of Justification for Preaching,” in By Faith Alone: Essays on 
Justification in Honor of Gerhard O. Forde, ed. Joseph A. Burgess and Marc Kolden (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans 
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leaders across the political spectrum have done the exact same thing: link morality to religion. The Apostle Paul, 
of course, had done that very thing as a self-described zealous Jew. After having been apocalypsed by Christ on 
the road to Damascus, however, Paul preached and taught vehemently against that link as he did everything 
he could to make clear the divide between morality and religion or salvation. Put simply, Paul recognized that 
to attempt to tie one’s “moral” acts to one’s salvation, no matter how strong or weak that link claimed to be, is 
to assume a human capacity to do “good” and it “assumes a distinction, a diastasis, a gulf between being and 
doing.”132 Harrisville points out that to attempt to tie morality to salvation, as do many who claim there is a 
logical similarity between ordaining women and ordaining homosexuals, performing homosexual marriages, 
and a myriad of other “immoral” boogeymen, is to play into the myth of a self-contained “I.” As Harrisville put 
it, “No telling what might occur if the pulpit were to abandon the anthropological for the eschatological, were to 
refuse to adopt the agenda of a society which for reasons of power enters the debate concerning race, gender, or 
sexual preference from the perspective of the myth of the self-contained self, the “I,” and were to herald a power 
that gives, not merely gives back, but gives what never existed until it holds sway: identity.”133 Pless’s essay lays out a 
number of common claims that fall into this very trap. 

WHY NOT?

We began this essay noting Luther’s disposition when counseling a community concerning the office of 
ministry. Recognizing that the traditions of Rome were binding their consciences, Luther wrote, “What I have, 
therefore, I give you, but with the understanding that each and all of you may use his own judgment…We have 
already sufficiently made clear that herein we neither ought, should, nor would be bound by human traditions, 
however sacred and highly regarded, but clearly exercise our reason and Christian liberty...”134 With that in 
mind, we return to the question at hand: From a confessional Lutheran perspective, can, or should, women 
be ordained to public ministry? What has been established above is that any conversation about the office of 
ministry and who holds that office must be driven by, and consistent with, Holy Scripture (norma normans) 
and “the fundamental theological doctrines that gave birth to the Lutheran movement in the first place” (norma 
normata).135 

In regard to the norma normans we can conclude the following: First, while Scripture itself does not contain 
the term ‘office of ministry’ it is clear that God established what is commonly called the office of ministry to 
execute his intention to save through the gospel. That is the constant of ministry in the gospel. Second, it is clear 
that there are innumerable variables in the execution of ministry. While Scripture does not provide examples 
or guidance for what we now call ordination, what it does demonstrate is that in and of itself, i.e. relying only 
on Scripture, there is no sound scriptural reason not to ordain women simply because they are women. This 
is something theologians from across the theological spectrum have concluded, including Biermann, Scaer, 
Harrisville and Forde as discussed above. In fact, one would be hard pressed to claim, based on Scripture alone, 
that women must be prohibited from occupying the office of pastor. 

With that noted, we turn now to the norma normata, the Lutheran confessional documents. As stated 
above, these documents are that which are normed by Scripture and they are the distinguishing norms that 

Publishing Co., 2004), 291. Oswald Bayer echoes this same sentiment in his article “The Ethics of Gift,”: 458; and, in 
discussing Luther’s “Brief Instruction as to What to Look for and Expect in the Gospels” (LW 35:117-124) Bayer writes, “The 
distinction between Christ as ‘gift’ and Christ as ‘example’ presented here critically sets itself against a moralization of the 
gospel and of the faith created by the gospel.” 460.
132 Ibid., 295.
133 Ibid., 299.
134 LW 40:7.
135 Gerhard Forde, “The Ordained Ministry,” 118. 
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reveal whether or not the true doctrines of the Bible are clearly understood. The consistent thread in these 
documents is their echoing of Scripture in understanding that the office of ministry is established by God for the 
sole purpose of delivering God’s saving word to the world, as they confess that the doctrine of justification by 
faith alone is the wellspring of God’s justifying work in the lives of Christians. Embracing justification by faith 
alone fully, without caveat or exception, drives a number of theological assertions, all of which play into one’s 
understanding of ministry and who may hold the office of public ministry. Confessing the law/gospel distinction, 
God as mercy not law, Christ as the end (both telos and finis) of the law, eschatology, the bondage of the will; all 
of these ‘doctrines’ are determinative of how one answers these deceptively simple questions of what is the office 
of ministry and who may occupy that office.136 

For the Lutheran confessional documents, for Luther himself, and for many of the Lutheran theologians 
who followed Luther, their concern was good order, not causing offense in public worship, and on the proper 
qualifications and capacities needed to be a publicly called pastor. As noted above, the confessional documents 
make clear that they understood ordination to public ministry to be a human invention and thus ordered 
by humans and not by God. In other words, they were concerned about the ministry itself, the delivering of 
the preaching of Christ and the administration of the sacraments, and they were not focused on the person 
delivering that word of promise other than so as to not be a stumbling block to the proclamation. The 
confessional documents make clear that when dealing with such human ordinances churches may choose to 
comply with them for the sake of love, tranquility, and to avoid offense, and not for any other reason. 

With that concept of good order and preventing offense to another in mind, it is appropriate to recognize 
that while it is the contention of this essay that the ordination of women is not prohibited by Scripture or the 
Lutheran Confessions, that is not to say that women (or men) have a “right” to be ordained. Ordination is 
not a civil right.137 It is a call by a congregation to preach the gospel and administer the sacraments. If a given 
congregation would be offended by a woman preaching and administering the sacraments then that would 
constitute a breach of good order for that congregation and they would simply not call a woman to that office.138   

Finally, faith in Christ is the fruit of ministry, and that fruit has been borne out of the ministry of women, 
as witnessed in the Scriptures as well as in our current times.139 When one understands that the church is 
created when and where the gospel is preached and the sacraments are administered, and that faith in Christ 
has been delivered through that proclamation by the power of the Holy Spirit, then this argument over whether 

136 When the distinction between law and gospel is lost, then the office of ministry becomes a matter of appealing to so-
called free wills. This, then, distorts ministry into one of the preacher as exemplum, talking about morality and deification, 
as opposed to one who delivers Christ’s word of promise. When this law/gospel distinction is lost, Forde aptly describes 
the two poles between which Lutherans have oscillated: “It is neither ‘ontological’ nor merely ‘functional’ in an educational 
sense…The sacrifice does not need to be repeated nor the reconciler made present again by those ontologically endowed.” 
Gerhard Forde, “The Ordained Ministry,” 120. Further, Luther’s “Brief Instruction on What to Look for and Expect in the 
Gospels” makes this same point as Luther removes the idea of the pastor/priest as being an exemplum like Christ. This is 
directly counter to the claim that the pastor/priest “represents” Christ, as opposed to understanding that the pastor is a 
servant of the word. LW 35:120.                                                                                                      
137 Clearly, civil rights are rooted in civil law and are not rooted in delivering God’s saving word to the world. Any attempt 
to understand the office of ministry as a civil or moral right, on either the political left or right, results in a politicization of 
the office that cannot be upheld. 
138 It is worth noting that one of the attempts even some Lutherans make to justify prohibiting women from occupying 
the office of ordained Word and Sacrament ministry is to ordain women to the role of deaconess. This was something done 
in the early church and has found its way back into “Lutheran” conversations as something of a backhanded way of giving 
women an ordained role but ensuring that role is not into Word and Sacrament ministry. 
139 Luther made much the same observation in the Large Catechism when addressing infant baptism, “That the baptism of 
infants is pleasing to Christ is sufficiently proved from his own work. God has made many holy who have been thus baptized 
and has given them the Holy Spirit….But if God did not accept the baptism of infants, he would not have given any of them 
the Holy Spirit-or any part of him.”  Martin Luther, “The Large Catechism,” in The Book of Concord: The Confessions of the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church, ed. Robert Kolb and Timothy J. Wengert (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000), LC 462.49-50. 
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or not women “should” be ordained is moot. The office of ministry, according to Scripture and to the Lutheran 
confessional documents, is not about the person of the minister but it is about the word that comes out of the 
mouth of that minister.140 When the office of ministry is understood to be in service to the electing deed of God 
in Christ, then one understands that in that electing deed Christ is breaking in on, impinging on, the order of 
this age. It is eternity itself breaking in here and now in the hearing of Christ’s promise and in the receiving of the 
body and blood of Christ for the forgiveness of sin - here and now. The question now is not, “Should women be 
ordained to public ministry,” but rather, “Why not?”141 

140 Luther makes this point as well, “Faith alone is the true priestly office. It permits nothing else to take its place. Therefore, 
all Christian men are pastors, all women are likewise pastors, whether they are young or old, employers or employees, wives 
or single women, learned or unlearned. Here there is no difference.” LW 35:101. 
141 Mark Anderson provides a persuasive insight, “If the office exists so that Christ’s external Word may be preached and 
his sacraments administered; if the authority and efficacy of that ministry reside in the Word rather than in the sex of its 
speaker; and if neither Scripture nor the Confessions establish maleness as constitutive of that office, then the burden of 
proof belongs to the prohibition.” Anderson, Mark. 2026. “God’s Word Is Life.” GOD’S WORD IS LIFE. 2026. https://www.
pastormarkanderson.org.




