
 

 

   
 

BACKGROUND 

 In 1st Century Palestine, differences that distinguished and divided were 
a fact of life. There was virtually no movement out of the social class to which 
you were born. In terms of ethnicity and race, Judaism placed great value on 
racial purity and their laws limited intermingling with non-Jews. Gentiles were 
a cut below. Likewise, gender differences placed men and women in an unequal 
standing. This was shown, for example,  in the Temple in Jerusalem: The 
outermost courtyard was called the Court of the Gentiles, where anyone was 
allowed in; next was the Court of Women, into which any Israelite, man or 
woman, could enter; finally surrounded by the Court of the Israelites (only 
men), which had a gallery on three sides, there was the Court of the Priests.  

 It was definitely a man’s world.  The laws and customs made sure that 
women were regarded as subordinate to men. This is the world into which the 
Christian church was born. 

 UNITY IN A DIVIDED WORLD 

 One of the major contributions of the Christian church was to examine 
the cultural mores of the day and challenge them. It was the belief that in Christ 
all things are made new. Paul, in his letter to the Galatians says it this way: 

 “There is now no longer Jew nor Greek; there is no longer slave or free; 
there is no long male and female; for all are one in Christ Jesus.” (3:28) 

Such change of attitude and practice did not come without conflict. In 
this case we begin to see how the church came to a new understanding of the 
role of women in the church. Even though the cultural backdrop against which 
the church was set saw women as inferior to men, women played a vitally 
important role. As Willimon says: 

‘When compared to conventional Jewish and Greco-Roman ideas about 
women, the church must have seemed radical in the way that it welcomed 

women and featured them as leaders and prophets.’ 

 It has to be said, though, that this change in understanding did not 
happen overnight. Women were followers of Jesus from the very beginning, and 
more often than not they, rather than the disciples typically make the right 
response to Jesus’ teaching. 

 WOMEN IN ACTS 

 In Acts there are a number of instances where women as a group are 
mentioned. For example, when Saul was persecuting the Christian church: 

 ‘Saul was ravaging the church by entering house after house; dragging 
off both men and women, he committed them to prison.’ (8:3) 

 When Saul asked the High Priest to provide letters to the synagogues it 
was so that if Saul: ‘found any who belonged to the Way, men or women, he 
might bring them bound to Jerusalem.’ (9:2) 

It would seem that women are just as dangerous as men when it comes 
to telling the story of Jesus!  

There are five stories in Acts in which individual women feature 
prominently: Acts 5:1-11; 9:36-43; 12:12-17; 16:11-15; 18:1-4. 

LYDIA AND THE WOMEN OF PHILIPPI (Acts 16:11-15) 

This story takes place as Paul visits Philippi on his second missionary 
journey. We need to briefly remind ourselves that prior to his conversion, Paul 
was a man of his culture as a devout follower of ‘male-dominated’ Judaism. 
Whenever he arrived in a new community he would go to the synagogue, which 
is where the men were – they were the people of position and authority. This is 
what we might have expected when he arrived in Philippi. 

However, the first thing he did was not go to the synagogue, but to the 
outside of the city gates, by the river, where there was a Sabbath gathering of 
women who had come to pray. 

We note an interesting detail - that they gathered at the river for prayer. 
Rivers/streams feature in many positive ways in the Bible where faith is 
concerned: 

 Psalm 1 – a faithful person is like a tree planted by a river; Psalm 46 - a 
river that makes glad the city of God; Revelation 22:1 – a river that flows from 



 

 

the throne of God; Mark 1:9-11 – the River Jordan where Jesus was baptised 

Flowing streams/rivers are places where people can feel close to God – 
maybe that is why they met by the river. 

Lydia was a worshipper of God – a Gentile who believed in God but was 
not a member of the Christian community. 

Her faith made her receptive to Paul’s teaching and was so moved, that 
she brought her whole family to be baptised. Lydia was Paul’s first convert in 
Philippi. 

Lydia is also identified as a seller of purple cloth – a luxury item sold 
exclusively to members of the upper class. Lydia was probably wealthy in her 
own right, as she was also the head of her household. 

Through her conversion, she opens her home to Paul, enabling it to 
become the ‘house church’ in Philippi, and the base for missionary activity in 
the city. Gail O’Day writes: 

“Lydia embodies Luke’s ideal of women’s contribution to the church: to 
provide housing and economic resources.” 

The bold step of opening her home is a miracle of the story of Lydia, as is 
the bold step of Paul in accepting her invitation. Here we begin to see the 
breaking down of barriers by the church.  As Kathleen Norris observes: ‘only 
those “at home in themselves” can offer their home to others.’ 

PRISCILLA AND AQUILA (Acts 18:1-4, 18-28) 

Paul’s missionary journey continued after his stay in Philippi, and he 
eventually arrived in Corinth – a large, cosmopolitan, commercial centre and 
seaport - one of the great cities of Greece. It was a place where many 
immigrants settled. 

Paul stayed at the home of a couple who had been expelled from Rome 
– Aquila and Priscilla. (Interestingly, by the time Paul wrote his letter to the 
church in Rome, Priscilla and Aquila had returned to Rome.) 

The couple are always named together – once with Aquila’s name first, 
and twice with Priscilla’s. Might this suggest that they were equals in the church. 
The normal convention would be for the man’s name to be first – always. 
Maybe, of the two, Priscilla was the better known to the body of Christians. 

They, too, opened their home to Paul and became important co-workers 
with him. After some time in Corinth, Paul, Priscilla and Aquila went to Ephesus. 
When Paul continued on, Priscilla and Aquila continued the work there. While 
in Ephesus, they heard an eloquent preacher named Apollos who was well 
versed in Scripture, but whose message about Jesus was ‘incomplete’. Priscilla 
and Aquila “took him aside and explained the Way of God to him more 
accurately” (18:26). 

We see through this example how women were a vital part of the 
leadership of the early church. Priscilla served the church as missionary and 
teacher, as well as being a leader in the formation and growth of the Christian 
church. 

THE CHURCH AS A MODEL FOR THE KINGDOM LIFE 

In Acts we read how the church is blazing a trail. Rather than accept the 
way things are regarding socioeconomic, racial and gender barriers, the church 
challenged and changed them. The followers of Jesus in attempting to live in 
response to his teachings discovered that the old way of looking at things didn’t 
fit anymore. There was no room for divisions. 

As Willimon states:  

‘The faith is not simply about conversion nor is it only about wonder-
working power; it is conversion into and power derived from a relationship with 
the risen Christ.’ 

Even though we who are Christians are flawed and imperfect, we are, 
nevertheless, called to bear witness to the unity that is ours in Jesus Christ.  

  
 

Many of those same barriers 
exist in one form or another today – we 
are called to use our gifts to bring an 
end to divisions that separate us from 
one another. It is thus important that 
we use language that points to the 
Kingdom of God, where no such 
barriers exist. It would seem that the 
need to be bold and courageous is just 
as necessary as it was in Lydia and 
Priscilla’s day. 
 

 


