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Introduction
Throughout the history of the church there have been a variety of views concerning 

the role of women in public ministry.1 Some contend that in light of Paul’s words in 
Galatians and Ephesians along with examples in the New Testament narrative it is clear 
women should be allowed participation in any ministry open to men.2 On the other 
hand, there are those who argue that the obvious words of Scripture, especially in 1 
Corinthians 14 and 1 Timothy 2, prohibit women from a public teaching ministry of a 
mixed assembly (both men and women).3 Moreover, there is the insistence that the 
public teaching ministry is so closely aligned with the office of pastor or elder that to 
allow for one is to allow for the other.

While there are those who place public teaching in the Christian assembly and 
church leadership in the same category, it is the position of this study that the two can 
and should be separated. However, this study will address the issue of women in offices 
of church leadership only insofar as it weighs upon the question of whether the Bible 
prohibits our permits women to participate in the public teaching of mixed assemblies 
in the church. 

Although there is a plethora of history available to the inquirer, this study will focus 
primarily upon the biblical text. The goal is not to simply follow a path previously trod 
but to arrive at a biblical understanding of the participation of women in the ministry of 
public teaching in the church. Thus this paper will propose that women are not 
prohibited from publicly teaching men (and women) in the church assembled as the 
body of Christ in worship.

1 Lynn H. Cohick and Amy Brown Hughes, Christian Women in the Patristic World: Their Influence, 
Authority, and Legacy in the Second through Fifth Centuries (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2017), 145. 
See also, Fleur Houston,“Reformation: a Two-Edged Sword in the Cause of the Ministry of Women,” 
Feminist theology : the journal of the Britain and Ireland School of Feminist Theology, 26, no. 1 (September 
1, 2017), 19–33.

2 “1 Corinthians 14:33b-38 and 1 Timothy 2:11-14 Permit the Ordination of Women.” Lutheran 
Theological Journal 39, no. 1 (05, 2005): 66-83.

3 “1 Corinthians 14:33b-38 and 1 Timothy 2:11-14 Prohibit the Ordination of Women.” Lutheran 
Theological Journal 39, no. 1 (05, 2005): 51-65.
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Methodology
The study will begin by defining leadership in the church4 as it is presented in the 

Bible. The purpose is to differentiate between the role of a church leader and that of a 
teacher. This study will examine the role of a church leader as guardian in the Old 
Testament and the New Testament.

The study will then examine the Old Testament witness concerning women in the 
role of teacher (one who proclaims the word of God) and leader outside the 
ecclesiastical structure. Special attention will be given to the example of Deborah as 
found in the book of Judges. The study will then move to an assessment of the New 
Testament record concerning the participation of women in the life of the church. This 
will be followed by a closer look at Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians 14 and 1 Timothy 2 
concerning women in the teaching ministry of the church. The conclusion will bring 
together the evidence covered within the body of the study.

Church Leader as Guardian
A failure to differentiate between the ministries of leadership and teaching in the 

church has contributed to a misappropriation of Scripture in prohibiting women from 
participation in the teaching ministry. It is not uncommon to assume Paul’s words in 1 
Corinthians 14 and 1 Timothy 12 are given in the context of establishing the parameters 
of church leadership.5 However, it seems this conclusion must be read into the text. It is 
the contention of this study that there is a difference between the office of church 
leader (as guardian) and the ministry of teaching. Thus, while women are prohibited 
from participation in the first, they are not from the latter. This is exemplified in both the
Old and New Testaments. 

The Role of Church Leader as Guardian In the Old Testament
The Old Testament acknowledges female prophets, judges and queens but never in 

the religious life of Israel do we find priestesses. This was a significant difference 
between Israel and the surrounding ancient near eastern nations. The absence of 
women among the priests of Yahweh is an indicator of the different roles assigned to 
men and women in the church. These roles find their origin and first example in 
creation.

4 For the sake of simplicity, the term “church” will be used in this study to refer to both the Old 
Covenant and New Covenant people of God. 

5 Philip H. Towner, The Letters to Timothy and Titus, The New International Commentary on the New
Testament, ed., Gordon D. Fee (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2006), as 
found in Rick Meyers, (2003-2018), e-Sword (Version 11.1.0) [Software], retrieved from https://www.e-
sword.net/ at 1 Timothy 2:8-15.
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In Genesis 2:15 it says, “then the LORD God placed the man in the Garden of Eden 
to cultivate it and guard it” (Genesis 2:15 GNB). Many translations render the Hebrew 
word ׁמרש  as “tend,” “keep,” watch over” and so on. The more appropriate translation is 
“guard.”6 It is important to remember this commission took place before the creation of 
Eve. While it is true that humanity in general (men and women) were told by God to, 
“...be fruitful and multiply. Fill the earth and govern it. Reign over the fish in the sea, the 
birds in the sky, and all the animals that scurry along the ground” (Genesis 1:28)7  it is 
only the man who receives the specific command to guard the garden. It may be 
implied the woman is a helper and participant in this task, but it remains true that the 
responsibility to guard rests primarily upon the man.

Moreover, the role of guardian was oriented toward the sanctuary. For this is what 
the garden of Eden represented. Indeed, “the tasks given to Adam are of a priestly 
nature.”8 Thus, from the very beginning it is indicated that the role of “guardian priest” 
before Yahweh was reserved for men.

This is reiterated in the ordering of the Levitical priesthood. Part of the priestly and 
Levitical duties were to guard the tabernacle. The book of Numbers says the Levites 
were to camp around the tabernacle performing “guard duty” (Numbers 1:53).9 Any 
outsider who came near was subject to the penalty of death. The text also says the 
Aaronic priesthood, “must personally handle all the priestly rituals associated with the 
altar and with everything behind the inner curtain. I am giving you the priesthood as 
your special privilege of service. Any unauthorized person who comes too near the 
sanctuary will be put to death” (Numbers 18:7 cf. 1:50-51, 3:10, 38). Again, built into the 
responsibility of the Aaronic priesthood, was an obligation to guard the sanctuary and 
worship of God.

The Role of Church Leader as Guardian In the New Testament
In the New Covenant, the task of guarding the “sanctuary” remained the province of

men. However, in the New Covenant age, the sanctuary – or temple – is the 
congregation itself, individual and corporately (1 Corinthians 3:16, 6:19, 2 Corinthians 

6 R. L. Harris, Gleason Leonard Archer, and Bruce K. Waltke, eds., Theological Wordbook of the Old 
Testament, vol. 2, 2 vols. (Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 1980), 939-940.

7 All Scripture citations are taken from the New Living Translation unless otherwise noted.
8 John H. Walton, Genesis, ed. Terry Muck, vol. 1, 24 vols., The NIV Application Commentary (Grand 

Rapids, Mich: Zondervan, 2001), 173.
9  Timothy R. Ashley, The Book of Numbers, The New International Commentary on the Old 

Testament, ed., R. K. Harrison, (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1993), as found in
Rick Meyers, (2003-2018), e-Sword (Version 11.1.0) [Software], retrieved from https://www.e-sword.net/ at 
Numbers 1:53.
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6:16, Ephesians 2:20-22). For this reason, the New Covenant office of elder or pastor was
reserved for men. One evidence of this is that Paul refers to overseers as men 
throughout the relevant passages in both 1 Timothy and Titus (1 Timothy 3:1-7, Titus 
1:5-9).10 Part of the duty given them was the protection of the Church from spiritual 
harm. They were to be firmly rooted in the gospel so they could encourage others while 
opposing heretics, silencing false teachers and exposing their spurious doctrine (Titus 
1:9-11). This reappears in the letter to the Hebrews. Church leaders (plural masculine 
form of ἡγέομαι11) are said to have the responsibility to watch over the soul of the 
congregation and to guard them from danger.12

Moreover, Peter called upon church leaders to act as shepherds in the model of 
Jesus Christ the Great Shepherd of the sheep (1 Peter 5:1-4). Under-shepherds were to 
care for the flock, to “watch over” the flock, to inspect and “beware.” In short, they were 
to lead and to guard.

The Old Testament Witness Concerning Teachers
While it is true that women were placed in a secondary position in society in the 

culture of ancient Israel,13 it should not be thought this barred them from participation in
the socio-political and religious life of the people of God. Indeed throughout the Old 
Testament it is understood there is an equality of the sexes. For instance, the law 
recognized an equivalence between men and women.14 One example is found in the 
legislation concerning an ox who gores a man or woman (Exodus 21:28-ff). In this case, 
if “the ox had a reputation for goring, and the owner had been informed but failed to 
keep it under control” the ox would be killed and the owner must likewise be punished 
(by execution or restitution as the relatives of the victim demanded).

The law commanded respect from children for both mother and father (Exodus 
20:12, Deuteronomy 5:16), including capital punishment for cursing or striking either 

10 N. T. Wright notes this concerning 1 Timothy 3 but suggests it is simply how “Greek grammar 
normally refers to both genders together and because in the very early days of the church the leaders of 
most communities were probably men.” N. T. Wright, Paul For Everyone: The Pastoral Letters, (Louisville, 
KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2004), 29-30.

11 Wesley J. Perschbacher and George V. Wigram, eds., The New Analytical Greek Lexicon, (Peabody: 
Hendrickson, 1990), 191.

12 Gareth Lee Cockerill, The Epistle To The Hebrews, The New International Commentary on the New 
Testament, ed., Joel B. Green, (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2012), 708.

13 Ralph Gower, The New Manners and Customs of Bible Times, (Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 1987), 58.
14 Werner Neuer, Man & Woman in Christian Perspective, (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 1991), 83.
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parent (Exodus 21:15, 17, Leviticus 20:9). This is notable because in Babylonian law, for 
instance, striking or cursing the mother was not punished.15

Generally speaking, the old covenant cultus was open to men and women equally. 
While only the men of Israel were required to attend the four major feasts, it is true that 
women (and children) would typically participate in these annual observances. 
Moreover, women were allowed to swear oaths before Yahweh, participate in offering 
sacrifices and take upon themselves the Nazirite vow. Women also participated in many 
of the exceptional activities of worship such as the bringing of the Ark to Jerusalem, 
hearing the reading of the law and active participation in public worship (2 Samuel 6:5, 
Deuteronomy 31:12, Nehemiah 8:2). 

The Old Testament also references female prophets or prophetesses who exercised 
some form of public ministry. These are Miriam (Exodus 15:20), Huldah (2 Kings 22:14), 
Noahdia (a false prophetesses opposing Nehemiah, Nehemiah 6:14), and the wife of 
Isaiah (Isaiah 8:3). Of these we know little. However, there is one example from the Old 
Testament of whom we know more. This is Deborah, a prophetess and judge in Israel 
(Judges 4:4).

Deborah
The ministry of Deborah is introduced in the record without explanation. In other 

words, while the ministry of a female prophet was not common, the writer understands 
that his audience will not be particularly surprised by the presence of a prophetess and 
judge in Israel.16 In addition, there is nothing in the text that indicates Deborah’s ministry
was  “second best” due to a dearth of male leadership.17

The writer describes Deborah as a prophetess who “was leading Israel at that time”
 (Judges 4:4, NET). This should be understood as governing Israel and providing divine 
communication.18 Two things immediately stand out: Deborah was in a position of public
authoritative ministry before the crisis of Canaanite oppression began19 and, two, she 
was one who spoke the word of “the Lord, the God of Israel” (Judges 4:6). Moreover, it is

15 Neuer, Man & Woman, 83.
16 James Jordan, Judges: God’s War Against Humanism, (Tyler, TX: Geneva Ministries, 1985), 77.
17 Barry G. Web, The Book of Judges The New International Commentary on the Old Testament, ed., 

Ronald L. Hubbard, (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2012), as found in Rick 
Meyers, (2003-2018), e-Sword (Version 11.1.0) [Software], retrieved from https://www.e-sword.net/ at 
Judges 4:4

18 K. Lawson Younger Jr., Judges,/Ruth, ed. Terry Muck, vol. 6, 24 vols., The NIV Application 
Commentary (Grand Rapids, Mich: Zondervan, 2002), 140

19 Arthur E. Cundall and Leon Morris, Judges & Ruth, An Introduction & Commentary, Tyndale Old 
Testament Commentaries, ed., D. J. Wiseman (Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press, 1968), 83. 

5



significant the text does not present Deborah as speaking the word of the Lord in 
ecstatic utterances but as simple commands.

It is also important to recognize the location Deborah exercised this ministry of 
leadership and proclamation. The Bible says “she would sit under the Palm of Deborah, 
between Ramah and Bethel in the hill country of Ephraim, and the Israelites would go to 
her for judgment” (Judges 4:5). In other words, she did not perform her ministry in the 
place of public worship but outside that location. However, this does not imply hers was 
merely a civil office. It is said the “Israelites would come up to her to have their disputes 
settled” (Judges 4:5 NET). “the expression ‘came up’ is applied here as in Deut 17:8, to 
the place of justice, as a spiritual height.”20 As a judge, Deborah expounded upon the 
Law and made practical application to the lives and situations of the Israelite who came 
to her for judgment. While not identified as a “teaching ministry” in the text this is 
essentially what a teacher does. 

Taken altogether, it is clear Deborah exercised authority in Israel, speaking the word 
of God, commanding men and women alike but doing so outside the sanctuary. Like 
other prophets, the ministry of Deborah was a complement to the sanctuary ministry of 
the priests and Levites. The priestly guild led the nation in worship of Yahweh, perform-
ing the rituals of sanctuary worship and exercising rule through the application of God’s 
law. Prophets, including Deborah, exhorted the people to hear the word of the Lord and 
obey it, to properly participate in the worship rituals, and be circumcised of heart. As 
judge, Deborah was given the task of practical application of God’s law to the lives of 
the children of Israel.

The Old Testament witness indicates there is nothing wrong with women acting as 
rulers and teachers outside the sanctuary. An application of this principle at this point in 
this study indicates women may teach a mixed assembly in the church “but they may 
not assume the liturgical/symbolic role of leader in formal worship, in the presence the 
sacrament, before the throne of God.”21

New Testament Witness Concerning Teachers
The status of women in the culture of Israel did not dramatically change from the 

time of the Old Testament to the New Testament. Nevertheless, women played a signif-
icant role in the establishment of the New Covenant church. From the beginning of the 
New Testament story two women (Elizabeth and Mary) are presented as prophetic, 
speaking the very words of God, with their utterances recorded as part of the inspired 
text (Luke 1:42-55).

20 Carl Friedrich Keil, Joshua, Judges, Ruth, 1 and 2 Samuel (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 
1996), 219.

21 Jordan, Judges, 78.
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The gospel accounts present women as disciples of Jesus (although not among the 
Twelve) who accompanied him during his ministry. As Luke says, 

Soon afterward Jesus began a tour of the nearby towns and villages, preaching and 
announcing the Good News about the Kingdom of God. He took his twelve disciples 
with him, along with some women who had been cured of evil spirits and diseases. 
Among them were Mary Magdalene, from whom he had cast out seven demons; 
Joanna, the wife of Chuza, Herod’s business manager; Susanna; and many others who
were contributing from their own resources to support Jesus and his disciples (Luke 
8:1-3).
Not only did the women accompany Jesus and therefore learn from him directly (cf. 

Luke 10:39), they were of great import in the realization of Jesus’ public ministry in the 
first place. They were among those who “bankrolled his ministry” and in fact are the only
one identified as doing so.22

Women are also key players in the resurrection stories found in the gospels as “all 
the gospels stress the significance of the women as the first witnesses of the empty 
tomb.”23 In a culture where the testimony of a woman was not considered credible, this 
sent a significant message concerning the participation of women in the life of the 
church.

After the resurrection and ascension of Jesus, women continued to have an 
important role in the life of the church. For example, Lydia, the seller of purple from 
Thyatria is recognized as the covenant head of her dependents and is instrumental in 
bringing her household into the kingdom of God.24

Certain women were also recognized as prophets in the New Covenant era. The 
daughters of Philip are singled out as representative (Acts 21:9). Women were also 
permitted to teach in some capacity. Priscilla, along with her husband Aquila, was 
instrumental in guiding Apollos into a better understanding of the Gospel message 
(Acts 18:26). 

Like the Old Testament, the New Testament narrative does not place obvious 
restriction upon the participation of women in public worship. Moreover, the narrative 
does not indicate women were restricted from participation in the ministry of teaching 
and publicly proclaiming the word of God. This remains the case in the epistles of Paul 
except in two specific instances. For while Paul implies that women are permitted to 

22 Elizabeth A. Johnson, “‘Your One Wild and Precious Life’: Women on the Road of Ministry.” 
Theological Studies 80, no. 1 (March 2019): 210.

23 R. T. France, The Gospel of Matthew, The New International Commentary on the New Testament., 
ed., Gordon D. Fee (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2007), 1098.

24 F. F. Bruce, The Book Of Acts, Revised, The New International Commentary on the New Testament.,
ed., Gordon D. Fee (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1988), 311.
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prophecy in the public worship service, he elsewhere seems to prohibit the practice. It is 
granted that prophecy and teaching are different ministries in the New Testament, but it
is inappropriate to differentiate them so sharply so as to deny the privilege of public 
proclamation of God’s word to women.

Apart from the prohibitive passages in 1 Corinthians 14 and 1 Timothy 2, it seems 
clear Paul permitted women to prophecy - and that prophecy is much like teaching. 
While prophecy is revelation from the Spirit it is not necessarily spontaneous. In other 
words, the mind (spirit) of the prophet is subject to the prophet (1 Corinthians 14:31-
32).25 Also, prophecy “can, and often does, involve sustained reflection on Scripture. 
Although there is a difference between teaching and prophesying in the New 
Testament, it is simplistic to argue that the difference lies in the use of Scripture for one 
and not the other. Prophecy in the early church had much to do with the scriptures and 
their application.”26  

Moreover, leader/guardian is an office distinct from teacher in the New Testament. 
There is no inviolable connection between leadership and teaching. In each of the lists 
of spiritual gifts, leadership ministries are separate from teaching. Even in the Ephesians 
4 list, the absence of the definite article in the Greek (“some pastors and teachers” as 
opposed to “some pastors and some teachers”) is not proof they should be considered 
two parts of the same ministry. Even if they are presented as the same ministry in 
Ephesians 4, they are clearly separated in the other lists. Thus, the most conservative 
position the student of Scripture may insist upon is that that there are leaders, teachers 
and pastor/teachers in the Body of Christ. Thus, “able to teach” or “an able teacher” (1 
Timothy 3:2, HCSB) does not mean the gift of teaching is folded into the office of leader 
and disappears as a separate ministry. It is simply one of the several separate gifts 
required for leadership in the church (cf. hospitality [1 Peter 4:9-10], marriage perhaps [1
Corinthians 7:7]). 

Nevertheless, in order to understand the New Testament position concerning the 
participation of women in the public teaching ministry of the church, it is necessary to 
examine Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians 14 and 1 Timothy 12.

1 Corinthians 14:33-35
It is important to recognize the context of Paul’s command to the women in Corinth.

In his letter he says, “women should be silent during the church meetings. It is not 
proper for them to speak. They should be submissive, just as the law says. If they have 
any questions, they should ask their husbands at home, for it is improper for women to 

25 Jennifer Ann Cox, “New Testament Prophecy and Its Implications for the Ministry of Women,” 
Feminist Theology, 2016, vol 25 (1) 31.

26 Ibid., 39.
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speak in church meetings” (1 Corinthians 14:34-35). The reader must not forget that 
earlier in the letter, Paul acknowledged the legitimacy of women prophesying by 
providing rules for their proper expression of the gift  (1 Corinthians 11:5). This is one of 
the reason that some New Testament commentators believe that verses 34 and 35 are 
not part of the original text.27 It is the position of this paper that the verses in question 
are part of the original text; it is proposed they have been largely misunderstood.

Theses verses are a portion of a letter written to a church characterized by 
arrogance, selfishness and disorder (1 Corinthians 4:18, 11:21-22, 33-34, 14:23-33, 40). It 
was a church that misunderstood the freedom they enjoyed in Christ (5:1-13) and 
openly disdained Paul as a lesser apostle.28 Therefore we recognize it is possible Paul 
placed certain restrictions upon the church in Corinth that are not normative for the 
church in every place at all times.

Paul’s concern in chapter 14 of the letter is twofold. First, he wants decency and 
order in the public worship service. Secondly, he wants women to learn in an orderly 
fashion as well. The prohibition of questions from the women in the congregation 
speaks to a specific situation. “With rare exception such as Pricilla, Phoebe, Junia, Lois 
and Eunice, women would not have been as well versed in the Scriptures as men.”29 
Therefore, one possibility is that the women in Corinth were largely uneducated 
theologically. In such a scenario, it might be imagined that a woman would (loudly) ask 
questions of her husband during the teaching. This situation would be exacerbated if 
the church assembly in Corinth followed the pattern of synagogue worship where the 
men and women sat in separate sections of the congregation. In this circumstance, a 
woman would have to call across “the central division to [her husband] to explain what 
had been said.”30 This might also happen if the teaching was in Greek and a woman was 
only familiar with her own local dialect.31 A similar disruption would take place if one of 
the uneducated women (feeling the joy of freedom in Christ) questioned the teacher of 
Scripture. Yet, Paul’s instructions “are an active encouragement to the women to come 
to the church well prepared and, while there, to listen intently so that they are sure to 

27 Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, The New International Commentary on the 
New Testament, ed., Gordon D. Fee (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1987), 
705.

28 Ibid., 190.
29 “Permit Women,” 76. 
30 N. T. Wright, Paul For Everyone: 1 Corinthians, (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2004), 

199, brackets added.
31 Wright, 1 Corinthians, 199.
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take everything in and continue learning.”32 Afterward, they are encouraged to seek 
additional insight from their husbands. Therefore, Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians 14:33-34
were not a strict prohibition against women teaching in the church (the teaching 
ministry is never mentioned in connection to women here) but, rather, a matter of 
practical order in the worship assembly. Furthermore, while it may be true Paul’s 
“instruction that only men were allowed to serve as pastors challenges the Greco-
Roman culture, where women commonly served as priests in particular cults”33 that is 
not the same as a prohibition against public teaching to mixed (men and women) 
church assemblies.

1 Timothy 2:11-15
Any examination of Paul’s words in 1 Timothy 2:12-15 should readily acknowledge 

that the passage is difficult to interpret for at least five reasons: its meaning is broadly 
disputed; it contains a number of terms with obscure meanings; there are a wide variety 
of interpretations offered; the entire section is difficult to apply; to many, it does not 
make sense with a literal “straightforward reading.”34 

As with the passage in 1 Corinthians 14 the cultural context of 1 Timothy 2 is 
important for a proper interpretation. For instance, when Paul wrote 1 Timothy, Rome 
was experiencing an ancient world “woman’s liberation movement.” This was defined by 
women (especially the wealthy and well placed women of Rome) as casting off 
traditional roles and restrictions. The “new woman” movement in Rome was charac-
terized by,

behavior that gave it the look of an ancient sexual revolution, with wealthy women 
displaying themselves in permissive clothing and hairstyles and seeking the sexual 
freedoms normally reserved for men. The Roman Imperial woman had greater access 
to the public sphere of life (in contrast to that of women under Greek conventions), 
increased presence in certain public speaking situations, occasional roles in the legal 
setting and in commerce. And this mobility made the presence and impact of the 
“revolution” impossible to ignore. Practice of contraception and abortion by the new 
women, although condemned by numerous writers and an offense against the 
traditional value placed on the household/ family, became increasingly widespread, 
because of this new woman’s desire to pursue the free life unencumbered.35 

32 “Permit Women,” 76.
33 “Prohibit Women,” 58.
34 Jamin Hubner, “Revisiting The Clarity of Scripture In 1 Timothy 2:12,” Journal of the Evangelical 

Theological Society, 59/1 (2016), 100.
35 Towner, Letters to Timothy and Titus, Meyers, e-Sword, at 1 Timothy 2:8-15.
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Paul’s concern in 1 Timothy (as in 1 Corinthians) is first with the witness of the 
church. He is concerned how the unsaved perceive followers of Jesus Christ. Thus he 
carefully regulated the worship in both Corinth and Ephesus, recognizing that the 
worship service of the church was essentially an event available to the unregenerate 
public as well (cf. 1 Corinthians 14:23-25).36 While it requires a bit of reading between the
lines, it seems Paul was concerned that the church not be associated with the “new 
woman” movement in first century Rome. This helps to explain Paul’s purpose in 1 
Timothy 2:9-10 regulating the apparel of women at the church meetings.

Also foundational in the interpretation of this passage is the identification of the 
“men” in verse 12 and what it means to teach them or have authority over them. The 
Greek term used is a form of ἀνήρ and can refer to a man in general or to a husband.37 
The primary context for understanding verse 12 is verses 13-15 of the same chapter, 
thus it seems Paul is referring to the “authority” a woman might exercise over her 
husband rather than men in general. In order to grasp how this fits together, there is a 
Greek word in verse 12 that must be properly understood. The word is αὐθεντέω and is 
translated as “have authority” (NLT) or “exercise authority” (NET).

The word αὐθεντέω “relates to the active wielding of influence (with respect to a 
person) or the initiation of an action, possibly shading into the passive idea of having 
authority, though ...this appears to be a later development.”38 However, in order to 
actually understand the significance of Paul’s usage of αὐθεντέω (the only time it 
appears the New Testament), we must first discern his purpose in referencing the 
creation account. 

Paul’s concern is not with the (supposed) superiority of men over women but with 
the level of “education” provided to Adam and Eve previous to Satan’s attack. It must be
remembered that Adam received the command to refrain from eating of the Tree of the 
Knowledge of Good and Evil directly from God (Genesis 2:16-17). On the other hand, 
Eve received the command secondhand from Adam.39 Paul’s point in saying that it was 
not Adam who was deceived is to explain that ignorance leaves one open for deception.
Moreover, in Adam’s case, the less educated and thereby easily deceived Eve was able 
to wield influence over her husband so that he (willfully) sinned.

36 Ibid. Towner writes, “the church met in the main reception room of homes, which was its public 
area” and as such would be open to anyone who passed by.

37 Perschbacher, 30.
38 Andrew C. Perriman, “What Eve Did What Women Shouldn’t Do: The Meaning of Authenteo in 1 

Timothy 2:12,” Tyndale Bulletin 44.1 (1993), 138.
39 Ibid., 139.
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In the context of this letter to Timothy, Paul is concerned with the problem of 
women in Ephesus who are theologically ignorant, influencing their husbands and 
leading them into heresy. For, it is clear that heresy was a problem in Ephesus (1 
Timothy 1:3-4) and that women were especially targeted (2 Timothy 3:6-7).40 Thus what 
Paul has in mind is not authority in the way so often interpreted, but an ignorant 
influence brought to bear in a personal (marriage) relationship. Most specifically, Paul is 
saying that Eve, as one who was deceived, brought an ignorant influence to bear on 
Adam. “So Paul appeals to the creation story for a specific reason: he fears that through 
the fallacious arguments of heretical teachers, women, because of their ignorance,
 …will again be deceived and fall into transgression and in turn lead the men astray.”41

This was especially a problem in the context of the “new woman” movement of the first 
century. The “new woman” was one who threw off the restraints of traditional mores. It 
would have been easy for theologically ignorant woman to conclude that the freedom 
they had in Christ should look a lot like the freedom offered by the “new woman” 
movement. 

Moreover, Paul is not suggesting a woman is granted salvation through giving birth 
and raising children. Instead, Paul is concerned that the women in Ephesus do not fall 
into deception through ignorance; rather, he wants them to learn. Indeed his account of 
Adam and Eve serves to highlight the fact that when Eve fell into transgression through 
deception there was a rift created between her and her husband. God addressed this 
when he said childbirth would be difficult and yet the natural desire of a woman would 
be to “return” to her husband, facilitating conception and birth, In short, “Eve’s longing 
for her husband and Adam’s provision for his wife would reunite them. In 1 Tim 2:13-15, 
in the same way, only wives’ leaning on their own husbands and learning the orthodox 
teachings of the apostles from their husbands could protect them from false teachers’ 
deceptive heterodoxy (1 Tim 1:3, 2 Timothy 3:6)”42 

The outcome of this understanding of 1 Timothy 2:12-15 is that Paul was not 
prohibiting women from participation in the teaching ministry of the church. Instead, 
Paul is dealing with a specific situation found in first century Ephesus. Christian women 
ignorant of Christian theology, swayed by the cultural currents of the day, were 
influencing their husbands (and perhaps others) to embrace heresy. Paul’s prescription 
for this spiritual sickness was learning. Rather than teach under these circumstances, 
Paul wanted women to “learn quietly and submissively” (1 Timothy 2:11). Paul’s concern 

40 Walter L. Liefeld, 1 & 2 Timothy, Titus, ed. Terry Muck, The NIV Application Commentary (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 1999), 271.

41 Perriman, “What Eve Did,” 139.
42 Andrew B. Spurgeon, “1 Timothy 2:13-15: Paul’s Retelling Of Genesis 2:4-4:1,” Journal of the 

Evangelical Theological Society, 56/3, (2013), 552.  
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is with the health of the church and the education of the wives in Ephesus. If they “were 
educated they would not be deceived; the antidote to deception was in learning.”43 

Essentially Paul provided a way for women to fully participate in the public worship pf 
the church without disrupting appropriate lines of authority.44

Conclusion
This study has proposed that while women are barred from the office and ministry 

of church leadership, they are not prohibited from the ministry of teaching. The Old 
Testament says that women were barred from the position of leader/guardian in the 
religious life of Israel. However, they were not prohibited from participation in the 
common worship nor where they kept from exercising the ministry of a prophet or 
Judge. As prophetess and judge, Deborah explained and applied the law on a practical 
level and issued commands in the name of the Lord to both men and women alike.

In the New testament it is clear that women played a significant role in the life of the
church. They were learners at the feet of Jesus, participants in his ministry and were ones
who prophesied. The prophetic ministry of women, while subject to certain rules, was 
allowed in public worship.

The restrictions upon women in 1 Corinthians 14 and 1 Timothy 12 were specific to 
the time. In both cases Paul’s concern was with theologically ignorant women disrupting
the Body of Christ. In both cases, Paul makes provision for the learning of women so 
they might fully participate in public worship. Additionally, it seems the restrictions Paul 
placed on women and public teaching did not extend beyond Corinth and Ephesus.  

The Old Testament indicates women are allowed to lead and teach apart from the 
ministry of guarding the sanctuary. The New Testament witness indicates the same. 
Therefore, this paper concludes that women are not prohibited from publicly teaching in
the church assembled as the body of Christ in worship.

43 Spurgeon, “Paul’s Retelling,” 554.
44 Meredith J. Stone, “There’s More than One Way: Vashti, Esther, and Women in Ministry,” Review &

Expositor 110, no. 1 (February 2013): 126.
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