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 The debate regarding the role of women in church ministry is expansive and complex.  

Volumes have been written on the topic and it has been approached from multiple angles.  

Women and men along the entire spectrum of opinions have given their propositions as to 

whether or not women should be allowed to teach, have authority, or even speak in the church.  

They have discussed what church leadership roles women can and cannot have and whether or 

not a husband and wife can engage in mutual submission.  The range of questions and arguments 

for and against the various views are massive and cannot be condensed into a short paper.  While 

space here does not allow for a full-fledged argument for egalitarianism, I hope to discuss two of 

the foundational passages that are used on both sides of the egalitarian and complementarian 

debate.  1

 There are many passages that complementarians cite for their prohibition of women in 

certain areas of ministry.  While space does not allow for a complete analysis of every passage, 

two stand out as fundamental to the complementarian argument.  These two passages speak of 

the “prohibition” of women speaking or teaching in a church setting.  Complementarians argue 

that these passages point to a transcultural principle of women not being permitted in teaching 

roles over men.  Egalitarians, on the other hand, see these passages as specific Pauline 

 It is assumed that the reader is familiar with the basics of the egalitarian and complementarian debate.  1

For a good introduction to the debate, the reader is referred to the following: Belleville, Linda L., Craig L. 
Blomberg, Craig S. Keener, and Thomas R. Schreiner. Two Views on Women in Ministry. Edited by Stanley N. 
Gundry and James R. Beck. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2001.
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instructions regarding the way women should learn in the specific context and situation of the 

churches addressed.  After careful analysis of the “prohibitive” passages of 1 Corinthians 

14:34-35 and 1 Timothy 2:11-14, one will see that these do not in fact constitute a universal and 

transcultural prohibition on women in church ministry. 

1 Corinthians 14:34-35 

 Before analyzing this passage, it is worth noting the textual criticism these two verses 

have received from some modern scholars.  Some believe that these two verses were not 

authentic to the text but were a later addition or a marginal note that found its way into the text.  

A leading proponent of this theory is Gordon Fee in his commentary on 1 Corinthians.  Due to 

the fact that vv. 34-35 appear after v. 40 in some Western manuscripts, Fee asserts that either the 

section was moved from vv. 34-35 to after v. 40, moved from after v. 40 to vv. 34-35, or it was a 

marginal gloss and not part of the original text.   It is reasonable to understand this theory 2

considering that the flow of the text would be more even with vv. 34-35 either at the end or 

completely separate.  However, Fee’s theory cannot be confirmed because, even to his own 

admission, there are no known manuscripts that do not contain vv. 34-35 somewhere in the text.   3

Until such evidence is available, it is best to assume that vv. 34-35 are part of the text and to lay 

the theory aside. 

 “The women are to keep silent in the churches; for they are not permitted to speak, but 

are to subject themselves, just as the Law also says.  If they desire to learn anything, let them ask 

their own husbands at home; for it is improper for a woman to speak in church” (1 Cor. 

 Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 1987), 699.2

 Ibid., 702.3
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14:34-35).  4

 It is important to first note what Paul is writing prior to these two verses.  Paul begins in 

v. 20 by giving specific instructions to the Corinthians regarding order in the church service.  It is 

through this context that we should view vv. 34-35.  The common theme of church order is 

carried throughout this section because Paul ends it by saying, “But all things must be done 

properly and in an orderly manner” (v. 40).  In this section, Paul seeks to correct the behavior of 

the Corinthian church by addressing those who speak in tongues, the prophets, and the women.  

Each of these three groups are expected to exercise silence in the appropriate times during 

church services.  “Thereby the apostle seeks to transform the noisy confusion of the Corinthian 

worship into a harmonious masterpiece that will glorify God and edify the church.”  5

 Regarding v. 33b (“as in all the churches of the saints.”), scholars are divided as to 

whether this portion belongs with the rest of v. 33 or with v. 34.  It would seem best that v. 33b 

remains with the whole of v. 33 for two reasons.  First, placing v. 33b along with v. 34 creates 

redundancy (“As in all the churches of the saints, the women are to keep silent in the 

churches.”).  There is no need for the duplicate “churches” to qualify that the silence refers to 

church services.  It would best fit with v. 33 to indicate that orderly worship is expected in the 

 All Scripture quotations are taken from the New American Standard Bible (Anaheim: Foundation 4

Publications, 1995).
 Stanley J. Grenz and Denise Muir Kjesbo, Women in the Church: A Biblical Theology of Women in 5

Ministry (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1995), 118.
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Corinthian church just as it is in the rest of the early churches.   Second, “Paul’s other appeals to 6

universal practice appear only as a concluding point.”   In keeping with Paul’s normal writing 7

technique, v. 34 is the beginning of a new paragraph and v. 33 is a concluding idea for that 

section.  8

 When one reads Paul’s instructions in vv. 34-35, the first inquiry that should be made is 

why Paul is writing this.  We know that Paul’s letters were written for specific reasons and 

occasions.  So why would Paul be instructing the women to be silent?  After all, Paul has written 

about women being anything but silent in worship (11:5).  Kenneth Schenck is correct in stating 

that vv. 34-35 are “a bit startling” compared to the ways Paul has already encouraged the women 

to be audibly active in the worship of the church.   So what is the situation that required Paul to 9

write these words? 

 Looking back to the immediate context, it can be assumed that it was written because of 

disorder in the service.  Paul corrects those speaking in tongues by limiting the number of 

 Wayne Grudem writes, “Grammatically it is possible to make ‘as in all the churches of the saints’ modify 6

the preceding clause, […]. However, this division of the sentences does not fit the sense of the passage.  After saying 
something about the character of God, which is always the same, it would be pointless for Paul to add ‘as in all the 
churches of the saints,’ as if the Corinthians would have imagined that God would be a God of peace in some 
churches but not in others” (Wayne Grudem, Countering the Claims of Evangelical Feminism [Colorado Springs: 
Multnomah Publishers, 2006], 144n.).  The same argument could be made regarding his interpretation of the verse.  
If silence of women is a universal, unchanging command, why would Paul need to clarify something as being 
universal and unchanging if it should be understood as such?  Also, why would Paul not make the same claim (“as in 
all the churches of the saints”) for his other instructions on orderly worship? 

 Linda L. Belleville, "Women in Ministry: An Egalitarian Perspective," in Two Views on Women in 7

Ministry, ed. Stanley N. Gundry and James R. Beck (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2005), 75-76, note 111.  E.g., 1 Cor. 
4:17; 7:17; 11:16.

 Though some would argue that this is a linchpin for the egalitarian view, the egalitarian argument would 8

not necessarily be destroyed if v. 33b were part of v. 34.  Some would argue that Paul simply wanted the Corinthian 
church to follow the customary practices in all the churches of the women remaining silent so that they may bear a 
positive witness to those outside the church (vv. 24-25).  Leon Morris writes, “For women to take on themselves the 
role of instructors would have been to discredit Christianity in the eyes of most people.  Indeed, among the Greeks 
women were discouraged from saying anything in public” (Leon Morris, 1 Corinthians [Downers Grove: Inter-
Varsity Press, 1985], 197.).

 Kenneth Schenck, 1 & 2 Corinthians: A Commentary for Bible Students (Indianapolis: Wesleyan 9

Publishing House, 2006), 203.



Fewell !5

speakers to two or three and requiring an interpreter (v. 27).  If there was no interpreter, the 

speaker was to remain silent and speak directly to God (v. 28).  Again, Paul corrects the prophets 

by limiting it to two or three people and requiring others to judge the content of the prophecy (v. 

29).  If someone else received a prophetical revelation while one was speaking, the one speaking 

was to be silent and yield the floor to the other (v. 30).  All this is so that “all things [are] done 

properly and in an orderly manner” (v. 40).  Those speaking in tongues and prophesying did not 

have an orderly structure in which they were exercising these gifts.  This orderliness was needed 

so that all things were done for the edification of the body (v. 26b).   

 Since there is a pattern of limitation and silence in both the tongues-speakers and 

prophets, the same limitation and silence pattern can be understood of the women.  What then 

was the disorderliness they were causing in the church?  The first part of v. 35 gives a clue: “If 

they desire to learn anything, let them ask their own husbands at home.”  The text indicates that 

the women had questions that they were asking which caused the disruption.  “The women are 

asking questions to probe what the speaker is saying during the church service.”   These were 10

irrelevant or inappropriate questions that were being asked while the teaching and prophesying 

were taking place.  Why would the women be asking such questions?  “Because, in general, they 

were less likely to be educated than men.  Most Jewish women knew less of the law than most 

Jewish men, and most Greek women were less accustomed to public lectures than were their 

husbands.”   Having a new-found freedom in Christ to learn, it is understandable that the 11

uneducated women would have questions about what was being said.  It is evident here, as well 

 Craig S. Keener, Paul, Women & Wives: Marriage and Women's Ministry in the Letters of Paul 10

(Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers, 1992), 81.
 Ibid., 83.11
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as in 1 Tim. 2, that Paul invites the women to learn as long as order is maintained.  It is not the 

fact that women had questions that Paul requests their silence; instead, it is the manner in which 

they are asking the questions that he opposed. 

 Paul’s solution to this problem comes in two parts.  First, the women at Corinth should be 

silent and hold back their questions.  If we ignore the fact that the women were disturbing the 

peace of the church service with their questions, v. 34 would have to be interpreted quite 

differently - one would have to assume a complete and absolute silence of women at all times 

during the church service.  However, it has already been said that 1 Cor. 11:5 indicates that 

women were to pray and prophesy in the church.  “If Paul really meant 14:34-35 as an absolute 

prohibition of women speaking in church - let alone prophesying - then he has seriously 

contradicted himself in the space of four chapters.”   To address this disorderly asking of 12

questions, Paul tells the women, just like he does the tongues-speakers and prophets, to be silent 

and allow the service to proceed.   

 Along with this silence, Paul tells the women they “are to subject themselves” (v. 34b).  

The Greek word for “subject” in this instance is “[…] submission involving recognition of an 

ordered structure […].”   There is nothing in the context of this sentence that suggests this was 13

to be subordination to their husband or to a male leader.   Instead, it was a general subjection for 14

the sake of orderliness.   This is the same subjection the prophets were under: “the spirits of 15

 Schenck, 204.12

 Walter Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, ed. 13

Frederick William Danker (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 1042.
 Verse 35 does say that “If they desire to learn anything, let them ask their own husbands at home,” but 14

this is not the sense of “submission” or “subjection” in v. 34.  Instead, it is a submission to the orderly structure that 
was needed at Corinth.  Also note the act of self-submission (“subject themselves”).

 Walter L. Liefeld, "Women, Submission & Ministry in 1 Corinthians," in Women, Authority & the Bible, 15

ed. Alvera Mickelsen (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1986), 151.
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prophets are subject to prophets; for God is not a God of confusion but of peace, as in all the 

churches of the saints” (vv. 32-33).  This mutual silence and submission was what Paul required 

to protect the peace and orderliness.  “If one follows Paul’s thinking carefully, ‘submission’ and 

‘silence’ are two sides of the same coin.  To be silent is to be submissive - and to be submissive 

(in the context of worship) is to be silent.  Control of the tongue is most likely what Paul is 

talking about.”    16

 What then does Paul mean when he says, “just as the Law also says” (v. 34c)?  Some say 

that he is referring to the Mosaic Law in the Old Testament.  Specifically, many will say that 

Gen. 3:16 is the verse Paul had in mind.  This seems unlikely: “Would Paul take an OT text 

(Gen. 3:16) that is descriptive of a post-fall, dysfunctional marital relationship and cite it as 

prescriptive for the husband-wife Christian relationship?  He does not do so elsewhere; why 

would he do so here?”   Fee also notes that “[…] when Paul elsewhere appeals to ‘the Law,’ he 17

always cites the text (e.g., 9:8; 14:21), usually to support a point he himself is making.”   Paul 18

does not do so in this text.  One view which seems most probable is that Paul is citing the oral 

law as taught by the Jewish religious teachers.  “Specifically, Paul appeals to the oral tradition of 

his day which stipulated that out of respect for the congregation, women should be silent in 

synagogue worship.”   There are many cases in which Paul has done this before when he refers 19

to “the Law.”   This would seem to best fit the context of the passage. 20

 The second half of the solution comes in v. 35: “If they desire to learn anything, let them 

 Belleville, 77.16

 Ibid.17

 Fee, 707.18

 Grenz and Kjesbo, 119.19

 E.g., Acts 22:3; Rom. 2:17-20; Eph. 2:15; Phil. 3:5-6.20
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ask their own husbands at home.”  As it has been already said, Paul wanted to see women 

learning in the church.  He wanted them to ask questions and gain knowledge, but he wanted 

them to do so in an orderly fashion so as not to disrupt the services.  “Paul is here concerned with 

the way women should learn.”   His solution is that the women hold on to their questions and 21

ask their husbands at home.  Paul’s hope is that each husband will see his wife’s eagerness to 

learn and use what he has already learned to teach her.  This was a radical change from the 

society of the day.  “Those who thought husbands should provide private tutoring for their wives 

who had less education opportunities were a more progressive minority […].  His long-range 

solution to their being uneducated novices is that they should be allowed to learn, and their 

marriage partners should be committed to furthering their learning.”  22

 The final phrase of this passage says, “for it is improper for a woman to speak in 

church” (v. 35c).  Similarly to how the oral tradition did not allow women to speak in services (v. 

34c), Paul again turns to culture to explain his reasoning for the orderliness he requests.  “It was 

‘shameful’ or ‘disgraceful’ for a woman to interrupt the service with her questions (14:35) the 

same way that it was ‘shameful’ or ‘disgraceful’ for a woman to have her head uncovered or hair 

cropped short (11:6): it offended the cultural sensitivities of those whom the church wanted to 

reach with the gospel.”   The word for “improper” or “shameful” means “[…] being socially or 23

morally unacceptable […].”   We can see that this is one of the other reasons for Paul’s entire 24

request for orderliness: he wanted to witness to those outside the church in their cultural context.  

 Morris, 198.21

 Craig S. Keener, "Women in Ministry: Another Egalitarian Perspective," in Two Views on Women in 22

Ministry, ed. Stanley N. Gundry and James R. Beck (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2005), 230.
 Keener, Paul, Women & Wives, 86.23

 Bauer, 29.24
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In vv. 23-25, Paul discusses how this orderliness will be beneficial if an unbeliever were to enter 

the church.  The hopeful result of this orderliness is that “[the unbeliever] is convicted by all, he 

is called to account by all; the secrets of his heart are disclosed; and so he will fall on his face 

and worship God, declaring that God is certainly among you” (vv. 24b-25).  Women raising 

irrelevant questions along with the disorder of the tongues-speakers and prophets would not be a 

good witness to those outside the church.  

 Two final things must be addressed regarding this passage.  First, does this passage say 

that women are not allowed to teach?  There is nothing in the context of the passage itself that 

says so.  In fact, Paul seems to encourage the women to teach by prophesying (11:5).   He even 25

places the role of prophecy ahead of teaching (12:28).  “[Paul] is primarily concerned with 

women interrupting teaching, not women engaging in teaching.  In addition, nothing in the 

epistle suggests that preaching and teaching, which Paul seems to associate with prophecy, are 

gender-specific gifts.”   There is a tendency with some complementarians to try and read 1 Tim. 26

2:11-14 into 1 Cor. 14:34-35.  To be clear, 1 Corinthians was written to the Corinthian church 

and 1 Timothy was written to Timothy and the Ephesian church.  While both are God’s inspired 

Word, each must be interpreted in its proper context.   Paul’s primary concern is not that women 27

are taking over the teaching of the church, but that they were disrupting the orderliness that was 

needed. 

 Though the role of prophet and teacher are separate, Paul does imply a teaching aspect to the role of 25

prophet - “For you can all prophesy one by one, so that all may learn and all may be exhorted” (v. 31).
 Grenz and Kjesbo, 123.26

 N.B., while we must consider both texts when doing Pauline theology, we must still put ourselves in the 27

role of the Corinthians when examining the text.  The Corinthians would not have had the opportunity to do a 
Pauline theology of the role of women in the church when they received this letter because 1 Timothy had not yet 
been written.  It must also be recognized that Paul did not write his letters primarily to build a Pauline theology - he 
wrote them to churches for specific reasons.  In the case of the Corinthians, he wrote to correct their disorder.
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 Second, and probably most crucial: is this a transcultural command or an isolated 

instruction?  In regard to the over-arching reason for this instruction, the orderliness of Christian 

worship, it would seem that this is a transcultural command; however, in regard to the specifics 

of heads being covered (11:4-6), how many people speak (14:27-30), or women asking questions 

in church (14:34-35), there is no indication that these are permanent, specific instructions for all 

churches in all times.  These were how Corinth were to order their services so that things would 

not be out of control.  “As a response to a local problem, Paul’s injunctions may have 

implications for similar situations today.  But we cannot appeal to this text as providing the 

foundation for prohibition of women in ministry.”   Paul’s concern was that “all things must be 28

done properly and in an orderly manner” (v. 40) because “God is not a God of confusion but of 

peace, as in all the churches of the saints” (v. 33). 

1 Timothy 2:11-14 

 “A woman must quietly receive instruction with entire submissiveness.  But I do not 

allow a woman to teach or exercise authority over a man, but to remain quiet.  For it was Adam 

who was first created, and then Eve.  And it was not Adam who was deceived, but the woman 

being deceived, fell into transgression” (1 Tim. 2:11-14). 

 Again, it is important to understand the Scriptural context of this passage before 

analyzing the passage itself.  It is clear from the very beginning that things were not right at 

Ephesus.  Strange doctrines, myths, and speculations were being presented by false teachers in 

the church (1:3-7), and both men and women were propagating these teachings.  Andreas 

Köstenberger writes, “As a center of pagan worship, Ephesus presented a considerable challenge 

 Grenz and Kjesbo, 125.28
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for the Christian mission.”   Paul writes to Timothy regarding the Ephesian situation in hopes to 29

correct the problem and preserve orthodox teaching.  Paul’s writing “[…] certainly was not to 

provide routine instruction.  His stance throughout was a corrective one.”  30

 In order to remove the turmoil caused by the false teachers, Paul gives instructions on 

how to keep peace and order in worship.  He tells the men to be praying “without wrath and 

dissension” (v. 8), and he tells the women to learn peaceably (v. 11) so that they may all “lead a 

tranquil and quiet [peaceful] life in all godliness and dignity” (v. 2b).  Robert Black and Ronald 

McClung said it right: “[Paul was] doing damage control on a church in crisis.”  31

 The passage under consideration begins at v. 11 which says, “A woman must quietly 

receive instruction with entire submissiveness.”   The first point to note is that Paul, like in 1 32

Cor. 14:35, wants the women to learn.  Again, women were less educated than the men and were 

more susceptible to false teaching.   It should be no surprise then that Paul wants them to learn 33

and receive proper instruction regarding the Christian faith.  He tells them that they are to learn 

“quietly”, but this is not the same quiet (or silence) that is seen in 1 Cor. 14:34.  “When he has 

absence of speech in mind, the word he chooses is sigaō (Rom. 16:25; 1 Cor. 14:28, 30, 34).  

When he has quiet behavior in view, he uses hēsychia and its cognate forms (1 Thess. 4:11; 2 

 Andreas Köstenberger, "1 and 2 Timothy, Titus," in Expositor's Bible Commentary: Ephesians - 29

Philemon, ed. Tremper Longman, III and David E. Garland (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2006), 490.
 Belleville, 78-79.30

 Robert Black and Ronald McClung, 1 & 2 Timothy, Titus, and Philemon: A Commentary for Bible 31

Students (Indianapolis: Wesleyan Publishing House, 2004), 61.
 Prior to this verse, Paul gives instruction to the women to not dress extravagantly so as to cause 32

dissension in the church.  It should be noted that most people do not see the specifics of this instruction as applicable 
today, but do recognize the general principle of modesty in dress.  

 Keener, “Women in Ministry”, 232.  Does this mean that all the women were less educated and that there 33

was not a single well-educated woman?  Of course not, but likewise, were all the men praying with “wrath and 
dissension” (v. 8); were all the women adorning themselves with “gold or pearls or costly garments” (v. 9b)?  Again, 
it must be recognized that Paul is putting a general prohibition, or correction, in order to assist in the restoration of 
the Ephesian church to its proper state.  Paul understood that the general status of the women was that they were less 
educated and needed to properly learn from the church.
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Thess. 3:12; 1 Tim. 2:2).”   Paul does not demand absolute silence, but a quiet manner of 34

learning so that the teaching is not interrupted.   

 Secondly, the women were to have “entire submissiveness” while learning.  The same 

way many students do today, the women were to voluntarily submit themselves to the instruction 

of those who were teaching.  Bauer notes that this is submission “[…] as apposed to setting 

oneself up as controller […].”   If the women were being affected by the false teachers,  it is 35 36

reasonable why Paul would want them to first learn properly under the other teachers instead of 

spreading what may be false doctrine.  37

 In v. 12, Paul says, “But I do not allow a woman to teach or exercise authority over a 

man, but to remain quiet.”  The first phrase, “I do not allow,” is where many see Paul’s statement 

as a prohibition.  The verb for “allow” is a present active indicative verb, which has caused 

commentators to question the temporal or universal nature of the prohibition itself.  “If Paul 

means for the prohibition of women from teaching to be a divine imperative, it is strange that he 

doesn’t use an imperative form of the verb.”   An imperative would lead to the conclusion that 38

this is a more universal command, but the indicative allows for a temporal interpretation.  Of 

course, there are many cases in which an imperative can also hold cultural or temporal 

restraints.   The fact that Paul did not use an imperative is important to note and cannot be 39

 Belleville, 80.34

 Bauer, 1041.35

 See 1 Tim. 4:7; 5:13; 2 Tim. 3:6.36

 It is understandable why Paul would have a different correction for the women.  The women were not 37

previously given the same learning opportunities that men had available.  Hymenaeus and Alexander were “handed 
over to Satan, so that they will be taught not to blaspheme” (1:20).  These men probably received stricter 
consequences because they had already learned from the church whereas the women did not have such an 
opportunity.

 Black and McClung, 66.38

 E.g., “Greet one another with a holy kiss” (Rom. 16:16; 1 Cor. 16:20; 2 Cor. 13:12; 1 Thess. 5:26).  See 39

Keener, “Women in Ministry”, 234, for other good (and humorous) examples.
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overlooked.  Liefeld makes significant note of this: “[…] the Holy Spirit could have led Paul to 

use an imperative construction that might be interpreted as binding the church to follow that 

practice for all time, but instead led Paul to use a construction that describes his practice without 

making it permanently binding.”  40

 As can already be seen, this prohibition was given to the women at Ephesus.  The men 

had already received their correction in v. 8, so it was now time for the women to receive theirs.  

Some egalitarians have suggested that there is a change at v. 11 to a singular woman and then it 

is reverted back to plural women in v. 15.   It is unlikely that Paul is addressing a singular 41

woman in this passage; instead, he is addressing the uneducated women who were being misled 

by the false teachers.  We know that there were women propagating the teachings of the false 

teachers because the widows were “gossips and busybodies, talking about things not proper to 

mention” (5:13b).  The women, not knowing any better, needed to learn orthodox teaching in 

order to prevent this propagation.  For Paul, it seemed most practical to temporarily prohibit the 

women from teaching so they could learn the truth. 

 What does Paul prohibit of these women?  First, he instructs them not to teach.  The 

teaching Paul is referring to is the “[…] handing down [of] a fixed body of doctrine which must 

be mastered and then preserved intact.”   Complementarians will often read this restriction as 42

only applicable for a woman teaching a man in a mixed-gender setting.  They have no issue with 

a woman leading a women’s Bible study or teaching a children’s Sunday school class, but is this 

 Walter L. Liefeld, The NIV Application Commentary: 1 & 2 Timothy, Titus (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 40

1999), 98.
 See David J. Hamilton, "Do Not Permit a Woman to Teach," in Why Not Women?: A Fresh Look at 41

Scripture on Women in Missions, Ministry, and Leadership, by David J. Hamilton and Loren Cunningham (Seattle: 
YWAM, 2000), 205-216.

 Klaus Wegenast, "Teach, Instruct, Tradition, Education, Discipline," in The New International Dictionary 42

of New Testament Theology, ed. Colin Brown, vol. 3 (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1971), 765.
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what Paul intended of the Ephesian women?  Would Paul have permitted these women, who 

were learning from and propagating the teaching of false teachers, to teach children or other 

women?  Doing such would seem to make the situation in Ephesus worse.  This seems highly 

improbable and the text does not support such an interpretation of the limitation.  The whole 

point of the restriction on teaching was to defeat the viral effects that the false teachers were 

having on the Ephesian church.  I. Howard Marshall notes, “In the context the fact that Eve was 

deceived is cited as a parallel and this strongly suggests the conclusion that behind the present 

prohibition lies some particular false teaching by some women.”  43

 Paul has already given a solution to this restriction in v. 11: the women are to learn.  If 

they submit to the teaching of the church and learn, there is no reason why they could not teach 

at a later time.  “Unlearned women continue to be vulnerable to false teaching, but as they gain 

biblical knowledge and understanding they can become mature believers equipped to teach.”   44

This learning style is the same way that students would learn under the rabbis: “[…] this 

[submissive] attitude was also expected of male students studying under a rabbi, who, after 

ordination, would be both teaching and exercising authority.”  45

 The second prohibition is that the women were not to “exercise authority over a man.”  

Again, this section has a unique construction that is often misread by complementarians.  The 

Greek root word for “exercise authority” is αὐθεντέω (authenteo) which means to “[…] give 

orders to, [or] dictate to […].”   This verb is used nowhere else in the New Testament and is not 46

 I. Howard Marshall, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Pastoral Epistles (Edinburgh: T. & T. 43

Clark, 1999), 458.
 Grenz and Kjesbo, 140.44

 Liefeld, NIV Application Commentary, 97.45

 Bauer, 150.46
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a normal word used for authority.   In fact, the connotation of this verb is negative: “The word 47

rendered to have authority (authenteo) means ‘to have the mastery of’ or more colloquially ‘lord 

it over’.”   It can also have a harsher meaning such as to murder someone or be a mastermind 48

behind an act of violence.   Complementarians attempt to neutralize the severity of this verb and 49

show that Paul only meant a neutral or positive meaning of exercising authority; however, this 

does not take into account that there are many other verbs for “exercising authority” available for 

Paul to choose from that have the same meaning without such a severe intent that authenteo has.  

Again, one must wonder why Paul would use such a rare and unusual verb if he wanted to 

indicate a simple rendering of the exercising of authority. 

 What then was Paul’s meaning behind using this verb?  He prohibited the women from 

the domineering and excessive usurping of authority from those who were in authority.   “Paul 50

would not allow a woman to ‘lord it over a man’ by seizing authority not granted to her by the 

church […].”   Instead, he wanted the women to submissively learn under those in authority and 51

not try to steal their church-granted power away. 

 This verse ends with the instruction for the women “to remain quiet.”  If one neglected to 

understand the meaning behind the word “quiet,” one would have to assume it meant absolute 

silence.  However, this quiet, like in v. 11, is not an audible silence.  “Many connotations of the 

 Linda Belleville notes that there are twelve other lexical entries that have the same semantic domain of 47

“to exercise authority” and 47 entries for “to rule” or “to govern” (83).
 Donald Guthrie, The Pastorial Epistles (Grand Rapids: Inter-Vasity Press, 1990), 87.48

 Belleville, 83.49

 Some Bible versions translate authenteo as to “domineer” or “usurp” authority: ASV, CEB, CEV, 1599 50

Geneva Bible, KJV, Living Bible, YLT.
 Black and McClung, 62.51
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term ἡσυχία refer to peace, tranquility, and the removal of disturbances or turmoil.”   This is 52

what Paul had in mind.  They were to remain quiet in that they were not to disturb or become 

hostile during the time of learning.  This is the same quietness that he required of all believers (v. 

2).  He also instructed the men to pray “without wrath and dissension” (v. 8).  The Ephesian 

women’s quietness would help them while they learn the truths of Christianity so that they may 

be able to someday teach others and be granted authority in the church. 

 Of course, this passage cannot be concluded without first looking at vv. 13-14.  

Complementarians will point to these two verses to qualify the transcultural nature of the passage 

as a whole.  They see v. 13 as an indication of a distinction of the dominance of men over women 

because Adam was created first.  Although space does not allow for a complete analysis of this, 

Linda Belleville notes that the “‘first … then’ (prōtos … eita) language in Paul (and, for that 

matter, in the NT) does nothing more than define a sequence of events or ideas (e.g., Mark 4:28; 

1 Cor. 15:46; 1 Thess. 4:16-17; Jas. 3:17).  In fact, ten verses later Paul uses it in this very way.  

‘Let them also be tested first [prōton],’ he states, ‘then [eita] let them serve as deacons’ (1 Tim. 

3:10 ESV).”   This can be seen as a possible corrective to the false teaching that was being 53

spread at that time.  Grenz and Kjesbo note, “The Gnostic myths elevated Eve as existing prior to 

Adam, and they spoke of the higher powers (or God) as deceiving Adam into believing that he 

was created first.”  54

 Verse 14 can be interpreted two different ways.  It can either mean that women are 

intrinsically gullible to deception, or it can be Paul using an example of a woman falling into 

 Murray J. Harris, "Quiet, Rest, Silence, Sound, Voice, Noise," in The New International Dictionary of 52

New Testament Theology, ed. Colin Brown (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1971), 111-112.
 Belleville, 91.53

 Grenz and Kjesbo, 134.54
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deception to illustrate what was occurring at Ephesus.  “If we say that the women in Ephesus 

were deceived like Eve because they were uneducated, the principle is simply that the untrained 

are more susceptible to deception.  But if it is a universal prohibition based on gender, it is a 

statement, not about first-century women’s education, but about all women’s ontological 

inferiority in discerning truth.”   Paul is using the deception of Eve as a local analogy of how 55

the women in Ephesus were being deceived by false teaching.   Paul does the same thing for the 56

Corinthians in 2 Cor. 11:3 - “But I am afraid that, as the serpent deceived Eve by his craftiness, 

your minds will be led astray from the simplicity and purity of devotion to Christ.” 

 It seems clear that this was an isolated and pragmatic reaction to an unusual occurrence.  

Paul wanted to stop the false teaching, the dissension, the anger, and the disorder that was 

happening at Ephesus.  He wanted the women to learn so they would not fall for the tricks of the 

false teachers that were purposefully trying to lure them into improper doctrine.  In order to do 

this, Paul restricted their permission to teach and corrected them from usurping the authority 

away from those who were in charge.  They were to learn like disciples under a rabbi by being 

submissive to their teacher and have a peaceful manner.  All this was done so the church “may 

lead a tranquil and quiet life in all godliness and dignity” (v. 2b). 

Conclusion 

 As can be seen from the above analysis, these two passages do not place a transcultural 

prohibition on women from teaching, having authority, or speaking in church.  Each of these 

 Keener, “Women in Ministry”, 236-237.55

 “Some critics point out that complementarians assume that the word which begins the verse (gar) 56

introduces the reason for the prohibition and therefore is to be translated ‘for’ or ‘because.’  However, the word may 
also introduce an example (thus being translated ‘for example’).  This reading interprets Paul as intending that the 
remaining verses of the section be read together as a historical illustration.  His goal is to teach women not to 
emulate Eve, but to follow the behavior with which the text concludes” (Grenz and Kjesbo, 135).
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cases were practical instructions to the respective churches to help with church order (1 Cor. 

11:34-35) or the elimination of false teaching among the women (1 Tim. 2:11-14).  Once we 

recognize the temporal nature of these passages, we can affirm God’s calling on the lives of 

women to lead, teach, and shepherd the body of Christ.  “We recognize that in His Word God has 

given us timeless truths that never change.  Yet we must recognize also that scattered among the 

Bible’s timeless truths are time-specific customs and cultural practices, which apply much better 

to the time period in which they were written than they do today.”   There may come a time 57

when disorder or false teaching may require pragmatic restrictions or instruction to strengthen 

the church.  On the basis of Paul’s example, this is a wise thing to do in order to protect the body 

of Christ. 

 As I have already said, space does not allow for a full analysis and argument for all 

aspects of an egalitarian perspective, but these two passages play a significant role in the 

discussion of women in church ministry.  Many scholars have written on other aspects of women 

in church ministry that this study may give rise to.  58

 Is this controversy between complementarians and egalitarians simply theological 

lawyering?  To many it may seem so; however, the goal for each perspective is to show biblically 

what the role is for women in the church community.  There are faithful men and women on 

either side who desire to see women serve in ministry to their fullest potential and in the ways 

the Lord has provided.  This is also a very crucial topic for either side.  If the complementarian 

 Black and McClung, 61.57

 The reader is referred to these three works: Grenz, Stanley J., and Denise Muir Kjesbo. Women in the 58

Church: A Biblical Theology of Women in Ministry. Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1995; Johnson, Alan F., ed. How 
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Michigan: Zondervan, 2010; Keener, Craig S. Paul, Women & Wives: Marriage and Women's Ministry in the Letters 
of Paul. Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers, 1992.
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perspective is correct, then egalitarians must face the fact that they are placing women in 

positions that they are not to be in.  However, if the egalitarian perspective is correct, then 

complementarians are preventing women from ministering in ways they can and may even be 

called to by God.  That is why both sides strive to accurately study, understand, and articulate 

their perspective.  


