
1 Corinthians 14:33b-38 and 1 Timothy 2:11-14 permit 
the ordination of women  
 
Introduction 
This paper shows that when 1 Corinthians 14:34,35 and 1 Timothy 2:11-14 are read 
closely in context it becomes clear that they are designed to serve Paul’s fundamental 
pastoral and evangelical concern that worship be conduced with order and decorum, 
so that nothing prevents the word of God being clearly taught at church and the gospel 
freely proclaimed in the community.  The inappropriate conduct and the ostentatious 
apparel of certain women in the churches of Corinth and Ephesus were placing a 
stumbling block in the way of the free course of the gospel.  So Paul needed to speak 
out and put an end to the offensive behaviour.  Elsewhere in his letters, however, Paul 
provides ample evidence that women were at liberty to take their place alongside men 
in the worship life of the early Christian community. Paul sustains a creative tension 
between his inspired vision of the church as the place where all barriers are removed 
through the believer’s baptismal union with Christ and his equally inspired pastoral 
sensitivity to those behaviours that would unnecessarily alienate the church from the 
society in which it was seeking to gain a foothold – for the sake of the gospel.  Paul’s 
words cannot be understood without carefully distinguishing between his fundamental 
concern for the unhindered progress of the gospel, and the local practice that 
threatened its progress.   In 1 Corinthians 11 the counter-productive practice was that 
women were neglecting to wear the traditional head covering when they led in 
worship.  In 1 Corinthians 14 it was the habit some poorly instructed women had 
developed of interrupting the worship leaders with a stream of questions.  And in 1 
Timothy 2 the focus falls on a group of women who had fallen prey to false teachers -  
most of whom were probably libertarian charlatans - and were seeking to take a 
leading role in worship without first undergoing the thorough instruction in the faith 
that led to the ability to instruct worshippers in the health-giving teaching of the 
gospel.   
 
1 CORINTHIANS 14:34,35 
 
Worship life at Corinth 
Paul’s words about women in worship cannot be understood without an appreciation 
for the worship practices of the congregations he was writing to.  Services in the early 
church were probably held in the houses of kind patrons such as Philemon (Philem 2), 
Chloe (1 Cor 1:11) and Phoebe (Rom 16:1). There was much greater freedom and 
spontaneity than we are familiar with, as various members of the community 
contributed to the service at the instigation of the Holy Spirit.  The gifts of the Spirit 
that were manifest in worship are not those that we are familiar with from a standard 
Lutheran worship service.  A quick read through 1 Corinthians 11-14 makes it quite 
clear that various members of the congregation offered prayers during the service; or 
they had the gifts of speaking in tongues (glossolalia) which included praying in 
tongues and interpreting tongues.  Some would share with the congregation a 
revelation they had received, a word of wisdom, a word of knowledge, a prophecy or 
a teaching (12:8-10).  Some had the gift of weighing the prophecies that others had 
shared (12:10; 14:29).  It would even appear that members of the congregation chose 
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what hymns would be sung and what lessons from the Old Testament would be read 
(14:26), as they were moved by the Spirit in the course of the service. 
 
It would be a mistake to think that Paul disapproved of the freedom and spontaneity 
of worship in early Christian congregations.  After all, he told the Corinthian 
believers: ‘Be eager to prophesy, and do not forbid speaking in tongues’ (14:39).  It 
would also be a mistake to think that the style of worship, with the open manifestation 
of the gifts of the Spirit, was peculiar to Corinth.  After all, when Paul addressed the 
believers at Thessalonica, he said: ‘Do not quench the Spirit.  Do not despise the 
words of prophets, but test everything’ (1 Thess 5:19-22).   
 
Early Christian worship practices in other parts of the Mediterranean world were 
probably not so different from those of Corinth.  The reason that Paul wrote so much 
about worship at Corinth was that serious abuses had arisen there, which may not 
have arisen elsewhere, or if they had they may not have been quite as problematical.   
 
It is not hard to infer from Paul’s words what was happening.  A boastful and 
competitive spirit had set in, as members tended to rank gifts and boast about them.  
The ability to speak or pray in tongues stood at the top of the ladder.  Glossolalia was 
widely regarded as a sign of greater spiritual power and maturity. Rather than wait for 
an interpreter to speak so that the congregation might be built up in the faith, it would 
seem that the Corinthians preferred to pray, prophesy and speak over the top of one 
another (14:27-33).  They couldn’t wait for their turn to speak.  Liturgical order had 
given way to liturgical chaos. 
 
Worship at Corinth had become a shambles.  The spiritually gifted were speaking 
simultaneously and unintelligibly, with little concern that others understand what they 
were saying.  All that mattered was that they were given the chance to demonstrate 
their remarkable ability to speak ‘in the tongues of mortals and of angels’ (13:1).  No 
trouble was taken to ensure that people with gifts for weighing prophecies and 
interpreting tongues were present, or if they were present that they were given the 
opportunity to exercise their gifts, so vital for building up the faithful.   
 
While not wanting to quench the Spirit, Paul’s overriding concern was for good order 
in worship.  He wrote: ‘God is a God not of disorder, but of peace’ (14:33), and ‘all 
things should be done decently and in order’ (14:39).  Worship order was not an end 
in itself; rather it created the setting in which members could be instructed and built 
up in the faith.  Paul had made it clear that love was the pre-eminent fruit of the Spirit 
(13:13), and those who loved their fellow believers would take great pains to ensure 
that everything that happened in worship served to build up the congregation 
(14:3,4,5,12,17,26).  The breakdown in Christian teaching and proclamation (14:19) 
meant that the congregation was being denied the learning and encouragement that 
resulted from consistent and careful catechesis (14:31).  
 
Disorder in the worship at Corinth was also having a detrimental effect on people who 
were new to the faith1 and unbelievers (14:23,24).  Confronted with an unintelligible 

1 The Greek word idiōtēs (sing.) means a non-specialist or layperson, someone without rank or 
specialised expertise in a particular profession, for example a private soldier in the army rather than a 
ranking officer. ‘Some who do not understand’ (NIV) captures the meaning better than ‘outsiders’ 
(NRSV). The English word ‘neophyte’ comes close to the sense of the word. 
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babble of voices, neophytes and unbelievers were failing to hear the good news of 
Christ.  The message of the gospel ought to sound out clearly and distinctly, like a 
bugle calling an army into battle (14:8).  The cacophony of worship prevented the 
gospel from being heard.  But enquirers or onlookers were putting two and two 
together.  From what they saw and heard they were concluding that the Christian 
movement was just one more strange mystery religion to add to the smorgasbord 
available in the Greco-Roman world of the first century AD.  Christians at worship 
appeared to have been caught up in a state of ecstasy, so that Paul can ask, ‘Will they 
not say that you are out of your mind?’ (14:23), like the followers of Dionysius, Isis, 
Bacchus or Mithras.2 
 
Female head covering 
As if the noisy commotion was not bad enough, matters were made worse by the 
attitude of some of the leading women.  Paul had taught that ‘there is no longer Jew or 
Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female’ (Gal 3:28; 
1 Cor 11:11,12).  He allowed women to pray and prophecy in public worship (1 Cor 
11:5), something never allowed in the Jewish synagogue.  Due to their new freedom 
in Christ, however, some Christian women believed that some of the constraints of 
their former life should no longer apply to their new life in Christ.   
 
The majority of the congregation’s members were Jewish converts, and Jewish and 
gentile women were required by tradition to wear some form of head-covering.  It 
appears that some were saying that the traditional head covering should no longer be 
required in the church.  But Paul feels so strongly about the practice that he devotes 
fifteen verses and marshals several weighty arguments to bolster his contention that 
women should maintain the practice (11:2-16).   
 
First, Paul argues from male headship (11:3,8), about which more will be said.  His 
second argument has to do with social honour and shame.  Shame was brought on 
men in general and husbands in particular if the woman failed ‘to exercise authority 
over her head’ by removing her head covering (11:10).  She shamed her head – both 
her literal head, and her metaphorical head, that is, her husband (11:5). It was 
understood that a man’s wife brought him honour or shame; she was his crowning 
glory,3 or the cause of his disgrace in the community, depending on her demeanour 
(11:7; see 1 Esdras 4:17). So Paul has no qualms about reinforcing his plea with a 
strong appeal to social propriety (11:14) based on well-worn social custom (11:16).  
Thirdly, Paul appeals to nature (11:14).4 Fourthly and finally, to clinch the argument 
he says that the practice is observed without exception throughout the churches of the 
Mediterranean world (11:16).  Women were to exercise authority over their heads.  

2 The verb mainesthe (14:23), which the NRSV and NIV both translate as ‘you are out of your mind’, is 
from mainomai, which means to be caught up in the ecstatic frenzy of the devotees of cults like those 
of Dionysius, Bacchus and Isis.  It does not mean that the people are mad, but that the spirits of the god 
or goddess in question are controlling the minds and bodies of the worshippers.  The mystery religions 
were mostly fertility cults that celebrated the annual cycle of decay, death and new life.  Elaborate 
nocturnal fire-side rituals, consisting of singing, dancing, heavy drinking and blood-letting, induced 
devotees into a trance-like state in which they communicated intimately with the patron deity and 
participated in the life-force that emanated from him or her. 
3 The Greek is hē gynē de doxa andros estin (lit. ‘but the woman is a man’s glory’).  
4 The point seems to be that Paul regarded women’s thick hair or long hair as a natural endowment, 
God’s intended covering, and therefore artificial head covering served the vital role of accentuating a 
feature that clearly distinguished women from men. 
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Their new-found freedom in Christ was not to go to their heads.  They were to wear a 
covering on their heads.5 
 
Paul has no qualms about women’s participation in worship leadership.  They led the 
congregation in prayer, they led the congregation in prophecy (11:5), and prophets are 
ranked second only to apostles in Paul’s letters (12:28; Eph 4:11).  However, Paul is 
vitally concerned that when women do provide leadership, they are careful to avoid 
any kind of conduct that would create offence in a society whose sensibilities have 
been shaped by prevailing social conventions.  
 
It is interesting to ask why the uncovered female head caused such offence.  As usual, 
the tell-tale clues are found in the text itself. 6  Paul says that the woman who leads in 
worship with head uncovered might as well go the whole way and have her head 
shaved (11:5).  Together with the Greek and Roman philosophers of his day, and in 
keeping with Jewish sensitivities (Keener: 42-45), Paul was adamant that a clear 
distinction should always be maintained between men and women (see especially 
Rom 1:26,27).  Of all people, believers were to stay in the station in which they were 
called rather than try to transcend any perceived limitations imposed by the human 
condition in enthusiastic anticipation of the parousia (1 Cor 7:17-24). Any kind of 
activity that sought to convey an impression of gender neutrality, such as cross-
dressing or unisex hairstyles, was totally off limits.7  Head covering showed at once 
that a woman was a woman.  Removal of the covering raised serious doubts, but far 
worse was a shaved head that made a woman look remarkably like a young man.  
That is why Paul says a woman who uncovers her head may as well turn herself into a 
virtual boy and complete the job of shaming her husband and bringing the church into 
total disrepute.   
 
Paul could hardly be more biting. If you are going to damage the spread of the gospel, 
he says, you may as well do so as thoroughly as possible. The number of verses and 
the number of arguments devoted to women’s head covering considerably outweighs 
the verses and arguments devoted to women’s silence and submission in church.  Yet 
the insistence that women wear something on their heads has been abandoned in most 
parts of the church today, because people have been able to attend to the basic 
concern that gave rise to Paul’s ruling, the concern that the gospel be given free 

5 The only time the word ‘authority’ (exousia) appears in the chapters where Paul issues worship 
guidelines, that authority is exercised by women.  NRSV translates the phrase exousian echein epi tēs 
kephalēs (11:10) as ‘to have a symbol (NIV: sign) of authority on her head’.  This suggests that the 
head covering is worn as a sign of male authority over the woman. But the word ‘sign’ or ‘symbol’ is 
not in the text; the translation is misleading.  Elsewhere in the NT the phrase means ‘to take charge of 
something’ or ‘to keep something under control’ (Rev 11:6b; 14:18; 20:6). It is the woman who 
exercises control, over her head.  
 
6 As attractive as other proposals may be, they do not find support within the text itself and therefore 
must remain speculative.  One proposal is that the uncovered female head was sexually provocative 
and hence inappropriate for a worship leader. A related mixed message proposal is that prostitutes let 
their hair hang loose as a sign of their availability. Or members of the public all too easily mistook a 
woman with freely flowing hair for a prophetess engaged in the mystery religions of Paul’s day.  
7 As Hays puts it: ‘Symbolic “gender-bending” actions in which women and men seek to reject their 
specific sexual identities are a sign not of authentic spirituality but of an adolescent impatience with the 
world in which God has placed us’ (191). 
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course in the society of his day where specific codes of dress were accepted and 
expected.  
 
Male headship 
The first argument Paul draws on in support of his ruling regarding women’s head 
covering has to do with male headship (11:3). Those who advocate the ordination of 
men only draw heavily on the concept of headship. In Greek the clause in question is 
‘a woman’s head is the man’ (kephalē de gynaikos ho anēr).  A fascinating debate has 
arisen between scholars determined to demonstrate that both in the Bible and in the 
extra-biblical literature of the time ‘head’ means a leader in the sense of an authority 
figure, and those scholars who are equally determined to show that ‘head’ means 
source, as in the source of a river.8  Even though the weight of evidence favours the 
proposal that the word means ‘source’, it cannot be denied that the word also means 
‘leader’ on some occasions.   
 
The most fruitful approach, as always, is to search for the clues in the text itself.  
When Paul says that a woman’s head is the man (vs 3), the reference to Genesis 
2:22,23, where God builds Eve from Adam’s rib, is clear and unmistakeable. Quite 
literally Adam is the source from which Eve flows.  The finding that ‘head’ means 
source is reinforced by verse 8 where Paul says that ‘man was not made from woman, 
but woman from man’, and by verse 12 where he speaks of all things coming from 
God.   
 
The consistent emphasis throughout the passage on the derivation of one person from 
another, Christ from God, and all things ultimately from God, would tilt the balance 
in favour of source as the chief meaning of ‘head’. And lest too much weight be 
placed on men as ‘heads’ in the sense of leaders, Paul hastens to correct any 
misapprehension on the part of his readers by adding: ‘In the Lord woman is not 
independent of man or man independent of woman.  For just as woman came from 
man, so man comes through woman; but all things come from God’ (11:11,12).  By 
making the far more important point about the mutuality and interdependence of the 
man and the woman through their baptismal incorporation into Christ, Paul wants to 
correct any misunderstanding that might arise from his point about the woman’s 
derivation from the man,9 based on the second creation account, a point made only to 
serve his plea for women not to abandon their traditional head covering. 
 
For the advocates of male only ordination, headship is closely connected with the 
subordination of women to male pastors that they say is commanded in 1 Corinthians 
14:34 and 1 Timothy 2:11.  The theme of headship undergirds their contention that 
only men are authorised to lead in worship.10  However, the words ‘head’ (kephalē) 
and ‘authority’ (exousia) are never used in connection with one another.  And Paul 
does not draw on either of the words in his texts about women in worship (1 Cor 

8 A comprehensive listing of the articles written by disputants appears in Keener, page 56, footnotes 
118-120.  What emerges from the debate is a fresh appreciation of the truism that data is readily 
manipulated to support predetermined outcomes.   
9 Other potential misunderstandings are that Christ is the head only of the man, but not the head of the 
woman, or that Christ is a subordinate member of the trinity (vs 3).  But Paul is too busy mounting 
arguments for women to wear head covering to take the opportunity to cover his tracks on all these 
matters. 
10 See CTICR Plenum, ‘Final report’ (2000: 4). 
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14:34,35 and 1 Tim 2:11-15).  In fact, the only time the word ‘authority’ is used 
(11:10), it is authority exercised by women, the authority (or control) they are told to 
exercise over their heads.11  
 
Paul does not use male headship as the lens through which to view his instructions 
regarding women in worship. Rather, he includes male headship in his extended list of 
arguments against women leading worship bare-headed.  And of all the arguments 
Paul employs, it is the one he qualifies most heavily, by adding that in Christ women 
and men are interdependent, rather than subordinate one to the other. Paul’s one and 
only concern is that congregational behaviour be eliminated that prevents the gospel 
from taking root in the hearts of worshippers and bearing fruit in transformed lives.   
 
Let the women be silent: a range of interpretations 
One of the chief issues our church has to face in the discussion on the ordination of 
women is the precise meaning of Paul’s instruction at 1 Corinthians 14:34 that 
‘women should be silent in the churches’.12 Parts of the early church went so far as to 
rule out women’s participation in congregational hymn singing.  Having modified its 
position in various ways as time has passed,13 the LCA has decided that Paul’s words 
apply only to authoritative teaching and preaching in public worship. But does the text 
in question support such a position? This paper now addresses four interpretations of 
the mulier taceat that are sometimes advanced to moderate the impact of Paul’s stern 
command. In each case the paper assesses whether the interpretations can be sustained 
on the basis of a close exegetical study.14  
 
First, it has been suggested that only wives are told to be quiet in church, not women 
in general, because single women were free to devote their time to the work of the 
Lord (1 Cor 7:34).15 But just as Paul speaks of wives and then women in general at 
11:2-16, it is a reasonable assumption that he moves from women in general at 14:34 
to wives in particular at vs 35.16 The reader readily understands that just as wives 
were to leave their questions till they got home, so also other women were to wait till 
they left church before raising any concerns they may have with what was said or 
done during worship.  
 
Secondly, it is proposed that the mulier taceat is an insertion by someone other than 
Paul, because it appears to contradict what he says at 11:5, where women are anything 
but silent. Furthermore, the two verses seem to go off on a tangent from Paul’s chief 

11 It could be protested that Paul denies women the right to exercise authority over men at 1 Timothy 
2:12. But the word used there, authentein, is a different word altogether.  It is treated in the discussion 
of 1 Timothy 2:11-15.  
12 In Latin the singular form, ‘let the woman be silent’, is mulier taceat, convenient shorthand for 
referring to 1 Corinthians 14:34,35. 
13 At one stage it was unthinkable for women to read the Bible lessons in church because of the way the 
mulier taceat was interpreted. In some congregations they were not permitted to give a children’s 
address in church.  They could not be elected as delegates to synod until 1981, and questions are still 
being raised about the ruling of the 2003 general synod that women may take lay reading services. 
14 Convenient summaries are found in Keener, pages 74-80, and Fee, pages 702-705. 
15 This is the position, for example, of E Schuessler Fiorenza, page 230. It is only clear that wives are 
meant when their husbands are referred to as well (as in vs 35), because the Greek word gynē means 
both woman and wife. The same applies to anēr, which means both man and husband. 
16 The part often represents the whole in the Bible (pars pro toto), as in ‘give us this day our daily 
bread’ (Matt 6:11), where daily bread stands for all that is needed for body and life. In the same way, 
wives can readily represent women in general. 
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concern in chapter 14, to regulate prophecy and speaking in tongues.17 But 
digressions are a common literary feature. And maybe it isn’t such a bolt from the 
blue as has been claimed. The themes of silence, subordination and orderly worship 
link the mulier taceat with the rest of the chapter (vss 28-33,40).  
 
A third theory that has gained currency recently is that the mulier taceat is not Paul’s 
own opinion, but his quotation of the words of a strict opposition party at Corinth 
which he then goes on to refute in vs 36. But when Paul does quote his Corinthian 
opponents elsewhere (see 6:12-14; 7:1-5; 8:1-3), he always commences his rebuttal by 
showing that he partly agrees with what they are saying, before demonstrating how 
misguided their opinion really is.  
 
Fourthly, after visiting Orthodox Jewish synagogues, with their upstairs women’s 
gallery, some have concluded that worship spaces in Corinth must have been designed 
the same way. Separated from the main auditorium, the women couldn’t take part in 
worship and caused a disturbance with their noisy chattering. But the earliest 
archaeological evidence for segregated synagogue worship is from the Middle Ages 
(Keener: 76). And for the most part believers - men, women and children - gathered in 
private homes to worship in Corinth. 
 
Is Paul excluding women from the higher office of authoritative teacher? 
Proponents of the ordination of men only have had to find a way of dealing with 1 
Corinthians 11:5, where it is clear that women prophesied and offered liturgical 
prayers in the worship assembly, especially when this verse is read in connection with 
1 Corinthians 12:28 and Ephesians 4:11, where it is clear that prophets are ranked 
only below apostles as those gifted by the Spirit for service in the church. One way of 
doing so has been to propose that Paul actually hints at another office which is 
superior to that of the prophet. After delivering their prophecy in the assembly, 
prophets were counselled to be silent until such time as their prophecy had been 
weighed, or discerned (diakrinein, 14:29,30; see also 12:10). This has been taken to 
mean that there was another office in the church at Corinth, a higher office, of male 
teachers and preachers who were responsible for evaluating prophecies with the Word 
of God as given in the Old Testament and the apostolic tradition.18   

 
According to this theory, prophecy did not involve a public ministry role because 
prophecy was nothing more than announcing, under divine inspiration, the prophetic 
utterance that the Lord had revealed to the prophet.  Prophets were little more than 
channels for divine revelations, so this was an acceptable role for women. 
Accordingly, when Paul tells women to be silent, he is prohibiting them from getting 
involved in the critical evaluation and discussion that follows the prophetic utterance.  
Woman may prophesy, but they may not weigh what has been said.  That is an 
authoritative task given to the appropriately gifted male leaders of the congregation. 

17 See the commentaries by C K Barrett, F F Bruce, Brendan Byrne, Hans Conzelmann, Gordon Fee, 
Richard Hays, Wayne Meeks, Robin Scroggs and Nigel Watson. The argument is that the mulier taceat 
was first penned by a zealous scribe in the margin of the text, and the two verses were inserted into the 
text itself at a later date by a subsequent copyist. Further support for the proposal comes from the fact 
that in some manuscripts the mulier taceat appears after vs 33, as in English translations, whereas in 
others it appears after vs 40 at the end of the chapter. Given scribal respect for the sacred text, it is 
argued, why would a handful of copyists move the two verses from one spot to another, unless the 
verses were first written in the margin? 
18 See, for example, Kleinig (1994), and Grudem (1982: 239-55). 
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Weighing prophecies involves careful scriptural interpretation and homiletical 
application of the Lord’s words and deeds. The closest parallel in today’s church 
would be the sermon.  It is men’s work.  It involves the authoritative task of acting ‘as 
a speaker in a liturgical assembly’ (Kleinig: 80).  Women are to remain silent in 
acknowledgment that they are subordinate. 

 
This solution is highly problematical.  First, it assumes that prophecy in general, and 
hence the utterances of female prophets in particular, were ‘subordinated to the 
apostolic tradition’ (Kleinig: 79). But in regulating the gift of prophecy (14:29-33a), 
Paul only makes one reference to subordination. He says that ‘the spirits of prophets 
are subject to the prophets’ (vs 32). And women were included among the ranks of the 
prophets.  
 
Secondly, prophecy is far more than mechanical reporting of the Lord's words or 
other divine revelations, to be distinguished from the office of scriptural interpretation 
and doctrinal and ethical application that is said to outrank the office of prophet.  In 
fact, in 1 Corinthians 14 those with the gift of prophecy are engaged in catechetical 
instruction (vss 19,31), calling people to account for their sins (v 24), proclaiming the 
reconciling word of God that leads to faith and worship (vs 25), and providing 
Christian encouragement to fellow believers (vs 31), virtually the same activities that 
would have been engaged in by those holding the hypothetical office of interpretation 
and proclamation. 
 
Thirdly, there is nothing to suggest that one and the same person could not on one 
occasion be engaged in giving a prophetic utterance, after which time he or she would 
be silent for the duration of the evaluation, and then on another occasion be engaged 
in the joint evaluation of another person's prophecy while that person remained quiet.  
In fact, Paul's words at vs 29 make it difficult to escape precisely that conclusion: 'Let 
two or three prophets speak, and let the others weigh what is said.'  'The others' 
certainly seems to imply the other prophets, among whom are included women, if not 
the whole congregation.   
 
Fourthly, if Paul had wanted to prevent women from being involved in the weighing 
of prophecies, he would have said so.  In verse 29 he has used the verb ‘to speak’ 
(lalein) and the verb ‘to weigh’ (diakrinein), each in connection with prophecy.  The 
prophets speak, then they are silent while others weigh their words.  All members of 
the congregation have the right and the privilege to speak, that is, prophesy 
(14:5,24,31; see 1 Cor 11:5), as long as they have received the gift of prophecy. But at 
vs 34 Paul does not say that women may not weigh prophecies; he says they may not 
speak.  Given that the two activities have been clearly distinguished in vs 29, it is 
extremely strange that at vs 34 Paul has not used the verb appropriate to the activity 
he is supposedly prohibiting women from engaging in – weighing prophecies. He 
prohibits women from speaking, and it remains to be seen what kind of speaking he is 
referring to.19 

19 The verb ‘to speak’ (lalein) was an ordinary word for speaking at the time of the New Testament 
(13:11), so close attention to context is necessary in order to determine the kind of speaking that is 
forbidden at vs 34.  Certainly the verb is used in connection with authoritative teaching (1 Cor 2:6,7,13; 
3:1; 9:8), but it is also used in connection with prophecy (12:3; 14:3,29), revelations (14:6), tongues 
(12:30; 13:1; 14:2;,4,5,6,9,11,13,18,21,23,27,28,39), and anything except tongues (14:19).  In each 

8 
This document forms part of the RESOURCES section of ‘Ordination. We’re listening’ at owl.lca.org.au 
 

                                                 



 
Some women were disrupting worship, shaming their husbands, and bringing the 
church into disrepute, with their repeated questions 
Throughout his first letter to the Corinthians Paul addresses specific local problems 
associated with the church’s conduct in the community or its conduct when it comes 
together for worship.  Since Paul’s other instructions regarding worship have dealt 
with specific local practices that have proved a problem (see especially 14:26-33), it 
can be assumed that the mulier taceat also addresses a specific problem that has arisen 
in the Corinthian churches.20 It was undoubtedly an ongoing problem and therefore 
well known to Paul and his Corinthian correspondents.  As a result he did not have to 
spell it out in detail. The reader is in the fascinating position of one who is suddenly 
eaves-dropping on a long-running dispute. Despite the reader’s late arrival on the 
scene, however, the text still provides the vital clues, no matter how clipped, as to the 
precise nature of the problem that has arisen.  

 
The most obvious explanation for the mulier taceat is revealed by Paul’s words to the 
women, that ‘if there is anything they desire to know, let them ask their husbands at 
home’ (vs 35). It appears that the women in the churches throughout the region had 
developed the habit of spending a great deal of time asking questions during worship, 
especially during the scriptural expositions.  Celebrating their newly-acquired 
freedom in Christ and eager to learn as much and as quickly as possible, the women’s 
questions had become increasingly loud and assertive, rude and aggressive.  This was 
regarded as totally unacceptable. When rabbis expounded the scriptures or 
philosophers gave voice to their wisdom, their disciples were expected to listen 
reverently and attentively. An occasional question may have been in order, but for the 
most part students were expected to listen attentively during the speaker’s 
presentation.21   

 
As today22 so then, questions are sometimes designed to expose the speaker’s 
ignorance or demonstrate the interrogator’s superior knowledge. Some questions are 
designed to steer the speaker away from the subject. Others arise from profound 
ignorance, or a desperate desire to learn everything in a hurry. Whatever the motive, 
too many questions from the audience or congregation have the effects of disrupting 
the presentation, wasting time, and annoying others who are trying to follow the 
thread of the presentation.  In addition, the barrage of questions is a sign of total 
disrespect for the teacher or leader.  

 
Concealed behind Paul’s few words is a major problem, felt also by others in the 
ancient world. 

case, the context has shown what kind of speaking is in mind. The same principle will guide our 
understanding of the meaning at vs 34, where women are forbidden to speak.  
20 By speaking of ‘all the churches’ in vs 33 Paul is probably referring to all the churches within the 
eastern Mediterranean region, whereas ‘the churches’ in vs 34 may be a more specific reference to the 
several worship assemblies (house churches, preaching places) within Corinth itself. Keener estimates 
that ‘the average house church in Corinth may have held about fifty members’ (page 96, note 55). 
21 ‘The same advice holds for asking questions of knowledgeable people at dinner parties’ (Keener, 
page 97, note 60.) 
22 Who of us hasn’t been to a public lecture that has been seriously disrupted by an annoying member 
of the audience showing off his or her knowledge of the topic, or trying to shame the presenter by 
asking questions designed to expose the presenter’s ignorance, or by raising issues that bear no 
relationship to the topic under consideration? 
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Those who constantly interrupt with contradictions, neither hearing nor being 
heard, but talking while others talk, behave in an unseemly manner; whereas those 
who have the habit of listening with restraint and respect, take in and master a 
useful discourse, and more readily see through and detect a useless or a false one, 
showing themselves thus to be lovers of truth and not lovers of disputation, nor 
forward and contentious.23 
 

Far from Paul’s words being a put-down of women, they are an encouragement to 
them to keep learning and growing in knowledge and in faith. At first glance it seems 
odd that women in particular should be addressed in this way. If the problem is 
aggressive questioning of worship leaders, surely men may well have been equally 
culpable. But with rare exceptions such as Priscilla, Phoebe, Junia, Lois and Eunice, 
women would not have been as well versed in the scriptures as men. Normally it was 
not regarded as necessary that girls and women learn the Torah. Certainly they could 
not teach it. Some women would have become involved in children’s Torah 
instruction.24 But most Jewish women received no, or very little, scriptural training. 
The habits of Judaism were deeply entrenched and continued into the fledgling 
church, so that the gap between the biblical knowledge of men and women remained 
quite pronounced.  

 
Many women were eager to make up for lost time. They were fully aware of Paul’s 
teaching that those who were in Christ were a new creation (2 Cor 5:17) and the 
former divisions of religion, socio-economic status and gender had been overcome (1 
Cor 11:11,12; Gal 3:26-28). Their desire for a crash course in the Christian faith, 
given the constraints of their former life, however, quickly spilled over into their 
excited questions.  

 
In the end, their intrusive involvement was just one more ingredient in the chaotic 
worship life of the churches of first century Corinth. Like the proud and showy 
display of spiritual gifts, the women’s questions were disrupting the service. This 
meant that believers were not hearing the pointed preaching of the law and the clear 
announcement of the gospel, and neophytes were receiving mixed and muddled 
messages rather than clear and well-developed expositions of the faith. In addition, 
the women’s behaviour was bringing shame on the church.  The Greco-Roman world 
of Paul’s day, and Jewish society in particular, was highly patriarchal. Women 
traditionally stayed in the background and conducted themselves modestly and quietly 
in public.25 The gospel would make no headway if the church proved to be out of step 
with the best values and practices of the day. 

 
While telling the women to maintain a respectful silence, Paul does nothing to 
dissuade them from preparing for an active ministry in the church.  In fact he urges 
them to undergo the instruction essential to taking the lead in worship. His words are 

23 This 3rd century BC comment, attributed to the Pythagoreans, is quoted in Keener, page 82. 
24 For an extended discussion see Keener, pages 81-85. 
25 In other words, the women are to be subordinate (vs 34). Notice once again that Paul does not say 
subordinate to men. Subordination means adhering to the code of conduct associated with one’s 
calling, in the church, the family and society. In adding, ‘as the law also says’, Paul could be referring 
to the overall androcentric thrust of Old Testament law, Jewish oral tradition, or the ecumenical 
practice or tradition that developed in the early church (see CTICR Plenum, 1991, pages 39,40). 
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an active encouragement to the women to come to church well prepared, and while 
there to listen intently so that they are sure to take everything in and continue 
learning. After worship they are urged to do additional research, to seek out people 
such as their husbands who are better informed than they are, and ask them follow-up 
questions as they seek clarification of matters they haven't fully understood. The 
inevitable outcome of such a process is that the women will gradually become as well 
informed as the men of the congregation, and one by one they will be able to take 
their place alongside the other gifted members of the church, both men and women, 
who are providing various forms of leadership in the worship services of the 
community. 

 
The command of the Lord 
Advocates of the ordination of males only place great weight on vs 37: ‘Anyone who 
claims to be a prophet, or to have spiritual powers, must acknowledge that what I am 
writing to you is a command26 of the Lord.’  On the basis of this it is said that the 
authority of Jesus himself stands behind the ban on the ordination of women. But 
when the words are read in context, it is by no means apparent that they apply to the 
mulier taceat. From beginning to end chapter 14 is about the priority of prophecy over 
tongues when it comes to achieving the goals of orderly worship, the proclamation of 
the word, and the edification of the community. Prophets and speakers in tongues are 
mentioned at the start of the chapter (vss 1-5), throughout the chapter, and then both 
before and after ‘the command of the Lord’ at the close of the chapter (vss 37-39). 
Therefore in its literary context it is far more likely that the command refers to the 
regulation of the conduct of the prophets and tongue speakers that is given in vss 26-
33.27  Even if ‘the command of the Lord’ did apply to the mulier taceat, the Augsburg 
Confession (AC 28) demonstrates that many of Paul's worship instructions are to be 
read in the light of their pastoral context, as we have seen.  The instructions were 
intended ‘for the time being’ and ‘to avoid offence’.   
 
1 TIMOTHY 2:11-15 
The situation in Ephesus 
In combination with Paul’s words at 1 Corinthians 14:34,35, the two verses from 1 
Timothy in which Paul calls women to silence and submission (2:11,12) have proved 
an almost insurmountable barrier to women’s ordination throughout the history of the 
church. However, Paul’s words cannot be fully understood or accurately applied in 
today’s church without close attention to the issues that confronted the early Christian 
church in Ephesus, where Timothy served as a pastor.  

 
In this church problems had arisen that hindered the purpose of God, that all people 
on earth be saved (1 Tim 2:3,4). Through the early ministry of Paul and Apollos the 
church was established in Ephesus, starting with the conversion of about twelve 
Jewish men (Acts 19:7). An intensive three-year ministry by Paul resulted in the 
conversion of many Jews, together with some gentiles who gave up their superstitious 
practices and the worship of the goddess Artemis (Acts 19:8-20).  

26 Some manuscripts omit the word ‘command’, so that the words read, ‘what I am writing to you is 
from the Lord’. 
27 The point of reference for ‘the command of the Lord’ could be extended to include vss 34 and 35, 
under the same rubric of Paul’s concern for good order and gospel proclamation. But a further 
moderating factor is that in some manuscripts the mulier taceat appears at the end of the chapter, after 
vs 40, and ‘the command of the Lord’ refers to what precedes, not what follows. 
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This rapid expansion was followed by the entry of ‘savage wolves’ into the church, 
‘not sparing the flock’ (Acts 20:29). A division soon arose between a group 
influenced by ‘teachers of the law’ (1 Tim 1:7), legalists who even outdid Jewish law 
by abstaining from certain foods and forbidding marriage (4:3), and a libertarian 
group totally opposed to adherence to Jewish law. The promotion of false doctrine 
(1:3) by teachers on both sides had made the members angry and argumentative (2:8; 
6:4). The libertarians held that the resurrection of the dead had ‘already taken place’ 
(2 Tim 2:18), and therefore the judgment was past and people could live as they 
pleased because salvation was assured. This resulted in wicked and godless behaviour 
(1:8-11; 2 Tim 3:1-5), the wearing of ostentatious clothing and jewellery by certain 
women (2:9), and the pleasure-seeking and gossip-mongering of some widows (5:6-
15). 

 
The place of women at Ephesus 
No New Testament writings focus so heavily on issues associated with women as 
Paul’s letters to Timothy. Women in particular had fallen under the spell of the 
libertarian faction and possibly formed part of its leadership team (eg 1 Tim 2:9-15; 
4:7; 5:13-15; 2 Tim 3:6,7). They wanted to play a major role in the teaching ministry 
of the church.  

 
On two chief counts this was unthinkable. First of all, the founding members of the 
church were converts from Judaism (R Strelan: 153-155). For them it was doubtful 
that women should even be instructed in the scriptures, let alone become teachers. 
Paul’s saying that women could learn (2:11) would have represented a major and 
troublesome step forward for them. Generally speaking rabbinical instruction in the 
Torah was out of bounds for women. 
 
Secondly, much of the initial appeal of the new faith lay in the gospel of grace that 
Paul taught, but their instruction in the faith was not thorough enough to allow them 
to appreciate that the Christian way involved making a complete break with their 
wicked past. Many had lived formerly as hedonists, magicians, and idol worshippers 
(Acts 19:18-27). They had gained the mistaken impression that being in Christ 
brought immunity from the wrath of God. Permission to teach would have been one 
way of flaunting their newly acquired status. Another would be the freedom to wear 
whatever high fashion clothing they liked.  
 
Such ostentation was totally out of step with mainstream society, whether Jewish or 
Greco-Roman. As newcomers to the faith and poorly instructed, it was important that 
they continue to learn, but not become involved in teaching. They were neophytes 
with a long way to go. For them Paul’s words that they may learn quietly but not 
teach publicly would have represented a serious infringement of Christian liberty. 

 
Universal ban or local restriction? 
How can we tell whether a biblical command, such as 1 Timothy 2:11,12, remains in 
force in the church today? Clearly, if the text says explicitly that the command 
remains in force until Christ returns, all doubt is removed. This can be shown in the 
case of the command to baptise (28:18-20), to celebrate the Lord’s Supper (Matt 
26:29; 1 Cor 11:26), to preach the gospel (Rom 10:14-17), to pray and give thanks in 
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all circumstances (1 Thess 5:17,18), and to meet regularly for worship (Heb 
10:24,25).  
 
Other commands have rarely been interpreted literally, but have rightly been regarded 
as exaggerations for the sake of emphasis, or as metaphors to highlight the Christian 
lifestyle. Some clear examples are Jesus’ commands to gouge out an offending eye 
and cut off an offending right hand (Matt 5:29,30), or his commands that believers 
wash one another’s feet (John 13:14) and let their light shine before others (Matt 
5:16). The commands are no less important than those that don’t draw on such 
graphic figures of speech. In fact, the graphic way in which they are told highlights 
their seriousness. But few would contend that they are to be carried out literally.  

 
There is another category of biblical commands that the church has seen fit not to 
enforce with the passage of time, even though there is no biblical mandate 
countermanding the original command. Some that fall into this category are: Sabbath 
observance (Ex 20:8-11; Deut 5:12-15), the requirement that women wear head 
covering when leading in worship (1 Cor 11:2-16), the ban on eating meat sacrificed 
to idols, or meat that has been strangled or still has blood in it (Acts 15:28), and the 
prohibition concerning women having their hair braided or coming to church wearing 
gold, pearls or expensive clothes (1 Tim 2:9).  
 
On these matters there is no dispute. But an obvious question arises – by what criteria 
do we determine whether the commands of our Lord and the apostle Paul apply 
throughout the church until the return of Christ, or whether they are pastoral words 
intended for a highly specific local congregation? If the latter is true the further 
question arises, what theological, pastoral or liturgical concern lies behind the 
command and how is that concern to be upheld by an appropriate re-application of the 
command within a different setting at a different time and in a different place? 
Different answers are given to that question, but those who favour the ordination of 
women normally work with the following criteria. The command is universally 
applicable if the following matters can be clearly established. 
1. The command is said to be in force till the return of Christ. 
2. The command contains no verbal clues that the command is limited to the time 

and place of writing.  
3. The command serves to underpin and enhance the proclamation of the gospel and 

the creating and sustaining of faith; it does not prove counter-productive to its 
taking root in hearts and lives. 
 

If it is clear that the command has been issued in order to avoid offending against long 
held religious laws and traditions or deeply ingrained cultural practices and customs, 
however, serious questions regarding appropriate application have to be answered. 
When such sensitivities lapse, especially if a new set of sensitivities arises, a fresh 
examination of the original command is urgently required. Nobody knew this better 
than the Lutheran confessors, who said that certain things were forbidden in the early 
church ‘for a time and to avoid offence’ (AC 28,65; Tappert: 92).  
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What follows is the evidence that 1 Timothy 2:8-15 has special application to the 
situation Paul confronted in Ephesus and need not be applied literally to the church in 
every place until the end of time.28 

 
1. Given women’s poor biblical instruction, whether gentiles or brought up within 

Judaism, it is little wonder that they were the main members of the congregation 
to fall under the spell of the false teachers, the libertarian charlatans who entered 
their midst. When this is noted it makes sense of the puzzling verses 13 and 14, in 
which Paul gives his main reason for denying the women at Ephesus permission 
to speak: ‘For Adam was formed first, then Eve; and Adam was not deceived, but 
the woman was deceived and became a transgressor.’  

 
This is certainly not the last word to be spoken about the story of the creation of 
Adam and Eve in Genesis 2 and the fall into sin in Genesis 3. Paul knew perfectly 
well that Adam was deceived just as much as Eve (see especially Rom 5:17; 1 Cor 
15:21,22), and that the prior creation of Adam in no way made him Eve’s superior 
(Gal 3:26-28; 2 Cor 5:17). But Paul is drawing the reader’s attention to one 
specific aspect of the stories in Genesis 2 and 3. Just like the men of Ephesus who 
had received thorough instruction in the faith, so Adam was the only one who was 
present in the garden of Eden when God issued the command not to eat of the fruit 
of the tree of knowledge (Gen 2:17). Eve had not yet been formed. She heard 
neither the prohibition, ‘you shall not eat’, nor the threat, ‘for in the day that you 
eat of it you shall surely die’ (Gen 2:17). Likewise, just as the inadequately 
instructed women of Ephesus formed the group that was most susceptible to the 
wiles of the false teachers, so also the poorly informed Eve was the one who 
succumbed to the serpent’s devious proposal in Eden. It is important that we are 
clear on this matter. Paul’s idiosyncratic treatment of the Genesis texts can be 
fully appreciated only in light of what has been happening in the church at 
Ephesus. That Eve is created some considerable time after Adam means that she is 
less well informed than he is and hence more likely to succumb to the serpent’s 
temptation.29  Likewise, only one point is being made about the women of 
Ephesus. Their inadequate education makes them far easier prey than the well 
instructed men in the face of the false teachers who had insinuated themselves into 
their midst. 
 
What does this mean for our discussion? It means first and foremost that in 
speaking of Adam and Eve in the second chapter of Timothy, Paul is speaking 
about the stories of their creation and fall and not about women in general. If he 
were speaking of all women, and not merely of Eve, he would be saying 
something totally false and libelous; that is, by their very nature women are more 

28 This does not mean that the text is irrelevant today, only that its true relevance, Paul’s underlying 
concern, needs to be more carefully sought and found; and the necessary steps need to be taken to 
ensure that his concern is attended to appropriately in a new situation. 
29 It is possible that the women were emboldened to take a public teaching role also as a result of 
inroads being made by devotees of the cult of the goddess Artemis of Ephesus (Acts 19:23-41). The 
cult taught that Artemis was created before her male consort, giving women the edge over men.  By 
highlighting the prior creation of Adam, Paul may also be tilting at the cult’s teachings in this regard 
(see Rick Strelan, 1996). 
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susceptible to temptation than men.30 And since Paul is not speaking of all 
women, but only of Eve and her susceptibility to temptation in the garden of Eden, 
the text needs to be applied accurately today in that light. The most accurate 
application is that those who are poorly instructed, or those who have come under 
the influence of false teachers, have no right to become teachers and preachers in 
the church.  The reference to women is time bound and coincidental, not central.  
It just so happened in the church of that time that it was the women in particular 
who fell into that category. 
 

2. On every occasion that the verb ‘to permit’ is used in the New Testament, 
elsewhere without a preceding ‘not’, it refers to a highly specific situation, limited 
to the time and place where the order is given (Matt 8:21; 19:8; Mark 5:13; John 
19:38; Acts 21:39,40; 26:1; 27:3; 28:16; 1 Cor 16:7; Heb 6:3). It is not used in any 
of these texts for commands of our Lord or his apostle that are meant to be 
binding on the church for all times. Therefore it is highly unlikely that the 
situation is different when the word is used at 1 Timothy 2:12 in connection with 
women speaking in church. 
 

3. Throughout our text Paul uses terminology drawn from contemporary ‘rules for 
the household’ (Haustafeln, see Eph 5:21 – 6:9; Col 3:18 – 4:1; 1 Pet 3:1-7) which 
likewise spoke of modesty, decency, piety, respect, and an external deportment 
that reflected moderation in all things. Behaviour that deviated from these ideals 
undermined the mission of the church. Paul is therefore at pains to advocate a 
Christian life-style that conforms as closely as possible to codes of behaviour 
current in the society of his day (Phil 4:8). A church that behaves in ways at odds 
with best current practices will not be heard. Those practices change with time. 
Today, women’s leadership doesn’t cause the offence that it once did. On the 
contrary, offence is caused when women are prohibited from holding positions in 
society because of their gender, when they are perfectly capable of doing so and 
have been trained to do so. 
 
Paul’s concern in the text under review is thoroughly evangelistic. He is intent on 
ensuring that best community standards are maintained, that the offence of having 
women serving in the public role of congregational teacher be avoided, and that 
people provide leadership in worship only after they have been thoroughly 
instructed in the scriptures and the teachings of our Lord.  Two concepts surround 
and control our text: quietness (vss 2,11,12) and salvation (vss 3,4,[5,6],15). In a 
quiet setting, both within society and the church, God’s saving mission is most 
effectively accomplished. The word ‘quiet’, used twice in the text itself (vss 
11,12), is not the Greek word for absolute silence but the word for respectful quiet 
or tranquility. It speaks of a mood of gentleness and an attitude of humble 
receptivity (Acts 22:2; 2 Thess 3:12; see also 1 Tim 2:2; 1 Pet 3:4). In an 
environment that frowned on female rowdiness and female leadership it was 
essential that Christian women hold their tongues and not disrupt the ‘quiet and 
peaceable life’ (vs 2) in which the gospel has free course. 
 

30 Sadly, the slur that women are more easily led astray than men has been employed from time 
immemorial, together with its twin, that women are more devious and hence more likely to try to lead 
people astray. 
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What does Paul mean by adding that  women are not ‘to have authority over a 
man’? 
It has become popular to argue that it is not teaching by women itself that Paul rules 
out at 1 Timothy 2:12, but teaching in a domineering way or in a way that violates the 
truth.31 It is said that outside the New Testament the verb that is translated ‘to have 
authority’ (authentein) usually refers to aggressive, assertive and even violent 
behaviour towards others. Koestenberger has issued a strong plea for retaining the 
traditional translation, ‘to teach and to have authority over a man’. His research 
(1993) shows that the word ‘nor’ (oude), that connects ‘teach’ and ‘have authority’, 
always connects two verbs that are positive or two verbs that are negative, not a 
positive verb and a negative verb. Since ‘teach’ is always positive in the letters to 
Timothy, ‘to have authority’ must be positive also, he says. It cannot mean ‘to 
domineer’. But what it does mean cannot be determined unequivocally, either from 
the New Testament, because this is the only occurrence of the word, nor from the 
extra-biblical literature of that time. The word’s uncertain meaning and its sole 
appearance in the New Testament would caution the reader against drawing hard and 
fast conclusions about the precise meaning of the expression ‘to teach and have 
authority over a man’. And even if Paul is ruling out authoritative teaching for 
women, it has been shown that the mandate applies in a highly specific and 
problematical setting, and not more widely. 

 
What does Paul mean by women’s submission? 
As for Paul’s call for female submission in our text (vs 11), it is vital to note that he 
does not speak of women being subordinate to men. That would contradict what Paul 
says about the mutual submission of men and women at Ephesians 5:21. The 
submission, or obedience, of women has more to do with them knowing their proper 
place in church and society, and taking it. It has to do with conformity to the generally 
accepted standards associated with a person’s station in life. The first converts were 
mainly Jews, so Paul was eager to avoid offending people raised in the Jewish faith. 
In Judaism only men were encouraged to learn the Torah; they alone were allowed to 
teach it. Women took their place in society alongside slaves and children, not as the 
equals of men. When they converted to Christianity women were obliged to maintain 
a respectful silence, let men take the lead, decline to contradict or argue with the male 
leaders of the congregation, appreciate that the domestic arena was the proper place 
for women, and adorn themselves in good works that would attract more converts to 
the Christian faith and do the church a power of good. That is what Paul means by 
subordination. It does not have to do with conforming to the structure of existence 
supposedly embedded in creation. 
 
Summary and conclusion 
It is inconsistent of the church to enforce the prohibition on women teaching in 
worship and then ignore other prescriptions and restrictions that are of equal weight in 
the Timothy text, such as the ban on braided hair, gold, pearls and expensive clothes 
(vs 9). Rather than enforcing these dress prescriptions item by item, the church will 
try to discover Paul’s underlying concern. Conscious of the harm caused when class 
distinctions were emphasised, maybe Paul was eager that poorer members of the 
community not feel excluded by the wealthy members in their designer clothing and 

31 See for example Barrett, Fairbairn, Guthrie, Dibelius and Conzelmann, Kelly, Simpson, Payne, and 
CTICR Plenum, ‘Final report’, 1991, page 43. 
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expensive jewellery.  Or maybe the items he lists were those worn by devotees of the 
mystery religions. Misunderstanding on that score was to be scrupulously avoided. 
The evangelistic and pastoral concern is what endures; the practical application of that 
concern is adapted to ever changing circumstances.  

 
In 1 Timothy 2:11-15 Paul forbids the women of Ephesus from teaching in the 
church.  Instead they are to sit quietly and respectfully at the feet of the teachers and 
preachers and learn the scriptures. The requirements of Judaism had formed the mind 
of those embarking on this new faith venture, so that for women to adopt a teaching 
role would be to cause undue offence.  But far more than Jewish law and local 
tradition stood in the way of women’s teaching and preaching. As Eve was led astray 
because she had not been instructed by God and thereby inoculated against the 
serpent’s scurrilous proposal, so the Ephesian women’s inadequate induction into the 
faith made them easy targets for a highly influential group of false teachers in the 
church. If the women were permitted to teach, the heretical notions of the libertarian 
teachers would have spread like wildfire.  
 
Paul is not opposed to women teaching and preaching in church.  He is opposed to 
false teaching by anyone at all, and at Ephesus that was far more likely to come from 
the women, not the men. But the time would come when the women would be 
sufficiently well instructed for them to assume a teaching role in the community. The 
force of old restrictions borne of the rigid application of Jewish law would wane with 
the passing of time. And women would eventually have the time and opportunity to 
do the very thing that Paul advocates, to learn (2:11) and hence to grow in biblical 
knowledge, the teachings of our Lord and insight into the human condition, so that 
they too would become properly equipped for the vital role of public proclamation of 
the gospel. For the time being the women were not sufficiently versed in the 
scriptures to detect and avoid the heresy they were hearing from the ravaging wolves 
of Ephesus. Their teaching, in turn, would only have perpetuated the damage that was 
being done. Under such circumstances, any premature permission would have done 
nothing to hasten the day when the women would be able to assume an equal share of 
responsibility for teaching the saving truths of God within the church. 
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