The Brooks Avenue Church of Christ has undertaken a study of the role of women in the church. This topic has become increasingly of interest and increasingly controversial in churches of Christ in recent years. The goals of this study are as follows: 

· To review the relevant passages of scripture related to the role of women in the church, both Old and New Testaments.

· To study these scriptures generally within a range of two perspectives currently prevalent within churches of Christ.

· The traditional church of Christ hermeneutic of command, example and necessary inference. (Expounded by F. Lagard Smith and colleagues)

· The “new” or grammatico-historical hermeneutic. (Expounded by Carroll Osburn and colleagues)

· To determine the overt message of the writers of the relevant scriptures.

· To explore the relevant scriptures within their historical context, such as the role of women in Israel and the Greco-Roman empire.

· To reflect upon these scriptures in light of current attitudes and controversies regarding the role of women in the church.

The notes available here were prepared for persons attending the class and serve as a background for understanding the range of views on this topic and their scriptural basis, as the various topics listed in the outline are discussed in class. These notes do not represent the official views of the elders or staff of the Brooks Avenue congregation. 

These notes were developed by Dan Blazer and may be used freely for any purpose.

An extensive list of references is available.

A zip archive of all PDF documents is available.
Session 1 - Introduction - Women's Role in the Church

"Now the Bereans were of more noble character…they…examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true." Acts 17:11

I. Objectives of the teacher. 

A. To review the relevant passages of scripture related to the role of women in the church, both Old and New Testaments.

B. To study these scriptures generally within a range of two perspectives currently prevalent within churches of Christ. 

1. The traditional church of Christ hermeneutic of command, example and necessary inference. (Expounded by LeGard Smith and colleagues)

2. The “new” or grammatico-historical hermeneutic. (Expounded by Carroll Osburn and colleagues)

C. To determine the overt message of the writers of the relevant scriptures.

D. To explore the relevant scriptures within their historical context, such as the role of women in Israel and the Greco-Roman empire.

E. To reflect upon these scriptures in light of current attitudes and controversies regarding the role of women in the church.

II. Role of Class Members.

Members of the class may commit to a range of study of this topic outside the class. I would encourage each class member to, at the least, read the relevant passages of scripture carefully before each class and read one or two chapters before and after each passage (so that you develop some ideas of the context of the relevant passages). Remember that the letters of Paul were written to be read at one sitting, not a chapter a night. I would also encourage all class members to think about the questions provided the week prior to each session so that you will be prepared to carefully review these passages. Following each session, review the class notes and your own notes. Pray for understanding. Talk with others about questions or concerns which arise. Use these sessions as an incentive to engage in your own in depth study. 

Some of you will wish to study this topic in greater depth. Serious attention to the relevant passages of scripture (for example, a word study and/or review of multiple commentaries) is the next appropriate step.

Many books have been written in recent years on the topic of the role of women in the church. I would strongly recommend that, if you choose to read books on the topic, you read more than one book and read authors with varying views. Do not look to a book as a guide, but rather as a stimulus to think critically about the topic. For example, a book may lead you back to a fresh look at a passage of scripture.

III. Factors which have focused the role of women as a topic of intense discussion in churches of Christ?

This study did not arise because of current concerns at Brooks Avenue but was recognized nearly one year ago as necessary for the growth of the congregation.

A. Feminism and the “liberation” of women. 

1. Betty Friedan and The Feminine Mystique. 

2. Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza and “Biblical feminism.”

3. The changing role of women in American society and the hierarchical paradigm – movement of women to the workplace, singles and single parenthood.

B. The reaction to feminism. 

1. Helen Andelin and Fascinating Womanhood.

2. F. LaGard Smith and What Most Women Want: What Few Women Find.

3. James Dobson and the threat to the American family.

C. The “old” and “new” hermeneutic. 

1. Alexander Campbell, J.D. Thomas and “command, example and necessary inference.”

2. Carroll Osburn. Thomas Olbricht, Wineskins, and the gramatico-historical interpretation of the scripture. 

3. The call for a “new hermeneutic.”

D. Recognition of “problematic” (perhaps conflicting) passages in the scriptures. 

1. Uncovered heads and prophesy by women during worship. (I Corinthians 11:2-16).

2. Admonitions regarding slaves. (I Corinthians 12:13, Philemon)

E. The “third great awakening” and the emergence of a desire to move from a passive to an active engagement in worship services by both men and women (what some have called the “worship wars”).

IV. How has the role of women changed in churches of Christ over the past 50 years? 

A. Typical activities today which were not typical 50 years ago. 

1. Focus upon women’s ministries and women speakers at seminars/lectures.

2. Active participation in discussions by women during Bible studies on Sunday mornings.

3. Increased visibility of couples as co-teachers for seminars and other presentations. E.g. Royce and Pam Money, Randy and Camilla Becton, Carl and Smitty Brechen, Norvell and Helen Young.

4. Installation of women as administrators in our Christian Colleges.

5. Appointment of women to editorial boards of Christian publications. (Helen Young as a Senior Editor for Power for Today.) 

6. Admission of women as graduate students at Schools of Religion.

7. Service by women on Boards of Trustees for Christian Colleges.

8. Signing to the deaf by women while standing during worship services.

9. Teaching by women of men in Bible courses at Christian colleges (Annie May Lewis teaching at Harding Graduate School of Religion).

10. Overt articles written by women for mainline church of Christ publications (Charlotte Fanning wrote for the Gospel Advocate, signing her articles simply as “C.F.” over 100 years ago.)

11. Prayers by women during gender mixed activities outside of official worship services.

12. Service by single women as fully supported independent missionaries (Sarah Andrews served as a missionary in Japan early in this century).

13. Hiring of women by congregations as children’s educational directors and ministers/counselors to other women.

B. Atypical activities in churches of Christ today. 

1. Women leading singing.

2. Women making announcements during official worship services.

3. Women serving as ministry leaders (other than for ministries exclusive to women.

4. Women serving at the Lord’s table.

5. Women reading scripture leading prayers during official worship services.

6. Women appointed as deaconesses. 

C. Rare to non-existent in churches of Christ today. 

1. Women preaching.

2. Women serving as elders.

V. Why is this discussion so fearful to so many at Brooks Avenue? 

A. We fear that the church is changing its orientation to the interpretation of scripture and that what seemed clear in the past is no longer clear. We fear that we are departing from traditions which have served the restoration movement well during the sea change in Protestant Christianity over the past 150 years.

B. We fear that we have not interpreted scripture appropriately, biased by our own traditions, and have thus shut the doors of the church to many that God has accepted.

C. We fear that conflict will heighten between older and younger generations within our congregation, destroying an atmosphere of unity and love.

D. We fear that, if we don’t address the role of women openly, a rift will occur in the congregation.

E. We fear secularism/humanism infiltrating the church.

F. We fear that, if we don’t change our ways, our efforts at evangelism will fail because our message will not appear relevant to the people we attempt to teach.

G. We fear the nuclear family will be destroyed because the roles and responsibilities of husbands and wives will become so confused that families will not be able to function as a unit. We fear children will find no security, no stability in our families.

H. We fear that women will be abused in families and will not be capable of seeking help because the hierarchical structure of the family is considered more sacred than the safety of family members.

I. We fear that, if women become more prominent in the church (matriarchy), men will abdicate their responsibilities in the church. We fear the abandonment by men of spiritual leadership in the church.

J. We fear that, if men are dominant in the church (patriarchy), the needs and potential contributions of women will be dismissed.

Session 2 & 3 - The Created Order and the Role of Women in the Church 

“So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them.” Genesis 1:27

“Then God made a woman from the rib he had taken out of the man, and he brought her to the man.” Genesis 2:22

I. The two accounts of creation. 

A. Genesis 1. 

1. God commands and creation is executed for most of creation. Yet God addresses humankind directly (for they are created in his image – two creatures, one image, no mention of subordination). (1:26 - 28)

2. Both man and woman were created in the image of God. The image carries the sense of relationship (just as God says, “Let us..”, indicating the mysterious relationship of the triune God). (1:26, 27)

3. The image of God is not lost after the fall. (Genesis 9:6) 

4. Humankind is not inherently sovereign but enjoys dominion by the grace of God. (1:28-39) Man and woman stand in community with a common commission and function. 

5. The setting is one of peace and harmony (no conflict between male and female). (Isaiah 11:6-9)

B. Genesis 2. 

1. God creates man to complete the creation. Initially the creation was barren (2:4, 5) and God sends up fountains to water the earth and creates a garden in which to place man. Man was to work the garden. (2:15) Despite some stretched interpretations, the man initially set in the garden (2:7) is clearly male (not an amalgamated male/female who is later divided [2:21]). 

2. In the middle of the garden God placed the tree of life and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. (2:9) 

3. Man is given permission and prohibition. This prohibition is clearly spoken to the male initially. (2:16, 17)

4. The creation of woman is given more attention than the creation of man. She is the only creature which does not derive directly from the earth. (2:21, 22) 

5. Man’s initial response to woman appears to be one of mutuality and equality, that is, one flesh. (2:23 – 25) Given this mutuality, can we assume an hierarchical concept of spiritual leadership? 

a. Some suggest we cannot easily conclude a hierarchical spiritual relationship from Genesis 2. Woman is created as a companion (neither subordinate nor superior). The structure is similar to that of a “ring” narrative (familiar in ancient writings), not an “hierarchical” narrative. God is first and supreme. Man and woman are connected to God directly and to one another equally. The creation of woman completes creation and man rejoices in the culmination of creation by simultaneously naming woman and himself. (2:23) On this view the man naming the woman should not be taken in the same sense as man naming the animals. In other words, the act of man naming woman is an exclamation of pleasure and praise rather than a sign of male priority and leadership.

b. Others suggest that the hierarchical nature of creation is self-evident. God created man first and woman was created as a helper for man. The family structure in Israel was linear, not circular. First born males maintained the family line (a patriarchy). 

c. The best reading is probably the linear reading and this certainly coincides with I Timothy 2:13. Nevertheless, the jump from a linear order in creation to male spiritual leadership is less clear from the text.

6. Woman was created as a suitable “helper”. According to some, woman was created to help man, not visa versa. Nevertheless, “helper” in itself does not imply subordinate, for the Psalmist, using the same Hebrew word, writes “Surely God is my help” (Psalm 54:4). Differences in the interpretation of Genesis 2 regarding the roles of men and women in large part involves whether woman as “helper” refers to: 

a. Woman as complementary to man (woman as completing man and bringing wholeness to God’s creation). On this view, a mutual, helping relationship is established by God at creation between man and woman which does not necessarily imply a differentiation of roles. or

b. Woman as created for man. On this view, the roles of man and woman must be different. (Again, recognize those who hold this view typically do not devalue the spiritual worth of woman.) or

c. Woman as created superior to man, i.e. a helper superior to man. (This view is proposed by some feminist scholars yet in no reasonable way can it be supported by the text, by the old law, nor by Christian doctrine.)

7. Some suggest that male spiritual leadership is inherent from the outset, for man was “first-born”, a different concept from born first, but more related to the rights of the first born in Israel (e.g. Genesis 27:1 – 45) and Christ as the first born of God (Colossians 1:15 – 20). On this view, God’s first command (2:16) was given to man before woman was created. Man is the spiritual head. God possessed the status to name Adam. Adam, as first-born and ruler over the animals, could name them. Adam names “woman” (taken out of man). Woman and man therefore have different spiritual responsibilities because man is first born (though there is no difference in spiritual value). The pattern of the relationship between man and woman is set from the beginning with the creation of the woman from man and after man. Man was first-born, first created, and therefore tied to Christ (the first-born of God) as the sacrificial spiritual leader (Ephesians 5) from the beginning. 

8. Though the concept of “first-born” among humans as having special significance is inherent the scriptures (e.g. Reuben, the first-born of Jacob, took responsibility in Genesis 37:22), applying this concept to Adam is problematic. 

a. Adam is obviously the first to be mentioned in the genealogies, such as Luke 3:37, yet key persons in these genealogies were not necessarily the first-born in their families (e.g. David and Jacob). The term “first-born” is not used specifically in reference to Adam. (In I Timothy 3:13, Paul refers to Adam as first formed, the Greek word used is not prototokos, the word used to refer to Christ as first born.)

b. The concept of first-born among humans is almost always applied to sons in relation to other sons. In other words, there is no other place in scripture where first-born applies to a man being born into a family before a woman and he is “first born” because of this birth order.

c. Adam was born of God, not man. Christ was first-born of God (e.g. Hebrews 1:6), the new Adam. The first born of God was Christ, not Adam. 

d. When Paul compares Adam and Christ in Romans 5:12 – 21 the term first-born is not used of either. In other instances in the New Testament, of course, Christ is referred to as the first-born of God. 

e. The consecration of the first-born was a spiritual consecration, yet this consecration was under the old law (Exodus 13:1, 2). The rights of the firstborn Christ do no apply to humankind.

9. Regardless, it appears that man and woman were not so conscious of gender initially (2:25) though gender was a reality. They certainly did not concentrate on the differences in gender nor the potential for conflict between genders.

10. Man and woman were created primarily to relate to God (they were created in His own image so they were the only creatures who could relate to God). Genesis 2, whatever one’s interpretation of gender relationship, is God’s ideal unspoiled by sin. In this way, Genesis 2 complements and expands Genesis 1, the reason for two creation narratives. These are not conflicting accounts of the creation.

II. The temptation and fall. (Genesis 3:1 - 13) 

A. The scene shifts and God is initially absent. Rather the serpent challenges the harmony of the created order and the intent of the Creator. (3:1)

B. The serpent speaks to Eve, but there is no indication that Adam was not present. The serpent consistently uses the plural address and the woman uses the plural response. 

1. Some believe that the serpent spoke to Eve because Eve (woman) was more open and trusting and therefore more susceptible to being deceived. (3:1, 2)

2. Some suggest that the serpent spoke to Eve because she was more attracted to the “dark side” of life. (3:5)

3. We do not know why the serpent spoke to her. We only know of her response.

C. The woman assumes responsibility and initiative when the serpent speaks to her, of this we can be certain. We also can be certain that she understands what God has willed. (3:2, 3). It is unclear whether God spoke his promise and prohibition directly to Eve or whether Adam conveyed God’s will to Eve. Once Eve had fallen to temptation, we know that God spoke to her directly. (3:13) Some suggest she should have looked to Adam for guidance when tempted and in this she disobeyed God’s divine ordinance of male spiritual leadership. We do not have a clear statement that this was the case (or that it was not the case). 

D. The serpent challenges whether it is necessary for humans to live in relationship with God and obey His command. (3:4, 5) The temptation is to rise above conformity. He tempts her with wisdom (remember the Greek deity for wisdom was Athena), the knowledge of good and evil. He tempts her to be on par with God. In this way, she is clearly tempted to rise above her station in life. She falls to this temptation. She attempts to usurp spiritual authority, the authority of God!

E. The woman does not “tempt” the man in that she coaxes him or persuades him to eat the fruit (which suggests to some that Adam must have been there and tempted by the serpent as well as by the fruit handed to him by the woman). She simply gives him the fruit and he eats it. (3:6)

F. After Adam eats the fruit the man and woman realize differences they did not realize previously, the difference between them and God (3:8) and the difference between themselves (3:7).

G. When God challenges them, both the man and the woman try to displace the responsibility. (3:12, 13) 

H. Some suggest that Adam was guilty of two sins, first the sin of being deceived (as was Eve) and second the sin of abandoning his role as spiritual leader and protector. On this view, Adam was the first addressed by God after the fall (3:9) even though Eve was the first addressed by the serpent.

III. Curses and Punishments. (Genesis 3:14 – 24) 

A. The serpent. (14, 15) 

1. The created order is disrupted, the order where the creatures live in harmony. (Isaiah 11:6 – 9).

2. The serpent, who tried to rise above his station in life, who challenged God, now must crawl on its stomach and “eat dust”.

3. There is discord between the serpent and woman. They strike at one another (though woman is in a superior position). Most Christians believe the discord is between Satan and Christ (born of a woman). 

4. The serpent’s natural role in the future, therefore, would be that of tempter and antagonist (he strikes at the “Achilles heel” of humankind). 

B. The woman. (16,) 

1. The woman is the only one of the three who is not directly “cursed.”

2. Just as man will suffer pain in labor, the woman will suffer pain in her own “labor”. The pain free, toil free life in the garden has ended. Some suggest that her natural role (wife and mother) will now be accompanied by pain.

3. The second aspect of the punishment of the woman is that the original relationship she had with the man will be changed. Man will have dominion over woman (which has been more or less true throughout history), but is this part of the consequence of sin or is this rather a more painful playing out of the original pattern God created? What is clear is that the former peaceable and loving relationship will be replaced with conflict. 

4. Some suggest that in the unspoiled created order man practices “servant leadership” whereas after the Fall, man dominates woman (which leads to conflict).

C. The man. (17 - 19) 

1. Man receives the longest address.

2. He loses his joyful working of the garden. According to some, now he must continue his natural role as “breadwinner” with pain and the sweat of his brow.

3. He loses his life (this curse clearly is upon both the man and the woman).

D. The ultimate curse and punishment. (21 – 24) 

1. The vital relationship of man/woman with God (the availability of the tree of life) has been destroyed.

2. Man and woman are not self-sufficient, on friendly terms with God (walking in the garden together). Helpless creatures, their lives shattered by strife, discord, enmity and shame, man and woman are hardly worthy of the divinity they desired.

3. Man and woman are driven out of the garden.

4. Strife and conflict arise at virtually every turn thereafter (e.g. Cain and Abel, Noah and his sons, the tower of Babel).

E. A reprieve? (20) 

1. This verse appears to be out of place. Can there be hope in the midst of this curse? 

2. Since life eternal has been destroyed and man must return to death, is there hope?

3. Yes, for women (and man for that matter) become a wellspring for new life. Woman becomes the mother of all the living (Eve means “living”). 

4. Ultimately, through Mary, the author of Life (Jesus) is brought forth in childbirth.

IV. Conclusions from the creation narratives and the narrative of the fall. 

A. God’s initial creation was an harmonious creation. 

B. It is debated whether there was a divine order inherent in creation from Genesis 2. Man was born first yet the privileges and responsibilities of this birth order are not entirely clear from reviewing this passage alone. Nevertheless, on the basis of other texts, some order is implied (and certainly Paul refers back to this order). The significance of this order in terms of male-female relationships is uncertain. Areas of debate revolve around: 

1. The concept of “first-born”.

2. The meaning of “helper”.

3. The nature of the changes in the relationship between man and woman between the end of Genesis 2 and Genesis 3.

4. The interpretation of Genesis 1 – 3 in light of New Testament passages, such as I Timothy 2:13 – 15.

C. The sense of hierarchy and gender differences were much less apparent in Genesis 2 compared to Genesis 3. .

D. Both the man and the woman sinned. Later in scripture, the sins of the man as well as the woman are noted (Romans 5:12; I Timothy 2:14).

E. The relationship of man and woman to God and to one another changes drastically from Genesis 2 to Genesis 3 (it is not whether this relationship changes that is debated but rather in what ways). 

F. Even with the tragedy of the Fall, hope comes by man (Christ) through woman (3:15, 20). We are not given a glimpse of that hope in the Genesis 1 – 3 yet only a few chapters further along, the hope becomes more apparent (12:1 – 3). A key factor in understanding the role of the woman in the church is to what extent this hope (such as Paul’s exclamation in Galatians 3:28) establishes a new creation in the Kingdom of God where gender barriers are broken down.
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Session 4 - Neither Male nor Female

“…for all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” Galatians 3:28

I. Neither male nor female. (Galatians 3:28) 

A. Some have said Galatians 3:28 is the most “socially explosive” statement in the New Testament. But is it meant to be socially disruptive? Paul was actually trying to bring unity out of diversity. He believed that human distinctions and the problems which arise from those distinctions would dissolve in Christ. Those who would bind the Jewish law on the church during the middle of the century were dividing the church.

B. Few misunderstand the basic meaning, namely that access to God is open to all through faith in Christ. But does the statement go beyond equal access to salvation to include roles in the church and in society? 

1. There are those who argue that “all is changed in Christ”.

2. There are others who argue that value (e.g. Jew versus Greek) is equal in Christ for all yet roles ordained at creation must be maintained.

II. Arguments for the “all is changed in Christ” or egalitarian approach. 

A. This passage is a succinct summary of Paul’s entire theology. Galatians 3:28 is Paul’s “Magna Carta” or “Declaration of Independence in Christ”. Therefore this passage cannot be subordinated to other passages. Rather other passages must be interpreted in light of this passage. 

1. We presently live during a special time, preparing for the Second Coming and following the resurrection. God is creating a community during this time that prefigures and embodies the reconciliation and healing of the world, returning it to the created harmony before the Fall. (Romans 15:7 – 13) 

2. “Man” once again will be male and female as God created him, that is, a relationship of divine unity. (Genesis 1:27) 

3. The community must be unified. (I Corinthians 1:10)

4. This unification comes in large part by righting age old injustices. (Galatians 1:4, 5:1) Men and women are therefore freed from the slavery of false stereotypes.

5. We must live in community as if the time is near for the coming of Jesus. (I Corinthians 7:29 – 31) The new world has already broken in.

6. Men and women (just as slave and free, circumcised and uncircumcised) are therefore one in Christ and live in relations of loving mutuality. (Galatians 3:28; Colossians 3:9 – 11)

7. Any compromise of this loving mutuality is made in a spirit of love so that persons less mature in their faith may grow in their faith. (I Corinthians 9:19 – 23)

B. From this basic theology, Paul derives his view of the role of women in the church . 

1. Subordination of women in the world is parallel to the institution of slavery. God has opened doors in the church which no person can shut.

2. What happens through baptism supersedes every other reality. Though “man” will always be male and female, what happens in Christ transcends even the Law and the order of creation. We are a new creation – one in Christ.

3. Men and women, through Christ, are redeemed even in this world from false stereotypes and discrimination which inhibit a true relationship with God. The gospel, by its very nature, fuels social change toward justice and equality. 

4. The new world has broken into the existing world, a world which returns humankind to the state before the Fall (the peaceable kingdom, the kingdom where gender differences are minimal). (Acts 2: 1 – 4, 17)

5. In the new community (the church) old distinctions are transcended. The church becomes the kingdom of heaven on earth (and perhaps there will be no gender distinctions in heaven). (Mark 12: 18 – 27)

6. Passages which contradict 3:28 (such as I Corinthians 14:34-35) should be viewed as temporary expedients (an accommodation to culture) which look forward to a greater good (just as Onesimus was asked to return to Philemon [Philemon 12] though in reality slavery eventually should be abolished).

III. Arguments for the male spiritual leadership or “keep role and worth separate” approach. 

A. Galatians 3:28 should not be taken out of context. The conflict addressed by Paul in this passage related to the tension between justification of the believer in Christ apart from legal works, not the societal problem of the relation of men to women. 

1. The letter is written in response to a heresy in the church related to binding specific Jewish laws upon the Galatian Christians. (3:1 – 5)

2. The law was a slave guardian and the coming of the Son has freed us from that slavery. (3:21 – 25)

3. Galatians was therefore written to strongly emphasize our sonship (we are sons and daughters of God – Galatians 3:26) as opposed to our slavery to the law.

4. Galatians emphasizes the replacement of the old law with sonship in Christ yet it does not replace the created order with a new order. If we wish to look back, look back to Abraham, not to creation. (3:16 – 18)

5. Galatians 3:28 should not be applied beyond the realm of salvation in Christ.

B. From this basic theology, Paul derives his arguments for the role of women in the church. 

1. Equality in Christ does not abolish gender (and gender will not be abolished in heaven).

2. The letter to the Galatians has nothing to say about roles in the church. The letter is about our faith relationship with God through Christ and whether we impose the Jewish law upon that relationship.

3. None of the New Testament writings abolish the traditional role of men and women in Greco-Roman (or Jewish) society.

4. Paul (and Christ for that matter) was not interested in social reform, but rather spiritual salvation. The letter (and the gospels) was not written to inspire social change. The Kingdom is not of this world.

5. Distinction in role does not equate with lesser or greater value. Submission does not equate with inferiority. Both male and female are natural heirs in Christ (3:26)

6. Scripture cannot contradict scripture and therefore there is no conflict between Galatians 3:28 and I Corinthians 12 - 14. We are, both male and female, the royal priesthood yet there are different roles and service within the priesthood. (I Corinthians 12:5)

IV. The context of Galatians 3:28 as it relates to the role of women in the church. 

A. Paul is perhaps speaking in Galatians to two audiences, both of whom have not put Christ first: those who profess to be “in Christ” but still deficient because of their adherence to the law (1:7, 5:4); and those who believe themselves superior in understanding (5:16 – 26). 

1. The audience which binds the law he addresses directly but the other perhaps indirectly. 

2. In other words, the structure of Galatians is similar to Romans. The bulk of both letters is directed toward freedom in Christ. Yet the latter portion of the letters is directed toward the loving application of that freedom in Christ.

B. Paul insists on the superiority of Christ in all things (justification by faith rather than works of the law).

C. With Christ there is a new creation (the law has passed away). It is not just faith vs. law, it is Christ vs. anything else.

D. Paul and the Galatians are interested in binding together the community of believers. For Paul, unity comes through being in Christ and from the love of Christ which sums up the law of Christ. (5:14, 15) For some Galatians, however, unity has become equated with circumcision. (5:2 –4) For others, freedom had become equated with giving oneself over to one’s sinful nature (5:19 – 21).

E. Being in Christ and living in loving unity means attention is addressed to the works of the flesh versus the fruits of the spirit. (5:16 – 26) 

F. These fruits manifest themselves in relationship (such as the relationship between men and women).

V. The message of 3:28 as it relates to the role of women in the church. 

A. The core message of 3:28 is the superiority of Christ. All interpretations must be considered in light of this message.

B. Paul’s message does not specifically address roles. Rather he focuses upon worth of and respect for one another, upon the community in Christ, upon the fruits of the spirit which manifest themselves in all relationships.. 

C. The three examples of polar groups he addresses (Jews and Greeks, slaves and free, males and females) are three groups where society has set distinctions and conflict abounds. The three groups each have within them the potential for oppression and a power struggle. In Christ that power struggle is eliminated.

D. There does not appear to be any Biblical evidence that gender differences will be abolished in the Kingdom of God, neither here nor in the hereafter. Can any one of us imagine maintaining our identity without a gender identity? Our bodies will be resurrected. (I Corinthians 15:35 – 49)

E. At the same time, Paul emphasizes that conflicts about male vs. female should never divide the church. We are free and our current conflicts originate do not derive from freedom in Christ which manifests itself in love for one another.. 

F. Paul may be saying that groups which are in conflict within the Christian community must treat one another as equally valuable. In other words, social expediency must give way to unity and equality in Christ. (Galatians 2: 11 – 14) If we err, we should err toward love, peace, patience, etc.

G. Equal value, on the other hand, does not necessarily correspond to role relationships. In fact, Paul provides little guidance in Galatians regarding the role of women compared to men in the church.

H. The elimination of unnecessary barriers and unnecessary distinctions and reconciliation of conflict can promote unity in Christ (Paul’s major concern for the Galatians). 

I. Therefore, if the church takes this passage seriously we should find a way to abolish conflicts about gender. 
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Session 5 - Paul, the Created Order and the Role of Women in the Church (Part 1)

“For Adam was formed first, then Eve. And Adam was not the one deceived; it was the woman who was deceived and became a sinner.” I Timothy 2:13, 14

I. The context. 

A. We will return later to the teachings of I Timothy 2:8 – 12 (teachings about propriety in worship as it relates to the role of women). In this session we will concentrate on Paul’s reference to the created order so that he may back his argument.

B. Many believe these are the key verses in the scriptures regarding the role of women in the church. In other words, many look through the lens of I Timothy 2:8 – 15 to interpret all other passages regarding the role of women in the church. The reason is because Paul refers to the created order to make his argument and the wording he uses in the passage.

C. This passage is the most difficult passage in the New Testament regarding the role of women in the church for at least two reasons. 

1. First, considerable debate has arisen regarding Paul’s reference to the created order. (We will discuss this issue in today’s session.)

2. Second, considerable debate has arisen regarding the meaning of the Greek word authenteo which we translate authority (2:12). (We will discuss this word during a later session.)

II. What is the focus of Paul’s discussion of the created order in I Timothy? 

A. We must ask some questions about the context of I Timothy 2:8 – 15. 

1. Is Paul speaking of public worship or all situations? Almost all believe he focuses upon public worship in this passage. 

a. Paul notes that he is writing instructions so that “you will know how people ought to conduct themselves in God’s household, which is the church of the living God…”. (3:15)

b. Nevertheless, the boundaries between the worship service and other assemblies of the church during New Testament times were not as clearly drawn as they are today. In other words, they did not make a clear distinction between Bible study and worship.

2. Is Paul concerned that men are teaching false doctrine or that both men and women are teaching false doctrine in 1:3 – 7? Though in 1:3 the NIV translates the Greek word tis as men, it actually is indefinite and better translated persons or “some” (as in the RSV and KJV). Women could have been false teachers as well as men.

3. Is Paul expounding a general theology or is he addressing a specific problem? 

a. Most believe that Paul, especially in this personal letter, would not set out a general theology but would apply that theology to a specific problem, in this case the disruption of public worship in Ephesus.

b. Even if one accepts that Paul is addressing a specific problem, one cannot assume the teaching does not provide general guidance. For example, we “generalize” regarding immersion during baptism from the specific example of Philip and the Ethiopian eunuch. (Acts 8:36 – 39)

c. Nevertheless, the general theology Paul applies in I Timothy 2 is debated (male spiritual leadership or a mutual, complementary relationship between men and women, for example). 

4. Is Paul speaking his own views “I do not permit…” in this passage or is he speaking of direct commands from God? 

a. Most believe that Paul is not being ambiguous. When he says “I urge…” or “I want…”, he refers back to 2:7 (I was appointed a herald and an apostle). 

b. Yet there is room for debate. I Timothy is a personal letter (though it is inspired by the Holy Spirit) and Paul may distinguish between “I urge…”, “Here is a trustworthy saying…” (3:1) as well as “The Spirit clearly says…” (4:1) For example, most accept that 5:23 (use a little wine for your stomach) is a personal instruction to Timothy, not a direct command from God.

5. To whom is Paul referring in this passage, husbands or men, wives or women? 

a. The Greek words. 

i. The Greek word aner can be used for either husband (Mark 10:2, 12) or man (Luke 5:8). In common usage aner could distinguish husband from wife, man from animal and adult male from boy.

ii. The Greek word gyne (or gune) likewise can be used for either wife ( I Corinthians 7:27) or woman (John 4:15). In common Greek usage gyne meant both the female as distinct from the male and wife as distinct from husband.

b. It is debatable whether Paul refers to husbands and wives or men and women. 

i. The context would tend to favor translation of men and women and this is the translation used most often by far.

ii. An argument that Paul refers to husbands and wives is that he mentions a husband and wife, namely Adam and Eve and the possibility of childbearing to support his argument. 

B. Is Paul using an established biblical fact in this passage to support his argument or his he using the narrative of creation as an analogy? 

1. The established biblical fact approach is based upon the interpretation that Adam was given priority in creation because he was formed first and because he was not deceived. On this view, 

a. Paul provides as his reason the second creation account (Genesis Chapter 2), not the relationship between Adam and Eve after the fall. He introduces the section (2:13 – 15) by using the Greek word gap (for), that is “for this reason”. Adam was created first and was not deceived. For this reason women are prohibited from teaching men. Genesis 2 establishes the role distinctions between men and women.

b. As Paul is inspired, his interpretation of Genesis 2 must be the correct one.

c. Eve was created as Adam’s assistant/helper. Disaster came when Eve became the leader rather than the helper. Eve proved to be incapable of leadership. (So did Adam for that matter.) On this view, perhaps leadership is not as easy for women as for men. Nevertheless, this view would insist that, regardless of talent for leadership, God’s command is that women are not the spiritual leaders.

d. On this view, a preferred translation of aner and gyne is man and woman.

e. Paul appeals to the Genesis narrative to call men and women back to their created roles with man being the spiritual leader.

2. The analogical approach is based on the interpretation that Paul uses the Genesis passage to make a point about a specific problem in Ephesus. Analogical teaching is common in the New Testament. On this view, 

a. Paul is inspired by God, yet the Genesis narrative as we read it does not support Paul’s apparent interpretation. In other words, Paul uses Genesis in a different way than as established fact. What is this different way?

b. Genesis 2 does not indicate in the original reading male spiritual leadership or priority. Therefore we need to consider another reading of Paul. Analogy is an alternative reading.

c. For example, many believe the two references to Rabab (see Joshua 6:22 – 25) in the New Testament are analogies because the story of Rahab appears to be used to make two very different points. Was Rahab saved by faith or works? (Hebrews 11:31, James 2:25) 

d. On this view, the preferred translation of aner and gyne would be husband and wife.

e. The problem in Ephesus was that the wives had fallen under the spell of heretical teaching. They, therefore, could not be controlled by their husbands during the assembly. (1:3)

f. Paul is using the creation narrative as analogy more extensively than most uses of analog yet the analogy follows a definite form. 

i. The analogy in this case is the “crossing” (or chiasm) of two parallel phrases. E.g. She (a) went to Paris (b); to New York (b') went he (a').

ii. I do not permit a woman to teach (a) nor to have authority over a man (b); Adam was formed first (b') and it was the woman who was deceived (a'). 

g. In other words, Paul does not speak of a natural hierarchy but rather a correspondence of events. These wives in Ephesus had been deceived as was Eve. They had disrupted the natural relationship between husbands and wives because they had become dominant during the assembly. The relationship had to be set straight.

h. Paul appeals to the Genesis narrative to call husbands and wives back to their complementary roles (rather than a role of wives dominating husbands).

C. A somewhat more extreme interpretation of this passage is that Paul is using the Genesis account to refute a widespread heresy, specifically a heresy directed against a Gnostic mythology glorifying Eve. Eve represents, to the Gnostics, the experience of the individual arriving at true gnosis (knowledge), the example of spiritual awakening. (I Timothy 1:4) Such a teaching would have been anathema to Paul, who was horrified that these persons had so distorted the Genesis narrative. (I Timothy 4:7) Therefore he presents an extreme view of the ideas of Genesis 1 – 3 in order to correct these distortions.

III. The lesson from I Timothy 2:13 – 15 regarding the role of women in the church. 

A. The most straightforward interpretation, if one considers this passage without reference to other scripture, is that woman, by her position in the created order and her natural inclinations, is more likely to be deceived and therefore should “learn in quietness and full submission”. 

B. If one considers other scripture, however, (especially Genesis 2) Paul’s reference to creation may not be a reference so much to the order of creation (who came first) but rather to the role of woman as a complement to man (man was incomplete without woman and visa versa). Perhaps Paul sees the complementary relationship being destroyed as the women became dominant in Ephesus. Given the context of the letter to Timothy, this interpretation has merit. 

1. In Asia Minor, where Ephesus was located, the primary deities were female. Ephesus was the site of the temple of Artemis (Acts 19: 20 – 41).

2. False teachers (perhaps primarily women false teachers because the religion of the Ephesians was based on the mother goddess) were Paul’s major concern in the Ephesian church. (Acts 20: 25 – 35, I Timothy 1:3 – 7). 

C. In the creation story, there is very little evidence that woman was more at fault than man. Both sinned, both were punished, both were chastised. (See Romans 5:12-22)

D. There is virtually no evidence today or through history that women by the nature are more likely to be deceived than men.

E. Two views of “women being saved through childbirth” should be considered: 

1. Christian women are not saved through domineering but by attention to their traditional role in marriage, that is, bearing children.

2. Despite Eve’s transgression, Christian women are saved through the childbirth of the Messiah. In other words, women, like men, are saved through Jesus Christ.
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Session 6 - Paul, the Created Order and the Role of Women in the Church (Part 2)

“For man did not come from woman, but woman from man; neither was man created for woman but woman for man.” I Corinthians 11:8

I. The context of reference to the created order in I Corinthians 11:7 – 12. 

A. We will return to I Corinthians 11:2 – 16 later in our study and will focus specifically upon Paul’s injunctions regarding the role of women in the public assembly. In this session, we will focus upon Paul’s reference to the created order (vs. 7 – 10).

B. I Corinthians 11:7 – 10 is the second direct reference Paul makes to the created order as it relates to the role of women in the church that we will study. (Paul indirectly addresses the created order in Galatians 3:28 and directly in I Timothy 2:11 – 13. In actuality, I Corinthians was written before I Timothy.)

C. As with I Timothy 2:8 – 15, the context is propriety in the public assembly (whether this was the actual worship service is unclear and we will return to this during a later session). The consensus of commentators is that women were acting during these public assemblies in ways in which they would not act outside gatherings of the church (that is, in public). Men may also had been acting inappropriately, i.e. they may have covered their heads. 

D. The evidence for a specific heresy is much less evident in I Corinthians than in I Timothy (though this is debated). Rather, the general abuse of freedom in Christ, especially during worship, is the dominant problem in the Corinthian church. Chapters 11 – 14 address this abuse, such as undisciplined behavior during the Lord's Supper and the disruptive behavior of persons with the spiritual gift of tongues.

II. An analysis of I Corinthians 11:7 – 12. 

A. As with I Timothy 2:8 – 15, the Greek words aner and gyne may either refer to husband and wife or man and woman. Many believe that the context suggests husband and wife in this passage though the most straightforward reading is man and woman.

B. The Jewish custom was for women to pray with their heads covered. The Greek custom was for women to pray with the heads uncovered.

C. Some suggest that this passage may address the way women wore their hair (cut short or flowing long) but the majority believe this passage refers to the use of a head covering, such as a shawl (see below).

D. According to the traditional view: 

1. The concept of “glory” is that of reflected glory (man is created in the image of God). In Genesis 1:27 God created male and female in His image (man and woman are made in the image of God to reflect His glory). In the Greek world (and the Jewish world), however, the man (husband) was the head of the woman (wife). Paul seems to be saying that the woman (wife) reflects the glory of man (husband). (v. 7)

2. Paul argues from the creation, not the Fall.

3. Paul is referring in v. 8 to Genesis 2:21 – 23, where woman is made out of man’s rib (side).

4. One should always honor and respect the source from which one came.

5. Woman was created for man (Genesis 2:18, 20). Therefore woman should honor man.

6. Woman should have a sign (v. 10) of her honor for man, namely a head covering.

7. Paul is using a “chiasm” (a crossing over similar to I Timothy 2:13 - 15): (a) man ought not to cover his head (v. 7); (b) since he is in the image and glory of God; (b') but woman is the glory of man for woman was made from man (vs. 8 and 9); (a') for this reason a woman ought to have authority on her head (v. 10 looking back to v. 7 and meaning that Paul does refer to the head covering). 

8. Verses 11 and 12 emphasize that role and headship are not related to worth. “…as woman came from man, so also man is born of woman. But everything comes from God.” (v. 12)

9. Even the angels testify to the created order which establishes male spiritual leadership. (v. 10) The angels were witnesses to and rejoiced in the creation. (Job 38:7)

10. Addressing the specific violation of honor for men in Corinth also addresses a general principle of male spiritual leadership.

E. According to a more modern view: 

1. Any interpretation must derive from an understanding that Genesis 1:26 – 28 clearly states that both man and woman were created in the image of God.

2. It is clear that women in Corinth were praying and prophesying during the assembly. 

3. Paul may be “overstating the case” earlier in this passage. (v. 6) to make a specific point about propriety in worship at Corinth. . If the woman (wife) is not going to act like a woman (wife) by covering her head with a veil, then she might as go all the way and shave her head as a man (husband) would shave his head. 

a. We should ask the question, “Why is the issue of head covering in Corinth so important to Paul?”

b. The probable answer is that these women were attempting to exercise their new found freedom in Christ in an overzealous way. They may have even believed that they had achieved a resurrection existence. (I Corinthians 4:8, 15:12) 

4. Paul brings these women back to the understanding that societal factors continue to be important, just as he does in Romans 13 and 14.

5. To make his point as strongly as possible, Paul uses analogy in verses 8 and 9 to instruct about propriety in worship. He, on the surface, makes a very clear and rabbinical argument, namely “man is superior to and has authority over woman, therefore…”. But the underlying meaning is that the women in Corinth should submit themselves to the social order so that they might maintain order and win others to Christ (“So whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God. Do not cause anyone to stumble, whether Jews, Greeks or the church of God…” [vs 10:31, 32])

6. Verse 10 suggests that the veil is not a veil of submission but exousia or “a sign of authority” (and very well may not mean the authority of man over woman). This is the power given by Christ to His disciples (an active power given to the person, not the power of authority over the person) and in other places exousia is used to suggest freedom (e.g. I Cor. 8:9). Note that Paul contrasts independence (v. 10) with interdependence (v. 11). 

7. Paul is arguing that wives who have been set free in Christ are not to flaunt their freedom, especially in the worship services but rather are to show respect to their husbands. By the same token, husbands are to show submission to Christ. (Remember, the church at Corinth was guilty of many improprieties during worship, not just women who were unveiled.) 

8. In verses 11 and 12 Paul therefore restates the principle that he initially stated in Galatians 3:28.

III. Lessons from I Corinthians 11:7 – 12 regarding the role of women in the church. 

A. Paul was constantly addressing the tension between freedom in Christ (I Corinthians 1:4 – 9) and the potential abuse of that freedom I Corinthians (e.g. I Corinthians 11:17 – 22).

B. Some women in Corinth were clearly disrupting the worship services. This disruption was an abuse of the freedom of these women in Christ.

C. Paul constantly pleads in I Corinthians for propriety and order based in love (I Corinthians 14:40). 

D. The debate from I Corinthians 11:7 – 12 regarding the role of women in the church derives from Paul’s use of the Genesis narrative to back his argument for the proper behavior of men and women during worship services. 

1. Is Paul appealing to an established order which defines the roles of men and women (that is, male spiritual leadership) based on Genesis and which is inherent in the creation, or

2. Is Paul using a rabbinical argument (analogy) to encourage women to not abuse their freedom in Christ?

E. The weight one places upon one or the other of the two arguments above depends upon what context in which the passage is read. 

1. If one reads Genesis 2 as establishing male spiritual leadership and I Timothy 2 as a statement affirming male spiritual leadership, then I Corinthians 11:7 - 12 should be read as an additional affirmation of the divine order established at creation. This divine order, if accepted, will lead to love and harmony among members of the church and in marriages.

2. If one reads Genesis 2 as not establishing male spiritual leadership and one reads Galatians 3:28 as signifying that Christ as re-established the divine harmony present at creation, then I Corinthians 11:7 – 12 should be read as an analogy applicable to the specific situation in Corinth. Bowing to the societal prohibitions of the day in the light of freedom in Christ will lead to harmony and love in the church.

F. One factor which holds, whatever interpretation is accepted, is that the action of these women must be viewed as occurring in the presence of God as well as others (because of the angels, v. 10). She recognizes before the angels the supremacy of God.

G. Regardless of how one interprets this passage, the purpose of the passage was to establish love and harmony in worship between men and women, suggesting that whatever role women assume in the church is a role in harmony with men.
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Session 7 - True Womanhood and the Work of Women in the Church

“A wife of noble character who can find?” Proverbs 31:10

I. The “new woman” or “true womanhood.” 

A. Over one hundred years ago, a debate emerged in churches of the restoration movement as to the nature (as well as the role) of women in Christ. Two basic positions anchored this debate. 

1. “True womanhood” – Fathers left the home for the workplace and women were left with the chief responsibility for maintaining the home and providing spiritual and moral training of children. The roles of wife, mother and homemaker were idealized (Victorian era). Attributes which were emphasized included purity, piety (perhaps moral superiority), submissiveness, and domesticity. There was also the implication that the ideal woman was passive, had little interest in sex, dependent, deferential and childlike (men were considered superior in mind and body). For this reason, women should not seek the right to vote.

2. The “new” or “real” woman - Stressed the survival ethic of the working-class woman and encouraged women being physically fit, receiving a well-rounded education, and working outside the home (if necessary) while at the same time loyalty to family and home. Did not reject male headship. Did not support the women’s rights movement but did support women’s right to vote, women’s reform societies (such as the Women’s Christian Temperance Union), and a more public role for women in the church. “She knows the world around her and takes an active part in it.”

3. These two descriptions of the characteristics of the Christian woman probably reflect a reasonable spectrum of views among churches of Christ today. For example, the description of the “new” woman is pro-family yet encourages education and working outside the home (which would prepare the wife, if she were to lose her husband to death or divorce, as well as the single woman to meet the challenges of living without a mate). The description of the “true” woman emphasizes the focus of many Christian women today upon the centrality of the family in the woman’s life and especially the spirituality (piety) of the Christian woman.

B. Proverbs 31 provides insight into the nature of women in the Old Testament and is relevant to this longstanding debate regarding the ideal nature of Christian women.

II. The Status of Women in the Ancient Near East. 

A. Status as wife – A girl was expected to marry on reaching puberty. Betrothal arrangements were usually made by the father yet the girl had some freedom in the choice of a husband. There probably was mutual love and warmth between husband and wife (unlike some texts would lead us to believe). The wife was expected to care for the husband and his household and present him with children. Wives worked actively at household chores. Though polygamy was accepted, monogamy was the rule among persons who were not from royalty. Sterility was almost always considered the fault of the wife (and could lead to a concubine or divorce). If she was widowed, her care fell to her sons. The beauty and charm of women were typically valued (love poems of Egypt and Mesopotania).

B. Economic status – A woman could own property (bought, sold and leased fields) and invest income from the property. They might develop a cottage industry (such as textiles). They might work outside the home in food and textile industries. Almost all women were uneducated formally. 

C. Legal status – Rape was punishable by death when the woman was married or betrothed or when the man used force. If a man sought a divorce through no fault of the woman he usually had to pay a fine. A wife who was abused could deny her husband conjugal rights. In the case of adultery, the woman was always considered the guilty party. 

D. Religious status – Women played a minor role in cultic life. Sacred prostitution was practiced in some places. Women, however, were prominent as prophets.

E. Political status – Women from all strata of society on occasions ascended to the leadership of their countries (e.g. a low born female tavern keeper was the founder of the Third Dynasty of Kish). 

III. The worthy woman. (Proverbs 31: 10 – 31) 

A. Basic comments on the text. 

1. This is an acrostic poem -- a poem in which the first letters of successive lines in Hebrew appear in alphabetical order (each of the 22 verses begins with one of the 22 letters of the Hebrew alphabet in alphabetical order, perhaps making this easy to memorize -- see Psalms 112.) This is the most complimentary passage about women in the Old Testament.

2. The author of this section is apparently King Lemuel (perhaps a symbolic name for Solomon or an “ideal king” – means dedicated to God) but the section has been anticipated earlier in the book (18:22). The woman described is probably not a specific person but rather an ideal type (Lemuel was warned about another type of woman by his mother – 31:2, 3). The admonitions of a faithful mother are followed by the praise of a wife of noble character.

3. Although polygamy was permitted under the law, we see no hint of it in this passage (or in the entire book of Proverbs). 

4. There is little evidence that the woman in this text is in any way the “weaker” sex. (v. 17) The woman is said to be wise (as the women of Tekoa [II Samuel 14:2]) but for the most part is praised for her industry and economic abilities (not necessarily considered feminine qualities).

5. She has not usurped authority in the family nor oppressed the poor given her independence (as did the Samaritan women in Amos 4:1), but rather works in the service of her family and the poor.

6. Nevertheless, she is most independent, especially given customs in the East during this time (contrast with an Egyptian proverb of the fifth century BC, “Let you wife regard your wealth; do not trust her with it”).

B. The text. 

1. “A wife of noble character” – means strength of character and assumes an active force. (v. 10 --see Ruth 3:11 where the phrase is also used).“Who can find?” A rhetorical question (an exclamation of praise) – compare with Proverbs 20:6.

2. She is a “liberated woman” but has not turned her back on the family. In fact, her husband has full confidence in her (this is what is meant by “the heart of her husband trusts in her” in some translations).

3. Though her husband is head of the family, he has left household (and business) management to her. (v. 11) She manages affairs very well. (v. 12) He apparently is involved in political and spiritual matters (he sits at the center of public activity). There is no evidence that their roles clash.

4. She not only labors, she enjoys her labor. (v. 13)

5. She does not stay at home (like the merchant ships, she brings things to the home from afar, that is, buying in the best markets, even if they are at some distance). (v. 14)

6. A lamp is always burning during the night in Eastern houses. Because it was small, the woman must arise during the night to replenish the oil and at that time often began her daily tasks (Man may work from sun to sun, but woman’s work is never done). (v. 15)

7. She buys a field. This is more responsibility than usually indicated in the Old Testament for women (and more status). Except under certain circumstances, women could not own property and the circumstance described here would probably not qualify (v. 16) 

8. Strength and vigor (v. 17) may sound somewhat strange for the “weaker sex” yet it indicates this woman prepares herself for unhindered work (she rolls up her sleeves).

9. She evaluates her work with satisfaction (v. 18). She continues her work into the night, perhaps because she feels good about her work.

10. Even though this woman appears to be of high rank, she works hand in hand with her servant girls (she stretches out her hands to useful work). (v. 19) 

11. The woman shares her prosperity and from the context, it appears she shares this independently. Literally, she opens her arms to the needy. (v. 20) Her life is home centered, but not confined to her own home. She takes an active interest in the community.

12. The houses were not heated except for a small pot of charcoal. Scarlet was chosen because it absorbs the heat. It snows on average about two times a year in Jerusalem (just a ground cover) but it can snow more. Climate in Jerusalem is very similar to Raleigh. (v. 21)

13. She dresses and makes clothe suited to her station in life (she is neither excessively plain nor ostentatious in her dress for purple was valuable but her clothes were linen, not silk). (V. 22)

14. Her husband sits in the opening of the gates (the chief place of public life). It is her industry which permits him to do so, that is, she is partially responsible for his position at the opening of the city gates. (v.23)

15. She makes linen, again a reference to her industry. Her products are not ordinary. What she makes here is probably a girdle for women which was a luxury item. (v. 24)

16. She is invested with a moral force which protect her against care and worry. Because of this (and her industry) she has no fear of the future but rather laughs at what may come. (v. 25)

17. She is not without intellect and wisdom. She is not merely a good housewife, attending to the material interests of the family. Perhaps this wisdom derives from her ability to look after her household and her concerned for the poor, that is, a practical wisdom. (v. 26)

18. Her eyes are turned everywhere in concern for her household. She never ceases being diligent and conscientious. (v. 27)

19. She is praised by her children and her husband (her work does not go unnoticed). She is not a “trophy wife”, for she is not praised for her beauty or charm. (v. 28)

20. This verse (v. 29) appears to be spoken by her husband. She is praised for her noble character, her excellence.

21. Beauty, charm and perhaps sexual attractiveness are not mentioned among her positive qualities (in fact, they are considered misleading in judging her worth). She is not praised for her knowledge of scripture nor for her spiritual leadership, yet she clearly is a faithful believer in the Lord. (v. 30)

22. Her works speak for themselves (literally the fruit of her hands) and she should be given the benefit of her labors. Use of her hands is mentioned many times in this section. If the author literally means that she should be praised in the gates, this would be extraordinary in the East during this period of history. (v. 31

C. Comments upon the text. 

1. The picture painted of the wife of noble character is an ideal picture. Many women described in the O.T. might have come close to the description in Proverbs (Miriam [Micah 6:4], Deborah [Judges 4, 5], Ruth, Abigail [I Samuel 25], Esther, the Shunammite woman [II Kings 4: 8 – 37], and Huldah [II Kings 22:14]). These women were exceptional but perhaps the woman in Proverbs was the ideal to which any woman might aspire.

2. Most commentators note that there is a clear division of labor indicated in this text. The clear division is that the woman had many responsibilities but she was not the spiritual/political leader of the family or the community (she was not called to sit at the city gate). (This woman is not a Deborah, leading Israel.) The primary responsibilities of the woman were domestic, though the boundaries of the domestic stretched far beyond the home itself. Israel remained a patriarchy. 

3. Regardless, her activities were widespread and included buying and selling, manufacturing and land ownership.

4. The text refers to a married woman and we cannot abstract the role of the single woman from the text easily. Nevertheless, the independence of the married woman in this text might suggests that the characteristics described would apply to the single woman (except in reference to the husband). 

IV. Conclusions from the text. 

A. Even in patriarchal Israel, the activities of the woman of noble character were widespread and clearly were more similar to the “new” woman than the “true” woman. The influence of Victorian society (and the Victorian ideal) upon the early Restoration movement is real and must be considered when seeking to understand the characteristics of the ideal Christian woman. In fact, the O.T. suggests many models for both women in extraordinary situations (such as Deborah) and women who were in ordinary situations (such as the woman of noble character in Proverbs). 

B. The conflict within the Restoration movement regarding the role of women during the 19th century , however, was not present in Israel in relationship to the activities of the noble woman. Rather, the sinful woman is singled out as causing strife, e.g. Proverbs 6:20 – 35.

C. The characteristics of the woman of noble character that might be abstracted from the text in Proverbs 31 include: 

1. She is independent in most matters.

2. She is energetic (not a picture of the “weaker sex”).

3. She has far reaching responsibilities (especially economic).

4. She is active beyond the boundaries of the home.

5. She is concerned for the welfare of persons beyond the boundaries of the home.

6. She exhibits practical wisdom (not necessarily “woman’s intuition”).

7. She is a teacher (probably in the home and probably usually through example).

8. She is primarily focused upon the welfare of the family.

9. Her role is primarily that of a wife and mother.

10. She fears the Lord.

11. She is known for her works.

12. She is not focused upon physical beauty or charm.

D. These characteristics must be considered in light of a new covenant, yet they are remarkable in and of themselves given the status of women in the ancient Near East.
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Session 8 - The Single Woman and the Role of Women in the Church

“An unmarried woman or virgin is concerned about the Lord’s affairs: Her aim is to be devoted to the Lord in both body and spirit. But a married woman is concerned about the affairs of this world – how she can please her husband.” I Corinthians 7:34

I. The church and the single woman. 

A. Some may find it surprising how much the scriptures emphasize the single woman in her role in the church (I Timothy 5:3 – 16, I Corinthians 7:8 – 24). 

1. Many women who played a prominent role in the New Testament were apparently single (e.g. Mary and Martha, Mary Magdalene, and Dorcas [probably])

2. Single women have always played a critical role in the work of the church (from the widows of Timothy through many single women noted for their spirituality during the Middle Ages [such as Teresa of Avila] to many single women in the church today who are looked to for leadership and guidance by other women).

B. The importance of the single woman escapes us primarily because of our focus upon the nuclear family (which in the church is a relatively recent phenomena).

II. Analysis of Passages Relating to Single Women in the Church. 

A. I Timothy 5:3 – 16 and the “widows”. 

1. The passage addresses the problem of the vulnerability of widows and the issue of enrollment. 

2. The “true widow” or the “real widow” is probably a widow in need who has no one to help her. (see v. 5:16)

3. Honor (proper recognition) of these women is to come in the form of respect, considerate treatment and financial assistance, for they have undergone an extreme test of their faith. If, on the other hand, she copes with her loss by focusing on wealth and a self-indulgent lifestyle (v. 6) then she is spiritually dead.

4. The provision of assistance, however, is first to come from the family. (v. 7, 8) In fact, one of the major reasons for Paul’s discussion is to clarify for the church which widows should be supported from church funds.

5. In vs. 9 and 10, the probable best reading is that the enrollment is not for financial assistance, but rather for some type of service which requires experience and trustworthiness. (Perhaps a role of women who taught the younger women as indicated in Titus 2:3 – 5.) Enrollment clearly is related to some type of service rendered by these women (the word suggests enrollment for a purpose). 

6. The enrolled widows were widows (probably in need) who were over 60 (and who probably would not remarry), who were committed to service (v. 10). The characteristics suggest that she was independently a person known for her service (and not just as a mother). The emphasis, however appears to be upon the commitment required for Christian service and the difficulty in maintaining that commitment. True widows (those who qualify for financial assistance) should not necessarily be equated with enrolled widows (those singled out for service).

7. Exclusion of the younger widows from enrollment (vs. 11 – 13) probably relates to problems with enrollment previously (v. 15). 

8. A key point, frequently overlooked, is that single women (in this case older widows) may be uniquely qualified to render service to the church.

B. Titus 2:3 – 5 and the teaching younger women. 

1. This passage is not addressed specifically to widows, but given that it is addressed to older women, it can reasonably be included here.

2. Once again, the setting of this passage is advice of Paul to Titus regarding a series of pastoral problems which had arisen among the local churches of Crete. The specific problem was that the congregations were not properly organized to resist the inroads made by unorthodox teachers who were ruining “whole households” (v. 1:11).

3. The advice regarding women is set in a section of the letter providing advice to various groups (older men, young men, slaves).

4. The contrast between reverent and slanderous (v. 3) is key. Reverent suggests the demeanor of those who handle holy things in a holy way and slanderers suggest the devil. 

5. The older women are to teach what is good (probably by verbal teaching as well as practical example), especially about responsibilities at home. Perhaps Paul is saying that domestic virtues depend for transmission from one generation to the next upon adequate communication and instruction from mother to daughter.

6. The controversy regarding this passage is the translation of the Greek word oikouros which is rendered “keepers at home” in the KJV and “busy at home” in the NIV. Some have suggested that this means women are to “stay at home” and therefore their work is at home. “Workers at home” or “domestic” is probably a better rendering.

C. I Corinthians 7:8 – 24 

1. Paul is responding to specific questions forwarded to him by the Corinthians in Chapter 7. The context of the passage probably derives from questions related to the proper use of liberty in Christ, specifically questions regarding behaviors of “super-spiritual” Christians who had used their freedom in Christ such that they had defiled their bodies and souls (vs. 6:12, 13, 19, 20).

2. This passage is addressed to both men and women and the thrust of the passage does not significantly discriminate between the instructions given to men and women. The passage is addressed to both the single and the married. We will concentrate on the instructions to single women, but we should recognize that in no way does Paul condemn marriage.

3. Few can challenge the thrust of Paul’s specific instructions to the Corinthians who were widowed or virgins; namely, if they were in the state of being single, they should strive to remain that way. (v. 8).

4. Paul’s general instruction is that freedom in Christ permits one to refrain from certain states and behaviors which may hinder one’s full participation in the work of the Lord. Notice the use of the word good [or kalos in Greek] in 7:1, 8 and 26. This word does not mean morally good but rather denotes a commendable attitude of restraint in one’s behavior. Paul is therefore not commanding the Corinthians but rather encouraging them to a preferred state.

5. Many commentators suggest that Paul was speaking specifically regarding the difficult times Christians faced and therefore felt that the single state was more appropriate for the battle Christians must wage in a world where the Christian would be persecuted (vs. 26 – 31).

6. Others suggest that Paul is responding to the “super-spiritual aesthetics” in Corinth (who may have identified with Paul’s single state) and that, though, he agrees that the single state is preferred, he does not recommend it generally and fully expects that most Christians will marry (vs.2, 9).

7. Paul’s instructions to singles (and for our purposes single woman) are: 

a. The usual state is one of marriage and faithfulness in marriage (v. 2). Within the married state, sexual intercourse should not be limited, except by mutual consent (vs. 3 – 5). 

b. To Paul, however, the single state is preferred. (vs. 1,6,7).

c. To strive, if one is an unmarried widow or virgin, to remain in the unmarried state (vs. 1,7,8, 40).

d. If one separates from one’s husband, either return to him or remain in the unmarried state. (v. 11) (We cannot address in this series of lessons the Biblical injunctions regarding marriage and divorce. Nevertheless, we need to consider this verse in light of the general context of the passage, i.e. it is better to be in the single state.)

e. Remain in the place in life to which God has called you. (vs. 17, 20)

f. If one is a virgin, it is best to remain in this state due to the present crisis (of course, this is not the only reason that one may elect to remain a virgin). (vs. 25, 26) The unmarried should not look for a spouse. (vs. 27)

g. The unmarried woman is concerned about the Lord’s affairs, the married woman about how to please her husband. (vs. 34, 35)

III. The church and the single woman. 

A. The status of and instructions to single women in the New Testament exceeds to a considerable extent the emphasis placed upon the single woman in the church today.

B. The teachings of Paul regarding the value of being single have been under emphasized by the church for at least two reasons. 

1. The Protestant church during the Reformation reacted against the monastic life and therefore reacted against a life which did not value marriage and the family.

2. The church has become a powerful support for the nuclear family in a society where divorce, the homosexual life style, sexual activity outside marriage and child abuse/neglect are increasingly visible.

C. The church would do well to attend to the New Testament teachings which: 

1. Don’t value the married state over the single state.

2. Recognize and encourage the unique contributions which single women can provide to the church.

3. Work to recognize and organize women so they may be of greater service to the church.

D. Women (and men for that matter) who become divorced or widowed should not rush too quickly to regain the married state. Such women are not morally wrong if the seek to be remarried but they are encouraged to consider how they might be uniquely situated to serve the Lord while single. In other words, being single provides a freedom to women in their service to the Lord.

E. The church has a responsibility to single women (especially widows and perhaps the divorced) who cannot care for themselves financially and who cannot rely upon their families. Families, however, have the first responsibility and the church should teach this responsibility.
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Session 9 - Jesus, the Samaritan Woman, and Breaking Cultural Barriers

“Just then his disciples returned and were surprised to find him [Jesus] talking with a woman.” John 4:27

I. Women in the Hellenistic and Roman Worlds. 

A. Aristotle, as did most Greek philosophers, believed that the male was superior physically and mentally to the female and therefore was destined to rule over her. (The Stoics held a somewhat higher view of women.)

B. Except among the highest social classes, women were educated in the home.

C. Greek women married early (e.g. 14 years compared to 35 years for men). In Greek law, a woman was under authority to a male throughout her life. Divorce laws were much more liberal for men than women. Under the Romans, rules were more liberal (requiring consent for marriage by both parties). Divorce rates were high in Roman times.

D. The most important role of women among the Greeks and Romans was childbearing.

E. Women who worked typically worked in the home (there were a few midwives and merchants). Occasionally a woman accumulated considerable wealth (such as Lydia). 

F. Generally, women did not address public assemblies.

G. Women enjoyed the greatest degree of freedom in public religion, serving as priestesses/prophetesses (e.g. Delphi). Occasionally, women participated independently in religious ceremonies (such as the celebration of Bacchus, the god of wine).

H. In general, the role of Jewish women during the time of Christ was more restricted than for the Gentiles. There is some evidence, however, of exceptions (an inscription suggests that Rufinia was the head of a synagogue during the second century after the birth of Christ).

I. Given this background, the story of Jesus and the Samaritan woman at the well is remarkable both in the character of the woman and the interaction between the woman and Jesus.

II. Jesus and the Samaritan Woman at the Well. 

A. Women in the gospel of John play an important role (Mary the mother of Jesus, Mary and Martha, Mary Magdalene, the woman at the well). This narrative is one of many which emphasize the central role of women in the ministry of Jesus.

B. Seeking water at Jacob’s well – a view of the woman who confronts Jesus and His response to her. 

1. We will concentrate on the woman and the response of Jesus to the woman rather than the message of Jesus in this study. We must remember, however, that John provides this narrative to us primarily so that we may know Jesus (the self revelation of Jesus to us of His nature and destiny), not the Samaritan woman.

2. Some have suggested that this woman was unusual in that she comes alone to the well and comes at midday (the usual time would have been evening when many women gathered at the well). (4:6, 7) Most, however, believe drawing water would have been a normal activity for a woman who perhaps was helping workers in the nearby fields. She must have been of a lower social status or she would not be engaged in this activity. It is possible her poor reputation in the area would have lead her to come alone to the well.

3. The address of Christ to the woman (do me a favor) was unusual. (4:7) She recognized Him as a Jew (probably by His speech). Jews did not speak to Samaritans in public. Male Jews usually did not speak to females in public. (There is a rabbinical saying, “A man should hold no conversation with a woman in the street, not even with his own wife, still less with any other woman, lest men gossip”.) Jesus must have recognized something special in this woman.

4. The woman confronts Jesus with His unusual behavior. (4:9) She was bold and probably not “ladylike”. Yet Jesus is not offended with her (as He might have been with the Pharisees). 

5. Jesus immediately begins a discussion of “living water”. (4:10) The woman’s native intelligence is apparent. Her response (4:11, 12) is very much like the response of Nicodemus (a ruler and intellectual) in John 3:4, that is, a concrete question with abstract overtones. She appreciated that Jesus was speaking of something more than physical water but pursued the discussion with a concrete question.

6. Jesus does not hesitate to confront her with her sins. He does not hesitate to inform her that He sees through her, that he can look back into her life and into her heart. (4:16)

7. As bold as this woman was initially, she was repentant when confronted with the facts regarding her relationship with men. (4:17)

8. When further confronted, the woman does not become defensive but rather could see Jesus. The insight displayed by this woman into the person of Jesus is remarkable. She did not see Him as an abstract figure (though He had spoken to her in the abstract). She perceives that a Jew might resolve the age old controversy between the Jews and the Samaritans (the Jews did not perceive that Jesus could resolve the controversy between the Jews and the Romans even though Jesus was a Jew). (4:19, 20)

9. After Jesus further reveals Himself to the woman (4:21 – 24), she expresses even greater insight. (4:25) She moves beyond the insight of Nicodemus in the preceding chapter (we do not read that Nicodemus moves beyond the confusion which initially brought him to Jesus, though later he was apparently a follower [John 19:38 – 42]). The fact that these two encounters in chapters three and four are juxtaposed begs us to compare the responses of these two characters to Jesus.

10. Jesus probably reveals that He is the Messiah first to this woman (4:26) though He was recognized earlier (1:41). Later in the gospel of John, another woman, Mary Magdala was the first to witness the resurrection (Chapter 20). It is probably more significant, in the case of the woman at the well, that Jesus reveals His true status to a Samaritan (one who would not misinterpret his mission as a political mission) than to a woman. Nevertheless, that these women are the first to receive two of the greatest revelations regarding Jesus is most interesting.

11. The disciples return and are surprised that He is talking with the woman, but they do not rebuke him, suggesting that this encounter was not all that unusual. (4:27) Jesus was very comfortable in the company of women from all stations of life.

12. The woman is a convincing witness. (4:29, 30) Given her probable status in the area, this is remarkable (yet it is the power of the message rather than the messenger which is the more remarkable). Why should they listen to this frequently married woman who came to the well at noon rather than evening? She plants the seed by raising the unlikely question, “Could this be the Christ [Messiah]?” 

13. The woman is open with the townspeople, revealing what must have been a painful history. (4:39)

14. The woman fades from the center of this narrative as the Samaritans from that town believe for themselves (4:42). Nevertheless, more space is devoted to this woman than to most persons other than the apostles in the New Testament.

III. Some Lessons from John’s Gospel Regarding the Role of Women in the Church. 

A. The Samaritan woman at the well overcomes several barriers (not just her womanhood) in her quest to know Jesus. These included cultural (she was a Samaritan), spiritual (she was not Jewish) and status (she was a known sinner). Her boldness is a stark contrast to the role into which we frequently place women, yet her boldness is depicted in this narrative as a strength, not a weakness. She tends to be more than less representative of the women depicted in John (especially Mary the mother of Jesus, Mary Magdala and Martha).

B. Though women typically maintained their social roles, they had a profound impact during Jesus’ ministry (as witnesses, as examples, as key players). 

1. Women were especially important as examples of the necessary openness to Jesus which is essential to a clear understanding of His revelation (a personal revelation of who He is). The more He said, the more she wanted to hear.

2. Women were also important examples of persons who were uninhibited by their roles (or agendas) from acting upon the revelation. They were more open. Some might suggest that this means they were more easily swayed. I believe they were ideal witnesses and therefore they were listened to despite their backgrounds and status.

3. The woman at the well was a prime example of the “good soil”, ready to hear the testimony of the Messiah (in contrast, for example, to Nicodemus). 

C. The women in the Gospel of John are excellent examples for both men and women.

D. The women were primarily disciples, yet they exhibited qualities of leadership in their discipleship.

E. The most important women in the early community of persons who followed Jesus were those who confessed Him and were witnesses of His saving grace to others. Despite our interest in the role of women, the message was more important than the messengers.

F. Nevertheless, Jesus did not appoint women as one of the original twelve apostles. The significance of this distinction has been debated. Some suggest that the culture of the time would not have accepted women as apostles whereas others suggest that there were women leaders in Israel (such as Deborah and Queen Alexandra [who ruled Israel before Herod the Great]). These latter also argue that Christ did not hesitate to break cultural traditions in other areas (such as eating and healing on the Sabbath). Therefore Christ’s selection of only men as a clear statement of role distinction is debated to this day.

G. The injunctions of Paul regarding women must be considered in light of the role of women in the gospels and the relationship of Jesus with women.
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Session 10 - The Relationship of Husbands and Wives in Christ

“Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is the Savior.” Ephesians 5:22, 23

I. Ephesians 5:21 – 33 and the relationship between husbands and wives. 

A. This passage is not primarily about wives and their husbands but rather about the relationship between Christ and the church. The key verse is 5:21, “submit to one another out of reverence to Christ.” The spirit of mutual submission is key to the entire Christian concept of social relations.

B. Paul clearly has the traditional (patriarchal) family order as a backdrop. It is not clear. Whether this is a divine order or whether this is an order derived from the prevailing culture of the time is the source of debate regarding this passage. It should be noted that the common interpretation of this passage through the ages is that of a divine order, not a cultural tradition.

C. This passage appears to describe the relationship of husbands and wives in the Lord (5:21). Other passages describe the relationship when the husband is not in the Lord (I Corinthians 7:13, 14; I Peter 3:1, 2).

D. The debate derives in part from the interpretation of the Greek words for submission (hypotasso), for head (kephale) and for love (agape). We will explore this passage in light of differing interpretation of these words.

E. The verb hypotasso means “to subordinate”, “to subject” or to “to place in order”. 

1. Other words could have been used for subjection. One is hypakouo, the word that a parent might use regarding a child (the word Paul uses in Ephesians 6:1). Another is peitharcheo (built on the Greek word for ruler – arche), means obedience to one in authority (Titus 3:1).

2. Paul, rather, uses the word hypotasso and he uses it in the passive form. In other words, husbands are not to hypotasso their wives. 

3. In addition, Paul is instructing wives, not describing them (in other words, they are not by nature from this passage “subjects”. Subjection was voluntary.

4. Paul probably means that wives are to voluntarily, willingly and actively be subject to (give allegiance to or even tend to the needs of) their husbands.

5. Hypotasso is a discipline as well as a duty, a Christian discipline. Perhaps it is a duty which especially disciplines the Christian wife, just as Paul instructs the slave to voluntarily accept his position of subordination. In other words, submission was a discipline to train the Christian to be submissive to Christ. On this view, culture will be used in the service of Christian discipline yet culture cannot totally equate with submission to Christ. ( In Roman 13:1, we are commanded to submit [same word] to secular authorities which, though established by God, are not necessarily good authorities and which eventually may be overthrown. Even as we submit to our present government, we do not place ourselves in situations which can be obviously harmful to us if possible. We recognize that governments can be fallible. At the same time, we don’t desire complete control over government. In contrast, we completely submit ourselves to Christ.) 

6. On the other hand, of one accepts a created order in which man (in this case the husband) is the head over the woman (in this case the wife), then this passage naturally follows as a further elaboration of the need to maintain the divinely created order: Christ --- man --- woman. (In Ephesians 1:22, hypotasso is also used to signify an order divinely instituted. We would not question the relationship between God and Christ. It was established once and for all.)

F. The Greek word kephale means head or that which goes first (like the prow of a ship or the mouth of a river). It also meant the head of the body, that is, the part of the body which is foremost 

1. Other words could be used for head. One is arche (from which we get our word archetype). It means “temporal beginning” or “primeval”. The word is frequently used in the New Testament to indicate “from the beginning” (Hebrews 1:10) or “in the beginning” (John 1:1). Frequently the word is used to signify dominion or power (Luke 12:11). 

2. Some has therefore suggested that, if Paul had meant for husbands to command their wives (as did Aristotle), he would have used the word arche rather than kephale. Rather Paul meant for the husband to be the one who goes before, such as the soldier who goes first into battle.

3. For those who support the idea of male spiritual leadership based upon the created order, however, this distinction of words does not damage their argument. Man would be “first in creation”, “first in headship” and “first in spiritual responsibility”. 

4. Those who support a more equal relationship between sexes would suggest that kephale does not denote a “general” in an army or a “boss”. Rather kephale suggests the one who went before (perhaps as a scout goes before the Calvary).

G. The Greek word for love is agapao as opposed to erao or eros (sexual desire) and phileo (feelings of fondness, such as for a friend). Agapao was an almost uniquely Christian word (I Corinthians 13). This word does not involve emotion as attitude and action. These distinctions are well known by Christians.

H. The more traditional interpretation is an interpretation which derives from male spiritual leadership grounded in the created spiritual order. Christ has made in the marriage relationship the symbol of His relation to the church. 

1. Family life is lifted into a divine and spiritual light in Christ.

2. Affirmation of the role relationship God established at creation grounds specific instruction to husbands and wives (the divinely form instituted [5:22 – 24] precedes talk about how to live within it [5:25 – 31]).

3. The wife submits to the spiritual head of the family, that is she voluntarily yields in love. (The husband is never commanded to subordinate nor to subject his wife.) The husband, rather, exercises his divine authority as spiritual leader. 

a. The husband’s love, like the love of Christ, is to be sacrificial (5:25).

b. The husband’s love, like the love of Christ, is to be beneficial (5:26, 27).

c. The husband’s love is to be according to the golden rule (5:28, 29).

d. The husband’s love makes the wife and the husband one (5:31).

4. This interpretation does not suggest that the wife shows no love to her husband. The focus is upon the husband rather than the wife because the focus of the passage is upon Christ love and care for the church, not the church’s love and care for Christ.

I. The more recent interpretation is an interpretation which derives from the perspective that the husband and wife are one and voluntarily enter the marriage relationship (as Christ and humankind enter their covenant relationship). 

1. Christ is not head of the church in order to rule the church. He is not arche of the church. (See Mark 10:42 – 45 where Christ contrasts arche with servanthood.) Rather, Christ voluntarily submits Himself to the church in sacrifice.

2. Wives voluntarily submit to their husbands, as the church voluntarily submits to Christ.

3. Husbands are to be head of their wives in order to love them. In other words, headship does not derive from who the husband is but from what he does (he loves and sacrifices).

4. Both interpretations are virtually identical regarding the nature of the husband’s ideal relationship toward his wife, so there is little debate regarding verses 25 – 31.

5. Paul emphasizes that the two are to become one (not like Aristotle, who described a husband as the soul and his wife as the body).

6. Head (kephale) suggests that the husband is at the point, the spearhead. Perhaps Paul wishes to emphasize that husbands cannot take their wives for granted, as they often did in Greco-Roman culture. They cannot exhibit little regard for their feelings and needs. In this culture, the image of a military leader who goes before his troops accompanied by the image of bravery and sacrifice, was needed in order to establish the responsibility (rather than the role) of the husband in the marriage.

7. Paul emphasizes that submissiveness is mutual, patterned after the example of Christ. Though he specifically instructs the wife to submit, he instructs the husband to submit through the ultimate example, Jesus Christ.

8. Paul contrasts the cultural norms of usual marriage, in which the wife was little more than a slave, by turning the idea of headship inside out (you are head to serve rather than to be served). 

9. Paul therefore elevates marriage to the highest possible ideal.

J. In reality, few take issue with Paul’s instruction to husbands in the marriage relationship. Therefore the debate over this passage derives from the debate over the meaning of headship and the coupling of this passage with passages such as I Timothy 2:13 – 15, a debate which we address elsewhere during this series of lessons.

II. Colossians 3:18, 19 

A. This passage is set within a series of instructions suggesting a tension between various segments of the churches in Colossae, a tension which probably arose due to a heresy that was in part gnostic and combined with a binding of Jewish laws upon Christians (1:18; 2:8). 

B. The passage is basically a constriction of Ephesians 5:21 – 33. The wording parallels the Ephesian passage.

C. The word used by Paul and translated “fitting” (anekei) implies “what is seemly” with a hint of ethical obligation , i.e. what you ought to do (Philemon 8). Again the emphasis is upon voluntary submission to a standard and has a Stoic ring. Yet Paul lifts it above the Stoics when he adds the words “in the Lord”. 

D. Paul uses this phrase “in the Lord” about 40 times (e.g. Col. 4:7, 17, I Cor. 7:22, 39). He usually applies the phrase to domestic relationships between fellow members of Christ. Christian relationships do not replace earthly relationships but lift earthly relationships to a higher plane. A more egalitarian interpretation would hold that the operative concept in this passage is that of mutual submission and maintenance of societal norms so that disorder does not reign in the family of God. 

E. The traditional interpretation would hold that there is a divinely instituted hierarchy in the order of creation and in this order the place of the wife comes next after that of the husband, referring back to Ephesians 5:22, 23 and I Corinthians 11:3, 7 – 9. The Christians at Colossae are instructed to remember and abide by that hierarchy (not a hierarchy of spiritual worth but one of roles).

F. As in Ephesians, Paul uses agapao to refer to the husband’s obligation toward the wife. Such love has been described by Paul in detail in I. Corinthians 13. 

III. I Peter 3:1 – 7 

A. I Peter is probably addressed primarily to Gentile converts (4:3) who have been removed from their families and traditional communities (1:18) and who suffer as exiles (1:6, 1:17). The letter is written in order to assist these alien (and subjected) Christians in their sufferings. They are new Christians (2:1 – 3) living in a hostile world.

B. The instructions on the relationship of husbands and wives in I Peter 3:1 – 7 belong to a wider context of specific instructions that involve Christian conduct in relation to governmental authorities (2:13 – 17) and the conduct of Christian slaves in relation to their masters (2:8 – 15). Unlike Ephesians 5, this series of injunctions focuses almost exclusively upon those who are in submission (e.g. there is no command for how masters should treat their slaves in 2:18 – 25 and no command as to how governments should treat their subjects).

C. The command to these Christian wives is to voluntarily subordinate themselves to their husbands, many if not most of whom are not Christians (3:1). To put this another way, Peter is asking the wives to adapt to the expectations of the society in which they lived as long as this does not interfere with their Christian walk (2:11, 12). 

D. Of course, this submission had limits, for many of these wives had undoubtedly gone against the wishes of their non Christian husbands by following Christ (3:1). These husbands not only disobeyed the word of God, they probably slandered Christians. So how does a Christian woman live in such a circumstance? 

1. She, like Christians under a secular government, is to live free yet not to abuse that freedom nor forget the call to servanthood. (2:16)

2. She is not to submit to suffering only for the sake of suffering. Rather she is to submit if the suffering leads to good. (2:20). In other words, if she is being abused (just as if a slave is being abused) she is not bound to endure the abuse. Her behavior has an evangelistic goal.

3. Outward adornment is to be seen as an unnecessary pride and a challenge to the authority of the husband in Jewish and Greco-Roman society. (3:3, 4) See Isaiah 3:16 – 24. Peter is not condemning appropriate, even attractive dress. He is condemning ostentatious dress, dress meant to “put others down”.

4. The gentle (meek) and quite spirit parallels 3:15. Remember, these women were evangelists, hoping to win over their husbands to Christ. In addition, a gentle and quiet spirit may have provided a measure of protection (3:13). Finally, a gentle and quiet spirit is the spirit of those who are persecuted (3:16, 17).

5. They are to emulate Sarah. Sarah may seem a strange example, for she was not exactly an obedient wife. In addition to her laughter at the prophesy of God, she insisted that Abraham take Hagar as a “wife” and later to send her away. Yet Sarah represented the ideal Hebrew wife because she is the first wife. The Hebrew race begins with Abraham and Sarah (it was Abraham called out in Genesis 12:1-3). 

E. This passage does not fit as easily as the Ephesians passage into the argument of the created order given the context of the passage (e.g. It would be difficult to argue that the created order supported slavery and freedom.). Peter does not invoke the argument of the created order to support his instructions but rather refers to holy women of the past. 

IV. Conclusions 

A. Husbands are consistently (and unequivocally) instructed in the New Testament to love their wives, to sacrifice for their wives and to act with all consideration toward their wives. Few debate the characteristics of Christian behavior by husbands toward their wives.

B. The submission of wives to their husbands is a consistent theme in the New Testament. The meaning of this submission has been debated, yet some aspects of submission appear unequivocal. 

C. Submission is central to the Christian walk and therefore instructions to submit must always begin with our voluntary submission to the will of God in Christ.

D. Submission by wives to their husbands is therefore voluntary, the act of the wife, not the husband. The husband is never called upon to subject or submit his wife. The Christian wife is first and foremost free in Christ.

E. The custom during New Testament times in marriage was one of submission and subjection, so the New Testament does not simply follow the prevailing custom.

F. Submission by wives to their husbands is viewed by the New Testament writers as not only bending to the outward form of custom but also to be of use in spiritual growth. 

1. Submission is a spiritual discipline which instructs the wife in the nature of the relationship of Christ and His church. (Of course, this is true for the husband as well as the wife.)

2. Submission can be, at times, a means to win the husband to Christ (and this could be said to be true of the Christian husband in relation to the unchristian wife).

3. Submission, when voluntary and with a gentle and quite spirit, is the best means at times to deal with persecution (and this certainly applies to men as well as to women).

G. There is no evidence that wives were to be submissive to their husbands if the situation was dangerous or abusive. In fact the scriptures teach just the opposite.
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Session 11 - Phoebe and the Role of Women as Deaconesses in the Church

“I commend to you our sister Phoebe, a servant of the church in Cenchrea. I ask you to receive her in the Lord in a way worthy of the saints and to give her any help she may need from you, for she has been a great help to many people, including me.” Romans 16:1, 2

I. A Brief Historical Review. 

A. Three groups of women during the post-New Testament period were thought to be recognized in special categories – the virgins, widows and deaconesses (we don’t know this for certain as references to these groups of women in the post-New Testament writings are rare.) Virgins probably were not organized but consisted of younger women who dedicated themselves to chastity, asceticism and service. Women were considered of great value to the church if they were or had been married and were mothers. (I Timothy 3: 11 – 13) Widows were almost certainly organized (enrolled) and took on specific services (I Timothy 5:9, 10). Deaconesses most likely worked hand in hand with the male ministers yet focused on working with females (given the social distance between men and women in society at that time). They frequently must have been the wives of deacons (and perhaps other church leaders) but it is not clear that this was a necessity. Deaconesses specifically assisted in the teaching and baptism of women (for women, according to some sources, were often baptized in the nude). They generally did not teach the men. From reading the early church fathers, however, it is not always easy to separate widows and deaconesses yet the recognition of these women for a special ministry is almost certain.

B. Alexander Campbell believed that deaconesses were appointed in the New Testament church, yet he did not push their appointment during the early Restoration movement. “From Ro. 16:1 as well as from I Tm. 3:11 it appears that females were constituted deaconesses in the primitive church. Duties to females , as well as to males, demand this.” (“Order” The Millennial Harbinger, 1835)

C. Robert Milligan, a 19th century leader of the restoration movement, assumed the work of deaconesses though this work did not extend to a teaching ministry. “The Diaconate of the primitive Church was not confined to male members. Deaconesses were also appointed to attend to the wants of the sick and the needy, especially of their own sex.” (“Of Deacons”, The Millennial Harbinger, 1855)

D. Other supporters of deaconesses included E.G. Sewell (1893), Hayden (1894) who viewed deaconesses as wives of deacons, G.C. Brewer who lent tacit support, J. D. Thomas, and C. R. Nichol. Restoration leaders who did not support the office of deaconess included David Lipscomb, Gus Nichols, and Burton Coffman.

E. Despite the widely varying opinions regarding the appointment of deaconesses in the New Testament church, few churches in the Restoration movement have actually appointed deaconesses. 

II. Romans 16:1, 2, 7. 

A. Phoebe. 

1. These two short verses (16:1, 2) have been the center of the debate over whether women were appointed officially as deaconesses during New Testament times. 

2. Phoebe is referred to as both diakonos and as a patroness or protectoress.

3. Many argue, including lexiconographers, that the term diakonos is used in the New Testament both in a general (e.g. Matthew 22:13) and the specific sense as a church official (I Timothy 3:8). The term used is the same and only the interpretation of the context assists in making this distinction.

4. In the secular world, the diakonos was used to describe various types of service, such as messengers, bakers and even statesmen. 

5. On the one hand some would argue that Paul often uses diakonos in the general sense of servant or minister. (I Corinthians 3:5 and II Corinthians 3:6) He uses the term in a general sense in Romans 16:1. 

a. These women could not be deacons in the special sense because one qualification of a deacon is that he be the husband of one wife and a woman clearly cannot be the husband of one wife.

b. These women clearly could have carried out many of the functions of deacons (that is, servants) but this does not necessitate that they be formally recognized as deacons (hold an official office). Their service would probably have been service to other women (see II, A, 4, d below). 

c. Not all parts of the body can be the head (that is, hold a position of spiritual leadership), yet they are equally valuable parts of the body. (I Corinthians 12:22)

d. We should be more concerned with the work of a servant than the official role of a servant.

e. Romans 16:1 is not a passage to which we should look for doctrinal guidance. (It is a theologically insignificant postscript.) Rather Paul is giving honor to whom honor is due. The women in Romans 16 were fellow workers, no more and no less.

6. On the other hand, some would argue that Paul appears to be using the term diakonos in the special sense in Romans 16:1. 

a. She is specifically noted to be a diakonos of the church in Cenchrea (unlike Paul’s use of the term diakonos in referring to Tychikos [a dear brother and faithful servant] in Ephesians 6:21). In addition, if she had simply been singled out for her service, she probably would have been considered one of the “sisters”, such as Mary in 16:6.

b. Phoebe was a leader of the church at Cenchrea because of her status and labor for the entire church, not just her labor for women. Phoebe’s actions were not gender specific.

c. It is not at all clear whether Phoebe (or male deacons for that matter) were officially appointed or simply recognized by this special designation if they fulfilled a special service (unlike the specific appointment of elders). The term diakonos is not used in Acts 6. (See below.)

d. The use of diakonos in Romans 16:1 cannot be distinguished from its use in Philippians 1:1.

e. The work of the deaconess was not limited to women. (Actually, if one accepts that women were appointed in the New Testament church as deaconesses, there is no direct evidence in scripture regarding whether their work was limited to women or not.)

7. Phoebe is also described as a prostatis (protectoress or patroness). Romans 16:1 is the only time this word is used in the New Testament in the feminine form. The use of the word is of only indirect significance to the question of whether women served as official deaconesses in the New Testament yet is important to consider. 

a. The word in its various forms could mean both one who rules or leads (I Thessalonians 5:12) as well as one who cares for or gives aid to (Romans 12:8). The evidence for the word in Romans 16:1 probably leans toward personal care in this passage rather than a governing officer.

b. She probably was a woman of wealth and some influence. 

c. She may have been a widow (her husband is not mentioned) and therefore was a property owner and patron of the church in Cenchrea.

d. She had served Paul (possibly supporting him financially).

e. Her role as a patron (rather than manager) parallels her work as a servant and possible role as a deaconess. 

B. Junia (Junias), an interlude. 

1. Almost all commentators agree that “Junias” in Romans 16:7 was a female and the proper translation is Junia. She very well may have been a relative of Andronicus (wife or sister). Early Christian writers unanimously took the name to be feminine (e.g. Origen).

2. The passage could read that Junia was an apostle or was recognized as outstanding by the apostles. 

3. The term “apostle” or apostolos could mean one who had directly been sent by Christ (such as the twelve and Paul) or others specifically sent out as evangelists (Barnabas in Acts 14:14). It is clearly in the latter sense that Junia is being recognized. 

4. The best rendering is probably that Junia was a fellow evangelist (a messenger of the word) with Paul. She suffered with Paul in the role of evangelist. Just as Priscilla and Aquila, Andronicus and Junia worked as a team. (During New Testament times it probably would have been extremely difficult for a woman to move about alone as an evangelist though she may well have served in this role near her home.

III. I Timothy 3:11 – 13. 

A. Did Paul provide special instructions for women as deacons? If so, they are found in I Timothy 3:11 – 13. 

B. The Greek term (derived from gyne and translated wife or woman) probably refers to either wives of deacons or deaconesses themselves. (A less likely interpretation is that the passage refers to women in general.)

C. On the view that Paul is referring to the wives of deacons: 

1. The argument is made that Paul would not sandwich qualifications for deaconesses (3:11) between the qualifications for deacons (3:8 – 10 and 3:12. 13).

2. In addition, why didn’t Paul simply use the term diakonos to refer to the women?

D. On the view that Paul is referring to deaconesses: 

1. The argument is made that Paul would not have given qualifications for the wives of deacons but not for the wives of bishops (elders).

2. The term diakonos, used in 3:8, covers the entire passage (3:8 – 3:13). 

3. Verses 3:12, 13 may have been an “afterthought” thus explaining the structure of the passage.

E. That the office of deacon (as opposed to simply being recognized as a servant) was recognized is clear from this passage (3:10). Nevertheless, it is uncertain whether there was a formal appointment (ordination) of deacons or whether deacons (and deaconesses) served well and after a time gain the recognition by the church (3:13). If the latter is true, then the distinction between male and female deacons is much less clear (neither serve in a position of authority) and the possibility of female deacons (deaconesses) becomes more likely.

IV. Conclusions 

A. One difficulty in interpreting Phoebe (and therefore women) as diakonos resides in the appointment and role of deacons in the New Testament (a position which is not as clear as the role of bishop/elder). 

B. The work of a diakonos, that is a servant, is unambiguous in the New Testament -- work that was highly valued. The emphasis upon servanthood is equally applicable to men and women.

C. The distinction between widows who had devoted themselves to the work of the church and deaconesses (if one accepts that women filled this role in the New Testament) is not entirely clear. Their work would have been very similar.

D. Though women clearly worked hand in hand with men in New Testament times (Romans 16:3) and women taught men in private settings (Priscilla and Apollos), there is no indication that, if one accepts a more official role for some women as deaconesses, deaconesses worked equally in service of men and women. Rather the role of a deaconess was probably more as that of a servant to women who were not accessible to men in Greco-Roman society.

E. Women have never been widely recognized as deacons in the Restoration movement. Nevertheless, many Restoration leaders believed that key women servants in congregations could (and should) be appointed as deaconesses.

F. There is nothing inherent in scripture or in the history of the church which suggests that, if women are appointed as deaconesses, they hold authority over men.

G. There is nothing inherent in scripture which suggests that women evangelists and servants did not work hand in hand with men during New Testament times despite societal barriers.
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Session 12 - Priscilla (Prisca) and the Role of Women as Teachers of Men

“He [Apollos] began to speak boldly in the synagogue. When Priscilla and Aquila heard him, they invited him to their home and explained to him the way of God more adequately.” Acts 18:26

I. Women as teachers of men in the New Testament. 

A. Few deny that women taught other women in the New Testament church (and taught young men who had not reached maturity – see II Timothy 1:5 for an indirect reference of Christian women teaching young men). Whether and in what situations Christian women taught Christian men is more debated.

B. Paul instructs Timothy that the women in the church in Ephesus “should learn in quietness and full submission. I do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man; she must be silent.” (I Timothy 2:11, 12 – we will return to study this passage in more detail during a later session)

C. Nevertheless we appear to have evidence that Christian women did prophesy (and therefore perhaps teach Christian men) in the New Testament church. 

1. Just as there were female prophetesses during Old Testament times (Miriam in Exodus 15:21, Deborah in Judges 4:4 – 5, and Huldah in II Kings 22:14 – 20) Philip’s four daughters prophesied in Acts 21:9.

2. Joel, quoted by Peter on the Day of Pentecost, states that “your sons and your daughters will prophesy.” (Acts 2:17) Remember that prophesy was perhaps more proclaiming the word of God than predicting the future.

3. Paul appears to assume that women prophesy in I Corinthians 11:5.

D. Perhaps the most clear evidence of a Christian woman teaching a Christian man, however, is Priscilla, along with her husband Aquila, who taught Apollos (Acts 18:26). What was the role of Priscilla as a teacher of this man?

II. Priscilla (Prisca) and Aquila – Co-workers in Christ 

A. Acts 18:1 –3 

1. We are first introduced to this Jewish couple when Paul visits the Corinthian church on his third missionary journey. Though Aquila was originally from Pontus (an area along the coast of the Black sea and the site of a strong Jewish settlement), he and his wife had recently arrived from Rome.

2. In this passage, unlike others, Aquila’s name is given before Priscilla’s.

3. We are uncertain if this couple were Christians when Paul met them in Corinth. They may have already been converted and may have been asked to leave Rome because of their faith (Claudius may have focused upon Christian Jews making a “disturbance” over Christ.)

4. From this text it appears that the couple works together as tentmakers.

B. Acts 18:18 – 22. 

1. In this section, as Paul is preparing to return to Jerusalem he is accompanied by Priscilla and Aquila. 

2. What are we to make of the fact that Priscilla is mentioned first, as she is mentioned first in this passage and passages thereafter? Some suggest that Priscilla is mentioned first because it was Aquila, not Paul, who took the Nazarite vow in Cenchrea – “With him Priscilla and Aquila, having shorn his head in Cenchrea”. Yet this appears to be a stretch of interpretation (for the center of the narrative is Paul).

3. That she was the more important partner in the marriage is another possibility, but perhaps too much should not be made of her being mentioned first.

C. Acts 18:24 – 26 

1. Apollos possessed knowledge of Christian teachings, yet it is unclear whether he would have been considered a Christian before meeting Priscilla, Aquila and Paul. 

a. He had a thorough knowledge of the scripture (18:24) and this would have been knowledge of the Old Testament.

b. In addition, he had been instructed in the “ways of the Lord”, so he was not simply preaching on the basis of the Old Testament. Given the later description, he must have been greatly influenced by the teachings of John the Baptist.

c. He knew Jesus and taught accurately about Him. (18:25)

d. He clearly had not received the Holy Spirit and only knew the baptism of John (18:25, 19:1 – 7). So in one sense he may have not been considered a Christian.

e. On the other hand he was called a disciple (19:1) and this clearly means Christian disciple.

f. Therefore Apollos’s status is unclear. If he was a Christian, he was not in the fullest sense a Christian.

g. Even so, he was “a learned man” and was probably trained in rhetoric and philosophy. If he had been influenced by his background in Alexandria, his method of philosophy would probably had been a type of Gnostic philosophy (somewhat similar to the famous Jewish philosopher of Alexandria, Philo). For our purposes, Apollos was not a person with no knowledge of scripture and ignorant of Jesus. He also was a “learned” man with considerable skill in rhetoric (or argument).

h. The emphasis of the passage is upon Apollos, a “scholar” who took instruction from probable “blue collar” Christians.

2. It appears clear that Priscilla (as well as Aquila) instructed this learned man who had considerable background in the Christian faith (but who was not fully a Christian). 

a. The Greek word is ektithemi which means to expound, to declare. The root word tithemi is used in Mark 4:21 to mean putting a light on a stand. This is not a passive word.

b. We have no good explanation why Priscilla is listed first, but we may assume that she took an active part in the instruction of Aquila. That is, this Christian woman undertook the instruction of one of the most intelligent and skilled disciples of Jesus.

c. Priscilla and Aquila worked as a team, but that does not undermine the work of Priscilla as a team member. At the least, we must assume that she was as active in the instruction of Apollos as was Aquila (she did not sit listening on the side and asking if Apollos wanted another cup of coffee).

d. There is no mention, however of “spiritual authority”. Even if Priscilla is mentioned first, that does not necessarily mean that she took the lead in teaching Apollos.

D. Romans 16:3, 4; I Corinthians 16:19; II Timothy 4:19; There are three other references to Priscilla and Aquila in the New Testament. 

1. In Romans 16:3, 4 Paul sends greetings to them and describes them as fellow workers who have risked their lives for him. They apparently host a house church in Rome. Priscilla is mentioned first. 

a. House churches were key to Christian missions during the first century (as they are today in many countries).

b. Women played a major role in these house churches.

c. Paul also notes that they are co-workers, the only ones mentioned as co-workers in Romans 16 (suggesting they had a special relationship with Paul).

2. In I Corinthians 16:19 Paul sends greetings from them and again mentions the church which meets in their house. Aquila is mentioned first. It is fairly clear that both had considerable status in the Ephesian Christian community

3. In II Timothy 4:19 Paul sends greetings to them. Priscilla is mentioned first. 

4. None of these verses shed additional light on the role of Priscilla as teacher. 

III. The daughters of Philip, an interlude. Acts 21:8, 9 

A. The context of this passage suggests that the evangelist Philip’s four unmarried (virgin) daughters prophesied under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. They did not prophesy outside the New Testament church. 

B. The mention of these daughters by Luke in the way he mentions them suggests that he was an eye witness to their prophesy (in other words, he provides no other reason for inserting this passage). 

C. It is doubtful that their virginity was related to their prophesy (as perhaps in Greek religion). They probably did not belong to any order of virgins (as may have existed later in the church).

D. Perhaps they were a source to Luke as historian.

IV. Priscilla’s primacy 

A. The mention of the wife of a husband and wife team first would have been unusual during New Testament times, but not exceptionally so. She is not always mentioned first.

B. Priscilla may have been the first converted.

C. She may have come from a more upper class family than Aquila (this occasionally did happen with Latin epitaphs when the wife had a higher social status).

D. Perhaps the important point is that both were most important members of the New Testament church, they traveled frequently, and they were joint missionaries (at times when a couple is sent to the mission field, we only mention the husband as the missionary).

V. Priscilla as teacher. 

A. It would be difficult to discount the role Priscilla took in teaching Apollos. We do not know the specifics of her teaching nor do we know in what way she and Aquila interacted. What we do know is that Priscilla and Aquila worked as a team. Remember, the focus of Acts 18:24 - 26 was not Priscilla nor Aquila, but rather Apollos. 

B. More traditional interpretations focus upon: 

1. The fact that Priscilla and Aquila taught Apollos privately in their home, not in the public assembly.

2. The belief that the teaching by Priscilla of Apollos does not usurp the authority of Aquila nor Apollos as men.

3. The fact that “bible study” is a relatively new phenomenon and not an act of worship per se (begun in 1788 by the Presbyterians in England). Bible study is therefore an optional matter and not addressed by I Corinthians 11:14 or I Timothy 2.

4. The belief that women cannot teach nor hold authority over men in ecclesiastical (or church) settings. They may speak up in class (though some may disagree with even this act). They may teach children (Titus 2:3 – 5).

5. The possibility of a distinction exists between the woman as “a teacher” and “the teacher”. In other words, if a man is “in charge” of the teaching setting, a woman may teach.

C. Those who support a more expanded view of women as teachers focus upon: 

1. The belief that the I Timothy passage must have been specific to the situation in Ephesus (given the many other passages which not only permit but also command women to be teachers).

2. The fact that I Timothy 2:12 actually commands these women not to teach at all (the injunction is not limited to men but the second portion of the passage refers to having authority over men – we will return to I Timothy 2 later in this discussion).

3. The recognition that women have much to contribute to the spiritual growth of the church through their knowledge of scripture and therefore it makes no sense that they would be limited in their role as teachers. Priscilla clearly had the ability and used the ability.

4. The belief that the role of teacher is not the same as the authoritarian role of women over men which appears to be of concern to Paul. Women can teach men and yet not hold authority over them.
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Session 13 - Wives, Women and Propriety in Worship

“And every woman who prays or prophesies with her head uncovered dishonors her head…” I Corinthians 11:5

I. Propriety in Worship, the context and the problem. 

A. The context of I Corinthians 11:2 – 16. 

1. Paul was constantly addressing the tension between freedom in Christ (I Corinthians 1:4 – 9) and the potential abuse of that freedom in I Corinthians (e.g. I Corinthians 11:17 – 22).

2. The setting was the public assembly of the church (debated whether this is public worship specifically).

3. It is debated whether Paul is addressing husbands/wives or men/women.

4. Paul wishes this fast growing and culturally diverse congregation to hold fast to the paradosis (teachings or more accurately traditions which have been handed down by him). The Corinthians apparently had not held to these traditions.

B. The problem in Corinth was that some women were clearly disrupting the public assemblies of the congregation. This disruption was an abuse of the freedom these women gained through Christ. 

1. The overt problem was that women, during their participation in public assemblies of the congregation (debated whether this specifically refers to worship), were disrupting the congregation by acting in ways in which they would not act outside assemblies of the church, that is in the marketplace or the streets. The disruption in some way was connected with head coverings. Men may also had been acting inappropriately.

2. The underlying problem, based upon what precedes this passage, was probably the relationship between freedom in Christ and the need to maintain societal customs in order to win others to Christ. (I Corinthians 9:19 – 23)

C. The relevance of the passage for the study of the role of women in the church today derives from three issues Paul addresses or alludes to: 

1. Proper hairstyles or head coverings for women in the public assembly.

2. Paul’s reference to the created order. (We discussed this previously in Session 6.)

3. The question of whether women were praying and prophesying during public assemblies in the Corinthian church.

D. The purpose of the passage probably derives from I Corinthians 10:32, 33, “Do not cause anyone to stumble, whether Jews, Greeks or the church of God – even as I try to please everybody in every way. For I am not seeking my own good but the good of many, so that they may be saved.” The theme is typical of Paul when it comes to public assemblies. (Romans 14, Galatians 5:13)

II. A review of Paul’s reference to the Created Order (I Corinthians 11:7 – 12). 

A. If one reads Genesis 2 as establishing male spiritual leadership and I Timothy 2 as a statement affirming male spiritual leadership, then I Corinthians 11:7 - 12 should be read as an additional affirmation of male spiritual leadership established at creation. This divine order, if accepted, will lead to love and harmony among members of the church and in marriages. Complementary roles do not necessarily lead to conflict.

B. If one reads Genesis 2 as not establishing male spiritual leadership and reads Galatians 3:28 as signifying that Christ re-established the divine mutuality present at creation, then I Corinthians 11:7 – 12 should be read as an analogy applicable to the specific situation in Corinth. Bowing to the societal prohibitions of the day in the light of freedom in Christ will lead to harmony and love in the church.

C. Whether Paul is referring to a divine principle (deference to male spiritual leadership) or to a temporal principle (don’t flaunt your freedom in the light of societal prohibitions if not necessary), the practical message is the same (I Corinthians 10:32, 33).

III. An analysis of I Corinthians 11:2 – 16 

A. Paul’s reference to paradosis (literally traditions) in v. 2 probably does not mean tradition as we mean it. The teachings came ultimately from the Lord and were handed to the Corinthians from the Lord through Paul.

B. Paul constantly pleads in I Corinthians for propriety and order based in love (I Corinthians 14:40). Why was the concern regarding propriety directed to head coverings? 

1. For Jews today (both men and women), worshiping without one’s head covered is regarded with stern disapproval. The glory of the Almighty surrounded and rested upon the man and woman during worship. As a sign of reverence and humility, the worshiper wore a head covering during worship. Nevertheless, during the time of Christ, the Jewish man probably did not cover his head during prayer yet the Jewish woman did (men began covering their heads during prayer in the 4th century AD). 

2. Jewish women were required to wear their hair bound up whenever they left their homes (not just in worship). Unbound, flowing hair was considered sensual and unbecoming of a spiritual woman. Young girls wore long hair, but married women wore their hair bound up on their heads (perhaps with braids or hair pins). On the other hand, prostitutes wore their hair short (even shorter than males).

3. During the classical period of Greece, wives wore scarves long enough so that they could wrap one end of the cloth around their faces. Yet there was no clear requirement that Jewish women must be veiled during everyday life when they left the home (as is common in some Arab countries today).

4. On the other hand, among the Romans it was more usual for women in public to have their heads covered and men to have their heads uncovered. The same was true for the Jews. This covering was not the Middle Eastern veil of today but more like a shawl. This covering was also the probable covering used in worship.

5. The connection of the head covering and submission to one’s husband is probable but not entirely clear, especially in public settings.

6. In brief, proper head coverings were important societal norms in Corinth among the various cultural groups and the practice varied widely from Jew to Greek to Roman. Head coverings were therefore a prime area where societal norms could be challenged (much like wearing a dress which did not rise above the ankles would have been an important societal norm during the Victorian era). Given that we don’t fully know the societal norms at that time, this passage is more difficult to interpret.

C. What exactly was Paul writing about in reference to head coverings? 

1. Hairstyle, such as might distinguish a single and married woman? Probably not.

2. Veils, such as used in the Arab world today? Probably not.

3. A garment which was pulled over the head about to the ears (such as a shawl). Most likely.

D. The Greek words aner and gyne may either refer to husband and wife or man and woman. Many believe that the context suggests husband and wife in this passage though the most straightforward interpretation is man and woman.

E. The Greek word kephale, which we translate as head, has received much attention by commentators. In secular Greek, the term means not only the “head” of an animal or human but also the “beginning” (such as the prow of a ship or the source of a river). Therefore the word may mean authority or it may mean source. The best translation is authority but source is a reasonable alternative.

F. The context of this passage strongly suggests that the women as well as the men were prophesying and praying during these public assemblies. 

G. The setting of these public assemblies is debated (namely, is Paul referring to worship services). 

1. As Paul specifically appears to limit the participation of women “in the churches” in I Corinthians 14:34, some suggest this passage must be directed to situations in which more than one person of the congregation is gathered together (e.g. praying with and/or for other people in public) but not the worship services. Both praying and prophesying were probably considered spiritual gifts (prophesy certainly was) and those gifts were given for the benefit of others (I Corinthians 14:3, 6). One could argue that Paul refers to the practice of spiritual gifts (which some believe are no longer applicable today) and therefore I Timothy 2:11, 12 and I Corinthians 14:34 take precedence. Women should remain silent during the public assemblies of the church.

2. Others suggest that Paul is clearly referring to public worship. Paul follows this passage with specific instructions regarding the Lord’s supper (11:17 – 34). They argue from this passage indirectly that women were praying and prophesying during the worship services and therefore such activities are appropriate for women today

3. Still others could argue that women prayed and prophesied only in the presence of other women. Therefore the setting was that of women only. If this were the case, however, why would there be a need for a head covering?

4. Whatever the setting, the issue was proper dress or hairstyle in this passage, not the silence of women in the assembly.

IV. Application of I Corinthians 11:2 – 16. 

A. Few today argue (whether conservative or liberal) that this passage literally instructs women today to wear veils or a head covering during the public assembly of the church (or to prescribe a particular hair style). In fact, the more conservative and more liberal interpretations both instruct women to dress properly for worship, specifically not to dress to draw attention to themselves (see I Timothy 2) and to not challenge societal norms regarding dress. 

1. Some women feel it appropriate to wear a head covering (usually a hat) during worship and for these women wearing a hat is the right thing to do. 

2. Most women do not feel they need to wear a hat to express their reverence to God during worship and to maintain societal norms.

3. At present, societal norms do not either prescribe or proscribe wearing a hat, so the choice is with the woman.

B. The main debate regarding this passage relates to the reference to the created order. We discussed this issue previously in Session 6.

C. A second area of debate regards whether women should pray and prophesy during worship. This passage only indirectly alludes to these activities, yet we may conclude: 

1. In whatever public assemblies to which Paul is referring, these women were praying and prophesying.

2. The passage is tied to spiritual gifts which may have been present and active among the Christians in Corinth but which may not be active today (a better argument for prophesying than praying).

3. This passage is difficult to reconcile with I Corinthians 14:34 and I Timothy 2:11, 12. 

4. Whether this passage can be generalized to women praying (and perhaps prophesying, that is, teaching) in the public assemblies will depend upon the interpretation of the other passages as general or specific to situations in Corinth and Ephesus.

D. The major lesson from Paul to us is probably found in I Corinthians 10:32, 33 and especially in I Corinthians 13.
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Session 14 - Women and Silence during the Assembly. (Part 1)

“Women should remain silent in the churches. They are not allowed to speak, but must be in submission, as the Law says.” I Corinthians 14:34

I. A question about the placement of I Corinthians 14:34, 35 in the text. 

A. This passage has received much attention regarding it placement (for it seems out of place). For example, some scholars believe vs. 34, 35 actually belong after v. 40. Nevertheless, there is no compelling reason to believe that the verses are not in their proper place.

B. Others have interpreted that Paul is actually quoting, in vs. 34,35, men at Corinth who wish to gain control over the women in the congregation. They base this argument upon the wording of v. 36. Such an interpretation would proceed something like, “You [the men] say ‘women should remain silent in the churches’. What! Did the word of God originates with you?” Yet this is a stretch as an interpretation

C. Still others have suggested that the text was added later and did not originate with Paul. These interpreters suggest that the flow of the passage is interrupted by vs. 34 and 35. In addition, some of the words are not typically “Pauline”. Yet this argument is difficult to support because the verses appear in virtually all early manuscripts of the New Testament.

II. The context of I Corinthians 14:34, 35. 

A. Chapters 11 – 14 of I Corinthians address matters related to the corporate meetings of the public assembly and in most instances surely refer to the worship services. Chapters 12 – 14 specifically address abuses of spiritual manifestations, that is, “tongues”, “prophecy” and the expression by “women” of their spiritual gifts in the congregation. 

B. Paul argues that prophesy is more valuable than tongues (14:22 – 25). Paul appeals to the cognitive rather than the experiential. 

1. Tongues may have become a “sign” for unbelievers (14:22) but tongues are not the proper sign.

2. Rather, if an unbeliever arrives and can understand (hears prophesy), then that unbeliever will testify that “God is really among you.” (14:25)

C. Paul then reviews the current status in the Corinthian church (vs. 14:26). We generally use this passage to consider how things should be in worship, but the passage actually is most literally translated, “How stands the case, brothers?” That is, Paul states the current status or case.

D. The “case” is that, when the church comes together, each has a tongue, a hymn, etc. but they are not being used for edification. Rather disorder prevails. (14:29 – 33)

E. Paul appeals for order during the public assembly (for God is not a god of disorder but of peace [v. 33]). The phrase “As in all the congregations of the saints” probably best goes with v. 33 rather than v. 34. This is debated, however. Regardless, the intent of the phrase is that the Corinthians should adhere to common practices among Christians elsewhere.

F. The activities of women during the public assembly, specifically “speaking”, are then addressed. (vs. 34, 35) Once again, the Greek words aner and gyne are used for men (husbands) and women (wives).

III. An analysis of I Corinthians 14:34, 35 

A. The concept of “remaining silent” is not initially introduced in relation to women. Paul has instructed those who wish to speak in a tongue without an interpreter should remain silent (14:28) and those prophets who wish to speak when another prophet is speaking should remain silent (14:30).

B. In both gatherings in ancient synagogues and in the Greco-Roman world, women in practice were typically forbidden to speak in public (though women in synagogues were not forbidden from speaking in principle). 

C. Women in both the Jewish and Greco-Roman world were encouraged to speak through their husbands. “Not only the arm but the voice of a modest woman ought to be kept from the public…she should speak either to, or through, her husband” (Plutarch’s Conjugal Precepts)

D. Yet women almost certainly prayed and prophesied in the Corinthian church (I Corinthians 11). Though some suggest that women actually prayed and prophesied in the home only or in small groups of females, this cannot easily be supported by a reading of chapter 11.

E. The more conservative view of this passage suggests that the command to be silent is universal (that is, it is not limited to a specific situation in Corinth) but is not general (that is, women could open their mouths for some activities during the public assemblies). On this view: 

1. During the first century, God chose to speak through women as well as men and it was therefore appropriate for a woman to speak or bring forth a prophetic message in the public assembly (11:5). (Some, however, believe that the gift of prophecy, if received by a woman, should never be manifested in the public assembly.)

2. On the other hand, it would not be appropriate for a woman to participate in a discussion among the men who were discerning the prophet’s message. (14:27 – 33, 35)

3. Paul appeals to the “Law”, namely the law of Genesis 2 and/or 3:16 that asserts male spiritual leadership (woman is to be subject to man).

4. This interpretation would favor the translation of aner and gyne as man and woman rather than husband and wife.

5. The distinction between the “large assembly” and smaller assemblies of both male and female Christians is not critical to the understanding of this passage for most Christians worshiped in small groups.

6. Nothing prevented a woman from inquiring of any man outside the assembly, whether it was her husband or someone else (14:35).

7. There was a difference between prophesying (passing on God’s word) and preaching (an exposition of God’s word). Open forum for discussion of God’s word was for men only during the first century. Open discussion may have been very common during this period during the worship service.

8. There are no modern day prophets (or prophetesses) so this spiritual gift is no longer relevant to the discussion (I Corinthians 13:9. 10). Prayer can always be in silence.

9. There is no reason a woman cannot sing during the assembly, for by singing she is not interpreting nor engaging in exposition.

10. The injunction must extend beyond exposition, for the principle of submission to male spiritual leadership is critical (I Timothy 2:11 – 15). Even if permitted by the men of the congregation, the appearance of a woman in a position of authority (such as leading the singing, making announcements or serving at the Lord’s table) would violate the rule of male spiritual leadership.

11. Wearing of a head covering is not binding (11:5, 6) but keeping silent in the assembly is binding. If a command is given in a cultural setting which ceases to exist, then the command ceases to exist. In contrast, the “Law” (14:34) does not cease to exist.

12. The service of women is through good deeds (I Timothy 5:10).

F. The more modern view suggests the command to be silent is local and relates to specific issues of concern to Paul in Corinth. The general principle of order can be generalized but not the command for women to remain silent. 

1. There existed some form of serious disruptive speech among the women in Corinth.

2. The Greek word laleo which we translate “speak” always takes its meaning from the context, e.g. silent meditation in v. 28 and speaking in tongues in vs. 23 and 27 of Chapter 11. 

3. There is no clear contextual indication of what laleo means in vs. 34, 35 but the construction suggests that the word means giving free reign to “irresistible impulses”, to ask question after question, therefore creating chaos during the worship.

4. The Greek words aner and gyne in 11:34, 35 refer to husbands and wives for the injunction to remain silent is tied directly to the injunction to ask their husbands at home (v. 35).

5. The Greek word sigao which we translate “silence” in vs. 28 and 34 can mean “hold your peace” and is not universal but, for example in v. 28, applies to a specific situation. “If there is no interpreter, the speaker should keep quiet”.

6. Paul does not say “be in submission to your own husbands” but “be in submission, as the Law says”. That Law is a law of submitting to one another. In other words, the Corinthians have no right to “do their own thing” with regard to the verbal misconduct by tongue-speakers or prophets or by certain questioning wives (11:37 – 40). Let what happens everywhere else happen with you as well.

7. The “Law” cannot refer to the old law, for Paul says “Christ is the end of the law”. (Romans 10:4)

8. If we no longer insist that women wear head coverings (11:5, 6) during the assembly, then we should no longer insist that women remain silent during the assembly.

IV. What can we learn from I Corinthians 14: 34, 35? 

A. Paul was probably not addressing a specific heresy in this passage but rather disruptive behavior during the public assemblies.

B. Paul addressed an issue that was inherent in early Christian churches and is probably inherent today. Namely, Paul focuses upon the freedom one experiences in Christ and the potential abuses of that freedom (10:23, 24).

C. The boundary between a worship service and the public assembly of the church was not as clear during New Testament times and is not clear today. Paul is probably speaking of any formal assembly of the church (11:26).

D. The major abuse of freedom during the assembly related to spontaneous outbursts during the assembly, including the misuse of tongues, prophecy and questions/interpretations.

E. The injunction “to keep silent” directed to these wives (women) must be interpreted within the context of the general tenor of I Corinthians 11 – 14 (with the love of chapter 13 preeminent). Why does Paul place the great chapter on love in the Corinthian letter and why in this position?

F. The injunction must be considered within the confines of the culture of the day. This does not mean that we have become a “cultural church”. Paul himself clearly speaks to how the Corinthian Christians should deal with cultural conflicts (10:31 – 33). During every age, Christians must express their freedom in Christ within the confines of the prevailing culture so that they do no provide a stumbling block to others. “Even as I try to please everybody in every way” (10:33a) is not weakness but rather a sign of love (10:33b, 13:4).

G. The injunction must also be considered in the context of Paul’s reference to spiritual leadership in general and male spiritual leadership in particular. (11:7 – 12). Once again, we must ask ourselves how the Genesis narratives of creation shape the relationship between men and women in Christ. 
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Session 15 - Women and Silence During the Assembly. (Part 2)

“A woman should learn in quietness and full submission. I do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man; she must be silent” I Timothy 2:11, 12

I. The significance of I Timothy 2:7 – 12 for understanding the role of women in the church. 

A. This passage is the key New Testament passage which has guided churches in the Restoration movement (and most of the evangelical world for that matter) as to the role of women in the church. It has been used as the guide to interpreting other passages (such as Galatians 3:28).

B. Paul most clearly refers to the created order to support his injunctions regarding women in the church in this passage than in any other passage. (2:13, 14).

C. The idea of salvation through childbearing is a radical departure from Paul’s central theme of salvation through faith (2:15).

D. The passage appears especially harsh and demeaning to women (2:11, 12).

II. Questions regarding the context of Paul’s injunction to women in I Timothy 2:9 – 12. 

A. Is Paul speaking of public assemblies or all situations? Almost all believe he focuses upon public assemblies in this passage. 

1. Paul notes that he is writing instructions so that “you will know how people ought to conduct themselves in God’s household, which is the church of the living God…”. (3:15)

2. Paul mentions the plural “prayers” along with other plurals (such as requests and intercessions) in 2:1, suggesting a public setting.

3. Even on the most conservative view, a woman must be able to ask question somewhere (namely the home) and if she asks questions she cannot remain silent. Therefore the command to silence would only apply to a public assembly.

4. Nevertheless, the boundaries between the worship service and other assemblies of the church during New Testament times were not as clearly drawn as they are today. In other words, they did not make a clear distinction between Bible study and worship.

B. Is Paul concerned that men are teaching false doctrine or that both men and women are teaching false doctrine in 1:3 – 7? Though in 1:3 the NIV translates the Greek word tis as men, it actually is indefinite and better translated persons or “some” (as in the RSV and KJV). Women could have been false teachers as well as men.

C. Is Paul expounding a general theology or is he addressing a specific problem? 

1. Most believe that Paul, especially in this personal letter, would not set out a general theology but would apply that theology to a specific problem, in this case the dissention within the Ephesian church driven by heresy. (1:3 – 7).

2. Even if one accepts that Paul is addressing a specific problem, one cannot assume the specific command does not provide general guidance. For example, we “generalize” regarding baptism from the specific command by Peter to the crowd on the day of Pentecost. (Acts 2:38)

3. Nevertheless, the general theology Paul applies in I Timothy 2 is debated (male spiritual leadership or mutual, complementary relationships between men and women). 

D. Is Paul speaking his own views “I do not permit…” in this passage or is he speaking of direct commands from God? 

1. Most believe that Paul is not being ambiguous. When he says “I urge…” or “I want…”, he refers back to 2:7 where he writes, “I was appointed a herald and an apostle.” 

2. Yet there is room for debate. I Timothy is a personal letter (though it is inspired by the Holy Spirit) and Paul may distinguish between “I urge…”, “Here is a trustworthy saying…” (3:1) as well as “The Spirit clearly says…” (4:1) For example, most accept that 5:23 (use a little wine for your stomach) is a personal instruction to Timothy, not a direct command from God.

E. To whom is Paul referring in this passage, husbands or men, wives or women? 

1. The Greek words. 

a. The Greek word aner can be used for either husband (Mark 10:2, 12) or man (Luke 5:8). In common usage aner could distinguish husband from wife, man from animal and adult male from boy.

b. The Greek word gyne (or gune) likewise can be used for either wife ( I Corinthians 7:27) or woman (John 4:15). In common Greek usage gyne meant both the female as distinct from the male and wife as distinct from husband.

c. The context always sets the distinction between husband and man, wife and woman.

2. It is debatable whether Paul refers to husbands and wives or men and women in I Timothy 2:8 - 15. 

a. The context would tend to favor translation of men and women and this is the translation used most often by far.

b. An argument that Paul refers to husbands and wives is that he mentions a husband and wife, namely Adam and Eve, and the possibility of childbearing to support his argument. 

F. What is the meaning of the word we translate “modestly” (v. 9)? 

1. The Greek word we translate modesty is kosmios, considered one of the cardinal virtues by the Greeks. It described the well-ordered, well-balanced person (as Plato may have described a virtuous person). Kosmios could also mean well-mannered or honorable.

2. Kosmios is used only twice in the New Testament (I Timothy 2:19 and 3:2). In other words, women are to adorn themselves in an honorable, well-mannered way and the elders were to be temperate (well-mannered or balanced).

G. What is the meaning of the word we translate “quietness” and “silent” (vs. 11, 12)?

1. The Greek word we translate silence (and quietness) is hesuchia. Paul uses this word in 2:2 as he encourages the Ephesians to live peaceable and quiet lives. Hesuchia is translated quietness in v. 11 and silent in v. 12. (The word is different than the word used in I Corinthians 14:34 and translated “remain silent” in that passage.) 

2. This word refers to demeanor, that is, a quiet spirit. It probably does not mean total silence, but this is debated.

H. What is the meaning of the word we translate “submission” (v. 11)? 

1. The Greek word we translate “submission” is hypotage which can mean to obey, to submit oneself to, or to be under obedience. It can mean active subjection (I Corinthians 15:25) or voluntary subordination (James 4:7).

2. In the form found in I Timothy 2:11, the word is best translated as voluntary subordination and in part means a renunciation of initiative.

I. What is the meaning of the word we translate “authority” (v. 12)? 

1. The Greek word we translate “authority” is authenteo. This is not the conventional New Testament term for authority (exousia). 

2. Authenteo is only found here in the New Testament and appears seldom in Greek outside the New Testament. It is related to authentes and means “to have full power or authority over someone,” “to domineer,” “to lord it over,” “to assume authority over,” or “to control in a domineering manner.” 

3. Kroeger and Kroeger suggested that the word may even have a sexual connotation, that is, women were not to “thrust themselves” upon men (as perhaps they did during some fertility practices). 

4. Given the authority of teachers in the New Testament, it may have been almost inherent that the role of teacher suggested some type of dominant authority (see I Peter 4:11). This does not appear to have been the case with Priscilla, however. 

5. More likely, the women (wives) in Ephesus were, through their activities in teaching during the public assembly, domineering or “laying the law down” to the men (husbands).

III. The traditional interpretation. 

A. Paul is speaking about public assemblies of the church.

B. Public assemblies would include any mixed gender assembly of the congregation for the purpose of worship, study or devotional.

C. These injunctions do not apply to women meeting only with women. There is, for example, no clear evidence that women may not baptize other women if there are no men present. Women have considerable freedom when not in mixed assemblies.

D. Paul is providing general guidelines for the proper conduct of public assemblies of the church. The women in Ephesus were speaking up and trying to teach during these assemblies and Paul states this is wrong. 

E. There is no clear evidence of a specific heresy against which Paul is addressing his injunction that women remain silent in the church. 

F. Paul means that the women must keep silent (that is, they are not to teach or take on a role of authority). He does not mean they are to “hold their peace.”

G. Keeping silent refers to teaching and holding authority, not to singing or perhaps a group reading of a passage of scripture.

H. Paul is speaking to men and women, not husbands and wives.

I. Women may teach men, but not in a public assembly.

J. Even if a man who is in authority in the public assembly decides to ask a woman to teach, that is not permitted. Even if she could do a better job than any man in the congregation Paul says “She must remain silent”. (Smith)

K. As a learner, a submissive woman’s “peace” is held within an acknowledged framework of spiritual headship, even though she participates in the learning process. She may participate but is precluded from teaching or exercising spiritual authority. (Smith)

L. Male spiritual leadership was established at creation. A woman must not try to domineer or to usurp that authority.

M. The service of women is good deeds (I Timothy 2:9, 10; 5:10).

N. There are no prophets today and women can pray in silence (I Corinthians 11:5). Therefore this passage is key to determining the role and activities of women during public assemblies of the church today.

O. This passage is in harmony with I Corinthians 14:34.

P. The church must not take its cue from the world but rather from scripture.

Q. The traditional (and ancient) interpretation of scripture has almost universally banned women from teaching during the public worship (or making announcements and leading singing). Women may have held more prominent roles in heretical sects.

IV. The more modern interpretation. 

A. Paul is probably addressing a specific problem in Ephesus, perhaps a heresy involving the priority of women (a cult of Eve?). This problem may have lead wives in the public assemblies (perhaps primarily in house churches) to not only teach erroneous doctrine but also to teach in a domineering manner.

B. Women were behaving in ways remarkably different during the assembly of the church from the ways they were behaving in society.

C. Paul probably is speaking specifically to wives and husbands regarding their relationship given this problem, not to women and men in general.

D. Husbands are called to pray, not to engage in controversy, in the Ephesian church. This does not preclude wives from public prayer (1:4, 2:8).

E. Wives are called to modesty, in contrast to the behavior of women associated with the pagan temples who engaged in sexual promiscuity (v. 9, 10). The injunction to “silence” and to refrain from domineering must be considered within the context of modesty and orderly worship.

F. The injunction is also in the service of reducing controversy which was ignited by wives in the congregation. The word translated “men” in 1:3 can refer to both men and women.

G. Wives are called to be peaceable in the church.

H. The world has changed radically since Paul’s time. A more socially appropriate role for women (in the spirit of Paul’s desire for a worship free of controversy) is a role in which women are free to speak publicly. Women may make announcements, teach, lead singing and perhaps preach during the public assembly as long as these activities do not disrupt the relation between men and women and do not lead women to a superior, domineering role over men.

I. In contrast to Ephesus, the church today will draw disfavor from the community if we do not permit women equal opportunities to participate in the public assembly.

V. Summary 

A. The conclusions from our interpretations of I Timothy 2:8 – 15 will probably lay the foundation for determining the role of women in churches of Christ during the next few years.

B. Our churches will undoubtedly come to various conclusions which derive from our various interpretations. These interpretations have the potential for creating significant conflict between churches and within churches. Many have suggested that the most contentious issue facing churches of Christ as we move into the 21st century is the issue of the role of women in the church.

C. Virtually all passages regarding the proper role and activity of women in the church written by Paul, however, were written in an attempt to avoid conflict and to encourage harmony and peace within the body of Christ.

D. In the view of this writer, there is room for honest differences in interpretation of I Timothy 2:8 – 15. That is, honest and studious Christians who believe the scriptures are the revealed word of God can come to different conclusions about the application of the passage to the 21st century church. An interpretation which differs from “your” interpretation cannot simply be ascribed to social conformity or tradition influencing the other person.

E. In the spirit of Isaiah 1:18, those of us who hold different views should openly and lovingly discuss our views in hopes that we can learn from one another and reconcile our differences.

F. Honest and studious Christians cannot abide open ongoing conflict and discord in the body regarding the role of women in the church. 

G. Therefore, each congregation of the Lord’s church must come to “operational” conclusions (that is, conclusions which shape the immediate operations of the congregation) regarding this passage as it relates to the role and work of women in that congregation.

H. These operational conclusions must ultimately derive from the spiritual leaders of the congregation and provide the framework for the Lord’s work to continue and flourish in that congregation.

I. The process to restore of the Lord’s church continues to this day and whatever conclusions we reach today may change as we grow in the knowledge of the will of our Lord. God is infallible and His word is sufficient for us. His grace covers a multitude of our sins as long as we strive to do His will. We are fallible and we are sinners, so we will not always “get things right the first time” (or perhaps not even after seventy times seventy times).
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