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Deborah is a vitally important character in the Old Testament. She is often overlooked, even ignored, because she doesn’t quite fit our preconceptions of what godly women should be like. But her story is among the most ancient in scripture.

After the Israelites invaded Canaan, defeated some of the pagans who lived there, and settled into the hill country, much of Canaan remained unconquered, especially the fertile coastal plains.

During this time after Joshua and before Saul and David, the Israelites were led by a series of “judges.” There was no king and no nationwide civil government.

(Jdg 4:1-3 ESV)  And the people of Israel again did what was evil in the sight of the LORD after Ehud died.  2 And the LORD sold them into the hand of Jabin king of Canaan, who reigned in Hazor. The commander of his army was Sisera, who lived in Harosheth-hagoyim.  3 Then the people of Israel cried out to the LORD for help, for he had 900 chariots of iron and he oppressed the people of Israel cruelly for twenty years.

Israel had not yet entered the iron age, and so they were at a technological disadvantage to the surrounding Canaanites.

God chose Deborah to lead the people out of Canaanite oppression:

(Jdg 4:4-5 ESV)  4 Now Deborah, a prophetess, the wife of Lappidoth, was judging Israel at that time.  5 She used to sit under the palm of Deborah between Ramah and Bethel in the hill country of Ephraim, and the people of Israel came up to her for judgment.

Notice that Deborah was a female prophet, meaning that God chose to use her to declare his will to the people. Surely, she spoke with authority.

She was a judge. In fact, the people came to her to have disputes decided. And speaking as an attorney, judges have very real authority.

Clearly, she had authority in both religious and civil matters, although I doubt that a Bronze Age Israelite would see much distinction. They saw God as king, and hence saw civil government and religious government as the same thing.

Note that many translations translate “judge” to mean “lead” because it’s clear that many of the “judges” in Judges were leaders of the people more than deciders of cases. For example, Samuel, the last judge, anointed both Saul and David king. Joshua and Gideon led the people in war against the Canaanites. And there are places  in the Old Testament where the word clearly refers to leadership from a position of authority rather than being a judge in the modern sense.

Deborah and Moses
Bruce Herzberg recently pointed out several parallels between Deborah and Moses –

1. Both defeat better-armed forces that are equipped with chariots.

2.  Both victories are followed by a song, and the two songs are seen by many to be the earliest strata of the Old Testament.

3. These are the only pairings of a narrative poem with a prose narrative of the same event.

4. Both are connected to the Kenites, descendants of Moses’ father-in-law.

5. Deborah, like Moses, is described in the Bible in the act of judging.

6. Deborah, like Moses, is a prophet who speaks the Word of God to the people.

7. Moses judged in a tent, Deborah under a tree (location specified).

8. Deborah, like Moses, orders a military leader into action, presenting herself as the voice of God, but stays behind the troops at the top of a hill to inspire rather than fight.

9. In the battles of both chariots are disabled by a sudden rush of water.

10. Both Moses and Deborah sing victory songs.

The Jewish rabbis apparently saw the parallels, too –

The Medieval rabbis read Exodus 14-15 with Judges 4-5 in their lectionaries.

Interesting. And so, why is that Moses is seen as a hero, an authority figure, and a godly ruler, while Deborah is seen as a submissive wife by many Christian authors?  For instance:
In fact, one can additionally argue that in our passage, although Deborah is called a mother of Israel. (Judges 5:7), she does not draw attention to herself as leader, but seems to stay as much in submission as possible to the male leadership that she is leading militarily as judge (see her relationship with Barak for instance).

Simply put, Deborah as judge is a rebuke to Israel’s male leadership and should have served as a humiliation to the men of Israel. Is there an example for young women today to look to Deborah and learn? Yes! Learn from her faithfulness and love to God and her husband; learn from her knowledge of God’s Word; learn from her submission and inner character and virtues that were developed by Gods grace from within her heart (because Deborah is not described outwardly in her appearance, cf. 1 Peter 3:1-7).

Well, because we’re so in love with our traditional views that we’re willing to invent facts to support them. After all, absolutely nothing in the Bible suggests that God made Deborah a prophetess and judge to rebuke the men of the land. That idea is just not in the text.

And while I’m sure that, as a married Jewish woman, she treated her husband with respect, the text says nothing of her submission to her husband. That is clearly not the  point of the story.

Nor is there the least suggestion that she refuses to draw attention to herself. I mean, she was a prophet declaring the word of God. How could she be a prophet and yet hide herself away? Again, the text just doesn’t say that.

We really need to let the Spirit tell the story the Spirit wants told and not read our preconceptions into the inspired text.

It is undeniable that Deborah had authority over men. She sat in judgment. Moreover, she orders the head of the Israelite army into war!

(Jdg 4:6-7 ESV)  6 She sent and summoned Barak the son of Abinoam from Kedesh-naphtali and said to him, “Has not the LORD, the God of Israel, commanded you, ‘Go, gather your men at Mount Tabor, taking 10,000 from the people of Naphtali and the people of Zebulun.  7 And I will draw out Sisera, the general of Jabin’s army, to meet you by the river Kishon with his chariots and his troops, and I will give him into your hand’?”

(Jdg 4:14 ESV)  14 And Deborah said to Barak, “Up! For this is the day in which the LORD has given Sisera into your hand. Does not the LORD go out before you?” So Barak went down from Mount Tabor with 10,000 men following him.

Deborah is not in the kitchen baking cookies for the soldiers. She’s telling the commander of Israel’s army what to do.

Reconciling Judges with 1 Timothy
So how do we reconcile Deborah with what Paul says in 1 Timothy 2 about women? Here are some theories –

1. Deborah was specially gifted by the Spirit and so her story doesn’t authorize modern women to do similar things.

But what if the Spirit were to give a woman the gift of leadership? You see, the Spirit still gives gifts to women today, and if a woman’s giftedness authorized her to have authority over men in 1200 BC, it does today. After all, if God gives the gift, surely he intends for it to be used.

2. God only empowered Deborah to shame the weak men of Israel.

But the Bible doesn’t say this, and if so, wouldn’t this mean that gifted women may be in authority when the men show weak leadership?

3. The Book of Judges is about ancient Israel and says nothing about the modern church.

But Paul doesn’t base his reasoning in 1 Timothy on some new command for just the church. Rather, he plainly bases his reasoning on Genesis 2. And whatever Genesis 2 says about men and women, it said in 1200 BC as authoritatively as today.

4. Then what we do we do with 1 Timothy 2:11-15? We can’t just repeal it because of Judges 4!

True. But neither may we repeal Judges 4 just because of 1 Timothy 2:11-15. Perhaps the thing to do is let the Bible be its own best interpreter, let Judges 4 tells us that we’ve misunderstood 1 Timothy 2:11-15, and take a fresh look at it.
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Let’s take a look at Paul’s most direct statement on the authority of women –

(1Ti 2:11-14 ESV)  11 Let a woman learn quietly with all submissiveness.  12 I do not permit a woman to teach or to exercise authority over a man; rather, she is to remain quiet.  13 For Adam was formed first, then Eve;  14 and Adam was not deceived, but the woman was deceived and became a transgressor.

Let’s start with a few observations that are often ignored –

* Paul plainly reasons from Genesis 2. He is not saying that he has received a new law from God just for the church. He is saying that his conclusions follow from what is written in Genesis 2.

Therefore, whatever he says was surely true in 1200 BC (when Deborah was a judge) and remains true today — except to the extent Paul is applying a universal rule to a temporary circumstance that no longer applies and also didn’t apply at the time of Deborah.

Genesis 2, whatever it teaches, did not skip over the Judges and land in the New Testament. It’s true and it’s always been true. But the application of the eternal principles in Genesis 2 may well change from time to time. (Just as the command to men to lift holy hands in prayer a few verses earlier doesn’t mean that God insists on a particular physical posture in prayer. It was a reference to a First Century custom.)

* Nothing in this text limits Paul’s words to the internal affairs of the church. In fact, Paul’s reference to Genesis 2 clearly argues in the other direction.

In the early 20th Century, most Church of Christ preachers applied these verses to the secular work place as well as church. And then when the economy shifted so that women needed to work, and many received large raises for supervising men, the preachers quietly forgot the old orthodoxy.

Over time, the scope of the passage has been contracted, not because of new exegetical or archaeological discoveries but because the economy changed — and most preachers have wives who work, many of whom exercise authority over men.

There was a time when it was unthinkable for a Christian woman to run for political office because of this passage. Now, many a very conservative church will gladly show up at the polls to put a female Christian into office.

Again, the desire to have Christians in positions of political authority has overwhelmed the older interpretation that considered such a thing evil.

The point isn’t that we’ve been very inconsistent or that our exegesis has been very undisciplined (although both are true). Rather, the point is that we’ve unconsciously limited this passage to the internal affairs of the church because women have repeatedly shown themselves very capable in politics and business and because we know the price of asking our wives and daughters to leave the political and business worlds would be too high.

Of course, we have no idea how high the cost of keeping women out of authority in the church has been. How much better led might our churches have been if women had been allowed to participate? Well, just how well led are our churches with men only? How well are they growing? How well do they heal relationships? How well do they serve the poor?

It’s hard to argue within the Churches of Christ that we’re doing so well that we just don’t need the help of the women in leadership! Indeed, there’s not a church anywhere that isn’t built on the hard work and passion of its female members. Imagine if that passion and work had been in a position of leadership …

* Genesis 2 does not speak to the relationship of men and women so much as husbands and wives. Eve was created to be a suitable helper for her husband, not all men! And who would teach his daughter that she must submit to every man she meets?

* As we covered earlier in this series, the Hebrew word translated “helper” does not suggest inferiority or subordination, unlike the English word ”helper.” In fact, the Hebrew word is most commonly used in the Old Testament to refer to God as helper to Israel!

* Nor do we find in Genesis 2 some “principle of male spiritual leadership.” It’s just not there.

Some argue that  this principle is found in the fact that Adam was made first, but the animals were made before Adam.

Some find this principle in Adam’s naming Eve, but it’s quite a stretch to say that Eve must submit to Adam because he gave her a name.

* Finally, some find male spiritual leadership in the fact that Eve sinned first. But the Fall of Man wasn’t complete until Adam sinned, and Adam hardly comes across as a strong leader in yielding to the temptation.

Moreover, in Romans 5:14 and 1 Corinthians 15:22 and 45, Paul blames Adam for the Fall of Man. He was surely no less guilty than Eve. After all, when God gave the command not to eat, Eve had not yet been made. Adam is the one who violated a command he’d heard directly from God.

And so, the traditional interpretation just doesn’t fit the facts. It’s not consistent with Genesis 2, and we certainly don’t obey any reasonable interpretation of the text.

So what does it really say?
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So what is the true meaning of 1 Timothy 2:11-14? My interpretation is a slight variation on an argument I first learned from Carroll Osburn, who suggests that the passage be read as a chiasm.

Thomas B. Clark explains –

A chiasm (or chiasmus if you rather) is a writing style that uses a unique repetition pattern for clarification and emphasis. Chiasm is pronounced ky′-az-um.   Often called the chiastic (ky′-az-tic) approach or the chiastic structure, this repetition form appears throughout the Bible yet it is not well known.  …

	Chiasms are structured in a repeating A-B-C … C′-B′-A′ pattern:

A  I will never leave you nor forsake you
B  Be strong and courageous … be strong and very courageous

C  Be careful to obey all the law … that you may be successful

D  Do not let this Book of the Law depart from your mouth

D′  Mediate on it day and night

C′  Be careful to do everything written in it … you may be prosperous and successful

B′  Be strong and courageous. Do not be terrified; do not be discouraged

A′  for the Lord your God will be with you wherever you go.

(Joshua 1:5-9)


Here’s another example from the account of the Flood in Genesis.

Brian Casey offers several examples of Paul’s use of chiasms in Galatians. Clearly, Paul liked to use this structure in making his arguments.

Some will recognize this format from their study of poetry or from mathematics. It’s not unique to scripture, but was certainly a common form of rhetoric in biblical times.

Now, let’s look at 1 Timothy 2:11-14 in this structure –

A 11 Let a woman learn quietly with all submissiveness.
B 12 I do not permit a woman to teach or to exercise authority over a man; rather, she is to remain quiet.
B’ 13 For Adam was formed first, then Eve;
A’ 14 and Adam was not deceived, but the woman was deceived and became a transgressor.

A -- 
What is the reason that women should learn quietly? Well, because Eve was deceived.

How do we keep women from being deceived? By educating them, of course. Therefore, Paul  commands that “a woman should learn.” And in contrast to the practices of many ancient cultures, Paul insisted that the female Christians be instructed in the word of God.

The NET Bible translators note –

Although the Greek conjunction δέ (de) can have a simple connective force (“and”), it is best to take it as contrastive here: Verse 1Ti 2:11 gives a positive statement (that is to say, that a woman should learn). This was a radical and liberating departure from the Jewish view that women were not to learn the law.

We miss this, because in our culture, the idea of women learning is taken for granted. We focus on the modifiers “quietly with all submissiveness.” But the women of Ephesus (where Timothy was at the time) were surely thrilled that Paul instructed that they be taught.

And it’s clear from 1 Timothy and 2 Timothy that the church struggled with women being deceived by false teachers.

(1Ti 4:7 NIV)  7 Have nothing to do with godless myths and old wives’ tales; rather, train yourself to be godly.

(2Ti 3:6-7 NIV)  6 They are the kind who worm their way into homes and gain control over gullible women, who are loaded down with sins and are swayed by all kinds of evil desires,  7 always learning but never able to come to a knowledge of the truth.

Notice, moreover, that “quietly” in v. 11 and “quiet” in v. 12 do not mean “without speaking.” Thayer’s gives as the word’s primary meaning –

quietness: descriptive of the life of one who stays at home doing his own work, and does not officiously meddle with the affairs of others, 2 Thess. 3:12.

And, of course, any student should be in submission to his or her teacher. That would be especially true in an Eastern culture, but it’s true here in the West as well.

B --
What does the fact that Adam was made first have to do with anything? What is the obvious theological significance here? That Adam rules Eve? (Clearly not, since that only happened as a result of the curse on Creation resulting from sin!)

No, Paul is speaking of Genesis 2, not Genesis 3. And in Genesis 2 we’re told that it’s “not good” for Adam to be alone, and so God made Eve to be a suitable helper for Adam. “Helper” does not indicate inferiority in Hebrew, but it does indicate a role.

She was created for a purpose. Eve’s role was to supply what was lacking in Adam — so that Adam would not be alone. She was to be wife to him. And so, Genesis 2 places wives in a role where they should do nothing that shames or undermines their husbands.

But what does 1 Timothy 2:13 say about husbands and wives? Well, the passage uses words that, in the Greek, are completely ambiguous. The word translated “women” could be just as easily translated “wives” and the word translated “men” could be just as easily translated “husbands.”

Now, Greek is the way it is because of a cultural assumption that adult women are almost always wives. While this was certainly not always true, their language reveals that that is how the Greeks tended to think.

Genesis 2 teaches that wives should not undermine their husbands but should help them. What does this have to do with authority?

BDAG, the most authoritative lexicon of New Testament Greek, defines authenteo (“authority”) as to “assume a stance of independent authority, give orders to, dictate to.” Thayer’s translates “one who acts on his own authority, autocratic … equivalent to αὐτοκράτωρ [autokrator] an absolute master; … to govern one, exercise dominion over one.” Louw-Nida translates “to control in a domineering manner.” Moulton-Milligan defines the word as “master, autocrat.”

Hence, the major lexicons agree that authenteo does not refer to just any kind of authority at all, but exactly the kind of authority that Jesus denies to any Christian over another –

(Mat 20:25-28 ESV)  25 But Jesus called them to him and said, “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great ones exercise authority over them.  26 It shall not be so among you. But whoever would be great among you must be your servant,  27 and whoever would be first among you must be your slave,  28 even as the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”

Clearly, then, the thought isn’t that a woman may not be a leader within the church or that she may not lead men, but that she may not domineer over men (or over her husband). Why not? Because this would violate the relationship of man to woman (more precisely, husband to wife) established in Genesis 2.

Hence, the Common English Bible translates,

(1Ti 2:12 CEB)  I don’t allow a wife to teach or to control her husband. Instead, she should be a quiet listener.

Young’s Literal Translation reads,

(1Ti 2:12 YLT) and a woman I do not suffer to teach, nor to rule a husband, but to be in quietness,
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 Osburn points out that “teach or exercise authority” is a Greek grammatical structure known as a hendiadys. Thus, a better translation would be “teach in a domineering manner.” This translation is argued for in great  detail by Phillip Payne in New Test. Stud. 54, pp 235-253 (2008).

I realize that few church members are familiar with these concepts, but the outcome has to be right. After all, the New Testament approves Priscilla teaching the gospel and the scriptures plainly approve Deborah as a judge and commander over Israel’s military — and the Bible has to be consistent.

For that matter, Anna, the prophetess, declared that Jesus is the Messiah in the Temple — before mixed company, by the authority of God (Luke 2:36ff). She taught the gospel in the most public place in Judea.

(Luk 2:38 ESV) 38 And coming up at that very hour ]Anna] began to give thanks to God and to speak of him to all who were waiting for the redemption of Jerusalem.

Moreover, there is simply nothing in Genesis 2 that suggests that women may not teach men or exercise authority — so long as they remain true to their roles as suitable helpers.

Now, I’m the first to admit that this analysis of the passage is complex and requires knowledge of language few church members have. But it’s the only analysis I know that’s consistent with the rest of scripture. The story of Deborah is inspired and true. So are the stories of Priscilla and Anna.

In 1 Timothy, Paul was applying universal rules — that sin arises from deception and that wives are to be suitable helpers (but not inferiors!) to their husbands — to the problems that were confronting that congregation. The underlying principles are forever true — but the application will vary with the time, place, and culture.

And so never would it be right to refuse to teach women the scriptures or to allow women to domineer (or men!). For whatever reason, the problem Paul was contending with in Ephesus was unlearned and domineering women, and he refuses to allow it.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, this interpretation is the only one I know of that’s consistent with the doctrine of the gifts of the Holy Spirit –  where much more plain direction is given –

(Rom 12:6-8 ESV)  6 Having gifts that differ according to the grace given to us, let us use them: … the one who teaches, in his teaching;  8 … the one who leads, with zeal; … .

(1Co 12:20-21 ESV) 20 As it is, there are many parts, yet one body.  21 The eye cannot say to the hand, “I have no need of you,” nor again the head to the feet, “I have no need of you.”

Plainly, God expects that the talents he gives us are to be put to use and not buried.
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