Considering 1 Timothy 2:11-15

Churches in every time and culture wrestle with scripture in order to be shaped by God’s ongoing revelation.  There are a few passages, due to their peculiar and seemingly incongruent nature, that have baffled church leaders and theologians throughout the ages.  1 Timothy 2:11-15 is one such passage.  While generally we expect Biblical texts to reveal more about God’s character and transform us more into Christ likeness, the reader of 1 Timothy 2:11-15 is often left bewildered and confused.  Herein, this discussion will examine the historical and cultural context of the 1 Timothy, the author’s intent and meaning of verses 2:11-15, and a brief offering of a contemporary application of this passage.  This perspective will move the ideals put forth in these verses towards a more congruent state as compared to what we know from the rest of Scripture to be just and true. 

In order to have a good understanding of the passage at hand, it is worthwhile to first examine the context of the letter.  The salutation of 1 Timothy found in 1:1 claims authorship by Paul the apostle of Christ Jesus.  Scholars have questioned the authenticity of this claim.  It is possible that Timothy himself could have edited the letter and published it after Paul’s death, however this theory seems unlikely due to lack of motive, and, moreover, we could still assume that the bulk of the content is Pauline, only shaded by Timothy.
  The historical references included in 1 Timothy seem to indicate that the letter was written after Paul was imprisoned in Rome.  If we make the assumption that Paul was executed in Rome, then these historical references would dictate that a later follower of Paul wrote the letter pseudonymously.  The false teachings discussed in the letter could also be reflective of the Gnosticism present in the 2nd century, well after Paul’s death.  The doubts of authorship that arise from these facts can be explained away by assuming that Paul did escape execution in Rome and that the false teachings referred to other heresies.  While the author of 1 Timothy can not be empirically proven to be Paul or any other individual, it is likely that Paul penned this pastoral letter around A.D. 63
 and this discussion will be held with that assumption.

As seen in 1:2, the recipient of this letter was Timothy as he was working in the church at Ephesus (1:3).  Timothy was clearly greatly beloved by Paul (1 Corinthians 4:17), which accounts for much of the letter’s personal nature.  Still, given that the content of the letter is directed both at Timothy and at the Ephesian church (1 Timothy 3:14,15), Paul surely expected that the letter would be shared with the church.  Moreover, while addressed to Timothy, the letter served to validate Timothy’s authority as an “apostolate delegate” which would seem to indicate that Paul had every intention for the church at Ephesus to receive the letter.  In this regard, his audience is his “true son” Timothy, and the church at Ephesus.
  While Paul is unswerving in his commitment to the true gospel of Jesus the Christ, it is significant that no where in the letter does Paul seem to indicate that the instructions he provides to his audience should be bound on the catholic church.  It is safe to say that Paul’s intended audience was limited to Timothy and the Ephesian church.

Before thoroughly examining 1 Timothy 2:11-15, it is necessary to examine the entirety of the letter.  1 Timothy is a pastoral letter that is preoccupied with eradicating false teachings that contradict the gospel of Christ.  Because approximately 50 percent of the letter’s content is devoted to the subject of false teaching, it is safe to say that this concern was Paul’s motivation for writing the letter.
  It is within this framing that we must consider 1 Timothy 2:11-15.  While we must not ever let the movements of our culture override Scripture or God’s will, we must also consider the occasional nature of Paul’s letter and explore Paul’s reasons and intents in his writings.  Each of the Pastorals was written to a specific audience and their content was affected by the unique circumstances of the audience’s situation.  1 Timothy is no exception and, so, must be read in that light.


Accepting the author of 1 Timothy to be Paul in the early A.D. 60s, understanding the letter was written to be received by Timothy and the church at Ephesus, and reading the letter with its occasional manner in mind will allow a more evenhanded and comprehensive understanding of 1 Timothy 2.11-15.  Let us consider each verse unhurriedly and carefully.

1 Timothy 2:11 reads, “A woman should learn in quietness and full submission.”  The idea of “full submission” in a postmodern mind conjures up ideas of timidity, lack of self-confidence, and willingness to be abused.  Paul discusses the idea of submission often and did not mean to permit any type of domineering relationship.  To the exact opposite, in Ephesians 5:21 Paul encourages followers of Jesus to “submit to one another out of reverence for Christ.”  In this peculiar way of being in the world, disciples of Jesus become more Christ-like, achieving greatness by becoming servants.

Naturally, Paul is aware of the structures and norms for the Ephesus society.  In the ancient world, the male head of the household, referred to as the paterfamilia, had complete power and authority.  This simple household structure formed the basic building block of city and state in the Hellenistic society.
  Undermining this structure and custom would have been a detriment to the church and to society as a whole, which is why Paul encourages women to not abuse their new found freedom in Christ.  Indeed, Paul does tell the Galatians that there is no male or female in Christ Jesus, however, to the church in Ephesus, he seems to be quelling a movement of women who were becoming outspoken, and more importantly, were apparently speaking in error.


Moving to Paul’s next, closely tied, thought, he writes in verse 12, “I do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man; she must be silent.”  Paul’s use of the phrase “I do not permit,” is worthy of pause.  While a contemporary reading may blur the lines on this point, Jewish readers would have understood the difference between Paul’s direct forbiddance and non-permission.  Also, since Paul uses the present tense here it is possible to understand his meaning as specific and temporal, in step with the occasional nature of the Pastorals.  Finally, his phrasing’s ambiguity is interesting when coupled with an understanding that the Holy Spirit was working through Paul’s writings and shaping them to be read by future generations, even as Paul only had his immediate audience in mind.


Paul again uses the present infinitive “to teach” (didaskein), in his instruction to Timothy here.  Use of the present tense as opposed to the aorist, it seems that Paul is not forbidding every instance of teaching by a woman, rather he is stating that the Ephesian women should not be in the habit of teaching.
  Given Paul’s mention in 3:6,7 about weak-willed women who have succumbed to evil desires and who were unable to comprehend the truth, it is not a leap to acknowledge that some Ephesian women had taken to a false teaching of some sort.  It is possible that the Artemis cult in Ephesus had influenced the church, or it is possible that teachers of a perverted gospel of Jesus had found an audience among the women of the church.  In either case, it is clear that Paul wants to correct this teaching and end the spread of the Ephesian women’s false teachings.  

In his appeal for woman to not “have authority over” a man, Paul uses the word authenteo, which is the only instance of this word in the New Testament.  The meaning of the word is disputed among scholars, however all agree that it does mean “authority.”  The disagreement arises in the connotation of the word
:  does this singularly used word have the negative connotation of domineering or abusive authority or is it referring to any position of authority?  While elsewhere Paul seems to be a proponent of liberation and equality, here Paul is saying that he does not permit women to have authority, no matter the spirit in which it is held, over men.  The reason for this statement could be in response to the female led Artemis cult in Ephesus, or it could be for other reasons.  Surely the debate over this issue will continue among churches, and should be resolved without domineering authority of any gender.

It is the final phrase of verse 12, “she must be silent” that is even more concerning.  Ann Bowman propositions the use of this phrase serves to, “provide a positive contrast to the negative prohibition in the first half of the verse and to underscore the positive directive in verse 11 that women should learn in a quiet and submissive manner.”
  To be fair, the NIV rendering of the Greek word “hesychia” as “be silent” is poor at best.  The previous verse, the same word is used to describe how a woman should learn; that is “in quietness.”  In 2:2 Paul urges prayers on behalf of leaders so that we can have “quiet” lives, again using “heschios.”
  In light of this context it would be more accurate for verse 12 to read, “…she must be in quiet” or even better, “…she must be in a quiet demeanor.”
  Peeling back the layers of male dominated translations could reveal that any harshness Paul has towards women is in fact enhanced by translations and versions produced by men over the centuries.

Taking verses 11 and 12 together, and given the purpose of the letter to stifle false teachings, it would seem that the female false teachers of the Ephesus church are being prohibited to continue their busybody ways.  Since Paul encourages women to teach what is good in Titus 2:3 and because Paul says earlier in Titus 1:10,11 that the deceiving false teachers should be silenced,
 it appears that Paul is more concerned with the content being taught than who is doing the teaching.
  While at first glance 1 Timothy 1:11,12 may seem oppressive to women, deeper analysis shows that Paul’s intent is completely congruent with the rest of the letter and other Pauline Scripture that demand teachers to teach only the true gospel of Jesus Christ.

With verses 13 and 14 Paul enters into an analogy of sorts to explain the previous two verses.  He refers to the creation narrative by writing, “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.”  The first word in this construct, here rendered “for”, is “gar” in the Greek which indicates the basis or explanation of the aforementioned statement.
  An alternate translation of “gar” could be “therefore.”  With this one word, Paul links verses 11 and 12 with 13 and 14, indicating that he will now shed some light on the matter, and in this case he does so by analogy.


Paul selects Genesis’ second account of the creation of man from which to make his analogy.  Some argue that Paul’s inclusion of creation order dictates a timeless, binding, and literal command that women should remain silent in the church.
  This argument is based on a similarity in creation order to primogeniture.  In ancient Hebrew society, the first born male inherited the bulk of the family’s resources and had a prominent place of responsibility in the family.  The birthright of the eldest male held true regardless of his talents or leadership abilities.  In this way, some see the fact that since Adam was created first and Eve subsequently, Adam, and transitively all men, have a higher responsibility and broader scope of rights than do women.


In contrast, Carroll Osburn submits, “Paul’s appeal to remember that woman was created after man is not an appeal for male dominance and female subjection, but for these women to return to a complementary role.”
  Osburn seems to have a better sense of the Genesis text here.  In Genesis 2:18, the Lord makes a “suitable helper” for Adam.  “Helper” here is “azor” in Hebrew which does not have a connotation of inferiority.  In fact, God himself is referred to as a helper throughout the Psalms.  Moreover, “suitable”, or “neged” is the vernacular of a complement or partner
.  Assuming Paul understood Eve to be a helping partner to Adam,
 then his employment of the creation story here would seem to beg women not to assume some sort of inferior role to men, but to refrain from overstepping the balance that God put in place.  Paul is reminding the Ephesian women that from the beginning, God has struck a balance between male and female.  Both genders are made in His image (Genesis 1:27), so neither gender ought to domineer over the other.  

Moving to verse 14, Paul recounts that the “woman was [the one who was] deceived and became a transgressor.”  An argument that woman is more sinful than man and must therefore remain silent in the church is clearly without weight.  Eve was deceived and Adam apparently willfully disobeyed God, which is at least equally as great an offense.  If one continues to subscribe to the creation order paralleling primogeniture, one could claim that because God questions Adam about what happened in the garden (Genesis 3: 9) God is holding Adam to a higher standard than He does Eve.
  Throughout Scripture, the fall of man is usually pinned on Adam.

It is essential to note that the only other reference to Eve in the New Testament is Paul’s reference to her in 2 Corinthians 11:3-4:

“But I am afraid that just as Eve was deceived by the serpent's cunning, your minds may somehow be led astray from your sincere and pure devotion to Christ. For if someone comes to you and preaches a Jesus other than the Jesus we preached, or if you receive a different spirit from the one you received, or a different gospel from the one you accepted, you put up with it easily enough.”  
Paul uses Eve’s deception as a warning to the Corinthian church to not follow a “different gospel.”  In the light of the purpose and content volume of 1 Timothy addressing false gospels, it makes sense that Paul again uses Eve’s deception as an analogy for a false gospel.
  If taken in this regard, Paul is encouraging gullible Christians to hold fast to the gospel and not be deceived like Eve.  

Verse 15 possibly presents the most difficult text in this passage: “But women will be saved through childbearing, if they continue in faith, love and holiness with propriety.”  Significantly, here Paul switches from the singular noun, “woman” referring to Eve in verse 14, to the plural noun, “women” referring to womankind in verse 15.  Is Paul issuing a literal, eschatological statement?  Does a woman’s salvation depend on childbearing?  Surely Paul is not damning all barren women to hell.  Then, we must consider a deeper meaning.  


One possible meaning of this verse is that women will be saved through The Childbearing act, that is the birth of Christ.  Though some subscribe to this meaning, it is difficult to make a case that Paul is progressing through the metanarrative from Eve to Mary.  Further, one requires a strange emphasis on the article “the” preceding “childbirth” to arrive at “The Childbirth”, meaning the birth of the Christ.
  Even more weight against this argument is added when one ponders why Paul would claim that women are saved through the birthing of Christ, but makes no mention of men.  Women are not unique regarding their dependence on Jesus Christ for salvation.

More likely, Paul is achieving a two-fold purpose with the inclusion of saving women through childbearing.  First, one can not ignore that Paul has just been illustrating, by use of the Creation story, where the burden of childbearing has been greatly increased for women (Genesis 3:16).  Paul is concluding his illustration with a reminder of woman’s burden due to the fall of man which is likened to following false gospels.  In doing so, he achieves his second purpose as well.  Paul plays off the fertility-crazed culture of Ephesus, using childbearing as a well received metaphor for virtues which he then goes on to list.


Knowing that he can not leave a metaphor of any physical act earning salvation unexplained, Paul qualifies his assertion that women will be saved through childbearing, with, “if they continue in faith, love and holiness with propriety.”  The distinct Christian virtues of faith, love and holiness are consistent throughout Pauline theology.  It is notable that these qualities are certainly not only expected of Christian women.
  Even after Paul qualifies his statement with these characteristics, he adds, “with propriety” to reinforce his purpose in this section of the letter.  He does want Christian men and women to stay faithful to the gospel of Christ, love one another, and remain holy, but in doing so they must also not become conceited or domineering in their relationships.


Taking the entire text of 1 Timothy 2:11-15, we would be remiss to not point out its clear parallel with 1 Timothy 5:13-15.  Heidebrecht illustrates
 this parallel well:
	2:11 – let a woman learn
	5:13 – learn to be idlers

	2:11 – quietly with all submissiveness
	5:13 – idlers, gossips, busybodies

	2:11 – do not permit a woman to teach
	5:13 – going house to house

	2:14 – woman was deceived
	5:15 – strayed after Satan

	2:15 – saved through childbearing
	5:14 – bear children


Understanding the connection between these texts allows the reader to glean clues about who was doing the false teaching and under what circumstances.  Regardless, Paul’s admonishments do not change in meaning vis-à-vis his effort to halt the spread of false gospels.
Reassembling these pieces of text into the broader scope of the letter, Paul seems to be aware that Timothy is struggling to refute false teachings that have arisen at Ephesus.  Probably due to influences by the female Artemis cult and perversions of the gospel of Jesus, misinformation had taken foothold in the Ephesian church.  Paul eludes to the fact that these fallacies are being proponed by busybody women in the church.  To combat this situation, Paul encourages Timothy, revalidates his authority to the church, and prohibits these domineering women to continue their false teachings.
Surely the debate over the women’s role in the church will continue for many years.  The text of 1 Timothy 2 will remain central to that discussion.  Because this is such a hotly contested issue in many of our churches today, a word should be said in how this text applies to our churches.  In short, when read in the appropriate literary and historical context, Paul is not prohibiting all women from teaching or even speaking in churches for all time.  In fact, nothing is said about informed, well-grounded, gentle teaching by women, so to that aspect this text is irrelevant.  In any case where domineering women are striving to teach unsound doctrines, this text could be made to apply and should be employed to stop such proceedings.
  Beyond that situation we should hold on to this text as an encouragement to always seek truth and do so in respectful, loving ways with one another.  Unfortunately, this very text has become a battle ground in which we tolerate ugliness and divisiveness – the very thing Paul was trying to forbid.
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