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CONSIDER: 
·  Paul acknowledged female leaders in the church (e.g. Junia- Romans 

16:7, Priscilla - Romans 16:3; Euodia and Synthyche - Phil 4:2-3). We 
might assume that, when taught sufficiently in the faith and exhibiting 
godly behaviour, some at Ephesus might have had restrictions lifted. 

·  Because a woman teaching was considered offensive in many 1st 
Century settings a reprieve from these restrictions for women may have 
taken some time to become possible.  

·  1st Century society was founded on peace and order, and the family 
structures, with men as head of households mostly. Such roles were 
integral to maintaining that peace and order. Paul may have seen the 
limitations to the freedom of women as situational. That is, as he taught 
elsewhere, according to the situation one was called in one should live 
humbly within that situation as if serving the Lord (e.g. slaves - Eph. 6:5; 
those married to non-Christians - 1 Cor. 7:17).  

·  Paul’s chief concern is to bring an end to false teaching and deception in 
the churches. He considered the limiting of the freedom of women as a 
necessary part of that solution at the time. 

 
Q.6 Does your reading of this text raise concerns about a sexist attitude from 
Paul? From the Scriptures? From God? 
 
 
Q.7 How do you respond to the suggestion that, given the setting of the time, 
Paul’s suggestion that women should “ learn”  in the assemblies was actually 
a progressive expression of the Gospel’s impact on that society? 
 
 
Q.8 If limitations on women were related to temporary concerns of 
correcting false teaching and protecting reputations in 1st Century Ephesus, 
what freedoms should we promote for women today in the church? In 
society?  
 
 
Q.9  Given that Paul wanted women to act differently to those who were 
acting immorally in society and to devote themselves to doing good, what 
attitudes and behaviours might Christian women today need to avoid? What 
about the men? 
 
 
Q.9 Are there any settings where women (or men) should 
have limits applied to their participation in ministry today? 
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1 Tim 2:7 
And for this purpose I was appointed a herald 
and an apostle-- I am telling the truth, I am not 
lying-- and a teacher of the true faith to the 
Gentiles. (NIV) 
 

READ 1 Timothy 2:1-15 
�

Q.1 Do these verses sound strange or oppressive or sexist or 
archaic to you? 

�
� � 
 � �� � �� � � 
 � �� � �
Divide your group into pairs and give out the names 
of the following people on cards, one to each. Have 
each pair conduct mock interviews with the 
character given to them asking each other a range of 
questions about their time, their loves/fears, etc. 
 
...William Shakespeare; Maximus from Gladiator; 
J.K Rowling; A 12th Century Monk; Dame Judi 
Dench; Sherlock Holmes; Jane Austen; Your French 
Teacher from school; Florence Nightingale. 
�

Q.2 How differently did your conversations 
progress according to the differing contexts 
of the characters? 
 
 
 
 

The Roman goddess, 
the huntress Diana, 

and the Greek 
goddess Artemis 

were associated in 
1st Century Ephesus 
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In chapter 2 Paul continues to address life in the churches at Ephesus. He 
sets out instructions for Timothy to put into action in his pastorate. This 
study guide will concentrate on the more controversial verses from 11-15 
about women in the church. To assist us with interpreting the original 
meaning, lets consider first the setting of the churches in that city. 
 

� � 	 �� � � 	� 
 � �� � �	 � 
 � �
 

Hellenistic culture had elements of gross immorality, and it was alive at 
Ephesus where Timothy was called to minister. The Temple of Aphrodite 
in Corinth had 1,000 priestesses who were ‘sacred’  prostitutes and made 
their money on the streets every night. The Mediterranean ideal was of a 
woman who was domesticated; living a confined life and not prominent in 
public life. Ephesus, with the dominance of the cult of Diana, had similar 
extremes evident in society.  
 
Jewish people living in the so-called ‘Diaspora’  or scattered regions held 
to many of the same Jewish laws practiced in Jerusalem at the time. A 
woman had a low status; considered to be, entirely at the disposal of father 
or husband. Women had no part in the synagogue services and sat in a 
separate section where they could not be seen or heard. A man came to the 
synagogue to learn, a woman to hear. It was said of woman, ‘Her work is 
to send her children to the synagogue; to attend to domestic concerns; to 
leave her husband free to study and to keep house for him until he returns.’  
 
READ 1 Timothy chapter 2:1-15 again 
 

Q.1  Given the cultural background briefly explained above, how 
has your appreciation of the text changed? 

 
 
 

Q.2  What might have been happening in the churches among the women? 
 
 
 
Q.3  What might have been happening in the Ephesian churches among the men? 
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The text and context doesn’ t allow us to support the claim 
that Paul intended to prioritize men in God’s created order 
as his purpose for using this text and as his motivation for 
limiting the ministry of women. Such a view: 

·  is at odds in many ways to many of Paul’s 
other teachings (1 Cor 14:26; Col 3:16) 

·  contradicts the evidence in Genesis chapters 1 & 2 
·  contradicts the universal principle set out in Galatians 3:28 for Christians 
·  goes against Paul’s own example of support for women in ministry 

elsewhere (e.g. Philippians 4:2-3) 

� �� �	 � �	 � ��
 � � � � � ��
Why then, did Paul restrict women in such a manner at Ephesus in the 
1st Century and what does this mean for us today? 
 
It is quite plausible to conclude, then, that Paul was aiming to teach 
women not to emulate Eve when she was deceived by the serpent, but 
instead to follow the behaviour suggested in his letter. Concerns about 
the deception caused by false teachers motivated his allusion to the 
Genesis story. His point is that transgression came through deception. 
The woman in the Genesis story passed on false teaching and it had disastrous 
implications. The women of Ephesus in focus must have reminded Paul of the plight 
of the woman and man in Eden.  
 
Just as Paul willingly at times gave up his freedom and privileges for the sake of the 
Gospel (1 Cor. 9:7-23), so Paul calls others from time to time to give up their freedom 
in a given context (e.g. 1 Cor. 8:9) for the sake of others or the reputation of the 
Gospel. As well as calling for a cessation of ungodly behaviour, Paul is also 
restricting God-given freedom in part, in the interests of saving the church from false 
teaching, removing disputes, and protecting reputations from misguided accusations. 

Two chief motivations for complementarians who claim that Paul is arguing for 
a hierarchy of authority of men over women are: 
·  A desire to preserve the literal meaning and authority of Scripture 
·  A desire to recognise the distinctions between the sexes 
 

In our study of the text it can be shown that we take seriously the authority and 
importance of the text, but interpret it in the light of all of Scripture differently 
to complementarians. Secondly, a freedom from hierarchical roles does not 
necessitate an obliteration of distinctions between the sexes.  
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If we bring verses 13 and 14 into view now, we have 
the Ephesian 1st century context and the biblical 
inference from Genesis chapters 2 and 3 to combine. 
This gives us a complex context from which to draw 
the original meaning of Paul’s instruction: 
 

13 For Adam was formed first, then Eve. 
14 And Adam was not the one deceived; 

it was the woman who was deceived 
and became a sinner. (1 Tim 2:13,14 
NIV) 

 
1. Firstly, Paul doesn’ t quote the Scripture 

but refers to two inferences from the well-
known story in Genesis 2 and 3. Note that he uses the inferred priority of 
Adam’s chronology in comparison to Eve as a support to see women act 
in a quiet demeanour and submission. In an earlier letter, 1 Corinthians 
11:8-9 he takes a similar approach on an even more detailed cultural issue 
and yet does not insist on submission. In verses 11 and 12 of that passage 
he qualifies his statement so it can’ t be misapplied to give a man 
something to use as leverage over a woman. Chronological primacy does 
not necessitate authority. Genesis chapter 2 does not state it this way. 
Only in chapter 3 after the deception by the serpent does a hierarchy rate 
a mention, and it is a negative outcome.   

 
2. Secondly, note how Paul uses the Genesis story to establish Adam as the 

first man who is representative of all sinners in Romans chapter 5 (12, 
19). In 1 Timothy, addressing a different issue, he uses the Genesis 
creation story to show Eve as the representative sinner. She was deceived 
by the snake and fell into sin according to the narrative in Genesis 3. In 
our passage, Paul is applying the event of “The Fall”  to the deception 
caused by the false teachers in Ephesus. In other parts of the letter he says 
that deceptive ways of the false teachers are associated with Satan (4:1; 
5:15). It was deception that led to Eve’s downfall, and so it is the case at 
Ephesus and he wants that to change.    
      

3. Thirdly, some commentators appeal to an apparent Gnostic myth which 
elevated and glorified Eve which Paul must have been seeking to counter. 
However, this seems hard to justify as the specific issue and good 
evidence is lacking.  
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A central theme of the Apostle Paul’s teaching is the unity of believers in 
Christ (e.g. Gal. 5:6; 6:15; Eph 2:11-22). Paul espoused the principle of 
freedom and equality for all Christians (e.g. slave and free in 1 Cor. 12:13; 
Col 3:11). Not only social distinctions, but divisions caused by attitudes 
towards gender come under the microscope and influence of the Gospel.  
 
Galatians 3:28 states for those who are baptized: 
There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are 
all one in Christ Jesus. (NIV) 
 
Scholars note how the threefold distinctions of Gal 3:28 align with common 
Jewish formulas of contrary ethical beliefs. For example, a morning prayer 
spoken by male Jews in Paul’s time included thanksgiving that he was not 
created a Gentile, a slave or a woman. The apostle is making a fundamental 
statement about salvation in Christ, not a peripheral, nor a merely local 
issue. The statement in Gal. 3:28 has clear perpetual ramifications and sets a 
norm for our assumptions about gender relations for those who are baptized. 
 
Chapters 1-3 of Genesis are often used to teach that the creation of woman 
was secondary and subordinate, not merely second. Together, man and 
woman bear the image of God (1:26ff), but some claim that woman is 
created as a helper and complement but inferior to the man. Time does not 
permit us to take a full scale look at the creation accounts, however, it 
should be noted that the Hebrew word translated “helper”  in Genesis 2:18 
does not necessitate the idea of subordination. In that context it designates 
the female as the one who rescues the man from his loneliness. Secondly, 
the woman’s subordination to man is presented as a result of human sin 
(The Fall) in chapter 3, not as the ideal of God’s creation. We believe that 
Christ’s death on the cross is God’s instrument for reversing the results of 
The Fall, including the subordination of women to men. This is, in part, 
what is in view in Galatians 3:28.  
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Some readers find in 1 Tim 2:11-12 a series of injunctions. They say 
the text teaches that women should…. 

·  learn in silence 
·  be subject to men 
·  not exercise authority over men 

 
However , in the Greek there is only one direct command: “Let a woman learn”  (11).  

 
Manthano (learn) in the Greek suggests learning through practical experience (1 
Tim 5:4) and formal instruction (2 Tim 3:7, 10-17). It was a word even 
associated with discipleship in rabbinical settings (as in Jn 7:15). For Paul to 
suggest this statement can be considered a radical notion in 
the 1st Century, especially among Jews.  
 

Let’s turn to what Paul promotes: 
 

1. Firstly, Paul says they should learn in 
“silence”  (quietness NIV). The Greek here 
(hesychia) was a positive word in Paul’s culture and 
spoke of demeanour, not muteness. It meant, not 
being disagreeable, rather than not speaking. We 
might paraphrase this today as “women (and men 
for that matter) should listen respectfully and 
humbly with full attention to those who are teaching them.”   

 

2. Secondly, he calls women to learn in “ full submission”. 
Complementarians see this as in relation to male authority. But Paul 
does not instruct women to be subject to their husbands or to male 
church leadership explicitly. Egalitarians let the Galatians 3:28 
principles govern their reading of this text and assume that there is a 
good temporal reason for this direction, not a perpetual heirarchy to be 
enshrined. Associated with the word “quietness”  again, we see that Paul 
is promoting a change of demeanour, not an order of society. Paul is 
calling for quiet receptivity to the Christian teacher or to sound 
teaching. 

 
NB. The women in focus had presumably been submitting to the teaching of false 
teachers and false teachings and bringing them to the gathering with them in an abusive 
style (perhaps like their teachers). Instead, Paul is asking them to submit to orthodox 
teaching, not merely to males; to true teachers, not false ones. The concern is for women 
to learn in the assembly and not continue to add to the pastoral dysfunctions that 
existed. 
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Q.4 What pastoral situations today might require a leader to chastise members 
of the church and call for a ‘quiet demeanour’? 
 
 
 
Q.5   What cultural ‘norms’  today might clash with Paul’s instructions in verses 
11-12? 

 
 
Now let’s turn to the things Paul opposes.  In 1 Tim 2:12-14 he states: 
12 I do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man; she must be 

silent. 
13 For Adam was formed first, then Eve. 
14 And Adam was not the one deceived; it was the woman who was deceived and 

became a sinner. (NIV) 
 
Was his ban on women teaching and exercising authority over a man temporary and 
specific to the task Timothy had in curbing the false teaching and disputes? Should 
women today be allowed to teach and have a leadership position? Or was there a general 
command to be applied today to all churches?  
 
 
CONSIDER: 

·  In other settings in the New Testament, there are examples where Paul 
gives no hint that the teaching is to carry gender restrictions (he uses the 
gender-inclusive term (e.g. 1 Cor 14:26; Col 3:16).  

·  Paul is arguing about an activity and not an office so there is no direct 
reference to barring women from being a leader in the church. 

·  We should also note that this teaching doesn’ t have the clear emphasis of a 
universal and permanent prohibition.  

·  Women, whether qualified or not, seen in authority over men and behaving 
in an aggressive manner would have portrayed certain immoral 
connotations in the 1st Century European context. The cultic dominance of 
Diana and the associated distortions of female-male relations in that sector 
of society may have led people to assume the reversal of the Eve/Adam 
story and led to assumptions that the Gospel promoted an elevation of 
women over men.  

·  Mediterranean culture in the ideal promoted a domesticated woman. 
Religious sects of many kinds were criticized for their elevation of the 
status of women; and often with the association of immorality and sedition. 

·  Women teachers in the 1st Century society were considered offensive. 
·  Women of the day were poorly educated, and perhaps more susceptible to 

false teaching and to passing on poorly critiqued ideas.  
 


