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When followers of Christ examine the issue of women in leadership they must base their conclusions on Scripture, starting first with sound principles of interpretation and then building on the theological foundations of both Old and New Testaments. When studying the topic in this way, one notes there are only two passages in the New Testament that seem to limit the leadership of women. It is clear that those texts, when studied in their historical and literary settings, deal with specific problems in first-century local churches. These verses had a specific meaning to their first audience and have a distinct application to readers today.

(This article summarizes Dr. Deborah M. Gill’s workshop at the 2004 Strategic Adult Leadership Conference.  For an in-depth treatment of women’s leadership, please refer to her book (co-authored with Dr. Barbara L. Cavaness) God’s Women—Then and Now available from GraceandTruth@4WRD.org.)

A biblical approach to interpreting the Bible asks two questions: What did this text mean then? and How does it apply today?


Two clues to interpretation are context: literary (consider genre also) and historical and content: words and grammar.  There are three categories of meaning.  The first one is “Timeless Truths” (highest norms or standards).  The second category is “Restricted Regulations” (for people where they were) and third, “Historical Records” (that may or may not have normative relevance).

We should be mindful of mistakes commonly made and be careful not to make them.  One mistake is biased-based “proof-texting.”  Instead, one should admit to presuppositions, and confront and conform them to truth.  Another mistake is ignoring context.  One should carefully observe context, both literary and historical; compare similar passages; ask whether the text is meant literally or figuratively, and compare other translations.

The Old Testament foundation regarding women leaders is built on “God’s Creation Ideals” (Genesis 2:23):  equality (sameness celebrated), mutuality (ruling together, working as a team), unity (joined as one flesh), and intimacy (naked without shame).

But God’s ideals were marred by sin (Genesis 3:12-16).  Equality was ignored (mutuality ceased to exist).  Subordination was imposed (he ruled her).  Unity was severed (the guilty brought accusations).  And, intimacy was thwarted (as sin exposed their shame).

In summary, though Hebrew society revolved around men, God emphasized to His people that He is not a man (or a woman). God’s nature is above sex and includes characteristics identified with both genders. The life and teachings of Jesus reinforce this truth.

With regard to the Old Testament and gender, we see that the patriarchy of the Old Testament is not normative but one of the results of Fall. God chose Israel, not approving of that culture, but working with those people to gradually get rid of their sins. Therefore, Jesus is the highest example of God’s goal to restore Creation ideals.

The Old Testament records that God used both men and women as leaders in religion, society, and the home. By the time of the New Testament, when people led according to their giftedness, even the hereditary ban on the priesthood was lifted. Every role of ministry is open to every race, class, and gender today.

In the cultural contexts surrounding the New Testament, the literature of the Greeks and Romans reveals a negative attitude towards women.  And as Judaism developed, its regulations became more male-biased.  As a result, Christian writers have also been strongly influenced by this negative view. Yet  these negative interpretations of women’s status and role originate from outside the Bible.

How did Jesus relate to women and men? In the light of first-century Greco-Roman and Jewish cultures, Jesus’ equal treatment of women and men was revolutionary.  His ministry reached out to men and women equally; His teaching was directed to women and men equally; and His doctrine applies to men and women identically.

And what did Jesus do for women?  He challenged the sexual put-down of women. He reached out to women who were despised and rejected.  He included women in His larger group of disciples.  He valued the discipleship of women over their biological function. And He included women among those who proclaim the gospel.

The New Testament texts related to women can be divided into three categories.  Theological Texts express God’s timeless truths.  Historical Texts describe the first-century church.  Two passages address Specific Issues in Local Churches, which are not timeless, but culture-bound, prescriptions.

These are the Theological Texts:  Acts 2:17-18 teach that the Holy Spirit equips all kinds of people for ministry, regardless of gender, age, class, etc. First Corinthians 7 teaches that Christian marriage is a relationship of mutuality and reciprocal authority, and First Corinthians 11:11-12 teach the interdependence of 

male and female. First Corinthians 12-14 (Ephesians 4:14-16; and Romans 12:3-8) expand on Acts 2, demonstrating the diversity of spiritual gifts available to any person to whom the Holy Spirit chooses to give them.

Galatians 3:26-29 emphasize that hierarchical distinctions based on gender, race, or class are abolished, and Ephesians 5:21 gives the pattern for Christian relationships—mutual submission. First Peter 2:5, 9 (Revelation 1:5b-6) explain that the Church is a new nation of priests. All God’s people now serve in what was once an exclusive role.

New Testament theology restores God’s ideals. Equality (ignored in OT) is restored in Christ and by the Holy Spirit (Galatians 3:26-29; Acts 2:17-18). Mutuality (subordination imposed in OT) is reestablished (1 Corinthians 7:4; Ephesians 5:21). Unity (severed in OT) is reinforced (1 Corinthians 11:11-12) and intimacy (thwarted in OT) is encouraged (1 Corinthians 7:5).

The New Testament Historical Texts describe the first-century church.  Matthew 28:9-10; Mark 16:7, 9-11; Luke 24:10-11; and John 20:14-18 record that Jesus commissioned women to give the Resurrection message.  Acts 9:36; 21:8-9 tell about a female disciple, known for her good works, and four single women, known for their prophesies. First Corinthians 11:4-5 discuss the way women take part in public prayer and prophesying. Philippians 4:2-3 describe two of Paul’s co-workers in ministry, Euodia and Syntyche, possibly leaders of house churches.

Romans 16:1-7, 12-13, 15 list ten more esteemed women (as well as men), who served in a variety of ministry roles: deacon/minister, teacher, church leader, apostle, and diligent workers with Paul in the cause of Christ. Especially exemplary are Phoebe, Priscilla, and Junia. First Timothy 3:11 gives qualifications for female deacons, and Titus 2:3 (1 Timothy 5:2) describe female elders and teachers in the church.

What specific issues surround the only two New Testament passages that appear to restrict the ministry or leadership of women (1 Corinthians 14:34-35 and 1 Timothy 2:11-12)?  

Why did Paul silence the women in Corinth? Scripture agrees with itself; and the apostle Paul would not contradict himself. In light of God’s ideals, Jesus’ example, New Testament theology, Early Church history—and especially the praise of Paul for female leaders—1 Corinthians 14:34-35 could not be prohibiting women’s speaking that contributed to the worship service.

What, then, was the specific problem in Corinth that he was correcting?  These are the five possibilities and their evaluations from least to most likely:

5. Women may serve in the church, but only in certain parts or certain kinds of services. 

– However, there is no biblical support for limiting women’s participation in this way.

4.
Newly-converted women were interrupting the services with enthusiastic outbursts, appropriate in paganism, but inappropriate in Christianity. 

– However, though this could be true of first-century pagan women, it has little application to women with a Jewish background. 

3. Paul was quoting words of his opponents in order to refute them. 

– However, this passage does not have the clear evidence of other more certain quotations in 1 Corinthians.

2. These are not the words of Paul, but of a later scribe.  

– However, this interpretation removes the verses rather than interpreting them in their context.

1. Paul was not prohibiting women’s speaking ministry, but the perpetual interruption of the service by their continual questions.  

+ Paul did want the women to learn but not at the expense of the congregation.

And what is the application of this text to readers today? Believers must limit the exercise of their own freedom for the good of others.  The building up of the body of Christ is to be a main concern of the members of His Body. That is why in the worship service all things must be done in a fitting and orderly way.

But why did Paul prohibit a woman’s teaching in Ephesus?  The starting point of Scripture reveals God’s creation ideals. They are later reaffirmed in the life and teaching of Christ. The theology of the New Testament echoes the teaching of Jesus, and its history proves the Early Church practiced what it preached. Paul had left a female role model in Ephesus to pastor that congregation. Thus, in 

1 Timothy 2:11-12 Paul could not be silencing the spiritual teaching of all women and their leadership in the Church.

What, then, was the specific problem in Ephesus that Paul was correcting?  These are the possibilities and their evaluation from least to most likely:


4. Paul’s prohibition is limited to a temporary situation—“at [his] present time he was not permitting a woman to teach or have authority over a man.” 

– Yet if Priscilla were back in Ephesus by the time he wrote this passage, this is probably not what the Apostle meant.

3. Paul’s prohibition referred to abusive domineering over a man.  

– But then, what about a woman’s teaching—where’s the connection? 

2.  Paul’s prohibition referred to the teaching of a false version of creation. 

– But can we be sure of the elements of this historical reconstruction? 

1.  Paul was prohibiting one female false teacher in order to correct her and to restore her and the church. 

+ The solution to her heresy is that she must learn.

And what is the application of this text to readers today? Paul’s approach to the problems in ancient Ephesus applies anywhere in the world today. Putting things right in the church requires determined discipleship.

Here are some practical applications for today.  In husband-wife relationships, there must be mutual submission.  In authority, power and leadership, Christ’s example is servant-leadership.  

And God’s women today, be all God’s called you to be!
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