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Sometimes reading the Bible is a walk 
in the park. Just as often, however, 
the Bible presents us with difficult 
terrain. To expand this metaphor, 
understanding some texts is like a 5K 
run. Others are like a 10K. Still others 
are more like a marathon. Everyone, 

from the ancient courier Pheidippides to the modern 
marathon record holder (currently Dennis Kimetto of 
Kenya), would agree that a marathon is a formidable test 
of strength and endurance, both physical and mental. 
Nevertheless, hundreds of thousands of people complete 
marathons each year, and like Bible interpreters, some finish 
with flying colors and others limp across the finish line. 
Going beyond the image of a marathon of interpretation, a 
few biblical texts, including some that teach about women, 
are like an ultramarathon—a course that is arduous even 
for the most competent biblical scholar.

The cover of this issue of Priscilla Papers features 
Jennifer Pharr Davis in the midst of her 2011 hike of the 
Appalachian Trail. Both our graphic designer Theresa 
Garbe and I are privileged to know her as a friend. Jennifer 
(who, incidentally, is a reader of Priscilla Papers) hiked all 
2,181 miles of the Appalachian Trail, following mountain 
ridgelines through fourteen states from Maine to Georgia. 
She did so in a record-setting time of forty-six days, eleven 

hours, twenty minutes—an astonishing average of forty-
seven miles (seventy-six kilometers) per day! To all but a 
small subset of the world’s most elite trail runners, this is 
truly an incomprehensible accomplishment.

This issue’s theme, “Difficult Texts,” affirms that many 
biblical texts are difficult to interpret, that some are like a 
marathon, and that a few are like an ultramarathon or even 
a forty-six day gauntlet that fends off most interpreters 
and leaves those few who complete the course heaving for 
breath in light of their efforts.

In the following pages, especially capable interpreters 
help us navigate certain difficult portions of Paul’s letters. 
Tim Foster provides a careful reading of 1 Timothy 
2:8–15. Heather Gorman then considers 1 Corinthians 
11 alongside one important aspect of its context. Jamin 
Hübner provides an in-depth consideration of perspicuity 
(the doctrine of the clarity of scripture) in relation to 
complementarian interpretations of 1 Timothy 2. A sermon 
by Brandon Waite takes a fresh approach to Paul’s words in 
1 Corinthians 14:34–36. The issue closes with an important 
and timely review of Michelle Lee-Barnewall’s Neither 
Complementarian nor Egalitarian: A Kingdom Corrective to 
the Evangelical Gender Debate (reviewed by CBE Board of 
Reference member Aída Besançon Spencer). 

We at CBE wish you the very best as you encounter the 
Bible’s difficult texts, in this volume and beyond. To adapt 
an Old Irish blessing, “May the text rise up to meet you. . . .”
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1 Timothy 2:8–15 and Gender Wars at Ephesus
Timothy D. Foster

While it is now generally agreed that 1 Tim 2:8–15 is directed 
against the heresy that had taken hold within the Ephesian 
church, the key question is whether the passage is directed 
against the content of the heresy or is concerned to establish a 
process that will eventually see the victims corrected and the 
heresy expunged.1 If concerned with the content of the heresy, 
the instructions may be directed at restoring a hierarchical 
framework. If the passage is concerned with process, however, 
Paul’s demands are shaped by the particular nature of the heresy 
and its form of transmission in Ephesus.

Both these approaches have considerable difficulties. Regarding 
the content view, for example, there is no evidence outside this 
passage that the false teaching in Ephesus undermines first-century 
assumptions about gender. Nor does this passage fit well into its 
own immediate context if its concern is ensuring proper behavior 
within a gender-based hierarchy. This view also fails to take into 
account the nuances provided by the particular vocabulary and 
grammar that Paul employs in this passage.

Those who take the process approach, as does this article, 
typically reconstruct a context in which women were “the group 
most influenced by the false teaching” and prominent among 
the heretics.2 However, this line had been criticized on the 
grounds that the only heretics named are men (1 Tim 1:20), and 
that to silence all women because some women were teaching 
heresy would be unnecessary and unjust. As William Mounce 
says, “It seems a strange twist of logic to say that women may 
not teach error while implicitly allowing men to teach error.”3 
If Paul wanted to silence false teachers then he can be expected 
to identify them and silence them without silencing all women.

In his critique of such readings, Mounce raises an intriguing 
possibility when he says, “If all the women, and only the women, 
are deceived, then this [process] interpretation would be more 
feasible.”4 This possibility is summarily dismissed by Mounce 
with the statement that “it seems unlikely that Priscilla would 
have been tricked (2 Tim 4:19; Acts 18:24–28).”5 Nevertheless, 
this objection is not insurmountable since Priscilla may have still 
been in Rome at this time (see Rom 16:3). Further, it would not be 
necessary for every woman to have embraced the heresy for Paul 
to address them en masse. Rather, if a vast majority of women, 
and only women, had fallen victim to the heresy then this would 
be sufficient to justify his silencing of all women in the church at 
Ephesus.

The suggestion that the vast majority of the women, and 
only women, were deceived finds support within the Pastoral 
Epistles, and thus it makes better sense of the text in question 
than other reconstructions. The issue Paul is dealing with, which 
will become apparent as we examine the details of this letter, 
is that many of the women have become victims of an ascetic 
heresy which teaches that true spirituality is found in denial—
especially of marriage, sex, and food. This issue is the cause of 

great tension within the congregation, with the result that men 
are expressing their dissatisfaction by quarrelling with women 
during their meetings (especially since the heresy includes denial 
of food, marriage, and sex), while the women are attempting to 
persuade the men that their philosophy offers a path to a higher 
spirituality. Paul demands that the men stop quarreling with the 
women, and that the women stop imposing their view on the 
men. Instead they are to be silent and submit to the teaching of 
the church on this matter. The serpent is operating at Ephesus as 
in the Garden, which should alert them to the satanic origins of 
these false teachers. It is not too late, and by exhibiting proper 
behavior they can be spared judgment.

Setting
The Heresy

It is widely recognized that the major pastoral concern occasioning 
this letter is the destructive effect of false teachers at Ephesus, and 
it is generally accepted that the passage under consideration, 1 
Tim 2:8–15, addresses the heresy. The letter begins and ends with 
warnings against false teachers (1:3f., 6:20–21) who are explicitly 
named Hymenaeus and Alexander (1:20). Second Timothy seems to 
be dealing with the same issue under the leadership of Hymenaeus, 
although at a somewhat later stage and accompanied by Philetus (2 
Tim 2:17).6 However, there is widespread disagreement regarding 
whether there is a single coherent heresy that Paul engages, or a 
number of unrelated or loosely related false teachings.

The elements of the heresy described in the letter are diffuse and 
appear to be a synthesis of Christianity with Hellenistic Judaism. The 
teachers themselves seem to be Jewish Christians. Their apparent 
self-designation as “teachers of the law” (1 Tim 1:7), imposition of a 
strong legalistic framework, promotion of “myths and genealogies” 
(1 Tim 1:4, 4:7, 2 Tim 4:4) and anti-Gentile prejudice (1 Tim 2:1–7) 
suggest a Jewish background.7 At some point, these Jewish men 
were converted to Christ, but they have since “suffered shipwreck 
in the faith” (1 Tim 1:19). Whether or not they are Greek, their 
worldview is distinctively Hellenistic, evidenced by the dualism 
inherent in the asceticism that they promote (1 Tim 4:1–4, 8). The 
strong Jewish features and the numerous dissimilarities between 
this heresy and Gnosticism locate the asceticism in a Jewish rather 
than proto-gnostic framework.8

This form of asceticism demands abstinence from marriage, 
fasting (1 Tim 4:3), and physical training or other regimes designed 
to ensure mastery over the body by mind and spirit (see 1 Tim 
4:7–8). Paradoxically, there is evidence of sexual immorality, with 
the younger widows surrendering to their “sensual desires” in the 
process (1 Tim 5:11). While this appears contradictory, it may arise 
simply out of sexual frustration, or as a consequence of the ascetic 
disregard for the physical. 

While there is abundant evidence to suggest that the heresy 
is essentially ascetic, there is no evidence outside our passage to 
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suggest that gender roles are an issue. Douglas Moo’s assertion 
that “The false teachers were encouraging women to discard 
what we might call traditional female roles in favor of a more 
egalitarian approach to the role relationships of men and women” 

is unwarranted.9 While this assumption is integral to Moo’s 
interpretation of 2:8–15, he admits that it “is not stated explicitly 
as a plank in the false teachers’ platform anywhere in the pastoral 
epistles.”10 It is surprising, then, that he insists that this “is an 
inference with a high degree of probability.”11

To support this claim of high probability, Moo firstly asserts 
that if the false teachers were promoting abstinence from 
marriage, “the teachers’ program . . . is likely to include a more 
general denigration of traditional female roles.”12 He offers no 
support for this denigration. There is, however, evidence to the 
contrary in 1 Tim 2:9, which suggests that the clothing, jewelry, 
and hairstyles being adopted were particularly feminine. His 
second point, that Paul’s counsel to young widows “to marry, to 
have children, to manage their homes” (1 Tim 5:14) means that 
they are to “occupy themselves in traditional female roles”—is 
no more convincing. This verse commends the very opposite to 
the behavior described in the previous verse—being idle, moving 
from house to house and gossiping—behaviors which can hardly 
be described as suppressing femininity.

Finally, Moo appeals to supposed parallels with 1 Corinthians 
where he understands that part of the problem at Corinth 
involved women disregarding appropriate gender roles, especially 
with respect to their husbands. However, these are only parallels 
if we prejudge the situation in 1 Timothy, and the differences 
between the two passages are more apparent than any supposed 
similarities. The issue of “head covering” in Corinth (1 Cor 11:4–
16) is an entirely different matter from the ostentatious clothing 
of the Ephesian women (1 Tim 2:9), and Paul is permitting 
the women to prophesy at Corinth, whereas, at least in Moo’s 
understanding of 1 Tim 2:11, in Ephesus he demands silence. 

There is no basis to suppose that the heretics promoted 
egalitarianism or undermined traditional gender roles. Every 
indication is that the heresy promoted asceticism as a means of 
spirituality. Nevertheless, the amount of material in the Pastoral 
Epistles concerning female behavior could suggest gender roles 
are part of the heresy. However, as will now be shown, gender 
issues do not form part of the content of the heresy; rather, 
they relate to the manner in which the false teaching is being 
embraced and taking hold at Ephesus.

The Victims

There is a distinction between the male teachers who have been 
excommunicated and the female victims who remain within 
the church and promote the heresy, though not in the manner 
of the false teachers themselves. This distinction is apparent in 
the different manner with which the parties are addressed: the 
false teachers are reprimanded harshly (1:20) and the female 
victims are treated more gently throughout.13 The false teachers 
are identified as Hymenaeus and Alexander in 1 Timothy, while 
Philetus appears to have replaced Alexander by the time Paul 

wrote 2 Timothy (2 Tim 2:17). This distinction between the 
false teachers and the female victims seems to be recognized by 
Mounce who notes that “while the text never says women are 
teaching the heresy, names only men as teachers (1 Tim 1:20; 
2 Tim 2:17; 3:6), and explicitly pictures only women as being 
influenced by the heresy (2 Tim 3:6–7; possibly 1 Tim 5:11–13, 15), 
the charge here [1 Tim 2:12] suggests that women, at least in some 
way, are promulgating the heresy even if they are not leaders of 
the opposition.”14

If the opponents who teach the heresy are Hymenaeus and 
Alexander, it is apparent that their victims are exclusively women. 
It is striking how much of the negative material in the letter is 
directed at women, more than in any other epistle, with no fewer 
than twenty-one out of 113 verses regarding women exclusively 
(1 Tim 2:9–15, 4:7, 5:3–7, 9–16),15 while nowhere are men singled 
out as victims of the false teachers. The women have vowed 
not to remarry (1 Tim 5:11–12) and are indulging their sensual 
passions, while there is no indication that men are behaving in 
this way. Moreover, it is widows who are becoming idle and being 
busybodies and gossips (5:13). Perhaps the most compelling 
evidence for this proposition is found in Paul’s second letter to 
Timothy where he describes the method employed by the false 
teachers “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” (2 Tim 3:6 NIV). The predilection 
for female victims is recognized by some commentators, such as 
Towner who notes that the opponents are “exerting considerable 
influence at all levels, especially among women,”16 while one of 
Moo’s key propositions concerning the heresy is that “the false 
teachers had persuaded many women to follow them in their 
doctrines (1 Tim 5:15; 2 Tim 3:6–7).”17

With such evidence it is reasonable to suggest that the victims 
of the heresy were exclusively women, and that they constituted 
the majority of women in the Ephesian church. A group of men, 
who are no longer part of the church since they have been “handed 
over to Satan” (1 Tim 1:20),18 has operated outside the assembly 
to persuade a large group of women concerning ascetic practice. 
Within the church the women are defending their behavior and 
commending the heresy. This defense, along with their attitudes 
and behavior, provokes anger from the men in their meetings, 
and immorality and disharmony outside them.

While it is possible that all the women were deceived, it is 
not necessary to show that every woman without exception was 
misled since Paul can, for example, rebuke men for quarrelling 
without implicating every single man in the process. If the 
majority of women were deceived then silencing all women is 
warranted, provided no men were also involved.

We should consider the possible objection that the grammar 
at certain points may indicate that men are among the victims 
of the heresy. In one instance, Paul asks Timothy to “put these 
instructions before the brothers” (4:6). While adelphoi (“brothers,” 
“siblings”) refers to men and women together, it would not 
be appropriate if only women were in mind. Similarly, in the 
following chapter Paul speaks of those presbuteroi (“elders”) “who 



Priscilla Papers ◆ Vol. 30, No.3 ◆ Summer 2016  •  5 

persist in sin” using the masculine gender.19 However, in each 
case the heresy is not in view, and while the victims of the heresy 
fall within the scope of the injunction, the context indicates that 
Paul has the full range of instructions given in mind. As Mounce 
observes, tauta (“these things”) in 4:6 “refers to the whole 
epistle” since, “it is Paul’s practice in the PE and elsewhere (cf. 
1 Tim 3:4) to sum up a previous discussion through the use of 
tauta.”20 Similarly, his instructions concerning elders who persist 
in sin are part of a new section, beginning in 5:17, that covers the 
“honor” afforded to elders, their discipline and correction, and 
not the heresy or its victims.

Thus far we have not mentioned the gender specific 
language of 1 Tim 2:8–15, or the bearing, if any, it has on our 
reconstruction of the heresy. However, the way in which the 
heresy is addressed in this section, along gender lines, provides 
further support for our suggestion that women are exclusively 
the victims. With this background in mind we now turn to an 
examination of the passage.

Verses 8–10

Having exhorted the Ephesian church to pray for those (Gentiles) 
in authority (2:1–6), Paul reiterates his role as apostle to the 
Gentiles. This is not so much to ground in his apostolic authority 
the demands that follow; rather, it suggests that the content of the 
heresy is undermining the Gentile mission and the disruption 
it is creating is distracting the church from engaging in prayer. 
Thus Paul reaffirms the universal scope of God’s saving work 
in these verses, and will go on to restore proper order with the 
instructions that follow.

The first injunction, in v. 8, is directed to men, urging them 
to pray “in every place . . . lifting up holy hands without anger or 
argument.” The context appears to be the church’s gatherings, and 
Paul’s concern is that these are conducted without the men arguing.

Of particular interest is the question of with whom the men 
are prohibited from arguing. It is usually assumed that the men 
are quarrelling with each other. However, it is more likely that 
they are arguing with the women. If there were generalized 
arguing among individuals in the congregation he would simply 
prohibit disputes. However, the care with which Paul delineates 
his exhortations, first addressing men and then women, suggests 
something more nuanced is happening. It is reasonable to 
infer that, if women were being seduced by a philosophy that 
promoted singleness, celibacy and neglect of domestic duties, it 
would have caused considerable consternation among the men, 
generating heated arguments between the sexes and disrupting 
their meetings so that little prayer was being offered.

Interpreters typically recognize that the heresy is likely to 
cause “divisiveness and discord,” but they fail to explain why 
quarrelling should be expressed only by the men.21 If the heresy 
concerned women discarding traditional female roles, then we 
might expect Paul to instruct the men to reassert their own 
manhood and not to be intimidated by the women. The fact that 
he directs them to stop arguing suggests a different problem is 
in view. Our position implies that v. 8 is no longer an isolated 

command with no relationship to the following argument, but 
forms an appropriate opening as Paul seeks to address the issue 
of gender-based division in the Ephesian church.

The brief discussion on women’s clothing in v. 9 raises numerous 
issues, not the least being the question of the relationship between 
the heresy and female attire. The verse indicates that the attire 
being worn is feminine, which is further evidence against the 
view that the women are somehow disregarding gender roles and 
acting like men. It is notable that the choice of clothes, jewelry, 
and hair style demanded by Paul in v. 9 parallels almost exactly the 
requirements for female ascetics in the ancient world.22 While this 
indicates that the ascetic heresy is indeed a factor in this passage, 
the difficulty for our perspective is that Paul, by seeking modest 
dress, affirms this element of ascetic practice. However, given the 
strong adversative force of alla (“but”) introducing the next verse, 
Paul may be commending them here, while exhorting them in v. 
10 to fill their spirituality with display of the kind of good works 
that are appropriate for a Christian woman as opposed to those 
being advocated by the heretics.

Thus, vv. 9 and 10 describe the outcome that Paul is seeking 
from the women, while vv. 11–15 do not address the content of 
the heresy as such; rather they describe the process by which 
the women will be rescued from the false teachers. Verse 8 also 
deals with the question of process, but concerns the men whose 
argumentative behavior is only serving to exacerbate the problem.

Verses 11–12

Having described the desired outcome, Paul then instructs the 
women to learn “quietly with all submissiveness.” The noun 
hēsuchia, here translated “quietly,” was used in 1 Tim 2:2 in 
connection with “peacefulness” and can convey the meaning 
“‘to harmonious peace’ among citizens.”23 Moo’s contention that 
“there is good reason to think that the word should be translated 
‘silence’ in this context, since its opposite is ‘teaching’”24 is 
dubious. “Learning” is the opposite of “teaching,” not “silence,” 
and since the heresy is causing quarrelling in the congregation 
(v. 8 and 6:4–5) it makes better sense for Paul to demand that 
they learn in a peaceable manner. In every other instance of 
hēsuchia in the NT (Luke 14:4, Acts 11:18, 21:14, 22:2), the word 
carries the connotation of an unruly crowd being “hushed,” so 
that its antonym is not “speaking” but “unruly behavior.” Major 
lexicons offer “silence” as a possibility, although the works they 
cite do not convey the sense of absolute silence.25 Where Paul 
wants false teachers silenced in Titus he uses epistomizō, and 
elsewhere he uses sigaō (1 Cor 14:34). Thus, the demand to learn 
in peaceableness parallels the earlier demand that the men stop 
fighting with the women. While the men were simply told to stop 
quarrelling, more is required from the women than to simply stop 
fighting. Since they are maintaining and promoting the heresy, 
they need to be corrected, and so must learn without disputing.

Moo recognizes that this verse implies that the women 
were fighting with the men, concluding that, “Clearly, Paul is 
concerned that the women accept the teaching of the church 
‘peaceably’—without criticism and without dispute.” However, 
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he persists in his suggestion that submission to specifically male 
leadership is also on view. He bases the first part of his claim on 
Paul’s use of “submission,” hupotagē, or its related verb hupotassō, 
elsewhere. Although it is a noun in this passage, Moo argues that 
in its verbal form “submission” denotes the appropriate response 
to those in authority (slaves to masters, husbands to wives, 
believers to Christ). However, careful examination of Paul’s use of 
the noun form in three other places suggests no such thing. In 2 
Cor 9:13 and Gal 2:5 the term is used in relation to obedience to 
teaching and non-submission to heresy, respectively. Moreover, 
as Mounce recognizes, the context in 1 Tim 2 concerns learning; 
thus teaching is most likely on view.26 This is further supported by 
the close connection of this section with 3:1–7 which concerns the 
appointment of properly qualified overseers for whom teaching 
is a key responsibility (3:2, cf. 5:17). Hence, “the context limits 
the women’s submission to the teaching overseers, those who are 
responsible for teaching the true gospel and refuting error.”27

If, as Mounce suggests, “this places v 11 in line with other 
scriptural calls for men and women alike to be subject to the 
ruling authorities,”28 why are only women called to submit to such 
teachers here? Once again, the possibility presents itself that the 
women are being addressed in this manner because the heresy is 
being embraced only by women. Male-female relationships in this 
section are secondary to the main issue of women listening without 
interruption or presumption in order that they might be corrected 
and harmony might be restored. This will be achieved, not by 
submission of women to men, but by women submitting to the 
teaching of the duly authorized overseers as opposed to the heretics.

Verse 12 develops the instructions in v. 11 with three key points. 
The first is that Paul does not permit a woman “to teach . . . a 
man.” Taken in isolation the verse creates the impression that this 
is a universal principle that he has adopted elsewhere; a point 
strengthened by the apparently universal principle regarding 
male headship that he establishes in the following verse. With 
Wayne Grudem we agree that there is no sense in arguing that 
this command is temporary simply by virtue of his use of present 
indicative verb.29 The grammar, of course, does not demand 
that the principle has universal force either. Certainly Paul is 
preventing women from teaching, but the purpose, force and 
ongoing applicability of this instruction can only be provided by 
the reasoning of vv. 13–15.

A clue to Paul’s wider argument is given by his use of the 
unusual verb authenteō, which English translations usually 
render “have authority.” Paul’s normal words for authority are the 
noun exousia, a word he uses in every other instance where he 
speaks of the use of authority in a hierarchical context, and the 
closely related verb exousiazō (1 Cor 7:4, Luke 22:25). Applying 
Moo’s own logic, if Paul uses language consistently then we 
would have to conclude that something other than hierarchical 
relationships is on view here.30

The verb authenteō is found only here in the NT. Sources 
close to the time of Paul use the word to convey the idea of 
“authority that is taken on oneself ” or “to usurp authority.”31 
This interpretation finds strong support from etymology, other 

usages during this period and the immediate context of v. 12. 
“Teaching” and “usurping authority” are closely related ideas in 
this interpretation, for the act of teaching the heresy within the 
congregation is to take authority to teach without being qualified 
or authorized. This rendering also makes better sense of the way 
the letter develops into the next chapter, where Paul affirms those 
who aspire to positions of authority and discusses the proper 
qualifications and due authorization of elders. Thus, the use of 
authenteō suggests that male-female hierarchy is not the issue; 
rather, Paul addresses the problem of women championing the 
heresy by instructing them not to take it upon themselves to 
teach it to men.

The sharp adversative alla (“but”), followed by the injunction to 
hēsuchia (“quietness”) shows that the activity of women teaching 
and usurping authority caused disruption, and that, by following 
this instruction, peace will be restored. Thus, v. 11 concerns how 
the women themselves will be corrected, while the instructions 
in v. 12 are designed to restrict their activity in perpetuating and 
defending the heresy, thereby causing disruption.

Verses 13–15
Temporal Priority

Moo argues that v. 13 renders any occasional reading of the text 
impossible, bemoans that it is often ignored by egalitarians, and 
finds this “telling.” Taking 1 Cor 11:3–10 as a parallel passage, Moo 
envisages that “the order of creation is indicative of the headship 
that man is to have over woman.”32 Since this temporal priority 
is rooted in the creation rather than the fall, “Paul shows that he 
does not consider these restrictions to be the product of the curse 
and presumably, therefore, to be phased out by redemption.”33

Of course, the significance of Adam’s temporal priority is not 
supplied in the passage and requires inferences to be drawn. Moo 
assumes Paul’s point is that temporal primacy implies headship. 
However, this interpretation seems to be unduly shaped by 1 Cor 
11. The difficulties with reading 1 Timothy through the lens of 1 
Corinthians are that Paul uses different words to make a different 
argument, and thus a parallel is not obvious. In 1 Corinthians 
Paul explicitly speaks about “headship,” an expression not found 
in 1 Timothy, and his argument in 1 Corinthians is not based on 
the order of creation but the origin of male and female.

Grudem attempts to deal with the verse on its own terms, 
although his results are no more convincing. He maintains 
that Paul is invoking the principle of primogeniture whereby 
“the firstborn male in any family is assumed to be the leader 
in that family in his generation, and Adam is the firstborn in 
his generation, so he was the leader.”34 Grudem illustrates this 
principle by appealing to the natural leadership that a seventeen-
year-old son would take over his younger brother when the latter 
joins him part way into the chore, commissioned by their father, 
of trimming and pruning trees:

he was put on the job first, he is older, and he received 
instructions directly from his father, while the younger 
son was sent to be the older son’s “helper.” The father 
will hold the older son responsible for completing 
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the task, and will hold the younger son responsible 
for helping in that task. If the fifteen-year-old tried 
to take over and give orders to his older brother on 
how the job should be done, he would be usurping his 
brother’s authority and acting outside the boundaries 
of the father’s expectations.

Of course, often Paul’s arguments are so dense that inferences 
need to be made. However, this reconstruction imports a great 
deal into the argument. For example, Genesis does not state or 
even imply that Adam carried primary responsibility for the 
task given in Gen 2:15, or that he received specific instructions, 
or that he began the “chore” without Eve. We also might ask 
how well this analogy would work if the two boys were adults, 
in which case the significance of being the older son would be 
considerably diminished.35

Paul simply says, “Adam was created first, then Eve.” He 
deduces nothing about headship, superiority, responsibility or 
authority from this. Is Paul arguing that temporal priority creates 
a hierarchical relationship which demands female submission? 
Given that the object of their submission in v. 11 remains unstated, 
that quietness rather than absolute silence is being demanded, 
and that hierarchical language is not used here, such a conclusion 
is far from certain. More importantly, the rationale provided by v. 
13 must be considered in the light of v. 14.

Three Verses, One United Argument

Rather than making two points, one in v. 13 and a second in v. 14, 
with a conclusion to the entire section being offered in v. 15, all 
three verses should be taken together as one argument. This is not 
obvious in the English Bible where the idea is separated into three 
verses and a full stop is placed at the end of v. 13. Furthermore, in 
English we often use “and” to indicate that a further point is being 
made, whereas in Greek the coordinating conjunction kai has a 
much broader range. Indeed, the conjunction de is typically used 
to enumerate a list in Greek, while kai, the conjunction used at 
the beginning of v. 14, implies a strong relationship between two 
phrases, joining them to form one idea.36 Only the context can 
determine how kai operates, but we should not readily assume 
that these verses form two separate points.

Mounce maintains that v. 14 is a second reason vv. 11–12 are 
true, as suggested by the parallelism between vv. 13 and 14. He 
argues that this is the most natural reading given the syntactical 
similarities and that, “in both, Adam is the subject of the verb 
and emphatically listed at the beginning of the sentence. In both, 
Adam plays the dominant role; he was created first; he was not 
deceived.”37 While there is some repetition the parallels are not 
strong—“Eve” becomes “the woman,” there is no sequence of 
action in v. 14 like there is in v. 13, and v. 13 makes a positive point 
while v. 14 a negative one. Thus, the structure cannot be used to 
argue that separate points are being made in each verse.

The most compelling reason for taking these verses together 
is that v. 14 makes little sense by itself. One of the most obvious 
difficulties with Paul’s use of Genesis in v. 14 is that Adam also ate 
the fruit and became a transgressor (see Rom 5:14 where the same 

word, parabasis, is used of Adam). Is Paul being highly selective 
in his argument, deliberately ignoring obvious facts to ground his 
wider instructions? It would not be convincing if he were, and it 
would certainly provide no basis for a universal anthropological 
principle. Indeed, it would be absurd to argue that women are 
either ontologically or functionally different when Adam also 
transgressed after being given the fruit by Eve. As Mounce 
recognizes, “If Ephesian women may not teach because Eve was 
deceived, would it not follow that the Ephesian men may not 
teach because Adam sinned knowingly, without the excuse of 
deception (Gen 3:12, 17)?”38 If vv. 13–15 are taken together as one 
argument then these serious difficulties are resolved.

One thing all interpreters agree on with respect to this passage 
is the difficulty of v. 15. Nevertheless, whatever it says ought to 
make sense of any reconstruction of the preceding argument.

Moo believes that,

it is preferable to view verse 15 as designating the 
circumstances in which Christian women will experience 
(work out; cf. Philippians 2:12) their salvation—in 
maintaining as priorities those key roles that Paul, in 
keeping with Scripture elsewhere, highlights: being 
faithful, helpful wives, raising children to love and 
reverence God, managing the household (cf. 1 
Timothy 5:14; Titus 2:3–5).39
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He further believes that raising children is mentioned because 
it is so central to the role of a woman that it is an appropriate 
designation for “appropriate female roles generally.”40 Such 
an interpretation would have the advantage of conforming to 
the gender-role framework that he uses, and offering further 
argument against those who apparently have left behind their 
responsibilities as wives in response to the false teachers.

However, this interpretation does not stand scrutiny. Despite 
Moo’s insistence that “the women with whom Paul is concerned in 
this paragraph are all almost certainly married,”41 we know from 
ch. 5 that this is not universally the case as there are enough older 
widows that a roll is required to keep track of them, and that is in 
addition to a number of younger widows and those who are yet 
to marry. Bruce Winter estimates that as many as forty percent 
of women aged forty to fifty were widowed, forming a significant 
proportion of the female population.42 Further, there is nothing 
particularly feminine about “faith, love and holiness” and they 
scarcely carry the connotation of being “faithful, helpful wives.” 
If this is what Paul meant he not only could have plainly said it, 
but the sentence could have been structured much more simply, 
with “childbearing” being listed with the other attributes in the 
conditional clause. Moo’s reconstruction also fails to account for 
the use of the singular sōthēsetai, “she/he will be saved,” followed 
by the plural, meinōsin, “if they continue.”

So what do these three verses mean when taken together? The 
events described in vv. 13–14 are chosen because they parallel 
exactly the circumstances in which the women find themselves, 
while v. 15 provides a gentle warning of judgment while pointing 
them to the behavior that will result in their restoration. Thus, 
these verses provide a conclusion to the preceding argument and 
encourage the appropriate behavior that will resolve the issue.

We should note that to be deceived (Gk. apataō) is to be 
subject to temptation, and is not the same as submitting to 
temptation. Paul is right in saying that Adam was not deceived 
when this statement is understood to be concerned with whom 
Satan tempted, and not with who sinned and their supposed 
gullibility. The statement in v. 13 that “Adam was created first, 
then Eve” serves to highlight the fact that Adam was around and 
could have been subject to Satan’s temptation, but Satan chose to 
wait until Eve was created and target her, just as the false teachers 
at Ephesus are targeting the women.

Thus, the episode in the Garden parallels the experience of the 
Ephesian church where the women had been deceived, while the 
men had not. The activity of the false teachers resembles that of 
the serpent who sought out the woman rather than the man (cf. 2 
Tim 3:6) and so led the woman to sin. This is not to suggest that 
women are generally more susceptible to Satan; rather, the fact 
that women are being deceived ought to alert them to the satanic 
origin of this false teaching. There may also be an implication 
that the activity of the women in attempting to persuade the men 
parallels that of Eve tempting her husband.

Verse 15 deals with the judgment that is the consequence of 
Eve’s transgression, which by implication is the judgment that the 
women will be under if they continue in this deception. The subject 

of the singular “she will be saved” is Eve, since she is the nearest 
referent to the verb. The enigmatic reference to “childbearing” 
is a reference to the judgment that Eve experienced following 
her transgression.43 This is logical since the previous verse refers 
to the transgression of Eve, and the principal judgment for that 
transgression is that the Lord “will greatly increase your pangs 
in childbearing” (Gen 3:16 NRSV). Furthermore, in 1 Tim 2:14 
the use of the perfect tense of ginomai (gegonen, “has become” 
a sinner) points to the ongoing consequences of Eve’s action. 
Finally, since childbearing here is something that woman need to 
be “saved through” it is natural that some aspect of judgment or 
curse is on view.44

While dia with the genitive is often taken instrumentally in 
both Greek and English it is not the case here. Paul is not saying 
how the reversal of the curse will be accomplished, indicating 
that childbirth is the means of being saved. Here the instrumental 
force in the verse is provided by the following clause (“if they 
remain”). Thus, dia could be taken temporally, indicating a 
period of time “through which” she will be saved, or spatially, 
giving the sense that she will be preserved and brought through 
safely by continuing in faith and love and holiness, with modesty.

The second phrase is introduced by the conditional “if ” and 
points the way to avoiding judgment and restoring harmony in 
the church. The use of the plural verb menō (meinōsin, “they 
continue”) is difficult, and many English translations obscure the 
shift from the singular “she will be saved” to the plural “if they 
continue.” We suggest that, because Eve is being used here as an 
illustration which closely parallels the experience of the Ephesian 
women, Paul can seamlessly move from the example of Eve to 
the implications for the Ephesian women. The implication is that, 
just as Eve was brought through judgment by remaining faithful, 
so too will the Ephesian women.

In his concluding verse Paul offers a warning and an 
encouragement to the Ephesian women that they, like Eve, will 
be saved from the consequences of their transgression through 
appropriate behavior, as opposed to their present inappropriate 
behavior which is leading them astray and will ultimately 
undermine their salvation (1 Tim 5:15).

Conclusion

Despite the apparent simplicity of the command that a woman is 
not to teach, the meaning and force of v. 12 can only be understood 
within the context of the entire passage and the following three 
verses in particular. Any interpretation requires a certain amount 
of reconstruction and inference, and the interpretation above is 
no exception. However, the argument draws its inferences from 
within the text, especially the contention that only women, and a 
vast majority of women, at Ephesus were victims of the heresy, and 
that the church was split along gender lines. The view presented 
here takes account of the particularities of the vocabulary of the 
passage and relates the argument of this section closely to the 
immediate context and the broader concerns of the letter.

The argument of the passage is that the problem of false 
teaching will not be resolved by a shouting match across the 
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congregation. Rather, if the men stop quarrelling with the 
women, and the women who have an arrogant demeanor are 
quiet and submit to the authority of the authorized teacher(s), 
they will learn and be corrected. Just as the men are to desist 
from quarrelling with the women, a woman is not to teach or 
assume authority over a man in the congregational gatherings. 
The illustration of Eve, which closely parallels the experience 
of the Ephesian women, serves as a warning of judgment and 
an encouragement to be saved from the consequences of their 
sinfulness by appropriate behavior and humility.

Nothing in these verses suggests a trans-occasional 
application of the command to women not to teach or to be 
silent. Nor is there any requirement that the women at Ephesus 
or anywhere else submit to men; rather they must submit to the 
teaching of qualified and authorized officials within the church. 
The universal principle is that failure to listen to the word of 
God renders a person more open to the deceits perpetuated by 
false teachers. All of us must always submit to the word of God, 
or else we are susceptible to false teachers and are in danger of 
falling away.

Notes

1. Douglas Moo, for example, has expressed this view, having 
previously held that the passage was not dealing with heresy, conceding 
“In fact, it is likely that the false teaching does give rise to Paul’s 
instruction in 2:9–15” in “What Does It Mean Not To Teach Or Have 
Authority Over Men? 1 Timothy 2:11–15,” in Recovering Biblical Manhood 
and Womanhood: A Response to Evangelical Feminism, ed. John Piper 
and Wayne Grudem (Wheaton: Crossway, 1991), 184. See also Gordon 
Fee, “Reflections on Church Order in the Pastoral Epistles, with Further 
Reflections on the Hermeneutics of Ad Hoc Documents,” JETS 28 (1985): 
142–48.

2. Philip B. Payne, Man and Woman, One in Christ: An Exegetical 
and Theological Study of Paul’s Letters (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2009), 
443. See also David M. Scholer, “1 Timothy 2:9—15 and the Place of 
Women in the Church’s Ministry,” in Women, Authority and the Bible, 
ed. Alvera Mickelsen (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1986), 200.

3. William D. Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, WBC 46 (Nashville: Thomas 
Nelson, 2000), 125.

4. Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, 125, 128, 134.
5. Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, 128, 134.
6. So Philip H. Towner, The Letters to Timothy And Titus, NICNT 13 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006), 41. Alexander may still be present and 
in view in 2 Tim 4:4. While there are also notable similarities between 
the false teaching in Ephesus and that in Crete, it is by no means certain 
that it was the same heresy or the same false teachers, so Titus will not 
be taken into account in this reconstruction. 

7. Towner, Letters to Timothy and Titus, 45. Mounce suggests that such 
appeals “are probably haggadic midrash: allegorical reinterpretations 
of the OT, perhaps as fanciful interpretations of the OT genealogies” 
(Pastoral Epistles, lxx).

8. Gordon D. Fee, 1 and 2 Timothy, Titus (Peabody: Hendrickson, 
1988), 9, notes that there are “far greater differences than similarities” 
between the heresy in the Pastoral Epistles and second-century 
Gnosticism.

9. Moo, “What Does It Mean,” 176–92, esp. 177. Also against Scholer, 
197–98.

10. Moo, “What Does It Mean,” 177.
11. Moo, “What Does It Mean,” 177.
12. Moo, “What Does It Mean,” 177.
13. Payne, Man and Woman, One in Christ, 299.
14. Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, 120.
15. Payne, Man and Woman, One in Christ, 300.
16. Towner, Letters to Timothy and Titus, 44.
17. Moo, “What Does It Mean,” 177.
18. With most commentators, I argue that to be “handed over to 

Satan” implies excommunication and that they are no longer part of the 
Christian fellowship at Ephesus (see Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, 69).

19. The adjective can occur in the feminine (once in the NT in 1 Tim 
5:2 and ten times in the LXX), meaning that the masculine plural may 
be generic, applying to male and female presbyters. However, it must 
include men, so this possible objection must be considered.

20. Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, 248.
21. Moo, “What Does It Mean,” 178.
22. M. R. Lefkowitz and M. B. Fant, Women’s Life in Greece and Rome 

(Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1982), 140, cited in Karen J. 
Torjesen, “Praise of Noble Women: Gender and Honor in Ascetic Texts,” 
Semeia 57 (1992): 52.

23. So BDAG.
24. Moo, “What Does It Mean,” 179.
25. For example, in support of “silence” BDAG offers Acts 22:2, 

which from the context cannot possibly mean a complete lack of sound, 
since the crowd are said to become “even more silent.” LSJ only provides 
“silence” as an option along with “stillness,” citing a play by Euripides (c. 
490–420 BC) where hēsuchia means “quiet,” and where, in the following 
line, “silence” is being conveyed the word sigaō is used just as Paul does 
in 1 Cor 14:34.

26. Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, 120.
27. Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, 120.
28. Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, 120, emphasis added.
29. Wayne Grudem, Evangelical Feminism and Biblical Truth (Sisters: 

Multnomah, 2004). 279–328, esp. 300. Contra Payne, Man and Woman, 
One in Christ, 319–35. See Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, 122–23 for a thorough 
critique of Payne’s argument over the force and significance of the 
indicative.

30. Moo is strikingly inconsistent in his willingness to find meaning 
from Paul’s usage in his other epistles, being happy to speculate on the 
nuance of hupotagē based on the use of the verbal form of the noun 
elsewhere in Paul (p. 179), while being unwilling to make anything of the 
possible nuances of authenteō because “the vocabulary of the pastoral 
epistles is well known to be distinct from Paul’s vocabulary elsewhere” 
(“What Does It Mean,” 182).

31. Here we enter into a major debate, to which we cannot do 
justice in this space. Payne, Man and Woman, One in Christ, 361–97, is 
thorough and convincing on the meaning of authenteō, particularly in 
his discussion of the papyrus BGU 1208, a letter of apology from Tryphon 
to Asklepiades dated 27/26 BC (365–336), where the apology would only 
be necessary if Tryphon had exerted authority that he did not have. 
This translation is also recognized as a possibility by complementarians 
such as H. S. Baldwin, “A Difficult Word: authenteō in 1 Timothy 2:12,” 
in Women in the Church, ed. Andreas J. Köstenberger et al. (Grand 
Rapids: Baker, 1995) 65–80. Grudem also seems to accept this translation, 
since, in the illustration quoted below, he refers to the younger brother 
“usurping his [older] brother’s authority” (Grudem, Evangelical Feminism 
and Biblical Truth, 67; emphasis added). See the recent studies: Jamin 



10  •  Priscilla Papers ◆ Vol. 30, No. 3 ◆ Summer 2016

Hübner, “Translating authenteō in 1 Timothy 2:12,” Priscilla Papers 29, 
no. 2 (Spring 2015): 16–26; idem, “Revisiting authenteō in 1 Timothy 2:12: 
What Does the Extant Data Really Show?” Journal for the Study of Paul 
and His Letters 4, no. 1 (Spring 2015): 41–70; Cynthia Long Westfall, “The 
Meaning of authenteō in 1 Tim 2:12,” JGRChJ 10 (2014): 138–73.

32. Moo, “What Does It Mean,” 185.
33. Moo, “What Does It Mean,” 185, see also n. 33.
34. Grudem, Evangelical Feminism and Biblical Truth, 67.
35. Grudem’s second illustration, in which a senior employee is 

given a task and a junior is subsequently asked to help, is even more 
problematic. Grudem says in this case “the senior employee who was 
first given the task has leadership authority in deciding how to get the 
job done” (Evangelical Feminism and Biblical Truth, 68). However, it 
is not the temporal priority of the senior employee that gives her/him 
leadership, but the designation “senior.” If the senior manager had been 
asked to help second then she/he would be expected to assume authority.

36. An example of this difference can be found in Matt 1:2 where de 
is used to join the generations while kai is used to join the phrase “Judas 
and his brothers.” This can be seen again in Matt 1:3 with “And (de) Judas 
the father of Perez and (kai) Zerah by Tamar. . . .”

37. Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, 135.
38. Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, 137.
39. Moo, “What Does It Mean,” 187.
40. Moo, “What Does It Mean,” 187.
41. Moo, “What Does It Mean,” 187.

42. Bruce Winter, Roman Wives, Roman Widows: The Appearance of 
New Women and the Pauline Communities (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2003), 124–25.

43. The noun “childbearing” is preceded by the definite article (tēs 
teknogonias), suggesting that something more specific than the general 
role of childbearing is in mind (hence, some commentators see this as 
a reference to the birth of Christ). Paul’s reference to the general task of 
childbearing in 1 Tim 5:14 uses a verb (teknogoneō).

44. This view also preserves the eschatological sense of “saved” which 
is typical of Pauline usage (i.e., “Women will be brought through the end 
time salvation [i.e., final judgment] if they . . .”). See for example the force 
of sōthēsetai in 1 Cor 3:15.

TIM FOSTER is Director of Ridley Melbourne 
Mission and Ministry College, in Melbourne, 
Australia. He holds degrees from Moore 
Theological College, the University of Sydney, 
and the University of Technology, Sydney, as 
well as a DMin from Fuller Theological Seminary. Tim has filled 
several pastoral roles and is a member of the Priscilla Papers 
Peer Review Team.



Priscilla Papers ◆ Vol. 30, No.3 ◆ Summer 2016  •  11 

For better or worse, 2016 is another year for a United States 
presidential election. Beyond featuring the ever-increasing 
polarization in American politics, the election year also highlights 
how politicians will do just about anything to present themselves 
as the best candidate. One of the more common rhetorical appeals 
during election season is the appeal to the founding fathers. For 
example, Marco Rubio, formerly a contender for the Republican 
presidential nomination, when asked what limits he would place 
around the second amendment, said the following: “As few 
as possible. The Second Amendment, as I’ve said before, is not 
a suggestion. It is the constitutional right of every American to 
protect themselves and their families. . . . It is right after the defense 
of the freedom of speech for a reason, for clearly the founders of our 
nation understood and the framers of the Constitution understood 
that you cannot have life and you cannot have liberty and cannot 
pursue happiness if you are not safe.”1

Candidates from both parties make such appeals, but 
regardless of who does it, such appeals make an important point: 
the founding fathers are a source of authority; what they did and 
how they envisaged the United States is somehow significant to 
many Americans today. Politicians invoke the founders in support 
of big government and in opposition to big government; they 
invoke the founders in support of the separation of church and 
state and in opposition to it; and the list could go on. The founding 
fathers are made to support whatever side of an issue the invoker 
is on. Why? Because many Americans believe that the founding of 
our country has bearing on today’s beliefs and practices.2

Like modern America and many other societies in today’s 
world, ancient societies’ founding stories both shaped and 
reflected the identity of their people. Ancient people groups 
appealed to their founding myths as a way of explaining or 
justifying many realities and ideals, including their religious 
practices and beliefs.3 Here I am interested in ancient appeals 
to origin stories as a way of explaining or justifying religious 
practices, particularly in relation to head coverings. Such a study 
illuminates the reasoning behind and larger aim of a notoriously 
difficult NT passage: 1 Cor 11:2–16. In this text, Paul appeals to 
Gen 1–3 in a variety of ways as support for his command that men 
pray and prophesy with their heads uncovered and women with 
theirs covered. Scholars have researched how Paul’s appeals to 
the creation story are similar to and different from the appeals 
of his Jewish contemporaries,4 but no one has compared his 
appeals about head coverings to his contemporaries in the non-
Jewish sectors of the Greco-Roman world. Several valuable 
studies discuss the background of head coverings in the Greco-
Roman world (e.g., the different types of head coverings that were 
worn),5 but a study on Greco-Roman appeals to origins to justify 
head-coverings is lacking. Since Paul’s mission was to the Gentile 
world, his exegetical and argumentative techniques in 1 Cor 11 can 
and should be illuminated by comparisons with Greco-Roman6 
literature contemporary to Paul. 

This study is divided into three parts. First, I analyze portions 
of three non-Jewish texts that date within less than a century 
of 1 Corinthians: Virgil’s Aeneid, Dionysius of Halicarnassus’s 
Roman Antiquities, and Plutarch’s The Roman Questions. I argue 
that all three of these texts—though differing in genre, language, 
and purpose—appeal to Aeneas as the originator of the Roman 
religious practice of covering the head in order to distinguish 
Roman identity from Greek identity. The appeal to origins to 
justify or explain current religious practice across these various 
authors suggests that such an appeal was authoritative and 
effective. Second, I analyze the appeal to the Christian origin story 
in 1 Cor 11 and how Paul uses it to justify his instructions on head 
coverings in worship. Finally, I compare and contrast the appeals 
of Virgil, Dionysius, and Plutarch with that of Paul and discuss the 
implications of these comparisons for interpreting 1 Cor 11. 

Virgil, Dionysius, and Plutarch
Virgil 

The first text under consideration here is Virgil’s Aeneid. To say that 
the Aeneid was an important literary work in the Roman world 
would be quite the understatement. Commissioned by the emperor, 
Virgil (70–19 BC) wrote for the Romans this epic that rivaled 
Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey.7 Karl Galinsky describes the Aeneid as 
“the poetic construction of Roman cultural memory,”8 and Yasmin 
Syed adds that it articulated its Roman readers’ identity as Romans 
(both personal and collective) through “the reader’s identification 
with and differentiation from its fictional characters.”9

Part of the Aeneid’s greatness comes from its nature as a story 
of origins. It chronicles the exploits of its protagonist Aeneas, the 
Trojan hero, as he journeys from fallen Troy to Latium, battling 
with gods, Cyclopes, Italian natives, and his own will along the way. 
Aeneas overcomes these obstacles and ultimately accomplishes 
his mission of founding Rome. Through these stories Virgil 
provides the ancestral roots for Rome’s founder, Aeneas, and for 
Rome itself.10 Thus, the ancient Romans read the Aeneid as a story 
of how they came into existence. 

Throughout the work, Virgil uses the Aeneid to explain both 
Roman political and religious practices, the latter of which interest 
us here.11 Several passages shed light on how ancient Romans 
would have understood Aeneas as the founder of their religious 
traditions. First, in the book’s proem, Virgil explains that Aeneas’s 
ultimate aim is to “build a city and bring his gods to Latium” (1.5–
6).12 Thus, from the outset, the reader knows that one dimension 
of Aeneas’s mission is related to religion. This notion is reinforced 
in the final book of the poem when Aeneas and Turnus agree to 
settle the war through a duel. Aeneas explains that, if he wins, he 
will “let both nations [the Italians and the Trojans], unconquered, 
enter upon an everlasting compact” (12.190–91). Aeneas then says, 
“I will give gods and their rites”—a phrase in which Aeneas claims 
to be the founder of the Roman cult.13 This inclusio between book 
1 and book 12 casts Aeneas as the founder of Roman religion. 

What Has Aeneas to Do with Paul? 
Gender, Head Coverings, and Ancient Appeals to Origin Stories

Heather M. Gorman
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Another place where Aeneas is specifically portrayed as the 
founder of Roman religious practices is in book 3, where Virgil 
provides the etiology of the Roman religious head covering as he 
recounts his voyage to Carthage. On the way to Carthage, Aeneas 
reunites with Helenus, one of the sons of Priam, who is a seer. 
Helenus foretells much of what is to come for Aeneas and provides 
instructions on how to sacrifice once they arrive in Italy, their final 
destination. Helenus explains, “[W]hen your ships have crossed the 
seas and anchored, and when you then raise altars and pay vows on 
the shore, veil your hair with the covering of a purple robe, that in the 
worship of the gods no hostile face may intrude amid the holy fires 
and mar the omens. Hold to this mode of sacrifice,14 you and your 
company; let your children’s children in purity stand fast” (3.403–9, 
italics added). A few lines later Aeneas recounts to the Carthaginians 
that, once they landed on the coast of Italy, they prayed to Pallas and 
“before the altar veil[ed] our heads in Phrygian robe, and following 
the urgent charge in which Helenus had given, duly offer[ed] to 
Argive Juno the prescribed sacrifice” (3.543–47).15 

Of particular importance to this study is Helenus’s instructions 
not only to veil their hair when sacrificing (as a way of protecting 
the purity of the omens), but also to continue with this mode of 
sacrifice in later generations. The instructions were not only for 
Aeneas and his crew, but also for their children’s children. Thus, 
by having Helenus instruct Aeneas and future generations to 
cover their heads when sacrificing, Virgil provides the etiology 
of a practice current in his own day. Covering the head during 
religious activities was a custom practiced by the Romans that 
distinguished them from the Greeks, who did not cover their 
heads when worshipping.16 Nicholas Horsfall points out that it is 
at this point in the story—when the Romans sacrifice with their 
heads covered—that the Romans “begin to behave specifically like 
Romans.”17 By tying this practice to the readers’ ancestors, Virgil 
helps define their ethnic identity.18

Of the works surveyed in this essay, the Aeneid is unique in that 
it specifically connects Aeneas’s religious practice with prophetic 
origins. Unlike Dionysius and Plutarch, discussed below, Virgil 
narrates that Aeneas received the instructions on head coverings 
from a seer. Thus, they are of divine origin. But Virgil, through 
Helenus, also gives a practical reason for the institution of this 
practice: Aeneas needed to cover his head when sacrificing to 
protect himself from seeing a bad omen, which would invalidate 
the sacrifice.19 Ultimately, then, the divine command has practical 
significance as well as prophetic origins.

In sum, we see that Virgil casts Aeneas as a founder of Roman 
religion generally, and as the originator of the practice of wearing 
head coverings when worshipping the gods specifically. He 
connects the practice with prophetic origins—which includes a 
command for Aeneas’s descendants to continue the practice—and 
also gives a practical reason for why they cover their heads. In 
doing these things, Virgil constructs the Roman religious memory. 
Those readers who cover their heads in worship relate that practice 
to their Roman identity and now see that the practice originates 
with the founding of their nation. 

Dionysius of Halicarnassus

The next work under consideration is Dionysius of Halicarnassus’s 
Roman Antiquities, a twenty-volume history of the Rome from its 

earliest legendary days until the first Punic War. Dionysius, both a 
historian and a rhetorician, wrote this Roman history in Greek ca. 
7 BC20 with a two-fold purpose: (1) “to reconcile his fellow Greeks 
to Rome’s supremacy,” and (2) to flatter the Romans by connecting 
them with Greece’s heroic age.21 Thus, this Greek writer had both 
Greeks and Romans in mind as he wrote this work.22 

While there were many Roman histories circulating in the 
ancient world, Dionysius is of particular interest here because 
he, like Virgil, explicitly connects Aeneas’s head covering with 
religious observances in the first century. The pertinent section 
is from book 12:

They say that Aeneas, the son of Anchises and Venus, 
when he had landed in Italy, was intending to sacrifice 
to some one or other of the gods, and after praying 
was about to begin the sacrifice of the animal that had 
been prepared for the rite, when he caught sight of one 
of the Achaeans approaching from a distance—either 
Ulysses, when he was about to consult the oracle near 
Lake Avernus, or Diomed, when he came as an ally 
to Daunus. And being vexed at the coincidence and 
wishing to avert as an evil omen the sight of an enemy 
that had appeared at the time of a sacrifice, he veiled 
himself and turned his back; then, after the departure 
of the enemy, he washed his hands again and finished 
the sacrifice. When the sacrifices turned out rather 
favourably, he was pleased at the coincidence and 
observed the same practice on the occasion of every 
prayer; and his posterity keep this also as one of the 
customary observances in connexion with their 
sacrifices. (12.16.22, italics added)

Here Dionysius narrates a story similar to Virgil’s story in the 
third book of the Aeneid (3.403–9, 543–47).23 Both tell of Aeneas 
preparing to make a sacrifice upon his landing in Italy, and 
both narrate that Aeneas covers his head to avert a bad omen. 
Dionysius, however, does not include the prophetic instructions 
from Helenus. Rather, Aeneas simply covers his head for practical 
reasons: he saw one of the Achaeans—an enemy—approaching, 
so he turned his back and veiled himself to prevent the sight of an 
enemy from ruining his sacrifice. Thus, in Virgil’s account, Aeneas 
covers his head from the outset upon the advice of Helenus, 
whereas in Dionysius’s account, he begins the sacrifice without his 
head covered, then covers it mid-sacrifice. Dionysius, like Virgil, 
also narrates that Aeneas’s descendants adopted his practice while 
sacrificing. Once again, however, Dionysius excludes the prophetic 
element and attributes the adoption to practical reasons: Aeneas 
continued to offer sacrifices in the same way (i.e., veiled) because 
“the sacrifices turned out favourably,” so his posterity followed in 
his footsteps. 

Virgil and Dionysius present different traditions of a similar 
story, but still have the same point: the Romans cover their heads 
in worship because their founder, Aeneas, did so for protection 
from bad omens. While Dionysius is not constructing Roman 
identity in the same way as Virgil, the nature of his work—with 
its attempts to explain Roman practice by tracing it to its roots—is 
nonetheless related to Roman identity. Quite simply, Dionysius is 
explaining to Greeks why Romans cover their heads when they 
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worship since this religious practice distinguished the Romans 
from the Greeks. Dionysius’s answer, like Virgil’s, is that their 
religious practice is rooted in their founding story. Part of what 
made Romans Romans was their distinct religious practices. 

Plutarch

The final writing under consideration here is Plutarch’s The Roman 
Questions. Likely written sometime after AD 96, the work is “an 
attempt to explain one hundred and thirteen Roman customs, 
the majority of which deal with religious matters.”24 The Roman 
Questions, like its companion volume The Greek Questions,25 was 
written for Greek audiences.26 It seeks to show the Greeks that 
the Romans are civilized and have a reputable past in order to 
make Roman rule more bearable for the Greeks.27 It appears that 
Plutarch used Dionysius’s Roman Antiquities, but not the Aeneid, 
as a source.28 

Plutarch refers to Aeneas several times in The Roman 
Questions,29 two of which relate specifically to head coverings:

Why is it that when they [the Romans] worship the 
gods, they cover their heads, but when they meet any 
of their fellow-men worthy of honour, if they happen to 
have the toga over the head, they uncover? This second 
fact seems to intensify the difficulty of the first. If, then, 
the tale told of Aeneas is true, that, when Diomedes 
passed by, he covered his head and completed the 
sacrifice, it is reasonable and consistent with the 
covering of one’s head in the presence of an enemy 
that men who meet good men and their friends should 
uncover. In fact, the behaviour in regard to the gods 
is not properly related to this custom, but accidentally 
resembles it; and its observance has persisted since the 
days of Aeneas. (266C, italics added)

Why do they sacrifice to Saturn with the head 
uncovered? Is it because Aeneas instituted the custom 
of covering the head, and the sacrifice to Saturn dates 
from long before that time? (266E, italics added)30

Not surprisingly, since Dionysius is one of his sources, Plutarch’s 
account of Aeneas covering his head when sacrificing is similar to 
Dionysius: both tell of the approach of Diomed(es) as prompting 
the head covering, suggesting that Aeneas did not begin the 
sacrifice with a covered head, but covered himself during the 
sacrifice. For Plutarch as well, then, the head covering had a 
practical purpose at its origin. Furthermore, both tell of the 
observance continuing with Aeneas’s descendants. Because of the 
question that Plutarch poses, we see an explanation given here 
that was not in Virgil or Dionysius: Aeneas’s covering his head 
while sacrificing not only served as the basis for the Romans’ 
covering their heads during worship, but also for their uncovering 
it when passing those of high honor.31 Plutarch’s second question 
deals with a case where Romans deviate from their usual practice 
of covering their head while sacrificing. For Plutarch, Aeneas’s 
actions are the norm, but sacrifices to Saturn differ because Saturn 
predates Aeneas. Thus, similar to Virgil and Dionysius, Plutarch 
relates the origin of religious head coverings (among other things) 
to Rome’s founder, Aeneas. 

Observations

These three works share the common thread of connecting 
current Roman religious practice—here, in particular, covering 
the head when sacrificing—with Aeneas and the origins of Rome. 
All three explicitly mention that Aeneas’s posterity have observed 
this practice since the days of Aeneas.32 Both Virgil and Dionysius 
give practical reasons for Aeneas’s head covering (i.e., protection 
from a bad omen), while only Virgil connects the practice to 
prophetic origins by the command from Helenus. 

All three works show a concern for identity formation: the 
Aeneid because it was written as the founding story of the Roman 
people and Roman Antiquities and The Roman Questions because 
they seek to provide a reputable past for the Romans (thus 
making the Roman identity more palatable for Greeks). That each 
of these works discusses Aeneas as the originator of the Roman 
head covering during sacrifices highlights the importance of 
connecting religious practice to the origin of their people. A key 
part of the Roman identity, then, was that their religious customs 
were distinct from the Greeks’. Their identity as Romans was tied 
to how they worshipped.33 

1 Corinthians 11 and the Christian Origin Story

Paul wrote 1 Corinthians in the mid-AD 50s to address several 
problems within the Christian community at Corinth. Within 
Paul’s instructions on worship (chs. 11–14), he gives specific 
directives about head coverings in 11:2–16. When men pray 
and prophesy they should not have their heads covered, and 
when women pray and prophesy they should have their heads 
covered. The Corinthian women34 seem to have been praying 
and prophesying with their heads uncovered—a problem in 
Paul’s mind—so Paul issues a series of arguments on why women 
ought to have their heads veiled.35 Joseph Fitzmyer places these 
arguments into five categories: 

1.	 Biblically, the order of creation found in the Genesis 
story reveals that the woman has been created “for 
man,” to be his companion and helper; hence as “the 
glory of man,” she should cover her head (vv. 7–12).

2.	 Theologically, the ordered headship of God, Christ, 
man, and woman calls for it (v. 3).

3.	 Sociologically, convention, based on “nature” itself, 
considers a woman’s uncovered head in such a 
situation as shameful and a disgrace (vv. 6, 13–15).36

4.	 As a matter of ecclesiastical discipline, “the churches 
of God” have no such custom as uncovered heads of 
women at prayer in a cultic assembly (v. 16).

5.	 “Because of the angels” (v. 10).37

Here we are concerned with the first category—Paul’s appeals to 
creation (i.e., Gen 1–3—the origin story that Christianity inherited 
from Judaism). In vv. 7–12, Paul appeals to Gen 1–3 in six different 
ways to make three different arguments. 

Thus, for Paul, the way that God ordered events at creation and 
the relationship between men and women articulated in the origin 
stories of Gen 1–3 have bearing on religious practices of his own 
day. Men and women have different regulations for head coverings 
in the Christian community because of the unique qualities of 
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men (the man is the “glory of God”39 and is “through the woman”) 
and the unique qualities of women (the woman is “from the man” 
and was created “for the sake of man”). That women cover their 
heads and that men do not distinguishes the Christians from 
both the Romans and the Greeks, whose regulations about head 
coverings were not gender-specific. Thus we see that the Christian 
identity, which Paul connects with the Christian origin story, has 
implications for worship in the Corinthian community. 

Connecting the Dots: What Has Aeneas to Do with Paul?

While Pauline scholars have sought to understand what the 
practice of head coverings in worship looked like in the ancient 
world, they have not analyzed appeals in Greco-Roman literature 
that are similar to Paul’s (i.e., the appeal to an origin story to 
explain or justify religious practice).40 The previous section of this 
study provides such an analysis. 

When one compares Paul with the other authors, there are at 
least two ways that Paul’s appeals are different from those of Virgil, 
Dionysius, and Plutarch. First of all, Paul’s appeals are prescriptive 
rather than descriptive. Paul commands the Corinthians to worship 
in a certain way, while the others explain how Romans worship 
and why. This difference should be expected since we are dealing 
with different genres and different aims. Second, Paul’s argument 
is less direct than those of Virgil, Dionysius, and Plutarch. The 
Roman appeal could be summarized as “Aeneas covered his head, 
so modern Romans do, too,” but Paul’s argument is not, “Adam 
did not cover his head, but Eve did, so men should not cover their 
heads, but women should.” Paul’s argument has less to do with 
what Adam and Eve did, and more to do with how God acted in 
the creation of men and women, the relationships that God set up 
between them, and how both of those—as part of the Christian 
origin narrative—should shape religious practice. He moves 
from religious principle (reasons for creation, etc.) to current 
religious practice, whereas Dionysius and Plutarch move from 
ancestral religious practice to current religious practice. Virgil 

Paul’s Argument Paul’s Justification Relation to Creation
1 Man should not cover his head (v. 7). Man (anēr) is “the image and 

glory of God” (eikōn kai doxa 
theou) (v. 7).

Gen 1:27: Humans (anthrōpos) are created 
in God’s image (kat' eikona theou). 

2 Women should have authority over 
their heads (opheilei hē gunē exousian 
echein epi tēs kephalēs) (v. 10).

The woman originates from the 
man (gunē ex andros) (v. 8).

Gen 2:23b: Woman is created from man’s 
rib (ek tou andros autēs elēmphthē hautē).

Women were created for the sake 
of men (dia ton andra) (v. 9).

Gen 2:18: “It is not good for man to be 
alone. Let us make for him a helper 
suitable for him.”38

3 Men and women are not independent 
of one another (v. 11).

Woman is from man (11:12a) (hē 
gunē ek tou andros).

Gen 2:23b: Woman is created from man’s 
rib (ek tou andros autēs elēmphthē hautē).

Man is through woman (ho anēr 
dia tēs gunaikos) (11:12b).

Gen 3:16: Women are the ones who bear 
children.

All things are from God (ek tou 
theou) (v. 12c).

Gen 1:31: God made all things.

falls somewhere in between, moving from religious principle (in 
the form of prophecy) and ancestral religious practice to current 
religious practice. 

These differences, however, do not diminish the value of using 
Virgil, Dionysius, and Plutarch to understand Paul’s letter to the 
Corinthians since in all four cases the community’s founding story 
carried implications for later religious practice. Even though head 
coverings (or the lack thereof) are not present in the Christian 
origin story like they are in the Roman ones, the Christian origin 
story still carried significance for head coverings in first-century 
Christian churches. 

This analysis of Virgil, Dionysius, and Plutarch teaches us at 
least two things that are significant for the study of 1 Corinthians. 
First, appeals to origins to explain head coverings in worship were 
present and persuasive among both Greek and Roman writers. 
The presence of these appeals across languages and in close 
temporal proximity to 1 Corinthians suggests that such an appeal 
was viewed as convincing during Paul’s lifetime. While the Jewish 
backgrounds to Paul’s appeals are very important—particularly for 
our understanding of Paul’s use of scripture—the Greco-Roman 
background is also important since Paul was writing to Greeks in 
a Roman province.41 I am in no way trying to divorce Paul from 
his Jewish context by reading him against the background of non-
Jewish authors. Rather, as a Jew from Tarsus who spent much of 
his adult life evangelizing Gentiles, it is safe to assume that Paul 
was well versed in connecting with a multi-cultural audience. 
Galinsky’s description of Paul as “cosmopolitan” is apt here.42 Paul 
was rooted in the scriptures and traditions of Israel, but he became 
accustomed to adapting those traditions to the conventions of 
the larger Greco-Roman world to increase his effectiveness as an 
evangelist.43 Thus, while Paul’s appeal to the creation stories to 
convince the Corinthian women to wear head coverings would 
have been authoritative because it was based in their scriptures, 
in light of the appeals that we have seen in Virgil, Dionysius, and 
Plutarch, we now recognize that Paul’s appeal would have also 
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been authoritative and effective to the Corinthians simply because 
it was an appeal to an origin story. As such, this study—which 
argues that an appeal to Gen 1–3 would have been authoritative 
not simply as scripture, but also as an origin story—adds yet 
another weapon to Paul’s rhetorical arsenal. 

Second, we have also learned that a key part of the Roman 
identity was that they wore head coverings in worship. The 
Aeneid connects this current practice with Rome’s founder as a 
way of defining who the Romans are and why they do what they 
do. What the Romans do in worship makes them distinct from 
other groups. Similarly, Dionysius and Plutarch, in response to 
questions about why the Romans have certain religious practices 
distinct from the Greeks, answer that their practice is rooted in 
their founder. All three of these writers provide the etiology for 
this current practice as a way of highlighting the distinctiveness 
of the Roman identity. Thus, when Paul appeals to the Christian 
origin story to justify the Corinthians’ head-covering practice in 
worship, we can suspect that his concern is—at least in part—with 
their Christian identity. Put simply, what Christians do in worship 
is part of what distinguishes them from other religions. Who they 
are is intimately related to what they do in worship. 

Significance

My hope is that this article prompts the church to think more 
deeply about not only what Paul asks of his congregations, but also 
why he asks the things he does in the ways that he does. Paul was 
motivated by the needs of his congregations first and foremost, 
but he and his audiences were also shaped by what was persuasive 
in their own cultural contexts. When we attempt to determine 
the width of the chasm between the ancient world and our own 
world, in some places the chasm appears wide. For example, 
most twenty-first century US churches do not regard long hair 
on males as disgraceful, and few women cover their heads when 
praying or prophesying. Such a difficult distance requires a long 
bridge from our world to Paul’s. But in other places, the chasm 
between the ancient world and our own is perhaps narrower. 
For example, not unlike ancient Greeks and Romans, appeals to 
origin stories are persuasive in American political rhetoric, as 
illustrated at the beginning of the article. Or, even closer to home, 
some of the key arguments over gender in the church hinge on 
Paul’s appeals to creation narratives. The relative narrowness of 
this particular chasm has led some to believe that little work is 
required for modern day application. One of the most cited texts 
in those discussions is 1 Tim 2:11–14, where a woman (or wife) is 
instructed to learn quietly and submissively and is not permitted 
to teach or exercise authority over a man, “For Adam was formed 
first, then Eve; and Adam was not deceived, but the woman was 
deceived and became a transgressor” (NRSV). For some, this 
appeal to creation “seals the deal” in establishing roles for both 
men and women in church. That is, Paul’s beckoning of the 
creation narrative functions as a conversation stopper. The logic 
is that, if something is rooted in creation, it cannot have cultural 
elements and thus must be a rule for all time that requires little 
interpretation for application today.

However, this study on Paul’s appeals to creation narratives 
in relation to 1 Cor 11 demonstrates that appeals to creation, or 

appeals to a founding narrative, are not immune from cultural 
influence. In fact, the persuasiveness of such an appeal was a 
cultural phenomenon in Paul’s day, which is no doubt one reason 
he used it! As we interpret these difficult passages on Paul’s 
instructions about gender, may we recognize the complexity, not 
only in how gender norms are different between the first and 
twenty-first centuries, but also in how Paul’s persuasive appeals 
themselves are culturally bound in some way. Even if we find 
those appeals similarly persuasive today, we cannot blindly apply 
them without the hard work of cultural and rhetorical exegesis. 
Thus, rather than appeals to creation being conversation stoppers, 
my hope is that we can see them as conversation starters. 
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22. For more on the audience of Roman Antiquities, see Hill, 
“Dionysius of Halicarnassus and the Origins of Rome,” 88.

23. Whether Dionysius used the Aeneid as a source for his writing is 
debated. Hill, “Dionysius of Halicarnassus and the Origins of Rome,” 93, 
points to at least three passages in Dionysius where he “may have been 
alluding directly to the Aeneid.” As one of the literary elite in Rome, it is 
very possible that he knew the Aeneid, either in written or oral form. At 
the same time, despite that fact that Dionysius mentions several of his 
sources, he does not list Virgil among them. In his introduction to the 
Loeb volumes, Cary follows Dionysius in not listing the Aeneid as one 
of Dionysius’s sources. It would have been possible chronologically (the 
Aeneid was released about 12 years before Dionysius released his Roman 
History), but Dionysius had already begun working on his history before 
the Aeneid was completed. Whether Dionysius (or Plutarch) knew of or 
used the Aeneid does not impact my thesis. 

24. Plutarch, The Roman Questions, trans. Frank Cole Babbitt; LCL 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1936), 2. All translations from 
Plutarch are Babbitt’s. 

25. A third work in the series, The Barbarian Questions, is lost. 
26. See, e.g., Jacques Boulogne, “Le Sens de Questions Romaines de 

Plutarque,” Revue des Etudes Grecques 2 (1987): 472; Rebecca Preston, 
“Roman Questions, Greek Answers: Plutarch and the Construction 
of Identity,” in Being Greek Under Rome: Cultural Identity, the Second 
Sophistic and the Development of Empire, ed. Simon Goldhill (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2001), 96–97. They note that in The Roman 
Questions, Plutarch refers to Romans as “they” or “the Romans,” he 
transliterates and translates Roman words, he explains Roman offices 
and institutions, and he identifies historical figures. Plutarch does not do 
the same in The Greek Questions. Furthermore, about two-thirds of the 
questions in The Roman Questions have more than one answer, whereas 
nearly all the questions in The Greek Questions have only one answer. 
Preston suggests that the differences between these two works “implies 
that there is an intrinsic difficulty in explaining Roman culture. . . . It is a 
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Greek reader, then, who is supposed to infer from the pervasive device of 
tentative alternatives in the Roman Questions that the Roman culture is 
difficult and strange. The certainty of the Greek questions, by comparison, 
strengthens the sense of a ‘natural’ and explicable culture, shared by 
writer and reader. The difference in form, then, tends to construct Greek 
as Self and Romans as Other.” 

27. Boulogne, “Le Sens de Questions Romaines de Plutarque,” 472–73.
28. H. J. Rose, The Roman Questions of Plutarch: A New Translation 

with Introductory Essays & A Running Commentary, Ancient Religion 
and Mythology (New York: Arno, 1975), 4.

29. Aeneas’s actions are proposed as reasons “their ancient coinage 
ha[s] stamped on one side a double-faced likeness of Janus, on the 
other the stern or the prow of a ship” (274E), why “on the festival of the 
Veneralia . . . they pour out a great quantity of wine from the temple of 
Venus” (275E), and why the bird called “left-hand” is a bird of good omen 
(282E). All the answers relate to actions done by Aeneas.

30. For both of these questions, Plutarch gives more answers than 
I quote here. I have chosen only to list these since the others are not 
relevant to my thesis. 

31. For details on what this looked like in everyday practice, see 
Fantham, “Covering the Head at Rome: Ritual and Gender,” 160–68.

32. “Hold to this mode of sacrifice, you and your company; let your 
children’s children in purity stand fast” (Aen. 3.408–9); “And his posterity 
keep this also as one of the customary observances in connexion with 
their sacrifices” (Ant. rom. 12.16.22); “Its observance has persisted since 
the days of Aeneas . . .” (Quaest. rom. 266C).

33. John Scheid explains the crucial role these identity markers were 
in ancient religion: “But one thing made the difference between the 
religions of the world: the governing rules, those small details, choices, 
and postures which gave each system its originality, on occasion its 
perversion. Some individuals or people were qualified as superstitious, 
not because they venerated the wrong gods or celebrated ridiculous 
ceremonies, but because they performed their cult in the wrong way.” 
John Scheid, “Graeco Ritu: A Typically Roman Way of Honoring the 
Gods,” HSCP 97 (1995): 18. 

34. See, e.g., Joseph A. Fitzmyer, First Corinthians: A New Translation 
with Introduction and Commentary, AB 32 (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2008), 405.

35. Here I am not particularly concerned with whether this refers to a 
physical veil or bound hair or many of the other exegetical conundrums 
of this passage (e.g., what exactly does Paul mean by “because of the 
angels”?). For one of the more thorough discussions on these issues, see 
Anthony C. Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians: A Commentary 
on the Greek Text, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 799–849.

36. Caroline Vander Stichele and Todd C. Penner, Contextualizing 
Gender in Early Christian Discourse: Thinking Beyond Thecla (London: 
T&T Clark, 2009), 206–7, show similar arguments about nature 
distinguishing between male and female by length of hair in Epictetus 
(Discourses 1.16.9–12, 14; 3.1.27–31) and Plutarch (Quaest. rom. 267A–B).

37. Fitzmyer, First Corinthians, 407.
38. Admittedly, the use of the term ’ezer / boēthos suggests that more 

is going on in Genesis than God creating women simply “for the sake 
of men.” On the theological richness of the term ’ezer, see Gordon J. 
Wenham, Genesis 1–15, WBC 1 (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1987), 68; 
Kenneth A. Mathews, Genesis 1–11:26, NAC 1A (Nashville: Broadman & 
Holman, 1996), 213–14.

39. I do not include man’s being made in God’s image here, though Paul 
does, because Gen 1:27 indicates that both men and women were created in 

God’s image, thus not making it a unique quality of men. On Paul’s selective 
use of Gen 1:27, see Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 515. 

40. See, e.g., David W. J. Gill, “The Importance of Roman Portraiture 
for Head-Coverings in 1 Corinthians 11:2–16,” TynBul 41 (1990): 245–60; 
Richard Oster, “When Men Wore Veils to Worship: The Historical Context 
of 1 Corinthians 11.4,” NTS 11 (1988): 481–505; Cynthia L. Thompson, 
“Hairstyles, Head-Coverings, and St. Paul: Portraits from Roman 
Corinth,” BA 51 (1988): 99–115. Also, several commentators mention the 
Plutarch passages discussed above, but this is done mainly as a way of 
showing that Romans covered their heads in worship. See, e.g., Charles H. 
Talbert, Reading Corinthians: A Literary and Theological Commentary, rev. 
ed.; Reading the New Testament (Macon: Smyth & Helwys, 2002), 87. The 
most extensive discussion on any of the texts from part 2 is Oster’s brief 
(i.e., one paragraph) summary of the etiological legend relating Aeneas 
to head coverings. He cites all three of the passages discussed above in a 
footnote. The only points Oster makes with these texts are that they are 
evidence that Romans covered their heads when they worshipped, and 
that ancients—uncertain of how this practice originated—traced it back 
to Aeneas. He then points out that texts, monuments, coins, and statues 
attest to this Roman practice (496–97). 

41. In case someone is concerned about the relevancy of Roman 
identity for Greek Corinth, I point to the observations of Nguyen: “As 
a Roman colony, Corinth would have had a distinct Roman cultural 
identity in the East, and a strong resemblance to the city of Rome in 
almost every facet, including its architecture, laws, and social practices. 
Gellius states that Roman colonies, which he considers small copies and 
representations (effigies parvae simulacraque) of the city of Rome, ‘do 
not come into citizenship from without, nor grow from roots of their 
own, but they are as it were transplanted from the State and have all the 
laws and institutions of the Roman people, not those of their own choice’ 
(Noct. att. 16.13). . . . The Romanness of the colony is also evinced by the 
fact that the official language was Latin up until the reign of Hadrian.” He 
points out that 101 of the 104 inscriptions in Corinth prior to Hadrian’s 
reign were in Latin. See V. Henry T. Nguyen, Christian Identity in Corinth: 
A Comparative Study of 2 Corinthians, Epictetus, and Valerius Maximus, 
WUNT 2.243 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008), 122. Oster also provides 
evidence that the Roman practice of covering heads during worship was 
widespread throughout the empire: “In addition to numerous literary 
references, this Roman pietistic practice [i.e., covering the head] is 
attested archaeologically not only in Italy, but also in Corinth and Asia 
Minor from the time of the Roman Republic well into the later Roman 
Empire. See Oster, “When Men Wore Veils to Worship,” 496.

42. Karl Galinsky, “Why God Chose the Time of Augustus for the 
Birth of Christ” (lecture given at Baylor University on 30 Jan 2012).

43. Such an adaptation is evident in 1 Cor 9:24–27, for example, where 
Paul draws on imagery from the Greek games as a metaphor for the 
Christian life.
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First Timothy 2:12 has played a defining role in the Christian 
debate about the role of women in ministry, especially in American 
evangelicalism. The text appears to forbid some kind of behavior 
involving women teaching men. For that reason, exegetical studies 
about this verse have been numerous and exhaustive.2

But there is an important aspect of the debate that continues to 
be overlooked, and it relates to a broader principle of theological 
interpretation and hermeneutics. The principle is typically related 
to “the clarity of Scripture” (or “perspicuity of Scripture”) and can be 
summarized in the words of one Reformed confession: “when there 
is a question about the true and full sense of any Scripture . . . it must 
be searched and known by other places that speak more clearly.”3

As it will be demonstrated, this principle is common in 
the history of Christianity and tends to be accepted by both 
“complementarians” and “egalitarians.”4 The question is whether 
both groups equally apply the principle, especially when it comes to 
key texts surrounding women in ministry.

As it will be argued, those who forbid women pastors on the basis 
of 1 Tim 2:12 illegitimately give the passage the weight of a “clear” 
text while ignoring the implications of its notorious difficulties. 
This case will be made analytically by:

First defining the features of a “plain,” “straightforward,” and 
“clear” passage and an “obscure,” “difficult,” and “less clear” passage.

Second, confirming that 1 Tim 2:9–15 is in the latter category for 
five reasons: 

1.	 The meaning of 1 Tim 2:9–15 has been and is still highly 
disputed.

2.	 1 Tim 2:9–15 does not make sense according to a literal, 
“straightforward reading” of the text, and therefore 
requires greater exegetical treatment.

3.	 1 Tim 2:9–15 contains an unusual number of obscure 
terms.

4.	 1 Tim 2:9–15 has produced an unusually large number 
of diverse interpretations—regardless of one’s position 
about women in ministry. 

5.	 1 Tim 2:9–15 has been particularly difficult to apply, 
especially for those who reject the legitimacy of women 
pastors. 

Third, confirming that both sides of the debate generally uphold 
the “obscure-in-light-of-clear” principle.

Finally, confirming that those who forbid women pastors tend 
not to uphold the above principle (3) regarding 1 Tim 2:9–15, but 
those who allow women pastors do tend to uphold it.

Premise 1: Clarifying the Clarity of Scripture

The doctrine of the “clarity” or “perspicuity” of Scripture largely 
originates from the 16th-century Reformation. Martin Luther’s 
German translation of the Bible and the Catholic Church’s 
condemnation of such activities led to the question of who 
exactly should be reading the Scriptures and who was capable of 
understanding them. Can the average Christian study the Bible, 
or does the Pope have a monopoly on scriptural interpretation? 

These questions naturally led to a debate about the nature of the 
Scriptures themselves.

This debate was actuated in the written interactions between 
Luther and Desiderius Erasmus. Despite his critical anthropology, 
Luther was remarkably optimistic about the common person’s 
ability to understand the Bible. In fact, he denied any objective 
obscurities in the Scriptures and attributed them to human 
“ignorance of their vocabulary and grammar,” even saying 
that “[some difficult texts] are not meant to be obscure or to 
stay obscure.”5 In contrast, Erasmus saw parts of the Bible as 
intentionally (and therefore permanently) difficult: “There are 
some secret places in the Holy Scriptures into which God has not 
wished us to penetrate more deeply and, if we try to do so, then the 
deeper we go, the darker and darker it becomes, by which means 
we are led to acknowledge the unsearchable majesty of the divine 
wisdom, and the weakness of the human mind.”6 When the dust 
between Luther and Erasmus had finally settled, William Whitaker 
attempted to define what the Protestants really meant by the 
“clarity of Scripture”: “our fundamental principles are these: First, 
that the Scriptures are sufficiently clear to admit of their being 
read by the people and the unlearned with some fruit and utility. 
Secondly, that all things necessary for salvation are propounded 
in plain words in the Scriptures.”7 This definition was noticeably 
milder than Luther’s view.

From the Reformation onward, the clarity of Scripture in 
Protestant Christianity retained this basic sense, though, like so 
many doctrines, weaved back and forth between extremes, and 
eventually obtained meanings distant from the original(s). One 
can find these doctrinal varieties and revisions in contemporary 
literature.8

In any case, it has always (at least since 2 Pet 3:16) been 
acknowledged that there are “difficult” passages in the Bible, though 
the nature of these has generally not been resolved. A second point 
of interest is that such difficulties and obscurities are, on some level, 
subjective, and naturally emerge from communities. In the case 
of Scripture’s clarity, “difficult” passages would generally refer to 
the Christian community. So, for example, when the Westminster 
Confession says, “all things in Scripture are . . . not alike clear unto 
all,”9 it is, by default, speaking of what is unclear to the believing 
community.10 This both helps and challenges the search for what 
Christians believe is “unclear.”

Third—and this is the most important point for the purposes 
of this article—Christians quickly devised a way of learning how to 
deal with hard passages when reading Scripture and doing theology: 
readers should read the more difficult in light of the less difficult. In 
other words, start with what is not highly disputed. The first reference 
to this idea may have come from Tertullian, the second-century 
Latin apologist. In his apologetic discussion of the resurrection, he 
wrote that “uncertain statements should be determined by certain 
ones, and obscure ones by such as are clear and plain.”11

Note that this principle does not suggest that the Christian 
should only pay attention to one set of texts and ignore the others. 

Revisiting the Clarity of Scripture in 1 Timothy 2:121
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It is not, to quote the editors of Recovering Biblical Manhood and 
Womanhood, “a principle that says, if a text is disputed, don’t 
use it.”12 Rather, it is a principle that guides decisions about how 
weight should be given in Christian theology and life. Irenaeus 
addressed the same concern in similar terms,13 and one can find 
this hermeneutical principle from early Christianity14 to the 
Reformation to the present day.15

This principle has operated for over a thousand years without 
a conscious awareness and consensus of what exactly qualifies as 
“obscure” or “difficult.” While some (e.g., Luther and Erasmus) 
addressed the criteria of what makes up the “difficult” passages, 
this is the exception and not the norm.

After researching the literature on this subject—and also 
realizing the constraints of space—I want simply to offer five 
criteria that indicate when a text may properly be considered 
“difficult” (“less clear,” “obscure”):

1.	 The meaning of the text has been (and may still be) highly 
disputed.

2.	 The text does not make sense according to a literal, 
“straightforward,” or “face value” reading.

3.	 The text contains an unusual number of obscure terms.
4.	 The text has produced a large number of diverse 

interpretations.
5.	 The text, if applicable and appropriate, is particularly 

difficult to apply in concrete, contemporary situations.

Many readers will undoubtedly take issue with this list, and 
time and space does not allow for a full elaboration, much less a 
defense, of each criterion. These five will suffice for the purposes of 
this article. The main, unsophisticated application of these criteria 
is that if a passage meets several criteria—and especially all five—it 
is legitimate and reasonable for the reading community (whether 
church or academy) to consider it a genuinely “difficult” passage.16 
Conversely, it would be absurd to suggest that such a passage 
should be treated as “clear teaching”—for the obvious reason that 
it is not. The task now is to see where 1 Tim 2:12 and its immediate 
context (2:9–15) comes down in light of these five criteria.

Premise 2: Why 1 Timothy 2:9–15 Is Genuinely Difficult

The first item to address is whether the meaning of 1 Tim 2:9–15 has 
been and is disputed. This appears rather easy to answer. It seems 
fair to say that all sides of the debate can agree that the meaning 
of the text is highly disputed (i.e., much more disputed than the 
majority of other Scriptural texts) and has been for some time (at 
least a half-century). A cursory review of the literature reveals this 
much alone. Craig Blomberg speaks on behalf of the evangelical 

academic community when he calls 1 Tim 2:12 perhaps “the single 
most scrutinized verse of Scripture in recent scholarship.”17

The second question is whether 1 Tim 2:9–15 makes sense 
according to a literal, straightforward reading of the text. Sarah 
Sumner masterfully answers with an unequivocal “no,” arguing at 
length that this passage “cannot sensibly be taken at face value,” and 
many other commentators would concur.18

The third question is, does 1 Tim 2:9–15 contain an unusual 
number of obscure terms? This, too, is not difficult to answer. Paul 
uses several words in 1 Tim 2:9–15 used only once in the NT (hapax 
legomena). Not only that, but Paul’s frequency of these odd terms is 
unusually high, as Table 1 demonstrates:19

It should also be noted that the meaning of the specific hapax 
authenteō in 1 Tim 2:12 greatly affects the meaning of the passage, 
and this term is rare outside of biblical literature.20 The immediate 
context of 1 Tim 2:12, then, does use obscure terms unusually 
often—at least when compared with the rest of the Pastoral Letters, 
Paul’s letters, and the NT.

Fourth and fifth, has 1 Tim 2:9–15 produced an unusually large 
number of diverse interpretations and applications? Most definitely. 
Below is a handful of recent interpretations of verse 12 alone, 
organized according to both author and view:

1. Douglas Moo: “Is Paul prohibiting women from all teaching? 
We do not think so. . . . He allows women to teach other women 
(Titus 2:3–4), but prohibits them to teach men. . . . Clearly, then, 
Paul’s prohibition of women’s having authority over a man would 
exclude a woman from becoming an elder in the way this office 
is described in the pastoral epistles.”21 Here, Moo provides the 
interpretation that Paul is making universal prohibition of women 
teaching (anything) and exercising authority (of any kind) over 
(any) man at church. By extension, this precludes women from 
being pastors, since it is (typically considered) their task to teach 
and exercise authority over all of the church congregation. What is 
meant by “in church” or “at church” is not clear.

2. Thomas Schreiner (A): “If our interpretation of passages 
like 1 Timothy 2:11–15 is correct, then women cannot publicly 
exercise their spiritual gift of teaching over men.”22 Schreiner’s 
view is virtually the same as Moo’s above, although he adds the 
qualifier “publicly.” This is probably intended to add clarity, but it 
is doubtful whether this is exegetically warranted, especially since 
the distinction between “public church” and “private church” was 
not so cut and dried in either the early church in general or in 1 
Timothy’s instruction.23

3. Schreiner (B): A few pages later, this interpretation slightly 
changes: “1 Timothy 2:11–15 prohibits only authoritative teaching to 

NT Pauline Pastorals 1 Tim 1 Tim 2 1 Tim 2:9–15
# of words 138,014 32,407 3,488 1591 104 82
% of NT 100 23.5 2.5 1 < 1 < 1
# of hapaxes 1,672 528 138 65 8 6
hapaxes/word 1/83 1/61.4 1/25.3 1/24.5 1/13 1/13.6
% hapaxes 1.2 1.6 4 4 7.7 7.3

TABLE 1
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a group of Christians within the church, not evangelism to those 
outside the church.”24 Here, Schreiner excludes the “publicly” 
qualifier and delineates the type of teaching (“authoritative”) and 
the context (“group of Christians within the church”)—suggesting 
that women church planters are morally acceptable but, “as soon as 
[the church] is established” “men should assume leadership roles 
in the governance and teaching ministry.”25 This is an intriguing 
assertion for a complementarian to make since, in that case, women 
are doing the “initiating” and men are doing the “nurturing”—
reversing the supposedly permanent, God-ordained roles of men 
and women.26

4. Dorothy Patterson: Patterson also mentions teaching to a 
“group,” although she insists that “the reference here is probably 
to the teaching of a group of men.”27 Theoretically, if a particular 
Sunday morning service had a low attendance of fourteen women 
and one man, a female teacher would be acceptable since she would 
only be teaching and exercising authority over a single man (and 
not a “group of men”).

5. Ray Van Neste: “Women are not permitted to publicly teach 
Scripture and/or Christian doctrine to men in church (the context 
implies these topics).”28 This is the view of the ESV Study Bible 
(edited by Wayne Grudem). It is suggested that what Paul is really 
addressing is only certain kinds of teaching: (a) public teaching, and 
(b) doctrinal teaching. The addition of these two qualifiers was 
probably meant to soften the universal ban by making it narrower 
in scope.29 There are other complementarian perspectives that vary 
from this view, suggesting that the verse is only forbidding “public” 
teaching (and all teaching), while others say it is only forbidding 
“doctrinal” teaching (whether public or private). Other views insert 
different qualifiers altogether (see below).

6. Stephen Clark/D. A. Carson: “[1 Tim 2:12] reserves to men 
the kind of teaching which is an exercise of authority over men or 
over the community as a whole. However, there remain serious 
questions of application.”30 Like Schreiner’s second position, Clark 
is qualifying the type of teaching by saying it is a kind that exercises 
authority. This is essentially the same perspective as Carson, who 
says, “a strong case can be made for the view that Paul refused to 
permit any woman to enjoy a church-recognized teaching authority 
over men (1 Timothy 2:11ff.).”31 Carson adds the qualifier “church-
recognized” (which Piper and Grudem have occasionally added at 
times as well)32 and speaks of a “teaching authority,” so that, like 
Clark’s view, “teaching” modifies “authority.” It is not clear what 
this means; complementarians disagree over what makes some 
teaching authoritative and other teaching non-authoritative (e.g., 
the office? Content? Personal qualifications? Church context?). 
But what is clear is that this view differs from Köstenberger and 
others who forcefully argue that “teaching” and “authority” are 
to be kept separate;33 the type of authority is not necessarily a 
teaching-kind of authority.34 It is also not clear what Carson means 
by “church-recognized” (given a title? Approved for a position by 
the elder board, the congregation, or male leaders in the church, or 
a combination of these?).35

7. John Frame/Blomberg: “As unofficial teachers, women have as 
much right and obligation as anybody to edify their fellow believers, 
whether men, women, or children. . . . She is not forbidden to 
teach, or even to teach men; she is only forbidden to occupy the 

special office [in 1 Tim 2:12]. . . . May she stand behind the pulpit 
as she exhorts the congregation from the Word of God? Scripture 
does not forbid that.”36 Frame, like J. I. Packer, Grudem, and Moo, 
is a member of CBMW and an original signer of the Danvers 
Statement. He asserts in his Doctrine of the Christian Life that all 
that Paul is really doing is banning women from the office of pastor, 
not necessarily from the function of pastor. This is also the view of 
Blomberg: “the only thing Paul is prohibiting women from doing 
in that verse is occupying the office of overseer or elder. . . . When 
one recognizes the biblical restrictions on women exclusively to 
involve an office (or specific position or role), it becomes clear there 
are no tasks or ministry gifts they cannot or should not exercise—
including preaching, teaching, evangelizing, pastoring, and so on.”37

Other members of CBMW (and others who are against women 
elders and are not CBMW members) openly challenge this 
specific position, suggesting that Paul may not be addressing the 
eldership. For example, Andreas Köstenberger says, “Reducing 
the issue solely to that of ‘no women elders/overseers,’ may be 
unduly minimalistic. . . . 1 Timothy 2:12 is grounded in more 
foundational realities than a mere surface prohibition of women 
occupying a given office.” Additionally, Robert Saucy writes, “It is 
probably impossible to be dogmatic in limiting Paul’s prohibition 
to a certain office holder.” George Knight III, likewise, says, “It is 
thus the activity that [Paul] prohibits, not just the office (cf. again 1 
Cor. 14:34, 35).” James R. White, in his discussion of 1 Tim 2, says, 
“Paul is not in this text even addressing the issue of the eldership.”38 
Perhaps the largest irony regarding Frame’s position is that the 
2006 preface of Recovering Biblical Manhood and Womanhood, 
a book in which he writes on gender roles, openly denounces 
his view: “Some conservative evangelicals . . . say that as long as 
women are not ordained to the pastorate, or maybe to eldership, 
Scripture is being obeyed.”39 (Who would have thought that “some 
conservative evangelicals” included contributors to the volume 
being introduced!)

8. Harold Hoehner: “A woman, then, may have the gift of 
pastor-teacher, apostle, evangelist, and prophetess (as Philip’s four 
daughters—Acts 21:9), while, scripturally speaking, she cannot hold 
the office of an elder or bishop. . . . Therefore, a church may feel free 
to ordain a woman in recognition of her gift or gifts with a clear 
understanding that her ordination is not a recognition of office.”40 
This perspective by Hoehner is almost identical to Blomberg and 
Frame’s view (above). But the argument is based on slightly different 
premises (regarding gift/office distinction) and has slightly different 
results (e.g., approving of some form of ordination).

9. Derek Morphew: “This passage does not prohibit women 
from ever doing public teaching. . . . The passage is therefore 
drawing the line on a takeover of church government by women.”41 
Morphew then elaborates this conclusion in a footnote: “a women-
only and women-dominated church leadership is prohibited by 
Scripture (as per the local heresy). This does not mean that women, 
in the team with men, is prohibited by Scripture or that a woman 
cannot lead a local church.”42 Thus, Morphew’s interpretation is 
that women pastors are allowed—just not a majority of them in 
the local church.

Morphew’s position, then, is essentially the inverse of 
Patterson’s position: a majority of women on the top of the 
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pyramid is unacceptable (Morphew) instead of a majority of men 
at the bottom of the pyramid being unacceptable (Patterson). In 
both cases, there is a desire to retain either a female minority or a 
male majority.

Keep in mind that the above survey is only a partial list of 
contemporary non-egalitarian interpretations of verse 12—that 
is, a subset of a subset within American evangelical scholarship 
(which is, one must be reminded, also a subset of a subset of the 
ecumenical, global Christian faith).

Egalitarian interpretations of this verse are no less varied. Some 
egalitarians believe that Paul was addressing false teaching, others the 
particular behavior of certain women in classroom kind of settings, 
others the status of uneducated women, and so on. It is difficult to 
say whether one side of the debate has offered more interpretational 
unity than the other. But it is not difficult to say that there are an 
unusually large number of diverse interpretations of 1 Tim 2:12—
irrespective of one’s position regarding women in ministry.

Premise 3: Reading the Obscure in Light of the Clear

It is important for my argument to establish that the “obscure-
in-light-of-clear” principle is held by both those evangelicals who 
forbid women pastors and those who do not. Let us then turn first 
to complementarian scholars. Packer summarizes the principle in 
the following way: “What appears to be secondary, incidental, and 
obscure in Scripture should be viewed in the light of what appears 
to be primary, central, and plain.” Common seminary textbooks, 
such as Let the Reader Understand, echo the same idea: “In 
general, any interpretation begins life as a hypothesis that accepts 
some things which appear to be clear, and then proceeds to build 
on that base.” Complementarians Köstenberger and Richard 
Patterson make the same point in their hermeneutics textbook 
Invitation to Biblical Interpretation: “In building a theology, we 
must go to those passages that clearly touch on the issue and 
avoid drawing principles from obscure passages.” Apologist James 
R. White makes essentially the same assertion, ending with the 
statement, “That is how biblical exegesis is done.” Schreiner also 
concurs, saying, “[Egalitarians] say that clear texts must have 
sovereignty over unclear ones. Who could possibly disagree with 
this hermeneutical principle when it is abstractly stated? I also 
believe clear texts should have priority.”43

As Schreiner indicates, Christian egalitarians agree to the same 
principle. To briefly survey a handful of earlier works, in the 1986 
publication Women, Authority, and the Bible, Robert Johnston 
provides eleven rules of Bible interpretation, and the eighth is 
that “insight into texts that are obscure must be gained from those 
that are plain.” Along the same lines, Rebecca Groothuis writes, 
“Unclear and/or isolated passages are not to be used as doctrinal 
cornerstones, but are to be interpreted in light of clear passages 
which reflect overall biblical themes.” Gretchen Gaebelein Hull 
asserts the same in her book Equal to Serve.44 In my role as a 
blind peer-reviewer of Priscilla Papers, I can say that the principle 
is a common assumption undergirding the vast majority of 
submissions—all of which, by default, come from an evangelical 
feminist perspective.

Both complementarians and egalitarians, then, tend to be on 
the “same page” with regard to the hermeneutical principle that 

advises interpreters to seek out and give the most weight to the 
least obscure passages.

Premise 4: 1 Timothy 2 in Light of the Clear

Having established the previous premises of the argument, it is 
now time to see how the “obscure-in-light-of-clear” principle is 
upheld or compromised when dealing with 1 Tim 2:12.

As it turns out, many scholars against women pastors do not 
concede that 1 Tim 2:12 is a difficult text. In fact, against substantial 
evidence to the contrary, it is actually asserted that the text is one 
of clearest verses on the subject of women in ministry and should 
govern Christians’ interpretation of all the others.

The following advice comes from Moo’s essay on 1 Tim 2:12: “We 
must be very careful about allowing any specific reconstruction—
tentative and uncertain as it must be—to play too large a role in 
our exegesis.” Yet, Schreiner (in the same volume) cites 1 Tim 
2:11–15 as “the clear teaching of Paul” that “must be the guide for 
understanding the role of women.”45 Still within the same volume, 
Knight follows Schreiner when he declares that 1 Tim 2:12 is “the 
clearest” apostolic teaching that “insists on men being the primary 
leaders in the church (just as in marriage).”46 Thus, for many key 
authors of Recovering Biblical Manhood and Womanhood, 1 Tim 
2:12 does not just lack difficulties, and it is not even ordinarily clear; 
rather, it is the (or one of the) clearest (superlative) passages for the 
entire discussion about women and ministry.

Similar to Schreiner and Knight, Susan Foh says 1 Tim 2:12–
14 is “a relatively clear command.”47 Clark explicitly denies the 
possibility of the passage being unclear: “The difficulty in applying 
the passage does not arise from an unclarity in the meaning of the 
passage.”48 Additionally, Alexander Strauch finds the verse so clear 
that he makes the following remark in his book Biblical Eldership: 
“First Timothy 2:11–14 should alone settle the question of women 
elders.”49 And finally, White says on 1 Tim 2:12, “The text, then 
seems to be quite clear in its meaning.”50

Given the analysis above, these exegetical claims should be 
viewed as incredible. First Timothy 2:12 bears all of the marks of a 
non-“clear” passage (at least the five marks stated in this article), yet 
it is hailed as the very “guide for understanding the role of women,” 
as the “clearest” of all on the matter, and as the final authority. The 
reasons this is the case are not explicit, but one can only assume 
it has to do with the perceived utility of the verse in the case 
against women pastors. That is, an unclear 1 Tim 2:12 is of no use 
to those wishing to wield the text in a larger, more comprehensive 
theological argument in support of a complementarian position.

Without such an “ax to grind,” Christian egalitarians are 
naturally more sensitive to the difficulties of 1 Tim 2:12 and 
recognize its obscurity, resulting in a more consistent hermeneutic. 
For example, in response to Foh’s comments (above), Walter Liefeld 
says, “We must sometimes ask, however, whether one passage 
may seem less clear only because we need more information 
from context or background circumstances and whether another 
passage may seem more clear only because it contains apparently 
transparent words or phrases that in actuality do not mean what 
they seem to on the surface.”51 Additionally, Groothuis writes,

It is important to maintain interpretive consistency with 
the rest of a biblical author’s writings as well as the whole 
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of Scripture. Toward this end, unclear and/or isolated 
passages are not to be used as doctrinal cornerstones, but 
are to be interpreted in light of clear passages which reflect 
overall biblical themes. This hermeneutical principle 
prohibits building a doctrine of female subordination on 
1 Corinthians 11:3–16 and 14:34–35 and 1 Timothy 2:11–15, 
for these texts are rife with exegetical difficulties.52

In each of their writings, Johnston and Hull refer to the principle 
of hermeneutics that says the clearer texts should interpret the 
obscure, citing 1 Tim 2:12 as an example.53 In his discussion on 
1 Timothy 2, Ronald Pierce says, “Caution should be used when 
applying conclusions drawn from the specific data that are 
not as clear instead of from the clearer concerns of the text.”54 
Roger Nicole rightly concludes one of his essays by saying, “The 
suggestion that the passage is perfectly plain and admits no other 
interpretation than that it disqualifies women for the office of 
elder or pastor is simply not acceptable.”55 (He then provides eight 
specific difficulties in dealing with 1 Timothy 2.)

Confronting the Inconsistency

There appears, then, to be a double-standard of hermeneutics when 
it comes to critics of women pastors and 1 Tim 2. It is asserted that 
Christians should interpret the obscure texts in light of the clear 
texts, but, against the evidence (and typically, for no stated reason), 
1 Tim 2:12 does not count as an obscure text.

Some complementarians appear aware of this inconsistency 
and so attempt to legitimize their position. Grudem, for example, 
dedicates a section to this topic in Evangelical Feminism and Biblical 
Truth.56 He frames the “egalitarian claim” in the following way:

We should follow the main teachings of Scripture when 
they appear to conflict with the incidental teachings. On 
this issue, we must interpret the few isolated, obscure 
passages of Scripture that appear to restrict women’s 
ministry in light of the many clear passages that open all 
ministry roles to both men and women.57

As it should be clear, this is not quite the argument.58 Nevertheless, 
at the heart of this summary is the basic assertion that the obscure 
passages of Scripture should be read in light of the clearer, and the 
obscure ones include the prohibition passages (e.g., 1 Tim 2:12). At 
least that much Grudem has properly identified as a real Christian 
egalitarian argument. Let us, then, assess his brief evaluation:

•	 Answer 9.7a: The Bible has to say something only once for 
it to be true and God’s Word for us. . . .

•	 Answer 9.7b: The passages that prohibit women from being 
elders and from teaching or having authority over men in 
the assembled church are not isolated passages. They occur 
in the heart of the main New Testament teachings about 
church office and about conduct in public worship. . . .

•	 Answer 9.7c: The restriction of some church leadership 
functions to men is not based on just one or two passages, 
but on a consistent pattern of God’s approval of male 
leadership throughout the Bible. . . .

•	 Answer 9.7d: The passages that restrict some church 
leadership functions to men have not been thought to be 
obscure or difficult to understand by the vast majority of 

the church throughout its history. Obscurity in this case is 
not in the text of Scripture but in the eye of the beholder. . . .

•	 Answer 9.7e: By contrast, egalitarian claims that all church 
leadership roles should be open to women are not based 
on any direct teaching of Scripture but on doubtful 
inferences from passages where this topic is not even 
under discussion.59

Notice the absence of any affirmation that 1 Tim 2:12 is a difficult, 
unclear passage according to any criteria. The notorious difficulties 
of the text—the same ones that have generated a flurry of technical 
articles and that number (according to Nicole) up to eight 
substantial difficulties—are not even acknowledged. There is only 
a brief denial that the prohibition passages (presumably 1 Tim 2:12 
and 1 Cor 14:34–35) are “isolated.” However, there is obviously no 
argument there; all parties can agree that the texts should not be 
thought of as “isolated” if this simply means that they are found in 
places where interpreters would not expect them.60 Being “isolated” 
was not one of the criteria for obscurity provided above, nor is it 
typical for egalitarians to claim that the prohibition passages are.

Another straw argument appears in answer 9.7d: “Obscurity in 
this case is not in the text of Scripture but in the eye of the beholder.” 
As it has been observed above, Christian egalitarians generally 
agree. They do not deny the clarity of Scripture and its communal, 
subjective nature; they simply disagree on what passages are truly 
“obscure” to the church and which ones are not.

As far as I can tell, then, the only relevant and substantive 
argument Grudem has to offer in this section is that the prohibition 
passages were not considered obscure throughout church history, 
so (presumably) they should not be thought of as obscure today.

However, this may or may not be the case—again depending on 
what is considered “obscure” and what is meant by “church history.” 
For instance, many of the criteria provided above transcend 
contemporary observation (e.g., the number of rare terms in the 
biblical text, which generally do not change).61 Some of these 
important aspects of interpreting the text may also go unnoticed 
by the church (the church has yet to exhaust the Scriptures!). It is 
possible, in other words, for Christians to be completely unaware 
of the difficulty and oddity of certain verses—perhaps even for 
centuries, or longer.62 In that case, pointing to the interpretation 
of the historical church is largely irrelevant in evaluating the 
difficulty and obscurity of certain texts. Computers were “simple” 
machines when I was a toddler. Push a button, it lights up, and 
now I can play games. But after years of maturing, it became clear 
just how complicated computers really are—both to effectively use 
and to understand. My earlier claim of computers being “simple” 
only indicated my ignorance—not my faithfulness to orthodox 
computer science.

The church (like any social organism) is no different. Concepts 
and texts that were for decades considered “simple” and easy 
to understand and interpret were later shown to be far more 
complex. Contrary to what Grudem and others might contend, 
embracing this complexity is not a step away from the truth, but 
a step towards it.63 Until Christians encounter certain challenges 
in their own lives, they lack a collective reason to spend so much 
energy digging into texts of a certain topic. When they do, entire 
frameworks may shift.64
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Even if the passages were not genuinely obscure to most 
Christians in history, this does not address the more pressing 
concern—the obscurity and difficulties that exist today and in 
recent decades.65 After all, it is the current “disintegration” and 
“megashift . . . to a pagan worldview” that complementarians 
are explicitly responding to in the first place.66 In his discussion, 
Grudem appears to be either unaware or unconcerned about 
most or all of these issues. He cites Daniel Doriani as saying, 
“Throughout the ages the church has traditionally interpreted 
1 Timothy 2:11–12 in a straightforward manner,” and then adds, 
“But suddenly, with the advent of modern feminism, many 
scholars have decided that these texts are obscure. Why has this 
happened? The texts did not change.”67 It is as if one would prefer 
non-obscure passages and potentially erroneous interpretations of 
them than obscure passages with multiple possible interpretations; 
potentially erroneous certainty is considered more desirable than 
ambiguity.68 To the contrary, it is far more feasible to contend that 
the fact that some Scriptures becoming obscure over the ages is 
only detrimental if the passages have been properly interpreted 
and embodied. In that case, the truth is genuinely being blurred. 
But if the historical church has missed the right meaning (and/or 
embodiment) of the text all along (which can and does happen—
perhaps more often than Christians like to admit), then a period 
of obscurity may be a step in the right direction—towards a right 
meaning of the text.69 As C. S. Lewis once remarked, “We all want 
progress, but if you’re on the wrong road, progress means doing 
an about-turn and walking back to the right road; in that case, the 
man who turns back soonest is the most progressive.”70 Therefore, 
at times, having no position on a particular verse is better than 
having a potentially erroneous position. Perceived clarity and 
purported certainty simply are not indicators of truth.71

Finally, it should also be noted that answer 9.7e is highly 
debatable. The direct implications of Acts 2, James 2:1–8, and Gal 
3:28 is that there is no discrimination in the church (sexual, racial, 
etc.), and since forbidding women from being pastors solely because 
of their sex is precisely that (sexual discrimination), it can easily 
be argued that the “egalitarian claims that all church leadership 
roles should be open to women” are, in fact, “based on [the] direct 
teaching of Scripture.”72 But that is another debate entirely.

VII. Conclusion

The last twenty-five years of academic scholarship vindicate the 
claim that in 1 Tim 2:12, “It isn’t even entirely clear what Paul was 
prohibiting.”73 This is demonstrated by the expansive variety of 
interpretations and applications of the texts by multiple sides of 
theological interest, not to mention the sheer attention the verse has 
taken in NT biblical studies and the women-in-ministry debate.74 
While it is comforting to know that both complementarians and 
egalitarians hold to the “obscure-in-light-of-clear” hermeneutical 
principle, it is disheartening to see that principle being 
compromised when it comes to complementarian treatments and 
attitudes surrounding 1 Tim 2:12. If basic rules of hermeneutics 
can be so easily set aside when it is theologically convenient, upon 
what grounds do such concessions stop? Only time can answer this 
question.

What is clear, however, is that interpreters ought to do whatever 
is necessary to “hear the text” insofar as it is possible for limited 

human beings to do so. That inevitably involves setting aside the 
“apologetic value” of a certain approach or interpretation—even 
if that means letting go of perhaps the most common weapon 
wielded against women pastors.
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Before we get too far into this sermon, I need to say one thing: my 
brother had it coming. So none of this is my fault. Well, not entirely 
my fault. It might be his fault. Or my parents’ fault, even, for the 
whole thing started because they had the audacity to sell their 
house. The one we had was fine. I had my own space there, away 
from my brothers—a nice reading spot, a shelf full of books, and 
plenty of room for my favorite pastime: minding my own business.

Honestly, we didn’t need to move anywhere. I was just fine 
where we were, thank you very much. But for some reason, they 
didn’t see it that way. And before I knew it, my room was gone, for 
the house had sold long before our new place was move-in ready. 
We did the only thing we could while we waited for the builders to 
finish their work: we moved in with my grandparents.

Now that part is not so bad by itself. We have always enjoyed 
our time with Gram and Papa, so moving in with them meant 
more of what we loved most about going to visit: fried chicken, 
fewer rules, and (to be perfectly honest), more spoiling.

But those things came at a price: I had to share a room—and 
a bed—with my brother. Not my youngest brother, the one who 
looks like me. That one’s harmless. This was the other brother. 
The middle brother. The bane of my young existence: Ryan 
Michael Waite.

Things are good with us now, but at the time, Ryan seemed to 
roll out of bed each morning with a headful of fresh ways to torture 
me. From hiding my things, to pinching my arms, to putting his 
hands just inches from my face, taunting over and over, “Not 
touching you. Not touching you. Not touching you.”

He had made it his life goal to push me to the brink of insanity, 
smile as I teetered on the edge, and laugh maniacally those times I 
fell headlong into the abyss. And I did fall from time to time.

I could tell mom, of course—after all, she was (theoretically) on 
the side of the righteous, which would work in my favor—but the 
problem with telling on Ryan is that I would run the risk of being 
punished myself, for surely, Mom reasoned, I must have had some 
part to play in whatever madness Ryan had impressed upon me 
that day. He would not just torture me for no reason. I mean, what 
sort of person would do such a thing? What sort of person, indeed!

So, as we lay begrudgingly close in our bed one night, it was 
that possibility of punishment for both of us that kept me from 
pummeling him when he started poking me in the side, over, and 
over, and over—an impish little grin creeping across his face with 
increasing malevolence as my ribs endured thrust after thrust of 
his bony finger.

I want you to know, I tried to take the high road. I rebuked. 
I threatened. I swore to tell Mom and get us both in trouble. But 
he knew I wouldn’t tell. I didn’t have his thirst for injustice, or his 
kamikaze spirit. I tried to envision the hurt on my mom’s face and 
to imagine what sort of punishment she would dole out. There 
would be no banishing me to a room by myself; that’s exactly what 
I wanted, and she knew it. No, the only punishment that would 
do for a reclusive introvert and avid indoorsman like myself was 

something outside. Pulling weeds, maybe. Picking up the rocks 
that littered the backyard of our new house. And the icing on the 
cake? I’d have to do it with Ryan, which would put me right back 
where I started.

So, for a while, I simply endured. Humble. Patient. Valiant.
Then came the jab to end all jabs, a hard thrust between the 

ribs that pushed a teetering older brother right over the edge. In 
a moment of rage, I reached down and grabbed the twenty-four-
inch red Power Ranger action figure at my side and brandished 
it like a warrior fighting for all that’s good and right in the world.

Only the plastic helmet was hard enough to be effective, so, 
with my hand clutched tight around its feet, I roared the guttural 
Braveheart war cry of the wronged, the beaten, the demoralized—
and swung with all my might.

It did not end well for Ryan. The crude cudgel hit him right 
in the eye, and as soon as it did, he let out a banshee scream that 
woke the whole house. Next thing I knew, the lights flashed on, and 
in rushed Mom, Dad, Gram, and Papa, none of whom had seen 
everything that came before—the incessant pestering and jabbing. 
All they saw was a wailing little boy, one side of his face clutched in 
his hands, while his crazed, Ranger-wielding older brother stood 
over him, weapon in hand.

In the bright incandescence of Gram’s guest bedroom, I have to 
admit, it did not look good. And the truth is, it was not good. I had 
done a horrible thing, and I deserved what I got, no doubt about it. 
But as even Ryan would tell you, there is more to the story than a 
distraught older brother and a smack in the head, for at first glance, 
the “scene” reveals only half the story. There is also a “backstory” as 
most advanced investigators realize. 

Women should remain silent in the churches. They are 
not allowed to speak, but must be in submission, as 
the law says. If they want to inquire about something, 
they should ask their own husbands at home; for it is 
disgraceful for a woman to speak in the church. Or did 
the word of God originate with you? Or are you the only 
people it has reached? (1 Cor 14:34–36 NIV)

In a much truer sense, something similar is happening in today’s 
sermon text, 1 Cor 14:34–36. There are no older brothers, no Power 
Rangers, and no exaggerated stories of wrongful rib-jabbing.

But when we walk right in and flip on the lights, it does not 
look good. Why? Because Paul is telling women to stay silent in the 
church. They are not allowed to speak. They must be subordinate. 
And it does not stop there. If they desire to know anything, he 
writes, let them ask their husbands at home, for it is shameful for a 
woman to speak in church.

If we march right in and flip on the lights that is what we see. A 
mandate—universal, perhaps?—that keeps women from leading. 
That keeps them from speaking. That keeps them from asking. 
If you want to know anything, just ask your man. Let him dole 
out knowledge and answer your questions, for it is shameful for a 
woman to speak in the church!

Silent in the Churches: A Sermon on 1 Corinthians 14:34–36
Brandon Waite
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It is a text that has been taken at face value many times and in 
many places in the long history of the church in ways that have 
kept women from leading in worship and preaching the gospel and 
serving as elders and deacons and teachers and leaders. And for a 
body of believers who claim that the gospel is the power of God 
to give us freedom and new life—who claim that, in the person of 
Jesus, God is doing something new, something that brings healing 
and wholeness to our relationships with God and one another—it 
is a text that does not look good at first glance.

But that is not the whole story. A reading of these verses that 
does not account for the larger context in which they were written 
does not give them a fair shake. After all, like any other passage in 
the Bible, these few verses must not stand on their own. They are 
part of a larger discussion in Corinthians about striking the balance 
between spontaneity and order, member and body, in the life of the 
church. The larger story of the church at this time is one of Spirit-
filled gospel power breaking out in many and myriad ways—from 
speaking in tongues, to praying out loud, to prophesying for the 
good of everyone present.

Trouble is, sometimes that power is disruptive. People give 
voice to the Spirit’s movements. They speak out and ask questions 
in ways that sideline love or overrun the meek or drown out 
the mumblers, and if you don’t watch out, those individual 
expressions of the Spirit’s leading can prevent the building up of 
the church at large.

In the middle of that discussion—that Spirit-driven, unity-
aimed discussion—we find this text. A word about women and 
silence in the church. In a context like that, it is hard to know just 
what this means. Some people think Paul is addressing a specific 
problem in the Corinthian house churches. Maybe a group of 
women were talking too much, asking too many questions, or 
speaking in ways that focused too much on their own expressions 
of Spirit power and too little on building up the body of Christ. 
Some people think Paul did not write it at all, that it is too unlike 
him and must have been put here by someone else in order to voice 
a later opinion or address some later problem.

At the end of the day, we simply cannot know with absolute 
certainty who wrote these words or why they wrote them, but one 
thing seems certain: If they are part of a discussion about order 
and worship, it is hard to hear them as more than an answer to 
concerns about order and worship—a call for certain women at 
Corinth to remember that God is a God of order and love, and that 
the church is not a place where one remains an individual only. It 
is a place where we become something more.

The body of Christ—hands and feet, elbows and knees—each 
with gifts that help make the whole what it is. And if certain 
Christians cannot remember and honor that wholeness, it is time 
to be silent.

What I am saying is, this text is not a call to ban women from 
leadership, as it so often becomes. If it were, we would have to 
wonder why Paul assumes, a few pages earlier in ch. 11, that women 
should, and do, pray and prophesy in the church. We would have 
to wonder why Paul ends his letter to the Romans by greeting 
Phoebe the deacon and Junia the apostle among a host of others 
who are servants and leaders in the church at Rome. We would 

have to wonder, too, about his reminder to the Galatians that in 
Christ Jesus, there is no longer Jew or Greek, slave or free, male 
and female. All of those folks have been made one (Gal 3:28). And, 
perhaps the most compelling point, we would have to wonder 
why the stories of Jesus—especially the gospel of Paul’s coworker 
Luke—feature women with such frequency and prominence.

So when we hear this text, let us not hear a restriction on 
women for the church at large. Let us instead listen in harmony 
with the words around it, with the larger story of the gospel—a 
story of healing and wholeness and Spirit and power. A story of the 
God who comes down to raise up and calls out to send forth—a 
God who hears and fills and moves and heals to bring order and 
peace and life evermore. A story at work from the days of Abram 
and Sarai. A story that works with the world as it is, true enough, 
but calls it, too, to rise up and be more. For in this story, barriers are 
being broken and space is being made. Valleys are being exalted 
and mountains and hills are being brought low. This crooked 
Corinthian situation is being made straight, and everyone is 
starting to find themselves, at long last, on even ground.

One body. One Spirit. One church. One people. That is the 
whole story. And in our hearing it, may we hear, too, the story of 
the church at large made richer and better by a call to order and 
not to silence.

For by faith, Sarah bore a child who would become a whole 
people. Miriam watched a basket, and Rahab saved some spies. 
Ruth stayed out of Moab, and Tamar lived a lie. And what more 
should we say? For time would fail us to tell of Jael and Jephthah’s 
daughter, Deborah and Esther, Mary and Martha, Phoebe and 
Junia, Mary of Egypt and Julian of Norwich, Dorothy Day and 
Mother Theresa, not to mention the host of women living as 
saints serving in the global church today, serving also in this 
congregation today.

Let us celebrate them and their ministry—their work to bring 
the order of God for the sake of the world. From the moms who 
send bully big brothers out to pull all the weeds to teach them 
a lesson about loving your neighbor, to sisters and grams and 
daughters and aunts who spend themselves daily for the sake of 
the body.

For those who once served, and those who still do, for the ones 
who have gone and the ones who are new, let us give thanks that 
in the long history of the church, from the time of Jesus and Paul 
all the way up to now, women have never really been silent. For the 
body we love would be poorer without them.

Yeah, if we walk right in, and flip on the lights, it doesn’t look 
good. But let us take a moment to pause and give thanks. To 
remember good work, and gifts that were shared for the sake of the 
body. And when we do, let us recognize that, though it doesn’t look 
good, it’s not the whole story.
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Review of Neither Complementarian nor Egalitarian: 
A Kingdom Corrective to the Evangelical Gender Debate

By Michelle Lee-Barnewall (Baker Academic, 2016)
Reviewed by Aída Besançon Spencer

Increasingly, one of the latest reactions to the evangelical gender 
debate among some younger Christian women is “I am neither 
complementarian nor egalitarian,” inviting the reply: So, then, 
what are you? And, why do you respond in this way?

Michelle Lee-Barnewall, associate professor of biblical 
and theological studies at Talbot School of Theology at Biola 
University, gives voice to this relatively recent group. She presents 
herself as neutral and objective. She thinks neither view is the 
“biblical view” (1). In this book, she does not clearly answer, “So, 
what can women do?” (167), although she herself teaches Bible 
to adult men and women. She is repelled by egalitarians yet 
not attracted to rigid hierarchists, so she settles for a moderate 
complementarian position. The following quotations summarize 
her critique: “Promoting personal rights is intrinsically about 
what benefits or is fair to the individual rather than building 
relationships between individuals. Authority may provide 
order and efficiency but not intimacy” (175). “Does a focus on 
male authority lead to improper attention on and status for 
those in leadership instead of God, whose servants they are, or 
the members of the body of Christ, whom leaders are called to 
equip? Does an emphasis on rights feed an unhealthy desire to 
satisfy our own needs rather than seeking God first in humble 
dependence and obedience?” (177).

The book has two parts with eight chapters. Part 1 deals with 
“Gender in Evangelical History.” Chapter 1 overviews the first 
wave of feminism, post-Civil War America through the early 
1900s, where women’s domestic sphere was enlarged to the public 
world as a moral duty since women were regarded as the moral 
guardians of society (31, 33). She contrasts Victorian women with 
the egalitarian movement in the 1970s, which promoted equal 
rights. Victorian women defended women’s interests “only within 
the framework of an acceptance of male dominance” (33, 35).

Chapter 2 overviews the end of World War II and the 1950s. 
While during World War II an estimated thirty-six percent of 
adult women worked outside the home, after the war women 
either left work voluntarily or were forced to give priority to 
returning servicemen (37). The ideal was that a mother would be 
the homemaker and the father the breadwinner (39). Women’s 
sphere was restricted to the home (47). Chapter 3 overviews the 
“second wave feminism” of the 1960s and 1970s, where concerns 
about individual rights, personal fulfillment, and equality 
predominated, while abolishing roles based on gender (49–50, 
64). As the antislavery movement in the nineteenth century was 
a catalyst for the first feminist movement, civil rights may have 
been a catalyst for the second feminist movement (54).

Lee-Barnewall’s major goal in Part 1 is to demonstrate that 
American cultural values in these differing eras had a “profound 
impact on the way evangelicals talk about gender” (63). She writes 

as if she (and others today) communicates from an objective and 
culture-free stance. In contrast, however, her perspective is not 
unique. It is common among a younger social grouping, born 
after and now benefitting from the painful struggle to put the 
Civil Rights Act of 1964 in place, but who do not now want to 
take sides.1

Lee-Barnewall believes that by introducing what she calls 
kingdom categories and priorities, “such as the unity of the body 
of Christ, a theology of ‘reversal,’ and the holiness of the people 
of God” (also sacrifice and love [67, 148]) she “provides a better 
overall perspective from which to understand how women and 
men fit into” God’s plans.

In Part 2, “Reframing Gender,” Lee-Barnewall looks at the 
Bible. In ch. 4 she presents her two foundational kingdom themes: 
“(1) unity and the corporate identity of God’s people and (2) the 
way in which ‘reversal’ demonstrates the power and glory of God 
in the Christian community” (71). This introductory biblical base 
is followed by ch. 5 against egalitarians (“Rethinking Equality and 
Rights in the Body of Christ”) and ch. 6 against complementarians 
(“Rethinking Authority and Leadership in the Body of Christ”).

In ch. 5, she concludes that equality is not “the primary 
guiding point,” rather love is more important than individual 
rights (84–85). She supports “inclusion,” not equality between 
women and men (84, 66, 101). Giving up rights is more important 
to her than obtaining rights (101, 175). In the church, hierarchy 
and authority remain. The Twelve had a higher status than the 
other disciples; elders have a double honor. Elders and teachers 
are more important than prophets (91–92, 97–98, 101). In this 
chapter, she ignores 1 Cor 12:28 where apostles and prophets have 
precedence over teachers (though she does utilize 1 Cor 12:28 
later for a different purpose, 172).

In ch. 6, she observes that complementarians see authority as 
prominent and foundational and “servant” as a mere modifier for 
leadership (104, 107). Rather, to her “one must be a servant before 
one can be a leader” (107). She appears to believe that the NT 
“certainly affirms the validity” of a “special male leadership role” 
and the “centrality of authority” (hence my observation that she is 
actually complementarian). But these males should be reformed 
according to Christ’s example of sacrificial servanthood which is 
other-oriented, bringing unity to the church (118–19). “Being a 
servant or slave in the ancient context meant a deep loss of status 
and honor” (118).

Chapters 7 and 8 overview marriage: Adam and Eve in Gen 
2–3 (ch. 7) and husbands and wives in Eph 5 (ch. 8). Her own 
view on gender roles comes out most clearly in these chapters. 
For example, she writes in a footnote “while both [the man and 
the woman] are told to ‘subdue’ the earth and to ‘rule,’ this does 
not necessarily mean that they share equally in these tasks” (127). 
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As do many complementarians, she highlights Gen 2 over Gen 1, 
concluding that Eve is primarily Adam’s helper, the same but not 
equal to Adam, because of her sequential creation (129, 135–37). 
Adam is primarily responsible to keep God’s commands and 
create unity (142–45).

Although she understands “head” (kephalē) in Eph 5 as a 
metaphor of prominence, referring to the husband’s leading role 
in the body, this “head” sacrifices himself for the “body,” the wife, 
in reverse to ancient Greek and Roman culture (154, 156–57, 162). 
The sacrificial love of the husband is the initiating action to which 
the wife responds (161–63). Instead, in Genesis, Adam as husband 
was “willing to sacrifice” Eve by trying “to place the blame on her 
in an attempt to save himself ” (163). Thus, Lee-Barnewall sees 
that the kingdom of God transforms the ancient view of headship 
(166). “Headship” should manifest itself through “sacrifice and 
love” (166).

Lee-Barnewall claims to use literary analysis and the ancient 
Greco-Roman background as her primary methodologies. 
Minimal attention to grammatical analysis, however, leaves 
some interpretations unproven. In my perspective, Gen 2:24 
never indicates “one flesh unity” as Adam’s “primary imperative” 
(159). Rather, “they become one flesh” is not a command; it is a 
result of a man leaving his father and his mother and clinging 
(or being united) to his wife. Little mention is made of the kind 
of helper Eve was—one created to serve with Adam, not to serve 
Adam himself.2 A wife, as well as a husband, should initiate 
Christ-like sacrificial love (as did Sarah in Gen 12:11–20, 1 Pet 
2:23–3:6),3 as all Christians are exhorted to do in Eph 5:1–2. When 
interpreting “head” in Eph 5:23, Lee-Barnewall does not refer to 
the immediate literary context of the letter. Christ as “head of the 
church” is defined as “savior of the body” (Eph 5:23). “Head” is 
eloquently described as source of life and well-being in Ephesians 
itself (4:15–16), the “head” which is “the fullness of the one filling 
the all in all” (1:22–23 reviewer’s literal translation).4

A crucial question raised by Neither Complementarian nor 
Egalitarian is whether it is true that equality is not central in 
the NT because “Paul talks more about not using rights than 
having or fighting for rights” (66). What she does not appear to 
understand is that loving one another entails making sure others 
get their rights and, sometimes, fighting for one’s own rights to 
keep others from sinning by being oppressive. Preserving the 
rights of the downtrodden provides an example for others to 
follow. Reminding us all that we are humans created in God’s 
own image may be a first step to loving others (those who should 
get more rights and those who should take less rights). Reversal 
of positions entails not only the powerful losing their power but 
also the powerless obtaining power (e.g., Luke 1:52–53).5

“Equality” is a biblical word: isos, isotēs. Paul refers to 
“equality” in financial income in the church: “At the present 
time your plenty will supply what they need, so that in turn their 
plenty will supply what you need. The goal is equality . . .” (2 Cor 
8:14 NIV, cf. Matt 20:12). “Equality” is a synonym for “justice” 
between masters and slaves because human masters have a 
heavenly Master (Col 4:1). Jesus making himself “equal” to the 

Father was considered blasphemy by his enemies (John 5:18). 
Gentiles are “included” in God’s kingdom because they have 
received “equal” gifts to the Jews (Acts 11:17, 2 Pet 1:1). Philippians 
2:4 can be misunderstood: Is it “Let each of you look not to your 
own interests, but to the interests of others” (NRSV) or “Each 
of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to 
the interests of others” (NIV 1984, italics added)? Should “also” 
be in the Greek text and thus in English translation? The best 
ancient manuscripts retain “also,”6 whereas a few later texts 
remove “also.”7 Jesus was “equal” with the Father, but did not let 
that fact keep him from humbling himself by becoming human 
and eventually dying on a cross (Phil 2:6–8). Jesus defended his 
own rights when he did not allow himself, until he was ready, to 
be arrested and killed (e.g., Luke 4:28–30). So did Paul insist on 
his rights as a Roman citizen (Acts 16:37–39, 22:25–29). If women 
are not equal to men, their sacrificial love has little significance. It 
is simply their lot in life. When Paul discusses the importance of 
love over knowledge, he includes issues of freedom to eat all foods, 
topics not essential to salvation or to social justice. But when the 
Greek widows were being neglected in the daily distribution of 
food in Jerusalem, the disciples did not say equal distribution 
is not important. Rather, they set aside disciples, all with Greek 
names, to oversee the food distribution (Acts 6:1–6)—then the 
word of God increased (6:7). Concern for the oppressed or needy 
is an ongoing biblical principle, because our God is not partial 
and is concerned for justice (Deut 10:17–18). Therefore, God 
approved the daughters of Zelophehad when they stood up for 
their rights and asked for a possession (Num 27:1–7).8 In effect, 
we should look out for others’ rights, rather than greedily push 
forward our own “selfish ambition” (Phil 2:3). We should keep 
in mind others’ interests as much as we keep in mind our own. 
If no other Christian is looking out for our interests (which they 
should be), then speaking on behalf of our rights would fit under 
the category of speaking to a brother or sister if they “sin against 
you” (Matt 18:15–17). They probably do not even realize they have 
sinned against you unless you explain it to them.

Lee-Barnewall’s desire to find another gestalt to end the 
impasse between complementarians and egalitarians is a worthy 
one. To look to the Bible for that gestalt is most appropriate for 
Christians. As a result of reading Neither Complementarian nor 
Egalitarian, we may rightfully ask these questions: Is my quest 
for my rights simply self-serving, or does it advance God’s 
kingdom? Is it a loving act? Am I hesitant to speak for others’ 
rights because of the cost entailed? Is my leadership a sacrificial 
service for others? Does the unity I advocate help those who are 
now oppressed or simply extend the power of those who think 
they are entitled? Am I seeking to be in power simply for my own 
selfish ambition or to serve a calling from God? Do I promote 
certain gender roles because of cultural pressures or because I 
genuinely believe they are biblical?

Lee-Barnewall may have forgotten that she can indeed serve 
as a professor of Bible and theology because of the sacrificial 
struggles and perseverance of many devout Christian women 
and men who worked hard to teach the conservative Christian 
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church that, according to the Bible, God does want and does 
bless orthodox women who teach with authority. People who 
have been oppressed by others are sometimes more sympathetic 
with the need to fight for rights. A more irenic approach could 
have better won over the oppressive complementarians and the 
egalitarians she hopes to change.
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