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In the middle of 1 Timothy sit some of the Bible’s most contested 
words about women. Historically, these verses have been 
wielded against women to address how they should dress, the 
authority they can have in the church and society, their place 
in the supposed creation hierarchy, and their role as mothers. 
However, such applications of this text tend to ignore the issues 
Paul is addressing and therefore misapply his instructions. 
Paul’s concern about the situation in Ephesus is not that women 
or men are causing problems, but that the church’s witness in 
the Ephesian community is at risk. In the city that was home to 
the cult of Artemis, false teachings were spreading and wealth 
was turning some people in the church away from the truth of 
the gospel. In 2:8–15, Paul instructs Timothy to respond to the 
speci�c ways men and women have let these false teachings a�ect 
their Christian lives. Paul’s critique is instructive for the way all 
Christians are called to represent the truth of the gospel and to 
oppose anything contrary to the truth of the gospel. Focused 
on maintaining the church’s witness in Ephesus, Paul urges 
Timothy to root out false teaching and its e�ects on the Christian 
community by encouraging peaceful prayer, humility in relation 
to wealth, increased education in the truth, and by confronting 
abusive authority.

Literary Context

1 Timothy, a letter that names Paul as its author, was likely 
written in the later years of his life (AD 62–67).1 Paul is writing 
to his long-time ministry colleague, Timothy, whom he is urging 
to remain in Ephesus to handle the spread of false teaching that 
has arisen (1:3). In Paul’s emotional farewell to the Ephesians in 
Acts 20, he had speci�cally warned them to be on guard against 
false teachings. Even so, he told them, “I know that a�er I leave, 
savage wolves will come in among you and will not spare the 

ock. Even from your own number men will arise and distort the 
truth in order to draw away disciples a�er them” (Acts 20:29–30 
NIV). Now Paul’s fears have come true. He skips his expected 
thanksgiving at the beginning of the letter, a standard element 
in most of his letters, including 2 Timothy, and jumps right into 
commanding Timothy to address the false teachings.2 �is is a 
pastoral letter of correction written to Timothy out of concern 
for a group of Paul’s beloved congregations that have fallen prey 
to the “savage wolves.” 

Paul had been Timothy’s mentor and friend for years, so 
this is a letter between close ministry colleagues addressing a 
matter of urgency. �e tone of the letter is personal, not public. 
Such a letter would be the “least likely context for making 
transcendent statements that override the general application of 
Paul’s teachings on spiritual gi�s and leadership in the rest of the 
Pauline corpus.”3 �e highly personal nature of the letter helps 

to account for linguistic and grammatical variations between 
this letter and Paul’s other writings, explains missing contextual 
details, and underscores the speci�c nature of the letter.4
�erefore, it is helpful to read this letter with Paul’s several others 
in mind to give us deeper insight into his theology and how he is 
applying his theology in this letter. 

Scholars have attempted to place 2:8–15 within a category of 
Paul’s writings, o�en connecting these verses with the household 
codes (Eph 5:21–6:9, Col 3:18–4:1, cf. 1 Pet 3:1–7). While “man/
men” (anēr/andres, 2:8, 12) and “woman/women” (gunē/gunaikes, 
2:9, 10, 11, 12, 14) can also be translated “husband(s)” and “wife/
wives,” as would be expected in the household codes, Paul is 
addressing widows and women who are resisting marriage; 
certainly, Paul is speaking about these particular women. Still, 
the passage is structured in a similar way to the household codes, 
with instructions for both men and women:

A. Instruction for men regarding prayer 
B. Instruction for women 

i. Regarding prayer
ii. Regarding education and authority

However, Paul is not addressing the household here. He is 
addressing the church as a household, focusing on its mission 
and public witness in response to the increased false teachings 
spreading among the church community. �e central theme of 
this passage is right conduct in worship. Men are stirring up 
anger and disputes, and women are 
aunting their wealth and 
being disruptive in worship.5 Such things are not “advancing 
God’s work” (1:4b). �is chief concern leads to the following 
instructions Paul gives Timothy for the community.

Historical Context 

As explained above, the central concern of this letter is the false 
teachings spreading in the Ephesian church. Almost every verse 
is related to how Timothy can root out its in
uence in the church 
community.6 While it is challenging to determine what exactly 
these false teachings are, the letter does o�er us some clues. 
�e teachings forbade marriage and eating certain foods (4:3) 
and taught that godliness “is a means to �nancial gain” (6:5). 
Several scholars link these false teachings to an over-realized 
eschatology.7 Wealthy widows in particular seem to have been 
attracted to these teachings because the teachings “a�rmed . . . 
that they were already in the ideal (eschatological) state of being 
single before Christ. It proclaimed an exalted status for women 
and a freedom from the obligation of marriage.”8 �e widows 
found freedom in these false teachings because they validated 
their unmarried status and their wealth. Not only were certain 
widows targets and adopters of these false teachings, but they 
were also among the ones spreading the teachings throughout 
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the church. �ey were going house to house “talking nonsense” 
(5:13),9 and because the women were falling for these teachings, 
they had “turned away to follow Satan” (5:15). �e false 
teachings, however, are only one contextual component at play 
in the problems arising in the church community. 

Ephesus was also the center of the cult of Artemis, the Greek 
goddess of chastity and childbirth, and her followers turned to 
her for help to get through childbirth safely. In fact, “Artemis is 
regarded as the savior of laboring women.”10 Part of her myth 
is her superiority over men which stirred up similar sentiments 
in her followers.11 Her cult was so important to the culture of 
Ephesus that Luke reports a riot breaking out in the city over the 
fear that Paul’s message of the gospel would discredit Artemis 
(Acts 19:23–40). �ey were concerned she would be “robbed 
of her divine majesty” (v. 27), so the crowds chanted “Great is 
Artemis of the Ephesians!” for hours (v. 28). From the onset 
of the gospel reaching Ephesus there was con
ict between the 
truth of the gospel and myths surrounding Artemis. 

In addition to Greek in
uence, including the cult of Artemis, 
Ephesus was a province of Rome. �e city was greatly in
uenced 
by Roman culture and was a wealthy hub of trade and travel. 
Because of this, the “new Roman woman” phenomenon likely 
spread there. �e “new Roman woman” was a “sexual revolution” 
of sorts among Roman women.12 While, in the Greco-Roman 
world, women could not o�cially exercise authority in the public 
sphere, in practice, this was starting to change during the time 
of the NT.13 Roman women had more freedom than most other 
women to have roles in the public sphere, so they in
uenced the 
culture of other women in society. �is was predominantly true 
for wealthy women because “�nancial security gave them power 
to act independently.”14 Wearing elaborate hairstyles, gold, 
pearls, and expensive clothing (2:9) were fashions of this “new 
Roman woman” trend. Wealthy Christian women seem to have 
been a�ected by this and were beginning to follow the trends 
they saw in broader society, changing their dress and exploring 
their freedom. 

Verse-by-Verse Survey

Right before the verses at hand, Paul appeals to the church to 
pray for all people, whom God wants to be saved (2:1–4). He 
wants all people “to come to a knowledge of the truth” (2:4b). 
Paul is concerned about people who have strayed from the truth 
of the gospel. Longing for the community to live in peace and to 
be people of prayer, he addresses speci�c ways these ideals are 
not being lived out within the community. 

Instructions for Men Regarding Prayer (2:8)

Paul wants men to pray without anger or disputes, both of which 
go against his urging for peace within the community. Instead, 
they should li� up holy hands, a posture related to one’s holiness 
in life and attitude toward others. Graham Simpson points out 
that “the upli�ed hand can be holy only if one’s heart is holy 
and one’s conduct is holy.”15 �ey must be in right relationship 
with God and with others before turning to God in prayer. Holy 
hands are also related to a tradition of extending hands to bless 

one another or to ask for God’s intervention in a situation.16 �e 
false teaching had stirred up disputes and anger, but instead of 
turning to one another in anger, Paul urges them to bless one 
another and pray for God’s intervention. �ey should seek God 
in their disputes because harboring anger or stirring up con
icts 
would a�ect their ability to pray for the salvation of all people. 
In doing so, they can model the truth of God’s peacefulness.

Instructions for Women (2:9–15)

Because of the Ephesian context and the nature of the false 
teachings, Paul devotes a much larger section, compared to v. 8’s 
instruction to men, addressing how the women are behaving. 
�ere is debate among scholars regarding the connection 
between these instructions for men and women. While Paul 
does not explicitly connect the instructions for women to 
the issue of prayer, it seems likely that he is still addressing 
conduct in prayer.17 To continue addressing prayer is in line 
with Paul’s overall concern of praying for the salvation of all 
people. �erefore, Paul has guidelines for them in response to 
the cultural issues a�ecting their community. 

While anger and disputes were hindering the prayers of the 
men, Paul also gives prayer instructions regarding women. �e 
problem for the women is pride and wealth. Because these verses 
are addressing how women should dress and the word translated 
as “modestly” is used, the sexual promiscuity of women is o�en 
read into the text here. However, two important points about 
these verses make it clear that Paul’s primary concern is how 
pride and wealth, not promiscuity, are hindering the prayers 
and public witness of the women. 

First, Paul tells the women to dress modestly (aidous). �is 
Greek word, like a few others in this chapter, only appears in 
the NT here. While this makes de�ning the word challenging 
enough, the word also plays almost no role in early Christian 
writings.18 In other contemporary Greek literature, the word 
is used to describe reverence before a god or dignitary, and 
it is related to presenting oneself respectably. In this sense, it 
expresses humility in relation to others. However, it can also 
describe a person’s habits or attitudes toward oneself, their 
“disposition of the soul.” While it later came to be linked to 
shamefulness, it is best understood as having a right view of 
oneself, neither too important nor too insigni�cant. To be sure, 
aidous describes one’s inner disposition, focused on how one 
views oneself and presents oneself to others. In Roman culture, 
clothing and personal values were linked.19 �erefore, Paul 
wants the women to dress in a way that best re
ects their inner 
dispositions and values. 

Secondly, Paul addresses more speci�cally how the women 
have been presenting themselves and how he desires them to 
present themselves instead. Paul names the speci�c ways women 
were dressing that were a problem: braided hair, gold, pearls, and 
expensive clothing. All of these are related to the “new Roman 
woman” and are signals of wealth. Paul is clearly not addressing 
all women, but only certain wealthy women, who were likely a 
minority in the church community. �erefore, this is in no way 



20 • PRISCILLA PAPERS |  36/4  |  Autumn 2022 cbeinternational.org

a mandate for all women everywhere to dress in a certain way to 
combat sexual promiscuity; this is a critique against 
aunting 
wealth or dressing in a way that does not re
ect one’s Christian 
values. Simpson highlights this point as he applies this verse to 
his context in India: “in appearance-conscious societies such as 
India, this is an important lesson for a believing man also.”20 �e 
same could be said of the appearance-conscious United States 
and various other cultures around the world. Paul is imploring 
wealthy Christian women not to pridefully display their wealth. 
Instead, he urges the women to have a modest view of themselves 
and to present themselves “with good deeds, appropriate for 
women who profess to worship God” (2:10 NIV).

Paul turns next to combatting the false teachings in the church 
through the education of women. Verse 11 is the only command 
in the passage: “Let a woman learn [manthanetō] in quietness and 
all submission.” �e verses that follow explain this command. 
Paul wants women to be educated and to be good students. In 
this context, a good student—whether male or female—is a quiet 
one, “waiting to be �lled up with the knowledge of the teacher.”21
�e women have not been �lled up with the knowledge of the 
truth (Paul’s prayer in 2:4), so they have been susceptible to false 
teachings. �e solution is for women to be educated in the truth 
of the faith and to submit to this truth. What, a�er all, is the best 
way to combat false teachings but with learning the truth? 

Paul gives similar instructions to women in 1 Cor 14:34–35. 
Ben Witherington, noting the strong linguistic parallels between 
these passages, sees the 1 Timothy text as a development of the 
1 Corinthians passage.22 Women should learn (variations of the 
same verb are used in both passages; see 1 Cor 14:31, 35) sound 
teaching and they should be quiet, submissive learners.23 In 1 
Cor 14, Paul is not barring women from ever speaking (just a few 
chapters before in 11:5 he gives instruction to women who are
prophesying and praying); instead, he is prohibiting disruptive 
speech. He uses the same imperative, “let them be silent 
[sigatōsan],” three times in 14:26–40: to instruct those speaking 
in tongues without an interpreter (v. 28), to a person who is 
speaking if another person has a revelation (v. 30), and to women 
who are asking questions during the worship gathering (v. 34). In 
a similar way, in 1 Timothy Paul is prohibiting disruptive speech, 
namely false teaching, and certain women have been among 
those causing the disruption. �erefore, Paul wants them to be 
quiet while they submissively learn the truth. 

Paul is hoping to combat the spread of false teaching through 
women being educated in the truth, and by not permitting them 
authentein, translated in the NIV as “to assume authority” over 
men (2:12). First Timothy 2:12 is the most contentious verse of 
the passage, with every word having been dissected in scrutiny 
and whole books written on its implications. �e main issue 
hinges on the meaning of authentein and, based on its meaning, 
the speci�city or the timelessness of the prohibition given.

Authentein is another word in this passage that only occurs 
here in the NT. In fact, it is the �rst known occurrence of the 
verb form of this word in Greek.24 �is makes de�ning the 
word incredibly challenging. �ere are several other words for 

authority Paul could have used. For example, he uses a di�erent 
word in 2:2 to talk about praying for people in positions of 
authority (huperochē), so in 2:12, Paul is certainly talking about 
something di�erent than a position of authority. Why would 
Paul use a word that is so unique, not only in his own writing but 
in contemporary literature? Where the word is found in other 
literature it generally has a negative connotation and is used in 
relation to activities initiated by oneself.25 �e original meaning 
could mean something like “to do or to originate something with 
one’s own hand”26 or to be self-achieving.27 It is used elsewhere 
to describe a murderer or a perpetrator of a crime, and it o�en 
has a connotation of domination or being dictatorial.28 Linda 
Belleville concludes that “there is no �rst-century warrant for 
translating authentein as ‘to exercise authority’” (how the word is 
translated in the ESV, NASB, and NET).29 In its later use, the word 
has a variety of meanings, but the recipient of the action is always 
harmed or forced against their will.30 �erefore, “interpreting 
[authentein] as if it describes servant leadership and pastoral care 
is misleading in the extreme.”31 In short, it is an abuse of power. 
To be clear, just because Paul is prohibiting women from acting 
this way does not mean it is permissible for men to act this way. 
�is is a negative use of authority by any person. 

Paul is not permitting women to exercise abusive authority 
over men.32 It is here that understanding the cultural context 
of Ephesus is critical. �e cult of Artemis reinforced the 
idea that women are superior to men and the “new Roman 
woman” phenomenon was encouraging wealthy women to 
seek independence, allowing them access to positions of power 
in society. Both in
uences were likely leading to uneducated 
women taking on self-appointed roles, through which they were 
spreading false teachings that were continuing to validate the 
way they were living. �erefore, Paul is not prohibiting women 
from having authority; Paul is prohibiting the kind of abusive 
authority that exists at the intersection of gender hierarchies, 
wealth, ease of access to power, and the spread of self-validating 
false teachings. In the Ephesian church at this time, it happened 
to be women who were exercising this kind of leadership. Philip 
Towner rightly argues that “under di�erent circumstances the 
experiment of women, according to gi�edness, taking on more 
and more roles within the church could have continued were 
it not for the combined detrimental e�ects of the heresy and 
the emerging controversial trend among wealthy women.”33
Understood in this light, the question is not about whether this 
prohibition universally applies to women but whether we take 
this prohibition seriously for all forms of abusive leadership in 
the church.

In 2:13–15, Eve becomes Paul’s example of how harmful 
false teachings are and how easily one can become deceived by 
such teachings. Women in the church were turning from truth 
to follow Satan (5:15), so Paul uses the most famous example 
of a woman being deceived to convey the gravity of what is at 
risk should these women continue having authority to spread 
their false teachings. Walter Kaiser argues that the reference 
to Adam and Eve being formed is not about creation order but 
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about education (formation) since Adam was with God in the 
garden and received the command about not eating from the tree 
before Eve was formed.34 �is interpretation �ts well with Paul 
emphasizing that it was Eve who was deceived, if deception is 
seen as the antithesis of education. Lack of education in the truth 
makes one prone to being deceived by false teachings. 

However, this reference to the creation account could also be 
a response to the abusive power being displayed by the women. 
Towner sees the creation reference as a direct response to the 
competing cultural in
uences.35 Paul wants Timothy to remind 
these women that the woman, Eve, was formed second and was 
the one deceived. �is is in no way to assert male dominance but 
to remind these women that God’s intention is not for women 
to be dominant either. A�er all, Paul had already written to 
the Ephesian church explaining his model of marriage. It is not 
about either husband or wife dominating the other; they must 
submit to one another (Eph 5:21). 

Following the verses reminding women that it was a woman 
who was �rst deceived, Paul also reminds women about their 
salvation (2:15). Eve had fallen into transgression, but she will 
be saved (sōthēsetai, a singular verb, not plural as in the CEV, 
NASB, NIV, etc.). �e challenging part of this verse is what 
follows: she will be saved through the childbearing/childbirth 
(tēs teknogonias). �is is yet another word in this passage that 
only appears here in the NT. Where it is found in contemporary 
Greek literature, it is referring to childbirth, meaning the event 
of birth and not the process of raising children.36 How, then, is 
childbirth connected to the salvation of Eve and women? 

It is worth noting that teknogonias has an article before it (“the 
childbirth”). �is has led many scholars to connect the childbirth 
with the birth of Jesus and the protoevangelium (“�rst-gospel”) in 
Gen 3:15–16. Jesus is the child born of a woman who has crushed 
the head of the serpent and saved us all from the sin of Adam and 
Eve. �rough this, Paul is reframing the eschatological hopes 
of the women who are following the false teachings because 
“Mary’s childbearing will save Eve in an eschatological sense 
and thus all women in and through Christ.”37 Might this, then, 
be a contextualization of the gospel for women who had turned 
to false teachings and have a history of relying on Artemis to be 
their savior, particularly during childbirth?38 Paul is reminding 
them of the gospel. Even those who, like Eve, have been deceived 
are saved through Christ.

Conclusion

Amid his beloved church’s struggles to navigate their complex 
cultural waters, Paul’s central concern is the same as in his other 
letters. He wants the Christian community to live in a way that 
re
ects the gospel well and to root out anything contrary to the 
truth of the gospel. �is larger view of Paul’s concern puts his 
instructions to Timothy for men and women in their proper 
context, consistent with the rest of Paul’s ministry. Paul worked 
alongside women throughout his mission to spread the gospel, 
praising them for their ministry, commissioning them to deliver 
and read his letters to others, and entrusting them as leaders 

of the churches he began (e.g., Rom 16:1–16). Of particular 
relevance to understanding 1 Timothy is Priscilla, a leader of 
the church in Ephesus (Acts 18:18–26, 2 Tim 4:19). Women were 
proclaiming the gospel—in fact were the �rst proclaimers of 
the gospel (Matt 28:8–10, Luke 24:9–11, John 20:18)—and Paul 
continues to see them as vital to his mission. Paul does not want 
fewer people proclaiming the gospel; he wants more to proclaim 
the truth so that all people might be saved. How ought women 
and men today live in order to ful�ll this mission of all people 
knowing salvation?

�e temptation as we read these verses in 1 Timothy is to let 
the gender-speci�c phrasing of the instructions guide how we 
apply them to our lives, seeing the instructions for men as just for 
men and those for women as just for women. However, I propose 
that we read these verses as instructions for how the whole 
Christian community might re
ect the gospel well and root 
out anything contrary to the truth of the gospel. A�er all, the 
issues being addressed by Paul are problems any person could 
perpetuate in the church. 

�ese verses call Christians to examine how we are 
representing the gospel, particularly in our attitudes and postures 
during worship. We are challenged to turn to God in times of 
disputes instead of turning to one another in anger. �e way that 
we deal with con
ict reveals the postures of our hearts. Similarly, 
Paul confronts us with the reality of wealth disparities in our 
church communities and warns against 
aunting our wealth. 
Instead, we are called to think neither too highly of ourselves nor 
too little. �e way we present ourselves should re
ect our inward 
posture of humility before God. 

Paul also instructs us to examine how false teachings are 
perpetuated in our churches and o�ers two important ways we can 
combat such teachings: education in the truth and confronting 
abusive leadership in the church. Regarding education, this looks 
like o�ering accessible biblical training and spaces for ongoing 
theological re
ection, especially for those who have historically 
not been given such opportunities. However, this also looks like 
evaluating those from whom we are learning. Who are the truth 
tellers in our midst? �e people in power are not always, and in 
fact many times are not, the ones speaking the truth. Finally, 
Paul urges us to confront and root out abusive leadership in the 
church wherever we �nd it. Doing so will allow space for leaders 
who seek to shepherd those in their care the way that Paul cares 
for the church in Ephesus. 

While Paul is addressing a speci�c situation in the church 
of Ephesus, the guidance he gives Timothy is instructive for the 
church today. In
uenced by the cult of Artemis, the “new Roman 
woman,” and the nature of the false teachings, certain women—
particularly wealthy women— were perpetuating problems in the 
church, including the continued spread of the false teachings. In 1 
Timothy, Paul addresses his concerns about the church’s mission 
and public witness in the city and gives Timothy instructions for 
rooting out the spread of false teachings. �rough this, Paul calls 
the church to be people of peace and prayer so that through their 
witness all people will come to know the truth of the gospel.
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Gifts that Reduce Taxes

Bene��ts

Simplify your estate planning! Eliminate potential 
taxes or complications for your heirs by giving 
complex or burdensome assets.

Eliminate hassles! Give assets you no longer 
need or want to manage (such as rental 
properties or vacation homes).

Reduce your taxes! Receive a fair market value 
deduction at the time of your gift and avoid tax 
liability on the sale of appreciated assets.

For more information, call us at 612-872-6898 
or email cbe@cbeinternatonal.org.

Stock, Real Estate, Life Insurance, 
IRA Funds, and Other Non-Cash Assets
Increase your potential impact—and experience 

signifi cant tax benefi ts—by giving non-cash assets.




