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POSITION PAPER ON WOMEN AND BIBLE TEACHING 

 One of the most controversial and hotly debated topics in the Evangelical church is 

the role of women and ministry, specifically with respect to the ability to teach men the bible.  

The key passage that undergirds the debate is found in 1 Timothy 2:8-15.  Specifically, Paul 

indicates in verse 2:12 “I do not allow a woman to teach or to exercise authority over a man, but 

to remain quiet.”  Interpretation of this passage has drawn extremes as defining the prohibition of 

women teaching men.  On one end, there are those who see this as a universally prescriptive 

statement and prohibit women from teaching men in any setting.  On the opposite end, there are 

those who ascribe this passage to a purely cultural context that does not represent a 

contemporary application in which women can share equally in the biblical teaching task.   

I do not believe either of these extremes are tenable.   I believe that there are a variety 

of venues where women can teach the bible to men.  It will depend on the relation to church 

authority and to leading others in doctrinal truths within that context.   While I do see a cultural 

relevance there is also a timeless principle that should be regarded.  The key to understanding 

how a woman may appropriately teach the bible to men is a consideration of the context in which 

Paul addresses this instruction and what he meant in that context for a woman to not teach or 

exercise authority over a man.  This paper will explain how I arrive at my position but examining 

the context in which Paul is addressing this issue and defining what he means by teaching and 

having authority.  I will then correlate that with contemporary applications for how women may 

stand by the prescriptions outlined in 1 Timothy 2:12.   

Context of 1 Timothy 2:12 

  Paul writes to Timothy concerning how the congregation should be conducted.  

While it is not expressly stated, his instruction concerns how men and women are to conduct 

themselves when they meet as a church since he is writing to Timothy regarding his pastoral 
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capacity as evidenced by his instruction concerning teaching (1:3-7), his instruction concerning 

prayer (2:1-2), his desire to see men lift up holy hands (2:8) and women to present themselves 

modestly (2:9-10) and to learn in quietness (2:12-13).    Specifically regarding women receiving 

instruction quietly, it does not make sense outside of a congregational setting.  So the prohibition 

in 2:12 is directed towards a congregational setting and not individual.  Therefore, this does not 

preclude men from ever receiving biblical instruction from women, but there is a prohibition of 

teaching in a congregational setting. 

The cultural context might have some credibility in defining the prohibition.   It is 

most likely that the church in Ephesus was being frustrated by the infiltration of pagan 

philosophies that recognized the worship of goddesses and woman were usurping authority.  

Because the temple existence was a reprieve from the harsh reality of the Greco-Roman 

patriarchal structure, it seems reasonable that women who converted to Christianity correlated 

the temple freedom with Christian freedom in a congregational setting and quite possibly 

usurped authority when the church met.  There is also the idea that Paul was addressing heretical 

teaching from these women in their attempts to usurp authority.   

However, I do not believe there is sufficient evidence to strictly assign the prohibition 

to cultural significance. The fact that Paul brings up the creation order in 2:13 is indication that 

there is a timeless principle to be regarded.  This also corresponds to 1 Corinthians 11:3-9 and 

order that should be present in corporate worship.  In this passage, there is no prohibition against 

speaking in a corporate setting.  The idea of women remain silent and receiving instruction in 

silence does not mean that they cannot contribute but that what they share and how they share it 

must be in keeping with a proper order.   

What Does ‘Authority or Teaching’ Mean 

  It is possible that Paul is referencing false teaching that was specific to the cultural 

context.  There is also some credibility to the ascribing the prohibition as Paul giving a „now in 

this instance‟ command.  In other words, when he says „I do not allow a woman to teach‟, in the 

context of a scenario where women are being disruptive, there is some credibility in assigning a 
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prohibition to that specific context.  This also makes sense when referencing the divine order in 

vs. 13, which would define quietness as not usurping authority in the congregation and allowing 

for males to lead.  As noted above, I do not believe that the cultural context solely defines the 

parameters in which the command is rendered, but it does contribute to Paul‟s indication that a 

woman not teach.    

The conjunction to teach or exercise authority must be considered together.  

Teaching, in this case, is a function of exercising authority.  Saucy notes that the conjunction 

must be seen as positively in that the teaching is not really referencing domineering but not 

exercising authority in the teaching.1  Given that the cultural context does play a role, I would 

take a mediating position that indicates women are not to exercise authority over men in a way 

that negates the divine order as stipulated by the timeless principle of men leading.  It does not 

mean they cannot teach a man, but cannot do so in a context of exercising authority over them. 

It is also significant to note what teaching with authority meant in an early church 

context.  The early congregations did not have the same ecclesial structures in existence today.  

They congregated in homes where the apostles teaching was the primary source of instruction 

(Acts 2:42).  They did not have bibles, only Old Testament scripture and the apostles teaching.  

In the course of progressive revelation, the completed revelation in Christ was transmitted 

through the teaching of the apostles.  The type of teaching that Paul is addressing is related to 

new revelation of Christ through the apostles teaching, as Saucy notes  

 

“His [Christ‟s] teaching carried absolute authority because of who He was.  The apostles 

as commissioned and inspired representatives of Christ likewise claimed canonical or 

normative authority for their teaching…the highest authority under the apostles was 

assigned to the regular teaching of a recognized leader, i.e. elder/bishop/pastor.”2     

                                                 

1 Robert Saucy, “Paul‟s Teaching on the Ministry of Women” in Women and Men in Ministry: A 

Complementarian Perspective (Chicago: Moody Press, 2001), 306 

2 Ibid, 299 
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Therefore, with respect to the completed canon, the teaching of Christian doctrine would be akin 

to the apostles teaching with respect to the Christian tradition. 

Moreover, this teaching is related to guarding the faith (1 Timothy 1:3; Jude 3).  

Those entrusted to transmit the apostles teaching were also responsible for exhorting in sound 

doctrine, correcting error and refuting those who contradicted it (1 Timothy 4:11; Titus 1:9).  It is 

reasonable to see that this corresponds to the teaching office identified in Ephesians 4:13 as those 

who taught in reference to the foundation laid by the apostles and prophets (Ephesians 2:20).  So 

when Paul stipulates that a woman should not teach or exercise authority over a man it is related 

to teaching the foundations of Christianity as an authoritative figure within the church who is 

capable of carrying out the functions of the teaching office, including the exercise of church 

discipline.   

There were also other forms of teaching related to the Christian testimony that 

scriptural evidence supports women being able to edify men that are related to the apostles 

teaching but not in a way that is exercising authority over them.  The evidence from 1 

Corinthians 11:2-5 suggests that women prophesied in mixed company for the edification of the 

church, which also corresponds to 1 Corinthians 14.  Prophesy in this case most likely involved 

people receiving a word from the Lord to edify the church as opposed to a new revelation that 

was part of the apostles teaching.    The correlation with respect to a completed canon is that 

women had the ability to exhort the body from scripture for their edification.    Linda Belleville 

also notes that women who assumed patronage roles in the early church by hosting their homes 

or actively serving with the apostles, such as Lydia, Phoebe and Junia most likely took an active 

role in the assistance to the apostles.  This may have included encouragement or instruction.3 

There is also evidence that women had the ability to teach men divine truth outside of 

an ecclesial structure.  In Acts 18:24-26, Priscilla and Aquila instruct Apollos regarding doctrinal 

                                                 

3 Linda Belleville, “Women in Ministry” in Two Views on Women in Ministry (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan Publishing House, 2001), 87-88 
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truths.  Since Apollos was only acquainted with the baptism of John and unlikely a believer, the 

more accurate way involved teaching that would be fitting for a proper understanding of 

Christianity.  In this case, a woman is clearly teaching a man.   

Application For Present Day Ministry 

When considering the prohibition of women teaching men the bible, I believe the key 

factor is teaching that involves authority.  The authority in this case would be those entrusted 

with the governance of the church and being responsible for leading others into a knowledge of 

Christian doctrine.  This does not apply to all teachers but to pastors/elders.  Therefore, I do not 

believe it is appropriate for a woman to negate the divine order stipulated in 1 Timothy 2:13-14 

and be responsible for leading men in an authoritative capacity, i.e. serve as head pastors or 

elders.  By serving in this capacity, they are clearly exercising authority over men, which is at the 

heart of the prohibition.  However, my hesitation is in ecclesial structures where the pastor of a 

local assembly is governed by a larger authoritative body.   

I do not believe this prohibition applies to women teaching in a mixed setting.  I still 

wrestle with the appropriateness of women teachers who fill the occasional pulpit spot on 

Sundays.   To be consistent with the prohibition related to authority, if the teaching from the 

pulpit constitutes responsibility for leading others in divine truth, then it would seem 

inappropriate for a woman to fill that spot.  On the other hand, a guest speaker or leader who is 

not part of the governing body within a local assembly who edifies the congregation with biblical 

exhortation is no different than the women who prophesied in the early church.  Therefore, it 

seems reasonable if the prohibition is related to authority that a woman who is not responsible 

for the governance of the body can and should use her gifts to exhort the body in this manner.  

Additionally, those given the right to share from the pulpit have the endorsement of church 

leadership anyway. 

Dr  Constable brings out an important issue related to contemporary ecclesial 

structure that have various ministry components and I am in agreement with this statement;  
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“Paul seems to have been speaking here of the whole local congregation.  I do not think 

he would have objected to women teaching or leading some groups within the church that 

we commonly recognize as sub-groups provided they do so with the approval of the male 

leadership of the church (cf. Acts 18:26; 2 Timothy 3:14-15; Titus 2:3).” 4 

I believe it is permissible for women to teach biblical truths and doctrinal matters in the sub-

groups mentioned here.  Such groups would include various ministries within the local assembly, 

fellowship type groups where the purpose is to exhort and edify one another in the word and 

even instructional classes such as Sunday School.  Since ultimate submission is the governing 

body, there should be no prohibition for a woman to teach as long as the governing body 

approves of it. 

There is also no prohibition in private teaching outside the ecclesial structure.  

Women have written on a variety of doctrinal issues as well as bible commentaries.  Such 

instruction should be welcomed no differently than that of male authors.  Ultimately it 

demonstrates that women are as capable as men in explaining biblical truths and articulating 

Christian doctrine.  There is no exercise of church authority in this case and absolutely 

permissible.  

Conclusion 

 As a woman who has an immense love for the bible and the desire to teach others its 

wonderful truths, I must approach this topic with the highest level of integrity.  It would be 

simple to ascribe the prohibition stated in 1 Timothy 2:12 to a cultural context and identify the 

equal distribution of gifts as cause to support equality in the ability to teach.  But Paul‟s 

instruction concerning teaching and exercising authority in context of the role of the teaching 

office and transmission of divine revelation, and male headship temper my ability to so.  Such 

instructions demonstrate timeless principles of women not taking an authoritative role in the 

church and the teaching that this germane to this role.  Outside of that, women and can and 

should be given the optimal amount of opportunities to teach and exhort others in biblical truth.   

  

                                                 

4 Thomas Constable, “1 Timothy” in www.soniclight.org, accessed July 11, 2011, 27 

http://www.soniclight.org/
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