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What Does It Mean
Not to Teach or Have Authority
Over Men?
1 Timothy 2:11-15

Douglas Moo
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he New Testament makes it plain that Christian women, like men, have been

& given spiritual gifts (1 Corinthians 12:7-11). Women, like men, are to use
these gifts to minister to the body of Christ (1 Peter 4:10); their ministries are
indispensable to the life and growth of the church (1 Corinthians 12:12-26). There
are many examples in the New Testament of just such ministries on the part of
gifted Christian women (see Chapter § in this volume). To be true to the New
Testament, then, the contemporary church needs to honor those varied ministries
of women and to encourage women to pursue them.

But does the New Testament place any restrictions on the ministry of
women? From the earliest days of the apostolic church, most orthodox Christians
have thought so. One important reason they have thought so is the teaching of 1
Timothy 2:8-15:

51 want men everywhere to lift up holy hands in prayer, without anger or dis-
puting. ’I also want women to dress modestly, with decency and propriety, not
with braided hair or gold or pearls or expensive clothes, ""but with good deeds,
appropriate for women who profess to worship God. A woman should learn
in quietness and full submission. I do not permit a woman to teach or to have
authority over a man; she must be silent. "*For Adam was formed first, then Eve.
And Adam was not the one deceived; it was the woman who was deceived and
became a sinner. “But women will be kept safe through childbirth, if they con-
tinue in faith, love and holiness with propriety.

Has the church been right to think that this passage imposes certain perma-
nent restrictions on the ministry of women? Certainly this is what the passage, as
translated above, seems to say. Women are not to teach or to have authority over
men. They are not to do so because of the order in which God created man and
woman and because of how man and woman fell into sin. However, many in our
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day think this passage does not require the contemporary church to limit the min-
istry of women. Others think it may limit only certain women from certain min-
istries in certain circumstances.

Many people refuse to apply this passage to the church today because they
question whether it has authority over us. For example, non-evangelical New
Testament scholars generally believe that all three pastoral epistles (1 Timothy, 2
Timothy, and Titus) were written by an unknown person in Paul’s name long
after he was dead. While this unknown author admired Paul and wanted to use
his authority, he also contradicted Paul. In such cases, if anyone is to be able to
speak to the church today with authority, it is the “true Paul,” not the “pseudo-
Paul” of the pastoral epistles. And the “true Paul” taught that in Christ there is
neither male nor female (Galatians 3:28).

We are not, however, concerned here with those who hold this view, or oth-
ers like it.! For such a viewpoint can only be refuted at a basic critical and theo-
logical level. We would want to show why Paul should be considered the author
of the pastoral epistles; how the teaching of these epistles, although different in
tone and emphasis from other letters of Paul, is nevertheless compatible with their
teaching; and, most basically, why Christians should accept whatever Scripture
says as holding unquestioned authority for the church today.

Yet there are many sincere Christians who agree with everything we have just
said but still do not think that 1 Timothy 2:8-15 puts any general restriction on
the ministry of women in the contemporary church. Are they right? Has the posi-
tion of the Christian church on this issue for twenty centuries been the product
of cultural conditioning from which we finally are able to free ourselves?

We do not think so. We think 1 Timothy 2:8-15 imposes two restrictions on
the ministry of women: they are not to teach Christian doctrine to men and they
are not to exercise authority directly over men in the church. These restrictions
are permanent, authoritative for the church in all times and places and circum-
stances as long as men and women are descended from Adam and Eve. In this
essay, we will attempt to justify these conclusions. In doing so, we will be con-
cerned particularly to show why the arguments for alternative interpretations are
not convincing.

The Setting

Paul writes this first letter to his disciple and coworker Timothy to remind him
“how people ought to conduct themselves in God’s household, which is the
church of the living God” (1 Timothy 3:15). Paul must send this reminder because
the church at Ephesus, where Timothy has been left to continue the work of min-
istry, is beset by false teaching (see 1:3). Certain people from within the church
have departed from the true teaching of the gospel, have become quarrelsome and
argumentative, and are propagating doctrines that are erroneous. Many inter-
pretations of 1 Timothy 2:11-15 rely heavily on the nature of this false teaching
at Ephesus in explaining what Paul means in these verses. There is nothing wrong
with this in principle; good exegesis always takes into consideration the larger
context in which a text appears. However, Paul tells us remarkably little about
the specifics of this false teaching, presumably because he knows that Timothy is
well acquainted with the problem. This means that we cannot be at all sure about
the precise nature of this false teaching and, particularly, about its impact on the

























































