THE BIBLICAL ROLE OF WOMEN AND TEACHING


What did Paul mean in 1 Timothy 2:11-12 when he said, “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.” In studying the context of 1 Timothy 2 it is evident that Paul’s concern was that when the Ephesian churches met, their prayer and deportment would promote God’s desire for “all men to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth” (verse 4). The section begins with Paul urging prayer and deportment (verses 1-2), and it peaks with an admonishment regarding prayer and conduct (verses 8-10). 


Paul then expands his discussion in respect to teaching and authority in the church. They are about order in the church. It is significant to note that the words ‘to teach’ and ‘have authority’ contain no negative connotation to indicate domination or a domineering attitude. The words ‘to teach’ and its noun forms ‘teaching’ and ‘teacher’ are used in the New Testament to describe careful and authoritative transmission of Biblical truth. And, more importantly, in the Pastoral epistles (1 & Timothy, Titus), ‘teaching’ always has the sense of authoritative public doctrinal instruction. 

References: 1 Timothy 4:11-16 (NIV), “Command and teach these things. Don't let anyone look down on you because you are young, but set an example for the believers in speech, in life, in love, in faith and in purity. Until I come, devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture, to preaching and to teaching. Do not neglect your gift, which was given you through a prophetic message when the body of elders laid their hands on you. Be diligent in these matters; give yourself wholly to them, so that everyone may see your progress. Watch your life and doctrine closely. Persevere in them, because if you do, you will save both yourself and your hearers.”

2 Timothy 3:16-17 (NIV), “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.”

2 Timothy 4:2 (NIV), “Preach the Word; be prepared in season and out of season; correct, rebuke and encourage--with great patience and careful instruction.”


With the above in mind, then, the prohibition is against preaching, as in 2 Timothy 4:2 above. Also prohibited is the teaching-elder role of authoritatively defining and expositing the deposit of sacred truth. The text is also clear that attitude is of paramount importance, namely, submissiveness to leadership in the church (see verse 11). 


This, however, does not forbid men and women from instructing one another in regular discourse. Guidelines are given in 1 Corinthians 11 and 14 for the correct manner of worship and instruction. We ought to be teaching one another. Priscilla and Aquila taught Apollos in their home. Apollos learned his theology from both of them (Acts 18:26). 


Understanding that Scripture does not permit a woman to preach or exercise elder-like responsibility for the definition and exposition of the Word, where then must we draw the line for women’s ministry? Sunday school classes are by definition ‘small groups’ whose pattern of teaching is defined by a biblical guide, the study material. To lead a discussion of the Scripture based upon guidelines that have been approved by the church leadership cannot be construed as a preaching ministry or as authoritative responsibility for exposition of the truth. 


(For a discussion of the headship principle of Scripture relating to this subject, see the handout ‘Women and Silence in the Church’.)

