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History and General Overview

What is the history of this topic at White Station?

The elders have always wanted to value women’s contributions, and although our efforts have been inconsistent, 
there is evidence of this desire. For example, there have been several women’s appointments to the ministry team and 
administrative staff. In addition, consider this brief historical sketch.

• March 6, 1991 (25 years ago): a letter to the congregation from the elders stated, “It is the consensus of your 
elders that it is acceptable for a woman to read Scripture, make comments, start hymns, and audibly participate 
in prayers in small, informal group situations where the emphasis is on group participation.” This is currently 
practiced in many, though not all, classes and small groups.

• May 2002: elders’ meeting minutes indicate women may “teach mixed gender classes through senior high age.”

• 2003: a study by the elders did not arrive at specific policy recommendations but revealed the importance of 
further exploration of this subject.

• August 2012: leadership team received inquiries from members seeking clarification on the biblical basis for our 
practices regarding the use of the gifts of women.

• February 2013: a planning process revealed the need for more Bible study on the subject of women’s roles.

• September 2013: at the request of a set of twins of accountable age and at the request of the elders, an elder’s 
wife baptized those twins. That elder’s wife had taught the twins in her Bible class.

• March 2014: a process began, culminating in this congregational study.

What motivated the elders to look at this issue?

Churches of Christ have always had a high view of Scripture. It is our authority for faith and practice. This high view 
of Scripture is adequate motivation for the pursuit of a better understanding of what the Bible says on any subject. In 
our case, we were tasked with answering this question, “What is the biblical basis for White Station’s practices relative 
to the roles of women in the church and in the worship assembly?” We were driven by biblical authority and godly 
wisdom to resist anxious reactions to the pressures of culture, tradition, prejudice, or preference. The foundation of our 
heritage impels us to continue this study.

In addition to knowing Scripture, we want to better equip women and men to advance our mission. Given the sensitive 
nature of this issue, the leaders sought God’s wisdom on how to neither marginalize women where Scripture provides 
liberty nor impose change on those whose sincere convictions align with current practice. Our goal is to achieve this 
sensitive balance.

As with many controversial topics, it is tempting to avoid the issue for fear of the outcome. Yet the early church had 
conversations over key beliefs and was able to work through them in unity. The White Station elders followed this 
biblical model to reach a positive outcome. By following the authority of Scripture, submitting to each other, and 
allowing the Holy Spirit to guide our thoughts and actions, we grew as we embraced the challenges of an honest study 
of Scripture.

What process did the elders follow to get to this point?

The Leadership Team (elders and ministers) was determined to achieve more biblical clarity on this subject. Since the 
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topic concerned women, it seemed presumptuous to discuss it as a group of men off to ourselves without women’s 
input, so we asked our spouses to join us. We also asked an experienced facilitator to guide our discussions and 
sought the scholarship and wisdom of experienced Bible teachers.

The purpose of this process was affirmed by the Leadership Team. It was 
to discern biblical authority on the gender roles issues because these 
issues are important to our mission to “serve everyone in our diverse 
community, lead the lost to Christ, and help us all become fully mature 
Christians.” If this discernment convinced us of a need to change, we were 
committed to following biblical principles to empower men and women 
in a manner that strengthened our unity in diversity, our unity in Christ.

An essential guiding principle was to “look not only to our own interests, but also the interests of others” (Phil. 2:4). 
There was a wide range of perspectives represented among the Leadership Team and spouses, and we committed to 
treating each other with respect, walking in each other’s shoes, and learning humbly from each other.

Each person began with some idea of where she or he stood on this topic; some were more firmly convinced than 
others. The beauty of the process was that all moved varying degrees from our starting positions, and together we 
came to a consensus regarding the biblical parameters for women’s roles. We attribute this to our common devotion to 
Scripture, the guidance of the Holy Spirit, and to our love and respect for each other.

How you sought to involve the congregation?

Once the leadership team concluded the study, we had to answer this question: What is the best way to involve the 
congregation? There were several options. One would be simply to convey our consensus and any new resulting 
policies in a few short lessons and then move forward. Another was simply to act upon these conclusions in the 
worship venues we deemed appropriate. A key concern, however, was to respect our members and to involve 
them in a way that demonstrated our concern for their faith, our respect for their desire to follow Scripture, and 
our commitment to biblical unity. We did not want to force anything on the church but to present our study to the 
congregation and allow God’s Spirit to lead us toward change that is appropriate, sensitive, and expressive of our 
commitment to unity in diversity.

Our initial thought was to conduct a special study on Wednesday evenings and repeat that study until a significant 
number of our members had opportunity to explore the subject. We realized some of our members would have 
significant interest in the topic but others would not. We thought Wednesday night studies, repeated as necessary, 
would be less disruptive to our established Sunday rhythms and would not impose on those who were uncomfortable 
discussing women’s roles.

Our perspective changed, however, after we met with a focus group representing a cross-section of the White Station 
family. This group provided excellent feedback. A strong sentiment from that group was we should involve the whole 
congregation. To involve the whole church, however, is difficult at White Station. Our four morning worship assemblies 
did not seem like the appropriate context because we did not want our times of worship to be dominated by this issue. 
The focus group concluded that since the elders were the ones who had led this process from the beginning, the 
elders should be the ones to lead the study with the congregation.

By following the authority of Scripture, 
submitting to each other, and allowing 
the Holy Spirit to guide our thoughts 
and actions, the elders grew as they 
embraced the challenges of an honest 
study of Scripture.
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The final decision was to use our Sunday morning class period for this study with the elders guiding those discussions. 
In order to have elders in each class, we combined classes for the duration of the study. We asked one of our elders 
and one of our respected teachers to give Wednesday evening presentations in the chapel with our adult Bible class 
teachers and many others in attendance. Those presentations were video-recorded and then shown in each of the 
combined classes with elders moderating the discussions to follow. We also provided a Wednesday evening class for 
those who had additional questions. 

Our purpose was for the congregation to experience the benefit of the study that had blessed and unified us. We 
trusted our members to respond thoughtfully to biblical teachings, to practice unity in Christ amid our diversity, and to 
respect those with whom they might disagree. It was and is our intent during and after the study to listen sensitively to 
the congregation in advance of any change within the parameters revealed in Scripture.

Women’s roles in church should not be determined by contemporary culture or by church traditions, and they should 
not be determined based on what seems reasonable or fair. They must emerge out of a careful study of Scripture. That 
awareness leads to the following question:

What principles of biblical interpretation will serve us well in this study?

• Scripture does not give us one comprehensive presentation in one unified passage on roles of women. We must 
survey all the texts that address this subject and receive the truth conveyed by the whole. We must not use one 
text to the exclusion of others. The unity of Scripture has made this possible. If interpreted correctly, Scripture 
does not contradict itself.

• The text must be studied with a strong desire to get back to the original intention of the inspired authors. 
The serious Bible student wants to know as much as possible about the context, culture, and other influences 
relevant to the production of these texts. Once in touch with the original meaning, the text can be taken and 
applied to our present circumstances.

• The interpretation of Scripture must be approached with humility, a willingness to reexamine traditional 
interpretations, and a rejection of simplistic conclusions. Peter declares that some of the things Paul wrote were 
hard to understand (2 Peter 3:16). Since the three passages we will focus on (1 Cor. 11:2-16;  14:34-35; & 1 Tim. 
2:8-15) are all written by Paul, we must be prepared to be disciplined, thorough, and discerning.

Some of our members desired a longer and more in-depth study of this issue. As a result, this document was used as 
the focus of a Wednesday evening study.

Women in the Old Testament

While it is clear there are some OT roles in which women did not serve (e.g., priests), God used women in other 
significant ways. Since God placed women in these roles, clearly what they did was in keeping with the principles of 
God’s creation.1

• Miriam the prophetess (Exodus 15:4) was a divinely commissioned leader alongside Moses and Aaron (Micah 
6:4), and the Lord spoke through her as well as Moses and Aaron (Numbers 12:2). When we read in Exodus 
15:21 that she sang “to them,” the Hebrew term translated as “to them” is a masculine pronoun. The imperative 
verb “to sing” in that same verse is also masculine. These two terms indicate Miriam led both the male and 

1This reference to “the principles God’s creation” is the first of many connections in this document to the creation narrative preserved 
in Gen. 1-3. The present connection and the many to follow are due to the awareness that Paul’s teachings regarding the roles of 
women are grounded in that narrative.
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female Israelites. The people’s recognition of her as a leader is revealed when all she had to do was take the 
drum in her hand for them to follow her. Moses and Aaron are more often listed in the OT as the Exodus leaders. 
However, her leadership is significant at this crucial point in Israel’s history.

• Deborah (Judges 4:4) was both a prophetess and a judge and as such was in a God-ordained position of 
leadership and influence. She led Israel in all matters religious, political, and military (Judges 4-5) and was God’s 
voice in commanding Israel’s general, Barak, to field an army to defeat the Canaanites. The contention that 
Deborah was chosen because there were no men with the character and strength up to the task is problematic 
because God often appointed men who were seemingly unable or unwilling (e.g. Moses, Jonah). What we know 
is the Bible refers to Deborah as a leader with the same title (“judge”) given to thirteen men who also served in 
this role.

• Huldah (2 Kings 22:14; 2 Chronicles 34:22) was a prophetess who lived during the reign of King Josiah, a 
time in which the role of the Torah (the Law) needed to be re-established. Although Josiah’s contemporaries 
included such notable prophets as Jeremiah, Zephaniah, Nahum, and Habakkuk, God spoke through a female 
prophetess, Huldah. It was through her that God confirmed the authenticity of the scroll discovered in the 
Temple and communicated a message to Judah’s king. She even spoke with the prophetic formula: “Thus says 
the Lord.” 

• The exalted picture of women in Proverbs 31 must also be included in the OT’s overall presentation of God’s 
design for women.

• Also relevant are Hannah (1 Samuel 1&2), Esther (Esther 2:7-9:32), and Ruth (Ruth 1:4-4:13).

Women in the New Testament

• Jesus was more inclusive of women than Rabbinic practices of that time.2

• Peter on the day of Pentecost quoted Joel 2:28ff. One portion of that quotation is, “Your sons and your 
daughters shall prophesy.” Another portion is, “Even upon my slaves, both men and women, in those days I will 
pour out my spirit; and they shall prophesy” (Acts 2:17-18).

• Women who are referred to as “fellow laborers” (Gk. sunergos) include Euodia and Syntyche (Phil. 4:2-3), this 
designation also describes men such as Timothy (Rom. 16:24; 1 Thess. 3:2; Philemon 1), Apollos (1 Cor. 3:9), 
Titus (2 Cor. 8:23), Epaphroditus (Phil. 2:25), Aristarchus (Col. 4:10; Philemon 24), Mark (Col. 4:10; Philemon 24), 
Justus (Col. 4:10), Epaphras (Philemon 24), Demas (Philemon 24), and Luke (Philemon 24). 

• Women who are referred to as “laborers” (Gk. kopiōnti) include several women such as Maria (Romans 16:6) and 
Tryphaena, Tryphosa, and Persis (Romans 16:12). This is the same word Paul uses to describe his own ministry 
in 1 Cor. 4:12, 15:10; Gal. 4:11; Phil. 2:16; Col. 1:29; and 1 Tim. 4:10. Paul tells the Thessalonians to “respect 
those who work hard (labor) among” them (1 Thess. 5:12). In 1 Cor. 16:16 Paul writes that those in the house of 
Stephanas should submit to every “fellow worker (Gk. sunergounti) and laborer (kopionti).”

• In Acts and the Epistles, we read of the role Priscilla played alongside Aquila, and we are exposed to the 
importance of Euodia and Syntyche, Phoebe, and others. For example, Phoebe in Romans 16:1-2 is referred to 
as a “servant” or “deacon”/“deaconess” (Gk. diakonos) and “helper” (Gk. prostatis). These words, when used in 
a close context regarding the same person, point to a role of significant influence. Although diakonos, may not 
refer to an office (see below), Paul uses it to describe his own ministry (1 Cor. 3:5; 2 Cor. 3:6, 6:4, 11:23; Eph. 3:7; 
Col 1:23, 25). Also, while this reference to Phoebe is the only time the Greek noun, prostatis, is used in the NT; 
its verb form, proistemi, is used eight times to refer to church leadership (Rom. 12:8, 1 Thess. 5:12, 1Tim. 5:17), 
household management (1 Tim. 3:5, 12), and the practice of good works (Titus 3:8, 14). Prostatis is translated 
in Rom. 16:2 as “sponsor” (Common English Bible), “benefactor” (New Revised Standard Version), “respected 

2Ben Witherington III, Women in the Ministry of Jesus (Cambridge University Press, 1987).
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leader” (Contemporary English Version), and “patron” (English Standard Version). Each of these translations is 
within the range of meanings borne by the Greek term.

Phoebe as well as Junia warrant special comment. Before concluding Phoebe (Romans 16:1-2) was in the office of a 
deaconess/deacon (Gk. term, diakonos, is masculine) or Junia (Romans 16:7) or Junia’s husband, Andronicus, was an 
apostle like Paul or Peter, we should be aware that a case is made that these terms “deacon” and “apostle” are here 
intended to be more generic in nature. In fact, it is far more likely that the Greek phrase translated as “outstanding 
among the apostles” (NIV 2011) in Rom. 16:7 should be rendered as “well known to the apostles.”3

However, we also should acknowledge our temptation to ascribe more importance to men who are described by these 
terms than to women. For example, if the reference to Phoebe were to a “Philip” or a “Simeon,” we would probably 
identify him as a person holding the office of “deacon.” In fact, the Phoebe reference is the only time the phrase 
“servant of the church” is found in the NT. Could it be the only reason we back away from that conclusion is because 
the reference is to Phoebe? This should create a question: Instead of making hard distinctions between women and 
men who are described by the same words, should we see their work as more alike than different? One certainty 
regarding Romans 16 is it lists women in important functions alongside men as demonstrated in Table 1. 

As this table demonstrates, many of the words used 
to describe women are also used for men, and 
Phoebe and four other women have descriptive 
terms applied only to them. Seven women are 
featured in Rom. 16 in a way that conveys their 
importance in the early church.

Clearly God used women 
throughout the Bible.

There are three key passages concerning women’s 
roles in the early church, all from the pen of the 
apostle Paul. What guidelines does Paul give 
in 1 Cor. 11:2-16; 14:34-35; and 1 Tim. 2:11-14 
concerning women’s role in the assemblies? Before 
we study each text, we will first explore the doctrine 
of headship and submission, a doctrine significant 
to the study of these texts. Since the biblical 
doctrine of headship is so closely connected to the 
creation narrative in Gen. 1-3, we must also provide 
an understanding of the word “helper” because it 
plays such an important role in Gen. 2.

Table 1: Individuals in Rome (Rom. 16:1-16)4 

Description Men Women

Deacon  
(Gk. diakonos)

Phoebe (16:1)

Helper, Great help  
(Gk. prostatis)

Phoebe (16:2)

Coworker Aquila (16:3) 
Urbanus (16:9)

Prisca (16:3)

Host of a house 
church

Aquila (16:5) 
Aristobulus (16:10)? 
Narcissus (16:11)?

Prisca (16:5)

Laborer Maria (16:6) 
Tryphaena (16:12) 
Tryphosa (16:12) 
Persis (16:7)

Apostle (“well 
known to the 
apostles”)

Andronicus (16:7) Junia (16:7)

TOTAL: 6 functions 3 (or 5) men filling  
3 functions

7 women filling  
6 functions

3See article by Michel H. Burer & Daniel B. Wallace, “Was Junia Really an Apostle? A Re-examination of Rom 16.7,” New Testament 
Studies 47 (Jan. 2001): 76-91, esp. pp. 84-91.;  Michael Burer published a follow-up article that addressed critiques of his New 
Testament Studies article in the Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 58/4 (2015):731–55.

4This chart is adapted from Christopher Roy Hutson, “Laborers in the Lord: Romans 16 and the Women in Pauline Churches,” Leaven, 
Vol. 4 [2012], Issue 2, p. 30. The question marks with some of the names in the “Men” column are there to indicate some degree of 
uncertainty regarding whether the name belonged to a man or a woman.
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Key Definitions: Headship and Submission 

In 1 Cor. 11:3 we read, “I want you to realize that the head of every man is Christ, and the head of the woman is man, 
and the head of Christ is God.”

While there is debate as to the exact meaning of “head” (Gk. kephale)5 in this verse, the most natural interpretation 
is that it designates a defined order that entails being in a position of structural spiritual authority. The phrase, “the 
biblical doctrine of headship,” occurs often in this document (sometimes with slight variations). That phrase is used to 
remind the reader of 1 Cor. 11:3 and the recognition that God is the head of Christ, Christ is the head of man, and man 
is the head of woman.

The biblical doctrine of headship cannot be properly understood unless we also understand both the authority and 
submissive aspects of headship as God-like and Christ-like qualities. In addition, we must recognize that submission 
is part of the fabric of Christian community, the general posture of all Christians (Matt. 23:11-12; Mark 10:42-45; Luke 
9:46-48; 14:11; John 13:2-17; Rom. 13:1-5; Eph. 5:21; Phil. 2:1-11; 1 Pet. 2:13-3:7). It is unbiblical to assign submission 
exclusively or primarily to women when both God and Christ exemplify submission throughout Scripture. Headship, 
with examples of its authority and submission, is integral to Scripture and is vital to the Church founded by Christ and 
shepherded by Paul.

1 Cor. 11:3 uses headship as the metaphor of authority and submission between God and Christ, Christ and man, 
and between man and woman. It is essential for us to look at how God exercises headship with Christ and how Christ 
responds to God. Better understanding the nature of God’s headship and Christ’s submissive response will facilitate a 
fuller understanding of the relationship God desires men and women to experience.

The headship relationship between God and Christ has these aspects:

• God has power and authority over Christ but is never domineering or self-serving (John 17).

• God’s headship initiates from God’s immense love for Christ and humanity (Mt 3:16-17).

• Christ is totally empowered to engage with the world (Acts 8:32).

• God submits to the results, the actions, and the responses of Christ (John 19:30).

Men’s headship relative to women should reflect these same qualities. Men’s headship should be absent of the 
behaviors that in too many cases have become characteristic of stereotypical male headship, characteristics that 
arise only out of the desire or need for control. Jesus Christ voluntarily places himself in a relationship of submission, 
obedience, and sacrifice to God (Phil. 2:5-11). God has authority over Christ, but God willingly empowers Christ in 
love. Surely it follows that men are to have authority over women but are to willingly empower women in love. Godly 
men are to have the best interests of women at heart as God does for Jesus Christ and for mankind.

God’s power is well described below:

“LORD, the God of our ancestors, are you not the God who is in heaven? You rule over all the kingdoms of the 
nations. Power and might are in your hand, and no one can withstand you” (2 Chr. 20:6).

 Knowing God has all power, all authority, it is beautiful to realize (as Scripture reveals) that God’s headship is 

5W. Grudem, “Does Kephale (“Head”) Mean “Source” Or “Authority Over” in Greek Literature? A Survey of 2,336 Examples,” Trinity 
Journal ns 6.1 (Spring 1985): 38-59, accessible at http://www.biblicalstudies.org.uk/pdf/tj/kephale_grudem.pdf. 
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primarily displayed by initiating from love, empowering Christ and mankind 
from creation, and submitting to the outcomes.6 As a result of God’s 
empowerment of humanity, God and creation suffer because humans 
misused that empowerment and brought sin into the world. Yet God’s 

engagement with humanity does not change. God continues to initiate, empower, and submit. Two passages in which 
these three characteristics of God’s headship are displayed are Gen. 1-2 and Psa. 113.

Jesus Christ is clearly connected to Psa. 110:1 in passages like Eph. 2:20-23, a connection that reveals the “authority, 
power, and dominion” of Christ. Yet Christ’s primary displays of headship are the same as His Father’s; Christ initiates 
from love, empowers mankind, and submits to the outcomes. Likely no passage makes that clearer than Phil. 1:27-2:11. 
As is the case with His Father, Christ suffers greatly because of His commitment to stay engaged with humanity in spite 
of our sin when He could easily use His power, His authority to do otherwise.

God has given men headship relative to women. Men who reflect the headship of God and Christ will take the loving 
initiative to bless and empower women to use their gifts to God’s glory. These men also will be sacrificially submissive. 
They will serve humbly while leading in line with the purposes of God revealed in Scripture, and they will stay engaged 
in these ways even when it makes them vulnerable and generates pain. Godly men will display headship by initiating 
from their love, by empowering, and by submitting. When Jesus washes the disciples’ feet, takes a beating from the 
authorities, and dies on the cross, He is the ultimate example of true headship.

Key Definition: Helper

The creation narrative (Gen. 1-3) is extremely important for an understanding of Paul’s instructions regarding women’s 
roles. Paul refers explicitly to the creation narrative in 1 Cor. 11:7-9 and in 1 Tim. 2:13-14. Paul seems to be referring 
to it again in 1 Cor. 14:34 when he states that the Law says a woman should be in submission. By “the Law,” Paul likely 
is referring to the creation narrative which is found in the books of Law in the Hebrew Bible. There are two reasons 
to think Paul is referring to the creation narrative there. First, there are no explicit commands in the OT’s Books of the 
Law regarding women’s submission. Second, Paul in 1 Cor. 11 grounds male headship and female submission in the 
creation narrative, and in 1 Tim. 2 Paul grounds female submission in the creation narrative, so he is likely grounding 
it in that same narrative in 1 Cor. 14. So two of the three passages (1 Cor. 11:2-16; 1 Tim. 2:8-15) relevant to women’s 
roles clearly employ the creation narrative, and the third one (1 Cor. 14:34-35) likely does the same.

Critical to an understanding of the creation narrative’s contribution to our study is an awareness of the role the woman 
was created to fill. That role is designated by the word, “helper.” The Hebrew word translated as “helper” is ‘ezer. It 
occurs twice in the creation narrative. In Gen. 2:18 we read, “The LORD God said, ‘It is not good for the man to be 
alone. I will make a helper suitable for him.’” Gen. 2:20 reports, “The man gave names to all the cattle, and to the birds 
of the sky, and to every beast of the field, but for Adam there was not found a helper suitable for him.” Gen. 2:21-22 
then reports the creation of woman (Eve). Clearly she is the helper for Adam. Adam responds with poetry:  

“This at last is bone of my bones 
and flesh of my flesh; 
she shall be called Woman, 
because she was taken out of Man” (Gen. 2:23).

6See relevant article by John Mark Hicks at http://dsntl8idqsx2o.cloudfront.net/wp-content/uploads/sites/10/2008/06/hermeneutics-
and-gender.doc.

Note: See Question #20 for biblical 
examples of how women might 
violate headship.
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Clearly this helper brought Adam great joy. Gen. 2 should create joy in husbands today who read this narrative in line 
with its purpose.

The Hebrew word rendered as “helper” may be heard by some as a designation that conveys inferiority. Such is not 
the case. This noun is applied to God more often than it is applied to anyone else. Additionally, it is most often applied 
to God as a helper in a dire situation in which only God is capable of bringing the needed help. The following three 
examples should suffice:

“My father’s God was my helper (‘ezer); he saved me from the sword of Pharaoh” (Ex. 18:4).

But as for me, I am poor and needy; 
may the Lord think of me. 
You are my help (‘ezer) and my deliverer; 
you are my God, do not delay (Psa. 40:17).

But as for me, I am poor and needy; 
come quickly to me, O God. 
You are my help (‘ezer) and my deliverer; 
LORD, do not delay (Psa. 70:5).

Therefore, the word “helper” does not suggest inferiority. In fact, it best describes a person who provides some 
essential help that no one else can provide.

Q & A from our study of 1 Corinthians 11:2-16

Question #1: Why is Paul addressing head coverings in 1 Cor. 11:2-16? 

Reply: Because of his concern that the attire of those who speak in the church’s assembly demonstrate the biblical 
doctrine of headship.

Explanation: The following interpretation of 1 Cor. 11:2-16 is informed by a historical reconstruction of the relevant 
context. This reconstruction is based on hard evidence regarding the wearing of head coverings in the first century. 
Some question the value and validity of historical reconstructions for the purpose of interpreting Scripture. However, 
we base our ability to replace the “holy kiss” (commanded in Rom. 16:16; 1 Cor. 16:20; 2 Cor. 13:12; 1 Th. 5:26) or 
“kiss of love” (commanded in 1 Peter 5:14) with a handshake by means of a historical reconstruction indicating the first 
century meaning of the holy kiss or kiss of love corresponds more to a handshake in our culture than it does to a kiss.

The Corinthian assemblies were made up of believers from different cultural backgrounds. Roman Christians and 
non-Roman Christians brought different head covering customs into the early church. Since the use of head coverings 
related to authority and submission for at least some in the Corinthian church and for Paul, he had to give them clear 
instructions regarding the covering of the head while speaking in the church’s assembly.

The Roman view: The wearing of devotional head coverings was the norm for Roman women and men and amounted 
to a religious law. This affected the way both women and men were viewed when speaking in the Corinthian church. 
Many, if not all, Roman Christians would have considered it irreverent when women or men took an active role without 
covering their heads. See images in the Addendum section that display the Romans’ use of head coverings in worship 



Study
Shepherdswomen and men serving the church

with  thewith  the

Study
Shepherdswomen and men serving the church

with  thewith  the

12

settings and in depictions through which they conveyed their 
religious reverence.

The Non-Roman View: Non-Romans did not possess that “religious 
law.” As a result, it is almost certain that those whose backgrounds 
were Greek, Egyptian, Asian, German, etc., did not have their heads 
covered when taking a leading role in the assembly. Greek authors, 
for example, actually state how strange the practice of the Romans 
seemed to them. Greeks distinguished themselves by their speech 

and education; but Romans by what they wore, especially in worship settings.7 Consequently, when Roman men took 
a leading role in the church’s assembly with their heads covered, the non-Romans viewed that as odd; and Paul and 
almost certainly others, viewed it as an affront to the biblical doctrine of headship. When women did not cover their 
heads while praying or prophesying, it appeared to Paul and almost certainly to others that they were not honoring the 
biblical doctrine of headship.

To keep this in perspective, covering the head was not the general social attire for either Romans or non-Romans. The 
head covering issue only applied when taking an active role in a worship assembly. Ancient altar reliefs portray Roman 
pagan worship in which the only person in the procession with a head covering, whether male or female, is the one 
officiating a specific act of worship at the moment. Outside of these settings, Roman men typically uncovered their 
heads in the presence of others, especially among social superiors. This was also true for some of the more well-to-do 
women.8 This helps us place limits on the application of the text. It is not referring to what women or men should wear 
in public or even in worship assemblies generally. In 1 Cor. 11:2-16, Paul’s instructions only apply to persons who are 
praying or prophesying in the assembly.

Also relevant to this question is the awareness that not all women in the Greco-Roman world of Paul’s time were 
accustomed to living lives publicly secluded from social and religious activities or being kept from participation and 
leadership in religious piesthoods. On both the first (Acts 13:50) and second (Acts 17:12) missionary journeys Paul 
encounters “women of high standing.” These were women of wealth and civic significance. In Paul’s time and world 
there were women who held high civic offices and even served as priestesses and high priestesses in various religions, 
even the emperor cult. It is certainly possible historically that some women of high standing and wealth (like those 
addressed in 1 Tim. 2:9) felt constrained by the gender understandings affirmed by Paul and, therefore, preferred not 
to cover their heads. 

Put simply, Paul required the men not to cover their heads when they spoke in the assembly; and he required the 
women to cover their heads. Those requirements were to resolve confusion regarding the church’s posture relative to 
the biblical doctrine of headship.

In conclusion, we see that both men and women spoke in the church’s assemblies.

Some who believe women should not audibly participate in the worship assembly not only discount the evidence 
regarding women praying and prophesying in the Corinthian church but also point out there is no mention of women 

7Ben Witherington III, Conflict and Community in Corinth: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary on 1 and 2 Corinthians (Eerdmans, 1995), 
494. 

8Ibid., 235.

...we do not have sufficient historical 
evidence to know if women did or did 
not participate audibly in the worship 
assemblies of the second century church. 
However, we do have ample evidence that 
women did pray audibly and did prophesy 
audibly in the Corinthian church.
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audibly participating in worship until the second century and then it is only reported in heretical groups. The magazine 
Christian History in an issue devoted to “Worship in the Early Church,” reports, “In preparing this issue, we were left 
with questions. For example, how did women participate in worship? The evidence about their role in worship is scant. 
In fact, in general we have little evidence describing early Christian worship.”9 The point to be made is that we do not 
have sufficient historical evidence to know if women did or did not participate audibly in the worship assemblies of the 
second century church. However, we do have ample evidence that women did pray audibly and did prophesy audibly 
in the Corinthian church.

Question #2: Is 1 Cor. 11:2-16 primarily focused on head coverings for women?

It was as recently as 1988 that Richard Oster’s article on Roman men wearing head coverings was published.10 Until 
that research was published, students of Scripture had no way of understanding what Paul was addressing in 1 Cor. 
11:2-16. Interpretations were based on sincere conjecture. Now we know Roman men wore head coverings when 
they prayed or prophesied in any religious service. While operating without that information, scholars commonly 
suggested that Paul mentioned men here solely to be even handed because his real concern was the importance of 
head coverings for women. Now we have ancient texts and other archaeological remains that reveal devotional head 
coverings were the norm for Roman males as well as females as described in the quotation below:

The Roman psyche had a special interest, if not fixation, with proper apparel, proper for both secular and sacred 
occasions. …It is not difficult to imagine the tenacity displayed by those of Roman heritage regarding the nature 
and propriety of head coverings during prayer and prophecy. …Certain Roman sacerdotal officials constantly 
kept their heads covered....[and] the small group of Vestal Virgins customarily covered [their heads]....while 
performing their sacerdotal functions. [Even more common was the] garment used in private as well as public 
devotional acts such as prayer, sacrifice, and prophecy that was typically referred to by the phrase capite velato. 
This gesture consisted of pulling part of one’s garment or toga over the back of the head and then forward until 
it approached or covered the ears. …It is this widely disseminated devotional gesture, used by both permanent 
Roman clergy and by officiating laymen, that provides the matrix of the devotional apparel mentioned in 1 Cor. 
11:4. …The conventionality of this Roman practice is attested by Greek and Latin texts, monuments, coins, and 
statuary remains, all reflecting Roman devotional patterns and mores in both the western and eastern regions 
of the empire. …Evidence shows the pervasive association of this gesture with significant political rulers, with 
official and public priestly liturgies, and with devotional expressions of the common people.11 (See images in the 
Addendum section.)

Question #3: Does 1 Cor. 11:2-16 pertain to the assembly or some other setting? 

Reply & Explanation: It does pertain to the assembly as noted above and as additionally supported in the points below.

• The phrase, “I praise you,” in 11:2 connects to the phrase, “I do not praise you,” in 11:17. Paul employs these 
phrases to connect 11:2-16 to 11:17-34. In this way, he makes clear these two passages are discussing activities 
that are somehow related. Since 1 Cor. 11:2-16 discusses the use of head coverings and 11:17-34 discusses 

9Christian History, Issue 37, 1993. https://www.christianhistoryinstitute.org/uploaded/50cf7f91cd2e03.80090871.pdf

10Richard Oster, “When Men Wore Veils to Worship: The Historical Context of 1 Corinthians 11:4,” New Testament Studies 34, 1988: 
481-505. 

11Ibid., 481, 493-497. 
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the Lord’s Supper, how are these passages related? 1 Cor. 11:17-34 refers to Lord’s Supper observance in 
the context of believers assembled for worship. We know that because in 11:18 Paul writes, “when you come 
together as a church” (NIV). The Greek word for “church” here is ekklesia, which literally means “assembly.” 
If both the praying and prophesying in 1 Cor. 11:1ff and the Lord’s Supper observance in vss. 17ff are not 
occurring in the context of believers assembled for worship, then the verbal connection Paul makes is 
bewildering at best and misleading at worst.

• 1 Cor. 11:2 is the beginning of a three-part section (11:2-14:40). It is beyond dispute that part two (11:17-34) 
and part three (chapters 12-14) address activities taking place in the assembly. To view part one as addressing 
an activity taking place outside the assembly is to ignore the verbal connection it has with part two (noted 
above) and the fact that it precedes and is connected to two sections which unquestionably address activities 
taking place within the assembly.

• The prophesying of 14:1-40 took place “when the whole church comes together” (14:23), which suggests the 
prophesying of 11:2-16 was in the same context. Certainly prophecies were common in a variety of settings 
outside the assembly, but in 1 Cor. 12-14 Paul is referring to the exercise of communicative spiritual gifts in the 
assembly.

• Even in Christian circles, women probably would not have had much, if any, occasion to minister to men in “one-
on-one” settings, since these encounters would be easily misinterpreted within the gender restrictions of that 
culture. Since the wearing of head coverings by women was to show submission to men, they would not have 
been worn when men were not present. Therefore, the only setting in which they would have been needed was 
the corporate worship assembly.

• The reference to angels being concerned about gender-specific behavior (11:10) makes best sense when seen 
as analogous to Jewish beliefs about the role of angels in public worship.

• In 11:16, Paul refers to the practice of other “churches,” which favors a reference to the gathered assembly. As 
noted above, the word, “church,” translates ekklesia which means “assembly.” If it does not have that meaning in 
11:16, it would be the only exception in thirteen occurrences of this term in chapters 11-14.12

Alternative Interpretations

Interpretation: In 1 Cor. 11:2-16, Paul is addressing prophesying and praying in contexts other than the assembly. Paul 
waits to address the behavior of women in the assembly until 1 Cor. 14, and there he instructs them to be quiet (14:34-
35), establishing the rule. Since 14:34-35 is purported to be the norm for women in the assembly, the praying and 
prophesying of women in 11:2-16 cannot be taking place in the assembly because that would create the contradiction 
of Paul allowing it here and disallowing it in 14:34-35.

Response: In fact, 11:2-16 should be viewed as the standard practice in the assembly and 14:34-35 as Paul’s 
correction of a specific Corinthian misbehavior, a correction that does not set aside the standard practice. 

Interpretation: Paul waits to begin his discussion of the assembly with 11:17, “when you come together in the 
assembly.”

Response: It is more natural to see the reference to “church” (ekklesia) in 11:16 and the “coming together in the 
assembly (ekklesia)” of 11:17 as two parts of the same discussion of assembly behavior that begins in 11:2 and 
ends in 14:40. 

12These points are adapted from Craig Blomberg, 1 Corinthians, NIV Application Commentary (Zondervan, 1994), 219. 
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Interpretation: Some draw attention to the numerous occurrences of the phrase, “coming together,” in 11:17-34 (vss. 
17, 18, 20, 33, 34) as evidence that 11:17-34 is about the assembly in contrast to 11:2-16 where that phrase does not 
occur.

Response: The phrase “coming together” is more likely to be Paul’s way of emphasizing the oneness of the 
assembly over against the division in Corinth surrounding the Lord’s supper. It is not the assembly itself but 
the shared table in the assembly that is at stake in 11:17-34. Thus 11:2-16 discusses prayer and prophecy in 
the church/assembly (11:16, ekklesia), and 11:17-34 highlights the oneness they should experience during the 
supper in the church/assembly (11:17, ekklesia).

Question #4: Is Paul addressing women, men, or both? 

Reply: Paul is addressing both men and women.

Eplanation: Traditionally, discussions of this passage have focused solely on women. Some argue that Paul mentioned 
head-coverings for males hypothetically to round out the argument but that it was only the women’s conduct that was 
in question. While there are some references exclusive to women (11:6, 10, 13), the most natural reading suggests Paul 
is addressing both genders. Most references are to both genders (11:3, 4-5, 7, 8-9, 11-12, 14-15), and in each case 
where men and women are paired, men are mentioned first.

Question #5: Does this apply to husbands and wives specifically or to men and women generally?

Reply: It applies to men and women generally.

Explanation: A case can be made from the Greek words used (gyne for women/wives and aner for men/husbands) that 
husbands and wives are the sole concern here. The terms can mean women/men in general, but when paired, often 
mean wife/husband. Because of this, translators must be careful to determine the meaning based on context. They 
must be consistent, however, which is a problem with the RSV that alternates between translating gyne as “women” in 
some occurrences and “wives” in others.

The best understanding is that the text refers to men and women generally, which would certainly encompass 
husbands and wives in the assembly, but not exclusively. This fits better with 11:11-12, which refers to the origins of 
men and women. It would also help explain why Paul said “the head of the woman is the man” with nothing in the 
context to single out a marriage relationship. Note that Paul refers more commonly to every woman (11:5) or a woman 
(11:6, 10, 13, 15) without any indication of marital status just as he does not limit his instruction to married men but to 
every man (11:3, 4) or a man (11:7, 14). As Witherington writes, “the argument is not about family relations but about 
praying and prophesying in public worship.”13

Question #6: What is the basis of Paul’s argument? Is it cultural or theological? 

Reply: It is theological.

Explanation: The theological basis of Paul’s argument is revealed in 11:3. There he uses the term “head” (Gk. kephale) 
to describe the relationship of God to Christ, Christ to man, and man to woman. Paul’s point is the relationship between 

13Ben Witherington III, Conflict and Community in Corinth: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary on 1 and 2 Corinthians (Eerdmans, 1995), 
235.
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man and woman corresponds in some way or ways to the relationship between Christ and men and the relationship 
between God and Christ. Certainly some things contained in sacred texts are cultural, but when Paul explicitly connects 
the headship of men to the headship of God and the headship of Christ, he makes clear male headship is not subject 
to change as culture changes. In this sense, Paul is applying a universal principle of headship to a specific, cultural 
issue (head coverings) in the Corinthian church. 1 Cor. 11:3 expresses the spiritual reality that women are to express 
submission to men just as Christ does to God. A specific way this was to be displayed in Corinth was the wearing of 
head coverings.

In 1 Cor. 11:7-8, Paul writes, “man…is the image and glory of God; but woman is the glory of man. For man was not 
made from woman, but woman from man. Neither was man created for woman, but woman for man. Paul clearly 
connects the principle of male headship all the way back to creation. That connection rules out the possibility of 
headship being just a cultural issue of Paul’s time that can be ignored today.

Paul also ensures this headship not be understood in any authoritarian or dominating sense. Adam needed help, thus 
“woman for man” (11:9), and “woman is not independent of man or man independent of woman” (11:11). In addition, 
all men owe their existence to women (11:12). Through these words, Paul teaches interdependency and mutuality; 
men and women stand in need of each other.

Paul also presents the argument from nature (11:13-15). He argues we know by nature that what one has on the head 
can be gender distinguishing. He knew his Corinthian readers would acknowledge that if they woke up one day and 
and all women were bald and all men had long hair, something would not be right with the universe. Paul is using 
that awareness to help his readers recognize that head coverings also can serve as means of distinguishing between 
women and men.

At the conclusion of 1 Cor. 11:2-16, Paul conveys his awareness that some may not agree with his instruction. So he 
warns against anyone being contentious and affirms his teaching as universal practice for all churches (11:16).

Ben Witherington’s comments provide a good summary of many of the principles at work here:

Paul’s view is that creation order should be properly manifested, not obliterated, in Christian worship, especially 
because even angels, as guardians of the creation order, are present, observing such worship and perhaps 
participating in it. Worship is the act of praising and glorifying God for who God is, which at the same time 
entails that human beings recognize who they are as beings under God and in Christ. The proper human 
response to redemption is that both men and women not only bear witness to who they are but also whose they 
are. As Paul will argue in chapter 15, redemption involves the body. Therefore male-female differentiation is part 
of what God intends to redeem, not transcend or supersede. It seems clear from chapter 15 (and ch. 11) that 
the Corinthians had not reckoned with the role of the body, and therefore of human sexual differentiation, in the 
order of salvation.

In this chapter, Paul is trying to reform both men and women in the Corinthian congregation who continue 
to take their cues for religious behavior from analogous practices in other religious settings in Corinth. He 
celebrates the mutual interdependence of male and female and the dependence of all on God as the source 
of everything and everyone. For Paul, equality in Christ has more to do with whose one is than who one is. All 
are equally creatures of God and people for whom Christ died and thus of sacred worth. All are not gifted in 
the same way and all do not share the same function or task. But Paul’s conception of equality is not a nebulous 
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theological idea. It has social implications. Social ranking is the world’s way of valuing or evaluating people, and 
in Paul’s view the form of this world is passing away. Therefore, he is happy to dismantle such ways of measuring 
people.

But gender distinction is not something human beings created. Paul sees it as a good gift from God, and he 
wishes it manifested and so celebrated in Christian worship. He does not believe that there is some neutral core 
of personhood that has nothing to do with sexual identity. Nor does he believe that sexual distinctions are or will 
be obliterated in the order of redemption. His theology of the redemption of the body points to the belief that 
Christians are both initially and finally redeemed as men and women of God. One must not confuse the social 
structures of fallen human patriarchy with Paul’s arguments about the structure of the ekklesia, which involve 
the importance and value of affirming gender differences. Furthermore, Paul’s vision of headship or leadership 
involves the leader in being the head servant – the oikonomos or household steward in the house of God. In 
Christ, Paul thus inverts the world’s order of who must serve and who will be served.14

Question #7: If women could pray and prophesy in the assembly, what roles could they not fulfill? 

Reply: Roles as authoritative teachers that guide the congregation in faith and practice.

Explanation: This fundamental difference between prophet and teacher is evident in the OT distinction between 
prophet and the teaching office of priests. Contrary to popular misconceptions, the OT priesthood did not consist of 
only butchering animals and offering grain and animal sacrifices but also teaching. In the OT it was not the duty of 
prophets to regularly provide instruction based upon Scripture; that was the duty of the priests. Note the teaching 
duties of priests referred to in these diverse OT texts:

• 2 Kings 17:27 - “Then the king of Assyria commanded, ‘Send there one of the priests whom you carried away 
from there; let him go and live there, and teach them the law of the god of the land.’”

• 2 Chr. 15:3 - “For a long time Israel was without the true God, and without a teaching priest, and without law.”

• 2 Chr. 19:8 - “In Jerusalem also, Jehoshaphat appointed some of the Levites, priests and heads of Israelite 
families to administer the law of the LORD and to settle disputes. And they lived in Jerusalem.”

• 2 Chr. 31:4 - “He ordered the people living in Jerusalem to give the portion due the priests and Levites so they 
could devote themselves to the Law of the LORD.”

• Deut. 17:18 - “When he takes the throne of his kingdom, he is to write for himself on a scroll a copy of this law, 
taken from that of the priests, who are Levites.”

• Deut. 31:9 - “So Moses wrote down this law and gave it to the priests, the sons of Levi, who carried the ark of the 
covenant of the LORD, and to all the elders of Israel.”

• Jer. 2:8 - “The priests did not ask, ‘Where is the LORD?’ Those who deal with the law did not know me; the 
leaders rebelled against me. The prophets prophesied by Baal, following worthless idols.” 

• Jer. 18:18 - “They said, ‘Come, let’s make plans against Jeremiah; for the teaching of the law by the priest will 
not be lost, nor will counsel from the wise, nor the word from the prophets. So come, let’s attack him with our 
tongues and pay no attention to anything he says.’”

• Ezek. 7:26 - “Calamity upon calamity will come, and rumor upon rumor. They will try to get a vision from the 
prophet; the teaching of the law by the priest will be lost, as will the counsel of the elders.”

14Ibid., 236-237, 239-240.
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• Ezek. 22:26 - “Its priests have done violence to my teaching and have profaned my holy things; they have made 
no distinction between the holy and the common, neither have they taught the difference between the unclean 
and the clean,…”

• Ezek. 44:24 - “‘In any dispute, the priests are to serve as judges and decide it according to my ordinances. They 
are to keep my laws and my decrees for all my appointed feasts, and they are to keep my Sabbaths holy.’”

• Mic. 3:11 - “Its rulers give judgment for a bribe, its priests teach for a price, its prophets give oracles for money;”

• Hag. 2:11 - “This is what the LORD Almighty says: ‘Ask the priests what the law says,…’”

• Mal. 2:7 - “For the lips of a priest ought to preserve knowledge, and from his mouth men should seek 
instruction—because he is the messenger of the LORD Almighty.”

• Ezra 7:12 - “Artaxerxes, king of kings, To Ezra the priest, a teacher of the Law of the God of heaven: Greetings.” 

• Ezra 7:21 - “Now I, King Artaxerxes, order all the treasurers of Trans-euphrates to provide with diligence 
whatever Ezra the priest, a teacher of the Law of the God of heaven, may ask of you—…”

In OT Scripture, the priest was always male, never female.

In the NT, teaching and prophecy are identified as different ministries and gifts in the early church:

• Acts 13:1 - “In the church at Antioch there were prophets and teachers: Barnabas, Simeon called Niger, Lucius of 
Cyrene, Manaen (who had been brought up with Herod the tetrarch) and Saul.”

• 1 Cor. 12:28 - “And in the church God has appointed first of all apostles, second prophets, third teachers, then 
workers of miracles.”

• 1 Cor. 12:29 - “Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are all teachers? Do all work miracles?” 

• 1 Cor. 14:6 - “…if I come to you speaking in tongues, how will I benefit you unless I speak to you in some 
revelation or knowledge or prophecy or teaching?” 

• Ephesians 4:11 - “It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and 
some to be pastors and teachers.”

• 2 Peter 2:1 - “But false prophets also arose among the people, just as there will be false teachers among you, 
who will secretly bring in destructive opinions.”

There were essential differences between the role of the prophet and the role of the teacher. Prophecy seems to be 
a direct giving of messages to current situations and could encompass ethical exhortation, encouragement, etc. The 
purpose, intent, or function of prophecy in that setting was strengthening, encouraging, comforting, and edifying the 
body (cf. 1 Cor. 14:3-4). Women did prophesy in the church assemblies at Corinth.

The issue of women teaching is more complex. In part, the complexity arises from the NT texts themselves. 1 Tim. 
2:12 states, “I permit no woman to teach or to have authority over a man; she is to keep silent.” However, there are 
other passages where women teach. For example, Acts 18:26 reports, “He [Apollos] began to speak boldly in the 
synagogue; but when Priscilla and Aquila heard him, they took him aside and explained the Way of God to him more 
accurately.” Priscilla is actually listed first here as she is in four out of the six occurrences of her and her husband’s 
name in the NT. Many scholars view this placement as a way of indicating that Priscilla possessed or demonstrated 
some type of superiority relative to Aquila. Evidence supporting that viewpoint is the example of a woman named Julia 
Severa, who also lived in the first century. When married to a man named Servenius Capito, who was from a family 
of high distinction, her name is always listed second when paired with his. He died sometime after 63 AD, and Julia 
Severa married Tyrronius Rapon, who was from a much less distinguished family. When Julia’s name is paired with 
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Tyrronius’s name, her name is always first.14 However, what is most relevant to our study is in the case of Priscilla and 
Aquila, a woman is involved in teaching a man, so some level or type of teaching must be within the realm of women’s 
engagement in ministry.

Additionally, in Phil. 4:2-3 we read of two women, Euodia and Syntyche, in the congregation at Philippi. According to 
Paul these two women “struggled beside me in the work of the gospel, together with Clement and the rest of my co-
workers, whose names are in the book of life.” Clearly these two women helped Paul in his work as a missionary.

However, Scripture describes a level of “Ministry of the Word” (Acts 6:2-4; cf. Luke 1:2) that is tantamount to guiding 
specific congregations in their faith and practice. In the NT, this role is filled only by males, most notably by Timothy 
in Ephesus and Titus in Crete, who were to “command and teach…with all authority” (Titus 2:15). These men had the 
duties to “preach…reprove, rebuke, and exhort with complete patience and teaching” (2 Tim. 4:2) and were to do so in 
a formative way that established the order (Tit. 1:5) of proper behavior in the church (1 Tim. 3:15). They were to declare 
sound teaching (Tit. 2:1, 15), remind people of their duties 
(1 Tim. 3:15, Tit. 3:1), insist on the truth of Scripture (Tit. 3:8), 
warn divisive persons (Tit. 3:10), and rebuke false teachers 
(Tit. 1:13) as gently as possible (2 Tim. 2:25) while being 
ready to take it to the level of battle if necessary (1 Tim. 
1:18). While others within the church could read Scripture, 
publicly exhort, and teach (1 Tim. 4:13), the teaching of 
Timothy and Titus carried the weight of command (1 Tim. 
4:11) and authority (Tit. 2:15) even to the extent of charging 
and entrusting others to teach (2 Tim. 2:2, 1 Tim. 1:3). The 
closest equivalent to the role of Timothy and Titus in today’s 
churches would be the preacher, who is something more 
akin to the “pastor-teacher” from Ephesians 4:11.

It is also clear from Scripture that the apostles fulfilled a similar Ministry of the Word (Acts 6:2-4) and that elders 
served many of the same functions (Acts 20:28-31). We also see evidence that “the council of elders laid hands 
on” (appointed) people like Timothy and Titus to join in this aspect of their work (1 Tim. 4:15) even to the extent 
of appointing elders in their contexts (Tit. 1:5). Collectively, these men are the ones who “lead” (Heb. 13:7, 17, Gk. 
hegoumenois) and “keep watch over” the congregation, primarily as they “speak the word of God” (Heb. 13:7). It is the 
men who function as shepherds and overseers and are tasked with watching the flock and protecting it from error (Acts 
20:28-31). Elders serve this function, alongside the ministers of the Word (Acts 6:2-4) whom “the body of elders have 
laid hands on” (appointed) to “command and teach” the church as a whole (1 Tim. 4:11-14), sometimes correctively (2 
Tim. 4:2). These are the ones who “lead” (Heb. 13:7, 17, Gk. hegoumenois) the congregation. 

Conclusion: As in Paul’s time, many kinds of teaching involving both men and women take place in congregations 
today. However, Scripture also indicates that the roles of elder (1 Tim. 3:1-7; Titus 1:5-9) and those who who fulfill 
the Ministry of the Word by communicating authoritative teaching to the congregation (e.g., preacher, Titus 2:15) are 
reserved for men.

Note: While the primary person commissioned to 
fulfill the Ministry of the Word role is referred to as 
our “pulpit minister,” this designation is problematic 
because others often speak from the pulpit during 
the assembly to make announcements, offer 
communion devotionals, etc. Headship is not 
intrinsic to every role performed from the platform 
we call the “pulpit.” Scripture reveals speaking roles 
for women in the assembly, and speaking roles in 
our assemblies are generally best accomplished 
from the platform.

14William Mitchell Ramsay, The Cities and Bishoprics of Phrygia (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1897), 639.
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Question #8: Are not all “up-front” roles in the assembly––e.g., leading prayer or songs, leading a 
communion devotional, etc.––part of the same category that should be reserved for men because of the 
biblical doctrine of headship? 

Reply: The relevant biblical texts indicate women can serve in these up-front roles. What needs to be understood is that 
biblical headship always involves leading, but much of what today is referred to as leading is often not something the 
NT church would have viewed as the exercising of headship.

Explanation: We should distinguish the biblical definition of the term “headship” from the contemporary meaning 
of the term “leadership.” While there is debate as to the exact meaning of “head” (Gk. kephale)16 in the NT, the most 
natural reading suggests first in order, chief, prominent, or having authority over.

In contemporary culture, “leadership” is used to refer to many activities that are not within the scope of headship 
as understood in Scripture. We must adhere to a more biblical understanding of “headship” and contrast it with 
the contemporary meaning of “leadership.” If we do not, we will be controlled by various modern understandings 
and subjective views like the ones governing current understandings of baptism. Believers should not allow later 
ideas about baptism to dictate what the NT actually meant by that term. Problems are created when later English 
meanings are substituted for the original meanings of scriptural terms. We must not let modern meanings of the terms 
“leadership” or “leading” define NT headship. Currently the idea of “leadership” is used to refer to many activities that 
are not within the scope of headship as presented in Scripture. For example, 1 Cor. 11:2-16 makes clear that speaking 
does not always equal headship because Paul does not object to women’s speaking in that passage which clearly 
affirms the biblical doctrine of headship.

From early in the OT onwards, God used female “leaders,” as described in some detail in the previous sections. Please 
be reminded of the OT’s presentations of the roles of Miriam, Deborah, and Huldah. In the NT, be reminded of the 
roles of women like Phoebe the diakonos and prostatis in Rom. 16:1-2, Prisca the “fellow worker” in Rom. 16:3, and 
Mary, Tryphaena, Tryphosa and Persis who “worked hard in the Lord” in Rom. 16:6, 12. In addition, we have seen that 
women were praying and prophesying in the assemblies in Corinth, and Paul affirms this vocal participation as long as 
the biblical doctrine of headship is displayed. And yet that same apostle Paul, in 1 Cor. 11:2-16, refers to the story of 
creation in Genesis to establish that man is the head of woman.

Conclusion: Since God established the principle of headship at creation, and yet God has placed women in positions 
of leadership, not all instances of female leadership violate the biblical doctrine of headship, else God has acted 
inconsistently with his own order. Therefore, in the ministries and worship services of the church, the leadership gifts 
of women are to be employed in ways that conform to the examples in Scripture, ways that do not violate the biblical 
doctrine of headship.

16See footnote #4. 
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Question #9: What is the meaning of 1 Cor. 11:10, “It is for this reason that a woman ought to have 
authority over her own head, because of the angels.”

Reply & Explanation: There are several interpretations suggested for this verse, but a possibility is that in Jewish 
thought (Tobit 12:12-15), in the book of Revelation (8:2-4), and in early Christian thought,17 angels are understood as 
mediators of our prayers. They have a similar role with regard to prophecy in both the OT18 and the NT.19 In 1 Cor. 11, 
perhaps Paul is concerned that if the order of creation is disturbed with regard to women displaying obedience to the 
biblical doctrine of headship, it will adversely affect the angelic communion with the assembly of the saints. Regardless, 
Paul seems to be concerned that when creation order is violated, it has deeper spiritual consequences than what 
we may physically observe in our assemblies. Note, however, that the concern about the angels is not addressed by 
commanding the women not to pray or prophesy, but by instructing them to show submission when they pray or 
prophesy.

Q & A from our study of 1 Corinthians 14:34-40

Question #10: 1 Cor. 14:34-35 is not found in the same place in all the ancient Greek manuscripts, and 
some scholars say someone other than Paul added it later. Is that true?

Reply & Explanation: It is true that in some ancient Greek manuscripts the passage located in our English Bibles at 
1 Cor. 14:34-35 is found after what we have in v. 40. However, no ancient manuscripts are absent of this material. 
Therefore, these verses should be regarded as authentic.

Question #11: How could we allow women to teach or have a public role in light of the stipulation in 1 
Cor. 14:34-35 that in all churches women should keep quiet in the church meetings? 

Reply: It is because to interpret the “keep quiet” mandate as a prohibition of women ever speaking in the assembly 
requires us to ignore the actual context and content of these verses.

Explanation: Paul places 1 Cor. 14:34-35 at this point in 1 Cor. 12-14 as what we might refer to as an addendum. 
Chapters 12-14 have as their stated focus the topic of “spiritual gifts” (1 Cor. 12:1), and all of 1 Cor. 14, except vss. 
34-35, concerns spiritual gifts. Vss. 34-35 are the only verses in these three chapters that do not relate to spiritual gifts. 
The specific connection between these few verses about women (14:34-35) and what is discussed in the preceding 
and succeeding verses is the issue of order in the assembly. Paul insists that all must act “in a fitting and orderly way” 
(14:40). Paul’s message in vss. 34-35 is that women must act that way just like the corrected tongue speakers and 
prophets must act in that way (14:27-33).

To argue that Paul in 1 Cor. 14:34-35 is commanding all women to be silent at all times in all the church’s assemblies 
in a section of 1 Corinthians explicitly correcting disorder in the assembly requires us to believe that anytime women 
speak they are disorderly. Some of us have visited the assemblies of churches in which women spoke, and that is 
not what we observed. What the women said was appropriate to the beliefs of those churches. How they said it was 

17Tertullian, De Oratione (On Prayer) 16:3-4, in commenting on sitting vs. standing during prayer: “…how much more is this act most 
irreligious in the presence of the living God, while the angel of prayer is still standing by—unless we are remonstrating with God 
because the prayer has made us tired?”

18Ezek. 40.3; Dan. 8:16, 9:21-22, 10:5-6; Zech. 1:8-9, 2:1-3

19Matt. 1:20; Luke 1:11; 2:9-10; Acts 7:53, 10:3-4; Gal. 3:19; Heb. 2:2; Rev. 1:1
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appropriate. When they said it was appropriate. Nothing happened comparable to tongue speakers speaking without 
communicating because of the absence of interpreters (14:27-28). Nothing happened comparable to a plurality of 
prophets speaking at the same time (14:29-32). Surely none of us believes that if women at White Station were allowed 
to speak they would speak when others were speaking or in some other way cause a disturbance. 1 Cor. 14:33a & 
40 reveal that 1 Cor. 14:26-40 is narrowly focused on establishing order in the assemblies of the church in Corinth. 
Realizing that generates the awareness that Paul is only addressing a group of women in those assemblies, a group 
being disorderly. If women or men create disorder by what they say, how they say it, or when they say it, they must 
be corrected on the basis of 1 Cor. 14:26-40 because “everything should be done in a fitting and orderly way” (1 Cor 
14:40).

14:33

There is a question about 14:33b. Should it be the concluding phrase of 1 Cor. 14:29-33, or the beginning phrase of 
1 Cor. 14:34-35 (e.g., see NIV and ESV)? The problem is the phrase, “As in the assemblies of all the saints.” As part of 
verse 34, it reads, “As in the assemblies of all the saints, the women should keep silent in the assemblies.” Or, as part 
of verse 33, it reads, “For God is not a God of confusion but of peace, as in all assemblies of the saints.” Obviously, 
the chapter and verse divisions were not put there by Paul or even by the early church but much later in medieval 
times. It seems the phrase fits best with what goes before, “For God is not a God of confusion, but of peace, as in the 
assemblies of all the saints.” Such a rendering displays Paul to be addressing the importance of order in the assembly 
because such order reflects the nature of God. If we make it the beginning of 14:34, “As in the assemblies of all the 
saints, the women should keep silent in the assemblies,” the repetition of the word “assemblies” is odd. The words 
fit better at the end of 14:33 to address the problem of certain prophets needing to control their spirits of prophecy. 
Although the interpretation of this text does not hinge on where we place this phrase, it seems better to regard it as 
the conclusion of 14:33 and not the beginning of 14:34.

14:34

Why does Paul say the women should keep silent in the assembly when in chapter 11 it is clear women are speaking 
and Paul does not disapprove? Let’s dig into this text:

In 1 Cor. 14:26-33 Paul silences tongue-speakers and prophets with no gender references. 1 Cor. 14:34’s instructions to 
women are parallel to Paul’s instructions to the other two groups. All three sets of instructions use an imperative form 
of the same Greek verb (sigao) for “be silent.” The first occurrence (14:28) is employed to command a tongue speaker 
to be silent when no interpreter is present. The second occurrence (14:30) is employed to command a prophet to be 
silent when another prophet receives a revelation. The third occurrence (14:34) is employed to command women to be 
silent instead of being vocally disruptive. Each of these commands calls upon a different group within the assembly to 
cease certain types of audible disruptions. Therefore, the instructions in 14:34 do not constitute a universal prohibition 
of women speaking in the worship assembly; instead, just like the two preceding “be silent” commands, the command 
in 14:34 is intended only to call for silence relative to vocal disruptions.

Another issue in 14:34 is Paul’s call for the women to be in submission, “as the law says.” First, let us observe Paul 
is stating that “the law” calls upon women to be submissive. He is not saying the law calls upon women to be silent 
in the assembly; such a command is found nowhere in the OT. Second, nowhere in the OT books of law (Genesis-
Deuteronomy) are women explicitly commanded to be “in submission.” Since Paul grounds male headship in the 
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creation narrative (Gen 1-3), it is all but certain he is grounding the submission of women in that same narrative here, 
just as he does in 1 Cor. 11:7-9 and 1 Tim. 2:11-15.

14:35

Paul says the women should ask their questions of “their husbands” at home. The Greek word translated as “husbands” 
is andras (plural accusative of aner), a word that can mean either “men” or “husbands.” However, the two-word Greek 
phrase, translated here as “their own husbands” (NIV), occurs five other times in the NT where it always refers to a 
husband or husbands. It should be translated and understood the same way here.

This reference to “their own husbands” in 14:35 is most naturally interpreted as an indication that the women Paul is 
addressing in 1 Cor. 14:34-35 are all married. Some resist that interpretation, but to interpret it any other way creates 
a problem. We know there were unmarried women in the Corinthian church (see 1 Cor. 7). If Paul is viewed here to 
be telling all women to be silent, he is giving only the married ones a means of appropriately seeking the information 
he indicates it is legitimate for them to seek; they are just not to seek it by asking interrupting questions during the 
assembly. Are we to conclude that the unmarried women had no questions or that Paul wasn’t concerned about their 
questions? In line with the previous two “be silent” exhortations, it is far more likely Paul is only addressing all or some 
of the married women because they are the ones guilty of creating vocal disturbances.

Therefore, this command is not addressing all the Christian women in Corinth but only the married women or, more 
likely, some group of married women. In light of the context, he does that because only they are creating disorder 
comparable to that created by tongue speakers without interpreters and prophets who speak simultaneously rather 
than one-at-a-time. The disorder appears to be the asking of interrupting questions during the assembly. Paul 
commands them to quit; instead, they are to ask their husbands when they get home. Even if 1 Cor. 11:2-16 were no 
part of 1 Corinthians, 1 Cor. 14:34-35 would still be best interpreted as a passage applicable only to married women.

So in these verses Paul is not prohibiting women from ever speaking in the assembly. He is commanding them to quit 
creating disorder by vocal disruptions. Why does he do that in 1 Cor 14:34-35? Because the purpose of this section is 
to bring order to the Corinthian assemblies.

We should note that in these verses Paul is not saying wives can only learn from their husbands at home. He is saying if 
they cannot participate in the assembly in an orderly way, then they need to take their inquiries home. It is as if Paul is 
saying, “Don’t learn so loudly in the church!” Paul uses this same kind of construction in 11:34: “If anyone is hungry, let 
him eat at home, lest you come together for judgment.” He does not mean no one should eat at the Lord’s Supper or 
that it is wrong to be hungry when one gathers in church; his point is that it is better to eat at home than to disrupt the 
Christian community by the way one eats at church. In 14:34, Paul commands some or all married women to be silent 
in church to stop them from asking interrupting questions that bring shame upon them and others.

The concluding clause in 14:35 is, “For it is shameful for a woman to speak in church.” Is this clause Paul’s way of 
revealing that the silence of women applies to the entire assembly? Acts 18:1ff reports Paul’s planting of this church 
and living and teaching in Corinth for a year and a half. What explanation could possibly be offered for that church now 
having women praying and prophesying (as reported in 1 Cor. 11:2ff) and being vocal in some other way (as reported 
in 1 Cor. 14:34-35) and not already knowing that women speaking at all was “shameful?” If Paul had indeed taught 
them that any speaking by a female was shameful and they were ignoring it, why does he not remind them of that in 1 
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Cor. 11? Why does he make the discussion in 1 Cor. 11:2ff all about headship and head coverings and never mention it 
was shameful for women to be vocal at all. Why wait until 1 Cor. 14, and why say it in a clause following an exhortation 
only addressed to married women? The answer to these questions is clear. In 1 Cor. 14:34-35, Paul is instructing all 
or some of the married women to stop their shameful behavior of disruptive speaking in the assembly. He is not 
prohibiting these women or any other women from ever speaking in the assembly. The larger context reveals that 
Paul’s intent in this final clause of 14:35 is to report that “it is shameful for a woman to speak in church” as these women 
are speaking. They are speaking non-submissively and disruptively.

14:39-40

In these verses, Paul comes back to the subject of prophecy and tongues and makes clear that both are to be brought 
into the assembly as long as are they are presented “in a fitting and orderly way.”

Table 2 

Problem Imperative Theological Reason

Certain tongue speakers are speaking without 
interpretation. Paul does not prohibit tongue 
speaking, unless it is done improperly.

“Be silent” (until you can 
behave according to God’s 
way, by using interpreters 
along with tongue speaking)

Uninterpreted tongues do not 
edify the assembly, 1 Cor. 14:6-19, 
26c.

Certain prophets are prophesying 
simultaneously. Paul does not prohibit 
prophesying, unless it is done improperly.

“Be silent” (until you can 
behave according to God’s 
way, by having sequential 
prophecies that are weighed 
by others)

Spirits of prophets have to be in 
submission to prophets, since 
disorder and chaos are contrary to 
the nature of the God Christian’s 
worship (unlike paganism). Please 
note that Paul use the same 
Greek word (hupotassō) for “are 
subject to the control” of prophets 
(14:32) and women “must be in 
submission” (14:34).

Certain women are speaking in the assembly 
in a way that violates submissive behavior. Paul 
does not prohibit women speaking, unless it 
is done improperly. In his discussion of head 
coverings in 1 Cor. 11:2-16, Paul has already 
shown his approval of women speaking in 
the assembly, but in 14:34-35 he displays no 
tolerance for women speaking in ways that 
violate submissive behavior. 1 Cor. 14:34-35 
and 1 Cor. 11:2-16 are parallel circumstances in 
regard to the need for women to demonstrate 
submissive speaking in the gathering of 
believers, since in both instances Paul would 
allow women’s speech in the assembly as long 
as it does not violate the biblical doctrine of 
headship.

“Let women keep silence” 
(until they can behave 
according to God’s way, by 
speaking in submissive ways 
and asking questions at 
home).

Non-submissive speech by women 
violates “the law.” (1 Cor. 14:3-4)20 

20Both Jesus and Paul sometimes use the phrase “the Law” to refer to materials outside the Mosaic Law, e.g., John 10:34 “written 
in your Law” = Psa. 82:6; 1 Cor. 14:21 “in the law it is written” = Isa. 28:11-12; Rom. 3:31-4:1 “we uphold the law” = Stories about 
Abraham in Genesis 15:5-6.
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Question #12: How were the women being non-submissive? Was it the mere asking of questions, or was it 
the manner of their questions? 

Reply: Since the tongue-speakers and prophets were told to be silent because of their manner, it seems the women’s 
problem was with their manner as well. 

Explanation: Table 2 (facing page) indicates how Paul addresses order/silence in this passage.

The key to understanding the meaning of “be silent” here is to look at each word in context. Each book has an 
argument, a flow. The contextual flow surrounding each word is also important. One cannot interpret the meaning of 
individual verses or individual words without viewing them in their literary context. We cannot do that to receive the 
intended meaning of a contemporary author; we cannot do that to to receive the meaning of a biblical author writing 
thousands of years ago. Certainly this passage does say that women are to “remain silent,” but in what context? In the 
verses about the tongues (14:28) or prophecies (14:29-30), we use good judgment to interpret the commands in their 
context. We would not suggest that tongue speakers or prophets were required to be completely silent because we 
consider the context. Efforts to interpret the reference on women, however, often insufficiently integrate the impact of 
the context in that interpretation. And without that context, the resultant interpretation wrongly concludes that women 
must be silent throughout the assembly.21

Question #13: Since the relationship between 1 Cor. 11:2-16 and 1 Cor. 14:34-35 is so important to this 
study, we will focus here on the following question: What is the relationship between 1 Cor. 11:2-16 and 
14:34-35? 

Reply: The answer offered by all serious students of Scripture is we must view both as theologically consistent one with 
the other. 

Explanation: Since we believe in the inspiration of Scripture and affirm the resulting commitment to sound principles of 
biblical interpretation (see previous sections), we cannot say chapter 14 trumps chapter 11 or that chapter 11 trumps 
chapter 14. Since we believe in the inspiration of Scripture and affirm the resulting commitment to sound principles 
of biblical interpretation, we cannot ignore 1 Cor. 11:2-16, which reveals women are praying and prophesying in the 
assembly. Since we believe in the inspiration of Scripture and affirm the resulting commitment to sound principles 
of biblical interpretation, we cannot ignore 1 Cor. 14:34-35 in which Paul states women should remain silent in the 
assembly.

The challenge for every student of the Word is to step back from a given text and review it in its entirety. With this in 
mind, it seems the structure of 1 Cor. 11-14 reveals that the problems addressed in these three chapters all relate to 
the assembly. 1 Cor. 11:2-16 addresses problems associated with praying and prophesying in the assembly. 1 Cor. 
11:17-34 addresses problems associated with the Lord’s Supper in the assembly. 1 Cor. 12-14 addresses problems 
associated with spiritual gifts in the assembly. 

1 Cor. 11:2-16

This same commitment to consistency in interpretation makes it difficult to regard 1 Cor. 11:2-16 as about non-
assembly occurrences of praying and prophesying while knowing that 11:17-34 is about the assembly (see question #2 

21Common exceptions are women can audibly participate in singing and in responsive Scripture readings.
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above). Also, we must acknowledge the historical evidence that reveals the issue Paul is addressing in 1 Cor. 11:2-16 
results from two different views of head coverings in the relevant Corinthian cultures (see question #1 above); Roman 
Gentile men wore head coverings when taking a vocal role in a worship assembly; non-Roman Gentile men did not. 
There is no other setting in which the head covering differences applied. That means 1 Cor. 11:2-16 is reporting the 
vocalizing of prayers and prophecies in the assembly by both men and women, and Paul in 1 Cor. 11:2-16 says nothing 
to limit or prohibit that.

I Cor. 14:34-35

Our search for the intended meaning of a text drives us to take context seriously. 1 Cor. 14:34-35 is found in a section 
with the purpose of addressing order in the assembly. In the preceding verses (1 Cor. 14:26-33) Paul commands 
tongue speakers and prophets to be silent in the sense of no longer creating disorder by the way they are speaking 
in tongues and by the way they are prophesying. He is not commanding them to never speak at all in the assembly. 
When seen in this context, it is clear Paul is only addressing some or all married women in Corinth because he is only 
addressing women who have husbands (see question #10, 14:35). We conclude that Paul’s words in 1 Cor. 14:34-35 
are for the purpose of commanding some women in Corinth to cease disruptive speech during the assembly. Paul is 
not commanding women (married or unmarried) never to speak at all in the assembly.

Our conclusion is that a theologically consistent view of 1 Cor. 11:2-16 and 1 Cor. 14:34-35 reveals the following: 
1) Women were speaking in the assembly of the Corinthian church, a church Paul planted and matured during an 
eighteen month period. 2) Paul does not prohibit their speaking but brings it into line with principles going back to the 
creation narrative in Gen. 1-3. Paul does that by commanding the use of head coverings in a way that, in their cultural 
context, serves to display respect for the biblical doctrine of headship. 3) We must also conclude that Paul prohibits 
vocal disruptions from some or all of the married women in Corinth but does not command them never to speak in 
the assembly. 4) Paul says nothing in either of these chapters to display that women are inferior to men or that men are 
superior to women. In fact, in 1 Cor. 11: 8-12 he communicates the interdependence of men and women. He also very 
clearly recognizes and affirms the gifts of both men and women.

Q & A from the study of 1 Tim. 2:8-15

Question #14: Do Paul’s instructions about women in 1 Tim. 2 apply to the assembly?

Reply & Explanation: Praying is referred to in 2:8, which hints at an assembly; but in 2:10, we read of good deeds that 
obviously do not occur only in the assembly. However, while not all the instruction in 1 Tim. 2 focuses on the assembly, 
2:11, which says, “A woman should learn in quietness and full submission,” may be focused on the assembly. Therefore, 
at least some of the instruction in 1 Tim. 2:8-15 likely applies to the assembly.

Question #15: Does 1 Tim. 2:8 restrict women from praying in the assembly?

Reply & Explanation: Some point to 1 Tim. 2:8-15, where men were asked to pray, supposedly just men, not women, 
as effectively a prohibition against women praying in the assembly. However, the purpose of 1 Tim. 2 is not to give 
instruction on who gets to pray and who does not. The purpose is to effect “peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness 
and holiness” (2:2). The men in Ephesus (Timothy is in Ephesus at this time) had been sidetracked from this witness 
by their inability to pray without “anger and disputing” (2:8). Paul’s instruction seeks to reestablish this witness, not by 
restricting prayer to men, but by addressing the specific issue with the prayers these men were offering alongside their 
quarreling.
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Question #16: What does Paul mean when he commands women to learn “in quietness and full 
submission” in 1 Tim. 2:11? 

Reply & Explanation: One point of special note is that “. . . Paul here, in contrast to segments of Judaism that prohibited 
women from learning, asserts the ability and value of women’s education . . .”22 However, they were to learn in 
quietness and full submission. This instruction relates to what Paul says in 1 Timothy about the Christian women in 
Ephesus. Paul characterizes these women as idle, going about from house to house, busybodies who talk nonsense, 
and say things they ought not to say (1 Tim. 5:13). In 2 Tim. 3:7, Paul also reveals they are “always learning but never 
able to come to a knowledge of the truth.” If these women are to mature in the faith, it is clear their posture must 
change to one more conducive to learning. That is what Paul is seeking to bring about through his fellow minister, 
Timothy. It is most likely that with the word “quietness” Paul is describing a quietness of demeanor (a common meaning 
of the relevant Greek term in the NT) rather than silence. The Greek word here is hesuchia and not sigao, which is the 
word used in 1 Cor. 14. 

Question #17: What is meant by “I permit no woman to teach or to have authority over a man; . . . ” (1 Tim. 
2:12)? 

Reply: Likely it means that Paul permits no woman to serve in the role of authoritative teacher (see question #6).

Explanation: Most of the questions generated by this passage about women’s role in the assembly relate to the phrase 
that women are not to “have authority over” a man. The phrase, “have authority over” is translated many different 
ways, including “exercise authority,” “assume authority,” or “usurp authority.” This particular word (Gk. authentein) is 
not used in any other passage of Scripture, so we are not entirely sure how it should be translated. It likely means that 
women should not be in the teaching role. However, we must remember that teaching in the early church was not 
what it is today. “Teaching” was a spiritual gift and office (see Eph. 4:11) for the expounding and applying of Scripture. 
These authoritative teachers functioned very much like priests and rabbis. This teaching is a form of congregational 
leadership. In 1 Tim. 2:12, therefore, Paul is likely declaring that women cannot serve in that role.

It is helpful at this point in the study to be reminded of Acts 18:26, “He [Apollos] began to speak boldly in the 
synagogue; but when Priscilla and Aquila heard him, they took him aside and explained the Way of God to him more 
accurately.” Priscilla is a woman and she is certainly part of explaining the Way of God to a man, Apollos. To place the 
name of Priscilla before her husband’s name may actually indicate that Priscilla was the more engaged of the couple as 
they did that.23 Since we seek to include all relevant passages when determining our faith and practice, it is important 
that this one not be forgotten. Clearly women are to serve in some teaching responsibilities. They are gifted to do so, 
and Acts 18:26 displays the value of their using that gift.

Question #18: What is meant by “she must be quiet” in 2:12?

Reply & Explanation: See question #11 above. The most likely meaning is that women are to have a quietness of 
demeanor. Mounce renders this clause as,“She is to be in quietness.”24

22William D. Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, Word Biblical Commentary (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, Inc., 2000), 119.

23See fuller discussion of the significance of the priority of “Priscilla”/“Prisca” relative to “Aquila” on pp. 18-19 above.

24Ibid.,120.
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Question #19: What is meant by “she will be saved through childbearing” in 1 Tim. 2:15? 

Reply: Although this statement has no bearing on the role of women in the church, it is being addressed because of 
the questions it generates and the pain it can cause.

Explanation: It is appropriate to begin by noting that in vss. 13-14 Paul again interacts with the creation narrative 
of Gen. 1-3, cf., 1 Cor. 11:7-9. Eve’s consequences for her sin included pain in childbirth. But what does Paul mean 
about women being saved through child–bearing? This verse strikes contemporary ears as very strange. However, 
this is not the only strange verse in the Bible or even in Paul’s writings. Strange verses often beget strange, desperate 
interpretations, such as the theory referring to the childbirth (that is, Mary’s giving birth to Jesus) as the way women 
receive salvation. That interpretation is not suggested by the context in any way. There are, however, a few possibilities 
as to what this verse means. 

Paul may be saying childbearing women are carrying out their God-given role in the human experience of family. Their 
role is exactly what Genesis said it would be. In 1 Cor. 7:8, 25-27, Paul encourages men and women to remain single. 
Therefore, this verse cannot be read as a condemnation of women who never have children. 

The statement may relate to 1 Tim. 1:3 and 4:1-5, both of which refer to some false teachers. In 1 Tim. 4:3 Paul reveals 
one of those false teachings is “they forbid people to marry” (1 Tim. 4:3). Paul in 4:3 makes clear the false teachers are 
ignoring a central truth of creation theology that God created all things good. So Paul counters these false teachers 
by arguing against their asceticism. Asceticism is also addressed in Col. 2:16-23, where false teachers are saying if 
you want to be truly holy, you must not handle or taste or touch the things you want, because these parts of creation 
are bad. To the contrary, however, Christian faith affirms creation because it was made by God and is good. 1 Tim. 
6:17 says God gives it to us to enjoy. Certain pagan religions and philosophies in Paul’s day teach asceticism is a way 
toward greater piety. This is coming into the churches from the surrounding culture. Some are saying spiritual people 
are the ones who do not get married and do not have children. Perhaps Paul is correcting a strain of this heresy in 1 
Tim. 2. In view of the kinds of opponents present in Ephesus, it may be that Paul is recasting a statement made by the 
false teachers. That statement could be something like, “women who bear children can’t be saved.” Paul may be taking 
this “slogan” and recasting it as, “she will be saved through childbearing,” to express in very strong terms his fervent 
opposition to what the false teachers are saying.

Question #20: What in 1 Tim. 2:8-15 is most germane to our purpose?

Reply & Explanation: The arrangement of 1 Tim. 2 provides much interpretive assistance. This chapter begins by 
encouraging that prayers be made for all people and those who rule over them (2:1) in order that believers may 
live “peaceful and quiet (Gk. hesuchia) lives in all godliness and holiness” (2:2, cf. 2 Thess. 3:11-12). The pursuit of 
“peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness and holiness” is Paul’s main interest in 1 Tim. 2. That main interest leads Paul 
to promote three applications of that main interest. Each application is introduced by “therefore” in 2:8-15: The men 
must not pray with “anger and disputing” (2:8); the women must not tarnish their witness through immodest dress or 
adornment (2:9-10); and the women must not tarnish their witness through authoritative teaching (2:11-15).

1 Tim. 2:12 clearly states, “I permit no woman to teach or to have authority over a man; she is to keep silent.” However, 
as noted above, Acts 18:26 also clearly states, “He [Apollos] began to speak boldly in the synagogue; but when 
Priscilla and Aquila heard him, they took him aside and explained the Way of God to him more accurately.” Priscilla is a 
woman, and she is certainly part of explaining the Way of God to a man, Apollos. In Phil. 4:2-3 we read that there were 
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two women named Euodia and Syntyche in the congregation at Philippi who “struggled beside me in the work of the 
gospel, together with Clement and the rest of my co-workers, whose names are in the book of life.” It is clear these two 
women helped Paul in his ministry of the gospel. 

It is worth noting that 1 Tim. 2 shares with 1 Cor. 11:2-16 and 1 Cor. 14:34-35 a conviction that the creation narrative is 
the ground for the biblical doctrine of headship. This is an important conviction of Paul’s, and it is very significant that it 
is present in all three texts that relate to the roles of women in the church.

Paul’s concerns here about women teaching men is not designed only to address a situation in which some women are 
teaching false doctrine. If Paul were concerned that some Ephesian women were teaching falsely, then he would have 
said these women cannot teach anyone. Obviously Paul is just as concerned to protect women from false teaching as 
he is to protect men from false teaching. So Paul’s statement here is not about what a woman might teach; it is about 
the fact of her teaching at all. In the context of 1 Tim. 2 (see questions #6 and 16 above), that means she should not be 
permitted to serve in the authoritative teacher role comparable to priests in the OT.

Question #21: Four Biblical Examples of Headship Violated

1. Consider an incident from the life of Miriam. At one point, she and Aaron murmured against Moses (Num. 
12:1-2). God immediately responded by affirming Moses’s prime position (12:4-8). In a functional sense, Moses 
had positional authority. Aaron and Miriam opposed him, and Miriam was struck with leprosy and quarantined 
for seven days (12:9-16). Note that both Aaron and Miriam were wrong. Perhaps Miriam was punished because 
she was the instigator? By application today, if women or men rise up in disunity to murmur against or oppose 
the godly leadership of the appointed spiritual overseers of the church, i.e. the elders and those they have 
appointed, they are going too far. The lesson is that headship is violated when those appointed by God to be 
spiritual overseers are opposed.

2. Women violate headship when they display disrespect for the biblical doctrine of headship. A display of 
disrespect for the biblical doctrine of headship is what Paul addresses in 1 Cor. 11:2-16. Paul’s response is to 
instruct the women to cover their heads while praying and prophesying. Today the message conveyed by head 
coverings in first century Corinth is hard to duplicate; there is no cultural equivalent. The overall principle is the 
same, however. Women must display respect for the biblical doctrine of headship.

3. Women violate headship when they seek or move into the role of serving as the authoritative teachers for the 
church, i.e., teachers who determine and communicate the spiritual direction of the church.

4. Women violate the biblical doctrine of headship when their conduct in the assembly is disrespectful and 
disorderly, the issue addressed in 1 Cor. 14:34-35.

Parameters
• This study reveals that the biblical doctrine of headship instructs men and men only to serve as elders and 

authoritative teachers. White Station’s preacher is an authoritative teacher and must, therefore, be a man.

• God has gifted women to be audible blessings in the assembly, and God desires those blessings to be 
experienced by God’s people.

• Actual implementation within these parameters took place only after input from White Station’s focus group and 
the elders’ decisions in light of that input.
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Addenda

The wide-angle view of women’s roles in Scripture reveals that while there are some roles for men only, God uses 
women in other significant ways. Regarding roles that are exclusively for men, Scripture teaches the roles of elders 
(1 Tim. 3:1-7; Titus 1:5-9) and those who provide the authoritative teaching for the congregation (e.g. preacher, Titus 
2:15) are reserved for men. For those who are familiar with the categories that are commonly used on this subject, this 
places the viewpoint of White Station’s leadership team in the range of complementarian, which affirms the role of 
male spiritual leadership in keeping with the biblical principle of headship. The continuum in Table 3 below may help.

The difference between Complementarians and Traditionalists is best tracked on a continuum. There are varied 
applications, but the major visible distinction between Complementarians and Traditionalists is the audible 
participation by women in the assembly. Traditionalists generally reject any audible role and exclude women from any 
kind of visible leadership in the assembly. Complementarians affirm that women have spiritual gifts that God desires to 
be shared audibly in the assembly.

The difference between Complementarians and Egalitarians is easy to describe. Complementarians believe there 
are roles that are reserved for men because of the biblical doctrine of headship. Egalitarians believe all roles in the 
assembly of the church and all other areas of church life are open to both genders.

Table 3: Role Continuum 

Traditional Complementarian Egalitarian

Asserts the principle of male headship (or, 
male spiritual leadership) and interprets this 
to mean that women are excluded from any 
voice in the assembly and any leadership 
functions in the church (e.g., women cannot 
chair committees on which men sit, teach in 
any setting where men are present, cannot 
vote in “men’s business meetings,” dialogue 
with men about spiritual matters in the 
context of decision-making, etc.).

Asserts the principle of male 
“headship” (or male spiritual 
leadership). This position is 
open to more significant and 
visible participation by women 
in church life and the assembly 
while maintaining the principle 
of male “headship” in the church 
and family.

Asserts the full equality of role 
relationships and functions within 
the leadership and ministry of the 
church. This position denies male 
headship as a theological value 
and opens all functions in the 
church/assembly to women.
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This is a Roman imperial bust portraying the emperor wearing a devotional head covering. It confirms this unique 
practice in the Greco-Roman world, i.e., men wearing head coverings in a worship setting. It was important for Roman 
emperors to be displayed as religiously observant. That is accomplished through this piece by the head covering. 
Copyright Richard E. Oster, Jr.
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Here the Roman Emperor, Marcus Aurelius, is wearing a head covering while actively engaged in a religious ritual, the 
offering of a sacrifice. Since he is the only person actively involved in the offering, he is the only one wearing a head 
covering.
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Again we see that only the worshipper actively involved in the religious aspect of the offering is wearing a devotional 
head covering. Copyright Richard E. Oster, Jr.
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Statue of Augustus as Roman High Priest. Located in first century AD Roman Corinth. The presence of the head 
covering is essential because it revealed to the Romans the role Augustus is fulfilling. Copyright Richard E. Oster, Jr.
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Roman Denarius early 44 BC showing Julius Caesar in worship head covering. Used by the kind permission of the 
Classical Numismatic Group https://www.cngcoins.com.



Memphis, TN  ·  May 2019


