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MAN AND WOMAN 

No NT writer has been more criticized for his allegedly negative portrayal of women than 
the apostle Paul. Although Paul’s view that “There is neither male nor female in Christ” 
(Gal 3:28) has been hailed as revolutionary, he has been viewed conversely as merely a 
child of his culture in other texts in which he appears to subordinate or denigrate women 
(e.g., 1 Cor 14:34–35). Whether Paul merely reflects his culture’s views of women or 
significantly differs from them (positively or negatively) can only be determined by 
examining some of the most debated Pauline passages in light of his culture. 

     1.     Paul and Men’s and Women’s Roles in General 

     2.     Paul and Women’s Head Coverings 

     3.     Paul and Wives’ Submission 

     4.     Paul and Women’s Ministry 

1. Paul and Men’s and Women’s Roles in General. 

Paul’s letters are occasional letters, that is, they were occasioned by specific 
circumstances and thus address certain situations as responses to them. Paul’s earlier 
letters (mainly those undisputedly attributed to him) do not deal specifically with women, 
men or marriage very frequently, but the topic does come up, especially in 1 Corinthians 
7. 

In 1 Corinthians 7 Paul addresses Christians who, like a few groups in their culture, 
have come to value the single lifestyle; their view, however, has created certain 
complications. One complication is that some of those valuing the single lifestyle are 
already married, and their pursual of celibacy within marriage provides a danger of 
sexual temptation to their spouses and possibly themselves as well (1 Cor 7:2, 5; cf. 1 Cor 
7:9). Paul may be citing a Corinthian position in 1 Corinthians 7:1, but in 1 Corinthians 
7:2–5 Paul’s language is quite sensitive to hearers of both genders: he addresses both 
husbands and wives on equal terms. Jewish marriage contracts stipulated certain duties 
required of husbands and wives, but Paul focuses on one duty relevant here, intercourse. 
What is significant is that it is not simply a duty for husbands, as in some Jewish texts; it 
is a reciprocal duty (1 Cor 7:3–4). Both the Jewish contracts and Paul show special 
sensitivity for the wife’s feelings in this matter, however, quite in contrast with Greek 
culture’s emphasis on male sexual gratification (Keener 1991, 67–82). 

Another complication of their lifestyle is that some Christians now wanted to divorce, 
either due to lack of sexual fulfillment or, more likely, to pursue a celibate lifestyle (or, 



like Cynic philosophers, a lifestyle free of the encumbrance of marriage, yet not of sexual 
relations; cf. 1 Cor 6:12–20). In response Paul cites a saying of Jesus: divorce is not 
permissible (1 Cor 7:10–11; cf. Mk 10:11–12). Having appealed to Jesus’ prohibition of 
divorce, however, Paul goes on to qualify it, without in any sense feeling that he is 
challenging its authority; it was widely understood that general statements of principle 
needed to be qualified in certain situations (especially since Jesus’ Jewish teaching style 
often included hyperbole, i.e., rhetorical overstatement; see Keener 1991, 13–28). It is 
true that the believer is not allowed to initiate the breakup of his or her marriage; if, 
however, the believer is forced into the situation (Paul’s example here covers 
abandonment and being divorced against one’s will; either spouse could unilaterally 
divorce the other under Roman law), the believer is “not under bondage” (1 Cor 7:15), 
for there is no guarantee of the unbeliever’s conversion (1 Cor 7:16). 

Paul’s “not under bondage” echoes the exact language of Jewish divorce contracts, 
meaning that the person’s divorce was valid and they were “free” to remarry (see Keener 
1991, 50–66). To read “not under bondage” as anything other than freedom to remarry is 
to ignore how all first-century Jewish readers would have understood it (not to mention 
ignoring the synonym in 1 Cor 7:27, 39). Throughout this initial discussion on divorce, 
Paul is careful to maintain his balance of inclusive language, involving husband and wife 
equally in spiritual responsibility and freedom. 

After exhorting his readers that it is better to remain in their present state (i.e., he 
prefers remaining single, and more strongly advocates avoiding divorce; cf. 1 Cor 7:17–
24), he explains that virgins are probably better off remaining single (1 Cor 7:25–38), 
although he acknowledges that this is only better for those who are fit for it (1 Cor 7:36; 
cf. 1 Cor 7:9). In this context he again returns momentarily to the issue of divorce. 
Digressions were common in antiquity in general and Paul in particular, and the flow of 
thought in the immediate context leaves no doubt that 1 Corinthians 7:27–28 refers to 
divorce: “Are you married to a wife? Do not seek a divorce. Are you divorced (the same 
Greek word as in the preceding line) from a wife? Do not seek to be married again. But if 
you do remarry, you have not sinned; and the same is true for one who has not been 
married before.” Here Paul’s language is temporarily less inclusive, but his point is meant 
to cover both genders: by 1 Corinthians 7:32–34, he values the spiritual devotion of men 
and women equally. 

1 Corinthians 7:36–38 may be relevant to our discussion if it refers to parentally 
arranged marriages, as is likely; but scholars are almost evenly divided as to whether a 
virgin’s father or fiancé is addressed here. If the former is in view, Paul simply addresses 
the father in the cultural situation which then prevailed: parents arranged their children’s 
marriages, usually with input from the children. If the latter is in view, we have no earlier 
cultural parallels to the situation addressed here. On either reading, however, Paul 
apparently suggests sensitivity to the girl’s wishes (1 Cor 7:36). 

We must now turn to the more specific questions of head coverings, and authority 
relationships in marriage and in the church, the most frequent issues of debate concerning 
women’s roles in Paul. 



2. Paul and Women’s Head Coverings. 

Some commentators have managed to deny Pauline authorship to nearly all the 
controversial passages in Paul concerning women, but the textual evidence for this 
attempt in 1 Corinthians 11:2–16 is so weak that few scholars support it; most writers 
have concerned themselves instead with the more rigorous task of understanding the text. 
The text clearly refers to a custom of women covering their heads, at least in worship; 
often a shawl (covering only the hair) was employed for this, but in some places face-
veils were also used. There are so many contexts in which head coverings were used, 
however, that one must question which context Paul addresses. For instance, people 
covered their heads due to mourning or shame; but since this practice was used for both 
men and women, it is unlikely that Paul has this practice directly in view. 

Although Greek women had traditionally been secluded in the home to a great extent, 
there is not much evidence for frequent head coverings among them in this period, 
certainly not among the well-to-do. East of Greece, however, the custom was prevalent, 
including in Palestine and southern Roman Asia (e.g., Tarsus; see MacMullen); further, 
Roman women (like Roman men) covered their heads in worship, in contrast to Greek 
women and men. The Corinthian church, located near a major port and born in a 
synagogue (Acts 18:4, 7–8), probably included a number of Eastern immigrants for 
whom the covering was an important practice. Evidence from Egypt indicates that many 
Jewish women covered their heads outside Palestine, even if they were Hellenized in 
many other respects (Philo; Joseph and Asenath). But more is probably involved than 
merely a clash of cultural icons; the head covering was a cultural issue, but it symbolized 
certain values that went deeper than the symbol itself. 

Women’s hair was a prime object of male lust in the ancient Mediterranean world 
(Apuleius Met. 2.8–9; Sifre Num. 11.2.3); societies which employed head coverings thus 
viewed uncovered married women as unfaithful to their husbands, that is, seeking another 
man (cf. m. Ket. 7:6; virgins and prostitutes, conversely, were expected not to cover their 
heads, since they were looking for men). Women who covered their heads could thus 
view uncovered women as a threat; uncovered women, however, undoubtedly viewed the 
covering custom as restrictive and saw the way they dressed their hair as their own 
business. Significantly, the uncovered women probably include the cultured women of 
higher status, whose family homes hosted most of the house churches. Statues show that 
well-to-do women pursued fashionable hairstyles and uncovered heads, styles that poorer 
women probably considered seductive. Given the class conflict in the Corinthian church 
evident from other passages in 1 Corinthians (e.g., 1 Cor 11:21–22; see Theissen), this 
would easily have flared into a major issue of controversy (see Keener 1992, 22–31; cf. 
Thompson) 

Both the Book of Acts and Paul’s own letters present him as a skilled debater, 
conversant in the logic and rhetoric of his culture. In ancient rhetoric, one’s arguments for 
a position need not be the same as the reasons for which one actually held the position. 
Paul’s purpose in advising head coverings may have been the unity of the church, but his 
arguments are those which would work best to persuade his readers. He proposes four 



main arguments for his position: family values, the creation order, the example of nature 
and of propriety as dictated by custom. 

First, Paul argues from family values and a pun (plays on words were common in 
ancient argumentation, both Jewish and Greek): the husband is the wife’s head, so if she 
dishonors her head by uncovering it in a culture where that is dishonorable, she dishonors 
her husband (1 Cor 11:2–6). By drawing an analogy between uncovered and shaven 
heads (this is the rhetorical technique reductio ad absurdum: Paul says, “If you want to 
be uncovered, why don’t you go all the way with it?”), Paul reinforces this sense of 
shame; when a woman’s hair was cut short or shaved, it was a great dishonor and 
symbolized the loss of her femininity. 

Although Paul is arguing from a play on words, modern interpreters have often 
fastened on the single word head (Gk kephalē) and debated what Paul meant when he 
called the husband the wife’s “head.” Some scholars have argued that the term means 
“authority” or “boss”; the Hebrew for “head” (rō˒š) could mean this, and occasionally 
kephalē means this in the Septuagint (Grudem; Fitzmyer). Other scholars have disputed 
this meaning, noting that the translators usually bent over backward to avoid translating 
the Hebrew rō˒š with the Greek term kephalē; kephalē does not normally mean 
“authority” or “boss” in Greek. These latter scholars often argue for the meaning 
“source,” which it does mean in some texts (Mickelsen in Mickelsen, 97–117; Scroggs, 
284). Scholars favoring the “authority” meaning, however, respond that “source” is an 
even rarer meaning of kephalē in the Septuagint than “authority.” Both groups of scholars 
are undoubtedly right in what they affirm but may fall short in what they deny; the term 
sometimes means “source” and sometimes means “authority,” at least in “Jewish Greek” 
influenced by the rhythms of the Septuagint. 

The question is, what sense should be attributed to the term in 1 Corinthians 11:3? 
Given the allusion to Adam as Eve’s source in 1 Corinthians 11:8, it is very likely that 
Paul speaks of the man (Adam) as his wife’s “source,” just as Christ had created Adam 
and later proceeded from the Father in his incarnation (in which case 1 Cor 11:3 is in 
chronological sequence; see Bilezikian, 138). (In Eph 5:23, by contrast, the wife is to 
submit to her husband as her “head,” i.e., one in authority over her [although the husband 
is simultaneously expected to define headship in terms of his sacrificial service for his 
wife]. Even Ephesians 5, however, does not give us a transcultural view of the husband’s 
authority; the husband’s authority in this passage reflects the status of women in a society 
where they were already subordinate to their husbands, and modifies it in a more 
progressive direction. See our discussion of this passage below.) 

Secondly, Paul argues from the creation order (1 Cor 11:7–12); essentially Paul says, 
“Adam was created before Eve, therefore women should wear head coverings.” This 
argument does not work well on modern logic, but undoubtedly made the point admirably 
to the Corinthians. Although Paul knew from Genesis 1:26–27 that man and woman 
together represented God’s image (cf. Rom 8:29; 2 Cor 3:18), he points out that woman, 
taken from man, also reflects man’s glory (1 Cor 11:7) and therefore can distract men 



from worship; this may relate to the danger of typical male lust in that culture. But once 
Paul has made his argument from the creation order, he takes it back: it is true that 
woman comes from man, but it is also true that men come from women; both are really 
dependent on one another in the Lord (1 Cor 11:11–12). Although Paul only needs 
woman’s derivation from man to support his point, he qualifies his argument so that no 
one will press more meaning into it than he himself intends: he uses this only as an ad 
hoc argument for head coverings, not for everything one might extrapolate from it. 

Paul concludes argument two with an allusion so brief that it has generated a 
considerable variety of interpretations: “Therefore it is proper for a woman to exercise 
authority over her head [not, to have authority ‘on’ her head, as in many translations; see 
Hooker], because of the angels” (1 Cor 11:10). The angels may be (1) lusting angels, as 
in the most common Jewish interpretation of Genesis 6:2 (cf. also 2 Pet 2:4; Jude 6; 
probably 1 Pet 3:19–22), although Paul presumably would have made more of these 
angels here and elsewhere in his writings had he believed them a current threat; (2) 
angels who were present for worship, as witnessed in texts from Qumran, who might be 
offended by a breach of propriety that culturally signified disregard for one’s family’s 
honor; or (3) angels who ruled the nations, but which Christians would someday judge; in 
this case, Paul is exhorting the women to recognize their authority over their heads but to 
use it responsibly (cf. 1 Cor 6:3). In any case, the Greek construction indicates that Paul 
recognizes the woman’s authority over her head; he reasons with her to cover it for the 
sake of propriety, but his argument is no more forceful than this. 

Third, Paul argues from nature, that is, from the natural order of things (1 Cor 11:13–
15). Stoics normally argued from nature, and other writers often joined them. Paul may 
here be arguing from current Greek and Roman custom (other peoples in Paul’s day and 
Greeks in an earlier period wore their hair long), although “nature” usually means 
something stronger than this; or he may be arguing that women’s hair naturally grows 
longer than men’s. 

Finally, Paul employs a classic argument of both early Jewish and other Greco-
Roman rhetoric: “That’s just the way things are done” (1 Cor 11:16). One group of 
philosophers, called the Skeptics, only accepted arguments from custom; most other 
thinkers accepted this as a supporting argument. With arguments that related to all his 
readers (those influenced by Jewish, Stoic and perhaps some Skeptic thought), Paul 
concludes with an argument related to his real purpose for writing the arguments: to 
avoid contention (cf. Keener 1992, 31–47, for further documentation for this section). 

A few points are clear here. One is that Paul engages the issues with which his 
congregation is struggling, including gender issues from the culture. He also upholds the 
importance of the Christian family and church unity; further, while providing arguments 
for propriety of dress to keep the church unified, he seeks to persuade the woman who 
hears his letter read in the church to keep these arguments in mind without questioning 
her right to dress as she will (1 Cor 11:10), a far cry from stronger arguments elsewhere 
in the letter (1 Cor 4:18–5:5; 11:29–34). Perhaps most significant for our discussion, 



however, is what he omits: Paul nowhere in this text subordinates the woman, failing 
even to touch on that issue. 

3. Paul and Wives’ Submission. 

Although several Pauline passages address the subordination of women in the home (Eph 
5:22–33; Col 3:18; 1 Tim 5:14; Tit 2:4–5), we will examine in detail only the longest of 
these passages, since all four share the same cultural milieu, and the two references in the 
Pastorals may reflect the social situation depicted in our treatment of 1 Timothy 2:9–15, 
below. (That the social situation influences the directives is clear from a sample 
comparison of, say, 1 Tim 5:14 and Prov 31:10–31.) 

3.1. The Social Situation. Before examining Paul’s meaning in Ephesians 5:22–33, 
we should note that even the most restrictive interpretation of this passage would portray 
Paul as no more conservative than his culture in general. Although women were 
experiencing some upward mobility in this period (anything would have been an 
improvement over classical Athens!), and women in some areas (e.g., urban Roman Asia 
and Macedonia) experienced more freedom than in other areas, women nowhere enjoyed 
the social freedom recognized as their right today. 

Influential ancient male attitudes toward women often sound harsh to modern ears; to 
some early Jewish teachers, women were inherently evil (cf. Sir 42:12–14; m. ˒Abot 2:7); 
Josephus claimed that the Law prescribed their subordination for their own good 
(Josephus Ag. Ap. 2.24 §§200–201). Philo complains that women have little sense (Philo 
Omn. Prob. Lib. 117), and praises one exception, the Empress Livia, for becoming 
“intellectually male”! Likewise, Plutarch, one of the more progressive writers on the 
subject, positively suggests that women can learn philosophy from their husbands—but 
negatively bases this on the datum that they will pursue folly if left to their own devices 
(Plutarch Bride and Groom 48; Mor. 145DE). Such attitudes naturally affected their 
treatment in ancient households, where men always held the power. Roman law vested 
complete authority over wife, children and slaves to the male head of the household, 
known as the paterfamilias. The wife’s quiet submission was viewed as one of her 
greatest virtues throughout Greco-Roman antiquity (e.g., Sir 26:14–16, 30:19; Greek 
marriage contracts). 

Perhaps due to the proliferation of female infanticide (this detail is debated), there 
seems to have been a shortage of women in Greek society, and the marriage of men in 
their thirties to girls in their early and mid teens was thus a standard practice. Until their 
thirties men normally had intercourse with slaves, prostitutes or one another (see 
Homosexuality); when men in classical Athens married, many of them found their wives 
(just entering puberty) less intellectually challenging than prostitutes. While the situation 
was not this dismal throughout the Empire of Paul’s day, and tomb inscriptions testify to 
an abundance of genuine love between husbands and wives, the very structures of ancient 
society militated against husbands perceiving their wives as potential equals. 



From the time of Aristotle, in fact, it had been customary for moral philosophers to 
advise their male readers how to govern wives and other members of the household 
properly; these instructions have come to be known as “household codes” (or in their 
German title common in scholarly literature, the Haustafeln). Aristotle and many 
subsequent moralists classified the three main categories subordinate to the male 
householder as (1) wives, (2) children and (3) slaves (Aristotle Pol. 1.2.1, 1253b); 
although he allowed that the character of their subordination differed (male children, for 
instance, required less subordination as they grew older; cf. Aristotle Pol. 1.5.12, 1260b), 
he argued that their subordination was a matter of their nature, not merely of culture (on 
women, Aristotle Pol. 1.2.12, 1254b). Such moral themes appealed to the Romans, whose 
culture emphasized duty and order, and who were suspicious of any potential threats to 
their social order (e.g., the socially disruptive cult of Dionysus in the second century 
B.C.). 

In the first and early second century, many aristocratic Romans (e.g., Petronius, 
Juvenal) found reason to disparage religious groups from the East, especially when these 
groups converted Roman women and subverted traditional Roman values. In the first 
century major scandals concerning women misled by Jews and followers of Isis in Rome 
led to severe reprisals from the government (Tacitus Ann. 2.85; Josephus Ant. 18.3.4 
§§64–80). To prove that they were not subversive to traditional Roman family values 
after all, suspected groups often produced their own sets of “household codes” modeled 
after those of the moral philosophers: instructions as to how each householder should 
govern his wife, children and slaves (Josephus Ag. Ap. 2.25–31 §§201–17; see Balch for 
a thorough treatment of household codes from Aristotle through Josephus). 

3.2. Ephesians 5:22–33. Some scholars have argued that the original Paul (as 
reflected in Rom 16:3–15; Phil 4:2–3) preserved Jesus’ spirit of egalitarianism, but the 
second and third generations of his disciples (reflected in Colossians and Ephesians, and 
the Pastorals, respectively) increasingly subordinated women’s roles to fit the standards 
of their culture. While such a view has some evidence to support it, it rests on two 
hypotheses requiring proof: first, that the later canonical Pauline writings are not genuine; 
and second, a particular reading of these later letters. The question of these letters’ 
authenticity is examined elsewhere in this volume (see Canon); the question of their 
meaning, however, is examined here. The text of Ephesians itself actually does not 
support the contention that its writer has become more chauvinistic than the Paul of the 
earlier letters. 

Assuming that Ephesians is written by Paul, it is written by a prisoner in Rome well 
aware of Roman attitudes toward “Eastern cults” like worshipers of Isis and Dionysus, 
plus Judaism in both its Christian and non-Christian forms (what we today call 
Christianity and Judaism, respectively). Paul is also well aware that the social ostracism 
Jews and Christians often faced could become much worse if the outcome of his own trial 
set a negative precedent for Christians elsewhere (cf. Phil 1:7, addressed to a 
congregation that includes some Roman citizens like himself). Like representatives of 
other mistrusted religious groups in the Roman Empire, Paul had good strategic reason to 
uphold traditional Roman family values. 



At first sight, it may appear that Paul has done just that. Given the social situation, it 
is hardly surprising that Paul presents household codes in their familiar three basic 
categories: relations between wives and husbands, children and fathers, and slaves and 
masters. But contrary to our expectations, Paul significantly adapts the list. Yes, wives, 
children and slaves are to submit, and thus to silence cultural objections to the gospel 
(submission here is “for the Lord’s sake,” Eph 5:21; 6:5–8). But for Paul a truly Christian 
ethic compatible with Jesus’ teaching and example of servanthood goes beyond this: the 
male householder is also to submit. That Paul requires this of the paterfamilias is implied 
in a number of ways, and the distinction between his view and the more usual ancient 
injunction that the householder govern should have been clear to ancient readers. 

First, Paul begins this three-part structure in a very unusual way. As the climax of his 
exhortations describing a Spirit-filled life (Eph 5:18–21), Paul calls on all believers to 
submit to one another (Eph 5:21). It is true that the following context delineates different 
ways to submit according to differing societal roles; but the very idea of “mutual 
submission” strained the common sense of the term “submission”: householders were 
sometimes called to be sensitive to their wives, children and slaves, but they were never 
told to submit to them. That Paul envisions the same sort of mutual submission to cover 
the slave and master relationship is clear from his exhortation in Ephesians 6:9: after 
explaining how and why slaves should submit (Eph 6:5–8), he calls on masters to “do the 
same things to them,” an idea which, if pressed literally, goes beyond virtually all other 
extant writers from antiquity. 

Second, the duties are listed as reciprocal duties. Whereas most household codes 
simply addressed the head of the household, instructing him how to govern other 
members of his household, Paul first addresses wives, children and slaves. Far from 
instructing the paterfamilias how to govern his wife, children and slaves, he omits any 
injunction to govern and merely calls on him to love his wife (undoubtedly a common 
practice, but rarely prescribed), be restrained in disciplining his children and to regard 
slaves as equals before God. This is hardly the language of the common household code, 
although some ancient philosophers also exhorted moderation and fair treatment of 
subordinates. The wife, children and slaves are to regulate their own submission 
voluntarily. 

Third, Paul does not describe the duties that are attached to submission. An ancient 
reader could therefore have been tempted to read a wife’s submission as meaning all that 
it could mean in that culture—which, as we have noted above, involves considerably 
more subordination than any modern Christian interpreters would apply to women today. 
(Applying the text in this way would return women to rarely being able to attend college, 
to disallowing them voting privileges, etc.) However, Paul does define the content of the 
wife’s submission once, in quite a strategic place: at the concluding summary of his 
advice to married couples. The wife is to “respect” (phobeomai, Eph 5:33) her husband. 
Although the term usually translated “submission” (hypotassō) could be used in the 
weaker sense of “respect,” household codes demanded far more of wives than mere 
respect; Paul’s view of women’s subordination even in this social situation could not be 
much weaker than it is. 



Finally, the wife’s subordination to her husband is directly parallel to the slave’s 
subordination to his or her master. In both cases one submits as “to Christ”—who is 
compared with a slave’s master no less than with a wife’s husband. Most interpreters 
recognize today that Ephesians 6:5–9 does not address the institution of slavery; it simply 
gives advice to slaves in their situation. Like some Stoic philosophers, Paul could 
recommend securing one’s freedom where that was possible (1 Cor 7:21–22); like the 
rare philosophers whom Aristotle chastised for suggesting that slavery was against nature 
and therefore wrong, Paul clearly regarded the subordination of humans as unnatural 
(Eph 6:9). Whereas the OT enjoined children’s obedience to morally sound parental 
instruction (Deut 21:18–21), the OT nowhere explicitly enjoins the submission of wives 
and slaves (although they regularly appear in subordinate cultural roles, which God 
sometimes contravened). Paul does call on wives and slaves in his culture to submit in 
some sense; but he does not thereby approve of the institutions of patriarchal marriage or 
slavery, both of which are part of the authority of the paterfamilias and the household 
codes he here addresses. 

That Paul’s instructions to wives and slaves are limited to wives and slaves culturally 
subordinated to the male householder has often been noted (e.g., Martin, 206–31; Giles, 
43). The objection that Paul could have rejected the institution of slavery but clearly 
would support the institution of marriage (Knight, 21–25) simply begs the real question. 
It is not the institution of marriage per se, but the institution of patriarchal marriage, that 
Paul addresses here; that was what appeared in the household codes. Paul elsewhere calls 
on believers in normal circumstances to submit to all who are in authority (Rom 13:1–7; 
see Civil Authorities), as Peter does (1 Pet 2:13–17); but this does not mean that he 
regards the particular authority structures (e.g., kingship) as necessary for all cultures. 
Because Paul’s instructions specifically address institutions as they existed in Paul’s day, 
interpreters of Paul who do not insist on reinstituting slavery or the monarchy should not 
insist on patriarchal marriages which subordinate wives, either. Indeed, given Paul’s 
weak definition of the wife’s submission as “respect” (Eph 5:33; see above), it appears 
that Paul advocated her submission in only a limited manner even for his own social 
situation. 

4. Paul and Women’s Ministry. 

4.1. Passages in Which Paul Approves Women’s Ministry. Although some Greek 
and Roman women became philosophers, higher education in rhetoric and philosophy 
was usually reserved for men. In a society where most people were functionally illiterate 
(especially much of the rural peasantry, estimated at perhaps 90 percent of the Empire’s 
population), teaching roles naturally would fall on those who could read and speak well. 
Nearly all of our Jewish sources suggest that these roles were, with rare exceptions, 
limited to men. 

Although inscriptions from ancient synagogues indicate that women filled a 
prominent role in some synagogues (see Brooten), the same inscriptions indicate that this 
was the exception rather than the norm. Our sources indicate that most Jewish men, like 
Philo, Josephus and many later rabbis, reflected the prejudice of much of the broader 



Greco-Roman culture. Josephus (Ant. 4.8.15 §219) and the rabbis in most cases dismissed 
the trustworthiness of women’s witness, and, with the possible exceptions of Beruriah, 
wife of R. Meir, and the women followers of Jesus (Mk 15:40–41; Lk 8:1–3; 10:38–42), 
women seem never to have been accorded the role or status of teachers or their disciples 
(see Swidler). While the roles of women varied from region to region, certain Pauline 
passages make it clear that he was among the more progressive, not the more 
chauvinistic, writers of his day. 

In a brief letter of recommendation at the conclusion of Romans, Paul commends the 
bearer of his letter whom the Romans may trust to explain it to them (Rom 16:1–2). 
Phoebe is “servant” of the church at Cenchreae, the port city of Corinth; the term may 
refer to a “deacon” (diakonos), apparently a person with administrative responsibility in 
the early church, but which in Paul’s letters usually refers to a minister of God’s word, 
such as himself. He also calls her a “helper” (prostatis) of many, a term which normally 
referred in antiquity to patrons, some of whom were women. As a patron, she would own 
the home in which the church met and hold a position of honor (see further Keener 1992, 
237–40). 

In Paul’s following greetings (Rom 16:3–16), he lists about twice as many men as 
women, but commends more than twice as many women as men (see Coworkers, Paul 
and His). This may indicate his sensitivity to the opposition women undoubtedly faced 
for their ministry in some quarters. Among the most significant ministers he lists is Prisca 
(a diminutive form of Priscilla), possibly mentioned before her husband Aquila because 
of her higher social status (Rom 16:3–4). Luke also portrays her as a fellow-minister with 
her husband, joining him in instructing another minister, Apollos (Acts 18:26). 

Paul also lists two fellow-apostles (this is the most natural way to construe “notable 
among the apostles,” since Paul nowhere else appeals to commendations from “the 
apostles”), Andronicus and Junia. “Junia” itself is clearly a feminine name, but writers 
inclined to doubt that Paul could have referred to a female apostle have proposed that this 
is a contraction for the masculine “Junianus.” But this contraction does not occur in our 
inscriptions from Rome and is by any count quite rare compared to the common feminine 
name; the proposal rests on the assumption that a woman could not be an apostle, rather 
than on any evidence inherent in the text itself. 

In another letter Paul refers to the ministry of two women in Philippi, who, like his 
many male fellow-ministers, shared in his work for the gospel there (Phil 4:2–3). 
Macedonia was one of the regions where women were accorded more prominent 
religious roles (Abrahamson), and this may have made it easier for Paul’s women 
colleagues to assume a position of prominence (cf. also Acts 16:14–15). 

Paul, who ranks prophets second only to apostles (1 Cor 12:28), assumes the 
existence of prophetesses and demands only that they, like other women in the 
congregation, cover their heads (1 Cor 11:5). In this he follows the tradition of the OT 
(where women filled the prophetic office far less than men, but nonetheless could assume 



positions of prominence and authority, e.g., Ex 15:20; Judg 4:4; 2 Kings 22:13–14) and 
other elements of early Christianity (Acts 2:17–18, 21:9). 

These passages alone establish Paul among the more progressive writers of his 
culture, but other passages must be examined before one can determine how progressive 
he was. It is these passages, therefore, which have stirred the greatest controversy. 

4.2. Passages in Which Paul Seems to Restrict Women’s Ministry. Although both 
the following passages have been subjected to a bewildering array of interpretations, 
neither of them is universally held to be Pauline. Not only the authorship of 1 Timothy, 
but also that of 1 Corinthians 14:34–35, has been called into question. On the basis of 
some (admittedly slender) textual evidence, some prominent text critics have denied that 
the latter passage is actually Pauline, thinking that it was inserted instead by a later hand 
(Fee, 699–705). While this position is possible, the passage can be explained as a Pauline 
digression on a specific aspect of church order relevant to the Corinthian church (see 
Church Order and Government). 

Some have argued instead that Paul here quotes a Corinthian position (1 Cor 14:34–
35), which he then refutes (1 Cor 14:36); but 1 Corinthians 14:36 does not read naturally 
as a refutation of 1 Corinthians 14:34–35. Others have suggested that the church services 
were segregated by gender like the synagogues, thus rendering any communication 
between the sexes disruptive; but this view is refuted both by the architecture of 
synagogues in this period (Brooten) and that of homes like that in which the Corinthian 
church met. Still other scholars, examining the context, have suggested that Paul 
addresses Corinthian women abusing the gifts of the Spirit, or a problem with judging 
prophecies. While both of these views can be argued from the context, both ancient 
writers in general and Paul in particular were fond of digressions, and 1 Corinthians 
14:34–35 may simply represent a digression concerning a specific issue of church order, 
distinct from other matters of church order in the context. 

More likely is the view that Paul is restricting the only kind of speech directly 
addressed in these verses: asking questions (Giles, 56). It was common in the ancient 
world for hearers to interrupt teachers with questions, but it was considered rude if the 
questions reflected ignorance of the topic (see Plutarch On Lectures). Since women were 
normally considerably less educated than men, Paul proposes a short-range solution and a 
long-range solution to the problem. His short-range solution is that the women should 
stop asking the disruptive questions; the long-range solution is that they should be 
educated, receiving private tutoring from their husbands. Most husbands of the period 
doubted their wives’ intellectual potential, but Paul was among the most progressive of 
ancient writers on the subject. Paul’s long-range solution affirms women’s ability to learn 
and places them on equal footing with men (see more fully Keener 1992, 80–85). 

Whatever reconstruction one accepts, however, two points are clear. First, Paul 
plainly does not enjoin total silence on women, since earlier in the same letter he expects 
them to pray and prophesy publicly along with the men (1 Cor 11:4–5); he thus must 
enjoin only the silencing of a particular form of speaking. Second, there is nothing in the 



context to support the view that Paul refers here to women teaching the Bible. The only 
passage in the entire Bible that could be directly adduced in favor of that position is 1 
Timothy 2:11–14. 

In 1 Timothy 2:8–15 Paul (on authorship, see Pastoral Letters) apparently addresses 
the proper decorum of men and women in prayer. Paul first addresses the men in the 
Ephesian churches, who are apparently involved in conflict inappropriate for worshipers 
of God (1 Tim 2:8). Then, in a more lengthy passage, he turns to problems with the 
women in these congregations. As noted above, women of the lower economic ranks in 
the East frequently covered their heads; but the urban congregations of Ephesus would 
have included women of higher social status, who would flaunt their status by the ornate 
ways they decorated their hair. To poorer women in the congregation, the wealthier 
women’s wardrobe represented both ostentation and potential seduction, so Paul rules 
against it, borrowing language common among moralists of his day (1 Tim 2:9–10; 
Scholer, 3–6; Keener 1992, 103–7). 

After calling on the women in the congregation to adorn themselves properly, he 
forbids them to “teach in such a way as to take authority” (reading “teach,” didaskō, and 
“take authority,” authenteō, together as many scholars do, although they could also be 
read as separate prohibitions). The precise meaning of the rare Greek term here used for 
“take authority” has been questioned. Some scholars suggest that it normally means 
simply “have authority” and that the passage thus excludes women from exercising any 
authority in the church at all. Other scholars have shown that it is often used more 
strongly than that in this period, and may mean, “seize authority”; on this reading, Paul 
merely forbids women to grasp for authority overbearingly, in the same way he would 
have forbidden it to men. Still other scholars have appealed to other examples within the 
semantic range of the term to argue for meanings like “domineer in a murderous way” or 
“proclaim oneself originator.” Since some second-century Gnostics saw Eve as the 
originator of Man, 1 Timothy could be refuting a gnostic myth (Kroeger argues this case 
with impressive erudition, and even suggests that part of this passage quotes a gnostic 
source in order to refute it). This case works well if 1 Timothy is written by another 
writer in Paul’s name in the second century (which many scholars believe, although 
Kroeger does not); if it was written by Paul or his amanuensis, however, the term 
probably means to “have authority” or (more likely) “seize authority.” 

The social situation of the letter may represent a more fruitful basis for resolving the 
meaning of the text than the broad lexical possibilities, however; both Paul and his 
readers assumed this situation when reading the text, and the situation which elicited 
Paul’s response is thus part of his intended meaning. Clues in the text indicate the 
following situation: male false teachers (1 Tim 1:20; 2 Tim 2:17) have been introducing 
dangerous heresy into the Ephesian church (1 Tim 1:4–7; 6:3–5), often beginning by 
gaining access to its women, who would normally have been difficult to reach because of 
their greater restriction to the domestic sphere (2 Tim 3:6–7). Because the women were 
still not well trained in the Scriptures (see above), they were most susceptible to the false 
teachers and could provide a network through which the false teachers could disrupt other 
homes (1 Tim 5:13; cf. 1 Tim 3:11). Given Roman society’s perception of Christians as a 



subversive cult, false teaching that undermined Paul’s strategies for the church’s public 
witness (see above on Eph 5–6) could not be permitted (cf. 1 Tim 3:2, 7, 10; 5:7, 10, 14; 
6:1; Tit 1:6; 2:1–5, 8, 10; cf. Padgett, 52; Keener 1991, 85–87; Verner). 

Whether because the women were uneducated and thus particularly susceptible to 
error, or because their seizing authority would have injured the church’s witness in a 
tense social situation, or (most likely) both, the specific situation Paul addresses invites 
his specific response. Paul again provides a short-range solution and a long-range 
solution. The short-range solution is: They should not take ruling positions as teachers in 
the church. The long-range solution is: Let them learn. Again, Paul affirms their ability to 
learn, and he proposes educating them as a long-range solution to the current problem. 
That they are to learn “quietly and submissively” may again reflect their witness within 
society (these were characteristics normally expected of women), but it should be pointed 
out that this was the way all novices were supposed to learn, and also characterizes the 
desired behavior of the whole church (1 Tim 2:2). That Paul addresses these admonitions 
to the women rather than to the men is as determined by the social situation as his 
admonition to the men to stop disputing (1 Tim 2:8); he hardly wanted the women to 
dispute, but addressed only those involved in the problem. 

This solution might be so obvious as to render debate superfluous, except for Paul’s 
following argument, in which he appears to predicate his admonitions to women on the 
roles of Adam and Eve (1 Tim 2:13–14). What one must ask is whether Paul adduces 
these examples as the basis for his point, or merely as an ad hoc argument to support it. 
His argument from the creation order is no more straightforward here (1 Tim 2:13) than it 
was when in 1 Corinthians 11:7–9 he used it to contend that women should wear head 
coverings. His argument from Eve’s deception is even more likely to be ad hoc. If he 
argues that Eve’s deception prohibits all women from teaching, he is arguing that all 
women, like Eve, are more easily deceived than all men; if the deception does not apply 
to all women, neither could his prohibition of their teaching. It is far more likely that Paul 
instead uses Eve to illustrate the plight of the particular women he addresses in Ephesus, 
who are easily deceived because they are untrained. Paul elsewhere uses Eve for anyone 
who is deceived, not just women (2 Cor 11:3). Finally, it is possible that 1 Timothy 2:15 
is meant to qualify the preceding verses, though there is considerable debate on its 
meaning (salvation coming through Mary’s childbirth, perhaps as the new Eve; through 
women submitting to traditional roles like childbearing; or simply a woman being 
brought through childbirth safely, challenging the curse in Eden). 

Other passages in Paul which clearly demonstrate his approval of women’s ministry 
of God’s word (above) indicate that 1 Timothy 2:9–15 (if, as we assume here, it is 
genuinely Pauline) cannot prohibit women’s ministry in all situations, but is limited to the 
situation in Ephesus and perhaps some other congregations facing similar crises in this 
period of the church’s history. Pauline texts addressing the roles of women in both church 
and home suggest that Paul be ranked among the most progressive of ancient writers. 

See also AUTHORITY; COWORKERS, PAUL AND HIS; HEAD; HOUSEHOLDS AND HOUSEHOLD 
CODES; MARRIAGE, DIVORCE, ADULTERY, INCEST; SEXUALITY, SEXUAL ETHICS. 
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