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Introduction 

One of our foundational convictions is that Scripture must govern the practices 

of the church. Church leaders are not at liberty to order the life of the 

congregation according to the practices of the business world or the preferences 

and assumptions of our wider culture. Instead we understand that Christ rules 

over his church by his Word; he has spoken to us and given us everything we 

need for life and godliness together. 

When we consider the roles that men and women should play in a healthy, 

faithful congregation, there are two opposite errors that threaten to undermine 

our efforts. The first is perhaps the most obvious to us: an egalitarian impulse 

that bristles against the Bible’s teaching that men and women should enjoy 

different privileges and obligations in the church. The second error is perhaps 

more subtle in our present context: what we might call a “knee-jerk” 

complementarianism that celebrates male leadership and relegates women to the 

distant sidelines of church life just to be safe and make sure that we don’t 

accidentally violate any Scriptural commands. While the desire to obey the 

Bible’s instructions is a good one, we will best accomplish that by doing the 

hard work of determining what God’s Word says and then applying it to the life 

of the church with wisdom.   

We must be honest: this is not a simple topic to address. Some of the most 

relevant passages in Scripture are also some of the most difficult to interpret 

with certainty. But it is our conviction that the Lord has not left us without 

guidance in these matters. We must stand firm on the things about which 

Scripture is very clear, apply Biblical principles consistently on matters that are 
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less clear, and exercise charitable wisdom on matters to which Scripture does 

not speak directly.   

The goals of this paper are threefold: 

• To clarify and communicate the elders’ understanding of what the 

Word of God teaches about gender roles in the life of the church. 

• To provide an explanation for and guide to the participation of women 

in the congregation, particularly the public gatherings of the church. 

• To encourage both women and men to actively and joyfully serve the 

church in appropriate ways. 

Theological Underpinnings 

Below are six statements that we believe summarize the Bible’s teaching on and 

attitude towards gender and gender roles. 

1. Both men and women are created in the image of God (Genesis 1:27). 

That is to say, both are capable of reflecting God’s wisdom and glory. 

They are equal in dignity. Both men and women stand in need of a 

Savior, can be saved through faith in Christ, and are gifted for fruitful 

service in the church.  

2. God did, however, create the genders with distinct roles.  

a. Adam’s distinct leadership role is seen in Genesis 2:18-25 in that he 

was created first, he was given responsibility and authority over 

creation, he received a helper from God, and he named what God 

had created (including Eve).  
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b. Eve’s supportive role is seen in this passage in that she was created 

after her husband, she was created from Adam (not from the 

ground as Adam was), she was named by Adam, and she was given 

responsibility to help Adam fulfill God’s mandate to be fruitful and 

multiply. 

3. Genesis shows us that distinctions in gender roles were part of God’s good 

creation. 

a. They were not the result of mankind’s sin or the subsequent curse 

under which the world now groans. Gender roles appear in Genesis 

2, but sin doesn’t enter the world until Genesis 3. 

b. We also reject the idea that the Biblical teaching on gender roles 

reflects the limits of the “unenlightened” cultures in which it was 

written. The apostle Paul roots his argument for male headship in 

creation (1 Timothy 2:11-14) and the nature of God (Ephesians 

5:22-27, 1 Corinthians 11:3), not in the consensus opinions of the 

culture around him.   

Therefore, God’s design for gender is wise and beneficial and should be 

appreciated, enjoyed, and esteemed by all of God’s people. 

4. Authority and submission (roles) are part of being made in the image of 

God. Though each person of the Trinity is equal in dignity and glory, the 

Scriptures teach that God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit exist eternally 

in a relationship of headship and submission: 

a. God the Father has authority over the Son (John 6:38, 1 

Corinthians 15:28, 1 Corinthians 11:3). 

b. God the Son has authority to send the Spirit (John 16:7, 13-14). 
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Therefore, we reject any suggestion that authority implies superiority or 

submission implies inferiority. All people, regardless of gender, are called 

to submit to God-ordained authorities in the home, in the church, in the 

wider society. When men and women embrace their God-given roles, 

they reflect the image of God more completely than they would 

otherwise. 

5. God has ordained that gender distinctions should be maintained and 

reflected in the leadership of the Christian church. Authority in the 

church should normally be exercised by men (1 Timothy 2:12, 1 

Timothy 3:2). 

6. Finally, men and women will find joy in embracing the roles God has 

given to them. Our identity and meaning is ultimately not found in 

holding any particular office or serving in any particular ministry in the 

church. Our identity is found in being an adopted child of God. 

Now while distinction in gender roles was established in a world that was 

perfectly good, the Fall in Genesis 3 clearly shows that those roles have been 

corrupted by sin. After all, Adam’s defense after the Fall was one of blame-

shifting and frustration with his wife, a blatant neglect of his leadership role. 

And when God cursed the woman, he told Eve that she would have a desire to 

rebel against her husband’s authority (Genesis 3:16). Since that first sin, 

therefore, the different roles God has given to men and women have continually 

been confused by sin and rebellion against God’s good plan for gender.  

Our only hope then as we engage this volatile and often divisive issue is the 

gospel. The gospel brings much-needed grace to both men and women because 

both are equally guilty of sin against a good and faithful God and so are in 

desperate need of a Savior to rescue them from condemnation. Therefore, the 

good news of the gospel is not only that it brings about salvation for the 
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individual; it also wondrously begins to renew the image of God in men and 

women previously lost and corrupted by the Fall. As new creations, all who are 

in Christ and redeemed through his blood put off the old man with its desires 

and put “on the new self, created after the likeness of God in true righteousness 

and holiness” (Ephesians 4:24). In this context and only in this context can we 

begin to think well about gender roles and bringing glory to God as men and 

women in his church.  

In light of this and the foregoing theological statements, we understand 

Scripture to teach clearly that women have an essential, vibrant, and unique role 

in the life of the local church. As our local church pursues our purpose to 

picture the gospel to the watching world and bring glory to our great God, we 

must understand what this role is and ensure that the women of our 

congregation are actively engaged in that mission. 

As we go about that, we firmly embrace the biblical concept of 

complementarianism. Opposed to the notion of egalitarianism, which sees 

men and women as fundamentally the same in both role and function, 

complementarianism unequivocally confirms the equality of men and women as  

both being made in the image of God while also setting forth important 

differences in their roles, both in the home and in the local church.  

We understand this viewpoint to be in keeping with God’s creation order for 

his image-bearers and will therefore use it as our basic frame of reference in this 

paper. Furthermore, we are not ashamed of or embarrassed by this belief. On 

the contrary, we rejoice in the authority and submission that God has hardwired 

into his creation and we recognize that, male or female, each one of us 

participates in it. Whether it be as children to parents, wives to husbands, 

citizens to government, or congregation to elders, we understand that authority 

and submission are good things God has created in order for us to lead 

flourishing lives under his sovereign rule and care. 
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One more aspect to mention before we continue. Far too often the Church has 

come to see the role of women in the church in a fundamentally negative light. 

In other words, women are primarily told what they cannot do instead of what 

they can do. Now this is understandable considering the fact that Scripture 

teaches certain roles in the church are to be occupied only by men. We must be 

vigilant with these commands, as with all commands in Scripture, in order to 

ensure our obedience to God’s word. However, ultimately this negative outlook 

is not a healthy way to go about discerning God’s plan for the women he has 

called to himself and to his local church. Thabiti Anyabwile has helpfully noted,  

Most churches and leaders have not thought at any length about what 

meaningful roles women should play in congregations while joyfully 

embracing the Bible’s teaching about gender roles. When it comes to 

practice, too many of us have thought about the negative--how to 

safeguard the complementarian position--but have neglected the 

affirmative--how we should equip and deploy our sisters for service.   1

It is our desire, therefore, as we transition now to consider several of the most 

contested passages of Scripture regarding this issue, to understand God’s word as 

not fundamentally restrictive of our sisters but, on the contrary, beautiful in its 

design for the women of Christ’s church. Our prayer is that Christ might be 

glorified in our unity as his body as we proclaim his gospel and live it out in our 

community together. 

Addressing Scriptural Texts 

The teaching of Scripture on the role of women in the life of the local church 

can be difficult to interpret. And so it will be beneficial to consider some texts 

that have caused confusion in the church and thereby come to some conclusions 

on the interpretation of those passages. 
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1 Corinthians 11:2-16 
The first passage we must consider is Paul’s instruction to the church at Corinth 

on the subject of head coverings for women. This is a topic which has generated 

no small amount of disagreement and confusion over the years, especially for 

women who feel bound by conscience to obey Paul’s instructions and yet are 

perplexed by its demands. There are a number of complex issues in this chapter 

of Scripture, but we will only attempt to address what we believe is immediately 

relevant to the purposes of this paper. At the end of this document, you will 

find a list of recommended resources for further reading should you wish to 

delve more into the issues of this text and the others we will be considering. 

Context: In this passage, Paul is instructing the Corinthian church in 

how they are to conduct themselves, especially when they are gathered 

together. His words three chapters later in 1 Corinthians 14:40 help us to 

understand a little better what he is getting at in this text: “But all things 

should be done decently and in order.” Following this passage on head 

coverings, he goes on to criticize the way the Corinthians are taking the 

Lord’s Supper during their public gatherings. So in the words of John 

Murray, “Both [1 Corinthians 11:2-16 and 11:17-34] have in view the 

behavior of the saints in their assemblies.”  2

Command: Paul’s commands in this passage are clear. In order for a 

woman not to disgrace her head, she is to wear a head covering. That 

covering is not her hair, as some have suggested from verse 15. 

Otherwise, it would make no sense for Paul to go to such great lengths to 

make his point. Instead, it is apparent that women are to wear a covering 

on their head as a “symbol of authority” (v. 10). It’s important to note 

here that Paul is not opposed to women participating in the public 

worship of the congregation; he seems to understand women will 

normally “pray or prophesy” in the public gatherings of the church at 

Corinth. Instead his concern is about authority, specifically that a woman 

must wear a symbol of authority out of respect for her authoritative head. 
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That head, says Paul, is her husband (v. 3). In the same way a man would 

be dishonoring his head, Jesus Christ, if he were to wear a head covering, 

so also a woman would be dishonoring her husband if she neglected to do 

so. At root, this passage is about the roles men and women are to take in 

the church and the authority that is to be exercised in those roles. Tom 

Schreiner sums it up: 

I understand the major burden of 11:3-6, then, to be as follows: 

Women can pray and prophesy in public, but they must do so with 

a demeanor and attitude that supports male headship because in that 

culture wearing a head covering communicated a submissive 

demeanor and feminine adornment. Thus, Paul does not forbid 

women to participate in public worship, yet he does insist that in 

their participation they should evidence a demeanor that is humble 

and submissive to male headship.  3

The apostle Paul goes on to base his argument for role distinctions in the 

creation of man in Genesis 1 and 2. The woman is to honor her husband 

and the man is to honor Christ; that is the creation order. Paul in no way 

is implying here that woman is inferior. On the contrary, he makes the 

point in verse 11 that neither gender is wholly independent of the other. 

“All things are from God,” he says in verse 12. Indeed, by rooting his 

argument in Genesis, Paul is affirming that both male and female are 

made in the image of God and for his glory while also recognizing that 

each gender has a distinct role. 

Application: While Paul’s commands are hard to miss in this text, their 

implications have been debated for decades. The obvious question is: 

must women at SPBC wear head coverings as a symbol of their 

submission to male headship? Our answer to that question is “no.” 

Instead, we understand Paul’s argument has two parts. 
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1. First, there is a statement about headship and authority. Paul, 

rooting his argument in creation (v. 8-9) and the God-ordained 

order of things (v. 3), says that it is proper for women in the 

church to conduct themselves in a manner that demonstrates that 

they are joyfully under the authority of their husbands. 

2. Paul’s second point is an application of that principle. In Paul’s 

culture, women wore head coverings in public and men didn’t. 

For a woman to participate in public worship without a head 

covering would be a way of communicating rebellion, much like 

the way in which up until recently, a man in our culture would 

never wear his hat indoors or keep it on during the national 

anthem. So, while we are obligated to continue upholding the 

principle of Paul’s teaching about gender roles and authority, we 

should put those principles into practice in ways that make sense 

in our culture.  

Again, Schreiner writes: 

We must distinguish between the fundamental principle that 

underlies a text and the application of that principle in a specific 

culture. The fundamental principle is that the sexes, although 

equal, are also different. God has ordained that men have the 

responsibility to lead, while women have a complementary and 

supportive role. More specifically, if women pray and prophesy in 

church, they should do so under the authority of male headship. 

Now, in the first century, failure to wear a covering sent a signal to 

the congregation that a woman was rejecting the authority of male 

leadership . . . Today, except in certain religious groups, if a woman 

fails to wear a head covering while praying or prophesying, no one 

thinks she is in rebellion . . . The principle still stands that women 

should pray and prophesy in a manner that makes it clear that they 

submit to male leadership.   4
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So in what ways should women at SPBC symbolize their respect for 

authority? Well, we are informed in other passages of Scripture that 

women are to show their respect in their posture within the church 

community and the way they conduct themselves in that context (1 

Timothy 2:9, 1 Peter 3:4). Another direct application from this passage is 

a caution to believers to dress in a way that is in keeping with their 

gender. Of course, the implementation of that principle will look 

different from one culture to another; each church must act with wisdom 

and guard the posture of their hearts. 

Questions & Objections: It is of paramount importance as we address 

these difficult passages to attempt to anticipate certain questions or 

objections that might be raised to our interpretation of these texts. This 

allows us to be careful in our answers and humble in our exegesis. Here 

are a few questions that might be raised: 

- What does it mean that a woman can prophesy in a church gathering? The 

spiritual gift of prophecy is something Paul addresses later in 1 

Corinthians 14, which we’ll discuss next. In that chapter, he 

speaks of prophecy as something that is meant for the “upbuilding 

and encouragement and consolation” of the saints (v. 3). Much 

could be said about this topic, but suffice it to say that as we 

compare this passage with others in Scripture, we see that this gift 

of prophecy is different from the task of preaching and teaching in 

the corporate gatherings of the church. Preaching is reserved for 

men while we understand other acts of “building up the 

church” (1 Corinthians 14:4) to be permissible for women to 

engage in as well. At SPBC, we hold an “open but cautious” 

position with reference to the spiritual gifts; however, we see the 

practice of encouragement and exhortation to be something we 

are all called to do in the church, with some being more gifted at 
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it than others. 

- Does it not undermine the authority of Scripture simply to chalk up “head 
coverings” to cultural norms? We don’t think so. There are quite a 

few cultural issues in Paul’s epistles that are no longer relevant to 

our culture. One is Paul’s teaching on slaves and masters. While 

we may be able to draw good application from those texts to aid 

us in understanding how to relate to our employers, it is clear that 

the kind of slave-master relationships Paul was concerned with are 

no longer present in our greater society. Perhaps the closest 

analogy is that of indentured servitude, which is still outdated in 

our culture. But the greater point in Paul’s writings is clear: we are 

to have respect for those in positions over us and submit to the 

authorities God has placed in our lives. The same is true for these 

instructions on head coverings. We understand Paul’s underlying 

purpose in his instruction and it is that teaching that we seek to 

obey.  

- But Paul roots his argument in the creation order, doesn’t he? Yes, but in 

doing so, we understand Paul primarily to be supporting his 

overall exhortation--that is, to submit properly to authority in the 

church. Gender roles are indubitably rooted in the creation order, 

but head coverings are not. 

Conclusion: Women have a role in the public gatherings of the church 

and they must be careful to carry out that role in a way that supports and 

submits to God’s plan for male headship in the church. 

1 Corinthians 14:33b-35 
Just three chapters after 1 Corinthians 11, Paul seems to say something that 

contradicts his earlier instructions towards women and their involvement in the 

church. In 1 Corinthians 11, he just affirmed the role of prayer and prophecy by 
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women in the public setting of a local church. But in Chapter 14, he seems to 

say the exact opposite. 

Context: Once again, Paul is writing to the Corinthian church and 

instructing them on how to order their public gatherings. Specifically in 

this text, Paul is concerned with the gifts of tongues and prophecy.  

Command: In verse 33b and following, Paul writes, “As in all the 

churches of the saints, the women should keep silent in the churches. For 

they are not permitted to speak, but should be in submission, as the Law 

also says. If there is anything they desire to learn, let them ask their 

husbands at home. For it is shameful for a woman to speak in church.”  

Application: Now, on the face of it, this passage seems to demand the 

silence of all women immediately upon entry into a church service. 

However, that interpretation does not honor the context and meaning of 

this passage. Throughout the New Testament, we see the active 

involvement of women in the life of the church (e.g. Priscilla, Tabitha, 

Lydia, and Phoebe). And of course, Paul means for women to learn and 

sing in church. It seems out of step with the spirit of Paul’s writings not to 

allow women to ask any questions in church. He has just taught on how 

women are to pray and prophesy in 1 Corinthians 11, so he must have 

something else in mind here in chapter 14. Again, we need to take this 

passage in stride with its surrounding context. Paul is speaking about the 

orderly worship of the church. So what are we to make of the command 

for women to be silent? Again, Tom Schreiner will be of help to us on 

this point: 

First Corinthians 14:33b-36 is best understood not to forbid all 
speaking by women in public, but only their speaking in the course 

of the congregation’s judging prophecies (cf. 14:29-33a). 

Understood in this way, it does not contradict 11:5. It simply 
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prohibits an abuse (women speaking up and judging prophecies in 

church) that Paul wanted to prevent in the church at Corinth.  5

The context of 1 Corinthians 14:33b-36 is the judging of prophetic 

utterances in the public gatherings of the church. D. A. Carson writes: 

Paul has just been requiring that the church in Corinth carefully 

weigh the prophecies presented to it. Women, of course, may 

participate in such prophesying; that was established in Chapter 11. 

Paul’s point here, however, is that they may not participate in the 

oral weighing of such prophecies. That is not permitted in any of 

the churches. In that connection, they are not allowed to speak.  6

We can assume from Paul’s instructions here that the gatherings of the 

church at Corinth had become unruly. Paul tells them not to talk over 

one another but to take their turns. If one begins to speak, the one who is 

speaking must be quiet. He specifically addresses the women also at this 

point, saying they must also be quiet in this setting, so that the corporate 

meeting can be orderly and glorifying to God. And so we must take this 

admonition to silence among women in the church in its context and not 

try to “fill in the blanks”  or make Scripture say something beyond its 7

original intention. Women seem to have been creating distractions in the 

church at Corinth, and so they are to remain silent. This does not mean 

they are never to prophesy; that would contradict Paul’s words in 1 

Corinthians 11:5 and perhaps even in 14:5. 

Question: 

- How is the weighing of prophecy relevant to our gatherings at SPBC? 
Prophecy in the church at Corinth and elsewhere in the New 

Testament church was a spiritual gift distinct from preaching 

(Ephesians 4:11) and for the purpose of edification. As has been 

said above, our view of prophecy is one that is open but cautious. 
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We understand the teaching and preaching of God’s word to be 

the authoritative and primary way we learn about God and his 

ways. While we are open to the possibility of (non-inerrant) 

prophecy functioning in the life of the church, it is not a normal 

feature of our corporate gatherings. Thus, there is not a direct 

one-to-one correspondence between Paul’s teaching here and our 

context. But it does seem clear that women can take part in 

certain parts of the public gatherings, and are not required to 

remain silent at all times in the public gathering.  

Conclusion: We understand Paul’s adjuration to silence among women 

in the church at Corinth to be addressing the weighing of prophecy and 

the disorderly response to prophetic utterances in their public gatherings. 

Paul’s chief concern is that the corporate meetings of the church be 

peaceful and well run. 

1 Timothy 2:8-15 
Perhaps one of the better known passages in the Bible related to gender roles in 

the life of the church is the one found in Paul’s first letter to Timothy. 

Context: In this letter, Paul is instructing Timothy in his role as an elder 

and leader of the church. Throughout the epistle, he has specific 

commands for Timothy and his local church in areas such as prayer, 

church officers, widows, and false teachers. In addressing the epistle to 

Timothy, Paul is teaching him about the oversight and authoritative role 

he is to exercise in the church. In chapter 2, he instructs him with regard 

to prayer, teaching, and the roles of men and women. Following that and 

entering chapter 3, Paul goes on to give the qualifications for elders, two 

of which are to teach and have spiritual oversight. 

Command: There are several commands in this passage, but our focus is 

primarily on verses 11 and 12, where Paul commands women to remain 
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quiet in church and not to teach or exercise authority over men. 

Application: As with the passages we considered in 1 Corinthians, we 

should not understand this teaching of Paul to be aimed at silencing 

women in our congregation. That is not Paul’s intent. Other scriptural 

texts make it clear that women have roles in the life of the church, even in 

teaching and training (Titus 2:3, 2 Timothy 1:5, 3:14, Acts 18:26, 1 

Corinthians 11:5, Philippians 4:2-3). Instead, we understand Paul’s 

instructions here particularly to pertain to the authoritative teaching and 

oversight of the church. Douglas Moo writes: 

We argue that the teaching prohibited to women here includes 

what we would call preaching . . . and the teaching of Bible and 

doctrine in the church . . . Other activities--leading Bible studies, 

for instance--may be included, depending on how they are done. 

Still others--evangelistic witnessing, counseling, teaching subjects 

other than Bible or doctrine--are not, in our opinion, teaching in 

the sense Paul intends here.  8

John Piper distills Paul’s point even more: 

When you read the rest of 1 Timothy about the role of elders in the 

church, what you find is that the elders had two basic 

responsibilities: they were to govern and they were to teach . . . I 

don’t think it’s coincidental that what Paul says in 1 Timothy 2:12 

is that he does not permit a woman to teach and exercise authority 

over men. He is saying in essence: I do not permit women to fill the 

office of elder in the church.  9

Piper’s point is clear; but a question remains. Does Paul mean to extend 

this limitation to other areas of teaching in the church as well? Does he 

prohibit women from teaching men in general or solely in the 
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authoritative, doctrinal teaching of the church? We understand Paul in 

this context to be speaking primarily about the role of spiritual oversight 

and authoritative doctrinal teaching in the church. This role is limited to 

men and Paul again roots this limitation in the creation order (1 Timothy 

2:13-14). 

In keeping with this, Paul’s admonition to quietness does not mean 

absolute silence. Instead, he exhorts women to have a peaceable spirit and 

to submit to the leadership of the church.  The same word used for 10

“quietly” in verse 11 is also used in verse 2 to apply to the entire church, 

so we might even extend Paul’s admonition to men who are not elders. 

Still, Paul in this passage and elsewhere in Scripture writes explicitly to 

women and urges them to have a quiet and peaceful disposition, especially 

in relation to their husbands and the elders of the church (1 Corinthians 

11:10, 1 Peter 3:3-4).  11

However, as we attempt to answer the question above concerning other 

areas of teaching potentially open to women, we affirm that women are 

indeed given certain spiritual gifts to exercise in the local church and so 

should have appropriate input and advice concerning the life of the 

church, including the way the Bible is taught and how ministry is carried 

out in the congregation (1 Corinthians 12:4-11). After all, the Bereans, 

those diligent students of God’s word mentioned in Acts, presumably 

included both men and women (Acts 17:11-12). So women are to be 

intimately involved in the life of the church and use their gifts for the 

spread of the gospel while submitting to the oversight of the elders with 

peaceable and humble spirits. 

Questions & Objections: 

- Aren’t we reading too much into the text here in order to remain politically 
correct? Doesn’t it clearly say women are to be quiet and not teach men? 
Why are we allowing this to be a gray area when it seems fairly black-and-
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white? Yes, on the face of it, this passage seems straightforward in 

its prohibition of any teaching of men by women in the church. 

But we must still be diligent to interpret this passage rightly and 

with its original intent. While the impulse to defend the truth of 

God’s word is to be commended, we must be careful not to twist 

or amend scripture to fit our needs, traditional background, or 

cultural acceptability. We understand this verse, just like every 

other verse in Scripture, to be taken in context with its 

surrounding chapter and the book itself. In this passage, Paul is 

instructing Timothy in his pastoral duties and the spiritual 

oversight of the church. Therefore, we take his command to 

silence and prohibition of teaching to be regarding the particular 

authoritative teaching given to the elders or the potential elders of 

the church. 

- If this passage teaches that women cannot teach men in a way which 
exercises oversight, how do we draw the line between that kind of teaching 
and other teaching in the church? The teaching referred to in this 

passage is the authoritative, doctrinal teaching of the church. This 

teaching is to be exercised by men only. But there are cases 

outside of this realm in which women can teach the church. For 

example, a woman might be asked to train both men and women 

how to teach children in Praise Factory or participate in leading an 

adult Sunday school class on a topic like parenting or finances. We 

do not understand this text from 1 Timothy to forbid those 

contexts but instead the specific authoritative and biblical teaching 

reserved for men, and most specifically for the elders. As far as 

where we should draw the line, this calls for wisdom and a 

submission to the teaching of God’s word. Recalling the quote 

from Thabiti Anyabwile in the introduction to this paper, we will 

endeavor to honor the commands of God’s word while 

simultaneously seeking not to “over-compensate” and so stifle the 
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role our sisters should fill in the local church. 

- Doesn’t 1 Timothy 2:14 teach that Eve was to blame for the fall? Yes, 

but no more so than Adam. Though we presume women were 

being led astray by the false teachers in Timothy’s church, we do 

not understand Paul to be making a broad statement about some 

inherent gullibility in women. Instead, it seems like he is 

emphasizing the way that sin entered the world, through the 

disordering of God’s created authority structure. In verse 13, he 

says that “Adam was formed first, then Eve,” and so he is bringing 

to bear the entire creation order. Piper and Grudem write: “In 

this case, the main point is not that the man is undeceivable or 

that the woman is more deceivable; the point is that when God’s 

order of leadership is repudiated it brings damage and ruin. Men 

and women are both more vulnerable to error and sin when they 

forsake the order that God has intended.”  Eve disregarded God’s 12

good purposes in creation when she decided to disobey God’s 

command and if the same disregard is carried out in the church 

Timothy is pastoring, everyone could be led to even greater 

doctrinal compromise. 

- What does the section on being saved through childbearing mean? There 

are multiple answers that have been given to this question but 

none of them seem to emerge immediately as the correct 

response. This is a hard verse to understand. What we do know 

for certain is what Paul is not saying. He is not teaching that 

women will be saved from their sin by bearing children; that 

would undermine all of Paul’s copious writing on justification by 

faith alone through the blood of Christ. Neither is Paul teaching 

that childbearing is a necessary condition for manifesting the 

“faith, love, holiness, and self-control” befitting a woman who is 

following Christ. That would imply single and childless women 
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could never be as mature in faith as those who are married. 

Finally, this text is not a veiled reference to Genesis 3:15 and the 

birth of Jesus from a woman, as some have suggested. It doesn’t 

seem like Paul to be that ambiguous and vague regarding the 

incarnation of our Savior. Instead, we think that Paul here is 

elaborating further on his exhortations to women in 1 Timothy 

2:9-10. In the same way that women show their submission to 

authority by their appearance, so their unique role in childbirth 

will also be an avenue through which they show the proper fruit 

of holiness and submission both in the church and the home. 

Childbearing will oftentimes tend to be a way in which women 

“work out” their salvation and live lives of glory to God (Phil. 

2:12).   

- Why can’t we take this prohibition in 1 Timothy 2:11-12 as something 
no longer culturally necessary, just we did with head coverings? Here is 

how Douglas Moo puts it: 

The difference between [1 Corinthians 11:2-16] and 1 

Timothy 2:12-13 is simply this: in 1 Timothy 2:12-18, the 

principle cannot be separated from the form of behavior. In 

other words, for a woman to teach a man or to have authority 

over a man is, by definition, to void the principle for which 

Paul quotes the creation account. Granted this and granted 

the complete absence of explicit temporal or cultural 

references in the whole paragraph, the prohibitions of verse 

12 can be ignored only by dismissing the theological principle 

itself.  13

Conclusion: this passage does not forbid women from teaching and 

leading in the local church. However, it does limit the position of spiritual 

oversight and authoritative teaching to men. 
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1 Timothy 3:11 

Context: In his letter to Timothy and the church at Ephesus, Paul lays 

out the qualifications for two offices in the church--that of elder and that 

of deacon. 

Command: Paul commands “wives of deacons” or “women deacons” to 

be dignified, not slanderous, sober-minded, and faithful in all things. 

Application: Paul’s writing in 1 Timothy 3:1-13 is clear in setting forth  

qualifications for the offices of elder and deacon at the church in Ephesus. 

However, in verse 11, the Greek word gunaikas can be translated as either 

“wives” or “women.” This ambiguity has led to many different 

interpretations among biblical scholars as to whether Paul is setting up an 

office of deaconess or merely providing qualifications for the wives of 

male deacons.  

There are persuasive arguments on both sides and there is much detailed 

debate, but fundamentally we recognize that there is no indisputable 

conclusion we can reach as to whether Paul is speaking about “wives” or 

“women” in this passage. It’s simply not a matter on which we can take a 

firm position. But even if one is of the mind that this verse does not 

address women deacons (which again is controversial), does that mean 

that women deacons are not permitted in the local church? In order to 

answer that question, we must ask another question: does the role of 

deacon include spiritual oversight and leadership in the local church? 

In response, we must consider the office of deacon itself. We first see 

something akin to the diaconate in Acts 6, where the apostles appoint 

seven men to serve tables and care for widows so that they might be freed 

to spend their time praying and ministering God’s word (Acts 6:1-7). We 

also see Paul addressing “the overseers and deacons” of the Philippian 
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church (Phil. 1:1) and at the end of Romans 16, Paul calls Phoebe a 

servant (Gr. diakonos). However, even in these passages, we cannot build 

conclusive evidence in support of a Scriptural command for the office of 

deaconess. Still, we do not see it explicitly forbidden. 

At SPBC, we understand from the New Testament that women are not 

to hold positions of spiritual oversight or authoritative teaching within the 

church. Instead, God in his creation order has ordained male headship for 

that role. However, our understanding of the office of deacon is not one 

of spiritual authority. Instead, deacons lead by serving the practical needs 

of our congregation. Their service does not undermine male headship but 

instead supports it by supplying material comforts and helps to the 

members of the church.  

So though this passage in 1 Timothy 3:11 has a debatable interpretation, 

we agree with the words of Wayne Grudem:  

If deacons simply have delegated administrative responsibility for 

certain aspects of the ministry of the church, then there seems to be 

no good reason to prevent women from functioning as deacons.  14

Grudem goes on to say with respect to other roles of service and 

administration within the church (e.g. the office of treasurer), “We must 

be careful not to prohibit what the New Testament does not prohibit.”  15

We hold this statement also in relation to the office of deaconess. 

So our answer to the question, “Does the role of deacon include spiritual 

oversight and leadership in the local church?” is “no.” From what we see 

Paul saying in 1 Timothy 3, the position of deacon is not a position of 

authoritative teaching in the church. Deacons are elected by the church to 

occupy an official position of service in the local body. They lead by 

serving the practical needs of the congregation, whether that be in 
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member care, hospitality, children’s ministry, ushers, or other areas of 

service in the church. Mark Dever gives a helpful illustration to aid us in 

navigating the difference between elders and deacons. He says, “The 

elders decide on the destination. The staff drive the bus. The deacons 

make sure we’ve got enough gas to get there.”  16

Therefore, we desire women to serve in this official role in our 

congregation at SPBC. We thank God for his kindness to us in giving us 

sisters who are able to serve us so faithfully in many different areas of the 

church. 

Questions & Objections: 

- What are the arguments in favor of translating gunaikas as “wives”? 
Some include: 

1) the overarching flow of the passage treating male deacons 

before and after verse 11, 

2) the translation of the word gunaikas as “wife” in verse 12, 

3) the placing of the qualifications for the wife of the deacon 

directly preceding the discussion of the deacon’s family in 

verse 12, 

4) the more natural involvement deacon’s wives would have 

in diaconal ministry, as opposed to elders’ wives. 

- What are the arguments in favor of translating gunaikas as “women 
deacons”? Some include: 

1) the qualifications Paul lays out for the gunaikas in verse 11 

are very similar to the qualifications for male deacons in 

verse 8, 

2) Paul uses the word “likewise” (Gr. hosautos) to set up a 

new category in verse 8 and uses it again in verse 11 in his 

discussion of women, 

3) the word “their” to modify gunaikas is not in the original 

!22



text but has been supplied by later translations, 

4) the wives of elders are not mentioned. 

- What about those “first deacons” in Acts 6? They were all men. First of 

all, we cannot assume those seven men served the church in the 

same way Paul commands deacons to serve in 1 Timothy 3. The 

word diakonos is not even used in Acts 6, and two of those men, 

Stephen and Philip, went on to serve as leaders and teachers in the 

early church. Instead, what we see here fundamentally is the 

understanding that elders must have supporters in the ministry to 

look after the physical needs of the church so that they can look 

after the spiritual needs of the church.  

- In some churches, don’t deacons serve in roles of spiritual authority? 
Historically, some evangelical churches have given deacons the 

role of elders in their congregation. This is not a Scripturally 

sound position. From Paul’s words in 1 Timothy 3, we 

understand those two offices to be distinct and separate from one 

another. 

Conclusion: 1 Timothy 3 does not forbid the role of women deacons in 

the church. We joyfully desire our sisters to serve in this role. 

Titus 2:3-5 

Context: Paul is writing to his “true child in a common faith,” Titus. 

Titus is on the island of Crete and Paul gives him instructions on how to 

help lead the local churches located there. There is false teaching that is 

prevalent among the churches; Titus must reject those lies, instead 

teaching “what accords with sound doctrine.” 

Command: Paul commands Titus to teach older women in the church 
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to be reverent, not slanderous, and not dependent on much wine. 

Instead, they are to teach “what is good,” thereby training younger 

women “love their husbands and children, to be self-controlled, pure, 

working at home, kind, and submissive to their own husbands, that the 

word of God may not be reviled.”  

Application: This passage calls women in the church to active ministry 

and teaching. Older women especially should see it incumbent upon 

them to minister to younger women, teaching them how to live “godly 

lives in the present age” (Titus 2:12). These older women should be holy 

and disciplined, exemplifying for others by their words and deeds 

godliness and self-control. The teaching Paul has in mind here is that of 

informal instruction and mentorship. Indeed, older women have great 

privilege to minister to the generations following them, exhorting them 

to live well in God’s world by loving their families, growing in godly 

character, fleeing sexual immorality, being diligent in their tasks in the 

home, and submitting to their husbands. The elders have spiritual 

oversight over all members of the church, male and female. But for 

reasons of prudence and accountability, much of the responsibility of 

ministering to young women  will fall to older women in the faith. Paul 

says all of this is so that “the word of God may not be reviled.” For all 

followers of Christ, man or woman, the way we live will commend our 

faith. Godly lives promote the gospel.  

Question: 

- In verse 5 when Paul talks about younger women “working at home,” does 
he forbid mothers to be employed outside the home? No. One of the ways 

that women will manifest godliness will be in their roles of 

looking after and managing the home. This includes teaching 

children about Christ, showing hospitality to others, and minding 

the affairs of the home. All these things are tasks to which women 

are uniquely oriented. For a woman or man to pursue career goals 
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to the neglect of spouse and children is sinful. So this verse does 

not declare a woman’s work outside the home unbiblical. Instead, 

women are to look after the needs of their households and in 

doing so commend the gospel. This will look differently for each 

woman at SPBC as we all encourage one another to pursue 

holiness and godly character. We must think through these things 

with wisdom and care, desiring to submit our lives to the teaching 

of God’s word while not making Scripture say more than the 

purpose for which it was intended. 

Conclusion: An essential role for women in the life of the local church is 

to mentor or be mentored by other women as they together pursue holy 

and godly lives.  

Excursus: Teaching & Authority 

In 1 Timothy 2:12, the apostle Paul writes, “I do not permit a woman to teach 

or to exercise authority over a man; rather, she is to remain quiet.” 

We have already looked at this passage and have explained why we do not 

believe it prohibits women from doing any teaching or instruction (Acts 18:26, 

Titus 2:3). We have also explained why we believe that remaining “quiet” does 

not mean that women must remain utterly silent in the corporate gatherings of 

the church. But as we come to apply Biblical principles to the way that men and 

women serve the congregation, it’s important to be clear about what we believe 

Paul means by “teach” and “exercise authority.” 

In and of themselves, the words are not terribly remarkable. For the word 

“teach,” Paul uses the Greek word didasko, which simply means, “to give 

instruction.” It is used all over the Bible to describe the everyday act of teaching 

(including in Titus 2:3, where older women are commanded to be 

kalodidaskolous – teachers of what is good). 
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The Greek word Paul uses for “exercise authority” is authenteo, meaning to 

“have authority.” This is a less common word (Douglas Moo has called it “very 

obscure”; the normal word used in the New Testament is exousia), and there are 

examples in ancient literature where it means something benign like “exercise 

authority” and other places where it means something more pejorative like 

“usurp authority.” 

The best way to understand and apply what Paul is saying here is to understand 

them in context with each other. Paul is forbidding women to teach in such a 

way as to exercise authority in the church. In the context of Paul’s letter to 

Timothy, the authority in question would seem to be the authority of the 

congregation’s elders. The elders of the church are charged (among other 

things) with feeding the flock through teaching (1 Timothy 3:2, where the 

word is didaktikon – “apt to teach”). That is one of the main ways that they 

exercise authority. 

In other parts of Paul’s writings we see this concept of teaching and exercising 

authority connected. In 2 Timothy 2:2, Paul tells Timothy to “command and 

teach these things” (didaske). In their commentary on 2 Timothy, Hughes and 

Chapell write:  

“To teach” (didaskein) and its noun forms “teaching” (didaskalia) and 

“teacher” (didaskalos) are used in the New Testament to describe the 

careful and authoritative transmission of Biblical truth. And in the 

Pastorals, ‘teaching’ always has the sense of authoritative public doctrinal 

instruction (cf. 1 Timothy 4:11-16; 2 Timothy 3:16; 4:2). So what is 

prohibited is preaching . . . [and] the teaching-elder role of authoritatively 

defining and expositing the apostolic deposit.  17

John Piper adds on to that thought, commenting on I Timothy 2:12: 
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Instead of letting the word “teach” mean anything we want it to mean or 

think it might mean, it’s safer to say, it probably means a kind of teaching 

that somehow relates to authority. Teach and exercise authority go 

together. So at least one general thing we can say about women teaching 

is that Paul forbids it when it is part of the exercise of authority over 

men.  18

Douglas Moo also writes: 

“The word teach and its cognate nouns . . . are used in the New 

Testament mainly to denote the careful transmission of the tradition 

concerning Jesus Christ and the authoritative proclamation of God’s will 

to believers in light of that tradition.”  19

So with regards to Paul’s use of the word “teaching,” we understand him to 

mean authoritative, doctrinal instruction. This mode of teaching is limited to 

elders and men they designate. The elders may decide to let others participate in 

that work of teaching with authority (visiting preachers, men that are being 

trained for the work of being an elder), but these must be men.    

Therefore, as we turn now to the particular ways we see men and women 

serving in our local church, we understand that there are ways that it is not 

appropriate for a woman to teach. Admittedly, there is no clear explanation in 

Scripture about what constitutes a venue where authority is present in the act of 

teaching. Instead, we must be wise. Some examples of teaching in the life of the 

church that seem to carry authority: 

• The Sunday morning sermon. 
• The Sunday evening Bible study/sermon. 
• A Sunday school class working through gender roles in the life of the 

church. 
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Other kinds of teaching do not seem to come with the same kind of exercise of 

authority. We strongly encourage women to participate and help to teach in our 

congregation in these kinds of ways: 

• A counselor who helps someone apply the Bible to their struggles. 
• A youth Sunday school class. 
• An adult Sunday school class on certain topics (church history, 

finances, counseling, missions). 

Participating in the Life of the Church 

Leading the Local Church 
Before we continue, it will be helpful for us first to reiterate the New Testament 

duties of elders and deacons.  

Elders 
The office of elder is equal to that of “shepherd,” “pastor,” “overseer,” and 

“bishop,” all terms we see in the New Testament. Scripture is clear that this 

position must be occupied solely by men (1 Timothy 3:2). Nowhere do we see 

women occupying this role. The job description for the elder is to oversee, to 

pray, and to teach. Elders must oversee the members and ministries of the 

church, shepherding with all diligence and compassion. They must pray 

constantly and informedly for God to be glorified in the congregation. And 

finally they must teach and exercise spiritual authority in the local church, 

clearly and powerfully proclaiming with the authority vested in their position 

the truths of God’s word.  

Deacons 
The office of deacon is that of leadership by service. A fuller discussion has been 

had above, but suffice it to say that deacons are official servants of the church, 

recognized by the church body as possessing particular responsibility and 

oversight for the practical operation of certain ministries in the church. Some 

!28



churches will have different needs than others and so deacons serve when there 

is a particular need that warrants delegated supervision by the elders. For 

example, Capitol Hill Baptist Church in Washington DC has a deacon of 

parking. Meeting on Capitol Hill demands attention to sufficient parking for 

church attenders. In the past, we have had a deacon of setup when we met in 

public school buildings. And so at SPBC, there most likely will be seasons in the  

life of our congregation when we will require the services of a particular deacon.  

We must also mention that just because a deacon is an official servant does not 

mean that there are no spiritual requirements made of him or her. 1 Timothy 3, 

which we addressed above, gives many characteristics for the office of deacon, 

qualities every Christian should seek to attain. Deacons are publicly recognized 

as servant leaders in the church and therefore must have their integrity and faith 

observed and confirmed before they take their office. Mark Dever puts it well: 

Deacon ministry...is centered on the unity of the body... Edifying and 

uniting the church is especially the ministry of the deacons as we see it in 

Acts 6. Therefore, deacons are not set apart to advocate their cause, to 

argue for their corners like representatives or lobbyists. Instead, they are 

to come on behalf of the whole--to serve particular needs, yes--but with a 

sense of the whole, a sense that their work contributes to the health of the 

whole...it is the most supportive people in the church who should serve 

the church as the deacons. We should look for gifts of encouragement, so 

that more, not fewer, people will be blessed by their service.  20

We enthusiastically seek to recognize godly men and women as deacons at 

SPBC. 

Congregation 
The elders lead and guide the congregation, providing direction and 

authoritative teaching. The deacons serve the congregation, providing 

administration and physical support. However, at SPBC, the congregation is the 
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final say in matters of polity and doctrine. Now, congregationalism is not a pure 

democracy. Scripture commands that churches submit joyfully to the leadership 

of the elders (Hebrews 13:17). Elders do not represent the members; they lead 

the members with spiritual oversight and authority. The congregation as a 

whole is the foundational authority of the church and tasked with preserving its 

doctrinal purity and gospel unity.  

In light of the congregation’s authority, we must address the potential objection: 

if the congregation possesses the highest position of oversight in the church, can 

women vote in congregational meetings? Wouldn’t that be allowing our sisters 

spiritual oversight, something 1 Timothy 2:11-12 does not permit? Piper and 

Grudem answer this helpfully: 

Acts 15:22 says, “Then it seemed good to the apostles and the elders, with 

the whole church, to choose men from among them and send them to 

Antioch.” This seems to be a biblical expression of the priesthood of all 

believers (1 Pet. 2:9, Rev. 1:6; 5:10; cf. Matt. 18:17). The reason we do 

not think this is inconsistent with 1 Timothy 2:12 is that the authority of 

the Church is not the same as the authority of the individuals who make 

up the Church. When we say the congregation has authority, we do not 

mean that each man and each woman has authority. Therefore, gender, as 

a part of individual personhood, is not significantly in view in corporate 

congregational decisions.”  21

At SPBC, we encourage men and women to commit to our local body in 

membership so that they both might share in leading our congregation.  

Public Gatherings of the Church 
Having considered the theological underpinnings of gender roles in the life of 

the church as well as five passages in Scripture where we see the apostle Paul 

clearly teaching on this issue, we now turn to think about how we see the roles 

of men and women practically work out in the leadership and service at SPBC. 
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How should we see the different yet equally valuable roles of men and women 

exercised in our local church? 

We begin with the public gatherings of the church. While the teaching and 

preaching in the morning and evening services should only be conducted by 

elders or men designated by the elders, there are other areas of service 

participation that are regularly exercised by lay members. These include the 

public reading of scripture, leading in corporate prayer, serving the Lord’s 

Supper, and leading music and singing. 

Reading Scripture 
Paul writes to Timothy in 1 Timothy 4:13, “Until I come, devote yourself to 

the public reading of Scripture, to exhortation, to teaching.” It’s our 

understanding that the Scriptures themselves are the sole authority and the 

reading of them does not constitute an act of spiritual oversight or authoritative 

teaching in a corporate church gathering. Therefore, we encourage both men 

and women to read Scripture in our public gatherings. 

Leading in Prayer 
We affirm that Scripture permits and encourages women to lead the 

congregation in prayer in public gatherings. In terms of practical application to 

our church, the prayer of confession and praise and the pastoral prayer on 

Sunday mornings are acts of applying God’s word in prayer to the congregation, 

a task which can only be exercised by the elders or men they designate. 

However, there are other corporate prayers, like prayers of intercession, in 

which we joyfully allow women to participate. We see in these prayers no 

authoritative teaching or oversight. 

Serving the Lord’s Supper 
The act of serving the Lord’s Supper at SPBC is not an act of spiritual oversight 

and authority in and of itself. It is merely a passing of the bread and the cup. 

Therefore, it is not unbiblical for women to serve the Lord’s Supper. However, 
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the elders will normally desire to serve in order to aid in their shepherding of 

the church.  

Leading Singing 
At SPBC, we desire the congregation to be the loudest instrument, proclaiming 

together the praises of the Lord, “addressing one another in psalms and hymns 

and spiritual songs, singing and making melody to the Lord” (Ephesians 5:19). 

Therefore, the leading of the congregation in singing is primarily a facilitative 

role, a guide to follow in order to worship in an orderly fashion. Insofar as they 

accompany and lead the congregation by playing piano, singing, using an 

instrument, or conducting, we encourage both men and women to be music 

leaders in our corporate gatherings at SPBC.  

Other Roles in the Life of the Church 
Aside from public gatherings of the church, there are many opportunities for 

men and women to serve at SPBC. 

Sunday School 
In matters of doctrine and theology, Sunday School classes must be taught by 

elders or men designated by the elders. However, in Sunday School classes 

which do not feature primarily the study of God’s word, we happily encourage 

women to participate in teaching from their own experience and expertise. 

Small Groups 
The purpose of small groups at SPBC is to facilitate meaningful fellowship 

between members of the church and to help one another grow in godliness. 

Certainly both men and women are encouraged to lead a group to those ends. 

If, however, a mixed-gender small group engages in an intentional study of 

Scripture or doctrine, we believe it wise for a man to be involved with any 

women leading that group. This makes accommodation for the varieties of 

conscience in the congregation on the issue of women teaching men outside 

the public gatherings of the church without closing off opportunities for women 
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to serve the body with their gifts. 

Children’s and Youth Ministries 
It is clearly appropriate for women to teach children Scripture. However, 

Scripture does not give a clear age limit as to when it is no longer appropriate for 

women to teach males.  

Counseling 
Informal and formal counseling take place constantly in our congregation. As 

brothers and sisters, we have the great joy of speaking into one another’s lives 

and pointing each other to Christ. Concerning formal counseling from church 

staff or others the elders designate, we encourage both male and female 

counselors to use God’s word to minister to any member of the congregation. 

Ushering 
We desire both men and women to serve the church by ushering. Ushering 

duties include hall monitoring, greeting visitors, seating service attendees, and 

counting offerings.  

Conclusion 

We, the elders of SPBC, desire to shepherd this congregation so that both men 

and women are empowered to love and serve the church in all the ways 

available to them, in accordance with the good order God has set in place. We 

believe strongly that the women in our congregation can and must serve in 

many different roles within the church, with the only exception being positions 

of spiritual oversight and authoritative teaching which are assigned to men in 

the New Testament. As we continue in unity and love on this issue and the 

many other practical out-workings of the gospel in our church, our prayer will 

always be that we might “equip the saints for the work of the ministry, for 

building up the body of Christ, until we all attain to the unity of the faith and of 

the knowledge of the Son of God” (Ephesians 4:12-13a). 
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