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Open your Bibles to 1st Timothy 2:8.  That’s where we’ll be today.  I also want you to pull out a 
communication card.  We’ve got a little test this morning.  There’s no right or wrong answers, 
don’t have to turn anything in, just for fun.  Take out a card, flip it over on the back and number 
it 1-7.  This is a test that Scot McKnight came up with and he gave it to one of his college-level 
Bible classes.  He isolated seven basic commands in vs. 8-15 and asked his student to determine 
whether or not the command should still be practiced by Christians today.  So I’ll read the 
command and you just answer “yes” or “no.”  Is this command still binding on Christian’s 
today? (from the book The Blue Parakeet: Rethinking How You Read the Bible by Scot McKnight)   
 

1. Males should pray with their hands lifted up (2:8). 
2. Males should pray without anger or disputing (2:8). 
3. Women should dress modestly (2:9). 
4. Women should not have elaborate hairstyles or wear gold or pearls or expensive 

clothing (2:9). 
5. Women should have good deeds (2:10). 
6. Women should be silent and quiet (2:11, 12). 
7. Women should not teach or have authority (2:12). 

 
How many of you answered “yes” to every single question, that 100% of these commands are 
binding today?  How many of you answered “no” to every single question, that none of these 
commands are binding today?  That’s kind of what I expected.  The answer lies somewhere in 
between.  We don’t think that all of Scripture applies to today, obviously some of its cultural 
speaking only to their day and time.  Nor do we think that none of it applies, obviously there 
are some eternal principles that are binding on Christians today. 

 

And that’s the challenge of interpreting the New Testament letters—determining what’s 
cultural and which are binding.  I use this illustration to show you that it’s not always as simple 
as we make it out to be.  I would imagine that if I asked you to compare your answers to those 
sitting around you we’d discover a lot of diversity in this church.  I doubt there’s 100% 
agreement in here on which commands are cultural and which are binding.  That just shows you 
how we all see things differently but the important question is how do we make those 
determinations?  How do we determine what’s binding on Christians today and what’s merely 
cultural?   
 
Again, we have to apply good principles of interpretation.  What’s the context?  What’s the 
author’s original intent?  What’s the specific historical situation that prompted the letter?  
What was Paul trying to say to that audience in that day and time?  What are the transferable 
principles to our day and time?  You don’t have to be a Bible scholar to do that.  It’s just about 
asking the right questions and a lot of times the answers are right here in the text.  If you’re 
trying to interpret a particular passage then usually the best thing you can do is read the verses 



that surround that text.  That’s called reading it within context.  A good commentary helps as 
well.  But let’s look at the context of 1st Timothy 2. 
 
“As I urged you upon my departure for Macedonia, remain on at Ephesus so that you may 
instruct certain men not to teach strange doctrines, nor to pay attention to myths and endless 
genealogies, which give rise to mere speculation rather than furthering the administration of 
God which is by faith.  But the goal of our instruction is love from a pure heart and a good 
conscience and a sincere faith.  For some men, straying from these things, have turned aside 
to fruitless discussion, wanting to be teachers of the Law, even though they do not 
understand either what they are saying or the matters about which they make confident 
assertions.” (1st Tim 1:3-7).  The specific situation that prompted the letter of 1st Timothy was 
false teachers in Ephesus.  That’s the context of the entire letter.  Paul is giving Timothy 
encouragement and instruction to combat false teaching.  At the end of that chapter he tells 
him to “fight the good fight” and “keep the faith.”  It’s all about standing against this false 
teaching that is obviously entered the church.  Then in chapter two he starts telling him how to 
go about this.   

“First of all, then, I urge that entreaties and prayers, petitions and thanksgivings, be made on 
behalf of all men, for kings and all who are in authority, so that we may lead a tranquil and 
quiet life in all godliness and dignity.” (1st Tim 2:1-2).  First thing I want you to do is pray and 
live a life of godliness.  “Therefore I want the men in every place to pray, lifting up holy hands, 
without wrath and dissension.  Likewise, I want women to adorn themselves with proper 
clothing, modestly and discreetly, not with braided hair and gold or pearls or costly 
garments,  but rather by means of good works, as is proper for women making a claim to 
godliness.” (1st Tim 2:8-10).  Again, both men and women, I want you to pray and exhibit the 
characteristics of godliness.  “A woman must quietly receive instruction with entire 
submissiveness.” (1st Tim 2:11).  The Greek word translated “quiet” here is different from the 
one translated “silent” in 1st Corinthians.  This word doesn’t mean “don’t speak or hold your 
tongue” but refers to living “quiet and peaceful” lives or receiving instruction in a “quiet and 
peaceful” way.  Not much different than what he instructed both genders to do up in v. 2.  “But 
I do not allow a woman to teach or exercise authority over a man, but to remain quiet.” (1st 
Tim 2:12).  What does that mean?  That’s the key verse to the whole issue of women’s role.  
This verse is the single most scrutinized verse in all of Scripture.  It’s debated and discussed 
more than any of other because our conclusions hinge on how we understand Paul’s 
instructions here.  What exactly is Paul saying and is it binding on all Christians and all cultures? 

Let’s try to answer the first question first.  At issue here are the words “to teach” and “exercise 
authority.”  That’s the only two things Paul addresses here in 1st Timothy 2.  These verses have 
nothing to do with a woman praying in the assembly or reading Scripture or serving communion 
or leading worship, etc.  The only way you can apply these verses to those activities is by saying 
that they somehow constitute exercising authority, but I don’t see it.  When John led prayer this 
morning he wasn’t usurping anyone’s authority (the act of standing on stage and speaking 
words doesn’t equate to authority).  And when the men passed the trays they were not 



participating in some type of church leadership role.  There were just passing trays.  The rest of 
you did it as well, it’s just that they were standing and you were seated.  When Tom Eddins 
preached he told the story about a church where the secretary fielded a call from someone 
who was irate.  He’d heard that women had served the Lord’s Supper the other day and wanted 
to know if it was true. “Were women passing the trays yesterday?” he angrily demanded.  The 
secretary was quick on her feet and said “Are you talking about front to front or side to side?”  
Even the most conservative complementarian scholars that I read agree that there is nothing 
here in 1st Timothy or 1st Corinthians that would prohibit a woman from praying or serving in 
the assembly.  The only area of debate surrounds teaching and exercising authority?   
 
A lot of the discussion centers around the question of what constitutes authority and what 
exactly did Paul mean by that phrase?  The Greek word here is authenteō.  It’s the only time it’s 
used in the New Testament and it can be taken either positively or negatively.  In the negative 
sense it means “to domineer over.”  Some believe that Paul is addressing a specific problem in 
Ephesus that relates to women domineering over men in their teaching.  They point back to the 
immediate context of false teachers and say that women were obviously operating as false 
teachers and teaching in a domineering way, that’s what Paul is trying to address.  That would 
make the command occasional and not binding on all times.  The only problem is why only 
silence the females?  There’s nothing in the context that suggests the false teachers were only 
women or that all women were teaching in the wrong way.  So how could silencing all women 
and only women solve the problem?  Also, there’s good evidence that the word “authority” 
here is used in the positive sense.  I’m not going to go into all the grammar studies I looked at 
this week, but many believe that “exercise authority” here is a positive use of the word simply 
meaning “to govern.” 
 
Meaning that Paul is not addressing the specific situation of “women teaching in a domineering 
way” although that would certainly be forbidden of both men and women.  Nor is Paul 
prohibiting women from any and all forms of teaching.  What he’s addressing is “authoritative 
teaching.”  Which means what?  Who constitutes “authoritative teaching” in the New 
Testament church?  You don’t have to read far to find your answer.  Immediately after Paul 
gives his instructions to women he addresses the qualifications of elders or overseers.  Again, 
the context here is combating false teaching so the qualifications for leadership who will be 
providing authority for the church is really important.  If you read those qualifications you’ll see 
that one of them is that an elder must be “able to each” (3:2).  That’s a qualification that’s not 
given for deacons.  Then later in 5:17 he says “The elders who rule well are to be considered 
worthy of double honor, especially those who work hard at preaching and teaching.” This is 
one of the primary functions of an elder, to preach and teach.  Then in Titus 1:9 he writes that 
one of the qualifications is “holding fast the faithful word which is in accordance with the 
teaching, so that he will be able both to exhort in sound doctrine and to refute those who 
contradict.”  So we see that another function of the elders is protecting the doctrinal purity of 
the church.  He goes on Titus 1:10-11 to say “For there are many rebellious men, empty talkers 
and deceivers, especially those of the circumcision, who must be silenced because they are 
upsetting whole families, teaching things they should not teach for the sake of sordid gain.”  
The reason this qualification is there is related to false teaching.  Of course we also know that 



elders are charged with directing the affairs of the church and governing or overseeing the 
flock.  Thus the activities of “teaching” and “exercising authority” are directly related to the role 
of an elder.  That’s what I think Paul is restricting here.  I don’t think he’s prohibiting women 
from teaching in any and all circumstances as long as she does so under the authority of the 
church’s male leadership, which are the elders. 
 
Some complementarians would say, “I’m not sure about that.”  I think Paul is not only 
forbidding women from serving as elders here but also from teaching men in any capacity.  I see 
where they’re coming from and they have a good argument.  Of course the egalitarians think 
we’re both wrong.  That it’s specific to the situation in Ephesus and no longer binding in any 
way today.  Those who say I don’t think a woman can teach have a point, but I think they have a 
hard time applying it consistently.  If that’s the case then if you’re a man you can’t watch a Beth 
Moore video or listen to a women preacher on TV or read a Christian book written by a female 
author (what’s the difference from teaching through written word vs  the spoken word?) or 
learn from college bible teachers who are female or listen to a woman explain a Bible passage 
in a small group or Bible class or sit in the back of the auditorium during ladies’ day just to hear 
what they talk about on days like that.  It’s all teaching.  If it means that they can’t teach, then it 
means you could never learn from a woman in any circumstances and I don’t think that’s true.  I 
think this passage is primarily restricting women from serving as elders. 
 
Is that still binding today?  Yes, I think it is and the reason is v. 13-15.  “For it was Adam who 
was first created, and then Eve.  And it was not Adam who was deceived, but the woman 
being deceived, fell into transgression.  But women will be preserved through the bearing of 
children if they continue in faith and love and sanctity with self-restraint.” (1st Tim 2:13-15).  
Now, I have no idea was v. 15 means so don’t ask me.  That’s one of the most baffling verses in 
the Bible.  It just goes to show you that sometimes there are things that were obviously clear to 
Paul and his original audience but we’re too far removed from the culture to make sense of it.  
That’s OK because the key verse to me is v. 13.  Here Paul gives the reason for his directive in v. 
12 and he ties it to the created order of things.  That’s the underlying principle that is 
transferable to all cultures.  So we come full circle in week six back to where we started in week 
two.  Remember talking about Genesis and the principle of male headship.  That’s what I think 
Paul is referencing here, which explains why I believe there are certain restrictions on women in 
ministry.  They can serve in any capacity of the church expect that of an elder.  Of course, that 
doesn’t prohibit them from doing anything in the assembly as long as they do so under the 
authority of the church’s leadership.    

So where does that leave us?  Well, it leaves us at the end of the message.  Next week I’ll try to 
wrap everything up and try to deal with some of your questions.  It also leaves me in the 
inevitable place that I knew it would.  Not everyone is going to agree with me and thankfully 
you don’t have to.  We agree on Christ and that’s what matters!  The whole reason the 
shepherds allowed me the opportunity to preach this series is because they believed that our 
agreement on Christ was stronger than any of our opinions on this issue.  I agree with them and 
I thank you for the mature and kind way that you’ve handled this series. 


