Letters to the Front Lines #6

“Correctly Handling the Word of Truth”

1 Timothy 2:8-15

Reading the Bible is one of the easiest things to do. If you can read, you can do it.

Understanding the Bible is sometimes not so easy. Spanning the gaps of time and space, dealing with a book written thousands of years ago half a world away, challenges the sharpest of minds and even the most educated scholars. And they don’t always agree.

Tonight we are going to consider a passage that is probably the most controversial in the Pastoral Letters, if not the entire New Testament. They have been much studied and discussed, and a variety of conclusions have been reached. Unfortunately this is one of those topics that tend to bring “more heat than light,” dividing Christians and churches. The topic is the place of women in ministry within the church.

Personally, this is a subject I have wrestled with for over forty years. I grew up in a church that adamantly opposed women preaching or holding leadership positions… unless that woman was on the mission field, evangelizing and planting churches and training leaders—men only, of course—among the natives. This contradiction bothered me, but as I investigated the subject, I found myself agreeing with both sides. Scholars and preachers that I highly respect arrived at different conclusions. 

In preparation for this message, I consulted my Bible library and ended up with 294 pages of notes on this passage. (No, that’s no evangelistic exaggeration!) I found new perspectives on this text and on the subject than I had ever seen. And I need to keep this message to a reasonable length!

One resource jumped out at me in my research, however, and it comes from one of my favorite authors, John Stott. It was not his conclusions that drew my attention, though, but his approach. After identifying the difficulty this passage brings he wrote, “The conclusions we draw from this text will depend largely on the hermeneutical principles we bring to it.”
 (“Hermeneutical” is the theological word for “interpretive.”) He mentions two principles of paramount importance, which he calls “the principle of harmony” and “the principle of history.” About the first he writes,

Those of us who believe the Bible to be the written Word of God also believe that when God spoke, he did not contradict himself. Therefore, although we gratefully acknowledge Scripture’s rich diversity of both theological emphasis and literary style, we also expect it to possess an underlying consistency. This does not mean that we shall be guilty of artificial manipulation, but we shall seek a natural harmonization, interpreting each text within the total biblical context.

This is what I call biblical context. Any passage we study must fit into the overall teaching of Scripture. If our interpretation contradicts other Scriptures, we must adjust our interpretations, not God’s Word.

Regarding the principle of history Stott writes, 

God always spoke his word in particular historical and cultural settings, specially of the ancient Near East (the Old Testament), Palestinian Judaism (the Gospels) and the Graeco-Roman world (the rest of the New Testament). No word of God was spoken in a cultural vacuum; every word was spoken in a cultural context. It is, in fact, the glory of divine revelation that, in order to communicate with his people, God did not shout culture-free maxims at them from a distance. Instead, he stooped to their level, entered their history, assumed their culture and spoke their language. Yet this divine condescension also creates acute problems of interpretation for us. For Scripture is an amalgam of substance and form, of eternal truth which transcends culture and its transient cultural presentation. The former is universal and normative; the latter is local and changeable.
 

This approach examines the historical, cultural, and grammatical context of the Scripture text being studied. I believe the first step in understanding the Bible is that we must understand what it meant then before we can understand what it means now. The way we do that is to consider the history, culture, and grammar of the original text. Then, keeping our conclusions in line with Scriptural teaching as a whole, we can apply the truth of God’s Word to our lives. Thus I am borrowing from 2 Timothy 2:15 for my title for this sermon: “Correctly Handling the Word of Truth.” It is my prayer that we will not only come to a better understanding of this passage in 1 Timothy, but we will establish a healthy approach to understanding any passage of Scripture. 

With that, turn with me to 1 Timothy 2:8-15, which we will read in its entirety:

I want men everywhere to lift up holy hands in prayer, without anger or disputing. 

I also want women to dress modestly, with decency and propriety, not with braided hair or gold or pearls or expensive clothes, but with good deeds, appropriate for women who profess to worship God. 

A woman should learn in quietness and full submission. I do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man; she must be silent. For Adam was formed first, then Eve. And Adam was not the one deceived; it was the woman who was deceived and became a sinner. But women will be saved through childbearing—if they continue in faith, love and holiness with propriety.
The topic of public worship, which Paul began to address in the first half of this chapter, he continues in the second. But now he turns from the priority of public prayer to the roles and behavior of men and women whenever the church assembles for worship.
 Paul’s intent in writing the entire letter is “so that you will know how one ought to conduct himself in the household of God” (1 Tim. 3:15). This broadens the scope of teaching beyond Ephesus, to how people in every place are to behave in the church.

A Call for Proper Activity in the Church

Paul first issues a call for proper activity in the church in verse 8, “I want men everywhere to lift up holy hands in prayer, without anger or disputing.” He addresses “men” in this verse. Greek uses two terms for “man”: anthrōpos, which usually refers to “humanity” in general [from which we get the word “anthropology”], and anēr, which usually refers to a “male person” or “husband.” In verse 8, the word is anēr—it refers to the male members of the body in Ephesus.
 One scholar suggests that Paul intentionally used this term to signal a husband/wife relationship in this passage,
 which would affect its interpretation greatly.

Paul is not suggesting that only men should pray and that women refrain from praying. In 1 Corinthians 11 Paul gives specific instructions for women who pray in a church service (and those instructions are not “Sit down and shut up!”) Instead, he calls upon men to lead the congregation and indicates that the responsibility for this leadership falls upon the men. Paul wrote, in effect, “I command that men set the pace, that men lead by example, that men become the means by which prayer occurs in the church.”

Furthermore, the apostle’s instructions here were not confined to one locality. Rather, this applies to the men “in every place.” A decision regarding the intended scope of this phrase not only helps us understand the Apostle’s aim in this verse, but sets the stage for understanding the scope of his instructions throughout this passage.

Paul instructs that men “lift up holy hands in prayer.” This may seem strange to us, but in the first century it was customary for Jewish men to pray with their arms extended and their hands open to heaven. Actually, there are many prayer postures found in the Bible: the important thing is not the posture of the body but the posture of the heart.
 In our day, Paul might have said, “bowing holy heads and closing holy eyes.”

Here are three hindrances to prayer, namely sin, anger and quarrelling. The reference to “holy hands” reminds us of Psalm 24, in which those who wish to ascend the hill of the Lord and stand in his holy place must have “clean hands and a pure heart.” Paul uses the outward sign for the inward reality, for our hands indicate our heart. So it is useless to spread out our hands to God in prayer if they are defiled with sin. As for anger and quarrelling, it is inappropriate to approach God in prayer if we harbor resentment or bitterness against others. As Jesus insisted, reconciliation must precede worship.

Men should lead the congregational prayer life. Clearly Paul did not prohibit women from praying in the congregation. But he did lay the burden of leadership in prayer upon the males. How seldom this is true in our congregations! We need men of prayer to step to the fore and lead the whole of God’s people consistently, passionately, purposefully into the presence of God.
 Keep that principle in mind as we proceed.
A Call for Proper Adornment in the Church

Next Paul turns his attention to the women in a call for proper adornment in the church in verses 9-10, “I also want women to dress modestly, with decency and propriety, not with braided hair or gold or pearls or expensive clothes, but with good deeds, appropriate for women who profess to worship God.” This mirrors the words of 1 Peter 3:3-4, “Your beauty should not come from outward adornment, such as braided hair and the wearing of gold jewelry and fine clothes. Instead, it should be that of your inner self, the unfading beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit, which is of great worth in God’s sight.”
I purposely use the word “adornment” here, even though we don’t use it often in our everyday speech, because of its emphasis. The verb “adorn” (niv “dress”) has the root idea of placing things in order or arranging things and then to adorn or ornament something. Our word “cosmetic” comes from this root. The word refers to drawing out the natural beauty of a thing by ordering and arranging it to look its best.

We need to be careful not to go to the opposite extreme here, as Swindoll notes,

I’ve heard preachers run wild with these verses. “Braiding the hair”—you see, you mustn’t braid your hair, they say. “Wearing gold jewelry”—skip the accessories, they insist. It’s carnal. But the verse also mentions “putting on dresses.” Funny thing, I’ve never heard a preacher encourage nudity…but if he presses his forced logic, that’s next.

Listen, this passage isn’t bad-mouthing cosmetics or taking shots at keeping yourself physically attractive, ladies. It’s just encouraging you to keep it in balance. Not external only, remember…. It’s a shame some have not learned the importance of keeping themselves attractive. All day long their husbands encounter fantastic women, well-dressed and appealing, and what do they see when they walk in the kitchen at 5:30 p.m.? The totaled woman.

What’s the difference? The importance of appearance. A man doesn’t stay interested in a wife who smells like she just got dipped in Lysol. Or runs around the house looking like an unmade bed all day. For sure, you need to be pure within…but don’t stop when you get to the outside.

Balance is essential in understanding any passage of Scripture, and this is no exception. The contrast here is between the artificial glamour of the world and the true beauty of a godly life. Paul did not forbid the use of jewelry or lovely clothes, but rather the excessive use of them as substitutes for true inner beauty.
 There’s nothing wrong with wearing our “Sunday best” to worship, but church is not to be a fashion show. 

What both Paul and Peter prescribe is that Christian women are to operate from an appraisal of beauty that is different from the world’s appraisal. Women should aim at beauty, but at the right kind of beauty. Neither is calling for women to be frumpy.
 (Don’t you love that word?)

A Call for Proper Attitudes in the Church

Finally Paul issues a call for proper attitudes in the church in verses 11-15,

A woman should learn in quietness and full submission. 12 I do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man; she must be silent. 13 For Adam was formed first, then Eve. 14 And Adam was not the one deceived; it was the woman who was deceived and became a sinner. 15 But women will be saved through childbearing—if they continue in faith, love and holiness with propriety.

(I can already hear the fireworks going off!)

Many are familiar with the King James Version of verses 11-12, “Let the woman learn in silence with all subjection. But I suffer not a woman to teach, nor to usurp authority over the man, but to be in silence.” Yet “silence” is an unfortunate translation because it gives the impression that believing women were never to open their mouths in the assembly.
 If Paul had intended to say a woman must always be silent, he would not have given women instructions on how to pray or prophesy publicly in church, as he does in 1 Corinthians 11:5.
 Women in the early church who had the gift of prophecy were allowed to exercise it.
 Even those who hold a view that restricts the roles of women in the church have to admit this.
One unique perspective on this—again from a proponent of restricting women from certain activities in the church—is that Paul is not limiting the way women may learn, but rather he is making an advance in women’s education: do not forbid them to learn, let them learn.
 This would have been revolutionary in that day and age.

No, the real sticking point is verse 12, “I do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man; she must be silent.” Much of the controversy deals with the Greek verb authenteō, “to have authority over,” which occurs only here in the New Testament. One resource points to usage of the word outside the Bible that implied “lord” or “autocrat” or “dictator.” Thus the word came to mean “self-willed” or “arbitrary,” interfering in what was not properly one’s own domain, trespassing the proper limits. In this case the women were doing something wrong—trying to teach without the necessary gifts, acting bossy or putting their husbands down in public.
 This might be supported by the use of the word “usurp” in the kjv, meaning, “taking authority illegitimately.” Yet the other side says a woman who teaches and exercises authority over men in the church is by definition a usurper, interfering in an area forbidden to her. Paul does not say that a woman who usurps authority should not teach or exercise authority over men; he says that a woman should not teach or exercise (or usurp) authority over men.
 Another view suggests that in a culture in which women were largely illiterate and unlearned, Paul is saying that until a woman learns she must not presume to teach.

How do verses 13-15 fit into our understanding? Paul reaches back to Adam and Eve to support his statement—that Adam was created before Eve, and that Eve was the one deceived by the serpent and sinned. I do not believe for a moment that Paul is trying to excuse Adam and blame Eve for the fall of humanity into sin, for elsewhere he cites that Adam sinned, bringing death and destruction into the world (Romans 5). If anything, Paul may be lodging an implied slap at Adam for not intervening in that whole affair while the serpent deceived Eve, since the Bible clearly notes that he was present. Some conclude that, because Paul’s commands are founded on unchanging historical facts that have specific theological significance, they are authoritative for all times and cultures.
 Others, however, believe that this passage is purely cultural, to be understood only in the context of the first-century situation there in Ephesus, and therefore is not applicable in today’s church.
 

So how do we understand this passage? Using the principle of harmony stated earlier, how does this passage fit into all of Scripture? Certainly we can see that God created man before He created woman, and that His divine design was for the man to be responsible in the home, community, and ultimately His church. Unfortunately in the fall humankind was corrupted. One aspect of the fallout of the original sin is spelled out in Genesis 3:16, “Your desire will be for your husband, and he will rule over you.” This is not, as some see, the way God designed husbands and wives to relate, but is rather a consequence of sin. In this verse the “desire” of the woman is to control her husband, to usurp his headship, while the last phrase suggests “he will rule over you as a tyrant.” As a result of sin, the normal experience of marriage is now a power struggle.
 Apparently this power struggle had manifested itself in the first-century church in Ephesus, which may be why Paul appealed to Adam and Eve in verses 13-15. Yet to argue absolute silence and subjection of women in the church cannot be sustained, either. Both Old and New Testaments are filled with examples of women who exercised roles of leadership and proclaiming God’s Word—including the letters of Paul. Craig Keener writes, “The biggest problem with interpreting 1 Timothy 2:11–15 as excluding women from teaching roles in the church is that Paul clearly commended women for such roles.”

Using the principle of history mentioned before, we acknowledge that Ephesus, where Timothy ministered at this time, was the home of a cult dedicated to the pagan goddess Artemis. Worship of Artemis was conducted under the authority of an entirely female priesthood that exercised authoritarian dominion over male worshipers.
 With this background one can understand how the culture may have infiltrated the church and why Paul had to write these instructions to Timothy. But do they apply today?

Scholars, pastors, churches, and individual Christians tend to fall on one side or the other of this debate: Either we interpret the passage literally, forbidding women to lead the church in ordained positions of authority, such as apostle, pastor, or elder,
 or we interpret it culturally, essentially ignoring Paul’s instructions altogether as irrelevant.
There is another way, and I credit John Stott for this view [edited for time]:

It is my belief that the most helpful way to handle verses 8–15 is to apply to them this principle of cultural transposition, and to recognize its applicability to all three topics, namely men’s prayers (8), women’s adornment (9–10) and women’s submission (11–15). In the case of the first two, the application is not difficult. Take verse 8. Always and everywhere the men are to pray in holiness and love. But their bodily posture as they do so (standing, kneeling, sitting, clapping hands or raising arms) may vary according to culture. Next, verses 9 and 10. Always and everywhere women must adorn themselves with modesty, decency, propriety and good deeds, but their clothing, hairstyle and jewelry may vary according to culture.

Would cultural transposition be appropriate in verses 11–15 also? We note that verses 11 and 12 contain two complementary instructions to or about women. Positively, a woman should learn in quietness and full submission (11). Negatively, she is not to teach or to have authority over a man (12). Further, the antithesis is double. On the one hand, she is to learn in quietness and not teach. On the other hand, she is to be submissive and not exercise authority over a man. Or, to express the double antithesis more sharply, a woman’s behavior in public worship is to be characterized by quietness and/or silence, not teaching, and by submission, not authority.

This brings us to the key question: what is the relation between these two? Are they simply parallel and therefore equally normative? Is a woman both to be silent and not teach, and to be submissive and not wield authority, with no distinction between these instructions? This is what many commentators assume. But must submission always be expressed in silence, and ‘not exercising authority’ in ‘not teaching’? Or could it be legitimate to see the submission—authority antithesis as permanent and universal (because grounded in creation, see verse 13), while seeing the silence—teaching antithesis as a first-century cultural expression of it, which is therefore not necessarily applicable to every culture, but open to transposition into each?

We can now sum up this distinction as it has recurred three times in the second half of 1 Timothy 2. As men should pray in holiness, love and peace, but not necessarily lift up their hands while they do so; and as women should adorn themselves with modesty, decency and good works, but not necessarily abstain from all hair-plaiting, gold and pearls; so women should submit to the headship (caring responsibility) of men, and not try to reverse sexual roles, but not necessarily refrain from teaching them.

As for the role of women in ministry, the church must continue to wrestle with this issue. But easy answers that either simply impose culture on God’s will or neglect culture altogether must be resisted.
 Furthermore, let us follow Paul’s directive in Romans 14-15 and accept those who may interpret the Bible differently than we do.
Finally, any man hearing those words should understand Paul’s indirect message to them: “It’s time to man up and lead! These women are counting on you not to blow it this time.” 
 Don’t judge those willing to serve as leaders if you aren’t willing yourself!
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