Letters to the Front Lines #7

“Back to the Beginning”

1 Timothy 2:13-15

In our last study we examined 1 Timothy 2:8-15 on the roles of men and women in public worship. I attempted to outline various approaches and conclusions given by scholars and pastors down through the years, most of which fall under either the literalist view that sees Paul restrictions on women as universal or the liberal view that sees this teaching as tied to the first-century culture in Ephesus and thus non-binding in other times or places. I presented a middle ground as advocated by John Stott who sees “the submission—authority antithesis as permanent and universal, 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.”

According to the literalists, verses 13-15 settle this argument as Paul “anchors his teaching in something far more timeless and permanent than the needs of the community. He reached all the way back to the first days of life on earth to reestablish a forsaken principle of creation.”
 Even the first word of verse 13, “For,” connects the injunctions of verses 11-12 with the verses that follow, taking us all the way back to the beginning of the human race and establishing a pre-Fall reason for his instructions regarding women in the congregation.
 Thus, they argue, Paul intends his prohibition to be permanent and universally binding on all believers and all churches.
 (Even Stott admits that verses 13-15 make at least part of Paul’s teaching timeless.
)

Whether you agree with that line of thinking or not, verses 13-15 are important for consideration (if for no other reason than they are included in God’s inspired Word), and I believe I did not give them the consideration they deserve last week. So I would like to consider these verses as, with Paul, we go back to the beginning as well as taking a closer look at verse 15, a verse that puzzles many.

A Matter of Sequence

In verse 13 we encounter a matter of sequence: Paul writes, “For Adam was formed first, then Eve.” Paul appeals to the origin of the human race in which Paul was created first, literally “the first.”
 The word “first” is not an adverb but a predicate adjective; this indicates Adam’s position as the head of the race, the first one.

Let’s turn back to the Scriptural account of creation in Genesis 1:26-28,

Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth, and over all the creatures that move along the ground.” So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them. God blessed them and said to them, “Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every living creature that moves on the ground.”

This is a summary statement of God’s creation of the human race; the specifics come in the next chapter of Genesis. Notice the wording of verse 27: “So God created man in His image, in the image of God He created him; male and female He created them.” We understand “man” to mean “mankind” or “humankind,” which is comprised of both “male” and “female.” As we will see in Genesis 2, the first man—Adam—was created first, then the first woman—Eve—was created from the man. But don’t miss this vital truth: priority does not mean superiority. Man and woman were both created by God and in God’s image.

Genesis 2:7 details how the first man was created, “The Lord God formed the man from the dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living being.” Here we see the threefold composition of human beings: the body, shaped from the dust of the ground; the spirit, as the Hebrew term for “breath” is the same as “spirit”; and the soul, as the Greek rendering of the last word of the verse is “psyche,” from which we get “psychology,” which literally means “soul.”
In Genesis 2:18-23 we read of the creation of the first woman:

The Lord God said, “It is not good for the man to be alone. I will make a helper suitable for him.” Now the Lord God had formed out of the ground all the beasts of the field and all the birds of the air. He brought them to the man to see what he would name them; and whatever the man called each living creature, that was its name. So the man gave names to all the livestock, the birds of the air and all the beasts of the field. But for Adam no suitable helper was found. So the Lord God caused the man to fall into a deep sleep; and while he was sleeping, he took one of the man’s ribs and closed up the place with flesh. Then the Lord God made a woman from the rib he had taken out of the man, and he brought her to the man. The man said, “This is now bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; she shall be called ‘woman,’ for she was taken out of man.”

In the beginning, the Lord created humanity in His image to become His vice-regents over creation. He first created Adam and gave him the responsibility to carry out the purpose of humanity. The man couldn’t fulfill this purpose, however, without a “corresponding opposite” to supply what was missing. So the Lord created Eve, the first woman, to be Adam’s essential “helper.”
 God did not make Eve as a carbon copy of Adam, but rather as a complement to him, so that together they complete each other.
Paul has used similar argumentation in another context: “Now I want you to realize that the head of every man is Christ, and the head of the woman is man, and the head of Christ is God…. For man did not come from woman, but woman from man; neither was man created for woman, but woman for man.” (1 Cor. 11:3, 8–9). Apart from these applications of God’s order of creation, one might conclude that the order carries no special or abiding significance. But Paul’s Spirit-directed application confirms what was in God’s heart as He formed the first male and female as He did.

Furthermore, while foreign to modern sensibilities, this kind of argument would have made perfect sense in ancient cultures familiar with the practice of primogeniture,
 through which the eldest son became the family head, a leader of family worship, and the recipient of a double portion of the inheritance, as seen in Deuteronomy 21:15–17. Paul may have been asserting that Adam’s status as the eldest carried with it the leadership fitting a firstborn son. He was in no way teaching an essential superiority of a man over the woman; instead, he was showing how man’s leadership in the church harmonized with the Creator’s design for the home and community.

This is a profound statement. There is a deep parallel between the husband-wife relationship and the mankind-Christ relationship. In both there is equality of life; in both there is differentiation of function. Christ is “head” over man; the husband is “head” over his wife. There is nothing derogatory about this idea of the headship of the husband; it is strictly parallel to Christ’s headship over man and God’s over Christ. In each of the three relationships there is shared life and differing roles.

John Stott says of this appeal to creation order:

All attempts to get rid of Paul’s teaching on headship (on grounds that it is mistaken, confusing, culture-bound or culture-specific) must be pronounced unsuccessful. It remains stubbornly there. It is rooted in divine revelation, not human opinion, and in divine creation, not human culture. In essence, therefore, it must be preserved as having permanent and universal authority.

In a later interview with Christianity Today, he strongly restated his position:

I can’t dismiss masculine headship in the cavalier way in which some evangelical feminists do. There is something in the Pauline teaching about headship that cannot be ignored as a purely cultural phenomenon, because he roots it in Creation. We may find his exegesis of Genesis 2 difficult—that women were made after men, out of men, and for men—but he does root his argument in Creation. I have a very high view of apostolic authority. I don’t feel able to reject Paul’s exegesis.

Firstness connotes authority throughout the Scriptures. God could have created Adam and Eve at the same time, but He did not. He created Eve for Adam. She was created to be his “helper.” The unchanging fact is that God desires that the order of creation be reflected in his church, the Body of Christ.

A Matter of Sin 

Secondly, Paul refers to a matter of sin in 1 Timothy 2:14, “And Adam was not the one deceived; it was the woman who was deceived and became a sinner.” Some expositors foolishly suggest that the issue of deception in the beginning relates to the mental weakness of women compared to men. This is nothing short of hogwash. The issue here is not ability, but responsibility.
 I do not think Paul suggested that women are more gullible than men and thus more easily deceived; for experience proves that both men and women are deceived by Satan.
 Clearly Eve’s deception is seen as a warning to both sexes in 2 Corinthians 11:3: “But I am afraid that just as Eve was deceived by the serpent’s cunning, your minds may somehow be led astray from your sincere and pure devotion to Christ.”

Nor should we conclude that Eve’s sin was worse than Adam’s; if anything, while Satan deceived Eve into sinning; Adam sinned with his eyes wide open.
 The problem came because, although God created Adam to be the leader of the couple, Eve acted first, then invited Adam to eat from the forbidden tree. The result of her initiative was not self-improvement but deception, sin, shame, and pain.
 The essence of Eve’s part in the fall was not that she was deceived, but that she took an improper initiative, usurped Adam’s authority and thus reversed their respective roles.

Paul was not attempting to relieve Adam of responsibility, for he traced the universal effects of the Fall back to him in Romans 5:12–21. Adam was apparently with Eve when she was deceived. We might infer that he failed to take the leadership necessary to dispel the deception and to dispense with the serpent. While Eve was deceived, Adam knowingly transgressed God’s command. But Eve’s deception by the serpent and her subsequent enticement of Adam into sin were a powerful influence upon Adam. The serpent slyly bypassed Adam, the head of the couple (by virtue of his being created first), and addressed the woman directly. She bypassed the natural order of leadership—by listening to the serpent and refusing to direct him back to the man—and Adam allowed her to do so. Having fallen into sin herself, she enticed Adam to follow her lead. God indicated that the aftermath of such decisions would be a continuing struggle for leadership outside of God’s appointed, pre-Fall design. A single act can become a lasting legacy. For the protection of both sexes and for the preservation of the church, Paul appeals here for a wise return to the God-ordained order of leadership.

A Matter of Salvation

This leads us to verse 15, a matter of salvation: “But women will be saved through childbearing—if they continue in faith, love and holiness with propriety.” This is most difficult verse in this passage to understand; indeed one of the most challenging in all the New Testament. If this statement is read in isolation, the confusion is understandable; but it doesn’t stand alone.
 Seeing this verse in its immediate context as well as the overall context of Scripture helps us to interpret it correctly.
Stott summarizes three main ways in which this promise has been understood:

The first is that women “will come safely through childbirth” (jbp). In this case the allusion will be to the pain and peril of childbirth which were part of God’s judgment on Eve as seen in Genesis 3:16, “To the woman he said, ‘I will greatly increase your pains in childbearing; with pain you will give birth to children. Your desire will be for your husband, and he will rule over you.’”
The second interpretation is that women “will be saved through motherhood” (neb), or “salvation for the woman will be in the bearing of children” (reb). This might have in mind those false teachers who were forbidding people to marry (1 Timothy 4:3). 

The third understanding is that women “will be saved through the Birth of the Child” (neb margin), referring to Christ. By this rendering, “saved” has a spiritual connotation, “through” is the means by which salvation comes, and the definite article before “childbearing” in the Greek sentence is explained.

Let’s consider the objections to each of these:

The first interpretation claims that women will be kept safe through childbirth. However, this interpretation is not empirically true. Godly Christian women have died bearing children.
 Furthermore, “salvation” language in Paul’s letters always seems to refer to deliverance from sin, not from physical danger.
 Yet some believe that, while this is not an absolute guarantee that no Christian mothers will die in childbirth, Paul laid down a general principle that encouraged the believing women of that day.

The second interpretation seems to imply that women will be saved by bearing children. But Paul is not teaching salvation by good works, child-bearing or otherwise.
 The way of salvation for women was certainly not through accepting their vocation to bear children.

The third interpretation has much in favor of it. As alluded to earlier, in the Greek a definite article appears, reading “the childbirth,” which would seem to point away from the normal activity of giving birth to children.
 Granted, this is an extremely obscure way of expressing it,
 but we cannot ignore the definite article, making it exceptional.

In addition to the grammatical context, this interpretation also preserves the immediate biblical context as well. Paul has grounded this whole paragraph by pointing back to the beginning—the creation and fall of the human race. Let’s not forget what God said to the serpent in Genesis 3:15, “I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your seed and hers; he will crush your head, and you will strike his heel.” Jesus Christ came to earth to redeem all of humanity from the curse of sin. That’s the heart of the gospel.
 It was through a woman that the Saviour came into the world. (Keep in mind that Jesus had an earthly mother but not an earthly father.)
 We must never forget what we owe to a woman. If Mary had not given birth to the Christ-child, there would have been no salvation for anybody. No greater honor has ever been given to woman than in the calling of Mary to be the mother of the Saviour of the world.
 For these reasons I agree with Stott that the third understanding is the most likely. 

How does this impact our understanding of 1 Timothy 2:11-12? I leave that for you to decide for yourselves. Whether you opt for a literalist interpretation that forbids women from taking part in any aspect of church leadership and public worship or for a liberal interpretation that opens the doors for women in any and all responsibilities and roles or for a balanced interpretation that sees both universal and cultural elements in this passage, I plead with you to correctly handle God’s Word. Please do not exclude those elements that don’t neatly fit into your preconceived ideas. While Paul wrote to an ancient culture, the Holy Spirit inspired these words to guide all cultures throughout all time.
 And God does not contradict Himself. 

And in all things, let’s be understanding and gracious to those who don’t agree with our conclusions. I believe we should all agree on the following:

This passage is not about male or female superiority. Any honest male knows that the grading curve was always messed up by the girls in his class. What man has not been out-thought, out-talked, and outdone by his female counterparts? Your experiences need be no larger than your family to know women who are superior to their fathers, brothers, and husbands.

This is not about suitability for leadership either. It is a statistical fact that American women read more Christian books than men and attend church in greater numbers. They are more relationally oriented and more naturally empathetic. They are more intuitive about where people are. They are more verbal and are natural communicators.

Furthermore, church leadership is not about power—it is about dying. That’s how Paul defined the new-covenant ministry in 2 Corinthians 4:10–12: “We always carry around in our body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be revealed in our body. For we who are alive are always being given over to death for Jesus’ sake, so that his life may be revealed in our mortal body. So then, death is at work in us, but life is at work in you.”
This is about fidelity to God’s Word. This is about inviting God’s Word to shape the life of the church, rather than the intrusive winds of culture. And make no mistake—if we do not let the Bible do it, culture will!

This is about living out the creation order that comes from the character of God, God’s goodness. We must exult with Paul in Romans 8:31-32, “What, then, shall we say in response to this? If God is for us, who can be against us? He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things?” When we live out our salvation, we can expect to receive everything we need. When we live out his creation order, it is a joyous venture. Paul lived it out, and to him, his colleagues were an invaluable treasure. Romans 16 is filled with names of both men and women who loved and laughed with and suffered with Paul in ministry.

After all, Paul’s stated purpose in 1 Timothy 3:15 was that the church “will know how people ought to conduct themselves in God’s household, which is the church of the living God, the pillar and foundation of the truth.” 

Let’s endeavor to do just that.
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