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Gender Roles at Home and Church

Paul’s Writings

Introduction

a. Four main passages have been deliberately skipped in the rest of the notes 
in order to discuss this particular topic all at once. Few issues of theology or 
exegesis are as volatile in the current scene. This brief overview can merely 
sketch the main options and draw some tentative conclusions.

I Corinthians 11:2-16—Head Coverings: Men and Women

I. “Yes, but” Logic in vv. 2-3

a. Paul employs his characteristic “yes, but” logic again in vv. 2-3. The 
Corinthians had apparently gone too far in their interpretation of the 
privileges of Christian liberty, especially regarding personal appearance. 
Like some in the pagan world of Greco-Roman worship, they may have 
been trying to transcend their sexuality and recreate the supposed original 
androgynous human being. So Paul reminds them that the husband is head 
of the wife as Christ is for the man and God for Christ. 

II. The Issue of Head (kephale)

a. Whether one translates kephale (head) as source or authority, the point in 
context is one who should be honored.

III. Husbands and Wives Reflect their Reflective Roles through the Use or Non-use of 
Head Coverings in Worship (vv. 4-16)

a. What kind of covering?
i. What kind of covering did Paul have in mind? Many would argue for 

a veil, but the word never appears in the Greek except in a few later 
mss. at v. 10 (which influenced the KJV). Some Jewish and some Greco-
Roman women still wore face veils (or other external head coverings) 
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in the first century but the practice was dying out. In vv. 13-15 clearly 
the head covering in view is hair, and this fits well with the contrast 
with a shaven head in vv. 5-6. A good case can in fact be made out for 
something along the lines of the NIV margin as best explaining vv. 
4-7. Then the question of long or short hair would be the issue at stake 
throughout the passage.

b. Why this symbol?
i. If an external covering

1. Whether external coverings or long hair, why should women 
have it, and men not, when gathered for Christian worship? 
In the Greek world, married women who wore shawls on their 
heads often did so to show they were no longer available. Pagan 
prophetesses, however, bared their heads and loosed their hair 
during the ecstatic frenzy that accompanied their worship. For 
men, a head covering may have resembled the Roman priests’ 
togas pulled over their heads while they were worshiping their 
gods. 

ii. If length of hair
1. If long or short hair is the issue, then it is noteworthy that overly 

short hair or shaven heads on women could be a sign in the 
Greek world of being the more “masculine” partner in a lesbian 
relationship, while overly long hair on some Greek men indicated 
homosexuality. 

iii. Conclusions
1. Whichever historical-cultural background one follows, Paul’s 

point almost certainly is that head coverings in Corinth 
symbolized either sexual or religious faithfulness vs. infidelity.

IV. Applications

a. A few Christians today would still take this whole passage as normative, 
but they miss the changed significance of most hairstyles or head coverings 
today. Even in Paul’s world there were honorable men who never cut their 
hair (e.g., the Jewish Nazirites). Many Christians therefore wonder whether 
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any of this passage remains normative, yet Paul suggests elsewhere that 
all Scripture is relevant in some way at all times (II Timothy 3:16b). It is 
probably best to see the issue of head-covering as culture-specific but the 
principle of honoring one’s spiritual head, including by appropriate fashion 
and outward demeanor, as a timeless mandate. It is also crucial to note the 
implications of what Paul does not prohibit—women praying or prophesying 
in church. If we are correct in including the preaching of messages God 
lays on one’s heart as part of prophesying, then room must be left in the 
church in every age for women to exercise this gift. After all, no passage 
ever suggests that any gift is gender-specific. Questions of offices may be 
different and will be addressed below.118

I Corinthians 14:33b-38—Women’s Silence in Church

I. Absolute Silence?

a. In light of 11:5, the one thing these verses almost certainly cannot mean 
is that Paul was commanding absolute silence of all women at all time 
in church. But then what do we do with the text? We will list five main 
approaches in what we think is an increasing order of probability.

II. A Later Textual Addition?

a. In a few manuscripts, these verses appear after v. 40. Could this be because 
they were a later textual addition and not what Paul wrote at all? This 
is most unlikely, because no manuscripts omit them altogether, and the 
change in location is natural since they seem intrusive where they are. An 
explanation for their appearance in this context, however, appears below.

III. A Corinthian Slogan which Paul Refutes?

a. Are vv. 34-35 another Corinthian slogan which Paul refutes in vv. 36-38? 
Probably not, since all the other slogans in I Corinthians represent the more 
libertine wing of the church. They’re phrased in short, proverbial form, and 
receive at least qualified endorsement by Paul. None of these features is true 
of vv. 34-35.
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IV. Historically Explainable as Gossiping Chatter?

a. Were the women, particularly those of Jewish background, used to being 
segregated in worship and chattering or gossiping with little actual 
involvement in the service? Perhaps some were, but nothing in the text 
indicates this is the problem here, so, at best, this solution is entirely 
speculative.

V. Based on General Lack of Access to Education for Women in Antiquity?

a. Given the general lack of access to education for women in antiquity, were 
they asking disruptive questions which were better dealt with by husbands or 
fathers outside of worship? This would fit v. 35a particularly well, though one 
wonders if all women and no men were so uneducated and disruptive

VI. A Reference to the Evaluation of Prophecy?

a. Perhaps the best view is that which limits the type of speech that Paul 
silences here to something in the context of the use of tongues, their 
interpretation, prophecy, or its evaluation. After all, that is the context of 
chapter 14, and all but one of the 20 other uses of the verb “speak” in this 
chapter are thus restricted. But of the four specific forms of speech cited, 
only the evaluation of prophecy is not a spiritual gift given by the Spirit as 
He determines. Although all are called to evaluate an alleged prophecy (v. 
29), the ultimate responsibility far passing judgment would have fallen on 
the church leaders (elders or overseers), and at least in Paul’s day it seems 
that all of these were men (see on I Timothy 2:8-15 below). So it is probably 
speaking in this limited context of the authoritative evaluation of prophecy 
that Paul forbids to women; this would also account for why this passage 
appears where it does, precisely on the heels of the regulation of prophecy in 
vv. 29-33a. 

VII. Application

a. Whether a similar restriction ever applies today will depend on one’s 
interpretation of the I Timothy passage. As in 11:2-16, the timeless principle 
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need not be more than duly ordained submission of wives to husbands (v. 
34).119

Ephesians 5:18-33 (cf. Colossians 3:18-19)—Domestic Relationships

I. The Broader Context (vv.18-21)

a. Speaking of submission leads us to this famous passage used in countless 
Christian weddings. The broader context of Paul’s commands to submit is 
crucial; it begins at least in v. 18. Paul gives an imperative to keep on being 
filled with the Spirit. The Greek syntax does not permit a sentence break 
(much less a paragraph division) until at least the end of v. 23. The command 
of v. 18 is modified by a series of subordinate participles that unpack what 
is meant by being filled with the Spirit: speaking, singing, thanking, and 
submitting. 

II. The Command to Wives: Submit (vv. 22-24)

a. The command to wives in v. 22 follows on from the injunction to mutual 
submission in v. 21. Literally translated, these two verses would read, 
“submitting to one another in the fear of Christ, wives to their own husbands 
as to the Lord.” Mutual submission implies wives deferring to their husbands 
(vv. 22-24; cf. Colossians 3:18) and husbands loving their wives (vv. 25-33; cf. 
Colossians 3:19).

i. The hierarchal combination of submit and head
1. The combination of submit (hypotasso) and head (kephale) in 

vv. 22-24 makes it hard not to see some kind of hierarchy here, 
notwithstanding numerous attempts to get around it. 

ii. Paul’s qualifications of submission
1. Nevertheless this is not unqualified submission by any means. 

Unlike Paul’s commands to children and slaves (6:1, 5), Paul never 
tells women to obey but uses a term for respect or honor instead (v. 
33). “As to the Lord” in v. 22 is explained in Colossians 3:18 as “as 
is fitting in the Lord.” What is fitting is always to put Christ first. 
If there is a conflict between authorities, God must be honored 
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above human leaders (recall Moses’ mother, Daniel, and Peter 
before the Sanhedrin). “In everything” (v. 24) should probably be 
rendered “in all circumstances,” to avoid the false conclusion that 
Paul means “do everything you’re told.”

III. The Command to Husbands: Love (vv. 25-33)

a. Paul’s redefinition of hierarchy (vv. 25-27)
i. With his command to husbands, Paul radically redefines hierarchy 

as sacrificial, self-giving love—equivalent to Jesus’ teaching on 
servant leadership (e.g., Luke 22:24-30). If husbands retain any 
unique authority, it is that of responsibility, not privilege. This kind of 
“hierarchical” marriage should look little different than an egalitarian 
marriage, except that, in the case of an impasse in decision-making, 
loving one’s wife as Christ loved the church means taking the lead to 
put her interests above the husband’s.

b. Love your wife as you love yourself (vv. 28-30)
i. Verses 28-30 further compare loving one’s wife to the care one 

normally lavishes over one’s own body; Paul does not have 
pathological exceptions in view here. 

c. Marriage analogous to Christ and the church (vv. 31-33)
i. Verses 31-33 complete the passage by drawing the analogy more 

generally between husband and wife and Christ and the church. Like 
the latter, the former was designed at creation to be an undissolved 
union of the most intimate of human loyalties one for the other.120

I Timothy 2:8-15—Women and Authoritative Teaching in the Church

I. Avoid Inappropriate Adornment (vv. 9-10)

a. After encouraging men to pray without quarreling (v. 8), clearly a timeless 
mandate, Paul supplies a series of instructions for women. First, they are 
to avoid inappropriate adornment (vv. 9-10). The Greek here reads literally 
“braided hair and gold or silver or expensive clothes”—referring to the 
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popular, costly and time-consuming fashion of well-to-do Greek women.121 
This, then, is not a culture-bound injunction: Christians of either gender are 
never to dress indecently or overly ostentatiously.

II. Do Not Supplant the Christian Male Leadership Roles (vv. 11-15)

a. Second, vv. 11-15 call on the women of Ephesus not to supplant the male 
role for leadership in church (cf. 3:15). Verses 11-12 define this role as one of 
authoritative teaching.

i. Authoritative teaching in the church (vv. 11-12)
1. Women must learn (v. 11)

A. Verse 11 begins with the one positive command for women, 
radical in Paul’s day, literally, “they must learn.” But they 
should do so in an appropriately submissive spirit. The word 
for quietness does not mean without speaking; the same root 
appears in 2:2 where believers are to live “peaceful and quiet 
lives.”

2. The issues of v. 12
A. Authentein

I. Verse 12 at first glance seems to make two separate 
prohibitions (teach and have authority), but they are 
probably intended as mutually defining (a figure of 
speech known as a hendiadys). After all, Priscilla and 
Aquila taught Apollos (Acts 18:26), and I Timothy 
2 seems to be full of pairs of roughly synonymous 
expressions that say basically the same thing in two 
different ways (cf. vv. 1, 2a,b,c, 3, 4, 5, 7a,b, 8, 9a,b). 

B. Teaching + having authority
I. The authoritative speaking role which Paul prohibits 

women from taking would then apparently be the 
same as the overseer or elder, inasmuch as 3:2 and 
5:17 assign the functions of teaching and exercising 
authority uniquely to this office. Alternately, one 
may point to various pre-Christian uses of the verb 
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authenteo, translated “have authority” in the NIV, in a 
more negative sense such as domineer (cf. KJV “usurp 
authority”), in which case women (and presumably men 
as well) would merely be forbidden to exercise authority 
in an authoritarian way.

C. Man and woman or husband and wife?
I. It is also possible throughout this passage to translate 

man and woman as husband and wife. Then Paul’s point 
would be that family structures should be modeled 
in the church. This would limit Paul’s restrictions to 
married women not exercising inappropriate authority 
over their husbands.

ii. The rationale (v. 13)
1. Paul supplies his rationale for his instructions in v. 13, seemingly 

based on the order of creation—Adam was created first. Some 
commentators, however, think he is rebutting a Gnostic myth in 
which Eve was creator.122  

iii. The positive substitute (vv. 14-15)
1. Verses 14-15 seem to supply the positive substitute for not 

holding the highest office of the church by pointing to God’s 
appointed role or calling to women as a whole. Verse 14 has 
historically been taken as a second reason for Paul’s prohibition 
in v. 12 or, more recently, as further refutation of a Gnostic myth 
in which Eve did not sin at all. But the support for the latter 
comes exclusively from the second through fourth centuries, and 
the former would seem to make it inappropriate for mothers to 
teach their sons, lest the more “gullible” gender lead astray the 
most gullible age group. What is more, if Adam wasn’t deceived, 
then it means he sinned “with his eyes wide open.”

2. Perhaps it is best to see v. 14 as merely a further thought triggered 
by the Genesis reference. We might then paraphrase the flow of 
thought from vv. 11-15 as follows: Women (or wives) are not to 
hold the authoritative church- teaching role because that is not a 
role for which they were created. In fact, things deteriorated for 
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the woman after creation when she fell through the deception of 
the serpent. But there is a bright side . . .”123

3. That silver lining then appears in v. 15. The Greek reads literally, 
“But she shall be saved through childbearing, if they remain in 
faith and love and holiness with modesty.” The shift in number of 
the feminine pronoun suggests that the female gender as a whole 
is in view in v. 15a (with many individual exceptions), while all 
individual Christian women must follow v. 15b. Saved would then 
carry the sense of preserved or restored as in I Timothy 4:16 and 
II Timothy 4:18. This interpretation, encouraging many (not all) 
women to focus on bearing and rearing children, would redress 
the imbalance created by the heresy afoot at Ephesus that was 
forbidding marriage (I Timothy 4:3) and a similar imbalance 
in any other culture that does not adequately value the role of 
mothering as an inherently appropriate and fulfilling task for 
women.

Application

I. If the problem in Ephesus, as some have suggested, was that of women getting 
caught up in the teaching of this heresy, then the timeless application of these 
verses may be only that no one (of either gender) should teach heresy today 
either.124 If v. 13 (or vv. 13-14) imply a timeless hierarchy, then valid application 
must determine the modern-day equivalents to an overseer or elder. The bottom 
line for this interpretation would seem to be that the ultimately authoritative 
teacher in a given church should be a man (or at least not a married woman 
teaching her husband). In congregationally structured churches, this would be the 
senior pastor; in other forms of church government it might be a person higher up 
(e.g., a bishop or pope). Team ministry, however, is a more helpful model, even if 
there is one who ultimately supervises.125

II. In most evangelical churches, however, we have a long way to go before we come 
anywhere close to violating Paul’s teaching, and we need to consider many more 
ways of getting women active in using all their gifts. One can exercise the gift of 
pastoring or deliver sermons as a preacher, for example, without being the highest 
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teaching authority in a congregation. Finally, there is a desperate need for us to 
hold our views tentatively, admitting we could be wrong, and agreeing to disagree 
in love and to tolerate diverse models among differently minded churches.


