
1 
 

Let the Women Learn
Text: 1 Tim 2:11-12 
Date: July 19th, 2020 

Context: Papanui Baptist Church  
Preacher: Elliot Rice

Women who have taught me 
Sarah and I are beginning to look forward to once again working as Co-Pastors. I’ve enjoyed the 
last half year of work, but I so prefer being able to lead at her side. Sarah brings something that I 
just can’t—her prophetic insight, her probing questions, her courage to lead outside the box, the 
way she opens God’s Word . . . I’m privileged in that my wife is also my pastor. 
 
Sarah’s not the first woman to have taught me God’s Word. My first paid role in a church was in 
a team led by a female pastor. I was studying at Carey at the time, and in one class we were asked 
if we could be in a church led by a woman. For me it wasn’t theory—it was my main experience! 
For a couple of years, I heard far more sermons from women than men. 
 
The first Christian book I read outside of the Bible was Beth Moore’s study of David. It was terrific! 
As a seventeen-year-old, I remember being so captivated by the way she led me into 1 and 2 
Samuel, teasing out the story, leaving me with a great appreciation for David in all his complexity. 
She made me hungry for God’s Word. 

“I do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority” 
So, I was sad when late last year, the pastor and author John MacArthur publicly made insulting 
comments about Beth Moore’s teaching ministry. He was speaking at an event meant to honour 
his 50 years of ministry, but things took a turn when the panellists—including MacArthur—were 
asked to a play a word association game. They would each be given a word to which they had to 
react with a word of their own. The first words given to MacArthur were “Beth Moore.” He 
responded, “Go home.” The audience laughed. He then went on to expand on his mockery: 
“there’s no case that can be made biblically for a woman preacher. Period. Paragraph. End of 
discussion.” 
 
The most crucial verse regarding women in church leadership is 1 Tim 2:12, often translated, “I 
do not permit a woman to teach or to assume authority over a man; she must be quiet” (NIV 
2011).  
 
Another American pastor to hold a similar view to MacArthur is John Piper. A few years ago, he 
was asked the question, “Should women be police officers?” He answered the question on his 
podcast, Ask Pastor John, suggesting that “biblical womanhood” means women should only take 
jobs that respect God’s created order, where their influence over a man isn’t directive. In other 
words, this idea of “biblical womanhood” would essentially disqualify women from the vast 
majority of jobs today, let alone the task of teaching in church or serving as Prime Minister. As 
one blogger asks, “Where could one work, what vocation could one hold, where one wouldn’t be 
in the position of giving instructions to men? I can’t think of many, and certainly this position 
would mean that women are not suited for anything other than entry-level positions, as 
increased supervisory responsibility would undoubtedly include giving directives to male 
subordinates.” 
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This is the only verse in Scripture that, at least according to this translation, prohibits women 
from teaching or being in positions of authority over men. And so, it demands careful 
examination: are Piper and MacArthur right in assuming Paul’s giving a universal ban on women 
teaching? Or is there more to this passage than we get at first blush? 

Context is key 
As with all reading of Scripture, context is key. And nowhere is this truer than in the genre of 
ancient letters, like 1 Timothy. In God’s providence, these letters were written for us; but they 
weren’t originally written to us. All of Paul’s letters are personal and contextual, written to 
specific churches or individuals in specific circumstances. They’re parts of ongoing conversations. 
As Mark Keown says, “Reading Paul’s letters is like listening to one end of a telephone 
conversation, or reading an email without being sure of the point of reference.” So, what’s the 
context behind this restriction on women teaching? We need to unlock 1 Timothy in its own 
context before applying it to ours. 

Intro to 1 Timothy 
It’s likely that 1 Timothy was one of the last letters Paul wrote before his martyrdom in Rome. 
He’s writing to advise his young associate Timothy, who’s serving in Ephesus on his behalf. The 
letter begins with a paragraph that outlines Paul’s central concern: the disorder created by false 
teaching. 

As I urged you when I went into Macedonia, stay there in Ephesus so that you may 
command certain people not to teach false doctrines any longer 4 or to devote themselves 
to myths and endless genealogies. Such things promote controversial speculations rather 
than advancing God’s work—which is by faith. 5 . . . 6 Some have departed from these and 
have turned to meaningless talk. 7 They want to be teachers of the law, but they do not 
know what they are talking about or what they so confidently affirm. (1 Tim 1:3-7) 

Paul’s goal is to guide Timothy in how to stop the false teaching. Nearly every verse in this letter 
relates to this issue!  
 
Going further, the false teaching appears to be especially linked with the women in the Ephesian 
church. No other book of the Bible has a higher proportion of verses focused specifically on 
problems regarding women: 21 out of 113 verses. 
 

7 Have nothing to do with godless myths and old wives’ tales; rather, train yourself to be 
godly. (1 Tim 4:7) 
 
6 But the widow who lives for pleasure is dead even while she lives. (1 Tim 5:6) 

 
Later in chapter five, Paul gives Timothy instructions regarding younger widows, who’ve been 
going about as “busybodies who talk nonsense”, and whose “sensual desires overcome their 
dedication to Christ.” This all points toward these women as chief transmitters of the false 
teaching . . . 
  
And of course, there’s our passage in chapter two: 

11 A woman should learn in quietness and full submission. 12 I do not permit a woman to 
teach or to assume authority over a man; she must be quiet. (1 Tim 2:11-12) 

 
Now, there’s more in and around this passage than we can address in one 20-minute sermon—
one book has more than 150 pages on these six verses! But, suffice to say, Paul’s guiding Timothy 
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to stop the false teaching, and chapter two focuses on what Timothy should do to suppress false 
teaching by the Ephesian women. For example, false teaching is almost certainly the reason for 
Paul’s reference to Eve’s deception by Satan in verse 14. Paul’s not writing for all women 
everywhere and in all times, but for these women, who’ve become purveyors of a teaching that’s 
harming the gospel. 

1 Timothy 2:12 
If the context needs interpretation, so too does the text of 2:12. The old NIV translation from 
1989 reads, “I do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man.” Remember that 
the NT was written in Greek, not English, which means that we’re always dealing with translation 
when we read Scripture. That’s why we have so many different translations available. And 
according to Philip Payne, “the people who came up with this translation did not do their 
homework.”  

Authentein 
The first problem is the verb, “To have authority.” The Greek verb here is authentein, which in 
Paul’s day could mean either “to dominate” or, more commonly, “to assume authority”, as we 
have it in the newer 2011 NIV. It’s more muscular and controlling than merely “having” or 
“exercising” authority—that’s what the other Greek word, exousia is used for, not authentein. 
This verse is prohibiting women in the church in Ephesus from seizing authority to teach men, as 
opposed to other women who taught the church in Ephesus with a recognised authority, like 
Priscilla. 

Oude 
The second problem with our translation is the conjunction, oude, which we hear in the English 
as “or.” So, we hear that the women in Ephesus are neither to teach or to assume authority. But 
the word is meant to join the two elements to convey a single idea. Paul is only prohibiting one 
thing: women seizing authority to teach men. The Message seems to get this more accurately: “I 
don’t let women take over and tell the men what to do.”  

“I do not permit” 
Then we’ve got to address the first verb, translated in the Message as “I don’t let,” or the NIV as 
“I do not permit.” It sounds permanent, like a universal prohibition. But the verb Paul chose 
normally refers to something limited in time; it’s a presently ongoing prohibition; it’s 
circumstantial. The better reading is, “I am not permitting,” with the implication being, “until 
they are properly taught.” 

Let the Women Learn! 
And in light of that, perhaps we can now hear the main thrust of this passage from verse 11: “A 
woman should learn in quietness and full submission.” This was in an age when most women 
were uneducated and not knowledgeable in the Scriptures. In synagogues women were excluded 
from assemblies where the law was taught; some Gentiles wanted the same custom practiced in 
the church. But Paul, like Jesus when Mary “sat at the Lord’s feet listening to what he said,” says 
to Timothy, “Let the women learn!” 
 
Philip Payne gives a helpful summary: 1 Timothy is 

a letter from Paul giving Timothy specific instructions for dealing with false teaching in 
Ephesus. 1 Tim 2:12, “I am not permitting a woman to teach and assume authority over a 
man” fits the specific problem 1:6-7 describes: “They want to be teachers of the law, but 
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they do not know what they are talking about or what they so confidently affirm.” Paul’s 
solution may be paraphrased: “Let them learn so that eventually they may fulfil their 
teaching aspirations, but this privilege requires responsible study first.” Paul’s goal is to 
establish women in the true faith so they will not teach the church error. 

Paul’s affirmation of women in leadership 
We remember, of course, that women had teaching roles and offices in the New Testament 
church: In Titus 2:3–4 older women were specifically asked and authorized to be good teachers 
of the younger ones. And in Romans 16 Paul speaks of the women in the Roman mission. We 
notice Phoebe, Paul’s personal messenger and teacher to the churches of Rome; and Priscilla, 
Paul’s long-time co-worker, one of his trusted feet on the ground in Rome; and Junia, the woman 
Paul praised for being “prominent among the apostles”. That’s Paul’s goal here in 1 Timothy: to 
help the Ephesian women grow so that they could one day become like the outstanding female 
ministers, like Phoebe or Junia or Priscilla. In these passages we get a beautiful snapshot of the 
collaborative ministry and leadership of men and women in the early church.  

Baptist Churches of New Zealand statement 
And so, with the Baptist churches of New Zealand, 

We hold scripture teaches the inherent-equality between men and women for both are 
made in the image and likeness of God. Both men and women are called to work as co-
labourers in God’s world; God’s purposes and call works itself out in individual lives, the 
church, and the world. We affirm that both women and men followed Jesus as disciples, 
and that the Holy Spirit was given to all for the sake of mission and the Church. We 
acknowledge Paul’s female co-workers, and the female leaders, teachers, and apostles 
within the development, life and ministry of the early church. 

 
We affirm God’s calling of both women and men into all areas of preaching, teaching and 
leadership. God’s calling of all persons into God’s service extends from volunteers and staff 
responsibilities, and to all senior leadership positions. God does this for the glory of His 
name and the sake of the church. 


