
WOMEN ELDERS SANCTUARY CHURCH 

At Sanctuary, we have always emphasized the importance of women’s involvement in 
extensive and significant ministry in the local church. Unlike some theologically orthodox 
churches, qualified women at Sanctuary preach, teach coed Bible studies and classes, lead home 
groups and other key ministries, etc. 

That said a question that is raised from time to time concerns the issue of women elders/
pastors. The purpose of this brief paper is to survey our general understanding of the New 
Testament’s position on women in ministry, to explain our present understanding of 1 Tim. 
2:12-15. We hope this information will help us move forward together as a Leadership 
Community on this issue. 

Guiding principle 

Anyone who studies the New Testament teaching on women in ministry discovers two 
themes in tension. On the one hand, it is obvious from many passages that the early Christian 
movement gave women dignity and freedom in ministry that was unparalleled in first-century 
Greco-Roman and Jewish culture. The four gospels (especially Luke) record Jesus’ 
revolutionary involvement of women in his public ministry.2 Luke also narrates this same 
phenomenon in the early Christian movement.3 Paul’s theological principle that in Christ there 
is “neither male nor female” (Gal. 3:28) affirms a radical equality between men and women in 
the church (like the equality of Jew and Greek and slave and free). Consistent with this 
principle, Paul’s epistles are filled with examples of the ministry freedom women enjoyed in his 
churches. Paul’s greetings in Rom. 16 give eloquent testimony to Paul’s respect for women in 

1. For a summary of this interpretation, see Dennis McCallum, “Against the Traditional Fundamentalist 
View on the Role of Women in the Church.” (http://www.Sanctuary.org/essays/women.htm) 
2. Jesus’ healing and exorcism ministry to women was extensive (cf. Mk. 1:29-31; 7:24-30; 9:18-26; Lk. 

7:11-17; 13:10-17). His personal explanations of the gospel are some of the most memorable gospel passages 
(c.f., 

Jn. 4:7-26; 8:1-11). He also had women followers who learned from him (Lk. 10:39), sometimes traveled with him 
and financially supported his ministry (Lk. 8:1-3). 

3. Women were among the 120 followers of Jesus who prophesied in tongues on the day of Pentecost, 
fulfilling the prophecy of Joel (Acts 1:14,15; 2:1-11; Joel 2:28-32). Dorcas is singled out not only because Peter 
raised her from the dead, but because of her extensive mercy ministry (Acts 9:36-42). Lydia played a key role 
in the formation of the Philippian church (Acts 16:14,15). Priscilla evidently took the lead as she and her 
husband Aquila instructed Apollos more fully about the gospel (Acts 18:24-28). She was evidently a church-
planter along with her husband (see Rom. 16:3-5). Philip’s prophetess daughters receive special mention in 
Acts 21:9.  



ministry.4 Women in his churches prophesied (1 Cor. 11:5), taught (Titus 2:3), and led as 
deaconesses (1 Tim. 3:11). 

On the other hand, it is clear that Paul’s churches were normally led by male elders 
(1 Tim. 3:1-7; Titus 1:5-9), and that he sometimes imposed ministry restrictions on women (see 
especially 1 Cor. 11:3-15; 14:34,35; 1 Tim. 2:12-15). 

How should we reconcile this tension? Since the New Testament is the inspired Word of 
God, we are not at liberty to ignore the passages we don’t like! Rather, we must try to 
harmonize these two sets of passages. Generally speaking, evangelical Christians take one of 
two approaches. Some focus on the few passages that restrict women’s ministries and interpret 
the rest of the material in light of these restrictions. This amounts to restricting women from 
ministry roles except where the New Testament specifically permits them. Conversely, others 
focus on the many passages that grant women great freedom in ministry and interpret the few 
restrictive passages in this light.5 

Prohibition passages 

In 1 Cor. 11:3-15, Paul forbids unveiled women to prophesy when the church assembles. 
Paul grounds this prohibition in two biblical principles. Christians should give no offense to 
non-Christians, and since publicly unveiled women would be associated by the culture with 
prostitutes and adulteresses, this freedom could disgrace their husbands and misrepresent 
Christianity as a pagan cult. Secondly, Paul teaches the headship of husbands in marriage, and 
calls for the women to uphold this principle by wearing a veil which communicated respect for 
their husbands in their culture. But this passage says nothing explicit about what leadership 
offices women may occupy. 

In 1 Cor. 14:34,35, Paul commands women to “be silent in the churches.” In light of the 
fact that Paul elsewhere (including this same book!) permits women to speak in assemblies, this 
passage cannot amount to a gag order on women talking at all in meetings. Rather, the 
immediate context suggests that Paul is forbidding disruptive speech—including prophets 
(male or female) who prophesy too long and tongue-speakers (male or female) who dominate 
the meeting or have no interpretation of their tongues. So also, women who were disrupting the 
meetings with chatter about the teaching are told to be quiet in this restricted sense. Again, this 
passage tells us nothing about what leadership offices women may occupy. 

4. Phoebe is a deaconess (diakonos) in the church of Cenchrea, a “leader (prostatis) of many” including Paul 
(Rom. 16:1,2). Prisca (short for Priscilla) is listed before her husband, which is unusual and probably denotes 
that she played a more visible role. She is a “fellow-worker” (Rom. 16:3). Mary has worked hard (kopiaw) for 
them (Rom. 16:6). This is the same word used to describe good leaders in 1 Thess. 5:12. Junia is probably 
feminine. She is probably married to Andronicus, and they are “apostles”—probably missionaries—who have 
done outstanding work (Rom. 16:7). Tryphaena and Tryphosa are probably sisters, and Christian workers 
(kopiaw). Persis ("Persian lady") has worked hard (kopiaw) and is beloved by Paul (Rom. 16:12). 
5. From this perspective, the few cases in which Paul placed limitations on women in ministry (see below) 

are usually because they took advantage of the freedom he gave them. Seen in this light, these “prohibition” 
passages bear ironic testimony to Paul as a liberator of women in a male-dominated age! 



What about the fact that the New Testament speaks only of male elders (1 Tim. 3:1-7; 
Titus 1:5-9)? These passages are descriptive, not prescriptive. That is, they tell us what Paul 
generally did in this area, but they do not command us to do the same thing. Some argue that 
Paul did this because women are inherently disqualified from eldership, but this would have to 
be proven from other passages. It is more likely that male eldership was the norm because 
women were usually uneducated and illiterate, and/or because this would impede the gospel by 
offending a culture that was male-dominated (see Paul’s treatment of slavery6). In cultures 
where these conditions do not apply, this restriction is unnecessary and undesirable. 

In 1 Tim. 2:12-15, Paul forbids women to teach or exercise authority over a man in the 
church. He then seems to ground this prohibition in the Genesis account of the creation and fall 
of Adam and Eve. Since Adam was created first, and since Eve was deceived by the serpent, men 
should exercise leading authority in the church. Interpreted this way, this passage amounts to a 
general and trans-cultural prohibition against women eldership. Strictly applied, this 
interpretation would not only preclude women elders, but also women home groups leaders since 
that leadership involves authority over men in the home group. 

Upon closer examination, however, a very different interpretation is more likely. Paul was 
combating an insidious heresy in Ephesus and Crete. This heresy had made inroads especially 
through the women.7 In 1 Tim. 2:12-15, Paul is forbidding the women in Ephesus to teach 
because they are involved in this heresy. The specific heresy was evidently a form of Jewish 
Gnosticism that taught that Eve was the originator of Adam, and that she was the source of 
spiritual enlightenment. Extra-biblical texts provide much more information about this heresy, 
and confirm that it was common in western Turkey during this general time.8 In response to this 
dangerous situation, Paul forbids the women of Ephesus to teach this heresy, and commands 
them instead to learn true doctrine without disruption (2:12). In 2:13,14, Paul then specifically 
refutes the content of their heresy by insisting (according to Gen. 3) that Eve came from Adam 
(rather than vice-versa), and that Eve was deceived (rather than enlightened). 2:15 is a 
notoriously obscure verse, but Paul may be refuting the heretical view that childbearing 
threatened women’s salvation. 

6. Paul’s posture on slavery was parallel to his posture on women in ministry. On the one hand, he 
never challenged this institution directly. He even sent the runaway slave Onesimus back to his master. On 
the other hand, he insisted that Philemon receive Onesimus back “no longer as a slave . . . but as a beloved 
brother” (Philemon 1:16,17). Paul also recommended that slaves should become free if they have this 
option 

(1 Cor. 7:21,23). But he called on Christians to be willing, if necessary, to forego their rights for the sake of the 
gospel (1 Cor. 10:32). From this, we infer that Paul saw freedom from slavery as a basic human right (Philemon 
1:8), but that Christians have a greater obligation than the procurement of their own rights—helping the gospel 
spread. For an excellent discussion of Paul’s posture toward slavery, see Richard N. Longenecker, New Testament 
Social Ethics for Today (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing, 1984), pp. 53-60. 

7. Some younger widows had already “set aside their previous faith” and “turned aside to follow Satan” 
(1 Tim. 5:12-15). Women in the Ephesian church were being deceived by certain false teachers (2 Tim. 3:6,7). 
These false teachers were upsetting whole families (Titus 1:11)—in part because they forbade marriage (1 Tim. 4:3). 

8. See especially Richard Clark Kroeger and Catherine Clark Kroeger, I Suffer Not a Woman (Grand Rapids: 
Baker Books, 1992), pp. 77-177. For a summary of their research and its effect on the interpretation of 1 Tim. 
2, see Dennis McCallum, “The Role of Women in the Church: New Material Leads To a New View.” We are 
here assuming that this heretical teaching existed in Ephesus during the New Testament era, based on Paul’s 
description of the problem. 



[tab this back out to left justify] In summary, Paul is not prohibiting all Christian women from 
holding positions of leadership in the church because of what happened in Gen. 3. Rather, he 
is prohibiting heretical women in Ephesus from teaching heresy and he is refuting the 
content of that heresy. We believe this interpretation makes better sense of this text than the 
traditional interpretation. And having reached this conclusion, because we see no New 
Testament specific prohibition against women elders, we affirm that having qualified 
women in eldership is normative rather than exceptional in the local church. 

We encourage you to read further on this important issue, and to pose questions as they may 
arise. In addition to studying the relevant biblical passages, we have found a few sources to be 
especially helpful. Richard Longenecker’s New Testament Social Ethics for Today is an excellent 
(and concise) treatment of Paul’s mandate in Gal. 3:28, how Paul sought to express this mandate 
in his churches, and the implications of this mandate for us today. We have found Kroeger and 
Kroeger’s I Suffer Not a Woman to be an excellent analysis of 1 Tim. 2:12-15 in light of the 
religious influences in Ephesus. If you want to read a summary of this more extensive book, 
check out Dennis McCallum’s synopsis, “The Role of Women in the Church: New Material 
Leads To a New View.” For more on the problem addressed in 1 Tim. 2, see Phillip B. Payne, 
“Libertarian Women in Ephesus: Response to D. J. Moo’s article. ‘1 Timothy 2:11-15: Meaning 
and Significance’” (Trinity Journal 2:169-197 Fall 1981). 

If you are interested in discussing this interpretation and its implications for eldership 
in Sanctuary, we encourage you to reach out. 
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