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Women in Ministry and Marriage: The Timeless and the Temporary 
Questions or feedback: waynep@opentablechurch.org 
 
1. All of Scripture is to be interpreted with consideration of Biblical, historical, literary, and 

grammatical context.  This helps us to rightly apply the timeless truths of Scripture today. 
a. Which of the following commands in Scripture apply directly to us today, and what 

criteria do you use to decide? 
i. Leviticus 19:19 Do not wear clothing woven of two kinds of material. 

ii. Deuteronomy 19:21 Show no pity: life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, 
hand for hand, foot for foot. 

iii. Acts 15:20 Instead we should write to them, telling them to abstain from 
food polluted by idols, from sexual immorality, from the meat of strangled 
animals and from blood. 

iv. 1 Timothy 2:12 I do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a 
man; she must be silent. 

v. Ephesians 6:5 Slaves, obey your earthly masters with respect and fear, and 
with sincerity of heart, just as you would obey Christ. 

vi. John 13:14 Now that I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you 
also should wash one another's feet. 

b. Which of the following promises in Scripture apply directly to us today, and what 
criteria do you use to decide? 

i. John 14:13 Whatever you ask in My name, that will I do, so that the Father 
may be glorified in the Son. 

ii. Proverbs 22:6 Train up a child in the way he should go, even when he is old 
he will not depart from it. 

iii. Genesis 12:3 And I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses 
you I will curse. And in you all the families of the earth will be blessed. 

iv. Psalm 2:8  Ask of Me, and I will surely give the nations as Your inheritance, 
and the very ends of the earth as Your possession. 

c. Proper biblical interpretation is built on the following principles: 
i. Seek to understand the meaning to the original audience and reader.  The 

Bible was not written to us.  It was, however, written for us.  This requires an 
understanding of the historical, literary, and grammatical contexts. 

ii. Seek to determine if the text applies directly today.  Some principles: 
1. If it is about God and his character, it is timeless. 
2. Moral commands from the Old Testament that are repeated in the 

New Testament are timeless.  Examples: adultery and homosexuality 
are consistently forbidden. 

3. Commands regarding social structures shift over time.  Example: 
there is a positive shift in how woman and slaves are treated from the 
Old Testament to New Testament. 

iii. If the text does not directly apply today, determine if there are timeless 
truths that can be applied today.  Examples: 
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1. Romans 16:16 says to greet one another with a holy kiss. We do not 
apply this directly today but we do apply the underlying timeless 
command: Welcome and greet one another in a culturally 
appropriate manner. 

2. 1 Corinthians 11:5 speaks of head-covering for women.  We do not 
directly apply this command today but we do apply the principle of 
maintaining orderly worship that is respectful of Christ and honors 
the husband-wife relationship in that cultural setting.  In India, this 
often means seating women and men on opposite sides of the room.  
At Open Table Church we do not segregate the seating because it 
does not carry the same meaning in our culture. 

iv. Consider the distance between the original audience, original reader, and us 
today. This requires awareness of historical context then and now. 

v. Each passage has only one correct interpretation with many potential 
applications. 

vi. Always be humble, open to better understanding, and don’t forget the role 
of the Holy Spirit in interpretation. 

d. Good scholars who follow these time-tested hermeneutical rules/principles and seek 
to be faithful to Scripture still arrive at different conclusions about whether 
commands regarding women in ministry are directly applicable today or not. 

2. Women in ministry 
a. Open Table Church supports the interpretation of Scripture that all offices of the 

church are open to both men and women who are called and whose call is 
recognized by the local church. 

i. This reflects a Pre-Fall perspective on women (Genesis 1:26-2:3) 
1. Men and Women both bear God’s image, likeness 
2. Men and women jointly commanded to be fruitful 
3. Men and women jointly commanded to rule over creation 

ii. Gifts and ministries are given by the Holy Spirit irrespective of gender (Acts 
2:15-18; 1 Corinthians 12:4-11, 27-31; Ephesian 4:4-13) 

b. 1 Timothy 2:11-15  
i. Key interpretive question: Is this passage prescriptive and therefore timeless 

for all churches everywhere, or temporary—addressing the specific condition 
in Ephesus? 

ii. Paul seems to be addressing a particular situation.  The Ephesian church is 
being threatened by false teachers (1 Tim 1:3, 20; 4:1ff; 6:20-21).  In v.12 the 
verb used for “exercise authority” (authenteo) only appears in Scripture here, 
and it carries the meaning “domineer” which suggests that women in 
Ephesus were acting in a domineering manner.  Heavy-handed authority has 
no place in the household of God be it from a man or woman (1 Peter 5:3).  
In a 1st-century patriarchal culture, a domineering woman would be 
particularly offensive and create an obstacle for the gospel. 

iii. In response to those who interpret 2:13 as referring to a timeless truth that 
women are more prone to deception then men, note that Paul highlights 
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Eve’s deception as an illustration to undercut a domineering attitude on the 
part of a woman or women who may be false teachers. Scripture is not 
making a timeless declaration that women are more easily deceived than 
men even though the testimony of women was held in low esteem in the 
first century (Josephus Ant. 4.8.15 219; see ISBE) 

iv. The passage on childbearing 2:15 should be interpreted in relation to 5:11-15 
which indicates that some young widows were being highly disruptive in the 
church. 

v. Other notes on this passage: Paul is writing this letter to help Timothy keep 
proper order in the church in Ephesus (3:15).  This was a patriarchal culture 
and he is ensuring the church maintains social propriety within that culture.  
In 2:1-15 it is the man’s role to pray (aner in 2:8) and the woman’s role to 
learn quietly with modesty.  Paul is ensuring they keep these social norms 
because God wants all to be saved (2:1-7 which is linked by a “Therefore” to 
2:8-15).  The question for us: Is this a timeless truth from God applying to the 
church in all times and in all cultures or was it culture bound?  If it was 
timeless, then only men should pray aloud in church.  If culture bound, then 
we must discern and apply the timeless truths embedded in those 
commands in a God-honoring manner today. 

vi. Paul’s consistent concern is that nothing impedes the gospel.   
1. 1 Timothy 6:1 All who are under the yoke as slaves are to regard their 

own masters as worthy of all honor so that the name of God and our 
doctrine will not be spoken against.  

2. Titus 2:3-5  3 Older women likewise are to be reverent in their 
behavior, not malicious gossips nor enslaved to much wine, teaching 
what is good,  4 so that they may 1encourage the young women to 
love their husbands, to love their children,  5 to be sensible, pure, 
workers at home, kind, being subject to their own husbands, so that 
the word of God will not be dishonored.  

vii. In some parts of the world, an emphasis on male leadership is still culturally 
relevant.  To effectively spread the gospel in highly patriarchal cultures 
today, Christian missionaries train and equip men to lead churches (ex. parts 
of Asia, Africa, and the Middle East).  To train and equip women to fill that 
public role would stir unnecessary opposition from the culture and hinder 
the gospel.  Advocating female leadership in these types of cultures can 
create an unnecessary stumbling block (compare with food laws, disputable 
matters – Romans 14). 

3. Women in marriage 
a. Men and women who marry are called to leave and cleave to become one flesh (Ge 

2:24).  This is in the pre-fall egalitarian context (see notes on Ge 1:26-2:1 above). 
b. Oneness in marriage requires mutual submission (Eph 5:21). 
c. There are no passages in Scripture that command the husband to rule over, lead or 

exercise authority over his wife. 
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d. The timeless truths and commands underlying the specific commands in the NT 
passages include mutual submission (Eph 5:21), love and respect (5:28-33), modesty, 
mutual honoring (1 Cor 11:4-7; 1 Pet 3:7), and mutual interdependence (1 Cor 7:4; 
11:8-12).  Paul and Peter commanded wives in their patriarchal culture to be subject 
to their husbands because it conveyed respect in that culture (Titus 2:5; 1 Pet 3:1-2).  
When a wife in a patriarchal culture then or now acts without submission, even 
though she has freedom and equal standing with men in Christ, she disrespects and 
dishonors her husband.  This unsubmissive behavior would undermine the gospel in 
that cultural context. The social-cultural conditions of the first century necessitated 
the exclusive call for wives to remain subject to their husbands (cf. patriarchal 
societies today: parts of Asia, Africa, and the Middle East). 

e. Response to the view that headship is timeless because of the following passages. 
i. Ephesians 5:22-24   22 Wives, be subject to your own husbands, as to the 

Lord.  23 For the husband is the head of the wife, as Christ also is the head of 
the church, He Himself being the Savior of the body.  24 But as the church is 
subject to Christ, so also the wives ought to be to their husbands in 
everything. 

1. Response: We can state that “the husband is the head [authority] of 
the wife” is a temporary, social structure even though it is linked to a 
timeless structure “as Christ is the head of the church” because we do 
the same with Paul’s statements regarding the temporary slave-
master social structure.  Scripture does not teach that God commands 
“slaves” everywhere and at every time to obey their masters.  
Consider African slaves in the 18th and 19th centuries or sex slaves 
today.  However, Paul did command slaves to obey their masters as 
they do Christ within the first-century slave economy which was very 
different than our situation today.  Proper exegesis separates Paul’s 
link between a temporary command (slaves obey your masters 6:5) 
and the timeless truth (we are all slaves to Christ 6:5-6).  Likewise, 
Paul’s link between a temporary social structure (the husband is the 
head of the wife) and timeless structure (Christ is the head of every 
man, God is the head of Christ) can be separated.  The critical 
objective in interpretation is to identify timeless truths and 
commands in the text and apply them today in our own cultural 
contexts. 

2. Another New Testament command that sounds timeless but is not: 
a. Romans 13:1-2  Every person is to be in subjection to the 

governing authorities. For there is no authority except from 
God, and those which exist are established by God.  2 Therefore 
whoever resists authority has opposed the ordinance of God; 
and they who have opposed will receive condemnation upon 
themselves.   

b. Paul wrote this in Romans around A.D. 55.  By 62-64 Christians 
were being executing by Nero, the governing authority.  Under 



 

5 
 

Domitian, A.D. 95, Christians were executed if they refused to 
obey the authorities in declaring that the emperor was a god-
king.  In some places in the world, Christians disobey the 
governing authorities in order to meet together.  

c. Again, we must carefully distinguish between timeless truths 
and temporary applications of those truths.  Here, the 
timeless truth would be to obey the governing authorities 
unless they commanded Christians to do something contrary 
to God’s commands. 

ii. 1 Corinthians 11:3-16  
1. This passage pertains to the marriage relationship and head 

coverings, and not to women in ministry.  The purpose of the 
passage: to maintain orderly worship in Corinth that is respectful to 
Christ and honors the husband-wife relationship in that cultural 
setting. 

2. Some interpret “head” (kephale) as source. If so, there is not a 
timeless truth here regarding authority; cf. 11:8-12 which emphasize 
source/origin. In context, however, this translation is unconvincing. 

3. More likely, “head” is authority, and “the man is the head of a 
woman” is true in that particular time and place. This is not 
necessarily timeless, even though it is linked in this passage to a 
timeless truth (Christ is the head of every man; God is the head of 
Christ; cf. 3. e. i. 1. above).  Also consider mutual authority in 1 
Corinthians 7:4  The wife does not have authority over her own body, 
but the husband does; and likewise also the husband does not have 
authority over his own body, but the wife does. 

4. However kephale is translated, Paul is using a timeless analogy (Christ 
is the head of every man; God is the head of Christ) to maintain a 
cultural practice—head covering—that was relevant and applicable to 
his audience: the first-century church at Corinth. In this way he called 
them to fulfill the timeless concern that husbands and wives honor 
each other and Christ, especially in a public gathering. 

5. For more see: Can Women Speak in the Church? An Interpretation of 1 
Corinthians 14:34-35  

f. Scripture progression: 
i. Creation: equality (Ge 1:26-2:1) 

ii. Fall: inequality (Ge 3:16) 
iii. Re-Creation: equality (Eph 5:25-33; Mt 22:30 no marriage in heaven; Gal 3:28 

“in Christ”) 
iv. For a more complete look at this progression, see Slaves, Women & 

Homosexuals: Exploring the Hermeneutics of Cultural Analysis, William Webb 
v. Consider: http://www.patheos.com/blogs/jesuscreed/2012/09/14/identity-

mapping/ 
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