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Praying Men and Godly Women, 1 Timothy 2:8-15 
Portions adapted from: Timothy Peck @ Sermon Central.com 

 

Friends, this is one of the more controversial messages I have ever shared with you, so 
today, please pay close attention in order to understand what I am trying to say!  …. If 
that opener doesn’t keep you awake this morning nothing will.  

 

Three men were talking over coffee, about the amount of control they had over 
their wives. Actually two of them were talking while Bob, the third, remained 
rather quiet. 

 

After a while one of the first two says, "What about you Bob, what sort of control 
do you have over your wife?" 

 

Bob replied, “well… just the other night my wife came crawling to me on her 
hands and knees." 

 

In amazement the other two guys asked "What happened then?"  

 

"She said, ‘Get out from under that bed and fight like a man.’" 

 

There is both a lot of humor and a lot of hurt that has gone on in our age-old battle of 
the sexes about who is to be in charge in the family, in the church, and in public 
leadership roles.  Paul wrote in more detail about such issues in several of his other 
letters to the churches (c.f. 1 Corinthians 11:1-16, Ephesians 5:21-33).  The problem with the 
passage that we face today, is that Paul was not writing here for the instruction of the 
general church but rather he was writing a personal letter to his disciple Timothy – it is 
as if we are looking over Timothy’s shoulder as he reads.  However we are hampered 
by not knowing what common experiences Paul and Timothy shared between them, so 
that Paul could make comments to Timothy without giving explanation; thus we are left 
to divine, as best we can, what he meant by his statements.  Some of them, like Paul’s 
reference to “salvation through childbirth,” we may never know what he was referring 
to.  That is what makes this portion of Timothy’s letter on male/female roles in public 
worship perhaps one of the most difficult passages in our New Testament to figure out.   

 

 Some churches interpret Paul’s remarks on women’s style of dress,  their 
“silence,” and non-leadership roles in the church as universal Biblical truths to be 
honored in all times and cultures.    

 It is also this text that has been historically used to declare that women are not 
Biblically allowed to be pastors, church leaders, or even adult Sunday School 
teachers.  
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 Alternately, Others interpret this text as merely historically specific instructions 
for that time and place and thus non-applicable to modern culture.   

 

Today, I will try to explain why I disagree with both of these interpretations. 

But having said that, the task still remains for us – together – to determine  

 What is the Christian basis of the instructions Paul was giving to 
Timothy about how men and women should behave in public worship? 

 And what if any lessons can we pull out of this section for ourselves 
today? 

------------------------------------ 

 

First let me briefly explain the three basic ways that various groups have interpreted 
this specific passage.  As I said, 

1. There are some, who in focusing just on these words alone, without checking the 
larger context of all scripture, teach that Paul’s remarks on women’s dress, 
silence, and non-leadership in the Church are Biblical mandates that should be 
followed at all times and in all cultures.  Long plain dresses and head coverings 
on their women, usually identify these churches.  

a. But the problem with this interpretation is that it ignores both Biblical and 
even Paul’s commendations of women evangelists, leaders, teachers, and 
prophets who would have been doing so in conflict with this narrow 
Biblical mandate. 

b. Also, if Paul was writing universal Biblical mandates rather than culturally 
based advice, why then has the church ignored his other instruction here; 
that men need to be lifting  up their hands in prayer; rather than bowing 
heads and folding hands as we do now?   

Which reminds me of a joke.  What makes a Presbyterian 
evangelist very happy? (hold up one hand).  What makes him nervous? 
(hold up two hands).   

 

2. A second way of interpreting this text is that it was only a historically specific 
instruction based on circumstances in the city of Ephesus in Paul’s day and was  
not intended as guidance for us today (Since in Paul’s day, outspoken, braided 
hair, richly dressed women were usually temple prostitutes, but these days they 
are usually Hollywood starlets). 

a. The main problem with this interpretation is that it thus treats the Bible 
more as a historical record than as our “God breathed” continuing guide 
for living. 

 

3. A third way of understanding this text is that Paul was advising Timothy to teach 
his church members an attitude of missionary-minded cultural 
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accommodation: Which means that Christians should voluntarily curb their 
public liberties for the sake of “behaving properly,” according to the rules of the 
culture where they live (living peaceful, quite, holy lives), so that their 
proclamation of the Gospel might not be hindered and “that all people might be 
saved” (2:4).  This is my understanding of this text, since the main 
message in this portion of Paul’s letter is not about male/female roles 
but rather about   

 Christ came into our world to save sinners (1:15), Because 

 God wants everyone (all kinds of people) to be saved (2:4)  

 and thus we are to pray and live lives that advance God’s work in 
our world (2:1-4).  

 

According to this third understanding there are within this text “missionary minded 
truths” we can still apply today: 

1. Such as our continued need as Christians to live lives of prayer and 
peaceful holiness with all people, in all cultures, for the sake of sharing 
with them the Gospel.  

2. And our need to live uncompromised lives where our public behavior 
endorses rather than undercuts our Christian testimony; such as humility 
on the part of men and modesty on the part of women, displaying our 
faith by our good deeds and voluntary submission to cultural attitudes of 
authority (for example Christian men in a Jewish culture wearing a head 
covering in worship, while similarly Christian women in Muslim cultures  
wearing a head covering and avoiding pants while out in public) 

3. And men and women living with proper deference to each other in a way 
that honors God and their mutually beneficial complimentary design within 
our cultural context 

 

Now that I have already given you my concluding “take homes” for the day, let’s see if 
we can get there from this text. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Remember that Paul opened this letter by emphasizing God’s desire for everyone to be 
saved and Christ’s coming into our world to do just that.  For these reasons, in 
another letter, Paul claimed that he had become “all things to all people so 
that he might save some” ( 1 Corinthians 9:19-23). Paul’s chameleon-esque lifestyle 
is a clear example of missionary-minded cultural accommodation.  This is the 

missionary-minded cultural accommodation. 

mrans becoming all things to all people  

so that we might save some 
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same mindset that he is now urging Timothy to teach the church; that we should also  
voluntarily live in such a way that promotes the spread of God’s Good news in our 
world. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Going into specifics of such a lifestyle, Paul starts by encouraging the men to publicly 
pray while living – without anger and argument – in support of their prayers. Lifting 
up your hands in prayer was the normal prayer posture among both 
Christians and Jews in the first century.  But here Paul seems less concerned with 
their posture and more concerned with their hearts.  Coming to God in worship while 
harboring anger or unresolved conflict in our heart is a clear violation of Jesus’ teaching 
in his Sermon on the Mount, that we should leave our offering at the altar and be 
reconciled with our offended Christian brother or sister before presenting an offering to 
God (Matt 5:23-24).  Here then is the take home from this verse: whether folded or 
uplifted, our hands are not holy in worship if our hearts are filled with anger and 
unresolved conflict. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Next, Paul addresses the women.  That the original Greek uses the word "Likewise" is 
important because it applies Paul’s comments about not compromising one’s public 
prayer life by anger or argument also to the women in the church.  In his letter to the 
Corinthian Church, Paul had previously written instructions for how women should 
publicly pray and prophecy in a culturally appropriate manner (see: 1 Corinthians 11).  Again 
here, he seems more concerned with the attitude displayed by the style of clothing they 
were wearing while doing so.  Specifically, Paul is teaching that both the way you act 
and dress in public can be either an endorsement of or hindrance to God’s Good News 
that you would share with the world?  

 

I desire, then, that in every place  

the men should pray,  

lifting up holy hands  

without anger or argument 

1 Timothy 2:8 

[Likewise] also that the women  

should dress themselves modestly  

and decently in suitable clothing,  

not with their hair braided,  

or with gold, pearls, or expensive clothes, 

 (verse 9) 
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So Paul is encouraging women – and today he would also encourage men – to carefully 
consider what alternative message our lifestyle and our clothing may be communicating 
about ourselves especially when we are participating in worship, but also every other 
day of our lives. Think of how this lesson should have applied to the late Tammy Faye 
Baker or former televangelists Paul and Janice Crouch. 

 

This word "modest" refers both to clothing that’s not overly showy or extravagantly 
expensive.  The word “decent” refers to clothing that is not sexually seductive. And the 
word "suitable," summarizes that we should be using sensible judgment about all the 
clothing we wear; whether our pants are too low, our shorts are too short, or whether 
we are flaunting a Louis Vuitton purse, or our $500 dollar Niké shoes. 

 

For Ephesian women, the opposite of modesty in their culture was displayed by braided 
hair, gold, pearls, and expensive clothing.  Now before you start looking around to see 
if anyone here has braids, gold or pearls, you need to know that in Ephesian culture, 
extravagant clothing, braided hair, and gold, was the uniform the temple prostitutes for 
Aphrodite, the Greek goddess of love.  Apparently some of the Christian Ephesian 
women were tempted to copy their stylish hairdos and accessories when they got 
“dressed up” for worship. 

 

Thus braided hair and gold accessories, in their world, was dressing seductively. 
Similarly the wearing of pearls was dressing extravagantly. Pearls were the most 
expensive kind of jewelry you could buy in the Roman world. Thus, wearing pearls and 
expensive clothing to worship meant that women were dressing in a way that called 
attention to their wealth and affluence. Such attitudes, as displayed by the 
inappropriate clothing we wear, is not in accordance with the peaceful, godly, and 
dignified life to which we Christians have been called.  

 

Thinking about this verse, I was immediately reminded of the cost and style of clothing 
that we see this time of year at the various Hollywood Award programs. The cameras 
love to focus on men and women wearing clothing that cost more money than you or I 
make in a year. And some of the dresses the women wear are so revealing that they 
seem to defy the laws of gravity just by staying on. I think Paul would say, "Don’t be 
surprised when they do such things at the Academy Awards, but beware when you start 
dressing like that for worship." Instead, says Paul, Christian women and men should 
advertize who they are, not by their clothing, but with good works that are consistent 
with their claim to to be followers of Christ.  

 

So, it is very important that we understand how this missionary accommodation 
principle applies differently to us now from when it applied to the Ephesians back then.   
For example, I read of one Christian man who, because of a literal interpretation of this 
verse, refused to allow his wife to wear her gold wedding band outside of the house.  
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But today, if I met a man or woman who I knew was married and I noticed that they 
were not wearing their wedding band, I would assume that they were pretending to be 
unmarried.  So to strictly apply this scripture’s prohibition against wearing gold would 
now have the opposite of its intended effect; because in our culture, for a married 
person, not normally wearing their wedding band is an immodest act.  

 

Cultures change and thus what is “modest” also must change according to current 
cultural standards. Even our most conservative swimsuits today, would be shockingly 
immodest by Victorian standards.  So our missionary-minded accommodations must be 
adjusted to meet the modesty requirements of each culture in which we live.  

 

I don’t think this passage is forbidding women from adorning themselves to enhance 
their beauty. Bible teacher John Stott agrees when he says, "Paul recognizes both that 
women are beautiful and that they should increase and exhibit their beauty. There is no 
biblical warrant in these verses for women to neglect their appearance, [or] conceal 
their beauty or become [drab]…The question is how they should adorn themselves" 
(Stott, John R. W. 1996. Guard the Truth: The Message of 1 Timothy and Titus. InterVarsity Press. Page 83).  Which the 
accommodation principle for Christian men and women teaches is modestly, decently, 
and suitably: not dressing in a way that calls attention to yourself seductively or 
extravagantly. 

 

And now we come to the more difficult verses 11 & 12.  Paul writes: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

One of both the benefits and hazards of our vast English vocabulary is that our ability to 
choose different words - especially while doing translation work - which can “prejudice” 
(can communicate completely different attitudes), from what may have been originally 
meant.  Notice here, that I changed the word “silence”  back to the word “quiet”  which 
was the way that same Greek word was just previously translated in verse two (pray 
that we might live “quite” lives).  There’s can be a radically different understanding of 
Paul’s instruction to “be quiet” as opposed to “be silent.”  But before we even get to 
that thought,  don’t overlook how dangerously radical was Paul’s instruction to 
”let a woman learn.” 

 

Let a woman learn in silence [quietly]  

with full submission.  

I permit no woman to teach or  

to have authority over a man;  

she is to keep silent [be quiet].   

(1 Timothy 2:11-12) 
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While the Jewish culture gave more protections to women than did the Greco/Roman 
world, both cultures treated women as subservient; as lesser humans, not needing any 
more than instruction in their domestic skills.  So, realize how radical Jesus was in 
speaking to women as equals, including them among his disciples, and in encouraging 
them to learn.  This is not the reason why the people of his day killed Jesus, but had 
they thought about it they probably would have added this to their list of justifications. 

 

So Christianity from its very beginning has contained these radical concepts of the 
complimentary equality of men and women, slave or free within God’s kingdom, and 
their necessary mutual submission to one another within the realm of the Christian 
home (c.f. Galatians 3:28, Ephesians 5:21-33).  But Christians must live in and witness 
to a fallen world where Gods’ original design for male/female complimentary equality 
has long been regarded as competitive inequality.   

 

Think about this for a moment. Does not our culture continue to regard women as 
lesser than, as unequal to men?  Yes we still do, but we do so in more subtle ways 
these days than non-western cultures who still abuse and enslave a disproportionately 
larger number young girls and women, and who would gladly shoot a girl in the face for 
just trying to get an education. 

 

But the Church must function within and witness to these fallen public realms, all the 
while trying not to scandalize there different public standards.  That is why, in his letter 
to the Corinthian Church, Paul made a cryptic remark about women publicly wearing 
head coverings because of the angels (1 Cor. 11:10).  That word “angel” literally means 
“messengers” but in Paul’s day it also meant “spies.” 

 

So to encourage women to come to church to learn their faith and the scriptures was 
actually a dangerously radical thing to be doing in a culture that already suspected 
Christians of paganistic and unpatriotic activities.  Which is why I believe Paul added the 
caution that women were to do so quietly, on the “low low,” while displaying culturally 
approved submission to their husbands so as to not draw any unwanted cultural 
criticism.  The last thing missionary minded Christians need is cultural rejection their 
lifestyle…. Not if they are truly trying to lead people to Christ.  

 

Now, if you think by such interpretation of these texts that I am trying to dilute, 
Scriptural mandates, notice that in this text Paul was careful to twice describe his 
instructions to Timothy not as rules never to be broken but as advice and personal 
opinion that he hoped Timothy would follow.   Paul could have written “I demand” and 
“never permit” but instead he wrote “I desire,”  “I do not permit” (vs. 8, 12), thus 
allowing room for the practice of his advice to change as culture changed.   
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Thus, it has always been my understanding of the complimentary equality of sexes 
within God’s kingdom along with this idea of missionary accommodation – that has led 
me even at the start of my ministry to embrace the idea of equal opportunity for men 
and women at all levels of service in the modern western Church, from teachers, to 
Deacons, to Elders, to Pastors, to Missionaries and Evangelists.  For everyone who has 
been gifted and called to such ministries for the sake of serving as an under-shepherd 
to Jesus Christ – who is the only authoritative head of our church – should be allowed 
thus to serve, while those who think that these positions grant inherent authority, 
respectability, or prestige should as best as possible be blocked.  And yet in another 
culture, these same positions might have to be held secretly. 

 

Christian men and women can together mutually support, serve, learn, lead, and grow 
in their faith while quietly, patiently, peacefully submissively – which applies to men as 
well – working to win their neighbors and their world for the kingdom of God (on male 

submission c.f. Romans 12:3-13:6). 

 

And this has been the way that Christianity gradually, successfully, dramatically 
changed western culture over these past 2,000 years.  But it has not been fast, not 
without great personal sacrifice and cost, and not without its reversals.  Just think…. 

 It has only been since our great grandparent’s day that the teachings of 
Christianity, for the second time in western history, rid our culture of the sin of 
slavery  -- but not without one of the bloodiest wars in modern history. 

 It was only in our grandparent’s day that women and minorities were finally 
given their equal right to vote. 

 It was only in our parent’s day that women and minorities were allowed equal 
access to education and employment 

 It has only been in our day, that women and minorities are finally beginning to 
earn equal pay for equal work.  Yet they still have not achieved much in the way 
of equal recognition, equal advancement, for equal abilities. 

 In our children’s day, I am afraid that fallen culture has taken its ongoing battle 
of the sexes in a truly a deviant direction.  In response to demands for complete 
equality of the sexes, culture is no longer willing to admit that there are any 
complimentary differences between men and women – which will always be 
there no matter how loudly denied.   

 And culture is further blurring these distinctions by now treating sexuality as a 
personally chosen identity on a fluid continuum between maleness and 
femaleness rather than the God designed biologically determined reality that it is. 

 

Trust me, this latest cultural deviancy in the battle of the sexes will leave behind many 
casualties, many broken people, that we Christians have been placed here to rescue, to 
heal, to redeem, by willingly, lovingly, quietly, peaceably, prayerfully, sacrificing our 
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personal rights for the sake of helping others find their way into God’s Kingdom … 
according to this very Christian principle of missionary-minded cultural accommodation. 

----------------- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Now you may have noticed that I have so far completely ignored Paul’s most difficult 
remarks about Adam coming before Eve and her becoming the first transgressor of the 
law.   

 

Why?  Because frankly, I do not know what Paul was referring to here.  Genesis’ first 
story of the creation, has God creating male and female both in His own image and 
blessing both of them as co-rulers of the planet; without ranking either sex over the 
other (Genesis 1:26-29).  Only after the fall, where complimentary abilities now became 
competitive, were women ranked below men (Genesis 3:16). 

 

I also know that in Romans chapter 5 (verses 12-21), Paul laid out a very careful 
exposition on how it was the man Adam who first brought sin, and death upon the 
human race; thus necessitating that the man Jesus Christ, the last Adam, come into our 
world to break the curse and offer salvation to all those sons and daughters of Adam 
and Eve who would accept God’s offered gift of forgiveness.   

 

So, since I cannot figure out what Paul is referencing in this text, and because I am out 
of time, I will leave these remarks alone.  But, since he just mentioned Eve, I would 
hazard to guess that Paul’s remark on “salvation by childbirth” might hearken back to 
God’s original promise to the woman, that this future savior would come through her.  
That man who came to save the world, first would have to be born of a woman.  And 
thus men and women continue to be complimentary equals in God’s eyes, as it will one 
day again be in the new heavens and new earth. 

 

I have given you a lot to think about today and much that I have had to leave out due 
to time constraints. There are copies in the back for you to pick up and chew upon.  
And I certainly hope that if you have questions, you will find your way into one of our 
small groups, or the Tuesday afternoon Something More Bible study; all of whom will 
be discussing these topics next week. 

 

For Adam was formed first, then Eve;  

and Adam was not deceived,  

but the woman was deceived  

and became a transgressor.  

Yet she will be saved through childbearing,  


