
Culture-Bound: Part One 
 

Sooner or later in the story we find ourselves in we come to the part that culture plays, 

especially the part culture played in the original writing of Scripture and the part it plays 

in our interpretation and application of Scripture today. What in Scripture, people 

wonder, is timeless, universal truth untouched by culture? And what is culture-bound?   

 

For a case study of this issue, we will look at the public role of women in the church and 

take as a starting point 1 Timothy 2:9-15, specifically Paul’s injunction in verse 12, “I do 

not permit a woman to teach or have authority over a man.” Now thirty-five years ago 

armed with that text, I would have told you that women are not to hold public leadership 

roles in church, and I would have supposed that those who thought otherwise were selling 

out to their culture, and a liberal, feminist, permissive culture at that. But shortly after 

that, I came to see that, yes, culture does play a role in all these matters, but not 

necessarily the role I had thought it did. I came to realize this partly from seeing that the 

actual practices of the contemporary church were more than a little confusing – that we 

were making a lot of fine distinctions: between what could be done in a church 

auditorium and what could be done in a Christian living room; between classes and 

worship services; between pews and pulpit; between seated and standing; between 

written and spoken.   

 

Moreover, we were not being consistent in the way we interpreted Scripture. Many 

examples could be given, but I could just take our text, 1 Timothy 2:9-15. For a very long 

time, we’d understood the prohibition against women braiding their hair as cultural 

(“Times change”), but we would say that the prohibition against women teaching three 

verses later is not cultural. So some thirty-five years ago I began to study this subject, at 

first only to defend the way things were. And I studied it thoroughly, but there were just 

too many things that didn’t fit, that didn’t square with Scripture or real life, so I kept 

studying. I came to see: that God had created both male and female in his image (Genesis 

1); that Jesus’ teachings were egalitarian, that he urged his followers to no longer think in 

terms of domination, of who lords it over whom, of who exercises authority over whom; 

that on the very first day the church met Peter had envisioned that “your sons and 

daughters will prophesy,” that on both men and women God would pour out his Spirit 

(Acts 2); and that Paul himself had declared that in Christ “there is neither Jew nor 

Greek, slave nor free, male nor female” (Galatians 3).   

 

I came to see that when Paul wrote to Corinth in 1 Corinthians 14 and to Ephesus in 1 

Timothy 2, he was guiding his first Christian readers in the setting in which they lived; he 

was not making their first-century setting valid and mandatory for all times. He was 

writing under the shadow of Rome, a fallen world where no respectable woman could 

speak in public. Moreover, he was writing to a small persecuted minority with no 

realistic, loving way to change the deep structures of its society. It was an age that was 

culture-bound. It was an age that insisted on hierarchy, on a rigid chain of command 

under its Roman masculine elite, on clear patterns of dominance and subordination 

learned from men like Plato and Aristotle. It was an age of sophisticated brutality and 



military occupation. It was an Empire. It was an age so misogynistic that many men in 

the highest class of Greek-Roman society chose homosexuality, because why love a 

woman, why be intimate with a woman, when men were so much more noble, more 

admirable, more physically beautiful, in fact, superior in every way? It was an age when 

an aristocratic father (the paterfamilias) had life-and-death authority over everyone in his 

household, and nothing would be allowed to challenge his authority. And Paul will say, 

“Pray that we may live peaceful and quiet lives.” 

 

Paul was writing in dangerous times, years when James, the Lord’s brother, was killed, 

when Peter was killed, and when he himself had just spent most of five years as a Roman 

prisoner. These were years in which frankly any caring Christian man would caution 

against women rising to prominence, just as a matter of safety and security. The Roman 

elite already suspected eastern religions of subverting Roman values. The satirist Juvenal 

in the early second-century complained that the Syrian Orontes had poured into the Tiber; 

he was saying that the river of Christian Antioch was pouring sewage into the river of 

Rome undermining its authority patterns and its ways of doing things. And Paul was 

calling his readers to live as disciples of Christ within the leadership structures of his day, 

so “Slaves, obey your masters.” He was guiding Christians in the setting in which they 

lived; he was not making their setting valid and mandatory for all time.   

 

So Paul was doing in 1 Timothy 2:9-15 what he did in 1 Corinthians 14:33-35 when he 

asked Christian women in Corinth to remain silent and submissive in church. He was 

asking them – in spite of their freedom in Christ – to accommodate to contemporary 

standards of decency. In 1 Corinthians 14 Paul wrote what the moralist Plutarch also 

wrote, that respectable women should not be heard in public, and what the historian Livy 

quoted Cato as saying, that Roman matrons accosting other women’s husbands (about 

political matters) should have asked their own husbands at home. Paul wrote then exactly 

what he had to – to keep the church respectable in Corinth. As near as we can tell, he was 

asking Christian woman to quit disrupting worship by asking misguided questions out 

loud, the kinds of questions only the uneducated would ask, questions that are always 

disruptive. 

 

Paul’s instructions to Timothy at Ephesus (in 1 Timothy 2:9-15) arise out the same 

concerns and address the same Greek-Roman society. But they also take into account a 

specific heresy, a specific weird idea, or set of ideas, plaguing the Ephesian church. This 

Ephesian “strangeness” involved myths and endless genealogies (1 Timothy 1:3-7). And 

women were heavily involved in it and deceived by it. We know this from the text, the 

references: in 1 Timothy 4:7 to “old wives’ tales” (these were, as far as we know, the 

original old wives); in 1 Timothy 5:13-15 to women leaving their homes and meeting 

together as idlers, gossips and busybodies; and in 2 Timothy 3:6-7 to weak-willed women 

susceptible to wild speculation.   

 

This heresy or weirdness appears to be an early form of Jewish Gnosticism. Gnostics 

were those elitists who claimed to have special knowledge; gnosis was the Greek word 

for knowledge. The religious climate in Ephesus focused on Artemis as the Mother 

Goddess and glorified female primacy. This was the region that gave birth to the legends 



of male-hating Amazons. Expressed in Jewish terms, one would say Eve – the feminine 

principle – came first; she created Adam, gave birth to Adam; after all, did not women 

give birth to men, not men to women? The notion that woman came before man, the 

female before the male, was, in fact, as old as recorded history. In any case, in response, 

Paul insists that women are not to teach or have authority over (in the Greek, they are not 

to authentein) a man. This is the only time the verb authentein is used in the New 

Testament. There is another word for authority, and it shows up often. But this is it for 

authentein. That alerts the interpreter to think hard here. Authentein means either (1) to 

domineer or to seize authority in an overbearing way; or (2) to claim authorship of, to 

claim to be the origin or source of. And Paul is saying: The feminine did not create the 

masculine. Adam was formed first. And far from the woman possessing special gnosis, it 

was she who was deceived. The creation story, he says, offers no room for female 

primacy. Women, as novices, are to learn in a spirit of quiet submission.   

 

There are things I do not know about this text, for instance, what verse 15 means – that 

women will be saved (kept safe, maybe?) through childbearing. But again it starts to 

make a lot of sense (and it’s the only way that makes sense, really, to me) if it’s a 

response to some Gnostic horror of the body, the physical, or sexual and ordinary bodily 

functions. In any case, there is a strong circumstantial and cultural aspect to Paul’s 

instructions to both Corinth and Ephesus. In both cases, the background is the inferior 

training and education of women, and in each case, Paul offers a long-range solution, in 

this text, “A woman should learn in quietness and full submission.” They shouldn’t stay 

unlearned.   

—Dale Pauls 

Part Two (of two) next week 

 

 

 

 


