
Women in Leadership 
When conversations turn to church structure there inevitably arises the discussion of women in leadership. It is 
important not to treat the issue the same as the world does.  In the world it is necessary, for equality and to 
protect against abuse, that genders be treated the same.  This blurring of the lines between male and female 
even allows for a multitude of genders all with equal validity and rights.  However, in the church we enjoy God’s 
perfect design that consists of two complimentary genders functioning within His will and at their highest 
pleasure and potential. This article will address gender roles in the context of church leadership.  There seems 
to be unity in our leadership in the understanding that only men are to be elders, so this article will not address 
women as elders as seen in 1Ti3:2.  The remaining difficult questions to be answered are: 
 

1) Does scripture forbid women from leading a ministry in the church? 
2) Does scripture forbid women from teaching in the church? 

 
The objection of women in leadership seems to primarily come from two sections of scripture; 1Co14:34-35 & 
1Ti 2:11-15.  Scripture does not contradict itself, so we will use the simple verses to help us gain insight into 
the difficult ones.  Let us also not confuse the gift of prophecy with leadership. 1Co14 is often misused in that 
way. Women are gifted with the same spiritual gifts as men. Rom 12:6 doesn’t list the gifts for men separate 
from women. Both are made in the image of God (Gen 1:27).  To have a firm background on the precedent of 
female prophets here are a few examples you can look up for yourself: 
 
 

● Miriam, the sister of Moses (Exodus 15:20, Numbers 12:2) also considered one of the liberators of 
Israel. 

● Deborah (Judges 4:4). 
● Huldah (2 Kings 22:14). 
● The wife of Isaiah (Isaiah 8:3). 
● Noadiah, a false prophetess (Nehemiah 6:14). 
● Anna, the daughter of Phanuel (Luke 2:36). 
● The four daughters of Philip (Acts 21:9). 
● Your sons and daughters will prophesy (Joel 2:28-29) 

 
 
Keeping this in mind let us now read from 1 Corinthians about the proper use of gifts in the church. This 
section of scripture uses the word “speak” in reference to prophecy and tongues as is also mentioned in 
1Pt4:11.  
 
1Co14:20-35 
Brethren, do not be children in your thinking; yet in evil be infants, but in your thinking be mature. 21 
In the Law it is written, “BY MEN OF STRANGE TONGUES AND BY THE LIPS OF STRANGERS I WILL SPEAK TO 

THIS PEOPLE, AND EVEN SO THEY WILL NOT LISTEN TO ME,” says the Lord. 22 So then tongues are for a 
sign, not to those who believe but to unbelievers; but prophecy is for a sign, not to unbelievers but to 
those who believe. 23 Therefore if the whole church assembles together and all speak in tongues, 
and ungifted men or unbelievers enter, will they not say that you are mad? 24 But if all prophesy, and 
an unbeliever or an ungifted man enters, he is convicted by all, he is called to account by all; 25 the 
secrets of his heart are disclosed; and so he will fall on his face and worship God, declaring that God 



is certainly among you. 26 What is the outcome then, brethren? When you assemble, each one has a 
psalm,has a teaching, has a revelation, has a tongue, has an interpretation. Let all things be done for 
edification. 27 If anyone speaks in a tongue, it should be by two or at the most three, and each in 
turn, and one must interpret; 28 but if there is no interpreter, he must keep silent in the church; and let 
him speak to himself and to God. Note: “him” and “himself” are gender neutral and include women. 
Also, “speak” here is in the context of speaking in tongues. 29 Let two or three prophets speak, and 
let the others pass judgment. 30 But if a revelation is made to another who is seated, the first one 
must keep silent.  
 
It seems in verse 30 that the words from the prophets were being interrupted, maybe with a clarifying 
word, or a question, or even a judgement on it’s validity. This “keep silent” teaching applies to both 
men and women prophets and will be useful to understanding 1 timothy2.  It is comforting to see that 
the genders haven’t changed. Women are created with more words. No surprise there. It is part of His 
design. It is how women are also made in the image of God. Scripture offers many feminine aspects 
such as Mt 23:37. The church needs these nurturing aspects of His image. It is also worth noting that 
in the synagogue women would be seated separately from the men, not because they were lesser, 
but because they wanted the focus of prayer to be on God and not the pretty girl prophesying next to 
you. 
 
31 For you can all prophesy one by one, so that all may learn and all may be exhorted; 32 and the 
spirits of prophets are subject to prophets; 33 for God is not a God of confusion but of peace, as in all 
the churches of the saints.  
 
Paul is instructing us on orderly worship.  There must have been some occurrence of an out of order 
or confusing service.  The word for “speaking” up to this point has been in reference to prophecy and 
tongues.  We have already established that women are given prophetic words and tongues further 
supported by the use of “all”.  It is possible that women were given words by God that, when spoken 
in church, upset the order of authority Paul outlines in 1Co11:5. These, also difficult verses, tell us 
that women prophecy, but should do so with a “covering”. These women seated on the other side of 
the room were not talking among themselves, but to the congregation.  It seems the women were 
speaking out about the prophetic words given.  Verse 32 says that the women’s prophetic words are 
subject to judging and correcting by all the other non speaking prophets. Paul clarifies this point in 
verse 34. We will see that the exception is that wives are not to judge the validity of a prophecy. 
Tongues are not included in this as they are to be spoken with interpretation given by the Spirit. If a 



wife judged a prophecy it would bypass the husband’s role of authority God has established. The 
following verses are a continuation of this idea of passing judgment as to the validity of a prophecy.  
 
34 The women are to keep silent in the churches; for they are not permitted to speak, but are to 
subject themselves, just as the Law also says. 35 If they desire to learn anything, let them ask their 
own husbands at home; for it is improper for a woman to speak in church.  
 
There is no law that requires women to be silent.  The word “speak” here is still in reference to 
prophecy. Paul is saying that the women are not to judge a prophecy by speaking out in church. Paul 
may be referring to Gen 3:16 where the wives will want to dominate or rule their husband. He may be 
referring to Num 5:19 that speaks of the husband’s authority over his wife. Most likely he has these in 
mind and the Spirit-inspired Ep 5:23-29. In Ephesians we see the mutual love and respect in the 
christian marriage that overflows into church function.  
 
36 Was it from you that the word of God first went forth? Or has it come to you only?  
 
It seems that the women were being given words (prophecy & tongues) by God and either wanted to 
be heard, wanted to join in the judgment, or wanted instruction on the use of the gifts.  
 
37 If anyone thinks he is a prophet or spiritual, let him recognize that the things which I write to you 
are the Lord’s commandment.  38 But if anyone does not recognize this, he is not recognized. 39 
Therefore, my brethren, desire earnestly to prophesy, and do not forbid to speak in tongues. 40 But 
all things must be done properly and in an orderly manner. 
 
Again, “he” and “him” in these verses are gender neutral.  In what seems like a contradiction, Paul 
says not to forbid speaking, but do it in an orderly manner.  This must include the women ( “saints” in 
v33).  Paul is saying that since the Spirit gives interpretation of tongues it is permissible for a woman 
to speak in tongues to the congregation.  
 
Now that we have some understanding of 1 Corinthians 14 we can move on to the other commonly 
used scripture to suggest women cannot teach. It comes from 1Ti2:8-15. Before we dive into these 
verses it is important again to have an understanding of the historical precedent of women speaking 
and teaching.  Could a wife teach at home? Did a wife have authority at home (1Ti5:14)? Could a wife 
teach her husband at home? Yes, yes, and yes.  Would it be improper for a wife to command or 
discipline her husband? Yes. While the bible offers a dominantly male narrative because of the 



authority placed on men, here are a few examples of women teaching and having authority that you 
can study for yourself: 

● Hagar was told to submit to Sarah’s authority in Gen16:9 
● Esther commanded Israel, had authority over the house of Haman and established a holiday 

observed by Jews today.  
● Junia (Rom16:7) was considered to be an apostle. 
● Acts 1 - women were part of deciding who would be the next apostle.  
● Women are to teach what is good in Tit2:3.  
● We are the bride of Christ (Rev19:7) 
● 1 Sam 25 - Abigail had greater wisdom than her husband Nabal as her authority. Although 

historical records show he was probably a very powerful and influential man. 
● The idyllic Pro31:26 woman teaches. 
● There are female deacons (deaconess Ro16:1) 
● Mary Magdalene was told to announce the resurrection (Jn20:1-18) 
● A husband and wife team correct and teach Apollos (Acts18:26) 

 
1Ti2:8-15 
8 Therefore I want the men in every place to pray, lifting up holy hands, without wrath and dissension. 
9 Likewise, I want women to adorn themselves with proper clothing, modestly and discreetly, not with 
braided hair and gold or pearls or costly garments, 10 but rather by means of good works, as is 
proper for women making a claim to godliness. 11 A woman must quietly receive instruction with 
entire submissiveness.  
 
Should women not speak in the church? Why would they come? Remember the word “teach” in 
reference to remaining quiet in 1Co14:30? The one instructing would be an elder.  It is an elder that 
would be managing the house of God and also have the authority to tell someone to remain quiet. 
They would also have the final authority on the validity of a prophecy.  The emphasis in verse 11 is on 
“receiving” instruction with entire submissiveness. These Spirit filled intelligent wives had things to 
say and may not have received instruction quietly. Going back to 1Co11 we see that this is out of 
God’s designed roles for husbands and wives.  These verses speak of the relationship between a 
wife and her husband, not all men.  
 
12 But I do not allow a woman to teach or exercise authority over a man, but to remain quiet.  
 
Note: The word “or” here is also used as “nor” or “even”.  The use of the conjunction ties the two 
actions together becoming one thing.  Paul is not saying that women can’t teach and they also can’t 
exercise authority.  We have already seen that women can teach and more, they can prophesy. 
Women also have authority (Gen16:9) just not authority over her husband. Tying these two actions 
together is like saying the pizza is good and hot. We would be saying the pizza is one thing, hot.  So it 



is this authoritative teaching (Mk1:27) that is prohibited for women.  It is important to note that the 
idea is not that the husband is smarter than his wife, it is about authority, direction, discipline, and 
protection. Men can sin in their lack of leadership in the same way women can sin in their 
insubordination.  
 
13 For it was Adam who was first created, and then Eve. 14 And it was not Adam who was deceived, 
but the woman being deceived, fell into transgression. 15 But women will be preserved through the 
bearing of children if they continue in faith and love and sanctity with self-restraint. 
 
Romans 5:12 says that it is Adam’s fault that sin entered the world because he was not leading his 
wife. See, in taking the fruit, Eve began setting the vision and direction of the home.  This is what is 
prohibited. It is probably no surprise that the very next chapter in 1Timothy is about the requirements 
of elders. It is the elder’s role to manage the house of God.  It is the elders that have the authority to 
“teach” or “instruct” a person to remain quiet. The role of correcting, disciplining, and directing the 
course of church affairs falls to the elders, a male only role.  This last verse is difficult, but seems to 
be saying that the first man came from God, all other men come from woman. She therefore has a 
large burden and privilege that is in no way inferior. Can a woman lead the same way a man does? 
Yes. She has equal intelligence, equal gifting, and even authority over those in her care.  The 
Proverbs 31 woman is encouraged to be productive and manage her business and household in 
wisdom.  So then a woman can lead a church ministry and give directions to those in her charge 
under the covering of the elders should a false teaching arise. So what then, if She would need to 
discipline someone on her ministry team or a volunteer? There is something to be gleaned from 
Mt18:15-17.  
 
Mt18:15-17 
15 “If your brother sins, go and show him his fault in private; if he listens to you, you have won your 
brother. 16 “But if he does not listen to you, take one or two more with you, so that BY THE MOUTH OF 

TWO OR THREE WITNESSES EVERY FACT MAY BE CONFIRMED.  17 “If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to 
the church; and if he refuses to listen even to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax 
collector. 
 
Even a male leader in the church, if needing to correct someone on his team,  would have to meet 
with that person one-on-one to work things out before taking the matter to the elders.  Therefore if a 
man in leadership would have to take the matter to the elders and does not hold teaching authority, 
surely a woman would follow the same process.   Any male or female, married or single that is 
devoted to Christ would be covered under the authority of the elders whose position is one of 
servants  (Mk10:42-45) to build up the church (2Co13:10) as a husband builds up his wife. In 
summary, a woman can hold any position in the church except elder.  She is also not prohibited from 
leading or teaching anyone anywhere in the church with the exception of setting the direction of the 
church, or disciplining a false teacher. A woman in leadership is expected to understand the word of 
God. She should not avoid explaining difficult portions of scripture simply because of gender. This is a 
short explanation. The elders welcome your questions or concerns that have not been answered.  
 


