
Chapter 3: 1 Timothy 

 

The contrast scholars often draw between the Acts of Paul and Thecla and 1 Timothy 

reflects and contributes to the narrative about women’s exclusion from leadership in the early 

church. Feminist interpreters have understood 1 Timothy as part of the pattern of church 

institutionalization that pushed out women leaders.1 From this perspective, the letter seeks to 

suppress women whom the author understands as teaching another message (ἑτεροδιδασκαλεῖν, 

heterodidaskalein, 1:3). Women who have been speaking freely are now characterized as “saying 

what they should not say” (λαλοῦσαι τὰ µὴ δέοντα, lalousai ta mē deonta, 5:13) and are 

instructed to remain silent (2:12). By contrast, Thecla, though initially silent, transforms into a 

religious leader who is commissioned by Paul to teach the word of God (41). Because the 

interpretation of 1 Timothy plays an important role in the ways scholars interpret the ATh, I turn 

here to 1 Timothy before addressing the ATh in the next chapter. 

Interpreters of 1 Timothy draw on two centuries of scholarship that approached the NT 

texts as sources for reconstructing the history of the community that produced the text. They 

followed a pattern of earlier interpreters, positing that the letter accurately describes its 

                                                
1 For the classic articulations of this approach, see Jouette Bassler, "The Widows' Tale: A 

Fresh Look at 1 Tim 5:3-16," JBL 103 (1984): 23-41; Dennis Ronald MacDonald, The Legend 
and the Apostle: The Battle for Paul in Story and Canon (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 
1983), 73-7; Constance F. Parvey, "The Theology and Leadership of Women in the New 
Testament," in Religion and Sexism: Images of Woman in the Jewish and Christian Traditions 
(ed. Rosemary Radford Ruether; New York: Simon and Schuster, 1974), 136-37; Elisabeth 
Schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theological Reconstruction of Christian 
Origins (New York: Crossroad, 1988), 290-91, 310-15. 

For more recent versions of the argument, see Linda M. Maloney, "The Pastoral 
Epistles," in Searching the Scriptures, Vol. 2: A Feminist Commentary (ed. Elisabeth Schüssler 
Fiorenza; New York: Crossroad, 1994), 369-71; Margaret Y. MacDonald, "Rereading Paul: 
Early Interpreters of Paul on Women and Gender," in Women and Christian Origins (ed. Ross 
Shepard Kraemer and Mary Rose D'Angelo; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 245-49; 
Jouette Bassler, 1 Timothy, 2 Timothy, Titus (Nashville: Abingdon, 1996), 30; Deborah Krause, 1 
Timothy (London: T&T Clark, 2004), 56-8, 101-109. See also Bassler’s revision of her earlier 
article: Jouette Bassler, "Limits and Differentiation: The Calculus of Widows in 1 Timothy 5.3-
16," in A Femininist Companion to the Deutero-Pauline Epistles (ed. Amy-Jill Levine; 
Cleveland: Pilgrim Press, 2003). 
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“opponents.” At times the letter identifies the views of the opponents: for example, they desire 

“to be teachers of the law” (1:7). Often, however, information is gathered by asserting that 

opponents hold views the opposite of those expressed in the letter. When the recipients are told 

to pray “without anger or argument” (2:8), interpreters infer that the opponents were causing 

acrimony within the worship setting. Similarly, directions that women must remain silent point 

to historical women who taught men or who spoke out of turn.2 

Interpreters have also understood the instructions of the letter to represent rules that were 

closely followed in the early church. The statement, “I permit no woman to teach or to have 

authority over a man; she is to keep silent” (2:12) thus represents a teaching that was closely 

followed by churches. This rule imposed strict limits on women’s speech, especially in the 

context of worship. Such limits would necessarily curtail the leadership capacities of women.3 In 

this view, verse 12 functions as a systematic ban that was followed by all women who remained 

part of this church. 

Feminist interpreters built on earlier scholarship by identifying points of apparent 

contradiction with the other Pauline letters and asserting that the differences in 1 Timothy 

represent discrete communities separated by time or diverging views. Paul may have allowed the 

participation of women, but the author of this letter puts an end to it. Differences with later 

works like the ATh point to diverging views and practices that delimit the boundaries of 

opposing groups. This approach assumes that each of these writings presents a viewpoint that is 

internally consistent and that represents a cohesive group. Therefore, differences in the texts are 

evidence of opposing communities. 

                                                
2 E.g., David M. Scholer, "1 Timothy 2.9-15 and the Place of Women in the Church's 

Ministry," ibid., 107; Bassler, 1 Timothy, 56, 62-3; Benjamin Fiore, The Pastoral Epistles: First 
Timothy, Second Timothy, Titus (SP 12; Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2007), 70; Krause, 1 
Timothy, 64; Elsa Tamez, Struggles for Power in Early Christianity: A Study of the First Letter 
to Timothy (Maryknoll: Orbis, 2007), 38-9; Manabu Tsuji, "Zwischen Ideal und Realität: Zu den 
Witwen in 1 Tim 5.3-16," NTS 47 (2001): 102-4. 

3 Bassler, 1 Timothy, 59. 
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Interpreters of 1 Timothy have also drawn on arguments about the social patterns of 

marriage and remarriage in Greco-Roman society. Until recently, scholars argued that virtually 

all women in antiquity were married. Widows and divorcées remarried fairly quickly. With this 

assumption in mind, interpreters of 1 Timothy saw the office of the widow (1 Tim 5:3-16) as a 

unique opportunity for women to remain unmarried. The letter’s encouragement of young 

widows to remarry (5:13-14) suggested that women who wanted to remain widows were being 

returned to the control of patriarchal authority.4 

In this chapter I explore what it means to make different interpretive decisions with 

regard to the rhetoric of 1 Timothy and its historical background. First, I question whether the 

letter’s opponents can be reconstructed. I argue that the hypothesis of groups of celibate women 

opponents does not make sense of some important elements of the letter. I offer two alternative 

ways of understanding the function of the prescriptive language of 1 Timothy. Second, I explore 

what it means to situate 1 Timothy in the context discussed in chapter 2, where multiple and 

conflicting norms exist for women’s behavior. I draw on two texts as parallels for 1 Timothy to 

illumine other possibilities for the rhetorical function of the exhortations to modest behavior. 

Viewed within this cultural framework, I argue that the letter does not contain a single directive 

restricting women’s behavior but reflects the varied cultural norms of its time. It assumes that the 

leadership of women is already an important part of Christian communities and households, and 

exhorts women to exhibit virtues that are widely agreed upon in the culture. Finally, I revisit the 

demographic patterns and social benefits of marriage to argue that restricting women’s 

leadership does not appear to be a primary goal of 1 Timothy. 

 

Options for Understanding the Prescriptive Rhetoric of 1 Timothy 

                                                
4 See the discussion of widows in chapter 2. NT scholars who assume the ubiquity of 

marriage include: Bassler, "Limits and Differentiation," 127-29; Krause, 1 Timothy, 103; JoAnn 
McNamara, "Wives and Widows," International Journal of Women's Studies 2 (1979): 586; 
Turid Karlsen Seim, "Ascetic Autonomy? New Perspectives on Single Women in the Early 
Church," ST 43 (1989): 127. 
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The reconstruction of the opponents of 1 Timothy has played an important part in our 

understanding of the letter. Interpreters have understood the instruction to women to be silent 

(2:11-12) as evidence that women are speaking publicly. They have read the injunction not to 

enroll young widows (5:11) as evidence that many young widows sought the office of widow 

and had already been enrolled. Similarly, interpreters have understood the description of the 

freedoms of young widows (5:13) as evidence of the autonomy that was possible for unmarried 

women. Interpreters see the instructions given by the author as a window into events taking place 

in the recipient church. As Dewey argues, “prescriptive material is often historical evidence that 

the opposite is happening.”5  

Although there are problems inherent in the identification of the opponents, as I argued in 

chapter 1, it is important to acknowledge the ways these interpretive decisions are grounded in 

the language of 1 Timothy. Some elements of the letter suggest that the instructions about 

women are a direct response to opponents. From the opening verses, the author identifies “those 

who occupy themselves with myths and endless genealogies” (1:4), and “certain persons [who] 

have suffered shipwreck in the faith” (1:19-20). These phrases point to existing controversies in 

the recipient’s community that the author seeks to address. He further defines some of the 

substance of the disagreement when he says that some desire “to be teachers of the law” (1:7), 

and that “they forbid marriage and demand abstinence from foods” (4:3), although it is not clear 

whether these represent the views of one cohesive group or whether they are different challenges 

within one community. 

What is more, the letter’s instructions about community order appear to be a response to 

the teaching of other people. Timothy is told to teach others “not to occupy themselves with 

                                                
5 Joanna Dewey, "1 Timothy," in The Women's Bible Commentary (ed. Carol Newsom 

and Sharon H. Ringe; Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1992), 354. For other examples 
of these decisions regarding opponents, see Gordon D. Fee, 1 and 2 Timothy, Titus (Peabody, 
Mass.: Hendrickson Publishers, 1984), 72, 122-23; Hulitt Gloer, 1 & 2 Timothy-Titus (Macon, 
Ga.: Smyth & Helwys, 2010), 186; Maloney, "Pastoral Epistles," 373. 

Some interpreters reject these claims. E.g., Raymond F. Collins, 1 & 2 Timothy and 
Titus: A Commentary (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2002), 70. 
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myths and endless genealogies that promote speculations rather than the divine training 

(οἰκονοµίαν θεοῦ, oikonomian theou) that is known by faith” (1:4). The Greek word oikonomia 

refers to the ordering of the household (oikos), and so relates to the author’s later statement: “I 

am writing these instructions so that, if I am delayed, you may know how one ought to behave in 

the household of God (ἐν οἴκῳ θεοῦ, en oikō theou)” (3:14-15). The instructions relayed in the 

letter are a way of ordering God’s household that are offered as an alternative to the myths and 

genealogies of the opponents.6 Because of this interpreters have understood instructions to 

women to be silent as an antidote to the misbehavior of women occupied with myths and 

genealogies. The instruction for women to marry (5:14) prevents the idle chatter of the celibate 

women opponents (5:13). 

Interpreters who are not reading to reconstruct the history of the letter’s origin must also 

account for the connection between the opponents and the discussion of household order. Those 

who use the connection to reconstruct the historical context have created a plausible 

interpretation, but it is not the only alternative. In this section I engage two literary parallels to 

explore other ways the discussion of household order might function in relationship to the 

opponents. I use the first parallel to suggest that exhortations to modesty could function as 

criticism of the opponents’ viewpoints rather than indicating their actual behavior. The second 

suggests that household order could serve as part of the on-going cultivation of a virtuous life. In 

this case, the letter reflects the assumption that a virtuous life goes hand in hand with wise 

thinking. Therefore, cultivation of virtues will help the community avoid the mistakes of the 

opponents’ false teachings. 

 

Livy’s History and the Oppian Laws 

                                                
6 For discussion, see David Horrell, "Disciplining Performance and 'Placing' the Church: 

Widows, Elders and Slaves in the Household of God (1 Tim 5,1-6,2)," in 1 Timothy 
Reconsidered (ed. Karl P. Donfried; Leuven: Peeters, 2008), 132-33; Luke Timothy Johnson, 
The First and Second Letters to Timothy: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary 
(New York: Doubleday, 2001), 231. 
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Cato the Elder’s speech about the Oppian Laws is often cited as emblematic of Roman 

norms of modesty.7 The historian Livy (59 B.C.E.-17 C.E.) reconstructs Cato’s speech on the 

occasion of the proposed repeal of the Oppian Laws in 195 B.C.E. Women were publicly 

lobbying for the repeal of laws that limited their ability to display their wealth. Specifically, the 

laws restricted the amount of gold a woman could wear, and forbade multi-colored clothing and 

travel by carriage in or around Rome (Livy, Hist. 34.1.3). Livy recounts that when the possibility 

of a repeal was raised, “The matrons could not be kept at home by advice or modesty or their 

husbands’ orders, but blocked all the streets and approaches to the Forum, begging the men as 

they came down to the Forum that, in the prosperous condition of the state, when the private 

fortunes of all men were daily increasing, they should allow the women too to have their former 

distinctions restored” (Hist. 34.1.5).8 Cato’s speech draws on the social norms of modesty as a 

reason to retain the laws: 
 
What sort of practice is this, of running out into the streets and blocking the roads and 
speaking to other women’s husbands? Could you not have made the same requests, each 
of your own husband, at home? Or are you more attractive outside and to other women’s 
husbands than to your own? And yet, not even at home, if modesty would keep matrons 
within the limits of their proper rights, did it become you to concern yourselves with the 
question of what laws should be adopted in this place or repealed. (Hist. 34.2.8-11) 

Cato’s words respond to a specific situation. He asserts a standard of behavior for women in 

which they belong at home, do not speak to other women’s husbands, and do not even question 

their own husbands about topics outside of their proper sphere. When this quotation is taken by 

itself, it can appear that Cato considers the women’s speech immodest and that his purpose is to 

contain this activity. 

                                                
7 See e.g., Jo-Ann Shelton, As the Romans Did (2nd ed.; New York: Oxford University 

Press, 1998), 298. In NT studies, see e.g., Schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her, 231-32; Karen 
Jo Torjesen, When Women Were Priests: Women's Leadership in the Early Church and the 
Scandal of their Subordination in the Rise of Christianity (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 
1993), 167-68.  

8 All quotations of Livy are from Livy, Histories (trans. Evan T. Sage, 9; Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1935). 
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However, Cato’s speech is better interpreted as an example of the way that gendered 

norms like modesty could be used rhetorically to underscore his point.9 He assumes that others 

will agree that women’s modesty, expressed through speech and attention to household matters, 

defines what it means to be a good woman. Cato uses these shared assumptions to make his 

point. Women’s participation in the current debate oversteps their bounds, and repeal of the law 

will only make matters worse: “Give loose rein to their uncontrollable nature and to this untamed 

creature and expect that they will themselves set bounds to their license; unless you act, this is 

the least of the things enjoined upon women by custom or law and to which they submit with a 

feeling of injustice. It is complete liberty, or, rather, if we wish to speak the truth, complete 

license that they desire” (Hist. 34.2.13-14). Cato shifts the issue from the question of women’s 

adornment to the question of their license to do whatever they wish, assuming that others will 

agree that the latter would be unacceptable. Drawing on social norms of women’s modesty, Cato 

characterizes the women’s protest as harmful, emblematic of the “uncontrollable nature” that the 

Oppian laws are meant to restrain. 

Yet Cato’s words also undercut the idea that the protesting women are, by definition, 

immodest. He stops short of characterizing the women involved in negative terms. Cato’s tone 

sounds as if he is scolding misbehaving women, but he is actually addressing men in the Forum. 

He prefaces his words by saying they are what he should have said to the women, “had not 

respect for the dignity and modesty of some individuals among them rather than of the sex as a 

whole kept me silent, lest they should seem to have been rebuked by a consul” (Hist. 34.2.8). In 

Cato’s view, at least some of the protesting women are dignified and modest. Cato identifies a 

potential threat from women’s public speech and assumes a need to constrain “the sex as a 

                                                
9 For the use of gendered language as “sexual slander” and for common examples, see 

Jennifer Wright Knust, Abandoned to Lust: Sexual Slander and Ancient Christianity (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2006), chap. 1. For related assessments of the conventional language 
of 1 Timothy, see Horrell, "Disciplining Performance and 'Placing' the Church: Widows, Elders 
and Slaves in the Household of God (1 Tim 5,1-6,2)," 112; Johnson, First and Second Letters to 
Timothy, 146. 
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whole” from behavior that otherwise would run out of control. Yet he recognizes that some are 

respectable matrons. 

Thus Cato’s words illustrate that one function of exhortations to modesty is to marshal 

gender stereotypes in the service of some other purpose. In this case, Cato evokes the specter of 

women’s freedom as a motivation to uphold the Oppian laws. He draws on the possibility that 

public speech by women could be characterized as immodest in order to criticize the women’s 

agenda. His immediate concern is the repeal of the Oppian laws, not the behavior of the women. 

He affirms that, at least for some of the women participating, public demonstration did not 

impugn their modesty. 

Read alongside Livy, the instructions of 1 Timothy would also point to an actual 

disruption in the community. In 2:8-15, the author characterizes this activity as disordered, and 

uses gendered expectations about virtuous behavior to criticize the opponents. Men’s speech 

should not convey anger (v. 9). Women should not be adorned with gold and pearls, “but with 

good works, as is proper for women who profess reverence for God” (v. 10). Like the instruction 

about dress, the exhortation of women to silence (vv. 11-12) reiterates a common cultural 

expression of women’s modesty. Similarly, the accusations in 5:13 characterize young women as 

lazy and immodest: they are idle and do not control their speech. The author may employ such 

criticisms as a means of slandering opponents, rather than as actual descriptions of their 

behavior. 

Interpreted this way, the instructions of 2:8-15 raise the specter of problematic behavior 

introduced into the community by those who do not share the author’s views. The instructions 

activate cultural stereotypes in order to reinforce an association between the opponents and 

disordered behavior in the mind of the listener. Such behavior is evidence that the opponents are 

not virtuous and their teachings should therefore be discounted. 

But the further point that the example of Livy’s brings out is that an author could say 

these things even though he understands the women involved are modest women. The author 

uses the cultural norms to criticize his opponents, not because women’s adornment or speech are 
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always problematic but because he disagrees with his opponents’ ideas. Such criticism does not 

mean that all women’s speech is prohibited. It is further evidence that modesty is a trope that can 

be used to praise or (in this case) blame. 

 

Plutarch’s Advice to the Bride and Groom 

Another possibility for the rhetorical function of the exhortations to silence is found in 

the writings of Plutarch. Plutarch’s Advice to the Bride and Groom is not written to address a 

situation of crisis or dispute. He writes to a newlywed bride and groom to pass along wisdom 

that will lay the foundation for a happy marriage. “In philosophy too there are many fine subjects 

of discourse, but none more important that this discourse of marriage, whereby philosophy 

charms those who come together to share their lives, and makes them gentle and amenable to 

each other” (Conj. praec. 138B.9–C.4).10 Plutarch offers the similitudes that follow not to correct 

existing problems of improper behavior but to cultivate a harmonious relationship. 

The social norms that undergird Plutarch’s teachings resemble those of 1 Timothy. 

Women should be adorned with virtue: “‘Adornment,’ said Crates, ‘is what adorns’; and what 

adorns a woman is what makes her better ordered—not gold nor emerald nor scarlet, but 

whatever gives an impression of dignity, discipline, and modesty” (Conj. praec. 141.E.3-6; cf. 

145A.9–B.5). The word adorn, kosmeō, also means to order, and Plutarch draws on the double 

meaning here to communicate his point that philosophical virtues are more suitable than riches 

for adornment that also reflects proper order. Furthermore, Plutarch goes on to exhort modesty in 

speech: “the words of a modest woman must never be public property” (142C.12-14). He 

continues, “Phidias’s statue of Aphrodite at Elis has her foot resting on a turtle, to symbolize 

homekeeping and silence. A wife should speak only to her husband or through her husband, and 

                                                
10 All translations of Advice to the Bride and Groom are by Donald Russell. Sarah B. 

Pomeroy, ed., Plutarch's Advice to the Bride and Groom and A Consolation to His Wife: English 
Translations, Commentary, Interpretive Essays, and Bibliography (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1999), 5. My citations follow the more conventional numbering of Plutarch’s 
work in the TLG and Loeb volumes. 



 10 

should not feel aggrieved if, like a piper, she makes nobler music through another’s tongue” 

(142D.2-6). Part of the proper ordering of married life is the modest and subordinate behavior of 

the wife, expressed through both dress and speech.  

Plutarch’s writing gives another alternative for understanding how rhetoric like that of 1 

Timothy may function. Its philosophical maxims restate common cultural norms that are 

understood as the bedrock of a good and happy relationship. Plutarch assumes that marital 

difficulties are commonplace, especially at first (Conj. praec. 138D.7-21). He intervenes with 

philosophy before problems take hold. The language of 1 Timothy might be similarly construed. 

The writer addresses potential problems with the cultivation of philosophical virtues. The author 

identifies “certain people” (1:3) who are teaching another doctrine. They seem to be part of the 

community, for Timothy is told to instruct them (1:3; cf. 4:6). A few have been excluded from 

the group, like “Hymenaeus and Alexander, whom I have turned over to Satan” (1:20). Thus a 

potential problem exists, but the tone is not alarmist. The instructions passed to Timothy are 

meant to address the problem. 

Interpreting the language of 1 Timothy this way would explain why the directions about 

the ordering of the community’s life in 1 Timothy 2 apply to everyone, not only to opponents. 

The cultivation of these virtues in the community is not a specific antidote to the views of 

“certain people,” but a way of preventing any disordered behavior. The idea is not that specific 

problems like improper speech or dress already exist among opponents, but that cultivating 

proper speech and dress will lead directly to a state of mind that enables strong familial 

relationships.  

Similarly, 5:12-13 need not be read as descriptive of prior behavior of the women 

opponents. Instead, it may simply state what many already assume to be true about young 

women: they have difficulty controlling their sexual desires, and without the discipline of 

marriage will not develop into virtuous women. Specifically, they will not be industrious, and 

they will not control their speech. Instead, “they learn to be idle, gadding about from house to 

house; and they are not merely idle, but also gossips and busybodies, saying what they should 
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not say” (v. 13). Read this way, the goal is not to prohibit existing behavior but to cultivate 

virtues through the everyday practices of human relationship and interaction. 

Such a goal was often the aim of philosophical teaching. As Plutarch’s treatise conveys, 

happiness in marriage is achieved through the attainment of virtues, and such virtues reflect the 

existence of a well-ordered marriage. Marriage is thus a proper subject of philosophy. Elsewhere, 

Plutarch wrote a whole treatise on talkativeness (Garr.) and another on being a busybody 

(Curios.). Many other philosophers also addressed the control of anger and speech.11 Against this 

background, one might view the instructions of 1 Timothy as an exhortation to conventional 

practices understood as foundational for a virtuous life, which in turn represented a well-ordered 

community. 

 

To summarize, Livy and Plutarch offer two alternatives for understanding the rhetorical 

function of the gendered instructions of 1 Timothy 2:8-15. In Livy’s example, the modesty of 

women is a rhetorical trope, not the content of the dispute. Cato’s speech has opponents in mind, 

but they are the proponents of the repeal, not the women in the streets. His gendered rhetoric is a 

tactic to persuade others. Plutarch, on the other hand, directs his teaching to a situation in which 

there is no crisis and no literal opponent. There is a potential for problems to develop, and the 

cultivation of gendered virtues is meant to prevent them.  

These options are not identical, but neither one assumes that the instructions of 1 

Timothy must be directed toward an existing conflict over the behavior of women. 1 Timothy 

might also address a real conflict and employ gender stereotypes to paint a negative portrait of 

the opponents. On the other hand, it may simply acknowledge potential problems that it 

addresses through the cultivation of standard virtues. Either way, the rhetoric is not necessarily 

                                                
11 On speech, see e.g., Diogenes Laertius 1.70; 1.104; Seneca Ep. 40; Sextus 171 a, b. On 

anger, see Plutarch Cohib. ira; Seneca, Ira. In the New Testament, cf. Eph 4:25-32; Jas 1:19-21; 
3:1-18. For discussion and additional sources, see e.g., Johnson, First and Second Letters to 
Timothy, 199; Luke Timothy Johnson, Brother of Jesus, Friend of God: Studies in the Letter of 
James (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), 157-62. 
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designed to constrain women who found liberation in the Christian message. Instead, it may use 

gender norms to blame opponents or to motivate virtue. 

 

Evidence of Complex Social Norms 

In the section above I have tried to open up space to read 1 Timothy without assuming 

that women are misbehaving in the background. It remains the case that the language of the letter 

reflects and reproduces conventional social values and advocates virtues like modesty and 

industry. Yet instead of assuming that modesty foreclosed leadership options for women, 

interpreters may then go on to ask what such virtues meant in practice for 1 Timothy’s 

community. As we have seen in chapter 2, modest women undertook a variety of activities, and 

did so with approval. In this section I again read 1 Timothy alongside Livy’s History and 

Plutarch’s Advice. While these writers suggest that modesty posed limitations on women, each of 

these writings also conveys knowledge and even approval of women’s leadership. 

 

Livy’s History and the Oppian Laws 

Although Cato’s speech suggests that the women who protest the Oppian Laws are 

dangerous, his opponent Lucius Valerius casts the actions of the women in a positive light. 

Livy’s history follows Cato’s speech with the response of Valerius, one of the proponents of the 

legislation to repeal the Oppian Laws. He rejects Cato’s statement that women’s public speech is 

novel or disturbing, and draws attention to times when the speech of women has been 

particularly beneficial. “What new thing, pray, have the matrons done in coming out into the 

streets in crowds in a case that concerned them? Have they never before this moment appeared in 

public?... Hear how often they have done it and always, indeed, for the general good” (Hist. 

34.5.7-8). Valerius reminds the men in the forum that the women’s behavior is neither unusual 

nor threatening. 

Valerius goes on to describe cases of women’s intervention in political and military 

matters with good results. He says that he takes these examples from Cato’s own work, Origines 
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(34.5.7).12 In ancient and recent precedents, Roman matrons intervened to stop a battle, turned 

away armies, and paid a ransom for the city with their gold (34.5.8-10). His point is that 

women’s public participation is “nothing new” (34.5.11-12). Valerius can praise women for 

public acts, and Cato has done so, too. 

Valerius exposes the rhetorical nature of Cato’s speech. Cato uses modesty as a pretense 

for retaining the laws. Both Valerius and Cato are arguing about the Oppian Laws and not in 

general about the freedom that should be allowed to women. We should not assume that Valerius 

would in every case support the public participation of women any more than Cato would reject 

all instances of women’s speech. But the exchange exposes the variety of possibilities for 

women’s behavior. Public speech and influence do not automatically render these women 

immodest. Indeed, some modest matrons undertake such public acts with approval. 

Although the debate about the Oppian Laws is, on one level, a disagreement between 

men over the freedoms of women, the richness of Livy’s portrait also points to the social 

influence women exercised. In the end, the tribunes are persuaded more by the women in the 

street than by the speeches of Cato or Valerius.13 Kristina Milnor argues that Livy’s construction 

of this debate represents a larger paradox of Roman Imperial culture: “The point of the law was 

to subordinate private, feminine needs to the public good, but in doing so it gave those needs 

public visibility—a ‘place’ in the discourse of the law.”14 By making women’s behavior an issue 

of civic responsibility, legislators codified what was already recognized informally, that women 

were important contributors to political stability and civic cohesion. Against this background, 

exhortations to modesty reinforce the importance of women’s behavior for the civic good, and 

thus accord women a level of social influence. 

 

                                                
12 This work is extant only in fragments. See Martine Chassignet, ed., Caton: Les 

Origines (Fragments) (Paris: Société d'édition "Les belles lettres", 1986). 
13 Hist. 34.8.1-3. Kristina Milnor, Gender, Domesticity, and the Age of Augustus (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2005), 162. 
14 Ibid.,  171. 
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Plutarch’s Advice to the Bride and Groom and On the Virtues of Women 

Plutarch’s writings also project a world in which women can be praised for speaking and 

acting separately from their husbands. Plutarch’s statement of the norms of modesty and 

submission in marriage exists alongside views that affirm women’s learning and public action. In 

Advice to the Bride and Groom, he quotes Theano as a source of wisdom (Conj. praec 

142C.11A.6-7). Theano was the wife (or possibly a student) of Pythagoras, and a number of 

philosophical writings and apothegms were attributed to her in Plutarch’s day. Plutarch also 

recommends the philosophical writing of his wife, Timoxena (Conj. praec. 145). Theano and 

Timoxena represent the learning of elite women and the public circulation of their writing. 

Although the subject matter of women’s writing was more limited than men’s (e.g., adornment, 

self-control), Plutarch nevertheless understands their work as philosophical in nature, similar to 

the topic of marriage that he finds important enough to warrant this work. 

Elsewhere, Plutarch lauds women’s acts of bravery and civic leadership. On the Virtues 

of Women catalogues lesser-known stories of women whose acts and words represent the highest 

standards. He begins by defining the topic of the treatise: “that men’s virtues and women’s 

virtues are one and the same” (Mulier. Virt. 242F–243A): 
 
I do not hold the same opinion as Thucydides. For he declares that the best woman is she 
about whom there is the least talk among persons outside regarding either censure or 
commendation, feeling that the name of the good woman, like her person, ought to be 
shut up indoors and never go out. But to my mind Gorgias appears to display better taste 
in advising that not the form but the fame of a woman should be known to many. (Mulier. 
Virt. 242E–F)15  

Plutarch affirms norms of women’s modesty (her form should not be known to many), while 

admitting that her good deeds should be widely known. Although Plutarch’s words suggest that 

women should perform good deeds without being seen, the women in the stories he relates do 

not stay at home and perform good deeds. Some of the women he discusses are modest in a 

conventional sense: they do not commit adultery (249 D–E), or they seek a quiet life of weaving 
                                                

15 All quotations are from Plutarch, Moralia (trans. W. C. Helmbold, 6; Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 2005). 
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and devotion to family (257E). Yet for the most part, the women in the stories display virtues 

like bravery and political acumen. Their wise speech and actions influence the course of events. 

Many of the stories Plutarch records of women’s acts are public and political in nature. 

For example, women take up arms in battle and take risks to supply arms to men. The women of 

Chios hurl objects over the city wall until the army of Philip retreats (Mulier. Virt. 245B–C; cf. 

245D–E). The women of Melos and Salmantica smuggle swords in their skirts so that the men 

may surprise the enemy (246E–247A, 248F–249A). Some of these women wield the swords 

themselves. Women also arbitrate discord: for example, when the Celts were on the brink of civil 

war, the women “put themselves between the armed forces, and, taking up the controversies, 

arbitrated and decided them with such irreproachable fairness that a wondrous friendship of all 

towards all was brought about between both States and families. As a result of this they 

continued to consult with the women in regard to war and peace, and to decide through them any 

disputed matters in their relations with their allies” (246C). The Celtic women prove themselves 

wise arbiters and become judges in later matters as well. In another instance a woman serves as 

leader of her city. When Pythes put all his people’s resources into mining gold, the women 

complained to his wife, who convinced Pythes of his mistake. Later, after the death of his sons, 

Pythes lost all will to live and retreated to an island, “committing the government and care of the 

whole city to his wife” (263C), and asking her to send one meal a day to his island. “He passed 

the remainder of his life in this way, and his wife administered the government excellently, and 

gave the citizens relief from their miseries” (263C). Plutarch praises these women for their wise 

and benevolent leadership. 

In pursuing public aims, the women Plutarch records do not cease to be modest women. 

In two interesting cases, women seem to forgo modesty entirely, raising up their skirts before the 

enemy (246A–B, 248A–B). This is an act of daring that in the first example emboldens their men 

to fight and in the second causes the enemy to retreat. Plutarch does not chide the women’s 

public display of their bodies. He lifts these stories up alongside others as evidence of the virtue 
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of women. In the pursuit of the larger good, such acts are evidence of bravery and wisdom, not 

of social disrepute. 

When exhortations to modesty are understood as social rules that all should follow, it is 

difficult to explain the variety of behaviors that seem to be acceptable for women. Plutarch says 

women should only speak through their husbands (Conj. praec. 142D), but his examples of 

virtuous women include women who speak independently, both publicly and privately. Some 

women send secret messages to their family or lovers (Mulier. Virt. 246E, 254C–D), while others 

speak boldly and directly to tyrants (Mulier. Virt. 252B–D), or intervene on behalf of those 

condemned to torture or death (Mulier. Virt. 253C, 254E). Similarly, Plutarch affirms that even a 

woman’s arm should not be seen publicly (Conj. praec. 142C), yet he also upholds the bravery 

of women who expose their genitalia. If Plutarch’s “rules” of modesty were rigidly applied, 

women who exposed themselves in public should be condemned for immodesty. Instead, the 

writings of Livy and Plutarch are a reminder that cultures have multiple and conflicting values. 

What happens in one context is not appropriate in another. The rules have to be applied.  

The assertions of Livy and Plutarch about women’s modesty may be better understood as 

expressions of social norms that had to be applied in diverse situations. The virtue of modesty 

could be evoked easily with common elements: silence, chastity, and concern with household 

matters. Women could be criticized for acting in ways that abridged any of these norms. 

However, women who acted in ways that seem to abridge the norms could also be praised. The 

women who are praised for public assertiveness often act in the pursuit of other virtues, such as 

loyalty to their families and cities or the pursuit of honor. The presence of other virtues as social 

expectations for women’s behavior is a reminder of the complexity of culture and may help us to 

think differently about the rhetorical function of expressions of modesty. They are not rules to be 

applied equally in all situations, but statements of social convention that were embodied in 

diverse ways in different contexts. 

Norms of modesty were enacted alongside existing social forms of women’s civic and 

religious leadership. Both of Plutarch’s works under consideration here show evidence of the 
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same patterns of women’s social influence discussed in chapter 2. Plutarch dedicated On the 

Virtues of Women to his friend, Clea, and addressed Advice to the Bride and Groom to Clea’s 

daughter, Eurydice, and her groom. Both women were highly educated and wealthy, and served 

as priestesses of the temple at Delphi.16 Clea’s husband’s name is unknown. The attestation of 

Clea’s name alone, as Sarah Pomeroy points out, “is evidence of the high status and public 

visibility of a wealthy priestess in a major sanctuary in imperial Greece.”17 Eurydice’s daughter 

erected a statue at Delphi in her mother’s honor (SEG 1.159). All of these details are reminders 

of the various ways that women embodied norms of modesty. The philosophical expressions of 

modesty should be understood within the broader social patterns that shaped their enactment. 

Modesty is an important virtue that shaped and constrained women’s actions. But there were 

multiple ways modesty was expressed by women, and some of these included women’s 

participation in social and political arenas. 

 

1 Timothy 

If women in Livy and Plutarch’s contexts could be modest and undertake public action, it 

becomes possible to see how the same might be true for 1 Timothy. The author expects that 

women will dress modestly (2:9-10), be silent and submissive (2:11-12), and tend to their 

families (5:14). Yet the letter also suggests that women undertake leadership. In this section, I 

reread the letter against the cultural background and suggest a similar pattern of expectations for 

women’s leadership. 

First Timothy 2:9-15 is situated in a literary context that reinforces the political and civic 

nature of the social norm of modesty. Chapter 2 opens with an exhortation to civic loyalty 

                                                
16 Sarah B. Pomeroy, "Reflections on Plutarch, Advice to the Bride and Groom: 

Something Old, Something New, Something Borrowed," in Plutarch's Advice to the Bride and 
Groom and A Consolation to His Wife: English Translations, Commentary, Interpretive Essays, 
and Bibliography (ed. Sarah B. Pomeroy; New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 42-3. Clea 
may have been some other kind of leader at Delphi. 

17 Ibid.,  42. 
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expressed as religious duty. The goal is a quiet and peaceful life in all eusebeia (εὐσέβεια, piety 

or devotion) and dignity (2:2). Prayers for leaders result in a quiet life not simply because they 

allow Christians to go unnoticed as a threat to the social order.18 The language also reflects the 

common idea that the life of piety results in civic order. The author encourages eusebeia which, 

like pietas, expresses devotion to the wellbeing of one’s whole community. Devotion to God is 

intertwined with devotion to the civic good, because it is God who protects and seeks the good of 

the city. The prayer for rulers is a deep expression of piety because it combines devotion to God 

and the good of the whole—God also wants all to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the 

truth.19 Thus the passage reflects a social convention in which the life of eusebeia seeks the good 

of the social order. 

The instructions about Christian conduct that follow in 2:8-15 extend these values by 

encouraging virtues understood to contribute to the civic good. The men’s piety is conveyed 

through the lifting of “holy hands” in prayer. Following on the instructions to pray for civic 

leaders, this suggests an attitude of devotion both to God and the greater good. Refraining from 

argument further suggests the ability to control one’s tongue, an essential characteristic of the 

sophrōn. In philosophical writings, speaking out of anger is evidence of a lack of self-control.20 

By approaching God in this way “without anger or argument” (2:8), men of the community 

convey self-control. 

Although the instructions to women are longer (2:9-15), they also convey the importance 

of self-control. The connecting word, hōsautōs (ὡσαύτως), suggests a parallel between the 

                                                
18 For the view that Christians seek to escape suspicion, see e.g. Benjamin Fiore, The 

Pastoral Epistles: First Timothy, Second Timothy, Titus (SP 12; Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 
2007), 57.  

19 I agree with Philip Towner that the specific content of ευσέβεια may vary within 
religious traditions, though it is used widely by many religions of the time. Philip H. Towner, 
The Letters to Timothy and Titus (Grand Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans Pub. Co., 2006), 
171-74. 

20 E.g., Plutarch, Cohib. Ira 4, 7; Philo, Leg. All. 44; Diogenes Laertius 1.70; 8.23. Cf. 
Luke Timothy Johnson, "Taciturnity and True Religion: James 1:26-27," in Brother of Jesus, 
Friend of God (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), 155-67, at 159-162. 
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instructions to men and women.21 Moreover, the advice to women begins and ends with 

reference to sōphrosunē (vv. 9, 15), defining the theme of the passage.22 The subjects touched 

upon—modest dress, silence, and subordination to one’s husband—are traditional expressions of 

modesty. The instructions reflect conventional gender norms, but at the same time encourage 

women to reflect the virtue of sōphrosunē. 

Modest dress is a sign of good judgment. Although modesty in dress can also convey 

sexual loyalty to one’s husband, the emphasis here is on expensive adornment—“not with hair 

braided, or with gold, pearls or expensive clothes” (v. 9). For Xenophon, as noted in chapter 2, 

modest dress conveyed the achievement of sōphrosunē because it embodies the wise use of 

resources for the good of the household. Plutarch extends this idea by identifying modest dress as 

evidence of a well-ordered philosophical mind, as noted above: “what adorns a woman is what 

makes her better ordered—not gold nor emerald nor scarlet, but whatever gives an impression of 

dignity, discipline and modesty (aidōs, αἰδώς)” (Conj. praec. 141E.3-6). Similar vocabulary and 

ideas appear in 1 Tim 2:9-10. Women should adorn themselves (kosmein, κοσµεῖν) with modest 

(or well-ordered, kosmiō, κοσµίῳ, v. 9) attire. Good works, rather than finery, count as true 

adornment (v. 10). The sophrōn does not abandon the pursuit of honor, but achieves it through 

good works rather than dress.23 Her self-discipline is apparent in her attire. 

The silence of women (2:11-12) is a subset of the virtue of controlled speech. The woman 

who exhibits sōphrosunē is often imagined as silent. For example, Plutarch writes, “She should 

be shy with her speech as with her body, and guard it against strangers. Feelings, character, and 

disposition can all be seen in a woman’s talk” (Conj. praec. 142C.14–D.1). This quote assumes 

                                                
21 For a discussion of grammatical similarities, see Korinna Zamfir and Joseph 

Verheyden, "Test-Critical and Intertextual Remarks on 1 Tim 2:8-10," NovT 50 (2008): 376-406, 
at 37-88. 

22 Cf. Malherbe, "Virtus Feminarum," 1:460. 
23 I agree with Alicia Batten that adornment was related to social status, but I do not think 

modest dress was likely to curtail women’s power within the community. The pursuit of virtue 
also brought honor. Alicia J. Batten, "Neither Gold nor Braided Hair (1 Timothy 2.9; 1 Peter 
3.3); Adornment, Gender and Honour in Antiquity," NTS 55 (2009): 484-501, at 498-99. 
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women talk, as Plutarch indicates elsewhere. He reinforces the notion that speech is an 

expression of one’s character—for women as well as men—and so her disciplined speech will 

exhibit her modesty.  

Silence was sometimes appropriate for men, but it was more likely the case for women 

because it suggests deference to men with greater power or status. In writing “I do not permit a 

woman to teach or to have authority over a man, but to be quiet” (2:12), the author activates 

conventions in which the good wife kept her place with regard to her husband or other male 

peers.24 Virtuous women were subordinate to husbands, and authors presume that a marriage will 

be unhappy if the wife is wealthier than her husband because she will have greater power in the 

relationship and greater social influence than he. For example, Plutarch advises, “there is no 

profit in a rich wife, unless she makes her life and character resemble and harmonize with her 

husband’s” (Conj. Praec. 139F.1-2).25 Plutarch encourages women to speak in ways that 

recognize their husband’s authority. Likewise, the satirist Juvenal complains of women who 

appear to know more than the men around them at a dinner party (Sat. 6.434-447). Both writers 

assume that women speak, but assert the ideal that women should not appear more powerful or 

knowledgeable than their husbands or other men of their social class. 

But the social background suggests that readers of 1 Timothy would not have assumed 

women’s complete silence. Sometimes women’s controlled speech meant speaking wisely. 

Women’s speech and authority were required for the management of the household and the 

pursuit of the family’s honor. Instances of bold speech mark Plutarch’s discussion of virtuous 

women. These women are praised for their speech even as they are declared modest. This pattern 

suggests that readers may have understood women who “learn in silence” as virtuous women 

capable of the very difficult task of controlling the tongue. Such women might also be praised 

for powerful speech that benefitted their families or cities. 
                                                

24 Many Roman virtues reflect the hierarchical ordering of society. See e.g., Robert A. 
Kaster, Emotion, Restraint, and Community in Ancient Rome (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2005), 15, 44; Langlands, Sexual Morality, 365. 

25 Cf. Plutarch Conj. Praec. 139A, 142D; Martial, Epigrams 8.12. 
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Similarly, first century readers were likely to assume that women’s authority over men 

was entirely appropriate in some instances. Roman society was highly stratified, and wealth, 

class, and citizenship were often more important than gender in determining social rank. In the 

interplay of these factors, many women had greater social status and power than many men. 

Women exercised daily authority over their male slaves and freedmen, and wealthier women 

would have had other male clients as well. When 1 Timothy later exhorts slaves to honor masters 

(6:1-2), readers would understand that some of those masters are women. The author would need 

a great deal of explanation to abrogate social norms by which women of higher social rank 

exerted authority over lower class men. Without such qualifications, it is difficult to read 2:12 as 

a blanket statement prohibiting all authority by women over all men.26 First century readers seem 

likely to understand the prohibition as another instance of the conventional wisdom that women 

should not appear better than their spouses or social peers. 

Like Plutarch, the author of 1 Timothy claims ancient precedents for his assertions about 

the modesty of women. The woman’s submission is grounded in the story of Genesis: “For 

Adam was formed first, then Eve. And Adam was not deceived, but Eve, having been deceived, 

fell into transgression” (1 Tim 2:13-14). Likewise, Plutarch’s cites Phidias’s statue of Aphrodite 

as symbolic of the ideals of homekeeping and silence (Conj. praec. 142D.2-3). Elsewhere in the 

work he cites Sophocles and Homer, among other ancient authorities.27 Both works present the 

demands of modesty as wisdom that can be traced back to ancient sources. 

The acclamation of childbearing that closes the passage also fits the subject of these 

verses in that it upholds sōphrosunē in a way that might encourage civic engagement. If children 

are only a “private” matter, then the statement of v. 15 seems to consign women to domestic 

                                                
26 Even if authentein (αὐθεντεῖν) means “to have authority” in a general sense rather than 

to abuse one’s authority. For that debate, see George W. Knight, "Authenteo in Reference to 
Women in 1 Timothy 2.12," NTS 30 (1984): 143-57; Richard Clark Kroeger and Catherine Clark 
Kroeger, I Suffer Not a Woman: Rethinking 1 Timothy 2:11-15 in Light of Ancient Evidence 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1992), 87-104; Towner, The Letters to Timothy and Titus, 
220-24.  

27 Conj. praec. 141DE, 143D. 



 22 

anonymity. In the Imperial period, however, producing children was also evidence of civic 

responsibility and was rewarded with honor and social benefits. Women who cultivated virtues 

in their children were likewise understood as virtuous.28 Although the logic of this verse is 

difficult to understand, childbearing in some way overturns the problem the author has identified 

in v. 14, that women are easily deceived. In this sense, the verse fits a social pattern in which 

childbearing is evidence of civic responsibility. 

All of the expressions of women’s modesty in 1 Timothy 2:9-15 are conventional 

gendered virtues. Sōphrosunē is expressed differently in men and women, and the ways it is 

embodied underscore cultural assumptions that women are inferior to men. Silence is more 

appropriate to women than men. Women are easily deceived. Such statements are commonplace 

in this period and are evidence of a widespread gender bias. When other factors are equal, 

women are considered to be inherently of lesser status than men. 

Yet even these gendered norms of modesty did not exclude women from civic 

participation. Although the emphasis on modesty in its traditional gendered expressions creates 

an impression of women’s desired invisibility, this rhetoric expresses an iconic ideal rather than 

describing actual practices. What follows in 1 Timothy 3 reinforces the notion that these same 

virtues may be used as qualifications for social and civic responsibility. For men and women, 

piety and self-control are qualities of a wise leader. 

 

Deacons 

The possibility that women serve in a leadership capacity as deacons comes through in 

the qualifications for leaders in 1 Timothy 3. Grouped with bishops (3:1-7) and male deacons 

(3:8-13), women deacons (3:11-13) are expected to exhibit similar virtues. They appear 

explicitly as one of the groups of leaders the author seeks to cultivate through the admonition of 

these qualities. 

                                                
28 E.g., Cornelia in Plutarch, Tib. Gr. 1.1-7. 
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Although there has been disagreement over the issue for centuries, the dominant view in 

recent scholarship is that the “women” specified in 1 Timothy 3:11 are women deacons.29 The 

grammatical structure of the passage creates a parallel between bishops, deacons, and “women,” 

suggesting that all three refer to offices. The statements about deacons (3:8) and women (3:11) 

rely grammatically on 3:2, “a bishop must be above reproach,” because the verb “must be” is 

missing from the latter verses: “deacons likewise [must be] serious”; “women likewise [must be] 

serious.” This grammatical parallel suggests a correspondence in the topics addressed, bishops 

followed by male and female deacons.  

The availability of leadership roles for women at that time supports the likelihood that 

early readers would have understood 3:11-12 as qualifications of women deacons. The example 

of the archiereia discussed in chapter 2 suggests that there were multiple possibilities for women 

who served in official roles whose titles were shared by men. In the inscriptions, some of the 

women who serve as archiereia are married to men with that title (archiereus). Other archiereia 

served independently of their husbands. In some inscriptions, no husband is mentioned, and in a 

few, the husband bears no title while the woman alone is identified as archiereia. Whatever their 

marital state, the social patterns of patronage indicate that all of these archiereia exercised their 

offices. The title both marked and conveyed social status. And with that status came expectations 

of social engagement and influence. All of these varieties may have been available for women 

deacons as well. Some may have served alongside their husbands. Like the archiereia married to 

the archiereus, some of the “women” of 3:11 may have been wives of deacons. Yet it is equally 

possible that women served independently of their husbands, either because they were widows or 

because they had greater social status. Paul’s commendation of the deacon Phoebe without 

                                                
29 E.g., Collins, 1 & 2 Timothy and Titus, 90-1; Fiore, The Pastoral Epistles: First 

Timothy, Second Timothy, Titus, 81; John Norman Davidson Kelly, A Commentary on the 
Pastoral Epistles: I Timothy, II Timothy, Titus (ed. Henry Chadwick; London: Adam & Charles 
Black, 1963), 83; Krause, 1 Timothy, 69; Ben Witherington, Letters and Homilies for Hellenized 
Christians: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary on Titus, 1-2 Timothy and 1-3 John (1; Downers 
Grove, Ill.: IVP Academic, 2006), 241. 
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mentioning her husband confirms this possibility (Rom 16:1). Regardless of their marital status, 

the social context suggests that women deacons exercised their office. 

Women deacons are expected to exhibit qualities similar to male deacons. The 

vocabulary of 3:8-9 differs slightly from verse 11, but conveys parallel expectations. Both 

groups are to be serious or honorable (σεµνούς, v. 8; σεµνάς, v. 11). They should control their 

speech: men should not be double-tongued (or insincere, µὴ διλόγους; v. 8), and women should 

not be slanderers (or backbiters, µὴ διαβόλους; v. 11). Men should not indulge in much wine (µὴ 

οἴνῳ πολλῷ προσέχοντας; v. 8), and women should be temperate (in the use of wine, νηφαλίους; v. 

11). Both must be faithful (holding fast to the mystery of faith, ἔχοντας τὸ µυστήριον τῆς πίστεως, 

v.9; faithful in all things, πιστὰς ἐν πᾶσιν, v. 11).30 

Although interpreters often understand verse 12 to apply only to male deacons,31 the 

virtues of a single marriage and good household management (v. 12) make better sense as 

expectations of both male and female deacons. Although the construction, “husband of one wife” 

(µιᾶς γυναικὸς ἄνδρες) specifies the male, ancient readers were accustomed to masculine forms 

used to indicate both genders. Furthermore, these virtues are elsewhere understood to apply to 

both men and women. The quality of a single marriage is expected of male and female leaders 

(cf. bishops, 3:2; widows, 5:9). Risto Saarinen argues that 3:12 applies to men because female 

deacons “were probably unmarried or widows” since “a married woman was obliged to devote 

herself to her own household.”32 However, this does not fit the evidence of wives in Asia Minor 

who served in official capacities. Thus the expression “husband of one wife” may be understood 

as another instance of the use of the masculine to include both genders.  
                                                

30 The use of the masculine noun, diakonos, has a long history of application to men and 
women in the early church, beginning with Phoebe in Romans 16:1. Cite later use of the term 
from Madigan and Osiek. Put this somewhere else. 

31 E.g., Bassler, 1 Timothy, 70-1; Fee, 1 and 2 Timothy, 89; Kelly, Pastoral Epistles, 84; 
Thomas C. Oden, First and Second Timothy and Titus (Louisville: John Knox Press, 1989), 149; 
Philip H. Towner, The Letters to Timothy and Titus (Grand Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans 
Pub. Co., 2006), 267; Witherington, Letters, 242. 

32 Risto Saarinen, The Pastoral Epistles with Philemon & Jude (Grand Rapids, Mich.: 
Brazos Press, 2008), 67. 
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The expectation that deacons should “manage their children and their households well” 

(v. 12) also applies to male and female deacons. Household management was often understood 

as a female role, as seen in 1 Timothy 5:14, where young widows are encouraged to “marry, bear 

children, and manage households.” In 5:14 the verb “manage” is different (οἰκοδεσποτέω, as 

opposed to προΐστηµι in 3:12), but neither verb indicates a specific male or female role. Both 

convey the expectation of wise oversight of the household. 

If the exhortation to silence in 2:11 is rigidly applied, then it makes little sense to 

understand 3:13 as a comment that is relevant to women deacons. Here, boldness of speech 

results for good service as a deacon: “for those who serve well as deacons gain a good standing 

for themselves and great boldness in the faith that is in Christ Jesus.” The phrase “boldness in the 

faith” can mean either confidence in one’s faith or bold expression of one’s faith.33 Yet 

“boldness” (παρρησία) commonly connotes public speech or frankness of speech. If the author’s 

main desire is to limit the speech of women it would certainly make more sense to use a different 

expression or to separate the instructions about male and female deacons and specify whose 

speech is allowed. 

If the reader does not expect social norms of modesty to be rigidly applied, then the letter 

may be understood to express a variety of values and norms regarding the behavior of women. It 

does so in a way that is consistent with cultural norms discussed in chapter 2. Silence is an aspect 

of modesty, one of the primary virtues expected of women in this period. Modest women were 

not expected to be continually silent, however. In fact, their ability to be industrious and loyal 

members of their household required their active participation, including speech. Exhorting 

women to silence or praising their quiet demeanor were recognizable ways of invoking the norm 

of modesty, but what modest behavior looked like was situational. It depended on the social 

standing of the woman, and the extent to which her actions were perceived to be for the good of 

her family or city. A woman of high standing who served in a civic capacity would be expected 

                                                
33 For discussion, see e.g., Johnson, First and Second Letters to Timothy, 230. 
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to advocate for the interests of her family, friends, and clients, and to serve the corporate good. 

Similarly, a female deacon who served well would not be dismissed because of bold speech. It is 

more likely that such speech would serve as confirmation of her good service. 

 

Widows 

In addition to their work as deacons, women also serve as widows. Like elders (5:17) 

they are “honored” by the community (5:3). The Greek word timaō has two common meanings, 

both of which are in view here. The first is “to honor,” recognizing and elevating the social status 

of the person honored. This meaning makes sense given the usual expectations of honor due to 

one’s elders, and the virtues of widows described in the verses below. The second definition, to 

support someone financially, is also in view here. The exhortation for families to provide for 

relatives (vv. 4, 8) indicates that financial support is part of the equation, as does v. 18 in 

relationship to elders: “The laborer deserves to be paid.” Yet in each case, the goal is not merely 

remuneration, but also honor. 

Widows were already members of society with significant social status. The social 

position of the widow was related to her legal status. As discussed in chapter 2, most were sui 

iuris. Wealthy widows owned considerable property and inherited more upon the death of their 

husband. They functioned as the head of the household. These legal and social practices led to 

increased status for widows.  

However, the social status of the widow was not simply financial, but derived in part 

from having been married and from raising children, both of which enhanced her position. As 

Suzanne Dixon notes: “A Roman matron ... had a certain status of respectability as mistress of 

the household which was enhanced if she became a mother and further elevated if she became a 

widowed mother.”34 Poor widows, who might well experience a decrease in available resources, 

were nevertheless due respect as widows. 
                                                

34 Suzanne Dixon, The Roman Mother (Norman, Okla.: University of Oklahoma Press, 
1988), 44. 
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The virtues identified in 1 Timothy were common social norms that also signified the 

widow’s honorable status. First, she is pious. Although the word piety or devotion (εὐσέβεια, or 

as in 2:10, θεοσέβεια) does not appear here, it is described in v. 5: “The real widow, left alone, 

has set her hope on God and continues in supplications and prayers night and day.” Devotion to 

the gods was a mark of virtue. Because the gods were the caretakers of the city and family, piety 

was a mark of fidelity to one’s people, and not simply of personal spirituality. The pious widow 

is explicitly contrasted with the self-indulgent widow (ἡ σπαταλῶσα, v. 6, NRSV: “widow who 

lives for pleasure”). The contrast reinforces the relationship between reverence for the gods and 

other philosophical virtues like self-control. It suggests that the widow’s devotion is part of a 

mindset that does not seek her own comfort but the good of others. 

Other virtues listed as qualifications for the enrolled widow reinforce the social basis of 

her honor. She is to be “married only once,” a virtue repeated in this letter for other leaders as 

well (3:2, 12). The qualification of a single marriage reflects Paul’s promotion of the control of 

the passions by refraining from marriage (1 Cor 7). Yet it also has a social basis in the Roman 

ideal of the univira, a woman married only once.35 The univira embodied ideals of modesty and 

loyalty to family, for she was faithful to her husband as well as to the interests of her husband’s 

children.36 The honor accorded to women married once would have increased the status of the 

widow. 

Being at least sixty years old placed the widow in the category of elders to whom respect 

was due. Old age—and widows in particular—could be ridiculed or praised in antiquity, yet the 

widow’s other virtues and life experience put her in the category of the wise elder. Both Plutarch 

and Cicero speak of old age as a time in which the wisdom and actions of one’s earlier years bear 

                                                
35 For inscriptions praising a woman as univira, see CIL 5.7763; 6.3604; 6.13299; 

6.13303; 6.25392; 6.31711. Cf. Catullus 111 (“satisfied to live her life with one man”). For 
praise of Cornelia, the mother of the Gracchi, see Propertius 4.11.36; Plutarch Tib. Gr. 1.7. 

36 Dixon argues that the ideal is “probably material in origin rather than sentimental.” See 
Dixon, Roman Mother, 22. Cf. Suzanne Dixon, "The Marriage Alliance in the Roman Elite," 
Journal of Family History 10 (1985): 360. 
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fruit. Cicero notes, “the most suitable defenses of old age are the principles and practice of the 

virtues, which, if cultivated in every period of life, bring forth wonderful fruits at the close of a 

long and busy career” (Sen. 3.9).37 Plutarch underscores that the elder should not indulge in 

luxury but in the pleasures of the mind (An Seni 785F-786B; cf. Cicero, Sen. 14.50), which 

include devotion to the gods (787C). Read against his background, 1 Timothy 5:5-6 also 

contrasts a self-indulgent elder to one that pursues pleasures appropriate to a life of wisdom. 

The list of actions the widow performed in earlier years (v. 10) are emblematic of the 

kind of virtuous living expected to bear fruit in old age. The activity cited is gendered, and 

centers on the household. But it is an active, not a passive portrait, and one that was likely to 

yield fruits of social influence. The examples of “good deeds” listed in verse 10 were things that 

mattered to her community. She was in charge of the education of her children (“raising 

children”). She also received guests into her home (“shown hospitality”), and was benevolent to 

clients (“helped the afflicted”). Foot washing (“washed the saints’ feet”) is also an act of 

hospitality in the ancient world. However, it was not customarily performed by the host (cf. Gen 

18:4; 19:2; 24:32) and thus may also exhibit humility and service (see 1 Sam 25:41; John 13:5-

14).38 Plutarch also praises the “good deeds” (καλοῖς ἔργοις) done by the civic leader that give 

pleasure in later life (An Seni 786C–D). The widow 1 Timothy envisions does not have the 

power of Plutarch’s elite male. Yet her “good deeds” (ἔργοις καλοῖς, and ἔργῳ ἀγαθῷ, v. 10) also 

entail social engagement for the good of her family and community. As such, they would be 

expected to engender respect and honor at a level consistent with her social status. 

Thus the widows of whom 1 Timothy speaks are women with social standing and 

therefore women who should be expected to wield influence in the church. Interpreters often 

                                                
37 Translated by Falconer: Cicero, De Senectute, De Amicitia, De Divinatione (trans. 

William Armistead Falconer; Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1964). For discussion on old 
age, see also: Karen Cokayne, Experiencing Age in Ancient Rome (London: Routledge, 2003), 
chap. 5; Tim G. Parkin, Old Age in the Roman World: A Cultural and Social History (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2003), chap. 3. 

38 See Johnson, First and Second Letters to Timothy, 265; Towner, The Letters to Timothy 
and Titus, 347-48. 
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recognize elements of the widows’ power, but emphasize that the author seeks to limit the 

number of widows or their role. I address this objection in the section below. My point here is 

that 1 Timothy imagines a community in which virtuous women are active as leaders. 

 

Summary 

Like Livy and Plutarch, the language about deacons and widows demands conventional 

virtues of women while also assuming women’s influence. Women did not exercise as many 

offices as men or in equal quantities. They were shaped and constrained by the expectations of 

culture. The point is not that men and women are equal, but that the culture offered and expected 

leadership of women at a variety of levels, even while upholding ideals of modest behavior. 

Instead of reading the language of 1 Timothy 2:11-12 or 5:14 as blanket rules restricting women, 

they may be understood as part of the complex social norms of the period. Women are expected 

to be modest, loyal, and industrious, and the pursuit of these virtues often involves active 

engagement in society. 

 

Social Conventions of Widowhood and Marriage 

Scholars of the last thirty years have largely seen the author of 1 Timothy as limiting the 

freedom of women, pushing the widow back into marriage and therefore “reincorporating them 

into patriarchal households under the authority of men.”39 The office of widow is imagined as 

one in which women exercise autonomy and leadership that were denied to them as wives. Thus, 

widowhood may be imagined as an “escape” from the patriarchal household.40 

This interpretation assumes that married women are restricted by patriarchal norms to the 

extent that they are unable to exercise leadership. It also shares a widely-held view that all 

                                                
39 Dewey, "1 Timothy," 357. 
40 E.g., Virginia Burrus, "Word and Flesh: The Bodies and Sexuality of Ascetic Women 

in Christian Antiquity," JFSR 10 (1994): 31; JoAnn McNamara, "Sexual Equality and the Cult of 
Virginity in Early Christian Thought," Feminist Studies 3/4 (1976): 151; Seim, "Ascetic 
Autonomy," 131. 
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women marry—and, when widowed, remarry. Thus the Christian office of the widow appeared 

as an innovation that allowed women freedom and influence that was otherwise forbidden. By 

refusing to put younger women on the list (5:11a) and by encouraging a second marriage (v. 14) 

that will disqualify them from office (v. 9), the author restricts the number of women who can 

take up the office of widow. If this is the only option for women’s leadership, the letter restricts 

the leadership of women in general. Dewey summarizes this view: “a major concern of the 

writings was to limit the role of women in the church.”41 

Against the portrait of women’s lives I discussed in chapter 2, the language of 1 Timothy 

may be interpreted differently. On the one hand, the author argues that young widows should 

marry, and he employs gendered stereotypes in order to argue his point. Yet readers who shared 

these gender conventions also shared a set of social practices regarding widowhood and 

marriage, and would draw on this social background to understand the letter. Here I focus on the 

instruction not to enroll young widows (vv. 11-12) and the preference that they should marry 

(vv. 13-15) against the background of these broader social practices.  

In 5:11-12, the instructions to Timothy affirm the stereotype of young women’s 

uncontrolled sexual desire, but also acknowledge social conventions regarding women’s agency 

in marriage. The author draws on the common perception of young women as susceptible to 

sexual desires. He asserts that young widows will marry anyway because they are captured by 

desire: “But refuse to put younger widows on the list; for when their sensual desires alienate 

them from Christ, they want to marry” (v. 11).42 The author ignores the social and financial 

factors that were likely to be part of a woman’s calculus in marriage and opts instead for a 
                                                

41 Dewey, "1 Timothy," 353; cf. 357. See also Seim, "Ascetic Autonomy," 130; Joanna 
Dewey, "1 Timothy," in The Women's Bible Commentary, Revised and Updated (ed. Carol 
Newsom and Sharon H. Ringe; Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2012), 600. 

42 Some interpreters understand “widows” to have a broader reference including women 
who have never married. E.g., Bassler, "Widows' Tale," 34-6; Seim, "Ascetic Autonomy," 130. 
They draw on TDNT comment that the word meant “women living without a husband” (9:440), 
but this gives preference to a minor possibility of the word and ignores the common sense of the 
word as “widow.” It also does not account for the assumption in 1 Tim 5:9 that widows have 
been married. 
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negative factor, desire. In doing so he assumes the reader will already understand young 

women’s desire as an unfortunate and inevitable phenomenon. 

Yet the author’s assertion that these young women “want to marry” (5:11) should also be 

reconsidered. The author is making a rhetorical argument to support remarriage. He does not 

mean to accurately describe the motivations of actual women. Yet in making his argument he 

draws on social norms that he assumes the reader will share and understand. Many women did 

want to marry, and young women were most likely to be able to. The assertion that young 

women should not be enrolled because they will want to marry reflects the practices of 

remarriage among young women.  

The statement “they want to marry” also conveys the agency many women had in 

negotiating a second marriage. Most widows were legally independent. While influenced by 

family and social pressures, they could legally choose a husband and could form a marriage 

without permission. They needed the approval of their guardian only to form a dowry. Although 

there were social and familial factors at play in the decision to remarry, the language of these 

verses underscores the likelihood that the church exercised little authority over the decisions of 

these women. If the women “want to marry,” they do so. 

The refusal to enroll young women can no longer be viewed as equivalent to confinement 

in patriarchal marriage. This understanding made sense when it was thought that almost all 

widows married. In that scenario, the official role the church offered widows made possible a 

way of life that was otherwise unavailable. But the available evidence now suggests that many 

women remained unmarried, with or without the church’s approval or financial support. 

Unmarried widows lived in a variety of situations, not all of which involved reincorporation into 

households headed by men. Most widows were sui iuris, and wealthier widows were the heads of 

their households. Women who lived with adult children entered those households with 

considerable authority. The assumption that these women were simply under the control of sons 

or sons-in-law ignores the social status they had accrued and the cultural expectations of respect 
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for parents.43 Many women also lived together in groups of women or women and children with 

no adult male present. I am not suggesting that women were free to choose between these 

options, which were more likely determined by social position and family resources. However, 

the variety of living situations for widows and the relative authority they possessed suggests that 

the church’s office was not the only avenue to relative independence for widows. Thus, the 

refusal to enroll some widows should not be equated with confinement under patriarchal 

authority. 

A similar pattern of complex social conventions emerges from 1 Timothy 5:13-15. After 

acknowledging the desire of young widows to marry, the author supports the option of marriage 

by painting a negative alternative. This portrait again draws on gendered stereotypes: unmarried 

women will become immodest. Yet even in the face of these biases, these verses appear less 

restrictive when read against a cultural background in which many widows were unable to 

marry, and in which those who did marry might gain significant social influence and resources. 

Verses 13-15 again employ stereotypes of the virtuous woman to argue for the marriage 

of young widows. The author raises the concern that young women who are not encouraged to 

remarry will become the opposite of the virtuous woman. Instead of being industrious, she will 

be “idle, gadding about from house to house” (v. 13). Instead of being modest, she will not 

control her tongue: “they are not merely idle, but also gossips and busybodies, saying what they 

should not say” (v. 13). Because these are rhetorical tropes commonly used to criticize women, 

they are not necessarily good indicators of the behavior of the women involved.  The evidence 

presented in chapter 2 suggests that widows did not have greater freedom than married women. 

Instead, the language activates conventional assumptions about women to support the argument 

that young widows should remarry. 

That these virtues are conventional is reinforced by the rationale given in v. 14: widows 

should marry “so as to give the adversary no occasion to revile us” (5:14b). The ordered 
                                                

43 As Suzanne Dixon notes, Roman women were influential with sons and daughters. 
Dixon, Roman Mother, chaps. 7 & 8. 
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behavior of women is meant to prevent criticism of the community. The idle, immodest widow 

would reflect poorly on the virtue of the community as a whole. 

Although the standard virtues of modesty and industry create a limited picture of 

women’s lives, the statement of verse 14, “I would have younger widows marry...” does not 

point to restriction of women through marriage. The author states a wish or preference 

(βούλοµαι, v. 14) that women marry.44 For many widows, marriage was not an option, and to 

state a preference that they marry would make little sense. Thus the statement, “I would have 

women marry” would likely have been heard as applying not to all women but only to those for 

whom marriage was an option. The author supports remarriage for women who can remarry, but 

gives no information about expectations for other women.  

The preference for marriage of young widows also looks different if the letter’s audience 

was likely to view marriage as an avenue for social influence and not simply for the restriction of 

women’s leadership. In the imperial period, married women do not seem to be more restricted 

than unmarried or widowed women. Marriage gave women increased social status and access to 

resources. They were managers of household resources and, when their husbands died, could 

inherit additional money and become the head of the household. Indeed the remarkable 

independence of some widows resulted in part from the social benefits of marriage. While 

widows appear to have greater independence than they did while they were married, it is not the 

case that they would also experience remarriage as restrictive. Second marriages usually brought 

increased social status and new social connections. They also brought access to the husband’s 

resources in addition to the woman’s own wealth.  

Against this background, the author’s preference that young widows manage households 

does not appear to be a plot to limit the social power of these women. The word “manage” 

(oikodespoteo, “manage their households” v. 14) can also refer to management of the household 

                                                
44 A few interpreters understand v. 14 as a command that all young widows must remarry. 

E.g., Dewey, "1 Timothy," 357; Krause, 1 Timothy, 103; Dibelius Martin and Hans Conzelmann, 
The Pastoral Epistles (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1972), 75. 
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by men. In the New Testament, its cognate oikodespotēs (householder, landowner) commonly 

appears as a term for the head of the household who is presumed to be male (e.g., Matt 13:27; 

20:1; Luke 14:21). Along with marriage and bearing children, management of the household was 

an important task that brought women honor and influence over their circumstances. 

 

Summary 

Interpreters have argued that a primary aim of the writer of 1 Timothy was to curtail 

leadership roles for women. By limiting the office to women over sixty who were married only 

once and by encouraging younger women to marry, the author seeks to limit the number of 

widows who are eligible for office and thus to decrease the leadership of women in general. The 

passage does seem likely to have decreased numbers of enrolled women. The question is whether 

this should be equated with curtailing leadership. 

The instructions of 1 Timothy look different when the cultural context of the letter 

includes leadership opportunities for married women. Leadership and social influence were 

largely a factor of social status. Women accrued social status in part through marriage. So 

marriage might be an avenue toward leadership for women, not a simple roadblock. Furthermore, 

married women exercised religious and civic offices. The assumption that celibacy was the only 

road to leadership for women does not appear to be valid.  

If this is the case, then a restriction in the number of widows does not involve a 

corresponding decrease in the leadership exercised by women. Instead, the author validates the 

most common path for women to accrue honor and social status: they should marry, bear 

children, and manage their households (v. 14). The author says nothing of wealthy widows who 

had their own means of support and were heads of their households. Given the practices of the 

culture, it is unwise to assume these women did not exert authority as patrons. 

 

Conclusion 
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 Interpreters have read 1 Timothy as a work that seeks to restrict the leadership of women. 

Dewey states the position concisely: “there were groups of celibate women living together and 

engaged in ministry. The author wishes to limit these groups of women, reincorporating them 

into patriarchal households under the authority of men.”45 This argument assumes that 1) the 

letter points to celibate groups of women as opponents; 2) the letter presents a consistent set of 

norms for women’s behavior that were strictly enforced; and 3) marriage restricts women’s 

freedom. 

Instead, I have argued that 1 Timothy may be fruitfully read without reconstructing the 

letter’s opponents. Reading in this way is still a historical task, because it seeks to identify the 

ways the letter employs cultural norms that the author assumes are shared by the reader. This 

approach does not assume that the letter addresses a uniform situation or single group of 

opponents. I have offered two alternatives. In the first, assertions of immodest behavior by 

opponents allow the author to characterize his opponents negatively, but do not give an accurate 

portrait of the opponents’ actions or modesty. In the second, gender norms are seen as a way to 

cultivate strong relationships and are given without the assumption of existing conflict. Both 

options give an alternative to the requirement that 1 Timothy counters heretical groups of 

celibate women, because the expression of gender norms has a rhetorical purpose other than 

describing or counteracting the misbehavior of women. 

The shared cultural norms the letter expresses appear somewhat contradictory. Like the 

society at large, the norms for women’s behavior were multiple and conflicting. Pursuit of the 

virtue of modesty suggests that women were silent and homebound, yet modest women are also 

seen to be participating in social and political life. First Timothy assumes that modesty is a virtue 

women should embody while also validating the leadership of virtuous women within the 

community. 

                                                
45 Dewey, "1 Timothy," 357. 
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The shared cultural norms of the letter include practices of marriage, widowhood, and 

remarriage, and the freedoms and restrictions women experienced in each. The social patterns of 

marriage were not monolithic, but vary depending upon social class, wealth, and age. Marriage 

was not uniquely restrictive for women and could lead to social influence. In part because of this, 

many widows wished to remarry, though not all were able to. Groups of widows were not a 

Christian innovation but an existing demographic pattern. Against this background the 

instructions of 1 Timothy seem less likely to function as restrictive of women’s leadership in 

general. 

 

 


