Frequently Asked Questions - J.S. Smith
FAQ #17 – Why no women preachers?


Because it seems like a vestige from a time before the nineteenth amendment to the Constitution, some wonder about the churches of Christ, “Why are there no women preachers?”

It is not because women are untalented, second-class Christians, or because the men have consistently voted them down. It is not because we are simply slow in catching up with societal trends, Juanita Bynum and Marilyn Hickey. I would suggest that you will never see a woman preacher in a church of Christ, and that if you do, the church is no longer Christ’s.

Although the New Testament takes note of female prophets (Acts 21:9) and many honorable women who served the kingdom in various ways (Romans 16:1, Philippians 4:2-3), it offers no precedent for female preachers. The roster of New Testament preachers is entirely male (e.g., Timothy, Titus, Epaphras, Barnabas, Philip, etc.). 

Just as importantly, the New Testament explicitly forbids women from taking spiritual authority over men or teaching over them. “Let a woman learn in silence with all submission. And I do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man, but to be in silence” (1 Timothy 2:11-12). Paul then offers God’s reasoning, but never retreats from his stance that women must not take on the role of preacher, lest they usurp the role of both man and God (1 Corinthians 11:3).

A similar passage in First Corinthians 14:34-35 says, “Let your women keep silent in the churches, for they are not permitted to speak; but they are to be submissive as the law also says … for it is shameful for women to speak in church.” Women who have cultivated a meek and quiet spirit will respect the authority of God to create her role; such women will also excel in that role and do magnificent things in the kingdom. She will teach children (2 Timothy 1:5), other women (Titus 2:4) and serve the congregation and other ministers                  (1 Corinthians 16:19).  Like Priscilla, she will share the gospel with everyone and like Dorcas, she will be appreciated and beloved.
1. Consider First Timothy 2:8-15. How do verses 8-10 establish a distinction in roles between men and women?
Men everywhere are enlisted to lift up holy hands in prayer, evidently in a leadership setting, while women are urged to express themselves with godly quietness and submissiveness.
2. Two things are forbidden women in the church in verse 12; what are they?
• Women are not permitted to teach over a man.
• Women are not permitted to have authority over a man.

3. What is Paul’s reasoning behind this decree (verses 13-14)?
Adam was formed before Eve, giving man an inherent role of leadership, and Eve was deceived by the tempter while Adam was not, suggesting a greater female susceptibility to deceptive teaching and practice.

4. It is suggested that this policy results from Paul’s misogyny (hatred for women) or an unnaturally patriarchal society that demeaned women. How must the Christian answer such complaints (2 Timothy 3:16-17, 2 Peter 1:21)?
These texts are not merely the product of one man’s mind, but were given by inspiration of the Holy Spirit who moved his pen.

5. Based on 1 Timothy 2, which would be allowable or prohibited?
a. Woman preaching to mixed audience would be prohibited
b. Woman teaching mixed-gender adult Bible class would be prohibited
c. Woman teaching class of toddlers would be allowed
d. Woman teaching her own children at home would be allowed
e. Woman teaching photography class at college would be allowed

6. Consider 1 Corinthians 14:26-40. The first century not only had worship services like ours, but the presence of gifts of the Holy Spirit also made tongues speaking and prophecy services possible. Did women sometimes possess such gifts (Acts 21:8-9)?
Yes, Philip had four virgin daughters who prophesied.

7. Were such gifted women permitted to exercise their gifts in these assemblies? How could they control themselves when “the Spirit moved them”?
No, they were to keep silent in the churches and were not permitted to speak, but be submissive. “And the spirits of the prophets are subject to the prophets” (verse 32).
8. Can women serve as elders or deacons? Why or why not?
Women cannot serve as elders or deacons for holders of both offices must have believing wives and no woman can have a wife (1 Timothy 3).
9. How did these women play important roles in the early church while remaining in submission to God and the male leadership of the church?
• Phoebe was a helper to the apostle Paul.
• Priscilla labored in the gospel alongside her husband and Paul.
