1Timothy 2:12
 
Clowney's interpretation of 1Timothy 2:12


In this paper, I wish to interact with Clowney's interpretations of 1 Timothy 2:12.  He has maintained that the verse prohibits a certain type of teaching, namely, authoritative teaching or teaching that comes with the office of an elder.  In his book (perhaps his magnum opus) The Church, Edmund Clowney conveys what he believes 1Timothy 2:12 teaches. "While teaching and exercising authority are separately forbidden in 1 Timothy 2:12, Paul's mention of the exercise of authority serves to explain why teaching is not permitted. While the word 'man' may be the object of both 'teach' and 'exercise authority', it is authoritative teaching that is forbidden.… It is authoritative teaching in the public assembly of the church that involves the ruling function." Clowney believes that Paul allows women to teach men "provided that the teaching not be of the authoritative sort."
  James Hurley also has previously maintained this position: "We conclude, therefore, that Paul intended that women should not be authoritative teachers in the church." Previously, in the same paragraph, he conceded the following: "Paul's grammar permits this reading [two prohibitions] by inserting the 'or.'"
 Similarly, Tim Keller has summarized the verse as saying, "teach with authority."


Susan Foh does not seem to be very clear as to where she stands on this verse. She seems to favor Clowney and Hurley's position at some points. In her book Women and the Word of God, she admits that "it is difficult to decide between the two" positions. "Paul may intend to eliminate women from consideration for the office of elder" but she is not forceful here. Yet, she seems to go with the traditional view when she says, "Paul does not say that a woman who usurps authority should not teach or exercise authority over men; he says that a woman should not teach or exercise (usurp) authority over men."
 In other words, she is suggesting that the verse in question has two activities in mind. However, her applications later on seem to undermine this understanding. But as it stands, I will not interact with her because I do not believe she is as clear on this as Hurley and Clowney.


As to Clowney, he does not exegete the passage but simply asserts his conclusion. There is no exegetical rationale for his position. He does explain it theologically, blending his prior theological and biblical arguments with this text. The critical problem with this method lies in the text itself; it simply does not say what he wants it to say. All popular translations argue against him.


The main point of disagreement lies in the area of prohibition(s). Is Paul prohibiting a single activity (authoritative teaching) or is Paul forbidding two activities, namely, a prohibition against women teaching men AND a prohibition against women exercising authority over men? We maintain, with the standard Bible translations, that Paul is prohibiting two activities (see fn. 1).

1. Practical problems.
a. What does non-authoritative teaching mean? 

Clowney's prohibition is not only untenable, it is also virtually vacuous when it comes to applying it. There is no real concrete context for this prohibition to take place. It can only happen if a woman teaches as an elder of the church — but since that is not allowed in our denomination, she can teach all she wants "provided that the teaching not be of the authoritative sort."  She is only in danger of breaking this prohibition when she takes upon herself the office of an elder. However, Paul does not mention the office; he mentions two activities.


Others who have assumed that the verse prohibits only the office and not the activities have argued that Paul was merely prohibiting women from carrying on "the role of senior pastor."
 This commentator assumes that only the office is in view and applies it to his ecclesiastical context. Clearly Paul is not prohibiting women from holding the office of a senior pastor (bad ecclesiology). This explanation certainly gives the impression that the commentator is taking the verse seriously.  The woman can possess the most important duty and function of a Teaching Elder (pastor, senior pastor, etc.) without his responsibilities.  She can have the proverbial cake and eat it too. She is de facto doing the work of a teacher without possessing his responsibilities and authority.


'Man' (andros) is the object of both infinitives (prohibitions) in 1Timothy 2:12.  Women are not allowed to teach men or to exercise authority over men. Now, how do we come up with this positive assertion, "Women can, however, teach men non-authoritatively?"  One would think that it would be more appropriate for men to receive authoritative teaching than to receive non-authoritative teaching. Foh suggests that the teaching could be "nonofficial, informal."
  If that is the case, then why bother? Why take the time on the Lord's Day to merely listen to non-authoritative teaching? Which is better for the congregation? Could not someone say, "I'm glad what she said was non-authoritative — I'm off the hook?" What does non-authoritative teaching really look like? What does it mean?

b. This sort of distinction smells like a modern concession. 


Certainly Paul could have conveyed that idea much more clearly. Clowney and Hurley are suggesting that the church has simply mistranslated and misinterpreted this text for nearly 2000 years, but the liberated modern man breaks through the two prohibitions and lands on a single prohibition.


In other words, such an exegesis is unquestionably more concessive to the modern mindset — it comports all too well with what the 20th century reader wants and expects; there is no need for a palingenetic work to accept such a teaching. It is much too easy!


I am not arguing that the more difficult reading should be the rule (as in textual criticism) but there should be a hermeneutic of suspicion if our clever interpretation fits very comfortably with modern expectations. For example, I expected I. H. Marshall to maintain this sort of position because he is a moderate Methodist 'evangelical.'
 We expect this sort of an exegesis from men like Marshall since they do not believe in plenary verbal inspiration. Their exegesis will always sit well with modern sensibilities.

2. Grammatical, exegetical and historical problems.
a. It simply does not say what they want it to say.


The two prohibitions in the verse (teaching and exercising authority — Clowney concedes they are 'separately forbidden') cannot be collapsed into one. That is in fact what Clowney has done. How can two 'separately forbidden' activities become a singular prohibition? Is he suggesting that the said activities may exist without the other? Are we to think that a woman may teach a man without authority? Are we to believe that a woman can exercise authority over men without teaching? In other words, is the single activity permitted as long as it is not coupled with the other 'separately forbidden' activity?


Authentein is not adverbial to didaskein. The two verbs are separated by a coordinating conjunction oude.  Therefore Paul is not saying, "I do not permit a woman to authoritatively teach men." Nothing in the syntax suggests an adverbial use of authentein. They are two separately forbidden activities. Clowney cannot maintain his final position ('authoritative teaching …is forbidden') without contradicting his original admission of what the text actually teaches ('separately forbidden').

b. We have a coordinating conjunction. 


Hurley believes that it would be legitimate to insert the "or" between the two infinitives (as if it were optional). One is not at liberty to choose if he or she wants to translate oude or not. Oude usually serves as a coordinating conjunction and not a subordinating particle (nor an introduction to an adverbial clause as Clowney seems to suggest).  There is nothing in the verse or in the context which allows us to arrive at such a forced construction; the natural force of the oude should be maintained.
 Oude simply emphasizes "a previous negative."
  The conjunctions force us to adopt oude as a coordinating conjunction as opposed to some subordinating particle.  Oude introduces a separate prohibition. It says, "Not this… nor that… but this." All the standard Bible translations use a similar translation. The conjunction assumes a series unless there are strong contextual evidences to the contrary. None exists (at least none have been advanced). The new interpretation and translation must distort the straightforward grammar to arrive at its desired results.


Here is an excerpt from a book which more adequately addresses the thrust of what is being argued. From Women in the Church we read:

It should further be noted that the effort to make authentein subordinate to didaskein so that it in effect functions as an adverb and to give it a negative connotation, as in 'to teach in a domineering way,' is contradicted by the fact that oude does not function as a subordinating but as a coordinating conjunction. Neither the syntactical parallels in the New Testament nor the extrabiblical parallels lend support to the contention that the second term linked by oude modifies the first term adverbially. And while 'teaching' and 'exercising authority' may well be perceived jointly in 1 Timothy 2:12, these concepts do not blend to the extent that they become one concept in which the two constituent elements are no longer distinguishable.

c. We have consecutive and complementary infinitives.


None of the standard grammarians refer to 1Tim. 2:12 as an example of infinitives being used in an adverbial manner (to each other).  The closest syntactical similarity seems to be the epexegetical infinitive (though none cite 1Tim. 2:12 as an example).
 In an epexegetical context, the infinitive ordinarily qualifies or clarifies either a noun/adjective (substantive) or verb.
 Young seems to limit it to adjectives: "Infinitives also function averbially when they explain or modify adjectives."
 Modern proponents of the new translation have not argued that the verse contains an epexegetical infinitive (not that any could argue this, of course).  But we note this to show that an epexegetical infinitive is one of two grammatical options left to them.  Of the examples given in various grammar books, none give examples of epexegetical infinitives where two or more infinitives are present in a manner similar to 1Tim. 2:12.


On the other hand, C. F. D. Moule has observed "how thin the boundary wears here and there between epexegetic (that is, explanatory and extensive) Infinitives and consecutive Infinitives…"
  This important observation is true unless there are clear syntactical demands that favor one over the other (i.e. the presence of the coordinating conjunction).
 Nonetheless, Moule's observation is only relevant if we indeed did have an epexegetical infinitive. Again, no one has dared to advance such a theory. Therefore the epexegetical option cannot be utilized.


The other option is the general adverbial use of the infinitive. Since infinitives could legitimately be used adverbially and because the proponents of this new translation have used the second infinitive adverbially, let us see under what circumstances it would be permissible to do so. Young observes that adverbial uses of infinitives tend to modify the main verbs, usually in prepositional phrases.
 Wallace lists the infinitives in 1 Tim. 2:12 as being complementary to the main verb epitrepo.
 Since epitrepo is a 'helper' verb, we would expect an infinitive to complete its thought. This main verb must control the use of the other infinitives in the sentence. All the standard translations have utilized this principle. The only adverbial use permitted in this verse is using the infinitives as being complementary to the main verb. No grammarian has ever used the infinitives in 1 Timothy 2:12 as adverbial to the other infinitives in the verse.  Therefore, there just doesn't seem to be any rationale for the new adverbial use of the second infinitive. 

d. The verse has a series of prohibitions. 


In 1 Timothy 2:12, we have three consecutive infinitives; the first two should serve as complementary infinitives to the main verb.   As we noted, the newer interpretation somehow forces the second infinitive to act adverbially not to the main verb but to the first infinitive.  But we must also notice that the infinitives have these conjunctions — "n/or… but" (ouk ... oude; ... all’).
 The existence of the three consecutive infinitives, the coordinating conjunction oude and the strong adversative conjunction ('but', alla) clearly point to a series of commands and prohibitions. It is the simplest and clearest way of reading the verse. If we adopt Clowney's interpretation, then the force of those conjunctions is entirely lost. Clowney functionally drops the oude and then takes the second infinitive as an adverb. We therefore end up losing the consecutive infinitives and a coordinating conjunction when we adopt Clowney's position.  There is no reason for such a translation. There are no contextual nor syntactical clues to override the traditional rendering and interpretation.


Clowney and the new interpreters have simply disregarded the coordinating conjunction to arrive at their own interpretation. There is nothing in the textual apparatus to suggest that oude is not original. Neither textual criticism nor grammatical rules will permit them to do what they did. Yet we have a theory that cannot be borne out grammatically nor textually. We submit that their interpretation cannot be supported from this verse.

e. Historic commentators do not support the new interpretation.


No one has historically interpreted the verse as Clowney has (as far as I can tell) until the present time. The standard elder commentators on the Greek text (1800s — early 1900s) never hinted at such an interpretation.
 Alford, Bernard, Ellicott, Fairbairn, Lock (older ICC), Meyer, and White (EGT) never argued for such an interpretation nor did they offer it as an option. Many of these commentators were not friendly to evangelicalism and yet are competent Greek scholars. Either they were completely confused and all of them missed this possibility entirely or, as we have suggested above, it is simply a modern invention devised to circumvent the plain and simple reading of the text.


The older and popular commentator John Albert Bengel (1687-1752) comes closest to the modern interpretation. He does seem to collapse the two verbs to convey a singular prohibition. But Bengel, in his much celebrated Gnomon Novi Testamenti,  gives a most interesting twist to this verse. He translates it as saying, "To usurp authority — To use authority over the man, by teaching, by speaking, for example, in prayer. Over the man— Implying not merely a husband, but the whole human race."
 He has taken didaskein to be adverbial to authentein (modern interpreters, on the other hand, have taken authentein to be adverbial). As a result, Bengel does not suggest that our modern interpretation is an option; in fact, he argues (somewhat similar to Knight, see below) that the activity of teaching  itself is an exercise of authority.  The way a woman uses or usurps authority over men, according to Bengel, is "by teaching, by speaking." In other words, for Bengel, there is no such thing as non-authoritative teaching.  Though I like his suggestion because it is in keeping with the traditional interpretation, the syntax nonetheless emphasizes the first verb (didaskein) and not the second (authentein).
 Bengel at least gets at the gist of the prohibition though we believe his adverbial use is unwarranted.


The new interpretation cannot appeal to any historic precedent to advance their agenda. These elder commentators were extremely competent Greek scholars. Though we may not agree with many of their views, yet we all respect their skills. These scholars did not see our new interpretation as an option. I am not convinced that our modern scholars have advanced all that much in their ability to work with the Greek text and grammar (except in areas of verbal aspects and linguistic theories [word vs. concepts]). Though the elder commentators are far from being infallible guides yet we submit that if our modern interpretation was grammatically permissible, then they would have noted it. They have not; the interpretation is a very recent creation. There is nothing to commend it. 

d. Paul calls for silence. 


How can a woman remain silent if she is teaching non-authoritatively? All’ einai en hesuchia (but to be in silence) means that the net effect of the prohibition must issue in silence (hesuchia). "Some have suggested that Paul is only ruling out teaching or exercise of authority apart from a man's oversight, or just a certain type of authoritative teaching. The insistence here on silence seems to rule out all these solutions."
 The text does not suggest that this silence could be broken if she were teaching non-authoritatively.  Certainly if such an important qualification was in view, Paul would not have been so prohibitive (einai is an imperatival infinitive)? The command for silence does not allow women to break this silence by teaching men non-authoritatively nor by teaching men submissively.


Some have opined that a woman could indeed teach and break this silence in the church if she is teaching under the authority of the Session. This is quite ingenious. It is similar to the idea of Corban (Mk. 7:11-13); God's Word can be nullified under the guise of Session oversight. The plain and simple reading of the text is invalidated because the woman in question was teaching under the oversight and authority of the Session.
 The net result of such a position is that everybody can teach as long as the Session says so. Biblical guidelines are invalidated when the authority of the Session is invoked. We don't believe there is any other way of looking at it.  We are not suggesting that Clowney et al. maintain this position (I certainly hope not) but we have all heard or read this sort of argument. 


Let us illustrate our point with this scenario which might shed more light on the issue.  Let us suppose a new visitor (a young lady who is totally oblivious to our fine distinctions) attends a PCA church during its weekly Lord's Day worship. She witnesses a woman sharing in the pulpit. The visitor greatly enjoys the warmth and charm of the woman speaking up there in the pulpit. The following week, she attends again and is desirous of hearing the same woman.  She, however, notices a zealous young man trying out his gifts (who just happens to be the pastor).  She is unimpressed and wonders why the woman from the previous week was not speaking.  She leaves the church for a few months and then returns to the same church. Again, the same woman she had enjoyed before is sharing from the pulpit. The visiting lady is unaware that the woman in the pulpit is teaching or sharing under the authority of the Session; the woman is merely sharing and not authoritatively teaching. The visitor nonetheless loves to hear this woman.


In this scenario, the theoretical differences some interpretations have concocted mean nothing to this visitor. The visitor loves the non authoritative woman and wonders why she is not always preaching (or sharing under the Session's authority). It is akin to the traditional Roman Catholic distinction between dulia (hyperdulia) and latria — there is no real difference when it comes to practice. The Roman Catholic theologians argue that the people are merely honoring the saints (and hyper-honoring Mary) while they are worshipping God — but it certainly looks very much alike. We submit that the distinction between authoritative teaching and non-authoritative teaching falters both in theory and practice. The distinction seems to be more of an excuse than an argument.

e. The activity and not the office is forbidden. 


Both activities of teaching and exercising authority are forbidden in this verse. The office is not in view (though no doubt it is implied as a necessary consequence of the prohibition). Clowney so narrowly defines Paul's prohibition that it is almost impossible to break. Is Clowney suggesting that a women can only be silent as an officer? 


There have been two sorts of detractors to the traditional understanding of the verse. One argues that the office is forbidden in this verse (Tim Keller, "teach with authority") whereas the other argues that Paul forbids the manner in which a woman teaches (Marshall, "teaching in a manner which is heavy-handed and abuses authority"). Marshall concludes his lengthy assessment of this verse with this comment: "It is, therefore, more likely that the verb characterizes the nature of the teaching rather than the role of the women in church leadership in general."
 Marshall essentially excludes interpretations advanced by Clowney and Keller.  However, neither positions are explicitly addressed; Paul's prohibition is more sweeping. Paul forbids the very activities of teaching and exercising authority.  "It is noteworthy, however, that Paul does not use 'office' terminology here (bishop/presbyter) but functional terminology (teach/exercise authority). It is thus the activity that he prohibits, not just the office (cf. again 1 Cor. 14:34, 35)."


Men like Tim Keller have specifically argued that Paul prohibits women from holding the office of an elder. Women, he says, are allowed to do everything non-ordained men are allowed to do. Women can even have teaching ministries, he argues.
 Clowney suggests the same.
  The office itself is clearly not what Paul is explicitly prohibiting (as Marshall argues); Paul prohibits both activities of teaching and exercising authority. In a sense, the activity of exercising authority may point to the office while the activity of teaching may be something different.


Let us illustrate what we mean. Suppose the elders of the church recognized certain young men who have graduated from college as showing promising gifts. Under the oversight of their elders and after some extensive training, these young godly men are given a few opportunities to teach in Sunday School classes and in mid-week Bible Study settings (again, closely overseen by the elders of the church). The express purpose behind this is to test men's gifts. Should their gifts become somewhat evident, they would be encouraged to seek licensure. In our Presbytery, men pursuing licensure would have to submit an evaluated sermon to the committee. These candidates would be allowed to test their gifts of teaching while not exercising authority. Many other men may also be allowed to do the same (should the Sessions notice qualified men). However, none of the women in the church would be allowed to do this precisely because they are forbidden from the activity of teaching men.  Keller's argument,"[W]hatever a non-ruling elder male can do in the church, a woman can do." is not true under this scenario.


So, Knight's observation is important because many men have assumed that the office alone was prohibited. The text per se does not explicitly teach that nor can we conclude that Paul is only prohibiting women from becoming elders of the church. The prohibitions are more explicit than that. Clearly, when Paul prohibits women from teaching and exercising authority, we must infer that women could not hold the office that practices those activities. But we must not equate the two.  The latter may be included in the former but the latter is not the equivalent of the former. 
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