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Angela Standhartinger 

Duties of Age: Old Women in New Testament Epistles 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Abstract 

Obgleich Gruppen von alten Menschen in einigen Briefen vorkommen, werden alte Frauen 

lediglich in 1 Timotheus 5,2 und Titus 2,3–5 explizit erwähnt. Der Beitrag klärt die Frage, 

warum alte Frauen erst in diesem späten neutestamentlichen Briefcorpus zum Thema werden. 

Dazu wird kulturgeschichtlich nach Rolle und Wertungen von alten Frauen in den antiken 

jüdischen und griechischen Gesellschaften gefragt. Dann werden 1 Timotheus 5,2 und Titus 

2,3–5 in diesen Diskurs eingeordnet und schließlich gefragt, ob und in welcher Weise, was 

spätere kirchengeschichtliche und jüdische Quellen nahelegen, Frauen auch ein Amt, d. h. 

eine für das Gemeinwesen öffentlich tätige Rolle als Älteste, zur Zeit des Neuen Testaments 

wahrgenommen haben.  

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Besides groups of elders are not specified by their gender, only 1 Timothy 5:2 and Titus 2:3–5 

refer explicitly to elderly women in New Testament letters. These letters count among the so-

called Pastoral Epistles (PE) in modern scholarship. Someone, who was not Paul, wrote them 

in Paul’s name to the young church leaders or pastors Timothy and Titus. Because of major 

differences in language and theology, most scholars today agree that the PE are 

pseudepigraphic letters from the middle of the second century CE. Whoever wrote them 

wanted to add a final word of Paul on community organization, the role of women and men, 

slaves and masters, and rich members of the church, and on how Paul’s legacy had to be 

secured against opponents who, as one can assume, likely also claimed to have Paul’s legacy 

on their side. 2 Timothy, 1 Timothy and Titus build a small letter-corpus intended to be read 

together. In an entertaining as well as edifying way, the three letters give their readers a 

chance to peek over the shoulder of Pseudo-Paul and to watch him teach on community 

organizing, and finally to see him give a last farewell to his most beloved disciples.  

But why is it so late that old women are mentioned at all? Have these women grown old, as 

patrons, apostles, and church leaders, like Phoebe, Prisca, Junia, and Nympha?  Is there an 

arising sense of generativity in the second-century Christ groups? Or do the elders make up an 
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office, and is their late coming part of a development from a charismatic to an office-based 

church organization in the second century? Are there officeholders among the presbyterai 

(πρεσβυτέραι) and presbytides (πρεσβύτιδες), as inscriptions from later centuries assume? Or 

do the PE deal only with female elders because they want to explicate specific virtues, ethics, 

and role-models for this group of women? To answer these questions, I will first present a 

short cultural and social history of elderly women in Greek, Roman, and Jewish antiquity. 

Second, I will locate the two texts from the PE into this cultural, historical context. And 

finally, I will ask, whether—what later Jewish and Christian sources suggest—female elders 

hold a public role in the second-century (if not the first-century) CE Christian communities. 

 

1. A Short Cultural History of Females of Old Age 

 

“Women existed in order to serve the males, whether for sexual pleasure or for the higher 

interest of producing an heir. An old woman resembled an object that had passed its 

usefulness and could now be discarded.”1  

 

This disgust and disregard in terms of reproductive capacities, however, led to greater 

freedom of movement for postmenopausal women.2 This influential thesis, phrased by Jan N. 

Bremmer, has been repeated many times.3 However, against the background of the available 

sources, the picture has at least to be broadened.  

Like old males, elderly women also complain about the decline of bodily strength and health. 

The most famous Greek female poet Sappho, for instance, sung: “old age already (withers?) 

all (my) skin, and (my) hair (turned white) from black . . . (my) knees do not carry (me) . . . 

(to dance) like young fawns . . . but what could I do?”4 Quite similar sounds the poem of her 

male contemporary Alcman: “No longer, honey-toned, strong-voiced girls, can my limbs 

carry me.”5 There is mockery for those elderly people of both sexes who are courting in their 

late days.6 Comedy and satire coin the image of the bibulous old lady.7 The Hellenistic 

epigrammatist Antipatros of Sidon wrote:  

“This is the monument of grey-haired Maronis, on whose tomb you see a wine cup carved in 

stone. She the wine-bibber and chatterer, is not sorry for her children or her children’s 

destitute father, but one thing she laments even in her grave, that the device of the wine-god 

on the tomb is not full of wine.”8 
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However, already Plato praises wine as a helper and “a medicine potent against the 

crabbedness of old age.”9 Besides addiction to alcohol, Antipatros also mocks the 

talkativeness of old women.10 Old males, on the other hand, are criticized for their avarice.11  

Most important, however, old women are not only victims of mockery. Getting older also 

means an increase of wisdom and knowledge.12 Indeed, the anilis prudentia, the prudence of 

the elders, becomes a proverbial honorific title for female youth.13 Famous is the priestess 

Diotima, who once hindered the pest and taught Socrates on erōs and love.14 Goddesses 

reveal themselves as aged women. In the Iliad, Aphrodite appears as an old woman, and in the 

Homeric Hymns, Demeter does. 15 Priestesses of Demeter are often elderly women.16 Plato 

determines a minimum age of sixty for priests and priestesses.17 Famous seers like Pythia and 

the Sybil are also women of age.18 In the appearance of an old woman, Demeter joins the 

house of the king from Eleusis as a midwife and wet nurse. Her midwifery encompasses 

herbal medicine and apotropaic magic.19 Wet nurses are also well known for their fairy tales, 

myths, and family stories.20 Mothers and grandmothers are valued as teachers of their 

children.21 Sometimes, however, wet-nurse tales are blamed as synonyms of lie and 

deception.22   

The question of who counts as old is hard to answer. The philosophical discussion pays 

attention almost exclusively to free males of the politically active elite in the cities and to their 

appropriate engagements.23 Plato, however, limits official posts to women who are forty years 

of age or older.24 First Timothy advises the community leader to enroll only those widows 

who are at least sixty (1 Timothy 5:9). The marriage laws of Augustus oblige women under 

fifty to be married.25 Two female presbyters known by inscriptions died at the ages of fifty 

and forty.26 Much discussed is the question of how many people in antiquity get to their 

sixtieth birthday. On tax lists from Egyptian papyri, Roger S. Bagnall and Bruce Frier count 

19 of 337 women and 25 of 350 men older than fifty-nine years. They estimate that 4.5–4.6 

percent of the population in antiquity was over sixty.”27 

Biblical and early Jewish wisdom literature values the wisdom of old age.28 For Philo, the 

fifth commandment substantiates the general obligation to honor elders as well:  

“One who pays respect to an aged man or woman who is not of his kin may be regarded as 

having remembrance of his father and mother. He looks to them as prototypes and stands in 

awe of those who bear their image.”29  

When the sage in wisdom literature recommends the instructions of senior scholars, he 

sometimes points explicitly to mothers as well.30 This may stand in the tradition of famous 
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biblical elderly women: Sarah, Simon’s mother, Judith, and the mother of the Maccabean 

martyrs. 31 The PE, as I will argue, stand in this tradition of valuing wise elders. 

 

2. Speak to Old Women as to a Mother (1 Timothy 5:2; 2 Timothy 1:5)! 

 

Timothy and Titus, the leaders of the churches in the PE, are introduced as young men.32 

Pseudo-Paul calls them “my child.”33 However, whereas the historical Paul names Timothy 

and Titus brothers,34 the PE present Paul as the father of his two most beloved students. The 

sibling metaphor is reserved for members of the communities led by Timothy and Titus in 

Ephesus and on Crete.35 The young man Timothy should speak to his peers of age as brothers 

and to young women as sisters (1 Timothy 5:1–2). 

Elders, however, require more respect and honor. The charisma, in the PE a kind of office and 

a gift to fulfill it correctly, was transferred to Timothy through a body of elders who laid their 

hands on him.36 He is the grandson of Lois and the son of Eunice, two women, who are the 

prototypes for Timothy having “sincere faith” and who taught him the Holy Scripture since 

his earliest days of childhood.37 This likely fictive information about Timothy’s family history 

stands in line with the general Jewish and Greco-Roman valuation of the role of learned 

mothers and grandmothers in education, or, more broadly termed, in Greek paideia.38 

Therefore, it is not surprising that Timothy is advised not to “rebuke an older man,” but to 

comfort him as a father, and “elder women as mothers” (1 Timothy 5:1–2).39 Already, Plato 

says in his Laws:  

 

“An outrage perpetrated by a younger against an older person is a shameful thing to see 

happening in a State, and a thing hateful to God. Therefore let the law stand thus:—Everyone 

shall reverence his elder both by deed and word; whosoever, man or woman, exceeds himself 

in age by twenty years he shall regard as a father or a mother, and he shall keep his hands off 

that person, and he shall ever refrain himself, for the sake of the gods of birth, from all the 

generation of those who are potentially his own bearers and begetters.”40  

 

This duty to honour the elders was expanded by the political idea to describe a whole city or 

polis as a family. An inscription with an honorary degree, from the city of Olbia at the Black 

Sea, praises Theocles, son of Satyros, as “bearing himself to his equals in age as a brother, to 

his elders as a son, to children as a father, being adorned with all virtue.”41 This inscription 
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does not only “present the citizens of Olbia as one large family, but also as an educational 

institution in which paideia starts with the ancestors, is intensified with one’s own 

achievements, and which, in turn, becomes the master model for further generations.”42 

“Fictive kinship” is in no way original to early Christianity.43 Pseudo-Paul, however, 

corresponds with or even intends to compete with the highest moral standards of his Greco-

Roman contemporaries.44 Like the city of Olbia, according to the Theocles’s honorary 

inscription from Olbia, the community of the PE builds one household that educates its 

members, because its most prominent leader guides its member as a large family, in line with 

his ancestors, to achieve its best.45  

 

3. The Teachings of the Female Elders (Titus 2:3–5; 1 Timothy 4:6–7) 

 

Pseudo-Paul is famous as the only New Testament author who generally forbids women to 

teach (1 Timothy 2:12; 5:13). However, as we have seen already, Eunice and Lois had been 

Timothy’s most important teachers besides Paul.46 Old women are generally considered to 

“admonish” young women, or more literally, to make them wise and prudent.47 Their teaching 

method is their exemplary lifestyle. The old women should  

 

“…be reverent in behavior, not to be slanderers or slaves to drink; they are to teach what is 

good, so that they may encourage the young women to love their husbands, to love their 

children,48 to be self-controlled,49 chaste, good managers of the household, kind, being 

submissive to their husbands, so that the word of God may not be discredited.50 (NRSV)” 

 

With kalodidaskalos (καλοδιδάσκαλος = either “good teaching” or “teaching of good 

things,”) Pseudo-Paul most likely coined a new word.51 The old women teach by performing a 

master-model with their virtues.52 They are reverent in behavior or, more literally, have such a 

mental and bodily condition that they are always ready to enter a temple or holy place.53 The 

enigmatic phrase likely alludes to the sexual rules concerning the “purity of the marriage bed” 

in many ancient temples and cults.54 The caveat against much wine is typical and directed not 

only against old women, but also against old men, bishops, and deacons.55 The whole list is 

not original at all, but a standard in contemporary conservative women’s moral instruction.56   

Yet the meaning of the term oikourgos (οἰκουργός) is debated.57 It might mean “busy at 

home,” in terms of “staying at home,” or “managing a home,” in terms of leading a huge 
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household with agrarian production. Annette Bourland Huizenga favors the second meaning, 

in the context of the pseudepigraphic letters of Pythagorean female philosophers Melissa, 

Myia, and Theano.58  

The letters, written in the name of Melissa, Myia, and Theano to female correspondents, 

suggest with philosophical reasoning how to behave as a modest wife. They call to modesty 

on behalf of jewelry and clothing (Melissa to Klearete), advise on how to choose a good wet 

nurse (Myia to Phyllis), argue against indulgence of children (Theano to Eubule) and against 

jealousy, even if the husband visits hetaeras (Theano to Nikostrate), and finally, they teach 

how to make one’s slaves tame and submissive (Theano to Kallisto). Whether those letters are 

actually written by women is not known.59 Yet all letters are written in the name of older 

women to younger ones. The letter of Theano to Nikostrate states this explicitly: 

 

“Indeed, authority has customarily been given to you younger women to rule over the 

household slaves once you have been married, but the teaching ought to come from the older 

women because they are forever giving advice about household management. For it is good 

first to learn the things you do not know and to consider the counsel of the older women the 

most suitable; for a young soul must be brought up in these teachings from girlhood.60” 

 

Governance of slaves or the selection of wet nurses are not topics of the PE, nor are hetaeras 

in view. The readers of the PE belong to a social milieu different from that of the letters of the 

female Pythagorean philosophers. Both pseudepigraphic letter corpora, however, share the 

basic idea that younger women have to be taught by older women’s experience and advice. 

Different from what one can read in the Acts of Thecla, neither Paul nor the young male 

community leader serves as the master-model, but rather in the PE’s communities, old women 

teach and model for the younger female members.61  

A last reference to the teaching of old women could be detected behind 1 Timothy 4:6–7. As a 

“good ambassador of Christ Jesus,” Timothy was “nourished” and “raised” by “words of faith 

and good teachings” that he had followed. Therefore, he should refute the old wives’ tales or 

myths (graodes mythoi, γραώδες μύθοι). Earlier research identified these old women’s tales as 

stories that might have been told by old women, collected in the Acts of Thecla and other 

apocryphal Acts.62 More recent interpreters read the phrase as a polemical effemination of an 

oppositional group.63 As shown above in the short cultural history, old women’s fairy tales, 

myths, and family stories stand in high esteem by some.64 Others blamed them as synonyms 
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for lie and deception. The PE follow the second tradition when they connect them with the 

attribute bebelos (βέβηλος), “profane, worthless.”65 The teaching of old women remains a 

sensitive and controversial phenomenon in the PE.  

 

4. Female Presbyters in the New Testament 

 

In his interpretation of the foot washing in the Gospel of John, Origen gives the following 

comment: 

 

“Do not wonder that you have to understand ‘washed the saints’ feet’ (1 Timothy 5:10) in a 

spiritual way. With this, Paul imposes in a similar way that there have to be besides male 

elders also female elders, especially some who teach well (Titus 2:3).”66 

 

Origen, who was himself a presbyter, takes Titus 2:3 as a prooftext for the existence of female 

presbyters. In this final section, I want to ask how old this institution might be. 

“Elders are mostly leaders or patrons of a group and function as adviser or make, affirm, or 

witness important decisions.”67 In the Greek world, a gerousia (γερουσία) is known from 

Sparta as a politically active council of males who are at least sixty years old and from the 

leading families.68 In his comparison of political constitutions, Aristotle is highly critical of 

this institution.69 Yet he mentions another council of gerontes (γέροντες), “elders,” also in 

Crete.70 Contrary to Aristotle, however, Plato, Plutarch, and Roman authors consider old age 

especially appropriate for political offices because of its rationality, prudence, wisdom, and 

sagacity.71 

Inscriptions and coins attest to similar gerousiai in Ephesus and many cities in Asia Minor 

during Hellenistic and Roman times.72 Members from such “councils of elders” travel as 

ambassadors of their hometowns, help benefactors with loans, serve as benefactors 

themselves (or as judges), document praise and honor for benefactors, and fill roles in the 

gymnasium, in the imperial cult or other religions of their cities.73 Papyri from Egypt have 

elders as majors of some villages or cities, who reconcile disputes, deliver documents, or 

receive petitions.74 The concrete tasks, however, differ from city to city. Coins represent the 

gerousia mostly as an older lady, together with the city council (boule, βουλή) and the people 

(demos, δῆμος).75 The gerousia (γερουσία), the council of elders, could also be called 

synhedrion (συνέδριον), and its members gerontes (γέροντες) or presbyteroi (πρεσβύτεροι).76 
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There is no general minimum age for those who join the gerousia.77 And nowhere do all 

elderly members of the politically elite join the gerousia. The Greek term gerousia becomes a 

standard translation for the Roman senate. Senate derives from senex “old male.”78 The 

introduction of gerousiai in many cities in Asia Minor and Greece belongs to acculturation 

processes in the eastern provinces during the Roman Empire.  

According to Acts, a council of elders is among the governing bodies of the early church in 

Jerusalem.79 According to Acts 14:23 and 20:17–18, Paul appointed elders for the 

communities he founded in his missionary territory. However, elders appear only later in New 

Testament letters.80 The Letter of James invites the sick to call the elders to “have them pray 

over them, anointing them with oil in the name of the Lord” (James 5:14). First Peter 5:1–4 

exhorts the elders “to tend the flock of God” and to shepherd them correctly by serving as 

good examples to the flock, not corrupt ones.81 There is a debate, however, whether James 

5:14; 1 Peter 5:1–4; 1 Timothy 4:14; 5:1–2, 17–22(25); and Titus 1:5–7(9), respectively, have 

an office or a group of aged people in mind. Moreover, in the PE, a bishop with almost the 

same duties appears besides presbyters.82 The nineteenth-century thesis—according to which 

the council of elders originated in Judaism, while offices of bishop and deacons had been 

overtaken from the Hellenistic world—is no longer convincing, considering the prominent 

councils of elders in many Greek and Roman cities.83 Obviously, there are also councils of 

elders in ancient Judaism. A gerousia of Jerusalem is mentioned for instance in Judith 15:8 

and Acts 5:2.84 However, also for Jewish councils of elders, the exact duties and privileges 

cannot be determined.85 In the Yachad of the Dead Sea Scrolls, a council of elders is 

responsible for the administration of justice.86 A liturgical text has assemblies of female 

besides male elders (4Q 502 24,4).87  The “elders” or “the presbyters” is a “blanket term for 

manifold kinds of leading positions,” which develops in the ambit of the Roman senate and in 

the provinces among the manifold ethnic and religious groups and people.88  

Sometimes also women are members in the gerousiai of some cities in the Roman provinces. 

For instance, Flavia Vibia Sabina from Thassos is honored by a statue as “high priest and 

mother of the gerousia.”89 Another inscription from the year 99 CE from Sebaste in Phrygia 

lists among seventy-one members of the local gerousia three women from Roman families.90 

The council and city of Thessalonica honor the high priest and ge[rous]iarissa 

(γε[ρουσ]ιάρισσα) Flavia Julia Sivane.91 Among the Jews, a certain Eulogia is a presbyter 

beside her husband, who is the head of the synagogue of the gerousia.92 Sophia of Gortyn is 

herself presbyter and archisynagogissa from Kissamus.93 Ute Eva Eisen, Kevin Madigan, and 
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Carolyn Osiek added eight more female presbyters from Christian grave inscriptions of the 

second through the sixth century CE.94 Among them, Ammion, who was remembered by 

Bishop Diogas,95 Martia, who made an offering with Olybrius and Nepos,96 Flavia Vitalia, 

who sells an upper-class burial ground,97 and Guilia Runa, who donated a mosaic floor.98 

Some literary sources mention female presbyters as well. The Acts of Philip have male and 

female presbyters in a row with male and female deacons, eunuchs, and virgins.99 Epiphanius 

claims that the Montanists argued about Galatians 3:28 regarding the office of a female 

bishop and a female presbyter.100 He himself is willing to call only an older widow a 

πρεσβυτερίς (presbyteris).101 The Acts of a council of Laodicea determine that so-called 

female presbyters cannot be appointed to the church.102 Considering this manifold evidence, 

there is a growing consensus in scholarship that there must have been female presbyters in 

late antiquity.103 Yet the duties of this office remain diverse and often hard to determine. This, 

however, concurs with the general view we have of this office elsewhere.  

Do New Testament letters know of an office of female presbyters? The answer to this 

question has to be yes and no. On the one hand, not even the PE are able to exclude women 

from active teaching, not only as related to younger women, but also with regard to future 

male community leaders for whom Timothy is a prototype. There is no success in religious 

education without mothers and grandmothers, without being nourished with sincere faith and 

being taught in the Holy Scriptures. On the other hand, there is no clearly defined office of a 

male or female presbyter in the first and second century CE. The analogies documented by 

material artifacts from the ancient world, as well as from Jewish literature, demonstrate that 

functions and duties could vary in manifold ways in growing bodies of councils of elders 

established at many places and in many groups in the Roman sphere of influence. Besides 

cultic duties, this could be financial services as well as council and law-court tasks. The New 

Testament adds care of the sick and education. 

 

5. Conclusion 

 

I hope to have shown that old women in antiquity are not only disguised, mocked, or ignored, 

but also are valued and held in high esteem for their wisdom and the education of the younger 

generation. They sometimes even take part in the council of elders of their city or people. The 

role of old women in the PE reflects this reality in manifold ways. The young community 

leader is reminded of his mother Eunice and grandmother Lois and is asked to talk to old 
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female community members as he would talk to his mother (2 Timothy 1:5; 1 Timothy 5:1f.). 

Besides educating their own children, old women are to instruct young women in household 

management and point out to them their duties in marriage and childcare. The morality behind 

this concept is of course on the most conservative side of ancient discourse. It is no wonder 

that someone who waits for the imminent parousia of Christ and a fundamental change of 

gender roles and all other this-worldly social roles, like the historical Paul, has no specific 

ethics for socially determined groups like old women.  

Recent scholarship debates whether the PE want to exclude women from religious roles in 

general or whether the emphasis on the cardinal virtue sōphrosyne, “prudence and modesty,” 

allows women some leading roles in the house and thereby emancipates them in a certain, 

gender-specific way.104 Both aspects are correct but have to be complemented. The 

designation “old women” contains in the PE, as well as in all antiquity, an intrinsic and 

thereby explosive tension. The educational task that comes with the highly esteemed wisdom 

of the old always diffuses beyond families and private houses into the center of communities’ 

leadership. It is, therefore, appropriate to read, with Origen, Titus 2:3 as evidence for an office 

of female presbyters. One should, however, not restrict this office to priestly services, like 

presiding at the Eucharist. More likely, female presbyters in antiquity, similar to their male 

counterparts, fulfilled all duties and tasks that are documented for ancient gerousiai and 

presbyteria, like political and religious intercessions, representation, and reconciliation, on 

earth and in heaven. A catalogue of their responsibilities might become visible in the task list 

of the older widows in 1 Timothy 5:3–10. 
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