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GENDER ROLES IN EARLY PAULINE READERS: THE HOUSEHOLD CODES IN 1 

CLEMENT, IGNATIUS, AND POLYCARP 

Jonathon Lookadoo 

 

Texts: 1 Clement 1.3, 21.6–8; Ignatius’s Letter to Polycarp 4–5; Polycarp’s Letter to the 

Philippians 4–6. 

 

Greek texts and recent English translations can be found in Bart Ehrman, The Apostolic 

Fathers (LCL 24; Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2003) and Michael Holmes The 

Apostolic Fathers (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2007). Other English translations are available for 

free at http://www.earlychristianwritings.com. 

 

Aims of the Paper:  

This paper explores the appropriation of household codes in three Christian texts from 

the late first or early second centuries. Each of these texts contain (1) a laudatory reference to 

Paul and evidence of having read at least one Pauline letter and (2) an appropriation of 

material from discussions of household management such as those found in Eph 5.22–6.9, 

Col 3.18–4.1, 1 Tim 2.8–3.13, and Tit 2.1–10.  

Each of the three texts explored uses the household code to their own rhetorical aims 

and to further the purposes of their own arguments. The first part of the paper explores the 

way in which each of the three texts appropriates the household code by giving attention to 

each code individually. The second part of the paper takes the analysis from the first section 

and asks four questions about the roles varying roles that men and women are to play in the 

household codes of these early Pauline readers. While the leading roles in the church are 

filled by men, 1 Clem., Ign. Pol., and Pol. Phil. depict men and women with varying 

responsibilities in the household and in the church.  

 

Outline: 

I. Introduction 

II. Examining the Household Codes in Context 

 

A. 1 Clem. 1.3, 21.6–8 

Household codes occur in two mirroring passages. The first (1 Clem. 1.3) 

commends the Corinthians for managing their household well in the past. 

The second (1 Clem. 21.6–8) calls on the Corinthian to return to their 

previous ways. Instructions are given to (1) leaders, (2) elders, (3) young 

men, and (4) women. Children are addressed only in 21.8.  

 

Language used to address leaders, elders, and young men are similar in 

both passages. Young men and women are commended for being 

“respectable” in 1.3, while young men, women, and children should show 

the “fear of the Lord” in 21.6–8.  

 

B. Ign. Pol. 4–5 

Letter to Polycarp addresses how Polycarp should act in the Smyrnaean 

church as a bishop. The household code addresses (1) widows, (2) 

Polycarp (i.e. the bishop), (3) male and female slaves, (4) Polycarp, (5) 

married women, (6) married men, (7) the chaste, and (8) the bishop’s role 

in marriage. 
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Ignatius tells Polycarp to care for the widows and encourage the slaves. 

Married men and women are treated as partners (sumbioi). Both parties are 

instructed to love, and their love should imitate the Lord’s love for the 

church. Marriage should take place with the consent of the bishop so that it 

is “in accordance with the Lord.” 

 

C. Pol. Phil. 4–6 

Polycarp is concerned with righteousness and the sin of Valens, a former 

elder in the Philippian church whose sin seems to have something to do 

with greed. Polycarp addresses (1) wives, (2) widows, (3) Philippian 

church (“we”), (4) deacons, (5) Philippian church, (6) young men, (7) 

virgins, (8) elders, and (9) Philippian church. 

 

The “love of money” is a recurring theme in the household code as well 

and connects the household code to the rest of the letter. The longest 

instructions are given to deacons, young men, and presbyters. The 

instructions to women are briefer. The roles of wives and widows extend 

beyond the family, and women are included in the rhetorical themes of the 

letter. 

 

III. Questioning the Household Codes 

 

A. How do these household codes compare to other household codes in 

Greco-Roman literature and the New Testament? 

These household codes are part of a larger Hellenistic discussion about 

household management. However, two differences are noteworthy. First, 

all three household codes discuss the roles of women, whereas several 

other Greco-Roman household codes speak only to men. Second, all three 

household codes are oriented by their understandings of Jesus, but each 

letter works this out in different ways. 

 

B. How do these codes depict gender roles in the home? 

Married women are often closely connected to their husbands, while 

married men are not always treated as a discrete category. Ignatius treats 

married couples in a more reciprocal manner. Instructions to unmarried 

individuals shows greater variance. Ignatius wants Polycarp to care for the 

widows, while Polycarp instructs widows to play a more active role in 

staying away from evil.  

 

C. How do they depict gender roles in the public lives of men and women? 

Public life is primarily the church in an intra-church letter, and all people 

are included in the meetings. In some instances, women’s roles extend well 

beyond the household to include loving and praying for “all people.” Men 

receive more tangible instructions regarding how to treat others in public. 

 

D. What role does gender play with respect to leadership in the church? 

Men and women have a variety of roles in the home and in public, but men 

seem to retain the leadership roles of bishop, presbyter, or deacon. 

 

IV. Conclusion 


