


Male Leadership in the church
(Part 7)

Spiritually gifted leaders
As we have seen, in 1 Corinthians 11:2–14:40 Paul addresses several issues related to church worship: the veiling of women (11:2–16), the observance of the Lord’s Supper (11:17–34), and the granting and use of spiritual gifts (12:1–14:40). In his treatment of spiritual matters (12:1–14:40), the apostle focuses in chapter 14 on two key concerns: first, the relative value and proper use of prophecy and speaking in tongues (14:1–25); and second, the need for orderly conduct in the exercise of spiritual gifts within the assembly (14:26–40). Such orderliness, among other things, entails observing the apostolic prohibition against women teaching or exercising authority over men in the gathered church (cf. 1 Tim 2), a point Paul makes clear in 1 Corinthians 14:33b–36. We will examine these verses in detail shortly, but first it is helpful to offer a general overview of 1 Corinthians 14.
Earlier we noted that not all teaching in the public assembly involves leading that assembly. When Christians engage in congregational singing, all members simultaneously speak to one another and participate in mutual teaching through psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs (Eph 5:18; Col 3:16). However, such reciprocal teaching does not involve the exercise of the kind of authority Paul addresses in 1 Timothy 2.
By contrast, it is equally clear that in 1 Corinthians 14 the apostle is describing an assembly in which spiritually gifted individuals exercise their gifts of prophecy and tongues in ways that contribute to leading the worship. This is evident, among other things, from Paul’s instructions that prophets and tongue-speakers should speak not simultaneously, but “in turn” (14:27) and “one by one” (14:31), while others in the assembly remain silent (14:28, 30) and say “amen” at the appropriate point (14:16). In giving these instructions, Paul urges the Corinthians to conduct themselves in such a way that all things are done “properly and in an orderly manner” (14:40).

Orderliness in worship
It is evident that the Corinthians needed to be reminded of the importance of orderliness, since a measure of confusion had entered their assemblies (14:23, 26ff.). In brief, some at Corinth who were “zealous for spiritual gifts” (14:12) appear to have held a misguided view of true spirituality, placing undue emphasis on certain gifts and failing to use them for the benefit of the church as a whole. There also seems to have been a competitive spirit and “a high degree of individualized worship in the assemblies” (Fee). To correct this, Paul emphasizes that the gifts are given “for the common good” (12:7), and that all things are to be done for edification (14:26; cf. vv. 3–5, 12).
Having discussed the priority of prophecy over tongues and given instructions for the exercise of both (14:1–25), the apostle then provides directions for orderly conduct in the assembly (14:26–40). He makes clear that such orderliness involves the careful regulation of tongues, prophecy, and other contributions within the gathering (vv. 26–33a), and he is equally insistent that, in the case of women, it includes their submission to male leadership (vv 33b–36).

The Spirit of God and the Prophets' Own Spirits  

It is clear that much of what Paul says in 1 Corinthians 14 is corrective, and verses 31–32 may help explain why the Corinthian assemblies have become somewhat chaotic. Paul writes:
"For you can all prophesy one by one, so that all may learn and all may be exhorted; and the spirits of the prophets are subject to the prophets." [14:31–32]
J. W. McGarvey suggests that in this verse "the apostle asserts the truth that the prophets can control their spirits while under the prophetic influence," adding: "This guarded against the possibility that any speaker should pretend to be so carried away by the prophetic influence as to be unable to stop." This is likely correct. Paul appears to be emphasizing here that the prophet "is not bowled over by the storm of inspiration" (Jim McGuiggan, First Corinthians: A Commentary).
By stressing that "the spirits of the prophets are subject to the prophets," Paul underscores that tongue-speaking and prophesying are activities "completely under the control of the speaker" (Fee). Given this, there is no reason why the spirituals cannot speak "in turn" and remain silent at the appropriate times (vv. 26–30). Disorderly conduct in the assembly cannot be attributed to the irresistible influence of the Holy Spirit upon the spirituals.
In this context, Paul addresses the role of women. Perhaps, like their male counterparts, some sisters were saying: "We are so bowled over by the Spirit's influence that we simply must speak out in the assembly when He gives us a message. We lose all control and cannot help ourselves!" But Paul will have none of this. Since the prophets' own spirits are under their own control (v. 32), this argument simply will not hold water, and women must accept complete responsibility for their own behavior in the assemblies. This is likely the background to 14:33b–36. In any case, we will now examine these verses in detail.

1 Corinthians 14:33b - 36

In view of the fact that the apostle does not permit women to teach or to have authority over men in Christian worship, (1 Tim 2), Paul's words here are just what we would expect. Because certain matters of translation arise, we will look at 1 Cor 14:33-36 in three different versions.
KJV
For God is not the author of confusion, but of peace, as in all churches of the saints. Let your women keep silence in the churches: for it is not permitted unto them to speak; but they are commanded to be under obedience, as also saith the law. And if they will learn anything, let them ask their husbands at home: for it is a shame for women to speak in the church. What? Came the word of God out from you? or came it unto you only? 


NASB
for God is not a God of confusion but of peace, as in  all the churches of the  saints. Let the women keep silent in the churches; for they are not permitted to speak, but let them subject themselves, just as the Law also says.
 And if they desire to learn anything, let them ask their own husbands at home; for it is improper for a woman to speak in church.
 
Was it from you that the word of God first went forth? Or has it come to you only? 

NIV
For God is not a God of disorder but of peace. 

As in all the congregations of the saints, women should remain silent in the churches. They are not allowed to speak, but must be in submission, as the Law says. If they want to inquire about something, they should ask their own husbands at home; for it is disgraceful for a woman to speak in the church. 
Did the word of God originate with you? Or are you the only people it has reached? 

First, a comparison of various versions reveals that there is some uncertainty about the demarcation of this passage. For example, the KJV translates verse 33 as: "For God is not the author of confusion, but of peace, as in all the churches of the saints," whereas the NIV renders it: "As in all the congregations of the saints, women should remain silent in the churches." The question is: is Paul affirming that God is a God of peace in all the churches (KJV), or is he saying that women are to remain silent in the church at Corinth just as they do in all the other churches?
Consider the following:
i. Having acknowledged that a number of leading editors link the expression "as in all the churches of the saints" to verse 34 (agreeing with the NIV), G. G. Findlay expresses a preference for the KJV rendering. He argues that this expression "comes in clumsily before the imperative of v. 34" if linked to that verse. He adds that the repetition of the words "in the churches" in verse 34 (as per the NIV) is particularly awkward (Expositor's Greek Testament, vol. 2). However, I favor the view of others that such repetition simply adds emphasis to the command of verse 34.
ii. Moreover, as Leon Morris points out, it is hard to believe that the high-sounding principle in verse 33b ("God is not a God of confusion, but of peace") should be given merely as the practice of the churches (The First Epistle of Paul to the Corinthians). This is a good point.
iii. Another good point is this: in light of the fact that God's character is constant and unchanging, it makes little sense to affirm that "God is not a God of confusion but of peace, as in all the churches of the saints." Clearly, given the nature of God, there is no possibility of His being a God of confusion anywhere or anytime! It does, however, make perfect sense to remind the Corinthians that in all the churches, God has but one rule for women. In fact, Paul has already had to remind them of this in connection with the head covering (1 Cor. 11:16).
In my view the NIV's rendering “As in all the congregations of the saints, women should remain silent in the churches" is most likely correct. (See too the Nestle-Aland text, NEB, RSV and others).

Now this is very helpful to our understanding of Paul’s command to women (“keep silent in the churches”). Clearly, it is not Paul’s intention to prohibit the tongue-speaker from saying “amen” in the assembly along with the “ungifted” at the “giving of thanks” (v. 16), nor is he forbidding the tongue-speaker from engaging in congregational singing (vv. 15, 26; cf. Eph 5:19; Col 3:16). No—when Paul instructs the tongue-speaker to “keep silent” in the absence of an interpreter, he is instructing this brother to refrain from exercising his spiritual gift in a leadership capacity. The tongue-speaker does not violate Paul’s instruction to “keep silent in the church” if he says “amen” or engages in congregational singing, but he does violate Paul’s command if he employs his spiritual gift to lead the assembly in worship.
This helps us with verse 34. Since Paul is discussing the spirituals throughout this chapter, and since he issues the command for women to “keep silent in the churches” in the course of regulating the exercise of spiritual gifts in the assembly, it is most natural to think that he has prophetesses and female spirituals in mind here. The context strongly suggests that this is the case. Moreover, in light of verses 28 and 30, the context indicates that the point of verse 34 is that these spiritually gifted sisters are to refrain from exercising their language gifts to lead in the assembly. Women who say “amen” at the giving of thanks are not violating this command to “keep silent” in verse 34, any more than male tongue-speakers who say “amen” are in violation of verse 28. However, female spirituals who exercise their language gifts to lead in the assembly do so in defiance of the apostolic command of verse 34. The New English Bible captures the idea by rendering v 34 "women should not address the meeting."
Instead of employing their spiritual gifts to lead the assembly, women are to "subject themselves (from hupotasso) just as the Law also says." Thayer cites this verse as an example of the following meaning for hupotasso: "to submit oneself, to obey; to submit to one's control; to yield to one's admonition or advice." Female submission then involves remaining silent and not speaking when doing so involves exercising authority over the men present


Appeal to the Law

Paul’s appeal to “the Law” in verse 34 to reinforce the teaching on female subjection (“just as the Law also says”) is best understood as a reference to the creation account in Genesis 2:21–24. While some libertarian interpreters propose alternative readings, their arguments are not persuasive (see Article 8). It is true that Genesis 2:21–24 contains no explicit statement of female subordination; however, the apostle’s use of this passage elsewhere to support this doctrine (1 Cor 11:8; 1 Tim 2:13) indicates that such an appeal in this context is both consistent and legitimate.


Asking questions 

Turning to verse 35, we find that in the present context female subjection means that women who “desire to learn anything” are to “ask their own men at home,” rather than raising questions in the assembly. The word translated “husbands” can also mean “men,” and in light of the fact that Paul’s instructions apply to all gifted women, not merely those who are married, the latter rendering is preferable. Women are therefore to ask “their own men” (e.g., husbands, brothers, or fathers) “at home,” that is, in private and outside the public assembly. Note the following points:

i. Since verse 35 concludes with the words, “it is improper for a woman to speak in church,” and since “speaking” in this context refers to spiritual utterances (see above), it is clear that Paul’s purpose is to reinforce the point that women exercising spiritual gifts are not to do so in the assembly. The command to ask their own men at home thus underscores the restriction against the public use of such gifts.

ii. A simple request for information would not ordinarily involve the exercise of authority; however, it is possible that the gift of “distinguishing of spirits” (1 Cor 12:10) included questioning prophets and evaluating their utterances (14:29). When Paul instructs the Thessalonians to “examine everything carefully” (1 Thess 5:21), he likely has in view the discernment of true and false prophecy (cf. 1 Thess 5:20). This process may well have involved putting questions to those who claimed to speak for the Lord. Did the testing of prophets (1 John 4:1) include a form of interrogation?

We cannot be sure of details, but it may well be that Paul is forbidding spiritually gifted women to exercise the gift of distinguishing spirits, since this would involve passing judgment upon the prophets. Keep in mind that Paul is regulating the use of spiritual gifts by those leading the assemblies.   

Paul’s rhetorical questions in verse 36 remind us that “the pneumatikoi (the spiritually gifted) in Corinth seem to have struck an independent course, both from Paul and therefore also from the rest of the churches” (Fee on 1 Cor 1:2). The apostle asks, “Was it from you that the word of God first went forth? Or has it come to you only?” His point is clear: who do they think they are? Has God given them a special revelation that allows them to reject Paul’s instructions on the one hand, while remaining so out of step with the other churches on the other (Fee)? The Corinthians are thus called to conform, which includes, among other things, accepting the apostolic directive concerning the role of women in the assembly.


Concluding comment

Common sense suggests that we should scrutinize very carefully any new and novel interpretations of biblical texts, especially when they represent a complete break with the past, closely mirror the cultural values of those who zealously promote them, and arise from novel hermeneutical methods.

In Article 8, we will consider several arguments that purportedly call into question the authenticity of Paul’s instructions concerning women in 1 Corinthians 14. It is important to note that these arguments do not stem from new textual discoveries, fresh insights, or improved interpretive methods. Rather, they are the product of a worldview that regards the pursuit of freedom, self-expression, egalitarianism, and individual rights as the ultimate good.
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