Male Leadership in the church
(Part 8)

Objections to 1 Corinthians 14:33b - 36

Interpolation?

Although there are some textual difficulties with this passage, most—but not all—commentators before the 1960s treated it as Pauline. Since then, several influential voices have popularised the view that these verses are a post-Pauline addition or interpolation. Among them was Hans Conzelmann, a prominent German New Testament scholar whose commentary on 1 Corinthians was translated into English in 1975. Conzelmann wrote:

33b-36 This self-contained section upsets the context: it interrupts the theme of prophesy and spoils the flow of thought. In content, it is in contradiction to 11:2ff, where the active participation of women in the church is presupposed. This contradiction remains even when chaps 11 and 14 are assigned to different letters. Moreover, there are peculiarities of linguistic usage and of thought. And finally, v 37 does not link up with v 36, but with v 33a. The section is accordingly to be regarded as an interpolation. Verse 36, which is hardly very clear, is meant to underline the "ecumenical" validity of the interpolation. In this regulation, we have a reflection of the bourgeois consolidation of the church, roughly on the level of the Pastoral Epistles: it binds itself to the general custom. Those who defend the text as original are compelled to resort to constructions for help" (1 Corinthians: A Commentary on the First Epistle to the Corinthians).

Following the publication of Gordon Fee's commentary on 1 Corinthians (New International Commentary on the New Testament) over a decade later, the view that vv. 34–35 constitute a non-Pauline interpolation that gained wider acceptance in certain quarters. Fee concludes his ten-page discussion of vv. 34–35 by affirming that "in keeping with the textual questions, the exegesis of the text itself leads to the conclusion that it is not authentic." He adds: "If so, then it is certainly not binding for Christians." (To see how Fee arrives at this conclusion, see his commentary, pp. 699 ff.)

Now, the simple truth is that the interpolation view flies in the face of all the external evidence. The fact is that there is absolutely no manuscript evidence for the omission of the passage, and it is only since about the mid-twentieth century that serious doubts about its authenticity have arisen. Bruce Metzger points out that "Several witnesses, chiefly Western, transpose verses 34–35 to follow verse 40" (A Textual Commentary on the New Testament), but it is important to keep in mind that transposition is not omission. Significantly, "in Codex Fuldensis (6th cent. A.D.) they were inserted by Victor of Capua in the margin after verse 33 without, however, removing them from their place farther down." Evidently, those who worked on this document were aware of the fact that there was some variation in the placement of these verses, but we say again: there is no manuscript evidence for their omission. It is difficult to believe that these verses crept into the text so soon after the writing of 1 Corinthians that every surviving manuscript was affected




Turning to the internal evidence, is it really the case that vv. 33b–36 "upset the context" by interrupting the theme of prophecy and spoiling the flow of thought? (In a similar vein, Fee says that vv. 34–35 are "intruding sentences.") As we said, Paul is speaking here to spiritually gifted women and leadership; and this being the case, it is quite natural that these verses occur in a section dealing with the need for orderly conduct in the exercise of spiritual gifts in the assembly (14:26–40). Metzger points out that the placement of vv. 34–35 after verse 40 "represents attempts to find a more appropriate location in the context for Paul's directive concerning women"—which simply shows that, like some modern commentators, some early copyists failed to see that vv. 34–35 concern spiritually gifted women and leadership roles.

Conzelmann's argument (echoed by Fee) that this passage "is in contradiction to 11:2ff, where the active participation of women in the church is presupposed" holds no water in light of the fact that Paul does not presuppose such active participation by women (see our earlier comments on 1 Corinthians 11:2–16). Suggestions that "peculiarities of linguistic usage, and of thought" in vv. 33b–36 show them to be non-Pauline (Conzelmann), or that vv. 34–35 are not genuine because they contain "some usages...quite foreign to Paul" (Fee), involve highly subjective judgments, and evidently these arguments carried little weight with scholars of the past. 1 Cor. 14:33a–36 may be a thorn in the side of liberationists, but there are no grounds upon which to excise this passage from the text.

A restricted group?
A number of those who reject the "traditional" interpretation of 1 Cor. 14:33b–36 insist that Paul's instructions concerning the silence of women in the assembly are limited to a particular time, a particular place, a particular set of circumstances, a particular group of women, etc. Among those who take this approach, there is no consensus about what particular group of women Paul has in mind, or about why members of a certain group are forbidden to speak, but there is general agreement on one point: Paul's demand for silence is not universal, but is limited to a particular time, place, or situation.
A good example of the above approach is found in an essay by Linda L. Belleville, in which she offers the following "intelligent reconstruction" of 1 Cor. 14:34–35:
"Married women, in exercising their newly acquired freedom to learn alongside the men, were disturbing the orderly flow of things by asking questions during the worship service. Paul instructs them to ask these questions of their own husbands at home (14:35) so that worship could progress in an orderly fashion" (Two Views on Women and Ministry).
According to Belleville, "the educational limits of married Greco-Roman women" explains why they were the ones asking questions in the assembly. But this argument and others like it are hardly convincing. As we have seen, it is clear from context that Paul has spiritually gifted women and leadership in mind. Both before and after vv. 33b–36 he is discussing the gifts, and it makes no sense to suggest that he here breaks off to say a word to non-gifted, married women. Moreover, in urging women to "subject themselves just as the Law also says," Paul is appealing to creation order, just as he does elsewhere when discussing the role of women in the assembly (1 Cor. 11:8; 1 Tim. 2:13). Thus, Paul does not have talkative Corinthian wives in mind when he speaks of subjection, but all women everywhere. Ordinances grounded on creation law are universal.
Belleville's suggestion that Paul may be referring to Roman law in v. 34 is completely without merit (as is the suggestion of others that Paul is quoting a first-century Rabbinic law, or even referring to his own earlier instruction). A few verses earlier (14:21), when Paul uses "the law" (nomos) to support an argument, he refers to the Old Testament, and this is typical. In fact, Paul uses nomos almost 10 dozen times, and in no case is there a clear reference to either Rabbinic or Roman law. Moreover, he uses the expression "the law (also) say(s)" elsewhere on two occasions (Rom. 3:19; 1 Cor. 9:8), and in both cases, the reference is to the Old Testament. Belleville's attempt to avoid the force of this appeal to "the Law" fails.
Another telling point against Belleville's position is the fact that Paul's instructions are not limited to Corinthian women but apply to sisters in "all the churches" (see comments on v. 33b). Are we to imagine that because of their lack of education, all women in all churches are prone to disruptive activity in the assemblies? What of the Phoebes, the businesswomen like Lydia, and the Priscillas? Moreover, because the Corinthian church has more than its fair share of immature, competitive, self-assertive males, and the likelihood that this has created problems among male spirituals in the assembly, it is hardly reasonable to suggest that only women (and married women at that) need to be silenced because they were "disturbing the orderly flow of things by asking questions during the worship service."
Belleville's position is just one example of a cluster of arguments that are based upon the assumption that Paul's instructions in 1 Cor. 14:33b–36 concerning the silence of women in the assembly are limited to a particular time, a particular place, a particular set of circumstances, a particular group of women, etc. All such approaches fail to deal adequately with the apostle's argument in this passage.

A restatement?
Finally, let us say a word about a group of interpretations which, while differing in particulars, have one thing in common: they treat vv. 34–35 (or parts of these verses) not as a statement by Paul, but rather as his restatement of a position held by some at Corinth. In other words, it is the Corinthians, not Paul, who have affirmed that women are to "keep silent" and are not to "speak" or ask questions. According to this view, Paul sets forth their position in vv. 34–35 and then refutes it in v. 36. Details vary, but some suggest that the rhetorical questions, "Was it from you that the word of God first went forth?" (36a) and "Or has it come to you only?" (36b), are directed to those Corinthian men who, in their arrogance, were denying Christian sisters the right to exercise their gifts in the assembly.
Support for this position is allegedly found in passages such as 1 Corinthians 6:12, 7:1, and 8:1b, where we read, "All things are lawful for me" (6:12), "It is good for a man not to touch a woman" (7:1), and "We all have knowledge" (8:1b). There is good reason to suppose that in these verses Paul is indeed restating the positions of certain Corinthians to refute them. A strong case can be made that it is the Corinthians who are saying, "All things are lawful for me" (6:12) and "It is good for a man not to touch a woman" (7:1), and that, having stated their positions, Paul then proceeds to correct them.
But is there any merit to the suggestion that it is the Corinthian men who are saying, "Let the women keep silent," and that Paul is rebuking these men by asking, "Was it from you (men) that the word of God first went forth?" (36a) and "Or has it come to you (men) only?" (36b)?
At the outset, let us note that the claim that vv. 34–35 do not contain Paul's own teaching on the role of women, which represents a radical departure from the traditional interpretation. Like me, many readers will find it difficult to believe that this novel approach has uncovered a truth hidden in the text for almost two thousand years. Quite apart from this consideration, however, there are substantial reasons for rejecting this interpretation, and we will mention only a few of them.
i. Clearly, if the words "as in all the churches of the saints" (v. 33b) belong with v. 34 ("let the women keep silent in the churches"), then vv. 34–35 cannot be a restatement by Paul of the Corinthian position. As we have seen, there is every reason to connect these verses.
ii. Moreover, it is clear that in v. 36 Paul is not contrasting male and female Christians at Corinth, but rather the church at Corinth with the churches elsewhere. He is not saying, "Was it from you (men) that the word of God first went forth?" but rather, "Was it from you (Corinthians) that the word of God first went forth?" 
iii. Again, those who adopt this novel position usually deny that Paul has the Old Testament in mind when he speaks of "the Law" in v. 34. As we have seen, however, Paul's usage elsewhere makes this highly unlikely.
Finally, when we consider the Corinthian letter as a whole and compare passages that are widely acknowledged to be restatements of a Corinthian position (e.g., 6:12; 7:1; 8:1b), we notice that 1 Corinthians 14:34–35 does not fit the pattern. Referring to those instances that are "almost universally recognised as quotations" (namely 6:12; 7:1b; and 8:1b). 
D. A. Carson writes:
"(i) they are short (e.g., 'Everything is permissible for me,' 6:12);
(ii) they are usually followed by sustained qualification (e.g., in 6:12 Paul goes on to add ', but not everything is beneficial ... but I will not be mastered by anything'—and then, following one more brief quotation from their letter, he devotes several verses to the principle he is expounding);
(iii) Paul's response is unambiguous, even sharp" (Silent in the Churches, RBM).
Carson goes on to point out that "the first two criteria utterly fail if we assume verses 34–35 are a quotation from the letter sent by the Corinthians."

Concluding comment
Paul’s instructions concerning women in 1 Corinthians 14 are consistent with the gender specific teachings elsewhere in scripture.
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