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ABSTRACT 

 

 The advice Paul gives to Corinthian women about proper behavior in worship often 

makes modern people wince.  In this paper I will use a basic instruction on culture formation to 

show how our own personal enculturation sets up prejudicial blocks to understanding the 

meaning of the ancient text.   To that end, a small introduction to the historical and cultural realm 

of New Testament people is made; in particular, the focus shines on the important Mediterranean 

values of honor and kinship.  Through examination of the cultural context, Paul’s advice to 

women is seen to be very much in harmony with social conventions of the times.  The cultural 

values of honor and kinship, and the historical facts of Greco-Roman gender roles are 

foundational for understanding Paul’s challenging advice to Corinthian worshippers.  

Understanding his original meaning confirms the appropriateness of women speaking to the 

church body today. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 The Apostle Paul’s words to women worshippers at the church in Corinth1 make prickly 

work of discussing women’s roles in church worship today.  Kenneth Bailey sums up the “blunt 

interpretation” of 1 Cor. 11:2-16 quite well: 

This passage tells women that 
(1) they are to live under male authority, 
(2) keep their heads covered in public, and 
(3) understand that they were created to serve men!2 

  

 Paul’s behavior protocols, enumerated this way, stand in sharp contrast to the experience 

of modern, Western women who exercise freedom to speak to anyone, with heads bared, in 

social and civic contexts, and even in many churches. 

 That list, however, is what Paul’s words have sounded like to others down through the 

ages, as preserved in the literal approach,3 and still sound like to us, the modern Western reader.  

In this paper, I will argue that it is a faulty approach to start scriptural interpretation with a 

personal centered viewpoint4 because these words were originally intended for other people,5 a 

people from another place, another time, and another culture. 

 I propose to recover the original meaning of Paul’s advice by visiting the culture of his 

time in general, and visiting in particular the organizing values of honor and kinship that imbued 

the culture of his time.6  In doing so, I will build a case for using cultural awareness as an 

                                                
1 1 Cor. 11:2-16; 14:33b-36. 
2 Kenneth E. Bailey, Paul Through Mediterranean Eyes: Cultural Studies in 1 Corinthians, (Downers Grove: 
InterVarsity Press, 2011), 297. 
3 Bailey, 299. 
4 David A. deSilva, Honor, Patronage, Kinship & Purity: Unlocking New Testament Culture (Downers Grove: 
InterVarsity Press, 2000), 18. 
5 Bruce J. Malina, The New Testament World: Insights from Cultural Anthropology (Louisville: Westminster John 
Knox Press, 2001), 1-6. 
6 deSilva, 23-24; 157-158. 
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appropriate tool for exegesis of the Bible.7  First, I will describe the concept of culture and how 

culture is created.  Next, I will explore the social world of the New Testament, including the 

values of honor and kinship, comparing this to the cultural values of the modern American 

experience.  Ultimately, I will show that an understanding of historical context and cultural 

values can lead to effective understanding on this subject in the present day.  Paul’s words can be 

understood in the light of honor and belongingness in the household of faith, and that 

consideration of honor and belongingness can still be guiding principles today.  

 

 

EXPLORING THE SOCIAL WORLD OF THE NEW TESTAMENT 

 

 The writers, speakers, readers and listeners of the New Testament world each have a 

cultural background that is a direct influence on what each person values and understands.8  If 

we want to understand the people of the New Testament, we need to understand their social 

environment.9  In fact, the entire conclusion of Malina’s complex sociological models of 

Mediterranean culture is to accept that God, as man, came into a world, a society, a country, a 

religion, a family, a history, a political system; in short, he was born into a culture, a culture 

different from our own, and it is worth our time to study it.  When we acknowledge Jesus’ 

culture, we are affirming his incarnation.10   

 Interestingly, Malina writes for over two hundred pages and makes the sum theological 

argument for it in just five paragraphs at the end.  The necessity of Malina’s two hundred pages 

                                                
7 deSilva, 19. 
8 Malina, 7-9. 
9 deSilva, 17-19; Malina, 1-11; Wayne A. Meeks, The First Urban Christians: The Social World of the Apostle Paul 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1983), 1-7. 
10 Malina, 222. 
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and the thousand pages between the other authors mentioned comes because we, the modern 

readers, are often approaching our New Testament study with very different cultural lenses, and 

someone must help us understand.11 

 DeSilva defines culture as “those values, ways of relating, and ways of looking at the 

world that its members share and that provide the framework for all communication.”12  

Communication can occur between individuals only because the individuals share an 

understanding of meaning.13  I can say to my friend, “Bring me a good cup of coffee,” and given 

the choice, my coffee loving friend will bypass the instant Sanka and bring me a steaming cup 

from Starbucks.  He understood my meaning.  He and I, like all of us, get meaning by drawing 

lines (good coffee/bad coffee).14  Our boundary lines, besides less significant things like 

beverages, “define self, others, nature, time, space, and God/gods.”15  Moreover, our drive to 

make meaning, to make sense of who we are and where we are, is an “overpowering drive.”16   

 Think of a time when you have encountered a person, but were unable to easily discern 

the individual’s gender: not by name, dress, voice or mannerisms.  Were you left wondering how 

to respectfully treat this person--as a male or female, or as neither?  If neither, what does that 

mean?  It can be unsettling to not understand someone or some situation, and desiring to 

understand, we will turn to our ability to order the world around us.17   

 As an example of how all people, past and present, create meaning (and thus culture), 

consider the way we order the world by putting things in designated places, a facet of religion.18  

Jesus and Paul speak out of a world that was very much concerned with a religious ordering that 
                                                
11 Malina, 11. 
12 deSilva, 17-18. 
13 Malina, 1-2. 
14 Malina, 27. 
15 Malina, 27.   
16 Malina, 28. 
17 Malina, 13.   
18 deSilva, 246-247. 
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would put people and things in their proper places and make ways for people and things to come 

into holy places.19  I note that Jesus was under a complicated set of laws for purity and holiness 

given in the law,20 and the Apostle Paul argues strongly that Gentile converts not be put under 

the law,21 but also comes back to Jerusalem agreeing to make purification for himself and four 

other men, paying for their necessary sacrifices in the temple.22  Concerns for purity and proper 

religion extended beyond the Jewish and early Christian community, as well.23  Non-Jewish 

peoples throughout the Roman empire were also religious, as noted by Ferguson:    

Religion was closely interwoven with society in the Greco-Roman world. It was official and a part 
of the civil order.  Each city had its patron deity or deities.  Sacrifice and prayer accompanied 
meetings of the assembly and council, and priests of the public cults were selected in the same 
ways as the magistrates.  Temples were built of public funds, and taxes were levied for the support 
of certain cults.  The state decided expenditures for the cult and derived income from it. . .Human 
life was thoroughly permeated with religion, and numerous ceremonies punctuated the course of 
life.24   

 
 Essentially, religion was a corporate practice by the society25 and would not have been 

viewed as individualistic belief.26  Additionally, though modern people view magic as different 

from religion, this was not the case in the first-century Mediterranean.  Curses, divining, and 

other acts of superstition were part and parcel of the times.27   

 As modern people living in a culture that values individual choice in religion,28 reliance 

on science instead of magic,29 and as Christians who are not under the law,30 it can be easy to 

dismiss religious purity concerns as superficially important.  Doing so, though, puts us at a real 

                                                
19 Malina, 170-196. 
20 Lev.; Deut.; Matt. 5:17-20. 
21 Acts 15:1-29; Gal. 1:1-5:15. 
22 Acts 21:23-26.   
23 deSilva, 247-248. 
24 Everett Ferguson, Backgrounds of Early Christianity, (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 
2003), 182. 
25 Malina, 83. 
26 Malina, 58-69. 
27 Ferguson, 176.   
28 U.S. Constitution, amend. 1.  For example, think how the Bill of Rights makes its first protection the guarantee 
that the government will not interfere with an individual’s religious expression.   
29 Malina, 166. 
30 Malina, 191. 
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disadvantage in understanding New Testament people.  I turn to deSilva summarizing Mary 

Douglas and her work on understanding the anthropology of purity and pollution.31  She shows 

how the concept of designating purity is still potent for us today.32   

 Think on the word “dirt.” I find it very pleasurable when I dig in my garden boxes and 

find worms.  Sometimes the children will come and collect them, but I get rather irritated if a kid 

brings them inside to count their number on my kitchen counter.  Worms are wonderful in my 

garden, but in my kitchen, they are labeled “dirty” because they are out of place.  The kid trucks 

them back outside, and I take the counter through a purification ritual.   

 We can thus see how modern people also cordon off our lives with purity lines even as 

people of antiquity would do, though we might not put it commonly under the heading of 

religion or use religious terminology in doing so.33  Consider your feelings toward a telemarketer 

who violates the purity lines of your dinner time.  This is a valuable empathy to take into a study 

of religions of the first-century world.34   

 With this example of meaning-building in culture aside, I turn now to give specifics on 

the time and place of New Testament culture. 

 The time is the first-century A.D., and the place is generally the land bordering the 

Mediterranean Sea.  Typically, when I think of Biblical writings, I first think of Palestine.  Of 

course, we know that Jesus preached to crowds35 in the Roman occupied procuratorship of 

Judea36 and the surrounding area of Galilee ruled by Herod Antipas.37  Even so, I had always 

                                                
31 deSilva, 241-247.  
32 deSilva, 243-244. 
33 deSilva, 242-243.   
34 deSilva, 241. 
35 Matt. 4:23-5:1.  
36 Ferguson, 415; Klaus Wengst, Pax Romana and the Peace of Jesus Christ, (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1987), 
55. 
37 Wengst, 7-54. 
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imagined a strict Jewish culture surrounding him with the occasional Roman influence; I 

misunderstood how greatly this region was influenced by Greco-Roman culture.   

 After the conquest of Palestine by Alexander the Great in 332 B.C., the Hellenization of 

this area brought the creation of colonies and cities in the Greek style, complete with 

gymnasiums, stadiums, festivals, language and learning; if one wanted to do business, read 

literature or participate in politics, the language needed was Greek.38  In later years, Herod the 

Great (37-4 B.C.), as a Roman client-king, would not only rebuild the temple for his Jewish 

subjects, but would also create temples and buildings for his Gentile citizens.39  When Rome 

controlled Judea, the region of the Decapolis (a grouping of Greek cities) would even be given 

the right of independent rule.40  All of this is to describe Palestine and within it Judea and other 

regions not as just singularly Jewish, but as affected by Greek culture, Roman rule, and Jews and 

non-Jews living in one land, concurrent.41  Not only that, but Jewish culture was exported with 

its people to cities far and wide.42  Josephus quotes a geographer of his times, Strabo, as 

affirming, “It is not easy to find a place in the inhabited world which this tribe has not penetrated 

and which has not been occupied by it.”43  Ferguson put numbers behind that by stating that 

during the first-century, up to two-thirds of Jewish people lived beyond the bounds of 

Palestine.44  

 This example of the region of Palestine and the export of Jewish culture also correlates to 

the experience of lands and peoples all around the Mediterranean Sea; the Greco-Roman culture 

spread because of influence of the Greek or Roman rule even while a people could maintain its 

                                                
38 Ferguson, 403.  
39 Ferguson, 413. 
40 Ferguson, 412.   
41 deSilva, 19, see his extensive footnote no. 4.  
42 deSilva, 36-37. 
43 Josephus, Ant. 14.7.2, quoted in Ferguson, 427. 
44 Ferguson, 427.   
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religious/ethnic identity as they themselves traveled to new places.45  This further accelerated 

under the Roman rule of Ceasar Augustus because his leadership brought peace from civil wars, 

stable governance, great economic benefits, and improved communication and travel abilities.46  

Consider how Paul took advantage of Roman roads and the common experience of Greco-

Roman culture as he took the message of Jesus to cities across the Mediterranean.47  In sum, the 

Pax Romana48 nurtured a Greco-Roman culture49 that was shared across a broad geographical 

area amongst diverse people groups.50  

 Besides the thread of Roman rule and Greco-Roman culture, people groups across the 

Mediterranean shared a general economic way of life that Malina calls a “ruralized society.”51  In 

a ruralized society, a few wealthy landholders controlled enough of the land and its produce that 

they, the elites, were able to set the overall agenda for their larger society.   From the bottom up, 

laborers were tied to villages and villages would be tied to certain cities by their elites like wheel 

spokes to a central hub.  In one further step, the city would be socially responsible to the central 

city of the empire.52  Yet always, the power and influence was held by the two percent of elites53 

over the remaining ninety-eight percent of the population.54 

 The basic unit of this ruralized society would be the household,55 whether in the city, 

village, or countryside.  The household was both an economic producing unit in which the family 

                                                
45 deSilva, 37. 
46 Ferguson, 30; Meeks, 11-12.  
47 Meeks, 16-18. 
48 Wengst, 7-54. 
49 Ferguson, 5-6. 
50 deSilva, 36-37. 
51 Malina, 81.  
52 Malina, 81-87.  
53 Meeks, 14-15. 
54 Malina, 85-87. 
55 Wengst, 61-62; Meeks 75. 
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would work together and a consuming unit; one’s shop and home were one and the same.56  

Think how different that is from today where someone might commute thirty-five miles to work 

while his spouse drives to work twenty miles in the opposite direction. 

  Also, though there certainly were nuclear families, as we think of them,57 the family was 

a much broader household unit which included “children, slaves, unmarried relatives and often 

freedmen and freedwomen or other renters of shop or residential property.”58  It was organized 

by authority over those who were subordinates and dependents59 with generally the father, 

husband, or master as head of the house.60  In a household of wealth, the clients (referring to the 

honor relationship of patrons and clients61) could be counted as part of the household even 

without actually living in the house.62  One further social note on the household that I will make 

at this time is that typically, the people of the household would share a common religion.63  

Religious practice for Greeks and Romans, as well as Jewish families, was bound up in the 

household,64 and though in the later Roman empire one could find exceptions, “It was ordinarily 

assumed that the subordinate members of a household, particularly the servile ones, would share 

the religion(s) of the master.”65   

                                                
56 deSilva, 179, citing Carolyn Osiek and David L. Balch, Families in the New Testament World: Households and 
House Churches, (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1997), p. 54 and Halvor Moxnes, ed., Constructing Early 
Christian Families: Families as Social Reality and Metaphor, (London: Routledge, 1997), p. 23; Malina, 139-140. 
57 Malina, 140. 
58 Carolyn Osiek. “The Family in Early Christianity: ‘Family Values’ Revisited,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 58, no. 
1 (January 1996): 7, http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=afh&AN=9606206757&site=ehost-live 
(accessed May 4, 2013); Meeks, 29-30, 75.   
59 Meeks, 30, citing Edwin A. Judge, The Social Pattern of Christian Groups in the First Century, (London: 
Tyndale, 1960), 30-39 and Abraham J. Malherbe, Social Aspects of Early Christianity, Rockwell Lectures of 1952 
(Baton Rouge and London: Louisiana State University Press, 1977), 69. 
60 deSilva, 173,180. 
61 deSilva, 95-119. 
62 deSilva, 174.  
63 Ferguson, 72, 180. 
64 deSilva, 169-170. 
65 Meeks, 30.  
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  Whether one lived in a powerful (two percent), or poor (ninety-eight percent) household, 

he or she would deal with a perception that Malina calls “limited good.”66  The idea is that 

someone in a ruralized society would perceive that resources for life were always limited in 

quantity and there was no path to increase the needed supply.67  An agricultural example makes 

this easy to see; the amount of grain a farm can produce is finite and given one’s small lot of land 

and no control over the weather, how could more grain be gotten?  Malina applies this common 

sense observation to all areas of human resource: 

Their lot was an unquestioned, if uneasy acceptance of dominance by some supreme and remote 
power, with little control over the conditions that governed their lives.  This means that for the 
most part. . .the people presented in the pages of the New Testament would see their existence as 
determined and limited by the natural and social resources of their village, their preindustrial city, 
their immediate area and world, both vertically and horizontally. Such socially limited and 
determined existence could be verified by experience and lead to the perception that all goods 
available to a person are, in fact, limited.  Thus extensive areas of behavior are patterned in such a 
way as to suggest to one and all that in society as well as in nature--the total environment--all the 
desired things in life, such as land, wealth, prestige, blood, health, semen, friendship and love, 
manliness, honor, respect and status, power and influence, security and safety--literally all goods 
in life--exist in finite, limited quantity and are always in short supply.68 

 
 All this stands in stark contrast to the understanding of a typical American citizen. 

Anyone could go to a grocery store and see that resources are plentiful and will be dutifully 

restocked at night.  Our perception is that getting more is not only good, but highly desired and 

certainly possible, if only one will work to get it.69  Our culture thus celebrates measurable 

achievements and sets up systems for individuals to get what they want.  Not only that, our 

culture encourages individuals to work for change in one’s own social and economic situation.70 

                                                
66 Malina, 89-106. 
67 Malina, 102. 
68 Malina, 89. 
69 Think of the provision of work training programs to help the unemployed.  
70 Malina, 132. His table of values contrasting American culture with Mediterranean culture succinctly and 
powerfully demonstrates the values I list in this paragraph and the following paragraph.  The American values I 
mention could go without saying, but for examples I point to the many times a typical shopper has personally seen 
shelves being restocked; the flood of commercials in the media pushing the acquisition of material possessions; the 
scholarships and government grants widely available to help an individual better oneself through education. 
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 None of this is true of Greco-Roman Mediterranean culture.71  For most people, the 

accumulation of material possessions was so unattainable, and really, the act of grasping to 

oneself what would be needed by the entire community was such a threat to all,72 that material 

possessions would not be the true currency of this culture.73  No, the currency of this culture was 

a good honor “credit rating.”74   

 What exactly is honor?  DeSilva explains that honor is a value that indicates two things 

simultaneously--both a person’s self respect and the esteem given to the individual by the group.  

It is a dynamic concept because the group’s esteem (evaluation) of the individual can negatively 

or positively change the individual’s self-respect--and vice versa.75  Shame expresses the 

converse of honor and it can be used to affect change in or maintain honor.76  Think of a 

daughter who wants to break with her family to marry someone outside the father’s wishes.  She 

feels shame at the thought of dishonoring her father’s choice, knowing that her disrespect would 

bring community shame to her father and herself.  Will the daughter respond to her positive 

shame and obey, or will she risk dishonor?  Let’s say she does leave.  The community can now 

use her shaming as an example to keep the rest of the community in line.  Other daughters see 

her “shameless” behavior,77 and choose a different path, a path that affirms the behavior 

expectations of the community.78  

 We can see how an honor/shame culture works to hold the community together.  With 

regard to the concept of limited good, think of how an individual would not want to be stained by 

                                                
71 Meeks, 19-20, citing Moses I. Finley, The Ancient Economy, Sather Classical Lectures 43 (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1973).  Meeks is making the particular point that our modern valuing of social/economic change 
for the individual is in no way shared by persons in a Greco-Roman society.   
72 Malina, 89. 
73 Malina, 90, 111, 132. 
74 Malina, 31, 37. 
75 deSilva, 25.   
76 deSilva, 25; Malina 48-49. 
77 Malina, 49. 
78 Malina, 31.  
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even the perception that he was greedily taking resources beyond his station.79  To keep the 

community’s honor rating (respect and trust), he and his family would act in an open way, living 

a life accountable to public opinion, not desiring to upset the community balance by changing the 

status quo.80  Honor was seen as a part of the family name, and presumably one could trust his 

family.81  This creates another major organizing value, kinship.82  This explanation comes from 

deSilva: 

A person’s family of origin is the primary source for his or her status and location in the world and 
an essential reference point for the person’s identity.  People are not just free-floating individuals 
out in the world but are located within the larger constellations of “family” in a very broad sense 
(like clan).  Location in a larger family--an ancestral house--is critical not only for the person’s 
self-perception but also for the perception and expectations others will have of him or her.  In the 
ancient world, people are not just “taken on their own merits.”  Instead, their merits begin with the 
merits (or debits) of their lineage, the reputation of their ancestral house.83 

 
 In this ancient world, you are your family, for better or worse; that is what he is saying.  

There is incredibly high pressure, then, to keep the good honor of the family.84  Success in a 

culture that deeply values kinship or belongingness is not measured by doctoral degrees, car 

ownership, square footage, or surgical beauty enhancements.85  The honorable ties that connect 

an individual to the right people; the bonds between family, friends, and partners; the acceptance 

of a family or group--these are the measure of success and the currency of this belongingness 

society is honor.86 

 This could not be more different from how American culture organizes itself, not with 

belongingness as a primary motivator, but with what Malina labels “instrumental mastery,” the 

ability of an individual to obtain material possessions and other achievement-oriented statuses by 

                                                
79 Malina, 89. 
80 Malina, 90-93. 
81 Malina, 36-37. 
82 Malina, 134-160; deSilva, 157-197. 
83 deSilva, 158. 
84 deSilva, 162-163, 194. 
85 Malina, 132. 
86 Malina, 29-31, 132. 
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means of determining one’s surrounding world.87  A personal success oriented value system 

makes economics its focal institution, not the family.88  

 Having thus exposed modern enculturation and gained this eye-opening understanding of 

the importance of kinship and honor to the Greco-Roman Mediterranean culture, I now turn to 

the voice of Paul speaking to the church at Corinth and the church beyond. 

 

 

WOMEN IN THE WORSHIPPING BODY OF CHRIST 

 

 Here below are the two passages from 1 Corinthians specifically relating to women in 

worship.  Though I have selected out these passages for study here, I deeply appreciate the 

insight that Kenneth E. Bailey brings to how these passages relate to a larger essay89 within        

1 Corinthians. 90  Bailey demonstrates how Paul employs a carefully constructed Hebrew 

rhetorical style used by the writing Prophets.91  Rather than a straight-line argument that we as 

modern readers and thinkers are used to,92 Hebrew parallelisms place ideas in pairs and the pairs 

are often set out in a larger pattern leading to the climax of the argument and back down again.93  

Known as a chiasm, inverted parallelism, or ring composition, the structure can be envisioned 

something like the following figure I have generalized from Bailey’s own figures of scriptural 

parallelisms:94 

    
                                                
87 Malina, 29. 
88 Malina, 29. 
89 1 Cor. 11:2-14:40. 
90 Bailey, 295-296, 15-16. 
91 Bailey, 33-53. 
92 Bailey, 35, 50. 
93 Bailey, 34-37.   
94 Bailey, 36, 40, 42. 
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   Idea A 
    Idea B 
     Idea C 
      D, Climax of the argument 
     Idea C 
    Idea B 
   Idea A 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Figure 1.  Inverted Parallelism, Hebrew Rhetorical Style 
 
 
 When using Bailey’s model, 11:2-16 and 14:33b-36 can be considered parallel 

homilies,95 and they should not be severed from the larger point of the essay, which is love in the 

worshipping body of Christ.96  Thus, even as the Corinthians, and as we modern people read 

words that challenge or irritate, Paul lifts us to remember that “Love is patient. . .is not jealous. . 

.does not brag. . .does not act unbecomingly. . .rejoices with the truth.”97 

 
 
2 Now I praise you because you remember me in everything and hold firmly to the traditions, just 
as I delivered them to you. 3 But I want you to understand that Christ is the head of every man, 
and the man is the head of a woman, and God is the head of Christ. 4 Every man who has 
something on his head while praying or prophesying disgraces his head. 5 But every woman who 
has her head uncovered while praying or prophesying disgraces her head, for she is one and the 
same as the woman whose head is shaved. 6 For if a woman does not cover her head, let her also 
have her hair cut off; but if it is disgraceful for a woman to have her hair cut off or her head 
shaved, let her cover her head. 7 For a man ought not to have his head covered, since he is the 
image and glory of God; but the woman is the glory of man. 8 For man does not originate from 
woman, but woman from man; 9 for indeed man was not created for the woman’s sake, but 
woman for the man’s sake. 10 Therefore the woman ought to have a symbol of authority on her 
head, because of the angels. 11 However, in the Lord, neither is woman independent of man, nor 
is man independent of woman. 12 For as the woman originates from the man, so also the man has 
his birth through the woman; and all things originate from God. 13 Judge for yourselves: is it 
proper for a woman to pray to God with her head uncovered? 14 Does not even nature itself teach 
you that if a man has long hair, it is a dishonor to him, 15 but if a woman has long hair, it is a 
glory to her? For her hair is given to her for a covering. 16 But if one is inclined to be contentious, 
we have no other practice, nor have the churches of God. 

. . . 
33b as in all the churches of the saints. 34 The women are to keep silent in the churches; for they 
are not permitted to speak, but are to subject themselves, just as the Law also says. 35 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. 36 Was it from you that the word of God first went forth? Or has it come to 
you only?98 

                                                
95 Bailey, 295. 
96 Bailey, 15.  
97 1 Cor. 13:1-13, NASB. 
98 1 Cor. 11 2-16, 14:33b-36, NASB.  
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 I make one further general point before heading into specifics.  I ask, to whom was Paul 

writing this advice?   “To the church of God which is at Corinth, to those who have been 

sanctified in Christ Jesus, saints by calling, with all who in every place call on the name of our 

Lord Jesus Christ, their Lord and ours.”99  Because this letter deals with local church problems, it 

has been easy to overlook the second part of this verse,100 “with all who in every place call on the 

name of our Lord Jesus Christ, their Lord and ours.”  Paul establishes that the problems of the 

Corinthian church were going to get aired out to the church at large.  This broad exposure might 

feel unsettling to the modern reader who values privacy,101 but this modern idea of a right to 

privacy was not part of the pervasive kinship culture of the original audience.102  The accepted 

fictive kinship103 of the local church and larger church makes them function as brothers and 

sisters,104 and as family members, the need to keep honor for the family name105 and 

cohesiveness of the group overrides individuals’ embarrassment over the exposé.  This 

Corinthian church has moral debauchery,106 greed in the Lord’s Supper,107 infighting factions,108 

and disorderly worship,109 yet Paul still calls them saints110 even while he hangs their fig leaves 

up on the line to dry for the whole church to see.     

 Having set out the scripture and the original audience, I turn to understanding the text in 

light of the known culture of people of the church at that time.  First, I argue that Paul is 

                                                
99 1 Cor 1:2, NASB. 
100 Bailey, 23, 59-60.  
101 deSilva, 26. 
102 Malina, 77; deSilva, 85. 
103 deSilva, 195; Meeks, 86. 
104 Meeks, 86-88; John H. Elliott, “The Jesus Movement Was Not Egalitarian But Family-Oriented,” Biblical 
Interpretation 11, no. 2 (April 2003): 205, 
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=afh&AN=10130763&site=ehost-live (accessed May 5, 
2013). 
105 Malina, 37. 
106 1 Cor. 5:1-13. 
107 1 Cor. 11:17-34. 
108 1 Cor. 1:10-13, 3:1-4, 6:1-8. 
109 1 Cor. 11:2-16, 14:23, 26-40. 
110 1 Cor. 1:2. 
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speaking to his people about what is honorable or dishonorable, which is a different thing than 

the concepts of what is right and wrong.111  

 In the first section, Paul is talking about how women and men should pray and prophesy 

in the church in an honorable way, first making an argument about holding to the church 

tradition, then authority and the way that authority is symboled in head coverings, and then 

finally appealing to their encultured understandings about hair style ideals for men and women.  

In the second section, Paul tells women who were talking in the church to be quiet, arguing from 

the Law and a general notion about propriety.  However he makes his arguments, the resulting 

advice points are in harmony with completely accepted practices and honor codes for men and 

women in Greco-Roman culture.112  Meeks puts it succinctly: “The hierarchical pattern of the 

family, in which the male was always superior to the female, as surely as parents to children and 

masters to slaves, was deeply entrenched in law and custom and its erosion constantly deplored 

by the rhetorical moralists and the satirists.”113  As a woman heard the words, “the head of the 

woman is man,” she could confirm by personal experience that Roman family law and societal 

tradition would keep her under the legal umbrella of her father’s household or her husband’s.114  

Even adult men could still be under the legal authority of their living father’s household.115    

 Now with specific regard to honor, deSilva explains how a woman would be seen as 

“embedded in the identity and honor of some male (her father, if she is unmarried, her husband if 

she marries).  If she fails to protect her honor. . .she actually brings shame upon her husband or 

father.”116  Society surrounded women with admonitions to be virtuous (and therefore honorable) 

                                                
111 deSilva, 24. 
112 Lynn H. Cohick, Women in the World of the Earliest Christians: Illuminating Ancient Ways of Life, (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2009), 67-69; deSilva 229-237. 
113 Meeks, 23.  
114 Osiek, 6-7. 
115 Osiek, 9; deSilva 181. 
116 deSilva, 34. 
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wives; they were to be modest, chaste, and hardworking in the home.117  From the writings of 

Thucydides in fifth century B.C., to Ben Sira in the second century B.C., to Plutarch in the first 

century, the place for the woman was the home, and she was given encouragement for her person 

and speech to be private, not public.118  These views affirm that the household codes offered in 

the New Testament Pastorals,119 and Paul’s advice here in 1 Corinthians had their basis in a 

common Greco-Roman culture.120  I point out, though, that organizing the fictive kinship of the 

church based on commonly accepted norms of the household was not a capitulation to Greco-

Roman civic culture, because creating a strong, healthy church household was the best way for 

the church to stand strong against the majority culture’s pressure to conform to its differing 

religions and morality.121  It would not help the church to survive by being a weak group that 

could not hold together relationally122 or by incurring dishonor from rejecting common societal 

understandings about how honorable men and women should behave.123 

 I alluded to lack of privacy earlier, and I return to the topic because the church in this 

urban society could not hide from public view what they were doing in worship and how they 

treated one another.  The population density of Corinth, or any other preindustrial city, was 

extremely high, with as many as 200 hundred people living in one acre.  Today, this kind of 

crowding would equate only to a slum in a Western industrial city.124  Think how fast gossip and 

news could spread in that kind of place. With people spending much time in the open areas of 

                                                
117 Cohick, 69, 79. 
118 deSilva, 33. 
119 Eph. 5:22-6:9; Col 3:18-4:1; Titus 2:2-10, 3:1; 1 Pet. 2:13-3:9; 1 Tim. 2:1-3:16, 6:1-2. 
120 deSilva, 180-185, 229-237. 
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(London: Tyndale Press, 1960), 75-76. 
123 Osiek, 14-15.  
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public space, like streets and porticoes, there were sure to be people looking on at all times.125  In 

elaborating on the arrangement of Greek and Roman style houses, Osiek shares how the domus 

would be used for the church as a meeting place.126  She explains that the household was indeed 

very public: “Vitruvius comments that people could wander uninvited into the atrium and 

peristyle of a domus; this suggests that Christians may not have been alone at their meetings.”127  

With this general unavailability of privacy, it could negatively impact the honor of the church to 

disrespect social order.128 

 The total extent of veiling for women in the first-century is lost to us, but Ferguson tells 

us that while there is differing evidence about how Greek or Roman women wore head 

coverings, the general Jewish expectation was that women would be veiled in public.129  (Veiling 

is not a total face covering, but rather a fold of the garment pulled up over the head.)130  For Jews 

the head covering was a serious business of honor; a woman should never expose her hair in 

public.131  The gravity of this tradition is seen in a Mishnah ruling that “women should be 

divorced if they uncovered their heads in public.”132  Greek and Roman statuary, though, shows 

women with head coverings and also with bare heads.133  I think Bailey well sums up the public 

view on women’s head coverings: “Even if bare-headed women prophets would not have 

disturbed Greek Christians, it would still have been a serious concern for Jewish Christians.  The 

                                                
125 Meeks, 29. 
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132 Bailey, 300; citing Mishnah, Ketubbot 6:6.  
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outcry would have been: ‘What is this!  Are these women advertising their charms?  How are we 

expected to concentrate on worship with this going on?’”134 

 Regarding Paul’s admonition that women be silent and ask questions of their husbands at 

home, one also must consider social guidelines of the day.  Aristotle writes: “All classes must be 

deemed to have their special attributes; as the poet says of women, ‘Silence is a woman’s glory,’ 

but this is not equally the glory of men.”135  Ben Sira says, “A silent wife is a gift from the Lord, 

and nothing is so precious as her self-discipline.”136  Even past the first century, Plutarch will 

write, “A wife should speak only to her husband or through her husband, and should not feel 

aggrieved if, like a piper, she makes nobler music through another’s tongue.”137 

 What kind of speech is Paul prohibiting by these women (implicitly, wives) during the 

worship service?  First of all, we have to note that Paul has already given instruction to the 

women on how they should properly dress when they do prophecy or pray (both of which are 

speaking), so it can’t be that Paul is saying they have no place to give a word of encouragement 

to the church.  Honestly, we just don’t know exactly what these women were specifically doing 

to disturb worship.  It can be that they were just chatting out of turn, something likely to happen 

as distraction set in for “simple people” of “short attention span.”138  They might be asking 

disruptive questions because language barriers were preventing understanding, a common 

problem because church members did not necessarily share the same language.139  They might be 

asking “unedifying questions” because they were ignorant.140  Or, these women could be asking 
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136 Sir 26:14 NRSV, quoted in deSilva, 183. 
137 Plutarch, “Advice on Marriage,” 31, quoted in deSilva, 183. 
138 Bailey, 413.  
139 Bailey, 412-414. 
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general questions to learn and even making an “examination of the prophets.”141  Sigountos and 

Shank lay out the ways that women in the larger Greco-Roman culture could be esteemed for 

their roles as prophetesses and priestesses,142 yet, “For women to ask questions in public was 

insubordinate and shameful.”143 

 In review, I have shown that Paul is speaking to the Corinthians and the church at large 

about specific problems in how men and women are behaving in worship.  All of his concerns 

are couched in the overall concept of individuals choosing an honorable path that upholds order 

in the household of faith.  He is not talking about what is legal or illegal as much as he is talking 

about what is proper.144  

      Now turning to the positive, I look at how Paul does make a place for women to continue 

to prophecy and pray in the church service.  Really, everything that Paul tells the women not to 

do should be understood in view of what the church knew women were already doing, both in 

the civic arena and in the church.   

 People of this time knew that women took an active role in domestic religions and civic 

Greco-Roman cults,145 even serving as priestesses beyond the cults of female deities.146  Women 

worked both selling and manufacturing, doing almost every kind of work that a man would do.147  

With the wealth they gained, they could become beneficent patrons just as men could, earning 

honor and clients among the community by giving gifts.148  Thus, even though a woman’s worth 

or honor in the community was maintained by following gender mores, her “gift to the 
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community” could be honored and give her a status boost without respect to her gender.149  In 

other words, her place as a patron or even as a possible head of household,150 could give her say 

in the management of the church.  Elliott enumerates this: 

The New Testament evidence further indicates that in the messianic community some women 
enjoyed roles of patronage and leadership, such as Phoebe (Rom. 16:1); Prisca/Priscilla (Rom. 
16:3; Acts18:3; 1 Cor. 16:19; 2 Tim. 4:19); Chloe (1 Cor. 1:11); Apphia (Phlm.); Mary, mother of 
John Mark (Acts 13:12), Lydia (Acts16:14-15, 40) and the “elect lady” of 2 John (2 John 1). Junia 
and her husband Andronicus were saluted by Paul as “persons of note among the apostles” (Rom. 
16:7), indicating that she too ranked among the apostles. Those enjoying these apostolic 
credentials were distinguished from, and superior to, other leaders and believers, as 1 Cor. 12:28-
30 makes clear. In the case of other women leaders, in addition to their divinely conferred 
charismata, it appears to have been their elevated economic and social status that positioned them, 
as it did their male counterparts, to serve as patrons and hence as leaders in the churches meeting 
in their homes.151 
 

 The full picture of women in Greco-Roman society as ably put forth by Cohick, shows 

that women were present in the city, beyond the bounds of the home.  She proves that women 

occupied places in the market, in the baths, in social engagements, and in civic offices.  They 

could travel; they could go as missionaries or fund missionaries.  They could control their own 

dowry.  Men were keenly aware of their ability to call on women of status who could grant them 

favors in their time of need.152   

 Meeks also delineates the roles of women.  He shows from his extensive 

prosopography153 that women are evangelists and teachers with Paul.154  He also mentions how 

women fulfill the role of prophet in the church from the passage I am discussing at large here. 
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   In sum, Paul was affirming known propriety about gender roles, not arguing for women 

to give up being workers, patrons, leaders, evangelists, teachers and prophets to take an assigned 

seat in a passive, mute chair.   
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CONCLUSION 

 

 Instead of approaching men’s and women’s roles in worship with fear over getting them 

right and not wrong, we can ask, What brings honor to God and the body of Christ?  Does it 

honor God and the body of Christ to assume that God has not given women anything to say for 

the upbuilding of the body?  Does it honor God and the body of Christ if a woman is given words 

to speak from God and yet she refrains from sharing?  I answer “no” to both questions.  

 Next, do we allow ourselves to fall into the trap of interpreting head covering as a 

negative symbol?  Our culture values individual choice so deeply that it is an anathema to us that 

a woman would not have a choice and we read that perspective into texts from the past.  We tend 

to view language like “man wasn’t created for the woman’s sake, but woman for the man’s 

sake”155 as a woman being the passive, choiceless form of a handy-dandy tool created for a hard-

working guy.  That perspective is shattered when one understands how woman is described in 

the Genesis creation account as a helper by the same Hebrew word that is used for God as a 

powerful helper.156  What a head covering does in this culture is symbolize womanness created 

by God, in God’s image, thereby affirming God’s order in creation.  The head covering is a 

symbol within the known Greco-Roman, Mediterranean pattern of using the body to represent 

honor (the head is honorable, the foot is not).157  A queen’s crown158 does not render her 

choiceless and passive.  It shows who she is.   

 Essentially, Paul is asking women, both ancient and modern, to remember who God 

created them to be, a person with power, imbued with God’s image, and under God’s authority.  
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I do not hold that women today need a head covering to symbolize their womanhood, but I do 

see that dressing appropriately with a view to societal modesty is an honorable choice.   

 We must ask how bizarre it seems to modern outsiders when they come into a church, 

observing that the church does not have a woman speak to the congregation during the service at 

all.  The conclusion of such a person could be that if women have no voice in the church, God 

has not given them a contribution to make.  Church members, year after year wrapped in the 

silence of women and the absence of female prophets or prayer offerers, could come to the same 

conclusion.   

 The purpose of this paper has been to show how a cultural understanding of Paul’s world 

helps explain the difficult passages in 1 Corinthians dealing with women’s roles.  First, I 

explained how culture forms so that we could then understand our own enculturation and the 

prejudices it gives us.  In a small way, I made an introduction to the historical and cultural realm 

of New Testament people.  In particular, I brought out two important values of honor and 

kinship, both foundation values for understanding Paul’s challenging advice to Corinthian 

worshippers.  Finally, I looked at gender roles and expectations for women in Paul’s time. 

 We modern people ought to take Paul’s advice to women about prophesying and 

propriety in worship, not as a cease and desist order, but as exhortation to continue in a loving, 

way that builds up God’s family.  To all of us, women and men, Paul urges: “Pursue love, yet 

desire earnestly spiritual gifts, but especially that you may prophesy.”159       
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