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If you have a Bible, open it to 1st Corinthians 14.  This is week five of our study on women in the 
church and if you missed last week, you missed a lot.  I would encourage you to go back and 
listen to the podcast or at least go over to my blog and read through the Scriptures I posted.  I 
ended up giving my conclusion last week.  To clarify, it wasn’t just my conclusion but it was also 
the conclusion of our church’s leadership.  This is an issue that our shepherds have studied 
together and we are in agreement.  We believe that a woman may serve in any capacity in the 
church expect the role of an elder or senior minister/pastor.  We also believe that a woman 
may participate in any activity of the assembly as long as it done in an orderly way and under 
the authority of the church’s leadership.  What that means in practical terms is that we believe 
a woman can lead prayer, read Scripture, serve communion, preside over communion and even 
teach or speak within any assembly of the church.  The question before us today is “is that a 
defensible position in light of 1st Corinthians 14?” Well, let’s read it.   

“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. 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.” (1st Cor 
14:34-35).  I don’t know how you read that but that sure seems to contradict everything I just 
said!  With the exception of serving the Lord’s Supper (that’s a silent activity, even the most 
conservative churches ought to allow women to serve the Lord’s Supper).  But everything else I 
said involves speaking and these two verses here clearly say that a woman can’t speak in 
church.  Silence means silence right?  Case closed.  End of series.   

Not so fast.  Taken at face value without any qualification of any sort, this passage requires 
more than anyone is willing to demand.  The Greek word translated “silent” literally means “say 
nothing, stop speaking, keep silent, hold your tongue.”  That means that women can’t say 
anything in the assembly.  They can’t ask questions, they can’t sing, join in a congregational 
reading or even confess their faith in Christ.  If you pull that verse out of context and read it as a 
stand alone text, that’s exactly what it says.  But that’s not the proper way to read the Bible. 

You can’t pull two verses out of the whole of Scripture and way “Well the Bible says.”  Or pull 
two sentences out of an entire letter and say “Well that settles it.”  You have to do here what 
you would do with any passage of Scripture, you have to interpret it.  Interpretation is simply 
seeking to understand its meaning.  We consciously or unconsciously do that every time we 
read a passage of Scripture or a passage out of any book for that matter.  You interpret it.  You 
try to understand what the author meant when he/she wrote that particular passage.  That’s 
really important when it comes to the Bible and especially important with difficult passages like 
the one today.  When it comes to understanding passages like this we have to use two rules. 

1) We must apply principles of good interpretation. 
2) We must understand it’s meaning in light of the whole of Scripture. 



Let’s start with rule number one.  1st Corinthians is a letter not a law book.  A letter is occasional 
in nature, meaning it’s written at a specific time and place to a specific audience and for a 
specific purpose.  When we read a New Testament letter it’s literally like reading someone 
else’s mail.  That’s what we’re doing and we’re only seeing one side of the story.  There’s 
something going on at Corinth that prompted these words.  We have dig down and read the 
context and try to see if we can understand what was going on and try to get at the author’s 
original intent.  What was he trying to say to that audience in that day and time?  Only then can 
we ask how does it apply to us in our day and time?   

Essentially, we’re asking the question of what’s cultural and what’s binding?  What applies only 
to the original audience and their culture and what applies to every audience and every 
culture?  To do that you have to separate out the underlying principles of the text which are 
transferable to every time period from the cultural expressions of those principles which aren’t 
transferable.  There are certain principles within the letters that are unchanging and eternal.  
They are just as binding on believers today as they were then, but there are obviously some 
cultural expressions that are no longer binding on us.   

If you don’t do this you end up trying to apply the Bible in ways that it wasn’t meant to be 
applied.  That’s what I mean by we can’t just take it at face value, we must interpret it.  But you 
object with “Wait a minute, sounds like you’re just trying to explain away the Bible.  I just take 
it for what it says!”  Do you?  Flip over to 1st Corinthians 16:20 which reads, “All the brethren 
greet you. Greet one another with a holy kiss.”  When’s the last time you’ve practiced that 
command?  It’s not just commanded here but three other places in the Scriptures it tells us to 
greet one another with a holy kiss.  I don’t see any other way to read that.  It’s a clear 
command.  So why aren’t you following it?  I haven’t attended one church that follows God’s 
Word in this area.  You understand I’m being sarcastic here.   

The reason you don’t practice that command is that you’ve been applying good principles of 
interpretation.  You’ve correctly interpreted that the practice of a holy kiss was a cultural 
expression of an underlying principle.  The principle was hospitality.  The expression of that in 
their culture was a holy kiss.  In our culture it’s a handshake.  The kiss is not what’s binding, it’s 
the principle that’s binding. 

Go back to 1st Corinthians 11.  “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…Judge for yourselves: is it proper for a woman to pray to God with her 
head uncovered? Does not even nature itself teach you that if a man has long hair, it is a 
dishonor to him, but if a woman has long hair, it is a glory to her? For her hair is given to her 
for a covering. But if one is inclined to be contentious, we have no other practice, nor have the 
churches of God.” (1st Cor 11:6, 13-16).  That’s pretty clear isn’t it?  Women must have their 
heads covered.  So why is it that every woman in this building is violating the clear commands 
of Scripture?  Not only that some of you women have short hair and some of you men have 
long hair.  Have you not read the Scriptures?  Is that not what the Bible says?  Again, the reason 
you’re not adhering to those commands is because you’ve correctly interpreted head coverings 
and hair length as cultural expressions that are no longer binding today.  



Are we willing to apply those same rules of interpretation to 1st Cor 14:34-35?  Take a look at 
11:5—“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.”  This 
verse is what really got me questioning my understanding of 14:34.  How do you explain Paul’s 
command that women be silent when just three chapters early he gave them instructions on 
how to pray and prophesy properly within the assembly?  We must understand the meaning 
14:34 in light of 11:5 and vice versa.  Scripture doesn’t contradict itself it complements itself.  If 
I pull 14:34-35 out and read them as stand alone verses it sure seems like he’s saying women 
can’t do anything in the assembly, but that interpretation doesn’t hold up when I read it within 
context.  One of the simplest and most oft made mistakes of Scripture is to read it out of 
context.   

People have come to all kinds of strange conclusions as a result of that.  There are some folks 
who think it’s a sin to eat a meal in a church building.  You know where they get that?  1st 
Corinthians 11:22.  Paul says “Don’t you have homes to eat in?”  You take it out of context and 
I see exactly where they get their conclusions, but that’s not his point.  He’s not addressing the 
issue of eating in the church building, he’s addressing a specific problem with how they were 
taking the Lord’s Supper.  His concern was not whether or not you can eat but how you eat.  
This is where our second rule comes in.  The meaning of the passage must fit within the whole 
of Scripture. 

What’s the context of 14:34-35?  The larger context is found in chapters 11-14.  The concern is 
disorder in the assembly.  Paul rebukes them because their assemblies are in chaos, when they 
come together they do more harm than good.  He addresses head coverings, the Lord’s Supper 
and the practice of spiritual gifts (speaking in tongues and prophecy).  In each case he gives 
them rules that bring order to the assembly.  His concern is the proper practice of these things 
so that the church may be edified.  It’s within that context that he instructs the women to be 
silent suggesting to us that perhaps the Corinthian women, or more accurately the Corinthian 
wives, were being disruptive in some way.  Maybe they were asking unlearned questions (which 
explains v. 35) or they were speaking out of turn or practicing tongues improperly or gossiping.  
We don’t really know but something must have prompted him to tell them to be quiet.   

Carroll Osborn takes this view and says…”The real issue is not the extent to which a 
woman many participate in the work and worship of the church, but the manner.  Paul’s 
corrective does not ban women from speaking in worship, but stops the disruptive verbal 
misconduct of certain wives who are giving free reign to ‘irresistible impulses’ to ‘pipe 
up’ at will with questions in the assembly by redirecting these questions to another 
setting where they can gain access to information without causing chaos.…1st Cor14:34-
35 teaches that these particular wives, like the uncontrolled tongue-speakers and 
prophets at Cornith, must defer to the assembly by voluntarily yielding to orderliness.  
The general principle that is to be applied to contemporary church life is that decorum is 
mandatory for all in the public assembly without regard for gender.”  (from the book 
Women in the Church: Reclaiming the Ideal by Carroll Osborn) 



That’s a good point and the larger context supports it, but look at the more immediate context.  
Let’s read that.  “What is the outcome then, brethren? When you assemble, each one has a 
psalm, has a teaching, has a revelation, has a tongue, has an interpretation. Let all things be 
done for edification.  If anyone speaks in a tongue, it should be by two or at the most three, 
and each in turn, and one must interpret; but if there is no interpreter, he must keep silent in 
the church; and let him speak to himself and to God.  Let two or three prophets speak, and let 
the others pass judgment.  But if a revelation is made to another who is seated, the first one 
must keep silent (notice the women aren’t the only groups that Paul silences). For you can all 
prophesy one by one, so that all may learn and all may be exhorted;  and the spirits of 
prophets are subject to prophets; for God is not a God of confusion but of peace, as in all the 
churches of the saints.  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.  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?  If anyone thinks he is a prophet or spiritual, let him recognize that the things which I 
write to you are the Lord’s commandment.  But if anyone does not recognize this, he is not 
recognized.  Therefore, my brethren, desire earnestly to prophesy, and do not forbid to speak 
in tongues.  But all things must be done properly and in an orderly manner.” (1st Cor 14:26-
40).  The last verse summarizes this entire section.  The concern is still for order in the assembly 
but the immediate context is the practice of spiritual gifts, specifically the interpretation and 
evaluation of those gifts.  Some have argued that what Paul is doing here is silencing women in 
regards to those activities.  In other words, women are not allowed to evaluate or pass 
judgment on prophecies.  This brings disorder to the assembly.  Instead they must remain silent 
and yield to the authority of church leadership.  This interpretation makes the passage fit a little 
more logically with chapter 11.  There women are allowed to pray and prophesy as long as they 
wore a symbol of authority on their head.   

This is the conclusion of Rubel Shelly who writes…”The immediate context for the order 
about female silence comes three chapters later when Paul refers to the discernment of 
the churches leaders in making an authoritative evaluation of and pronouncement about 
what various speakers had offered the body.  In order for these services to be orderly, 
the rule was: ‘Two or three prophets should speak, and the others should weigh carefully 
what is said” (11:29).  Finally, the apostle or elders—who were the acknowledged 
leaders, overseers, and spiritual shepherds to the flock—would sum up.  They would 
verify this message and negate that one, validate this prophet and reject this one.  These 
male leaders were to make a final judgment for the church in that city.  In these 
situations of pronouncing an authoritative word that would guide the whole church, 
women were commanded to defer to the apostles or elders, the church’s Spirit-
appointed male leaders.” (from the sermon “Women in God’s Service: The Early 
Church”)    

Which one of those is correct?  I’m not sure but they seem to be two most plausible 
explanations.  Again, we’re reading someone else’s mail so it’s hard to determine exactly what 
was going on and exactly what Paul meant to say.  Regardless of whether the situation was 



disruptive wives or he’s referring to women making authoritative judgments, the command to 
be silent was not a binding command in either case.  The underlying principles relate to order 
and authority.  Those are the transferable practices.  As long as things are done in an orderly 
fashion and under the authority of our shepherds I believe a woman should be able to speak or 
pray within the assembly.   

Some of our small groups have already come to this conclusion.  They’ve been allowing women 
lead prayer during this series.  The first two that did that told me that people were actually 
crying at the end of the prayers.  No one cries when I pray.  The reason is the prayers of these 
women are powerful and many of them have been silenced for too long.  I think we need to 
hear the prayers of our mothers and grandmothers.  We need to hear the prayers of our wives 
and daughters. And I don’t see where 1st Corinthians prohibits any of that from occurring, again 
within certain bonds of order and authority.    

To me, Paul’s instructions here in 14:34-35 are cultural and therefore not eternally binding.  
There is no underlying principle that makes the silence of women binding so there’s nothing 
here to prohibit a woman from speaking.  I may be wrong and you don’t have to agree with me.  
I respect the rights of other Christians and other churches to come to other conclusions.  But in 
my mind if you want to argue for stricter restrictions on women in the assembly 1st Corinthians 
is not your best bet.  I think you can make a good case for these commands only applying to the 
specific situation in Corinth.  A much stronger passage is 1st Timothy 2 because in that passage 
he actually gives an underlying principle that doesn’t relate to order in the assembly but 
directly relates to male authority.  So I would encourage you to read those passages and we’ll 
discuss them next week. 

 

 


