WOMEN AND SILENCE IN THE CHURCH

A. Paul addresses the role of women in public worship in 1 Corinthians 11:2-16.

1. Women must pray or prophesy with heads covered.

2. This head covering is called a ‘symbol of authority’, meaning a symbol of being under authority (verse 10).

3. This authority she is subject to is from the men (verses 3, 7-9).

4. Nowhere in this passage is a woman forbidden to speak in the assembly, only if she is uncovered.

B. Paul addresses their role again in 1 Timothy 2:9-15.

1. Again, silence in the assembly is emphasized (verses 11-12)

2. Women are forbidden to instruct or have positions of authority over men (verse 12).

3. Women being subject to the headship and authority of men are again emphasized (verses 11-14).

C. In 1 Corinthians 14:33b-36 the matter is brought up again during a discussion of public worship.

1. Submission is again emphasized (verse 34)

2. Women are commanded to ask questions at home, or at least not in the public assembly.

3. This passage comes directly after a discussion about the proper order in public worship concerning speaking in tongues and, most immediately, prophesying, public affirmation and examination of said prophecies.

4. Sentence and paragraph construction imply a continuation of thought from verses 26-36.

Conclusions:


Paul’s desire is not to restrain spiritually gifted women from exercising their gifts. On the contrary, he gives guidelines for them to use them properly. His concern is headship, or authority. While a gifted woman was free to pray or prophesy in public worship, the public scrutiny, evaluation, and approval or condemnation of such prophecy was the sole responsibility of the men, on the basis of God-given authority in the home, in the church, and in creation. Any questions or critique she may have to offer are to be shared privately, and possibly raised in the public forum at a later time by her husband or another male.


Since flagrant transgression of the norm in other matters has already been noted in this book (see 1 Cor. 5:1-6 [adultery]; and 1 Cor. 11:20-22 [the Lord’s Supper]; and 1 Cor. 12:27-14:25 [tongues]) it seems that Paul did not want the Corinthian women to do anything that would fail to reflect their God-ordained submission to their husbands, and bring the cause of Christ into disrepute. Verse 33b seems to indicate that this prohibition was a common practice in all the churches, and the Corinthian church should follow it also.


In addition, verse 36 seems to indicate that this practice (women speaking at will during the public assembly) was actually taking place at Corinth. Earlier in the book he condemned their pride.  This pride had manifested itself in the Corinthians striking out on new lines, and justifying this by their own understanding of things Christian. This was most notably evidenced by the Corinthians’ refusal to censure the man who had his father’s wife in 1 Corinthians 5:1-6. They apparently believed that they were ‘mature’ enough to allow such sin in their midst and not be harmed by it. Paul ironically asks them if God had only spoken to them and not to others. The customs and thinking in all the churches of the saints must be given due consideration. 

