
Does Paul 
silence women? 
Understanding and applying 1 Corinthians 14:34–35 
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[T]he women should keep silent in the churches. For they are not 
permitted to speak, but should be in submission, as the Law also says. 
If there is anything they desire to learn, let them ask their husbands 

at home. For it is shameful for a woman to speak in church. 1

This rule is positive, explicit, and universal. There is no ambiguity in the 
expressions; and there can be no difference of opinion, one would suppose, 

in regard to their meaning.

 

2

—Albert Barnes (c. 1840) 
 

There is probably no section of this letter that has elicited more variation in 
interpretation in recent decades than this small section . . . . 3

—Verlyn D. Verbrugge (2008) 
 

THE STATEMENTS in 1 Corinthians 14:34–35 are troubling for virtually all West-
ern Christians living today. The discomfort is present for men and women, regard-
less of whether they consider themselves egalitarian, complementarian, or reject both 
labels. Neither of these current positions on interpreting gender roles in Scripture 
advocates a total silencing of women in church services. However, that appears to be 
exactly what Paul is commanding in these verses. Historically, that is the dominant 

 
 1. 1 Cor. 14:34–35. All Scripture quotes are from the English Standard Version (2001) unless otherwise noted. 

 2. Albert Barnes, I Corinthians, Notes on the New Testament: Explanatory and Practical, ed. Robert Frew (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Baker Book House, 1949), 274. 

 3. Verlyn D. Verbrugge, “1 Corinthians” in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, rev. ed., ed. Tremper Longman and David E. 
Garland (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2008), 11:239–414. The “small section” refers specifically to 1 Cor. 33b–35. 
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way they were interpreted. Yet, there are solid reasons to believe that Paul cannot be 
saying what the face value of these verses seems to say. It is not merely that the words 
are politically incorrect or contrary to our cultural norms. These verses appear to 
contradict other parts of the New Testament, including other chapters of the same 
letter! 

In this paper, I will address the claim that there is a parallel passage to these 
verses, outline the apparent contradiction with other passages, survey historical and 
modern approaches to reconciling the contradiction, and then describe in detail the 
interpretation I find most plausible. Extra material, including interaction with 
counterarguments, secondary points and source citations, is available in the footnotes 
for those looking to dig deeper. 

A parallel passage? 
The passage under discussion, 1 Corinthians 14:34–35, is often interpreted in 

light of 1 Timothy 2:11–15. This seems reasonable, since both passages appear to be 
about silencing women. The same Greek words for “women/wives,” “man/husband,” 
“permit” and “learn” are used in both. Further, the word for “submissiveness” in one 
passage is similar to the word for “submission” in the other. Superficially, the two 
passages have much in common. 

As a result, it is common to judge the plausibility of an interpretation of one pas-
sage by whether it can also be applied to the other. The underlying assumption is 
that the two passages must be saying close to the same thing. Whatever meaning is 
extracted from one passage must also hold true for the other, otherwise it is not true 
for either. 

I believe this reasoning is faulty. The similarity of these passages is only skin deep, 
as I will show below, and 1 Corinthians 14:34–35 has a more substantial vocabulary 
overlap with its immediate context.4

 
 4. See Alan F. Johnson, 1 Corinthians, The IVP New Testament Commentary Series 7 (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity 

Press, 2004), 271. The vocabulary similarities are summarized in the table that concludes this note. I have not distin-
guished cognate forms of the same word, but an asterisk marks a more distantly related word. While 1 Cor. 14 is a 
much larger textual unit than 1 Tim. 2:11–15, this chart is not meant to compare two equal passages. The question is 
whether a certain outside passage better explains the vocabulary in these two verses than their immediate context. 
The only unique connection to 1 Tim. 2:11–15 is found in the words for man, woman and permit. 

 For instance, a different form of the same word 
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for “submission,” rather than merely a similar word, is found two verses prior. The 
words used for “speak,” “silent,” “say,” “desire,” “law” and “church” are all found in the 
rest of the chapter, yet none of these words are found in 1 Timothy 2:11–15. 

Even when 1 Timothy 2:11–15 contains a word also in 1 Corinthians 14:34–35, 
they are not necessarily used for the same purpose. For instance, both passages 
contain the word “learn” (manthanō). One passage instructs women to learn in quiet-
ness. The other addresses a situation where women desired to learn in church, telling 
them to instead wait until they get home.5

Another key dissimilarity is the words used to refer to quietness, silence and 
speech. In this case there is no overlap. In 1 Timothy 2:11, a woman is commanded 
to receive instruction “quietly” (hēsychia), a word that appears a second time at the 
end of verse 12.

 To focus only on both passages using the 
word for “learn” addressed to women misses the sharp difference in meaning. 

6 This word does not necessarily mean total silence, as can be seen by 
the two other places it occurs in the New Testament outside this passage (Acts 22:2; 
2 Thess. 3:12).7

 
Word 14:34–35 Rest of 1 Cor. 14 1 Tim. 2:11–15 

 In the first, it is moderated by the word “more,” as in “more quiet.” 
Such a qualifier would not be used if the word already meant complete silence. The 
second occurrence encourages people who were formerly busybodies to work quietly. 
Paul does not prevent them from speaking in the course of their work (indeed, most 

gynē (woman/wife) 34, 35  11, 12, 14 
sigaō (silent) 34 28, 30  
ekklēsia (church) 34, 35 4, 5, 12, 19, 23, 28, 33  
epitrepō (permit) 34  12 
laleō (speak) 34, 35 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 9, 11, 13, 18,  

  19, 21, 23, 27, 28, 29, 39 
hypotassō (subject) 34 32 11* 
nomos (law) 34 21 
legō (say) 34 16, 21, 23 
thelō (desire) 35 5, 19 
manthanō (learn) 35 31 11 
eperōtaō (ask) 35   
anēr (man/husband) 35  12 
oikos (house/home) 35 3*, 5*, 12*, 26*  
aischros (disgraceful) 35   

 5. L. A. Jervis, “1 Corinthians 14.34–35: A Reconsideration of Paul’s Limitation of the Free Speech of Some Corinthian 
Women,” Journal for the Study of the New Testament 58 (1995): 54. 

 6. The two references may serve as an inclusio to bookend the passage. See Walter L. Liefeld, 1 and 2 Timothy, Titus, The 
NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1999), 97. 

 7. This summarizes the use of the noun form that occurs in the passage. A related cognate adjective, hēsychios (1 Tim. 
2:2; 1 Peter 3:4), refers to the quiet lives and quiet spirit that are to characterize all Christians. A related verb, hēsy-
chazō (Luke 14:4; 23:56; Acts 11:18; 1 Thess. 4:11), sometimes refers to being silent, holding one’s peace or resting, 
but the only Pauline use refers to living quietly. 
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work would require some talking), but their work should not be characterized by 
needless chatter and distraction. Given the nature of this word, it is unfortunate that 
some Bible versions have chosen to translate it as “silence” in one or both of its occur-
rences in this passage.8 It appears to instead refer to a quiet demeanour.9

In 1 Corinthians 14:34–35, this word for quietness is not used. Instead, the si-
lence of women in church is emphasized three times using two other Greek words: 
they are to be silent (sigaō), they are not permitted to speak (laleō), for it is improper 
for a woman to speak (laleō) in church. This three-fold repetition was a common 
technique used by Jews, Greeks, and Hellenistic Romans to emphasize the absolute 
nature of a statement.

 

10

The instruction to “be silent” has been used twice earlier in this passage. Paul 
commanded the person speaking in a tongue for which there is no interpreter to keep 
silent in the church (14:28). Also, when a second person receives a revelation from 
God, the first prophet is to keep silent (14:30). The word is also found in seven New 
Testament verses outside this chapter, and in each case, unless the context provides a 
qualifier, it appears to refer to a complete stop of all speaking (Luke 9:36; 18:39; 
20:26; Acts 12:17; 15:12–13). In the one verse where a person or people are not 
directly the subject (Rom. 16:25), it still refers to something being kept unsaid. 

 

The other word is a general verb for “speak,” which here is negated both times it is 
used. The women are not to speak. This is a typical verb for speaking in the New 
Testament, occurring nearly 300 times, and variously translated as “speak,” “say,” 
“tell,” “talk” or “declare.” It almost always refers to the physical act of speaking. 

When this vocabulary is considered, it becomes evident that 1 Corinthians 
14:34–35 should not simply be read as meaning the same thing as 1 Timothy 2:11–
12. While the latter exhorts women to learn in quietness, the former appears to be a 
far harsher command for women to be silent while in church. Further, since Paul 

 
 8. Of the four occurrences (Acts 22:2; 2 Thess. 3:12; 1 Tim. 2:11; 2:12), the first refers to a Jewish mob, the second to 

people who had become busybodies, and the last two to women. The NASB and ESV translate all four occurrences us-
ing a form of “quiet.” Other translations are less consistent (italics indicate surrounding words): 

HCSB (2003): “quieter,” “quietly,” “silence,” “silent.” 
NRSV (1989): “quiet,” “quietly,” “silence,” “silent.” 
NIV (1984): “quiet,” “settle down,” “quietness,” “silent” (the last becomes “quiet” in the 2011 update). 
NKJV (1982): “kept all the more silent,” “quietness,” “silence,” “silence.” 

 9. William D. Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, Word Biblical Commentary 46 (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 2000), 118. 

 10. Philip B. Payne, Man and Woman, One in Christ: An Exegetical and Theological Study of Paul’s Letters (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 2009), 218. The intervening example about asking questions shows that even this limited form of speech 
was out of bounds. The example does not moderate the surrounding statements, but rather demonstrates that they 
admit no exceptions. 
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wrote 1 Corinthians a decade before 1 Timothy,11

There are no shortcuts to understanding 1 Corinthians 14:34–35, no parallel 
passage that clarifies its meaning. This difficult passage needs to be engaged on its 
own terms and within its own context. Since Paul did not invent the gospel message, 
that context includes the ministry of the person who would someday transform 
Paul’s life and reorient his beliefs. 

 he cannot have expected the Co-
rinthians to parse his words through the grid of what he would later write to Timo-
thy in Ephesus. 

Canonical context 
In the gospel records of Jesus’ ministry, women break cultural norms by being in-

cluded in both learning and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom. While the gospel 
authors often focus on (and critique) the male disciples, they also drop hints that 
women are more involved than it may seem. They are not part of the Twelve, who 
were specifically chosen to parallel the twelve sons of Israel and so were by necessity 
male Jews,12 but they are among Jesus’ disciples and supporters,13 among those who 
sat at his feet in the posture of a Rabbi’s pupil,14 and among the few followers who 
stick with Jesus to the bitter end15 even after almost all of the Twelve had fallen away. 
Jesus’ inclusion of women defies polite social conduct for the time and troubles both 
the antagonistic religious leaders and his male disciples.16 A woman testifies about 
Jesus to her neighbours,17

 
 11. 1 Corinthians is generally dated to the spring of AD 53 or 54. There is more variation in dating 1 Timothy, partly due to 

its disputed authorship. For those who hold that Paul wrote it (as I will assume without defense in this paper), a date 
within a few years of AD 65 is standard. 

 and all four gospels record that one or more women are the 

 12. Matt. 19:28 and Rev. 21:12–14. Excluding women from being church leaders because the Twelve were all men is as 
ridiculous as excluding gentiles because they were all Jews. Further, there are practical considerations for the group 
that lived with Jesus during his ministry. Had Jesus invited one or more women to travel with the men “full time for 
three years with late night meetings such as at the Garden of Gethsemane and spending periods of time in the wil-
derness,” it would have raised strong suspicions “not only about Jesus, but also about the men whom he chose to be 
with him. Married women could hardly leave their families for such a long period, and single women would have 
been even more suspicious,” Payne, Man and Woman, 59. 

 13. Mark 15:40–41; Luke 8:1–3. The disciples were a larger group than the Twelve, as is seen by Luke 6:13. 

 14. Luke 10:38–42. 

 15. Matt. 27:55–56; Mark 15:40–41, 47; Luke 23:49, 55; John 19:25–27. 

 16. For example Luke 7:36–50; John 4:27. 

 17. John 4:39–42. 
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first ones sent (by the risen Jesus and/or angels) to proclaim the good news to the 
other disciples. 18

It is too weak to say that women are permitted to speak the Gospel message in the 
New Testament. The full participation of women is a sign that the Holy Spirit has 
come! On the day of Pentecost, Peter quotes an earlier prophecy and declares that it 
is now being fulfilled: sons and daughters shall prophesy; male servants and female 
servants will receive God’s Spirit.

 

19 Later in the book of Acts, Philip’s prophesying 
daughters are a concrete example of this new, Spirit-led reality.20 In the New Testa-
ment, prophesying refers to declaring a message from God, regardless of whether it is 
about the past, present or future.21 The current use of the word “preach” overlaps 
significantly with what the New Testament calls prophesying.22

As the book of Acts moves to Paul’s ministry, it becomes apparent that Paul does 
not depart from this inclusive view of women.

 

23 This is also evident in his own letters 
as he writes of his associates. Lydia is a prominent woman who heads a household of 
men and women. When she accepts the message Paul proclaims, she ensures her 
whole household is baptized.24

 
 18. Matt. 28:1–10; Mark 16:1–8; Luke 23:55–24:11; John 20:1–18. In other words, the very first time the message of 

Jesus’ resurrection was preached to other followers, women were chosen to be the preachers! While this may seem to 
be a disingenuous use of the words “preached” and “preachers” in English, it matches the use of the underlying Greek 
words that are translated as forms of “preach,” kērussō (announce or proclaim) and euangelizō (bring good news). 
While neither word appears in the resurrection accounts, each accurately describes what the women were told to do. 
So does the word prophēteuō (speak a message from God; prophesy), discussed in the following paragraph. 

 Priscilla, who Paul refers to as Prisca, is one of his co-
workers who, together with her husband, teaches the preacher Apollos what was 

 19. Acts 2:16–21 quoting Joel 2:28–32a. 

 20. Acts 21:8–9. 

 21. In the present context, 1 Cor. 12:8–11 reveals that prophecy comes from the Spirit, and 1 Cor. 14:1–4 provides a 
partial definition of what it means to prophesy. 

 22. See note 18 for the other key Greek words that overlap with our word “preach,” kērussō and euangelizō. 

 23. Even before his conversion, Paul (Saul) was an equal-opportunity persecutor (Acts 8:3; 9:2; 22:4). In many examples 
of Middle East factional fighting, women and children were freer than men since they were not viewed as the instiga-
tors. In this case, Saul’s imprisonment of women as well as men shows that they too are “seen as leaders, influential 
figures within the community,” N. T. Wright, Women’s Service in the Church: The Biblical Basis; a conference paper for 
the Symposium, “Men, Women and the Church” (St. John’s College, Durham, 2004). 

 24. Acts 16:11–15, 40. When Lydia is converted, her whole household is baptized, showing her leadership. This same 
sequence occurs with the Philippian jailer in Acts 16:29–34. A Roman household was made up of slaves and extended 
family, so there were typically many adults in a single household. Later, Paul and his associates visit Lydia’s house to 
see “the brothers” (Greek adelphoi). This plural masculine term generally refers to men and women together; rarely it 
may refer to a group of only men, but what it cannot refer to is women only. To argue that all “the brothers” were 
young boys would be anachronistic given the realities of ancient households, especially for a wealthy merchant. 
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missing in his knowledge of the gospel of Jesus. 25 Nympha hosts a house church in 
Laodicea.26 Junia and her husband are both described as prominent apostles.27

Phoebe, a deacon in the church at Cenchreae, just six miles from Corinth, is 
praised and commended as Paul’s patron

 These 
four are far from the only women to minister to and with Paul: 

28 (Rom 16:1–2). Euodia and Syn-
tyche, even though they are currently having some personal problems, have 
“struggled alongside” Paul in the gospel . . . (Phil 4:2–3). Apphia is one of the 
persons addressed in the letter we call Philemon (Phlm 2). Prisca . . .and over a 
half-dozen other women29 are singled out for greetings and recognition in Ro-
mans 16. Clearly, from the way Paul describes the women in his letters they 
were significant workers in the churches and in the gospel. 30

Narrowing our contextual focus to 1 Corinthians, chapters 11–14 are especially 
relevant. In 1 Corinthians 11:2–16 Paul writes a dense and confusing passage about 
men not covering their heads and women covering their heads when they pray and 
prophesy. What is not confusing is that women were expected to publicly pray and 

 

 
 25. Rom. 16:3; Acts 18:24–28. It is noteworthy that Priscilla is listed first, even in the reference to training Apollos. This is 

not due to a “ladies first” policy, as can be seen by comparing references to other husband and wife teams in Scripture. 
It is possible that Priscilla and Aquila explained things to Apollos together, or that Priscilla took the lead role, but one 
option that has no basis in the text is that Aquila took the lead role. 

 26. Col. 4:15. As is common with verses that list women in prominent roles, there are variants where a female name has 
been rendered masculine, in this case as “Nimphus.” There have also been attempts to masculinize Prisca in Rom. 
16:3 (to Priscus), Julia in Rom. 16:15 (to Julius), and most famously Junia in Rom. 16:7 (to Junias or Junianus). See the 
following note for more detail. 

 27. Rom. 16:7. The female apostle Junia is uncontested throughout most of church history until Luther’s German 
translation of the Bible, and in virtually all New Testament manuscripts. Especially since the nineteenth century, 
though, some have argued that this instead refers to a man who is a well-known apostle, or that it is only a woman 
who is well-known by the apostles. Each change is so unlikely and unsupported by evidence that it is unsurprising 
that no one seems to argue for both at the same time: that Junias was merely a man well-known by the apostles! For 
meticulous documentation of how this woman apostle had her sex or title obscured due to cultural biases, see Eldon J. 
Epp, Junia: The First Woman Apostle (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2005). For a more popular treatment, see Scot 
McKnight, Junia Is Not Alone, Kindle ed. (n.p.: Patheos Press, 2011). 

 28. For more detailed information about Phoebe, including a discussion of the meaning of “patron” (prostatis) in this 
passage, see Payne, Man and Woman, 61–63. Since Romans was written at a time before we have any mention of 
elders or overseers, Phoebe appears to hold the highest leadership role in the church at Rome aside from the apostles. 

 29. There are a total of nine women: Phoebe (vv. 1–2), Prisca (vv. 3–4), Mary (v. 6), Junia (v. 7), Tryphaena (v. 12), 
Tryphosa (v. 12), Rufus’ mother (v. 13), Julia (v. 15), and Nereus’ sister (v. 15). This passage provides the most exten-
sive list of personal greetings by Paul. When focusing on the greetings to those who are described as workers in the 
church or in the Lord, the women outnumber the men. 

 30. Robert W. Wall, Acts; 1 Corinthians, rev. ed., vol. 10 of The New Interpreter’s Bible (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 
2001), 969. 
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prophesy! 31 The instruction about how women are to pray and prophesy in chapter 
11 is in stark contrast to the total silencing of women in chapter 14. In the second 
half of chapter 11,32 Paul excoriates the Corinthians for treating some of their poor 
members as second-class even as they claim to be united in one body by partaking of 
the Lord’s supper.33 The chapter as a whole reveals how Paul sees the slogan of “one 
in Christ” playing out in practice. Interpersonal distinctions should not be covered 
up. Women should not act as if they have become male or moved beyond gender like 
the angels. 34

First Corinthians 12 speaks of the various gifts in the church, including uttering 
wisdom and knowledge, prophecy, tongues, and interpretation of tongues. “All these 
are empowered by one and the same Spirit, who apportions to each one individually 
as he wills.”

 Estate owners and slaves do not need to pretend that they are equally 
well off. However, these distinctions that continue to exist should not lead to differ-
ent tiers of inclusion or participation. Women and men are to participate equally in 
gathered worship. The poor and rich are to partake equally of the Lord’s supper. 

35 Following this, Paul deals with the idea that some members of the body 
that believers collectively form may be less honourable or weaker than others. “On 
the contrary,” Paul writes, “on those parts of the body that we think less honourable 
we bestow the greater honour.”36

 
 31. 1 Cor. 11:5. The following section, about abuses in the Lord’s supper, seems to have in mind a larger meeting. It is 

probable that the first half of chapter 11 refers to all gatherings, whether in smaller house churches or when the vari-
ous house churches came together in one house. However, it is difficult to use these distinctions to argue that the 
passage on head coverings only refers to a small gathering, while in chapter 14, women are only silenced from par-
ticipating in the larger gathering. While parts of chapter 14 do appear to speak of the larger gathering, the verses si-
lencing women refer to both “in the churches” and “in church,” so even if those terms apply to gatherings of different 
sizes, both are included. Further, if Paul thought the tradition of head apparel (focusing on both the women wearing 
it and the men not wearing it) was important enough to insist on for smaller gatherings, it would be odd to argue 
that it didn’t apply for larger gatherings. As long as the tradition was followed, there would be nothing dishonourable 
or shameful about women participating, contrary to what chapter 14 seems to suggest. 

 Further, God is “giving greater honour to the part 
that lacked it, that there may be no division in the body, but that the members may 

 32. The two halves of the chapter are directly linked; see 1 Cor. 11:2, 17. 

 33. A full defense of this reading of 1 Cor. 11:17–34 is beyond the scope of this paper, but attention to what is known of 
the historical situation in Corinth greatly illuminates this portion of the letter. See Ben Witherington, Conflict and 
Community in Corinth: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary on 1 and 2 Corinthians (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 
1995), 241–52 and Anthony C. Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians: A Commentary on the Greek Text, The New 
International Greek Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 2000), 848–99. 

 34. In other words, a woman’s participation does not hinge on her being treated like a man (and in turn acting like a 
man). Instead, both women and men are invited to participate fully with their entire being, which includes their sex, 
ethnicity and cultural identity. 

 35. 1 Cor. 12:11. 

 36. 1 Cor. 12:22–23. 
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have the same care for one another.”37 Paul’s point here is larger than just gender 
issues: it also encompasses any other divisions by which the Corinthians may view 
some members of the body as lower than other members. Paul follows this body 
language with a list: “God has appointed in the church first apostles, second proph-
ets, third teachers,”38 followed by more roles that are not specifically ranked. He 
exhorts the Corinthians – all of them – to “earnestly desire the higher gifts.” 39

Tightening our contextual focus even further, chapter 14 itself appears to be at 
odds with a limitation on women speaking in church. In verse 1, Paul links his 
themes from the last two chapters as he tells the Corinthians to “Pursue love, and 
earnestly desire the spiritual gifts, especially that you may prophesy.”

 Paul 
gives no indication that some of these gifts will only be given to men, or that only 
men should desire them. Indeed, his argument focuses on not expecting cultural and 
social norms to limit how the Spirit moves in the body of Christ. Chapter 13 reveals 
how all these gifts need to be exercised in love to be worthwhile. 

40 The following 
verses make clear that the one who prophesies “speaks to people for their upbuilding 
and encouragement and consolation” and “builds up the church.”41 This isn’t just for 
half the congregation: “Now I want you all to speak in tongues, but even more to 
prophesy.”42 In the second half of the chapter, Paul describes how this can work in a 
church service: “When you come together, each one has a hymn, a lesson, a revelation, 
a tongue, or an interpretation.”43 In outlining how this is to be done in an orderly 
way, he adds, “For you can all prophesy one by one, so that all may learn and all be 
encouraged.”44

 
 37. 1 Cor. 12:24–25. 

 After verses 34–35, Paul repeats this inclusive message: “earnestly 

 38. 1 Cor. 12:28. 

 39. 1 Cor. 12:31. 

 40. 1 Cor. 14:1. 

 41. 1 Cor. 14:3–4. 

 42. 1 Cor. 14:5 (emphasis added). 

 43. 1 Cor. 14:26 (emphasis added). The “What then, brothers?” that begins the verse does not limit the passage to men 
only. If it did, practically the entire letter would not apply to women, since this form of address is pervasive in Paul’s 
writing (e.g., 1 Cor. 11:33; 12:1; 15:1; 15:58). The ESV (and many other translations) note that the word adelphoi, 
which has traditionally been translated “brothers,” can also mean “brothers and sisters.” The translation as “brothers” 
is accurate as long as it is understood as a generic use of the male, similar to using “man” to refer to humanity. While 
that was common in English until recently, and also common in the Greek of the New Testament, it has become less 
common in current English. Translating it consistently as “brothers and sisters” is also problematic, since it implies 
that both sexes are present in every audience. The word “siblings” seems more accurate for most occurrences; this al-
lows other clues in the context to clarify the exact meaning. 

 44. 1 Cor. 14:31 (emphasis added). 
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desire to prophesy, and do not forbid speaking in tongues. But all things should be 
done decently and in order.”45

And yet, in the middle of this context are two verses that sound a discordant note. 
Verse 34 appears to forbid half the congregation from even speaking, whether in 
tongues, prophetically or otherwise. Verse 35 seems to state that if women insist on 
learning, it is to be done at home from their husbands, out of sight from the gathered 
congregation. Can these verses be reconciled with the rest of what Paul has said? 

 

Just add water? 
A survey of recent commentaries and articles on these verses shows that there are 

many ways of removing the apparent contradiction by diluting the full force of the 
words. Indeed, the explosion of possible solutions among today’s interpreters shows 
that consensus around a single view that all see as compelling is as yet some ways off. 

Ancient views 
Part of the difficulty is that there is no traditional interpretation to fall back on as 

the default. The more traditional interpretations have largely been dismissed as 
distasteful. From the writings of the early church fathers to the founders of the 
Reformation, these verses were generally interpreted through a grid where women 
not only had a different role than men, but were inferior to men.46 The words “sub-
mission, as the Law also says” in 1 Corinthians 14:34 were almost without exception 
seen as referring to Eve’s punishment in Genesis 3:16, which thereby became an 
enduring command for men to dominate women.47

 
 45. 1 Cor. 14:39–40 (emphasis added). On the significance of “So, my brothers” in this verse, see note 43. 

 As a result, there was no hesita-

 46. See J. C. Laney, “Gender Based Boundaries for Gathered Congregations: An Interpretive History of 1 Corinthians 
14:34–35,” Journal for Biblical Manhood and Womanhood 7, no. 1 (Spring 2002): 4–8, http://www.cbmw.org/Vol-7-
No-1/ (accessed February 25, 2012). I am indebted to this article for starting my research into much of the present 
and following paragraphs. Representative quotes are readily accessible and plentiful, but I have elected to only cite 
more recent sources. I have no wish to unnecessarily dredge up some of the unfortunate words that mar the writings 
of the church fathers and reformers when they speak about women. While this particular cultural blind spot has been 
especially challenged over recent centuries, the view that women are innately inferior to men continued to find stri-
dent defenders well into the twentieth century. For instance, “If woman is now assigned a different position, this is 
done, not by God, but by man, and by man in contradiction to God. The claim that the sexes are equal collides with 
the simple fact that God did not make them equal, and no amount of human claiming can remove or alter the divine 
fact,” R. C. H. Lenski, The Interpretation of St. Paul’s First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians (Minneapolis, MN: 
Augsburg Publishing House, 1963), 617. 

 47. In our culture, connecting the reference to silence and submission “as the Law also says” with a verse describing one 
of many results of sin is no longer persuasive. Christians should not aim to further spread the effects of the Fall, nei-
ther by planting thorns and thistles in a neighbour’s field nor by ruling over their wives. Further, even if one grants 
that Gen. 3:16 commands woman’s submission to her husband (rather than indicating that husbands would dominate 
their wives as a result of sin), it is not clear how this leads to women being silent in church, or their speech being 
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tion in taking 1 Corinthians 14:34–35 at face value and excluding women from 
nearly all speaking roles in church (whether praying aloud, sharing a testimony, 
reading Scripture, preaching or commenting during a church business meeting). 
Church history reveals many times and places where women were not excluded to 
this extent. Unfortunately, in those situations little has been preserved to show how 
this passage was interpreted to permit that involvement. Most of what has been 
preserved takes a hard line against women’s participation. Even into the 20th cen-
tury, a respected commentary argued based on these verses that aside from joining in 
the “Amen” of those believers without gifts (1 Cor. 14:16), women are “otherwise not 
to be heard” in church.48

Rather than reading this text in a way that fits with other passages, until recent 
decades it was the other passages that had their meaning diluted.

 

49 The crux of the 
problem appeared to be 1 Corinthians 11:5 where Paul seems to assume that women 
will publicly pray and prophesy.50 This verse was interpreted in various ways to 
remove that freedom. Three representative approaches were that these words (a) 
only applied to women speaking privately or among other women;51

 
shameful. (If a husband thought his wife should speak in church, then wouldn’t submission to him entail speaking in 
church?) In our culture, these appear to be leaps in logic, but in a strongly patriarchal culture, they largely went un-
challenged. 

 (b) only applied 

 48. Archibald Robertson and Alfred Plummer, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the First Epistle of St Paul to the 
Corinthians, 2nd ed., International Critical Commentary on the Holy Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments (Edin-
burgh: T. & T. Clark, 1914), 324. This interpretation of the verses almost completely silencing women in church is also 
propounded in H. A. Ironside, Addresses on the First Epistle to the Corinthians (Neptune, NJ: Loizeaux Bros., 1938), 458 
and Lenski, First and Second Corinthians, 614–17. It is also advocated by many prominent commentaries from earlier 
centuries, such as those by Henry Alford; Albert Barnes; Matthew Henry; Charles Hodge; and Jamieson, Fausset, 
Brown. 

 49. For instance, what of Paul’s words that all may prophesy, learn and be encouraged in the rest of 1 Cor. 14? “All that he 
says in v. 26–32 applies only to men,” Lenski, First and Second Corinthians, 614. 

 50. More recently, it has been argued that 1 Cor. 11:2–16, or at least significant portions of it, is an interpolation. This is 
typically suggested based on contextual and linguistic reasons, rather than to remove the contradiction with chapter 
14. For part of the conversation on this idea, see William O. Walker, “1 Corinthians 11:2–16 and Paul’s Views Regard-
ing Women,” Journal of Biblical Literature 94, no. 1 (March 1975); Jerome Murphy-O’Connor, “Non-Pauline Character 
of 1 Corinthians 11:2–16,” Journal of Biblical Literature 95, no. 4 (December 1976); Lamar Cope, “1 Cor 11:2–16: One 
Step Further,” Journal of Biblical Literature 97, no. 3 (Spring 1978); and Garry W. Trompf, “On Attitudes Toward 
Women in Paul and Paulinist Literature: 1 Corinthians 11:3–16 and its Context,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 42, no. 2 
(April 1980). 

 51. Joseph A. Beet, A Commentary on St. Paul’s Epistles to the Corinthians, Internet Archive ed. (London, 1882), 
http://www.archive.org/details/commentaryonst00beet (accessed February 27, 2012), 256. This does not deal with 
the instruction for men to not cover their heads in the same passage. More recently, a limitation to only speaking in 
small groups has been advocated in Harold R. Holmyard III, “Does 1 Corinthians 11:2–16 Refer to Women Praying and 
Prophesying in Church?” Bibliotheca Sacra 154 (October 1997): 461–72. This view is also advocated in Laney, “Gender 
Based Boundaries,” 11–12. However, the attempt to demarcate drastically different rules based on the fuzzy line be-
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to the rare occurrence of a woman receiving and speaking a direct, supernatural 
prophecy from God;52 or (c) only state a hypothetical case for how a woman would 
need to dress if she could speak in church, but Paul later clarifies that she can’t. 53

A perusal of the interpretations of these verses throughout church history shows 
that it is not only in modern times that culture can give interpreters blind spots. A 
strong form of patriarchalism that insisted on the inequality of male and female was 
an integral part of most cultures during the church’s history. It is only in the last two 
centuries that a critique of this enduring cultural baggage has become widespread. As 
stated earlier, modern complementarians and egalitarians are for the most part 
united in rejecting these ideas. Both camps insist on the equality of men and women, 
even as they disagree on the roles women may serve in. Interpreters from both camps 
are thus faced with a difficult passage where the traditional interpretations are unsat-
isfying. 

 
These interpretations all clear away the most obvious obstacle to reading chapter 14 
as commanding near-absolute silence of women in church. 

Current alternatives 
Most current solutions to the apparent contradiction between 1 Corinthians 

14:34–35 and other passages can be divided into two categories: either these two 
verses are a later addition to the text, or they mean something far less than they seem 
to state. It is telling that those who do not ascribe the verses to Paul are nearly uni-
form in understanding the words in their plain-sense meaning, the same way they 
were typically interpreted for millennia. Meanwhile, those who do view them as 
Paul’s instruction have all manner of proposals for how they could mean something 

 
tween a small group and a church (especially given that the Corinthian churches assembled in houses) is problematic, 
as is the unsatisfying reading of the “all” and “every” in the rest of 1 Cor. 14 as applying only to men. A telling critique 
comes from an ideological brother to the proponents: “Above all, the universality of the promise of Joel, cited at Pen-
tecost, that the Holy Spirit would be poured out on men and women such that both would prophesy as constituent 
members of the community of the new covenant, seems somehow less than transparent if the women may display 
their inheritance only outside the gathered messianic community,” D. A. Carson, “ ‘Silent in the Churches’: On the Role 
of Women in 1 Corinthians 14:33b–36” in Recovering Biblical Manhood and Womanhood, ed. John Piper and Wayne 
Grudem (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1991), 133–47. 

 52. A more generalized view that 1 Cor. 11 only applied in exceptional cases while 1 Cor. 14 provides the normal rule is 
suggested in Robertson and Plummer, First Corinthians, 324–25. 

 53. Barnes, I Corinthians, 275. Similarly, the view that Paul concedes that women prophets can speak in chapter 11 only 
because he is not yet ready to silence them head-on, as he will do in chapter 14, is suggested by Antoinette C. Wire, 
The Corinthian Women Prophets: A Reconstruction Through Paul’s Rhetoric (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2003), 153–55. 
A fourth view that seems to have only found modern expression is that the permission to speak in 1 Cor. 11 only ap-
plied to virgin women, while the command to silence in 1 Cor. 14 only applied to married women, Elisabeth Schüssler 
Fiorenza, In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theological Reconstruction of Christian Origins (New York, NY: Crossroad, 1983), 
230–33. 
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other than what they seem to say. It appears as though one can hold the traditional 
view of either the authorship or the meaning of the verses, but not both.54

Gordon Fee is perhaps the most prominent Evangelical scholar to argue that the 
verses are an early interpolation in the text.

 After a 
survey of these solutions, I will describe another alternative that does not fit neatly 
into either category, and which I believe is superior. 

55 They were not written by Paul, but 
rather added at an early date by those who wanted to ensure that his words about all 
participating in corporate worship were not taken to the radical extreme of including 
women. A significant textual issue – that these verses appear in a different location in 
early Western manuscripts – is a key piece of evidence for this position.56 Philip 
Payne has researched and documented further evidence suggesting that certain early 
manuscripts cast doubt on the authenticity of the passage even as they include it,57 
and most early church fathers appear unaware of its existence.58

This viewpoint is advocated in more current publications on this passage than any 
other – perhaps as many as all other views combined – but it has not yet established 
a critical consensus.

 Additional support 
comes from the apparent contradiction between the verses and their surrounding 
context, and the unusual appeal to “the law” without Paul stating what law he has in 
mind. If the verses are inauthentic, they are not rightly called Scripture. Attempts to 
reconcile the rest of Paul’s thought with them will have the perverse effect of forcing 
inspired Scripture to jibe with the thinking of an uninspired copyist or scribe. 

59 A key reason for this lack of consensus is the presence of the 
verses in all extant manuscripts (in one or the other location).60

 
 54. An exception is those who conclude that Paul was wrong. I have chosen to not include those views in the survey that 

follows. 

 For other passages 

 55. Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, The New International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand 
Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 1989), 699–708. 

 56. The textual issue will be addressed in more detail in the following section. 

 57. Payne, Man and Woman, 225–50. 

 58. Payne, Man and Woman, 250–52. 

 59. It is the view of “the majority of commentators today (with varying nuances),” Joseph A. Fitzmyer, First Corinthians: A 
New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, The Anchor Yale Bible 32 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2008), 530. “Most scholars who have published their analyses of the text-critical aspects of this passage have argued 
that it is an interpolation,” Payne, Man and Woman, 226. Accompanying Payne’s statement is a page-length footnote 
listing works by over 50 scholars that support the view. One of the “varying nuances” is the size of the interpolation 
being suggested, which ranges from verses 34–35 alone to verses 33b–36. 

 60. For examples of caution due to this issue, see C. K. Barrett, A Commentary on the First Epistle to the Corinthians, 2nd ed. 
(London: Black, 1971), 332 and Johnson, 1 Corinthians, 271. For an example of outright dismissal due to this issue 
(and a severe understatement of the textual issue as “a few late manuscripts”), see Craig Blomberg, 1 Corinthians, The 
NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1994), 279. 
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that are commonly considered inauthentic, we possess early copies that lack the 
disputed verses, not just copies where the verses may appear in a different location.61 
These considerations have led some to suggest that perhaps Paul himself added the 
verses in the margin, either as a change of heart or to clarify that his other words 
were not intended to apply to women.62

Most current solutions arise from commentators who largely disregard the textual 
issue or dismiss it as irrelevant. Instead, considering the verses to be written by Paul 
at the same time as the surrounding context, they soften the meaning of the verses so 
they do not jar with what Paul has said elsewhere. This softening takes many differ-
ent forms: 

 When his letter was copied, there was confu-
sion as to where in the letter his long marginal note should be placed, explaining the 
displacement of the verses in early Western manuscripts. This deals well with both 
the occasional displacement of the verses and their universal presence in surviving 
manuscripts. However, depending on the particulars, this either does not resolve the 
tension with other passages, or resolves it by suggesting that Paul was intending to 
contradict what he wrote earlier. This view has not gained many supporters. 

 1. Paul is asking women to restrain their idle talk and be subject to the or-
der of the service in keeping with the law of love.63 This view is based on 
the undisputed context of preventing disorder in the church gatherings 
(verses 33 and 40); a nuance of the word sigaō that can mean voluntary rather 
than forced silence; and a recognition that laleō, although it can be synony-
mous with other Greek words referring to speech, sometimes refers more 
simply to talk or chatter. Paul targets women with this instruction since, in 
their culture, women would generally be less educated and less familiar with 
the proper conduct in formal meetings outside their home. “The law” Paul 
refers to is not in Genesis, but rather the great commandments of love to-
wards God and neighbour that Jesus said sum up the law.64

 
 61. For instance, see translator’s notes on Mark 16:9–20; John 7:53–8:12; 1 John 5:8; and the “in Ephesus” of Eph. 1:1. 

 The importance 
of love was also Paul’s theme in the previous chapter. In this interpretation, 
the passage does not exclude women from any regular participation in the 
service, as long as it is done decently and in order. 

 62. Biblical Studies Foundation, The NET Bible: New English Translation, online ed. (n.p.: Biblical Studies Press, 2006), 
http://net.bible.org (accessed February 28, 2012), 1 Cor. 14:35n15. 

 63. John T. Bristow, What Paul Really Said About Women: An Apostle’s Liberating Views on Equality in Marriage, Leadership, 
and Love (San Francisco, CA: HarperSanFrancisco, 1991), 58–66. 

 64. Matt. 22:34–40. 
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Many aspects of this view are compelling. However, I am left thinking 
that the parts are more convincing than the sum. Each individual decision 
seems defensible, yet accepting all the pieces together requires too many less 
likely choices. If Paul had intended to say this, there seem to be numerous 
ways he could have said it more clearly without being so easily misunder-
stood as saying something far harsher. 

 2. Paul is writing in shorthand about a local matter, silencing disruptive 
women in Corinth who were causing their church gatherings to bring the 
gospel into disrepute. 65

Dealing with one specific first, the attempt to import into Corinth the 
sex-segregated seating found in other times and places (such as medieval 
synagogues and many generations of churches) is anachronistic unless his-
torical or archaeological evidence can be put forward to support it. While 
Corinth’s house churches may have had a problem with different classes of 

 The cause of the disruption may have been the 
women’s view of the resurrection as having already happened: they saw 
themselves as already raised into the new reality where they were like the an-
gels, without gender distinctions or roles as mother and wife. Or, they may 
have been mimicking the question-and-answer format of pagan oracles in 
their use of prophecy. Or, they may simply have been women unaccustomed 
to large meetings who provided as much distraction in their attempts to un-
derstand what was going on as the tongues speakers did as they talked on top 
of each other without anyone to translate. As a variation on this last option, 
if the women were seated on the other side of the assembly or in the balcony, 
their shouted questions to their husbands would easily get out of hand. Paul 
does not describe this background, since his original audience would be all 
too aware of it. It is not necessary that all the women were implicated or that 
all the men were innocent of such abuses, but only that the women were the 
primary issue. The women were giving the nascent church a bad reputation, 
whether of overturning the established social order or of simply being a 
group of people out of their minds. Paul silences them so that order can be 
restored and this impediment to the gospel can be removed. 

 
 65. This cluster of related views is presented as a plausible alternative in Johnson, 1 Corinthians, 274–75 and Marion L. 

Soards, 1 Corinthians, New International Biblical Commentary 7 (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1999), 304–07. Particu-
lar versions are advocated in Craig S. Keener, Paul, Women and Wives: Marriage and Women’s Ministry in the Letters of 
Paul (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1992), 80–88 and Witherington, Conflict and Community, 287. Witherington’s view 
does not fit easily into my classifications, as it also has aspects of views 4 and 5 on my list. 
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people being seated in different rooms with different qualities of food (see 
1 Cor. 11:17–34), the division was not made solely by sex, and it is those in 
the privileged location who are singled out for Paul’s rebuke. This is a very 
different situation from a large meeting room with women on one half and 
men on the other. 

More generally, the Achilles’ heel of this cluster of interpretations is, 
again, that they rest on adding qualifiers that Paul did not write. When Paul 
silences some of the tongues speakers and prophets, no reading between the 
lines is necessary to discover the situations in which that silence was re-
quired.66

 3. The text shows how the enduring principles of maintaining order and de-
cency and avoiding shame can be contextualized in the Corinthian con-
gregation.

 However, for the verses silencing women, Paul does not limit his 
words to disruptive women, or uneducated women, or women with false 
views on the resurrection. The only qualifier is that it is women being si-
lenced, and the context is that they are silenced in church. 

67 The conclusion is that “all things should be done decently and in 
order.”68 In their cultural context, it was indecent and shameful for a woman 
to speak in church, and so ignoring this was likely to cause disorder in their 
services. In our context, we continue to apply the same principles, but their 
application may look different. Arbitrarily excluding women appears sexist, 
shameful and indecent in our culture, while a woman speaking in church is 
not shameful. So, following the same principles in our culture may lead to 
welcoming women to be full participants. Similarly, in chapter 11 we con-
tinue to follow the principle of maintaining distinctions between husband 
and wife, but instead of doing so by the presence or absence of a head cover-
ing or different hair styles, we may use wedding rings. We may substitute a 
hug or a hearty handshake for greeting one another “with a holy kiss.”69

There is surely much truth to this view, and the last two examples show 
relatively uncontroversial examples of the way today’s churches have chosen 
to adapt Paul’s instructions to their own culture. However, the view is less 

 

 
 66. 1 Cor. 14:28, 30. 

 67. Although not identical to the position as I have listed it, see Jon M. Isaak, “Hearing God’s Word in the Silence: A 
Canonical Approach to 1 Corinthians 14.34–35,” Direction Journal 24, no. 2 (Fall 1995): 62–64, 
http://www.directionjournal.org/article/?894 (accessed March 7, 2012). 

 68. 1 Cor. 14:40. 

 69. Commanded by Paul in Rom. 16:16; 1 Cor. 16:20; 2 Cor. 13:12; 1 Thess. 5:26. See also “the kiss of love” in 1 Pet. 5:14. 
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convincing for 1 Corinthians 14. In particular, it skips over the major inter-
pretational issue of how Paul’s various instructions can be read harmoni-
ously. In chapter 11, only women speaking without a head covering (and men 
speaking with one) is shameful. Why does Paul’s idea of shame change in the 
space of a few chapters? Before one decides that Paul is making a culturally-
conditioned application of an enduring command, this apparent discrepancy 
in Paul’s application needs to be addressed. Further, too often accommoda-
tions to what a culture views as appropriate have persisted even after the cul-
ture itself shows signs of moving on.70

 4. Paul is only silencing wives who were questioning their husband’s 
prophecies, undermining their authority.

 Surely we cannot use this approach to 
Scripture as an excuse to trail culture rather than attempting to transform it. 

71

An odd result of this view is that single women would have more freedom 
in the church services than married women, since there would be nobody 
they couldn’t speak against.

 Since the same Greek word can 
be translated as either “woman” or “wife,” it is possible that only wives are be-
ing addressed. For a wife to contradict her husband in the church gathering 
would be embarrassing and shameful. The first half of verse 35 about asking 
questions provides the context for the silence of the surrounding commands. 

72

 
 70. Obvious examples include some Christian approaches to slavery and interracial marriage. 

 It is also odd given Paul’s close association with 
Prisca and other married women missionaries. This view again tries to add a 
qualifier to the passage that is not present, namely that wives were only pro-
hibited from questioning their husband’s prophetic utterance. Verse 35 
hardly bolsters the case, since it refers to wives who wish to learn something 
(and so perhaps are confused by what has been said), not wives who are con-
tradicting their husbands. Also, the first half of verse 35 does not qualify the 
command twice stated before it, nor the conclusion stated after it. The pas-
sage does not end, “For it is shameful for a woman to question her husband 
in church.” 

 71. So suggest James L. Mays, ed., The HarperCollins Bible Commentary, rev. ed. (San Francisco, CA: HarperSanFrancisco, 
2000), 1090; Tremper Longman and David E. Garland, eds., The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Zondervan, 2008), 388; and Schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her, 231–32. 

 72. Alternately, wives may have been able to bring questions to the gathering through their husbands while single 
women had no such recourse. Either way, two tiers of participation are suggested for different women, even as both 
tiers have less freedom than the men. 
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 5. Paul is only silencing women from evaluating prophecies; they may them-
selves prophesy, but to weigh a prophecy would be out of place for a 
woman. The issue is not that wives were contradicting their husbands, but 
that they were taking on the role of judge and teacher against any person who 
spoke prophetically. Women may prophesy because in the New Testament 
prophecy has less authority than “recognized Bible teaching.” Prophecy al-
lows “ordinary Christians . . .  simply to report something that God had laid on 
their hearts or brought to their minds.”73 However, in 1 Timothy 2–3 Paul 
states that women are not to be the authoritative teachers and church lead-
ers, so judging prophecies should be restricted to the male leaders. The focus 
on judging prophecies is revealed by the structure of verses 29–36. Verse 29 
has two parts, referring to prophesying and judging prophecies. Verses 30–
33 expand on the first part, prophesying, while verses 34–35 provide detail 
on the second part, judging prophecies.74

This position has been widely embraced by the modern complementarian 
movement. However, even setting aside the interpretation of 1 Timothy, it 
has a number of serious weaknesses.

 

75 First, it fundamentally misreads verse 
29: “Let two or three prophets speak, and let the others weigh what is said.” 
It assumes that this weighing is a speaking role for a few select individuals, 
yet that is not clear. All who are listening seem to be responsible for weighing 
what is said and determining if the message is from God – without making a 
speech about it – just as in other related passages (1 Thess. 5:19–22; 1 John 
4:1–3). The lists of speaking roles in the chapter do not include weighing 
prophecy.76

Second, it asserts that evaluating what someone has said places a person 
in authority over them. The inference appears to be that no authority figure 
can ever be challenged by one of lower (or even equal) authority. This is far 
from self-evident, and there is no need to read hierarchy into commands for 
discernment. For example, when prophets speak, they are not taken over by 

 

 
 73. Wayne A. Grudem, “Prophecy—Yes, But Teaching—No: Paul’s Consistent Advocacy of Women’s Participation 

Without Governing Authority,” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 30, no. 1 (March 1987): 13. 

 74. Carson, “Silent in the Churches,” 133–47. 

 75. Some of these reasons, and others beside, are presented in more detail in James Greenbury, “1 Corinthians 14:34–35: 
Evaluation of Prophecy Revisited,” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 51, no. 4 (December 2008). All those 
tempted to accept this position should grapple with Greenbury’s well-reasoned article. 

 76. The most comprehensive is in 1 Cor. 14:26. Note that Paul uses “revelation” and “prophecy” interchangeably; see 
1 Cor. 14:29–31. 



 D O E S  P A U L  S I L E N C E  W O M E N ?  1 9

the Spirit, but are to be in control.77

Third, it makes little sense to argue that women are excluded from a 
teaching role due to their need to be in submission while also stating that 
they can occupy a higher office, that of prophet. Attempts to minimize the 
New Testament role of prophet run aground due to the way Joel’s prophecy 
quoted at Pentecost provides continuity with the Old Testament office,

 This does not place them hierarchically 
above the Spirit. Instead, the men and women who prophesy are to use dis-
cernment in what they speak, and the others who weigh their words are to 
use discernment in what they hear. In neither case does using discernment 
elevate a person over the one who provided the revelation. 

78 and 
the way Paul elevates prophecy above teaching in the immediate context.79

Fourth, the proposed structure that is used to limit the application of 
verses 34–35 to evaluating prophecy has no contextual support. Not only is 
this proposed structure not used in the immediately previous, parallel discus-
sion on tongues,

 

80 there is also no hint that the commanded silence of women 
is meant to continue an aside about judging prophecies made five verses ear-
lier. As one critic notes with remarkable restraint, “To revert to judging in 
verse 34 would call for some cue, such as the use of the word ‘judge’.”81

 6. Paul is prohibiting women from exercising the teaching role in church. 

 

This view is not generally advocated by scholars, but I have frequently 
heard it expounded in sermons and church meetings. While attempts to limit 
the prohibited speech to asking questions, speaking in tongues, prophesying, 
or even judging prophecy are unlikely, they can at least find some context in 
the passage to tenuously connect with. By contrast, “one view that has no 
support in the context is that Paul’s requirement that women be silent just 

 
 77. This is seen both by how Paul presents speech “with my mind” in verse 19 as a parallel to prophecy, and by verse 32 

which states that “the spirits of prophets are subject to prophets.” 

 78. Acts 2:16–21. Even if Grudem is right that prophecy in New Testament times had a wider meaning, Joel’s prophecy of 
women prophesying is from the Old Testament. Further, female prophets in the Old Testament include Miriam (Exod. 
15:20), Deborah (Judg. 4:4), Huldah (2 Kings 22:14) and Isaiah’s wife (Isa. 8:3). 

 79. 1 Cor. 14:6; the ranking is explicit in 1 Cor. 12:28–31. 

 80. Tongues are discussed in verses 27–28. Even though the first verse again has two parts, mentioning both speaking in 
tongues and interpreting, the following verses do not return to each part for further clarification. Instead, in both the 
sections on tongues and on prophecy (vv. 29–32), there is an aside made (first to interpreting, then to evaluating), 
yet the focus remains on tongues and prophecy. Neither section uses the structure Carson has proposed. 

 81. Holmyard, III, “Does 1 Corinthians 11:2–16 Refer to Women,” 463. 
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means that they are not allowed to teach.”82

In sum, the apparent contradiction between 1 Corinthians 14:34–35 and the sur-
rounding chapters has received many proposed solutions. Historically, the passages 
portraying women’s vocal participation in church have been watered down to mean 
less than they seem to say, while currently, the passage silencing women in church is 
often watered down to mean less than it seems to say. The other alternative has been 
to conclude that the latter verses are a non-Pauline addition and therefore inauthen-
tic. However, there is another approach that acknowledges the inspiration of all the 
verses, deals with the unusual textual issue regarding the Western placement of the 
verses, and yet still reads them in a way that is not contradictory without watering 
down the meaning of any of the words or phrases. 

 This view is normally voiced by 
those who already believe that women are not to teach based on other rea-
sons, and who therefore read that prohibition into the present passage, re-
gardless of the lack of fit. 

Different punctuation, not emendation 
The interpretation of 1 Corinthians 14:34–35 that I find most adequate suggests 

that these two verses should be surrounded by quotation marks. In these verses, Paul 
is quoting from the letter the Corinthian church sent him.83

 
 82. Keener, Paul, Women and Wives, 79. 

 The church at Corinth had a 
problem with disorderly services. Paul had outlined his solution earlier in the chap-
ter: silence those who are speaking unintelligibly or while others are speaking so that 
all may participate one by one, and all may learn and be built up by the gatherings 
(vv. 26–33). Now, he quotes the solution proposed by some of the Corinthians: 
silence the women, and if they insist on learning, let it be at home (vv. 34–35). Paul 
rebukes them and reasserts his authority to deliver the command of the Lord 
(vv. 36–38). Finally, he restates his case. It is good to want to prophesy, and the 
solution is not to forbid speaking in tongues, but all things should be done decently 

 83. I was introduced to this view by reading Glenn Miller, “Women in the Heart of God: Paul and Women,” The Christian 
ThinkTank, http://christianthinktank.com/fem09.html (accessed February 27, 2012). This, combined with informa-
tion about the textual issue described in Fee, First Corinthians, 699–705, led me to adopt the view (indeed, it seemed 
to explain the evidence Fee presented far more elegantly than the view he was advocating). I grappled with the view 
firsthand by starting discussions about it on two Christian online forums. I have since read an earlier defense of the 
view in Katharine C. Bushnell, God’s Word to Women: 100 Bible Studies on Woman’s Place in the Divine Economy, online 
ed. (n.p.: God’s Word to Women, [2005?]), http://www.godswordtowomen.org/gwtw.htm (accessed February 28, 
2012), lessons 25–28  (originally self-published in 1921) and a more current exposition in Charles H. Talbert, Reading 
Corinthians: A Literary and Theological Commentary on 1 and 2 Corinthians, 2nd rev. ed., Reading the New Testament 
(Macon, GA: Smyth & Helwys, 2002), 114–19. 
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and in order (vv. 39–40). Simply silencing the women is not the solution. By target-
ing the real problems that are causing disorder, Paul allows all believers to partici-
pate, including men and women. 

In the rest of this section, I will present the case for this reading in detail.84

Punctuating the sentences 

 

Before addressing whether quotation marks should be present in this passage, it is 
useful to establish some more basic punctuation, namely the sentence breaks.85

33 For God is not a God of confusion but of peace, as in all the churches of the saints. 
34 The women should keep silent in the churches. 

 The 
parsing of verse 33 has implications for how the next two verses are read. Tradition-
ally, verse 33 was interpreted as a complete sentence, but it is now common for 
translations to end the sentence in the middle of the verse, connecting the end of the 
verse with the beginning of verse 34. The two readings of verses 33–34a are shown 
here: 

33 For God is not a God of confusion but of peace. 

As in all the churches of the saints, 34 the women should keep silent in the churches. 

Scholars have shown that both readings are plausible translations of the Greek. 
However, stylistically, some find the declaration of the first reading – that God is to 
be recognized in all churches as a God of peace and not confusion – to be an anticli-

 
 84. I believe that my treatment deals with all the objections to the view that I have read. Four recent works that offer a 

detailed critique of the view are Blomberg, 1 Corinthians, 279–80; Carson, “Silent in the Churches,” 133–47; Fee, First 
Corinthians, 704–05; and Philip B. Payne, “Question: Why Not Interpret 1 Cor 14:34-35 as a False Prophecy that Paul 
Refutes in 14:36-38?” http://www.pbpayne.com/?p=284 (accessed March 7, 2012). The following summarizes the 
objections, each of which I will respond to in later footnotes (I will not re-cite the authors’ works in those notes): 

 1. All other recognized Corinthian quotes are brief slogans (Blomberg, Carson, Fee, Payne). 
 2. The particle that begins verse 36 need not repudiate verses 34–35 (Blomberg, Carson, Payne). 
 3. Though grammatically masculine, the rebuke of verse 36 is not restricted to men (Blomberg, Carson). 
 4. The Corinthians seem more pro-women than Paul with little indication of a Judaizing faction (Blomberg, 

Fee). 
 5. Unlike all other quotes, Paul does not follow it with sustained qualification (Blomberg, Carson). 
 6. There is no introductory formula to indicate a quote (Fee, Payne). 
 7. Paul would not quote an appeal to the law if he disagreed with it (Carson, Payne). 
 8. The quote interrupts Paul’s argument (Payne). 
 9. A quote by Paul in the original document does not explain the resulting textual issue (Payne). 
 10. The view is unlikely since it was never proposed until the twentieth century (Blomberg). 

 85. Punctuation is not present in early New Testament manuscripts. There is often ambiguity in how sentences should be 
punctuated, even beyond the syntactical differences between Greek and English. 
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mactic conclusion to Paul’s argument.86 Others find the repetition of “churches” in 
the second reading awkward.87 While linguistic information alone is inconclusive, the 
following contextual, textual, and historical factors should also be considered:88

 1. Paul has made similar appeals to other churches earlier in this letter. In each 
case, the appeal supports his preceding statement, not his forthcoming 
statement (1 Cor. 4:17; 7:17; 11:16). 

 

 2. In the earliest manuscripts of 1 Corinthians in the Western text family, 
verses 34–35 appear after verse 40 instead of where they appear in our Bi-
bles.89

 3. The earliest interpreters of this text appear to have treated verse 33 as ending 
a section, rather than beginning the sentence for the following verse. For in-
stance, John Chrysostom’s homilies on 1 Corinthians (late 4th century) di-
vide between verse 33 and 34.

 The fact that this alternate reading came about, and that it persisted 
for nearly 300 years, shows that these early copyists considered verse 34 to be 
a new thought, not a continuation of the sentence from verse 33. 

90

 
 86. Robert W. Allison, “Let the Women Be Silent in the Churches (1 Cor. 14:33b-36): What Did Paul Really Say, and What 

Did It Mean?” Journal for the Study of the New Testament 32 (1988): 30–31. Allison argues that adding “as in all the 
churches of the saints” to the beginning of the verse is “awkwardly anticlimactic.” Would Paul argue for the need for 
order on the basis of God’s character, but then see that this is not enough, so bolster the argument by also appealing 
to the practice of all churches? This would indeed be absurd. Instead of the practice of the churches being a further 
justification for order and peace beyond God’s character, a more fitting reading is that the practice of the churches 
must conform to God’s character. The addition of the second half of the verse to the first half is not an anticlimax, but 
an application of the climax to church life. “Where God is worshipped and reverenced all must be done decently and 
in order. The Church is His Church on Earth. It should in every part of it, ‘in all the churches of the saints,’ bear the im-
press of His character,” S. Nowell-Rostron, St Paul’s First Epistle to the Corinthians (London: Religious Tract Society, 
1931), 200. 

 

 87. Barrett, First Corinthians, 330. Those who argue for the sentence beginning and ending with “the churches” (Greek 
ekklēsia) typically suggest that the word may have a different meaning in each case, for instance Blomberg, 1 Corin-
thians, 281–82. How a difference would be communicated by repeating the same word is not clear. 

 88. The following three reasons, among others, are summarized in Fee, First Corinthians, 697–98. 

 89. The numbering of chapters and verses came much later; they are not numbered in early manuscripts. 

 90. John Chrysostom, “Homilies on First Corinthians,” New Advent, ed. Kevin Knight, trans. Talbot W. Chambers, 
http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/2201.htm (accessed February 27, 2012). Further, Chrysostom argues that the 
command of these verses is universally held by all churches. However, he does this through an interpretation of verse 
36! Had he considered it possible to parse verses 33–34 to say the same thing, he could have made the same point far 
less circuitously. It is telling that he did not do so, and since Chrysostom’s words about women are far from silver-
tongued, it is a strong point of evidence from an early “hostile witness” on this particular issue. 
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I believe these factors strongly tip the scales in favour of the traditional reading.91

A two-way dialogue 

 
Paul summarizes his argument in verse 33 by declaring God’s character and insisting 
that this character be imitated in all churches that claim his name. Verse 34 begins a 
new statement. 

As the discussion of verse 33 revealed, there can be a great deal of subjectivity in 
determining how best to punctuate a New Testament text. Quotation marks are a 
relatively recent form of punctuation. They were not used at the time the Bible was 
written.92 They were not even used at the time when the earliest English translations 
were made. Every quotation mark in modern translations (and every red letter, in the 
case of Bibles that print the words of Jesus in red) is placed by the translators 
through examining the context. While many quotes are clear, others are ambiguous. 
For instance, the most familiar verse in the New Testament may either quote Jesus 
or be words by the narrator after the close of a quote.93

The letter we call 1 Corinthians is not the beginning of Paul’s correspondence 
with the church at Corinth. He had written at least one earlier letter to the church,

 In that case, the meaning of 
the verse is not seriously impacted, since both Jesus and the gospel’s inspired author 
are voices to be listened to. However, when a quote may be from a voice that is not to 
be trusted, quotation marks become far more important. 

94 
and reports had been sent back to Paul describing the conduct of Corinthian believ-
ers.95 The Corinthians had also replied to Paul, and their response seems to have 
spurred him to write the letter now called 1 Corinthians. While the first part of this 
letter deals with Paul’s key concerns, he signals a different approach for the second 
part with the words, “Now concerning the matters about which you wrote.”96

 
 91. Further, “there does not seem to be a clear instance in biblical Greek literature (New Testament and LXX) of hōs (‘as’) 

beginning a sentence with a verbless dependent clause, which would be the case if the last part of verse 33 were at-
tached to 34,” Johnson, 1 Corinthians, 270. 

 In the 
following chapters, the expression “Now concerning” continues to address additional 

 92. Scribal markings did develop to indicate quotations, the most common being a diple (which looks similar to “>”). 
However, these markings were not used within the text of the New Testament itself. 

 93. John 3:16. Jesus clearly begins speaking in John 3:10, but it is not certain whether the quote ends with verse 15 or 
verse 21. 

 94. 1 Cor. 5:9. 

 95. 1 Cor. 1:11; 5:1; 11:18. 

 96. 1 Cor. 7:1. 
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topics from the Corinthian letter.97

Because 1 Corinthians is part of a back-and-forth correspondence, it contains 
more than its share of disputed quotes. What one translation places in quotation 
marks another translation displays as the direct words of Paul. Further, many com-
mentaries and other publications suggest possible quotes that have not yet been 
marked by major translations. A few representative examples of both these situations 
follow: 

 Of those topics, by far the largest is “concerning 
spiritual gifts,” which spans chapters 12 to 14. It is within these chapters that Paul is 
most likely to interact at length with what the Corinthians had written to him. 

 1. 1 Corinthians 7:1: Is the second half of this verse a quote or Paul’s own 
view? The ESV, HCSB, NRSV, and NIV (2011) portray it as a Corinthian 
quote. The NASB, NKJV, NLT, and NIV (1984) portray it as Paul’s in-
struction. 

 2. 1 Corinthians 8:1, 4: These two verses may contain a number of short Co-
rinthian slogans, including “all of us possess knowledge,” “an idol has no real 
existence” and “there is no God but one.” 

 3. 1 Corinthians 11:4–10: A few publications have suggested that part of the 
first half of chapter 11 is an extended quote, though there are different views 
on exactly which verses should be included.98

 4. 1 Corinthians 14:22: The enigma of this verse, which is summarily contra-
dicted by the following verses, can be answered neatly by adding quotation 
marks. The Corinthians wrote that tongues are a sign for unbelievers and 
prophecy for believers, but Paul explains in verses 23–25 that tongues are 

 If verses 4–10 are a quote, it 
would explain why Paul goes on to undermine (or at least soften) some of 
those statements in verses 11–16. Paul’s position is that a woman’s hair suf-
fices as her covering (v. 15), while the Corinthians  thought a woman who re-
fused a covering should have her head shaved (v. 6). 

 
 97. The expression occurs in 1 Cor. 7:1 (“concerning . . . sexual relations with a woman”); 7:25 (“concerning the be-

trothed”); 8:1 (“concerning food offered to idols”); 12:1 (“concerning spiritual gifts”); 16:1 (“concerning the collection 
for the saints”); and 16:12 (“concerning our brother Apollos”). See ESV footnotes and Talbert, Reading Corinthians, 8. 

 98. For example, Stuart Pattico, “Analysis of 1 Corinthians 14:34–37 and 11:2–16,” 
http://www.stuartpattico.com/teachings/corinthianwomen.pdf (accessed March 12, 2012). Pattico suggests that 
both 1 Cor. 11:4–10 and 14:34–35 are Corinthian quotes. This would mean that both passages that are often thought 
to be mutually contradictory come from the Corinthian letter, perhaps as the views of different factions. A more 
common – but still minority – view is that the passage contains an interpolation (see note 50). 
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likely to be dismissed as nonsense by unbelievers while prophecy could con-
vict an unbeliever.99

Some of these examples reveal how adding quotation marks can drastically change 
the sense of a verse and even reverse the meaning of a passage. This is not something 
to do on a whim, or simply because one dislikes what Paul has said! In order to not 
be abused, there need to be solid reasons for suggesting that a section of the text is a 
quote. Conversely, treating a statement that was a quote as if it were instead Paul’s 
direct words is also dangerous. If 1 Corinthians 14:22 is a Corinthian quote that 
Paul proves wrong, it would be a serious mistake to instead treat that verse as Paul’s 
instruction. 

 

The same cautions apply to 1 Corinthians 14:34–35. If this is a quote from the 
Corinthian letter, then trying to make it fit with the rest of what Paul says is coun-
terproductive. That would lead to undermining Paul’s own words by catering instead 
to the opinion he is rebuking! However, one cannot simply appeal to scholarly con-
sensus to show that these verses are a quote. While this view is presently more widely 
accepted than the last two examples of quotes I listed, it is not as accepted as the first 
two. 

This section has only established that punctuation is not present in the earliest 
manuscripts our New Testament is based on, and chapter 14 is within the part of the 
letter where Paul is responding to the matters the Corinthians wrote to him about. 
While this supports the possibility that Paul may be quoting the Corinthians here, 
more evidence is required to establish any reason to view these particular verses as a 
quote. 

Paul is contradicting the Corinthians, not himself 
The earlier section of this paper on “Canonical context” has already described 

how 1 Corinthians 14:34–35 jar with the rest of the letter. Even an uninspired 
author would not be expected to contradict themselves so dramatically within the 
space of a few pages. While the conflicting verses may be a later non-Pauline addition 
to the text, I believe recognizing them as quotes better accounts for these verses, and 
also solves an additional riddle: the apparent contradiction between verse 22 and the 

 
 99. I first wondered about this possibility after reading a convoluted, nearly incomprehensible explanation for the 

apparent contradiction in these verses in a normally quite readable commentary, Fee, First Corinthians, 676–88. I 
have since seen this quote suggested in Longman and Garland, Expositor’s Bible Commentary, 383–84. In Talbert, 
Reading Corinthians, 111, 1 Cor. 14:21–22 as a unit is suggested to be a Corinthian quote (including a misapplication 
of Scripture) that Paul refutes in the following two verses. My analysis of this passage in the following section will 
loosely follow Talbert. 
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following three verses. In chapter 14, Paul counters two positions that have been 
advocated by some of the Corinthians in their letter. By recognizing both quotes, a 
cogent structure becomes visible in Paul’s argument.100

The first unit reveals the value of various speaking gifts in the church (vv. 1–25): 

 In each of these two units, 
Paul presents his instruction, quotes the Corinthian alternative with a rebuke, and 
then restates his instruction.  

 1–19 Instruction 
 • Strange tongues may build up an individual, but in church they con-

fuse and isolate 
 • Prophecy builds up the church and draws each individual to worship 

 20 Rebuke: Grow up! 

21–22 Quotation 
 • Strange tongues provide a sign to unbelievers 
 • Prophecy only benefits believers 

23–25 Reemphasis 
 • Strange tongues invite mockery by unbelievers and outsiders 
 • Prophecy draws unbelievers and outsiders to God 

The second unit focuses on the proper use of various speaking gifts in the church 
(vv. 26–40): 

26–33 Instruction 
 • Each person comes to church prepared to contribute 
 • Order the speaking and provide interpretation so all understand and 

are built up 

34–35 Quotation 
 • Women should be silent in church 
 • If the women do not understand, they can learn at home 

36–38 Rebuke: Listen to me! 

39–40 Reemphasis 
 • All should desire to prophesy and be allowed to speak in tongues 
 • Do all things decently and in order 

 
 100. Objection 8: The quote interrupts Paul’s argument. This section as a whole addresses this criticism. 
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In the first unit, Paul combats the Corinthian view that tongues are the foremost 
spiritual gift by instead elevating the gift of prophecy. The loose citation of Isaiah 
28:11–12 in verse 21 has a number of idiosyncrasies that make it unlikely to be 
Paul’s work. First, it contains what for Paul would be an unprecedented use of “the 
law” to instead refer to one of the Old Testament prophets.101 Second, unlike typical 
Pauline citations, it does not seem to come from the Greek Septuagint (or even the 
Hebrew Masoretic text).102 Third, it is altered in a way that seriously distorts its 
meaning.103 Fourth, the passage only seems relevant to the point made from it due to 
these distortions.104

The Corinthian application of this creative citation has two halves, with a nega-
tive and positive claim in each half. “Thus tongues are a sign not for believers but for 
unbelievers, while prophecy is . . .  not for unbelievers but for believers.”

 

105

 
 101. When Paul uses “the law” to refer to a passage of Scripture, it always within the Pentateuch. Rom. 2:23–24 and 3:9–

20 are not exceptions. Both passages introduce a quote by the more general “as it is written.” The surrounding refer-
ences to the law do not refer to the quote. In the first, the Jews broke what is written in the law and as a result proved 
true what was written in Isaiah. In the second, the quote from the Psalms shows that all people are sinful, and the 
following discussion of people who received the law explains that even that did not help them. The mere proximity of 
the word “law” to a quote outside the Pentateuch does not show that Paul uses the word more loosely to refer to the 
entire Old Testament. Paul maintains a distinction between the law and the prophets (see Rom. 1:2; 3:21). 

 It appears 
that some of the Corinthians saw their tongues speaking as being the way God would 
bring a sign of judgement upon unbelievers, while their prophesying would only be 

 102. Paul typically quotes from the Septuagint. “Of the roughly eighty-three biblical texts adduced by Paul in his undis-
puted quotes, thirty-four come from places where the Septuagint is closely allied with the Masoretic text. . . . Of the 
remaining forty-nine texts, however, fully forty-four follow the Septuagint at points where it diverges from the 
Masoretic text,” Christopher D. Stanley, Paul and the Language of Scripture: Citation Technique in the Pauline Epistles 
and Contemporary Literature, Society for New Testament Studies Monograph Series 69 (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1992), 67. For details of this quote’s deviations from the Septuagint and Masoretic texts, see Stanley, 
Paul and the Language of Scripture, 197–205; David E. Garland, 1 Corinthians, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the 
New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2003), 646; and Wayne A. Grudem, “1 Corinthians 14.20–25: 
Prophecy and Tongues as Signs of God’s Attitude,” Westminster Theological Journal 41, no. 2 (Spring 1979): 386–87. 

 103. The quote states that when God speaks to this people through strange tongues, they will not hear. In Isa. 28:11–12, it 
states that because the people did not hear when God spoke to them plainly, he will now speak to them by foreigners. 
The different meaning is accomplished by changing the tense and removing the core of Isa. 28:12 so that the quote of 
the end of the verse is now linked to an earlier statement.  

 104. The Isaiah passage does not say anything about people not listening to strange tongues (see previous note). In Isaiah, 
this speech is foreign languages that are not understood by the Israelites, not ecstatic speech for which there is no in-
terpreter. Also, it is the people of God who were going to experience invasion from an enemy speaking a foreign lan-
guage, not God’s people who were to speak unintelligible words to unbelievers. The Corinthians apparently latched 
on to the only Old Testament example they could find of anything close to speaking in tongues, without concern for 
the details. 

 105. 1 Cor. 14:22. I have omitted the words “a sign” in the second half of the verse, since those words are not part of the 
Greek text (see ESV note). The parallel structure of the sentence may or may not imply that meaning, so I prefer a 
closer translation that allows readers to make that inference themselves. 
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for their own use. In verse 23, Paul contradicts the positive claim in the first half 
(that tongues are a sign for unbelievers) by showing that the only sign uninterpreted 
tongues provides to unbelievers and outsiders is that the Corinthian believers are out 
of their minds.106 In verses 24–25, Paul contradicts the negative claim in the second 
half (that prophecy is not for unbelievers) by showing how prophecy would convict 
an unbeliever or outsider and lead them to worship God. It is not tongues but 
prophecy that can provide a sign of judgement for unbelievers – a recognized sign that 
leads to repentance.107

In the second unit, Paul contrasts a Corinthian solution to their disorderly ser-
vices with his own. It appears that both the Corinthians and Paul were aware that 
their services were out of hand. The Corinthian solution, presented in verses 34–35, 
is to silence the women. This solution would have fit smoothly with the prevailing 
cultural values of the first century, whether by Jews or Greeks. “First Corinthians 
11:5, 11–12, and Gal 3:28 challenge cultural conventions, but 1 Cor 14:34–35 does 
not.”

 This complements Paul’s elevation of prophecy over tongues 
in the earlier verses of the chapter. 

108 While there were exceptions, the norm was for a woman to speak only to her 
husband, and on his terms. A woman brought disgrace upon herself, her husband 
and the other hearers if she dared speak in public. In the words of the Corinthians, 
“It is shameful for a woman to speak in church.”109

Just as the citation of “the law” in verse 21 is unprecedented for Paul, so is the 
vague appeal to the law in verse 34.

 

110

 
 106. Paul may also be encouraging the Corinthians to move beyond their polarized thinking of “unbelievers” and “believ-

ers,” since he introduces a third category of “outsiders” in verses 23–24 (and earlier in v. 16) that is not present in 
verse 22. 

 “[W]hen Paul elsewhere appeals to ‘the Law,’ 
he always cites the text . . .  usually to support a point he himself is making. Nowhere 
else does he appeal to the Law in this absolute way as binding on Christian behavior. 

 107. This is a key point missed in the valiant attempt to harmonize the passage without a quote, Grudem, “Prophecy and 
Tongues.” While Grudem is likely right that the sign for unbelievers in verse 22 must be a sign of judgement given the 
preceding quote, he does not address why verses 24–25 then show prophecy filling that role. The unbeliever or out-
sider is “convicted by all, he is called to account by all, the secrets of his heart are disclosed.” Upon receiving God’s 
judgement through the prophecy, the person is led to repentance (v. 25), unlike tongues where no sign from God – 
positive or negative – is recognized. In the sense that Grudem uses it, any disorderly, chaotic or crazy behaviour on 
the part of the Corinthians would serve as a sign of judgement on unbelievers. This demeans the meaning of a sign. 

 108. Payne, Man and Woman, 219. This statement follows a list of numerous ancient historians and philosophers who 
reveal this cultural outlook in their writings. 

 109. 1 Cor. 14:35. 

 110. Also unprecedented is the ambiguous command for subjection: to what or whom are the women to subject them-
selves? See Johnson, 1 Corinthians, 271. 
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More difficult yet is the fact that the Law does not say any such thing.”111 Paul is 
unlikely to be referring back to the creation order he mentioned in chapter 11, since 
in that discussion (a) he made no mention of the law, (b) he did not directly quote 
Scripture, and (c) he undermined the attempt to draw enduring principles from that 
order by his “nevertheless” statement in verses 11–12. If he is now referencing that 
order as being where “the law also says” that women are to be in subjection, he is 
being needlessly opaque. Also, Paul did not expect gentile converts to keep the law, 
and he rebuked attempts to keep a part of the law as inconsistent.112 While Paul 
could use the law to speak to those who still desired to be under it,113 this passage 
does not match his style.114

Paul appears to be aware that his recognition of women as equal members within 
the body of Christ is a sore subject in Corinth. While he does not compromise on 
this basic point, he appears to moderate his language about women – or leave it out 
entirely – when addressing other topics with them. For instance, when listing the 
witnesses to Jesus’ resurrection, he skips over the first witnesses, the women.

 

115 While 
to the Galatians he declares that in Christ there is “neither Jew nor Greek, there is 
neither slave nor free, there is no male and female,” to the Corinthians the last clause 
is left off.116

 
 111. Fee, First Corinthians, 707. “The allusion to ‘the law’ in v. 34 is a most unusual way of arguing for Paul,” Fitzmyer, First 

Corinthians, 529. “Nowhere else, however, does Paul appeal to the law without a corresponding OT reference, and 
nowhere else does he appeal to a precept of the law to establish an ethical requirement for Christian behavior or 
Christian worship,” Payne, Man and Woman, 257. Similarly, see Richard B. Hays, First Corinthians, Interpretation, a Bi-
ble Commentary for Teaching and Preaching (Louisville, KT: John Knox Press, 1997), 247 and Soards, 1 Corinthians, 
306. 

 While every other New Testament reference to Priscilla and Aquila 

 112. See Gal. 3:23–26; 5:3. 

 113. The principle is in 1 Cor. 9:20–21; applications are found in Gal. 4:21–31; 1 Cor. 9:3–12.  

 114. Objection 7: Paul would not quote an appeal to the law if he disagreed with it. As described above, Paul seems to do so 
twice in this chapter. Elsewhere, Paul lists his qualifications according to the law, even though he disagrees that they 
have any merit (Phil. 3:2–11). Since Paul does not directly correct the two misuses of the law in this chapter, his op-
ponents may not have been Judaizers like those he rebukes in Galatia, Rome and Philippi, but merely a faction that 
used any possible source of authority to bolster their case. Paul focuses instead on rebuking and correcting the conclu-
sions they draw from their inappropriate use of the law. The very act of fully quoting these attempts to make the law 
binding on Christian behaviour may have served Paul’s rhetorical purposes, especially in the second case. It exposed 
the faction as, intentionally or not, pointing the Corinthian church down a dangerous road. Even if the Jewish law 
were to command women’s subjection, it contained many more widely known commands that applied to men, of 
which one in particular would be quite uncomfortable for gentile converts. The gentile believers were likely to be 
quite suspicious of attempts to conform their lives to the Jewish law. They knew some of what “the law also says.” 

 115. 1 Cor. 15:3–8. On the relevance of this being a pre-Pauline formula, see the following note. 

 116. Gal. 3:28 compared with 1 Cor. 12:13. Since Galatians is generally thought to have been written earlier, the full 
version of this statement was likely already in circulation. Since baptism language surrounds all three versions of the 
statement (the third is in Col. 3:11), it may have been a baptismal formula; see Wayne A. Meeks, “The Image of the 
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places Priscilla’s name first, to the Corinthians Paul reverts to the customary order 
with the husband first.117

When the Corinthian view of women is the issue, Paul addresses it head-on. He 
delivers a scathing rebuke to men who felt that marriage did not preclude the use of 
prostitutes.

 For Paul, an application of being all things to all people 
appears to be not making waves about women when that isn’t his central point. In 
those cases, he is willing to defer to the cultural norms of the Corinthians rather than 
needlessly multiplying offenses, even though he challenges those norms in other 
contexts. 

118 In the next chapter, he deals with the opposite extreme. The most 
symmetrical description of husband and wife relationships in the New Testament is 
found in 1 Corinthians 7:2–5,119 directly after Paul quotes the far more demeaning 
view of some of the Corinthians of women being sex objects to be avoided.120 As the 
passage continues, Paul may elevate the single lifestyle over marriage, but he does not 
elevate man over woman. The passage on head coverings is extremely difficult to 
interpret, partly because reasons for a head covering are both given and taken apart in 
quick succession.121

 
Androgyne: Some Uses of a Symbol in Earliest Christianity,” History of Religions 13, no. 3 (February 1974): 180–81. If 
so, Paul’s quote of the beginning of the formula would inevitably bring the rest to mind. This way Paul does not have 
to say the words directly: they would come from each Corinthian believer’s own memory! 

 Leaving that aside, the tradition applies to both sexes: women are 

 117. 1 Cor. 16:19. Acts 18:2 is not another exception since this verse is only mentions Priscilla as an aside; the focus is on 
Aquila alone. Whenever both partners are mentioned together, aside from the reference in 1 Corinthians, Priscilla’s 
name is first (Acts 18:18, 26; Rom. 16:3; 2 Tim. 4:19). 

 118. 1 Cor. 6:15–20. 

 119. “Paul's most extended discussion of the relation of male and female is in chapter 7. Formally the striking thing about 
that chapter is the number of monotonously parallel statements made about the obligations, respectively, of men 
and women: verses 2, 3, 4, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 28, 32–34. It looks as though Paul were laboring to express the 
male and female roles in almost precisely the same language,” Meeks, “Image of the Androgyne,” 199. 

 120. 1 Cor. 7:1. Objection 4: The Corinthians seem more pro-women than Paul with little indication of a Judaizing faction. This 
verse provides strong evidence that the Corinthian faction Paul is quoting had a lower view of women. (Fee’s attempt 
to see this verse as revealing a pro-women stance by the Corinthians is perplexing.) Paul’s moderated language about 
women in other contexts combined with his strong advocacy of the equality of women when he directly addresses 
the issue is another indication that Paul was aware that his views on women were not entirely welcome. It is possible 
that the Corinthian faction was a group that claimed to be following Peter (see 1 Cor. 1:12; 3:21–23; Peter himself 
may have had little to do with them), but regardless, they may not have been specifically Judaizers. This is discussed 
in more detail in note 114. 

 121. In response to man being created first (vv. 8–9) Paul declares that “man is now born of woman” (v. 12). First a 
woman that doesn’t cover her head should have her hair cut short (v. 6), but later long hair makes a head covering 
unnecessary (v. 15). Though verse 3 contains many controversies, it appears that Paul sees the relationship between 
husband and wife as analogous to that of Christ to God. Those who would see this language as indicating that woman 
is fundamentally below man are forced to also see Jesus as fundamentally below God. Even more mysterious is 
verse 10 that declares that “a woman ought to have authority over her own head” (NIV 2011). This statement is so 
perplexing that most other translations add extra words not in the Greek to attempt to explain it. Another transla-
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to cover their heads, while men ought not to cover their heads. In chapter 14, the 
Corinthian position on silencing women to regain orderly services had again made 
women the issue. Paul’s own solution for the disorder is unambiguous in allowing 
“all” believers – “each one” – to participate, even as he outlines procedures for estab-
lishing order. His inclusive language is in stark contrast with the Corinthian position. 

Following the quote, Paul writes what is widely recognized as a stinging rebuke 
(vv. 36–38). There is less agreement on whom Paul is rebuking. Since the rhetorical 
questions in the verses use male language in the Greek, one group that cannot be 
Paul’s target is women who do not accept the command of the previous two verses.122 
Instead, it is likely directed at all the Corinthians who do not accept Paul’s solutions 
to their disorderly services. The rebuke begins with a Greek particle, ē, which is 
variously left untranslated or translated as “Or” or “What?” When Paul uses this 
particle to introduce rhetorical questions, the intent seems to be to intensify the 
distinction between what Paul is saying and what he is opposing.123

 
tional morass is verse 16: the declaration that “we have no such practice” (either of being contentious or of head cov-
erings) is often worded as “we have no other practice,” which reverses the meaning. See J. D. Miller, “Translating 
Paul’s Words About Women,” Stone-Campbell Journal 12, no. 1 (Spring 2009): 65–67. 

 Paul concludes 
this lengthy section of the letter by stressing a framework of decency and order 
within which all are able to participate and benefit. They should not forbid speaking 

 122. Objection 3: Though grammatically masculine, the rebuke of verse 36 is not restricted to men. I agree with this criticism. 
The masculine language in verses 36–38 is probably intended to be read inclusively, referring to both men and 
women. The Corinthian faction Paul is rebuking likely included both men and women proponents. He may even have 
multiple factions in mind, if the advocates of unrestrained tongues are different than the silencers of women. I do not 
believe that identifying the precise nature of the factions is necessary to recognize Paul’s use of Corinthian quotes in 
this passage. 

 123. Objection 2: The particle that begins verse 36 need not repudiate verses 34–35. The particle ē often simply means “or.” 
When it begins a sentence, especially a rhetorical statement, it typically sharpens the existing disjunction. It is not a 
mathematical or logical operator: it does not necessarily indicate that one of two statements must be accepted (see 
1:13 where both are rejected). It does not necessarily refer to accepting or rejecting statements at all. For instance, in 
6:8–9 the particle does not reject or deny the truth of the Corinthian behaviour just mentioned, but rather serves to 
sharpen Paul’s rebuke that it is true. Carson’s three-page excursion on this particle emphasizes this, but misses the 
significance. If 14:34–35 is a quote, the particle in verse 36 does not dismiss or reject its truth (the quote is accurate), 
but rebukes its message. In 6:8–9, Paul says the Corinthians have been acting this way, but they shouldn’t be. In 
14:34–36, Paul says the Corinthians have been advocating this way, but they shouldn’t be. It is a rebuke, not a denial. 

The precise meaning of the particle is determined by context. If verses 34–35 are original, then the particle that 
begins verse 36 ties the following rebuke to those verses specifically. In that case, while normally the particle could be 
read as either strengthening Paul’s instruction that women be silent or rebuking the Corinthian position that women 
be silent, the masculine language of the rebuke makes the first option unlikely (though not impossible). If verses 34–
35 are an interpolation, the particle ties the rebuke to verse 33, in this case strengthening Paul’s conclusion. Whether 
the particle strengthens or rebukes what comes before it has to be determined by context: nothing inherent in the 
particle determines this. This is why I have not made the presence of this particle a major part of my argument. 
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in tongues and all should desire to prophesy. 124 It is not up to the Corinthians to 
decide which demographics are “permitted to speak.”125

Alternate outlines of this chapter have trouble accounting for two anomalies: the 
words in verse 22 that contradict the next three verses, and the verses on women that 
do not seem to fit with the structure of the rest of the chapter.

 

126

This arrangement is hard to explain if the verses are not a Corinthian quote. Why 
would Paul sandwich a command silencing women between the conclusion of his 
argument and a sharp rebuke? If the verses were added by a later copyist or are part 
of Paul’s own instruction, a far more obvious location would be a single verse earlier, 
following verse 32. This would lead to Paul silencing all three groups (vv. 27–28, 
29–32 and the verses on women), then concluding (v. 33), rebuking those who reject 
his teaching (vv. 36–38) and restating his view (vv. 39–40). While there would still 
be internal contradictions between the verses and the rest of the chapter, this loca-
tion would make them far more secure. Since the actual position of the verses silenc-
ing women is after Paul has concluded his argument and directly before the rebuke, 
the interpolation view is left postulating an “inept interpolator,”

 Attempts to outline 
verses 27–35 as silencing three groups (tongues speakers who have no interpreter, 
prophets who are interrupted and women) fail not only due to the substantial differ-
ence in the way the women are silenced compared to the other two groups, but also 
due to the concluding statement after the second group and before the women 
(v. 33). 

127

The quotation view faces no such problem. Paul inserts the quote after he con-
cludes his own case and directly before his rebuke and reiteration of his teaching, 

 while views that 
see the verses as part of Paul’s teaching have to explain his own apparent ineptness. 

 
 124. 1 Cor. 14:39–40.  

 125. 1 Cor. 14:34. 

 126. “Unfortunately, the thread of Paul’s argument here is difficult to follow, especially at vv. 21–22,” James D. G. Dunn 
and John W. Rogerson, eds., Eerdmans Commentary on the Bible (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 2003), 1344; 
see also Thiselton, First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1122–26. “Verses 34–35 seem quite intrusive at this juncture. Why 
does Paul seemingly interrupt his discussion of these two spiritual gifts in order to silence women? In verses 37 and 
39–40, he is clearly still addressing the topic of tongues and prophecy,” Blomberg, 1 Corinthians, 279. For those who 
consider verses 34–35 to be an interpolation, the outline of the chapter is somewhat less awkward, though the ap-
parent contradiction in Paul’s thought in verses 21–25 remains. For instance, see the chiastic structure in Payne, Man 
and Woman, 254–55. 

 127. David W. Odell-Scott, “In Defense of an Egalitarian Interpretation of 1 Cor 14:34–36: A Reply to Murphy-O’Connor’s 
Critique,” Biblical Theology Bulletin 17, no. 3 (July 1987): 101–02.  
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since that is the logical placement for an opposing view.128

Taking the textual evidence seriously 

 In this case, being alert for 
possible quotes exposes a clearer structure in Paul’s argument. 

The evidence that one line of early New Testament manuscripts preserved these 
two verses in a different location for centuries needs to be addressed.129 There are 
more alternatives than dismissing the verses as an addition or dismissing the textual 
issue itself as irrelevant. A third alternative is that Paul set these verses apart from his 
own words using some form of marking other than words, and these markings led to 
confusion about where the verses belonged.130

It is important to remember that the original manuscript contained more infor-
mation than just words. Since I do not work with ancient manuscripts on a regular 
basis, only rarely do I see a Bible that doesn’t have all the words neatly typeset in a 
consistent font, precisely aligned in uniform columns. Every time I read Galatians 
6:11 I receive a reality check that the original manuscripts did not look like my 
modern Bibles! When Paul wrote those words with his own hand, his writing ap-
peared larger than the neat letters of his scribe.

 

131

 
 128. Objection 5: Unlike all other quotes, Paul does not follow it with sustained qualification. When the structure and content 

of the chapter is considered, it becomes apparent that Paul does offer sustained qualification, though much of it pre-
cedes the quote. In addition to what has been presented in this section, the shared vocabulary between the quote 
and the rest of the chapter is also significant (see the table in note 

 The difference in handwriting was 
so clear that Paul interjects a comment about it. As the manuscript was copied, the 
words were meticulously preserved, but the different styles of handwriting were not. 

4). While some words naturally occur in both con-
texts, others seem to be intentionally repurposed by Paul (“silent,” “subject,” “desire,” “learn”) while others are in-
tentionally avoided in order to reframe the issue (“woman/wife,” “man/husband,” “house/home”). For Paul, the 
solution to the disorderly worship services isn’t to silence women and relegate their learning to at home from their 
men, but to create an orderly environment in which all can participate, learn and be “built up” (in Greek, a related 
word to “house/home”). The different uses of the same vocabulary is described in more detail in Payne, Man and 
Woman, 256–57 and Allison, “Let the Women Be Silent,” 37–39. While Payne believes this points to interpolation, I 
believe viewing the chapter as Paul’s intentional critique of the quoted view of the Corinthians explains it at least as 
well. 

 129. Since the displacement of the verses to the end of the chapter “is the universal reading of the Western church until 
the influence of the Vulgate, which in this case reflects the text of the Eastern church, the position of these verses in 
this tradition must go back to a very early source,” Fee, First Corinthians, 700n7. See also Biblical Studies Foundation, 
NET Bible, 1 Cor. 14:35n15 and Fitzmyer, First Corinthians, 529 for additional summaries of the textual evidence. 

 130. Objection 9: A quote by Paul in the original document does not explain the resulting textual issue. This section 
addresses this criticism. 

 131. There may be other explanations for the large letters, such as Paul intentionally writing larger for emphasis. Regard-
less, the original manuscript contained an obvious distinction in handwriting style that disappeared once that manu-
script was copied. 
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If 1 Corinthians 14:34–35 is indeed a quote from the Corinthian letter, it is per-
haps the largest quote Paul includes.132 It would be reasonable to expect that he in 
some way distinguished these quoted words from his own surrounding words. Paul 
would not use quotation marks, since they did not yet exist, but he (or his amanuen-
sis) still had many options. He could write sideways in the margin; write the sen-
tences with indented margins or a different alignment; change the size or style of 
writing; add boxes, arrows or lines around sentences; or any number of variations on 
nonlexical markings and spacing. The scribes who later copied his letter would need 
to decide how to include these verses in their manuscript that lacked these format-
ting elements. One could imagine many ways the verses could have been distin-
guished that would later cause scribes to be confused about where in the text the 
verses should be placed. Perhaps the first copies bumped the verses to a small note at 
the bottom of the column, and later manuscripts included that note at different 
locations. Or, perhaps the verses were originally placed beside the rest of the text, 
leading to confusion on where to include them right from the first copy, or from the 
second copy when any “marginal arrows or other directional device”133

While speculation is necessary to imagine how it may have happened, there is evi-
dence that something like this did happen, since the verses are found in different 
places in different manuscript lines. There is no evidence of this happening with any 

 were no longer 
present. 

 
 132. Objection 1: All other recognized Corinthian quotes are brief slogans. This section addresses this criticism. There is no 

rule that a Corinthian quote must be short, just as there is no rule that Scripture quotes must be short, or that interpo-
lations must be short. Some widely accepted Corinthian quotes are detected due to factors that wouldn’t apply to 
longer quotes, such as Paul repeating the statement a number of times (e.g., “All things are lawful for me” in 1 Cor. 
6:12; 10:23). 

Further, a key criteria for a quote being widely recognized is not so much that it be short, but that it not drasti-
cally alter the traditional interpretation of a passage. 1 Cor. 7:1b appears to be the only exception, yet even here there 
is nearly a 50/50 split among current translations as to whether quotation marks are used. For the other quotes that 
are typically written as such in English translations, the statement reads nearly the same way whether or not the quo-
tation marks are present (e.g., 1 Cor. 1:12; 6:12–13; 8:1, 4). 

This hesitancy to challenge traditional readings also leads to a bias towards including longer interpolations 
rather than excluding them. Most translations still include the longer ending to Mark even though that passage is 
more widely recognized as an addition than other shorter phrases that only appear in footnotes. Despite the many 
scholars who believe 1 Cor. 14:34–35 is an interpolation, I am not aware of a single major translation that adds a 
footnote suggesting this possibility (the NRSV encloses 14:33b–36 in parentheses, but not the double brackets that 
mark a possible interpolation). Often translations are judged on how closely they match earlier translations, espe-
cially in certain hot-button passages, and passages concerning the place of women are as “hot” as it gets. There are 
more factors at play than a cool consideration of evidence. 

 133. This phrase is used by the NET Bible translators to describe an alternate hypothesis for the textual issue, Biblical 
Studies Foundation, NET Bible, 1 Cor. 14:35n15. Their hypothesis is mentioned briefly in the sentences preceding note 
62. 
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other verses in this letter. While one explanation is that the verses were added in the 
margin by a scribe, later to become part of the text in two locations, I believe a better 
explanation is that in the course of copying the text, the removal of the extra visual 
cues Paul used to mark the verses as a quote caused confusion over where the two 
verses belonged. Paul’s original audience would have had no trouble recognizing 
where they were being quoted, both because the Corinthians would know what they 
had written to Paul, and they were receiving the original manuscript of Paul’s letter 
with all the original formatting still in place. 

This explanation also addresses the fact that these verses are not commonly re-
ferred to in the earliest centuries of church history, even when a writer is dealing with 
a topic where they would seem to be pertinent.134

Well before the textual issue was again brought to light, scores of interpreters 
through the centuries have noticed that these two verses do not fit easily with the rest 
of 1 Corinthians, and especially with chapter 11. Not only do the commands in the 
verses contradict other passages, the very location of the verses seems to throw off 
the structure of Paul’s argument. The style is even unusual for Paul, as seen in the 
way “the law” is mentioned. These multiple lines of contextual evidence as well as the 
textual evidence all independently paint a bull’s-eye on these same two verses. Even 
though we lack the original manuscript and cannot tell how or whether Paul set 
these verses apart from the rest, the evidence has been preserved to our day that 
somehow they were different.

 If the verses were at first under-
stood to be a position Paul was rebuking, then it would be counterproductive to 
quote them to support a point. Only after the quote became obscured would the 
verses be considered a valid citation to bolster an argument. 

135

 
 134. “[E]ven though 1 Corinthians was the most quoted epistle by Christian writers in the second century, none of the 

Apostolic Fathers cite 1 Cor 14:34–35,” Payne, Man and Woman, 250–52. Payne goes on to demonstrate the paucity 
of references in the first centuries of church history. A contrary claim is found in Laney, “Gender Based Boundaries,” 
4–5. In part, the contradiction may be due to terminology, since of the four lines of evidence Laney presents under 
the heading “The Apostolic Fathers,” none refer to Apostolic Fathers. They instead refer to later writers in the early 
church. Two of these, quotes from Tertullian and Chrysostom, are undisputed. The third is Origen, though the only 
source is a number of catenae, which are collections of quotes and paraphrases collected by a third party and organ-
ized around various themes. While Origen likely wrote a commentary on 1 Corinthians, it has only survived piecemeal 
in catenae form. Due to the distance between Origen’s own writings and these catenae, and the high instance of mis-
attribution within catenae, this source is of limited value. The last source is an anonymous writer from the fourth cen-
tury, by which time citations of the verses had become more common. 

 The explanation that best accounts for these differ-
ent lines of evidence is that Paul is quoting a Corinthian position in these verses. 

 135. Objection 6: There is no introductory formula to indicate a quote. Paul’s method of distinguishing the verses may have 
been through nonlexical markings that were not preserved by copyists. The fact that the verses are distinguished has 
been preserved through other methods, not only by the textual issue but also by the two lines of contextual evidence 
(content and structure). 
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Conclusion 
If there are many signs that Paul is quoting the Corinthians, why did nobody con-

sider this possibility until the last hundred years? 136

Through nearly two millennia of church history, the dominant cultures did not 
see women as equal to men. Men were the pinnacle of humanity, while women fell 
short. Today, those statements seem distasteful. This puts today’s readers in a radi-
cally different place for interpreting passages like 1 Corinthians 14:34–35. A verita-
ble Copernican Revolution has transformed the understanding of male and female. 

 A significant reason is undoubt-
edly culture. The traditional readings that saw in this passage a biblical basis for 
woman’s inferiority fit well with the prevailing culture. There was no pressure to 
consider other readings of the passage, and strong pressure not to. 

The findings of Copernicus and Galileo, once accepted, led to new alternatives in 
how to interpret passages such as Joshua 10:12–13. Instead of that passage unambi-
guously teaching that the sun orbits the earth, the blinders came off to consider other 
ways of reading it. Perhaps it wasn’t intended to teach astronomy at all; perhaps it 
described events from an earth-based perspective; perhaps God accommodates 
human limitations in how he answers prayer and even in how he allows those an-
swered prayers to be recorded in Scripture. The passage didn’t change, but only 
when humanity removed a longstanding bias towards everything revolving around 
the earth did alternate interpretations emerge. 

There are many ways to read 1 Corinthians 14:34–35. Virtually every interpreta-
tion that is widely advocated today did not exist 150 years ago, including that the 
verses are an interpolation,137 a quotation,138 or only refer to weighing prophecies. 139

Yet, an undeniable and hopefully irreversible change has occurred: the church, as 
well as the wider culture, no longer views everything as revolving around men. Coin-

 
Until recent times, interpreters were virtually unanimous in seeing the reference to 
the law as pointing to the curse on Eve, leading to woman’s enduring subjection. In 
this instance, to spurn novelty is to fall into the embrace of misogyny. 

 
 136. Objection 10: The view is unlikely since it was never proposed until the twentieth century. The following paragraphs 

address this criticism. This objection was only raised by Blomberg. It is noteworthy that the following paragraphs in 
his commentary proceed to dismiss the older views as “equally implausible” and “highly chauvinistic” before tenta-
tively suggesting as the “best perspective” a view a number of decades newer than the quotation view. Had Blom-
berg truly felt that this objection had merit, those paragraphs would read quite differently. 

 137. Proposed by Christian Holsten in 1880 according to Raymond F. Collins, First Corinthians, Sacra Pagina 7 (Collegeville, 
MN: Liturgical Press, 1999), 515. 

 138. Proposed by Katharine Bushnell in 1921: Bushnell, God’s Word to Women, lessons 25–28 . 

 139. Proposed by W. Klein in 1962 according to Greenbury, “Evaluation of Prophecy Revisited,” 730. 
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ciding with this shift, new interpretations of this passage have emerged. The best of 
these not only make sense to current readers, but also explain how the intended 
meaning would have been clear to the first readers and hearers. I believe that the 
other views, the ones that dilute the meaning in various ways that seemingly never 
occurred to ancient interpreters, need to be set aside as wishful thinking. Paul’s 
words were not understood as merely preventing women in church from either 
teaching, chattering, weighing prophecies or questioning their husbands. If Paul 
intended to say one of those things, then he was misunderstood until our day. 

This leaves a few options. Perhaps Paul was dealing with a local matter or ac-
commodating an enduring principle to a local situation. Since many details of the 
church in Corinth are lost to time, it is possible that Paul would have been under-
stood by his first audience even though later readers were confused. Perhaps the 
words silencing women were not originally part of the letter. Again, this makes Paul’s 
actual letter intelligible to the Corinthians, and the cultural bias against women 
explains why a scribe felt the need to add words commanding their silence. Or, 
perhaps Paul is quoting and correcting a Corinthian approach to women. The Corin-
thians would have recognized this, but as the letter was copied, the presence of this 
and all other Corinthian quotes became obscured, and cultural bias encouraged 
interpreters to ignore the signs that remained. 

While in my North American context this passage is no longer widely used to si-
lence women in church, I still see it used to limit women in other ways, often by 
appealing to some of the least plausible interpretations of the passage. It is one thing 
to insist on women not teaching based on 1 Timothy 2:12 and women not speaking 
in church based on 1 Corinthians 14:34–35. While I think that approach is overly 
simplistic, it is based on taking each passage literally and plainly. It is something 
quite different to argue for a limitation on women other than speaking in church based 
on 1 Corinthians 14:34–35. I find it disturbing that this passage is still used to prop 
up other restrictive views on women’s participation, even after the plain sense mean-
ing of the passage has been rejected. 

Rather than restricting women in any way, I believe 1 Corinthians 11–14 con-
tains one of the sharpest calls for women’s full participation in church services. Paul 
rebukes those who would arbitrarily limit the participants by sex. He reveals a new 
view of the body of Christ in which gifts are not apportioned by worldly measures. 
When the church gathers, all are to participate and all are to learn and be encour-
aged. May the Spirit continue to guide the church towards this yet-unrealized dream.   
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