Does I Corinthians 14:34-35 Apply Today?
This article is a friendly response to Tom Wheeler’s comments regarding I Corinthians 14:34-35 in the June 22, 2008 issue of the Ellis church of Christ’s bulletin “Standing Firm.”  I have much love and respect for my brother Tom, yet feel compelled out of concern for souls to respond to his teaching on this point.

My brother Tom writes, “I would not use I Cor 14:34 to limit women, as I believe the context proves this is talking about the prophets’ wives under special circumstances.”  Actually, the context shows just the opposite.  Notice that in general in I Corinthians, the second person (as in “your women,” verse 34) refers to the church (1:2) or brethren as a whole (14:6,20,26,39), while the third person is used when referring to smaller groups such as the tongue speakers or prophets specifically (for example, "him" in verse 28).  Just as we do when we are writing a letter, Paul uses the second person to address who he is talking to (the Corinthians as a whole).  Paul uses the third person to talk about (not to) a select group of the Corinthians, like the tongue speakers or the prophets.  So “your women” (second person) would be the women of who he was addressing with the letter, the women of the Corinthian brethren as a whole.

However, let me emphasize that even if I am wrong about who the "your women" of verse 34 are, that is if "your women" does refer only to the prophet's wives, I Corinthians 14:34-35 would still apply to women today because verse 35 generalizes the passage to all women, then and now.  Whoever the "your women" of verse 34 are, whether they are the Corinthian women as a whole or just the prophets' wives, verse 35 says they should keep silent because "it is a shame for women to speak in the church."  In other words, the Corinthian women (or the prophets' wives) are to keep silent in the assembly, because it is wrong for women in general (all women everywhere) to speak in the church.  And that would get all women today.
Next Tom says, “… the word translated silence here means in the absolute sense and would mean that a woman could not sing, give the good confession or confess her sins.”  I appreciate Tom’s point on the Greek word here, but I think he carries it a bit too far.  It is true this word is stronger than the word translated “silence” (“quietness,” ASV) in I Timothy 2:11-12.  But the reader should be aware that a form of the same Greek word translated “silence” in I Corinthians 14:34 is found in Acts 21:40, which reads “there was made a great silence,” yet two verses later the text says the crowd “kept the more silence.”  If “silence” in 21:40 means absolute silence, then how could the crowd have been even more silent in 22:2?  Obviously the word in I Corinthians 11:34 does not always mean absolute silence as Tom contends.  I deny that if I Corinthians 14:34-35 applies today, that would mean women cannot sing.  It is hard for me to believe that Tom really believes this conclusion logically follows since I doubt he believes that women then (when he thinks the passage did apply) couldn’t sing in the assembly as part of the whole group.  For more information on why a woman is allowed to sing in the assembly, I ask the reader to write me at PatDonahue@bellsouth.net for a set of four or five debate charts on this one particular detail.
It is correct to say a woman shouldn’t make the good confession or confess her sins in the church assembly.  This would clearly violate the restriction of I Corinthians 14:34-35.  She should perform these duties privately or outside the assembly as the Eunuch did in Acts 8:37.

Finally I agree with Tom’s statement, “I Tim. 2:11-12 is the general rule and as far as I know is not limited to the assembly.”  I Timothy 2:11-12 applies “every where” (verse 8), including in the church assembly, in Bible classes, in the college classroom, and at a secular job; anywhere that we are to dress modestly (verses 9-10).  Women should never teach over, nor take a position of authority over a man, at any place or at any time (I Corinthians 11:3).
Please be assured that I consider Tom to be a close friend, though we haven’t been able to spend any time together since he moved away from Alabama some years back.  So the reader shouldn’t interpret my disagreement with Tom as any kind of personal affront, but simply a key difference on an important Bible subject.  I know Tom loves me and the truth, and is willing to consider both sides of any Bible issue.
