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Article 2 – Donahue
Does I Corinthians 14:34-35 Apply Today?
(A Review of Keith Storment's Articles)
My friend Keith Storment had a series of three articles in Faith and Facts (October 1998, April 1999, and July 1999 issues) regarding the current applicability of I Cor 14:34-35 and I Tim 2:11-12.  This is a review of those articles stating why I disagree with Keith's contention that I Cor 14:34-35 "was limited in application in the first century and has no direct bearing on the conduct of any women in the assembly today" [Apr 99], and why I agree with Keith's primary points about I Tim 2:11-12.

Why This Issue Is Important
Some might think this is only a theoretical issue.  Why is the issue of whether or not I Cor 14:34-35 applies today important?  First, I think this theory was born in an effort to sustain the spiritual gifts view on the covering question.  Both positions are wrong and need to be dealt with.  Second, if you wrongfully understand that I Cor 14:34-35 does not apply today, then you cannot use it to combat error as you should.  I've seen whole articles in the brotherhood magazines against women preachers, without a single reference to I Cor 14:34-35.  That is sad.  Today, this position is allowing women to violate I Cor 14:34-35 by speaking (making announcements, translating, etc.) in the assembly, as long as they don't preach the sermon.  Notice what Keith said:


... there is no prohibition against women simply speaking (... confessing, saying "Amen" to a sermon or prayer, raising questions or making comments if an opportunity is provided for such) in an assembly today [Jul 99].


Providing she retains a quiet and submissive demeanor, women would be allowed to participate in discussions in assemblies [Jul 99].

Later, this position on I Cor 14:34-35 will allow women to actually preach the sermon in the assembly (though Keith would certainly not approve of such).  As Barney Fife would say, we need to "nip it in the bud" right now!

Keith's Context Argument
Keith's primary point on I Cor 14:34-35 is that the context (chapters 11 through 14) deals with spiritual gifts and since the spiritual gifts have ceased, the instruction of I Cor 14:34-35 concerning a woman speaking in the church assembly does not have application today.  Here are his own words to that effect:


... the instructions in verses 33-35 would not apply to any assembly where ... miraculous spiritual gifts cannot be exercised.  Specifically, they would ... apply to none of our general assemblies today (unless we align ourselves with the Charismatics and begin speaking in tongues!) [Apr 99]


The overall context of this passage deals with the proper use of miraculous gifts that the Spirit gave to Christians in the first century.  With the exception of the discourse about the Lord's Supper, everything from the beginning of chapter 11 to the end of chapter 14 centers around this theme [Oct 98]

However, if Keith's reasoning here were correct, it would also prove that the Lord's Supper is not applicable today, because:

•
(As Keith says) I Cor 11:17-34 is within Paul's discussion (the context) of spiritual gifts, and therefore according to Keith's reasoning, it wouldn't apply today.

•
Paul's Acts 20:7 sermon was likely inspired and therefore that assembly cannot be duplicated.  Using Keith's logic, the conclusion would be that we cannot use Acts 20:7 for instruction today about when or how often we should eat the Lord's Supper.

What proves too much, proves nothing.

In addition, wouldn't the principle of speaking one at a time taught by I Cor 14:27,30-31 apply today to uninspired teachers?  Even Keith teaches [Jul 99] that I Cor 14:40 ("Let all things be done decently and in order") and I Cor 14:33a ("For God is not the author of confusion, but of peace") apply today.  If these two instructions apply today even though they are found in the middle of the same discussion about spiritual gifts, why wouldn't I Cor 14:34-35 also apply today?  Keith is right when he said: "we can (not) just wave the magic wand of 'miraculous spiritual gifts' over these verses and dismiss everything they contain as having no relevance for us today" [Oct 98].  Even more importantly, Keith needs to realize that I Cor 14:34-35 itself does not say one word about spiritual gifts!

"Ask Their Husbands At Home" Proves Only Prophets' Wives Under Consideration?
Keith's next argument is that "let them ask their husbands at home" proves that all the women in question had husbands, and since only inspired men could answer Bible questions reliably at that time (in the absence of the written New Testament), these women must have been the wives of the prophets.  Keith's conclusion from these two points is that since there are no prophets' wives today, the instruction concerning them in I Cor 14:34-35 does not apply today.  Here is the first part of that argument in Keith's words:


... Paul specified exactly who they were to ask.  They were not told to ask their fathers, uncles, brothers, sons, or nephews.  Nor are they directed to ask the teacher, the preacher, the elders, the deacons, or some other brother.  No, they were to "ask their own husbands".  We must conclude that "the women" of verse 34 are those who had husbands.  Women without husbands ... are not under consideration. ... By this process of elimination, ... we must identify "the women" of verse 34 with the wives of the prophets .... (Therefore, ptd) the directions of I Cor 14:33-35 ... have no direct bearing on any woman in any assembly today [Apr 99].

By this same reasoning we could say that the women were told exactly where they were to ask their questions.  They were not told to ask at a restaurant, in the marketplace, in their barn, in their garden, etc..  No, they were to ask "at home."  Instead, the correct understanding is that "husbands at home" is just giving one of many scriptural alternatives to the assembly (and not the only alternative), just like "eat at home" in I Cor 11:34 is giving one of many scriptural alternatives to the assembly (and not the only alternative).  Either the women in I Cor 14:34-35 were being ordered to only ask their husbands at home, or they were just being given a typical alternative to asking the question in the church assembly.  It can't be one way for "husbands," and the other way for "at home."

And Keith recognizes that "at home" is not the only place they could ask their questions, but was just an available alternative as he said, "At home" (lit. 'in a house') means a place apart from the assembly.  Paul ... instructs the women ... to request the information outside ... the assembly" [Oct 98].  He also understands this about the husband's part unless he thinks this passage made it sinful for a prophet's wife to ever ask a question to anybody else except her husband:

•
sin to ask another prophet

•
sin to ask a prophetess Acts 21:9

Who believes I Cor 14:35 is saying the prophet's wife could only ask a question to her husband (not anybody else), and only at their house (not anywhere else like at a restaurant)?  Who believes that I Cor 11:34 means that we can only eat at home, and not at a restaurant?  Both passages are just saying, "don't do it in the church assembly," and then each gives a sample alternative.

Here is the second part of Keith's argument:

In the first century, it would also have eliminated some women whose husbands were Christians.  Since the complete written revelation of God was not yet available, only those men who had the miraculous spiritual gift of prophecy could be relied on for spiritual information.  A woman whose husband did not have this gift could not have answered her questions [Apr 99].

According to this reasoning:

•
It would never be the case (then or now) that an uninspired man would get more from a sermon than his wife (possibly because of a kid interruption), and therefore she would ask him a question afterwards about the sermon.

•
It would never be the case (then or now) that an uninspired Christian man could answer a question from his non-Christian wife about how to be saved.

•
It would never be the case (then or now) that a woman would have an Old Testament question for an uninspired man?  Remember the Old Testament was available then.

•
It would never be the case (then) that a woman would have a question for an uninspired man concerning the part of the New Testament they did have at that time.

This point is critical to Keith's position (his position is dependent upon it), yet we've shown the point to be absurd.

"The Women" Is Specific?
I'll explain later how Keith only hurt his position when he wrote about verse 34, "The women ... the term does seem to be specific instead of general.  It is 'the women' not just 'women'" [Oct 98].  Keith's argument is this:  since "your women" in verse 34 is specific (it has the article) and not general, it is not referring to all women, but instead to a specified group of women.  Keith is right that verse 34 is specific and so refers to a select group of women; it refers to "your" (the Corinthian) women.

"Your Women" Is Second Person
Keith reasons that since prophets are mentioned in verses 29-32, therefore verses 44-35 is referring to the prophets' wives.  But almost all translations have the two passages in different paragraphs.  In general, the second person (as in "your" women, verse 34) refers to the church (1:2) or brethren (14:6,20,26,39) as a whole, while the third person is used when referring to the tongue speakers or prophets specifically (e.g., "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 and the prophets.

Verse 35 Generalizes The Regulation To All Women
Having said all this, let me emphasize that even if I am wrong about who the "your women" of verse 34 are, that is, even if "your women" does refer only to the prophets' wives, I Cor 14:34-35 would still apply to women today because verse 35 generalizes the passage to all women, then and now.  Let's go back to Keith's quote about verse 34 again:

The women ... the term does seem to be specific instead of general.  It is "the women" not just "women."

If this argument means anything, it proves that verse 35 is talking about all women (including women today), since the term "women" in verse 35 is not specific (it does not have the article); instead it is general.  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 that it is wrong for them to speak because "it is a shame for women to speak in the church."  In other words, it is wrong for the Corinthian women (or the prophets' wives) to speak in the assembly, because it is wrong for women in general (all women everywhere) to speak in the church.  And so this certainly applies today!

What About Singing?
Keith thinks the fact that women are to sing in the assembly somehow helps his position.  But he thinks I Cor 14:34-35 applied at that time to the prophets' wives.  Does he think it meant the prophets' wives could not sing in the assembly?  If not, then why would he think it forbids the same today if it still applies today?

Singing is not speaking to the assembly in the strict sense of the word.  Yes, I know that the same word "speaking" is used in Eph 5:19 to refer to singing, but that is an accommodative use of the word "speak," just like if Keith said that women are not to "teach" men in the church assembly (we agree on this), would he mean women could not teach men reverence for God in the assembly by their example?  No, "teach by example" contains an accommodative use of the word "teach."  For a similar reason we understand that a woman cannot divorce her husband for sexual lust, simply because lust is called "adultery" in Mt 5:28.  Another good example where the word "speak" is used accommodatively is in the saying, "actions speak louder than words."  Here "speak" is not used in the sense of something verbal, as we normally use it.  Another example:  if I said that I went to hear Barbara Streisand "speak," would I mean that I went to hear her sing, or that I went to hear her lecture?  So we know what the normal use of the word "speak" means.  According to Random House, "sing" means "to utter words or sounds in succession with musical modulations of the voice," while "speak" means "to utter words or articulate sounds with the ordinary voice; talk."

Additionally, Keith and I agree that Eph 5:19, I Cor 14, Heb 2:12, etc. teach that women are required to sing in the assembly.  There is no verse requiring a woman to speak in the assembly.  Let me end this point by saying that if Keith is right that singing comes under the censure of I Cor 14:34-35, then that doesn't mean that women can speak in the assembly; instead it would just mean that they should not sing in the assembly.

Is Acts 5:1-11 An Example Of A Woman Speaking In The Church Assembly?
Keith seeks to uphold his position by teaching that Act 5:1-11 provides an example of a woman speaking in a church assembly.  He says that "I Corinthians 16:1,2 limits the taking up of a collection to a first day of the week assembly of the church.  (I am aware that some have challenged this 'traditional' understanding of this passage but ... to conserve time and space, I will not defend it at length. ...)”  I believe Keith is mistaken.  The "traditional" (and I think correct) understanding is that I Cor 16:1-2 requires that giving be done into a common treasury (and not individuals just laying by in store at home) on the first day of the week.  But I've never heard anyone teach that the collection had to be done in the assembly proper (it has just been traditionally done that way).  I don't know of anybody who teaches that it would be wrong for the members to put their contribution into a box in the vestibule before the church assembly started.

But supposing that the giving of Acts 5:1-2 was done in the assembly, the contextual evidence indicates that the assembly would have broken up at least by the time Sapphira spoke out.  First remember, just as with any passage, we are not told every detail of what happened.  For example, Ananias' lie is not recorded between verses 2 and 3.  If there was an assembly in verses 1-2, it could have broken up between verses 2 and 3.  And if not between verses 2 and 3, any assembly was certainly broken up by verse 8.  Notice the following facts that argue such:

•
v.7 three hours had passed by

•
v.7 Sapphira hadn't been there, but comes in (if an assembly, where was she?)

•
v.8 private conversation -> doesn't sound much like any church assembly I've ever been in

•
v.10 young men come in (after being gone for three hours)

Acts 5:8 is not an example of a woman speaking to the church assembly.  All we know for sure is that Sapphira spoke to Peter.  I Cor 14:34-35 proves conclusively that Sapphira did not speak to the church assembly.

Forbidden To "Interrupt" Their Husbands?
After laboring to prove that the passage only applied to the prophets' wives, Keith then took away from even that when he indicated that even the prophets' wives could speak in the assembly when he said (about I Cor 14:33-35), "We learned that the wives of the prophets at Corinth were forbidden to interrupt their husbands with questions during the worship service" [Jul 99].  The only problem with this statement is that I Cor 14 says nothing about "interrupting."  That is not in the text.  This reminds me of our radio program here at home: when we bring up I Cor 14:34-35 against women preachers, listeners call in and say that this passage was only forbidding women speaking from the "balcony."  If this weren't so sad, it would be humorous.  I Cor 14:34-35 means exactly what it says:  "it is a shame for women to speak in the church."  It does not say “it is a shame for women to interrupt in the church” (as Keith would have it).

Before I conclude, let me state that I agree with Keith when he stated that "God meant for I Timothy 2:11,12 to apply to all the areas of our lives" [Jul 99].  This can be substantiated by a number of points.  First of all, there is nothing in the context to indicate that the church assembly (or only religious activity) is under consideration.  Second, Paul states in the context that "every where" (verse 8) is the scope.  And third, let the reader decide if the instruction in verses 9-10 about women dressing modestly only applies in the church assembly (or only during religious activity), or if it applies generally.

Now let's apply I Tim 2:11-12 accordingly.  Since a woman is not to teach over a man (I Tim 2:12) anywhere, not only can she not lead a Bible class that includes men, she cannot teach/lead a high school or college mathematics class that includes men.  Since a woman is not to usurp authority over a man anywhere, not only can she not be an elder of a congregation, she cannot be a mayor over a city or a governor over a state; nor can she be a boss over men at a secular job.

Conclusion
There are two main points to get out of this article.  First, as I've elaborated on, I Cor 14:34-35 does apply to the modern day assembly.  Second, I Cor 14:34-35 forbids more than just preaching the sermon in the assembly (remember, the woman was forbidden from even asking a question in the assembly).  This means that a woman should not help with the announcements or make a song request (even from her seat).  She should not translate for the assembly in foreign fields.  As the text specifically points out, she should not ask a question publicly in the assembly.  And she should not confess Christ or her sins publicly in the assembly.

When Paul taught in I Cor 13 that there would come a time when the miraculous gifts would cease, he did not say that the regulations about women speaking in the assembly would cease also.  Yes, I Cor 14:34-35 does rightfully apply today, and we should preach it that way unashamed!

Post Script - I Am Willing To Debate It
I am willing to debate (Acts 15:2,7, Phil 1:17) either of these issues:  whether I Cor 14:34-35 applies today and/or whether the instructions concerning the covering in I Cor 11:2-16 apply today.  The Bible teaches that both passages apply today, and therefore both must be obeyed today.
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