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Have You Ever Been Misunderstood?
A Second Look at First Corinthians 
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We have all experienced being misunderstood. I doubt there is a soul alive who has not had to deal with some kind of miscommunication. Sometimes people misread our actions, or even our intentions.  Perhaps our handwriting or our speech did not come across as clearly as we thought it had. 

Sometimes being misunderstood can be humorous -- and sometimes not. Usually when we are misunderstood it is no big deal, and if it is corrected early enough there is no damage done.  However, what if you penned something really important -- like instructions to your children or future heirs of what needed to be taken care of after you died -- and it was completely misunderstood?  Once you are gone there is no way to go back and straighten out the misunderstanding.

Have you ever had someone think you said “now” when you meant “not” or “not now” – definitely problematic if you are coaching a driver while pulling into a busy intersection.  Imagine how a person may feel who tells their stockbroker, “It is not time to sell those stocks.”  Unfortunately the broker misunderstands, thinking his client said, “It is now time to sell those stocks.”  The broker promptly sells, and a day later that same company makes the national news because it was bought-out by a big-name corporation for twice its current stock price.  Nobody likes being misunderstood.


However, there are times when a misunderstanding can lead to more than hurt feelings or lost opportunity.   There are times when the enemy of truth can take a misunderstanding and weave it into a doctrine of demons
 with which the devil attempts to bench or kill the church of the living God.  That is exactly what happened in two chapters of Paul’s first letter to the Corinthian church.

For much of human history the enemy has progressively developed this one particular lie, passing it down from one generation to the next as if it were gospel truth.  Christ came redeeming us from every facet of the curse.  And even though the early church had rediscovered this forgotten knowledge, the old lie was so pervasive that the generations who followed picked it back up and read it into the text of the New Testament scriptures.  The result?  A biblical misunderstanding that has created a worldwide tragedy of epic proportions, spanning centuries upon centuries.

Biblical Misunderstanding?  How did that Happen?

First of all, for the Bible to be misunderstood is not a new phenomenon.  Even the Apostle Peter himself commented on this very issue.  The New Century Version captures well Peter’s own words, “Some things in Paul's letters are hard to understand, and people who are ignorant and weak in faith explain these things falsely. They also falsely explain the other Scriptures, but they are destroying themselves by doing this.”
 

It is also important to understand that we often see only what we expect to see. Lance Wallnau is a national speaker who had a group of Christian leaders examine a picture filled with many different colored objects.  He gave them thirty seconds to examine it and note how many yellow objects were in the picture.  Then, when the time was up, he had them close their eyes.  He asked them, “Now, how many purple objects did you see?”  The leaders were confused and unable to answer the question. They could not possibly know how many, if any, purple objects were in that picture.  Why not?  They had only seen what they had looked for … they could only see what they expected to see.

Sadly, when a lie is believed to be true, that is often all someone can see.  The truth seems foreign and is out of sight because we are only looking for the yellow objects.  When you add in the historical precedent, it seems to add credibility to the lie.  Your parents, grandparents, even great-grandparents and beyond believed it … so then it must be true, right?  Well-intending but misinformed believers have perpetuated this tragedy whose author was the enemy of God.  The misunderstanding has resulted in millions of God’s people literally being held in bondage against the Lord’s will.  And please do not misunderstand -- this is no exaggeration. 

What was this epic misunderstanding?  You probably have guessed it by now:  this tragic case of misunderstanding has happened to the sacred words penned by the Apostle Paul nearly two thousand years ago in regard to the treatment and role of female believers in the church.  

Now before you tune this out as some secular or feminist writing … please check your motives for wanting to stop reading.  What if Paul really has been misunderstood?  What if the enemy really did infiltrate our camp undetected by our troops?  Would you let him continue to take out your fellow soldiers?  How about taking out your wife, your daughter, your friend?   

Would you risk the entire mission just because it is too painful to admit you had bought the lie?  Perhaps the thought of being wrong seems unbearable because you actually taught the lie?  I did both.  Do not allow the enemy to use shame as a means of perpetuating the falsehood, passing it down to the next generation! As you well know, in most of the churches in America this lie is nothing more than a yellow object seen as true, so we are definitely not alone.  There is no shame in being wrong when you are naïve. However, the same is not true if you continue to hold onto the falsity despite having been presented with the truth.

You must convince yourself to at least investigate the facts. So, let’s take a very close look at two of the most difficult passages on this subject.  Every biblical passage used to deprive women of equal status with men, in life as well as in ministry, will shed new light on this epic tragedy. Each case holds its own unique dilemma.  However, for this writing we will focus only on one specific book where there has been a huge misunderstanding: the book of First Corinthians.  Proponents of male-only leadership in the church base much of their position on 1st Corinthians 11:3-16 and 14:34-35, so these are the verses we will examine.

Contentions and False Teachings in Corinth
The major theme or point of Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians was to address church problems and false teachings. Paul says right off the bat in chapter one, “For it has been declared to me concerning you, my brethren, by those of Chloe’s household, that there are contentions among you.”
 (As a side note, the translators added the word “household”.  I do not think Paul meant Chloe’s kids or servants, so it could possibly mean her congregants.)  Regardless, the main point is that Paul was verbally informed of troubles in Corinth.

Then, in chapter seven we see that in addition to hearing about troubles, the Corinthians actually wrote to Paul regarding some of their major issues. Paul states, “Now concerning the things of which you wrote to me…”
 The Corinthians sent Paul a letter!  You may be asking, “So what?”  Paul is specifically addressing both problems in the church that he had heard about and those that the Corinthians themselves put into writing. In my opinion, it is in what was written to Paul by the Corinthians that is at the root of this epic misunderstanding.
You see many scholars today have come to believe that some of these verses are actually quoted from the Corinthian letter.  It is argued that the Corinthian verses used throughout the centuries to dominate and subjugate women are actually the words of false teachers.  Paul is merely quoting or restating their position, and then he gives a rebuttal.  In the Greek there were no quotation marks or indentations indicating where the quotes start and stop. So in order to see if this argument holds up, we will take a close look at the context to see where the quotations begin and end, and more importantly what Paul’s response was.

Head Coverings & Hair Length (1st Corinthians 11:3-10)
Once you see there really is a pattern here it is eye opening. And, it is heartbreaking when you recall how you viewed it prior to having that revelation.  

3 But I want you to know that the head of every man is Christ, the head of woman is man, and the head of Christ is God.  4 Every man praying or prophesying, having his head covered, dishonors his head. 5 But every woman who prays or prophesies with her head uncovered dishonors her head, for that is one and the same as if her head were shaved. 6 For if a woman is not covered, let her also be shorn. But if it is shameful for a woman to be shorn or shaved, let her be covered. 7 For a man indeed ought not to cover his head, since he is the image and glory of God; but woman is the glory of man. 8 For man is not from woman, but woman from man. 9 Nor was man created for the woman, but woman for the man. 10 For this reason the woman ought to have a symbol of authority on her head, because of the angels.  (NKJV)

Are these Paul’s words coming from his heart and inspired by the Holy Spirit as New Testament scripture?  Or are they statements by false teachers that Paul will then refute?  Let’s break them down and take a closer look to see what these verses are really saying.  


Verse three, “But I want you to know that the head of every man is Christ, the head of woman is man, and the head of Christ is God,” creates a number of problems all by itself. It is so complicated that it would take too much time to unpack the whole thing.  Therefore, it alone will be the subject of a future writing.  But, for our purposes here, let me outline just a few problems with the verse.  

First of all, the word for head is kephale,
 which does not mean “authority over” like our English word ‘head’ would imply.  The Greek word for ‘authority’ as we would understand it is exousia.
 Today, we would use ‘head’ to mean ruler, like a head-of-state or the head of a corporation.  But this word did not mean that at the time of Paul’s writing, so it would be improper to go back and apply that meaning to the text. Nowhere in Greek literature, Biblical or otherwise, did ‘head’ convey the meaning of ‘authority over’ until hundreds of years after Paul’s writing.
  Rather, it meant either a literal head (like the physical head of a body) or it meant source.  The same is true in the Hebrew.  The first time ‘head’ is used in the Bible it is in the creation account: “And a river went out of Eden to water the garden; and from thence it was parted, and became into four heads.”

Not only do we have a problem with semantics, but we also have a problem with the order in which the list is presented.  If this were being given as a hierarchical structure, then why is God being the head of Christ last?  Something is wrong there.  In other texts, like Ephesians, the head-body metaphor is clearly used to demonstrate the unity of the head and body, not to set the head above the body -- “but, speaking the truth in love, may grow up in all things into Him who is the head—Christ—from whom the whole body, joined and knit together by what every joint supplies, according to the effective working by which every part does its share, causes growth of the body for the edifying of itself in love.”
 

 
Since verse three cannot be completely dealt with here, let us note for the record the issue of the definition of ‘head,’ the order in which the list is given, and the problem that the text seems to imply division rather than unity between the head and the body.  The remaining verses will be much easier to clarify.  So, just keep those points in mind as we move on to verses 4-10. 

If these are Paul’s words and God’s heart, then how could Paul of Jewish origin actually believe that a man who prays or prophesies with his head covered dishonors his head?  The Jewish prayer shawl, the tallit,
 was a time-honored and noble tradition.  Every string and knot on the fringe of the hem was a specific reminder of teachings in the Torah, particularly the Law.  At this time, the Jews did not have printed copies of the Torah that they could personally possess, so the tallit was like their own mini Bible. 

The name “tallit” itself comes from the Hebrew words which mean “little tent.”  The Jewish men would wear the tallit around their shoulders and then lift it to cover their heads when they prayed. They could enter their own private tent to speak with God. It was in fact their “prayer closet.”  When they raised their arms, the tallit would be extended out giving the appearance of wings; so that’s what they called the corners of the garment -- “wings.”  Many believe that Jesus Himself wore a tallit, and that this is the very garment that many sought to touch the hem in order to receive healing, for they knew there was “healing in his wings.”
 

In any event, Jewish men used the prayer shawl to cover their heads while praying.  I sincerely do not believe that Paul would ever have written, “Every man praying or prophesying, having his head covered, dishonors his head”!  It did not dishonor the Jewish men.   And, there is no way that Paul, a Jew, would say it was wrong for men to follow such an established tradition and then immediately turn around and require women to do that very same thing. He would not trash the male practice of covering and then turn around and establish a new law requiring that women do what the men had been doing.  Both the forbidding of coverings and the demanding of coverings is just not consistent with the rest of his New Testament writings about being free from the bondage of the Law. 

Moving on to verses 7-10, we will see the same type of contradictions present. Since Paul had previously been a Pharisee of Pharisees, he knew the Torah inside and out.  He would never have claimed that the woman was the glory and image of the man.  Genesis 1:27 clearly states, “So God created man in His own image; in the image of God He created him; male and female He created them.”  God clearly spells out that what He created in His own image was both male and female. Paul would not have contradicted or added to that scripture.  Additionally, when you study the Hebrew here, God did not say he created a male, a man, in His image.  The word for man here is the generic word for human, adam.
  The scripture did not say He created a male person -- an ish in Hebrew.
  What He created was human, male and female, in His image.  I doubt that Paul would have gotten that one wrong. So, in my opinion, Paul would not have said ‘the man was the glory of God but woman was the glory of man’.  

Next, the assertion that man was created first and that woman was created only for man’s benefit, and therefore she should wear something on her head because of the angels is really strange.  She was not created for his benefit, like an accessory. (See the article entitled, “Who’s the Helper?”) That idea is being read into the creation account as a yellow object from a male dominate point of view.  Not only that, but we do not see anywhere in scripture where we have to be concerned about how we dress for the angels.  Preposterous!

What’s Paul’s Response? (1st Corinthians 11:11-16)
Verses 3-10 were the words of false teachers.  Now, what is really important is that we see how Paul himself responds to them:
11 Nevertheless, neither is man independent of woman, nor woman independent of man, in the Lord. 12 For as woman came from man, even so man also comes through woman; but all things are from God. (NKJV)

There is no doubt that in verses 11 -12, Paul is clearly responding negatively to the previous verses. What is his response?  No one should argue anything based on the fact that man was created before women because subsequent to the original pair, man now comes from the woman.  Therefore, both are mutually dependent. One is not superior to the other because of the created order or because one gives birth to the other.  

Paul’s conclusion is that all things come from God, not men or women!  Paul’s words totally contradict what was said in the previous verses.  Therefore, the argument that verses 3-10 are the words of false teachers, which Paul goes on to refute, is not only compelling but also scripturally sound.
Now, let’s take a look at what follows:
13 Judge among yourselves. Is it proper for a woman to pray to God with her head uncovered? 14 Does not even nature itself teach you that if a man has long hair, it is a dishonor to him? 15 But if a woman has long hair, it is a glory to her; for her hair is given to her for a covering. 

Let us see if these are Paul’s words or statements made by false teachers.  First of all, there are no interrogative words in the Greek text here.  Meaning, there are no words in the original sentences that would indicate they are questions. And since they did not use question marks, you would expect to see such words if they were in fact questions. So, these were probably posed as statements.  In reality, Paul was simply restating what the false teachers had written him.  

Regardless, let us attempt to answer these three ‘questions’ as translated:

1.)  Judge among yourselves. Is it proper for a woman to pray to God with her head uncovered? (v. 13)
 Some have tried to spiritualize these words.  They want it to mean that a woman is to have her head covered “spiritually” – meaning she is to be under male authority or have a spiritual covering rather than a literal covering.  But clearly, and honestly, in this context the writer is talking about a natural, physical covering on a woman’s head.

By the time of Jesus, the anti-female sentiment among the Jews was so ingrained in the culture that the religious leaders believed this was truly God’s point of view.  During the Jews’ captivity in Babylon, they wrote their traditions down so as not to lose them as a culture while living in a foreign land.  These writings became known collectively as the Talmud, penned in the Babylonian’s Chaldee language.  When Jesus walked the earth, the Pharisees had placed the Talmudic teachings on equal status with the scriptures, and they were incredibly anti-female.  Women were forbidden to even be taught the scriptures!  And much like the Muslim culture today, there were a number of societies back then that required married women to have their head covered.  The entire world was male dominated, and the early church clearly had to deal with this issue.

Today, we still fight the same battles, although women have gained a lot of ground. Women can now vote and own property … but remember this has only come about in recent years.  These rights were not gained easily or quickly. Many people had to stand up against the established mindset and do so with great perseverance before change happened.  Now we take these rights for granted, and no one is fighting against them, at least not in America.  

Many people in today’s churches honestly believe the words in verses 4-10 to be Paul’s instructions to us, yet they do not require the women to cover their heads.  Somehow they know that it flies in the face of the freedom bought by Christ. However, if these are Paul’s commands to us inspired by the Holy Spirit as scripture, then women should cover their heads! Thank God they are not Paul’s words to us but rather are the teachings of some Corinthians who wanted to maintain the socially acceptable status of women in their culture. They wanted to maintain male dominance rather than accepting the freedom Christ purchased for women too.

That brings us to the question, would Paul -- who teaches us about the removal of the spiritual veil and freedom from legalistic, religious bondage
 -- require women to once again be tied to such an outward, legalistic practice?  I don’t think so. 

So, going back to the first question as translated, ‘Would it be proper for a woman to pray with her head uncovered?’ – Yes it would!  If she wants to talk to God with her head covered she can, and if she wants to talk to God with her head uncovered she can.  She is free in Christ.  No other human is her ‘head’ or her intermediary.  Jesus is both her Head and her Mediator!
  She is not a freak with two heads.  She may have a husband, but she does not need an additional spiritual covering that either his maleness or a piece of cloth over her head would provide. She can freely go boldly to the throne of Grace, to the Father, with the blood of Christ as her covering. 

Now for the second question as translated:

2.) Does not even nature itself teach you that if a man has long hair, it is a dishonor to him? (v. 14)
Does nature teach that?  …. Does the Bible teach that?

First of all, nature does not teach that!  With many species, it is the male that has longer hair or more colorful markings; for example the lion. Also in many ancient cultures, such as the Chinese or American Indian, a male having long hair was perfectly normal. Men’s hair will often grow as long as a female’s if it is not cut.  So, men’s hair length is more of a cultural standard than a matter of natural dictation.

Does scripture support the notion that for men to have long hair it would be a dishonor to him?  Let’s take a look:

a) Samson had long hair; that was actually a benefit to him and his supernatural strength left when it was cut.
 

b) Samuel’s mother, Hannah, vowed to never cut his hair.

c) Men and women who wished to dedicate themselves to the Lord for a season would make the Nazirite vow as prescribed by Lord Himself.  This vow included, among other things, not cutting their hair and letting the locks grow long.

d) In Acts we see that Paul had apparently made a vow to let his hair grow and then later had it cut.
 

e) There is not one verse where a man is corrected or reprimanded for having long hair.  If it were truly dishonoring, you would think God would have mentioned it somewhere in the Law.
So, to answer the question – NO! Scripture does not support the notion that long hair would be a dishonor to men.

Now for the third and final question as translated:

3.)  But if a woman has long hair, it is a glory to her; for her hair is given to her for a covering (v 15).
Many women today, particularly older women, have short hairstyles.  Is this a disgrace to them?  Do they need some kind of covering that long hair provides?  Something in addition to regular clothing?  Or perhaps something more feminine than the blood of Jesus?  Paul did not seem to think so.  His answer to head coverings and hair length is stated in the very next verse:
16 But if anyone seems to be contentious, we have no such custom, nor do the churches of God.
The key word here is “such.”  They had no SUCH custom or practice in the churches of God.  The New American Standard Bible and the New International Version have changed this word from “such” to “other” because obviously this statement is negating the previous verses.  However, the Greek word here is toioutos
 which means “such” or “of this sort.”  It does not mean “other” or “of a different sort.”  So, clearly, once again Paul is saying to the contentious, Corinthian false teachers that head coverings for women is not a godly requirement or a godly mindset!  

Putting it All Together (1st Cor. 11:3-16) 
So, let’s put it all together and see what 1st Corinthians 11:3-16 would look like if the above assertions are correct.  Re-translating or paraphrasing this passage would really bring out the shifts and changes in tone.  However, to show that even left in the traditional language you can still see the truth, we will just use the words as translated in the New King James Version.   To set the stage, verse two is also included. The Corinthian false teacher’s statements are indented and Paul’s words are in bold.  

Now I praise you, brethren, that you remember me in all things and keep the traditions just as I delivered them to you.  But … 

 I want you to know that the head of every man is Christ, the head of woman is man, and the head of Christ is God. Every man praying or prophesying, having his head covered, dishonors his head. But every woman who prays or prophesies with her head uncovered dishonors her head, for that is one and the same as if her head were shaved.  For if a woman is not covered, let her also be shorn. But if it is shameful for a woman to be shorn or shaved, let her be covered.  For a man indeed ought not to cover his head, since he is the image and glory of God; but woman is the glory of man. For man is not from woman, but woman from man. Nor was man created for the woman, but woman for the man.  For this reason the woman ought to have a symbol of authority on her head, because of the angels.

Nevertheless, neither is man independent of woman, nor woman independent of man, in the Lord. For as woman came from man, even so man also comes through woman; but all things are from God.  Judge among yourselves.

Is it proper for a woman to pray to God with her head uncovered? Does not even nature itself teach you that if a man has long hair, it is a dishonor to him? But if a woman has long hair, it is a glory to her; for her hair is given to her for a covering.”

But if anyone seems to be contentious, we have no such custom, nor do the churches of God.
Is God’s position clear or is there room left for division on the subject?  It does not appear to me, at least in light of what we have just studied, that God is claiming a higher status or a unique leadership role for men based on 1st Corinthians 11:3-16.  In fact, Paul is arguing just the opposite:  mutual dependency with only God as our source. 

Is it God’s heart that women be covered by long hair or head coverings?  Clearly, “we have NO SUCH custom, nor do the churches of God.”
  In these verses, God is not looking for external rituals nor is He saying women have to be under some kind of male authority ‘because of the angels.’  In my mind, with the understanding that Paul is refuting false teaching, there is no room left for division.  

The truth is clear:  Men, do not claim a higher status based on who was created first, you may cover your head while praying, and you are free to have long hair if you want.  Women, you cannot claim a higher status based on the fact that you give birth to the men, you do not have to cover your head while praying, and you can have short hair if you want.  Truth is simple.  Error makes things complicated.

Did it Happen Again?  (1st Cor. 14:34-35)
We see the same misunderstanding taking place in 1st Corinthians 14:34-35.  Please understand that it is a rare occurrence for Paul to actually quote a false teacher. And, given the historical prejudice against women, you can see how easy it was over the centuries to misread Paul’s intentions.  

In the book of 1st Corinthians, Paul is specifically addressing a number of issues in that particular church.  As previously mentioned, some of these issues arose from a letter the Corinthians had written to him. When a clearly false statement had been made, Paul apparently felt it was important for them to see their own words being quoted back in the answer.  His response is a rebuke, and clearly he was using their own words against them.

Here in chapter 14, Paul discusses spiritual gifts and how everyone is to participate in an orderly fashion.  Then suddenly, in two verses Paul’s tone and position takes a 180-degree turn.  Now ‘everyone’ becomes ‘men only.’  What was previously for the ‘whole church’ now becomes ‘for male believers only.’  Did the same misunderstanding happen again? Did he once again quote back to them their own false statements?  

Shall Women be Seen and Not Heard? 
Is it Paul’s intention, inspired by the Holy Spirit, to silence and subjugate women? Or rather, did the enemy of truth once again spearhead another major misunderstanding? Let’s take a look.

34 The women are to keep silent in the churches; for they are not permitted to speak, but are to subject themselves, just as the Law also says,  35 If they desire to learn anything, let them ask their own husbands at home; for it is improper for a woman to speak in church. (NASB)

It is important to examine these verses in their context.  The entire chapter surrounding these verses discusses the use of spiritual gifts in the assembly of the believers.  Paul is encouraging everyone to participate in an orderly fashion.  In verse 5 of this chapter, he says “Now I wish that you all spoke in tongues, but even more that you would prophesy; and greater is one who prophesies than one who speaks in tongues, unless he interprets, so that the church may receive edifying” (emphasis added).  If you noted the male pronoun “he,” it is not found in the original.  In fact, not once in this verse is there a masculine pronoun found even though some translations, such as The King James Version, translate it with three of them. However, if you look carefully, Paul was including everyone regardless of gender throughout the entire chapter, despite the translations of “him,” “he,” “any man,” etc.  They are just not there in the original and were added by the translators.

Paul’s inclusive stance is evident throughout the chapter.  Not only does he fail to use gender specific terminology, but he consistently uses all-including phrases such as “the whole church” (v. 23).  Even the term ‘brethren’ is an all-encompassing word that includes both men and women.  In verse 26 Paul says, “What is the outcome then, brethren? When you assemble, each one has a psalm, has a teaching, has a revelation, has a tongue, has an interpretation. Let all things be done for edification.” Verse 31 says, “For you can all prophesy one by one, so that all may learn and all may be exhorted.” 

Paul is clearly encouraging everyone to participate as the Lord empowers.  However, suddenly in verse 34 there is a shift both in tone and in direction.  If these are Paul’s words, he moves from an inclusive stance to forbidding women to utter a sound in the assembly. No singing, no teaching (none at all – not to women, not to children, not to anyone) -- and no prophesying.  It says, “The women are to keep silent in the churches; for they are not permitted to speak, but are to subject themselves, just as the Law also says…”

Here the word ‘silent’ is the Greek verb sigao.
  It means to be or to become silent, to be hidden or concealed.  The word ‘speak’ is the Greek word laleo,
 which means to speak or to talk.  So, twice in this one verse women are told not to participate verbally in church. The context here is the regular general assembly of believers; and basically, women are being told that they should be seen and not heard. They are to “subject themselves,” meaning they are to be under male authority or domination.  

Now, for the real kicker, the author of this total silencing and subjecting of women gives as his justification:  “just as the Law also says.” Paul was an apostolic New Testament teacher whose desire was to free people from the bondage of the Law and to find the empowering grace of Christ Jesus!  Still, as an ex-Pharisee, he knew the Law inside and out.  Yet nowhere in the Old Testament was there ever such a Law!!  Only in the chauvinistic, Talmudic traditions were such prejudices found. 

Today, Christians with a traditional mindset believe verse 34 is Paul’s command to the church.  Many refuse to question if this is Paul speaking, even when challenged with their own hypocritical practices of allowing women to speak or teach so as long as they are not teaching grown men.  Frankly, even before I knew the truth, that standard frustrated me.  Why would they allow women to teach impressionable young men who would not know if their female teacher was somehow deceived and teaching them error? But grown men, who should be wise enough and mature enough to catch an error, were not allowed to sit under women? You see, when the standard is wrong it makes no logical sense.

The traditionalists argue that these are Paul’s words, but they believe that he really did not mean what he said -- he really did not mean total silence.  Rather, in their opinion, since verse 34 speaks of submission, the issue is not silence or not speaking but rather (in their words) “the issue is how they [the women] relate to the men of the church.”
 Their summary:  “Women are taking a role here that Paul thinks is inappropriate.  This is the activity in which they are to be silent.  In other words, what Paul is calling for is not the total silence of women but a kind of involvement that signifies, in various ways, their glad affirmation of the leadership of the men God has called to be the guardians and overseers of the flock.”

I did not get that from verse 34.  I got: women should be silent in church; they should not be permitted to speak.

Verse 35 continues the assault with, “If they desire to learn anything...” IF?  IF? “If they desire to learn anything, let them ask their own husbands at home; for it is improper for a woman to speak in church.”  Wow!  Not only does this give the impression that women should not learn in church, but also if for some strange reason she really wanted to learn, then she definitely should not be permitted to ask a question in public!  She should wait until she got home before she let sound exit her mouth.  

Furthermore, we must assume that every woman has a husband at home, and that he will have all the answers. This sounds more like the anti-female teachings of the Pharisaical Jews who tolerated women in the synagogues but forbade them to be taught the scriptures or to speak in the assembly.  In fact, Jewish rabbis of the day would not even speak to their wives anywhere in public.

This does not sound at all like Paul who endorsed the participation of everyone to exercise spiritual gifts in the assemblies.  Not to mention the fact that Paul actually endorsed women prophets and teachers.
  He even encouraged unmarried men and women to stay celibate so they could fully devote themselves to the Lord’s service.
  Would Paul encourage women to stay single and celibate for the Lord’s service if she needs a male covering and has to learn from him at home? Probably not.

Paul’s Opinion (1st Cor. 14:36, 37-40)
Are these verses of silence and submission for women Paul’s way of confirming male-only leadership in the church?  Or, are these the words of false teachers?  Instead of guessing, let us see how Paul himself responds to verses 34 and 35:
36 Was it from you that the word of God first went forth? Or has it come to you only?  

This verse actually begins with (e in the Greek.
 It has the effect of a strong renunciation of what was previously stated.  The Revised Standard Version captured the impact of Paul’s response in verse 36:  “What! Did the word of God originate with you, or are you the only one it has reached?”   Theologian Gilbert Bilezikian says this, “Recent scholarship has called attention to the disjunctive force of the participle (e  that introduces verse 36. It has the impact of an emphatic repudiation of what precedes it.  A colloquial equivalent such as “Nonsense!” would come close to rendering the break between the prohibition statement (vv. 33-35) and Paul’s response to it in verse 36.”

Paul is NOT endorsing the silencing of women in verses 34 and 35. Neither can these verses be used to say that Paul is teaching male-only leadership in the church. He actually is standing against such positions!  In fact, he is actually rebuking those who took such a position.  It is a shame that many today have missed the heart of God while looking to these very verses to backup their men-only mindset. 

Paul goes on in verses 37-40 to admonish them to listen to him.  He is including everyone whether they like it or not; they are not to exclude or forbid the exercise of spiritual gifts which are given to all.  The only restriction is that is must be done in an orderly manner. 

37 If anyone thinks he is a prophet or spiritual, let him recognize that the things which I write to you are the Lord's commandment.  38 But if anyone does not recognize this, he is not recognized. 39 Therefore, my brethren, desire earnestly to prophesy, and do not forbid to speak in tongues.  40 But all things must be done properly and in an orderly manner.
All Men are Created Equal … Except in Church? 

Is church just for men?  You may say of course not!  We need nursery and children’s church workers – oh, and don’t forget the singers.  We need cleaners, cooks and givers.  But was the dominion of the earth given to just men? No.  It was given to both male and female.  Would God allow women to co-govern the planet but not His church?  No. The command in the creation account was for both of them to have dominion and spread that Garden -- His Kingdom -- throughout the earth. Our mandate never changed. So, the leadership of the church must fully reflect the image of God if we are to truly establish His Kingdom on earth. 

Paul’s entire discourse in Chapter 14 is about the whole body coming together and everyone supplying what God had entrusted them.  The spiritual gifts are important, and everyone should be involved in the assembly of believers … but honor and order were to be maintained.  It was not to be a one-man show, nor was it to be a male-only show.  So, in verses 34-35, once again we see that Paul quoted a Corinthian falsity, and then clearly, without a shadow of doubt responded.  Paul quotes their own words and then rebukes them. The Corinthians were of the mindset that women should be seen and not heard.  But Paul’s response in verse 36 is clear and resounding: “Nonsense! Did the word of God originate with you, or are you the only one it has reached?”   


Paul is clearly saying that women should NOT be silent in the church.  They should be permitted to speak and teach because the word of God does not originate with men alone.  They should be allowed to learn and receive prophecy because the Word of God is not just for men.  The word of God comes forth from the mouths of men and women alike, and it is to be given to men and women alike.  It does not come from just one gender, nor is the purpose to edify only one gender.  They both were to speak it forth as well as receive it, without regard to gender … but with regard to their individual gifts and the needs of the assembly as a whole.  


Believe it or not, God is not a male chauvinist … and neither was Paul. The same cannot be said, however, for some of the Corinthians to whom Paul was writing.   Paul had to rebuke those who wanted to keep the female half of the church silent.  Today, I do believe he would also rebuke those who want to keep the female half of the church from having a genuine voice of influence.  However, in God’s eyes all men [generic term for all human beings] are created equal.  All His sons and daughters are equal regardless of their gender, and there is no room for prejudice in His Kingdom. 

Conclusion


It is crucial that the inerrancy of the scripture is upheld.  Just because human beings misunderstood or misinterpreted or mistranslated something, does not mean that we cannot be confident in the Word of the Lord.  It is without error as inspired by the Holy Spirit.  We must trust Him that He will unveil any misunderstanding when the time is right and hearts are open to receive the truth.  He is faithful and true; the inerrancy of scripture is sure.  God does not make mistakes, but when error in interpretation continues on without correction, not only do people get hurt but so does the cause of the Kingdom.  People unwittingly end up neglecting the message of God while holding onto the traditions of men.
  And the result is that we end up “nullifying and making void and of no effect [the authority of] the Word of God through your tradition, which you [in turn] hand on.”
  It is more damaging to perpetuate the misunderstanding than it would be to confront the brethren regarding traditions that go against the heart of God.  

The scholars are correct who believe that the damaging, chauvinistic verses founds in 1st Corinthians 11 and 14 are the words of false teachers.  Therefore, these untruthful statements are not to be taken as Paul’s commands to us as inspired by the Holy Spirit.  In fact, the exact opposite is true.  Paul is actually rebuking those who wanted to subjugate and silence the women.  How sad to think of the generations of women who have literally been held in bondage because of such an epic misunderstanding.  Many women have suffered extreme abuse because of the idea that they were inferior to men.  Thankfully, in most of today’s churches, the abuse is not tantamount to the slavery it was just a century ago.


However, the prejudice and the lie still exist within the church at large, and that undermines the work of the Lord.  Many women now are allowed to speak, to sing, and to teach other women and children … but the line is drawn on teaching men or holding positions of leadership.  There are more areas of scripture that are used to support this false position, and they will be fully addressed in future articles. For now, it is important that those who have seen the truth begin to pray that others who have ears to hear and eyes to see will have the veil of misunderstanding removed. We need to pray that church leadership begins to reflect the image of God, with both male and female present.


It is equally important that we all walk in love with one another.  Now that you know the truth, you dare not go around feeling hatred or animosity toward those who still walk under the enemy’s cloud of darkness.  It is crucial that we not substitute one doctrine of demons for another.  Most believers who hold to the traditional view are very well intentioned.  There are some who will never change their mind no matter what God is revealing.  Still, they are not your enemy – we do not fight flesh and blood.  There are many others who are indeed willing and humble enough to change when God reveals the truth to them.


The Bible exhorts us to think of others more highly than ourselves.
 It also says we are to submit to one another.
   Neither men nor women are excused from these admonitions.  Nor are we excused because we know something that someone else does not yet see.  Too often when the Lord brings someone a revelation (an unveiling of truth that was previously hidden), that person ends up being alienated from his or her brethren. Because believers today gather together based on shared doctrines, when one gets a new revelation he will either have to persuade the group or be rejected.  They have to separate because they no longer agree.  There has been too much division in the Body of Christ already.  We are supposed to be a family, and sometimes family disagrees.  But family does not divide over disagreement.  Their unity is not based on ideology.  It is based on parentage, and as believers we all have the same Father. 

We must stand together, and in love be ready to give account of why we believe what we believe.  We must continue to honor one another as fellow believers.  It is the TRUTH IN LOVE that will turn the hearts of men … not anger or resentment for past mistreatment.  We may have closed one door to the enemy when we discovered the truth, but we will open another door for him if we walk in haughtiness or unforgiveness.  Remember, one of the things God hates most is when someone sows discord among the brethren.
  However, that does not give us a right to stick our head in the sand and pretend the error does not exist.  We must be willing to confront in love.

If you previously believed women were to be in a lower position than men, believed that they were excluded from leadership, or even if you believed they should be silent and keep their heads covered … do not walk in shame.  Ask the Lord to forgive you and move on.  Allow the cleansing blood of Jesus to make you whiter than snow.  He has the ability and desire to turn our greatest mistakes into something good!!  Allow Him the honor of doing that with your life. Speak the truth even when the cost may be high.

In Genesis 1:26-27 God announces that He will make mankind in His image.  He clearly states that both male and female would be created and be given dominion of the earth.  It takes both genders to fully reflect the image of God, and it will take both genders to fully have the dominion that the human race has been assigned.  Satan wants to keep the church powerless because she is the enemy of his dominion.  In the beginning, we were to take the Garden of Eden and spread it throughout the earth.  God never deviated from His original plan.  We are to take the Kingdom of Heaven, the Kingdom of our Lord Jesus Christ, and spread it throughout the earth. We are to enforce the victory of Calvary. That will require us to be in unity and for us to do it as one body, “joined and knit together by what every joint supplies, according to the effective working by which every part does its share, causes growth of the body for the edifying of itself in love.”
  Unity will require honoring each other as we deal boldly with difficult issues.

We must prayerfully begin to show the body of Christ the truth.  Do it in love.  Honor those who disagree.  The truth does not have to be defended for it is truth.  It just needs to be spoken in love and allow God himself do the impossible.  One person in right relationship with God can change their nation.  Together we, in right relationship with God and each other, can change the world.  We cannot go back and undo the past, but we can certainly affect the future. Someone once said, “all it takes for evil to prevail is for good men to do nothing.” What will you do?  Will you perpetuate the lie or will you tighten the belt of truth and go after the enemy?  All creation awaits your answer.
 

Endnotes



�  “But the Spirit explicitly says that in later times some will fall away from the faith, paying attention to deceitful spirits and doctrines of demons” (1 Timothy 4:1).


� 2 Peter 3:16 (New Century Version).  The NJKV renders Peter’s comment on Paul’s writings like this: “in which are some things hard to understand, which untaught and unstable people twist to their own destruction, as they do also the rest of the Scriptures.”


�  1st Corinthians 1:11. While KJV renders it “Chloe’s household,” NASB renders it “Chloe’s people.”  In the original Greek, neither the word ‘household’ nor ‘people’ is present, but there is a definite article before “Chloe’s”.  I do not know whether a word is missing or whether it would have been clear to the recipients what Paul meant by “the Chloe’s”.


� 1st Corinthians 7:1a


� kephale (head), Strong’s number 2776.  See Woman: God’s Plan not Man’s Tradition by Joanne Krupp (Salem, OR: Preparing the Way Publishers, 1999) pp. 70-76. 


� exousia (authority), Strong’s #1849.  See both references above for further study.


� Richard S. Cervin, “Does kephale (“head”) Mean “Source” or “Authority Over” in Greek Literature?: A Rebuttal.”


� Genesis 2:10


� Ephesians 4:15-16


� The tallit, Jewish prayer shawl, is also called tallis.


� Malachi 4:2


� The Hebrew word for a human being is adam, also spelled adham (Strong’s #120).  It is a generic word for a person or persons without respect to gender.  It is similar to anthropos in Greek (Strong’s #444) or enash in Aramaic (Strong’s #606); both refer to mankind without respect to gender.  They do not mean “male” even though often translated “man” in English.  [Note: Genesis 1:27 has a definite article before adam, e.g. the adam.]


� The Hebrew word for “man” as in a male person is ish (Strong’s #376), and is similar to the Greek word for a male person, aner (Strong’s #435).  This is a man as distinguished from a woman.  This word is not used in Genesis until woman is also created.  After her creation, there is not just adam (human without regard to gender) -- there is man (ish) and woman (ishshah).


� 2nd Corinthians 3:16-17


� 1st Timothy 2:5, “For there is one God, and one mediator also between God and men, the man Christ Jesus.”


� Judges 16:5-20


� 1st Samuel 1:11


� Numbers 6:1-21, especially v. 5


� Acts 18:18


� Strong’s #5108


� 1st Corinthians 11:16, emphasis added


� Strong’s #4601


� Strong’s #2980


� John Piper and Wayne Grudem, eds., Recovering Biblical Manhood & Womanhood (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 1991) p. 71.


� Ibid, p. 71.


� For example: Lydia, Chloe, Pheobe, Priscilla, Philips four unmarried daughters, and perhaps the apostle Junias who in early church history was believed to be a woman.


� 1st Corinthians 7:1-9


� Strong’s #2228


� Gilbert Bilezikian, Beyond Sex Roles: What the Bible Says About a Woman’s Place in Church and Family (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 3rd Edition – 2006) p. 115.


� Mark 7:6-13


� Mark 7:13, Amplified Version


� Philippians 2:3


� Ephesians 5:21


� Proverbs 6:16-19, “These six things the LORD hates, Yes, seven are an abomination to Him: A proud look, A lying tongue, Hands that shed innocent blood, A heart that devises wicked plans, Feet that are swift in running to evil, A false witness who speaks lies, And one who sows discord among brethren.”


� Ephesians 4:16  


� Romans 8:18-21 (NASB), “For the anxious longing of the creation waits eagerly for the revealing of the sons of God. For the creation was subjected to futility, not willingly, but because of him who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself also will be set free from its slavery to corruption into the freedom of the glory of the children of God.”
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