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Can Women Speak in the Church?  
An Interpretation of 1 Corinthians 14:34-35  
Adapted from Garland, David E.. 1 Corinthians (Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament) 
(Kindle Locations 15122-15386). Baker Publishing Group. Kindle Edition. 
 
For conclusion, skip to “3. Concern for accord in husband and wife relationships.” which argues that 
Paul’s instructions are conditioned by the social realities of their first-century patriarchal culture and his 
desire to prevent a breach in social propriety that would hinder the spread of the gospel. 
 
1 Corinthians 14:26-40 ESV 
26 What then, brothers? When you come together, each one has a hymn, a lesson, a revelation, a 
tongue, or an interpretation. Let all things be done for building up. 27 If any speak in a tongue, let there 
be only two or at most three, and each in turn, and let someone interpret. 28 But if there is no one to 
interpret, let each of them keep silent in church and speak to himself and to God. 29 Let two or three 
prophets speak, and let the others weigh what is said. 30 If a revelation is made to another sitting 
there, let the first be silent. 31 For you can all prophesy one by one, so that all may learn and all be 
encouraged, 32 and the spirits of prophets are subject to prophets. 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. For they are not 
permitted to speak, but should be in submission, as the Law also says. 35 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. 
36 Or was it from you that the word of God came? Or are you the only ones it has reached? 37 If anyone 
thinks that he is a prophet, or spiritual, he should acknowledge that the things I am writing to you are 
a command of the Lord. 38 If anyone does not recognize this, he is not recognized. 39 So, my brothers, 
earnestly desire to prophesy, and do not forbid speaking in tongues. 40 But all things should be done 
decently and in order.  
 
This text is validated by some as establishing the universal norm for women’s role in public worship and 
vilified by others as deplorably oppressive.  
 
It seems to say, “If you want peace rather than disorder in the assembly, do not permit women to 
speak.” It also seems to prohibit women from actively trying to learn in the assembly. If they want to 
learn anything, they are to ask “their own men” at home.  
 
This restriction raises several questions. Why single out women? 
 
The command to silence is further complicated by its apparent contradiction of 11:5, where Paul 
affirms that it is quite permissible for women to pray or prophesy as long as they attend to their head 
covering.  
 
It also appears to contradict 14:31, where he affirms that “all” (πάντες, pantes) are able to prophesy in 
turn. The demand that women are to keep silent in the churches comes as a surprise in this letter.  
 
If tongues and prophecy are spiritual gifts, and if each individual is allotted gifts as the Spirit chooses 
(12:11)—presumably without regard to gender, social status, or race— why should women with these 
gifts be silent in the assembly?  
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Does Paul reverse Joel’s prophecy that the Spirit will be poured out on both men and women so that 
they will prophesy (Joel 2: 28; Acts 2: 18; cf. 21: 9)?  
 
Bassler (1992: 327– 28; cf. Rowe 1990: 43) asks more pointedly,  
 

How can women like Euodia and Syntyche (Phil. 4:2– 3), Prisca (Rom. 16:3; 1 Cor. 16:19), 
Mary (Rom. 16: 6), Junia (Rom. 16:7) and Tryphaena and Tryphosa (Rom. 16:12) function 
as co-workers in the churches if they cannot speak in those churches? How can Phoebe 
fulfill her role of deacon (Rom. 16:1– 2) if she cannot speak out in the assembly? How 
can a woman like Nympha, who is influential enough to host a house church (Col. 4:15), 
have been required to remain silent in her own home (cf. also Prisca, the wife of Aquila, 
16:19)? 

 
Three interpretations explaining this controversial text merit attention.  
1. An interpolation. 
In recent years, an increasing number of scholars judge 14:34– 35 (sometimes including v. 36) to be 
written by someone other than Paul and inserted into the text. 
 
Intrinsic evidence weighs heavily in making this textual judgment. In addition to questioning how Paul 
would contradict himself so quickly in the same letter about the role of women in worship, many note 
that these instructions in 1 Cor. 14: 34–35 interrupt the flow of Paul’s thought dealing with tongues and 
prophecy. Omitting them does not disturb the sense of the paragraph. 
 
Major weakness of this interpretation: All ancient, extant manuscripts include it. 
 
2. A Corinthian quotation 
Others seek to solve the problem by identifying 14:34–35 as Paul’s summary of an authoritarian 
Corinthian pronouncement on the part of some male traditionalists who wanted to bar women from 
speaking in the church. Paul rejects this view with a sarcastic rebuttal in 14:36. He cites their opinion in 
14:34–35 only to repudiate it with two rhetorical questions. This argument assumes that Paul regularly 
cites Corinthian assertions throughout the letter to rebut them (Flanagan and Hunter [1981: 11], for 
example, cite 1:12; 2:15; 6:12/10:23; 6:13; 7:1; 8:1, 4, 8; 11:2; 15:12). Paul’s response, “Are you the only 
ones [μόνους, monous; accusative masculine] the word of God has reached?” is also interpreted as 
referring to the males who wished to silence the women because their participation in worship proved 
threatening. The linchpin of this interpretation is the assumption that the particle ἤ (ē) in 14:36 
functions as an exclamation expressing disapproval (an option listed in  LSJ 761). It is rendered, “What! 
Did the word of God originate with you [males], or are you the only ones [masculine] it reached?” 
(Odell-Scott 2000: 69). 
 
Hays (1997: 248) rightly dismisses this view as “farfetched in the extreme.” Compared with other so-
called quotations of Corinthian positions, this one is overly long, and Paul does not clearly counter it. I 
have not found as many Corinthian slogans and positions cited in this letter as other scholars have 
found, but no evidence exists elsewhere in this letter that the Corinthians held this view or that a 
significant Jewish element was imposing conservative synagogue traditions on the church’s gatherings. 
In fact, the letter suggests the opposite. Paul seeks to curb the Corinthians’ unruly and wayward 
expressions of freedom rather than to encourage them. 
 
3. Concern for accord in husband and wife relationships.  
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These instructions apply to how wives are to relate to their husbands in the church’s public assemblies. 
Paul is not laying down rules for women in general or for women prophets (contra Wire 1990: 156; 
Jervis 1995: 51 n. 3). The noun αἱ γυναῖκες (hai gynaikes) can mean “women” or “wives.” When Paul 
pairs it with the noun ὁ ἀνήρ (ho anēr) elsewhere in this letter, he refers to wives and husbands (7:2– 5; 
11:3).  
 
The instruction in 14:35 that they should ask their questions at home strongly suggests that Paul has 
wives in mind who are to ask their own husbands, the most obvious meaning of ὁ ἴδιος ἀνήρ (ho idios 
anēr, one’s own man; cf. 7: 2; Eph. 5: 22; 1 Pet. 3: 1). 
 
The reminder that they are to “be subject” (ὑποτασσέσθωσαν, hypotassesthōsan) is most appropriate 
to the husband-and-wife relationship. Women are not called to be subject to every man in the church 
any more than slaves are called to obey every master (Rowe 1990: 59). They are expected to be 
submissive to their husbands (cf. Eph. 5: 21– 24; Col. 3: 18; 1 Tim. 2: 11– 15; Titus 2: 5; 1 Pet. 3: 1– 6).i 
 
The wife’s silence, then, would be a sign of her willing submission to her husband. It is crucial to note 
that Paul does not label the disallowed behavior as disorderly (1 Cor. 14: 33a) but as “shameful” or 
“disgraceful” (αἰσχρόν, aischron, 14:35). Shame, in this context, pertains to what society views as 
inappropriate behavior and is relative to a given culture. The word occurs in 11:6 and is related to a 
wife’s shaming her spouse.  
 
A marriage contract from Alexandria in 92 B.C. (Tebtunis Papyrus 104.24) reflects a typical view; it 
stipulates that the wife “is not to bring shame upon [her husband] in whatever causes a husband 
shame.” In this culture, “the female who tested or broke the limits of narrowly defined roles could bring 
irreparable shame to spouse, family, or group” (Stansbury 1990: 443).  
 
Juvenal (Sat. 6.449– 56), for example, castigates the intellectual woman who shows up her husband or 
other men at a dinner party. Plutarch (Mor. 142D) counsels that a wife should not speak in public and 
should do her talking to her husband or through her husband, “and she should not feel aggrieved, if like 
the flute player, she makes a more impressive sound through a tongue not her own.” Forbes (1995: 275) 
cites the fulminations of Cato (Livy, History of Rome 34.2.9) over women publicly protesting a law 
restricting the amount of jewelry they could own: “Could you not have asked your husband the same 
thing at home?” Aristophanes treats the women taking over the Athens assembly as high comedy in his 
Ecclesiazusae (cited by Barrett 1968: 331).  
 
The situation that best fits the adjective “shameful” is one in which wives defy convention by publicly 
embarrassing their husbands through their speaking.  
 
In the context, it is likely that Paul imagines a wife joining in the process of weighing what is being said 
during the congregational scrutiny of prophecy (14: 29). They either raise questions or contradict their 
husbands or other senior male relatives. By doing so, they compromise their husband’s authority over 
them and appear to undermine the good order of the household (Dunn 1998: 592). 
 
The problem, then, concerns how wives are to comport themselves in the public sphere in the context 
of examining prophecies and has nothing to do with the public ministry of women, as many suppose 
(Ellis 1981: 217). Paul does not contradict what he says in 11:5 but imposes silence on wives in matters 
other than praying and prophesying.   
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It should also be noted that the distinction between home and church, so clear to persons accustomed 
to worshiping in buildings dedicated to worship, would have been fuzzier for those worshiping in house 
churches. Barton (1986) claims that the ambivalence created by the church meeting in a home may have 
caused some of the problems. Women may have felt more comfortable in a home setting and were 
more expressive. Certain behaviors permissible at home, however, were out of place in the church.  
 
Dunn (1998: 592) clarifies the key questions involved: Could she behave in church as she did in the 
privacy of the home, where she could exercise a certain amount of authority over other members of the 
household? Or alternatively, once home had become church, was she in effect in a new (Christian) 
family structure, with old structures of authority relativized? The tensions would be twofold: for the 
married woman who was both prophet and wife, and yet had to function as prophet in a space which 
was both church and home.  
 
If this is the correct setting for 1 Cor. 14: 33b– 36, then we have to conclude that in this case Paul’s 
instruction was not only mindful of social convention but also socially conservative in character, since he 
instructs wives to act as wives while in church and to show by their conduct in church that they respect 
the authority of their husbands. This perspective best explains other difficult elements in the text.  
 
First, the statement “as in all the churches of the saints” does not conclude 14:33a (contra Hays 1997: 
244) but introduces the new thought that follows in 14:34– 35. The phrase ἐκκλησίαι τῶν ἁγίων 
(ekklēsiai tōn hagiōn) occurs only here. Normally, Paul identifies churches by their region (Rom. 16: 1, 4; 
1 Cor. 16: 1, 19; 2 Cor. 8: 1), or as belonging to God (1 Cor. 1: 2; 10: 32; 11: 16, 22; 15: 9; 2 Cor. 1: 1) or to 
Christ (Rom. 16: 16). The repetition of ἐκκλησίαι seems clumsy, but it is easier to understand how 
church custom applies to a wife’s silence than it does to the statement that God is a God of peace and 
not disorder.  
 
The second ἐκκλησίαι is better rendered “assemblies.” In the Greek world, it represented the body 
politic assembled to conduct affairs of state (see Acts 19: 39). The question was raised more than once 
by the Greeks, “What have women to do with a public assembly?” The answer: “If old-established 
custom is preserved, nothing” (Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War 2.45.2).  
 
Philo (Spec. Laws 3.31 § § 169– 75) reaffirms this basic fact of ancient life: Market-places and council-
halls and law-courts and gatherings and meetings where a large number of people are assembled, and 
open-air life with full scope for discussion and action— all these are suitable to men both in war and in 
peace. The women are best suited to the indoor life which never strays from the house, within which 
the middle door is taken by the maidens as their boundary, and the outer door by those who have 
reached full womanhood. 
 
Paul’s command to the “brothers” in general in 1 Thess. 5: 14 assumes that each member has the 
responsibility to admonish other members when they are in the wrong. Such a practice may have 
sparked tension if members from the lower strata of society took it upon themselves to admonish those 
with higher status.  
 
Plutarch (Mor. 42F) complained that those “who lead the speaker to digress to other topics and interject 
questions, and raise new difficulties, are not pleasant or agreeable company at a lecture; they get no 
benefit from it, and they confuse both speaker and his speech.” In the early church, the mixed 
participation of women and men gathered together probably created delicate problems affecting 
relationships between the genders.  
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Sevenster (1961: 198) is on the right track: “Paul is probably alluding in the first place to a passion for 
discussion which could give rise to heated argument between a wife and husband.” It would be 
particularly embarrassing to a husband for his wife to transgress social boundaries and question him in 
public. This behavior still makes persons uncomfortable in cultures that have an unwritten rule between 
spouses that one does not shame or embarrass the other in public.  
 
The problem centers on the type of speaking that wives might engage in rather than the possibility that 
they might speak (Jervis 1995: 52).  
 
Many identify the speaking that Paul interdicts as something unspiritual, such as idle chatter or 
jabbering that disrupts the worship (Moffatt 1938: 233; Barrett 1968: 332; Wolff 1996; R. Collins 1999: 
513– 14). But why forbid all women from speaking and not just the guilty parties? Men can be just as 
guilty of idle chatter. Why not ban all chitchat in the worship?  
 
In the context of chapter 14, the verb λαλεῖν (lalein) does not imply prattling or yammering, and there is 
no indication in the text that this was a problem needing correction. 
 
Stansbury (1990: 442) notes, “Religion had long been the realm in which women were sometimes 
allowed to break out of their domestic roles, mingle with men, and even take on important status.” We 
need not surmise, however, that the women’s newfound freedom in Christ made them so bold as to 
lose control in the assembly. Paul does not hint that the wives became “clamorous,” “shrill,” or 
“excessive,” as Orr and Walther (1976: 313) imagine.  Speculation about some carryover from the 
orgiastic practices in Hellenistic cults causing them to become unruly is also unfruitful.  
 
To contend that Paul refers to a frenzied outburst of tongues (Kroeger and Kroeger 1978) ignores the 
context. Paul has moved on from his specific instructions about tongues in 14: 27– 28 and is now giving 
guidelines about prophecy and its testing (see the outline of the structure above).  Again, if the abuse of 
tongues were the problem, he would be more likely to impose silence on the guilty parties rather than 
imposing it on all women.  
 
Since the immediate context refers to sifting what has been said, “Let two or three prophets speak, and 
let the others discern what is said” (14: 29), it is more credible that the wives are asking questions or 
challenging what has been said. This scenario best explains why Paul tells them “to ask” (ἐπερωτᾶν, 
eperōtan) their questions of their own men (husbands) at home (14: 35). He does not mean: if they have 
something to contribute in the assembly, they should wait and tell their husbands later at home (see 
additional note).  
 
The key phrase is “if they want to learn [μαθεῖν, mathein] something,” which implies a situation in which 
they are reacting to prophecy (Wolff 1996: 346). It also implies that they do not understand and have no 
positive contributions to make on the topic at hand (Forbes 1995: 276; see also Hasitschka 1997: 51).  
 
Paul disallows speech in the assembly that would suggest that a wife is being insubordinate toward her 
husband, whether it is an interruption or a challenge to a prophetic utterance. The delicate relationship 
between husband and wife is imperiled by the wife’s public questioning, correcting, or challenging.  
 
Second, “silence” in the context is a temporary renunciation of speech (14: 28, 30). It refers to “holding 
one’s tongue.” There are times when spiritual contributions are not valuable and are unwelcome. Some 
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speech must be suppressed momentarily for the good order of the community. This command does not 
permanently and absolutely enjoin women’s silence in every circumstance, requiring them to learn only 
at home (contra R. Allison 1988: 36– 42). “All” are to learn in the assembly (14: 31). They are asked to 
hold their speech for the moment to avoid any embarrassment. 
 
Third, the reminder that the wives are to be “subject” does not imply inferiority (cf. 16: 15– 16). It 
assumes a temptation to do just the opposite and requires them “to recognize that the other person has 
greater claims upon oneself than one’s own interests” (Rowe 1990: 65– 66).  
 
Jervis (1995: 66– 67) suggests that it means that they should submit “to the cause of the good 
functioning of the Christian assembly” (cf. Thiselton 2000: 1155). Jervis thinks that the concern is for the 
interruption of the assembly’s exercise of prophecy. But why apply this directive only to wives and not 
to all persons in worship? Elsewhere, Paul uses the same verb ὑποτάσσειν (hypotassein) to refer to 
persons being subject to other persons (Lindemann 2000: 315). The command to be subject introduced 
by ἀλλά (alla) implies that their speech was somehow insubordinate. Their submission is a token of their 
Christian love for their husbands.  
 
Fourth, “as the law says” does not refer to secular law restricting women’s actions in the public arena 
but to the OT law. Paul’s presumed impatience with the law is exaggerated. He appeals to it in the 
context in 14: 21 and also in 7: 19 and 9: 8– 10 (cf. Rom. 3: 19; 7: 7). The problem is that he does not cite 
a text from the law, and no OT passage instructs women to be silent. Perhaps he refers to a general 
assumption that the law calls for the wife’s submission to her husband. 
 
Others pinpoint Gen. 3:16, “Your desire shall be for your husband, and he shall rule over you,” as the 
backdrop. Oster (1995: 356) maintains that since Paul alludes to the Genesis creation narrative in 1 Cor. 
11: 3, 8– 10, which lays the scriptural foundation for the wife’s submission, he saw no need to cite these 
texts again. The problem with this view is that Gen. 3:16 is predictive, not prescriptive, and Jewish 
exegetes did not ground the subordination of women in the creation narrative (Rowe 1990: 66).  
 
Liefeld (1986: 149– 50) suggests that Paul alludes to the patriarchal perspective in Num. 12: 1–15, which 
records Miriam’s punishment for questioning Moses’ authority. This passage fits the context of 
discerning, which may involve questioning, what the one prophesying has said. On the other hand, it 
may be best to see the reference to the “law” functioning in this case as another reference point beside 
cultural rules (“ the common feeling of humankind” [Barrett 1968: 331]), the practice of all the churches, 
and the command of the Lord (1 Cor. 14: 37; cf. the same pattern in 9: 7– 14, noted by Baumert 1996: 
196– 97).  
 
Citing the support of the law is “incidental to Paul’s argument rather than foundational” (Rowe 1990: 
680). He assumes that they know what he is alluding to in the law, and it confirms that the universal 
consensus concerning this custom is correct.  
 
I conclude that Paul’s instructions are conditioned by the social realities of his age and a desire to 
prevent a serious breach in decorum. Paul may fear that the Christian community would be “mistaken 
for one of the orgiastic, secret, oriental cults that undermined public order and decency” (Schüssler 
Fiorenza 1984: 232), in which women exercised more prominent roles. To forestall this impression, he 
presents the practice of the Palestinian communities as a model to be imitated (see Nadeau 1994). 
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i
 On whether these directives for wives are timeless or temporary (culture-bound), see OTC’s Women in Ministry 
and Marriage: The Timeless and Temporary. 


