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AN EXEGESIS OF 1 CORINTHIANS 14:26-40 
THE GOD OF ORDER IN TIMES OF WORSHIP 

By: Pastor Justin Heise 

“The WELS comes across as anti-women,” 
she said. I nodded. I don’t know what she 
had heard in the past, but I could 
understand how that might be true. Is my 
synod “anti-women?” Sometimes. 
Sometimes we have spoken where God has 
not spoken about women, and at other times 
we have held on to man-made traditions in 

order to keep things the same among us, 
rather than clinging to God’s Word against 
all else. Faithful, godly women and men 
have struggled with what our synod teaches 
about the roles of men and women. We have 
not always done ourselves favors by 
presenting our position without tact and 
without love.  

Nevertheless, to attack the presentation of a 
Biblical teaching, as if that defines the truth 
of said doctrine, is a clear strawman. I am 
ready and willing to receive criticism for how 

we may have poorly taught something in the 
past. I am a sinner myself. I have not 
handled God’s Word as well as I always 
should. May the Lord have mercy on me, an 
unworthy servant.  

Taking out that strawman is easy, though. 
Sometimes the discussion continues beyond 
that, and the fight is taken from discussing 
presentation to the words of Scripture.  

“I just can’t help but think that Paul is a 
misogynist,” she continued. We had moved 

passed how others had presented the Bible 
to the Lord’s inspired author. Accusing Paul 
of hating women is equitable to saying, “The 
Lord hates women.” I nodded again, but not 
for the same reason. She needed to see how 
much God loved women. Afterall, “This is 

how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid 
down his life for us” (1 John 3:16). Jesus 
Christ has died for each and every woman of 
all time, in all places, from every family and 
nation the whole world over. No one loves 
women more than our God.  

“So why can’t women be pastors in the 
WELS? Doesn’t that show he’s against 

women? If he really loved women, he would 
let them do the same things as men,” she 
said. I think it was her gotcha statement. 
How would I push back against that? I 
nodded again. God doesn’t reveal all of his 
reasons to us humans. I couldn’t answer the 
why without going beyond God’s Word. But, 
her mind wanted to say that because we 
didn’t know the reason, then the Words of 
Scripture didn’t make sense or were 
unworthy of being followed.  

That is entirely untrue.  

I can understand why this Christian, who 
was very new to Lutheranism, would 
struggle with this doctrine, but I cannot 
convince her that God’s Word is true, or that 
God is loving, or that the system he has 
given to us is beautiful. The Holy Spirit can. 
I think in time, through the working of the 
Spirit in the Word, she’ll see all of that—it’s 
truth, Christ’s grace, and the beauty of the 
Word of God lived out in the lives of 
Christians.  

It’s my prayer that we will see the same thing 
as we dive into the apostle Paul’s words in 1 
Corinthians 14. This paper will strive to 
understand the words written down in 
Scripture, trusting that our God has left 
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them to us with clarity and purpose. May 

Jesus bless your study of his Word. 

1 Corinthians 14:26 

Τί οὖν ἐστιν, ἀδελφοί; ὅταν συνέρχησθε, ἕκαστος 
ψαλμὸν ἔχει, διδαχὴν ἔχει, ἀποκάλυψιν ἔχει, 
γλῶσσαν ἔχει, ἑρμηνείαν ἔχει· πάντα πρὸς 
οἰκοδομὴν γινέσθω. 

Translation: “So what now, brothers? 
Whenever you come together, each man has 
a Psalm, a teaching, a revelation, a tongue, 
[or] an interpretation. Let all things be done 
for edification.” 

Textual Notes: 

• Τί οὖν ἐστιν – This question is a 
rhetorical device meant to have the 
reader/listener look for an important 
implication.1 (cf. 14:15) 

• ἀδελφοί – Vocative, masc. sg. – 
“brothers” – Sometimes Greek is so 
specific that it’s beautiful. Here, it’s 
lack of specificity in regard to gender 
does us no help. This word could 
refer to people of both genders or 

strictly to men. Perhaps, especially in 
light of 14:34-35, we may want to 
stick to translating, “Brothers.” 

• συνέρχησθε – pres. m-p, subj. 2pl. – 
“to come together, assemble” 

• ἕκαστος – nom. masc. sg. – “each” – 
Again, Greek is vague with a general 
masculine case. This could refer to a 
person from either gender or simply 
to men, but grammatically, we can’t 
make that distinction. Still, in light of 

14:34-35, we can make a case for this 
referring only to the men. 

                                                           
1 Hans Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1975), 244. 
2 James Moffat, The First Epistle of Paul to the Corinthians (New York: Harper and Brothers Publishers, 1890), 227. 
3 R.C.H. Lenski, St. Paul’s First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publ. House, 1963), p. 607 

• ψαλμὸν – acc. Masc. sg. – “Psalm (frt: 

hymn, song of praise)” – This word is 
highly debated. It can refer to the Old 
Testament book of Psalms (cf. Lk 
24:44 or Acts 1:20). Many, though, 
argue that this could simply refer to 
any song of praise written by a 
believer: “The transliteration of the 
Greek word by ‘psalms’ is misleading 
here, for that suggests the Old 
Testament psalms. These were used 
in worship, and indeed supplied the 
form for some early Christian hymns. 

But Paul means hymns in general, 
which would include praises as well 
as prayers to God.”2 This 
understanding may fit with Paul’s 
words in Colossians 3:16 – “Let the 
message of Christ dwell among you 
richly as you teach and admonish one 
another with all wisdom through 
psalms (ψαλμοῖς), hymns, and songs 
from the Spirit, singing to God with 
gratitude in your hearts.” On the 
other hand, this is not conclusive. 

Paul could be referring to the Psalms 
or acknowledging that other songs 
have been written. Others have 
contended that these may be the 
Psalms sung in the vernacular.3 It all 
seems like speculation, though. The 
author of this paper sees no reason 
not to simply transliterate the Word 
and understand these as the Psalms 
of the Old Testament. 

• ἀποκάλυψιν – acc. Fem. Sg. – 

“revelation/disclosure (of secrets)” – 
It’s hard to grasp exactly what Paul is 
indicating with this word. There are 
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three basic options: (1) direct 

reception of the Word of God from a 
New Testament prophet, (2) a 
specific Scripture lesson, or (3) 
insight into a specific Scripture 
lesson. To the first option, it is clear 
that New Testament prophets were 
active during the time of the apostles 
(cf. Ac 11:27, 15:32, 21:10, Revelation 
22:9, etc.). In this case, Paul would be 
referencing specific revelations given 
to Christians with the gift of 
προφητεία (cf. Ro 12:6; 1 Cor 12:10, 

Rev 19:10, etc.). Most commentators 
understand the reference in this way: 
“That narrow sense of a brief, specific 
‘revelation’ is carried by the noun 
(ἀποκάλυψις) in 1 Cor 14:26.”4  
 
To the second option, it’s possible 
that Paul is referring to any part of 
God’s Word that has been revealed. 
Such a “prophecy” would just be a 
Scripture reading. This general 
option is certainly possible, but less 

compelling. The third option is an 
explanation of a portion of Scripture 
like a short sermon or devotion. This 
option is favored by many Lutherans, 
possibly because of the popularity 
and near ubiquity of Lenski’s 
commentary: “‘Revelation’ is not a 
direct communication from God to 
the speaker but some portion of the 
Word of God which the speaker 
deems it necessary to bring to the 

attention of the brethren.”5 One 

                                                           
4 Gregory J. Lockwood, 1 Corinthians (Saint Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 2000), 480. 
5 Lenski, 607. 
6 Robert H. Meiselwitz, “An Exegetical Study of 1 Corinthians 14:26-40” wlsessays.net accessed on 5/13/19 from 

http://www.wlsessays.net/bitstream/handle/123456789/3262/MeiselwitzCorinthians.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y, 4. 
7 Lockwood, 431. 

Lutheran pastor includes the thought: 

“This brings to mind the insight that 
is so often shared at pastoral 
conference for the edification of the 
whole body. […] Just as one sees new 
colors and beauties in a piece of 
mother-of-pearl as one turns it over 
in one’s hand, so does new beauty or 
light reveal itself to the sensitive and 
meditative minds of those hearts that 
are set on things above.”6 The first 
option above seems to be the one 
with the most Scripture behind it. 

The New Testament universally 
speaks of prophecy in narrow terms, 
as new information from God: “The 
distinction is that prophecy involved 
new revelations from God, while 
preaching was the proclamation and 
dissemination of the Gospel and 
other articles of the faith that had 
already been revealed.”7  
 
Lenski spends a great amount of time 
in his commentary building the case 

that Paul is using a general definition 
for prophecy, i.e. any proclamation of 
God’s Word as one speaking as his 
mouthpiece: “Paul's brief description 
of the gift of prophecy shows that it 
does not deal only with special, direct 
revelations from God to certain 
chosen instruments but that it 
extends much farther and includes all 
of the uses that are to be made of all 
of the divine truth that has been 

revealed to us. Thus all true preachers 
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and teachers of the gospel are 

prophets.”8 That distinction can be 
useful, but it is not what Paul is 
referencing here, and that distinction 
should be challenged because it isn’t 
how Scripture speaks about this issue. 
The apparent usefulness of Lenski’s 
explanation is that, if we no longer 
see active prophets in our time, that 
means these passages can just be 
understood in a more general way. It 
also takes away explaining why there 
may no longer be prophets among us. 

(Lutherans can be needlessly queasy 
about someone who claims direct 
revelation. Yet, Paul is comfortable 
with it based on the objectivity of the 
Holy Spirit.) But, the Corinthian 
church was not dealing with general 
preaching, but those who had a 
revelation and wanted to speak it in 
contest with others. Lenski’s 
understanding would miss the bill to 
the original Corinthians. It also 
confuses what Paul means in this 

verse by διδαχὴν. It also raises issues 
in understanding 14:29-32, and 37. 
More on this to follow. It is worth 
noting, though, that Paul does say the 
gift of direct revelation would one day 
cease (in some eschatological sense), 
and that revelations would no longer 
come (cf. 13:8). 

• γλῶσσαν – acc. Fem. Sg. – “Tongue” – 
The subject of what a “tongue” is the 
subject of multiple books, papers, and 

even whole denominations within 
Christianity. There are some things 
we can say definitively about these 
“tongues” mentioned in the book of 1 

                                                           
8 Lenski, 579. 
9 This includes the long ending of Mark, if you believe it is original.  

Corinthians: (1) They were not 

always understandable (cf. 14:2); (2) 
they needed to be explained (cf. 
12:10); (3) not everyone could speak 
in tongues (cf. 12:28-30); (4) 
speaking in a “tongue” was not one of 
the highest gifts (cf. 13:1); (5) 
speaking in tongues is a gift that 
would end (13:8); (6) prophecy is 
higher than tongues (14:5); (7) Paul 
could speak in tongues, even more 
than the Corinthians (14:18); (8) 
tongues were for unbelievers (14:21-

22); (9) speaking in tongues should 
not be forbidden, but not over-
glorified (14:39). In addition to this, 
only three books, Mark, Acts, and 1 
Corinthians, include reference to 
these “tongues.”9 There are two main 
ways, then, that these tongues have 
been understood: (1) as an ecstatic 
language that none can understand, 
or (2) a known language that some 
may not understand.  
 

The first understanding is nearly 
ubiquitous. They base their reasoning 
on Mark 16:17 in the long ending of 
Mark where Jesus mentions tongues: 
“These signs will accompany those 
who believe: In my name they will 
drive out demons; they will speak in 
new tongues.” They also rely heavily 
on 1 Corinthians 13:1, (“If I speak in 
the tongues of men or of angels…”) 
and they imply the tongues of angels 

are these ecstatic languages. The 
Mark 16 reference seems to be a poor 
fit, because it could refer to languages 
that are new to that individual 
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person, and in 1 Corinthians 13:1, 

Paul seems to be using hyperbole 
rather than giving actual examples.  
 
More cogent, less extreme 
commentators, therefore reason 
differently: “It is not understood by 
people who speak other languages, 
but requires a special gift of 
interpretation. Without that gift of 
interpretation, the speaker in tongues 
is to speak ‘to himself and God,’ 
which is a strange way to treat one of 

the world’s recognized languages. 
The gift was not one whereby people 
might be more readily understood by 
others, but one in which they did not 
even understand themselves. 
Utterances in no known language, 
but under the influence of the Spirit, 
seems to be Paul’s meaning.”10 This 
understanding seems to be the 
prevalent one in Christendom. The 
author sees three main problems with 
this understanding. First, it does not 

give greater weight to the clear 
description of tongues in Acts 2. In 
that chapter, the “tongues” are 
known, foreign languages and the 
apostles were spontaneously able to 
speak them. Second, it ignores 
ordinary history. The speaking in 
ecstatic languages was virtually 
unknown until 1900s. One church 
historian even writes: “The writings 
of the so-called Apostolic Fathers 

contain no clear and certain allusions 
to miracle-working or to the exercise 

                                                           
10 Leon Morris, 1 Corinthians (Downer’s Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity Press, 1985), 153. 
11 Benjamin B. Warfield, Counterfeit Miracles (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1918), 9. 
12 This isn’t a study on Acts 2, but it is interested that there is a direct connection between the “tongues” in 2:4 and how 

they are heard as “language” (διάλεκτος) by the hearers. 

of the charismatic gifts, 

contemporaneously with 
themselves.”11 Third, although it is 
unclear how much weight to add to 
this last point, there is a gross 
mistranslation in the King James 
Version concerning 1 Corinthians 14. 
Six times in this chapter γλῶσσα is 
translated, “Unknown tongue” (see 
KJV 14:2, 4, 13, 14, 19, 27). This 
translation has no basis in the text. 
Knowing the strict adherence some 
Christians have to the KJV, and its 

proliferation in Christendom for so 
long, we should not underestimate 
the amount of influence the 
translation of this Word has had on 
most popular interpretation of 
γλῶσσα. I do recognize that there is 
one verse this theory explains better 
than the second which is 14:2. 
 
The second option, that the “tongues” 
are known foreign languages is 
preferable in every way. In Acts 2, the 

“tongues” are languages that others 
are able to understand and hear as 
their own: “Aren’t all these who are 
speaking Galileans? Then how is it 
that each of us hears them in our 
native language?” (Ac 2:7-8).12 Of 
those things we can definitively say in 
the list given above, many of them 
make the most sense if speaking of 
known languages (e.g. Paul could 
speak in more languages, foreign 

languages were beneficial for 
unbelievers, something said in a 
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foreign language needed to be 

translated, etc.). In addition, while no 
ecstatic languages are known among 
the early church fathers, those who 
could speak in other languages were 
known, even if that gift wasn’t 
miraculous. This method of “tongue 
speaking” is the primary way 
“tongues” were understood.13 Later 
than those who learned directly from 
the Apostles, and yet still remarkably 
profound is Augustine’s explanation 
of speaking in tongues: “Some one 

may say, ‘Why is it that no man 
speaks in the tongues of all nations?’ 
Because the Church itself now speaks 
in the tongues of all nations. Before, 
the Church was in one nation, where 
it spoke in the tongues of all. By 
speaking then in the tongues of all, it 
signified what was to come to pass; 
that by growing among the nations, it 
would speak in the tongues of all.”14 
Third, while it should be 
acknowledged that ecstasy of some 

kind is known in Scripture (cf. 1 
Samuel 10:10, 2 Kings 3:15-16, frt: 2 
Cor 12:1-4). This loss of control 
seems contrary to how God ordinarily 
operates through his Holy Spirit: 

                                                           
13 Cf. Irenaeus, Against Heresies 5.6.1 and Tertullian, Against Marcion 5.8. 
14 Augustine, ed. Philip Schaff, Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, vol. 7 (Grand Rapids, MI: Christian Classic Ethereal 

Library), 195.  
15 Cogent to the point is Siegbert Becker’s thought: “Nor must we forgot that glossolalia may also be a diabolic tool to 

lead men away from Word and sacrament and from the divine assurance that only Word and sacrament can give. David 

Beckmann has shown that glossolalia is a characteristic of African pagan religion. He writes, ‘Trance in African cults is 

strikingly similar to trance in American Christianity....Possession-trance in Africa often includes the same two types of 

glossolalia found in Pentecostalism. One is rhythmic, alliterative pseudo language. The other is actual foreign language; 

in most cases the person possessed has had previous contact with the language, even though he may be unable to speak it 

in his normal frame of mind.’ And if we keep in mind Paul’s statement that the Gentiles offer their worship to the devil 

when they worship their idols, we may well ask whether the devil has not found in glossolalia a tool to encourage the 

enthusiasm, the Schwaemerei, that lurks in all of us by nature.” Taken from “The Charismatic Movement,” wlsessays.net 

accessed on 5/13/19 available from 

http://www.wlsessays.net/bitstream/handle/123456789/338/BeckerCharismatic.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y, 7. 

“The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, 

peace, forbearance, kindness, 
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness 
and self-control” (Galatians 5:22-23, 
emphasis added). One Lutheran 
pastor has made this connection: 
“When the Spirit is present and 
active, he is giving you an increased 
degree of self-control. He’s certainly 
not taking away your self-control, but 
this is how the charismatic church 
would like to see the Holy Spirit 
manifested, by stealing control of 

yourself—almost as if you are 
possessed by something else. […] If 
anybody is losing self-control, it’s a 
sign that the Holy Spirit is not there 
with his fruits, but rather the evil 
spirits are there15, who are trying to 
steal your self-control and put you 
under theirs. So, we can say when we 
look at the manifestation of tongues, 
that it is clearly an evidence, not of 
the presence of the Holy Spirit, but 
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the absence of the Holy Spirit.”16 

Fourth, we should not overlock 14:10: 
“Undoubtedly there are all sorts of 
languages (φωνῶν) in the world, yet 
none of them is without meaning.” 
Paul draws a direct correlation 
between the “tongues” and actual, 
meaningful languages. This verse 
does not definitely say that the 
tongues were actual languages, but he 
is saying that whenever someone 
speaks a language, it is purposeful—
the speaker has information they are 

using language to communicate. This 
sounds like exactly the opposite of 
ecstatic speech. and finally, a quick 
scan through a dictionary written 
close to Victorian times17 will reveal 
that defining a “tongue” as some sort 
of ecstatic language was not even a 
consideration. Yet today it is a top 
consideration in any dictionary.18 
Again, due to the prevalence of the 
KJV, a translation of “tongues” has 
been carried, often with a different 

meaning, into modern translations, 
which have continued using the same 
word. This is an example of 
anachronistically defining words. If 
the KJV were being translated today, 
it seem to me that γλῶσσα would be 
simply translated “languages.”  
 
One pastor writes: “The weight of 
evidence seems to favor those who 
interpret γλῶσσα as an intelligible 

                                                           
16 Brian Wolfmueller, interviewed by Todd Wilken, Issues, Etc., podcast, accessed 5/13/19 from 

https://issuesetc.org/2015/05/26/2-responding-to-evangelical-proof-texts-acts-2-speaking-in-tongues-pr-bryan-

wolfmueller-52615/. 
17 Here’s one from 1709: https://archive.org/details/dictionaryofeng02john/page/n811 
18 Consider Merriam-Webster here: https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/tongue 
19 Joel Gerlach, “Glossolalia,” wlsessays.net accessed on 5/9/19, available from 

http://www.wlsessays.net/bitstream/handle/123456789/1811/GerlachGlossolalia.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y 

foreign language. We personally feel 

their conclusion is the correct one. It 
is a reasonable conclusion reached on 
the basis of sound principles of 
interpretation. [… Yet,] exegetically 
the question must be left open.”19 I 
acknowledge that this is an open 
question, but I suggest anyone 
without an agenda, allowing the clear 
portions of Scripture to interpret the 
unclear, will understand this as 
someone speaking a foreign language, 
whether naturally or miraculously. 

• ἑρμηνείαν – acc. Fem. Sg. – 
“translation, interpretation” – The 
counterpart to “tongues.” These two 
may have been people who were 
supernaturally able to understand a 
new language, but seem to just be 
others who could translate whatever 
language was being spoken. The 
word is often used to simply mean 
translate, rather than to “interpret” 
some unknown language (cf. Acts 
9:36 – “In Joppa there was a disciple 

named Tabitha [in Greek her name is 
Dorcas (Gk: ἣ διερμηνευομένη λέγεται 
Δορκάς)].”) 

• οἰκοδομὴν – acc. Fem. Sg. – “building 
up, edification, strengthening.” What 
a wonderful metaphor for the 
Christian! That they are being built 
up, strengthen, just as someone 
might construct a building.   

Commentary: 
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More could be said about all of this, but 

14:26 lays groundwork for moving forward 
with Paul’s argument. After addressing the 
Corinthians as “brothers,” Paul goes on to 
point out how they may improve their 
worship services. The general impression 
one gets from the upcoming verses is one of 
chaos. No one knows who is going to speak 
when or who they should be listening to. 
This general picture does give us reason to 
thank God, because it is so far from how our 
congregations operate.  

Paul’s first point are the various types of 
actions being done in their worship services. 
With a measure of hyperbole, he says each 
one comes prepared with something. “Paul 
expresses himself in this way because the 
gifts are present in superabundance, so that 
orderliness is thereby threatened.”20 It is 
because there are many who could function 
in worship in some way that Paul restates a 
point he has made in 14:12 and 14:17—make 
sure the things you do during your worship 
services are edifying. This seems to be his 

chief guideline that will culminate in 14:33—
God is a God of order. Anything that 
destroys order can destroy the purpose for 
coming together—that God would build 
them up through the Word. 

This section may come as close as any to a 
New Testament prescription for worship 
services. But, still notice how careful Paul is 
to avoid binding their liturgical order, 
practice, rites, traditions, etc. with apostolic 
authority. He leaves that to Christian 
freedom, as long as it is done for edification. 

We can have that same careful attitude 
toward brothers in our fellowship. A ruthless 
insistence that one type of worship is 

                                                           
20 Conzelmann, 244. 
21 Morris, 171-172. 

worthless or diabolical is unhelpful, and 

completely different than how Paul makes 
his argument here. In fact, the worship 
service he describes feels utterly alien to us. 
Paul gives a prescriptive statement that 
everything should build up. There is so 
much freedom within the Christian 
experience to follow that command. 

“Their services were more spontaneous and 
less structured than was normally the case in 
later days. We have no way of knowing how 
typical of the whole church worship at 

Corinth was, but it cannot have been very far 
from the norm, else Paul would have said 
so.”21 A typical Lutheran may have been 
uncomfortable in one of these Corinthians 
worship services, but one thing would have 
been the same—God’s Word was the focus. 
In each element of the service that Paul 
mentions, the core of it is the Word of God. 
That is certainly something that we don’t 
desire to change. “So that we may obtain this 
faith, the ministry of teaching the gospel and 
administering the sacraments was instituted. 

For through the Word and the sacraments as 
through instruments the Holy Spirit is given, 
who effects faith where and when it pleases 
God in those who hear the gospel” (AC V:1-
3). 

1 Corinthians 14:27 

εἴτε γλώσσῃ τις λαλεῖ, κατὰ δύο ἢ τὸ πλεῖστον 
τρεῖς καὶ ἀνὰ μέρος, καὶ εἷς διερμηνευέτω· 

Translation: If someone speaks in a tongue, 
have two, or at the most three, and after 
then let one person interpret.  

Textual Notes: 

• κατὰ - preposition. This word is a 
marker of extension of separateness, 
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and is likely distributive. You could 

say, I live “by myself.” That’s a similar 
way to use κατὰ. In this case, the 
word is best left untranslated or by 
putting in an understood verb as I 
have.  

• τὸ πλεῖστον – adj. acc. Neut. Sg. This 
is the second extent to which κατὰ 
referred. “At the most” is a worthy 
English equivalent. Lockwood 
suggests: “The noun μέρος must be 
supplied to round out the Greek 
phrase…literally, “according to two or 

at the most [part] three.”22  
• ἀνὰ μέρος – prep. + acc. Neut. Sg. 

This word designates a sequence. 
BDAG suggests: “in turn.” I have 
simply followed the sequencing with 
“after.” 

• διερμηνευέτω – pres. act. Imv. 3sg. – 
“To translate/interpret.” 

Commentary: 

Paul continues his commentary on how 
prophecy is superior to tongues. The 

counterpart to speaking in a tongue is the 
person who translate or interprets what is 
said. Notice that this is the only true 
imperative in this verse. The verse is a 
simple conditional, with a present 
imperative, rather than a indicative, but it 
works the same way. If the first thing 
happens, the second thing happens, too. In 
this case, Paul is asserting that no tongues 
should be used unless a person interprets. 
Even if two or three people want to speak in 
a tongue, avoid that unless someone 

interprets. He’s already made clear that 
tongues without interpretation is worthless: 

                                                           
22 Lockwood, 497. 
23 Conzelmann, 244. 
24 Morris, 172. 

“Unless you speak intelligible words with 

your tongue, how will anyone know what 
you are saying? You will just be speaking 
into the air” (1 Corinthians 14:9). The next 
verse will reiterate the same point, that 
tongues need interpretation and to glorify 
them is to miss their usefulness. 

Paul also sets down a useful description of 
how worship services should function: 
“Accordingly, the matter-of-fact rule is: ‘by 
turns,’ and not more than the community 
can stand. […] The observations there made 

are now being turned into rules for the 
ordering of the service of worship.”23 Pastors 
do well to take these things into 
consideration. A service should be orderly 
(as they usual are with some sort of liturgy), 
but don’t miss Paul’s “at the most” phrase, as 
well: “Enthusiasts tend to go on and on, but 
there is a limit to what a congregation can 
take! They are to speak one at a time, which 
seems to show that the Corinthians had had 
experience of a number of people exercising 
this gift simultaneously, which must have 

been very confusing. […] Edification is the 
supreme consideration, so ‘tongues’ must 
not be used unless there is an interpreter. 
This shows that we are not to think of 
‘tongues’ as the result of an irresistible 
impulse of the Spirit, driving the man willy-
nilly into ecstatic speech. He could keep 
quiet, and that, Paul says, is what he must 
do unless there is an interpreter.”24 

Do pastors sometimes give the people more 
than they can handle? Do our sermons have 
one goal (telic note) and propositional 

statement that can be easily grasped and 
driven home? Or, are they a whole slough of 



10 

 

points with the hope that they make just 

learn something?  

How well do we handle our own 
“interpretations”? Do we learn the text well 
enough that we can make our points without 
phrases like, “Well, the original language 
says…”—a statement that completely misses 
the average laity? We may not speak in 
tongues, but Paul’s point is clear. For the 
sake of orderliness, limit the amount of 
material, information, points, etc. that is 
offered when we assemble for worship. 

1 Corinthians 14:28 

ἐὰν δὲ μὴ ᾖ διερμηνευτής, σιγάτω ἐν ἐκκλησίᾳ, 
ἑαυτῷ δὲ λαλείτω καὶ τῷ θεῷ. 

Translation: But, if there is no translator, let 
him remain silent in the assembly, and let 
him speak to himself and to God. 

Textual Notes: 

• ᾖ - pres. act. Subj. 3sg. – “there is/he 
is.” Paul could be saying, “If no 
interpreter is present…” or “If the 

person (who speaks in tongues) is not 
an interpreter…” The meaning 
doesn’t change much, but the 
relationship between speaker and 
translator is muddled (cf. 14:5 & 
14:13). 

• σιγάτω – pres. act. Imv. 3sg. – “be 
silent.”25 

• ἐκκλησίᾳ - fem. Dat. Sg. – “assembly, 
congregation, church.”  

• λαλείτω – pres. act. Imv. 3sg. – “Let 
him speak.” 

                                                           
25 Verses 34-35 indicate that women are to be silent in the assembly. These are the verses that often get singled out for 

perhaps “picking on” women. But, women are not the only ones told to be silent. “Σιγάω” occurs in this verse, verse 30, 

and verse 34.  
26 Lenski, 610. 
27 Grammatically, it could also serve as the subject of the sentence, though. It could also be a vocative. Each of these 

options slightly change Paul’s meaning, though.  

Commentary: 

This verse has some restatement from the 
previous verse. The implication of verse 27 is 
spelled out explicitly, here. But Paul does 
add that the person with tongues is not 
forbidden from speaking in tongues in every 
circumstance. It’s only if no one can 
interpret. In which case, he should speak “to 
himself and God”: “The sense is not that he 
and God are to listen to this private 
speaking. The sense is that this speaking is 
between himself and God and thus for the 

speaker’s own edification, in that his feelings 
and his desires, finding outlet in his 
speaking, rise unto God”26 (cf. 14:4).  

1 Corinthians 14:29 

προφῆται δὲ δύο ἢ τρεῖς λαλείτωσαν καὶ οἱ ἄλλοι 
διακρινέτωσαν· 

Translation: And as for prophets, let two or 
three speak and the others evaluate. 

Textual Notes: 

• προφῆται – Masc. Nom. Pl. – 

“prophets.” This is an example of a 
nominative of reference. It is 
grammatically unrelated to the rest of 
the sentence, but it serves as the 
logical subject of the sentence, but 
not the grammatical one. Another 
example of this is in John 18:11, “The 
cup which the Father has given me, 
shall I not drink it?” (Gk: τὸ ποτήριον 
ὃ δέδωκέν μοι ὁ πατὴρ, οὐ μὴ πίω 
αὐτό).27  
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• λαλείτωσαν – Pres. Act. Imv. 3pl. – 

“Let them speak.” 
• οἱ ἄλλοι – Masc. Nom. Pl. – “the 

others.” Lockwood suggests that we 
should supply “[prophets]” as the 
understood antecedent. His 
suggestion is that those who evaluate 
are only other prophets, not all 
present.28 Shouldn’t all Christians be 
evaluating? “We would truly like to 
have all of our Sunday listeners to be 
very careful judges of what is said 
(not critics, but conscientious 

discerners).”29 Either way, the 
grammar is ambiguous, (and maybe 
deliberately so). Wasn’t Paul a fan of 
the Bereans (Acts 17)? Doesn’t he 
instruct all the Thessalonians: “Do 
not treat prophecies with contempt 
but test them all; hold on to what is 
good, reject every kind of evil” (1 
Thes. 5:20-22)? By including the 
whole congregation, Paul would not 
be diminishing those who have gifts 
for discernment (1 Cor. 12:10), or the 

other prophets. 
• διακρινέτωσαν – Pres. Act. Imv. 3pl. – 

“Let them evaluate/judge.”  

Commentary:  

Paul next addresses how those who prophecy 
should act. Again, what exactly does Paul 
mean by prophecy? If he is referring to any 
general preaching or speaking for God, then 
these would have been individuals who had 
prepared something like a sermon. But, that 

                                                           
28 Lockwood, 498. Lenski agrees with him, and even quotes Luther as backing him up, but he doesn’t cite where Luther’s 

quote is from. But, I can cite Luther saying the opposite: “All err and are inclined to err. But their teaching should be 

subject to the congregation of believers. The congregation should decide and judge what they teach; their judgment 

should stand. […] The apostle also taught this in 1 Corinthians 14:29” [Martin Luther, ed. John Nicholas Lenker, The 

Standard Edition of Luther’s Works, vol. 10 (Minneapolis: Lutherans in All Lands Co., 1905), 170]. 
29 Meiselwitz, 7. 
30 Morris, 173. 

understanding doesn’t have as much of a 

backing in this section. Paul is more likely 
referring to those who were New Testament 
prophets who received direct revelations 
from God.  

So, Paul directs the prophets to behave in a 
service similarly to those who speak in 
tongues. Not too many should speak, and 
the most critical part was that everyone 
would understand. “The utterance of one 
who claims to be a prophet is thus not to be 
accepted uncritically, but is to be tested in 

the appropriate way.”30  

Paul, here, does not lay out what was being  
“evaluated or judged” or what the best way 
was. Fortunately, Paul gives us an idea of 
what he means in the upcoming verses. After 
he lays out his points in this section, he says, 
“If anyone thinks they are a prophet or 
otherwise gifted by the Spirit, let them 
acknowledge that what I am writing to you is 
the Lord’s command” (14:37). In other 
words, if they were actually receiving the 
Word of God from the Holy Spirit, they 

could objectively confirm the truth of Paul’s 
words in this section. They could evaluate 
his prophecy. Those who do have the Holy 
Spirit, who have gifts for discernment, or 
who have received great learning in the 
Scriptures, acknowledge that all the doctrine 
Paul lays down here is the true Word of 
God. This method is essentially the same as 
when we compare a teaching to God’s 
revealed Word. The Bereans did that with 
the Old Testament (Acts 17) and Paul is 
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recommending the same thing here—that as 

new revelations are given, they would be 
tested by those who receive revelation from 
the Holy Spirit and by the Scriptures that 
have been revealed. “The criterion for 
evaluating messages is whether they are in 
harmony with the Scriptures and the 
apostolic Gospel.”31 

Sometimes, interpretation is spoken of as a 
subjective process. As if, the reader is the 
one determining what God’s Word means. 
This is a travesty. Interpretation belongs to 

God the Holy Spirit. He gives it to us, and 
we trust we he has revealed. It’s is as 
objective a process as can exist, even if it has 
a veneer of subjectivity. Those who see the 
Word, or some portion of the Word, and 
deny its truth or try to change it, show that 
they have denied, in some part, the Holy 
Spirit. Those who have the Holy Spirit are 
those who can understand what the 
Scriptures says, and even then, we evaluate 
unclear section by clearer sections. We trust 
the Spirit completely to tell us what the 

Word means. 

1 Corinthians 14:30 

ἐὰν δὲ ἄλλῳ ἀποκαλυφθῇ καθημένῳ, ὁ πρῶτος 
σιγάτω. 

Translation: But, if ever it would be revealed 
to another while he is seated, let the first be 
silent. 

Textual Notes: 

• ἀποκαλυφθῇ - Aor. Pass. Subj. 3sg. - 
“It would be revealed.” In the protasis 

of a future more probable/vivid 
conditional (pro: ἐὰν + subj., apo: any 
verb) – Sets up a hypothetic situation.  

                                                           
31 Lockwood, 500. 
32 Meiselwitz, 7. 

• καθημένῳ - Pres. M/P Part. Masc. Dat. 

Sg. – “To the one seated.” – Most 
commentators take this as either 
circumstantial time or as a 
substantive with ἄλλῳ. The difference 
is not so important in terms of 
meaning. Either way, someone new 
has something to say and requests to 
speak. The one question is whether 
the first person, who is prophesying, 
is the person sitting, or if the person 
who received the new revelation is 
seated. Both are grammatically 

possible, and commentators are 
divided about it, most insisting it 
follows this Jewish custom or that 
Greek custom. It doesn’t seem like 
anything definitive can be said about 
it. Still, the meaning is clear: “The 
point, of course, isn’t the 
technicalities of how we do this, but 
that good order be followed.”32 

Commentary: 

The procedure the apostle Paul gives to the 

church in Corinth may seem a little strange 
to how we usually run our worship services 
and meetings, etc. But, it was how he wanted 
them to operate at that time. If someone was 
speaking, but someone else received a direct 
revelation (of what kind is not said), the first 
speaker should stop speaking and the let the 
second one speak.  

This might sound like Paul is allowing an 
element of chaos in the Corinthians worship. 
But, those who received revelation would 

only receive revelation from the Holy Spirit, 
who is an orderly God (14:33) and interested 
in their edification (14:26).  
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We have a good example of the apostles 

following this very same order for speaking, 
although outside of a worship service. In 
Acts 15, during the Jerusalem council, there 
are 3 prophets who speak: Peter, Paul and 
Barnabas. After they speak God’s Word, one 
person, James, evaluates their words based 
on Scripture and to make an application of 
what they should then do. The parallel is not 
exact, of course. This was a council, not a 
worship service, but the similarities are 
striking and it’s possible the order was 
adapted during other times of assembly. 

Either way, it shows the disciples followed 
good order, just as Paul directs here.  

1 Corinthians 14:31 

δύνασθε γὰρ καθ’ ἕνα πάντες προφητεύειν, ἵνα 
πάντες μανθάνωσιν καὶ πάντες παρακαλῶνται. 

Translation: For you can prophecy, one at a 
time, in order that all may learn and all may 
be encouraged.  

Textual Notes: 

• γὰρ – Inferential Transition 

• δύνασθε – Pres. M/P Ind. 2sg. – “You 
can” (+ comp. inf.) 

• μανθάνωσιν – Pres. Act. Subj. 3pl. – 
“They may learn.” 

• παρακαλῶνται – Pres. Pass. Subj. 3pl. 
– “They may be encouraged.” 

• ἵνα – Introduces purpose clause – “in 
order that.” The telic goal of the 
independent clause. 

Commentary: 

The inference behind Paul’s instructions for 

how these prophets should function is an 
edifying goal. His instructions are not 
arbitrary, but serve his purpose of making 
sure that those who hear the prophecy are 

                                                           
33 Ibid., 8. 

built up, in this case, by learning and being 

encouraged. “Notice how in this verse he 
now divides edification into two parts: 
instruction and application.”33  

It’s worthwhile to note that Paul prescribed 
an order for their assembly that led 
somewhere. These were not people unsure 
what was supposed to happen next. Any 
prophesying that takes place in this 
congregation should have its goal to teach 
and encourage. Our preaching, while not 
direct revelation, has the same goal. We seek 

to build up those who hear our preaching 
and teaching. Often, we seek to pass on 
some Word from God that may be new or 
reframed for the listeners. One thing is true, 
though—we strive to leave our hearer with 
the gospel ringing in their ears. They leave 
the sermon feeling encouraged, knowing 
that despite their sins, God has forgiven 
them in Christ. That is the message of 
supreme encouragement, and fits a telic goal 
of Scripture: “For everything that was 
written in the past was written to teach us, 

so that through the endurance taught in the 
Scriptures and the encouragement they 
provide we might have hope” (Romans 
15:14). 

1 Corinthians 14:32 

καὶ πνεύματα προφητῶν προφήταις ὑποτάσσεται 

Translation: And spirits of prophets are 
subject to prophets. 

Textual Notes:  

• πνεύματα – Nom. Neut. Pl. – “Spirits.” 

– The reference here is clearly to 
something that belongs to the 
prophet. Most commentators take 
this in the same way as BDAG: “the 
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representative part of human inner 

life.” Others have expanded upon this 
idea, with some beneficial notions: 
“The reference is to these spirits as 
organs of Divine revelation.”34  

• προφητῶν – Masc. Gen. Pl. – “Of 
prophets.” Genitive of possession or 
attributive genitive are the best 
descriptions here (perhaps depending 
on how you strongly you see Paul’s 
injunction that a prophet can control 
his spirit). 

• ὑποτάσσεται – Pres. Pass. Ind. 3sg. – 

“Be subject (to).” Neuter plural 
subjects often take singular verbs.35 

Commentary:  

The words are not hard to understand here, 
but as is sometimes the case when the 
vocabulary is simple, the concept is 
profound (or at least hard to understand).36 
“All three nouns in v. 32 are without the 
article, which makes it read like a proverb.”37  

The main thrust of this verse seems to be 

that a prophet is able to control his inner 
being in such a way that he would not 
disturb the order that is necessary for 
edification during the assembly. Paul seems 
to be saying, “Remember that a person who 
receives a message from God has the ability 
to wait his turn or stop himself from 
speaking.”  

Paul is advocating for self-control: “The 
statement [in verse 32]…rules out the claim 

                                                           
34 Henry E. Jacobs, George Frederick Spieker, and Carl A. Swensson, I Corinthians, II Corinthians and Galatians (New 

York: The Christian Literature Co., 1897), 115. 
35 Just like σιγάω, ὑποτάσσω is going to reoccur in verse 34. Here, the idea of subjection is good. It serves the edification of 

the church. No one is pushing back against Paul’s first two directives that tongue-speakers and prophets should be silent 

in specific contexts, but they will when he says the same thing about women.. 
36 E.g. Pretty much all of John’s Gospel. 
37 Morris, 173. 
38 Fred D. Howard, 1 Corinthians: Guidelines for God’s People (Nashville: Convention Press, 1983), 121. 

of being overwhelmed by spiritual ecstasy. 

Otherwise, Paul’s instruction, ‘Let the first 
be silent’ was impossible to obey.”38  

1 Corinthians 14:33a 

οὐ γάρ ἐστιν ἀκαταστασίας ὁ θεὸς ἀλλὰ εἰρήνης. 

Translation: For God is not [a God] of 
disorder, but of peace. 

Textual Notes: 

• γάρ – conjunction – “for.” – 
Explanatory transition. 

• ἀκαταστασίας – Fem. Gen. Sg. – “[a 

God] of disorder.” The sentence 
structure makes sense in Greek, but 
flow better in English if we supply [a 
God]. A descriptive genitive. 

• εἰρήνης – Fem. Gen. Sg. – “Of peace.” 
Anaphoric, descriptive genitive. 

Commentary:  

This last phrase may be a continuation of the 
previous verse, and serves as his true reason 
for emphasizing individual self-control for 
the sake of edification so much. But, it could 

also be a final explanation of everything he 
has said in the previous paragraph.  

Our worship of God reflects qualities of 
God. In other ways this makes sense, we 
want our worship to be beautiful, because 
God is beautiful. We want our worship to 
focus on grace, because God is a God of 
grace. But, also order. God is a God of peace, 
not confusion. So, we have an order of 
worship, we use hymnals, bulletins, projects 
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and screens, etc. All of these serve the good 

purpose of preserving the peace that 
happens during our services.  

Within the word, ἀκαταστασία, one can see 
the words, κατά+στασις. With the alpha 
prefix, the thing that was “put in place” no 
longer has a place. It’s up in the air. No one 
knows where it goes. The best way to think 
about this is to put yourself into the shoes of 
a visitor to one of our congregation. Imagine 
they’ve never been to church before. Imagine 
they have never opened a hymnal, held a 

bulletin, listened to a Bible lesson or sermon. 
At your congregation, how do they know 
they should open a hymnal? How do they 
know to follow along in the bulletin? Do 
they need to switch back and forth between 
multiple resources and pages to keep up? Is 
it obvious to them where they should go 
next? In all of that, does your congregation 
reflect that this service is going to mirror 
God’s orderliness. That this is a service of 
peace, and that confusion should not reign. 

This tumult (even internally) would reflect 

something about our God that is not true: 
“In that case ἀκαταστασία is not the disorder 
in the community, but the disturbance that 
would arise if the Spirit were at variance 
with himself.”39 While it’s true that our 
worship services can reflect positive qualities 
about God, they can also give the people 
false impressions. Is our God a loveless God? 
“Well, nobody talked to me at that church?” 
Is our God a hypocritical God? “They didn’t 
invite me back, but they were happy to take 
my money.” Is our God a contradictory God? 

“The pastor’s sermon didn’t make any sense. 
I felt like he wasn’t prepared.” We do well to 
make sure that we deliberately reflect a God 
of mercy, forgiveness, and peace in our 

                                                           
39 Conzelmann, 245. 

worship services. This short verse teaches us 

so much about God, not just in worship, but 
in all areas of life. 

One last thing to notice about the worship 
Paul mentions here. There is no central 
leadership mentioned. This is a notable 
absence. Does that mean there was no pastor 
or elder to direct the affairs of the service? 
Does that mean the Spirit simply directed all 
the affairs of the church in some way? Who 
was in charge of organizing the meetings 
and putting together the order of speakers, 

etc.? Who function for them as a pastor does 
for us today? Paul does not answer that 
question. For us to speak one way or the 
other would be speculation. Whatever the 
particulars were of the Corinthian church’s 
service, we know Paul was trying to preserve 
order, and that may have happened with or 
without a central leader. 

1 Corinthians 14:33b 

Ὡς ἐν πάσαις ταῖς ἐκκλησίαις τῶν ἁγίων 

Translation: As in all the churches of the 

saints… 

Textual Notes: 

• ἐκκλησίαις – Fem. Dat. Pl. – 
“Churches.” I haven’t spent much 
time on this word up this point 
because it has been possible to talk 
about it in a general way. Most have 
no problem understanding this word 
in the previous statements as 
referring to an assembly of 
Christians, a congregation or church. 

But, here it gets murky with Paul’s 
words to women. Are these really the 
churches of the saints Paul is talking 
about? For example: “The assemblies 
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of the saints should not be restricted 

to ‘churches’, but to any meet-up that 
brings Christians together. Christ 
uses this same word in Matthew 
18:17, and churches were not in 
existence yet, not even house 
churches. The apostle is not 
concerned with distinct 
congregations, but all assemblies of 
the believers. All Christians should be 
orderly in their lives as they 
demonstrate God’s own order. This is 
also why these words are best 

included with the instructions about 
worship order and not with his 
commands to women.”40 The 
understanding of this word is 
consequential for understanding the 
placement of 14:33b with 14:33a or 
with 14:34.  
 
Scripture uses this word to describe 
other assemblies, but rarely [e.g. Acts 
19:32 – a casual gathering; or 19:39 – 
“in the legal assembly (Gk: ἐν τῇ 

ἐννόμῳ ἐκκλησίᾳ)”]. In every other 
instance of ἐκκλησία a community of 
people who gather purposefully 
because of a shared belief is meant, 
either Jews (e.g. Ac 7:38, Heb 2:12, et 
al.), Christian congregations (e.g. Ac 
15:22, Rom 16:5, Col 4:15, Phm 2, et 
al.), or the entire Christian Church 
(e.g. Ac 9:31, Eph 1:22, 1 Ti 3:15, et 
al.). Matthew 18:17 is the exceptional 
case of this word referring to a 

gathering of people that is likely 
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believers, but such a thing cannot be 

definitively said to be a church. 
Nevertheless, that verse should not be 
the lens through which we view all 
other occurrences of ἐκκλησία. 
Instead, we should view that one 
instance through the others. Most 
often, ἐκκλησία refers to a gathering 
of believers for worship or to all 
Christians, the Una Sancta. Here, 
individual congregations are 
mentioned, and it is best to take it 
that way. 

Commentary: 

I separated this have of the verse from the 
previous one because of the serious debate 
concerning whether it connects with the 
previous half-verse or the following verse. 
The decision cannot be made on grammar 
alone: “Because there is in neither the 
preceding nor the following clause a ‘houtos’ 
corresponding to the ‘hos’ with which this 
clause begins, it is impossible to make a final 
decision on this question on the basis of 

grammar.”41  

Those who make arguments in either 
direction must rely on the context. It should 
also be noted how various versions handle 
this phrase. UBS includes this section with 
verse 34, but SBL with verse 33. The KJV 
includes it with verse 33, but nearly all 
modern versions with verse 34.42 
Commentators are also going to go either 
way: “We should probably place a full stop 
after peace and take what follows with the 
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next verse.”43, 44 And, “it is a very 

appropriate termination of the declaration 
concerning the importance of observing 
turns in prophesying.”45  

We must leave this as an open question, but 
we should examine the implications of its 
placement with either verse.  

If the clause goes with the previous half-
verse, what does ὡς compare? The first half 
of the verse certifies that God is a God of 
peace. Does Paul’s argument need further 
clarification and certification that all the 

other churches believe thus, just in case the 
Corinthians don’t? Does the ὡς connect even 
further back to how the prophets function, 
so he is asserting that is how all the churches 
work?46 Perhaps, Paul is simply tying 
together his whole argument with this final 
clincher? Certainly, that is one way to 
understand it’s placement here, and likely 
the best: “If we, however, remember that the 
congregation in Corinth was Paul’s 
Sorgekind47 and that almost every chapter in 
this letter had dealt with disorder of some 

kind, the kind of disorder that we meet in no 
other congregation addressed by Paul, it 
would not be out of place for Paul to 
contrast the disorder in Corinth with the 
more orderly procedures followed by other 
congregations. In that context it would no 
longer seem totally out of place for the 

                                                           
43 Morris, 173. 
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that is not genuine. Those often ignore these verses or remove them. More of this argument will be examined with those 

verses. 
45 Jacobs, Spieker, and Swensson, 115. 
46 Consider again the quote cited by footnote 45. 
47 German for problem-child. 
48 Becker, Exegesis, 1. 
49 Lockwood, 503. 
50 Ibid. 503, emphasis original. 
51 Morris, 173. 

apostles to say that God is not a God of 

disorder but of peace (also in Corinth) as 
(He is) in all the churches of the saints.”48 

On the other hand, if attached to the follow 
verses, that means Paul is giving a direction 
to the Corinthians that is followed already by 
the rest of Christendom, but they have not. 
Considering that women were already 
functioning as prophets to some degree 
(11:5) perhaps that is what he has in mind. 
In addition, “especially in view of the echo of 
this phrase in 14:36 makes more sense to 

link 14:33b with 14:34.”49 

There are problems with both view, as well. 
“Many modern interpreters find it hard to 
conceive of Paul making such an awkward 
and obvious statement: ‘God is not a God of 
disorder but of peace, as in all churches.’”50 
In other words, doesn’t each church have the 
same God? “It is difficult to think that such a 
far-reaching principle should be qualified as 
no more than the custom of the churches.”51 
But on the other hand isn’t it far more 
redundant to have ταῖς ἐκκλησίαις used twice 

in the same sentence, in the span of only six 
words?  

However you take these words, keep in mind 
that the meaning of either verse is not 
dramatically changed. Paul is clearly laying 
down directions for all congregations. The 
purpose of order fits with all congregations, 
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and that means women have a place in that 

order in all congregations. “It will have little 
or no effect on the meaning of the passage, 
or on the conclusions to which this passage 
leads us.”52 

1 Corinthians 14:34 

αἱ γυναῖκες ἐν ταῖς ἐκκλησίαις σιγάτωσαν· οὐ 
γὰρ ἐπιτρέπεται αὐταῖς λαλεῖν, ἀλλὰ 
ὑποτασσέσθωσαν, καθὼς καὶ ὁ νόμος λέγει. 

Translation: The women in the churches are 
to keep on being silent. For they are not 
allowed to speak, but they should be in 

submission, just as even the law says. 

Textual Notes:  

• ἐν ταῖς ἐκκλησίαις – Prep. + Fem. Dat. 
Pl. – “In the churches.” Notice how 
the concept before and after frame 
these words. There is no relative 
pronoun, and the following verb is 
strong. Paul is emphasizing the 
context. He was nearly as emphatic in 
pointing out the context for “tongue” 
speakers and the prophets. 

• σιγάτωσαν – Pres. Act. Imv. 3pl. – 
“Let them continue/keep on being 
silent.” This is the third time Paul has 
used this word in this selection (cf. 
14:28 & 30). There is little to no 
discussion on whether this word 
might mean something else. It means 
what it means. It’s hard to explain 
away this verse based solely on 
vocabulary or grammar.  

• γὰρ – Inferential conj. 

• ἐπιτρέπεται – Pres. Pass. Ind. 3sg. – 
“It is not permitted.”  

• ὑποτασσέσθωσαν – Pres. Pass. Subj. 
3pl. Deponent – “They should be in 
submission.” This is the second time 
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Paul uses this word in this section (cf. 

32).  
Commentary: 
These words and the following verses are the 
primary purpose for this paper, but putting 
them in context is always beneficial (even if 
the author is a little verbose). So much has 
been written about these words, but there 
are four main positions a person could take: 
(1) These words are an interpolation into the 
text that is not Pauline and should be 
removed or ignored; (2) Paul is quoting 
something from the letter the Corinthians 

sent to him and disproving it, thus affirming 
that women should speak authoritatively in 
the congregation; (3) Paul is addressing only 
the (a) Corinthian wives, not single women 
or widows, or a (b) group of chatty women, 
or (c) the women in Corinthian culture 
alone, etc.; or (4) Paul is instructing the 
Corinthians women to not speak in their 
congregation’s worship services 
authoritatively, either as tongue-speakers or 
as prophets, even if they could. It should 
also be noted that if you come down on the 

fourth option, the way forward is not 
necessarily clear. There are different ways to 
apply that position as well: (a) The 
instructions about women are to be followed 
as they appear; (b) the spirit or principle 
should be followed as reflected by our 
culture; or (c) these words reflect only an 
early understanding in Paul’s teaching, but 
his doctrine evolved as he traveled and 
became more familiar with Greek cultures. 

(1) It has been in vogue for a while to 

consider these words unoriginal. For those 
who have a high view of the text, this seems 
unthinkable especially considering the lack 
of textual evidence for this. The only thing 
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that comes close to indicating a textual 

difficulty is that these verses are moved to 
follow v. 40 in some versions.53 Yet, they are 
extant in every manuscript, including our 
oldest, P46. In addition, keeping these words 
in their usual position follows the textual 
critical philosophy of lectio difficilior potior: 
“All things being equal, the most difficult 
reading has the greatest claim to 
authenticity, since it can be demonstrated 
that scribes tended to smooth out perceived 
rough spots, not invent difficulties. Clearly, 
on intrinsic grounds inclusion of verses 34-

35 after verse 33 is the lectio difficilior, the 
‘harder reading.’”54 There is no textual 
reason to consider these words as an 
interpolation. 

Instead, reading these words as an 
interpolation comes from what see as 
internal evidence: “These words are…a post-
Pauline interpolation. Not only is the appeal 
to the law un-Pauline, but the verses 
contradict 11:5. The injunctions reflect the 
misogynism of 1 Tim 2:11-14 and probably 

stem from the same circle.”55 Were these 
words included by a misogynistic sect? If 
that were the case, their insertion into the 
text would have had to be early, since every 
copy since that time has these words. That 
premise seems unlikely. In addition, was that 
sect more concerned with harmonizing with 
1 Timothy 2:11-14, “A woman should learn 
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in quietness and full submission,” etc.? If so, 

this hypothetical circle of misogynists had to 
have the prowess to use the same 
phraseology and vocabulary as Paul in the 
preceding verses of chapter 14 and flawlessly 
connect this section to 1 Timothy 2. In 
taking care to do that, does it also make 
sense that they would have then somehow 
missed that these words contradict 1 
Corinthians 11:5, “Every woman who prays 
or prophesies,” etc.? Either these 
misogynists are incredibly genius or dense, 
but not both.56  

There really are no good reasons to excise 
this portion from the text, and to do so often 
reflects a previous bias, that the true “Paul” 
is the one who wrote 1 Corinthians 11:5 and 
other verses like Galatians 3:28, “There is 
neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor 
free, nor is there male and female, for you 
are all one in Christ Jesus.” But, Carson 
makes the sarcastic comment: “I confess I 
am always surprised by the amount of 
energy and ingenuity expended to rescue 

Paul from himself and conform him to our 
image.”57 

(2) Due to the textual evidence, many are not 
willing to call this a straight gloss or 
interpolation, so they take a soft approach. 
They assert that Paul is quoting from 
previous Corinthian words in order to 
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disprove them: “1 Cor 14:34–35 was not 

Paul’s position but was a quotation of the 
Corinthians’ position that Paul proceeded to 
refute. […] It is one of the most tragic ironies 
in the history of biblical interpretation that 
the very text Paul penned to guarantee the 
unrestricted ecclesiastical participation of 
women has often been unwittingly yet 
effectively falsified to deny women this 
right.”58 This position allows them to 
discount the command here, but not dismiss 
the text. Or, they can say, Paul didn’t believe 
these words, but they were part of the book. 

Paul does use quotation-refutation devices in 
other places within 1 Corinthians. For 
example, “‘I have the right to do anything,’ 
you say—but not everything is beneficial. ‘I 
have the right to do anything’—but I will not 
be mastered by anything. You say, ‘Food for 
the stomach and the stomach for food, and 
God will destroy them both.’ The body, 
however, is not meant for sexual immorality 
but for the Lord, and the Lord for the body” 
(1 Cor 6:12-13).59 The difference between 

those verses and 14:33b-35 is how Paul sets 
off his quotations. In some way Paul sets off 
those words as something he will soon 
refute, but he doesn’t do that here: “That 
Paul does quote from the Corinthians’ letter 
no one disputes. But the instances that are 
almost universally recognized as quotations 
enjoy certain common characteristics: they 
are short; they are usually followed by 
sustained qualification; Paul’s response is 
unambiguous, even sharp. The first two 
criteria utterly fail if we assume verses 34-35 

are a quotation from the letter sent by the 
Corinthians.”60 Despite the fervent assertions 
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of some authors, there is no grammatical 

indications that set up a quotation-refutation 
device. It should also be noted, that if one 
begins to see anything they disagree with in 
Paul’s letters as a quotation-refutation 
device, you have divorced the Word from its 
meaning based on your own preferences. 
This option is not tenable. 

(3) The most common argument is that Paul 
is not completely forbidding women from 
speaking, but is only addresses a certain 
group of women. Thus, the comment is not 
binding on all women of all time, but only 
the women supposed being addressed. (a) A 
common example is the only one that has 
some textual evidence behind it, that Paul is 
addressing the wives of the Corinthians 
men. Textually, this would correspond with 
τοὺς ἰδίους ἄνδρας in 14:35. The difficulty of 
such arguments is twofold. First, both γυνή 
and ἀνήρ can mean “wife and husband” or 
“woman and man.” The denotation is 
determined by context. If the context here is 
referring to only husbands and wives, that 

necessarily excludes single women and 
widows. Such an assertion seems illogical. In 
addition, these commands in other places 
describing corporate worship, it makes much 
more sense that both genders are addressed 
rather than just married couples (cf. 11:2ff. 
and 1 Timothy 2). Wouldn’t that make 
marriage into some form of patriarchy? “It is 
argued that these words must be translated 
‘their own husbands.’ But while this is 
possible the translation ‘their own men’ is 
not definitively excluded. And even if it 

were, it would still not prove that the women 
of verse 34 are all wives. It would only mean 
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that some of these women would have to 

have their desire to learn satisfied in some 
other way. They might, for example, ask 
some of their women friends to get the 
desired information from their husbands.”61 
In addition, “Here we have Paul not only 
strapped into a bourgeois mentality but also 
guilty of the worst sort of religious jingoism: 
knowing what he says is preposterous and 
preparing for the backlash by appealing to 
the Lord’s authority! I confess I cannot help 
entertaining the suspicion that [those who 
argue this way] tells us more of [themselves] 

than it does of Paul.”62 

(b) Others argue that Paul is addressing 
women who want to talk too much during 
the service. A few explanations for why this 
might be has been proposed. First, a cultural 
explanation: “Middle Eastern society is 
predominantly an oral culture. […] A 
university professor will have the attention 
of the class and turn to write something on 
the blackboard. The moment he or she 
pauses to write, the entire class breaks out 

talking. They are not inattentive or rude, 
they are simply turning to a fellow student 
and chatting about the subject. This social 
style is particularly prominent at meetings of 
women. Taking advantage of any pause, 
women will often begin talking out loud—
sometimes to themselves. They are simply 
verbalizing the information they have heard 
in order to better absorb and retain it.”63 I 
think that there is genuinely something to 
this explanation. Too often, we can miss the 
cultural implications while we exegize a text, 

but none of this is in the book of 1 
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Corinthians. There are no modifiers on αἱ 

γυναῖκες. Paul creates a blanket statement, 
and then he even backs it up and explains it 
multiple times. Never once in all of those 
verses does he hint that the focus is this 
cultural problem. We have to read that into 
the text.  

A second explanation is that these women 
were unused to the freedom accorded of 
learning in a synagogue-like atmosphere. 
Thus, their excitement caused them to talk 
too much: “This interpretation suggests that 

the church was set up similar to a first 
century synagogue where the men and 
women sat on opposite sides during the 
meeting. The women, having a new-found 
freedom in Christ, were asking their 
husbands questions across the aisle. This 
was, as one would expect, distracting to the 
service.”64 If this is true, though, why does 
Paul not address the men who were part of 
the problem? Why does he not qualify any of 
the nouns or verbs? Again, this is an 
argument from silence.  

(c) Lastly, some have asserted that Paul is 
just addressing the women of the 
Corinthians culture. But, this argument 
shows the same weakness. It’s just not there. 
There’s no evidence that this is the case. And 
if there was, how does the rectify Paul’s 
directions in 1 Corinthians 11 about the 
women who prophecy? Does that mean that 
women in Corinth alone were not allowed to 
speak for some reason, or that the 
Corinthian women alone were allowed to 
speak? There isn’t a way to keep this logical, 
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because Paul doesn’t intend this. Instead, he 

is adding to the text.  

It should be seen before we move on to the 
fourth option that the first three fail, but 
none of them are entirely unwarranted. 
Their main problem is they’re going from 
their thoughts and beliefs to Scripture to 
substantiate them. We should start with 
Scripture and let it become our thoughts and 
beliefs. If there was any reason to take these 
verses as anything but what they say, then I 
think we would. We need more pastors. 

We’re not interested in some patriarchal 
power-play. We’re interested in following 
what God says. His words here are clear, 
which means position 4 is the only one left.  

Before we get there, the connection between 
14:34-35 and 11:4-5 should be addressed. 
This is not a paper on that earlier chapter of 
this book, but a few things should be noted. 
First, the context is public worship. Second, 
Paul does give commands to women who 
were praying and prophesying in some 
capacity. Third, Paul is addressing a 

culturally specific issue. Those three thing 
complicate this issue for everyone no matter 
how you argue. We don’t have time to 
investigate Paul’s words here, but we can 
quickly harmonize what Paul says there.  

Paul acknowledged that women were 
prophesying in 11:5, but he doesn’t give any 
form of approval or judgment. He does not 
tackle that issue. Nearly every egalitarian 
commentator assumes Paul’s tacit approval 
in 11:5, but where is it? The closest one can 

come is to say, “Paul gives directions for how 
women who were praying or prophesying 
should dress.”65 But directions about 
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clothing is not approval of their speaking in 

the assembly.  

A similar situation would be if someone 
came to you and said, “Does the Bible say if 
the gods okay with me getting a tattoo?” 
How would you tackle that question? You 
have to make a choice about addressing 
either the tattoo question first or the fact 
that the person is somehow a Biblical 
polytheist. You might tackle the tattoo 
question first, because it’s easier. But, you 
aren’t going to leave the other question 

hanging. You need to lay a foundation for 
what God’s Word says. You might lay out 
how God appears in the Old Testament, 
“Hear, O Israel! The LORD our God, the 
LORD is one!” You would sprinkle in the 
Spirit in the Psalms, how the preincarnate 
Christ speaks through the prophets, how the 
Son was born of a virgin, how Jesus talked to 
his Father in heaven, and so on. After that 
foundation was laid, then you could 
introduce the concept of our Three-in-One 
God. Not three gods, but One who is Three.  

(4) Paul does something similar here. He 
tackles the easier problem—head-coverings. 
He acknowledges that women truly are 
speaking (in a way that he does not 
approve), but he doesn’t address it yet. 
Instead, he spends three chapters talking 
about worship from God’s perspective, based 
on God’s Word, and then brings it together 
chiastically to show that God seeks 
edification and order in accordance with who 
he is and the order he has created. Paul 
closes in by telling the tongue-speakers to be 

silent in certain circumstances, telling the 
prophets to be quiet in certain 
circumstances, because their spirits are in 
submission. Last, by good order, just like in 
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all of God’s churches, women should also be 

silent and in submission. They are not 
allowed to speak, because in God’s eyes this 
allows for good order: the order given in 
creation. “[Women speaking in a worship 
service] contradicts the reality of male 
headship in the church and family which was 
established by God in the creation of Adam 
and fulfilled by the incarnation of God’s Son 
as a male person. It therefore involves 
disobedience to Christ, the head of the 
church, and disrespect for his gift of order in 
the church.”66  

If God, through his inspired apostle, 
provides for good, purposeful order in a 
smaller matter like an assembly of 
Christians, he does the same thing for larger 
matters like creation. Paul sets down this 
same point in 1 Timothy 2:11-13, “A woman 
should learn in quietness and full 
submission. I do not permit a woman to 
teach or to assume authority over a man; she 
must be quiet. For Adam was formed first, 
then Eve.” The order is important, and Paul 

signifies that it was intentional. This order of 
creation even affects the Lord himself, who 
was incarnate as a man, not a woman, so 
that he can be the head of the church. For 
anyone to throw this order out, assert that it 
does not apply any longer, or make some 
such argument, they are treating not only 
God’s orderliness as incidental, but scorning 
his incarnation, his birth, his nature, his 
lordship over the church, etc.  

There’s also one thing that is generally 
unstated in this text—the implied command 

that everyone be silent during these 
assemblies. Not everyone should speak for 
good order, to build up. The restriction to be 
silent is given, either explicitly or implicitly, 
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to everyone except the three or four people 

who will speak during the worship service. 
This submission is not an injustice against 
anyone. It’s the humbly submission of 
people who wish to imitate the humble 
submission Christ underwent for us. Paul 
even starts this whole worship section of this 
book from chapter 11 until now this way: 
“Follow my example, as I follow the example 
of Christ” (1 Cor 12:1). So, to argue that 
both σιγάω and ὑποτάσσω are some sort of 
power-play completely overlooks the context 
and the mere fact that Christians aren’t all 

about power. If God gives a special form of 
submission to women, isn’t that to their 
glory? God has given them a way to honor 
their husbands, their fathers, their brothers, 
their sons, and demonstrate for them an 
aspect of love that Christ also showed to us. 
Wasn’t he silent as he submitted himself to 
his executioners? “He was oppressed and 
afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth; he 
was led like a lamb to the slaughter, and as a 
sheep before its shearers is silent, so he did 
not open his mouth” (Isaiah 53:7). 

The clarity of this verse is uncontested. “We 
do well to remember that σιγάτωσαν is a 
word with a very definite and restricted 
meaning. σιγη is a much more restrictive 
word than its synonym which Paul uses in 
discussing the role of women in 1 Timothy, 
ἡσυχίᾳ. When Paul says there that the 
woman should be in ἡσυχίᾳ, this does not 
necessarily mean that she should be silent 
and say nothing. ἡσυχίᾳ, while it can mean 
silence, is more often used in the sense of 

quietness, calmness, rest, and peace. There 
can be no doubt, however, that when Paul 
says, ‘σιγάτωσαν,’ he is directing the women 
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not to speak in the church.”67 Those that 

attempt to use 11:5 as a sedes doctrinae for 
women authoritatively speaking in a service, 
or as a way to dismiss 14:34-35, are elevating 
an unclear passage over a clear one. This is 
an easy example of poor hermeneutics. 

(a) Even if someone takes the position that 
these words are authentically Pauline and 
that his intent is that these words should be 
followed as he meant, the way can still be 
murky. This paper takes the position that the 
words should be followed as they appear, as 

long as they are not taken to absurdism, or 
absurdum fugendi. In other words, does Paul 
mean that women must not ever speak in a 
worship service? Are they allowed to chant 
the responses, sing hymns, pray 
responsively, chide their children? The 
exegetical principle of absurdum fugendi 
states that we should always follow the 
intended meaning of a text, but not if 
manifest absurdity would result. Yet, this 
rule cannot be applied without reserve. No 
one can assert that something is an 

absurdum except the Holy Spirit. In this 
way, something that appears as a case of 
absurdum fugendi does not allow to dismiss 
a text, but rather pushes us to examine God’s 
Word deeper. Becker writes: “It would surely 
be a manifest absurdity to interpret Paul’s 
words to mean that women are never to utter 
any sounds in the church service under any 
and all conditions. That manifest absurdity 
follows from everything that the Bible says 
about the honored place that women hold in 
the Savior’s kingdom as heirs together with 

men of the grace of life. Should they be 
altogether silent while the praises of the 
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Lord are being sung or when the faith is 

being confessed, when out of the fullness of 
the heart the mouth speaks?”68 Silence and 
submission do not denigrate women to 
beings of lesser importance or lesser 
recipients of God’s mercy.  

It is here that we must uphold God’s grace to 
them, that they are justified in Christ. Those 
who wrestle with this command, even godly 
faithful WELS women, must come down to 
recognizing that God can command silence 
and submission, and still pour out his full 

grace on them. This apparent contradiction 
is one we cannot adequately rectify, but we 
hold both these truths in tension.  

(b) As part of the preparation for this paper, 
I emailed one of the women in my city who 
serves as a pastor.69 In the exchange of 
emails, I asked how she understand 14:34. 
She responded: “I understand it as a way of 
order in that time and in that place (culture). 
I believe that way of order is not static. It can 
and should change with time and with place 
(culture). As a for instance, we do not (as the 

Bible states) stone children who are 
disobedient to their parents (Exodus 21:17, 
Deuteronomy 21:18-21) nor do we put 
people to death for not keeping the sabbath 
(Exodus 31:14).”70 Her answer shows what I 
believe is the most common understanding 
for these words in modern Christendom. 
People assume that these words applied at 
that time culturally, but they no longer apply 
today. A number of assumptions need to be 
made for that to be true. First, it assumes 
that something culturally required women to 

be silent. Did such a stigma exist? “For 
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women to take on themselves the role of 

instructors would have been to discredit 
Christianity in the eyes of most people. 
Indeed, among the Greeks women were 
discouraged from saying anything in 
public.”71 But, is Paul speaking about 
avoiding a bad reputation from outsiders in 
this section? Where does Paul say that he is 
laying down these rules for the sake of 
outsiders? If Paul was concerned about that, 
couldn’t he have taken it further? Couldn’t 
they have gotten rid of their agape feasts, 
since Christians were being accused of 

cannibalism? Couldn’t he have used more 
politically friendly terms for God, like 
referring to God as Zeus every now and then 
or drawing connections to how similar our 
“mythology” is to theirs? If Paul was 
concerned with not standing out from 
culture, there would be far more evidence of 
it in his writings. But, doesn’t he say in this 
letter: “Jews demand signs and Greeks look 
for wisdom, but we preach Christ crucified: a 
stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to 
Gentiles” (1 Cor 1:23). The opinion of those 

on the outside looking in wasn’t Paul’s 
concern. Paul was devoted to Christ and 
following his Word. 

Lastly, nearly 200 years after these words 
were written, they were still being followed 
and under stood as instructions to 
continuously be followed: “Philip had four 
daughters who prophesied?  If they could do 
it, why can we not let our own prophetesses 
speak? We may answer this question as 
follows. First, if our prophetesses have 

spoken, show us the signs of prophecy in 
them. Second, even if the daughters of Philip 
did prophesy, they did not do so inside the 
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church. Likewise in the Old Testament, 

although Deborah was reputed to be a 
prophetess, there is no indication that she 
ever corporately addressed the people in the 
way that Isaiah or Jeremiah did. The same is 
true of Huldah.”72 The early Christian 
church’s practice is not definitive, but 
interesting and a valuable witness. 

(c) The last argument is that these words 
reflect an early understanding in Paul, but 
that he eventually wised up and learned that 
women could do that job as well as men. 

This theory is also an argument from silence. 
There is no evidence in the later letters of 
Paul that he changed his position on the 
order of creation and the headship of man. 
Anyone who holds this argument does so 
without any evidence: “It is not heretical to 
assert Paul grew in his understanding of 
God’s Word, and even completely changed 
his mind about some things. He certainly 
would have changed his mind about how 
valuable women are.”73 

Two last points should be made about this 

verse. First, to whom should these women 
be in submission? Paul does not say. Instead, 
it is valuable to see these words as referring 
to their attitude. Christians are ready to 
submit, and these women were, as well. But 
to whom? Some more specific parties could 
be listed, but Paul doesn’t. The point is their 
attitude. Similar to 1 Timothy 2, “A woman 
should learn in quietness and full 
submission.” One author points out, 
“Subordination is for the sake of function 
and welfare. The child is subordinate to the 

parents for the child’s welfare, not to punish 
the child or to benefit the parents. Christ is 
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subordinate to God in carrying out the task 

of salvation. This does not degrade Christ. 
The one in the superior or upper position 
exercises love to those in the lower positions. 
That’s why Paul says that husbands should 
love their wives as Christ loved the 
church.”74  

Second, what law is Paul referring to? Paul 
characteristically quotes specific passages 
from the Old Testament, but he doesn’t 
here. He isn’t trying to cop out. “The law, 
the Torah, is more than the sum total of all 

specific entolai given by God in the OT. The 
law includes also the story of creation and all 
that is said there to reveal to us what the 
holy, immutable will of God in regard to 
human behavior.”75 Paul doesn’t specify a 
passage, but considers the message of the 
whole Torah as it teaches about the order of 
creation, the headship of man, etc. So, if we 
are pressed to supply a passage that Paul 
may be thinking of, I would suggest Genesis 
2:18, “I will make a helper suitable for him.” 
In defense, I would point out that Paul 

appeals to the order of creation already in 
11:8-9, “For man did not come from woman, 
but woman from man; neither was man 
created for woman, but woman for man.” 
Since Paul was laying the groundwork that 
would eventually lead up to his point in 
these verses, this appeal seems most logical. 
Carson agrees: “The passage from Genesis 2 
does not enjoin silence, of course, but it does 
suggest that because man was made first and 
woman was made for man, some kind of 
pattern has been laid down regarding the 

roles the two play. Paul understands from 
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this creation order that woman is to be 

subject to man.”76 If we consider once again, 
how closely Paul’s enjoinder parallels 1 
Timothy 2, a definite connection can be 
teased out between the order of creation and 
how Paul applies it to the roles of men and 
women in the church. “I do not permit a 
woman to teach or to assume authority over 
a man; she must be quiet. For Adam was 
formed first, then Eve” (1 Tim 2:12-13, 
emphasis mine). 

1 Corinthians 14:35 

εἰ δέ τι μαθεῖν θέλουσιν, ἐν οἴκῳ τοὺς ἰδίους 
ἄνδρας ἐπερωτάτωσαν· αἰσχρὸν γάρ ἐστιν 
γυναικὶ λαλεῖν ἐν ἐκκλησίᾳ. 

Translation: And if they want to learn 
something, let them ask their own men at 
home. For it is shameful for a women to 
speak in the church. 

Textual Notes: 

• ἐπερωτάτωσαν – Pres. Act. Imv. 3pl. – 
“Let them ask.” 

Commentary: 

Paul continues to explain his directions for 
women in church. While supporting the 
authenticity and goodness of this text, a 
person may miss the underlying goal of Paul. 
“Paul is here concerned with the way women 
should learn. He does not argue for this; he 
takes it for granted. He simply says that they 
should ask their questions of their husbands 
at home.”77 Paul, for the sake of edification 
and order, is facilitating how women can 
take away the most from a worship service. 

The point is not that he’s taking away power, 
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dignity, honor, or denying the Spirit or call 

of women, etc. He is ensuring that all of 
them can be edified. The system he puts into 
place is for women to discuss questions with 
their “men” at home.78 Daughters should 
talk to their fathers; wives to their husbands; 
sisters to their brothers.  

One can anticipate the objection that this 
leaves out widows and women without any 
family. That objection carries weight. It’s 
why the Lord so often rises to defend the 
case of the fatherless and widows. It’s why 

James writes: “Religion that God our Father 
accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look 
after orphans and widows in their distress” 
(James 1:27). Should we not have mercy, as 
the Lord even had mercy on his own 
mother? “When Jesus saw his mother there, 
and the disciple whom he loved standing 
nearby, he said to her, ‘Woman, here is your 
son,’ and to the disciple, ‘Here is your 
mother.’ From that time on, this disciple 
took her into his home” (John 19:27-28).  

One author comments: “Across the Middle 

East, without exception, honor and shame 
are primary categories. Every noble person is 
expected to act honorably and avoid all 
things shameful. As categories that permeate 
every aspect of life, the concept of shame can 
be used for casual occurrences. […] Paul 
does not say, ‘This is illegal.’ Nor does he 
label their chatting ‘immoral.’ Rather it is 
‘shameful’. The cultural equivalent in 
English might be the Victorian sense of 
‘improper.’ […] It is ‘not done.’”79 Shame and 
honor are not concepts that affect us as 

deeply as they did those in ancient times of 
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the Near East. Our Western culture is not an 

honor culture. Paul’s assertion of “shame” is 
weighty. But, it is not a cultural shame that 
he is asserting, here. While shame may affect 
some in a greater or lesser way depending on 
their cultural context, shame is something 
every Christian can understand: “Whatever 
is in conflict with God’s law ought to be 
shameful in the eyes of God’s people. 
Whenever the speaking of a woman gives 
evidence of a lack of awe and respect for the 
holy and immutable will of God in regard to 
human behavior, the sensibilities and 

consciences of God’s people are wounded. 
Such awe and respect for the will of God 
ought to be especially manifest ‘in church,’ 
when God’s people gather to hear His Word 
and to sing His praises.”80  

1 Corinthians 14:36 

ἢ ἀφ’ ὑμῶν ὁ λόγος τοῦ θεοῦ ἐξῆλθεν, ἢ εἰς ὑμᾶς 
μόνους κατήντησεν; 

Translation: Or, did the Word of God come 
from you, or did it come to you only?  

Textual Notes: 

• ἢ - This is the regular conjunction. 
Some commentators have tried to 
make an entire argument to dismiss 
the previous verses based on this one 
word: “Though it’s used in various 
ways, at times Paul used ἢ as an 
emotional rebuttal to express 
disapproval of existing situations. It’s 
called an ‘expletive of disassociation’ 
by Greek scholars. The closest 

equivalent to ἢ in English would be 
‘What?’ or ‘Nonsense!’ or ‘No way!’ 
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This was what Paul probably meant 

when he put ἢ at the beginning of a 
question. […] Notice how Paul used 
this expletive of disassociation twice 
in rapid succession in 1 Cor. 
14:36…and you can see that Paul was 
probably quoting a slogan of some of 
the Corinthian believers.”81 This is a 
misunderstanding of how the particle 
is used.  

Commentary:  

Paul uses a rhetorical device in this verse 

that intensifies what comes before it. This 
device is well demonstrated throughout 
Scripture, but unlike the quote above it is 
not done to express disapproval, but to 
intensify. A good example is 1 Corinthians 
6:8-9, “The very fact that you have lawsuits 
among you means you have been completely 
defeated already. Why not rather be 
wronged? Why not rather be cheated? 
Instead you yourselves cheat and do wrong, 
and you do this to your brothers and sisters. 
Or (ἢ) do you not know that wrongdoers will 

not inherit the kingdom of God?” In other 
words, they were cheating and doing wrong 
to each other, but if they had trouble 
accepting that, then they need to own up to 
his second statement—all of this intensifies 
his assertion that they have already been 
defeated. Another example is Christ’s words 
in Matthew 20:15, “(ἢ) Don’t I have the right 
to do what I want with my own money? Or 
(ἢ) are you envious because I am generous?” 
Again, you accept the first clause, but if you 
want to push back against it, then you better 

realize the truth of this second statement. All 
of this intensifies the fact that the landowner 
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could pay whatever he wanted. So, if the first 

clause is “refuted,” then the second clause 
must stand. 

Paul is doing the same thing here. He is 
saying, “Did the Word come from you?” Of 
course, they’ll say it didn’t. But, if there’s 
anyone who pushes back because of his 
words above (not just 11:34-35, but all of 
them), then the second clause stands true—
they can’t be the only people that God’s 
Word has reached. That would be absurd. 
Carson suggests: “So he continues, ‘Or [if 

you find it so hard to grant this, then 
consider:] did the word of God originate 
with you? Or are you the only people it has 
reached?’ This is part and parcel of Paul’s 
frequent insistence in this letter that the 
Corinthian church return to the common 
practice and perspective of the other 
churches.”82 

1 Corinthians 14:37 

Εἴ τις δοκεῖ προφήτης εἶναι ἢ πνευματικός, 
ἐπιγινωσκέτω ἃ γράφω ὑμῖν ὅτι κυρίου ἐστὶν 

ἐντολή· 

Translation: If someone thinks that they are 
a prophet or spiritual, let them recognize 
these things I write to you as the command 
of the Lord. 

Textual Notes: 

• πνευματικός – Masc. Nom. Sg. Adj. – 
“Spiritual.” This is a loaded term in 
this letter. Compare 1 Corinthians 
2:14-15, “The person without the 
Spirit does not accept the things that 

come from the Spirit of God but 
considers them foolishness, and 
cannot understand them because they 
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are discerned only through the Spirit 

(πνευματικῶς). The person with the 
Spirit (ὁ πνευματικὸς) makes 
judgments about all things.”  

• ἐπιγινωσκέτω – Pres. Act. Imv. 3sg. – 
“Let them recognize.” 

Commentary: 

As noted above, Paul is giving an objective 
test for the Corinthians. Those who were 
prophets or had the Holy Spirit would 
recognize that his Word were truly a 
command of God. Those without the Spirit 

with think these things were foolish, but 
they couldn’t deny the objectivity that comes 
from having an inspired prophet. Lockwood 
adds: “Anyone claiming prophetic or 
spiritual discernment should recognize that 
to defy Paul at this point is to defy the Lord 
himself.”83 

1 Corinthians 14:38 

εἰ δέ τις ἀγνοεῖ, ἀγνοεῖται. 

Translation: But if does not recognize [it], 
he is not recognized. 

Commentary: 

What a short, ominous verse! Behind the 
words of Paul, hear echoed Christ’s own 
warning: “If anyone is ashamed of me and 
my words in this adulterous and sinful 
generation, the Son of Man will be ashamed 
of them when he comes in his Father’s glory 
with the holy angels” (Mark 8:38). Worse 
still, only those with the Spirit would 
recognize the Lord’s command, but the one 
who does not recognize the command 

merely claims to have the Spirit. He is a 
pretender who will not be recognized: “I 
never knew you” (Matthew 7:23).  
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1 Corinthians 14:39 

ὥστε, ἀδελφοί [μου], ζηλοῦτε τὸ προφητεύειν 
καὶ τὸ λαλεῖν μὴ κωλύετε γλώσσαις· 

Translation: So then, my brothers, seek 
prophesying, and do not forbid speaking 
tongues. 

Textual Notes: 

• ἀδελφοί – Masc. Voc. Pl. – “Brothers.” 
Does Paul here mean both men and 
women? He could, but because he 
seems to encourage public 

prophesying, perhaps it is wise to 
limit this to just men. The NIV 2011 
does itself a disservice by translating, 
“brothers and sisters.” One author 
jumps on this and runs with it: 
“Women were doing these things 
with the full knowledge and apparent 
blessing of church leaders—including 
Paul. In fact, just a few verses earlier 
(sic), in 1 Corinthians 14:39, Paul was 
encouraging the women of the church 
to prophesy alongside their 

brothers.”84  

Commentary: 

There is little to say about these last verses 
that has not been said in the previous notes. 
Paul is wrapping up his section on worship, 
but getting to jump into his great 
resurrection chapter.  

1 Corinthians 14:40 

πάντα δὲ εὐσχημόνως καὶ κατὰ τάξιν γινέσθω. 

Translation: But let all things be done 

fittingly and according to order. 
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Conclusion 

Paul is concerned, above all, with the 
building up of worshippers when they 
assemble. Whoever speaks, let them do it 
reflecting qualities that are true of God—
that he is a God of peace. Also, Paul 
demonstrates a clear understanding that the 
order of creation has an impact on the 
worship lives of God’s people. He gives clear, 
permanent directives for women to remain 
silent in the churches. Any attempts to 
circumvent or dismiss these claims fail. But, 

let the reader note: “The sheer vehemence 
that has surrounded the treatment of this 
[section of Scripture] in recent years attests 
that we are facing more than an occasional 
lapse of exegetical judgment. We are facing 
an ideology that is so certain of itself that in 
the hands of some, at least, the text is not 
allowed to speak for itself.”85 
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