
2.3.  1 Corinthians 11  14 
 As traditionally translated, two passages in this section of 1 Corinthians certainly seem to 
give evidence as to whether or not Paul permitted women to speak out publicly in the assemblies of 
the churches.  Thus, these two are generally considered important for the question of woman 
officers. Yet, neither those arguing for or against permitting the ordination of women today (nor 
commentators generally)  consider either passage to have an immediate concern for the topics of 
teaching, rule or office in the church.  As such, based on the ‘hermeneutical prolegomena’  discussed 
above, these passages are inherently less important for our study than 1 Timothy 2:12 which 
explicitly discusses teaching and rule, and which has been considered by at least one exegetical pillar 
of all reformed churches (Calvin) to pertain directly to the question of female ministers.  On the 
other hand, the problems in chapter 11, as well as the troubling question of the relation of 11 to 14, 
make this passage much more difficult than 1 Timothy.  The result is that the following study will 
be much less thorough than the previous one and will rely much more upon fundamental principles 
of reformed interpretation than on detailed exegesis, especially those principles received and adopted 
as his own by each minister and ruling elder of the RCJ in the first chapter of  the WCF.  A 
thoroughgoing exegesis on par with our study of 1 Timothy 2:12 would require a large book. 
 Broadly speaking, the section 1 Corinthians  12-14, and possibly 11-14, is concerned to 
deal with problems that had arisen in the regular worship services at Corinth, mostly or entirely as a 
result of the use and abuse of supernatural spiritual gifts.1  However, an answer to the question of 
just where in the epistle this concern about the order in worship is first taken up is not immediately 
obvious.  The first explicit mention of the assemblies for public worship is when Paul takes up the 
Lord’s Supper (11:17-18).  Thus, in order to interpret 11:2ff. as trouble connected with chapters 
12-14, one must assume  that the praying and prophesying mentioned there was in the setting of the 
assemblies  which are not explicitly mentioned until vv 17-18. The Committee ignores this problem 
and simply assumes a position convenient for those advocating women’s ordination   that 11:2-16, 
too, has its setting in public worship.  It thus assumes that the passage implies both (a) that 
Corinthian women were praying and prophesying in that setting, and (b) that they were doing so 
with Paul’s full consent.  We believe that the Committee needs to explain why (if it has considered 
the problem) it has assumed the position it has taken on this question. 
 This difficulty, along with the knotty problem of the apparent contradiction on the issue of 
female silence between the traditional translations of 11:2ff. and 14:34ff., makes it wise to begin 
with a study of each passage in isolation from the other.  Though perhaps not intentionally, the 
Committee began by presupposing a solution to this problem with a bias towards allowing women to 
speak in church (hence pro -female officers).  We will attempt to look first at each passage without 
assuming a solution to the question of their structural or logical relationship.  Then, we will return 
to these trans-chapter questions and attempt to draw conclusions from the chapters 11-14 as a unity, 
re -examining each passage as may again be warranted. 
 
2.3.1.  The Committee ’s approach 
• Report # 4 presupposes the position, apparently continued in the later Committee reports, that 

chapters 11 through 14 are one section related to confusion in worship.   Hence, “Paul’s 
references to things pertaining to women in 11:2-16 and 14:33-36 must be understood and 
interpreted in ‘the context of order in the church/worship service.’”2 

 
2.3.1.1. Chapter 11:2-16 

1. Command:  This passage is read by Report #4 as a requirement for the wearing of veils after 

                                                 
1 Most commentators give chs. 11 -14 a title indicating that these are a unified section.  E.g., 
“Community Worship” {Hays 1997: 14}; “Third quandary: concerning spiritual gifts” {Orr 1976: xii}.  
A few split it into three sections 11:2-16, 11:17 -34 and chs. 12-14:  {Fee 1987: 22} and similarly 
{Grosheide 1953: 9}.  
2 Pages 10-11. 



the supposed pattern of Judaism,3 but then this is seemingly made more vague by the 
Supplement which calls it “an ordinary temporal and local directive” for the wearing of “head 
coverings.”4  

2. Reason:  While Report #4 claims that Paul inherited this from his Jewish upbringing, the 
Supplement is vague and unreferenced:  “The practice that when women went out(side), or 
when they did such religious activities as praying, they would put a covering on their heads, was 
according to the practices and customs of that time,” and is one which was not sinful, so Paul 
commanded the church to follow it. 

3. Paul’s Basis:  Both Report #4 and its Supplement appeal to a purported lack of “unity with 
what Genesis says,”5 apparently as a means to avoid the conclusion that Paul’s command is 
rooted in a permanent biblical principle. 6  The Supplement goes on to refer to its assertions that 
Paul’s citation is not from Genesis, but from “traditional illustrations” (similar to its speculations 
regarding 1 Tim. 2:13-14).7 

4. Handling:  The Supplement concludes that this passage is to be applied in the church today by 
not “bringing into the church a life style which ignores what are the general customs of that age, 
as long as they are not sin.” 8 

 
2.3.1.2. Chapter 14 

1. Command: The Committee acknowledges regarding 14:33bff.: “Here the silence of women 
(females) in the church is commanded,” but with respect to the apparent discrepancy, since 
chapter 11 seems to assume that women may engage in prophecy and pray (solo) in the same 
services, the committee without any explanation presupposes the interpretive priority of 
chapter 11.9  Thus, purely on the basis of its reading of chapter 11, it assumes chapter 14 to 
demand silence only “ under certain conditions.”10   

2. Reason:  The conditions are said to be “in connection with the use of charisma such as tongues 
that disturb order in worship.”  And thus the Committee asserts that “the basic intent of what 
[Paul] was saying was ‘to establish order instead of confusion of worship which arose from the 
use of charisma and disorderly prophecy, and further from Hellenistic society and culture and 
practices.”11  

3. Paul’s Basis:  The Co mmittee asserts that the reference to “as the law also says” (that women 
must be silent in church) “is unclear what section of the OT Law is meant,” but it must be 

                                                 
3 Page 12. 
4 Pages 47, 48. 
5 Pages 12, 47-48. 
6 The Committee’s links (p. 48) Paul’s appeal to the creation account to the allegation that Paul’s 
exegesis may not be in unity with what Genesis [actually] says by means of the disjunctive conjunction, 
“but.”  This communicates the idea that since Paul’s exegesis contained in his grounds may be faulty, we 
may be justified in paying less heed to that which he supports by those grounds. 
7 Page 48; The Committee gives no indication from what ancient literature in particular it asserts that 
Paul cited these ‘traditional illustrations’.  Report #4 cites Mishnah passages mentioning Jewish customs 
of veiling in public, perhaps suggesting that this stands behind Paul’s alleged requirement; p. 21. 
8 Ibid. 
9 The Supplement goes on to argue from ch. 11, “. . . but since [their] public praying and prophesying 
had already been recognized in 11:2ff, the demand for silence must be understood [as demanding] that it 
was to be done under certain conditions.” p. 48.  Similarly Report #4 begins its discussion: “But as it is 
written, ‘Any woman, when praying or prophesying . . .,’ so we take as a presupposition that women 
attended worship of the Corinthian church, and therein held, for example, functions and responsibilities,” 
p. 11, emphasis added. 
10 Page 48. 
11 Ibid. 



referring “to the whole of the OT Scriptures.”12 
4. Handling: Thus, the Committee seems to join the report of the OPC and dismiss the relevance 

of this passage: “this text is a temporal one [sic ], without direct bearing on the problem of 
women elders.”13 Citing the OPC Report, the Committee implies that ‘the certain conditions’ are 
no longer present today, and hence the prohibition no longer applies. 

 
 For two reasons we take up preliminary ‘independent ’  study of 14:34ff. before 11:2ff.  
First and most importantly, the later passage contains an explicit command that women must be 
silent in the church.  The Committee itself, like all translations to date, reads Paul’s earlier argument 
as one requiring head coverings generally (Supplement ) or veils specifically (Report #4).  Neither 
report sees chapter 11 as directly concerned with female silence in church or any other matter vital to 
the question of women in church office.  Despite the great confidence expressed by both 
committees (RCJ and OPC) and a myriad of 20th century commentators in this assumption, the 
notion that Paul in ch. 11 approves of women praying and prophesying in public worship is an 
inference drawn from the passage, and the Committee’s own treatment states that it is not the 
message which Paul is intending to communicate directly in any particular verse or in the whole 
passage.  Hence, fo llowing 1 Timothy 2:12, the passage most pertintent to our question, the NT’s 
view of female church officers, is 14:33bff.; it will be taken up next, before 11:2ff.  
 
2.3.2.  1 Corinthians 14:33bff. 
 The Shinkyoudou (Lit.: New Joint, i.e. Romanists & Protestants) Japanese Translation 
follows closely the division of the United Bible Societies ’ Greek Text, entitling vv 26-40 “Order of 
the Assembly. ”14 Similarly, both make untitled subdivisions: 

• vv 26-33a 
• vv 33b-36 
• vv 37-40 

The overall section division is accurate, and its name suitable.  The decision to split v 33, making 
“As in all the churches of the saints”15 to be the opening phrase of the passage in question is 
likewise right.  However, the above outline of the subdivisions misses Paul’s structure and logic.  
The framework of this passage consists in a series of imperative sentences that together comprise 
Paul’s concrete commands to bring order to the Corinthian worship services, i.e., in accord with the 
previous section which outlined a theology of the function of prophesy and tongues within the 
service (in order that believers and unbelievers alike may benefit from the gifts).  There are three 
main imperative clauses with others attached to them to explain the three basic commands.   

A. Let all things be [done] unto edification. (v 26b) 
B. (If anyone speaks in tongues. . .) let one interpret. (v 27b) 
C. As in all the churches, let the women keep silent in the churches. (v 34a) 

These three commands are independent in the sense that none is tied closely by an interstitial 
conjunction to a prior command.16  Thus each is best understood as taking up a new point in Paul’s  

                                                 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid.; while purporting to quote the OPC committee’s report, in fact, the OPC Minutes record that 
committee as writing, “For the foregoing reasons, then, we conclude that 1 Corinthians 14:33b-36 has no 
direct bearing on the issue of women elders.” English original: {OPC Minutes 1988: 329}; the (RCJ) 
Committee has attributed its own interpretation of the OPC committee’s document to the OPC’s 
committee. 
14 UBS 4th edition: “All Things to be Done in Order.”  This ecumenical Japanese translation is the only 
one formally recognized by an act of the RCJGA for public reading (though such GA acts, according to 
the church’s confession (WCF 31:4) are “not to be made the rule of faith, or practice,” and are t hus not 
binding upon church). 
15 So also most modern translations and commentators.  Reading 33a with b makes no sense. 
16 “If (ei;te  )” of v 27 and “as (Wj)” of v 33b begin new thoughts rather than indicating a close relation 
between what precedes and what follows. 



prescription for the trouble Corinthian worship services.  On the other hand, the other commands, 
“let him be silent in church” (v 28a), “let him speak to himself and God” (v 28b), “let two or three 
speak” (v 29a), “let the others judge” (v 29b), “let them be subject” (34b), and “let them ask” (v 35) 
are all subordinated in the flow of discourse to (B) or (C) by means of an interstitial conjunction 
such as ‘but’ (de, alla) or ‘and’ (kai , de) at the beginning of the clause.  In fact, the first command 
(A) is to be understood as summarizing what follows, so that vv 27-36 detail the way in which the 
various gifts which the brethren bring to the service ought to be used so as to edify.  Thus, the 
conjunction “if” which begins v 27 carries a connotation of, ‘So, in the case of . . .’,  and begins the 
second subdivision within vv 26-40. 
 The structure of the Greek discourse would seem to point toward three subdivisions, each 
with an independent command.  Yet when the topic in view is also considered, an additional break 
is suggested at v 29.  Verse 27 introduces the topic, ‘ if anyone speaks in tongues ’, v 29 the topic, 
‘and prophets ’, and finally from v 33b (34) through perhaps 35 or 36, ‘the women’  become the topic.  
Thus, it is appropriate to read a weak break at v 27a, beginning a new independent imperative 
directed toward those who would prophesy. 17   So, we count a total of four independent 
commands.18  The content of the first command indicates that the next three serve to explain 
specifically how the Corinthians are to fulfill the general duty to edify as commanded in (A). 
 

2.3.2.1 Outline of the Flow of Discourse in 14:26-36 
 
• (A) Let all things be [done] unto edification:          (overall command) 

• (B1) (If [eite] anyone speaks in tongues. . .) let one interpret (command #1) 
⇒ but (de ) if there is none. . . let him be silent in church 

⇒ but (de ) let him speak to himself and to God  

• (B2) but/and (de) let 2-3 prophets speak        (command #2) 
⇒ and (kai) let the others judge 

⇒ but (de ) if . . . let the first be silent   
⇒ (gar) for you can all. . .one by one. 

⇒ And the spirits of the prophets . . .  
• (C) Let the women keep silent in the churches       (command #3) 

⇒ (gar) + grounds 
⇒ but (alla) let them be subject 

⇒ (kathos) + explanation  
⇒ but (de) if they . . . let them ask their husbands/men at home. 

⇒ (gar) + grounds 
⇒ Or (’e), did the word of God. . .? 

 
 The natural reading of the passage indicates two (B+C), or more likely three (B1, B2 + C), 
chief concerns which together concretize what Paul means by the overall ‘Let all be done to edify’  
(A). Consequently, we summarize the argument by the following paraphrase:   

• Let all be done for edification, specifically: 
(1) Let those who speak in tongues follow these instructions . . .  
(2) Let those who prophesy follow these instructions . . . 
(3) Let the women be silent since they are not permitted to speak in the churches. 

 
                                                 
17 “If  (ei;te )” of v 27 does not usually appear once, but introduces a series of possibilities (See 3:22, 
8:5, 10:31, 12:13, 26, 13:8, 14:7, 15:11); otherwise a simple “if  (ei;)” would be expected in v 27.  It is 
quite likely that Paul has used “and (de.)” in v 29 as an irregular but readily comprehensible signal of the 
second and last of the list.   
18 All through chapter 14, tongues and prophecy have appeared as closely related and yet distinct gifts.  
The same relationship appears to obtain here. 



 If this reading of the flow of Paul’s instructions is accurate, then (3) is coordinate to (1) 
and (2).  Thus, the specific verses of our concern, vv 33b -36, tie directly to v 26, and cannot be read 
as closely related to vv 27-33a.19 Consequently, contrary to the OPC committee interpretation and 
RCJ committee which relies upon that of the OPC,  the command for female silence in the 
churches is structurally unrelated to the judging of the prophets  (which itself is only a minor point 
within the argument of command #2).20  Rather, ‘let the women be silent ’ is an unqualified 
imperative21 intended by the Apostle Paul (along with commands #2 and #1) to direct the 
Corinthians how to order their use of the spiritual gifts (esp. those mentioned in v 26) in public 
worship so as to build up rather than cause strife and confusion.  Thus, it is re lated to the gifts 
mentioned in v 26a which are to be ordered unto edification according to 26b.  In the case of the 
female members, this order is achieved by their silence in church. 
 Paul obviously acknowledges that women, too, possessed such gifts (11:5; cf. Acts 2:17; 
21:9), but the mere possession of such gifts by a Christian, even prophecy and tongues valuable 
though they are 22  does not ensure that using such in the assembly will always edify.  To ensure 
that the worship services are edifying the men must follow certain procedures (to avoid chaos); the 
women must not use their gifts which involve publicly speaking in the assembly.   
 Finally, Paul refers back to the commands of vv 26-37 and makes one more command 
(perhaps seasoned with a touch of irony), addressed to those who claim to possess such spiritual gifts 
as prophecy:  “If anyone thinks he is a prophet or spiritual, let him recognize  that the things I write 
to you are the Lord's 23 commandment.”  While it may be tempting to see “the things which I write” 
as a vague reference to the letter’s general teaching or a large passage   such as one or more 
chapters   in the flow of chapter 14, discourse which could possibly be considered ‘Lord’s 
commandment ’  begins with the imperative verbs of vv 26ff.  Previously, Paul had been teaching , 
not commanding, about the spiritual gifts.  Thus, the antecedent of “the things I write ” is not vague, 
rather it is specifically the series of  third person imperatives in vv 26-36 summarized by v 26.  
We might paraphras e v 37 as follows, ‘those who are really listening to what the Spirit says will heed 
my commands as the very commands of the Lord Jesus himself for orderly use of His gifts ’.  
Among those commands that must necessarily be heeded is that the women of the church, even those 
having special gifts of the Spirit, must be silent during the assembly.  
 While all of the commands are reinforced and reaffirmed by Paul’s closing assertion that 
his commands are to be received as the Lord ’s own, the particular command in question (33b-34) is 
additionally buttressed by two other factors.  It is indisputable from these additional supporting 
statements that while Paul’s immediate concern in this section of 1 Corinthians is to bring order to 
the use of spiritual gifts in their assembly, yet, he has much deeper concerns in bringing this rule 
demanding female silence in church to bear upon the problem than simply those given by the 
Committee: “confusion of worship [because of] disorderly prophecy and further Hellenistic society 

                                                 
19 In this regard UBS4 and almost all recent translations are correct in beginning a new paragraph at 33b. 
20 Thus, the OPC Report’s attempt to reconcile this passage with 11:5 must be rejected, {OPC Minutes 
1988: 328} (Japanese p. 35).  Further confirmation that vv 33b -37 has no direct connection to v 29 
comes from vv 32-33a which serve as a logical close to the exhortation of v 30 since they attest to the 
ability of prophets to control the use of their gift and thus prophesy ‘in turn’.   Yet another problem 
stands in the way of reading the command for women to be silent as limited to judging the prophets: if it 
is difficult to understand how the Law (of Moses) teaches that women must be silent generally, it is a 
work of exegetical supererogation to figure  out how that Law can be exegeted to command silence of 
women in the NT activity of judging the prophets (only).  Whatever silence Paul commands in v 34a, it 
is that silence in particular concerning which he goes on to say in 34b, “for (ga.r) they are not permitted 
to speak, but are to subject themselves, just as the Law also says.” 
21 The OPC committee admits as much, “Within the passage itself a sweeping prohibition on women 
speaking (publicly) in church would seem to be undeniable.” Ibid. p. 328. 
22 Cf. 14:1. 
23 Paul (and the NT) use  “o` ku,rioj” as a shortened expression for “the Lord Jesus.” 



and culture and practices.”24  Paul gives his reasons. (1) The assertion of the universality of the 
ban on women speaking publicly in the church, “as in all of the churches,”25 occupies a very 
prominent place as the introductory phrase, and it is virtually repeated in the next verse, but with a 
tone which would probably be considered harsh by most critics today who perpetually clamour for 
moderation in tone: “If they want to learn something,26 let them ask their own men27 at home; for it 
is shameful for  women to speak in church.”  (2) The Apostle is convinced that this universal 
command that females must not speak up in the church is taught by the Law .  Since this ban is a 
universal rule in all the churches, it is illogical to speculate that it is merely a reaction to Corinthian 
circumstances, as the Supplement (p. 48) seems to imply.  Since Paul asserts that it is taught in the 
Law (part of the NT church’s Bible), it is illogical to speculate that Hellenistic or even Jewish 
criticism is the source of, or reason for, his demand.  (3)  Paul claims that this command to ‘silence 
the women’ is the Lord ’s own.  This surely dovetails with its universality expressed by, ‘As in all the 
churches ’.  Paul gives his  reasons for female silence.  Why are many Christians so unwilling to 
accept him at his word?   
 These factors, namely, Paul’s closing assertion that these commands are from the Lord 
Jesus, his declaration that all churches likewise forbid women to speak, and his conviction that the 
Law teaches this ban, are about as clear a case as one can imagine Paul could make to assert 
permanently and normatively for all churches professing to be ‘Christian’ that women may not 
publicly speak up in the assemblies. 
 The OPC Report ’s claim, accepted by the Committee, that the prohibition was temporary is 
entirely dependent upon a supposed implicit limitation of the ban to something related to the 
temporary gifts of prophecy and tongues.  As we have seen, Paul is indeed dealing with the use of 
spiritual gifts, particularly these two.  So, if he had argued for the ban on females speaking from the 
nature of these gifts themselves, one might agree with the OPC Report that the ban, like the gifts, 
was temporary.  However, he prohibits women from speaking in the public assembly and thereby  
also from employing those gifts, not by any virtue of the gifts themselves, but because of a universal 
ban on women, as females,28 speaking up in the assemblya ban which he claims is taught by the 
very Law of God.  (We encountered this ban already in 1 Timothy 2:11-12.)  So not only is the 
suggested specific limitation of the ban (to judging the prophets) without merit, since Paul’s 
application is to prophecy and tongues generally,  but the logic of his argumentthat women may 
not pray and prophesy because as a general rule all churches forbid them to speakalso makes 

                                                 
24 Page 48. 
25 “We think that it is also necessary to consider that [these words] were spoken with the relation of the 
husband and wife in marriage and family life which was widespread throughout contemporaneous Jewish 
and Hellenistic sociey.” (p. 48) seems to imply that Paul’s concern is based upon standards of family life 
outside of the church.  Regardless of what may or may not have been the situation in Greek and Jewish 
families (the Committee cites no specifics or source), the only concerns mentioned by Paul in the text are 
for the churches’ rules and standards.  Even mention of Christian families (v 35) is incidental to the flow 
of the argument.  The Supplement’s addition to Report #4 at this point is pure speculation. 
26 This phrase, too, indicates that while Paul’s concern throughout chapter 14 is with orderly use of 
spiritual gifts, the ban on women speaking publicly that is being brought to bear on the problem of female 
tongues -speakers and prophetesses in worship is truly a total ban: the women may not even ask ‘an 
innocent question’ in the service, but to do so must go through the men of their households. 
27 To be sure, ‘husbands’, as in English translations, are in view, but their is no reason why to those 
without husbands, the connotation of other adult males (at home) such as fathers or brothers would not be 
communincated by andras. 
28 We saw in the discussion of 1 Tim. 2, that these terms for ‘men’ and ‘women’ h ave a secondary 
meaning of ‘husband’ and ‘wife’, but in the context of the assembly (“in all the churches”; chs. 11-14), no 
hint of marriage relationship arises until possibly “let them ask . . . at home,”  (35a).  The shinkaiyaku 
translation, is wrong in limiting the meaning of v 34a to ‘wives’.  Even, tou.j ivdi,ouj a;ndraj, of v 35a, 
could include not only ‘their own husbands’ but other male relatives as well.  Thus the translation, ‘let 
them ask their own men at home’ is a defensible one. 



untenable OPC Report ’s conclusion that the rule is temporary and limited in scope.   
 Were it not for two factors, (1) the apparent discrepancy of 11:2ff. and (2) the emotionally 
charged atmosphere of our day, it is dubious that any exegete would have any doubt that Paul asserts 
here a universal ban on women speaking publicly in church.  Indeed, the OPC committee (on 
whose argument the Committee in its Supplement leans heavily in the final analysis) gives no 
supporting arguments for its position from within chapter 14, but instead relies entirely on upon 
fogginess imported in from chapter 11.29  
 However, one final argument by the Committee itself merits consideration.  Report #4 
raises questions about the rhetorical questions of v 36 which merit treatment; the Supplement cites 
the argument of Report #4. 
 

It is thought that probably there was a situation in which Hellenistic social trends and 
religious customs contributed to this confusion, the ladies, too, being caught up in it.  
This can be deduced from what is said to the females: “Has the word of God come to 
you? or has it come to you only?” (v 36) In this way it is thought that the problem here 
includes more than simply concerns tied to femaleness.  Therefore, it is thought that 
what Paul is hereby intending is not that in the church and in the worship-place, 
“females must not speak at all. ”30   

 
While this writer is uncertain as to the Committee ’s logic herein, it seems that v 36 is being 
interpreted as addressed directly to female members of the church, and from that interpretation it is 
suggested that Paul’s concern is more narrow than a general prohibition.  
 The difficulty with this argument of the Committee is that its underlying premisethat 
these rhetorical questions are addressed only to the sistersis faulty, and hence, its conclusion 
cannot thereby be established.  Carson had already pointed toward the Committee’s error in his 
conclusions with respect to the (disjunctive) particle, “’e” (or), which links v 36 with vv 33b -35: 
 

The brute fact is this: in every instance in the New Testament where the disjunctive 
particle in question is used in a construction analogous to the passage at hand, its effect 
is to reinforce the truth of the clause or verse that precedes it.  Paul’s point in 14:36 is 
that some Corinthians want to “deny or refute” what Paul has been saying in verses 
34-35.  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 (1:2; 4:17; 7:17; 
11:16; 14:33) and to wholehearted submission to apostolic authority (14:37-38).31 

 
Thus, v 36, like both 34 and 3532indeed the entire letteris addressed to the whole Corinthian 
church, not the women only, and the question is not rhetorically contrasting ‘men vs. women’ within 

                                                 
29 It admits that “none” of the alternatives to a universal ban “is entirely convincing,” but insists that 
“11:3ff. limits the apparently absolute sweep.”  {OPC Minutes 1988: 328}. 
30 Page 13 and quoted and summarized on p. 48.  Additionally, the Committee seems to sugges t, once 
more, that our difficulty in finding Paul’s reference in the Law weakens the authority of this Apostolic 
command of the NT.  Since the Committee seems disinclined to assert that argument, that issue will not 
be taken up here (but see the discussion  of N. Weeks’ interpretation of the relationship between chs. 11 & 
14, below). 
31 {Carson 1991: 151}. 
32 All of the imperatives with respect to the women (and the other subgroups in vv 26ff.) are in the 3rd 
person.  In other words, despite commanding about women, he is still speaking to the whole church 
(1:1-2).  Thus, even though the topic remains the silence of women, when he turns to the 2nd person in v 
36 with the rhetorical questions, the questions are being put to the whole church. 



the Corinthian congregation, but ‘the Corinthians vs. the other churches’.  To tolerate women 
prophesying and speaking in tongues in the assembly, when all other churches forbid women even to 
raise questions, would imply that they alone knew the revealed will of God on the subject.  Paul’s 
rhetorical questions show the absurdity of that implication, and thus v 36 functions as a logical 
reinforcement to strengthen his argument based in the universality of the ban. (v 33a & 35b).    
 We see that the premise of the Committee ’s argument that “some sort of Hellenistic social 
trends and religious customs contributed to this confusion” and prompted Paul’s ban is faulty, and 
thus its conclusion, that Paul’s ban is about ‘more than femaleness’, is also unsupported.  On the 
contrary, v 36 makes it clear that the ban is about women as females speaking publicly in the 
assembly.  Toleration of such is so odd that it prompts his sarcastic, rhetorical question.   
 

2.3.2.2. Summary of 1 Corinthians 14:33bff.  
 We have seen that, considered apart from chapter 11, this passage constitutes the 
application to the problem of disorderly charismatic gifts (tongues and prophesy in particular) of a 
firm ban   asserted to be from the Law of Moses   on women speaking in church; the ban was 
already the universal practice in all other churches.  Further, apparently based upon his apostolic 
office, Paul goes on to assert that this command along with the two pertaining to tongues use and 
prophecy, though from Paul’s pen, must be recognized as the very command of the Lord Jesus 
himself. The Committee’s argument, based primarily on the OPC Report ’s assertion that the silence 
must somehow be qualified (such as to judging the prophets  an argument not without weaknesses 
by that committee’s own admission), and thereby that the ban has expired along with the gift of 
prophecy, is contradicted by analysis of the discourse and of the logic of Paul’s argument.   The 
various arguments from within chapter 14 raised by both committees against reading a “sweeping 
prohibition” have been overturned.  There remains no point lacking clarity within this passage: in 
dealing with the problem of the public use of certain gifts Paul firmly, repeatedly, and with appeal 
to timeless and borderless universals asserts the duty of the Corinthian congregation to observe 
the practice of the rest of the apostolic churches and completely prohibit women from speaking 
publicly in their assemblies.  The only two things yet unresolved reach beyond chapter 14: the 
apparent tension between this clear passage and chapter 11, and the question of ‘where in the 
Law?’.33  We have thus located a passage that prohibits women, because they are female , from 
conduct necessary to function as ministers and elders in the RCJ, and the church of Jesus Christ, 
generally: publicly speaking in the assemblies of the church.   
 
2.3.3.  1 Corinthians 11:2ff. 
 A full exegesis of this passage that would set forth and adequately defend this author’s 
view of it would require its own book.  Such an undertaking is  not only impossible in this book, it 
is in principle unnecessary. 34  We will look in this section only at the narrow issue that impacts 
directly our concern: we will focus on the assertion, confidently presupposed by our brethren on 
the Committee, that thi s passage is intended as a command for headdress which clearly implies 

                                                 
33 As stated above, the issue of where in the Law of Moses Paul believes that this is tught will be taken 
up after our discussion of ch. 11.  
34 On the basis of the aforementioned principle that passages which speak most directly to a subject are to 
be given the most attention wh en that subject is under study, this passage  as read by the Committee  
is the least important of the three identified in the introduction of this chapter as possible texts for 
answering the question, ‘does the NT forbid female ministers and elders?’.  The Committee itself 
believes that the overall purpose of the passage is to compel the Corinthian women to wear something 
on their heads  when prophesying or praying in church. 14:33bff., on the other hand, directly demands 
silence, and is therefore one step closer to our concern of female officers for the church.  1 Timothy 2:12, 
we have seen is directly concerned with official functions and probably office itself, and is hence the 
central text for the issue.  This variation in relevance to the issue under s tudy has lead to this author’s 
decisions on the use of space in this study with relatively little devoted to this admittedly difficult passage.  
We will take the space needed to suggest, but not to prove, at least two possible exegesises. 



that Paul was at least tacitly  authorizing women to pray and prophesy in the church. 
 In fact, the following logic stands behind the assertion given as a “presupposition” by the 
Committee.   
 
(Exegetical) Premises:        
(1) Paul’s passage is a demand for female headdress when praying and prophesying.  
(2) Such activities may be assumed to have been in church’s assemblies.35  
 
Conclusion (the Committee’s “presupposition”):      
     By providing guidelines for female appearance while praying and prophesying in church 
Paul was implicitly authorizing such public speaking activity in the church.   
 
The Committee, by making such Pauline authorization a presupposition in its argument, rather than a 
point to be proved, assumes that these two premises are exegetically self-evident in the passage, and 
further it assumes that the above conclusion (the Committee ’s presupposition) is a legitimate 
inference from the two exegetical premises.  If the Committee believes that this is so obvious that 
all can see it, it is fair for us to ask to have this shown concretely!  The Committee’s presupposition 
is nowhere stated by Paul; it is in fact an inference based upon the foregoing purported logic.  In the 
verse cited by Report #436 as the source of its presupposition, Paul does not say, “I permit ” or “I 
command ” women to pray and prophesy.  In fact the basic sentence structure (subject + verb + 
object) of the verse presupposed by the Committee to be demanding female headdress (v 5) is, 
“(Every) woman praying and prophesying  (with uncovered head37) disgraces  her own head.” 38  
From this it would be straightforward to assume that Paul believes that women may disgrace their 
heads, but to deduce from this as the Commi ttee does that Paul hereby must permit women to pray 
or prophesy publicly, is not so straightforward as to justify the Committee’s having presupposed it. 
 It may be useful to summarize our analysis of the problematic logic implicitly accepted by 
the Committee in its starting point on this passage.39  Since the Committee is certain that Paul 
allowed women to pray and prophesy, 40 logic demands that the exegetical premises likewise be 
clear.  Yet, we will show evidence that state of the art scholarship on 1 Corinthians is in fact far 
from certain as to what and how Paul is really arguing. Perhaps more importantly, there is no place 
in 11:2-16 where (the ordinarily blunt) Paul makes a simple, straightforward demand such as ‘when 
praying women must wear headdress’.  Thus, there is no prima facia evidence that Paul’s real 
purpose is to demand headdress, and scholars who are convinced that that is his purpose have been 
unable to express certainty about the logic within what is purported to be the argument for such a 
demand.  Consequently, the clarity for premise #1 is not present to justify the Committee’s simply 
presupposing as it does that women “held for example, functions and responsibilities” in the worship 
service with Paul’s approval. 
 

2.3.3.1. State of the art scholarship on 1 Corinthians 11:2ff. 
  In the most recent notable commentary (1997) on this epistle, a Duke University professor, 
Richard Hays, with obvious pro -feminist leanings (no fundamentalist) assesses scholarship’s current 
state of progress in understanding of  Paul’s exhortation in vv 2-16. 
 

Rather than endorsing the freedom of the women to prophesy with unbound hair, he 

                                                 
35 This premise will be taken up in the next section (comparing chs. 11 and 14). 
36 Page 11. The Supplement alludes to this argument so as to assume its validity; p. 48. 
37 The translation of this term is discussed in the next section (The Relationship Between 1 Cor. 11 &14). 
38 The participles ‘praying and prophesying’ are an integral part of the subject. 
39 Prior to this century such logic was not normative.  E.g. Calvin, Hodge, Warfield; {OPC 

Minutes 1988: 327}; Japanese 34-35. 
40 “Public praying and prophesying [of women] had already been recognized in 11:2ff,” p. 48. 



instructs them instead to maintain the discipline symbolized by head coverings.  His 
reasoning is notoriously obscure, partly because we do not know precisely how to 
interpret some of the key terms in the argument and partly because the line of argument 
isby any standardlabored and convoluted.  In view of the uncertainty surrounding 
these matters, it is impossible to give a fully confident interpretation of the passage.41 

 
While Hays goes on to express confidence that a few points (pro -feminist) may nevertheless be 
asserted as clear, we would submit that when a reader concludes that he does not know the meaning 
of some “key  terms” in  a text and that “by any standard” the overall reasoning is “labored and 
convoluted”, he ought to be quite reserved in asserting anything about the text,  and clearly admit 
that any points that he thinks may be put forward are tentative, at best.  
 Candid commentators of a more evangelical stripe may be found expressing similar 
uncertainty about key points in this section.  Regarding v 4, G. Fee writes, “In the final analysis, 
however,  we  simply have to admit that we do not know.  In any case, it is hypothetical, whatever it 
was; and whatever it meant , Paul would expect the Corinthians to agree that such a covering for men 
would bring shame to Christ.”42  Regarding the passage quoted by the Committee, apparently as the 
basis for its presupposition that Paul was allowing women to pray and prophesy (v 5), Fee then goes 
on to say, “ . . . this probably refers  to bringing shame on ‘the man’  [rather than the husband].” And, 
“as with v. 4, it is extremely difficult to determine what she was doing being ‘ uncovered’  that would 
at the same time shame her ‘head’  in this way.” 43  Such quotes could easily be multiplied.  
Commentators publishing without such caveats are being less than candid, or perhaps have made a 
self-conscious decision to employ a style whereby after weighing the data, the commentator simply 
pronounces his best judgment as to the meaning.  In any case, there is good evidence in the most 
recent commentaries that scholarship has failed to grasp what Paul wrote in 11:2ff., and thus, in view 
of the present state of scholarship, assured conclusions (such as the Committee’s presupposition) 
about this passage are impossible . 
 This state of exegetical uncertainty is reflected in the trend in commentaries which 30-40 
years ago generally read ‘head covering ’ as ‘veil’ 44 (so apparently Report #4) but nowadays many 
read ‘long or bound hair’ ,45 or as with Fee, simply admit ‘we are not sure’.  If Paul really wanted 
those women to wear “X” on their heads, or to have a specific hair length or coiffure, would he not 
use the specific word?46  As indicated in the quotations  above, this term’s significance and a 
number of other key points, as well as the overall logic are not well understood in this passage.  
 

Why such difficulty in grasping Paul’s logic? 
 The question arises as to why this uncertainty remains about the passage.  Given Paul’s 
eloquence throughout his letters 47 it strains credulity to assert that the problem of modern 
scholarship in this passage lies with Paul’s writing.  The Corinthians likely understood Paul’s epistle, 
even at this point, all too well. 48  In fact, they may well have been describing this very letter when 

                                                 
41 He is, of course, quite certain that the passage endorses women praying and prophesying in church, 
“does not require subordination of women,” etc.  {Hays 1997: 183}; emphasis added. 
42 {Fee 1987: 508}; emphasis added. 
43 Ibid. 
44 E.g. {Orr 1976: 263 -4}; {Grosheide 1953: 253-4}. 
45 {Hurley 1981: 170-1}. 
46 For example, see I1 Corinthians 3:13-16. 
47 1 Corinthians is one of Paul’s letters whose authorship is “not seriously disputed.” {Brown 1997: 512}. 
48 As in the case of 1 Timothy (above), they knew well the circumstances of their congregations toward 
which chapter 11 was addressed.  Additionally, though not as well versed in Pauline exegesis of the OT 
as Timothy, Paul had taught them the Bible (OT) during his stay there, probably A.D. 51-52; this letter 
was likely written in A.D. 55 (possibly 54); {Bruce 1977 : 253-54, 475}.  We should note, however, that 
Peter asserts some difficulties in following points in Paul’s letters and that distortion of Paul’s letters did 



some of them ridiculed Paul: 
 

For they say, “His letters are weighty and strong, but his personal presence is 
unimpressive and his speech contemptib le.”    (2 Corinthians 10:10) 

 
 It is far more likely that the churches and scholars of later eras are missing in a major way what was 
for the Corinthians a readily comprehensible argument.   
 When such major errors are made by non-native speakers in reading a passage in 
translation from a foreign language text,49 a likely root of the problem is a persistent mistranslating 
of that text.  In medical terms, the patient is showing classic symptoms indicating a diagnosis of a 
case of ‘chronic mistranslating’.50  In any event, we must be very cautious in assuming  anything 
about this passage.   
 Yet, almost all today assume, despite what many admit is a lack of certainty about what 
Paul was requiring and why, that he must have somehow been demanding that women wear some 
sort of head covering or hair style.  This assumption is then used to justify the corollary that he at 
least tacitly permitted women to lead prayers and to prophesy (publicly).  However, even based 
upon an assumption of traditional translations, what does Paul actually say?  Above we saw that v 5 
is not really a command to wear anything but an assertion that certain conduct is disgraceful.  
Additionally, one may note that nowhere in this passage does there appear an unencumbered demand 
for females to put on hats, veils, or even the more vague ‘head coverings ’.  The closest Paul comes 
is a command attached to a conditional (‘if’ ) clause in v 6b, which if-clause, by the Committee ’s 
reading of this passage, would be merely rhetorical:  
 

For if a woman does not cover her head, let her also have her hair cut off; but if it is 
disgraceful for a woman to have her hair cut off or her head shaved, let her cover her 
head. 

 
It is truly strange that in an extended argument by an Apostle with a well deserved reputation for 
letters which are quite direct, “strong and weighty” when he demands or prohibits churches 
regarding specific forms of conduct (‘Let the women keep silent. . .; ’ ‘ I do not permit a woman to 
teach. . . ’51) that he could have it as his agenda in this passage to demand of women a specific form 
of garb (headdress) and never once in the space of the 15 verse-long argument give a direct 
unencumbered demand for such conduct.  Is it possible?  Yes, of course; but, is it really credible?  
If Paul’s point is re ally to demand headdress, why does he not, for example, simply follow up v 5 by 
saying, “So let the women cover their heads when they pray and prophesy. ”?  What does Paul 
possibly achieve on behalf of a forceful argument for head coverings by prefacing the command 

                                                                                                                                               
begin very early (2 Peter 3:16).  As we suggested above, it is likely that Paul, knowing his audience, 
writes presupposing the level of understanding that he personally knows that the recipients possess: a high 
level in Timothy, lower for the whole Corinthian church and in the case of Romans, he gives his most full 
exposition of the gospel since he has never instructed them personally.  Distortions and 
misunderstandings most likely began as Paul’s letters began to circulate and reach the hands of those for 
whom they were not immediately intended by Paul. 
49 Even scholars of Koine Greek, being non-native speakers (of a now dead dialect) are in reality relying 
on their own translations. 
50 This author has some experience reading translations of English texts into Japanese and also with 
trying his own hand at translating from various languages into English.  From experience, when the 
translation has ‘labored and convoluted logic’ or ‘key terms’ remain ‘unclear’ (Hays), generally the 
translator, not his original text is the cause of the obscurity.  
51 Additional examples in 1 Cor. include 1:10; 4:16; 5:7; 6:18; 8:9; 10:7-10; 10:14, etc.  There are a few 
commands given with conditional clauses, but they are not merely rhetorical; they are intended to make 
substantive exceptions cf. 7:3-5.  Such encumbering of commands to the churches where there is an 
intent to establish a duty is not characteristic of Paul’s style. 



itself with the first three-quarters of v 6? 
 At this point some may think that the command in v 6b, “if . . . [then] let her cover her 
head,” is close enough to qualify as the demand  and to justify seeing this as Paul’s true purpose in 
this section, and that we are just quibbling.  To which we reply: this was a church beset by strife, 
factionalism, pursuit of ‘fleshly’ human wisdom in place of the gospel (chs. 1-3) and where (by the 
standard interpretation) women were already beginning to remove veils, let down or cut hair, or 
somehow remove whatever the ‘headdress’ described here was.  So, why would Paul begin his 
supposedly most forceful sentence asserting that command with an “if” clause that could be twisted 
into an invitation to do the very opposite so long as she also cuts off her hair (“For if a woman does 
not cover her head , let her also have her hair cut off;”)?  Granted Paul goes on to give the 
imperative, “let her cover her head.”  Yet even that command (if the sentence is literally read) 
applies only “if it is disgraceful for a woman to have her hair cut off. . .”  Attaching conditions and 
suggesting that there (in theory) may be other options besides head coverings would not seem to be 
the most effective way to bring a somewhat contentious and ‘heteroprax’  group back into conformity, 
or to compel it to continue conformity52 with church practice (v 16).53  Furthermore, v 6 begins 
with ‘gar’, suggesting that it is not a true command but an argument (ground or reason) supporting 
the assertion of v 5a.  The approach taken in chapter 14:33bff., as we saw above, is much more 
straightforward and thus less open to being undermined from within by the proponents of 
heteropraxy.54  Thus, our contention that this section, though filled with language that  seems to 
imply a demand such as, “Ladies, you must (continue to) don  headdress before prophesying and 
leading prayers!” in fact contains no such clear command.  Since this demand is not “expressly set 
down ” in the passage, such an interpretation must be deduced “by good and necessary 
consequence . . . from Scripture” (exegesis).  Yet, a satisfyingly sufficient grasp on Paul’s argument 
in 11:2-16 has to date escaped the reach of even the most elite of exegetes. 
 While it would behoove NT scholarship to restudy both its translation of this passage and 
its purpose, 55 our real concern here is with the common tendency of most modern commentators 
and the Committee.  That is, they assume 11:2-16 to be a command for headdress when praying and 
prophesying, to go further and “take [it] as a presupposition that women attended worship of the 
Corinthian church, and therein held, for example, functions and responsibilities.” 56  If this 
passage has a different purpose than that of requiring some form of headdress of women praying and 
prophesying, or if that praying and prophesying cannot be shown to be necessarily in the context of 
worship, then the committee ’s “presupposition” is baseless, and its use of this text to ‘presuppose ’  
that Paul allowed to women certain forms of public ministry in worship is likewise mere 
presumption.   
 

2.3.3.3. Summary of 1 Corinthians 11:2ff. 
 We have raised a serious doubt that the Committee, the OPC Report and NT scholarship, 
generally, have understood this passage sufficiently as to be justified in assuming that Paul 
authorized certain forms of female (public) speaking in church.  That doubt has been raised first on 

                                                 
52 In private correspondence it is argued, “the situation in Corinth was not that women were failing to 
follow the apostolic practice mentioned in v. 16 and defended in vv. 2–15, but rather that there were some 
in the church who were questioning the practice.  This is suggested, for example, by v. 2 (where Paul 
praises the Corinthians for keeping the traditions in view) and by v. 16 (which suggests contention, but 
not yet disobedience).”  {Scott 1999}. 
53 In our day, if the Pope were to issue a statement, “If it is not disgraceful for woman’s hair to be cut off, 
then let her also be permitted ordination.” one can easily imagine Romanist feminists lining up at the 
barber shops to prove that bald women are perfectly honorable!   
54 Consequently, those wishing to permit women to speak in church today consistently utilize chapter 11 
to pry open the chapter 14 seal!  By heteropraxy, we mean ‘practice out of conformity with the church’s 
standard’. 
55 We will point readers and scholars toward one possibility later. 
56 Emphasis added, p. 11; its Supplement on 1 Cor. 11:2-16 begins similarly, p. 47. 



the basis of candid comments by recent highly competent scholars from different theological camps 
who, despite a good grasp on the field of published exegetical options, have forcefully asserted their 
lack of clear understanding of this passage.  Doubt has further been raised by showing that if Paul 
is trying to demand the wearing of headdress for females in chapter 11, he is unusually obtuse in his 
commands, downright un -Pauline we might even say.57  The Committee’s report adds no new 
exegetical light that can clear up these doubts.  Since, the first premise implicit in the Committee’s 
interpretation of 11:2ff. is in serious doubt, the Committee is unjustified in simply presupposing 
from the passage that Paul allowed women to pray and prophesy.  The Committee’s handling of 
the trans -chapter problem stands entirely upon this presupposition, so a dark shadow of doubt has 
been cast over its implied solution to this serious problem (which problem it never really discusses).  
We now return to take up directly the question of the relationship between chapters 11 and 14. 58 
 
2.3.4.  The Relationship Between 1 Corinthians 11:2ff. and 14:33bff. 
 Having looked briefly at each of the passages separately and considered what each seems 
on its own to say concerning women in office, specifically regarding the apostolic permission or lack 
of permission to speak in the assemblies of the church, we now turn to examine the relationship 
between the two passages.  They are, after all, within the same letter, perhaps even within the same 
section of that same letter.  As such, even by higher critical presuppositions,59 it is necessary to 
seek to harmonize such passages.   
 Our confession recognizes this, too, and sets forth the logical criterion of using verses to 
help interpret each other.  In such circumstances, our Confession of Faith follows accepted 
reformed principles of biblical interpretation which are ro oted in ‘common sense’ when it declares: 
 

When there is a question about the true and full sense of any Scripture (which is not 
manifold, but one), it must be searched and known by other places that speak more 
clearly. 60 

 
 More should be said on the application of this hermeneutical principle.  The interpreter 
must not stop with determining which passage speaks more clearly, and then simply ignore the other.  
The confession rightly speaks of the less clear passage being ‘searched and made known by the 
other’ more clear Scriptures.  The church must not give up on any portion of the Word of God.  
Rather, clear passages are  to serve as tools, or perhaps searchlights, to help in the exegesis of the 
less clear ones.  Thus, we suggest that after identifying the un clear passage and the clearer 
passage(s), one must then go back to the less clear one and seek a possible exegetical solution using 
light from the clearer passages.  Because of the nature of a ‘problem text ’, we may not presume that 
an indisputable exegesis will emerge, yet we should hope that through this endeavor, at the very least, 
one or more credible  understandings of the difficult text will emerge.  Thus, if we can (a) 
determine the clear and less clear texts , and then (b) find one or more credible readings for the less 
clear text which are consonant with the clearer passages, the church will have both followed its 
official standards and have confirmation that it is right in hearing God’s will in the words of the 
clearer text.  Should no such possible reading for the less clear text come to light, the church must 
still give priority to those passages which speak most clearly, yet in such a case, the church’s 
conclusions would necessarily be tentative. 

                                                 
57 Even where all agree that Paul is answering Corinthian questions, and there is no indication that 
unacceptable praxis is yet occuring, Paul uses clear and forceful imperatives to maintain orthopraxy (E.g., 
7:3-5). 
58 Also we will cover the two related issues to which we have alluded, but with which we have not yet 
dealt.   First, the Committee’s exegtical premise #2,  that the setting of 11:2-16 is worship, and second, 
the question of where, “the Law also says,” (14:33bff.) 
59 I.e., rejection of the doctrine of Scripture in WCF chapter 1 and treatment of the Bible as a merely 
human document. 
60 WCF 1:9. 



 In view of the two preceding subsections in this chapter, it should not be difficult to see 
which of the two passages in question falls into the category of having questions about its “true and 
full sense”  and which “speaks more clearly.”  On the issue of whether or not Paul permitted 
women to speak in the assemblies of the church, according to the Committee’s own view, only one of 
the two directly addresses the issue, and we have seen that on its own 14:33bff. speaks without 
equivocation.61  Although we have not yet taken up the issue of how Paul can say, “as the Law 
says” (v 34), nonetheless verses 33b-37 assert with complete clarity and forcefulness that the 
Corinthian women must be silenced62 in the assemblies, as this is the practice in all of the churches.  
Paul adds that this order is the very command of the churches ’ King.  On the other hand, students of 
1 Corinthians are not themselves certain that they have really  grasped the flow of 11: 2-16.  
Despite the 20th century ’s near unanimity in assuming Paul’s purpose to be a demand for female 
headdress, nowhere in the 15 verses does Paul make a simple straightforward command to that effect.  
These two factors introduce a degree of interpretive unclearness that is not present within our 
reading of 14:33bff. Our common confession, in keeping with standard Bible scholarship and even 
the principles of reading merely human texts, demands that priority be given to chapter 14, and so in 
keeping with the procedure outlined above (b), we turn to ask the question, ‘Can we reasonably read 
chapter 11 in the light of chapter 14, instead of taking the irregular approach of the Committee and 
the OPC Report and adjusting chapter 14 to fit the unclear passage?’. 
 

2.3.4.1. The Historic Reformed Approach 
 The OPC Report refers to and rejects the historic approach of Calvin and Hodge,  who 
see chapter 11:2ff. as hypothetical:    

 
He is here [11:5] speaking of the propriety of women speaking in public unveiled, and 
therefore, he says nothing about the propriety of their speaking in public in itself.  
When that subject comes up, he expresses his judgment in the clearest terms, 14, 34.63 

 
While we agree that this reading of chapter 11 seems a bit contrived, and it is probably harder to 
justify this reading of chapter 11 (in isolation from chapter 14) than it would be to justify 
Committee’s reading of it, yet the contrivance is certainly not so severe as that imposed upon the 
reading of 14:33b -37 by the OPC Report (and accepted by the RCJ Committee) when it vaguely 
postulates a limitation of the scope of the female silence being demanded.  One may recall that by 
its own admission, the OPC committee could not find a problem-free exegesis to limit the scope of 
the silence so forcefully demanded by Paul in chapter 14   an absolutely necessary element in its 
exegetical attempt to reconcile  the passage with its view of chapter 11.   
 So, if the approach of Calvin and Hodge were the only exegetical option, this historic 
reformed approach would still be superior to the approach assumed by the Committee, but in the 
20th century at least two other ways of making adjustments to the reading of chapter 11 have been 
set forth (since Hodge)  both of which seem to offer a still more credible reading of chapter 11.  

                                                 
61 The only unclear point arises if the logical error is made of introducing what is supposedly known from 
chapter 11.  To allege ch. 14 to be in question because of ch. 11 is to twist the meaning of the confession.  
The two passages must, as we have endeavored to do, be examined independently.  By definition, in 
cases where this hermeneutical principle comes into play, if a judgment on clarity is made with the two 
passages in question being examined together there will never be a clear passage to be given priority. 
62 If this expression seems overly severe, it should be remembered that Paul uses a third person 
imperative, the import of which is to command the congregation (its leaders, particularly) to cause the 
women to be silent.  Thus, the translation: “Silence the women,” though certainly strong, would 
accurately convey the meaning of the Greek. With regard to third person imperatives: “A number of 
passages could be easily misunderstood as mere permission in most English translation [‘Let . . .’]. . . The 
Greek is stronger than mere option, engaging the volition and placing a requirement on the individual.” 
{Wallace 1996: 486}. 
63 {Hodge 1980: 208-9}. 



Both of these approaches are fully consistent with the above exegesis of 14:26-40.64 
 

2.3.4.3. Warfield’s Approach 
 The first comes from B. B. Warfield.65  He points out that vv 2-16 make no explicit 
statement justifying what we saw (above) was the second exegetical premise of  the Committee’s 
presupposition. (I.e., that “such activities may be assumed to have been in the church’s assemblies.”)  
The first explicit mention of the assemblies in chapter 11 is in vv 17-18, where Paul starts to deal 
with the Lord ’s Supper.  The Committee’s reading of the phrase “because of the angels,” as parallel 
to Qumranian theology of worship,66 if it were conclusively proved, would be an indirect reference 
to the assembly. Yet, it has also been suggested in the journal of the Canadian Reformed Churches 
that Paul’s reference here may be to the OT teaching that prophets are taken up into the heavenly 
council, hence among the angels before God’s throne (E.g. Isa. 6:1ff.).67  (Prayer, too, involves an 
approach to God.)  In the final analysis, this verse is too obscure to establish premise #2 with 
sufficient clarity to  justify the Committee in making the presupposition that it does.68  If Paul’s  
concern in 11:2ff. is not with prayer and prophecy that was taking place in the church’s assembly, 
then there is no conflict with the ban on women speaking in the assembly stated three chapters later; 
the ban still stands.  Warfield presents the church with  a credible reading of chapter 11 in full 
harmony with the clearer passage.   
 While Warfield ’s approach fits the requirement outlined above (b), it has the same internal 
weakness as the Committee ’s reading: it assumes that the passage is a requirement of some sort of 
(anatomical) head covering.  We have seen that NT scholarship has failed to show that this purpose 
cogently explains Paul’s argumentation in 11:2ff. and that Paul never really makes a straightforward 
demand for such coverings.  Warfield ’s reading is thus a major improvement over the Committee ’s 
since he does not have to alter69 the plainly expressed meaning of chapter 14 or of any explicit 

                                                 
64 If one takes a somewhat different approach to the structure of 14:26ff., then another optionone 
assumed by Godet and Ridderboscomes to light.  14:33b -38 is read as a ban on ordinary (uninspired) 
speaking by women in the assembly.  11:2ff. is then Paul’s provision to allow women under direct 
inspiration of the Spirit to pray and prophesy while bearing on their (anatomical) heads a symbol 
recognizing that despite such apparent leadership activity, they are in fact still in submission to the men, 
created by God as their spiritual heads.  Though this approach requires modification of our discourse 
analysis of 14:26ff., it still maintains the clear reading of 14:33bff. and the traditional translation and 
interpretation of 11:2ff. as a demand for head coverings.  This view reads 14:33b as the start  of a new 
section dealing not with tongues and prophesy, but with women speaking, generally.  While the present 
author finds the earlier analysis of chapter 14 compelling, there is certainly scholarly support for this 
division in ch. 14; this approach, too , may merit the church’s consideration as another exegetical option  
for reconciling ch. 11 with the plain reading of 14:33b -38  along with the two mentioned below.  The 
conclusion of the Godet-Ridderbos approach to reconcilliation of the passages is, like Warfield’s and 
Weeks’, that women may not speak in today’s church (assuming cessation of directly inspired speaking); 
{Godet 1886} and {Ridderbos 1975: 461-62}.  Additionally see: {Scott 1996: 3-7}; Scott, Managing 
Editor of that magazine, has also written  a series of unpublished papers extensively developing this 
position. 
65 {Warfield 1972: 263-267}.  For a more recent and updated version of this approach see {Grosheide 
1953}.  The OPC Report discusses Warfield’s view; {OPC Minutes 1988: 327-28}. 
66 Page 11. 
67 {DeJong 1985}. 
68 The OPC Report argues against Warfield that the theology of the gifts as corporate in ch. 12 makes the 
notion of women using the gift of prophesy privately a “virtual contradiction in terms.” (p. 328), but that 
is easier to say than to prove.  Though tongues  (without interpretation) may be an inferior gift to 
prophesy, it too is given for the body as a whole.  Yet, Paul exhorts the tongues -speaker who has no 
interpreter, “let him speak to himself and to God.”  Apparently, gifts of the Spirit may be used privately 
to edify.  The gift of prophesy, too, is subject to the prophet; the prophetesses, like tongues -speakers 
without an interpreter, must use their gifts outside the assembly. 
69 Since the RCJ Committee follows the OPC Committee’s position here, both are altering the text’s  



statements in chapter 11, nevertheless the internal problems of the Committee’s first exegetical 
premise for 11:2ff. persist with Warfield ’  view.  
 

2.3.4.3. Noel Weeks’ Approach 
 Another approach, one which seems to this present author to offer the best hope of a 
unified reading of both passages, was published in 1973 by Noel Weeks. 70  He accepts the 
interpretive priority of the clear passage (14:33bff.), and in fact helps resolve the one question 
remaining from our preliminary exegesis (“as the Law also says”).  Furthermore, Weeks accepts the 
Committee’s second exegetical premise (that 11:2ff refers to the assembly), thereby deflecting the 
point on which Warfield has been criticized.71 Weeks argues for a correction of the translation of 
11:5 which overturns the Committee’s first exegetic al premise.   
 Weeks’ approach shifts the translation of the passage as follows.  He renders the adjective, 
akatakaluptô (usually “with an uncovered head”), as “by means of an uncovering of the head.”  He 
takes this dative adjective as modifying the finite verb, “disgrace,” instead of the participles, 
“praying and prophesying,” as in our various translations.72   This alternative translation assumes a 
far more common meaning for this case of the adjective than that assumed elsewhere.73  The result 
of this sma ll grammatical shift, one easily defended on the basis of the relative frequency of 
case-usage, is to read v 5 not as warning against praying or prophesying without  headdress, but 
rather as warning against women praying or prophesying per se.74  Weeks ’ reading effectively shifts 
the whole thrust of the passage from one which is seeking to put something on women’s heads while 
they publicly pray and prophesy, to one which asserts that by the very acts of publicly praying or 
prophesying, the women bring shame upon the men who are their heads (11:3).   
 Furthermore, following the principle set forth in our introduction, the basic sentence 
structure of v 5 hereby asserts directly that which Weeks interprets to be the main point of this 
section.  The new translation reads:  “(Every) woman praying and prophesying disgraces her 
own head (by means of the uncovering of her head).”  This reading is 100% in harmony with 
chapter 14 which likewise seeks to bar women from publicly utilizing their (vocal) charismatic gifts 
in the assembly by demanding observance of the (already existing) church -wide ban on female 
public speaking.  Weeks then, claims that in chapter 11 Paul had already argued the principle that 

                                                                                                                                               
“sweeping prohibiton,” namely, ‘Let the women be silent in the churches’ to read ‘Let the women be 
silent in the churches when the prophetic utterances are being judged’.   
70 {!Weeks 1973:21-27}. 
71 {OPC Minutes 1988: 327-28}. 
72 With respect to syntax, the expression “uncovered head” or “uncovering of the head” is wedged 
between the participles and the finite verb and thus either reading is possible.  Apart from other 
considerations, it is perhaps a bit more natural to read such modifiers with the main conjugated verb than 
with the participles.  Hence, syntax favors, albeit indecisively, Weeks’ reading. 
73 The dative case.  Weeks employs the very common instrumental reading, rather than the rare (if 
extant at all in the NT) dative of accompanying circumstances. 
74 Translators and commentators have read more parallelism into v 4 and v 5 than is justified by the 
Greek text, and thus translations uniformly render the verses as if the only difference between them is the  
subject (man vs. woman) and the adornment of the head (covered vs. uncovered).  In fact, in Greek the 
parallels between what is said of men vs. women consists only in ‘praying and prophesying’ and 
‘disgracing his (her) head’, but the very portion the translation for which Weeks corrects shows very 
different syntax and somewhat different choice of terms in the two verses.  Compare: v 4: kata. 
kefalh/j e;cwn   and  v 5: avkatakalu,ptw| th/| kefalh/.  A true parallel could easily have been 
achieved at this point had that been Paul’s intention by adding a negative particle and repeating this part 
of v 4 as well, thus v 5 would have read: kata. kefalh/j mh. e;cwn.  For a similar construction of 
parallel negative and positive particple phrases, 1 Cor. 1:28b, “the things which are not // the things which 
are.”  In fact, this syntactical change nestled in the midst of an otherwise parallel construction, tends to 
draw attention to the negating prefix “av” (recognized in translations) but also to the syntactical difference, 
too (only recognized by Weeks).  



women, by assuming the prominent role of leading the congregation in prayer75 or prophesying, 
bring disgrace upon those who are by creation intended to be the heads of the congregation (the 
men).  14:26ff., then, applies the principle, along with other principles taught in chapters 11-14, to 
undergird the various commands which we have seen are intended to provide for orderly use of the 
gifts in worship.76 
  This unified reading of Paul’s 11:2ff. fits smoothly with 14:33bff., and further, it fills in the 
only remaining exegetical gap there: what Paul means by, “as the Law also says.”  The Committee 
follows the commentaries in questioning Paul’s reference, “But, it is basically unclear what section 
of the OT Law is meant.”77  What we might call the default definition of this term in the NT, 
generally, and Paul’s letters in part icular, ‘the Law = Torah’ should predispose NT readers to 
understand “the Law” as the Law of Moses.78  The inability of scholarship to find a basis in the 
Torah  for this ban on females speaking has led to various speculations as to other less common 
meanings for ‘the Law’ in this verse.  On the other hand, Weeks ’ reading of chapter 11 assumes the 
primary meaning of this term. 79 
 According to Weeks ’ translation of 11:5, the argument from Genesis 2 for the headship of 
the male that follows is not establishing a demand for hats, veils, or hair ties, etc., but for silence and 
subordination.80  This use of Genesis 2 is consistent with the typological use which we saw in 1 
Timothy 2:13 (above).  Thus, in chapter 11 Paul has already shown from the Law of Moses that 
the man is the head of every woman and that women are not to speak up in worship but to be in 
silence and subjection in the church; this is the very exegesis to which Paul alludes in 14:35’s 
otherwise cryptic statement.  Weeks ’ translation of v 5 produces a reading which solves not only the 
apparent disunity between the two chapters (without tampering with the clear meaning of chapter 14), 
but also clears up the one lingering exegetical question in the later passage. 
 In summary, by adopting Weeks ’ approach t o chapter 11, a number of problems are solved: 
(1) the apparent tension over silence between chapters 11 and 14 evaporates, and instead a unified 
apostolic instruction to the church appears; (2) the mysterious “as the Law also says” phrase 
becomes understandable; and (3) the awkwardness of reading chapter 11 as an argument for an 
uncertain form of headdress is eliminated, since the proposed purpose of vv 2-16 is now directly 

                                                 
75 Whether or not the prayer in view is a supernatural gift is not crucial for this interpretation. 
76 If it is objected that chapter 11 is too distant from chapter 14 to have its exegesis be immediately 
recalled by the reader of 14:34b, we reply as follows.   (1) Neither Paul nor the Corinthians had any 
chapter breaks in the text to distance the two passages from each other artificially.  (2) Many exegetes 
with various viewpoints have taken chs. 11-14 as one unit within the letter.  If it is indeed one section, 
the author expected his readers to consider the section as a unified argument with later statements and 
commands presuming points already made.  (3) Weeks has pointed to numerous thematic and verbal 
links between the passages which would naturally remind the reader of the earlier argumentation. 
77 Page 48. 
78 Page 47. 
79 To be sure, Paul’s use of “the Law” is among the most debated issues in Pauline studies.  We only 
make the narrow point that when he uses the expression without any explicit or implicit qualification (For 
example, 13 verses earlier, the quote from Isaiah as “the law” indicates the OT as a whole implicitly 
qualifying the expression.), the Law = Torah .  “Apart from a few cases, to be considered later on, where 
Paul uses the word in a patently metaphorical sense, nomos seems to be identical with the OT torah, the 
Jewish ‘law’.  . .  The word nomos refers to the whole of Israel’s sacred tradition, with special emphasis 
on its Mosaic centre.” {Raisenan 1986: 16}. 
80 The various current arguments that headship as used in Paul implies source and not authority (to the 
Committee’s credit, an argument rejected in Report #4) tend to ignore the most crucial data for defining 
the meaning of such figurative usage of the term head:  Paul himself! Unless a metaphor is already well 
established, figurative use of a word is always signaled and defined by the context.  Even here in ch. 11, 
but especially in Ephesians 5 where Paul appeals to male headship as the ground for a wife’s submission, 
the tie between authority and headship is obvious.  For a debunking of some fairly recent attempts to 
avoid this exegetical conclusion, see {Grudem 1991}. 



stated by the basic sentence structure of v 5 (“Woman praying and prophesying disgraces her 
head”). 81  Furthermore, Weeks ’ approach recognizes ch. 11 as concerned with the assembly, 
eliminating  a complaint (of the OPC Report) against Warfield ’s interpretation.  
 Since Weeks’ now 25+ year old argument appears to have been virtually ignored, it is 
perhaps too early to tell how it will fare when subjected to the scrutiny of scholarly criticism.  (Yet, 
sometimes mainstream scholarship shows a tendency to ignore solid arguments whose results are 
unwelcome.)  The only attempt to deal with Weeks ’ article published to date gives the appearance 
that its author has not carefully read the paper, and its cursory attempt to refute Weeks ’ interpretation 
is easily answered.82   
 When one looks beyond 1 Corinthians to the other Pauline letters, one final point argues 
for Warfield ’s, and especially for Week’s approach.  1 Timothy 2:10-12, we saw above, is not a 
direct command for silence of women, but nevertheless presupposes a duty for women to be silent in 
the churches.  They are, Paul says, “not to teach  or exercise authority over men, but to be quiet ,” (v 
12) and “to receive instruction with entire submissiveness” (v 11).  Paul, here too, bases his 
instruction for the women in the Law (of Moses  i.e., Genesis).  We have shown that 1 
Corinthians and 1 Timothy, along with Ephesians 5 indicate Paul had a well developed typological 
reading of Genesis 1-3 that included the headship as a leadership role of the man based primarily on 
Genesis 2.  The demand for quietness and submissiveness in the household of Go d is rooted in this 
interpretation just as the assertion of male headship and demand for female submissiveness in the 
private homes at Ephesus are so rooted in Ephesians 5.  Weeks ’ understanding of 11:2ff. allows us 
to recognize unity in Paul’s handling of Genesis 2’s household as typological of the eschatological 
household (the church) in all three passages.  Furthermore, in all three the male -female relationship 
                                                 
81 Additionally, note that the argument about women prophesying, etc., ‘bringing shame ’ (11:5 & 14:35) 
and the mention that Paul’s teaching is ‘the practice of all the churches’ (11:16 -17 & 14:33-35) 
additionally point toward close thematic ties between chs. 11 and 14.  
82 “. . . But this interpretation invokes a strained syntactical argument.  If the ‘uncovering’ is symbolic 
of praying and prophesying, then one cannot reasonably take such ‘uncovering’ as an instrumental dative 
modifying praying or prophesying.  Stripped of the symbolism, the verse would then read, in effect, 
‘Every woman praying or prophesying, by means of praying or prophesying, dishonors her head.’ And as 
in the previous interpretation, Week’s approach does not adequately reckon with the fulfilled Joel 
prophecy  recorded in Acts 2, to the effect that both men and women will prophesy.” {Carson 1991: 488}; 
emphasis added.  
Weeks responds to Carson: 
    “In my article I refer to the daughters of Philip (Acts 21:8,9).  This is clear NT evidence of 
prophetesses.  Yet it is significant that they are referred to in the context of the home , rather than the 
context of a church.  That does not create a problem because clearly, according to 1 Cor. 14:35, a 
different rule applies to the home.  I addressed the question of whether 1 Corinthians 11 was applying to 
public worship in my original article but it may be useful to expand on that argument.  The parallels that 
I have pointed out between chapters 11 and 14 make it likely that they are both talking about the same 
thing and clearly chapter 14 addresses public worship.  Further the two sections of chapter 11 are linked 
by the contrast of ‘I praise you’ (v.  2) and ‘I do not praise you’ (v. 17) and it is clear that the second 
section concerns public worship.” 
    “To say that x is symbolic of y does not carry the inference that we may substitute the symbol for 
the reality in every context and still make sense.  We speak of the bread and wine of the Lord's Supper 
as being  symbolic of Christ's body and blood but the gospel passages which describe the meal in the 
upper room would not make sense if in every usage we substituted body for bread and blood for wine.   
    “What I argued was that the appropriateness of covering as an expression of female submission 
means that a failure to show submission is equivalent to the removal of the covering.  Praying and 
prophesying are  a rejection of submission hence they are equivalent to removal of the covering.  It is that 
removal that is shameful for the woman.  I cannot see how this can be a strained argument when a 
grammatical construction is taken in i ts common sense (i.e. instrumental dative) rather than in a sense 
which is elsewhere unattested.  When that in turn harmonizes passages which otherwise seem at 
variance surely it demands at least serious consideration.” {Weeks 1998}; {Weeks 1999}; emphasis  
added.  



of headship and subordination is interpreted and applied to households of Paul’s day (family & 
church) based on that exegesis.  Thus, Weeks ’ reading of chapter 11 supports our handling of Paul’s 
use of Genesis in 1 Timothy just as our study of the use of Genesis 2 provides additional 
undergirding for Weeks ’ translation of v 5 and interpretation of 11:2ff.83 
 
2.3.5.  Summary of the Answer from 1 Corinthians 11   14 
 We have found (at least) two credible readings of chapter 11 that are in harmony with 
chapter 14, that is to say, by either view, Paul’s overall teaching in chapters 11-14 forbids women, 
because they are female, from speaking in the church ’s assemblies.  Despite being situated in the 
context of Paul’s handling of the temporary gifts, particularly of prophecy and tongues, the passage 
demanding silence of women gives no indication whatsoever that that demand is grounded in the 
peculiar nature of the Corinthian circumstances or of the gifts themselves.  To the contrary, the ban 
is already in force in “all the churches, ” and it originates from the Law of Moses, most likely from 
Genesis 2.   
 Both Warfield and Weeks have offered the church unified interpretations of this difficult 
section in 1 Corinthians which do not require the church to violate or abandon its logical and 
confessional principle of using this clear passage (14:33bff.) to guide the interpretation of the less 
clear one (11:2ff.).  Until the logic and flow of chapter 11 is worked out in detail, some questions 
are bound to remain for NT scholarship, but these in know way prevent the church from hearing her 
Master’s voice on this ques tion; will they be used as an excuse to disobey that voice?  In answer to 
the question that we have posed to 1 Corinthians 11-14, “Does the NT forbid women from becoming 
ministers and elders in the church?” the unequivocal reply that Paul gives in 1 Corinthians 11-14 is 
clear.  The Lord Jesus does not permit women to speak publicly in his church.  How dare we 
ordain them to offices in his church which require them to do what he has forbidden them?  

                                                 
83 Despite the somewhat speculative nature of trying to discern Paul’s exegetical approach to an OT text 
in such a brief allusion as 1 Tim. 2:13-15, by successfully showing our proposed approach (exegetical 
model) as able to explain a number of Pauline uses of that OT text in different passages of different letters, 
a measure of confirmation for that approach emerges.  If the the common view of higher critics 
regarding 1 Tim. were assumed (1 Tim. as pseudepigraphal), 1 Tim. 2:13-15 would serve as an indication 
that the next generation of Paul’s disciples so understood Paul’s approach to Gen. 2 in the earlier Pauline 
epistles. 


