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This is the second “Troubling Text” Rossi has raised and both are to do with the role of women in the church.  I am sure he is not trying to make life difficult for me !!!  It has, though, given me the opportunity to address this important matter so that we are all clear on how we see the role of women in L.C.F.

A couple of weeks ago we looked at 1 Timothy 2: 11. “A woman should learn in quietness and full submission, I do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man, she must be silent”.  If you missed that sermon I would encourage you to read it or listen to it on our website.  Much of what I said that week in terms of a universal biblical principle applies also to the text we are looking at this morning, and yes, at first glance it is a rather surprising word from Paul.  A word so very easily and so often misunderstood or misinterpreted.

Now, we have to admit, especially at first glance, 1 Cor. Chapter 14 is not an easy chapter! It tackles some very difficult and complex issues…. prophecy, tongues, words of instruction (or doctrine) revelation, interpretation – plus the role of women in church!  All that addressed in one chapter of 40 verses!  So where do we start? Well, I don’t think it is as complicated as it first sounds if we make careful note of key words and key verses in that chapter.

The first thing to note is on the repeated emphasis of Paul in that chapter on the importance of strengthening (N.I.V.) the church, or as other versions have it (N.K.J.V. and R.V.) edifying …. edification…That is what is all important to Paul – the edification of the church, the strengthening of the church – the building up of the church.

The Greek word for “edification” or “edifies” appears five times in that chapter.  The word is “oikodomer” oikos – meaning `house` and `domer` to build.  So, it literally means to build a house…to be a housebuilder.  That is the word Paul stresses in this chapter.  What he is saying is that everything, done or said in the church, is to edify believers….is to build them up.  Just as a housebuilder has to have a plan and a purpose…. just as a housebuilder has to have certain things in place…. just as a housebuilder has to start with a foundation on which to build, so it has to be in the church.  There needs to be certain things in place…. there needs to be plan…there needs to be things done in order.  The church is to have its intentions and designs to ensure the building up……the strengthening of the saints to bring them to maturity.

All that is summed up in the key verse in chapter 14 verse 33: “For God is not a God of disorder but of peace” ……. God is not the author of confusion but of peace (K.J.V.)  Church services are not to be disorderly…they are not to be chaotic…. they are not to promote confusion.  Church services are to display something of the nature of God. 

Now Paul has to stress this because the Corinthian church was very disorderly…  the Corinthian church in its services of worship was especially unruly and chaotic and confusion reigned!

You get a sense of just how disorderly, unruly and chaotic the Sunday services (or main services) were from verse 26. “When you come together, everyone has a hymn, or a word of instruction, a revelation, a tongue or an interpretation”. Everyone! They were all clamouring for attention and looking for every opportunity to parade their spiritual gift to show just how “spiritual” they were!

There were those coming with a hymn, or a psalm, as some versions have it.  When we hear the word `psalm` we perhaps tend to think they were singing Old Testament Psalms.  Actually, the Greek word here is the word for `song` so they were all (or at least many of them) were singing solo songs!  Perhaps some came with a new worship song they had composed and written……. others singing their favourite hymns which would be popular with some. Whatever was going on it was chaotic – people out singing each other…. competing with one another.  Chaos and confusion reigned.

Then there were those who had a “word of instruction”, a “teaching” a “doctrine”, as other versions have it.  These were people who thought they were teachers…. these were would be teachers standing up and giving his `lesson` to those present.  Again, very chaotic.

Then those who thought they had a new revelation, and so standing and saying “Thus says The Lord” …….” The Lord says” and so on.

And on top of all that, those there in church who were speaking in tongues and then others interpreting!  Just imagine how chaotic, disorderly, unruly and confusing their services must have been! No doubt those involved were having a great time…. thinking too they were very spiritual.  Their emphasis though, was on personal enjoyment…. personal fulfilment.  They were being very self-indulgent.  They had no concern for, or understanding of everything having to be done to build up……to edify other believers.   That is why Paul has to say “All of these things must be done for the strengthening (the edification) of the church” (v. 26b).

So, he spends the next few verses calling them back to order…. he sees the need for order and control.  He addresses those excesses because there should be no place for such things in the church because “God is not a God of disorder but of peace”. 
Now hold all that in the back of your mind for a moment.  It is an important backdrop to help us understand what and why Paul says about women not being allowed to speak.

He already said in Chapter 11 vs 5 that women can and do prophesy in church, so he is not saying that women cannot speak in church.  He is not addressing that issue.

He is addressing a problem that involved the married women in the church.  There seems to have been a particular problem with their behaviour in church.  On top of all the other chaos that we have identified it appears that some women were adding to the confusion by their disorderly, unruly conduct in the middle of the service.  V.35. If they want to enquire about something or as N.K.J.V. has it,” if they want to learn something….”  helps us understand what was going on.  They were claiming that they wanted to learn, so they blurted out their questions when there was a prophecy or the word was being expounded.  They kept asking their questions…they kept blurting them out…. the flow of the teaching and the service was again chaotic – adding to the confusion and disorder that already existed!  What a mess! No wonder Paul had to step in and address those issues…. His concern is for orderly worship (N.I.V. sub heading verses 26 – 40) …and he gives practical guidance in all those excesses to ensure just that, so that the church can be “edified”.

We are not looking at the other excesses Paul identifies and the steps he puts in place for `order` - that is outside the scope of this sermon.  What we are concerned with is his words to do with the women in the church.

What he is saying is this:  “It is OK to question.  It is OK to want to have answers to those question.  It is OK that you want to learn, but blurting out your questions in a service is not the way to go about it.  If you have got a question, save it up until you get home and then ask your husband”.

Now there is a challenge first of all to us husbands.  We need to know our bibles!  We need to take the spiritual lead…. we need to be able to answer those `troubling texts` or those critical questions that our wives may have…. if your husband cannot answer, or if you have not got a husband, ask someone else, but not in a way to bring disorder into a service.   He's wanting men to exercise.... to live out their God-given role to lead – and women to follow.  That's the plan and purpose of God for his people.

The reason he says that is because of the created order of God's design – Adam first then Eve.  Eve deceived first……then the consequence of the fall (Genesis 3: 16) – We touched on this in some detail in the first sermon on the role of women in the church a couple of weeks ago.  So, I am not going to go over that again.  What Paul says is that the woman “must be in submission” (v. 34).  Now, we may not like that, we may feel our hackles rising.  We may want to explain it away and say its only cultural and therefore does not apply to us today.  He was only addressing a problem in the Corinthian Church.

But we do need to note two things: 1) This applies to “all the congregations of the saints” (v.3). It is not just to the Corinthian Church.  This is universal. 2)  He grounds what he says about submission in the Word of God – “as the law says”.  So, you cannot say it is just for the Corinthian Church…you cannot say it only applied to the 1st century church.  It is for the church in every age in every culture.

As you know many churches do not accept what Paul teaches and have chosen to ignore or re-interpret his teaching.  My own church, the Anglican church has certainly rejected Paul's view.  So, I know I am going out on a bit of a limb here.  I am well aware that what I am saying will probably not be popular with all, so before you lynch me on the way out let me end with what Paul says in vs. 36 “Did the Word of God originate with you?”
He is being sarcastic! He knows there will be some in the Corinthian Church who do not like what he is saying.  He knows that some will challenge what he is teaching.  So, sarcastically he is saying “You want to argue about this? Did you write the Word of God? How can you justify your own practices which do not conform to the Word of God?”

“Did you write the bible?” That's what he is saying.  Of course, they did not! So, Paul's argument is simply this:  You are either the one who wrote it or you are the ones required to submit to it.  If you didn't write it, obey it! Then he says (v.37) – “If anyone thinks he is a prophet or spiritually gifted, let him acknowledge that what I am writing to you is the Lord's command.”  So, if you are spiritually gifted, if you are spiritually mature, you will know that what I am saying are not my own thoughts, or my own interpretation, but come to you with God given authority.

So, there we have it.  Paul's remedies for the unruly worship that characterised the Corinthian Church.  Paul's remedies to ensure that everything done in church is done to edify believers….to build up the church.  

Bearing all that in mind,  I don't think this passage is as contentious as the one we looked at two weeks ago – women not to teach in public worship, so I hope to escape unscathed after the service!  Chaotic worship is surely something none of us could accept, so we can accept Paul's remedy to bring back order and peace.

The bit some find difficult is Paul's is Paul's call back to God's created order for the man to take the spiritual lead – spare a thought for us men and the 'pressure' Paul puts us under to come up with all the answers!  You ladies can just sit back and ask difficult and demanding questions and then just watch us as we struggle and squirm!

There are though, principles given to us, not only to believe, but to obey.  Obey even those scriptures we 'don't like'... even those scriptures that don't 'fit' our culture.  The principle to desire the building up... the edifying of the church we are a part of.  To forgo the the emphasis on personal enjoyment or personal fulfilment.... no more 'me, me', but 'us, us'.... not to be self-indulgent.... or selfish, insisting in our own way.... not wanting to draw attention to ourselves so that others might see how 'spiritual' we are.  To lay all those things to one side wanting above all for the church and individuals within the church to be built up... to be edified.  May God give us both the grace and the courage not to follow the world.... not to succumb to the culture around us, but to obey his Word, to his honour and glory.

Principles given to us to believe – but also to obey.  May God give us the grace and the courage at L.C.F. not to follow the world or our culture but to obey His word to His honour and glory.

A quick postscript – I am well aware that there are many other issues that arise out of these two sermons such as the role of husband and wife…. the ministry of women in the church.... what submission means etc. etc.  If you need clarification on anything, let me know.  That can be another sermon in this series.
