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A Little Lesson in Hermeneutics
(1st Corinthians 11, 14 & 1st Timothy 2, 3)

Biblical scholars often distinguish between different kinds of statements in Scripture (see Marva Dawn, Sexual Character, pp. 96-98). Essentially they distinguish three kinds of statements: 1) prescriptive, 2) descriptive and 3) corrective statements. Many statements in the Bible are clearly of the third kind and for various reasons cannot be absolutized and applied to subsequent times and places. Here’s a brief description of each kind of statement together with a few examples of each kind, ending with a consideration of the corrective texts of 1 Corinthians 11: 5, 10,  1st Corinthians 14:34 and 1st Timothy 2:11-12. 
1. Prescriptive Statements: These are normative or instructive texts, those that give basic, fundamental principles that should characterize the behaviour of the people of God and/or her leaders. 
a. For example, 1st Timothy 3:1 says, “Now the overseer (church leader) must be above reproach….” In the Pastoral Letters, this is the guiding principle for the selection of church leaders and the principle is applicable to our selection of church leaders today. 
b. Another example is 1st Timothy 2:1: “I urge, then, first of all, that requests, prayers, intercessions and thanksgiving be made for everyone….”  In the Pastoral Letters, this is the guiding principle for the personal and corporate prayers of God’s people and it too is applicable to us today. 
2. Descriptive Statements: These are texts that narrate examples of practices acceptable and unacceptable among the people of God and usually have an important theological principle lying behind them. 
a. For example, 1st Timothy 3:2b-3 narrates specific virtues leaders should cultivate and vices they should avoid so as “to be above reproach” (the principle): first, a list of virtues to cultivate: “…the husband of one wife, temperate, self-controlled, respectable, hospitable, able to teach,” and then a list of vices to avoid: “not given to drunkenness, not violent but gentle, not quarrelsome, not a lover of money….” These specific virtues to cultivate and vices to avoid were culturally appropriate for 1st century Ephesian Christians and may or may not apply to us today. Many of them do apply to us because of the similarities between Greco-Roman civilization and modern Western societies like Canada. But some do not. For example, we tend to encourage a person to remarry after the death of a spouse.  Hence, many congregations today would not make the specific requirement “husband of but one wife” a requirement for all church leaders. However, most congregations would want their church leaders to be self-controlled, respectful. 
b. Another example, 1stTimothy 2:2 narrates two examples of the sort of people for whom Christians should pray: “…for kings and all those in authority….” These examples are supplied by the author to illustrate the inclusive scope of our prayers (the principle). To be sure, other examples could have been given by the author of 1st Timothy but these two examples are given for a reason: “so that we may live peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness and holiness” (2:2b). In antiquity leaders were not elected by the people nor could they be dismissed by the people as they often are today in our democratic societies. Hence, it was especially important to pray that the kings and persons in authority would use their power for the welfare and benefit of the people.
3. Corrective Statements: Typically, these are problematic or corrective statements, dealing with specific problems peculiar to Christian communities of the 1st century. Most of these statements are no longer culturally relevant for later times and places but the principle behind them is likely applicable. So we need to identify the principle and try to think of dynamic equivalent specifics that are appropriate for our day.
a. For example in 1st Timothy 2 the author gets quite specific about how women should dress while participating in corporate worship (remember, “how people ought to conduct themselves in God’s household” – see 3:15 - is his concern here), discouraging “braided hair or gold or pearls or expensive clothes” (2:9b). While the author may be concerned about women who dress in a sexually explicit way while in church thereby distracting the men during the worship service, it is more likely the case that he is showing sensitivity to the feelings of the poor people of this 1st century AD Ephesian faith community who may be upset by wealthy women flaunting their social status by means of their extravagant dress. Thus, women who overdress (“braided hair or gold or pearls or expensive clothes”) negatively influence corporate Christian worship and the author attempts to correct this culturally specific abuse. But since diverse cultural times and places call for different styles and modes of dress by women that fit the principle of dressing in “modesty, decency and propriety” (1st Timothy 2:9a), these specific requirements would not necessarily apply to all later times and places. Still, today we too expect appropriate dress for both men and women, that is, dress that does not negatively influence people while engaged in corporate Christian worship, although, admittedly, we are pretty relaxed today about what people should and should not wear when we gather as God’s people.
b. A second example of a corrective statement is the admonition of 1st Corinthians 11. In spite of the obvious freedom women have “to pray and prophecy” in church, according to v. 5, Paul argues that certain restrictions apply to the way in which women appear in church. He talks about the length of hair that women should have and he insists that a woman’s long hair is given to her for a “covering” (11:15). And by the way, he does not place an obligation only upon women. Women are to wear their hair at a certain length in church, that is, long, and men should wear their hair at an appropriate length as well, that is, short. This appears to be in keeping with the social custom of Paul’s time, as his own remarks in verse 14 indicate. Presumably at Corinth women in their house churches were tending to disregard this social custom, perhaps as part of a wider movement towards liberation in their recently reconstituted and highly mobile city of Corinth, perhaps as a consequence of their experience of freedom in Christ (Galatians 3:28), or perhaps both. Paul concludes this passage with these words: “If anyone wants to be contentious about this, we have no other practice—nor do the churches of God” (11:16). He has already supported his position about how women should appear in church with long hair by appealing to “nature” (11:14) and “custom” (11:14) and the argument from “church practice” (11:16) is dependent upon these first two (nature and custom) and cannot stand without them. The arguments from nature and custom are in fact one (since Paul assumes that current social practice exhibits a natural state of affairs) and depends on customs of dress and appearance remaining the same. Also, we should bear in mind that Paul’s instruction in this case is corrective rather than absolute. It is provoked by a particular situation in which women have exceeded their proper social limits of propriety with respect to their hairstyle. We should be very dubious of attempts to interpret his remarks here in a prescriptive way, absolutizing what was never intended to be regarded as for all time and places. Paul’s letter was an occasional letter which he wrote, in this instance, for 1st century Corinthian Christians who were facing a specific issue peculiar to their time and place. 
c. A third example of a corrective statement is found in 1st Corinthian 14:34. At first glance, Paul’s endorsement of women praying and prophesying in church (see 1st Corinthians 11:5) seems to conflict with his statement here that “women should remain silent” in the gatherings (1st Corinthians 14:34). Attempts to overrule his earlier endorsement (11:5) by this statement (14:34) or to excise (delete) these verses from the text should both be avoided (Gordon Fee deletes them!). There is no justification for the former (overruling his earlier remarks in 11:5) and scarcely any manuscript support for the latter (deleting them), and an appreciation of the wider and immediate context of Paul’s advice renders such solutions unnecessary. The injunction is the third in a series (starting at 14:20) all of which are directed against the existence of chaos or “disorder” in the church of Corinth (14:33), first through all speaking in tongues at the same time (vv. 27-28) and second through all jointly prophesying (vv. 29-32), and third through women interrupting the teaching times with uninformed questions (vv. 33-35). The precise nature of the offence of the women (more strictly of the wives) becomes clear in the following verse: “If they want to inquire about something, they should ask their own husbands at home” (14:35). It is quite likely that the wives have been interrupting the meeting with questions about things said within it. If more than that were involved, then Paul would not single out this one problem without any reference to the others. Thus, the injunction to “remain silent” does not itself possess an absolute sense and must always be interpreted by the context in which it occurs. Indeed, the specific situation presupposed by Paul’s remarks is perfectly understandable. Women for the most part did not receive any substantial education in religious matters in the 1st century, yet in Christian gatherings they could be present throughout the whole meeting and also contribute to it in a number of positive ways (see 11:5). Particularly in a church like Corinth, where Christian liberty was prized so highly, it comes as no surprise that wives felt free to query things they probably did not understand, given their common lack of religious education in that day. In advising against this, Paul reminds them again of its contravention of prevailing custom (14:35)—in Greek cities it was only the courtesans (prostitutes who served wealthy clientele) who engaged in public discussions with men—and of the practice of other churches (14:33) and even of the Old Testament (?) or “the Law” (14:34). Thus, we should bear in mind that Paul’s instruction in this case is corrective rather than absolute. It is provoked by a particular situation in which women have exceeded their proper & culturally appropriate limits. We should be cautious, therefore, of interpreting his remarks here in a prescriptive fashion. As Marva Dawn writes: “The context of 1 Corinthians 14:33-35 and the whole discourse of 1 Corinthians 11-14 enable us to see that the issue was simply the particular problem of disorderly chatter, which could easily be solved if women asked husbands their questions at home. Such a corrective text should not be turned into a normative principle, as many churches did, and still do” (Sexual Character, p. 97).
d. A final example of a corrective statement is found in 1st Timothy 2:11-12. Here women are expressly prohibited from teaching and exercising authority over men/husbands, whereas Colossians speaks of the relative freedom of ALL (men and women) to teach and admonish one another (Colossians 3:16). The strong word authentein (Greek for “authority” used once only in the entire NT) in verse 12 suggests that what is at issue in 1st Timothy is likely the excessive use of authority, which is probably domination of some sort, by women over men. So we have here a particular situation in which the author’s words are to be interpreted as a corrective and not a denial of the public ministry & roles of women for all subsequent times and all places. Also, the restriction upon women of vv. 11-12 is buttressed in vv. 13-14 by an appeal to a twofold argument: Adam was created prior to Eve (hence, men are superior to women) and Eve was deceived by the serpent (hence, women are more easily deceived than men).  However, in the undisputed Pauline letters (the pastoral letters are disputed Pauline writings) Eve’s weakness is seen as a warning to all and Adam’s responsibility is more firmly in the foreground (e.g., Romans 5:12-14; 2 Corinthians 11:3). But more: the notion that a priority in creation places men in a position of superiority over women (and husband over wife) so that women should not teach is groundless. Also, the notion that women are for all time more easily deceived than men because Eve was deceived by the serpent is baseless. If the serpent had spoken to Adam rather than Eve, he would likely have fallen just as quickly as Eve. In our text, the very unusual verb “to have authority over” (authentein) may express an unacceptable form of women dominating men in the Ephesian context. In the final analysis, while we do not have certainty about the interpretation of this difficult text (2:11-15), there is sufficient doubt about the validity of the patriarchal interpretation as a prohibition for all subsequent times and places to make it an unwise imposition on the church, in particular women in the church. A helpful comment by F. F. Bruce is worthy quoting here: “In general where there are divided opinions about the interpretation of a Pauline passage, that interpretation which runs along the line of liberty is much more likely to be true to Paul’s intention than one which smacks of bondage or legalism.”
All of this to say there are many, many statements in Scripture that are clearly “corrective statements” and are not necessarily transferable to all times and places because they are not congruent with the main thrust of the gospel. When a corrective statement seems to conflict with prescriptive statements and/or with descriptive statements (Galatians 3:28) because they seem to deal exclusively with a particular problem in a specific situation, then we must find out why the situation required a correction.
* see Raymond O. Bystrom, Living Today with an Eye for Eternity: Studies in 1 & 2 Timothy and Titus. Kindred Productions, 2007.
