
Monday Evening Bible Reading Group: December 13: 1 Corinthians 14: 20-40 

Plenty of controversy, and surprises, here.   Quotable quotes include a commendation of 

“plain truth speaking”; and the rebuke “Do you think everything revolves around you?” 

The Isaiah 28: 9-12 reference is one of those rabbinic tongue/mind twisters that leaves the 

reader more puzzled than informed.  Isaiah was talking about the Hebrews not listening to 

the Hebrew God talking to them in their own language, and so being forced to listen to te 

Abyssinian language being talked by their invaders – which wouldn’t mean anything to 

them, except regret.  Paul’s underlying report is the familiar one of needing to get and to 

listen to God’s message in plain English (or whatever). 

What strikes the reader most about this section is how different the Corinthian service (and 

almost certainly most “church” services) was from what we are used to at St George’s.  The 

nearest St George’s gets to the Corinthian format is when our celebrant pauses the service 

for notices, and (maybe rashly) asks whether there are any further notices to be highlighted 

from the pew sheet, or indeed not in the pew sheet.....  and various people take the 

opportunity to speak up.  For the bulk of the service, we have the printed service in front of 

us, the hymns for the most part pre-determined and on the sheet or in the hymn book, and 

those who speak are those scheduled to speak (usually saying what they have carefully 

prepared in the light of what is prescribed in the lectionary).  In Corinth, and in what Paul 

encourages, everybody comes along with what they want to say or sing.   Paul expects 

everybody to contribute.  He is just encouraging them to take turns, to respect each other, 

and to be ready to listen as well as talk. 

In the earliest days of the church, the answer to “Who is taking the service?” would have 

been “We (all of us) are”.  Perhaps the closest we get to this is not the “charismatic” church 

where members of the congregation join in, but the Quaker/Friends service, where all listen 

and all are free to speak (respectfully) when so moved.  I did once attend a wedding 

reception in St George’s Hall where everybody over 18 seemed to feel it necessary to make 

a speech.  If anyone feels that the service book makes things a bit boringly predictable, with 

the celebrant not the Holy Spirit in charge, would that person be happier with the totally 

unpredictable service in which everyone speaks when, as often and for as long as they 

fancy.  A “successful” “open service/meeting” requires a great deal of self-discipline.  As 

Paul argues, if you love your neighbour, and respect your neighbour, you will seek that self-

discipline.  We have to suspect that the structured service came into being not only to avoid 

shouting/jostling, but to silence minority voices, and to reflect the hierarchical tendencies of 

civil society. 

P.S. Could you handle three sermons at one service?  

Now the “women” thing.   The reality is that if you put together all that appears in Paul’s 

name as a commentary on the place of women in the church, there are blatant 



inconsistencies.   Verses 34-5 of Chapter 14 simply do not fit with verse 5 of Chapter 11.  The 

Paul who assumes women will be leading prayers and preaching, and salutes women as his 

peers, is not the Paul who says women should sit silent.  (That silence was assumed by both 

Jewish and Greek rule setters.)  The Letter to Timothy which takes the same silent women 

line was almost certainly post-Paul and doesn’t reflect his views.  Verses 34-5 may well not 

be Paul.   Alternatively, they might be situation-specific, not general guidance. 

One other thought: Paul asks the Corinthians to behave like “adults”.  I like the reflection 

that, given what “adult literature” means, and what “adultery” means, we need to think 

hard about what being grown up means.   (Children and young people can be very wise.)  


