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PAUL ON THE RELATION BETWEEN MEN AND Women*

RICHARD B. Havs

Sex is a minor concern within the foundational logic of Paul’s moral vision. One sees
this clearly in Romans: apart from the rhetorically charged depiction of sexual
immorality as an outward and visible sign of humanity’s alienation from God in
Rom. 1.24-27, Paul has very little to say about sexual conduct in this most extensiv
of his teachings.

Nonetheless, Paul was compelled by circumstances to deal with issues of sexual
behavior in his churches, particularly at Corinth; his responses in | Corinthians have
been of fateful import historically for Christian teaching about sex. Furthermore, as
issues of sexual conduct are hotly debated at the end of the twe
is alternately invoked or inveighed against by various disput
cannot avoid asking how his understanding of sex fits into |

[S

ntieth century, Paul
ants. Consequently, we
1is larger moral vision.!

Sex at the Turn of the Ages: 1 Corinthians 7

People who know nothing else about the apostle Paul may know that he wrote, ‘It is
well for a man not to touch a woman’ (1 Cor. 7.1b). This statement, however, is
surely one of the most widely misinterpreted texts in the New Testament, Precisely
for that reason, it offers an excellent illustration of the importance of careful
descriptive exegesis as the first step in the construction of New Testament ethics. On
the basis of | Cor. 7.1, lifted out of its context, Paul is often castigated as a misogyn-
istic character with pathological attitudes about sex. While the apostle’s ideas
certainly do not correspond to conventional lafe twentieth-century notions of
‘healthy sexuality’, it would be a serious mistake to treat this text as a
against sex. Let us examine the passage carefully.

First of all, we must remember that we are reading one side of a conversational
exchange. Paul is not setting out to write a general treatise on sex and marriage;
rather, he is responding to a Corinthian concern. This is made explicit at the beginning
of the sentence: ‘Now concerning the matters about which you wrote ...” (1 Cor
7.1a). This is a major structural transition in the letter. Through the first six chapters,
Paul has been responding to reports about the Corinthian community (1.11; 5.1); now
he turns to questions they have raised directly in correspondence, Therefore, in order
to understand Paul’s response, we need to reconstruct the question they have asked
and the situation it presupposes.

polemic

* Originally published in Richard B. Hays, The Moral Vision of the New Testament: Comnumiiy
Cross, New Creation: 4 Contemporary Introduction 1o New Testament Ethic .
HarperSanFrancisco, 1996), pp. 46-59. Reprinted by permission,

I The topics of divorce and homosexuality are more thorot
Vision of the New Testament (pp. 347-406)
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aul quotes a slogan popular among some of his
ders in order to correct or qualify it, or to challenge the conclusions that the
drawing from it. For example, in I Cor. 6.12-14, just a few lines
are considering, Paul scripts the following exchange:

Several times in | Corinthians P
rea
Corinthians were
before the passage we

Corinthians: *All things are lawful for me.’
Paul: ‘But not all things are beneficial.”

Corinthians: “All things are lawful for me.”
Paul- *But I will not be dominated by anything.’

Corinthians: < “Food is meant for the stomach and the stomach for food”, and God will

destroy both one and the other.’
Paul: *The body is meant not for fornication but for the L
the body. And God raised the Lord and will also raise us by his power.

ord, and the Lord for
2

in ancient Greek manuscripts there were no quotation marks to set off the
Corinthians’ lines from Paul’s responses, but readers at Corinth who were familiar
with the slogans would have had no trouble in following the dialogical characters of

this passage. The NRSV translators have provided quotation marks to help us read the

dialogue rightly.
In 1 Cor. 8.1, which is structurally analogous to 7.1, we encounter a similar

“Now concerning food sacrificed to idols: we know that “all of us possess
knowledge”. Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up’ (cf. also vv. 4-6, 8-9). Paul
does not attack the Corinthian slogan; he first accepts it, then deflates it. He is
quoting (or perhaps characterizing) their position in order to set up a foil for his

pattern:

response.
Once we recognize this rhetorical pattern in the letter, it becomes clear that 1 Cor.
7.1 is another instance of the same technique:

‘It is well for a man not to touch a woman.’

Corinthians:
use of cases of sexual immortality, each man should have his wife

Paul: ‘But beca
and each woman her own husband.”

t the antisex slogan almost certainly comes from the Corinthians
| himself.? This is one of ‘the matters about which you wrote’
sv indicates, Paul is quoting a statement from

Thus, we see tha
rather than from Pau
(7.1a). As the punctuation in the NR
their letter back to them to identify the topic of discussion.

pPaul does not directly challenge the slogan; indeed, he is sympathetic with it (cf.
v. 8). Nonetheless, he poses a corrective to it. What exactly is he trying to correct?

13-14, see Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the

2 For analysis of the structure of vv.
who argues persuasively that

Corinthians (NICNT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), pp. 253-57,
od will destroy both one and the other” expresses not Paul’s view but ‘the Corinthian

the phrase *G
“spiritual” salvation that would finally be divested of the

view of spritiuality, which looked for a
body” (p. 257).

3 For a thorough exe
Corinthians, pp. 266-86. See al

INTactherilTae Aliandan Dunnn watr Adn

getical defense of this interpretation, see Fee, The First Epistle to the
so Victor P. Furnish, The Moral Teaching of Paul: Selected Issues
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1e state of resurrection life (cf. 4.8), they might well have concluded that

living in tl
s should cease having sex. Consider the saying of Jesus reported in

married couple
Lk. 20.34-36:

Those who belong to this age marry and are given in marriage; but those who are

considered worthy of a place in that age and in the resurrection of the dead neither marry
nor are given in marriage. Tndeed they cannot die anymore, because they are like angels and
are children of God, being children of the resurrection.

It is not at all improbable that some of the Corinthians, who understood themselves
to be capable of speaking in ‘the tongues of angels’ (1 Cor. 13.1), might have
regarded themselves as having been translated into such an angelic state.’

Thus, we propose the hypothesis that Paul is seeking to counteract radical
Corinthian asceticism. Against an idealistic hyperspirituality that forswears sexual
union even within existing marriages, Paul urges that married couples may and must
continue to have sexual relations:

Let the husband give to his wife what is owed her, and likewise the wife to the husband.

For the wife does not have authority over her own body, but the husband does. Likewise
also the husband does not have authority over his own body, but the wife does (1 Cor.

7.3~4).

The emphasis here on mutuality is striking. In contrast to a patriarchal culture that
would assume a one-way hierarchical ordering of the husband’s authority over the
wife, Paul carefully prescribes mutual submission.® Neither marriage partner
controls his or her own body: in the marriage covenant, one surrenders authority
over one’s own body to the spouse. (In passing, we should note how sharply this

submission confrasts to the twentieth-century notion of the

picture of mutual
sexual autonomy of each individual.) Those who have already entered marriage

relationships, Paul directs, should continue to honor their commitments; to do
otherwise is to deprive the spouse of what he or she might legitimately expect from
a marriage partner.

Indeed, withdrawal into celibacy is not only a breach of faith with the spouse, it is
also dangerous. Why”? Because Satan may tempt the superspiritual ascetic to find
sexual fulfillment elsewhere (7.5), perhaps through fornication with a prostitute.
(Paul has just spoken sternly against such practices in 1 Cor. 6.12-20.) Tn order to
understand Paul’s concern, we must picture the sadly comic scenario in which a
‘Christian married couple plays a charade of sexual abstinence with one another while

indulging in clandestine extramarital affairs. Though the prospect seems ridiculous,

5 There is no indication in the letter that the Corinthians knew this specific tradition of Jesus’
teaching ot that their self-imposed sexual abstinence was based on appeal to dominical tradition.
The point is simply that the Lukan saying gives independent expression o the wider cultural

assumption that sexvality s alien fo eschatological existence.
6 Peter J. Tomson, Paul and t}
(Compendia Rerum Tudaicarum ad Novum

Fortress Press, 1990y, p. \0T, while noting that Paay’

foat stress the wile’s marital tights on the Pagis of Bxod. 21.10, also observes that the ‘remarkabl

Testamentum, 3.1; Assen: Van Gorcum;, Minneapolis:

1e Jewish Lane: Halakha in the Letters of the Apostle to the Gentiles

s teaching is parallel to rabbinic traditions
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preferable as his own opinion on a matter where he has no command of the Lord
(7.25).

At the same time, Paul knows that the power of tl

influence over the lives of believers. They are subject to temptation and to burning
physical desire. Unlike the hyperspiritual enthusiasts that he seeks to correct, he
knows that the resurrection remains a future ho

pe rather than a present reality.
Consequently, the ‘not yet’ pole of his eschatology leads him to give sober realistic
counsel to the Corinthians, permitting marriage and encouraging sexual relations
within marriage. The important thing is that the members of the community, whether

married or unmarried, remain in a state of watchful readiness and obedience,

1€ present age still exercises

Women and Men in the Ministry of the Pauline Churches

Apart from the questions of sex and marriage, what role did wom
organization and worship life of the Pauline churches
mixed signals. On the one h
3.26-28:

en play in the social
? The letters seem to send
and, we find the radical egalitarian declaration of Gal.

For in Christ Jesus you are all children of God
baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with
there is no longer slave or free, tl
in Christ Jesus.

hrough faith. As many of you as were
Christ. There is no longer Jew of Greek,

1ere is no longer male and female; for all of you are one

On the other hand, we find in 1 Cor. 14.34-35 5 stringent suppression of t

he public role
of women in the worshiping community:

Let women be silent in the churches. For it is not permitied to them to speak, but
be subordinate, just as the Law also says. And if they want to 1
their own husbands at home. For it is a shameful thing

let them
earn something, let them ask
for a woman to speak in church.

How is the tension between these texts to be understood?
with men within the community of faith, or does Paul
role?

The best way to approach this question is to examine tl
roles actually played by women in the Pauline commun
been studied extensively in recent New Testament scho
the pertinent findings briefly here.!0

First, we know from 1 Cor. 11.3-16 that Paul expected women to pray and
prophesy in the community’s worship. His major concern in this passage is that
they should arrange their hair (or cover their heads)' in a seemly manner while

Are women equal partners
assign them a subordinate

he evidence concernin g the
ities. Since this matter has
larship, we can summarize

10 For more detailed discussion, see Elisabeth Schiissler
Theological Reconstruction of Christian Origins (New York: Crossroad, 1983), pp. 226-30;
Furnish, The Moral Teaching of Paul, pp. 831 14; Ben Witherington 11, Women in the Earliest
Churches (SNTSMS, 59; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980)

1T For discussion of this disputed passage, see
Fumish, The Moral Teaching of Paul, pp. 94

Haven' Vale TTnivercitv Prace 100%)

Fiorenza, In Memory of Her: A Feminist

Schiissler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her, pp. 226-30;

~101; Dale B. Martin, The Corinthian Body Achw
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W A. Meeks, The First Urban Christians: The Social World of the Apostle Paul (New
12 Wayne A. Meeks,

Haven: Yale University Press, 1983), p. 220 n. 107.
13 Meeks, First Urban Christians, pp. 70-73.

How, then, are we to understand the injunction to silence in 1 Cor. 14.34-352 At
least four different explanations have been proposed by scholars.

(1) The passage does not forbid women from exercising leadership or speaking in
edifying ways to the community; rather, it forbids disruptive speech during the
community’s worship. Perhaps the women at Corinth, moving into a new position of
freedom in the church, were interrupting worship with questions (v. 35) and creating
disorder. Thus, the injunction is not a general rule but a pastoral directive aimed at a
specific situation. This explanation makes sense of v. 35 (‘If they want to learn
something, let them ask their own husbands at home’), but it overlooks the general-
izing force of v. 34b (‘Let them be subordinate, just as the Law also says’) and
requires a special narrow sense for the common verb Aahelv (“speak’) in vv. 34 and
35; it would have to mean something like ‘chatter’. If v. 33b (‘as in all the churches
of the saints’) is read with v. 34, this argument becomes impossible, because Paul
would be asserting female silence and subordination as a rule for all communities.
not just for some particular problematical situation at Corinth. \

(2) The passage refers only to married women, whereas the women who are
permitted to pray and prophesy (1 Cor. 11.3-16) must be unmarried. ¥ Women who
marry become subordinate to their husbands and should keep quiet. This interpret-
ation resolves the apparent contradiction, but it requires us to supply a condition not
stipulated in 1 Cor. 11.3-16 (that female prophets must be unmarried), and it
overlooks the evidence that married women such as Prisca and Junia did play
leadership roles in the Pauline communities.

(3) The passage is an interpolation,' not written by Paul but added to his letter by a

later scribe or editor, such as the author of the Pastoral Epistles (cf. | Tim. 2.8-15),

This hypothesis finds some support in the existence of a number of ancient manuscripts
that place vv. 34-35 at the end of the chapter rather than between vv. 33 and 36. The
verses do appear intrusive in Paul’s discussion of order in the exercise of prophetic
gifts; when they are removed, the passage reads smoothly. Furthermore, on material
grounds it is difficult to imagine these words coming from Paul’s hand: the Paul who
wrote 1 Cor. 11.3-16 certainly did not think that it was ‘shameful for a woman to
speak in church’. There are, however, no extant manuscripts that omit vv. 34-35; if
these verses were added to the text secondarily, they were added at a very early stage.'*

(4) Antoinette Wire, rejecting the interpolation theory, has recently argued that 1
Cor. 14.34-35 is the rhetorical goal and climax of the entire letter, which is
constructed to lead up to Paul’s silencing of female prophets at Corinth.!7 (She leaves
open the question of whether Paul intentionally structures the whole argument to

14 Schiissler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her, pp. 230--33.

15 For an extended defense of this argument, see Fee, The First Epistle 10 the Corinthians, op.
699-708. For a counterargument defending the authenticity of the verses, see Antoinetic Clark
Wire, The Corinthian Women Prophets: A Reconstruction through Paul's Rhetoric (Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 1990), pp. 149-52.

16 Significantly, however, a recent article by Philip Payne, ‘Fulden is, Sigla for Variants
Vaticanus, and 1 Cor. 14.34-35", NTS 41 (1995), pp. 240-62, identifies previously unnotic
evidence from the sixth-century Codex Fuldensis suggesting that vv. 34-35 were regarded as an
interpolation by Bishop Victor of Capua, under whose authority the manuscript was produced. My
thanks to Dr Payne for allowing me to consult a prepublication of his essay.

17 Wire, Women Prophets, pp. 135-538.
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How does this exhortation work itself out in the commu
right relation of women and men? Perhap
gling so visibly to get it right. In that respect, the church today stands to learn
something from Paul, since—as he wrote to the Philippians in another context—
are having the same struggle that you saw I had’ (Phil. 1.30).® Any sexual ethic that
takes its bearings from Paul will shape the community’s discernment with respect to
the three fundamental theological motifs that we have identified in Paul’s thought:
How do our actions manifest the presence of the new creation in a sin-dominated
world, how do our actions correspond to the self-sacrificed love of the cross, and
how do our actions serve the good of the community? We rightly understand Paul’s

particular teachings about sex only when we see them as attempts to answer these
questions for the communities that he was forming.

nity’s understanding of the
§ on no other issue do we see Paul strug-

you

18 As Boyarin remarks, ‘People in the late antiquity had not thought their way out of a dilemma
which catches us on its h

0rns even now-—in very late antiquity’ (Boyarin, A4 Radical Jew, p. 200).



