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In many churches today, all you will ever hear preached from the pulpit is the words of Paul.  Paul is a true Christian hero, and his words provide some of the most practical insights into the life of the church and the individual Christian.  All of this is a good thing.
However, because Paul just seems to “make sense” to us, his words seem so straight forward, we sometimes limit or even intercept what Paul is trying to say as he addresses his church communities.  Over the next five weeks, we will spend some time trying to see what Paul is saying in its fullness, and in the process, perhaps gain a fresh perspective on Paul.

A Word about Paul’s Writing Style 

There are two important things that you need to remember as we tackle the different things that Paul says.  The first is more of a reminder.  We must remember that all of Paul’s letters are written in response to letters and inquiries from others.  Paul does not set down what we get to day by way of a systematic theology.  He is addressing problem, problems which we are sometimes not made fully aware.  This means that much of the theology that Paul is putting out is directed at preserving the Gospel from being damaged by those who take advantage of the opportunities that being “in Christ” create.  

The second and more difficult thing to keep in mind is that Paul is attempting to answer these problems by using all the tools in bag: rhetoric, humor, word plays, and the silly logic of his opponents.  Because Paul is now holy writ, we tend to think: “Oh my goodness, if he said it he must have meant it in a straightforward manner.”  We take Scripture seriously (which is a good thing), but we must be careful not to take all of Paul’s argument so seriously that we miss the point that he is making fun of his opponents.  As much as possible we need to take a step back and ask, “What would his audience have heard here?” (In this pursuit, I recommend The Bible Background Commentary by Craig Keener, put out by Intervarsity Press, which does a good job of telling us what the audience probably heard).

With these two important reminders, lets take a look at the first of the elements of Paul that need a fresh perspective: the idea of the equality of all humanity in Paul’s writings.

Women, Slaves, the Young and Gentiles
We as Americans have been raised with the notion that “All men are created equal.”  Now we forget that at the time our founding documents were written not all people were really equal: women could not vote, blacks were held as slaves, Quakers were burned, and only the landed class had the right to hold office.  While the words of those founding documents are true, they were still in the process of becoming true in this country.  So with Paul.  We read a lot of his words and at once we say, “Yes, for Paul all people are equal!”  And then we remember the things he says about women, and slaves, and non-Jews, and children, and….  All of sudden we realize that while we think that all people are equal, we feel, if we are to be true to Scripture (and here mostly Paul) that we have to put our own caveats on this.  In fact, we might be surprised to find out that this is not really the case.  
The Case for Women

First Presbyterian is a member of the Presbyterian Church USA.  One of the distinctive elements of our denomination when compared to other Presbyterian group is our position on women (there are other less favorable issues, which I pray to see change in our denomination).  The PCUSA ordains women, which is still considered quite “liberal.”  Doesn’t Paul say that is not okay?  In point of fact, I think that the reason that the PCUSA ordains women is “liberal,” but I think if we read Paul seriously we find out that it is the right action.  But that is not the only issue with women. What about “head coverings?”  What about female submission to the husband?  Isn’t Paul, well, kind of anti-women?  To use his phrase from Romans 6:2, “Me Egeneto” – “May it never be!!!!”

One of the best issues to start with, because it demonstrates the things that we need to keep in mind mentioned above, is 1 Corinthians 11 and the issue of women and their heads.  What do we know about the situation:
1) That women in most of the Greek\Roman\Jewish cultures were viewed as either a) property b) totally lacking in brains c) like children d) for sex only and/or e) worse then children.  

2) The church in Corinth was made up of a combination of Greeks, Romans immigrants (both Roman men and women covered their heads in worship) and former Jews.

3) In that culture, the hair was considered a prime object of male lust (go figure).

4) Generally only two groups of women uncovered their hair: high class women who had some learning or prostitutes.

5) Clearly this issue was causing major disruptions in the church.

With those things in mind, what does Paul say?  

﻿3﻿ Now I want you to realize that the head of every man is Christ, and the head of the woman is man, and the head of Christ is God.  ﻿4﻿ Every man who prays or prophesies with his head covered dishonors his head.  ﻿5﻿ And every woman who prays or prophesies with her head uncovered dishonors her head—it is just as though her head were shaved.  ﻿6﻿ If a woman does not cover her head, she should have her hair cut off; and if it is a disgrace for a woman to have her hair cut or shaved off, she should cover her head.  ﻿7﻿ A man ought not to cover his head, ﻿b﻿ since he is the image and glory of God; but the woman is the glory of man.  ﻿8﻿ For man did not come from woman, but woman from man;  ﻿9﻿ neither was man created for woman, but woman for man.  ﻿10﻿ For this reason, and because of the angels, the woman ought to have a sign of authority on her head. 11﻿ In the Lord, however, woman is not independent of man, nor is man independent of woman.  ﻿12﻿ For as woman came from man, so also man is born of woman. But everything comes from God.  ﻿13﻿ Judge for yourselves: Is it proper for a woman to pray to God with her head uncovered?  ﻿14﻿ Does not the very nature of things teach you that if a man has long hair, it is a disgrace to him,  ﻿15﻿ but that if a woman has long hair, it is her glory? For long hair is given to her as a covering.  ﻿16﻿ If anyone wants to be contentious about this, we have no other practice—nor do the churches of God. 

Paul says a lot there.  What does it all mean:

1) Paul argues from the value of the family.  No one wants to bring dishonor to their family unit (a true high crime in the ancient world…think of the Prodigal Son).  So, you should not embarrass your husband (your whole family) by uncovering your head.

2) Paul uses a wordplay: if you want to uncover your head…why don’t you just shave your hair off.  Go all the way with it! (I think here of parents, who catching their child smoking, make them sit there and smoke the entire pack until they turn green). 

3) The use of “head” here is not talking about authority.  While the Greek word sometimes was used in such a way, but here, with the allusion to the creation narrative, Paul is talking about where do women come from.  
4) In referring to the “glory of man” Paul uses strange words here.  What he is pointing to from the creation narrative, is that women are meant to help men to worship God (and vice-versa). But, when a woman has her hair down, she distracts.  This sounds weird to us, but the modern equivalent may be something along the idea of, “Women, keep your tops on, for you were meant to help focus men on worshipping God, not thinking about other things.”  

5) Paul says in the Greek in vs. 10, “Therefore it is proper for a woman to exercise authority over her head.”  What Paul is saying here is, “Women, no one can force you to do this…but you know why you are in worship and therefore…you know what you should do.”  

6) Paul speaks from nature.  Why?  Because many of the Christians in Corinth had come from the group known as the Stoics. Stoics though the “nature of things” was the ultimate determinant.  Paul uses their argument against them…even if we don’t really understand the force of the argument. 

7) Finally, Paul uses the old “that is just the way things are” line in verse 16.  This seems like a really weird way to end the argument.  But in fact, he is again using other people’s logic against them.  The skeptics and many Jews argued from custom. If it was custom it was the way it should be.  So Paul says to them, “Okay, here is the custom.  Now what are you going to do?”  

 In the end what we should see from this passage is:
1) That family matters. You should not bring dishonour to it.

2) That women are well within their rights to participate in worship and to do so however they choose.

3) That Paul wants to answer any and all arguments.

4) But that in the end, what matters to Paul is that the church be unified and that the gospel be advanced.  In that light, a women, even with a God-given right to do whatever she wants with her hair, should put aside her “rights” for the sake of the Gospel.

This carries forward with the other women’s passages, most notably Ephesians 5 and 1 Timothy 2.  Ephesians 5 might well  have been read at your wedding (it was at ours). Again we must remember that the social situation of women in general throughout the Empire was “quiet submission” to the rule of their husbands.  In vs, 21 Paul states that women and men are to “submit one to another out of reverence for Christ.”  Paul then applies this submission to the main categories of life – marriage, children, and slaves.  He then closes this passages by defining what this looks like: husbands love and wives respect.  Yes, Paul does tell the women in vs. 22 to submit to her husband. So are these in conflict?

 In fact, Paul is dealing with much of the same question as in 1 Corinthians 11.  What Paul cares about, what Paul always cares about, is the advancement of the Gospel.  Where the Gospel advances, new creation is birthed.  In the new creation, the old creation categories are not undone (we do not all become hermaphrodites, neither male nor female), but things are regulated from Christ, and all things find their meaning not from each other but from him (or as it says elsewhere in the Bible, “man looks on the outside of people, but God looks on the inside”).  Women have found new liberty under the Gospel, new value.  But Paul is not trying to create a societal revolution…he is proclaiming the great physical and spiritual revolution of the coming Kingdom. Women are well within their rights to watch out for themselves, but here Paul asks them, in light of Christ, to submit to their husband. They are to use their new found position to voluntarily submit to the husbands for the sake of the Gospel.  This submission then is played out in respect.  But, Paul does want to get rid of any notion of patriarchial marriage, and so also tells the husband (vs. 21) that he is to submit to his wife, and that this submission must take the form of love.  

Excurses: Children

Further, Paul lets children and parents also in on this new found reality.  Children are equally valued as any in the church (which is in stark contrast to the surrounding world).  Fathers (here Paul seems to be directing this at parents), in the ancient world would have had complete right over their children (sort of mini-slaves).  Against this he says, “Do not exasperate your children.” Again, Paul is not undoing the existing social system, but he is reforming it from the inside out.  Children are called to obey their parents as part of their duty to Christ – not simply because they are parents (as in the rest of the culture).  Likewise, Fathers are called on to treat their children as equal citizens of the kingdom, and not to drive them to anger but to faithful life in the kingdom.  Perhaps even as much if not more so, this is a radical leveling of the way people treat each other, even as it does not get rid of the biological distinctive and roles that each person plays in the created order.

One final passage on women must be discussed, and that is 1 Timothy 2, where women are not allowed to teach or have authority over men and to remain quiet.  Again, remember that Paul is writing Timothy here to deal with a problem that Timothy has raised.  Ephesus was the home of the cult of Diana, and as such women in Ephesus, especially religious women, had a special role to play in religious life. The women were the cultic leaders of the Diana worship.  Now in the midst of this, some are coming to Christ.  Does this mean that women now should rule in the Christian church like they did in Diana worship?  I like Tom Wright, Bishop of Durham and noted evangelical New Testament scholar’s insights on this passage:

Was the apostle saying, people might wonder, that women should be trained up so that Christianity would gradually become a cult like that of Artemis, where women did the leading and kept the men in line? That, it seems to me, is what verse 12 is denying. The word I’ve translated ‘try to dictate to them’ is unusual, but seems to have the overtones of ‘being bossy’ or ‘seizing control’. Paul is saying, like Jesus in Luke 10, that women must have the space and leisure to study and learn in their own way, not in order that they may muscle in and take over the leadership as in the Artemis-cult, but so that men and women alike can develop whatever gifts of learning, teaching and leadership God is giving them.

 In light of that, Wright translate this passage as follows:

So this is what I want: the men should pray in every place, lifting up holy hands, with no anger or disputing.  9In the same way the women, too, should clothe themselves in an appropriate manner, modestly and sensibly. They should not go in for elaborate hair-styles, or gold, or pearls, or expensive clothes;   10instead, as is appropriate for women who profess to be godly, they should adorn themselves with good works.  11They must be allowed to study undisturbed, in full submission to God.  12I’m not saying that women should teach men, or try to dictate to them; they should be left undisturbed.  13Adam was created first, you see, and then Eve;  14and Adam was not deceived, but the woman was deceived, and fell into trespass.  15She will, however, be kept safe through the process of childbirth, if she continues in faith, love and holiness with prudence.
Notice how Wright illuminates that women were not to be gussied up for the sake of worship, but to take the time and money they would have spent on those items and put them to the work of God.  Again, they have the “right” to dress however they want.  Paul simply wants all things to move the Gospel forward, and to avoid all things that might bring dissension into the church.

But what about Slavery?
But doesn’t Paul okay slavery?  Well, yes and no.  Yes, he speaks to slaves as slaves.  Lets be clear, if Paul advocated the end of all slavery he would have been stopped immediately by the forces of the Empire and killed (think Spartacus).  Some estimates are that 80-90% of the Italian peninsula was slaves at this point.  Does Paul think that slavery will be part of the future kingdom?  No way!!!  But the Gospel is not primarily about ending slavery or overturning the existing government structure.  But no, Paul does not see slavery as acceptable in the light of the Gospel. We know this from two important passages. 

The first is Ephesians 6:5-9.  There Paul tells slaves to submit to their master, with respect and fear (okay, not big deal there), just as they would Christ.  In other words, you are free in Christ, but we are all slaves to Christ as well (as Paul calls himself for example in Titus 1:1).  Our true freedom is found in total submission to Christ.  In this light, Paul tells the Christian slave: you are free, but now submit in your earthly role to your master as if you are really submitting to God!  

But it is the master who faces the real challenge.  The slave for a Christian master is no longer property…they are a brother or sister in Christ!  They are called to treat their slave “in the same way.” (vs 9)  This means that they are to serve them wholeheartedly and love them.  Paul has phrased this in such a way that even if the master does not free his slave (which could be economically disastrous for the now ex-slave, in a way similar to the treatment of ex-house elves in J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series), that they are now to be treated as member of the family, even as they continue their “role” as slave.  Slavery is to be crushed from the inside out.  

This is further seen in Paul’s letter to Philemon regarding the slave Onesimus.  There Paul says, “Well of course, he is your slave…” and then proceeds to remind Philemon how much he owes Paul, and therefore Christ.  Again, Paul tap-dances around the issue of abolition…he lets the Gospel do the talking for him.

The Great Passage of Egalitarianism: Galatians 3:28

There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, no male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.
No passage more warms my heart about how God kingdom sees all of us in our humanity than this one.  It is the exegetical key to understanding the new creation humanity which those in Christ are part of.  It does not say that we will all be some sort of pasty-bland generic humanity, without gender, without interest.  Our ethnicity and our gender are part of creation, not the fall (not so slavery, as seen above).  No, as Tom Wright again says so wonderfully:

So does Paul mean that in Christ the created order itself is undone? Is he saying, as some have suggested, that we go back to a kind of chaos in which no orders of creation apply any longer? Or is he saying that we go on, like the gnostics, from the first rather shabby creation in which silly things like gender-differentiation apply to a new world in which we can all live as hermaphrodites – which, again, some have suggested, and which has interesting possible ethical spin-offs? No. Paul is a theologian of new creation, and it is always the renewal and reaffirmation of the existing creation, never its denial, as not only Galatians 6.16 but also of course Romans 8 and 1 Corinthians 15 make so very clear. Indeed, Genesis 1—3 remains enormously important for Paul throughout his writings.
Paul is the theologian of the new creation, and the new creation is not about distinctives but about the common humanity and shared position we have in Christ – even as we remain distinct and different!  So Paul really is the great egalitarian preacher, not the man who okays slavery, subordination of women, poor treatment of children and ethnic rules.  He sees humanity in a new light…even if the church has often had trouble living in glare of the new light.  But Christ is the true light, and even our darkness does not overcome it.
PAGE  
1

