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1 Corinthians 11.2-16
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Thankfully the passage under consideration can be broken down very simply. It is structured around three main arguments.

Paul follows his introductory comments of v. 2 by an argument drawn from the chain of headship and subjection which extends downward from God to the woman, vv. 3-5 a. The point about the shame of the uncovered woman is then amplified and explained, vv. 5 b-6. The apostle continues with an argument drawn from creation, vv. 7-10, which closes with a reference to the angels, who – being fully conversant with the details of the creation of both man and woman – look to see the appointed symbol of man's headship over the woman. At this point Paul adds a short section, vv.11-12, to guard against any possible misunderstanding as to the importance and dignity of the woman. Thirdly, he draws an argument from nature, and in particular from the covering with which nature provides the woman – namely her long hair, vv. 13-15. All further contention is silenced by an appeal to the final authority of the apostles of Christ and to the universal custom of the churches which they had established, v. 16. 

Paul begins in v.2 by giving credit to the Corinthians for the way in which they had kept in mind the ‘ordinances’ – the traditions – the instructions – lit. ‘the things handed down’ – which he had earlier given them.  Sadly, his commendation, ‘I praise you’ in v.2, must soon be followed by his censure ‘I praise you not’, v. 17. This because – although, according to v.2, the Corinthians ‘remembered’ the Lord’s servant and his commands – according to the latter part of the chapter, they utterly failed to remember the Lord Himself in keeping with His own commands, vv. 20, 24! But – consistent with his normal practice – Paul first sounds his note of praise; cf. 1.1-9. There had been a time when – as Saul of Tarsus – he had laid great store by the ‘traditions’ of Judaism – as he told the Galatians, he had ‘profited in the Jews' religion above many my equals in mine own nation, being more exceedingly zealous of the traditions of my fathers’, Gal. 1.14, but no longer – now his concern lies with ‘traditions’ which are Christian – the same word as Gal. 1.14 – which he had ‘delivered’ to the Corinthians – and which in general they had held fast. There were, however, a few cases where they had gone astray. One of these was in the matter of the covering of the head and Paul proceeds to deal with this failure first – so note the ominous ’but’ at the beginning of v. 3.

First, the argument from the chain of headship, vv. 3-6. 

We note that – before the Apostle actually mentions the abuse itself – he first states the principle on which, in part at least, his correction of the abuse is to rest, v.3. There had been a growing tendency among the Greeks to improve the social standing of their women ever since the days of Socrates – some 5 centuries before – and this had received a fresh boost from contact with the Romans. But no doubt the most important factor in the church at Corinth was the Christian doctrine of the full equality of the man and the woman as far as the benefits of salvation are concerned.  It seems to me that some of the sisters at Corinth were asserting their spiritual freedom and equality with the man by not wearing a head covering when engaged in their own spiritual activities and meetings. In so doing, ignorant of the implications of what they were doing, they had overstepped the bounds of acceptable Christian behaviour.

Given that there’s no ‘now concerning’ at the beginning of the passage, it’s unlikely that the Corinthians had raised this particular issue with Paul.. It’s likely that Paul had heard of this failure at Corinth from those ‘of the house of Chloe’, mentioned in 1.11 as the source of some of Paul’s information about conditions in the church.  There can be no doubt that Paul believed passionately in the personal equality of the man and a woman, vv. 11-12 – just as he believed in their equality in terms of the blessings of the gospel. Prior to his conversion no doubt he recited many times the consecutive benedictions of the synagogue prayer book – ‘Blessed be Thou, O Lord our God, King of the Universe, who hast not made me a heathen; blessed be Thou, O Lord our God, King of the Universe, who hast not made me a bondman; blessed be Thou, O Lord our God, King of the Universe, who hast not made me a woman’.  These particular benedictions went back a long way - tradition ascribes them to the so-called ‘Men of the Great Synagogue’, who were active between the fifth and third centuries B.C.  But all this was now a thing of the past for Paul. Such distinctions had no relevance when it came to a person’s standing in Christ. Paul believed and taught that ‘There is in neither Jew nor Greek - there is neither bond nor free - there is neither male nor female – for you are all one in Christ Jesus’, Gal. 3.28.  But Paul equally believed and taught that the woman was subject to the man – both in terms of family and domestic matters, Eph. 5.22, and of spiritual roles, 1 Tim. 2.12.   

His words ‘I would have you know’, v. 3, may suggest that Paul was telling the church something new – that previously he hadn’t had occasion to explain the reasons for the accepted church practice of the covering of the head. There had been, I guess, no reason for him to anticipate any difficulties at Corinth over this teaching – his reference to the custom of ‘the churches of God in v.16 suggest strongly that he had faced none elsewhere. If this construction is right, the absence of any previous explanation by the apostle probably accounts for the gentler tone in which he deals with this issue than that in which he later deals with their inexcusably bad behaviour at the Lord’s supper and the church fellowship meal, vv. 17-34.

The expression, ‘the head of’ occurs three times in v. 3. The statement that Christ is ‘the head of every man’ provides the basis for Paul's point in v. 4 – and the statement that the man is ‘the head of the woman’ provides the basis for his point in v. 5. But why, we may wonder, does the apostle add the seemingly irrelevant statement that ‘the head of Christ is God’?  It’s possible, I suppose, that it is no more than his tendency to complete any series he begins – as for instance, in 3.21-23, where he says, ‘Let no man glory in men. For all things are yours; whether Paul, or Apollos, or Cephas, or the world, or life, or death, or things present, or things to come – all are yours – and you are Christ's – and Christ is God's’. But I cannot help wondering whether there may not have been more to it –  that Paul may have felt that the ladies at Corinth were more likely to accept his point about their subjection to the men, if they were reminded that the Lord Jesus Himself is subject to God – subject, for instance, in that it was the Father who sent, 1 John 4.14, and the Son who was sent, Luke 4.43. There are, of course, vast differences between the three headships mentioned – but they have one common feature – that of an authority and a corresponding submission which springs out of some unique relationship . The reference to God’s headship of Christ should therefore help the ladies at Corinth to accept that headship and subjection is perfectly consistent with equality of personal status and dignity.

In v. 3 Paul makes the point that order and authority pervade the whole of God's moral and intelligent universe – and, in vv.4-5a, maintains that both the man and the woman should act in accordance with that divinely constituted order. In meetings of a spiritual nature, the man should bear witness that he has no visible head – and the woman should bear witness that she does – namely, the man – and that she is subject to him.  This distinction is to be  expressed whenever engaged in such spiritual activities as praying or prophesying. 

First, the apostle envisages a situation where the man prays or prophesies ‘having his head covered’ – literally, ‘having something down over his head’, v.4 – the Greek expression being that used of Haman in the LXX of Esther 6.12, ‘Haman went to his home mourning, having his head covered’.  The man’s ‘head’, Paul insists, is thereby dishonoured.  By which I understand that, at one and the same time, the man dishonours both his literal head – the ‘head’ mentioned in v.4a – and his spiritual head – Christ – or we lose the obvious link which there is with v.3. When looking at chapter 10 we noted that Paul sometimes gives a double-meaning to words – we commented on his use of ‘Rock’ in 10.4 and of ‘body’ in 10.16-17. I suggest that, in a similar way, he gives here a double-meaning to the word  ‘head’.

Throughout the whole passage Paul takes it for granted that the covering of the head is a symbol of subjection – whether that covering is provided by a fashion covering – consisting probably then of a shawl or suchlike (though not a veil – which is a face-covering rather than a head-covering) – or by the natural covering of long hair.  And so – because the woman has a visible ‘head’ – the man – she must wear a visible symbol of his headship.  For the man to pray or prophesy with his head covered would then be to shame himself – in that his covering would be a symbol of subjection – to the woman if she wasn’t covered – whose head he was.  It would also be to shame Christ – because it is to Christ alone that God has subjected the man.  When engaged in the activities described, the absence of a head covering on the part of the man announced to all that he neither had – nor acknowledged – any ‘head’ except Christ.  For him then to wear a head covering was to deny this – and, in effect, to abdicate the position and dignity bestowed on him by God, v. 4. 

Conversely, a woman who failed – or refused – to wear a head covering announced to all that she acknowledged no visible head. This was to deny her true relation to the man, v. 5a, and was tantamount to rebellion against God's appointment and government.  Just as the man's covered head would have the effect of dishonouring both Christ and himself, in the same way the woman's uncovered head would have the effect of bringing shame both on her spiritual head – namely, the man – and on her physical head – namely, herself. It would shame the man because her uncovered head declared she recognised no visible ‘head’ – and implied that in her eyes he wasn’t fit to be her head – and it would shame her because – in refusing to wear the symbol and badge of her subjection to the man – she rejected the place and position which God in his sovereignty had allotted her.

I don’t need to tell you that some have difficulty in reconciling the first part of v. 5 – which clearly envisages women praying and prophesying – with 14.34-35 – which equally clearly enjoin the women ‘to be silent in the churches’ and not to speak there. Many suggestions have been offered to explain the seeming contradiction – and we don’t have time now even to list – let alone begin to assess – the most common suggestions. If you are interested I do have a handout available after this session which attempts to do this. For now, I can only state my opinion that Paul doesn’t have church meetings in view in the first half of chapter 11. Some of my reasons for believing this are set out in the handout. 

Although the women were explicitly forbidden to speak in the churches, there were other occasions when it was permissible – and desirable – for them to both speak to God and for God in a relatively public manner.  I learn from Paul's teaching in 1 Tim. 2. 8-14, however, that a prominent role such as praying and teaching – and therefore prophesying – should never be assumed by Christian women in the presence of Christian men.  I find nothing in Paul’s words in the early part of chapter 11 to suggest that he had gatherings of the local church in mind. It’s not until v.17 that we meet the first of a lengthy series of expressions about ‘the church’ or about all the believers ‘coming together’ – which expressions occur no less than 12 times if we add together the latter part of the chapter and chapter 14 (11.17, 18, 20, 33, 34; 14.4,19, 23, 26, 28, 33, 34).  Paul couldn’t make it clearer when he wants to refer specifically to the church meeting together.  I’m of the view then that the occasion he has in view in 11.5 is that of a meeting of Christian ladies in which one or more of them either prophesied or prayed audibly. I say ‘prayed audibly’ because the coupling of prayer with prophecy strongly implies this. 

When then – outside of assembled church meetings – the Corinthian women prayed audibly, exercised their spiritual gifts or otherwise engaged in a spiritual ministry which gave any appearance of leadership, they were to don the symbol of their submission to the headship and authority of the men.

The word translated ‘dishonours’ in v.4 and the first part of v.5 comes from the same root as the word ‘shame’ in v.6 – and would be better translated ‘shame’ to show Paul’s connection of thought. Because in vv.5b-6 he pauses to amplify and explain the ‘shame’ which, according to v.5a, attached to the woman who prayed or prophesied uncovered. 

Later in the section, v.15, Paul will point out that the woman's long hair is given to her for a natural covering.  If therefore the woman isn’t prepared to wear the fashion covering, Paul says here, it is one and the same as if she has no natural covering!  The distinction made between ‘shorn’ and ‘shaven’ is simple – to be shorn is to have the hair cropped close – to be shaven means to have all the hair removed with a razor.  Let the uncovered woman, Paul is saying, follow through the principle to its logical conclusion – if she is brazen enough to refuse to wear a head covering on the occasions when she should, let her continue with he rebellion – and let her remove her God-given covering as well as fashion's covering.  It is more than likely that – in first century Corinth – the shaving of the head would mean that she would then be classed with immoral women – of which there were many. There is some evidence that the Romans had adulteresses shaved and that in the Greek world it was also the mark of a prostitute or lesbian. Whether this was in Paul’s mind or not, he was challenging the women of Corinth to be consistent – either let them wear both coverings or none at all! 

In any case, because God had given their long hair to them as their ‘glory’, v. 15, for them to have removed it (by cutting it very short or by shaving it all off) was necessarily a ‘shame’ to them, v.6.  If therefore, Paul argues, their womanly feelings cause them to shrink back from removing their hair, then those same feelings should forbid them from removing fashion’s covering, because a like shame attached to both.

The argument from creation, vv. 7-12.
Vv.7-8 bring us to Paul’s second main argument – which is drawn from the relationship between man and woman which the Creator established at the beginning.  But in what sense, we may ask, is man the ‘glory’ of God and woman the ‘glory' of man, v.7?   V.8 – which is directly connected to v.7 by the opening ‘for’ – seems to argue that woman is the ‘glory’ of man firstly in that she is ‘of’ man – that is she comes ‘out of’ man as the direct source of her existence.  All things are, of course, ultimately ‘of’ God – ‘For of him, and through him, and to him, are all things: to whom be glory for ever’, Rom. 11.36. But in terms of the creation order, man is so directly – and woman only indirectly.  Man has God alone for his source and origin – the woman has the man as well. In the case of the man, therefore, the glory for his existence goes directly – and only – to God. In the case of the woman the glory for her existence goes in part to man – because it is to him she owes her existence directly.  Paul’s point here reminds us of the wonderful way in which God made man and woman in the beginning – the one from dust and the other from a bone.  A friend of mine once commented on such these unlikely materials – ‘At our house’, he said, ‘we sweep the dust out, and throw the bones into the garbage bin’. 

V. 9. Paul turns from the man as the direct source ‘of’ the woman’s existence, to the reason ‘for’ her existence – again the man. For Eve wasn’t only formed ‘out of’ Adam – she was formed to be a ‘helper suitable for him’.  That is, woman was formed ‘because of’ – ‘on account of’ – man – for his benefit and advantage. Paul’s point is that it wasn’t the other way around – nor did God choose to make the first man and the first woman simultaneously.  There’s more than grain of truth in what one brother said - ‘No other man has ever got so much out of a single surgical operation!’  The Lord Jesus once argued that ‘The Son of man is Lord also of the sabbath’ on the basis that ‘The sabbath was made for man, and not man for the sabbath’, Mark 2.27-28. That is, as the representative Man, He has authority over the sabbath because it was made for Him. In a not dissimilar way, Paul here argues – on the basis that woman was made for man, and not man for woman – that woman is the glory of the man – and, as the opening of v.10 makes clear, subject to his headship and authority. 

V. 10. ‘For this cause‘ – ie ‘because of this – therefore’ makes the connection back to vv.7-9.  Because – for the reasons given there – man is God's glory – he shouldn’t be covered. Because woman is man's glory – she should. That is – because – as set out in vv.7-9, the first man and woman were made in different ways – the man’s uncovered head proclaims that he – the man – God’s glory – should be seen – whereas the woman’s covered head says that she – the woman – man’s glory – should not be.  Paul is therefore arguing that the implication of the creation order is the same as that of the Christian order set out in vv. 3 - 6.  And it is too late now to change the either order!  Because – at the beginning – the woman was derived from the man and made for him, she should cover herself if she engages in religious activities.

The expression ‘power (or better, ‘authority’) on her head’ reads rather strange at first sight. I have, however, come across one helpful biblical parallel – this is the literal translation of Numb. 6.7 – where we read concerning the Nazarite that ‘his separation (LXX = 'vow’) to God is on his head’. The meaning is obvious – it was actually the symbol of his separation – viz his abnormally long hair – which was ‘on his head’.  Paul clearly uses the word ‘authority’ here in a similar manner – it is the symbol and sign of authority which is on the woman’s head – in the context, I suggest, either the authority of God in establishing the headship of the man – or – in my view, more likely – the God-given authority of the man over the woman.  

The Corinthians shouldn’t have had any difficulty in grasping the idea that one thing can function as a symbol of another.  After all, such symbolism lies at the very heart of the Lord’s supper – to which Paul turns in the latter part of the chapter – where he quotes the words of the Lord Jesus, ‘this is my body’ and ‘this cup is the new covenant in my blood’, vv. 24-25. Alas, it is clear that some of the Corinthians were guilty of despising both the symbols of the Lord's death and the symbols of the order of headship which He established!

‘Because of the angels’, Paul adds. But what does a woman’s head covering have to do with the angels? Paul doesn’t tell us and so we can’t be sure. We do know that angelic powers are very interested in matters affecting God’s people today – that God currently displays His wisdom to celestial beings through the church: ‘Although I am less than the least of all the saints’, Paul told the Ephesians, ‘this grace was given me: to preach to the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ, and to make plain to everyone the administration (stewardship) of this mystery, which for ages past was hidden in God, who created all things; in order that now, through the church, the manifold wisdom of God should be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenlies’, Eph. 3.8-10; cf 1 Cor. 4.9; 1 Tim. 5.21. 

We know also that the angels witnessed – as a crowd of excited spectators – the physical creation – for God Himself said that, ‘when I laid the foundations of the earth … the morning stars sang together, and all the sons of God shouted with joy’, Job 38.4-7. They would then have been fully aware of the order in which man and woman were created – of the priority of man in the creation – and of the man’s headship over the woman. They were also aware no doubt of the disastrous consequences which followed when the first woman ‘took the lead’ in the incident of the forbidden fruit. It is important therefore that – when the woman takes a place of prominence when no man is present – and in so doing adopts a role which the angels expect to be taken by the man – it is important that the woman – by the means of a covering, shows to the higher spiritual intelligences that she still willingly recognises and submits to man’s headship.

It hardly needs to be said that the angels of heaven wouldn’t have cared a hoot about first century culture or convention – and Paul’s reference to them here proves conclusively that he isn’t resting his case on changing public sentiment and fashion.  And this is just as well because – from what I can tell – nobody is at all sure about the conventions which then governed the wearing of head-coverings during times of prayer, prophesying or worship. It seems that in general the Greeks – both men and women – worshipped publicly with their heads uncovered. The evidence is, however, rather ambiguous.  For example, taking just the worship of the god Isis, scholars can point to one representation where a priestess is depicted as uncovered but to another where one woman worshipper is covered but a second woman worshipper isn’t – and, yet again, to written evidence that at the Isis festival in Corinth, ‘The women had … their heads covered with light linen’. So, frankly, we don’t know what really went on. Again, it seems that both Jewish men and Roman freemen had their heads covered when they worshipped – but that Roman slaves didn’t. 

You can see, therefore, why I say that it is just as well that Paul doesn’t rest his case in any way on Corinthian culture and convention!   His concern lies rather in what the angels make of what is going on – and says in effect - if a woman at Corinth won’t wear a covering when she should out of regard for the man - her spiritual head who she shames by her refusal, v. 5 – then let her do it at least out of regard for the angels.  Chrysostom expresses the point well, ‘Although you despise your husband,’ he says, ‘yet reverence the angels’.

Vv. 11-12. But Paul recognised that it would be possible for some readers to misinterpret his teaching in vv.7-10 – for the man to end up despising the woman, and the woman end up devaluing her status and dignity.  He therefore enters a necessary caveat and qualification.  Although man has been given the place of head, this does not make man a superior and greater person.  At no point – here or elsewhere – does Paul suggest that the woman is to submit to the headship and authority of the man because men are smarter, more spiritual, or more capable and better leaders than women. Man is the head only because God has decreed it to be so – as witness both the order he adopted when creating and the teaching He has given in His word. 

And so Paul makes the point in vv. 11-12 that both of the sexes are mutually dependent. V. 11 says that they need each other ‘in the Lord’ – ie according to the will, purpose and plan of the Lord.  V.12 says that :

Woman is ‘out of’ man; as in v.8. 
 
This is
one single act – that of original creation.


Man is ‘by’ (‘through’) woman, v.11.
This is a continued process – that of ordinary birth.

Man, if you like, is the fountain – woman is the channel.  Every man here today entered this world ‘through’ a woman. The point was well made by Mark Twain in his address at a banquet of the Washington Correspondents' Club on January 11, 1868. The American humorist quipped, ‘What, sir, would the people of the earth be without woman? They would be scarce, sir, almighty scarce’.  

‘All things are of God’, Paul ends. That is, in the final analysis, men and women, like all else, owe their existence to God. In his second letter, Paul asserts ‘all things are of God’ (same Greek) in the context of the new creation – ‘if any man be in Christ, he is new creation: old things are passed away; behold, all things are become new. And all things are of God, who hath reconciled us to himself by Jesus Christ’, 2 Cor. 5.17-18.  That is, both in the physical creation and in the new creation, everything is of Him.  He has all the glory for both.
The argument from nature, vv. 13-15. Finally, Paul appeals to the woman's instinctive sense of what is fitting and proper. His answer to the question of v. 13, ‘Is it fitting for a woman to pray to God uncovered?’, is given in vv.14-15.   The Christian women of Corinth had only to think through the teaching of nature to know that it was improper for them to pray ‘to God’ uncovered.  The long hair which would be a ‘shame’ – a dishonour – which would be degrading – to a man – is a ‘glory’ to a woman – perhaps because it is that which God has given her as a mark of her distinction from the man.  The description of the hair of the demonic locusts of Rev. 9.8 is said to be ‘like women's hair’ – clearly something distinctive of the woman. 

I find Paul’s comment about long hair being a ‘shame’ to a man interesting – because it was while at Corinth that he had let his own hair grow long – the visible sign of the temporary Nazarite-like vow he had taken, Acts 18.18. In that situation, his long hair had been a symbol of his consecration to God.  But that was an exception – and it was only temporary.  As a rule, Paul observes, for a man to have abnormally long hair is a disgrace to him. 

It’s not, I note, that Paul is arguing here that Christian women should have long hair. He takes that for granted and bases this part of his argument on it.  Her long hair is given to her as one form of covering – ‘to serve as a covering’ – the word – not related to ‘cover’ in vv. 4-7 – means ‘that which is flung around’ and is used to describe a ‘vesture’ in Heb. 1.12 – ‘Thou, Lord, in the beginning hast laid the foundation of the earth; and the heavens are the works of thine hands: they shall perish; but thou remainest; and they all shall wax old as doth a garment; and as a vesture shalt thou fold them up, and they shall be changed’. Clearly the hair must be reasonably long to resemble a garment which can be ‘flung around’.

Paul argues that nature itself provides woman with long hair for a covering – not as a substitute for a fashion covering – but to set the pattern for one. It is obvious that Paul cannot mean that the woman’s natural covering acts as a substitute for a fashion covering because – apart from it being a different word for ‘cover’ to that used of the fashion covering in vv.4-6 – it would be absolute nonsense to reason – as v.6 then would – ‘If a woman isn’t covered – ie hasn’t any hair – is as bald as Elisha – then let her hair be cut short or shaved off’’!   In answer to the question, ‘And if it (her hair) be given her for a covering, why does she need to add another covering?’, Chrysostom says, ‘That not nature only, but also her own will may have part in her acknowledgement of subjection’. Yes indeed – God wants the woman to show her willing, voluntary submission to the man when she audibly praises and engages in other spiritual activities – and so He expects her to wear a double covering – He adorns her with the first Himself and looks to her to adorn herself with the second.

The appeal to the authority of the apostles and to the universal custom of the churches, v.16.

V.16. Before leaving the subject, Paul has a blunt message for anyone – man or woman – who is still inclined to argue. Refusing to discuss or debate the matter further, he makes it clear that neither the apostles nor the churches  at large recognised any other custom and practice.

It may be that the champions of women's liberation in the Corinthian church supposed (1) that they would find a firm ally in Paul, the champion of Christian equality and freedom, and (2) that the discarding of the woman’s covering was in vogue in other Greek churches. If so, they were wrong on both scores. 

By way of summary, as I understand it our passage teaches that – when a woman assumes a semi-public role in spiritual work – whether speaking to God or for God – she is to wear the symbol of her subjection to the man and his headship. She must make it clear – to the angels if to no one else – that she has no intention of usurping the place of the man – and that she willingly recognises her subjection to him. 

Failure to do so, Paul says, constitutes in effect :

(1) the breaking of the God-appointed chain of headship which reaches from Him down to the woman, vv. 3-6;
(2) the denial of the God-appointed relationship established between man and the woman at the time of their creation, vv.7 - 12; 

(3) the failure to follow the lead set by nature, vv. 13 - 15; and

(4) the rejection of the authority of the apostles of Christ and the universal practice of the churches, v.16. 

From what I have been able to discover – it seems that Paul's teaching had the desired effect. Not only do sculptures in the catacombs (dated to late in the first century) show the men wearing short hair and the women wearing either a close-fitting headdress or a shawl – but Tertullian of Rome (writing at the end of the second century) actually cites Corinth as an example of the universal compliance among the churches, ‘In fact, at this day the Corinthians veil their virgins  - as well as their married women. What the apostles taught, their disciples approve’, and says of the menfolk, ‘we lift our eyes, with hands outstretched … with head uncovered’. [Veiling of Virgins, ch.8; Apology, ch.30.]
Clarendon Bible, page 118 = ‘Paul did not contemplate the possibility of women prophesying or otherwise speaking aloud in public worship. The daughters of Philip the Evangelist and others must have exercised their gift in private, and there is no evidence that until late in the second century anything else was thought possible.’

‘And tell me not this, that the error is but small. For first, it is great even of itself: being as it is disobedience. Next, though it were small, it became great because of the greatness of the things whereof it is a sign.’, Chrysostom on first half of 1 Cor. 11. 

Paul mentions no other alternative symbol [because man is the ‘head’ – so not work for ring etc] nor does he imply there may be some other way to symbolize submission to male headship. The acknowledgement of male headship by women speaking by the Holy Spirit pertained to small groups as well because the head covering would be evidence that the women were acting in subordination. Would some other symbol substitute for a head covering?
I do not think so. The basis of the symbol is the divine order. Headship is symbolized by a head covering, which represents a woman’s submission to her (metaphorical) head. There is a clear and direct relationship between ‘headship’ and ‘head coverings.’ Paul does not mention any alternate symbols and seems to prohibit any practice other than head coverings (verse 16). I think there is significance to the fact that every woman testifies to her submission to male headship by the same symbol. If every woman was free to express her submission in any way she chose, how would the angels or anyone else understand what they were seeing? A wedding ring is a universally accepted symbol of marriage, at least in this part of the world. What if every person decided to symbolize their marriage by a symbol of their own choosing? 

Not all church-related conformity, however, referred to gathered public worship. The letter of the Jerusalem Council gave directions to all Gentile churches with reference to food and sexual immorality. 

‘The use of the word 'veil,' . . . is an unfortunate one since it tends to call to mind the full veil of contemporary Moslem cultures, which covers everything but they eyes. This is unknown in antiquity, at least from the evidence of paintings and sculpture.’ (Fee) 

Would an informal setting for the exercise of prophecy in 11:2–16 exaggerate the distinction between private and public gatherings in the early church, since many churches met in houses? No, the fact that a church meets in a home does not greatly affect the characteristics of a church assembly, whether in the first century or today. A church meeting, in contrast to many other meetings, generally means church leaders are present, all church members are welcomed, and the meeting time has been announced.

Compare Christ the Head of the church, Eph. 5.23; Col. 1.18, of all principality and power, Col. 2.10, and over all things, Eph. 1.22.

Wallace : The topic of head coverings must not be one of the fundamentals of the faith as it is only mentioned once, but it is important because it is a matter of obedience, it is symbolic of submission to male headship, and it can be a source of contention and division (verse 16). A number of other texts teach on the relationship between men and women, on headship and submission, but this is the only text in which one of the apostles seems to require women to wear a head covering. If this is the only text about head coverings, it would probably be unwise to look upon head coverings as a fundamental of the faith, something which determines one’s salvation or spirituality. But because it is a command from the pen of the inspired apostle, and an issue which can divide the saints, it is important. It may not be a ‘camel,’ but it is a fairly good sized ‘gnat’ we dare not ignore.

The subject of the length of one’s hair could hardly have been avoided during Paul’s stay in Corinth, because it was there that he had let his hair grow long, symbolic of his taking a Nazarite vow (see Acts 18:18).

Paul is instructing women to cover their heads in order to demonstrate to the angels and celestial powers their submission to God’s appointed authority. Paul does not present head coverings as a matter of his opinion, but as an apostolic tradition. He does not describe this as a matter of Christian liberty, or as a personal conviction, but as a matter of obedience. (‘Let her cover her head’ in verse 6 is an imperative, buttressed by the ‘ought’ of verse 10.) Paul mentions no other alternative symbol [because man is the ‘head’ – so not work for ring etc] nor does he imply there may be some other way to symbolize submission to male headship. He also speaks of the head covering of women as the consistent practice of every church.

When Paul does refer specifically to the church meeting, he clearly indicates this fact as we can see in 11:17, 18, 20, 33; 14:4, 23, 26. 

Corinth appears not to have one given culture; rather Corinth was a cosmopolitan city with a wide diversity of cultures. In 1 Corinthians 1:1-2, 4:14-17, 11:16, and 14:33-34, Paul indicates that his teaching in this epistle is for every Christian in every culture. These truths are not culture-bound; thus, we need not know all we might wish to know about the cultural setting in Corinth. We simply do not know as much about the cultural setting of that day, as some commentators indicate:

In this case, even if we were sure of prevailing customs, we would need to be able to distinguish between Greek, Roman, and Jewish customs as well as differences in geography, how one dressed at home, outside the home, and in worship, and the differences between the rich and poor. This diversity is well illustrated in the various samplings in Goodenough’, Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, The New International Commentary, F. F. Bruce, General Editor, (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1987 [reprint, 1993], pp. 508-509. In two footnotes, Fee adds: ‘These kinds of problems render generally useless a large amount of the literary evidence that is often cited in reference to this text. This is especially true of the large collection of otherwise helpful texts, both Greek and Jewish, in Conzelmann, 185 nn. 39-40, since they deal for the most part with ‘going out in public.’ The question is whether women in Christian worship in Corinth would be thought of as ‘going out in public,’ or whether, in light of their gathering in homes and calling themselves ‘brothers and sisters,’ the wearing of ordinary home ‘attire’ would be proper—not to mention all the difficulties that may obtain from the fact that the gathering is also ‘religious’ and that the women are prophesying. See n. 61. Cf. fig. 99 (where a priestess of Isis is uncovered) and 101 (another Isis example, where one woman is covered while the other is not). With this compare the literary evidence from Apuleius, Met. regarding the Isis festival in Corinth: ‘The women had their hair anointed, and their heads covered with light linen [cf. fig. 101 in Goodenough]; but the men had their crowns shaven and shining bright’ (Loeb, 555). See also the two frescoes from Pompeii (nos. 117 and 118), where in scenes that ‘unquestionably represent religious ceremonies’ (Goodenough, IX, 137) the central figures (women) are covered with the himation, while in fig. 117 the flute girl is not. The same ambiguity prevails in fig. 218, where the woman ‘crowning the dead’ is covered while the (apparently slave) woman holding the umbrella is not.’  Edwards = Plutarch = Romans worshipped with the head covered. Here a distinctly Christian observance.

Head covering is a symbol, a symbol designed to convey a message both to men and to angels. The symbol of head covering does not derive from the culture of Corinth, or our own culture, but from the nature of the Godhead and the divine distinctions God has determined and defined.

I can think of instances where men made concessions to their culture, but never compromises. 

Paul was a man willing to make concessions to his culture, 9.19-23 – but not budge on divine commands.

Pray and prophesy? In both cases, the one who performs these functions is in direct contact with God. The one who prays speaks directly to God; the one who prophesies speaks directly from God. If there ever was a time when a woman seemed to be in authority, it would be when she was praying or prophesying. 

?a woman’s long hair is her glory, and her head covering veils this glory so that her husband is preeminent?

Women should cover their heads when the spiritual ministry in which they are engaged has a leadership function or appearance. Headship is about authority and preeminence. Prayer and prophecy certainly have a ‘leadership dimension’. 

That a shawl rather than a full veil is in Paul’s mind is indicated by the word covering (peribolaios) in 11:15, which is not the usual word for veil but probably refers to a wrap-around. The evidence in favor of this position is as follows: (1) The verb translated as ‘cover’ in the NIV (katakalypto) occurs three times in verses 6-7, and related cognate words occur in verses 5 and 13. These words most often refer to a covering of some kind. For example, the angels who saw the glory of Yahweh in the temple covered their faces (Isaiah 6:2). Judah thought Tamar, his daughter-in-law, was a harlot because she covered her face (Genesis 38:15). Since the word almost universally means ‘to cover’ or ‘to hide,’ the text is probably referring to a hair covering of some kind. … Esther 6:12 (LXX) employs the same expression found in verse four, kata kephales, of Haman, who hurried home mourning, covering his head in shame. He probably used part of his garment to do this. … To sum up: the custom recommended here is a head covering of some kind, probably a shawl.

Legalism is keeping the rules for the rules’ sake. Christian liberty is keeping the rules for God’s sake.

Why am I making such a big issue of head coverings?
First, Paul commands women to wear a head covering. We do not do well to ignore any command of God. Can we now set aside any command we do not fully understand or which we dislike and with which we disagree? Second, the head covering of the woman is a symbol, a symbol of one of the great truths of the Bible. A woman’s head covering symbolizes her submission to the principle of headship – which extends from God through Christ and man to woman.

Reaction due to the fact that the world is not wearing head coverings and neither is the church?

Don’t confuse form with function. To merely place a covering upon one’s head does not make one submissive. I have observed some very unsubmissive women who would not think of going to church without their head coverings. 

Note 1. ‘As a covering’, not ‘instead of’; Edwards. So anti arkous = for a defence.




