
More on 1 Corinthians 11:2-16  
 
Here are some further thoughts and observations on 1 Corinthians 11:2-16. These notes are not meant to be 
definitive – a mere collection of thoughts and observations.  
 
1.  Other Passages 
This is one of 6 passages in NT dealing with responsibilities of men and women in the family and in the church. 
The other passages are 1 Tim 2, 1 Cor 14, Eph 5, 1 Pet 3, Col 3, Titus 2. In our time, these are confronting, 
controversial and counter-cultural. So we need to work hard to understand and apply them. 
 
2. Context  
There are two features of the context to notice. First chapters 11-14 are about how to relate and what to do in 
church meetings. Chapter 11 is therefore not about how men and women are to relate in all of life, but the focus is 
on how to relate in church - particularly when praying or prophesying. Second, the theme of the proper expression 
of Christian freedom has been rumbling through the letter. It comes into sharp focus in chapters 8-10, and 10:31-
11:1 summarizes the conclusion. Christians don’t just do what they want – even if they are free to do it. Our 
concern is not with our rights, but with following the example of Christ in doing everything for the glory of God and 
for the sake of the salvation of others. This principle is also to be applied in how we conduct ourselves in church 
meetings. 
 
3. Structure of the passage 

v 2 – Praise for remembering Paul and receiving gospel teaching 
v 3 – The main principle – Distinction and order in relationships 
v 4-6 – The main instruction for the Corinthians 
v 7-16 – Additional reasons to explain the main instruction 
   (Including a clarification/qualification in verses 11-12) 

 
4.  What is the main instruction (for 1st century Corinth)?  
The passage is about how men and women in Corinth are to look different when praying or prophesying in church.  
Clearly Paul and his readers shared a common understanding (not entirely clear to us now) of some kind of head 
covering that signified a woman’s submission to/honor of her relational head. Women are to pray or prophesy with 
“a sign of authority” (NIV) on their heads (v 10). The issue here is not so much about what activity men and women 
do (both pray and prophesy), but about how they do it so as to express and not overturn or blur role distinctions.   
 
5. “Head”?   
The word head can refer to our physical head, or to our relational head (the one in authority over us). In each case 
context will determine which one is meant, and sometimes it could be either. Those wanting identical roles for men 
and women sometimes argue that “head” means "source", without the idea of authority. However…  

• Study in ancient Greek literature indicates that “head” usually means ‘authority over’, not source 

• Paul consistently uses it with the sense of authority over – See Eph 5:23, 1:22, 4:15, Col 1:18, 2:19 

• 1 Corinthians 11:3 doesn't make sense if you take out "head" and insert "source" - end up with a Christ 
who is created, and a man who is made from Christ, the same way that the woman is made from man. 

Headship (as in verse 3) is to be understood in light of relationships in the Trinity. The Father and the Son are fully 
God, but yet God is the head of Christ. It is about roles in the relationship. Submission to your “head” doesn't mean 
inferior status, but is a voluntary submission, which brings glory to the one who is your head.   
 
6. Man/Husband & woman/wife?  
Different translations have different words for the second phrase in verse 3. HCSB (& NIV) – “the man is the head 
of the woman”.  ESV – “the head of a wife is her husband”.  The issue in translation is that the Greek words for 
man and women can also be translated as ‘husband’, and ‘wife’. Once again context must determine its meaning. 
Which is meant here? Is the passage referring to men and women generally, or more narrowly to husbands and 
their wives? 
 
There are good reasons to see it as referring to men and women generally… 

• Strange to suddenly change from man in 3a to husband in 3b, then back to man in v 4.  

• What Paul goes on to say in v 7-9 and v 14-15 only make sense in relation to all men and all women. 
 
What then does it mean that the head of the woman is man? We need to be careful. In the New Testament 
headship is applied only to family life – in the home and in the church. It's as if the headship Paul is talking about 
here is a potential headship, that is realized only in certain situations (ie. in marriage, and in leadership and 
eldership of the church community). Beyond that, there may be implications, but the New Testament doesn't 
address them. 
 
 



7. Prophecy?  
What did Paul mean and the Corinthians understand by “prophecy”?  Paul Barnett says it is “the Spirit inspired 
application of the gospel, the oral tradition and the Scriptures to the life of the gathered people”. The 
presbyter/elder/bishop had a responsibility for teaching/preaching. This was a regular ongoing office, but prophets 
did so on an occasional basis as the need arose. Elders could only be men, but women could prophesy. Here are 
some features we can glean from the New Testament more widely… 

1. Prophecy seems to have diminished authority in the NT, compared to OT prophets. (eg. In NT prophesy is 
to be weighed, but in OT if someone was found to be a false prophet they were to be stoned!).  

2. It was clearly public and verbal.  
3. It was encouraging and pointed to the truth of the gospel (1 Cor 14, esp v3).  
4. Both men and women could prophesy in the church gathering - unlike teaching/preaching (1 Tim 2 & 3).  
5. It was under the control of the speaker (1 Cor 14) - not ecstatic utterances. 

 
8.  Hats or Hair? 
Respected commentators disagree about whether the “covering” is some kind of veil or hat, or whether it is a 
woman’s hair.  
 
Arguments for veil/hat (eg. Clair Smith) 

• Hairstyle style doesn’t make sense of v 5 & 6, where the disgrace of a women praying or prophesying 
without having her head covered means she should shave her head.  

• What of verse 15? Verse 15 is an extension of the argument in verse 14 that long hair is God's 
covering for the woman.  ie. Look in “nature” and see that women have been given a covering (ie. their 
beautiful long hair) and learn from this that women should cover their heads when praying or 
prophesying. 

 
Arguments for hairstyle  

• The Greek word for veil/hat doesn’t actually occur till verse 15 (NIV “covering”). The word in verse 4 
(“covered”) has the sense of something being down over the head (seems to fit with hair being 
undone/let down). 

• Paul Barnett - Hairstyles denoted masculinity or femininity, male-ness or female-ness. Paul didn't want 
these blurred in the church community. It seems that women in Corinth were now praying or 
prophesying in church with heads uncovered, or hair let down - and so presenting themselves as 
unmarried. He sees that the thrust of the passage is that women in general, but wives in particular, 
express in practical ways their respect to the God given role of men as husbands. Hairstyle can "make 
a statement" about a woman's relationship with her husband.  

 
It doesn’t really matter what we conclude on this issue. In some ways it’s better for us not to know. The real issue is 
not what the actual head covering was. But what it meant and why Paul wanted men not to wear it, and women to 
wear it. Paul wanted men and women to look different, and so reflect the relationships the flow from God himself, 
expressed in the gospel and embedded in creation.  
 
9. Glory? 
Verse 7 argues that man is the image and glory of God, and that the woman is the glory of man (note – not the 
image of man, both together are in the image of God). What does it mean that woman is the glory of man? In her 
origins (v8) and purpose (v 9) the woman corresponds to the man. She brings him honour/glory. Man is from God 
and for God, and woman is from man and for man. (This does not mean she is his possession, but that she was 
originally created as his ‘helper’, because it was not good for him to be alone - Genesis 2:18-25). In Corinth (in that 
culture) a woman was to wear the covering on her physical head, as an acknowledgement of her relational head, 
and thus give him honour/glory.   
 
10. Angels? 
What does “because of the angels mean”? There are many views and no one really knows what it means. Here are 
some of the main theories… 

• Gods messengers are present when people gather in worship. They need to see men and women 
relating rightly in the present age. 

• In 1 Corinthians 6:3 Christians will judge the angels! In acknowledging her place in the created order, 
the woman also affirms her dignity as a human being who is served by, and will judge angels.  

• Angels know God's order themselves and are carefully watching the church to see whether it is 
maintaining God's order. Paul doesn't want these most submissive of creatures to be offended by a 
lack of submission. (In 1 Corinthians 4:9 angels are witnesses to what happens on earth.) 

• The unity and harmony of husband and wife living in God’s created order is a testimony to the angels 
of God’s wisdom, in the same way that the unity of the church reveals God’s wisdom to the heavenly 
beings in Ephesians 3:10. 

 
 



11. Nature? 
The way things are. In the world, even a cross cultures, we can generally tell who is male and who is female by 
various cultural markers. Hairstyles are one common marker, especially a woman’s long hair, which has an 
aesthetic quality consistent with femininity. Paul isn’t saying that it’s wrong for a woman to have short hair, or for a 
man to have long hair. After all Sampson had very long hair! He’s saying that there are ways of expressing 
manhood and womanhood that are understood and recognized, and that this is indicative of why men and women 
should cover/not cover their heads when praying and prophesying.  

 
 
12. Some Helpful Links 
 

A talk by Danny Rurlander at the 2018 Priscilla and Aquilla conference 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vMk1KHfCCG4&ab_channel=MooreTheologicalCollege 
 
An article by Claire Smith on the Gospel Coalition website  
https://au.thegospelcoalition.org/article/head-to-head-about-1-corinthians-11/ 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vMk1KHfCCG4&ab_channel=MooreTheologicalCollege
https://au.thegospelcoalition.org/article/head-to-head-about-1-corinthians-11/

