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LIFE IN THE LOCAL CHURCH: 1 CORINTHIANS 
Week 16: Submission of Wives to Husbands 

 
IV. PROBLEMS COMMUNICATED BY OFFICIAL LETTER, 7:1–16:9 

A. Marriage and Related Matters, 7:1–40 
B. Food Sacrificed to Idols, 8:1–11:1 
C. Propriety in Public Worship, 11:2–34 

Paul has strongly prohibited the Corinthians from becoming involved in pagan worship. 
Now he takes up three items of abuse in the Corinthians church. First, in 11:2–16, is the 
issue concerning women’s head covering when praying and prophesying. Second, in 
11:17–34, is the problem of the abuse of the poor at the Lord’s Table. Third, in chapters 
12–14, is the abuse of speaking in tongues in the church. 

 
1. Women’s proper head covering, 11:2–16 

 
When people today read this passage and think of this covering, they often 
incorrectly associate it with the word veil. This is unfortunate since it tends to call to 
mind the full veil of some contemporary Muslim cultures, where veils cover 
everything but the eyes, or we think possibly of the Burqa, which is worn in 
Afghanistan and covers the whole head. This type of veil was unknown in ancient 
times, at least from the evidence we have in paintings and sculpture. From what we 
can learn from writings of the NT era, and the statues and artwork that have 
survived, the covering Paul has reference to was either the loose end of an outer 
garment, or a separate loosely fitting light linen cloth worn over the top of the head, 
much like a modern-day scarf. In Paul’s day, the head covering was just that—a 
head covering only. The word “uncovered” in v. 5 and the word “cover” in vv. 6 and 
7 clearly indicate an external covering. This covering cannot be the woman’s hair. 

 
The common practice in the Roman world was for married women to wear a head 
covering in public. The head covering made it clear to everyone that a woman was 
married. The thin head scarf or head covering symbolized a married woman’s 
modesty and chastity and submission to her husband. It was one way in which a wife 
honored her husband. But a new kind of wife was emerging at this time in the 
Roman world—one who rebelled against the cultural milieu that allowed husbands 
but not wives to be sexually promiscuous. One way in which such wives would 
flaunt that freedom was by removing their head covering. 
 
Some women in the Corinthian church were discarding their head covering in the 
assembly. Paul considers the woman’s action shameful, and for that reason he offers 
a theological reason for maintaining the custom of head coverings for Christian 
wives while praying or prophesying during a time of corporate worship. To 
deliberately remove her head covering in such a setting would identify her with 
these other promiscuous women. 
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a. A statement of praise, 11:2 
 
(11:2) I praise you for remembering me in everything and for holding to the 
traditions just as I passed them on to you. 

 
Having exhorted the Corinthians to imitate his imitation of Christ, Paul now 
commends the Corinthians for doing so with regard to the “traditions”—“just as 
I passed them on to you.” However, these words of praise are surprising in light 
of what has gone before in the previous ten chapters. Yet we should remember 
that though the Corinthians had problems, they were not an apostate church.  
 

b. The principle of subordination, 11:3 
 
(11:3) But I want you to realize that the head of every man is Christ, and the 
head of the woman [wife] is man, and the head of Christ is God.  

 
In spite of the fact that the Corinthians have kept some teachings or traditions, 
they have not kept them all. And so Paul begins v. 3 with a “but.” “But,” he 
says, there are certain things you need to know. What he wants them to know 
takes the form of a theological statement or principle that will serve as the point 
of reference for the conclusion that immediately follows in vv. 4–6. The 
theological statement or principle is this: “the head of every man is Christ, and 
the head of the woman [wife] is man, and the head of Christ is God.” This 
statement is in three parts, each using the word “head” metaphorically or 
figuratively to express a different relationship: man/Christ, woman/man, 
Christ/God. 
 
Greek does not have a separate word for “woman” and “wife.” Instead, a single 
word, gunē, is used for both and only context can tell which is meant. The same 
is true for man (a male) and husband. In this passage it refers specifically to the 
wife in verses 3, 5, 6, 10, and 13. 
 
With this statement Paul is setting forth the principle of subordination. The word 
“head” means “authority over.” Compare Paul’s other uses of “head” in 
Ephesians 1:22; 5:23; and Colossians 1:18. Paul is saying that Christ is the 
authority over every man, man is the authority over woman, and God is the 
authority over Christ. Since Paul appeals to the relationship between two 
members of the Trinity, in this case the Father and the Son, it is clear that he 
does not view the relationships described in this verse as merely cultural or the 
result of the fall. This principle of subordination is still valid today.  
 
Paul’s main point is the second clause, “the head of the woman [wife] is man”; 
so why the other two clauses? Probably, they are included to explain and clarify 
the second clause. In other words, the clause that might be controversial, as well 
as misunderstood, is sandwiched in between the other two. Christ becomes the 
model for the husband’s headship over his wife since He “is the head of every 
man.” By being in submission to his Father, Christ is also the model for the 
wife’s submission to her husband. The wife’s submission to her husband 
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involves no inferiority of her person or nature any more than Christ’s submission 
to the Father suggests any inferiority. We understand, of course, that God has 
authority over Christ in a functional sense, not an ontological one—so also the 
man/woman relationship. 

 
Remember—this verse is Paul’s main point. This principle of subordination is 
key to what Paul says. People get all caught in the details and miss the main 
point, which is the subordination of the wife to the husband. The head covering 
must be maintained in Corinth, in that culture, because for a wife to refuse to 
wear it meant she was not in subordination to her husband. 

 
c. Conclusions about head coverings based upon wives’ subordination, 11:4–6 

 
(11:4) Every man who prays or prophesies with his head covered dishonors his 
head.  

 
In his first conclusion, Paul begins with the men. Even though the real issue at 
Corinth is with the women, Paul seems to be setting up his argument with the 
women in vv. 5 and 6 by means of a hypothetical situation here in v. 4 with the 
men. If a man were to have his head covered when praying or prophesying, he 
would bring shame to his head, who, according to v. 3 is Christ. This is so 
because a head covering was what a wife wore in Corinth to show her 
subordination to her husband. If a man wore a head covering, he would be 
shamefully depicting himself as a woman because, according to custom, women 
wore a head covering. If a man were to wear a head covering, he would not be 
conforming to the role God intended for him as a man, and thus would bring 
dishonor on himself and his head, his authority, Jesus Christ. 
 
The idea of prophesying refers to the gift of prophecy, which was the giving of 
authoritative revelation from God. The consistent New Testament idea is that a 
prophecy is an actual message or oracle from God. 

 
 (11:5a) But every woman [wife] who prays or prophesies with her head 
uncovered dishonors her head— 

 
By way of contrast Paul now addresses the wife with a sentence that is in perfect 
balance with v. 4. She brings shame on her “head” if she prays or prophesies 
with her head uncovered. “Her head” refers to her man/husband. This means that 
she disgraces her husband in terms of the husband/wife relationship by showing 
a disregard for God’s order of subordination. She does this by dressing like a 
man, that is, not wearing a head covering. At Corinth, if a wife failed to wear a 
head covering and so dressed like a man, she brought shame both on herself, and 
on her husband. This is because her behavior would be a symbol of her rebellion 
against the created order, the intended relationship between husband and wife. 
 
Thus, Paul teaches that women can pray and prophesy in public, but they must 
do so with a demeanor and attitude that supports male headship, which in 
Corinth meant wearing a head covering. A head covering at Corinth 
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communicated a submissive demeanor and feminine adornment. Paul does not 
forbid women from participating in public worship, but he does insist that in 
their participation they should evidence a demeanor that is humble and 
submissive to male leadership. Remember 1 Timothy 2:12. There Paul says: “I 
do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man.” 

 
(11:5b) it is the same as having her head shaved. (11:6) For if a woman [wife] 
does not cover her head, she might as well have her hair cut off; but if it is a 
disgrace for a woman to have her hair cut off or her head shaved, then she 
should cover her head. 

 
I said previously that the wife’s shame in not wearing a head covering is due to 
her appearing like a man. This is confirmed by Paul’s explanation (“for”) in vv. 
5b–6. A woman’s failure to wear a head covering is analogous to her having her 
hair cut short or shaved. “It is,” as Paul says, “the same as having her head 
shaved.” Most wives in the culture of Paul’s day would have been ashamed of 
appearing in public with her head shaved or her hair cut short because then she 
would look like a man. Paul’s point about a woman’s head being shaved seems 
to be that if a woman does not cover her head, which means she is bringing 
shame on her head, then let her go all the way and be shaved, that is, having hair 
like a man’s. 

 
d. Additional reason for wives to wear head coverings (and men to not), 11:7–10 
 

(11:7) A man ought not to cover his head, since he is the image and glory of 
God; but woman is the glory of man.  

 
Paul intends what follows in vv. 7–10 to be an elaboration on vv. 4–6, explaining 
why men should not, but wives should be covered while praying and 
prophesying. This elaboration seems designed to explain how the wife’s praying 
or prophesying “uncovered” brings shame on her “head.” 
 
The second part of v. 7, “but the woman is the glory of man,” is elliptical, that is, 
something has been left out. Paul intends the reader to fill in the missing words 
from the man’s side: “On the one hand a man ought not to cover his head, since 
he is the image and glory of God; on the other hand, the woman [ought to cover 
her head, since she] is the glory of man.” 
 
Paul is not denying in this verse that women are also created in God’s image. 
Since he is referring to the creation account, he was obviously aware that 
Genesis teaches that both men and women are created in God’s image (Gen 
1:26–27). In fact, Paul does not say that woman is not in the image of God. 
Paul’s emphasis is on the word “glory,” which in this context means something 
like “honor.” This is confirmed by the fact that this is what glory means in v. 15. 
Notice vv. 14–15: “Does not the very nature of things teach you that if a man has 
long hair, it is a disgrace to him, but that if a woman has long hair, it is her 
glory?” 
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So, in v. 15, Paul says that long hair is a woman’s “glory.” Conversely, in v. 14 
he says, “if a man has long hair, it is a disgrace [or dishonor] to him.” It is clear 
that these two verses function as a contrast. It is glorious, it is an honor, for a 
woman to have long hair, but dishonorable for a man. Thus, another way of 
translating the word “glory” in v. 15 would be with the word “honor.” If a man 
has long hair it is dishonor, but for a woman it is honor or glory. 
 
So back in v. 7 we see that Paul is saying that a man is “the image and glory of 
God,” that is, he is to honor God, and thus he “ought not to cover his head. But 
the woman is “the glory of the man,” that is, she is to honor the man, and she 
does so at Corinth by covering her head. 

 
(11:8) For man did not come from woman, but woman from man; (11:9) neither 
was man created for woman, but woman for man. 

 
These two verses are intended to further explain the sense of v. 7c, that “woman 
is the glory of man.” In other words, vv. 8–9 give two reasons why woman is the 
glory of man, why woman is to honor him. 
 
First, in v. 8, Paul says that woman is the glory of man because “man did not 
come from woman, but woman from man,” that is, “man does not originate from 
woman, but woman from man.” Paul is obviously thinking of Genesis 2:21–23, 
where woman is made out of man’s rib. Such an origin for woman indicates she 
has a different role, a different function, in the created order. Since woman came 
from man, she was meant to be his glory, that is, she should honor him. Paul’s 
thought is that one should always honor and respect the source from which one 
came, and woman honors man by wearing a head covering at Corinth, thereby 
showing that man is the head, that is, the authority. 
 
Second, v. 9 explains that woman is man’s glory since man was not created 
because of woman, but woman because of man. Paul once again alludes to 
Genesis 2. Woman was created to accompany man (Gen 2:18) and in order to be 
a helper for him (Gen 2:20). So. if woman was created for man’s sake, that is, to 
help him in the tasks God gave him, then it follows that woman should “honor” 
man. 

 
(11:10) It is for this reason that a woman [wife] ought to have authority over her 
own head, because of the angels.  

 
This verse is somewhat problematic because Paul does not say what we might 
expect him to say. That is, in light of the previous verses where he has said that 
woman should honor man, we would expect v. 10 to say: “It is for this reason a 
wife ought to wear a head covering.” But instead he says literally something like 
“a woman/wife ought to have authority on (or over) her head,” which the NIV 
interprets to mean “a woman/wife ought to have authority over her own head.” 
The idea given this translation is that a wife ought to control her head so as not 
to expose it to indignity. If she uncovers her head, then everyone has control 
over it, and she loses her dignity. Instead of shaming her head, she must control 
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it by wearing a head covering according to custom. 
 
But it is best, in light of the context, to understand the word “authority” in a 
passive sense, that is, not her own authority but as a “sign” (NIV1984) or 
“symbol” (CSB, ESV, NASB) of another’s authority, in this case meaning the 
man’s authority over the wife. Thus, most translations read, “a woman/wife 
ought to have a sign (or symbol) of authority on her head” (NIV1984, 
NIV2011margin, CSB, ESV, NASB, NKJV). 
 
Basically, then, this verse is an argument in favor of women wearing head 
coverings. The words “for this reason” point back to vv. 8–9, which explain why 
a woman should have a head covering. Thus, here in v. 10, Paul states that for 
the reasons of vv. 8–9, God’s order in creation, “the woman ought to have a 
symbol or sign of authority on her head,” which is an external head covering. 
 
Also, in this verse Paul gives a new reason for the wearing of a covering by the 
woman: “because of the angels.” What Paul means by this is not clear, in other 
words, I don’t know. However, some passages speak of angels as sort of 
guardians of God’s created order. Paul says in 1 Timothy 5:21; “I charge you, in 
the sight of God and Christ Jesus and the elect angels, to keep these instructions 
without partiality, and to do nothing out of favoritism.” Peter says in 1 Peter 
1:12: “It was revealed to them that they were not serving themselves but you, 
when they spoke of the things that have now been told you by those who have 
preached the gospel to you by the Holy Spirit sent from heaven. Even angels 
long to look into these things.” Also, Ephesians 3:10: “His intent was that now, 
through the church, the manifold wisdom of God should be made known to the 
rulers and authorities in the heavenly realms,” Thus Paul may mean that since 
angels are guardians of God’s created order, they would be upset at the disorder 
caused by uncovered women at Corinth. 

 
e. A caution concerning a wrong conclusion, 11:11–12 

 
(11:11) Nevertheless, in the Lord woman is not independent of man, nor is man 
independent of woman. (11:12) For as woman came from man, so also man is 
born of woman. But everything comes from God. 

 
In vv. 3–10 Paul has presented his argument in favor of male headship and 
female submission, yet still allowing for the participation of women in worship. 
However, it might be possible for the Corinthians to infer too much from his 
presentation—to draw a wrong conclusion. 
 
Paul asserts that there is a partnership between the sexes, and in the Lord neither 
exists without the other. Men and women are interdependent. Together they 
make a unity in which each member is essential. 
 
Paul states in v. 12 that woman originally sprang from man. Since that time, 
however, man has come into existence through woman. The entire universe owes 
its existence to God. The man and the woman are not independent beings; 
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instead each finds usefulness and importance through a relationship with God 
that enhances their relationship with one another. 

 
f. An appeal to the Corinthians’ sense of propriety, 11:13–15 

With this final section Paul now returns to the main argument of vv. 4–9: 
women’s head coverings. But the appeal in this case is slightly different. Here 
Paul appeals to the Corinthians’ own judgment and sense of propriety (v. 13), 
based on “the nature of things” (vv. 14–15). Nature teaches “that if a man has 
long hair, it is a disgrace to him,” while “if a woman has long hair, it is her 
glory.” 
 
Apparently, Paul intends this appeal to make two points: (1) that “nature” itself 
has thus distinguished between the sexes, and (2) that a woman’s long hair 
should teach them the propriety of being “covered” when they pray. 

 
(11:13) Judge for yourselves: Is it proper for a woman [wife] to pray to God 
with her head uncovered? (11:14) Does not the very nature of things teach you 
that if a man has long hair, it is a disgrace to him,  

 
What does Paul mean by the word “nature”? Paul’s use of the term elsewhere 
and the use of the term teach suggest that he is referring to the natural and 
instinctive sense of right and wrong that God has planted in us, especially with 
respect to sexuality. “Nature” refers to God’s intention in the created order. This 
sense of what is appropriate or fitting has been implanted in human beings from 
creation. In this sense “nature teaches” us. In Rom 1:26–27 Paul says that 
women and men involved in homosexual relationships have exchanged the 
natural function of sexuality for what is contrary to nature, that is, they have 
violated the God-given created order and natural instinct by engaging in sexual 
relations with others of the same sex. 
 
We can say, then, that nature teaches in this sense, in the sense that our natural 
instincts and perceptions of masculinity and femininity are manifested in 
particular cultural situations. Or to say it another way, nature teaches in that the 
natural inclination of men and women is to feel shame when they abandon the 
culturally established symbols of masculinity or femininity. Thus, a male 
instinctively and naturally shrinks away from doing anything that his culture 
labels as feminine. So, too, females have a natural inclination to dress like 
women rather than men. Paul’s point, then, is that how men and women wear 
their hair at Corinth is a significant indication of whether they are abiding by the 
created order, that is, acting like males or females. Of course, what is 
appropriately masculine or feminine in hairstyle may vary, and it does vary, 
from culture to culture. But in Corinth, as was common in the Greco-Roman 
world, men were generally identified with short hair and women with longer 
hair. 
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(11:15) but that if a woman has long hair, it is her glory? For long hair is given 
to her as a covering.  

 
For the woman, on the other hand, the opposite prevails. What is dishonor for 
the man—long hair—is glory for the woman. “Glory” in this instance, as we 
have previously noted, since it is the opposite of dishonor or “disgrace” in v. 14, 
must mean something like “distinction” or “honor.” Paul is arguing by analogy 
that since women have by “nature” been given long hair as a sort of natural 
covering, that in itself points to their need to be “covered” when praying and 
prophesying. Don’t get confused by Paul’s argument here and think that this 
whole passage is about long hair as a covering. The vocabulary in vv. 7–9, the 
verbs “cover” and “uncover” used there, absolutely and unequivocally speak of 
an external covering, not the hair. Paul is only arguing by analogy here that the 
long hair of women in his day points to the need for a covering. Women should 
in a sense follow the lead of nature. 

 
g. An appeal to the custom of the churches, 11:16 

 
(11:16) If anyone wants to be contentious about this, we have no other 
practice—nor do the churches of God. 

 
Paul draws his whole argument together with a final appeal to what goes on in 
the apostolic circle (“we have no other practice”) and the rest of churches. The 
practice of certain Corinthian women who refuse to wear a head covering is what 
Paul refers to when he says, “we have no such practice.” Paul understands his 
instructions here as binding for all churches in the NT world of his day. 
 
Does this passage suggest that women should return to wearing head coverings? 
No. We must distinguish between the fundamental principle that underlies a text 
and the application of that principle in a specific culture. The fundamental 
principle in this passage is that the sexes, although equal, are also different. God 
has ordained that husbands have the responsibility to lead, while wives have a 
complementary and supportive role. In the first century at Corinth, failure to 
wear a covering sent a signal to the congregation that a wife was rejecting the 
authority of her husband’s leadership. Paul was concerned about head coverings 
only because of the message they sent to people in that culture. Today, except in 
certain religious groups, if a woman fails to wear a head covering, no one thinks 
she is in rebellion. Lack of a head covering generally sends no message at all in 
our western culture. Nevertheless, that does not mean that this text does not 
apply to our culture. The principle still stands that women should conduct 
themselves in church in a manner that makes it clear that they submit to male 
leadership. 
 
Also, both men and women today should dress so that they do not look like the 
opposite sex. Confusion of the sexes is contrary to the God-given sense that the 
sexes are distinct. For example, it would be wrong for a twentieth-century 
American male to wear a dress in public. It would violate his masculinity. 
Everything within a man would cry out against doing this because it would 
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violate his appropriate sense of what it means to be a man. Obviously, what is 
appropriate male or female dress has varied over time and is not the same in 
different cultures. For example, men wear skirts in Scotland; they just don’t call 
them skirts—they are kilts. Kilts are not considered female dress in Scotland. So, 
what is appropriate male and female dress can vary somewhat from one culture 
to the other and from one time period to another. The key is that God wants 
Christians to avoid any confusion of the sexes, and so they should dress in a way 
that distinguishes them from one another in their own culture. 
 
So, the main idea in this passage is that at least some women at Corinth, by not 
wearing a head covering, were sending a signal that that were not in submission 
to their husbands. So, Paul insists that they wear the covering because of what it 
represents in the Corinthian culture. Women do not need to wear a head covering 
today because in most of American culture the failure to do so does not send a 
signal of rebellion against authority.  
 
Some may still wonder whether wearing a head covering is just cultural and not 
mandated today? But we must recognize that the head covering is not the only 
command in the New Testament that is tied to cultural milieu of the New 
Testament and thus not directly applicable today. The commands in the New 
Testament that are culturally relative, like head coverings, are basically physical 
actions that carry a symbolic meaning. And there are about 6 of these in the New 
Testament: the holy kiss (Rom 16:16; 1 Cor 16:20; 2 Cor 13:12; 1 Thess 5:26; 
1 Pet 5:14), foot washing 1 Tim 5:10), head coverings for women (1 Cor 11:4–
16), short hair for men (1 Cor 11:14), no jewelry or braided hair for women 
(1 Tim 2:9; 1 Pet 3:3), and lifting hands in prayer (1 Tim 2:8). These are all 
physical items that carry symbolic meaning. For example, the holy kiss was a 
physical expression that conveyed the idea of a welcoming greeting. If one 
insists that the head covering is a moral absolute, one must also argue for the 
holy kiss, foot washing, and lifting hands in prayer as moral absolutes. The point 
is: we still must honor the principle behind these culturally relative commands 
like the holy kiss, though we do not carry out the actual physical action itself, 
which was tied to a particular culture in time. 
 
The head covering was tied to a particular culture and time. The culture has 
changed, but Christian wives must still honor the principle of subordination to 
their husbands in whatever way is appropriate in their culture that also comports 
with biblical morality. 

 


