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SHOULD I WEAR A HAT IN CHURCH? 
1 Corinthians 11:2–16 

 
 I. Introduction — 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 women while 
praying or prophesying during a time of corporate worship. 

 
 II. A Statement of Praise, v. 2 

(v. 2) I praise you for remembering me in everything and for holding to the traditions just 
as I passed them on to you. 

 

The Corinthians were keeping certain unmentioned “traditions.” However, there was an 
issue with some women at Corinth who were discarding the traditional head covering. 

 
 III. The Principle Involved, v. 3 

(v. 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. 

 

What Paul wants them to “realize” 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. 

 

Ephesians 1:22, “And God placed all things under his feet and appointed him to be head 
over everything for the church.”  

 

Ephesians 5:23, “For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the 
church.” 

 

Colossians 1:18, “And he is the head of the body, the church.” 
 

This verse is Paul’s main point. This principle of submission is key to what Paul says. 
People get caught up in the details of this passage and miss the main point, which is the 
submission 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 submitting to her 
husband. 

 
 IV. Conclusions about Head Coverings Based upon Women’s Submission, vv. 4–6 

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

 (v. 5a) But every woman who prays or prophesies with her head uncovered dishonors her 
head 

 

A head covering at Corinth 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.” 
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(v. 5b) —it is the same as having her head shaved. (v. 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 or her head shaved, then she should cover her head. 

 
 V. Additional Reasons for Women to Wear Head Coverings  

(and men to not), vv. 7–10 
(v. 7) A man ought not to cover his head, since he is the image and glory of God; but the 
woman is the glory of the man. 

 

Paul intends what follows in vv. 7–10 to be an elaboration on vv. 4–6, explaining why 
men should not, but women should be covered while praying and prophesying. 

 

(v. 8) For man did not come from woman, but woman from man; (v. 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. 

 

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

 

We would expect v. 10 to say: “It is for this reason a woman/wife ought to wear a head 
covering.” But instead he says literally something like “a woman ought to have authority 
on (or over) her head,” which the NIV interprets to mean “a woman ought to have 
authority over her own head.”  

 

It is best, in light of the context, to understand the word “authority” in a passive sense, 
that is, not the woman’s 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 ought to have a sign (or symbol) of authority on 
her head” (NIV1984, NIV2011 margin, CSB, ESV, NASB, NKJV). 

 
 VI. Caution Concerning a Wrong Conclusion, vv. 11–12 

(v. 11) Nevertheless, in the Lord woman is not independent of man, nor is man 
independent of woman. (v. 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. It’s not Paul’s intention to lead them to think that women are inferior 
to men, so Paul quickly qualifies his previous words (“nevertheless”).  

 
 VII. An Appeal to the Corinthians’ Sense of Propriety, vv. 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). 
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(v. 13) Judge for yourselves: Is it proper for a woman to pray to God with her head 
uncovered? (v. 14) Does not the very nature of things teach you that if a man has long 
hair, it is a disgrace to him, 

 

Paul’s use of the term nature 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. 

 

(v. 15) but that if a woman has long hair, it is her glory? For long hair is given to her as a 
covering. 

 

Don’t get confused by Paul’s argument here and think that this whole passage is about 
long hair as a covering. As I explained earlier, the word “covered” in v. 4, the word 
“uncovered” in v. 5 and the word “cover” in vv. 6 and 7 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. 

 
 VIII. An Appeal to the Custom of the Churches, v. 16 

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

 
 IX. Conclusions 

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 woman was rejecting the authority of 
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. 

 

There are about six culturally driven commands 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. 

 

The head covering was tied to a particular culture and time. The culture has changed, but 
Christian wives must still honor the principle of submission to their husbands in whatever 
way is appropriate in their culture that also comports with biblical morality. 

 


