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Well it’s quite a relief to be out of the difficult sections in Corinthians, talking about things like 
church discipline and sex and law suits and divorce and remarriage and meat offered to idols and 
get into something much less controversial like women’s role in the church...(laughter)...which is 
where we find ourselves this morning. If you have a Bible, turn to 1 Corinthians, chapter 11. A 
couple of comments as you’re turning there.  Just as we said when we were talking about divorce 
and remarriage in chapter 7, Paul’s intent is not to say everything that is to be said on this subject. 
He’s dealing with a specific issue in Corinth which gives us some insight on this subject, but you 
really ought to go from Genesis to Revelation to sort all that out.  
 
As a matter of fact, that’s part of what Paul does in this text; he takes us back to Genesis to think 
through some things. But this is a very complicated subject. If you’re kind of new to the church 
world, it’s a topic that’s much debated within churches. It’s very easy to find one particular passage 
and just kind of camp on it, and read everything else into that. For example, a lot of people go to 
1 Timothy 2 where women are not to teach or exercise authority, and they just kind of lock onto that 
and ignore other passages. Yet we know in the book of Acts, for example, Pricilla taught theology 
to Apollos, so it’s not that simple. You have to kind of sort the whole thing out, and so just keep 
that in mind as we go through this, this morning.  
 
Chapter 11, verse 1: 

 
 Be imitators of me, just as I also am of Christ. (*NASB, 1 Corinthians 11:1) 

 
Almost every commentator believes that verse 1 fits better with the previous section. In other words 
the chapter division would be better after verse 1 than where it is and I agree with that.  I made the 
decision to leave verse one with our discussion today because I knew we had a one week gap in-
between messages and I wanted to make sure that we went back and remembered where we’ve 
been, because the discussion doesn’t start new and fresh; it’s ongoing. So this was kind of my way 
of forcing us to go back and say, “Okay, let’s remember where we’ve been.” And Paul says he’s 
tried to model that it’s been about liberties; it’s about freedoms; and it’s about rights. But more than 
anything it’s about a willingness to lay those things down for the cause of the Gospel, and this 
discussion is part of that. It’s a part of the exercising of liberties and rights for the sake of the 
Gospel.  
 

Now I praise you because you remember me in everything, and hold firmly to the 
traditions, just as I delivered them to you. (vs. 2) 

 
So Paul opens affirming that they are doing some things very well. Reading a little between the 
lines, given the context of this discussion, Paul very well may have helped them understand the 
great value of women in the Kingdom of God. Paul was really a champion for women in the first 
century. And it’s very likely that’s a part of what he’s talking about and he’s affirming, “You’ve 
done some great things.” But, as has been the problem throughout this study, they’ve kind of taken 
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that liberty and run with it. They’ve defined it as “Under grace, anything goes!” And so we’ve had 
to deal with that in all these middle chapters, and this appears to be more of the same. They’ve just 
kind of taken that freedom and decided to run with it and it’s caused all kinds of chaos and 
confusion and he has to reel them back in and remind them of some things again.  
 
Verse 3 is critical:  
 

But I want you to understand that Christ is the head of every man, and the man is the 
head of a woman, and God is the head of Christ. 

 
Now there are a couple of things in that verse that we need to understand. One is the term translated 
for “man” and “woman”. In almost every occasion in the New Testament those same Greek words 
are translated “husband” and “wife”. As a matter of fact this would be the only place, except maybe 
1 Timothy 2, where these words are translated man and woman. So you could translate this 
specifically husband and wife and I think you’d be very accurate there. At the end of the day, the 
picture between a husband and wife, a marriage and the picture of the church, is one and the same. 
One illustrates the other; so either way you interpret it, you end up in the same place. But it does 
help to kind of think through the details in that way.  
 
Second, there’s a lot of confusion around this word “head”. What does that mean? What does it 
mean that Christ is the head of man and man is the head of woman? There’s a movement today, it’s 
called the Egalitarian Movement, that really wants to say all of the gender roles in the first century 
were culturally bound. Therefore gender roles are all out and there is no such thing today. So they 
would come back to a passage like this and try to redefine the word head to say this has no 
authoritative dimension to it but, rather, it just means source...like the head of a river kind of idea.  
 
The problem is there really is no way to justify that interpretation. For example, this Greek word is 
used about seventy-five times in the New Testament. The overwhelming majority of times it just 
means head, like the physical head on your body. When it’s used metaphorically, on every 
occasion, it has some realm of authority to it. You really can’t find a verse that is clearly referencing 
this idea as source. But probably where the discussion gets clearer is when you go outside of 
Biblical literature into first century Greek literature. One New Testament scholar tracked this word 
down over twenty-three hundred times in Greek literature and couldn’t find a single example of the 
word ever meaning source. Typically it meant head, as in physical head, and about fifty of those 
times it meant some metaphoric sense of authority. So rather than taking some cultural concern and 
reading it back into the text, let’s just take it for what it says and try to better understand.  
 
So what does he mean? He’s basically identifying that there are roles...that there are God-given 
roles within the Godhead and there are God-given roles that identify with gender. Now as soon as 
we hear that, our tendency is to think “more than” and “less than”. Our tendency is to think of 
inequalities and that’s where we really get stuck. But it’s really important to back up and understand 
that’s true if we’ve still bought into a performance-based value system. The problem in chapter 11 
is the exact same problem we’re going to hit in chapter 12, having to do with service roles. If you’re 
still getting your value on the basis of your role, on the basis of your performance, then this is going 
to be a bit of a problem for you this morning. Because if, in chapter 12, it’s your role, then you want 
a better role; you want a role that’s much more public, a role that’s much more important because 
that’s connected to your sense of value and significance.  
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But, if we’ve abandoned the cultural idea of a performance-based value system and bought into a 
grace-based value system that says our value comes from being rightly related to God through Jesus 
Christ, then our value and significance come from Him, setting us free to assume whatever role God 
assigns us. It has nothing to do with more than and less than; it has nothing to do with inequalities. 
There’s a significant theological purpose to what God has done and we’ll talk about that in just a 
moment.  
 
Just the fact that he tells us that God is the head of Christ confirms this. We would say there could 
be no inequality in the Godhead. There could not be any way that Jesus, the Son, is less than God 
the Father. They’re equal in essence in every way. Therefore, just because there are roles and some 
implied authority, this doesn’t in any way suggest there are any inequalities in the Godhead. 
Therefore we shouldn’t presume there are inequalities in gender roles.  
 
Verse 4:  
 

Every man who has something on his head while praying or prophesying, disgraces 
his head. But every woman who has her head uncovered while praying or 
prophesying, disgraces her head, for she is one and the same as the woman whose 
head is shaved. For if a woman does not cover her head, let her also have her hair cut 
off; but if it is disgraceful for a woman to have her hair cut off or her head shaved, let 
her cover her head. (vs. 4-6) 

 
Now you say, “What is that about!” (laughter) Very much like meat offered to idols; we’re getting 
into a first century expression of a bigger issue. The issue is really authority and submission. In this 
particular culture, in the first century culture, it had to do with either hair or a head covering. 
There’s a lot of debate about what’s meant here. Is it specifically talking about hair or some sort of 
a head covering? And really it’s kind of a “50/50”; you can take it either way; it really doesn’t 
change the meaning of the text at all.  
 
I think what’s happening in Corinth is that we know for sure there was chaos; there was false 
teaching; there was a lot of stuff going on that was unacceptable in public worship. It appears as if 
those who were supposed to be assuming the authoritative role as elders were choosing not to 
assume that role. In other words they were taking a passive role and just kind of letting things go. 
And so the idea is if the man has a head covering, it may be literal; it also may be metaphorical. It’s 
just saying that if he takes a passive role and doesn’t do his job, then he’s creating this chaos in the 
church.  
 
Apparently some of the women were moving into the leadership gap and that was creating all kinds 
of confusion. It’s almost the exact same scenario that’s played out in 1Timothy 2 in a similar 
discussion. So he’s got words for both. Those men who are assigned the role of elders need to step 
up and do their job, and those that weren’t, need to back off and assume their correct role. And in 
that culture there was some symbolism related to head covering or hair.  
 
Now specifically, as it relates to women, it was understood that a woman was to have long hair and 
then typically to bring it up and tie it up into what we would refer to as kind of a bun on top of her 
head. If she did that, there was a great deal of symbolism to it. It meant, typically, that she was 
married; it meant that she was in submission to her husband; it meant that she was a moral woman. 
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So there was a lot of positive symbolism to that. When the hair was down and it just kind of flowed 
freely, there was also a lot of symbolism to that. Typically it meant you were a prostitute; it meant 
you were very immoral. In some cultures it meant you were a lesbian, so there was a lot of baggage 
with that as well.  

 
Now obviously, in our culture, we don’t have this same understanding, but it’s like meat offered to 
idols. That’s what it meant in their culture and that’s what Paul is talking about here. He’s talking 
about those that were leading in public worship, praying and prophesying. We’re going to talk about 
that more in just a minute. But as he’s addressing the issue with women, in essence, what he’s 
saying is, there were women who had assumed a leadership role in public worship but, in the 
process, were also communicating that they were immoral women because of their kind of 
liberated, free flowing hair.  
 
So Paul is saying to them, they’re sending mixed signals. You can’t really advertise a lifestyle of 
immorality and also be a worship leader. So in essence what he says is, if you’re immoral, then 
shave your head and remove the doubt, and quit trying to lead worship. If that’s not how you’re 
living, then submit and take the head covering and put it back on and respond properly. So he’s 
trying to bring some order to the chaos, and again get them to operate in a way that makes sense in 
that particular culture.  
 
The why of that we’ll discuss in just a moment. I want to take just a slight rabbit trail. There’s no 
question, when Paul’s talking about prayer and prophesying he’s talking about leading in public 
worship. These were two significant elements of public worship in the first century church. Now 
with prayer, of course when you pray in private, it really isn’t relevant if your head’s covered or not. 
What’s relevant is what you portray in a public environment. 
 
 The gift of prophesy only makes sense in a public worship service. It would be similar to the gift of 
preaching for example. Preaching doesn’t really have an expression in private; it’s not like I sit 
home all alone in the closet and preach to myself. That gift makes no sense in a private setting; it 
only makes sense in a public setting. Well the gift of prophesy was similar to that. In a first century 
church, where they did not have the completed revelation of God, there was a miraculous gift where 
people would stand up and out of their mouths would come direct revelation from God. And, in 
essence, that was their scripture and they understood it that way until the revelation was completed. 
So it was a magnificent gift; it was a strong leadership gift and so they would stand up in the midst 
of a service and prophesy and pray.  
 
Now, when you read the text, it seems to be very clear in verse 5 that the problem is not that these 
women are praying and prophesying in public worship. As a matter of fact, Acts 2 says that women 
will do that. The problem is they were doing it with their heads uncovered; in other words they were 
doing it with a rebellious spirit. They were doing it without humbling themselves before the 
leadership God had established. That’s the problem! When you read the way verse 5 is worded, 
clearly it is permissible for women to pray and prophesy in public worship, as long as they do it 
with a heart of submission.  
 
It’s very important to understand that. As we’ve studied the scriptures, oftentimes people will 
identify this issue with women in the church with leadership and that, for some reason, women 
aren’t supposed to lead. I don’t find any verse from Genesis to Revelation that says that. The issue 
is not leadership; the issue is authority and those two terms are not synonyms; there is a difference. 
There is an elder authority that we’ll talk about in a minute, but leadership is something that both 
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men and women can exercise within the Kingdom of God and this text is clear. It’s fine if they pray 
and prophesy in public worship as long as they do so with a heart of humility.  
 
On any given weekend you may see Carey up here leading worship; you may see Missy up here 
leading worship and sometimes we get the question, “Biblically, how do you justify that?” It’s not 
hard; it’s right here! The issue is an issue of authority and as long as, in their hearts, they are 
submissive to their husbands and submissive to those in authority, God says it’s fine for them to 
lead in public worship.  
 
Now sometimes when we get into these discussions, I hear people say, “Well I think if we’re going 
to err, we need to err on the side of being conservative.” I absolutely do not understand that line of 
thinking. Biblical error is Biblical error; whether it’s on the conservative side or the liberal side, it’s 
error! I don’t think God is ever pleased with error. I think the goal is to try to be Biblically correct, 
try and sort out the traditional stuff and try and arrive at what is Biblically correct. If God has called 
and empowered a woman to a significant role in the church but we say, “No, you can’t do that,” 
don’t you think that’s kind of a serious matter? I mean, I do. I think if we put the lid on something 
that God wanted, that’s a bit of an issue. I don’t think it’s good to err on the conservative side; I 
think the goal is to be Biblically correct.  
 
There is a difference between leadership and authority. One of the things I think you have to wrestle 
with, which is just a practical matter, is there is no doubt that God has gifted many women with a 
significant leadership capacity. And what often happens in churches is they are not allowed to 
express that leadership gift within the confines of the church, so they flourish in the marketplace. 
You say, “Well, what sense does that make?” Every gift we’ve been given, ultimately, is to be used 
for God’s glory and God’s purposes. Why would we celebrate that gift and allow it to flourish in the 
marketplace but put a lid on it within the Kingdom of God, the very place it is meant to flourish.  
 
So I think this text is really helpful in saying that it is fine for women to assume positions of 
leadership, even to pray and to prophesy, to lead public worship, as long as they do so with a heart 
of submission and humility, which is the point here. Now what is the rationale for this; what is the 
theological backing? That’s verses 7, 8 and 9. I think if I can explain these clearly, and not make a 
mess out of this, there could be an ”Ah-ha!” moment for many today.  
 

For a man ought not to have his head covered, since he is the image and glory of God; 
but the woman is the glory of man. For man does not originate from woman, but 
woman from man; for indeed man was not created for the woman's sake, but woman 
for the man's sake. (vs. 7-9) 
 

How would you like to preach these verses? (laughter) Man! This is dangerous stuff! (laughter) 
There is a deep rich theology to what Paul is saying here if we can understand it. Paul himself is 
taking us back to Genesis 1 and 2 and you have to do that to really understand this issue. We go 
back to Genesis, chapter 1 and we’re clearly told that God created men and women in the image of 
God, equally so. So the glory here is not a reference to that. Clearly there’s no difference between 
men and women in terms of our glory, as being people made in the image of God.  
 
But when you get to chapter 2 there’s a really interesting dynamic to the story. In Genesis, chapter 
2, God creates Adam first. He creates Adam out of the dust of the ground. The terms that are used 
are the terms used of a potter working a piece of clay.  It’s a picture of God being intimately 
involved with the creation of Adam, made in His image. It’s a very intimate, personal picture. But 
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then God comes along and says, “Adam’s alone and that’s not good!” And that kind of shocks us. 
You know chapter 1, “On the first day...it was good...it was good...it was good!”  But suddenly the 
words were uttered, “This is not good.” And it’s almost as if God in heaven looked down and saw 
Adam all alone and said, “Oh, what was I thinking? This isn’t good!” But of course that’s not the 
case. God’s trying to make a theological point here. 
 
So God creates Eve for Adam. But when God creates Eve, God does not take the dust of the ground 
and form her just as He formed Adam. He reaches in and takes a rib out of Adam and forms Eve out 
of Adam...a completely different process. And we would ask the question, “What’s up with that?” I 
mean this is the God who just created the Universe with a spoken word; it’s not like He needs 
material to work with. So He’s obviously making a theological statement with what’s happening 
here. Now there are all kinds of nice little poems and songs written about the woman coming out of 
the side of the man and that’s because...”she’s not above him and not below him but along side of 
him.” And that’s all very precious...but that’s not the point. (laughter) The point is actually much 
bigger and much grander.  
 
The point is: God is saying, even by virtue of the way I created you, with your gender and gender 
roles, it’s meant to be a picture of what this entire Universe is about. And so I’m going to create 
Adam and Adam’s alone, just as God was alone. But God said, “I wanted to create someone in my 
image with whom I could share eternity” and so God created us out of Himself, as people made in 
His image. He said, “I want to picture that; I want to make sure everybody knows that’s the deal.  
So, man, I’m going to assign you a role.” It’s just kind of God being the casting director in this big 
musical of life. He says, “Okay, man, your assigned role is to represent me and at one time I was 
alone, but out of Me I created you. So I’m going to picture that: I’m going to take Eve out of Adam 
and she’s going to be created for you just as you were created for Me.”  
 
And so when we understand gender roles, in essence what’s being said is...let’s take it into a 
marriage which is the Genesis 2 picture...that the husband’s responsibility is to rightly represent 
God at home. In the New Testament language, it is to represent Christ as the head of the home. You 
say, “Oh, good! Head, that means boss!” No, that’s not what it says. Ephesians 5 says, “No, you are 
to represent Christ and His self-sacrificing love and what He was willing to do to serve sinful 
people to redeem them back to Himself.” So, by virtue of God’s authority, our assignment is to 
sacrifice ourselves in order to serve our wives as husbands.  
 
What is the role of the wife? The role of the wife, the role of Eve, was to represent the created 
people of God, redeemed by the blood of Jesus, back into an intimate relationship with the God who 
loved us and created us. We talked about this in chapter 6 as it relates to our sexuality; it’s the very 
same thing. At the end of the day, that marriage relationship is meant to be a picture of how intimate 
God wants to be with us. That level of intimacy we experience together is meant to be a picture of 
the greatest intimacy, the ultimate relationship, which is experienced with God.  
 
In order to understand the picture then that God wants to create, we could re-read verse 8 and where 
we see the word “man”, we’ll put “God” and where we see “woman”, we’ll put “people”.  
 

For God does not originate from people, but people from God; for indeed God was not 
created for people's sake, but people for God’s sake. 
 

That’s the picture; that’s the imagery. God says, “I’ve cast you in roles so that everyone will know 
that I am the creator God. You didn’t create me; I created you! And I created you out of Me, in 
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order that you would know Me and that you would love Me and that you would serve Me. That’s the 
theological basis behind the idea of gender roles.  
 
With that in mind, he says in verse 10: 

 
Therefore the woman ought to have a symbol of authority on her head, because  
of the angels.  
 

Now again, whether that’s a head covering or hair is kind of up for grabs. The point is that the 
woman should respond to her God-given role as she rightly represents all of us as the people of God 
and our submission to the love of Christ. When Paul said that, when she chooses not to operate in 
that role, she disgraces her head...there’s a sense in which it says she disgraces her husband. But it’s 
more than that; she disgraces the picture. The problem from Genesis 3 on is that we’re determined 
to say, “I will be my own God; I’ll run my own show; I’ll call my own shots. You know, God, I’ll let 
ya know if I need ya!” So, when a woman chooses not to assume her God-given role, she’s acting 
out the very problem that’s been the problem from the beginning. And that is, in essence, saying, 
“No, I’m not going to follow you; I’m not going to do what I’m told; I’m going to run my own 
show.” 
 
Now Paul makes an interesting statement here as it relates to the angels. He made a statement about 
the angels in chapter 4 and again here in chapter 11. Clearly what’s implied is when we, as the 
people of God, gather to worship, we’re not alone here. We are joined by the angels of heaven 
itself. Now exactly how that works, I’m not sure. It’s quite a staggering thought to think on a 
Sunday morning, when the doors fly open, not only are we, as the redeemed, coming through the 
doors, but so are the angels of God. And they’re as excited about this as we are, and they love to 
gather with us and join us in worship.  
 
But they’ve seen this whole thing played out from the beginning. And they are well aware of the 
fact that God is God and we’re not. And they’re well aware of the fact that God has assigned roles 
and He wants this beautiful picture of God and His people played out as God intended. And that’s 
what He’s talking about here. For the sake of the angels, we need to be aware of these God-given 
roles and operate within them or we offend them.  
 
Now I throw this out as pure speculation, but it’s interesting to think about. Is it possible that the 
angels would frequent more regularly those churches that accurately portray this picture than those 
that don’t? I don’t know if that’s the case or not, but it’s sure interesting to think about. There does 
seem to be a strong motivation from Paul saying, “Hey, for the sake of the angels, we need to get 
this right! We need to operate within the roles as God has assigned them.”  
 
Now from the beginning, and we were warned about this all the way back in Genesis chapter 3, 
there’s always going to be abuse. That’s why this is such a sensitive topic. There are way too many 
church leaders; there are way too many husbands who have misunderstood head to mean boss...to 
mean “I’m in charge”...to mean “I call the shots”. And they’ve missed the whole point! The whole 
point of Ephesians 5 is we are to die to ourselves, just as Jesus sacrificed for us in order to create an 
environment where our wives can flourish as the people God has made us to be. That’s what Jesus 
did for us! But when we get it in our head that actually the point is: to be the boss, we’re in charge; 
then we begin to dominate; then we begin to devalue. It happens in churches and it happens in 
marriages. Paul, knowing that, has to come back and remind us that we are dependent on one 
another.  
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However, in the Lord, neither is woman independent of man, nor is man independent 
of woman. For as the woman originates from the man, so also the man has his birth 
through the woman; and all things originate from God. (vs. 11-12) 
 

Same argument that’s made in 1Timothy 2: at the end of the day we need each other. We just can’t 
even survive; we can’t even continue to exist without the realization that we need one another; 
that’s part of how God has created us. But you think about the theological implications of that: that 
we really can’t exist apart from understanding that we need God! And if we aren’t rightly connected 
to God, we’re not really going to continue to exist for eternity. There are all kinds of theology even 
in that.  
 
Verse 13: 

Judge for yourselves: is it proper for a woman to pray to God with her head 
uncovered? Does not even nature itself teach you that if a man has long hair, it is a 
dishonor to him, but if a woman has long hair, it is a glory to her? For her hair is 
given to her for a covering. But if one is inclined to be contentious, we have no other 
practice, nor have the churches of God.  (vs. 13-16) 

Paul’s simply saying that all you have to do is look at nature itself and there is clearly a difference 
between a man and a woman...and I hope this isn’t new information! (laughter) Now in their culture 
a lot of that was symbolized by their hair. This isn’t really saying a woman can’t have short hair 
and, if a man has longer hair, who decides how long is too long and you get into all that goofy stuff. 
Think of the hair thing, it’s kind of like the meat offered to idols; it was the symbolism of the day. 
But beyond that, we would say in every culture of the world that’s ever existed, there is a clear 
difference between a man and a woman. Now you can always find an exception but, by and large, 
we find this to be true. The world is a living example of the theological message that God intended. 
Whether people will understand it or not, there is a clear sense of this theology, obvious in every 
culture of the world.  
 
Verse 16 is an interesting verse. Paul in essence says that there are always going to be people that 
want to argue about it; there are always going to be people that are contentious and he, in essence 
says, “Hey this is the deal; this is the way it is in all the churches and I really don’t want to argue 
about it; so I’m sorry if you don’t like that.” Kind of just closes the discussion and says, “I’m really 
not going to argue about it.” What he’s revealing is there is a heart problem. There are always 
going to be people that have a heart problem - that just can’t let this thing go. And he’s saying, “You 
know I really don’t want to fight about it.”  
 
So let’s kind of wrap this thing up and bring it to some practical conclusion. If we were to start with 
the big picture, you need to start by thinking again, “Am I clear on this grace-based value system?” 
If I have a performance-based value system, this is a bitter pill to swallow. But it’s the same as the 
discussion in chapters 8, 9 and 10. What about my freedoms? What about my rights? What about 
my privileges? What about me, me, me? If my self-esteem is connected to my role, we’re never 
really going to settle into this.  
 
So it starts by remembering again that my sense of significance and value comes from being rightly 
related to God through Jesus Christ. Therefore I am free to serve in whatever role God has given 
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me. It’s going to be the same issue in chapter 12 as it is here, whether it’s gender roles or whether 
it’s service roles. It has nothing to do with my value or my sense of esteem. It has to do with God! 
 
You know the big shock of the whole deal is, “It’s not about me!” We try to make everything about 
“me”. What about me? What about me? What about me? What God is saying is, “By the way, these 
gender roles, they’re not about you! They’re about Me. It’s about Me as the Creator and the picture 
that I want pictured throughout creation so everyone will know that I am the Creator God who 
made you and loves you and wants to know you!” So God has assigned the theatrical roles in order 
that the world might know them and He started with that value system.  
 
Second of all is to think of the implications within the context of a marriage, because marriage is the 
picture of the church. It’s really helpful to think of one as it relates to the other, to kind of sort this 
all out. The idea of these roles in marriage, again, is for the husband to rightly represent the 
sacrificing love of Christ in the marriage. I believe my calling, my responsibility to represent Christ 
in my home, is to sacrifice myself in order to create an environment where Patti and my girls can 
flourish as the persons God has made them to be because that’s what Jesus did for me. That’s my 
assignment. Whoever God has made Patti to be, I want her to flourish that way. I don’t see any 
restrictions in that; I don’t see anything negative in that.  
 
I think the role of the wife is to represent the redeemed people of God, the church, and how we are 
to submit to the sacrificing love of Christ. At the end of the day it looks like this: I, as a father, when 
I tucked my children into bed at night when they were little, should be able to say, “Girls, if you 
want to know how much Jesus loves you, just watch how much I love your mother.” That’s the 
picture; that’s the theological picture. And Patti needs to be able to say to the girls, “Girls, if you 
want to know how we are supposed to respond to the love of Jesus, just watch how I respond to 
your father.” It’s a beautiful theological picture that is to be played out in the home.  
 
Take that imagery; bring it into the church. It’s not every man is the head of every woman, but there 
is a husbandly role. The husbandly role in the church, as defined in the New Testament, is the role 
of the elder. We have the exact same role as the husband in a marriage. Our role is not to be the 
boss; our role is not to be in charge of everything; our role is to sacrifice ourselves in order to love 
and serve the body that everyone...male and female...might flourish as the people God has made 
them to be. That’s our assignment as elders.  There are times when we have to exercise our 
authority to protect that environment but, at the end of the day, the elders fulfill the husbandly role 
in the church. Everyone else, in essence, fulfills the wifely role...responding and submitting to the 
sacrificing love of Christ.  
 
We believe, here at Lincoln Berean, that the only role that is not available to a woman would be the 
role of elder. In a marriage the role of husband and wife are not interchangeable. The role of the 
husband is the man, because the role between God and His church is not interchangeable. We don’t 
ever become God and He doesn’t become the church. There’s a picture here; there’s a theology 
here. But we do believe that the role of the elder is intended to be the husbandly role which God 
intended to be male. But outside of that, there are tremendous opportunities for women to serve, for 
women to lead, for women to be everything God intended them to be and I think God celebrates 
that.  
 
That’s how we understand the issue. We do believe that preaching is an elder role. Preaching has an 
element of the Old Testament prophet. There is an element of authority. On some weeks we’re very 
encouraging; on some weeks we pull out the “two by four”. But there is a sense in which there is an 
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authoritative nature to preaching, and so we do restrict that to men. But we do believe there are 
many, many teaching opportunities in all kinds of environments that are available to both men and 
women.  
 
Now I know what the questions are going to be. There are going to be hundreds of them. What 
about this? What about that? What about here? What about there? You know, where’s the line? And 
we wrestle with the same thing; there is no real clear-cut line. So, at the end of the day, we think 
what matters to God is the heart. We would be the first ones to say that we’ve worked really, really 
hard to try to understand what the Bible says and operate consistently with that. But none of us, as 
elders, would say we’re absolutely sure we have it right and others have it wrong. That’s just a very 
arrogant position. I think we’ve tried very hard. We took about a year on this and we prayed and we 
read scripture. Maybe we have it right and maybe we don’t but, at the end of the day, what matters 
to God is the heart; that’s always what matters to God. There may be churches that have their policy 
exactly right but they have bad hearts before God. There are other churches that may have their 
policy wrong but they have soft, humble, obedient hearts before God. Which do you think God 
prefers?  
 
So, when we get in those environments where it’s kind of mushy, is this appropriate or not 
appropriate, we end up trying to assess the heart. If there’s someone who seems to have kind of a 
rebellious, angry, “I’m going to do this whether you like it or not” heart, that would be evidence, 
male or female, and, “I’m sorry; I don’t really see the presence of God at work here.” You have 
someone else in a situation that may seem kind of in that mushy middle...a woman who has a soft, 
gentle, obedient heart and really feels God’s calling. We’d be likely to say, “Yes, it really does seem 
like God’s at work here and the Holy Spirit is here and we think God’s in this.” It isn’t an exact 
science but, at the end of the day, male or female, as the people of God, what matters to God is the 
heart. Sometimes we can get so diligent about debating the details, we forget that and we forget 
what really matters to God.  
 
So, at the end of the day, we think there’s this tremendous theological picture that is the reason why 
there are genders, why there is marriage, and why there are gender roles within the church...that the 
world might know that there is a Creator God who made us in His image, with a longing to know us 
in a real and intimate way. He sent His Son to make it possible and He wants it lived out, 
dramatized, celebrated in the home and in the church...for His glory.  
 

Father, we’re thankful that You made us. You made us in Your image, that we might know you. 
Lord, we didn’t create You. You were not made for us. Help us to remember that; help us to have 
hearts of brokenness and humility. Lord, help us to remember our significance and value comes 
from being rightly related to You, which sets us free to fulfill whatever role You’ve called us to, for 
Your glory. Lord, may we have soft, obedient, humble hearts before You.  In Jesus’ name, Amen.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

Scripture taken from the NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE 
Copyright 1960, 1962, 1963, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1987, 1988, 

The Lockman Foundation. Used by permission 
Lincoln Berean Church, 6400 S. 70th, Lincoln, NE 68516 (402) 483-6512 

Copyright 2009 – Bryan Clark. All rights reserved.  
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January 31/February 1, 2009                  Study Questions 
Living Like Christians 

God’s Purpose for Gender Roles 
1 Corinthians 11:1-16 

Pastor Bryan Clark 
 
 
 
Opening Discussion 
 

1. What has been your experience as it relates to gender roles at home and at church?  Feel free 
to share both good and bad experiences. 
 
 

2. What have been the consequences of the “gender wars” in the culture?  Why is there such 
tension in this area? 
 
 

3. How can we make sure that in such sensitive areas we are arriving at a correct biblical 
position rather than reacting to the culture by reading things into the biblical text? 
 
 
 

 
Bible Study 
 

1. Read 1 Corinthians 11:1.  What had Paul modeled for them? 
 
 

2. Read 1 Corinthians 11:2-6.  In what way does Paul make the case that roles are not 
synonymous with inequality?  Why do we immediately read inequality into God-given 
gender roles? 
 
 

3. According to 11:5 are women forbidden to pray and prophesy in public worship?  Why or 
why not?  See Also Acts 2:18. 
 
 

4. Read 1 Corinthians 11:7-9.  What is the rationale for gender roles in the church?  Read 
Genesis 2.  What do you observe that might shed light on the discussion in 1 Corinthians 11?  
How is this also relative to what we learned about sexuality in 1 Corinthians 6?  Are the roles 
God assigns us ultimately about us and our rights or about God and His glory? 
 
 

5. Compare 1 Corinthians 11:10 to 4:9?  Is it possible the angels are more involved in the life of 
the church than we realize? 
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6.  Why does Paul feel the need to add 1 Corinthians 11:11-12? 
 
 

7. What is Paul’s final argument for gender roles in 11:13-16?  What is his point in regards to 
why God has made male and female differently?  
 

 
 

Application 
 

1. There is much debate about gender roles in the church and who has it right and who does 
not.  In all of this discussion what do you think really matters to God? 

 
 
 
 

2. We’ve attached the LBC philosophy of gender roles for your discussion.  Read it through 
and talk about what this looks like in everyday life in the church?   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Lincoln Berean Church, 6400 S. 70th, Lincoln, NE 68516   (402) 483-6512 
Copyright 2009 – Bryan Clark.  All rights reserved. 
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Philosophy of Gender Roles in the Church 
Approved 10-20-2003 

 
 
Original Design 
We believe God created men and women in His image.  He created them equal in essence.  However, 
equality does not demand an absence of God-ordained gender roles.  To the contrary, gender roles were part 
of God’s original design.  These roles are not designed by God to exalt or advance one gender over the other, 
but to create an environment that is both orderly and revelatory of God’s character to His people.  It is also 
true that God did not intend for people to establish their worth based on a particular role.  Worth is found in 
Christ, while roles simply establish order and function. 
 
We believe, as people made in God’s image, that gender roles were part of God’s original design before the 
fall rather than a result of the fall.  God has existed from eternity past as a Triune God with order and 
function as Father, Son and Spirit.  In the same way, people made in His image, male and female, were 
created with order and roles.  Since the Scriptures reveal that there are roles and order in the Trinity, it is 
impossible to infer that the idea of roles hints of any inequality in essence with God or people.  Clearly, 
gender roles before the fall were part of perfect creation as designed by God. 
     
The Effects of Sin 
We believe that sin has turned order into chaos.  The gender roles that were once designed for completion 
have been corrupted into competition.  We believe sin has caused the woman to desire the role of the man 
and the man to suppress the woman.  Therefore, sin is the basis of gender wars in the culture, family, and the 
church.  We believe, then, that a redeemed heart is the necessary first step toward men and women being 
rightly related both to God and one another.  It would also be true that Paul’s statement in Galatians 3:28, 
“There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free man, there is neither male nor female; for you 
are all one in Christ Jesus,” is a reference to standing before God.  His statement is not a denial of gender, 
racial, or economic realities.                                                                                                                                                         
 
Gender Roles in the Church 
Since we believe in a Creator God, we believe all men and women are made by God on purpose for a 
purpose.  Therefore, the primary implementation of any gift or ability should be for God’s glory and 
Kingdom-building purposes.  Therefore, both men and women should have the freedom to flourish in the 
local church according to how God has made them.  In other words, we believe the gender roles as designed 
by God set people free rather than restrict in the local church.   
 
We do not believe the issue of gender roles in the church is an issue of leadership but rather of authority.  We 
affirm that many men and women are highly gifted leaders and called by God to steward their leadership gift 
in the context of the church.  We believe both the OT and NT affirm the importance of men and women as 
leaders in God’s Kingdom.    
 
We do believe that God has restricted the role of elder to men filled with the Holy Spirit who are above 
reproach and qualified to lead as defined by God.  As in a marriage, the elder (husband) pictures God leading 
and shepherding his flock (wife), which must include the necessary authority to fulfill his responsibility.  The 
congregation, both male and female, pictures the loving response of the bride (church) to her bridegroom 
(Christ).  Since the roles of Christ and His Church are not interchangeable, it is not appropriate for men and 
women to exchange or ignore God-ordained gender roles either in the church or in the home.  However, this 
does not mean that all women are to submit to all men in the church any more than all wives must submit to 
all the husbands in the church.  The elders are the husband and the congregation is the wife as pictured in the 
marriage imagery of the NT.  While Christ is the bridegroom and the Church is His bride, the elders have the 
responsibility to represent Christ and His role in the context of the local church.   
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The Role of the Elder 
We believe elders have been charged with the responsibility in the church to establish, teach and defend 
sound doctrine.  Consistent with this, Paul informs Timothy that women are not to “teach or exercise 
authority over men.”  Literally the passage should be interpreted: “women are not to teach men or exercise 
authority over men.”  In the Pastoral Epistles teaching always has the restricted sense of authoritative 
doctrinal instruction most similar to modern day preaching.  This teaching that Paul is specifically referring 
to is the exercise of elder authority in establishing, teaching and defending sound doctrine.  Therefore, 
women are not permitted to exercise elder authority by teaching doctrine to men in a formal setting such as a 
church worship service.   
 
This is not to say that women don’t teach men.  Women, such as Priscilla in the book of Acts, are used by 
God to teach men many things, including doctrine.  However, this occurs in more informal discussion-
oriented environments rather than exercising elder authority as reflected in the more formal preaching 
settings Paul refers to in Timothy.  It is also obvious from the Pastoral Epistles that women should teach 
doctrine to other women and children.  It is also obvious in Paul’s words to the Corinthians that women may 
pray and prophesy in public worship as long as they do so with submissive hearts before God.  While there is 
some debate as to what it meant to prophesy in public worship, it is clear that praying and prophesying in 
public worship were significant roles before the New Testament Church.  Therefore, we do not believe 
women are restricted from praying, reading Scripture or leading in a formal worship service today.  These 
roles are permissible and not reflective of the elder authority Paul has in mind when restricting the role of 
women. 
     
The Practical Matter of the Heart 
We acknowledge that some of the lines determining what is permitted and what is not for a woman are grey 
at best.   It is also true that what matters most in this issue is the intent of the hearts of those involved.  No 
guidelines can overcome or compensate for hearts that are not in submission to God.  All involved must have 
obedience to God as the ultimate desire.  With this in mind, we acknowledge that some decisions related to 
this topic will be handled on a case-by-case basis.   
 
It is the responsibility of all teachers specifically, and members in general—whether male or female—to 
submit to the elders God has appointed to shepherd the flock of Christ.  It is never appropriate for either a 
man or woman to seek to establish, teach or defend doctrine contrary to that which has been established by 
the elders.  If such occurs, it is the role of the elders to exercise authority and bring correction.  The elders 
will be held accountable for this responsibility to guard sound doctrine before God; therefore they have been 
given the authority to carry out this responsibility. 
      
For this reason, it is of critical importance that elders be biblically qualified and diligent to fulfill their 
responsibility to establish, teach, and defend sound doctrine.  We also believe it is the role of every member 
of the body of Christ, whether male or female, to submit to one another in love as the family of God.   
 
Supporting Scriptures:  Genesis 1-3;  I Cor. 11:2-16, 14:33b-36;  Gal. 3:28;  I Tim. 2:1-3:13;  Titus 2:1-5;  
Eph. 5:21-33;  Acts 18:24-28;  I Peter 5:1-5. 


