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The complexity of 11:2–16 continues to vex modern interpreters, and its comments about 
women rile many modern readers. Because it contains one of the lengthiest discussions in the 
NT on the relationship between men and women, it has attracted the attention of many and the 
indignation of some. The danger lurks that interpreters will try to make it say what they would 
like it to say. Engberg-Peterson observes, “the non-scholarly interest of scholars very often 
influences heavily their decisions on the exegetical questions” (Garland; 505, 506). 

I should point out that I have not presented all the views or all the reasons why I have decided upon the 
following interpretation. Some views read more into the text than is actually stated, others are overly 
influenced by our present cultural understanding of gender. I have adopted the following interpretation 
because I feel that it deals with all the aspects of the passage most adequately. 

Interpretation: 

3 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. 

Verse 3 states the foundational theological premise: Christ is the authority (the head) over every man, 
man is the authority over woman, and God is the authority over Christ. 

Verses 4–6 flow from this theological principle. 

4 Every man who has something on his head while praying or prophesying disgraces his head. 

A head covering was a symbol of submission to authority (11:10). Since the man is the head of the 
woman, if a man were to wear a head covering while praying or prophesying it would appear as if he 
had relinquished his headship. This would be disgraceful and blur gender distinctions (11:14–15).  

The opposite is also true. If a woman did not wear a head covering while praying or prophesying, her 
failure to be adorned properly would be shameful because she would not properly reflect her 
relationship to man (verses 5, 6). 

5 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.   
6 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. 

Paul assumes that women will pray and prophecy when the church gathers. Yet, if they do, they are to 
have their heads covered so that they are visibly differentiated from men.  

A woman’s failure to wear a head covering is analogous to her having her head shaved.  It would be 
shameful and unnatural (11:14, 15). In fact, if women are going to pray and prophesy with their heads 
uncovered, why don’t they shave their heads? If they are going to throw the symbol out (the head 
covering), then they should be consistent with masculinity—throw off the covering provided by nature 
(i.e. their hair), too (Chrysostom; ICC, 231). Paul, of course, is not suggesting that they do this; he is 
assuming they will not. His point is that your behavior should match your gender; just as no woman 
would shave her head, no woman should pray with her head uncovered. Both are incongruous with 
womanhood.  

In verses 7–10, Paul explains further why a man should not cover his head and a woman should.  
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7 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. 

A man should not wear a covering “since he is the image and glory of God.” But a woman should wear a 
covering because she “is the glory of man.”  

Verses 8–9 are parenthetical, explaining why the woman is said to be the glory of man. 

8 For man does not originate from woman, but woman from man; 

Man was created directly by God (God made him from the dust of the earth and breathed into him the 
breath of life) so he is the glory of God. Woman, however, was created from man (Eve was made from 
Adam’s rib, not from the dust of the ground). Therefore, she is the glory of man. 

9 for indeed man was not created for the woman's sake, but woman for the man's sake. 

Secondly, woman is also the glory of man since she was created for man’s sake, i.e., she was created to 
complete man and help man in the tasks God had originally given him (not vice versa). Her role in 
creation is also her role in Christ. 

In short, the order of creation (man being created first), the manner of creation (woman being made 
from man), and the purpose for which woman was created (woman was made for the sake of man) all 
point to the headship of man—a headship that should be maintained through behavior and appearance.  

Finally, in verse 10 Paul draws his conclusion: women should wear head coverings as a symbol of 
authority.  

10 Therefore (because man is the reflection of God’s glory and woman is the reflection of man) the 
woman ought to have a symbol of authority on her head, because of the angels. 

A head covering symbolized submission to the position God had given to man. By wearing a head 
covering, a woman demonstrated that man is her head. 

Verses 11–12 qualify what Paul means and address any potential misunderstandings.  

11 However, in the Lord, neither is woman independent of man, nor is man independent of 
woman. 

Paul is not saying that women are inferior to men; rather, both men and women stand in 
interdependence in the Lord. Paul proves this statement in verse 12. 

12 For as the woman originates from the man, so also the man has his birth through the 
woman; and all things originate from God. 

Woman originally came from man, but all men ever since Adam have come into the world through 
women. There is a profound interdependence and mutuality present in the male-female relationship, 
and because of this interdependence, neither sex can boast over the other. Ultimately, “everything 
comes from God.” 

In verses 13–16 Paul gives the concluding argument for head coverings. He first appeals to the 
Corinthians’ own judgment. 

13 Judge for yourselves: is it proper for a woman to pray to God with her head uncovered? 
14 Does not even nature itself teach you that if a man has long hair, it is a dishonor to him, 
15 but if a woman has long hair, it is a glory to her? For her hair is given to her for a covering. 
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The function of verses 13–15 in the argument is to show that the wearing of a head covering by a 
woman is in accord with the God-given sense that women and men are different. If a woman prophesies 
in church without wearing the symbol of being under male authority, she is in effect negating the 
distinction between men and women that God has ordained from creation. 

Paul is confident that “nature” will instruct the church with respect to what is fitting or proper.  God has 
implanted in human beings a sense of what is appropriate for men and women, so what Paul is saying 
should ring true.  

How men and women wear their hair is a significant indication of whether they are abiding by the 
created order (11:14–15). If a man wears his hair like a woman or a woman wears her hair like a man it 
is an obvious blurring of gender distinctiveness.  

The fact that God gave woman her hair as a covering demonstrates that women are to have a covering.  

16 But if one is inclined to be contentious, we have no other practice, nor have the churches 
of God. 

Paul perceives his instructions here as binding for all churches in the Greco-Roman world. Indeed, the 
other churches already adhere to the practice Paul recommends. 

 

Notes: 

Chapter 11 verse 2 starts a new section (chapters 11–14) in which Paul addresses three abuses of the 
Corinthians; (1) the failure to use the proper covering for women when prophesying and praying (11:2–
16), (2) abuses when taking the Lord ’s Supper(11:17–34), and (3) the misuse of tongues in the assembly 
(chapters 12–14).  

 
11:2 Now I praise you because you remember me in everything, and hold firmly to the 
traditions, just as I delivered them to you. 
 

In English, “tradition” has the concept of a custom that is passed down from one generation to the next. 
This was not the case of the Greek word used here by Paul. “Tradition” was a technical term referring to 
the handing down of material, whether orally or in writing, as an authoritative teaching (Marshall, Luke, 
42; TDNT II, 171, Hodge, 206. etc.). Paul is therefore commending them for keeping that authoritative 
teaching which they had received from him. This also means that the things that Paul is about to say are 
not optional or culturally bound, they are to be employed in all the churches as part of Christian practice 
(11:16).  
 
Christians today need to decide what aspect of Paul’s teaching is to be practiced. Is Paul saying that 
wearing head coverings should be a perpetual Christian practice, or simply that women need to 
recognize male headship and reflect it in a culturally appropriate way? If the latter is true, what is the 
culturally appropriate way to do this? 3   Whatever the case, it’s clear that the church is to maintain 
gender distinctions.    
 

11:3 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. 
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Paul begins to address a new problem in the church by making a theological statement that will become 
the point of reference upon which the condemnation that follows rests.  
 
Probably the most crucial question in this passage is what Paul means by the word “head” (kefalh,; 
kephale). Two suggestions have been made: some say it means “authority,” others say it means 
“source.” Until recently, scholars uniformly preferred “authority” over “source.” Today, however, the 
debate on the subject is extensive. Nevertheless, the most compelling arguments still support the 
meaning of “authority.”  Some reasons to conclude that “head” means “authority” are as follows:  
 
1. Grudem has shown that there are many indisputable references to “head” meaning “authority” while 
the meaning “source” is never certainly attested. As Carson says, “Although some of the NT 
metaphorical uses of kefalh, (kephale) could be taken to mean ‘source,’ all other factors being equal, in 
no case is that the required meaning; and in every instance the notion of “headship” implying authority 
fits equally well or better” (Exegetical Fallacies, 37). 
 
2. “Head” never means “source” in the Greek translation of the Old Testament (the Septuagint) which 
most evangelicals agree is the most important source for Paul’s theology and his use of words.  
 
3. When we observe Paul’s use of “head” in his other writings, it is clear that he means “authority” not 
“source.”  
 

Compare, for example, a passage on the same basic topic, men and women, in Ephesians 5:22ff. 
Paul says that “the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church” (verse 
23). In what meaningful sense can one say that a husband is the source of his wife? Wives do 
not exist by virtue of their husband’s existence. Wives do not derive their life from their 
husbands . . .Further support for head meaning “authority” is found in 5:22 and 5:24, for there 
Paul calls on women to submit to their husbands, which accords nicely with the notion that head 
denotes authority. Paul uses the word head with the meaning “authority” in Ephesians 1:22 as 
well. Beginning with 1:20ff, he says that God raised Christ from the dead, seated Him at His right 
hand far above all other authorities and powers, subjected all things under His feet, and gave 
Him as head over all things to the church. The entire context focuses on the enthronement of 
Christ and His exaltation. The focus on the exaltation of Christ in the context suggests that the 
meaning of head is “authority.” Such an interpretation is confirmed by a parallel passage in 
Colossians 2:10. There Christ is said to be “the head over every power and authority.” Here head 
must mean “authority,” not “source,” because the same rulers and authorities are also spoken 
of in Colossians 2:15, and there they clearly refer to the demonic powers that were publicly 
humiliated and led in a triumphal procession through Jesus’ death and resurrection. Paul is not 
saying to the Colossians in 2:10 that Jesus is “the source” of these demonic powers; his point is 
that Jesus is sovereign over them, that He rules over them.  

 
(Schreiner, Recovering Biblical Manhood & Womanhood: A Response to Evangelical Feminism, 
119, 120) 

 
In other words, the understanding of kefalh, (kephale) as “source” is an appeal to a meaning that is 
unlikely for Paul, if we are to judge by his own usage. The only time that such a highly unlikely appeal 
might be considered is if other interpretations are so tenuous that we are forced to offer a fresh 
hypothesis. But when this happens, we must admit how tenuous and linguistically uncertain the theory 
really is. In this case, there is no need for such a procedure of last resort.  The passage can be adequately 
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explained by using the far more common meaning of “head” as authority (see Carson, Exegetical 
Fallacies, 40). 
 
4. No Greek lexicon offers “source” as an option for the meaning of “head,” making this meaning highly 
suspect (Garland, 515). 
 
5. In 1 Corinthians 11 the issue was with head coverings. In 11:10 it says that the woman ought to have a 
symbol of authority on her head, not as a symbol of her origin. Taking “head” as “head over” is more 
consistent with the central problem of the chapter.  
 
6. If head means “leader” or “authority” there are a number of parallels in the Bible to be found. Man is 
the head of the home (Eph. 5:24). Man is the head in the church (church leaders are to be men). Christ is 
the head of every man in the home (men are to model their lives after Him [Eph. 5:25]). Christ is the 
head of every man in the church (church leaders will give account to Him [Heb. 13:17]). God is the head 
of Christ (Christ only did what the Father desired [Jn. 5:19] and submitted His will to the will of the 
Father even to the point of death [Phil. 2:8]). These all harmonize with what Paul is saying in 1 
Corinthians 11.  
 
Since Paul appeals to the relation between members of the Trinity, it is clear that he does not view the 
relations described here as merely cultural or the result of the fall. Nor does authority imply superiority 
or inferiority. The difference between the members of the Trinity is functional, not ontological. “The 
point concerning Christ being under God is also repeated in 15:28, where it is expressed in terms of 
subjection.” (Marlowe) Just as Christ’s subjection to the Father does not imply His inferiority, neither 
does a woman’s subjection to a man.  
 
NOTE: The ESV translates verse 3 as “But I want you to understand that the head of every man is Christ, 
the head of a wife is her husband, and the head of Christ is God.” Although translating the Greek word 
for “woman” (gunh,—gune) as “wife” is possible, it is unwarranted; the rest of the chapter is clearly 
addressing gender-distinctive roles related to the order of creation, not husband and wife roles in the 
church. “Every man who has something on his head while praying or prophesying” in verse 4, for 
example, would not likely be restricted to husbands. Verse 12 cannot mean a wife originates from her 
husband either. Likewise, verses 7–9 and 14–15 are clearly intended to be instruction for all men and 
women.   
 
Although I don’t believe that 1 Corinthians 11 is about husbands and wives, yet the conclusions that 
Stephen B. Clark draws are worth noting: “The husband-wife relationship in marriage is the paradigm for 
the man-woman relationship.  Hence the central focus of the passage is husbands and wives. Yet other 
women and other men follow the same patterns because their identity as women and men is more 
fundamental than their unmarried state. A man is the image and glory of God and has Christ as his head 
even if he is unmarried. Since God created him as a male, he must assume a role that expresses this fact. 
This role finds its fullest expression in marriage, but is also expressed if he is unmarried through his 
responsibility in the community. The same is true of a woman. She assumes a role as a woman that finds 
its fullest expression in marriage, but it is also expressed if she is unmarried through her relationships 
and responsibilities in the community” (quoted in Marlowe). 
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11:4 Every man who has something on his head while praying or prophesying, disgraces his 
head. 
11:5 But every woman who has her head uncovered while praying or prophesying, disgraces 
her head; for she is one and the same with her whose head is shaved. 
11:6 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. 
 

Verses 4–6 flow from the theological principle enunciated in 11:3. Since Christ is the authority over men, 
and since men are the authority over women [verse 3], it follows that no man should wear a head 
covering when he prays and prophesies because such adornment would be disgraceful. The reason it 
would be disgraceful is because he would be depicting himself as a woman. 
 
Likewise, a woman who does not cover her head while prophesying or praying would be disgracing her 
head because she would appear to be in rebellion against her created design. It would be analogous to 
having her hair cut short or shaved. 
 
Paul’s argument carried weight because in both Hebrew and Roman culture wearing a head covering in 
public was considered to be a sign of modesty and a shaven head was thought to be unnatural for it 
removed nature’s covering (hair) (Garland, 520). It is not fruitful to speculate about why the women in 
Corinth had not covered their heads, but one reasonable guess is that they may not have seen 
themselves as being in public since the early church worshipped in homes (Garland, 521). In other 
words, we need not conclude that the women were in deliberate rebellion and were attempting to 
assert leadership in the church, although that is also possible.  
 
When verses 5 and 6 are read in light of verses 14–15 we see that for a woman to wear her hair short or 
shave her hair off is contrary to the glory of her long hair. Indeed, to keep her hair short is to wear it the 
way a man does (cf. 11:14). As Barnes states, “Long hair is, by the custom of the times, and of nearly all 
countries, a mark of the sex, an ornament of the female, and judged to be beautiful and comely. To 
remove that is to appear, in this respect, like the other sex, and to lay aside the badge of her own. This, 
says Paul, all would judge to be improper. You yourselves would not allow it.” 
 
From this analogy, we can conclude that Paul wants women to wear head coverings while praying and 
prophesying because to do otherwise would be to confuse the sexes and give the shameful impression 
that women are behaving like men—in the same way that a shaved head would (Schreiner, 123). 
 
As Mary Kassian says: 
 

“…men and women are to respect and adhere to the created hierarchical order. The head 
covering is a symbol of this order. Thus, the woman who wore a head covering visually showed 
that she recognized herself to be under authority. For the man to wear a symbol of authority on 
his head in worship would imply that he had abdicated the sovereignty and dignity given him by 
the Creator. For the woman to neglect to do so would be to deny her relationship to man and 
God as ordained in creation.” (Women, Creation and the Fall. 97) 

 
11:7 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. 
11:8 For man does not originate from woman, but woman from man; 
11:9 for indeed man was not created for the woman's sake, but woman for the man's sake.  
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The creation account is the foundation of Paul’s instruction.  
 

• Genesis 1:27 states that God created man (i.e. mankind/ male and female) in His own image.  

• Man (male) was created first out of the dust of the earth (Gen. 2:7) then the woman out of man 
(Gen. 2:21–23).  

• The man was not created for the woman, but the woman was created for the man (Gen. 2:22). 

• Since the woman was created later, out of the man (Gen. 2:21–22), Paul deduces that she 
reflects the glory of the one from whom she had come (the man). 

 
The reason for men not covering their heads and why women having heads uncovered is shameful is 
explained in verse 7 (as the explanatory “for” indicates). (1) Man is the image and glory of God 
(therefore his head should be uncovered) and (2) woman is the glory of man (therefore her head should 
be covered). Paul is not denying that women are created in God’s image, for he is referring to the 
creation accounts here and was well aware that Genesis teaches that both men and women are created 
in God’s image (Genesis 1:26–27). The focus here is on the word “glory,” which is used in both parts of 
the sentence.   
 
What does Paul mean when he says that man is the glory of God, while woman is the glory of man? 
 
Woman is the glory of man because (1) “man did not come from woman, but woman from man” (11:8) 
and because (2) “man was not created for the woman's sake, but woman for the man's sake” (11:9). The 
reasons why women should cover their heads are due to the origination of woman from man and the 
purpose for the woman’s creation.  
 
Man bears the glory of God for he is a direct product of God’s creation, made by God to serve His 
purposes. Woman is the glory of man since her origin was from man and the purpose of her creation 
was to be a helpmeet to him (Barrett, 252; Fee, 515). 

 
As Ware says, “Because man was created by God in His image first, man alone was created in a direct 
and unmediated fashion as the image of God, manifesting, then, the glory of God. But in regard to the 
woman, taken as she was from or out of man and made for the purpose of being a helper suitable to 
him, her created glory is a reflection of the man’s. Just as the man, created directly by God, is the image 
and glory of God, so the woman, created out of the man, has her glory through the man” (see note 1 
below).  
 
Both man and woman are image-bearers of God (Gen. 1:26–27), but the manner in which they reflect 
glory differs. God made man directly so man reflects the glory of God.  Because woman came from man, 
she is man’s glory. However, by implication she also reflects the glory of God since she reflects man who 
reflects the glory of God. Both men and women should bring glory to God by living in the position that 
God created them in.1   

 
11:10 Therefore the woman ought to have a symbol of authority on her head, because of the 
angels. 

 
Verse 10 concludes Paul’s previous argument. “Therefore” points back to the main point: to pray or 
prophesy with head uncovered blurred gender distinctions. Women should have a head covering to 
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honor (respect) the man’s position. She may then pray and prophesy in the public assembly because it is 
clear that she is not attempting to usurp the position that God gave to men.     
 
One should always honor and respect the source from which one came. A woman came from man 
(Genesis 2:22) so she should honor him by wearing a head covering, thereby showing that man is the 
head.  
 
No one really knows what “because of the angels” is talking about but there is much speculation. Some 
possibilities are (1) all that is done in the church is seen in the heavenly realm so care should be taken 
that it glorifies God, or (2) since angels are in the presence of God, worship should be done in a proper 
way, (3) angels are guardians of the created order and are offended by the lack of deference to the 
principles set out in verse 3, (4) the angels, who are in perfect and total submission to God, expect that 
we, as followers of Christ, be the same. 
 
Even though the details of what Paul is saying may be obscure, the passage clearly shows that the issue 
is proper role relationship between men and women. Needless to say, ancient cultures took the 
symbolic value of clothing very seriously. This was true not only of pagan cultures and cults, but of 
Judaism and Christianity as well. Paul wanted women to wear head coverings because such adornment 
appropriately reflected the proper relationship between women and men. It showed submission to male 
headship (11:3). This was particularly important when women prayed and prophesied in the pubic 
assembly since such activities could be interpreted as women displacing the authority that God had 
given to men. 
 

11:11 However, in the Lord, neither is woman independent of man, nor is man independent of 
woman. 
11:12 For as the woman originates from the man, so also the man has his birth through the 
woman; and all things originate from God. 
 

Paul’s discussion about the natural, unaltered differences between men and women leads Paul to the 
subject of mutual dependence. Verses 11–12 reinforce the general principle already stated: in God’s 
scheme of things there is really no such thing as an independent woman, or an independent man. Both 
owe their existence to God. 
 
Woman’s existence is dependent upon man—she originates from him. However, lest it sound like men 
and women are two different races, Paul says that man is also dependent upon woman for all men after 
Adam are born of women.   

 
Both sexes are equal in Christ (Gal. 3:28); that is, both are full partakers of the benefits of God. Both are 
equally important in His eyes. Women don’t live in subordination to a man’s will, but they complement 
men, so together they can accomplish the purposes of God. True humanity involves respect for the 
other person and true Christians co-exist so that all glory is given to God.  Nevertheless, this does not 
mean that there are no distinctions in how their relationship is be lived out. Being a Christian does not 
blur one’s maleness or femaleness as designed by God.  
 
It is very plain from this text that role distinctions and equality are not contradictory. People can be 
equal as people and yet have different functions. Christ is equal to the Father in essence but their 
functions are different (11:3). Men and women are equal as human beings, but they were designed to 
fulfill different roles. 
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 11:13 Judge for yourselves: is it proper for a woman to pray to God with head uncovered? 
 

Paul is not appealing to the Corinthians to weigh out what he has said and then come to their own 
conclusions on the matter. Rather, based upon what he has said, he expects the Corinthians to agree 
with him: “It is not proper for a woman to pray to God with head uncovered.”    

 
11:14 Does not even nature itself teach you that if a man has long hair, it is a dishonor to him, 
11:15 but if a woman has long hair, it is a glory to her? For her hair is given to her for a 
covering. 
 

Paul uses the word “nature” (fu,sij phusis) to refer to things as they truly are without any change (Ro. 
1:26; 2:14, 27; 11:21–24; Gal. 2:15; 4:8)1. It is the world as God made it.  “Nature has made men and 
women different from each other, and has provided visual identification of the difference between 
them. . .”  (Barrett, 256).   
 
As Schreiner says,  
 

Paul’s use of “nature” (fu,sij phusis) elsewhere and the use of 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. This sense of what is appropriate or fitting has been implanted in 
human beings from creation. Romans 1:26–27 is an illuminating parallel because the same word 
is used. Women and men involved in a homosexual relationship have exchanged the natural 
function of sexuality for what is contrary to nature, i.e., they have violated the God-given 
created order and natural instinct, and therefore are engaging in sexual relations with others of 
the same sex. Nature teaches, then, in the sense that the natural instincts and psychological 
perceptions of masculinity and femininity are manifested in particular cultural situations. 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 is a significant indication of 
whether they are abiding by the created order. Of course, what constitutes long hair is often 
debated—what is appropriately masculine or feminine in hairstyle may vary widely from culture 
to culture. The function of verses 13–15 in the argument is to show that the wearing of a head 
covering by a woman is in accord with the God-given sense that women and men are different.  

 
Piper and Grudem explain this in a similar way:  
 

“[nature] shows that there is the natural inclination of men and women to feel shame when 
they abandon the culturally established symbols of masculinity or femininity. Nature does not 
teach what the symbols should be. When Paul says that a woman’s hair ‘is given to her for a 
covering’ (v. 15), he means that nature has given woman the hair and the inclination to follow 
prevailing customs of displaying her femininity. So Paul’s point in this passage is that the 
relationships of manhood and womanhood, which are rooted in the created order (1 Cor. 11:7–
9), should find appropriate cultural expression in the worship service. Nature teaches this by 
giving men and women deep and differing inclinations about the use of masculine and feminine 
symbols” (Piper, Grudem, 50 Questions).  
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In sum, women are to adorn themselves in a certain way that reflects who they are by creation. 
Appropriate hair length and styles are determined by what is commonly accepted in a particular culture, 
for long hair on men is not always considered feminine or regarded as something disgraceful (Thiselton, 
844). As Fee says, “Paul is not arguing that men must wear their hair short, or that women must have 
long hair” but he is appealing the shared ‘feeling’ in their culture” (Fee, 527). “Not even under religious 
pretenses, therefore, are the usual marks of sex, and of propriety of place and rank, to be laid aside. Due 
respect is to be shown, in dress, and speech, and deportment, to those whom God has placed above us; 
and neither in language, in attire nor in habit are we to depart from what all judge to be proprieties of 
life, or from what God has judged and ordained to be the proper indications of the regular gradations in 
society” (Barnes). 
 
Based on this verse some think that the covering that Paul has been referring to has been hair all along, 
not a shawl or other form of covering. But there was certainly no need for Paul to convince the 
Corinthian women that they should not cut all their hair off. That was assumed to be disgraceful. It 
would also make no sense, for in verse 5 Paul would be saying, “every woman who has her head shaved 
. . . disgraces her head, for she is one and the same as the woman whose head is shaved.” Rather, the 
analogy of verse 15 is to reinforce the preceding arguments. In other words, Paul is not saying that a 
woman has been given long hair instead of a covering. Rather, he is saying that a woman has been given 
long hair as a covering—which shows that she needs to wear a covering. Our natural sense of propriety 
regarding the hair is carried over to the head covering. 
 
When it says that a woman’s hair is her glory it means that a woman’s hair is an attribute that magnifies 
her femininity (it distinguishes the splendor of the woman—Fee, 528) for it was given to her by God. To 
be what God designed people to be is an outward sign that the person is fulfilling his/her role as a 
creation of God. A woman’s long hair (as a natural covering) teaches the properness of being covered 
when a woman prays. 
 

 11:16 But if one is inclined to be contentious, we have no other practice, nor have the 
churches of God. 
 

In this verse Paul is addressing the contentious, who do not want to wear a head covering. Paul says that 
the church has no other practice but to wear them. Indeed, the other churches already adhere to the 
practice Paul recommends here. “Such a universal word at the conclusion of the text is a strong 
indication that the principle that underlies this passage cannot simply be dismissed as cultural” 
(Schreiner). 

Application:  

Schreiner in “HEAD COVERINGS, PROPHECIES AND THE TRINITY 1 CORINTHIANS 11:2–16” does a good 
job applying the text to our culture. 

The significance of this text for the twentieth century must be examined briefly. Am I suggesting 
that women return to wearing coverings or veils? 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 is that the sexes, although equal, are also different. God has 
ordained that men have the responsibility to lead, while women have a complementary and 
supportive role. More specifically, if women pray and prophesy in church, they should do so 
under the authority of male headship. Now, in the first century, failure to wear a covering sent a 
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signal to the congregation that a woman was rejecting the authority of male 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 while 
praying or prophesying, no one thinks she is in rebellion. Lack of head coverings sends no 
message at all in our culture. Nevertheless, that does not mean that this text does not apply to 
our culture. The principle still stands that women should pray and prophesy in a manner that 
makes it clear that they submit to male leadership. Clearly the attitude and the demeanor with 
which a woman prays and prophesies will be one indication of whether she is humble and 
submissive. The principle enunciated here should be applied in a variety of ways given the 
diversity of the human situation. Moreover, 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 violate his appropriate sense of what it means to be 
a man. The point is not that women should not wear jeans or pants, but that in every culture 
there are certain kinds of adornment which become culturally acceptable norms of dress for 
men and women. Finally, we should note that there is a connection forged in this passage 
between femininity and the proper submission of women to men. The women in Corinth, by 
prophesying without a head covering, were sending a signal that they were no longer submitting 
to male authority. Paul sees this problem as severe because the abrogation of male leadership 
roles by women ultimately dissolves the distinction between men and women. Thus, this text 
speaks volumes to our culture today, because one of the problems with women taking full 
leadership is that it inevitably involves a collapsing of the distinctions between the sexes. 
 

John Piper defines true masculinity as “a sense of benevolent responsibility to lead, provide for and 
protect women in ways appropriate to a man’s differing relationships.” He defines femininity as a 
“disposition to affirm, receive and nurture strength and leadership from worthy men in ways 
appropriate to a woman’s differing relationships.”  He expands on this by saying: 
 

The responsibility of men toward women will vary according to the kind of relationship they 
have. Husband and wife will have different responsibilities than a pastor and female parishioner 
will have. And those responsibilities will in turn be different from the differing responsibilities of 
men and women in business, recreation, government, neighborhood, courtship, engagement, 
etc. The possibilities of women and men meeting each other and having dealings with each 
other are extremely diverse and beyond counting. And my persuasion is that mature masculinity 
will seek appropriate expressions of manhood in each of these relationships.  These expressions 
of manhood will include acts of defense and protection, a readiness to serve with strength, and 
a pattern of initiative.  .  . 
 
Mature femininity does not express itself in the same way toward every man. A mature woman 
who is married, for example, does not welcome the same kind of strength and leadership from 
other men that she welcomes from her husband. But she will affirm and receive and nurture the 
strength and leadership of men in some form in all her relationships with men. This is true even 
though she may find herself in roles that put some men in a subordinate role to her. (John Piper, 
What's the Difference?  Manhood and Womanhood Defined According to the Bible) 

 
As we move out from the church and the home, we move further from what is fairly clear and 
explicit to what is more ambiguous and inferential. Therefore, our emphasis moves more and 
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more away from specific role recommendations (like the ones made in Scripture), and instead 
focuses on the realization of male and female personhood through the more subjective 
dimensions of relationship like demeanor, bearing, attitudes, courtesies, initiatives, and 
numerous spoken and unspoken expectations. We believe the Bible makes clear that men 
should take primary responsibility for leadership in the home and that, in the church, the 
primary teaching and governing leadership should be given by spiritual men. We take this to be 
a biblical expression of the goodness and the wisdom of God concerning the nature of 
leadership in these roles and the nature of manhood and womanhood. That is, rather than 
leaving to us to judge for ourselves whether mature manhood and womanhood would be 
preserved and enhanced through the primary leadership of men or women in these spheres, 
God was explicit about what would be good for us. However, when it comes to all the thousands 
of occupations and professions, with their endlessly varied structures of management, God has 
chosen not to be specific about which roles men and women should fill. 
 
Therefore, we are not as sure in this wider sphere which roles can be carried out by men or 
women in ways that honor the unique worth of male and female personhood. For this reason, 
we focus (within some limits) on how these roles are carried out rather than which ones are 
appropriate.  (Piper and Grudem, “Fifty Crucial Questions: An Overview of Central Concerns 
about Manhood and Womanhood”) 

 

NOTE 1: “man . . .  is the image and glory of God; but the woman is the glory of man” (11:7) 

 
Bruce Ware explains this verse well (Biblical Foundations for Manhood and Womanhood, 82–89— 
available online as a PDF document) 
 

… the original creation of male and female as one in which the male was made the image of God 
first, in an unmediated fashion, as God formed him from the dust of the ground, and the female 
was made the image of God second, in a mediated fashion, as God chose, not more earth, but 
the very rib of Adam by which He would create the woman fully and equally the image of God. 
So, while both are fully the image of God, and both are equally the image of God, it may be the 
case that both are not constituted as the image of God in the identical way. Scripture gives some 
clues that there is a God-intended temporal priority bestowed upon the man as the original 
image of God, through whom the woman, as the image of God formed from the male, comes to 
be.  
 
Consider the following biblical indicators of a male priority in male and female as God’s images.  
 
First, does it not stand to reason that the method by which God fashions first the man and then 
the woman is meant to communicate something important about their respective identities? 
Surely this is the case considering the simple observation that Adam was created first. Some 
might think that the creation of the male prior to the female is insignificant in itself, and surely 
irrelevant for deriving any theological conclusions; whether God created the woman first or the 
man first might be thought of as nothing more than a sort of tossing of a divine coin. But as we 
know, the apostle Paul knew differently. In 1 Timothy 2:13 and 1 Corinthians 11:8, Paul 
demonstrates that the very ordering of the creative acts of God in the formation of male, then 
female, has significant theological meaning. Male headship is rooted in part on what might 
otherwise seem to have been an optional or even arbitrary temporal ordering of the formation 
of man and woman. Given the significance of the mere temporal ordering of the creation of man 
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as male and female, ought we not also consider it significant that while God formed Adam from 
dust, He intentionally formed the woman from Adam’s rib? Surely, if God wanted to convey an 
absolute and unequivocal identity in how man and woman respectively are constituted as 
human beings in the image of God, He could have created each in the same manner. That is, 
after fashioning the man from the dust of the ground as His image-bearer (Gen. 2:7), God then 
could have taken more of the same dust to form the woman, who would then come to be also 
His image-bearer in the identically same fashion as the man had come into existence. But this is 
not what occurred. Instead, God intentionally took, not more dust, but Adam’s rib as the 
material out of which He would fashion the woman. The theology of this is clear. As the man 
himself puts it in Genesis 2:23, her identity is as bone of his bones and flesh of his flesh; she is 
called woman (hV'ai ishshah) because she was taken out of man (vyai ish). In the very formation 

of the woman, it was to be clear that her life, her constitution, her nature, was rooted in and 
derived from the life, constitution, and nature of the man. Now, surely God could have created a 
female human being from the dust, to parallel in her formation the male human being He had 
made from the dust. And surely had He done so, they would be seen as equally human. But God 
wanted to convey two theological truths (not just one) in the formation of the woman from the 
rib of Adam: Since the woman was taken out of the man, 1) she is fully and equally human since 
she has come from his bones and his flesh, and 2) her very human nature is constituted, not in 
parallel fashion to his with both formed from the same earth, but as derived from his own 
nature, so showing a God-chosen dependence upon him for her origination. This understanding 
seems confirmed by the wording Paul uses in 1 Corinthians 11:8 in particular to describe the 
creation of the woman (“For man did not come from woman, but woman from man”). Here he 
says that the woman comes “from” or “out of” (ek) the man, and not merely that man was 
created prior to the woman. Of course, this more basic truth (i.e., that man was created before 
the woman) is entailed by what Paul says in this verse. But his primary point concerns the very 
derivation of the woman’s own existence and nature as “from man.” So notice then that 
whereas 1 Timothy 2:13 (“For Adam was formed first, then Eve”) states the more basic and 
simple truth that the man was created first (indicating temporal priority strictly), 1 Corinthians 
11:8 indicates more fully a God-intended derivation of her very being as “from the man. It 
seems clear, then, that Genesis 2 intends for us to understand the formation of the woman as 
both fully like the man in his humanity, while attributing the derivation of her very nature to 
God’s formation of her, not from common dust of the ground, but specifically from the rib of 
Adam, and so from the man.  
 
Second, in Genesis 5:2 God chooses to name both male and female with a name that functions 
as a masculine generic (i.e., the Hebrew term ’ådåm is a masculine term that can be used 
exclusively for a man, especially in Genesis 1–4, but here is used as a generic term in reference 
to male and female together). In Genesis 5:2 we read that God created man in the likeness of 
God, as male and female, and “when they were created, he called them ‘man’” (emphasis 
added). It appears that God intends the identity of both to contain an element of priority given 
to the male, since God chooses as their common name a name that is purposely masculine (i.e., 
a name that can be used also of the man alone, as distinct altogether from the woman, but 
never of the woman alone, as distinct altogether from the man). As God has so chosen to create 
man as male and female, by God’s design the woman’s identity as female is inextricably tied to 
and rooted in the prior identity of the male. God’s naming male and female “man” indicates 
simultaneously, then, the distinctiveness of female from male, and the unity of the female’s 
nature as it is identified with the prior nature of the first-created man, from which she now has 
come. Since this is so, we should resist the movement today in Bible translation that would 
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customarily render instances of ’ådåm with the fully non-gender-specific term “human being.”  
This misses the God-intended implication conveyed by the masculine generic “man,” viz., that 
woman possesses her common human nature only through the prior nature of the man. Put 
differently, she is woman as God’s image by sharing in the man who is himself previously God’s 
image. A male priority is indicated, then, along with full male-female equality, when God names 
male and female “man.”  
 
Third, consider the difficult statement of Paul in 1 Corinthians 11:7. Here he writes, “A man 
ought not to cover his head, since he is the image and glory of God; but the woman is the glory 
of man.” Notice two contextual factors that relate to the interpretation of this verse. First, 11:7 
is followed by two explanatory statements, each beginning with gar (“for”) in verses 8 and 9 
(although the NIV fails to translate the gar that begins verse 9), which give the reason for Paul’s 
assertion and admonition in verse 7. In verses 8–9 Paul writes, “For man did not come from 
woman, but woman from man; [for] neither was man created for woman, but woman for man.” 
One thing that is clear from verses 8–9 is that Paul is arguing for the headship of man over 
woman (cf. 1 Cor. 11:3). Man is not to cover his head, but the woman should because the 
woman came from man, not the reverse (11:8), and because the woman was created for the 
man, not the reverse (v. 9). These two explanations, both beginning with gar [“for”], indicate 
Paul’s reasoning for his admonition in 11:7. Second, notice that both explanatory statements 
have to do with the origination of the man and the woman respectively. First Corinthians 11:8 
points specifically to the fact that the man was created first and the woman second, as she was 
crafted out of man’s own being (see Gen. 2:21–23 and the discussion under the second point 
above), and 11:9 indicates that the purpose of woman’s creation was to provide a fitting service 
and help to the man (see Gen. 2:18, 20). So it is evident that Paul is thinking specifically about 
the woman’s origination vis-à-vis the man’s, and he reflects here on the importance of the 
man’s prior creation, out of whose being and for whose purpose the woman’s life now comes. 
Given the case he makes from 11:8–9, it appears that Paul’s assertion in 11:7 (that the man is 
the image and glory of God, and the woman the glory of the man) must be speaking about 
relative differences in the origination of man and woman respectively. His point, I believe, is 
this: Because man was created by God in His image first, man alone was created in a direct and 
unmediated fashion as the image of God, manifesting, then, the glory of God. But in regard to 
the woman, taken as she was from or out of man and made for the purpose of being a helper 
suitable to him, her created glory is a reflection of the man’s. Just as the man, created directly 
by God, is the image and glory of God, so the woman, created out of the man, has her glory 
through the man. Now, what Paul does not also here explicitly say but does seem to imply is 
this: In being created as the glory of the man, the woman likewise, in being formed through the 
man, is thereby created in the image and glory of God. At least this much is clear: As God chose 
to create her, the woman was not formed to be the human that she is apart from the man but 
only through the man. Does it not stand to reason, then, that her humanity, including her being 
the image of God, occurs as God forms her from the man as “the glory of man”? To see it this 
way harmonizes what otherwise might appear contradictory—viz., that Genesis 1:26–27 and 
5:1–2 teach the woman is created in the image of God, but 1 Corinthians 11:7 says only that she 
is “the glory of man.” Paul’s point, I believe, is that her glory comes through the man, and as 
such (implied in 1 Corinthians 11:7) she too possesses her full, yet derivative, human nature. 
But, of course, since her human nature comes to be “from man,” so does her being the image of 
God likewise come only as God forms her from Adam, whose glory she now is. So there is no 
contradiction between Genesis 1:27 and 1 Corinthians 11:7. Woman with man is created in the 
image of God (Gen. 1:27), but woman through man has her true human nature and hence her 
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glory (1 Cor. 11:7b), the glory of the man who himself is the image and glory of God (1 Cor. 
11:7a).  
 
Fourth, consider another passage that helps in our consideration of this issue. Genesis 5:3 
makes the interesting observation that Adam, at 130 years of age, “had a son in his own 
likeness, in his own image; and he named him Seth.” The language here is unmistakably that of 
Genesis 1:26. While the order of “image” and “likeness” is reversed, it appears that what is said 
earlier of man being created in the image and likeness of God (Gen. 1:26) is said here as Seth is 
brought forth in the likeness and image of Adam. Notice two things. First, since the author of 
Genesis had just been speaking, as we saw, of both male and female (5:2: “He created them 
male and female and blessed them. And when they were created, he called them ‘man’”), it 
would have been natural to speak of Seth as being born in the likeness and image of Adam and 
Eve. But instead the author specifically states that Seth is in the likeness and image of Adam 
(only). Second, the parallel nature of this language with Genesis 1:26 likely has the effect of 
indicating that Seth is born in the image of Adam, who is himself the image of God, so that Seth, 
by being in the image of Adam, is likewise in the image of God. At least we know this: Man after 
Adam and Eve continues to be made in the image of God. When Genesis 9:6 forbids murder, the 
basis for this prohibition is that the one murdered is created in the image of God. So it appears 
that those born become the image of God because they are born through those who are the 
image of God. But Genesis 5:3 would lead us to speak with more precision. Seth was born in the 
image of God, it would appear, because he was born through the fatherhood of Adam 
(specifically Adam is mentioned and not Eve). So as Seth is born in the likeness and image of 
Adam, he is born in the image and likeness of God. Understood this way, we see a conceptual 
parallel between Genesis 5:3 and 1 Corinthians 11:7. What is true in both texts, of Seth’s and the 
woman’s formation respectively, is that they derive their human natures, as Scripture 
specifically indicates, through the man. Another parallel is clear and is significant: Both Seth and 
Eve are fully and equally the image of God when compared to Adam, who is the image of God. 
So the present discussion reaffirms and reinforces our earlier declaration that all human beings, 
women as well as men, children as well as parents, are fully and equally the image of God. But 
having said this, Scripture indicates in addition to this important point another: God’s design 
regarding how the woman and how a child become the image of God seems to involve 
inextricably and intentionally the role of the man’s prior existence as the image of God. It 
appears, then, that just as Seth becomes the image of God through his origination from his 
father, being born in the likeness and image of Adam (Gen. 5:3), so too does the woman 
become the image of God that she surely is (Gen. 1:27) through (and, by God’s intentional 
design, only through) her origination from the man and as the glory of the man (Gen. 2:21–23; 1 
Cor. 11:7–9). This suggests, then, that not only is the concept of male headship relevant to the 
question of how men and women are to relate and work together, but it seems also true that 
male headship is a part of the very constitution of the woman being created in the image of 
God. Man is a human being made in the image of God first; woman becomes a human being 
bearing the image of God only through the man. While both are fully and equally the image of 
God, there is a built-in priority given to the male that reflects God’s design of male headship in 
the created order. 
 
. . .      since priority in the concept of the image of God must go to our functioning as God’s 
representatives who carry out our God-given responsibilities, we must see that it is essential 
that man and woman learn to work together in a unified manner to achieve what God has given 
them to do. There can be no competition, no fundamental conflict of purpose if we are to 
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function as the image of God. Adversarial posturing simply has no place between the man and 
woman who are both the image of God. The reason for this is simple: Both man and woman, as 
the image of God, are called to carry out the unified set of responsibilities God has given. Since 
both share in the same responsibilities, both must seek to be unified in the accomplishment of 
them. Surely this is implied in the narrative of Genesis 2. When it is discovered that there is no 
helper suitable for the man, God puts the man to sleep, takes a rib from his side, and creates the 
woman who is to help him shoulder his load. Man responds by saying of her that she is bone of 
his bones and flesh of his flesh, and the inspired commentary says of their joining that they are 
now “one flesh” (Gen. 2:22–24). The implication is clear: As one flesh, she now joined to him, 
they seek to carry out together what God had previously called the man to do. The helper 
suitable for Adam is now here, so that the common work of fulfilling God’s purposes can be 
advanced together.  
 
Second, since our functioning as the image of God (representing God) is a reflection and 
extension of our natures (as representations of God), it follows that where our natures are 
misshapened, so our functioning likewise will be misdirected. True functioning as the image of 
God must give priority to the reshaping of our lives. Only as we seek, by God’s grace, to be more 
like Christ in our inner lives will we increasingly live outwardly in a manner that is more 
reflective of Him. Dallas Willard is surely right when in his The Spirit of the Disciplines he argues 
that we can only live like Jesus when we have disciplined ourselves to think and feel and value 
like Jesus.  We can only live like Him to the extent that we are remade to be like Him. 
Male/female functioning as the image of God, a functioning that must exhibit a unity of vision 
and commonality of effort, must then be based on men and women seeking with earnestness 
that God would work to remake us incrementally and increasingly into Christ’s image, that we 
may reflect that image in our carrying out of our common God-given work.  

 
 


