
LESSON 6B:  1 CORINTHIANS 11 
September 29, 2019 

Brief Summary of Issues 
By the time we arrive at 1 Corinthians 11, we see that the Apostle Paul has already 
covered the problems of:   

• Divisions in the church; leadership issues  (ch 1-4) 

• Sexual immorality  (sexual behavior between man and his father’s wife, 
prostitution, etc)   (ch 5-6) 

• Misperceptions regarding celibacy & marriage (ch 7) 

• Christians and lawsuits/legal disputes  (ch 6) 

• Eating food that was used in pagan idolatry  (8-10) 

• Monitoring personal pride/knowledge  (throughout, and specifically at 1:18-21, 
27-29; 2; 3:18-23; 4:6; 5:2, 6; 8:2-3) 

• Idolatry (ch 10) 

• General misuse of Freedom in Christ  (8-9) 

“All Things Are Lawful” 
As Paul closes up Chapter 10, he concludes with reiteration of this newfound 
freedom by repeating the obvious slogan, “All things are lawful” 
1 Cor. 10:23 

All things are lawful, but not all things are profitable. All things are lawful, but not all 
things edify. 

Refer again to 6:12, where this slogan was evidently being used by Corinthians to 
justify their sinful, sexual behavior.  By now Paul was reminded his audience that, 
yes we have freedom in Christ which “makes all things lawful,” but… 

…not all things are profitable. (6:12a) 

…I will not allow myself to be dominated by anything. (6:12b) 

…not all things edify.  (10:23) 

…not all things “glorify God.”  (cf. 10:31) 
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…Judge for yourselves. (cf. 11:13 - As we will see, Paul in summation is addressing all 
Christians, to make mature, reasonable decisions based on the principles he has already given and 
illustrated in the entire letter - principles rooted in “freedom in Christ.”) 

Paul lived out the message and concept of “freedom in Christ” so he then closes 
out this section with chapter 11:1 
1 Cor. 11:1 

Be imitators of me, just as I also am of Christ. 

Most scholars agree that this verse belongs in the previous chapter: 
Matthew Henry's Concise Commentary 

The first verse of this chapter seems properly to be the close to the last. The 
apostle not only preached such doctrine as they ought to believe, but led such a 
life as they ought to live. 
Barnes' Notes on the Bible 

“Be ye followers of me” - Imitate my example in the matter now under 
discussion. As I deny myself; as I seek to give no offense to anyone; as I endeavor 
not to alarm the prejudices of others, but in all things to seek their salvation, so do 
you. This verse belongs to the previous chapter, and should not have been 
separated from it. It is the close of the discussion there. 

1 CORINTHIANS 11:2-16 

verse 2 
Paul then alludes to a previous “lost letter” whereby he had communicated 
“traditions” (or some translations, “ordinances”). 

vv 3-16: The Problem 
The specific problem involves what men and women are or are not wearing on their 
heads while praying, prophesying - worship in the Gathering.  It is an especially 
difficult text for us because we are not familiar with the cultural practices 
concerning head coverings and hair-lengths in the early church at Corinth.   

Also, Paul uses a play on the word “head” (Gr. “kephale”), sometimes being literal 
and, sometimes symbolically referring to one having headship.  Then, as if our 
interpretive skills weren’t already put to the test, Paul throws in something cryptic 
regarding angels.  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THE ISSUE OF HEAD COVERINGS & CHRISTIAN ORDER 
1 Corinthians 11:2-16  NASB 

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

v3  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.  

v4  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.  

v7  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. Therefore the woman ought to have a symbol 
of authority on her head, because of the angels.   

v11However, 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.  

v13  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.  

v16  But if one is inclined to be contentious, we have no other practice, nor have 
the churches of God. 

Q:  Does 11:2-16 advocate a linear hierarchy of spiritual authority? 

• Possibly.  It can be argued either way.  However, establishment of gender 
hierarchy is not the primary point of the passage.   

Q:  What do you see Paul’s point to be? 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

�3



HEADSHIP 

1 Corinthians 11:2-16 is one of the more difficult passages of the Bible to interpret. 
The Greek word kephalē, which literally means “head”, is one factor that 
contributes to making this passage difficult to understand. 

In English, the word “head” has many meanings apart from its literal sense. One 
metaphorical meaning of head is “leader.” In English, the “head” of a social, political 
or military organization is the leader, the top person, the chief, the one in authority.  

In first-century Koine Greek, the language of the New Testament, the Greek word 
kephalē (“head”) also had metaphorical meanings. Many Christians have assumed 
that kephalē means “the person in authority” in 1 Corinthians 11:3.  However, the 
meaning for kephalē could be either “ruler/chief” or “source/origin.”  This, of course 
would give us two alternative interpretations of the text: 

1)  But I want you to understand that Christ is the ruler/authority of every man, 
and the man is the ruler/authority of a woman, and God is the ruler/authority of 
Christ. 

2)  But I want you to understand that Christ is the source/origin of every man, 
and the man is the source/origin of a woman, and God is the source/origin of 
Christ. 

So, which is it?  Which meaning is not only fits the context of this passage, but is 
closer to the original intent of the author?  Here are several “clues” or things to 
consider: 

1)  KEPHALĒ AS USED IN “EXTERNAL” LITERATURE, AT THAT TIME 

In order to assess the meanings of certain words, lexicographers and scholars 
investigate a creative variety of sources, including the literature of that area, of that 
time.  What might other classical Greek authors write? How would they use words? 

Q:  Regarding the ancient Greek word, kephalē, what was the original meaning and 
usage? 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________ 
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Regarding kephalē as “ruler/authority” 
The metaphorical meaning of the word “head” is very common in other languages 
(including later Greek).  However, in classical Greek it was not common: 

Heinrich Schlier, in his entry on kephalē in the Theological Dictionary of the New 
Testament, notes, “In secular Greek usage, kephalē is not employed for the head of 
a society.” 

Al Wolters, who identifies as a complementarian, states that kephalē with a 
meaning of “leader” is “virtually unattested in pagan Greek literature until about the 
fourth century AD.” 

Richard Cervin notes that “lexicons of the works of individual ancient Greek 
authors—pagan authors such as Xenophon, Herodotus, Plato, Thucydides, 
Sophocles, Aeschylus, Polybius, Diodorus Siculus and others—do not include any 
definitions for kephalē that approximate ‘leader’.” 

Regarding kephalē as “source/origin” 
The Greek word for “head” rarely, if ever, meant “leader” or an “authority” in works 
originally written in Greek before or during the first century AD. And Paul definitely 
wrote First Corinthians in Greek.  

However, kephalē with a meaning of “source” or “point of origin” was also not 
common in ancient Greek - though it was less rare than the meaning of “leader”. 
There are three reasonably clear examples where kephalē means “origin” or 
“beginning” in surviving texts that date before First Corinthians was written:  

1. Herodotus 4.91.2,  

2. the Orphic Fragment 21A, and  

3. the Testament of Reuben 2.2. 

2)  THE SEPTUAGINT RESISTS THE MEANING OF “LEADER/
AUTHORITY” FOR KEPHALE. 

That kephalē did not ordinarily mean “leader/authority” is demonstrated when we 
compare the Hebrew word for “head” in the Hebrew Bible with the Greek word for 
“head” in the Septuagint. (The Septuagint, or LXX, is the 1st-century-BC translation 
of the Hebrew Old Testament into Greek.) 

The evidence of the Septuagint shows that ordinary Greek usage resists the 
meaning “leader/authority” for kephalē.  
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When the Hebrew word for “head” (rosh) meant a literal head, the translators 
invariably translated rosh into kephalē. However, in Hebrew, as in English, “head” 
can also mean a “leader” or “ruler”. In the instances where rosh meant a “leader”, 
in the majority of cases, the translators did not use the word kephalē in their 
translation. Instead, they typically used the Greek word archōn, which does mean 
“leader” or “ruler”. 
Gordon D. Fee has observed that… 

“out of 180 instances where rosh has the sense of “leader” in the Hebrew Bible, 
only nine are translated as kephalē. It seems that most of the translators of the 
Septuagint knew that kephalē does not usually mean ‘leader’, ‘ruler’, or ‘one in 
authority’.” 

Note:  There are exceptions where kephalē is used to express “leader.”  A clear 
example is found in the story of Jephthah, in Judges 11:11.  However, this is an 
example of “semantic borrowing.”  What is semantic borrowing?  If you’d like to go 
deeper into the weeds, come to our Discussion Group, Thursday, Oct. 3, 7pm, City 
Life! 

3)  SEVERAL EARLY CHURCH “FATHERS OF THE FAITH” DID NOT 
INTERPRET KEPHALĒ AS MEANING “LEADER” IN 1 COR. 11:3. 

Several Greek-speaking early church fathers took kephalē in 1 Corinthians 11:3 as 
meaning “origin” or “source”, even though some were writing at a time when 
kephalē occasionally could mean “leader” or “a person in authority”.  

Furthermore, the following church fathers believed that men had a greater level of 
authority than women and that men were superior to women, yet they did not use 
1 Corinthians 11:3 to support this belief. 

• Athanasius, Bishop of Alexandria (296-373):  In his letter denouncing 
Arianism, Athanasius, quoted in full the First Creed of Sirmium. The Creed 
includes this line: 

For the Son is the Head, namely the beginning of all: and God is the Head, namely 
the beginning of Christ . . . 

• John Chrysostom (c. 349 – 407), Archbishop of Constantinople, was adamant 
that “head” does not mean “leader” in 1 Corinthians 11:3. He believed that if we 
take “head” with the sense of governing, the passage won’t make sense and it 
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will lead to false ideas about Jesus Christ, which was his primary concern. 
(Homily 26 on First Corinthians). 

• Cyril (376-444), Archbishop of Alexandria, wrote the following, in De Recta 
Fide ad Pulcheriam et Eudociam: 

Therefore of our race he [Adam] became first head, the source [or, beginning], and 
was of the earth and earthy. Since Christ was named the second Adam, he has 
been placed as head, the source [or, beginning], of those who through Him have 
been formed anew unto Him unto immortality through sanctification in the Spirit. 
Therefore he himself our source, which is head, has appeared as a human being… 

4) PAUL USES KEPHALĒ TO MEAN “SOURCE” 

Paul uses this metaphor at least twice: 

Paul opens his letter to the Christians in Ephesus, speaking of Christ as the “Head” 
of the church, in an authoritative way, in Eph 1:22-23 

And God put all things in subjection under His feet, and gave Him as head over 
all things to the church, which is His body, the fullness of Him who fills all in all. 

But then, as Paul walks the reader through his powerful theology regarding the 
inclusion of Gentiles in God’s Plan, he turns to the practicalities of what it means to 
“walk in a manner worthy of your calling.”  The spirit of Ephesians 4 is similar to 
that of 1 Corinthians 11-12, using his favorite “body” metaphor to emphasize 
unity… 
Ephesians 4:14-16 

As a result, we are no longer to be children, tossed here and there by waves and 
carried about by every wind of doctrine, by the trickery of men, by craftiness in 
deceitful scheming; but speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in all aspects 
into Him who is the head, even Christ, (v16) from whom the whole body, being 
fitted and held together by what every joint supplies, according to the proper 
working of each individual part, causes the growth of the body for the building up 
of itself in love. 

Kephalē representing Christ, the source “from whom…causes the growth of the 
body.” 

This is the same sentiment Paul writes about to the Christians in Colosse: 
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Colossians 2:18-19 

Let no one keep defrauding you of your prize by delighting in self-abasement and 
the worship of the angels, taking his stand on visions he has seen, inflated without 
cause by his fleshly mind, (v19) and not holding fast to the head, from whom the 
entire body, being supplied and held together by the joints and ligaments, grows 
with a growth which is from God. 

Paul also told pagan philosophers in Athens that… 
Acts 17:25, 28 

“Jesus Himself gives to all people life and breath and all things…for in Him we live 
and move and exist, as even some of your own poets have said, ‘For we also are 
His children.’” 

1 Corinthians 8:6 

…yet for us there is but one God, the Father, from whom are all things and we exist 
for Him; and one Lord, Jesus Christ, by whom are all things, and we exist through 
Him. 

6)  IT WORKS IN THE FLOW OF THE PASSAGE, MUCH BETTER THAN 
“LEADER” OR “CHIEF” 

it seems surprising that Paul’s order was not “woman-man, man-Christ, Christ-God” (thus, 
implying a hierarchy with God the Father at the top). 


But, the apostle is obviously not making that point here—in fact, nowhere does he make 
that point.


Especially when we get to 11:8-9…

1 Corinthians 11:8-9 

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. 

The 1 Corinthians 11 text is identifying an issue where the “freedom of Christ” has 
been misused, in such a way that it interferes with God’s glory.  The “headship” 
could refer to “authority.”  But it seems to fit the essence of Paul’s message when 
“head” is meant to signify “source” - in that Christian identity is bound in the Imago 
Dei. 
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Though New Testament lexicons give a definition of “leader” for kephalē, it is 
important to note that only:  

• God (1 Cor. 11:3),  

• Jesus Christ (1 Cor. 11:3; Eph. 1:22-23; 4:15-16; 5:23; Col. 1:18-19; 2:9-10; 
2:18-19),  

• men (1 Cor. 11:3), and  

• husbands (Eph. 5:23)  

…are referred to with the word kephalē, and only by Paul. If Paul did 
use kephalē with the meaning of leader or chief, why does he not use the word 
elsewhere in his letters for people in leadership or government? 
Gilbert Bilezikian notes: 

There are scores of references in the documents of the New Testament to leaders 
from all walks of life: religious leaders, community leaders, military leaders, 
governmental leaders, patriarchal leaders and church leaders. Never is anyone of 
them designated as head. A profusion of other titles is used, but head is 
conspicuously absent from the list. The obvious explanation for this singularity is 
that head did not mean “leader” in the language of the New Testament. 

Q:  Seems apparent that Paul was communicating something deeper and far-
reaching than assigning a simple title of authority/leadership… perhaps a play on 
both meanings? 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

7)  BIBLE TRANSLATIONS  

Several Bible editors now include the alternate interpretation for kephalē: 
World English Bible 

But I would have you know that the head [or, origin ]of every man is Christ, and the 
head [or, origin] of the woman is man, and the head [or, origin] of Christ is God. 
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The Bible that we (Echo Church) provide guests - the “Wayfinding Bible,” New 
Living Translation.  Also statistically the 3rd-most-sold translation in the United 
States: 

NLT Translation 

But there is one thing I want you *to know: The head of every man is Christ, the 
head of woman is man, and the head of Christ is God. 

*[Or, to know: The source of every man is Christ, the source of woman is man, 
and the source of Christ is God. Or to know: Every man is responsible to Christ, a 
woman is responsible to her husband, and Christ is responsible to God.] 

WOMEN - THE “GLORY OF MANKIND.” 

So then, what is Paul’s point? 

In the context of the passage, the culture, the literary ingredients - is it possible 
that Paul is communicating the uniqueness of woman’s beauty?  Is it possible that 
this “glory” required something to keep it from distracting the acts of prophecy and 
worship? 
1 Corinthians 11:7-9 

7For 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. 

What if Paul is communicating the power of a woman’s beauty?  The uniqueness of 
her Imago Dei, in the sense that it is the pinnacle of His design - something that 
even the angels would long for? 

New Century Version 
1 Corinthians 11:7 (NCV)  

But a man should not cover his head, because he is the likeness and glory of God. 
But woman is man's glory. 

Consider, the Orthodox Jewish Bible states it this way: 
Orthodox Jewish Bible 
Kehillah in Corinth I 11:7 (OJB)  
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For a ben Adam [lit, “son of man,” as in “human beings”] indeed ought not to be 
covered on the rosh, being the demut HASHEM (BERESHIS 1:26) and the kavod 
Hashem, and the Isha being the kavod (glory), the glorious reflection of Adam. 
[BERESHIS 1:26; 5:1; 9:6] 

Regarding angels: 
Genesis 6:1-5 

The Corruption of Mankind 
1Now it came about, when men began to multiply on the face of the land, and 
daughters were born to them, 2that the sons of God saw that the daughters of 
men were beautiful; and they took wives for themselves, whomever they chose. 
3Then the Lord said, “My Spirit shall not strive with man forever, because he also is 
flesh; nevertheless his days shall be one hundred and twenty years.” 4The Nephilim 
were on the earth in those days, and also afterward, when the sons of God came 
in to the daughters of men, and they bore children to them. Those were the mighty 
men who were of old, men of renown. 

What if the women are a natural (and through their freedom, became an intentional) 
distraction, in that their beauty exemplifies the glory of mankind - something that 
even the ANGELS struggled with! 

OTHERS WHO FOLLOW THIS THOUGHT: 

1 Corinthians 11:10-12   Message 

10-12Don’t, by the way, read too much into the differences here between men and 
women. Neither man nor woman can go it alone or claim priority. Man was created 
first, as a beautiful shining reflection of God—that is true. But the head on a 
woman’s body clearly outshines in beauty the head of her “head,” her husband… 

CYNTHIA WESTFALL 
In summing up her discussion about verse 7, she writes,  

“. . .  when it comes to external appearance, there is a difference between the glory 
of men and the glory of women. In common with the culture, Paul believed that 
God had created women to be more attractive or more glorious, so that she is the 
glory of man. This becomes a pragmatic problem at the very point when women 
attempt to manifest the Spirit in prophesying (1 Cor. 11:5; 12:7, 10), or when they 
lead in prayer in order to worship God.” 
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Cynthia Long Westfall, Paul and Gender: Reclaiming the Apostle’s Vision for Men and Women in Christ (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Baker Academic, 2016), 66-70. 

DEREK AND DIANE TIDBALL 

The Tidball’s believe Paul gets his idea of “glory” from Psalm 8:5. And they write, 
“In saying that woman is the glory of man (7) he is not denying that she is also born 
in the image of God. That was a given. Paul’s interest simply lies elsewhere, in the 
idea of glory rather than image. By saying that woman is the glory of man he may 
be expressing the simple idea that a woman is man’s ‘pride and joy’, the one in 
whom the man glories.” 

Derek and Diane Tidball, The Message of Women: Creation, Grace and Gender (The Bible Speaks Today) (Nottingham, UK: Inter-Varsity 
Press, 2012), 216-217. 
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