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A Verse-by-Verse Commentary on

1 Corinthians 11:2-16


This commentary is written in the hope that pastors who wish to expound the Word of God to their people, will, after studying this, be able to preach through this passage and explain the meaning of each verse. No technical notes have been included here. Chapter three may be consulted for technical information. The text is that of the Authorized Version unless otherwise noted. The comments follow the text phrase by phrase. Hopefully, this pattern will give the pastor the greatest help in determining the meaning of any phrase as it occurs in this passage.


2 
Now I praise you, brethren, that ye remember me in all things, and keep the ordinances, as I delivered them to you. 

Now I praise you, brethren – Paul begins this new section that deals with corporate worship problems by praising the Corinthians. The reasons for understanding this section in the light of the corporate worship setting are as follows: (1) In verse 16, Paul indicates that none of the other churches of God practice anything other than what he has taught in this passage. The fact that Paul refers to other local churches implies that the practice Paul is d

iscussing has to do with something taking place in the local church. (2) The two specific aspects of corporate worship that Paul brings up in this passage are praying and prophesying. In 1 Corinthians 14:3-4 he states that those who prophecy speak “unto men” (v. 3) and “edify the church” (v. 4). These verses strongly support the understanding that Paul is dealing with praying and prophesying in a corporate worship setting, not just in family devotions.

that ye remember me in all things, and keep the ordinances – Apparently the Corinthians remembered the things Paul had taught them. Whenever situations involving those principles arose, they followed what he taught them.

ordinances, as I delivered them to you – These “ordinances” were biblical principles that God inspired Paul to write or to speak to the Corinthians. In 2 Thessalonians 2:15 and Galatians 1:11-12 Paul claims divine authority for both his spoken and written teaching.


3 
But I would have you know, that the head of every man is Christ; and the head of the woman is the man; and the head of Christ is God. 

But I would have you know – Paul desires to teach the Corinthians something.

that the head – Paul uses the word “head” three times in this passage. This word can refer to (1) a person’s physical head, (2) the source of something (i.e., the head of the river), or (3) an authority figure (i.e., the head of the corporation). Neither the first nor second sense fits this context. The third meaning makes the best sense in this verse and in the overall context.

the head of every man is Christ – Within the local church, Christ is the authority over all males. Though God has sovereignly given men the privilege and responsibility of leadership in the church, they must remember that they will give account to Christ for their use of that authority.

the head of the woman is the man – The male is the divinely designated authority over the female. A question that is frequently raised in connection with this phrase is, “Isn’t Paul referring to a husband-wife relationship here?” In response to this question, three factors suggest that Paul is referring to the male-female relationship rather than the husband-wife relationship. (1) Paul’s bases the origin of this authority structure on the order of creation — first the male, then the female (vv. 8-10). (2) Paul’s argument in verse 12 would make no sense if he were referring to husbands and wives. For example, if we substitute “husband” for “man” and “wife” for “woman,” the verse would read: “For as the wife is of the husband so is the husband also by the wife; but all things are of God.” (3) There is nothing in this passage that indicates that Paul switches from talking about husbands and wives in verses 3-6 to talking about men and women in verses 6-12. It makes the most sense, therefore, to understand “man” and “woman” throughout the entire passage as referring to the male and female genders.

the head of Christ is God – God (the Father) is the central authority in the Trinity. There is no difference in the deity of the persons of the Trinity (Father, Son, and Holy Spirit); there are, however, differences in their offices. The Son is subordinate to the Father, and the Holy Spirit is subordinate to both.


This verse sets forth the order of authority in male-female relationships that God has established within the local church. Craig Blomberg makes a helpful observation about the arrangement of the three parts of this verse.  He says, 

The order of the three parts of verse 3 also proves significant. Some commentators stress that the sequence does not set up a chain of command, as if Paul had written, “The head of the woman is man, the head of every man is Christ, and the head of Christ is God.”  On the other hand, since the problem in Corinth involved men and women (but not Christ) dishonoring their heads, it is natural that he should refer to the heads of the man and of the woman first. The rationale for placing Christ’s relationship to God last is most likely to draw attention to it as an analogy for the relationship between men, women, and their heads (the same sequence in v. 12).

The focus of the following verses (4-16) is upon the manner in which this authority structure is to be visibly demonstrated within a local church setting. 


4 
Every man praying or prophesying, having his head covered, dishonoureth his head. 

Every man praying or prophesying – Paul begins with the role of the male who has the authority and responsibility for the leadership of the church. Paul clearly expects men to be praying and prophesying in the local assembly. 


The meaning of the word “prophesy” can be derived from 1 Corinthians 14:3-5. “But one who prophesies speaks to men for edification and exhortation and consolation. One who speaks in a tongue edifies himself; but one who prophesies edifies the church. Now I wish that you all spoke in tongues, but even more that you would prophesy; and greater is one who prophesies than one who speaks in tongues, unless he interprets, so that the church may receive edifying” (NASB). From this passage we can see that prophesy is a verbal communication which fulfills the following functions in the local church: (1) it edifies, (2) it exhorts, and(3) it comforts. The fourth function of prophesy (evangelism) may be derived from 1 Corinthians 14:24, “But if all prophesy, and an unbeliever or an ungifted man enters, he is convicted by all, he is called to account by all” (NASB).

having his head covered – This phrase literally reads “having down the head.” The word “head” here refers to a man’s physical head. Because Paul has not given us enough information up to this point in the passage to determine what he means, we will leave this phrase undefined until we come to verse seven.

dishonoureth his head – There are two “heads” to which Paul may be referring. He may be referring to the physical head of the man, or to the authoritative head of man, Christ. Because Paul introduces this passage with a statement about the authority structure of the church, it makes the most sense to understand this “head” as the authoritative head of man — Christ. The word “dishonoureth” means to “shame”, or “disgrace”. A man’s condition when praying or prophesying is a reflection upon the office and authority of his authority, Christ — just like the behavior of a company’s employee reflects on his boss.


5 
But every woman that prayeth or prophesieth with her head uncovered dishonoureth her head: for that is even all one as if she were shaven. 

every woman – Paul now moves to the role of the woman in the local worship service.
that prayeth or prophesieth – The implication of this phrase is that these are at least two functions which women may legitimately fulfill within the framework of the corporate worship context. 

with her head uncovered – Here “uncovered” literally means “uncovered.” This is different from the phrase in verse four, “having down the head.” The question is, “What is the nature of the covering?” The answer will come later in this context. 

dishonoureth her head. Whatever the “covering” is, it should be noted that the practice of praying or prophesying with an uncovered head, results in shame for the woman’s head. Again, it is most reasonable, in view of verse three, to understand this “head” to be her authoritative head, the man.

for that is even all one as if she were shaven – The state of being “uncovered” is equivalent to having a shaved head. A shaved head was clearly a shame. The exact reason it was shameful is still unclear. Some have taken it as a sign of mourning, whereas others have taken it as the sign of an adulterous woman. There is not enough evidence about the Corinthian culture available at present to determine whether Paul had in mind a specific cultural practice in Corinth. Paul may simply have been drawing this conclusion from the natural order of things to which he appeals in v. 14 — Have you ever seen a woman with a shaved head that didn’t look shameful?


6 
For if the woman be not covered, let her also be shorn: but if it be a shame for a woman to be shorn or shaven, let her be covered. 

For if the woman be not covered, – The implication of the word “if” is that the Corinthian women were actually not covering their heads. The verb “be not covered” is in the present tense and signifies that this is an ongoing practice.
let her also be shorn – There are two ways to interpret this phrase. The first way is to say that Paul is being somewhat ironic — “let her go ahead and cut her hair off.” Following this interpretation, the next phrase clarifies that it is a shame for a woman to cut or to shave her head, therefore she should be being covered. The second interpretation understands the phrase “let her also be shorn” as “let her remain shorn for the time being.” This is the translation that the NIV marginal note follows in this place. In the final analysis, it doesn’t matter which interpretation of this phrase one follows; the next phrase is the controlling factor of the verse.
but if it be a shame for a woman to be shorn or shaven, let her be covered – The bottom line is that it is a shame for a woman to be shorn or shaven, therefore she should be covered. Paul takes it for granted that everyone knows it is a shame for a woman to cut (“to be shorn”) or to shave her hair (“to be shaven”). The verb “covered” is a present tense verb. This means that she should continually be covered. The implication is that since she has not been covered, she should start being covered and stay that way. 


Up to this point we have not defined the covering. We have not done so because there has not been enough contextual information to make a clear statement one way or the other. However, verse seven is a crucial verse because it is in verse seven that Paul gives the reason for what he has said in verses 3-6.


7 
For a man indeed ought not to cover his head, forasmuch as he is the image and glory of God: but the woman is the glory of the man. 

For a man indeed ought not to cover his head – Again he is reiterating this principle (see v. 4).

forasmuch as he is the image and glory of God – Here the text literally reads “being the image and glory of God.” The word “being” indicates the reason why a man ought not to have his head covered. What is that reason? The reason is the man is the image and glory of God. This ties verses 3-7 together as a unified train of thought. God’s glory is at stake: if man, as the image and glory of God, covers his head, he shames God. 


At this point we need to remember God’s requirements for the clothing of the priests in the Old Testament. In Exodus 28:40 God specifically commands the priests to wear a type of cloth head gear – the KJV translates the term as “bonnets;” the NASB and NIV both use the word “turban.”
 These bonnets were “for glory and for beauty.” On the basis of Exodus 28:40, we can at least be sure of what the covering is not.


Based on what we know from Scripture, we can construct a simple logical argument:

1. God created man in His image and glory (Gen. 1:26). 

2. Man is still the image and glory of God (James 3:9; 1 Cor. 11:7). 

3. God required His Old Testament priests to wear a material head-covering while fulfilling their religious duties.
 

4. If 1 Corinthians 11:7 teaches that a man who wears a material head covering in a corporate worship setting shames God now, in New Testament times, because man is the image and glory of God, it should have shamed God in Old Testament times as well because man was the image and glory of God then.

5. Since God is always consistent with Himself, we can reasonably conclude that Paul is not talking about a material head-covering in these verses such as a hat or cloth covering of some sort. God would not require His priests to wear something which brought shame to Himself.


The way in which man is the glory of God, as distinct from being in the image of God, seems to be that man came from God and is His highest creation.

but the woman is the glory of the man – The woman, though created by God, came from man. Since the woman came from the man, she reflects glory upon him. This is what Paul is arguing in verse 8.


8 
For the man is not of the woman; but the woman of the man. 


Verses 8-12 have often puzzled commentators. It almost seems that Paul begins to follow a rabbit-trail that is tangential to the main topic. Far from being a rabbit-trail, however, these verses provide a very important part of Paul’s whole argument. It is only natural for someone to wonder why God has set man in authority over woman. In verses 8-10 Paul explains the reasons God set up the authority structure this way. In verses 11-12 Paul balances the truth of man’s authoritative position with the truth that men and women are both spiritually and physically interdependent.

For the man is not of the woman – Here is the reason that the woman is the glory of man, and why man has been given his position of authority: the man did not come from the woman as his source.

but the woman of the man – The woman came from the man. As a creation derived from the man, she therefore reflects glory upon the man when she fulfills her God-ordained role. Because man was created first, God has given to man the leadership role, and to woman the subordinate role.


9 
Neither was the man created for the woman; but the woman for the man. 

Neither was the man created for the woman – Verse 9 gives a further reason for the woman’s position under man’s authority. Man was not created for the woman’s benefit.

but the woman for the man – The woman was created for the man’s benefit. God created Eve to be a helper fitted to meet Adam’s needs. 


In these two verses (8-9), Paul provides the basis of this authority structure: man’s priority in creation (he was first), and the purpose of woman’s creation (to be a helper to the man).


10 
For this cause ought the woman to have power on her head because of the angels. 

For this cause ought the woman – “for this cause” at first appears to refer to what just preceded in v. 9. However, when Paul adds “because of the angels” at the end of the verse, he seems instead to be clarifying what he was saying at first. The woman ought to have power on her head because of the angels.

to have power on her head – The word “power” means “authority.” There seems to be no way to explain indisputably how “angels” provide a reason that a woman should have authority on her head. Nearly every time in which the phrase “to have power on” is used in the New Testament, it refers to having control or power over something or someone (cp. Luke 19:17; Rev. 11:6; 16:9; 20:6). If this is the sense the verse would read, “For this cause ought the woman to have control over her head because of the angels.” This, however, does not seem to make any sense in the context. 

because of the angels – What is meant here cannot presently be determined with any degree of certainty. In Ephesians 3:9-10, Paul tells us that he was given grace by God to preach the unsearchable riches of Christ unto the Gentiles and “to make all men see what is the fellowship of the mystery, which from the beginning of the world hath been hid in God, who created all things by Jesus Christ: To the intent that now unto the principali​ties and powers in heavenly places might be known by the church the manifold wisdom of God.”  The reference to the “principalities and powers in heavenly places” speaks of the angels in the heavenly realms. Angels, according to 1 Peter 1:12, are interested in what is happening on earth to God's plans and purposes for His Church. Psalms 34:7 says, “The angel of the Lord encampeth round about them that fear him, and delivereth them.” Hebrews 1:14 and 1 Timothy 5:21 suggest that angels are present at church gatherings. Based on this scriptural data, one possible interpretation of 1 Corinthians 11:10 is that as angels observe men and women worshipping God appropriately covered or uncovered, they are learning about the wisdom of God’s design for the authority structure of the local church.


11 
Nevertheless neither is the man without the woman, neither the woman without the man, in the Lord. 

Nevertheless – Paul is balancing the truth that man has been placed in a position of authority over the woman with the truth that men and women are interdependent.

neither is the man without the woman, neither the woman without the man – Men and women are mutually dependent upon one another

in the Lord – This is the key phrase for this verse. It establishes the realm in which relationship exists: in the Lord. Certainly, within the body of Christ, men and women are interdependent. No part of the body functions properly without the other parts of the body. 


12 
For as the woman is of the man, even so is the man also by the woman; but all things of God. 


This verse applies the truth of the mutual dependence of men and women to the physical realm. Not only are men and women spiritually interdependent, but in the physical realm men are not conceived without the woman’s help, nor are women conceived without men’s help. Both are needed for procreation.

For as the woman is of the man – Man (Adam) was the source of the first woman. 

even so is the man also by the woman – Now all men come from women.

but all things of God – God is the ultimate Source and Creator of all things. 


13 
Judge in yourselves: is it comely that a woman pray unto God uncovered? 


After explaining why God placed man in authority over woman (8-10), and providing the balancing truth of the mutual dependence of men and women (11-12), Paul returns to the specific manner in which the authority structure is to be visibly demonstrated. 

Judge in yourselves – He is calling for the Corinthians to make a value judgment on the basis of their natural understanding.

is it comely that a woman pray unto God un- covered – Literally “is it fitting for a woman to be praying to God uncovered?” Paul still has not clearly defined this covering, but from the logic of verse 7 we can say that he is not referring to a material covering. The implied answer to his question is, of course, “No.” Paul expected that their innate understanding of what is fitting and not fitting would lead them to say that it is not proper for a woman to pray uncovered.


14 
Doth not even nature itself teach you, that, if a man have long hair, it is a shame unto him? 

Doth not even nature itself teach you – He continues his argument by appealing to nature. Nature is a silent teacher that instructs by example. However, the natural state of things does reflect the order and design of the omnipotent Creator.

that, if a man have long hair – Paul uses the verb translated “have long hair” for the first time. The standard understanding of this verb is “to wear/have long hair” with the implication that it is long by virtue of not being cut.

it is a shame unto him – If the natural order of creation, which was designed by God, shows that it is shameful for a man to have long hair, how much more shameful is it for him to participate in worshipping God in prayer or in prophesying with long hair. Paul is arguing from the lesser to the greater. If a man shames himself by having long hair, how much more then does he shame his Creator in whose image he was created!


15 
But if a woman have long hair, it is a glory to her: for her hair is given her for a covering. 

But if a woman have long hair, it is a glory to her – In contrast to the man, if a woman has long hair, it brings glory to her. Since this passage is dealing with the authority structure of the local church, the natural implication of Paul’s statement is that when a woman brings glory to herself, she also brings glory to her authoritative head, the man (cf. v. 7b). In this fashion God is glorified as both men and women visibly demonstrate their submission to their authoritative heads — praying and prophesying, men without long hair, women with long hair.


The fact that a woman’s long hair is her glory needs to be emphasized. In our present culture where short hair is the norm for women, God’s Word still declares that a woman should view her long hair as a glory. She should revel in the unique glory that God has given to her alone, and should not allow the world to rob her of her glory.

for her hair is given her for a covering – Finally, Paul clearly states that a woman’s hair is the covering he has been talking about. To understand exactly what Paul means by this phrase, we need to examine three key words. The first is the word for “hair.” This word is used in three different ways:

1. Sometimes it simply refers to a man or woman’s “hair” without any further description. In other words, we can’t tell if the hair was long or short, cut or uncut. 

2. At times it refers to long hair, though we can’t tell whether the hair was cut or uncut.

3. Other times it refers to long, uncut hair. 

All three of these senses may be found in the Greek Old Testament known as the Septuagint. Because Paul has said that it is a shame for a woman to cut or shave her head (v. 6), it makes the most sense in this context to understand “hair” in verse 13 as long, uncut hair.


The second important word is “for.” This preposition means “in place of,” or “instead of.” Paul is therefore saying that a woman’s long, uncut hair has been given to her in place of a covering. 


“Covering” is the third significant word in this passage. It is not the same word translated “covered” or “uncovered” in verses 4-7 and 13. The words translated “covered” or “uncovered” in those verses refer to the state of being covered or uncovered. They do not specify what is doing the covering. The word “covering” used in verse 15, however, refers to a material veil or covering. So Paul is saying that a woman’s long, uncut hair has been given to her in place of a material covering. If a woman’s hair is her covering, then she is “covered” when she has long, uncut hair, and she is uncovered if she does not have long, uncut hair. A man is covered if he has long, uncut hair, and he is uncovered if he does not have long, uncut hair. (For a discussion of how long is long, see chapter four.)


16 
But if any man seem to be contentious, we have no such custom, neither the churches of God.

But if any man seem to be contentious – Paul concludes his remarks on the means by which the authority structure of the church is to be symbolized visibly by addressing those who might want to argue about this. The word “contentious” refers to a person who loves strife, and enjoys prolonging an argument.

we have no such custom – Paul is referring to the practice he described in verses 4-6, that is, of a woman praying or prophesying with an uncovered head (not having long, uncut hair), or of a man praying or prophesying with a covered head (having long, uncut hair). When he says “we have no such custom,” he means that he does not permit this practice. This word does not refer to a local, temporal custom, like the small-town, Southern custom of waving at everyone you pass. The word “custom” means “habit” or “practice.” In other words, Paul is saying, “We do not allow men to have uncut hair and women to have cut hair.”

neither the churches of God – Not only does Paul not practice this, but neither do any of the other local churches. Considering the fact that Paul was the founder of most of the churches in the metropolitan Gentile world, his statement that none of the other churches of God do differently is powerful. This phrase lays to rest the concept that Paul is dealing with a local, Corinthian custom which has no relevance to the rest of the world. Clearly Paul is stating a universal principle that transcends all cultures and times.

Conclusion and Summary

God inspired the apostle Paul to write this passage in order to correct a problem in the Corinthian’s practice of worship in the local church. For whatever reason, it appears that some men had been allowing their hair to grow uncut, and some women had been cutting their hair. However, God has designed cut hair on men and uncut hair on women to visibly represent the authority structure of His church. When people violate this standard they not only bring shame to themselves, but they also, and more significantly, bring shame to their respective authoritative heads. When people follow God’s plan they glorify God and as a result also receive glory themselves for their obedience.

� See chapter three for an analysis of the alternative views.


� As an aside, the relationship within the Trinity provides a helpful model for the male-female authority structure of the local church.  Scripture teaches that both male and female are equal in God’s sight spiritually (Gal. 3:28), yet God has given them different roles.  The male is in authority and female is under that authority.  This no more makes the woman inferior to the man, than Christ’s submission to the Father makes him inferior to the Father.


� 1 Corinthians in the NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 1994), 209.


� See also Exod. 29:9; 39:28; Lev. 8:13.


� The High Priest wore a “turban” during worship activities (Exo. 28:4, 36-38; 29:6; Lev. 8:9; 16:4). The regular priests wore “bonnets” during worship activities (Exo. 28:40; 29:9; 39:28; Lev. 8:13; Eze. 44:18).
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