
Worship, Head Coverings, and Gender Distinctions 
A brief discussion of 1 Corinthians 11:2-16 

 
During our “Freedom, Excess, and Boundaries” series at Crossridge, Lee preached on 1 
Corinthians 11:2-16 on November 10, 2019. There are many questions that come up in the 
study and discussion of this text, and not all of them could receive in-depth treatment during the 
sermon. It is our hope that this paper can provide supplemental discussion that will help to 
provide helpful guidance in thinking through these issues. 
 
First of all, this is the text as translated in the ESV Bible: 
2 Now I commend you because you remember me in everything and maintain the traditions 
even as I delivered them to you. 3 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. 4 Every man who prays 
or prophesies with his head covered dishonors his head, 5 but every wife who prays or 
prophesies with her head uncovered dishonors her head, since it is the same as if her head 
were shaven. 6 For if a wife will not cover her head, then she should cut her hair short. But 
since it is disgraceful for a wife to cut off her hair or shave her head, let her cover her head. 7 
For a man ought not to cover his head, since he is the image and glory of God, but woman is 
the glory of man. 8 For man was not made from woman, but woman from man. 9 Neither was 
man created for woman, but woman for man. 10 That is why a wife ought to have a symbol of 
authority on her head, because of the angels. 11 Nevertheless, in the Lord woman is not 
independent of man nor man of woman; 12 for as woman was made from man, so man is now 
born of woman. And all things are from God. 13 Judge for yourselves: is it proper for a wife to 
pray to God with her head uncovered? 14 Does not nature itself teach you that if a man wears 
long hair it is a disgrace for him, 15 but if a woman has long hair, it is her glory? For her hair is 
given to her for a covering. 16 If anyone is inclined to be contentious, we have no such practice, 
nor do the churches of God. 
 
This passage raises various questions as we seek to understand and apply it today. Among 
these are: 

1) What is Paul talking about when he says that Christ is the head of man and man is the 
head of woman? 

2) Is Paul saying women are less important than men, or inferior in some way? 
3) What does this passage indicate about the roles of men and women? 
4) What is Paul referring to with head coverings? 
5) Why are head coverings required for women but not for men? 
6) What does Paul mean by “because of the angels” in verse 10? 
7) What does Paul mean by “does not nature itself teach you…” in verse 14? 
8) What’s so wrong about long hair for men, or about short hair for women? 
9) So, do women need to wear head coverings to church today? Do men need to avoid 

them? 
 



We’ll seek to deal with each of these in the course of this discussion. But first, as we begin, we 
should note a few summary observations regarding what Paul does and doesn’t say in this 
passage. 

● Paul does not say anything in this passage about men’s and women’s roles. This may 
come as a surprise because so often much discussion tends to center on this, but if we 
look at the text what we find is that he is talking about clothing and says nothing specific 
about roles. In fact, he even suggests a similarity in roles in this particular instance. More 
on that later. 

● Paul is not referring to life in general, nor even to the church gathering in general. 
Looking at verses 4 and 5, we see that Paul is referring specifically to when men or 
women are praying or prophesying. Certainly some of the principles should be applied to 
the rest of life, but there is an emphasis here on the worship gathering. Paul is already 
starting an emphasis on what orderly worship looks like, which is an emphasis that will 
carry through chapter 14. 

● This passage has something to say to both men and women. There has often been an 
impression that the application of this passage is about women’s head coverings and 
limitations on women, but this is not what we see from the text. Paul speaks to both 
genders, providing guidance and limitations for each. 

● Paul is speaking with a broad biblical principle to a specific cultural context, consistent 
with the discussion that will follow in Chapters 11-14 that emphasizes proper and orderly 
worship. 

● Paul’s guidance here applies to men and women in general, with special application to 
husbands and wives. The Greek words for “man” and “woman” are the same as 
“husband” and “wife”, and some of the guidance (like headship) is clearly with married 
couples in mind. As such, the ESV has these words translated as “husband” and “wife” 
in some cases. But even there the principles still apply broadly to men and women in 
general, as we seek to live to the glory of God with distinctions between genders as men 
or women, respectively. 

● Ultimately, the most important emphasis Paul is giving here is not a negative one, but a 
positive one. He’s not seeking to oppress or suppress, but to point men and women to 
the beauty of what God has created in making male and female as distinct genders. 
Paul’s aim was not to divide the church over the ways that we have misused his 
instructions, but to unite the church in God-honoring worship that affirms our shared 
humanity. 

 
Keeping these observations in mind will help to keep clear what is emphasized and what is not 
in this passage. So, now to address the questions noted above: 

1) What is Paul talking about when he says that Christ is the head of man and man is the 
head of woman? 
There are a few likely meanings suggested. The Greek word kephale is the one used 
here, as well as in other places where Paul writes about a “head”, whether a physical 
head or a symbolic one. The likely meanings or ideas are as follows: 
 



“Source”: this argument points out that kephale was used in a couple instances to 
indicate the “head” or “source” of a river. The argument is that Paul is just saying that 
Eve came from Adam and that there is no suggestion of authority for the man is 
subordination for the woman. This argument has become increasingly popular, but it 
really lacks a lot in terms of support from other passages of scripture or from what we 
know of Greek usage at that time. There were indeed examples of “source,” but they are 
not most common and this translation doesn’t fit this passage as well. 
 
“Head”:This is the most common translation historically, and it has been understood with 
varying degrees of “authority” connected. Some have tried to remove the authority 
component while maintaining the translation itself, and it is certainly possible that our 
modern understanding of “headship” has become too focused merely on authority and 
submission at times. But “head” has been demonstrated to be the most common way to 
translate kephale accurately, and as such this position has the most support, including 
also support from other biblical passages that do talk about and include ideas of 
authority at times. 
 
“Prominent/foremost/representative”: This is another possible way to translate the 
emphasis of this word, recognizing less of the “authority” aspect of things and preserving 
the idea that man nonetheless is the representative of humanity, the “public face” of 
humanity, so to speak.  
 
With the textual evidence we have, and comparisons with other teaching in the Bible, it is 
still most accurate to understand kephale as head/chief/top/prominent/foremost. But, 
those who have used this passage to support an idea of abusive or oppressive 
“authority-submission” structures have overstepped their bounds in an unbiblical fashion. 
Remember: Paul says that man is the “head” of woman, but his first statement (the one 
that has greater emphasis, as such) is that Christ is the “head” of man. And he later 
states that God (the Father) is the “head” of Christ. And we can see clearly how the 
Father and Christ exercise the role as “head” - with love and care and sacrificial actions. 
Any expression of male “headship” that does not include love and self-sacrifice 
misunderstands what is going on here. 
 
As Anthony Thiselton wrote in a commentary on this passage: “If love takes priority over 
freedom, any competitiveness about “authority” becomes obsolete in the new order, 
even if a reciprocity of relationship allows different inputs to the relation of mutuality; 
rather, the entailments of protection of, and respect for, “the other” hold greater 
prominence than issues of “authority” within the wholeness of Paul’s dialectic.”  1

 

1 Anthony C. Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians: A Commentary on the Greek Text, New 
International Greek Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans, 2000), 822. 



2) Is Paul saying women are less important than men, or inferior in some way? 
In short, no. Gender distinctions do not mean a difference in importance or value. Just as 
a boss in a business is in a different/higher position in the company than his employees 
but is equally worthy as a human, so husbands and wives (and men and women in 
general) are different but equals, complementing each other. The fact that Paul says the 
man is the head does not mean that the woman is inferior. Keep in mind that later in this 
passage he declares that we are dependent on each other and that all things are from 
God (v11-12). Women and men are immensely valuable as they image God in their 
unique ways. 
 

3) What does this passage indicate about the roles of men and women? 
For one thing, it indicates what we discussed about headship in the first question.  
 
For another, it indicates a remarkable level of shared activity in the church gatherings. 
Paul assumes that both men and women will be praying and/or prophesying in the 
church gatherings, and he does not qualify or restrict this role in any way. His guidance 
is about what to wear, not what role to play. We do know clearly from other passages 
that God has declared a limit to which roles women should occupy (1 Timothy 2:11-12, 
the descriptions of elders as men in 1 Tim 3 and Titus 1, and to a lesser degree, 1 
Corinthians 14:34-35). But we should seek to be as open as biblically possible to have 
women share in worship alongside men. It’s a wonderful thing that many godly women 
have served throughout the generations to help build up the church, and this is 
something we should celebrate and affirm, even as we recognize God-ordained limits. 
Men and women, in the beauty of our complementary gender distinctions, can worship 
and serve God together. 
 

4) What is Paul referring to with head coverings? 
The head covering referred to is either an actual hood or hat over the head, or the use of 
braided hair as a covering on top of the head. There are multiple cultural traditions that 
are potentially involved here. A woman’s hair was seen as a potential object of lust. 
Prostitutes were known to uncover their hair and let it down. So, on the Jewish side, a 
clothing-based covering (hood, veil, etc) was used to cover the hair, and sometimes part 
of the face, as a way of preserving purity. Or alternately, it seems that local Corinthian 
tradition often was to use braided hair gathered on top of the head as a sort of covering. 
Whether extra clothing or just a creative use of the hair, there was an intentional 
“covering” to which unbound and/or short hair was seen as a contrast. 
 

5) Why are head coverings required for women but not for men? 
It seems part of what we often overlook with this passage is that we see it as exclusively 
concerned with a statement that women must wear a head covering. But Paul is just as 
clear and strict that men must NOT wear a head covering. So we should just as easily 
ask  “why are men denied the right to wear a head covering?” Apparently, there were 
men who wanted to wear a head covering for some reason, but Paul disallows this. Just 



as the freedom of women is restricted to wearing head coverings, the freedom of men is 
restricted that they must not. This is clear enough, but why did it matter? In terms of 
historical background, what were the reasons for head coverings or not? 
 
It seems very likely that the reasons for men and women wanting to wear or not wear 
head coverings might have been similar. It seems these reasons most likely were related 
to status in the culture of that time, especially since Paul already has dealt with the 
Corinthians on matters of status (and will do so again). With regard to the men, there 
were pagan religious practices at which the priests (men) would wear a head covering 
while they were praying and offering sacrifices, as part of indicating their privileged 
position as priests. Men in the Corinthian church may have been seeing their opportunity 
to pray or prophesy as a sort of status symbol that they wanted to point out by using a 
covering. As for the women, there were many of the social elite in those days who had 
fancy hairstyles. When women had these hairstyles, showing them off would be a way to 
demonstrate their status in society. In either case, men wearing a covering or women 
showing off their eliteness, the attention would have been drawn to the human’s status 
instead of to the glory of God.  
 
In addition, there are also potential sexually-charged reasons for men wanting to cover 
or women wanting not to. This also would not be surprising to find the Corinthians 
struggling with, since Paul already rebuked them for thinking they could be sexually 
promiscuous like the culture around them. Simply put, it is possible that some men 
wanted to dress like women and that some women wanted to dress like men. Or that, in 
a culture that was blurring these lines, they wanted to demonstrate their “freedom in 
Christ” by accepting the breaking of these gender distinctions. Additionally, it’s possible 
that women were taking the opportunity to demonstrate freedom by letting their hair 
down, but this was something prostitutes did so it sent mixed messages. So Paul asserts 
the claim in verse 6 that if a woman is going without a head covering, she might as well 
go all the way and shave her hair down, which was a prostitute hairstyle (and sometimes 
a punishment for adultery) and a sign of shame, rather than merely letting her hair down. 
Paul insists that women who were trying to promote their own freedom were doing so at 
the expense of their own (and their husband’s) honor and reputation. And this is not a 
worthy use of so-called freedom. 
 
Regardless of the exact specifics of the scenario that Paul is speaking to, what we can 
see clearly is that the way people were covered or uncovered during prayer and 
prophesying was being a distraction and was destroying the perspective of gender 
distinctions. The Corinthians and Paul knew exactly the specifics of what he was talking 
about. We can see the big-picture message with some potential specifics. 
 

6) What does Paul mean by “because of the angels” in verse 10? 
It really is quite hard to say. There are a few predominant theories.  
 



- “Guardian angels”: this view claims that angels are assigned to watch over people and 
they would be offended by inappropriate usage of head coverings. This seems quite 
unlikely, since even the “guardian angel” concept is not easily supported biblically. 
 
- “Fallen angels”: this idea is that fallen angels who lusted after women in Genesis 6 
might be watching, and the covering is a guard against their lust. Also not likely, as it 
relies on a contested interpretation of Genesis 6 and also on a hard-to-support 
conclusion about Paul’s intention here. 
 
- “Worshipping angels”: this position believes that the angels are worshipping in heaven 
and that they see the worship we have on earth and that it would bother them to see 
inappropriate usage of head coverings. There is a lot of support for this even in 
extra-biblical literature with the idea of angels worshipping in the midst of the people, 
and that the people should be sure to be set apart and pure during the worship services.  
 
- “Priests/bishops/pastors/leaders”: this view recognizes the fact that the Greek word 
angelos can be translated as “messenger” just as easily as “angel.” So the suggestion is 
that Paul’s concern is for the church leaders, or perhaps for the praying/prophesying 
man or woman themselves. 
 
- “In the likeness of the angels”: this view believes that Paul is referring to Isaiah 6 (and 
other places) where the angels are seen to cover themselves in God’s presence and that 
Paul is indicating that women should cover like the angels do. 
 
Of these options, the idea of the “worshipping angels” seems to be most accurate, or 
perhaps the least speculative. We know for sure that angels do participate in 
worshipping God, and we know that angels are seen to be participants in God’s dealings 
with men. They appear for Jesus’ birth, show up in visions and dreams, and help deliver 
the law (Galatians 3:19), among other things. And it makes sense that we should regard 
a time of intentional worship to God even more carefully than we would everyday 
activities. Indeed, this is part of what Paul is suggesting by focusing on when people are 
praying and prophesying. Everyday life matters, too, but especially times of worship. 
 
Whichever option above is chosen, the key thing to recognize here is that Paul was 
using a mutually understood reference to the angels to reinforce his point. In this 
passage, Paul appeals to various reasons for following his instructions, and one of them 
is the angels. 
 

7) What does Paul mean by “does not nature itself teach you…” in verse 14? 
Paul is appealing in this verse to the natural fact that God made differences between 
men and women. Just as in Romans 1, where Paul pointed out that homosexual 
relations are contrary to nature, so here he is indicating a connection with nature. And 
we should be careful here. Given the context of this passage so far, what Paul is saying 



is that it’s “unnatural” to go against gender differentiation. He’s not declaring that it is 
“unnatural” in every place and every time for men to have long hair or for women to have 
short hair. Even in his own time and context, he would have been aware of men who had 
long hair, or of times that men would wear it long for a time (Paul himself took a nazirite 
vow at one point, which generally included not cutting hair during the vow). So what Paul 
is saying is that the Corinthians should observe the natural distinction between genders 
in appropriate ways, and not blur the lines, especially in worship. This would take 
different forms in various cultures. If Paul had written to a modern North American 
church, he could easily have said something like “does not nature itself teach you that if 
a man wears a skirt or dress it is a disgrace for him.” But if he was writing to Scotland 
during times when kilts were commonly worn by men, he would phrase it differently. The 
point is that it is “natural” to recognize and affirm gender distinctions. 
 

8) What’s so wrong about long hair for men, or about short hair for women? 
Nothing, in and of itself. But this is a question that has to be asked of the culture we live 
in. If long hair for a man and short hair for a woman are blurring the lines of gender and 
removing the joy of celebrating the God-given distinctions, then they are a problem. But 
if long hair and short hair are not indicators of gender distinction, then it’s not a problem. 
Similarly, if the lack of a head covering signifies sexual availability, this is a disgrace to 
one’s spouse. But if it doesn’t, then it doesn’t apply. This leads us to next question. 
 

9) So, do women need to wear head coverings to church today? Do men need to avoid 
them? 
Every culture has various symbols that indicate maleness and femaleness, or that 
indicate being married versus being available. Some of these are related to clothing. 
Some are related to behavior or other things. The critical question we need to be asking 
is: what are these indicators, and am I using them in a way that honors God and my 
spouse (if married)? Just as with the discussion in the previous chapters of First 
Corinthians, our freedoms can be a wonderful thing, but they need to be handled 
properly with regard for who is impacted and what message is sent. Specifically in 
regard to this issue, how can we ensure that we are rejoicing in the God-given gender 
distinctions? As Paul says in verse 11 and 12: “Nevertheless, in the Lord woman is not 
independent of man nor man of woman; for as woman was made from man, so man is 
now born of woman. And all things are from God.” Men and women (especially in 
husband-wife relationships) are dependent on each other, complementing each other. 
Our gender distinctions are gifts from God to be celebrated as we mutually image God 
and serve him on the earth. 
 

As we wrap things up, we must remember first of all that there are many faithful believers who 
will disagree with some of the conclusions we have reached above. We recognize and 
understand that there are some other positions that are relatively faithful to the text. We do not 
think that they are most accurate, but we also do not think that such believers are in a position 



of “false teaching” (as a reference to heresy) or sin. These are issues that we should be able to 
discuss lovingly and carefully, with emphasis on what the Bible actually says or doesn’t say. 
 
Second, even as we discuss this issues Biblically, we must also recognize that men in the 
church have abused their position as “head” (whatever it is taken to mean) many times in the 
past, and there are women who are hurt and scarred by this mistreatment. We hurt for these 
women and the pain they have endured and we want them to know that we love them and pray 
that God would bring them healing by his care and the care he extends through his people. We 
recognize that this pain may make it very hard for some to trust that our understanding stated 
above is biblically accurate or faithful. This is fine, and we are happy to have these people in our 
church body. We would only ask those who disagree that we could be patient with each other as 
we mutually seek to honor God and understand the truth, and that the actions of sinful men who 
have abused their power would not be the final statement on what God’s intention is in the 
Biblical text. 
 
Finally, it seems a good summary would be to restate some of Lee’s key points from the 
sermon: 
 

1) We can affirm headship and equality at the same time 
2) We can and should affirm a prominent place for women in the ministry of the church. 
3) We should not see men and women as independent but interdependent. 
4) We should affirm that the differences between men and women are part of God’s design 

and not merely social constructs. 
 
May God be glorified and his people built up as we do these things in the church and in our 
lives! 


