
“A Messy Community: Studies in 1 Corinthians” 

Lesson 27: 1 Corinthians 11:2–16 

The opening section of chapter 11 is a particularly difficult one. Stephen Um notes of these verses: “It is very 
likely that readers today, Christians or not, bristle when they read or hear this text. There is a significant 
cultural distance between us and the Corinthian church. Some of the things that were common to them seem 
strange to us; of course, much of what is common to us would be incomprehensible to them.” The cultural 
difference between us and Corinth, however, does not negate the reality that “there is significant overlap 
between us as well, particularly on the level of principle. Though the application of Biblical principles can take 
various forms in different cultures, the principles stand.” 

Because of the cultural differences that exist between us and first-century Corinth, and because these verses 
deal with a matter that is hotly debated in our churches today (viz. gender roles in the church) it is important 
that we pause to consider some historical background before launching into the principled study of vv. 2–16. 

Historical Insight 
In first century Corinth, as in much of the Greco-Roman world (and in much of the world today), distinctions 
between men and women were reflected in dress. For the purposes of this study, a few of those distinctions 
are important. 

1. Men typically kept their hair short, while women typically grew their hair long. 
2. A married woman typically covered her head with a shawl or a veil. The only women who did not wear a 
head covering of some sort were “high-class” mistresses of influential Corinthians. 
3. A married woman typically tied her hair up. Single women were known to indicate their “availability” by 
wearing their hair down to (or below) the shoulders. 
4. Female slaves—including sex slaves—shaved their head. Shaving of the head was also the public shaming 
practice that was enacted for a convicted adulteress. 

In light of the above cultural observations, a Corinthian wife who removed her veil in public, or who wore her 
hair down to her shoulders, dishonoured her husband by proclaiming her “availability.” That is why Paul 
suggests that a woman doing so might as well shave her head (v. 5), thereby signalling her willingness to serve 
as an adulteress or a (sex) slave. It would be somewhat akin to a married woman today deliberately removing 
her wedding ring when going out in public (and, perhaps, drawing attention to it by waving her hand about 
and telling everyone to look!). 

It is important to understand this background because it helps us to see that Paul’s burden here is not the 
cultural practice of wearing (or not wearing) a head covering, but his bigger burden is that proper decorum be 
shown in the gathered worship service. In the same way that it would be inappropriate for married women 
today to use Lord’s Day worship as a platform for finding a date, so it was completely inappropriate for 
married women in first-century Corinth to remove head coverings in church. His burden, in other words (as in 
the latter half of this chapter), is propriety in worship rather than church dress codes. Stated another way, this 
chapter has nothing to do with whether or not women should wear head coverings in church and everything 
to do with leadership and demeanour in corporate worship. 

The Observance of Roles in the Church (11:2–16) 
Paul will say some difficult things in this chapter (though not things that he is himself unwilling to do, see v. 1), 
but he begins with commendation (v. 2). 

TO THINK ABOUT 
Why does Paul commend these believers before he rebukes them? What can we learn from this? How 
important is it to develop, particularly in the church, a culture of affirmation? 

Verse 3 is where hackles are raised in the contemporary church, for it speaks to matters of headship and 
submission. The particular part that raises hairs is the middle of the verse: “the head of a wife is her husband.” 
The word translated “wife” is gyne (which can mean “woman” or “wife,” depending on the context), and the 
word translated “husband” is aner (which can mean “man” or “husband,” depending on the context). 
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In the Bible, there are two places where male headship is explicitly identified: in marriage/family and in the 
church. The Bible nowhere suggests that all women are under the headship of all men. In a marriage or family 
relationship, a woman is under the headship of her husband (not all husbands) or her father (not all fathers). 
Similarly, male headship in the church looks like an exclusively male eldership, not like every woman in the 
church submitting to every man in the church. Outside of these two spheres, male headship is not explicitly 
addressed. 

TO THINK ABOUT 
Given that male headship is explicitly defined in the spheres of family and church, how should Christians think 
about female leadership in the business or political world? Can a Christian man work under a female 
supervisor? Can a woman serve as a judge or a president? 

We must not view male headship at all in some sort of a derogatory manner. Instead, the willing submission of 
a wife to her husband, and the willing submission of women to male leadership in the church, beautifully 
mirrors the willing submission of Christ to his Father. In the same way that Christ is in no way inferior to the 
Father, so women are in no way inferior to men. But as Christ willingly submitted to his Father so that the plan 
of redemption could be carried out in an orderly, meaningful way, so women willingly submitting to legitimate 
male authority allows God’s plans for church and family to be carried out in an orderly, meaningful way. 

As today, men in the first century terribly abused women. Women were treated as little more than 
commodities, which resulted in vocal feminist movements in places like Corinth. Vocal feminists were known 
to publicly throw off head coverings and cut their hair short. That may have happened in society in general, 
but disrespectful feminism had no place in the life of the church. 

Note that there is a strong indication here that Christianity views women in an entirely different light. Even in 
a Jewish synagogue, women were not counted as full members. Ten faithful men were required to constitute 
a synagogue, regardless of how many faithful women there were. Women were assigned a separate place 
within the synagogue. By contrast, Paul speaks here of women taking full part in church life—even praying 
and prophesying (though clearly with the caveats of other Scriptures—e.g. 1 Timothy 2:8–15—brought to 
bear)!  

TO THINK ABOUT 
What roles can women play in church life—and corporate worship in particular? What would you say about 
involvement of women in each of the following aspects of church life and corporate worship: teaching, public 
Scripture reading, receiving offering, passing Communion elements, serving on a welcoming committee? 

Paul urges the women in Corinth to maintain a proper decorum in gathered worship “because of the angels” 
(v. 10). There are two possible meanings here. First, it could be a reference to celestial, unfallen angels who, 
though created gloriously, willingly submit to divine authority. To disregard proper roles within the church 
might cause offence to angels who have no problem submitting to God’s authority. Second, it could refer to 
causing offence to visiting believers. The word translated “angels” can refer to human messengers (context 
depending), and so Paul could be referring to messengers sent from sister churches to observe and report on 
church life in Corinth. Regardless, the point is that disorderly worship doesn’t look good, and doesn’t bring 
honour to a God of order. 

In vv. 11–12, Paul argues that men and women are dependent on each other for worship that properly 
glorifies God. Chauvinism is as offensive to God as feminism. Men must realise that, in God’s design, women’s 
role in church life is indispensable. Women must realise the same with regard to men. God created the sexes 
to complement each other—both in family life and in church life. 

Lest anyone suggest that this was an issue unique to Corinth, and did not apply to other churches, Paul 
concludes that there is no place for contention in this matter—either in Corinth or in any of “the churches of 
God.” The principles discussed here—regarding propriety and authority in church life and worship—are 
binding for all churches everywhere at all times. 


