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            The first 16 verses of 1 Corinthians 11 are not easy to wade through.   Having 

said that, there are some good lessons to learn from it.  It would be good to read these 

16 verses before going further.  This is the outline for the conversation.  

1.      My Perspective (my bias) I think we each enter consideration of a biblical 

text from a point-of-view.  I want to be clear about my perspective as I read 

and consider these verses.       

2.      The Text – Two points about the text.  First, we can say we understand it 

partially.  We can say we understand it completely.  We can agree and 

disagree.  But we do not avoid it. Second, Scripture needs to be understood 

both from the perspective from when it was written and how it applies 

today.  There was a cultural context then, and there is a cultural context now.  

1.      Principles (Feet-in-the-Dirt) There are some principles in this text that I 

think apply today as much as they did 2,000 years ago.  I have chosen 3. 

  

My Perspective:  

This text deals with the place of men and women in worship.  I believe men and 

women are different and complementary when it comes to worship.  Some of us 

differ in the specific roles of men and women in worship.  I believe we support and 

nurture the gifts of folks in worship without setting limits due to gender. 

My bias is family experience.  Mom was a pastor; an associate pastor to be 

specific.  I am proud of her and love her for the fact she followed her call.  My dad 

supported her call.  He was shunned by some friends during the time mom was a 

pastor.  He believed God had given mom gifts and it was his job to support her. 

Two, I view all Scripture through the lens of mission.  Our role as the church is 

defined by the Great Commission.  We are to share the Gospel.  I believe that is how 

Paul viewed things as well, and his writings reflect that perspective.  

You will disagree or agree with me in part or in whole.  I respect your perspective. 

  

The Text: 

Paul begins chapter 11 by setting up a chain of responsibility.  Follow his example 

as he follows the example of Jesus.  This opening verse of chapter 11 sets the whole 

thing up.  Jesus is the example to follow and follow my (Paul’s) example only in so 

far as Paul follows the example of Jesus. Whatever follows is to be seen in the light of 

how Paul’s teaching on the subject is consistent with the example of Jesus.  

The presenting issue at hand is head coverings during worship.  Should a woman 

cover her head in church?  Should a man?  This was an important question in 

Corinth.  They were new Christians trying to figure out how they lived out the 

freedom in Christ without bringing shame on themselves or others around them. 

In verse 2 Paul praises the church for remembering and holding to the traditions 

he has passed on.   We don’t know exactly what those traditions were because he 



doesn’t say.  We do know two things.  First, there were folks in the church who were 

Jewish, and he respected that.  There were also Gentiles who did not share Jewish 

tradition, and Paul respected that.  Church was a new way of doing things that 

brought together different cultures.  Second, traditions changed in the interest of a 

church body that was united.  

Whenever Paul uses the word, “but” we can understand there is a challenge to 

follow. We know he is going to ‘break some china’.   Paul saw everything through the 

lens of spreading the Gospel. To do that he stressed understanding the context in 

which the gospel was to be spread.  

Corinth was multicultural, but the common cultural value was shame and 

honour.  To be shamed was unacceptable.  Honour had to be preserved.  Honour was 

more important than material wealth.  That was the way it was in Corinth. 

Added to honour/shame cultural value was the second common value - male 

domination.  Women did not have the rights of a man in Corinth.  What they could 

do was bring honour or shame to the man.  

The third common value was hierarchy.  There were those at the top, those in the 

middle, and those at the bottom, and don’t mess with it. 

Now add to these three cultural values the fact the church introduced another 

value with over-road the other three – the coming together in a religion of different 

cultural groups and social groups in group worship.  It was a recipe for disaster.  

A male prostitute would be sitting alongside a man of wealth.  A female 

prostitute might be sitting beside a woman from the middle class.  A Jewish man 

would be sitting beside a Gentile man, and a Gentile woman beside a Jewish 

woman.   Some covered their heads, others did not.  Some felt freedom in Christ 

meant freedom to shed the head covering.  The very fact of a church like this was a 

challenge to society.  

To make matters even more complicated women were prophesying and praying 

openly in worship.   Imagine someone who wanted to see what following Jesus was 

about walking in the door of the church.  Imagine the shock.  They would have 

expected to hear a man speaking. If they were poor, they would have expected a seat 

on the fringes or maybe even on the floor.  But women speaking up?  That would 

have been a shock. 

Honour was of first importance.  Shame was to be avoided and if it happened it 

could destroy a family.  Just to associate with Christians could bring shame.  This 

was the culture into which Paul brought the Gospel in Corinth.  Paul needed to show 

how Jesus broke down those walls of pride and division.  

Paul knew it would not happen if Jesus followers did not think of the newcomer 

before themselves.  That was their mission.  Their freedom could mean the 

newcomer would reject Jesus just because the freedom they saw would be too much 

for their honour code. 

How does Paul address this? In verse 2 he makes the statement the head of man is 

Christ, and the head of woman is man, and the head of Christ is God.  On the surface 

this sure looks like male domination.  Was Paul just reinforcing the norm of male 

domination? To understand Paul is to see it from a different vantage point.  



Jump ahead to verse 8.  Paul begins with ‘for’ which is like his ‘but’ or 

‘however’.  This is the way Paul breaks china.  Paul speaks of creation.  Man was 

created first, then women.  That is an indisputable factual account from 

Scripture.  Man was lonely and God created woman.  That is also a factual account of 

the sequence of creation.  For many it stopped there.  But then Paul is not 

done.  Because of the factual account, a woman is to have authority over her own 

head because of the angels.  In other words, there is to be no domination by men over 

women in the church.  Men and women are complementary in worship. 

Paul emphasises this by stating another fact.  Woman came from man (a rib) and 

man is born of woman (factual).  The kicker for Paul is everything comes from 

God.  After that it is a series of relationships which follow one after the other.  In 

each of those relationships is a responsibility, a series of examples to follow. 

Back to the issue of head coverings.  The cultures of Corinth made hair and 

covering hair a matter of honour.  It was dishonour for a man to pray or prophesy 

with a head covering.  It was dishonour for women to do the same and not wear a 

head covering.  I do not know why it was that way.  It just was.  To make sure the 

church was welcoming to newcomers Paul did not want the honour code to be in the 

way.  Cover your head if you are a woman, uncover if you are a man, but remember 

you are an example of Jesus for everyone who sees you. 

  

Principles:  Feet-in-the-Dirt 

  

The Example of Jesus 

Biblical Theology, which is where I come from, says two things.  First, we take 

Scripture as the inspired Word of God.  As such we work diligently to discern what it 

means.  Knowing the original context is an important part of that.  As it applies in 

this case to head coverings and long hair, if we did not take into consideration the 

original context women would be required to have long hair and wear head 

coverings, and men could not have long hair.  

Second, when we are not sure what a particular Scripture means, we look to Jesus 

for the example of what to do.  Jesus took folks as they came. In that context, my 

personal perspective on head coverings and long hair is part of how I view dress in 

worship in general.  I see clothing and hair as expressions of who a person is and 

how they are feeling.  I care about what they are saying through that.  If someone 

comes in a suit that is an expression of who they are. If someone wants to come in a t-

shirt and jeans and sandals that is also an expression of whom they are.   

If someone comes in dirty clothing and hair all over the place, outside of being a 

bit envious over the ability to have hair all over the place, I would simply be happy 

they were present and wonder how to have a conversation about what is going on 

with them.  

That is the cultural context of sharing the Gospel I see in the world I live in.  And 

for that I am grateful for the example of Jesus.  Paul’s teaching in 1 Corinthians is just 

an extension of what Jesus did and taught – it tells me to pay attention to tradition 



but not to be handcuffed by it.  Sharing the Gospel is the priority, and where 

tradition interferes with that - set aside tradition. 

Paul’s teaching tells me men and women are distinct and unique and both are 

needed in the church.  For that reason, I look for the gifts in the individual.  We are 

interdependent, and we are created that way by God.  Any notion of a man or woman 

being dominant does not reflect the example of Jesus nor the teaching of 1 

Corinthians 11. 

  

Spreading the Gospel 

Paul was focused on sharing the Gospel.  Too often we have shared more of a 

culture than the Gospel because of what we are comfortable with.  Paul was very 

aware of this.  Notions of dress and length of hair and styles of worship and music 

are often more cultural than biblical.  For example, in Chad I would wear what here 

we would consider a dress.  While it was a most comfortable way of dressing, to do 

that here would not be understood in the same way.  Paul taught respect for tradition 

and respect for the culture in which we live, but he also taught we are not to see 

tradition as the Gospel.  

We live at a time when the freedom of expression is a foundational cultural 

value.  For that reason, if anyone scoffs at a woman wearing a long dress or a man 

wearing a suit and tie, I will take issue with them.  What they are wearing expresses 

something of their culture and who they are, and we need to respect that.  By the 

same token, if someone comes in wearing a t-shirt and shorts and sandals with long 

hair or hair in a particular style or color, I will take issue with them being scoffed 

at.  That too is a valid expression of their culture, of who they are and what they are 

feeling.  The Gospel can handle all of that and more.  

  

Responsibility not Rights 

God calls us to responsibility, not ‘my’ rights.  I am called to serve others, not 

myself.  Granted we need to do self-care.  Jesus did by going into the hills to be alone 

with his father.  And that is the point.  God comes first.  

That responsibility is the key to the life of a church.  Paul was telling men if they 

insisted on their rights as men in the culture of Corinth it would interfere with their 

responsibility as Christian men.  He was telling women the same thing in the context 

of the freedom in Christ, a freedom they experienced no where else.  He was asking 

folks to set aside their rights in the interests of a responsibility to God to share the 

Gospel.  

In the same way, when a church in Southern Manitoba insists they have a 

government mandated right to assembly, all folks hear is we care more for ourselves 

than their protection.  

Our responsibility is to love Jesus so much we can’t but help to share that love 

with others.  I have a responsibility to live a life of love, because He first loved us, 

and He set the example.  

  

Final Thought 



I do have a bias.  It is not just because my mom was a pastor that I support 

women in ministry.  It is what I believe and what I believe is scriptural.  Men and 

women are different and have different perspectives.  We need all those perspectives 

in the church and in the understanding of Scripture.  1 Corinthians 11:1-16 is part of 

the scripture I study and ponder over in that understanding of things. 

            You may differ and I welcome your thoughts.  

The Lord be with you.    
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