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This is a famously complex passage that is equally misunderstood by feminists and 
chauvinists, but in it Paul teaches the complementary roles of men and women in 
Christ. In the gospel of Jesus Christ all sinful rivalry and strife die, including those 
between men and women (Gal. 3:28). When we understand by comparing Scripture 
with Scripture, the result is peace and glory in the church.   
 
Headship 
Paul praises the Corinthians for keeping the traditions as he delivered them (v2). 
Godly traditions handed down are informed and shaped by Scripture. The apostle 
wants the church not just to do but to know the reasons why, he lays out three 
headships: the head of man is Christ, the head of woman is man, and the head of 
Christ is God (v3). “Head” in this context means covenantal representative. It’s 
someone invested with authority to lead sacrificially in order to bless. Paul is not 
saying everything about headship. Women just like men are part of mankind, and as 
such are represented by the new Adam (Rom. 5:12, 18-19). But here he is talking 
about how particular relationships are affected while praying and prophesying. We 
are not like separate marbles that happen to be in the same pouch. We’re like leaves 
on a tree. Headship is inescapable. Jesus is the head whether we want Him to be or 
not. The fact that the Father is the head of Christ tells us that authority and 
submission among equals is not part of the fall, but intrinsic to the Trinity and 
reflected in creation. Jesus is fully God, but He always does the will of the Father (Jn. 
6:38). This sort of submission is not servile but actually results in the greatest honor 
(Phil. 2:9-11). Similarly, a husband doesn’t attain to being the head of his wife, he just 
is the head and called to imitate Jesus in the way he loves his wife (Eph. 5:23-27). As 
he exercises his authority by loving and serving his wife (and a man is head of no 
other), taking action and making decisions for his household, she is blessed (e.g. Josh. 
24:15). Headship does not make a man a tyrant, nor does submission make a woman 
a doormat because this is not how God is or what He allows in marriage.  
 
Praying in Public 
Biblical theology never stays abstract. Paul goes from talking about covenantal heads 
to the way hair affects them. Every man who covers his head while praying for 
prophesying dishonors his head, that is, Christ (v4). But every woman who uncovers 
her head dishonors her head, that is, her husband. If she does this she might as well 
be shaved (v5). The prostitutes at temple of Aphrodite had shaved heads, and to 
“uncover” your head meant to have unkempt hair indicating in other contexts your 
sexual availability. Worship of Dionysus, Cybele, and Isis was also sexual where 
women “let down their hair”. Paul would allow nothing of the kind, and calls out the 
inconsistency of sexual immodesty by saying if that’s acceptable in worship then go 
ahead and do your hair like prostitutes; it isn’t, so don’t (v6). We might ask if this 
response is really necessary. It was and the Holy Spirit also thought it was necessary 
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for the church to be talking about this passage until the resurrection. Have you ever 
been a part or heard of a church where there was a sexual scandal that could have 
been predicted by observing the worship service? We can’t let Victorian sensibilities 
keep us from dealing with biblical texts and sinful realities. And not surprising, 
Victorian culture was rife with sexual immorality and thriving red light districts 
because prudery is often a gateway for licentiousness. These issues are universal, and 
we still have a saying “to let your hair down” which means a woman is letting loose. 
And we still need to be told that when a woman does this she is dishonoring her 
head.   
  
For a Glory and a Covering 
It’s perfectly backwards to take away from this passage that women ought to be 
bundled up and hidden way. A man shouldn’t cover his head because he is the image 
and glory of God, but woman is the glory of man (v7). Paul doesn’t say woman is the 
image of man because man and woman are both the image of God (Gen. 1:27). He 
says she is his glory. Adam is fashioned from dust on the last day of creation. He is 
the pinnacle of God’s work and is put in charge of it (Gen. 2:15). But Adam can’t do it 
alone, and some of it he can’t do at all, so God tops off the topping with woman, 
going from glory to glory (Gen. 2:18, 21-24). Man isn’t from woman, but woman from 
man; she is the glory of the glory (v8; cf. Prov. 12:4). This doesn’t insult man because 
she is his glory. To say that a man is the only definition of glory and therefore look 
down on women is misogynistic, and so is saying that a woman can or should be the 
same glory as a man. She was created to help him and ought to think of her actions in 
light of that (v9). The sign of authority on her head is her hair, which shows her 
relationship to a particular man. The angels note it, and in the Lord we rejoice in our 
interdependence (vv10-12). There’s a temptation to get lost in Paul’s argument or 
punt on the whole passage, claiming this is all just cultural. We can’t say that because 
he says nature itself teaches long hair dishonors a man, and long hair glorifies and 
covers a woman (vv14-15). Her hair, not a doily, is her covering. Paul says nothing 
specific about the length, so we can make cultural adjustments while preserving the 
point. The “glory and covering”, which shows up in John Newton’s hymn Glorious 
Things of Thee Are Spoken, is a paraphrase from Isaiah 4:5, a prophecy of the time 
when God’s Shekinah glory will rest on every household: “then the Lord will create 
above every dwelling place of Mount Zion, and above her assemblies, a cloud and 
smoke by day and the shining of a flaming fire by night. For over all the glory there will 
be a covering.” We shouldn’t be contentious about it, but God’s grace powerfully is 
evident in men and women who honor the Lord and one another in everything.   

 

 


