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1 CORINTHIANS 11 
COMMENTARY 

________________________________________________________________ 
 

1 Be imitators of me, just as I also am of Messiah. 
 
11:1 The Apostle Paul makes a significant statement, in his word, “Copy me, just as I’m 

copying the Messiah” (Kingdom New Testament). Not too infrequently in some of our 
collective Messianic experience, one will encounter v. 1 appealed to, to affirm that a figure 
like Saul of Tarsus, upon encountering Israel’s Messiah, and going out to declare him to his 
fellow Jews and those of the nations—did not all of a sudden stop being Jewish. Paul was Torah 
observant, just as Yeshua was Torah observant. I have never taken issue with this conclusion, 
particularly in view of Paul’s words in 1 Timothy 6:3: “If anyone advocates a different doctrine 
and does not agree with sound words, those of our Lord Yeshua the Messiah, and with the 
doctrine conforming to godliness.” I agree that Paul emulated Yeshua, including in Paul’s 
adherence to Moses’ Teaching. 

There are other aspects of the ministry of Paul, and the ministry of the Messiah—which 
Believers are called to emulate—which can too conveniently get left out (Philippians 3:17; 4:9; 
1 Thessalonians 1:6; 2 Thessalonians 3:7-9; 2 Timothy 3:10-12). An important philosophy of 
self-sacrifice and service to others, was doubtlessly a critical component of what Paul 
intended the Corinthians to emulate from his example—and it was hardly something easy for 
many to consider. In later correspondence, he would tell them, “For we who live are 
constantly being delivered over to death for Yeshua's sake, so that the life of Yeshua also may 
be manifested in our mortal flesh” (2 Corinthians 4:11). Emulating the Messiah, in terms of 
His sufferings unto death (Philippians 2:7-8; 1 Peter 2:21), is hardly a popular subject to 
contemplate, in any venue. Yet, a selfless service to one’s fellow brothers and sisters, and the 
interests of the good news, is indeed required for all who emulate Yeshua. 
 

 
2 Now I praise you because you remember me in everything and hold firmly to the 
traditions, just as I delivered them to you. 3 But I want you to understand that 
Messiah is the head of every man, and the man is the head of a woman, and God is 
the head of Messiah. 
 
11:2 It is hardly a surprise why the statements made, and the subject matter present, in 

1 Corinthians 11:2-16, have made it one of the most difficult of the Pauline passages one will 
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encounter. There is a variance of opinion in contemporary examination, on how to approach 
and translate different terms and clauses, how to evaluate various ancient background issues, 
and hence also how to weigh what the actual problem was within the Corinthian assembly. 
As Richard B. Hays puts it, “[Paul’s] reasoning is notoriously obscure, partly because we do 
not know precisely how to interpret some of the key terms in the argument and partly 
because the line of the argument is—by any standard—labored and convoluted.”1 To a wide 
degree, the only way that some of Paul’s methodology of communication can make sense to 
us—regardless of what conclusions we may draw—is to recognize that what he says in vs. 2-
16 involves terms, clauses, and a background which the Corinthians were familiar with via 
Paul’s teaching to them. 

The Apostle Paul lauds the Corinthians, “I commend you because you remember me in 
everything and maintain the traditions even as I have delivered them to you” (RSV). While 
some versions will render the term paradosis as “teachings” (NIV) or “doctrines” (LITV) or 
even “ordinances” (KJV), paradosis really does mean “the content of instruction that has 
been handed down, tradition” (BDAG).2 Too frequently, readers of the Apostolic Scriptures 
or New Testament encounter negative uses of the term “tradition” (Matthew 15:6; Mark 7:4, 
8, 13; Galatians 1:14; Colossians 2:8), and can easily gloss over positive uses (2 Thessalonians 
2:15; 3:6). V. 2 includes a positive usage of “tradition,” although there is no agreement what 
such “tradition” might be. It is safe to say that what Paul has directed the Corinthians to 
follow, is consistent with the theological views and spiritual values of his Jewish heritage. 

What Paul communicates to the Corinthians in the verses which follow, generally fall 
into two categories today. That there is some discussion about ornamentation of some sort on 
the heads of men and women in the Corinthian assembly, is easily deduced from any English 
translation. That there is debate as to whether (1) head covering garments in worship on the 
heads of men and women, or whether (2) ancient hairstyles communicating respectability or 
lewdness, is the targeted issue, is not as widely known by today’s lay Bible readers. In our 
own ministry experience, few of today’s Messianic people are aware of these two options—
although there are some firm opinions present in our faith community about head covering 
garments on men and women to be employed in congregational worship. 

David E. Garland notes, “The problem centers on head attire in worship, but interpreters 
cannot agree whether it has to do with some kind of head covering, hairstyles, or properly 
tended hair...”3 That some kind of head covering garments were used in worship, by both 
Jewish men and women in the Second Temple period, is easily deduced from 2 Corinthians 
3:14.4 Doubt as to whether head covering garments is the actual issue found in vs. 2-16, arises 
over the mentioning of long hair present on either a man or a woman (vs. 14-15). In the 

 
1 Hays, 183. 
2 BDAG, 763. 
3 Garland, 505. 
4 “But their minds were hardened; for until this very day at the reading of the old covenant the same veil 

[kalumma] remains unlifted, because it is removed in Messiah” (2 Corinthians 3:14). 
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estimation of Roy E. Ciampa and Brian S. Rosner, “If hair styles are in view (men wearing long 
hair and/or women letting their hair down rather than putting it up), it may suggest that 
homosexual influences were penetrating the church, since long hair was associated with 
homosexuality in the Roman world.”5 

11:3 The Apostle Paul opens his argument about heads and hair on men and women in 
the assembly, in what has become a very dissected and debated statement in recent 
theological discussion. V. 3 appears in most English Bibles along the lines of, “But I want you 
to know that the head of every man is Messiah, and the head of the woman is the man, 
and the head of Messiah is God” (TLV). V. 3 is frequently viewed from the perspective of a 
hierarchical order to be present between God, the Messiah, males, and females.6 A frequent 
conclusion drawn is that Yeshua the Son is permanently (or even eternally) subordinate to 
God the Father (cf. 15:28), and that females are permanently subordinate to males. While 
Messianic readers of v. 3 might not be too sure over the relationship of the Father and Son in 
this verse, it is safe to say that most would definitely assert that, at least as a broad rule from 
this verse, that females are to be subordinate to males. 

Within the past several decades, in evangelical Christian examination of v. 3, there has 
been considerable disagreement as to whether Paul is even presenting some kind of 
hierarchical order. If a hierarchical order involving God and human beings were the issue, 
then why does v. 3 not include some kind of descending or ascending order, such as: God, 
Messiah, males, females? V. 3 notably does not say, “God is the leader/authority of Christ, 
Christ is the leader/authority of every man, and the man is the leader/authority of a woman.” 
Instead, what is encountered are three pairs of relationships expressed, which are intended 
to convey something to the Corinthian audience: 

 
hoti pantos andros hē kephalē ho Christos estin, kephalē de gunaikos ho anēr, kephalē de tou 
Christou ho Theos 
 
Within discussions and debates over v. 3, no factor has become more pronounced than 

over the correct meaning of the Greek term kephalē, which would literally mean “head.” 
Obviously, in the various uses which follow in vs. 4-16, that kephalē or “head” pertains to the 
physical head of a man or woman is contextually obvious. Strong debates take place in 
contemporary scholarship over what kephalē means in v. 3, specifically whether it means 
“authority” or “leader”—as the term “head” frequently can mean in English—or whether it 
means something else, particularly “source” or “origin,” akin to the “headwaters” of a river. 
An unambiguous term that Paul could have used, if “authority” were expressly intended in v. 

 
5 Ciampa and Rosner, 512. 
6 There are indeed versions which reflect this, including: “But I want you to understand that Christ is 

supreme over every man, the husband is supreme over his wife, and God is supreme over Christ” (Good News 
Bible); “In a marriage relationship, there is authority from Christ to husband, and from husband to wife. The 
authority of Christ is the authority of God” (The Message). 
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3, is exousia, appearing in v. 10. Another term which could have been employed, witnessed in 
1 Corinthians for sure (2:6, 8), is archōn, “a ruler, commander, chief, captain” (LS).7 

Most people, in today’s broad Messianic movement you will encounter, will just assume 
that there is no other meaning for “head” than “authority” or “leader”8—especially given 
widespread English usage of the term “head” akin to “leader.” However, a brief survey of 
some scholastic examination of v. 3 has demonstrated greater variance than the average 
reader may know. Some general resources for popular distribution, such as the 1996 Hard 
Sayings of the Bible, certainly does include some deliberation over whether or not kephalē 
means “authority over” or “source,” with “source” definitely preferred.9 Unfortunately, one 
of the major drawbacks regarding kephalē meaning “source” or “origin,” as noted by Garland 
(who is notably not favorable to it), is that “no Greek lexicon offers this as an option.”10 What 
is more the case, is that some of the major tools available to Bible students, do not offer the 
definition of “source” or “origin” for kephalē. The unabridged Liddell-Scott-Jones-McKenzie 
lexicon, inaccessible to most, does include the definition “source, origin” for kephalē.11 More 
accessible is the intermediate Liddell-Scott lexicon, which does state how kephalē can mean 
“the head or source of a river” (LS).12 

There has actually been a considerable amount of ink spilled defending the view that 
kephalē should be viewed as “source” in some key Pauline texts describing gender roles,13 and 
strong rebuttals issued holding to the position that kephalē means “authority.”14 Fairer 
discussions as to whether or not kephalē means “authority” or “source,” are more often to be 
found in 1 Corinthians commentaries, among other studies (also notably including 
commentaries on Ephesians 5:23), because the textual usage of kephalē has to be evaluated. 
As is seen, there are a fair number of examiners in agreement that kephalē does not at all have 
to mean “authority” in 1 Corinthians 11:3—and this will notably include complementarian 
theologians, who are widely disfavorable toward women serving on a more level playing field 
with men in the Body of Messiah. 

F.F. Bruce was a relatively early commentator who remarked, “By head in this context 
we are probably to understand not, as has frequently been suggested, ‘chief’ or ‘ruler’ but 

 
7 LS, 122. 
8 A possible exception to this might be seen in the footnote offered on 1 Corinthians 11:3 in the public domain 

resource, Michael Paul Johnson and Wayne Mitchell, eds., World Messianic Bible (n.d., 2015) [eBook for Amazon 
Kindle], which does state, “or, origin.” 

9 Walter C. Kaiser, Peter H. Davids, F.F. Bruce, and Manfred T. Brauch, Hard Sayings of the Bible (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1996), pp 599-602. 

10 Garland, 515. 
11 BibleWorks 9.0: LSJM Lexicon (Unabridged). 
12 LS, 430. 
13 “1 Corinthians 11:2-3: Head/Source Relationships,” in Payne, pp 117-139; specifically his fifteen reasons on 

why kephalē does not exclusively mean “authority.” 
14 Wayne Grudem, “The Meaning of Kephalē (‘Head’): A Response to Recent Studies,” in John Piper and 

Wayne Grudem, eds., Recovering Biblical Manhood and Womanhood: A Response to Evangelical Feminism (Wheaton, 
IL: Crossway, 1991), pp 425-468. 
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rather ‘source’ or ‘origin’—a sense well attested for Gk kephalē.”15 Leon Morris would also 
have to indicate, “‘Head’ was used of the ‘source’ (as ‘head’ of a river)...Paul is saying that the 
woman derives her being from man (Gn. 2:21-22), as man does from Christ and Christ from 
God. But we must be cautious in pressing these words, for none of the relationships 
mentioned is exactly the same as either of the others.”16 And other commentators, who to 
various degrees do believe in a hierarchical order present in v. 3, have had to acknowledge 
how kephalē could mean “source” or “origin.”17 In his 1994 volume in the NIV Application 
Commentary series, Craig Blomberg usefully indicates, “The order of the three parts of verse 
3...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.’” He goes on to conclude, though, “the vast majority of 
all church history has understood ‘head’ as ‘authority’...[W]eighty arguments are needed to 
overthrow it.”18 The considerable bulk of data which has been put together, by mainly 
evangelical examiners, in support of the term kephalē meaning “source” or “origin,” has been 
witnessed in the 2000s and 2010s.19 

While lexical debates over the meaning of the term kephalē will probably never end, 
what is notably changed if kephalē in 1 Corinthians 11:3 does not mean “authority” or “leader,” 
as it has been traditionally approached? Gordon D. Fee draws out how when kephalē is 
approached as “source” in v. 3, the relationships of the different parties, with one originating 
from another, are necessarily highlighted: 

 
“The metaphor itself is often understood to be hierarchical, setting up structures of 
authority. But nothing in the passage suggests as much; in that the only appearance of 
the word exousia (‘authority’) refers to the woman’s own authority (v. 10). Moreover, vv. 
11-12 explicitly qualify vv. 8-9 so that they will not be understood in this way. Indeed, 
the metaphorical use of kephalē to mean ‘chief’ or ‘the person of the highest rank’ is rare 
in Greek literature—so much so that even though the Hebrew word rō’š often carried 
this sense, the Greek translators of the LXX, who ordinarily used kephalē to transate rō’š 
when the physical ‘head’ was intended, almost never did so when ‘ruler’ was 
intended....Paul’s understanding of the metaphor...and almost certainly the only one the 
Corinthians would have grasped, is ‘head’ as ‘source,’ especially ‘source of life’...Thus 
Paul’s concern is not hierarchical (who has authority over whom), but relational (the 

 
15 Bruce, 103. 
16 Morris, 149. 
17 Cf. Prior, 181. 
18 Blomberg, 209. 
19 For a summary of views surrounding the term kephalē, consult C.C. Kroeger, “Head,” in Dictionary of Paul 

and His Letters, pp 375-377; Thiselton, 812-822; Alan F. Johnson, “A Meta-Study of the Debate over the Meaning of 
‘Head’ (Kephalē) in Paul’s Writings,” Priscilla Papers Issue 20:4, Autumn 2006; Lynn H. Cohick, “Headship,” in 
Dictionary of Scripture and Ethics, pp 349-350; Richard S. Cervin, “On the Significance of [Kephalē] (Head): A Study 
of the Abuse of One Greek Word,” Missing Voices: A special edition journal of Christians for Biblical Equality 2014. 
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unique relationships that are predicated on one’s being the source of the other’s 
existence).”20 
 
With physical head ornamentation on men and women to be discussed in the verses 

which follow, “the man is the head/kephalē of a woman” expressing origins, necessarily 
directs people to how Eve came from Adam (v. 8), and how there were gender distinctions to 
be properly maintained in the Body of Messiah, although there is notably also an 
interdependence of both genders (vs. 11-12). If particular sorts of physical head 
ornamentation conveyed an inappropriate message for the assembly—such as men 
identifying as homosexuals or females as prostitutes—than an affirmation on where human 
beings come from, and what they stand in relation to, should be in order. As Anthony C. 
Thiselton directs, 

“Paul’s concern is not with subordination but with gender distinction. He expresses no 
less disquiet (probably indeed more) about men whose style is effeminate with possible hints 
of a quasihomosexual blurring of male gender than about women who likewise reject the use 
of signals of respectable and respected gender distinctiveness.”21 

Of course, concurrent with woman originating from man, would be how kephalē 
concerns the relationship of Yeshua the Son to God the Father. While the Son is certainly 
witnessed in other passages as being submissive to the Father, particularly involving His 
agency—is the Son the Father’s permanent subordinate, and possibly a lesser supernatural 
being than He, rather than His equal (cf. Philippians 2:6)? This does not need to be a 
conclusion drawn from v. 3. When kephalē is approached as “source” or “origin,” the 
statement “Messiah is the kephalē of every man” concerns the Messiah’s role in the Creation 
of Adam. When kephalē is approached as “source” or “origin,” the statement “God is the 
kephalē of Messiah” is more appropriately to be approached as “The Godhead is the source of 
Messiah,” given the presence of the definite article in ho Theos (o` qeo,j), and would be 
appropriately viewed as the Messiah’s Incarnation. 

With kephalē approached as “source” or “origin” in v. 3, rather than some sort of 
hierarchical relationship involving God-Messiah-males-females, we instead see three pairs 
of relationships present, both beginning and ending with an emphasis on the Messiah. It 
begins with the place of the Messiah in creation, the origin of woman from man, and it ends 
with the place of the Messiah in His Incarnation and redemption. Between the Messiah as 
Creator and Redeemer sit the man and the woman, who indeed have Divinely-granted 
differences of gender. Evangelical Christian egalitarians, who do interpret the Scriptures as 
presenting a trajectory of a level playing field for men and women as co-leaders in the family 
and the Body of Messiah, do not at all conclude that the Bible presents men and women as 
eventually merging into some kind of unisex. Woman does originate from man, but both 
genders are interconnected (v. 11). 

 
20 Fee, pp 502-503. 
21 Thiselton, 805. 



1 CORINTHIANS 11 

- 331 - 

A rendering of v. 3, with all possibilities represented, is offered by Thiselton in his 
commentary: “However, I want you to understand that while Christ is preeminent (or head? 
source?) for man, man is foremost (or head? source?) in relation to woman, and God is 
preeminent (or head? source?) in relation to Christ.”22 The aptly titled Source New Testament 
by A. Nyland actually does have, “Now, I want you to know that the source of every man is 
the Anointed One, the source of woman is man, and the source of the Anointed One is God,”23 
for v. 3. A recognition that kephalē can indeed mean “source” or “origin,” as such ho Theos or 
“the Godhead” is the origin of the Messiah’s Incarnation, should lead to v. 3 being legitimately 
approached as, “But I want you to understand that the source of every man is Messiah, 
and the source of the woman is the man, and the source of Messiah is the Godhead” (my 
translation).24 

The advantage of approaching kephalē from the perspective of it being “source” or 
“origin” in 1 Corinthians 11:3, is how it would decisively place the discussion of head 
ornamentation on men and women, within the venue of Creation-humankind-redemption. 
The relationship of man and woman in the Body of Messiah, involves a wider place for 
humanity’s relationship with the Messiah who created them, the same Messiah who took on 
humanity to be sacrificed for their sins. As Philip B. Payne excellently summarizes in his 
resource Man and Woman, One in Christ, 

 
“‘God is the [kephalē] of Christ’ anchors Paul’s concern in the Godhead. This most 
naturally refers to Christ’s source as from God in the incarnation...This explains the 
order of these three [kephalē] (source) relationships as chronological: the creation of 
man, the creation of woman, and the incarnation...Preceding the statement, ‘the man is 
the source of woman,’ is an affirmation of Christ’s role in creation as the source of every 
man. Following it is an affirmation of Christ’s role in redemption, since this is implied 
by the reference to God as the [kephalē] (source) of Christ in the incarnation. This 
bracketing suggests that Paul desired the Corinthians to view the relationship of man 
and woman in light of two pivotal events, creation and redemption. These two pivotal 
events are the keys to understanding natural and special revelation. The creation of 
humankind in the image of God and God’s provision for redemption through his very 
Son provide the two pillars that uphold both the value of human life and the respect that 
people should show to each other.”25 
 
 
 
 

 
22 Thiselton, 800. 
23 A. Nyland, trans., The Source New Testament (Australia: Smith and Stirling Publishing, 2007), 323. 
24 Other passages to be considered, where kephalē appears, would include: Ephesians 1:21-22; 5:22-23; 

Colossians 1:18; 2:10. 
25 Payne, pp 138-139. 
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4 Every man who has something on his head while praying or prophesying 
disgraces his head. 5 But every woman who has her head uncovered while praying 
or prophesying disgraces her head, for she is one and the same as the woman whose 
head is shaved. 6 For if a woman does not cover her head, let her also have her hair 
cut off; but if it is disgraceful for a woman to have her hair cut off or her head 
shaved, let her cover her head. 7 For a man ought not to have his head covered, since 
he is the image and glory of God; but the woman is the glory of man. 
 
11:4-16 A major controversy which tends to exist in various parts of the Messianic 

community, surrounding the issue of head covering garments in worship settings, pertains 
to diagnosing what the actual issue of Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians 11:4-16 involves. 
Frequently, and most often from non-Jewish Messianics with a more often than not 
fundamentalist reading of Holy Scripture, some would take 1 Corinthians 11:4-16, in English, 
as an insistence that Jewish men and Messianic men should not wear a kippah or yarmulke, 
but that all females (at least in worship settings) must wear a head covering garment. 
However, as can be easily seen, there are some translation issues present in these verses in 
various English Bible versions, as well as some ancient background issues germane to First 
Century Corinth, which need to be seriously considered. 

There are many commentators who adhere to the view that the females in Corinth had 
stopped wearing head covering garments, and that the Apostle Paul wanted them to return to 
following such a tradition.26 Yet, there are many reasons for considering an alternative 
approach to what “covered” and “uncovered” means in vs. 4-6, as they involved ancient 
hairstyles present in Corinth, which can easily be deduced from the uses of male and female 
hair in the wider cotext (vs. 14-15). All can be agreed that regardless of what kind of head 
ornamentation was specifically in view, that various Corinthians were presenting 
themselves in the assembly in a disrespectable way, bringing dishonor to God, to one another, 
and conveying an inappropriate message to wider society. 

The view, represented in this commentary, will support the proposal that “covered” 
relates to hair that has been pulled up upon the head, and that “uncovered” relates to hair 
which has been let go freely—one communicating respectability, and another 
communicating lewdness, in the context of Ancient Corinth. Hence, 1 Corinthians 11:4-16 
should not be used as a passage to condemn the usage of the kippah or yarmulke or tallit, when 
worn on the head or being draped over the head. 

11:4 Paul opens up this section of his letter with the recognition that a man or a male can 
bring some kind of dishonor to his head, via some kind of an inappropriate ornamentation, 
and as such will draw undue attention to himself. V. 4 states, pas anēr proseuchomenos ē 
prophēteuōn kata kephalēs, which the NRSV has rendered with, “Any man who prays or 
prophesies with something on his head...” There is some discussion on how to approach the 

 
26 Cf. “On Headcoverings and Religion in Roman Cities,” in Witherington, pp 232-234 for a useful summary 

of some ancient perspectives. 
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clause kata kephalēs, as the preposition kata, when used with a genitive (case indicating 
possession), can often mean “of location that is relatively lower, down from someth” (BDAG).27 
Frequently, though, various examiners have made light of a statement appearing from 
Plutarch, “after disembarking, [he] was walking with his toga covering his head [kata tēs 
kephalēs]” (Moralia 200F),28 and have assumed that something similar was present in Corinth 
with various men wearing a head covering garment. 

That there is not agreement on the clause kata kephalēs meaning “with his head covered” 
(NIV) or “who has something on his head” (NASU), is easily seen in the 1984 NIV footnote, 
which offers the alternative rendering, “Every man who prays or prophesies with long hair 
dishonors his head.”29 Such a rendering would take into account how the preposition kata 
often means “down.” W. Harold Mare notes how in v. 4, what is debated is “literally, ‘having 
[something] down from [or over] one’s head.’”30 While one option could indeed be that Paul 
disapproves of men wearing a head covering garment in worship settings, the other option at 
an interpreter’s disposal, from the surrounding text and keeping in mind kata kephalēs as 
“down from the head,” is that long hair on a man is what is being condemned. Blomberg states 
it as much: 

“In verses 14-15 Paul is definitely talking about relative lengths of hair for men and 
women, so it is somewhat more natural to assume that he has been talking about hairstyles 
all long. Long hair on Greek men might well have led to suspicions of homosexual behavior.”31 

Would it have really been disgraceful for a First Century Jewish man, or even a Greek or 
Roman man, to wear a garment upon his head during a time of prayer or prophecy? No. Paul 
specifies later in v. 14 that there is something which could be down from a man’s head that 
would disgrace him: “if a man has long hair, it is a dishonor to him.” Long hair on a man 
hanging down, could have communicated something in Corinth that might not have been 
very good for the Believers. At the very least, some males with long hair hanging down, from 
certain angles, could possibly be confused as being female. More concerning, to be sure, is if 
long hair hanging down from a man, identified such a man as possibly being homosexual. 
Payne, in his book Man and Woman, One in Christ, further describes, 

 
“Something ‘down from’ ([kata] with the genitive, ‘lit. hanging down fr. the head,’ BDAG 
511 A.1.a) or ‘over’ the head of men leading in worship was disgraceful. Paul does not in 
this verse identify what was down from the head, so any explanation, to be convincing, 
needs to cite evidence from this passage and its cultural context. What hanging down 
from a man’s head would be disgraceful for men leading worship in Corinth, a Greek city 
and a Roman colony? Many assume it is a toga (himation). It was not, however, 
disgraceful in the cultural context of Corinth or in Jewish culture for a man to drape a 

 
27 BDAG, 511. 
28 Plutarch: Moralia, Vol III, trans. Frank Cole Babbitt (London: William Heinemann, 1961), pp 190-191. 
29 Kenneth L. Barker, ed., et. al., NIV Study Bible (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2002), 1789. 
30 Mare, in EXP, 10:257. 
31 Blomberg, 210. 
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garment over his head. The capite velato custom of pulling a toga over one’s head in 
Roman religious contexts symbolized devotion and piety, not disgrace. Jewish custom 
and the Hebrew Scriptures also approved head-covering garments for men leading in 
worship32…Thankfully, Paul identifies in verse 15 what ‘hanging down from the head’ 
causes disgrace: ‘If a man has long hair, it is a disgrace to him [1 Corinthians 11:14, 
NIV].’”33 
 
Payne goes on to assert that one of the significant reasons why long, free flowing hair on 

a man, would be considered disgraceful, would be how “Many desiring homosexual liaisons 
advertised their sexual availability through display of effeminate hair, particularly in the 
Dionysiac cult that was influential in Corinth.”34 

Surely for our Messianic faith community, which can wrestle with the issue of men 
wearing a kippah or yarmulke during worship, much can be relieved when weighing how 1 
Corinthians 11:4 should be translated along the lines of “Every man praying or 
prophesying, having something down from the head [kata kephalēs], dishonors the head” 
(my translation). Far be it from “something down from the head” being a tallit or prayer shawl, 
it would instead be what the text of Paul’s letter actually states brings dishonor: long, 
effeminate hair (v. 14), perhaps even with homosexual overtones or undertones. 1 
Corinthians 11:4, when properly viewed from this angle, has nothing to do with the Jewish 
tradition or custom of men wearing a kippah or yarmulke, and cannot be used to disparage 
such a practice. 

11:5-6 Having just made a statement about proper head ornamentation for the males in 
Corinth, Paul now speaks about proper head ornamentation for the females in Corinth. The 
RSV rendering of v. 5 does need to be noted, as it does represent a value judgment: “but any 
woman who prays or prophesies with her head unveiled dishonors her head—it is the same 
as if her head were shaven.” A much better rendering would be seen in the NASU: “But every 
woman who has her head uncovered while praying or prophesying disgraces her head, for 
she is one and the same as the woman whose head is shaved.” The term akatakaluptos does 
legitimately mean “uncovered” (LS)35—but whether this involves some lack of a head covering 
garment, or some ancient hairstyle, is something which obviously needs to be weighed. 

One of the things which can be easily overlooked—regardless of how “uncovered” in v. 
5 is approached—is that females were absolutely permitted to speak and prophecy in the 
assembly (cf. Acts 2:17-18; 21:9). That women were permitted to speak in the assembly, is 
rightly taken to be a sign of female liberation for those who trust in Israel’s Messiah, in a 
wider Jewish and Greco-Roman context where females were not typically able to speak into 
the life of the community. 

 
32 E.g., Exodus 28:4, 37, 39; 29:6; 39:28, 31; Leviticus 8:9; 16:4; Ezekiel 24:17; 44:18; Zechariah 3:5. 
33 Payne, pp 141-142. 
34 Ibid., 143; Ibid., pp 144-145 lists fourteen reasons in support of long hair hanging down from men being 

the issue in v. 4. 
35 LS, 26. 
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In 1 Corinthians 11:5a, Paul issues instruction regarding pasa de gunē proseuchomenē ē 
prophēteuousa akatakaluptō tē kephalē, “and every woman praying or prophesying with the 
head uncovered...” (YLT), is to be regarded as having dishonored her head, being as though 
her head were shaved (v. 5b). Having a shaved (Grk. verb xureō) head in ancient times, 
whether in Ancient Israel, Second Temple Judaism, or even Greco-Roman culture, was 
frequently a sign of mourning and/or humiliation. Often referenced by examiners is a 
statement made by the Roman historian Tacitus, regarding how an Ancient Germanic female 
having such cut hair was a sign of her being an adulteress: 

“Very rare for so numerous a population is adultery, the punishment for which is 
prompt, and in the husband's power. Having cut off the hair of the adulteress and stripped 
her naked, he expels her from the house in the presence of her kinsfolk, and then flogs her 
through the whole village” (Germania 19).36 

While there is certainly longstanding support for approaching a female with a “head 
uncovered,” as meaning that a woman praying or prophesying must have some kind of a 
garment present, there are good reasons for us to think that the issue here is not really the 
wearing of a head covering garment. A significant usage of the adjective akatakaluptos or 
“uncovered,” in the Septuagint, is Leviticus 13:45, speaking of “the leper who has the plague 
in him, his garments shall be torn, and his head shall be uncovered [akatakaluptos]” (LXE).37 
Akatakaluptos renders the Hebrew verb para, which notably can mean “to let the hair on the 
head hang loosely” (HALOT),38 as “The leper who has the disease shall wear torn clothes and 
let the hair of his head hang loose [para]…” (Leviticus 13:45, RSV). 

Among examiners, Payne is one who makes a connection between the Greek 
akatakaluptos and the Hebrew para, for properly interpreting v. 5: 

“The only occurrence in the text Paul cited the most, the LXX [Septuagint], of 
‘uncovered’ (11:5; [akatakaluptos] in Lev 13:45) translates [faru’a], from [para], which Hebrew 
scholars agree means ‘to let the hair on the head hang loosely.’ It is the earliest instance of the 
word ‘cover’ ([katakaluptos]) occurring with ‘head’ in the TLG database…‘Uncovered’ is 
explained twice in verses 5-6, using ‘for’ ([gar]). Both reasons explain the uncovering as 
equivalent to hair being clipped or shaved. This associates the covering as hair and fits most 
naturally if ‘uncovered’ refers to a woman with her hair let down.”39 

As far as translation of akatakaluptos is concerned from v. 5, “uncovered” is a correct 
rendering. What needs to be recognized is the probable association of the Greek akatakaluptos 
and Hebrew para, with “uncovered” more properly meaning: “with free flowing hair.” 

Payne is not the only interpreter who interjects some significant doubt as to whether or 
not “uncovered” and “covered” relate to some kind of head covering garment—or instead 

 
36 Tacitus: Germania, trans. Chris Heaton. Accessible online at <http://www.unrv.com/tacitus/tacitus-

germania-5.php>. 
37 NETS similarly has: “let his clothes the loosened and his head be uncovered [akatakaluptos].” 
38 HALOT, 2:970. 
39 Payne, 167. 



1 CORINTHIANS FOR THE PRACTICAL MESSIANIC 

- 336 - 

ancient Corinthian hairstyles. Blomberg interjects multiple options in his commentary from 
the NIV Application series: 

“[T]he covering could refer to long hair. It could be that Paul wants them to keep it ‘done 
up,’ as was the custom among married women, rather than loose and flowing—a sign in some 
circles of being unmarried or, worse still, of suspected adultery (among Jews) or pagan, 
prophetic frenzy (among Greeks). Or it could be that they are simply wearing their hair too 
short, perilously close to the shaven heads of a convicted adulteress in Jewish circles or of the 
more ‘masculine’ partner in a lesbian relationship in the Greek world.”40 

Hays elaborates on how Corinthian females, wearing free flowing hair in an assembly of 
Messiah followers, would not only be seen as a sign of disgrace, but would likely associate the 
Believers with various religious cults—something the Apostle Paul surely did not want: 

“For women to have loose hair in public...was conventionally seen as shameful, a sign 
associated either with prostitutes or—perhaps worse for Paul’s point of view—with women 
caught up in the ecstatic worship practices of the cults associated with Dionysius, Cybele, and 
Isis. Paul is concerned that the practice of Christian prophecy be sharply distinguished from 
the frenzied behavior of prophetesses in pagan worship (cf. 14:26-33, 37-40). The symbolic 
confusion introduced by women with loose, disheveled hair in the Christian assembly would 
therefore be, from Paul’s point of view, shameful. If the women will not keep their hair bound 
up, he says, they should cut if off—an action which he regards as self-evidently disgraceful.”41 

If this background is kept in view, then a Corinthian woman who had her head 
“uncovered,” is one who actually had her long hair hanging loose for all in the assembly to 
see. It is true that when modern readers encounter a term like “uncovered,” it is more natural 
for us to think that the Corinthian woman was to probably be wearing some sort of head 
garment. But wearing or not wearing a head garment would not have been as problematic as 
a female having loosed hair flowing freely. In a largely progressive and so-called “sexually 
liberated” city like First Century Corinth, a woman with free-flowing loose hair was 
anything but respectable. In fact, such a hairstyle could also be viewed from the angle of a 
prostitute advertising her wares! Payne details, 

“Loosed hair was disgraceful (11:5) and symbolized sexual looseness in Roman, Greek, 
and Jewish culture….Loosed hair fits the cultural influence and specific practice of the 
Dionysiac cult, which was popular in Corinth and explains why women in Corinth might have 
let their hair down.”42 

Contrary to women with “uncovered” heads—heads with hair freely flowing down—
respectable women would have “covered heads”: “For if a woman does not cover her head, let 
her also have her hair cut off; but if it is disgraceful for a woman to have her hair cut off or 
her head shaved, let her cover her head” (v. 6). But what would it mean for a woman to “cover 
her head”? Is this to be taken as “wear[ing] a veil” (NRSV), or is it the opposite of “uncovered” 

 
40 Blomberg, 211; also the discussion in Fee, pp 495-497, 509-510. 
41 Hays, pp 185-186. 
42 Payne, 166. 
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meaning “free flowing hair”? If “covered” is to be taken as meaning “without free flowing 
hair,” then it would necessarily involve the Corinthian women arranging their hair in a kind 
of bun, something attested in the artwork of the broad First Century. As Payne describes, 

“What about having one’s head ‘uncovered’ would cause shame to a woman leading in 
worship in the cultural setting of Corinth? The extensive evidence from portraiture, frescoes, 
sculptures, and vase paintings in Greek and Roman cities of Paul’s day almost universally 
depicts respectable women with their hair done up. Women in everyday public settings are 
not depicted with their hair hanging loose over their shoulders.”43 

A Corinthian woman with an “uncovered” head meaning free-flowing long hair, hair 
that has not been arranged in a proper manner, makes sense of Paul’s prescription that such 
an “uncovered” woman’s hair be cut or shaved off—which was definitely a sign of dishonor. 
With the realization that “covered” and “uncovered” probably relates to hairstyles of hair 
pulled up versus free-flowing long hair, how does this change our reading of Paul’s further 
direction? When people would attend home gatherings of the Corinthians, including any 
visiting pagans, what impression would it give of the Messiah followers and the Lord Yeshua 
(vs. 13-16)?  

11:7 Some controversy has definitely been stirred over Paul’s statement in v. 7, which 
can involve the different approaches to kephalē or “head” seen earlier in v. 3, and how 
“Messiah is the kephalē of every man” can indeed mean “Messiah is the source of every man,” 
as in the Creation of Adam. Paul asserts, “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” (RSV). When having the head 
“covered” is understood from the perspective of long, free-flowing hair bound up in a bun, 
then Paul would indeed be denouncing a hairstyle on a male which would not only confuse 
necessary gender differentiation, but would also place a male outside of the chronology of 
Adam’s being created by God. 

Real confusion can emerge when it is glossed over how with chronology being the issue, 
that “he is the image and glory of God; but the woman is the glory of man,” hardly means that 
females are not created in the image of God. Genesis 1:27 is clear that both the male and female 
bear the image of God: “So God created humankind in his image, in the image of God he 
created them; male and female he created them” (NRSV). It is also true, however, that female 
originated from male (Genesis 2:21-23), with God’s image being passed on to the female. Bruce 
is one who thinks, “Paul does not deny that woman also bears the image of God; indeed, he 
implies that she does by carefully avoiding complete parallelism in the following statement, 
woman is the glory of man.”44 

While “glory” can be taken from the perspective of it being a synonym for God’s image, 
the woman being the glory of the man might instead be directing one back to Genesis 2:23, 
where Adam declared: “This is now bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh; she shall be called 

 
43 Ibid., 151. 
44 Bruce, 105. 
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Woman, because she was taken out of Man.” Payne observes, “The glory of someone is the 
person in whom he glories, as the man glories over the woman in Gen 2:23. Woman is depicted 
as the crowning glory of creation made specifically to be man’s partner. Most men would 
agree that of all creation, woman is the most beautiful.”45 Thiselton asserts how here “Paul 
provides no hint of ‘inferiority.’ Because of women, men is all the more man, just as because of men 
woman is all the more woman, and as humankind woman and man manifest the divine 
attributes...as expressions of God’s creative being.”46 

With a source-origin perspective having been asserted for v. 3—“But I want you to 
understand that the source of every man is Messiah, and the source of the woman is the man, 
and the source of Messiah is the Godhead” (my translation)—for a man to have a “covered” 
head, with long, effeminate hair pulled up, is to bring dishonor and disgrace to woman. As 
Payne puts it, “Paul’s appeal to woman as the glory of man affirms woman as the proper 
sexual partner for man. This exposes the error of effeminate hair, for in symbolizing 
homosexual relations it repudiates woman as man’s sexual mate.”47 
 

 
8 For man does not originate from woman, but woman from man; 9 for indeed man 
was not created for the woman's sake, but woman for the man's sake. 10 Therefore 
the woman ought to have a symbol of authority on her head, because of the angels. 
11 However, in the Lord, neither is woman independent of man, nor is man 
independent of woman. 12 For as the woman originates from the man, so also the 
man has his birth through the woman; and all things originate from God. 
 
11:8-9 With a chronological-origination order having been asserted for v. 3 via kephalē, 

Paul asserts, “for man is not of the woman, but woman of man” (v. 8, LITV), correctly taken 
to represent Adam being created first, and then Eve being created second. While it is common 
for some readers to approach v. 9 from the perspective of the female having been created 
second, as being inferior to the male—Paul has just said that “the woman is the glory of man” 
(v. 7b), highlighting the female’s great value for the man. When approached from the 
perspective of “For a man ought not to have his head covered” (v. 7a) meaning that men should 
not wear long, effeminate hair, bound up—as though he were a homosexual—then the 
statement of v. 9 can stand as a chronological affirmation of woman being created as the man’s 
legitimate sexual partner: “for indeed man was not created for the woman's sake, but woman 
for the man's sake.”48 

11:10 Because English versions can have a tendency to add words to the source text of v. 
10, a more literal rendering of dia toutou opheilei hē gunē exousian echein epi tēs kephalēs dia tous 

 
45 Payne, 179. 
46 Thiselton, 835. 
47 Payne, 180. 
48 Cf. Payne, pp 180-181. 
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