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5] INTRODUCTION

What do you make of this passage? Sometimes when we read the Bible, it generates more
questions than answers. Paul talks about head-cover here, but for many of us, it becomes
a head-scratcher. What exactly was he trying to teach us? This is actually a great moment
to revisit some basic Bible-interpretation skills. God gave us His Word so we could read
it, understand it, and live it out. The Holy Spirit will help us comprehend what God wants
to communicate. But we also have to remember that the Bible was written thousands of
years ago in cultures very different from ours. Therefore, when we study a passage, the
first thing we should ask is what the content meant to the original audience. Getting to
know their customs and habits would be helpful. Next, we look for the common human
issues we share with them—things like lack of faith, conflict or even sin. Then we look
for the solutions the passage offers. And before we close the Bible, we identify the
timeless principles that are still relevant today. In short, it is a three-step process of
observation, interpretation, and application. With that in mind, let us look at what Paul
wrote. Start with the obvious facts. First, the setting is a church gathering. Second, the
issue is whether people should cover their heads when praying or prophesying.
“Prophesying” can mean speaking God’s revelation about the future, but in a broader
sense—like the Chinese Union Version translates it—it can also refer to preaching. Third,
Paul says women, not men, should cover their heads. Those points are straightforward.
From there, Paul gives three reasons why the women in Corinth should cover their heads
in church.

%% EXPLANATION
1. #1fY#HE Divine Conformation

I will call the first reason Paul gives as divine conformation. In simple terms, it is the
order God Himself established. Paul explains by listing three relationships in verse 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. Some English Bibles translate “husband and
wife” as “man and woman.” Both interpretations are correct. What does Paul mean when
he says A is the head of B? Think about your physical head. Your brain makes decisions
and directs the rest of your body. That is why we say a CEO is the “head” of a company
— he makes the final decisions and he is responsible for the results. Therefore, it is clear
Paul 1s talking about authority, not hierarchy. Christ is the head of every person because
He is our Savior and Lord. In another letter, Paul says Christ is the head of the church. It
is the same idea. God the Father is the head of Christ because He sent the Son into the



world. Paul’s point is that just as believers submit to Christ, and Christ submits to the
Father, a wife should submit to her husband. Now, some sisters may feel uncomfortable
at this point. But do not get upset — Paul is not saying men are superior. In Scripture,
authority does not mean superiority. Jesus has the same glory, power and authority as the
Father, yet He willingly submitted to the Father while on earth. God created men and
women as equals, but He assigned them different roles. The husband’s role is to lead the
family toward the Lord, and God will hold him accountable for how he leads. Paul then
applies this principle to worship. Since God places the man in a leadership role, it would
dishonor that role if he covered his head while praying or preaching. When a man leads in
worship, he represents God’s authority, so he should not hide his head. In contrast, Paul
says a woman should cover her head in church to show her respect for her husband’s
leadership. Back then, a head covering was simply a piece of cloth — more like a scarf,
nothing like the coverings worn by some Muslim women today. Paul even adds that if a
woman refuses to cover her head, she might as well shave her hair. But since shaving a
woman’s head was considered shameful, the better choice was to wear a covering. We
also need to remember the cultural differences between Jews and Gentiles in Paul’s day.
Jewish women normally covered their heads in public. To them, an uncovered head could
signal mourning, adultery, or even prostitution. Greek women, however, usually did not
cover their heads. Because of these differences, the church could easily create distraction
or conflict. A simple solution was for everyone to follow the same requirements. It was
easier for those with more freedom to let go of their freedom. Fast-forward to today. Most
churches, including ours, do not require women to cover their heads. We understand the
cultural reasons behind Paul’s instructions. We also accept casual clothing on Sundays.
But some churches expect men to wear suits and women to wear long dresses. When you
attend a church, you should respect its traditions. After all, we come to worship God. He
should be the focus — not our fashion. Imagine a man walking in with no shirt, wearing
only swim trunks and flip-flops, or a woman wearing a huge flashy hat, a sparkling dress,
and perfume you can smell from fifty feet away. Even if those outfits are not sinful, they
draw attention to the person instead of to God. Worship is a time to humble ourselves and
give God the honor He deserves.

2. YAl God’s Creation

Besides pointing to divine conformation, Paul also argues from God’s work in creation.
In verse 8 he writes: For man was not made from woman, but woman from man. Genesis
tells us that God created Adam first. Then God saw that it was not good for Adam to be
alone, so He took a rib from Adam and made Eve. She was created to be a companion
and partner to help him. God gave husbands and wives different roles, but that never
meant men were above women. Both are created by God. Both are valuable and are
unique. To reflect this distinction in creation, Paul says in verse 10: That is why a wife
ought to have a symbol of authority on her head, because of the angels. The “symbol of
authority” refers to a head covering. In Corinth, women covered their heads to show that
they respected the authority God had given to their husbands. Then Paul adds the phrase



“because of the angels.” What does that mean? Most likely Paul is referring to the faithful
angels who obey God. Paul implies that angels are present when God’s people gather to
worship. By covering their heads, the Corinthian sisters were showing—even before the
angels—that they honored God’s order in creation. But Paul feels that some women
might feel that they were seen as second class citizens. Therefore, he adds balance in
verses 11-12: 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. Eve came from Adam, but every person since Adam has come from
a woman. God creates life, but mothers give birth. Paul’s point is simple: God does not
show favoritism. Both genders are equally important, and God designed them to depend
on each other — at home, in the church and in the world. Today, gender conversations can
get complicated. Some people avoid defining what a woman is, while at the same time
insisting that certain rights belong only to women. But God is never confused about
gender. He created male and female with clear distinctions. They are equal in dignity and
value, even though they are not identical. God gives each person strengths, gifts, and
responsibilities that contribute to the good of the whole community. In the church, we
should appreciate our differences so that we can work together. Brothers should treat
sisters with honor and respect. Sisters should embrace the roles God gives them as well.
Both men and women can serve effectively together in ministry, though often in different
ways. Some people are naturally more analytical, others more relational. Some think in
big-picture terms and others pay attention to details. Some are gifted teachers and others
are gifted in caring for people. The key is that every believer should discover the gifts,
talents and passions God has given them and use those them to build up the church.
When we bring our different strengths together, we become like pieces of a beautiful
puzzle—complete only when we work as one.

3. &35 A Social Convention

Besides divine conformation and God’s creation, Paul gives a third reason for head
coverings: social convention. In verses 14—15 he writes: 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. The Greek word for “nature” is
where we get the English word physics. Therefore, when Paul talks about “nature,” he
means the way God designed things to be. The opposite of “natural” would be
“artificial.” In general, women’s hair naturally grows longer and fuller, while men’s hair
tends to become thinner as they age. This natural difference shaped the social convention
of Paul’s day: women usually kept long hair, and men cut theirs short. In the Roman
world, long-haired guys were often viewed as immature or rebellious too. Paul’s readers
would agree that long hair on men was considered disgraceful, while long hair on women
was seen as beautiful. Paul’s point is simple: if even non-believers followed these
customs in society, it should not be difficult for believers to follow them in church. In
fact, long hair itself functioned as a natural covering for women, while a head covering
made the distinction even clearer. The Corinthians could easily tell from a distance if a



person was a male or female. Paul’s bottom line is that men and women should have
distinct characteristics. The idea is consistent with God’s command in Deuteronomy 22:5:
“A woman shall not wear a man’s garment, nor shall a man put on a woman’s cloak, for
whoever does these things is an abomination to the Lord your God.” A person who
intentionally dresses like the opposite sex would signal a rejection of the gender God has
given them. At this point, you might wonder whether some of these instructions are
outdated. Some women today prefer shorter hair because it feels cooler in the summer,
not to mention that they will save money by using less water and shampoo, and from
buying hair decorations. At the same time, some men have long hair. Some ladies do not
dress in traditionally feminine styles. My own younger sister is an example. She never
wears dresses except for school uniforms, though she keeps her hair long. The question
1s: how should modern Christians apply the principles Paul teaches? The first step is to
set aside the cultural specifics. As we mentioned earlier, women today are not required to
wear head coverings. Some practices in the Bible were tied to people’s customs. For
example, people greeted each other with a kiss on the cheek. Some cultures still do that
today, but Chinese and Western cultures use handshakes instead. The point is the same:
people express friendliness in ways that fit their culture. The same applies to hairstyles
and clothing. Today, we accept women with short hair or wearing pants. We do not think
twice when we see men with long hair. But most people still find it inappropriate for men
to wear dresses, high heels or makeup, because that communicates an attempt to appear
like women. That contradicts the gender God created them with. For Christians, it can
also harm their gospel witness. When we are in public, we are representatives of God.
When we gather in church, we come together as one body. Going to church is not like
going to a movie theater. Our personal appearance and our collective witness can either
draw people toward God or push them away. How Christians present themselves affects
how unbelievers see the church. As such, the principles Paul introduces are still valid
today. When we exercise our freedom, we should reflect God’s glory and be mindful of
people’s reaction.

4% :m CONCLUSION

As we wrap up, what lessons can we take away from this passage? Paul reminds us that
Christian life should be about making more of God and less of ourselves. When we
gather as a church, we honor God by obeying His Word and submitting to the authority
He has put in place. Even though sisters do not need to wear head coverings today, they
should gladly embrace the role God has given them. Moreover, both men and women
should accept and appreciate the differences God has designed between the two genders.
Rather than seeing those differences as a problem, we should view them as a gift from
God. Men and women are different, yet they complement one another. As we value and
respect those differences, we strengthen the unity of the church. The body of Christ is
made up of all of us together. Our unity does not come from being identical; it comes
from belonging to Christ and serving Him side by side. When we honor God’s design and
live according to His Word, we reflect His glory to the world around us.
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