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1 Corinthians 11:3-16 3 But I would have you know, that the head of every man is Christ; and the 
head of the woman is the man; and the head of Christ is God. 4 Every man praying or prophesying, having 
his head covered, dishonoureth his head. 5 But every woman that prayeth or prophesieth with her head 
uncovered dishonoureth her head: for that is even all one as if she were shaven. 6 For if the woman be not 
covered, let her also be shorn: but if it be a shame for a woman to be shorn or shaven, let her be covered. 7 
For a man indeed ought not to cover his head, forasmuch as he is the image and glory of God: but the 
woman is the glory of the man. 8 For the man is not of the woman; but the woman of the man. 9 Neither 
was the man created for the woman; but the woman for the man. 10 For this cause ought the woman to 
have power on her head because of the angels. 11 Nevertheless neither is the man without the woman, 
neither the woman without the man, in the Lord. 12 For as the woman is of the man, even so is the man 
also by the woman; but all things of God. 13 Judge in yourselves: is it comely that a woman pray unto God 
uncovered? 14 Doth not even nature itself teach you, that, if a man have long hair, it is a shame unto him? 
15 But if a woman have long hair, it is a glory to her: for her hair is given her for a covering. 16 But if any 
man seem to be contentious, we have no such custom, neither the churches of God. 
 
“Headcoverings” have been, are, and will be controversial. But, as with all such controversies, we 
must first turn to the scriptures to attempt to understand, with the blessing of the Holy Ghost, 
how to interpret and apply what we learn therein. We cannot decide on based upon our feelings. 
We can only decide from a scriptural foundation.  
 
3a But I would have you know, 
 
“But” is there to refer us back to Paul’s previous statement: 
 

1 Corinthians 11:1-2 Be ye followers of me, even as I also am of Christ. 2 Now I praise you, 
brethren, that ye remember me in all things, and keep the ordinances, as I delivered them 
to you. 

 
“Ordinances” are in the Greek paradosis, which has the meaning of the traditions or precepts 
and practices that are passed on from generation to generation. Paul praises the Corinthians 
that they have kept “the ordinances” as he “delivered them” to the church. It’s important to 
grasp that what Paul delivered to the churches was done with apostolic authority and power. 
Paul was ordained by Jesus Christ to minister the gospel to the Gentiles, such as the Corinthians 
(and us), and his “Pauline” teachings hold the weight of his ordination. “The ordinances” are 
expected to be kept in obedience to the revealed will of Jesus Christ through the apostles.  
 
Paul then says, “But, I would have you know” in the context of the ordinances. The Corinthians 
were keeping the ordinances, but some of the traditions that Paul (or the other apostles) passed 
on may have caused confusion or conflict in the church. What Paul wants them to know is why 
they should follow certain traditions. In this case, it is the tradition that we call “headcovering”. 
 
3b But I would have you know, that the head of every man is Christ; and the head of 
the woman is the man; and the head of Christ is God. 
 
“The head” being what Thayer defines as “anything supreme, chief, prominent” over another 
thing. Following Paul’s chain of authority and power (headship): it is God (the Father) over 
Jesus Christ (the begotten Son) over man (the male sex) over woman (the female sex).  
 
And, as a side note, it is very interesting that Christ is called “the head of every man” not just 
“the (singular) man”, indicating again that “all power is given unto” him, including this 
authority over “every man”. Paul then is speaking about scriptural relational authority. First, he 
addresses the practices of praying and prophesying by the male sex. 
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4 Every man praying or prophesying, having his head covered, dishonoureth his 
head.  
 
“The (spiritual) head of every man is Christ”, but “every man” also has a physical head. Here, we 
see a distinction. If males pray or prophesy with their physical head covered, it dishonors their 
spiritual head, Jesus Christ. A man may pray or prophesy, but he must do so in accordance with 
scriptural relational authority, keeping his head uncovered. Second, Paul addresses the practices 
of praying and prophesying by the female sex. 
 
5a But every woman that prayeth or prophesieth with her head uncovered 
dishonoureth her head: for that is even all one as if she were shaven. 
 
“The (spiritual) head of the woman is the man”, but “the woman” also has a physical head. Here 
again, we see a distinction. If females pray or prophesy with their physical head uncovered, it 
dishonors their spiritual head, “the man”, and by implication those who are in authority over 
“the man”: “Christ” and “God”. A woman may pray and prophesy, but she must do so in 
accordance with scriptural relational authority, keeping her head covered. And, as if 
“headcovering” were not controversial enough on its own, at this point we must address the 
differences between the ministerial role of males and females in the public church assembly. 
Paul explains later in the letter to the Corinthians: 
 

1 Corinthians 14:34-35 34 Let your women keep silence in the churches: for it is 
not permitted unto them to speak; but they are commanded to be under obedience, 
as also saith the law. 35 And if they will learn any thing, let them ask their husbands at home: 
for it is a shame for women to speak in the church. 

 
The gifts of spoken prayer and prophesy then are not given to women for use in the public 
service of the church. This is again a necessity driven by scriptural relational authority. Paul 
continues to explain to Timothy at the church of Ephesus: 
 

1 Timothy 2:8-15 I will therefore that men pray every where, lifting up holy hands, 
without wrath and doubting. 9 In like manner also, that women adorn themselves in 
modest apparel, with shamefacedness and sobriety; not with broided hair, or gold, or pearls, or 
costly array; 10 But (which becometh women professing godliness) with good works. 11 
Let the woman learn in silence with all subjection. 12 But I suffer not a woman to 
teach, nor to usurp authority over the man, but to be in silence. 13 For Adam was 
first formed, then Eve. 14 And Adam was not deceived, but the woman being 
deceived was in the transgression. 15 Notwithstanding she shall be saved in 
childbearing, if they continue in faith and charity and holiness with sobriety. 

 
A woman who “prayeth or prophesieth with her head uncovered”, who does not “learn in 
silence”, who teaches or “usurps authority over the man” is not in “all subjection” to the 
authorities that God has established over her: the Father, the Son, and the man (her husband). 
Again, that is not to say that she cannot pray, prophesy, speak, or teach, but that she may only 
do so under scriptural and relational authority, privately in the church and in the home. It is “a 
shame for women” to do otherwise and Paul addresses that shamefulness. 
 
5b But every woman that prayeth or prophesieth with her head uncovered dishonoureth her 
head: for that is even all one as if she were shaven. 6 For if the woman be not 
covered, let her also be shorn: but if it be a shame for a woman to be shorn or 
shaven, let her be covered. 
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Paul introduces hair length as a physical distinction of sex. The woman’s physical head (hair), if 
shorn or shaven, is as shameful as if she were dishonoring her spiritual head, the man (her 
husband), by praying or prophesying with her physical head uncovered. If a woman is 
uncovered while praying or prophesying, she may as well be shorn or shaven (and be like a 
man). If she is shorn or shaven (like a man), she should be covered. In other, simpler, words, a 
woman should be covered by something separate from her hair while praying or prophesying. 
The covering is something other than her hair. 
 
7a For a man indeed ought not to cover his head, forasmuch as he is the image and 
glory of God:  
 
Paul does not distinguish man’s hair here from man’s covering as he did with the woman, 
indicating that hair and covering are two separate things. 
 
7b For a man indeed ought not to cover his head, forasmuch as he is the image and glory of God: 
but the woman is the glory of the man. 8 For the man is not of the woman; but the 
woman of the man. 9 Neither was the man created for the woman; but the woman 
for the man. 
 
What Paul is getting at here is more than men uncovering and women covering when praying 
and prophesying. What he is getting at is something foundational: man (males) and woman 
(females) are both created to be the image-bearers of God. Men are the glory of God, under the 
headship of God through Jesus Christ. Women are the glory of men, under the headship of men. 
This is not just Paul’s tradition. This is God’s created order. 

 
John Gill: “…but yet man was first originally and immediately the image and glory of God, the woman 
only secondarily and mediately through man. The man is more perfectly and conspicuously the image 
and glory of God, on account of his more extensive dominion and authority…” 

 
Isaiah 43:7 Even every one that is called by my name: for I have created him for my glory, 
I have formed him; yea, I have made him. 
 
Genesis 1:26-28 And God said, Let us make man in our image, after our likeness: and 
let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over the 
cattle, and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creepeth upon the earth. 27 So 
God created man in his own image, in the image of God created he him; male and 
female created he them. 28 And God blessed them, and God said unto them, Be fruitful, 
and multiply, and replenish the earth, and subdue it: and have dominion over the fish 
of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over every living thing that moveth upon the earth. 

 
Genesis 2:18-25 And the LORD God said, It is not good that the man should be alone; I will 
make him an help meet for him. 19 And out of the ground the LORD God formed every beast 
of the field, and every fowl of the air; and brought them unto Adam to see what he would call 
them: and whatsoever Adam called every living creature, that was the name thereof. 20 And 
Adam gave names to all cattle, and to the fowl of the air, and to every beast of the field; but for 
Adam there was not found an help meet for him. 21 And the LORD God caused a deep 
sleep to fall upon Adam, and he slept: and he took one of his ribs, and closed up the flesh 
instead thereof; 22 And the rib, which the LORD God had taken from man, made he a 
woman, and brought her unto the man. 23 And Adam said, This is now bone of my bones, and 
flesh of my flesh: she shall be called Woman, because she was taken out of Man. 24 
Therefore shall a man leave his father and his mother, and shall cleave unto his wife: and they 
shall be one flesh. 25 And they were both naked, the man and his wife, and were not ashamed. 
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The created order is how things get done in God’s world. Male and female, marriage, husband 
and wife, children and grandchildren. Dominion, fruitfulness, multiplication, replenishing, and 
subduing. All these things are done in the created order which includes the scriptural relational 
authority structure. And that structure applies to all of creation, including the earthly and 
heavenly creation.  
 
10 For this cause ought the woman to have power on her head because of the 
angels. 
 
The “power” on the head of the woman is the scriptural relational authority of the man (her 
husband) over her and her covering is representative of her subjection to that authority. It is 
because of the created order. “Angels” is the Greek aggelos, and its meaning from Strong’s and 
Thayer is “a messenger (from God)”. It can mean heavenly created beings who are sent from 
God, such as Gabriel and Michael, or it can mean earthly created beings who are sent from God, 
such as pastors, elders, and evangelists. In either case, the “power on her head” is indicative of a 
covering demonstrating that the woman is under the authority and protection of the man when 
praying and prophesying. 
 
11 Nevertheless neither is the man without the woman, neither the woman without 
the man, in the Lord.  
 
The word “without” in the English means “separate” or “apart”. Man and woman are now 
unified “in the Lord”. 
 

Galatians 3:28 There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is 
neither male nor female: for ye are all one in Christ Jesus. 

 
“In Christ Jesus” males and females are freed from the curse of sin, and redeemed to the 
perfection of the created order, so that they might fulfill God’s dominion and cultural mandates. 
 

Hebrews 2:5-8 5 For unto the angels hath he not put in subjection the world to 
come, whereof we speak. 6 But one in a certain place testified, saying, What is man, that thou 
art mindful of him? or the son of man, that thou visitest him? 7 Thou madest him a little lower 
than the angels; thou crownedst him with glory and honour, and didst set him over 
the works of thy hands: 8 Thou hast put all things in subjection under his feet. For in 
that he put all in subjection under him, he left nothing that is not put under him. 
But now we see not yet all things put under him. 

 
The man “is the image and glory of God” and is crowned “with glory and honour”. He is 
uncovered.  The woman is “the glory of the man”. She is covered. Neither is demeaned in the 
created order. When unified, freed, and redeemed, the man and the woman together in a 
scriptural marriage relationship may carry out the mandate to “put all things in subjection”. 
Uncovering or covering the head is a symbol of the work of God in the relationship. 
 
12 For as the woman is of the man, even so is the man also by the woman; but all 
things of God. 
 

John 17:21 That they all may be one; as thou, Father, art in me, and I in thee, that they 
also may be one in us: that the world may believe that thou hast sent me. 

 
Now being unified with the Father and Son, a man and woman who demonstrate God’s created 
order reveal the good news of the kingdom to the world by the Holy Spirit. 
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13 Judge in yourselves: is it comely that a woman pray unto God uncovered?  
 
Here is the crux of this section of Paul’s letter. The question is, should “a woman pray” (or 
prophesy) “unto God uncovered”? And the answer is, no, a woman may only pray or prophesy 
when covered. Paul then appeals to the natural created order as an example. 
 
14 Doth not even nature itself teach you, that, if a man have long hair, it is a shame 
unto him? 15 But if a woman have long hair, it is a glory to her: for her hair is given 
her for a covering.  
 
Again, Paul returns to hair length as a distinctive difference between the sexes. In the created 
order, men should not attempt to look like women (feminine) by having long hair, and women 
should not attempt to look like men (masculine) by having short hair. Both are shameful 
because they go against the created order, inverting the scriptural relational authority structure. 
A woman’s long hair proclaims the created order as a glory and a covering for her, but a separate 
covering must be put on when praying or prophesying. A man’s short hair proclaims the created 
order as a glory to God and an uncovering to him, and any separate covering must be removed 
when praying or prophesying. 
 
16 But if any man seem to be contentious, we have no such custom, neither the 
churches of God. 
 
That is, if anyone takes a position against the ordinance (tradition) of men praying and 
prophesying uncovered, and women praying and prophesying covered, neither the apostles nor 
the churches of God had any supporting evidence that position. 
 
While the practical aspects of “headcovering” (as a separate covering or as hair on the physical 
head) remain controversial, there should be no controversy around what “a covering” 
represents: “headship”. “Headship” is the scriptural relational authority of Jesus Christ over the 
man, and of the man over the woman. This “headship” reveals the created order, which is being 
restored in the kingdom of God, beginning in Christian marriages, and continuing in Christian 
churches.  


