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Multiculturalism thrived in the seaport city of Corinth. As the members 
of the church there struggled to find and maintain a God-honoring 
lifestyle, they wrote Paul a letter asking a series of questions. His 
answers to these questions reflect the timeless, cross-cultural values 
of divine wisdom. One of the questions apparently had to do with the 
appropriateness of women praying and prophesying with their heads 
uncovered. In this book, Daniel L. Segraves explores each verse deal-
ing with this question. The truths Paul shared with the Corinthians are 
just as applicable today as they were then.
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Chapter One 

Introduction to I Corinthians 11:2·16 

The clear teaching of the Bible regarding hair length 
for both men and women is found in I Corinthians 11:2-16, 
and our study will focus primarily on this passage. It is 
interesting to see how frequently current theological jour
nals, magazines, and books discuss this text. 1 Most of the 
works agree that the passage speaks about a symbol that 
represents something far greater than itself. Disagree
ment arises as to whether the symbol is a material head
dress or literal hair, and whether the symbol must be 
observed by the church today. 

Most commentators agree that I Corinthians 11:2-16 
falls within the portion of the epistle that makes up Paul's 
response to certain questions asked by the Corinthians. 
(See I Corinthians 7:1.) For example, David K. Lowery 
understands Paul to answer questions "on the topics of 
marriage (chap. 7), personal liberty (8:1-11:1), church 
order (11:2-14:40) and doctrine (chap. 15)."2 

On the other hand, W. Harold Mare suggests that 
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I Corinthians 11:2-16 is excluded from the larger section 
from 7:1 to 14:40 that is "devoted in a large part to 
answering questions." 3 He sees Paul as responding to 
specific questions in 7:1, 7:25, 8:1, and 12:1, and he bases 
this conclusion on the appearance of the Greek phrase peri 
de, translated "now concerning" (7:1, 25; 12:1) and "now 
as" (8:1). Mare suggests that 16:1 may also begin a 
response to a question from the Corinthians, for it too 
starts with "now concerning." 

While the preposition peri ("concerning" or "as") is 
absent from I Corinthians 11:2, the particle de ("now") 
does appear, suggesting that the verse begins Paul's 
answer to another question. 

Although not critical to the meaning of the passage, 
it would be interesting to know whether I Corinthians 
11:2-16 is indeed a response to a specific question from 
the Corinthians concerning the use of head covering in 
public worship. Lowery takes the view that it is: 

The theme of personal freedom exercised without 
regard for the needs of others or the glory of God 
(which characterized the issue about eating food 
sacrificed to idols [8:1-11:1]) seems no less a part of 
this section which deals with practices affecting the 
assembly of the church. Here too Paul responded to 
the Corinthians' spirit of self-indulgence by stressing 
the principle of glorifying God and building up each 
other in the church. 4 

Whether or not I Corinthians 11:2-16 is a response 
to a question from the Corinthians, we should note that 
before addressing any of their questions Paul first con
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cerned himself with other matters about which he had 
received reliable reports (I Corinthians 1:11). The issues 
the Corinthians thought important included marriage, 
eating meat offered to idols, spiritual gifts, and perhaps 
giving. Without doubt these are important matters. But 
there were deeper problems in Corinth than these, and 
under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, Paul dealt with 
the more vital and urgent issues first. 

First, the epistle addressed the problem of envy, 
strife, and division in the Corinthian church (chapters 1-3). 
Second, Paul corrected the church for judgmental atti
tudes, especially toward those in leadership (chapter 4). 
Third, he sternly rebuked the Corinthian church for its 
toleration of sin (chapter 5). Fourth, he reproved the 
believers for going to court against their brethren and 
warned them against moral impurity (chapter 6). 

Only after dealing with these pressing issues did Paul 
turn to the questions asked by the Corinthians. While 
nothing in the Scripture is unimportant, there is a prin
ciple of dealing first with the basic, fundamental matters. 
As Jesus said, some matters are weightier than others 
(Matthew 23:23). 

The right position on eating food offered to idols 
would have been of little value to the Corinthians if their 
relationships were still torn by strife and division. The 
smooth operation of the spiritual gifts would have been 
hypocritical if the Corinthians had persisted in their 
judgmentalism. And being properly covered or uncovered 
during prayer and prophecy would have been a mockery 
if fornication were still tolerated in their midst. 

It would be every bit as shameful for us today if we 
understood perfectly the doctrine of head covering but 
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practiced favoritism, judgmentalism, and envy. It would 
do little good for our heads to be properly covered or un
covered if we sued a brother in a secular court, going to 
law with him before unbelievers (I Corinthians 6:6). The 
ultimate proof of discipleship is not head covering; it is 
whether we love one another as Christ loved us (John 
13:34-35). Jesus' prayer in John 17:20-22 for unity in the 
church cannot be fulfilled in us if we succumb to a party 
spirit and are divided into numerous splinter groups. 
Rather than merely noting our head coverings or lack of 
them, sinners should note our oneness of spirit and pur
pose, a oneness that results in good works, which in turn 
give glory to God (Matthew 5:16; I Peter 2:9, 12). 

When we turn to the latter part of Paul's first epis
tle to the believers at Corinth, it is evident that I Corin
thians 11:2-14:40 addresses three major issues related to 
church worship_ The first is submission to authority as 
symbolized by head covering (11:2-16). The second is the 
commemoration of the death of Christ by means of the 
Lord's Supper (11:17-34). The third is the use of spiritual 
gifts (12:1-14:40). 

It is clear that the Corinthians were abusing the 
Lord's Supper and spiritual gifts. It is not so clear whether 
they were also in error on the matter of the covering of 
the head. But if they were not actually erring on this issue, 
they were apparently at least in danger of doing so. 

William J. Martin takes the position that there is no 
actual rebuke in the passage: 

The first thing to note about this passage is that it 
is an "approving" passage ("Now I praise you" etc., 
v. 2), whereas the next section beginning at verse 17 
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is a "disapproving" section ("I praise you not" etc.). 
Any wrong or undesirable practices, therefore, re
ferred to in the first section would be ipso facto only 
in a hypothetical sense.6 

With these preliminary observations in mind, let us 
turn to an examination of I Corinthians 11:2-16. 
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