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Purpose 
 
The Pulse, the electronic publication of the Evangelical Free Church of Canada 
presented articles concerning “Women in Ministry” in its Fall, 2010 issue.  The 
representative articles of the complementarian and egalitarian positions faced the 
impossible task of summarizing in a brief space a subject that has elicited 
thousands of pages of print. 
 
This paper expresses the view of one person’s research and interaction with a 
small segment of the literature specially related to 1 Corinthians 11:2-16.  What is 
presented is not a denominational document, but has arisen from a challenge on  
the Free Church Pastor’s Link to produce something of substance, rather than 
just rhetoric on this matter. 
 
It is hoped that this paper is the first of a number to be produced by EFC of 
Canada pastors that tackle specifically the matter of “The Ordination of Women”.  
The issue was presented to the Evangelical Free Church National Conference, 
2010.  That women play a major role in God’s Kingdom is not even to be 
disputed, nor is the matter that Jesus included women in His ministry circle.  It is 
specifically the matter of women serving in the role of what today would be 
designated by the description “pastor/elder” that is being addressed. 
 
Opinion has been expressed that enough has been written on the matter and that 
nothing new can be added.  As to whether anything new can be presented will 
become evident in the future only if people continue to interact with the text and 
one another.  This paper attempts to present some of the material that has been 
produced by the leading spokespeople on this issue.  It is hoped that bringing 
this information into one document allows the reader to interact critically with the 
various positions.  One is able to be increasingly informed as to the validity of 
what is being stated if the statements of the authors are put beside one another.   
 
There are those who admit that one passage may be problematic to their 
position, but that the “overall” or “comprehensive” tone of Scripture supports their 
position.  No matter what side one takes on this matter, all of Scripture needs to 
be included.  One’s “comprehensive” view cannot violate individual passages of 
God’s Word (for it is those individual passages combined that give rise to one’s 
“comprehensive” view). 
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The most important intent of this document is that it is an attempt to get to the 
corporate meaning of God’s Word.  The proposal it makes is that God’s Word 
either grants women the role of “pastor/elder” or it does not.  There is no “third” 
position.  The process will be laborious, but honouring to our Lord. 
 
Cultural sensitivities are not foundational for the Church’s essence.  What God 
has said is the standard for His Church.  Though the church is “culturally 
sensitive” it is not “culturally driven”. 
 
1 Corinthians 11:2-16 itself does not deal with the matter of women’s ordination.  
It does, though, provide significant background truth that shapes the ultimate 
conclusions to which one arrives on this subject.  This paper is a preparatory 
document for those papers that follow on passages that deal more specifically 
with the subject of women’s ordination. 
 
In this paper it is deemed unhelpful and inaccurate to assume that words such as 
hierarchy and subordination are negative concepts.  There are those who chose 
to slant definitions in this way (without warrant), but these words themselves are 
not negative.    
 
There are many questions that are not answered in this document.  It is not that 
these are necessarily avoided or missed.  Time and space restrict what can be 
included.  (An example of this being that this paper lacks in applying the 
principles of I Corinthians 11 to today’s Church.  This is for a subsequent work, 
as this one has grown in size.)  
 
Stating what one thinks on a matter provides a definitive target.  Printed words 
are precise, though the way in which they are understood may be otherwise.  
Therefore, this paper presents “one” view and anticipates that it shall be 
questioned, severely critiqued, rebutted and that in the end it will elicit better 
information than that which is here presented for the glory of our God and the 
benefit of the Evangelical Free Church of Canada.  The length of this paper is 
necessary, but a condensed form for “the person in the pew” is necessary for the 
larger reading audience.    
 
 
 
Format 
 
The format will not follow conventional patterns.  The conclusions found in this 
study appear near the beginning so that one need not guess where the paper is  
heading.  In this way one may read with a far more critical perspective and watch 
for specific detail.   
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A Primary Issue 
 
The reason this issue is essential for the Church to settle is because it deals with 
the fundamentals of who or what it means to be a male or a female.  While it 
does not affect the doctrinal field of salvation, its importance cannot be 
understated.  “Personhood”, “who am I?”, as a male or female is of critical 
importance for everyone.  Therefore, this is no secondary matter as it deals with 
the essence of one’s being, limiting or liberating the scope of one’s life.1  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Conclusions Drawn From a Study of 1 Corinthians 11: 2-16 
 
 
1.  Men and women are equal. 
 The value and dignity of a female is equal to that of a male.  
 
  
2.  Men and women are different. 

The expression of worship for men is to be distinctly male and for the 
women it is to be distinctly feminine. 

 
  
3.  Men and woman, though united in their humanness , have been 
     intentionally created with distinct difference s that are more than 
     physical.  These differences are to be display ed in various arenas of life, 
     one of them being in the gathered church.   
 
 
4.  Women legitimately prayed and prophesied in the  worship gatherings.  
 
 
5.  The expression of worship by women needs to be distinctly feminine.  
     Five reasons are given to support this conclus ion. 
 

- Relational Structure within the Godhead and Humanit y 
- Creation 
- Angels 
- Nature 
- The Practice of the Churches 

 
 
                                            
1 I believe this thought comes from Grudem. 
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6.  The display of prayer and prophesy is influence d by “head”ship.  The 
     word kephale (head) means “head” in the sense of “headship”,  
     implying ordered relationship, authority and n ot source.  There is no 
     implication of the inferiority of women, Jesus  or men. 
 
 
7.  The conclusions of the passage itself are not a ll culturally determined, 
     but arise from a God-determined “structure”.  They are based on 
     timeless principles and are therefore currentl y applicable in culturally  
     relevant ways. 
 
 
8.  The unity of the Church (at large) is to be mai ntained.  Individual 
     churches are not at liberty to practice their own individual  
     interpretations but are to follow the clear te aching of Scripture in this 
     matter. 
 
 
9.  The matter of the ordination of woman is not to uched on in this 

passage.  This said, the passage expects believers to harmonize the 
following: definitive order in relationship, differ ing displays of the same 
specified activities and the equal importance of th e sexes. 

 
 
 
 
 
  
 
A Selective Analysis of 1 Corinthians 11:2-16 
 
 
Background 
 
It is consistently noted that the specific circumstances to which these paragraphs 
are directed are not known to us.  That is true, but the point is not to be 
overstated.  Enough information is given to make clear the overriding intent of the 
author.  Though some facets are difficult to pinpoint, the conclusion is clear. 
 
The issue presented in this section deals with correcting a view of one’s sexuality 
within the local church.  The desire to create a “unisex” behaviour in the church is 
what the author, Paul, writes against.  Some women in Corinth were worshiping 
in a manner that appears to have nullified their femininity.  The reasons as to 
what should be done within the worship gatherings and why are here presented 
by Paul. 
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11:2  
 Now I praise you because you remember me in everyt hing and hold 
 firmly to the traditions, just as I delivered them  to you. 2 
 
Paul here praises the believers while in 11:17 his tone is significantly different.  
The radical shift is to be viewed as sincere.  Paul is not initially giving a covert 
rebuke or a back-handed comment.  His integrity is expressed in his plain 
wording and should be taken as such. 
 
“Traditions” is to be understood as God-ordained and God-approved activities.  
The word is set in the context (11:16) of that which is good, not ritualistic 
behaviour devoid of reason. 
 
  
11:3  
 But I want you to understand that Christ is the he ad of every man, 
 and the man is the head of a woman, and God is the  head of Christ.  
 
A particular behavior at Corinth had exceeded Scripture’s parameters.  Rather 
than first identifying the problem, Paul chose to present one reason (out of five) 
as to why the behaviour (yet to be identified) needed correcting. 
 
Part #1 of the answer (to the “yet to be named” problem) is the threefold 
delineation of “head”ship evident in three categories:  
 

- Christ is the head of every man  … (divine/human head over humanity) 
- Man is the head of a woman  … (humanity head over humanity)   
- God is the head of Christ  … (divinity head over divinity) 

 
“Head”ship was the “part one answer” to the confusion at Corinth. 
 
The phrases are presented out of sequence, in a “disorderly” manner.  If Paul 
would have stated the facts in ontological order it should have been put in this 
sequence: 
 

- God is the head of Christ 
- Christ is the head of man 
- Man  is the head of woman 

 
Rather the reader is left with a “mixed up” order.  It has been suggested that if 
the ontological order had been stated, the conclusion would lead one to see 
inferiority in the ordering. 
 
But the “mixed up” order destroys any thought of inferiority with the last line, “ … 
and God is the head of Christ”.   
                                            
2 The New American Standard Version  
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 “Immediately you know that that it is not an inferiority issue.  There’s 
 something far more profound than that in the passage.  … by saying that 
 God is the head of Christ we see here in this passage that Christ’s 
 functional submission to the Father does not imply His inferiority.  He is 
 equal but distinct and with a different function, just as woman is equal but 
 distinct from man and with a different function.3 

 
 
 
The meaning of kephale (head) 
 
The word kephale (head) appears here and in Ephesians 5.  Its meaning is 
critical to the passage.  Therefore extensive information is devoted to defining 
what the word means. 
 
“Head”ship is a part of God’s economy, but headship does not carry with it the 
baggage of superiority/inferiority, nor does it necessarily carry with it the freight of 
equality.  While equality is found between “God and Christ” and “man and 
woman”, it is not found ontologically between “Christ and man”. 
 
Yeo Khiok-khng’s article is here cited as an example of one of the various ways 
in which this passage is approached.   
 
 “The meaning of head should be seen in the primordial reality of God and 
 Christ, with God as Father (1Cor. 1:3,  8:6;  15:21-24) and Christ as Son 
 ((1 Cor. 1:9;  15:28)  The term “kephle” thus becomes a Christological 
 hermeneutic used to infuse the creation account with new meaning (as we 
 will see in verses 11 onwards), but in verses 2-9, this radical and 
 transforming connotation is hidden.  Paul believes that the 
 relationship  between male and female can be understood 
 correspondingly to be that of the Father and the Son, and Christ is 
 responsible for the new creation of all believers, male and female.  The 
 Christological hermeneutic of Paul in verse 3 is subtle !”4  
 
Khiok-khng openly states that “… this radical and transforming connotation is 
hidden” … and then further, “The Christological hermeneutic of Paul in verse 3 is 
subtle!” 
 
 
The problem with this kind of reasoning is that if the matter is one that was 
presently mishandled in Corinth, would Paul employ such “subtle” and “hidden” 
detail when he is attempting to clarify?  Paul explicitly states in 11:3 – “But I want 

                                            
3
 Duncan III, J. Ligon. “Christ’s Example – Head Covering, 1 Corinthians 11:2-16” (printed sermon). 

4 Khiok-khng, Yeo. “Differentiation and Mutuality of Male-Female Relations in 1 Corinthians 11:2-16”, 14-15. 
The bold print is that of the author of this paper. 
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you to understand …”  The use of such a convoluted reasoning process goes 
counter to Paul’s clarity. 
 
A more normative approach to an egalitarian understanding of this passage is 
found in one of its leading spokesmen, Gordon Fee.  Fee writes the following: 
 
 What he wants them to know takes the form of a theologoumenon 
 (theological statement) that will serve as the point of reference for the 
 response that immediately follows (vv. 4-5).  
 … It should be noted that this theological statement is not something Paul 
 sets out to prove; nor is it the main point of the section. 
 … Paul seems concerned to shift the problem from one of individual 
 freedom to one of relational responsibility.  The problem lay squarely on 
 the women’s heads, but it was affecting male / female relationships in the 
 present age.  By making their appearance such that it tended to 
 eliminate distinction between the sexes, they were bringing shame on that 
 relationship, which had not yet been abrogated even though the new age 
 had been inaugurated.5 
 
In a footnote on page 502, Fee, in referencing an article by S. Bedale, “The 
Meaning of kephale in the Pauline Epistles,” JTS 5 (1954) writes that Bedale “… 
states the problem concisely: ’In normal Greek usage, classical or contemporary, 
kephale does not signify ‘head’ in the sense of  ruler, or chieftain, of a 
community.”  Fee, continuing in the footnote writes of Bedale, “More recent 
studies have confirmed his initial probings.”  Fee then goes on to then cite 
articles in support of his view, mentioning “B. and  A. Mickelsen, “The ‘Head’ of 
the Epistles,” CT 25 (1981), 264-7; idem, “What Does Kephale Mean in the New 
Testament?” in Women, Authority and the Bible (ed. A. Mickelsen; Downers 
Grove, IL. 1986) pp. 97-110; … C. Clark Kroeger, “The Classical Concept of 
‘Head’ as ‘Source,’” in G. Gaebelein Hull, Equal to Serve (Appendix III; New 
York, 1987), a paper that appears to be decisive.” 
 
The above tedious material is noted and not to be ignored in light of what is to 
follow.  The sources cited by Fee (and many others) are inaccurate and flawed, 
at best, leaving Fee’s conclusions without credibility.  
 
Fee concludes with these words in his commentary. 
 
 Paul’s understanding of the metaphor, therefore, 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 unique relationships that are 
 predicated on one’s being the source of the other’s existence.)  Indeed, it 

                                            
5 Fee, Gordon. The New International Commentary of the New Testament: The First Epistle to the 
Corinthians (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co.,1991), 501 – 502.   



8 
 

 says nothing about man’s authority; his concern is with the woman’s being 
 man’s glory, the one without whom he is not complete (vv. 7c – 9)6 
 
 
In a more recent work Fee appears to be slightly conciliatory to recent 
scholarship, though his conclusion concerning the meaning of kephale remains 
the same.   
 
 In view of all this, the importation into 1 Corinthians of any of Paul’s later 
 uses of the imagery is probably suspect at best.  That is, Paul surely does 
 not intend here that the first member of each pair is “head over” the other 
 in the same sense in which Paul asserts that Christ is “head over the 
 power,” having disarmed and triumphed over them (Col. 2:10,15).  
 Moreover, since there is no “head-body” relationship expressed in our 
 passage, neither does it seem appropriate to think of the second member 
 as “sustained and built up by” its relationship to the first (as in Eph. 4:15-
 16; 5:22-33; Col. 2:19).  That leaves us, then, with Cyril’s view – the first 
 member as the source/ground of the other’s being – as the most likely 
 meaning here.  This, after all, is the one relationship actually spelled out in 
 our passage (the woman coming from the man, 1 Cor. 11:8; the man now 
 coming from the woman, 1 Cor. 11:12).7   
 
 
While a number of statements could be questioned in the above conclusion, the 
most significant challenge is found in the meaning of the word, kephale.   
 
Wayne Grudem produced an article in response to an author cited by Fee, 
Catherine Kroeger.  What follows is extensive, but very helpful in determining the 
meaning of kephale in 1 Corinthians 11. 
 
 
 VII. Recent Lexicographical Developments Concernin g kephale 
 
 1. The letter from the editor of the Liddell-Scott Lexicon. There have been 
 some other recent developments regarding the meaning of kephale. Of 
 considerable interest is a letter from the current editor of the Supplement 
 to the Liddell-Scott Lexicon. 
 
 Most readers of this article will know that for several years a number of 
 egalitarians have reinterpreted the verse, “for the husband is the head 
 (kephale) of the wife as Christ is the head of the church” (Eph 5:23). They 
 were not inclined to agree that the husband’s role as “head” meant he had 

                                            
6 Ibid, 503—504. 
7 Fee, Gordon. “Praying and Prophesying in the Assemblies”, Discovering Biblical Equality, 
Complementarity Without Hierarchy, ed. Ronald W. Pierce and Rebecca Merrill Groothuis (Downers Grove, 
Ill: Intervarsity Press, 2005), 154 -155.  
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 authority to lead in the marriage. As an alternative interpretation that 
 removed the idea of authority, they have said that “head” really means 
 “source,” because (they claimed) that is what the Greek word kephale 
 (“head”) meant in ancient Greek literature. They went on to say that if the 
 word “head” means “source,” then there is no unique male authority in 
 marriage, and no male “headship” (in the commonly understood sense) 
 taught in this verse or in the similar expression in 1 Cor 11:3. 
 
 A number of people did not find this explanation of “head” to be 
 persuasive for Eph 5:23, because husbands are not the “source” of their 
 wives in any ordinary sense of “source.” But egalitarians continued to 
 make this claim nonetheless and have said “source” was a common sense 
 for kephale in Greek. 
 
 The one piece of supporting evidence in Greek-English lexicons was 
 claimed from the Greek-English Lexicon edited by H. G. Liddell and 
 Robert Scott, and revised by Henry Stuart Jones (9th ed.; Oxford: 
 Clarendon, 1968) 945. This was important, because this lexicon has been 
 the standard lexicon for all of ancient Greek for over 150 years. Part of the 
 entry for kephale in the Liddell-Scott-Jones lexicon (LSJ or simply Liddell-
 Scott) has the following headings: 
 
 II. 1. Of things, extremity 
  a. In Botany 
  b. In Anatomy 
  c. Generally, top, brim of a vessel … capital of a column 
  d. In plural, source of a river, Herodotus 4.91 (but singular, mouth);    
       generally, source, origin, Orphic Fragments 21a; starting point 
         [examples: the head of time; the head of a month]. 
 
 Even this entry did not prove the egalitarian claim that a person could be 
 called the “source” of someone else by using kephale, because the major 
 category for this lexicon entry had to do with the end-point of things, not 
 with persons (but persons are in view in Eph 5:23, with Christ and a 
 husband being called “head”). 
 
 In an article written in 1985, I argued that the reason kephale could be 
 applied to either the source or the mouth of a river was that in these cases 
 kephale was used in a fairly common sense to mean the “end-point” of 
 something. In this way, the top of a column in a building was called the 
 “head,” and the ends of the poles used to carry the Ark of the Covenant 
 are called the “heads” of the poles in the Septuagint translation of 1 Kgs 
 8:8. This is a natural and understandable extension of the word head 
 since our heads are at the “top” or “end” of our bodies. In fact, this is what 
 the editors of Liddell-Scott-Jones intended, for they placed the river 
 examples as a sub-category under the general category, “of things, 
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 extremity.” In 1990, I wrote on this again and attempted to answer 
 objections that had been brought against my 1985 article by several 
 authors.  
 
 In early 1997, I sent a copy of my 1990 article on kephale to the editor of 
 the Liddell-Scott lexicon in Oxford, England, so that their editorial team 
 might at least consider the evidence and arguments in it. The Lexicon  
 itself is not undergoing revision, but a Supplement is published from time 
 to time. The current editor of the Liddell-Scott Lexicon: Supplement, P. G. 
 W. Glare, responded in a personal letter dated April 14, 1997, which I 
 quote here with his permission (italics used for emphasis have been 
 added): 
 
 
 Dear Professor Grudem, 
 
 Thank you for sending me the copy of your article on kephale. The entry 
 under this word in LSJ is not very satisfactory. Perhaps I could draw your 
 attention to a section of Lexicographica Graeca by Dr John Chadwick 
 (OUP 1996), though he does not deal in detail with the Septuagint and NT 
 material. I was unable to revise the longer articles in LSJ when I was 
 preparing the latest Supplement, since I did not have the financial 
 resources to carry out a full-scale revision. 
 
 I have no time at the moment to discuss all your examples individually and 
 in any case I am in broad agreement with your conclusions. I might just 
 make one or two generalizations. Kephale is the word normally used to 
 translate the Hebrew var, and this does seem frequently to denote leader 
 or chief without much reference to its original anatomical sense, and here 
 it seems perverse to deny authority. The supposed sense ‘source’ of 
 course does not exist and it was at least unwise of Liddell and Scott to 
 mention the word. At the most they should have said ‘applied to the 
 source of a river in respect of its position in its (the river’s) course’. 
 
 By NT times the Septuagint had been well established and one would only 
 expect that a usage found frequently in it would come easily to such a 
 writer as St. Paul. Where I would agree with Cervin is that in many of the 
 examples, and I think all the Plutarch ones, we are dealing with similes or 
 comparisons and the word itself is used in a literal sense. Here we are 
 faced with the inadequacies of LSJ. If they had clearly distinguished 
 between, for example, ‘the head as the seat of the intellect and emotions’ 
 (and therefore the director of the body’s actions) and ‘the head as the 
 extremity of the human or animal body’ and so on, these figurative 
 examples would naturally be attached to the end of the section they 
 belong to and the author’s intention would be clear. I hasten to add that in 
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 most cases the sense of the head as being the controlling agent is the one 
 required and that the idea of preeminence seems to me to be quite 
 unsuitable, and that there are still cases where kephale can be 
 understood, as in the Septuagint, in its transferred sense of head or 
 leader. 
 
 Once again, thank you for sending me the article. I shall file it in the hope 
 that one day we will be able to embark on a more thorough revision of the 
 lexicon. 
 
 Yours sincerely, 
 Peter Glare  
 
 (Personal letter from P.G.W. Glare to Wayne Grudem, April 14, 1997. 
 Quoted by permission.) 
 
 This must be counted a significant statement because it comes from 
 someone who, because of his position and scholarly reputation, could 
 rightly be called the preeminent Greek lexicographer in the world.8 
 
 
Grudem then presents a caution on the meanings of words. 
 
 Chadwick says: A constant problem to guard against is the proliferation of 
 meanings…. It is often tempting to create a new sense to accommodate a 
 difficult example, but we must always ask first, if there is any other way of 
 taking the word which would allow us to assign the example to an already 
 established sense…. As I have remarked in several of my notes, there 
 may be no reason why a proposed sense should not exist, but is there any 
 reason why it must exist?9 
 
 
Grudem further mentions: 
 
 Finally, the primary lexicon for NT Greek, the Bauer-Arndt-Gingrich-
 Danker Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early 
 Christian Literature,86 has now (Nov., 2000) been replaced by a new, 
 completely revised third edition, based on the sixth German edition. Due 
 to the extensive work of Frederick W. Danker, this third edition is known 
 as the Bauer-Danker-Arndt-Gingrich Lexicon. The entry for kephale in this 
 new version includes these meanings: “a being of high status, head, fig. 
 2a. In the case of living beings, to denote superior rank… . 2b. Of things, 

                                            
8 Grudem, Wayne. “The Meaning of Kephale: An Evaluation of New Evidence, Real and Alleged”, Journal of 
the Evangelical Theological Society, 44:1, March, 2001) 58-60. 
9 Ibid, 61. 
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 the uppermost part, extremity, end point” (p. 542). No mention is made of 
 the meaning “source.”10 
 
 
One last quote from Grudem on this matter. 
 
 3. Is there any dispute in the lexicons about the meaning of kephale?  
 
 Where does this leave us with regard to the dispute over kephale in the 
 ancient world? Up to this time, Liddell-Scott was the only Greek-English 
 lexicon that even mentioned the possibility of the meaning “source” for 
 kephale.  All the other standard Greek-English lexicons for the NT gave 
 meanings such as “leader, ruler, person in authority” and made no 
 mention of the meaning “source.”  But now the editor of the only lexicon 
 that mentioned the meaning “source” in any connection says that kephale 
 “does seem frequently to denote leader or chief … and here it seems 
 perverse to deny authority” and, “The supposed sense ‘source’ of course 
 does not exist.” 
 
 These recent developments therefore seem to indicate that there is no 
 “battle of the lexicons” over the meaning of kephale but that the authors 
 and editors of all the English lexicons for ancient Greek now agree (1) that 
 the meaning “leader, chief, person in authority” clearly exists for kephale, 
 and (2) that the meaning “source” simply does not exist.11  
 
I. Howard Marshall has also made a contribution to the volume, “Discovering 
Biblical Equality”.  In footnote #39, he writes in reference to the meaning of 
kephale, “The debate has not been closed by the work of Wayne Grudem ….  
See the careful study by Anthony C.Thiselton, The First Epistle to the 
Corinthians, NIGTC (Grand Rapids, Mich: Eerdmans, 2000), pp. 812-822, who 
argues for multiple meanings.  Grudem deals mainly with the external evidence, 
but as Fee, Belleville and others insist, Paul’s usage must be understood by 
considering how he uses the word in its various contexts.”12 
 
Further investigation yielded a paper found on the internet titled, “An exegetical 
paper prepared for the Special Committee on Worship”.  The author, MacDonald 
notes the following in regards to the meaning of kephale: 
 
 Anthony Thiselton, a very cautious interpreter, in his NTGC commentary, 
 The First Epistle to the Corinthians (p. 800 ff), has difficulty in coming to a 

                                            
10 Ibid, 61-62. 
11 Ibid, 63. 
12 Marshall, I. Howard. “Mutual Love and Submission in Marriage”, Discovering Biblical Equality,  
Complementarity Without Hierarchy, ed. Ronald W. Pierce and Rebecca Merrill Groothuis (Downers Grove, 
Ill: Intervarsity Press, 2005), 198.  
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 decision, but plumps for “pre-eminent in relation to” as the most likely 
 meaning, but without any connotation of authority.13 
 
The author of this paper has not had the chance to examine Thiselton’s work, but 
in the process of researching the matter came upon the following response from 
Wayne Grudem, who notes that Thiselton … 
 
 … rejects both the translation “source” and the translation “head” (which, 
 he says, has inevitable connotations of authority in current English).  He 
 says, “In the end we are convinced by advocates of a third view, even if 
 barely” (p. 811) – namely the idea of Perriman and Cervin that the main 
 idea is that of “synecdoche and preeminence, foremost, topmost serving 
 interactively as a metaphor drawn from the physiological head” (p. 816) 
 
  … His argument is that “head” (kephale) is a “live metaphor” for Paul’s 
 readers, and therefore it refers to a “polymorphus concept,” and that the 
 word here has “multiple meanings” (p. 811).  Since the actual physical 
 head of a person is what is most prominent or recognizable about a 
 person, the metaphor of “head”, Thiselton thinks, would convey the notion 
 of prominence; i.e., the most conspicuous or topmost manifestation of that 
 for which the term also functions as synecdoche for the whole. (p. 821). 
 
 What is surprising, even remarkable, about Thiselton’s treatment is that 
 after his extensive reporting of material on kephale in articles and 
 lexicons, in the end he … advocates a meaning for kephale that is found 
 in no Greek lexicon at all.  Surely everyone would agree that in ordinary 
 human experience a person’s head is one prominent and visible part of 
 the person …;  but in any case that does not prove that the word kephale 
 would have been used as a metaphor for “prominent part” in ancient 
 Greek.  Surely if such a meaning were evident in any ancient texts, we 
 could expect some major lexicons to list it as a recognized meaning.  Or 
 else we should expect Thiselton to produce some ancient texts where the 
 sense of “prominence” absent any idea of authority is clearly 
 demonstrated.  But we find neither. 
 
 … if Thiselton tried to translate the noun kephale with a noun phrase 
 representing his idea (for example, like an expression, “prominent part”), it 
 would produce the nonsensical statements, “Christ is the prominent part of 
 man,” “the man is the prominent part of woman,” and “God is the 
 prominent part of Christ.”   
 
 …  In fact, Thiselton’s translation, “preeminent” creates more problems 
 than it solves, because it imports a wrongful kind of male superiority into 
 the text.  To be “preeminent” means to be “superior to or notable above all 

                                            
13 MacDonald, Donald M.  “An exegetical paper prepared for the Special Committee on Worship”, 2004 
General Assembly of the Free Church of Scotland, August, 2005) 11-12. 
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 others; outstanding” (American Heritage Dictionary, 1997 edition, 1427).  
 Does the Bible really teach that man is “superior to” the woman? 
 
 … Perhaps most telling of all is the fact that the one idea that Thiselton 
 labors so long to avoid, the idea of one person having authority over 
 another, is the one idea that is present in every ancient example of the 
 construction that takes the form “Person A is the head of person or 
 Persons B.”  No counterexamples have ever been produced, so far as I 
 am aware.14   
 
It becomes evident that significant effort has been exerted to change the 
meaning of a word whose meaning is plain and documented.  One wishes that 
some of these authors would have engaged Grudem’s work rather than 
essentially skirt it. 
 
As stated earlier, the sources cited by Gordon Fee are, therefore, brought into 
question.   
 
D. A. Carson questions the use of kephale by the Mickelsens. 
 
 Not only do the Mickelsens appeal to the LSJ  (Liddell, Scott, Jones, 
 Greek-English Lexicon), but they fail to note the constraints that even LSJ 
 imposes on the evidence.  The Mickelsens make much of the idea head of 
 a river as the river’s “source”, but in all such cases cited by LSJ, the word 
 is plural, … kephalai.  When the singular form kephale  is applied to a 
 river, it refers to a river’s mouth.  The only example listed by LSJ where 
 kephale means “source” or “origin” is the document the Fragmenta 
 Orphilcorum, from the fifth century B.C. or earlier, which is both textually 
 uncertain and patient of more than one translation.  Although some of the 
 New Testament metaphorical uses of kephale could be taken to mean 
 “source,” all other factors being equal, in no case is that the required 
 meaning; and in every instance the notion of “headship” implying authority 
 fits equally well or better.  The relevant lexica are full of examples, all 
 culled from the ancient texts, in which kephale connotes “authority.”  The 
 Mickelsens’ argument, and that of many others who have joined the same 
 refrain, probably depends on an article by S. Bedale; but the fact remains 
 that whatever the dependencies, the Mickelsens are attempting to appeal 
 to an unknown or unlikely meaning.  Certainly, there are sound exegetical 
 reasons why such a meaning will not fit the context of 1 Corinthians 11:2-
 16.15 
 

                                            
14 Grudem, Wayne. “The Meaning of kefalhv (“Head”): An Evaluation of New Evidence, Real and Alleged”, 
Biblical Foundations for Manhood and Womanhood, ed. Wayne Grudem, (Wheaton, Ill: Crossway Books, 
2002), 194ff. 
15 Carson, D.A. Exegetical Fallacies, (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic Publishing, 1996), 37-38, in a 
chapter titled, “Word-Study Fallacies”, under the sub- heading, “Appeal to unknown or unlikely meanings.” 
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Craig Blomberg weighs in on the debate with these observations. 
 
 There are at least three additional problems with an interpretation that 
 denies any sense of “authority” to the word “head” in verse 3.  First, if 
 “head” is taken merely as “source”,” it would require interpreting “the head 
 of Christ is God” as a reference to the incarnation, in order to avoid the 
 ancient Arian heresy of claiming that God created Christ.  But nothing else 
 in the passage deals with Jesus coming to earth from heaven, while Paul’s 
 theological arguments in both verses 8-9 and 10-11 explicitly appeal to the 
 way God fashioned things at the time of creation.  Second, the vast 
 majority of all church history has understood “head” as “authority.”  
 Traditional consensus, of course, is not inspired, but weighty arguments 
 are needed to overthrow it.  Third, up until the last few years, almost 
 everybody who argued for “source” still did so within a hierarchical 
 framework.  That is to say, even if Paul is talking only about origins in 
 verse 3, he does so to set up his subsequent commands about honoring 
 those in authority over us.16 
 
Stepping outside the “Evangelical Complementarian – Egalitarian” parameters, it 
is rather interesting to note how a person having a “liberal” view approaches this 
matter.   

 

 Ultimately the egalitarian interpreters fail to make sense of the 
 passage even if κεφαλη is understood as "source," because this only 
 raises the question of why Paul is talking about "sources." What 
 importance does he see in the fact that the man is the "source" of the 
 woman? The egalitarians cannot tell us why it matters. Fee can only 
 say very obscurely that it has something to do with "relationships that 
 are predicated on one's being the source of the other's existence" (p. 
 503). This kind of transparently evasive comment is typical of the 
 "evangelical" egalitarians. More honesty is found among openly liberal 
 egalitarians who do not pretend to accept the authority of the Bible, 
 and who freely admit that Paul's teaching is "sexist"—Richard B. Hays, 
 for instance, who writes, "Any honest appraisal of 1 Corinthians 11:2-
 16 will require both teacher and students to confront the patriarchal 
 implications of verses 3 and 7-9. Such implications cannot be 
 explained away by some technical move, such as translating kephale 
 as 'source,' rather than 'head,' because the patriarchal assumptions 
 are imbedded in the structure of Paul's argument." (p. 192.) Hays 
 supposes that sexual egalitarianism was the main source of the 
 headcovering problem in Corinth. He explains that for the Corinthian 
 women a headcovering "symbolized their femininity and 
 simultaneously their inferior status as women," and "to throw off this 

                                            
16 Blomberg, Craig. NIV Application Commentary: 1 Corinthians, (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing, 
1994), 208. 
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 covering was to throw off a symbol of confinement and to enter the 
 realm of freedom and autonomy traditionally accorded only to men." 17

  

 
The conclusion on the matter of the meaning of “head” is rather definitive on the 
basis of the best of lexical and contextual evidence (that of the patristic writings 
would lend further support to this conclusion though space prohibits citing that 
information).  Kephale means “head” and carries with it the meaning “authority.”  
It does not imply inferiority. 
 
 
 
The Eternal Subordination of the Son to the Father 
 
A body of literature has arisen around the topic of the Son’s eternal subordination 
to the Father...which some claim is found in this passage.  In his book, Austin 
Stouffer responds to Grudem’s comment concerning the eternal subordination of 
the Son to the Father. 
 
 … Grudem says, “We frankly recognize an eternal subordination of Christ 
 to the Father,” although he limits this subordination to “order and 
 operation, not essence” …18   
 
Stouffer then goes on to write: 
 
 Egalitarians staunchly reject this interpretation, and will only agree to 
 Christ’s temporal (not eternal) and voluntary subordination during his 
 earthly ministry. 
 
 Australian author Kevin Giles … suggests that some current hierarchical 
 authors may be in danger of redefining the Trinity to match or entrench 
 their views of male-female relationships, stating that the growing trend to 
 read subordination into the Trinity “has arisen exclusively in the context of 
 arguing for the permanent subordination of women”.19  
 
Stouffer’s rejection of “the eternal subordination of the Son”, following Giles, 
needs to consider the following concerns addressed by Bruce Ware.  
 
 Egalitarians … see clearly that if an eternal relationship of authority and 
 obedience is grounded in the eternal, immanent, inner-trinitarian 
 relations of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, then this gives at least prima 

                                            
17 Marlowe, Michael. “The Woman's Headcovering”, (www.bible-researcher.com, Oct. 2008) 184. 
18 Stouffer, Austin H. 95 More for the Door, (Winnipeg, MB: Word Alive Press, 2008) 52. 
19 Ibid, 115. 
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 facie justification to the notion of creational human relations in which 
 authority and submission inhere.20  
 
Ware further points out … 
 
 … while the early church clearly embraced the full essential equality of the 
 three Trinitarian persons (because each of the three divine persons 
 possess fully and simultaneously the identically same infinite divine 
 nature), nonetheless the church has always affirmed likewise the priority 
 of the Father over the Son and Spirit.  Since this priority cannot rightly be 
 understood in terms of essence or nature (lest one fall into Arian 
 subordinationism), it must exist in terms of relationship.  As Augustine 
 affirmed, the distinction of persons is constituted precisely by the differing 
 relations among them, in part manifest by the inherent authority of the 
 Father and the inherent submission of the Son.  This is most clearly seen 
 in the eternal Father-Son relationship, in which the Father is eternally the 
 Father of the Son, and the Son is eternally the Son of the Father.  … the 
 decree to send the Son occurred in eternity past in order that the eternal 
 Word, sent from on high from the Father, might take on human flesh and 
 then continue His role of carrying out the will of his Father. 
 
 As P.T. Forsyth writes, the beauty of the Son’s simultaneous equality with 
 the obedience to the Father expresses the willing service God intends His 
 people to render.  Forsyth asserts that “subordination is not inferiority, and 
 it is Godlike.  The principle is imbedded in the very cohesion of the eternal 
 trinity and it is inseparable from the unity, fraternity and true equality of 
 men.  It is not a mark of inferiority to be subordinate, to have an authority, 
 to obey.  It is divine.”21  
 
Ware concludes … 
 
 … the egalitarian denial of any eternal submission of the Son to the Father 
 makes it impossible to answer the question why it was the “Son” and not 
 the “Father” or “Spirit” who was sent to become incarnate.  And even more 
 basic is the question why the eternal names for “Father” and “Son” would 
 be exactly these names. 
 
 … what biblical evidence exists for the eternal functional subordination of 
 the Son to the Father?  … As Jesus declares on well over thirty occasions 
 in John’s Gospel, He was sent to the earth by the Father to do the 
 Father’s will.  Could this be reduced merely to the sending of the incarnate 
 Son to fulfill the Father’s mission for Him now that He has already come 
 into the world?  Or should we think of this sending, this commissioning, as 

                                            
20 Ware, Bruce. “Tampering With the Trinity: Does the Son Submit to His Father”, Biblical Foundations for 
Manhood and Womanhood, ed. Wayne Grudem, (Wheaton, Ill: Crossway Books, 2002), 242. 
21 Ibid, 245ff. 
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 having taken place in eternity past, a commissioning that then is fulfilled in 
 time?  Scripture, it seems clear, demands the latter view.22 
 
Scripture references that would support the eternal subordination of the Son to 
the Father are Ephesians 1:3-5 and Revelation 13:8, to mention just a few.  But 
the clearest statement in this regards comes in 1 Corinthians 15:27-29 (NIV) … 
 
 For he “has put everything under his feet.”  Now when it says that 
 “everything” has been put under him, it is clear that this does not include 
 God himself, who put everything under Christ.  When he has done this, 
 then the Son himself will be made subject to him who put everything 
 under him, so that God may be all in all.   
 
Return back to 1 Corinthians 11:3.  In the local church there is a reason for 
distinction between male and female that is rooted in God’s structuring of 
relationships.  It is on this basis of one being the “head” over the other, that the 
church displays an acceptance of God’s intent and design.  Again, “head”ship 
does not imply either inequality or differing value.  It does indicate that there are 
definitive roles or positions from which life as a believer (specifically male or 
female) is to be approached ... and that there is a need for this difference to be 
evident. 
 
   
11:4 - 6 
 Every man who has something on his head while pray ing or 
 prophesying disgraces his head.  But every woman w ho has her 
 head uncovered while praying or prophesying disgra ces her head, 
 for she is one and the same as the woman whose hea d is shaved.  
 For if a woman does not cover her head, let her al so have her hair 
 cut off; but if it is disgraceful for a woman to h ave her hair cut off or 
 her head shaved, let her cover her head.  
 
 
At this point the reader is informed of the problem at Corinth.  Fee notes that 
though the “man” is addressed first, Paul is “setting up his argument with women  
by means of a hypothetically situation for the man that would be equally shameful 
to his relationship to his ‘head’ as what the women are doing is to theirs.”23 The 
behaviour of the woman is the focal point. 
 
Whether reference is being made to a veil, shawl, hairstyle or length of hair is  
debated.  A literal translation of the opening of 11:4 reads, “having down from his 
head”.  The word “veil” is not used as a noun here.  The author of this paper 
would lean towards the interpretation that it is “long hair”, mentioned in 1 Cor. 

                                            
22 Ibid, 248. 
23 Fee. TNICNT, 505.   



19 
 

11:14-15 to which reference is being made in 11:4ff.24  While each possible 
option is accompanied by difficulty, it should be noted that the meaning of the 
passage is not thereby jeopardized. 
 
“Praying or prophesying” are the two considerations to which the use of a 
“covering” are applied.  Prayer is understood.  Prophesying “was the primary  
form of inspired speech, directed toward the community for its edification and 
encouragement (cf. 14:1-5).  The two verbs are neither exhaustive nor exclusive 
but representative: they point to the two foci of Christian worship – God and the 
gathered believers.”25  While Fee’s definition of prophesy is acceptable, his 
comment that “the two verbs (praying and prophesying) are neither exhaustive 
nor exclusive” stands to be examined.  If by this Fee means that all roles within 
the church are represented by these two verbs (such as pastoral leadership and 
teaching), then one would want to understand from where such a comment 
arises.  1 Corinthians 12:28-30 would indicate that Paul was rather specific in 
what he wrote when it came to the various gifts and their expression to this 
specific congregation.  The same specificity is noted in 1 Corinthians 14 when 
prophesying and speaking in tongues are compared.      
 
It is assumed that both men and women could pray and prophesy during the 
service.  But the manner in which a man or a woman prayed or prophesied were 
to be expressed in differing ways.  The male was to do it with a bare head.  To 
worship with his head covered would bring disgrace upon Christ, to whom he 
was answerable. 
 
On the other hand, a woman, who worshiped with her head uncovered would 
disgrace her head (a reference to probably both “man” and “her own personal 
self”).26  Disregard for the accepted practice of “head”ship was unacceptable in 
the church because of the message it conveyed.  It was to be corrected by the 
woman being “covered”.    
 
Craig Blomberg summarizes matters well.   
 
 In verses 5b-6, Paul remarks ironically that if women are going to send 
 ambiguous signals about their sexuality or religious commitments through 
 inappropriate hairstyles or lack of headdress, then they might as well go 
 all the way and become bald … and unequivocally send the wrong 
 signals!  … In verses 14-15 “glory” is the opposite of “disgrace” so in both 
 places it probably carries the sense of “honor.”  For a Christian man to 
 appear gay or pagan dishonors God; for a woman to appear lesbian or 
 unfaithful dishonors her husband.  Obviously husbands also dishonour 

                                            
24 Martin, William J. “1 Corinthians 11:2-16: An Interpretation,” Apostolic History and the Gospel, Biblical and 
Historical Essays  Presented to F. F. Bruce, ed. W. Ward Gasque & Ralph P. Martin, (Exeter:  The 
Paternoster Press, 1970), 231-241. 
25 Fee, TNICNT, 505-506. 
26 Fee, Discovering Biblical Equality, Complementarity Without Hierarchy, 146. 
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 their wives and wives dishonour God when they act in these inappropriate 
 ways, but if an authority structure is implicit in this passage, Paul’s less 
 inclusive wording becomes understandable.  One should  be particularly 
 concerned not to dishonour one’s immediate spiritual head.27 
 
  
11:7-9 
 For a man ought not to have his head covered, sinc e he is the image 
 and glory of God; but the woman is the glory of ma n.  For man does 
 not originate from woman, but woman from man; for indeed man was 
 not created for the woman's sake, but woman for th e man's sake.  
 
 
The first reason presented as to why a woman (during a service) was to be 
covered was that of “head”ship.  Now the second reason for requiring a 
“covering” is presented – that of the creation order. 
 
Paul carefully notes that man is to be uncovered for he is the image and glory of 
God while woman is the glory of man (but she is not stated to be man’s image).  
Distinctiveness, differentiation and purpose between male and female are 
highlighted.  The reason that Paul has come to this conclusion is dependent 
upon creation order.  As to point of origin, woman came from man.  As to  
purpose, woman was made for the glory of man, for man’s sake. 
 
Who was made first is of importance in Paul’s presentation.  Order indicated 
purpose.  Therefore, for these reasons a woman was not to act like a man, nor 
was a man to act like a woman.   
 
Grant Osborne writes … 
 
 … Paul points to the created order as the basis for the custom. This is 
 taken by George Knight

 
as an indication that it is not tied to the cultural 

 situation. He argues that since Paul uses the eternal order as the basis for 
 the injunction, it is meant to be normative for all times. In this light we 
 might note that Paul's argument here proceeds from creation rather than 
 the fall, and this negates the argument of those who say that the man-
 woman distinction is the result of the fall and has been removed by the 
 results of the cross, as noted in Gal 3:28.28 
 
Fee writes concerning 11:8-9, “Although at first blush these sentences sound as 
if they indicate her subordination to him, vv. 11-12 make clear both that Paul did 
not intend them to be so, and that he also realized that they could (incorrectly) be 

                                            
27 Blomberg, 210. 
28 Osborne, Grant. “Hermeneutics and Women in the Church”, Journal of the Evangelical Theological 
Society,  341. 
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taken so.”29  It may be more accurate to say that Paul did intend to say that there 
was “head”ship, but that that “head”ship needs to be kept pure, and hence Paul’s 
caution in vv. 11-12.  One would assume that Paul is building his argument, not 
dismantling it, as Fee appears to suggest. 
 
 
11:10 
 Therefore the woman ought to have a symbol of auth ority on her 
 head, because of the angels.  
 
   
The surprising element in this verse is not just the mention of angels, (the third 
reason Paul supplies for supporting his argument), but the use of the word 
“authority”.     
 
Thomas Schreiner explains that the words “symbol” (NASB), “veil” (RSV), and 
“sign” (NIV) do not appear in the Greek text.  He then writes … 
 
 The word authority has been translated by the English versions in the 
 passive sense so that Paul seems to be saying that a woman should have 
 a sign or symbol of a man’s authority on her head, namely, a head 
 covering or veil. 
 
 But M. Hooker has contended that such translations are misguided.  She 
 says that the word authority nowhere else has a passive meaning; it is 
 always active.  What she means is that the word must refer to a woman’s 
 own authority over her head; she has the right and authority to prophesy.  
 Thus, according to Hooker, the verse is not saying that a woman must 
 wear a head covering to show her submission to a man’s authority.  
 Instead, wearing a head covering indicates that a woman has the right to 
 prophecy.  If Hooker is correct, Paul here is trumpeting the authority of 
 women, not requiring their submission to men.30 
 
The argument becomes rather involved at this point.  No interpretation is free of 
difficulty, though Hooker’s note on the active meaning of authority needs to be 
noted (the word authority is used always in an active sense, though even this is 
not without its difficulties).  Fee further presents some arguments against 
Schreiner’s position that require attention.31  

 
One point from within the text that favors Schreiner’s position would be this: 
 

                                            
29 Fee, TNICNT, 517. 
30 Schreiner, Thomas. “Head Coverings, Prophecies and the Trinity”,*book name*, ed. Wayne Grudem and 
John Piper, (pub.), 134. 
31 Fee, Discovering Biblical Equality, Complementarity Without Hierarchy, 155-157. 
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 Hooker’s view focuses on the authority or right … but the focus of the 
 verse is not on freedom.  Instead the text says “the woman ought … 
 to have authority on her head.”  The word ought shows that a command is 
 being given here to women as to how they ought to adorn themselves 
 when they prophesy …; it communicates an obligation, not a freedom.32  
 
The mention of “angels” has stumped everyone.  An interesting possibility is that 
the word “angels” can also be translated “messenger”.  The implication is then 
that women needed the appropriate display of authority when church 
messengers from outside Corinth came into their assembly.  The same Greek 
word is translated “messenger” in Luke 9:5233  
 
 
11:11-12 
  However, in the Lord, neither is woman independen t of man, nor is 
 man independent of woman.  For as the woman origin ates from the 
 man, so also the man has his birth through the wom an; and all 
 things originate from God.  
 
 
In the middle of his five reasons as to the distinct way in which a woman was to 
pray and prophesy, Paul introduces a balancing truth, without removing the force 
of what he has said and is yet to say on the matter. 
 
Paul’s “in the Lord” is not to be understood in the sense that what he has 
previously said from 11:3ff up to this point has been “outside of the Lord” or 
merely his personal opinion.  The previous words remain authoritative. 
 
Paul recognizes an interdependence that God has built into His design between 
the male and female.  His point is then this: Though there is differentiation, the 
differentiation should not be pushed inaccurately.  Differentiation must be 
balanced with God’s design.  Neither truth stands alone.  Paul masterfully 
balances his presentation by stating that woman, in the beginning, came from the 
first Adam.  Since that first divine act of creation, all subsequent acts of “life” 
creation have the male being born through the female. 
 
In the concluding phrase, “and all things originate from God,” the word “originate” 
is supplied (NIV – “but everything comes from God”).  The truth that has been 
accentuated is that the God who is certainly one of distinctiveness and 
differentiation is also the God who has built interdependence into the His church.    
 
Stouffer introduces the idea that there may be an “apparent contradiction” 
between vv. 8-9 and vv. 11-12.   

                                            
32 Schreiner, Thomas. “Head Coverings, Prophecies and the Trinity”,*Recovering Biblical Manhood & 
Womanhood,  ed. Wayne Grudem and John Piper,( Wheaton, Ill.; Crossway Books, 1991),p. 135. 
33 Dever, Mark.  sermon notes. 
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 One way of reconciling this dilemma is to consider that vv. 2-10 may not 
 even be Paul’s word!  Perhaps he is merely stating the Corinthian church’s 
 view (as he did in 7:1 …).  In other words, Paul may be reiterating their 
 position – even agreeing that it has a biblical base (v. 8) – but reminding 
 them that there is another side to the argument as well.  Yes, woman 
 came from man.  Valid point, Corinthians, but it’s also true that every man 
 since has been born by a woman.  The one cancels out the other!34 
 
A number of matters require attention.  The suggestion that 11:2-10 “may not 
even be Paul’s words,” is based on an appeal to 7:1.  There is a notable 
difference between the two passages.  In 7:1 Paul clearly indicates that he was 
referring to what the Corinthians had themselves said.  In 11:2 no such 
expression is made.  Therefore, the observation that this “may not even be Paul’s 
words” needs to be rejected.   
 
In reference to the statement, “The one cancels out the other!”, it may be better 
to indicate that both statements are equally valid and stand in a delightful 
tension.  One does not cancel the other.  If they do cancel out each other, then 
what point is being made?  Co-existence of the two complementary truths (not 
contradictory) may be a more accurate representation of Paul’s intention.  All 
previous statements made remain in force and are to be held together.  There is 
no contradiction in Paul’s mind. 
 
Craig Blomberg also notes this interpretation and writes … 
 
 Very little evidence supports the suggestions that Paul did not write this 
 passage or that the most objectionable parts for many modern interpreters 
 (vv. 3-7 or verses 3-10) are in fact a Corinthian position that Paul goes on 
 to refute in verses 11-16.  The former position founders on the complete 
 lack of manuscript evidence for verses 2-16 as a later addition; the latter 
 neglects the fact that verses 13-16 also support the position outlined in 
 verses 3-10.35 
 
He continues … 
 
 It is not at all agreed as to how verses 11-12 relate to verses 8-9.  Some 
 treat verses 11-12 as a mere parenthesis, so that the mutuality they stress 
 is barely heard.  Others take them as cancelling out everything else Paul 
 has said, even though they account for only two of the fifteen verses in the 
 passage.  
 
 A mediating view seems preferable.  “In the Lord,” that is among 
 Christians, the nature of creation is substantially qualified but never 

                                            
34 Stouffer, 53-54. 
35 Blomberg, 213. 
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 erased altogether.  This view follows from several observations: (1) 
 “Creation ordinances” … are regularly used throughout the New 
 Testament as desirable, timeless principles that all Christians should 
 follow ….  (2) Paul himself supplies verses 8-9 as a rationale for behaviour 
 he is commanding of Christians, not unredeemed people.  (3) Verses 8-9 
 would be meaningless and unnecessary if verses 11-12 entirely cancelled 
 them out.  (4) Attempts to translate plen (“however,” in v.11) as “the point 
 is” (so that vv. 11-12 become the point Paul has been building to all along) 
 rely on an extremely rare use of the adverb.  (5)  The interdependence 
 that verses 11-12 stress actually reinforces Paul’s insistence in the first 
 half of the passage that wives not dishonour their husbands.36 
 
In his gracious and “middle of the road” approach, Blomberg adds … 
 
 If verse 3 suggests that the authority of a husband over his wife parallels 
 that of God over Christ, then certainly one is struck by the mutuality of the 
 relationship far more than by any act of subordination.  Still, both are 
 present.  The historic, orthodox view of the Trinity, supported by the New 
 Testament, involves ontological equality (equality of essence or being) 
 combined with functional subordination (submission within role 
 differentiation).  … And there is no evidence that any human society or 
 any Christian community has ever functioned successfully without de facto 
 if not duly recognized authorities to whom others submit.37   
 
Osborne, likewise, seeks to give consideration to the two truths that work 
together to present the entire picture. 
 

 … Paul felt perfectly free to assert equality in Galatians and hierarchy in 
 the above passages (as well as in Eph 5:22-23, Col 3:18-19, 1 Pet 3:1-2). 
 Paul did not believe there was a tension between the two, and we must 
 ask why. The usual conservative interpretation is to take Gal 3:28 as 
 reflecting spiritual equality in Christ and the others as teaching practical 
 hierarchy in this life.

 
This also has difficulties, however, for it is hard to see 

 the same spiritual/practical distinction in the case of Jew and Greek.  
 
 There is another possibility that I believe better fits the theological context 
 and a comparison of the passages. In the Body of Christ there is 
 ontological equality and functional hierarchy. As persons, husband and 
 wife as well as Jew and Greek or slave and free are equal— a 
 partnership. Neither side is superior, nor is one more important than the 
 other. At the same time there is a functional difference in the partnership, 
 and this role is built on a hierarchical framework. The wife is equal to her 
 husband in the marriage relationship, but must subject herself to him in 

                                            
36 Ibid, 215. 
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 her marital role. The "curse" of Gen 3:16 has not been obviated by Gal. 
 3:28; however, it has been redefined in the context of Christ’s new age.38 
 
 
 
 
11:13-15 
 Judge for yourselves: is it proper for a woman to pray to God with 
 her head uncovered?  Does not even nature itself t each you that if a 
 man has long hair, it is a dishonor to him, but if  a woman has long 
 hair, it is a glory to her? For her hair is given to her for a covering.  
 
Paul is convinced that what he has said up to this point is obvious to his 
recipients.  He is confident that they will see that the answer to his first question 
requires a negative response, while his second question requires a positive 
response. 
 
Paul’s fourth reason in support of his point in this passage is what “nature” itself 
teaches. 
 
Fee would contend that “nature” is “not an appeal to Nature, or to ‘natural law,’” 
but “to the ‘way things are” in society.39  This would then mean that Paul is 
appealing to the norms of his day.  Common sense makes it obvious as to what  
the believing women ought to look like.  
 
Fee helps keep perspective on this when in a footnote in Discovering Biblical 
Equality (years after his work on 1 Corinthians in the  NICNT series), he writes, 
“… settling this exegetical issue is not crucial for the purposes of this paper and 
is a rat’s nest for people on all side of the sociocultural issue.”40  
 
 
11:16 
 But if one is inclined to be contentious, we have no other practice, 
 nor have the churches of God.  
 
 
At the end of this long and tedious examination, Paul’s concluding comment puts 
a smile on one’s face.  It is as if he knew that what he had just written would not 
be well received.  In anticipation of comments comes the phrase, “… if one is 
inclined to be contentious”. 
 

                                            
38 Osborne, 348-349. 
39 Fee, NICNT, 527. 
40 Fee, Discovering Biblical Equality, Complementarity Without Hierarchy, 147. 
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Therefore, what we have here may not be a command, as Fee notes41, but it is 
not far from it.  Neither the messengers of the church of God, nor the churches 
have any different practice than what Paul has just “clarified”. 
 
Here Paul’s final reason for the difference and interdependence of the sexes in 
worship is given, the unquestioning practice of the churches of God.  Paul closes 
the door on individual churches doing what they would deem to be right and 
keeps the church united in its practice, a practice based not merely on culture, 
but theological reasons that remain in effect to the present. 
 
  
 
WRAP UP 
 
The Church is not called upon to be at the cutting edge of all change or to be 
open to any and every expression of worship.  The right and the wrong of such 
matters as addressed in 1 Corinthians 11:2-16 are determined by appealing to 
the relationship within the Godhead, which is to be reflected in humanity between 
male and female.  God’s design displays God’s glory.  There is no question as to 
equality.  There is no question as to differences.  Both exist and are not in 
contradiction.      

                                            
41 Fee, NICNT, 529-530. 


