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Women attending our church 60 years ago were expected to wear hats. Twenty years later, it was neither 
fashionable or culturally normal to wear head coverings in worship. Similarly, over a relatively short period 
of time, the Corinthian church incorporated people from different backgrounds who fully participated in its 
public worship. Both men and women were praying and prophesying in this community. Paul criticised 
them, though, for flouting social conventions about what was ‘honourable’ vs ‘shameful’ apparel, vis-à-vis 
head coverings. He also criticised behaviours which dishonoured each other, when they ate together. 
 
ICEBREAKER: What is appropriate clothing for public worship? What about for those leading worship? In 
what situations could this be an issue? How does Paul’s instruction in Phil 2:4 - “Each of you should look 
not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others” – inform this discussion? 
 
READ: 1 Cor 10:31-11:16 

Chapter 11 is one that causes controversy, depending on how it is read.  

• What questions, concerns and comments do you have about this passage? How have you 

traditionally been taught to understand it? [Leaders: please keep track of time on this question 😊] 

 

There are a couple of important things to keep in mind here. Firstly, in Chapters 11-14, Paul is addressing 
issues about public worship. The second thing to note is the contrast between ‘shame’/ ‘dishonour’/ 
‘disgrace’ and ‘honour’ in this passage. This was an important concept in Corinth. Paul wanted them to 
‘honour God’ (1 Cor 6:20) and each other, in both their conduct and dress. The third thing to note is that 
the core issue in 1 Cor 11:2-16 is specifically about the issue of head coverings in worship. The fourth 
thing is that the translation and interpretation of particular Greek words (eg ‘head’ and ‘authority’), is critical 
to understanding the passage. The word for ‘head’ is used two different ways in this passage. 
 
The word translated as ‘head’ (Gk: kephale) has three possible meanings. It can refer to a person’s 
physical head. The other dominant way it was used in Greek, was to mean ‘source’ (eg head of a river, 
source of life).  
 
Only very rarely in Greek literature did kephale ever mean ‘chief’ or the person of highest rank. However, 
in some Christian circles, the word ‘head’ has become synonymous with the idea of male ‘headship’/ 
dominance and authority over women. As a result, the verses in this chapter are sometimes misused. 
Gordon Fee, however, criticises this interpretation – and we’ll look at his explanation in a moment. 

• To compare these two ways of understanding this passage, it’s probably easier to try to draw 
pictures (with stick figures). What do the relationship dynamics between Christ, men and women, 
look like? 

o If this passage is about hierarchical authority? 
 

o If this passage is talking about our mutual dependence and honouring each other under 
Christ? (You may want to come back to this one after doing the next question) 

 

• Below is an explanation by Gordon Fee. What questions does this raise for you? 
“The metaphor itself [ie headship] is often understood to be hierarchical, setting up structures of authority. But nothing 
in the passage suggests as much; in fact, the only appearance of the word exousia (“authority”) refers to the woman’s 
own authority (v. 10). Moreover, the concluding affirmation (vv. 11–12) explicitly qualifies the crucial clauses (vv. 8–
9) so that they will not be understood in this way. … [Paul] explicitly states that man was the original source of the 
woman (cf. v. 12). 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, he 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). To blur that relationship is to bring shame on her “head.” This means that the middle clause, “the man is the 
head of woman,” refers to the creation account also alluded to two times in the argument (vv. 8 and 12). “The man” 
would refer to Adam, and “the woman” to Eve; thus, “the man is the source of the woman’s life.” But as the second 
passage (v. 12) makes plain, that is only part of the story; in a much more significant way, “all things,” both man and 
woman, “come from God.”1 

                                                           
1 Fee, G. D. (2014). The First Epistle to the Corinthians. (N. B. Stonehouse, F. F. Bruce, G. D. Fee, & J. B. Green, Eds.) (Revised Edition). 
Grand Rapids, MI; Cambridge, U.K.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company. p553-555. 
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The Romans, Greeks and Jews all had different protocols about head coverings for men and women who 
were actively involved in worship (eg when offering a sacrifice). In 1 Cor 11, Paul set the standard for both 
men and women in the 1st Century Christian churches. Men were not to worship with a head covering 
(11:4) and, culturally, it was unacceptable for a man to have long hair. (11:14) For a woman to worship 
with an ‘uncovered’ or unveiled head was regarded as disgraceful as having her head shaved. (11:5-6) It 
was normal for a woman to have long hair and have some form of cover or wrap. (11:15) But Paul wasn’t 
justifying his views based on the cultural norms of the day alone. Rather, he wanted the Corinthians to 
bring honour to themselves. In light of their relationships with each other and with Christ, he also wanted 
them to consciously honour each other and, in doing so, to bring honour and glory to God. 
 
Some people cringe at Paul making ‘rules’ for men and women, which accentuate gender distinctions, 
especially in light of Gal 3:28, where Paul taught that the distinctions between Jew and Greek, slave and 
free, male and female, had been overcome in the church because “you are all one in Christ Jesus.” We 
are all gifted with the same Spirit and are able to fully participate in the community of faith. Similarly, in 
Rom 8:16-17, Paul affirms we are all God’s children, heirs of God and co-heirs of Christ.  
 
Ben Witherington, though, provides the following comments: 

“For Paul, human duality, maleness and femaleness, is good and is to be celebrated, just as the 
interdependence of male and female is to be appreciated. Maleness and femaleness are part of 
the order of creation and are also reaffirmed in certain ways in the new creation. … Worship is the 
act of praising and glorifying God for who God is, which at the same time entails that human beings 
recognize who they are as beings under God and in Christ. The proper human response to 
redemption is that both women and men not only bear witness to who they are but also to whose 
they are.”2 

• What is your response to Witherington’s comments? In what ways are gender distinctions helpful 
in a faith community? In what ways do defined gender roles in a faith community, act to undermine 
the interdependence of and partnership between men and women in gospel ministry? 

 

In some ways, the idea of ‘head coverings’ in worship seems contrary to other passages in the NT. Eg: 
Unlike Moses, we have “unveiled faces (which) all reflect the Lord’s glory”. (2 Cor 3:18). We read of 
approaching God with confidence (Heb 4:16). By contrast, in Gen 3:7, Adam and Eve covered themselves 
when they felt a strong sense of shame, after they had sinned by disobeying God. 

•  How do you feel about the invitation to approach “the throne of grace” to “receive mercy” from God 
in your time of need, rather than hiding from God and each other? (Heb 4:16) 
 

READ: 1 Cor 11:17-34. 
 
In this passage, verses 23-29 are familiar to most of us as they recite the ‘institution’ of the Lord’s supper. 
These words are frequently used when we celebrate communion together. However, these verses sit in 
the midst of damning criticism by Paul of the Corinthians, about how they conducted their ‘love feasts’.  

• What were the things that Paul criticised about the way the Corinthians were conducting 
themselves? 

 

One of the critical ‘divisions’ that was referred to in this passage, was between those who had enough to 
eat and those “who have nothing” (v22). It was a normal part of hospitality, in Corinthian culture, for the 
invited guests to eat first and slaves to eat the leftovers (if any). Paul commented that this practice was 
really humiliating for the less well off (particularly the slaves who were part of their fellowship). 

• In light of this – what practical things did Paul tell them to change, in the way they practiced 
hospitality and the way the wealthy treated people of a lower socio-economic class/ status? How 
would Phil 2:4 - “Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of 
others” – inform their decisions and practices? 

 

• These verses are also a challenge to us as a church. What practical things can we do to become 
a more welcoming, caring and inclusive community?  

 
Group Leaders: please take the opportunity to use this time to lead your group in communion, using the 
words in v23-29. Take time to remember what Jesus has done for us in his death and resurrection, as well 
as who we now are – individually and corporately – in Christ.  

                                                           
2 Witherington, B., III. (1995). Conflict and Community in Corinth: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary on 1 and 2 Corinthians. Grand Rapids, MI: 
Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co. p236-237. 
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