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Question: What is Ty going to do with I Cor 11? 

Better Question: What does God have for us (for our edification) in I Cor 11? 

 

There is a spiritual battle going on in our culture and one of the main 

battlegrounds that it is being waged upon is the ground of marriage and 

sexuality. Just consider, anything associated with marriage or sexuality is 

under fire with the prominence of divorce, infidelity, fornication, 

pornography, homosexuality, gender confusion, etc. Why? The most 

important spiritual reality is the glory of God. And one of the most specific 

ways that God is glorified through people as His image-bearers is through 

marriage which is a picture of the gospel (Christ and the Church--Eph 5) and 

the proper display God’s most basic design of his image bearers as male and 

female, displaying (whether married or single) the beauty of uniqueness of 

God through godly masculinity and femininity. This is the primary reason 

(among many) why the elders are bringing to our members a statement on 

marriage, gender, and sexuality for your consideration.  

 

So what we are about to learn in 1 Cor 11 is this:  

To uphold the glory of God in the divine design of men and women as male 

and female, the church must uncompromisingly protect and promote both 

the equality of the sexes in their dignity and worth, and the uniqueness of 

their God-given roles (in a manner that is complimentary, not competing).  

 

What Paul is doing in 1 Cor 11 is giving the church two truths about how 

men and women are to relate to one another in the church and home, two 

truths that must be upheld and protected with equal earnestness. On the 

one hand men and women are equal dignity and worth. On the other hand 

they are unique with distinct God-given roles.  

 

Now there seems to be some tension between those two things doesn’t 

there. Let me remind you that this is not the only issue where we find 

tension in the Bible. I understand that most of us don’t like tension, but I’m 

not using tension in a negative sense this morning. There is a positive sense 

of tension that creates stability, balance, and protection; the kind of tension 

utilized in engineering, the kind of tension that holds up a bridge with 

contrary cables. If the cables on either side of the bridge are cut or even 

loosened, the bridge will tragically collapse.  

 

This is the kind of positive tension we see in the Bible. For example, there is 

a necessary tension that must be maintained between divine sovereignty 

and human responsibility. This tension is not only essential in matters of 

salvation, but also in matters of prayer, and sanctification. If we loosen the 

tension on divine sovereignty, we can usurp authority and independence 

that is not rightfully ours. But if we loosen the tension on human 

responsibility we abdicate personal responsibility that is required by God.  

 

When it comes to male and female relationships, if we diminish either 

personal equality or role distinctiveness, the whole design of male and 

female relationships will collapse and its purpose fail.  

 

The purpose of male and female relationships is to manifest the glory of 

God (to show forth what is true and beautiful about God) by reflecting the 

nature of the relationships within the Trinity as both equal and distinct.  

 

Because Paul does not ease us into this topic like a nice zero entry boat 

ramp, we just have to jump into the depth of vs. 3. So let me give you a bit 

of an outline of the passage so that you can see where we are headed.  

 

1. Principle of uniqueness (distinctiveness in roles) (vs. 3) 

a. Cultural application of principle of distinctive roles (vs. 4-7) 

b. Support for the principle of distinctive roles (vs. 8-9) 

c. Restatement of cultural application (vs. 10) 

2. Principle of Equality (humble interdependence) (vs. 11) 

a. Support for equality and interdependence (vs. 12) 

b. Illustration from nature for cultural application of distinctive roles 

(vs. 13-15) 



 

With that said, are you ready to jump in? Let’s jump! 

 

[vs. 2-3] Vs. 3 is a summary of the NT doctrine of headship. The term “head” 

in vs. 3 carries the idea of authority.1  There are three parts to this doctrine 

of headship. First, “Christ is the head of every man” meaning that men are 

under the authority of Christ. He is the One we are to submit to and follow. 

This point is uncontentious—the church doesn’t struggle much over Christ 

being the head of every man. A second aspect of the doctrine of headship is 

stated at the end of vs. 3: “God is the head of Christ.” This too is 

uncontentious. It is clearly understood that the Father occupies a role of 

leadership and the Son occupies a role of submission—both roles born out 

of honorable love.  

 

Yet there is a 3rd aspect to the doctrine of headship sandwiched between 

the other two. Paul says, “man is the head of a woman.” This part is 

contentious for some today, especially given our current culture which 

assumes that if women are under male leadership, they are somehow 

inferior or second class citizens. But a careful reading of vs. 3 will lead to a 

much different conclusion.  

 

While Paul is establishing an order of authority here, it is not merely about 

order but also about quality of relationships. Notice that Paul didn’t just say, 

“God is the head of Christ, Christ is the head of man and man is the head of 

woman.” Rather he mixed up the order in a way that protects women and 

communicates honor to them. Notice the safeguards on either side of Paul’s 

statement. Before he says man is the head of woman, he states that the 

head of man is Christ. This is the first safeguard. Whatever authority man 

has, is not an independent authority. He’s not free to use his headship in 

any way he pleases. He must use his leadership in submission to Christ.  

 

                                                           
1 Some have argued that the term “head” merely means “source.” While the term can have 

that meaning in certain contexts, it clearly doesn’t work in vs. 3 because God is not the 

source of Christ. Rather the Father has role of authority over the Son who is in functional and 

voluntary subordination to Him (though equal and not subordinate in being). 

The second safeguard comes after Paul says that man is the head of woman 

when he reminds us that God is the head of Christ. This indicates that a 

woman’s submission to her husband or male elders in the church is not a 

dishonorable position. Rather it is a beautiful, honorable position 

comparable to Christ Himself who lived in submission to His Father. So 

ladies, rather than only focusing on the order of relationships, consider the 

quality of relationships. Your relationship to your husband should be a 

picture of the pure, honorable quality of Jesus’ relationship to the Father.  

 

Let me just add here that NT never presents a man’s headship or leadership 

in a way that is demanding, demeaning, or abusive to women. Rather the 

NT calls men to exercise their leadership toward women in a manner that is 

humble, loving, honorable, nurturing, protective, and serving.  Both roles 

should result in honor toward the other.  

 

The popular belief today is that if people have different roles then they are 

not treated as equal beings. But this is completely inconsistent with the way 

we live the rest of life.  

� Teachers and students have very different roles, but are equal in 

value and worth.  

� Coaches and players…  

� Doctors and nurses… (interdependence) 

 

Yet, even though we can see diverse roles and equality working together in 

our world, the most convincing reason to value God’s order in relationships 

is found right here in vs 3. We are called to display in our human 

relationships the beauty of complementary roles that we see in God Himself 

as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.2   

 

So vs. 3 contains the first principle we must protect and promote… 

 

2 The Father sends the Son. The Son submits to the Father. The Son sends the Holy 

Spirit. The Holy Spirit glorifies Jesus. Jesus glorifies His Father. Etc.  



The Principle of Uniqueness: Because God has designed men and women 

as uniquely male and female, we must not blur His command for 

distinctive roles of headship and submission that reflect the beauty of 

God’s glory seen in the distinct roles of the Trinity.   

 

This is the timeless principle that underlies why Paul gave instructions 

regarding head-coverings which was the cultural expression of this principle 

in [vs. 4-7]. First, let me say that we don’t know for sure what kind of head-

covering Paul has in mind. Was it a veil, a shawl, or the way women were to 

wear their hair? We don’t know for sure. In fact, the term “uncovered” or 

unloosed in vs. 5 is the same word used in Lev 13:45 where lepers were to 

keep their hair unloosed. So the language regarding the specific covering is 

more vague than clear. What’s more important (and clear) is that Paul is 

addressing matters of public worship and how men and women were to 

conduct themselves as they prayed and prophesied. He’s reminding them to 

conduct themselves in a way that accords with their proper roles of 

headship and submission.  

 

So what do their roles have to do with hair or head-coverings? In the first 

century for a woman to wear her hair long and flowing down her back was 

considered disgraceful. In Num 5:8 loose hair was associated with adultery 

and was therefore considered shameful in public. So it may be that Paul was 

concerned that women were wearing their hair in a way that denoted 

shame and rebellion against their husbands in that culture. You can see 

then, how some form of head-covering would correlate to submission and 

honor. Furthermore, it was shameful for a woman to shave her head 

because it gave her the appearance of a man, blurring the distinctiveness 

women men and women should have by honoring their gender.3 So Paul 

says, if you are not going to wear your hair up or cover your head, you might 

just as well shave it off because you are present yourself in a shameful way.  

 

                                                           
3 Background information based on Thomas Schreiner, “Head Coverings, 

Prophecies, and the Trinity: I Corinthians 11:2-16,” in Recovering Biblical Manhood 

On the other hand, for a man to wear something on his head while praying, 

was disgraceful because it symbolized an undermining of his God-given 

authority.  

 

What’s important for us to understand is that in the first century culture, a 

head covering was a symbol of being under authority. So in the first century, 

for a woman to wear her hair up or with a covering communicated her 

femininity with submission and honor. For a man to pray without his head 

covered was proper because of His God-given responsibilities of leadership. 

And while those cultural clues don’t carry the same message today, what is 

important is that men and women present themselves in a way that does 

not blur or confuse their God-given roles.  

 

In vs. 8-9, Paul gives further support for why the uniqueness of men and 

women and their respective roles should not be blurred or confused. [vs. 8-

9]. Vs. 8-9 refer to the original creation—Adam and Eve. Adam was created 

first out of the dust, but Eve was made out of man’s rib. Why did God create 

Eve? Gen 2:18 is very clear: “It is not good for the man to be alone; I will 

make him a helper suitable for him.” So she was created from man and for 

man in order to support Him in the responsibilities God had given him. Keep 

in mind that she was created from his rib, his side, so the most natural way 

for him to embrace her side by side—they are a team together embracing 

God’s calling. The weight of leadership is on the man’s shoulders while his 

wife fills a role of empowering support.  

 

Its really important for you to see that the woman’s supportive role is not a 

demeaning role because the roles are meant to be complimentary, not 

competing. You will view it as demeaning if you believe that self-exaltation 

is of greater value than servant-hearted, other-centered honor. The 

problem is not with the biblical roles of men and women but with what we 

value most. For example, when Jesus said “the first shall be last and the last 

shall be first,” the point is not that we should try to be last so we can be 

and Womanhood: A response to Evangelical Feminism, ed. John Piper and Wayne 

Grudem (Wheaton: Crossway, 2012), 125-126. 



first. The point is that we have the wrong value system. Selfless serving is 

more valuable in God’s eyes than self-seeking attempts to be first. The Bible 

never encourages self-exalting prominence. It always encourages selfless, 

serving and honor toward others—which is the heart of both male and 

female roles and which is also the mind of Christ.  

 

This helps us understand the heart of [vs. 7]. In this particular context, man 

represents God’s sovereign leadership with his earthly leadership. The 

woman honors God’s sovereign leadership by her respect and honorable 

submission to the man as a representative of God’s leadership. Combining 

vs. 7 with vs. 3, we can say it this way:  

� Men honor God’s authority by how they submit to Christ (including 

Christ-like care and honor toward women).  

� Women honor Christ (and therefore God) by how they submit to 

men (appropriate male relationships).    

 

This is why in vs. 10 Paul says that in a culture where a head-covering 

represents femininity and honorable submission, its appropriate for women 

to cover their heads as a sign or symbol of being under God’s authority, as 

displayed by how they live under man’s authority. And then Paul adds, 

“because of the angels.” What do angels have to do with the roles of men 

and women? It seems to have something to do with order and authority. Let 

me suggest two things: 

1. Besides God Himself, who have been eye-witnesses since the 

beginning of God’s design? Angels! Angels observed the original 

order and design in God’s creation of man (before the fall) and they 

observe whether we function today in a way that is consistent with 

that original order.  

2. Who knows by experience the reality of final judgment for those 

who rebel against God’s authority by defying his design? Angels! 

Angels know that to usurp authority not granted by God is rebellion 

that leads to grave consequences. Remember, 1/3 of the angels 

along with Lucifer were cast out of heaven because they sought 

position of authority not given by God.  

 

I think Paul mentions angels to highlight the continuity that should exist 

today with the original creation design for men and women and how they 

are to relate to each other.  

 

 

Now if Paul just stopped here with fleshing out the principle of uniqueness 

or distinctive roles for men and women, what would likely happen given the 

fallenness of our human nature? There would be a great temptation to 

function with imbalance, where men could easily abuse their authority, 

causing women to be dishonored. But Paul does not stop here. He ends His 

discussion by establishing the principle of equality (interdependence) that 

provides proper balance to the first principle of distinctive roles in [vs. 11-

12].  

 

Paul wants to make it very clear that just because men and women have 

different God-given roles, neither role makes one superior over the other—

there is equality in personhood, dignity, and worth. He makes this argument 

by reminding us that while Eve was made from Adam, men can’t survive 

without women giving birth to them. They are interdependent on the other. 

Therefore, men should not seek to be independent by using their leadership 

as a means to self-serving superiority, nor should women seek to be 

independent by rejecting proper male leadership in marriage and in the 

church. Men and women are equal and interdependent which means their 

roles are not meant to be competitive but rather complimentary.  

 

The Principle of Equality: Because God has designed men and women as 

male and female with equal personhood, dignity and worth, we must not 

diminish the value and honor that each is due but rather reflect the beauty 

of God’s glory displayed in the equality shared among the Triune members 

of the Godhead.     

 

So as male and female we should glorify God by reflecting the equality of 

personhood between the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, while at the same 

time honoring our distinctive roles just as the Father, Son, and Spirit 

complement each other in their respective roles.  



 

So Paul brings in this doctrine of equality as a balancing tension to the 

doctrine of distinctive roles. Yet He doesn’t want the discussion of equality 

to wipe out proper masculine and feminine distinctions and their 

corresponding roles so he concludes with an appeal to nature in [vs. 14-15]. 

Basically, what Paul is saying is that its natural for men to look masculine 

and for women to look feminine. The weight of vs. 14-15 is not simply a 

binding prohibition on the length of hair. We know this because there were 

times when God commanded men to not cut their hair but to let it grow 

long, such as keeping a Nazarite vow (which was holy).4 The reality is that a 

man with long hair can clearly present himself as masculine, just as a man 

with short hair can present himself as feminine.  We would be missing the 

point if our discussion stopped at the length of hair.  

 

Here’s the weight of Paul’s point given the context:  

� Men should glorify God in their male design by pursuing God-

honoring masculinity that takes responsibility to lead and care for 

women in the Spirit of Christ.  

� Women should glorify God in their female design by pursuing God-

honoring femininity that humbly supports male leadership in the 

home and church in the spirit of Christ.  

And these honorable distinctions between men and women should be 

evident in the spirit and manner in which we conduct ourselves in public 

worship. 

 

So the key to I Corinthians 11 is not the cultural expression of hair or head-

covering. Men could cut their hair and women could wear head-coverings 

and completely miss the intent of I Cor 11 which is to honor the male and 

female uniqueness and equality of God’s design. Wearing a head-covering 

will not guarantee that a woman has a heart of submission that imitates 

Jesus’ submissive heart and life before the Father. Men can carry 

themselves as masculine, but is it from a Christ-like heart that puts the 

interest of those they lead ahead of self?  

                                                           
4 Numbers 6:2-5 

 

Men, do you really long to approach your wife especially and women in 

general with the humble and honoring disposition the reflects Christ and His 

grace toward us? Are you ready to reject passivity and embrace leadership 

in a way that honors and edifies women? If men focus on honoring women, 

any potential abuse of your leadership will be greatly diminished. Men, in as 

much as this is a church that should honor God-given roles of men and 

women, it should be a church where women are truly honored more than 

anywhere else in society.  

 

Women, do you really long to help, serve, and respect your husbands (and 

other appropriate leaders) with a respectful disposition that reflects Jesus’ 

humble and submissive relationship to the Father?  

 

The journey this calls us to is for men and women alike to grow in the spirit 

of Christ.  


