
Christian Conduct in a Corrupt Culture #23

“Navigating a Theological Minefield”

1 Corinthians 11:3-16

Last Sunday evening I preached a message, “Navigating a Moral Minefield,” considering ethical decisions in areas not directly addressed in Scripture. When I turned to our text for this evening—1 Corinthians 11:3-16—I had to laugh to myself. “If last week was navigating a moral minefield,” I said to myself, “then this will be navigating a theological minefield!”

This is one of those passages that seem to have a purely local and temporary significance because it deals with a situation that has long since ceased to have any relevance for us. Yet such passages shed a flood of light on the problems of the early church; and they indeed have great importance, because Paul solves the problems by principles that are eternal.

One of the fundamental principles in understanding the Bible is this: Before we can understand what a text means today, we must understand what it meant at the time it was written. In other words, it’s all about context. Warren Wiersbe writes, “One of the first axioms of hermeneutics (the principles of Bible study) is, ‘A text without a context is a pretext.’”
 Tonight we will see three types of context to be considered.
Let’s read the passage in its entirety—1 Corinthians 11:3-16,

Now I want you to realize that the head of every man is Christ, and the head of the woman is man, and the head of Christ is God. Every man who prays or prophesies with his head covered dishonors his head. And every woman who prays or prophesies with her head uncovered dishonors her head—it is just as though her head were shaved. If a woman does not cover her head, she should have her hair cut off; and if it is a disgrace for a woman to have her hair cut or shaved off, she should cover her head. A man ought not to cover his head, since he is the image and glory of God; but the woman is the glory of man. For man did not come from woman, but woman from man; neither was man created for woman, but woman for man. For this reason, and because of the angels, the woman ought to have a sign of authority on her head. 

In the Lord, however, woman is not independent of man, nor is man independent of woman. For as woman came from man, so also man is born of woman. But everything comes from God. Judge for yourselves: Is it proper for a woman to pray to God with her head uncovered? Does not the very nature of things teach you that if a man has long hair, it is a disgrace to him, but that if a woman has long hair, it is her glory? For long hair is given to her as a covering. If anyone wants to be contentious about this, we have no other practice—nor do the churches of God.
This text represents a thought transition in the letter. Paul has been talking about how the members of the church were exercising their rights and liberties in the world—outside of the context of worship. Here Paul begins to talk about how the members of the church should exercise their rights and liberties within the church—in the context of worship. There is a shift from the life of the church in the world to the life of the church in the church. In chapters 11-14 Paul addresses a number of different issues in the life of the church such as head coverings, the Lord’s Supper, spiritual gifts, prophecy and tongues, and orderly worship.

The Christian faith brought freedom and hope to women, children, and slaves. It taught that all people, regardless of race or sex, were equal before their Creator, and that all believers were one in Jesus Christ. The local church was perhaps the only fellowship in the Roman Empire that welcomed all people, regardless of nationality, social status, sex, or economic position. It was to be expected that there would be some who would carry this newfound freedom to excess. A new movement always suffers more from its friends than from its enemies, and this was true in Corinth.
 Paul sets this straight here.
Considering the Connotation of the Words

The first step is considering the connotation of the words, also known as the grammatical context. Remember that the New Testament was not originally written in English, so we must look at the original words behind our translation.

Verse three says, “Now I want you to realize that the head of every man is Christ, and the head of the woman is man, and the head of Christ is God.” The Greek word kephalē refers literally to the physical head of a person’s body, as in Matthew 10:30, but it is also used in a figurative sense.
 But we must be careful not to read our twenty-first century thought into this word. We use the term often for a person in authority, as in “heads of state,” but this usage was unknown in the ancient world.
 

The most comprehensive lexicon of the Greek language of that period now available in English is one compiled by Liddell, Scott, Jones and McKenzie that covers classical and Koine Greek from 1000 bc to ad 600—a period of nearly 1600 years, including the Septuagint (Greek translation of the Old Testament) and the Greek of New Testament times. The lexicon lists nearly twenty-five possible figurative meanings of kephalē that were used in ancient Greek literature. Among them are, “top,” “brim,” “apex,” “origin,” “source,” “mouth,” “starting point,” “completion,” “consummation,” “crown,” “sum,” “total.” The list does not include our common English usage of “authority over,” “leader,” “director,” “superior rank” or anything similar as meanings.
 Most scholars agree that kephalē should be understood as “source,” not “superiority.”

The second term to consider is found in verses 4-5, 

Every man who prays or prophesies with his head covered dishonors his head. And every woman who prays or prophesies with her head uncovered dishonors her head—it is just as though her head were shaved.
“Prays” is a word we are familiar with, but what about “prophesies”? Prophesying is found in both Old and New Testaments. In short, prophecy is inspired speech. Peter describes how this took place in 2 Peter 1:20-21, “Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpretation. For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.” In the Old Testament the prophets spoke the word of God to their generation, sometimes predicting the future, more often speaking to the needs of the present. This, too, is the function of the prophets of the New Testament; they were engaged in “forthtelling the present” rather than “foretelling the future.”

The term “prophesying” is also used in the Old Testament in a different way. In Numbers 11:25-29, 1 Samuel 10:1-13, and 1 Samuel 19:18-24, the Hebrew term rendered “prophesy” is sometimes used to indicate uncontrolled ecstatic behavior.
 While such behavior is evident in other religions of the time, some believe this was a visible sign that the Holy Spirit had possessed them and was communicating through them. (Other scholars, it should be noted, vehemently argue against this view.
) 

This same Hebrew word is also found in Joel 2:28-29, “And afterward, I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy, your old men will dream dreams, your young men will see visions.” Peter quoted this verse on the Day of Pentecost, stating that this promise was being fulfilled before the people’s eyes. Could the “prophesying” in Joel be related to the “speaking in tongues” in Acts 2? Or to the “prophesying” here (and elsewhere) in 1 Corinthians? Again, scholars are divided on the subject, though some see a connection between ecstatic behavior and the prophesying in 1 Corinthians while not seeing the same connection with the Day of Pentecost.
 I do believe there is a connection between the Old and New Testament uses of the word.

I must confess, however, that in the past I made a mistake in equating the New Testament use of prophesying with preaching. Warren Wiersbe wisely writes,

Prophesying is not quite the same as our “preaching” or “expounding the Word.” A person with the gift of prophecy proclaimed God’s message as it was given to him immediately by the Spirit. The modern preacher studies the Word and prepares his message.

However we interpret the word “prophesying,” it is clear that Paul did not forbid the women to pray or to prophesy in the worship service.
 

Considering the Culture of the World

Let’s move on to considering the culture of the world, reading verses 4-10,

Every man who prays or prophesies with his head covered dishonors his head. 5 And every woman who prays or prophesies with her head uncovered dishonors her head—it is just as though her head were shaved. If a woman does not cover her head, she should have her hair cut off; and if it is a disgrace for a woman to have her hair cut or shaved off, she should cover her head. A man ought not to cover his head, since he is the image and glory of God; but the woman is the glory of man. For man did not come from woman, but woman from man; neither was man created for woman, but woman for man. For this reason, and because of the angels, the woman ought to have a sign of authority on her head.
It is very likely that readers today, Christians or not, bristle when they read or hear this text. There is a significant cultural distance between us and the Corinthian church. Some of the things that were common to them seem strange to us; of course, much of what is common to us would be incomprehensible to them. But there is significant overlap between us as well, particularly on the level of principle. Though the application of Biblical principles can take various forms in different cultures, these principles stand.

This chapter is filled with difficulties the interpreter to some degree must face in the dark. The problem of 2,000-plus years of separation from the social circumstances in Corinth and the ancient world are nowhere more keenly felt than in a passage such as this. Little agreement exists among major commentators as to the precise social practices that existed in the first century. In fact, the more one investigates the more he discovers that the problem is complicated by a divergence of social custom, which to some degree flowed along geographical and ethnic lines.

Jewish women were always veiled in public in the first century.
 This was also true for Greek women, with the veil covering her hair (unlike the Arab veil, which covered a woman from head to toe). The only women who did not wear them were the high-class mistresses of influential Corinthians, as well as the sacred prostitutes from the local temple of Aphrodite.

Some women in the Corinthian church were shunning the common cultural practice of wearing their hair up and/or wearing a covering of some sort on their head during worship. In the freedom of worship they allowed their hair to hang down on their shoulders. In that culture this implied that they were “available.” It was an attempt to move past cultural norms, but really became quite a scandal.
 Thus women in our own culture years ago would wear hats to church. This is an example where the passage is applied literally while the underlying principle has been largely ignored.
Critics have long argued that Paul is a male chauvinist pig who is against women, often citing this passage along with others we will consider in a moment. In reality, it was the freedom afforded to the women of the congregation in worship that was scandalous in that culture. Women were encouraged to pray and prophesy. Verse 5 assumes this: “every woman who prays or prophesies.” This was in bold contrast to Jewish synagogue worship where women were not considered full members and were required to sit behind a veil. In the Christian church, women were to be full congregational participants in the worship service—unheard of!
 Paul is not silencing women; he is acknowledging that they can participate in the worship service. He instructs them to not abuse their Christian liberty—much like he said about food sacrificed to idols—and needlessly offend others.

I do want to make a brief comment on verse 10, where Paul refers to angels as a reason for women to have their heads covered when praying or prophesying. It is not certain what this means, but probably it goes back to the strange story in Genesis 6 which tells how the certain angels (“sons of God”) got together with human women (“daughters of men”) and produced a mutant race of giants prior to the great flood. An old rabbinic tradition said that it was the beauty of women’s long hair that tempted the angels.
 Many scholars reject this view, believing that Paul references good angels here, not fallen ones, but I think there may be something to the rabbinic tradition very familiar to Paul.

What is really important in verse 10, however, is the “sign of authority” on the head of the woman. It is usually interpreted as a symbol of the woman’s subjection. The veil is often considered the expression of that subjection, so the RSV translates this as “veil,” though the Greek word does not have this meaning. “Authority” usually has an active sense indicating one’s own power. It is better to understand authority as belonging to the woman. It is the authority to participate in worship.
 

Paul concludes in verses 13-16,

Judge for yourselves: Is it proper for a woman to pray to God with her head uncovered? Does not the very nature of things teach you that if a man has long hair, it is a disgrace to him, but that if a woman has long hair, it is her glory? For long hair is given to her as a covering. If anyone wants to be contentious about this, we have no other practice—nor do the churches of God.
In essence, Paul asks his readers to consider what their own style might be communicating in their own cultural settings. This question is of paramount importance for Paul’s readers, because believers are to represent Jesus Christ to the world, and the world will form its opinions about the Savior based on the visual image reflected in the lives of His followers.

How we apply this to our own culture may vary, and good, godly Christians may even disagree as to the specifics. That is okay, just remember, as verse 16 says, “If anyone wants to be contentious about this, we have no other practice—nor do the churches of God.” Things like this are not worth splitting churches over and giving the Church a black eye.
Considering the Context of the Word

The third perspective is found in considering the context of the Word. Before Paul begins prescribing principles that govern proper worship etiquette, he gives a lesson from theology. The Bible doesn’t arbitrarily toss around dos and don’ts. Rather, our attitudes and actions are to conform to God’s character, plan, purpose, and order. This is why Paul lays a firm doctrinal foundation prior to drawing a few practical conclusions. He starts with a reminder about God’s order of headship and humility in verse 3, “Now I want you to realize that the head of every man is Christ, and the head of the woman is man, and the head of Christ is God.” Theologically, the plan and purpose of creation and redemption begin with God the Father, who sent God the Son. The Son humbly submitted to the will of the Father in coming to the earth to become incarnate, to live in perfect obedience to His will, and to die for the sins of the world. Though the Father and Son are equal in their divinity, glory, and eternality, the Father functions as the “head” of the Son as the triune God works out the Father’s plan of redemption. This is why Paul can say that, “God is the head of Christ.”

The Genesis narrative tells us that God created the male human first—Adam. After tasking Adam with promoting God’s rule and furthering His creative work by cultivating and keeping the garden, God fashioned Eve from Adam’s rib as a suitable helper. She, too, would participate in the work to which humans were called, not as the head of the family, but alongside her husband.

The word helper is the first descriptive term in the Bible used for woman in Genesis 2:18. Scripture doesn’t describe her as “slave,” “doormat,” or “pet.” “Helper” is not a term of inferiority, but of equality. In fact, it implies that left to himself, Adam alone was insufficient to accomplish everything God wanted humans to accomplish. Eve was a necessary partner in projecting God’s glory through her husband into the created realm. In logical order, God made woman for the man, not the other way around. Man was created first, and the woman was derived from him to assist and complete him. She reflected Adam’s glory, mirroring his character—just as Adam reflected God’s glory, mirroring his character in the pre-Fall condition.
 What Paul writes here in 1 Corinthians 11 fits into what Scripture says elsewhere.
Verse four speaks of men and women prophesying in the context of worship. We examined what the word “prophesy” meant in both the Old and New Testaments. So how do we understand the concept of women prophesying in Scripture?

In the Old Testament there were prophetesses as well as prophets, women like Huldah, in the time of King Josiah. Before her, Miriam, Moses’ sister, was described as a “prophetess,” while Deborah was described as a prophetess and judge. We saw earlier that Joel 2:28-29 predicted, “And afterward, I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy, your old men will dream dreams, your young men will see visions.” And we know this was fulfilled on the Day of Pentecost. In the New Testament, the Acts and the Epistles contain many references to women speakers and women workers. Philip the evangelist’s four unmarried daughters all had the gift of prophecy, and Paul refers to women who ministered with him in several of his letters.

But what about Paul’s instruction in 1 Corinthians 14:34, “Women should remain silent in the churches. They are not allowed to speak, but must be in submission, as the Law says,” or 1 Timothy 2:11-12, “A woman should learn in quietness and full submission. I do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man; she must be silent”? How do we square the teaching here in 1 Corinthians 11 with these passages?

Regarding the 1 Corinthians 14 text, the answer is found in the very next verse: “If they want to inquire about something, they should ask their own husbands at home.” If they had any questions, they were to ask their husbands (or other men) outside of the church meeting, rather than interrupting the service.
 (We will look at this in detail when we get to chapter fourteen.) If the silence is absolute, then women should not sing, read Scripture or pray in church—even though this text mentions praying and prophesying. The most reasonable theory is that the silence in 1 Corinthians 14:34-35 does not include praying and prophesying. The silence commanded of women is not absolute but qualified by the context—do not disrupt the service by asking questions out loud, but wait to ask.

When these matters are given full consideration, it becomes clear that women were free to participate in the activities of the early church in almost any fashion so long as wives were in subjection to their own husbands, were modest in their apparel, and were not attempting to command authoritarian positions over the men in the churches.

So, what do we do with a passage like 1 Corinthians 11:2-16? I agree with William Barclay: “It would be quite wrong to make this passage of universal application; it was intensely relevant to the Church of Corinth but it has nothing to do with whether or not women should wear hats in church at the present day.”
 

Unfortunately, there are so many different ideas in 1 Corinthians 11 that the main point of the passage is often missed. One suggests that Paul’s real concern is the relationship of man and woman, “the nature of man and woman as such.” Another specifies that the subordination of the woman is in view. Others focus on the necessity of women’s covering their heads. None of these theories quite captures the main idea. Paul’s concern is that men and women (when they pray and prophesy) worship God in a way that is glorifying to him. The glory of God is first in Paul’s thoughts. Just before this section, Paul summarizes his instructions on eating food sacrificed to idols: “So, whether you eat or drink, or whatsoever you do, do all to the glory of God” (1 Cor. 10:31). In addition, “glory” (who gets the glory?) in verse 7 is the determining factor in the matter of covering or not covering heads. The subordination of the woman is not the major consideration here; the relationship between man and woman is discussed because it determines how men and women are to participate in worship.

When we take our eyes off of God and giving Him the glory, we get distracted by lots of other things. Satan loves to take these distractions and divide Christians and churches. We must live and love and minister within our culture, but we must be careful not to allow the culture and its philosophy to infiltrate the church. This was the threat in Corinth, and Paul addresses that in this chapter. Navigating theological minefields is as necessary in the twenty-first century as in the first century.
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