Whenever we read the Word we must contextualize it. To whom is it being written, who is writing or speaking and what was happening. We also need to see that we see the whole argument so as not to miss out on the total conclusion which is reached. We also need to understand that people from the middle east, especially Jews do a lot of arguing from the viewpoint of “suppose this” or “suppose that.” Jesus used parables etc sometimes as a “suppose this” type of scenario although many times they were true stories. There are times we are criticised as preachers for telling too many stories but this was the method chosen by Jesus.

Now, although Paul is not telling a story he does use the suppose method quite often in his writings. Let us take the teaching verse by verse and go on from the section you have chosen to see more clearly what is being said.

Now I praise you, brethren, that ye remember me in all things, and keep the ordinances, as I delivered them to you.

Paul congratulates them for keeping the rules he has given in a previous letter of which we have no record. The rules are to do with church order and practice not private morality.

3: But I would have you know, that the head of every man is Christ; and the head of the woman is the man; and the head of Christ is God.

Head means authority.. but Paul is speaking here of ecclesiastical matters. 

4: Every man praying or prophesying, having his head covered, dishonoureth his head.

The head of man is Christ.. how can we pray with Him covered. If we pray in such a way as to remove Christ’s authority from us we dishonour Him. A literal covering is a picture of a man having wrong authority.

5: But every woman that prayeth or prophesieth with her head uncovered dishonoureth her head: for that is even all one as if she were shaven.

We need to understand what was happening in Corinth at this time. It was a city of gross immorality. Many men travelled deliberately to Corinth to avail themselves of the immorality which was so prevalent there. 

The prostitutes would wear their hair very short and patterned in particular ways. If they became Christians it would take some time for their hair to grow. That meant that their past was still recognizable. 

It was also not the done thing for a woman to have short hair in Corinth in those days as it could easily send the wrong signal. So, it was expected for women to have long hair. Until it was long they should cover it so nobody could tell if they were a converted prostitute or not. Even when it was long it was advisable for all women to keep their hair covered so as to keep it impossible for differentiation to take place.

6: For if the woman be not covered, let her also be shorn: but if it be a shame for a woman to be shorn or shaven, let her be covered.

This is obvious. If you are so proud as to cause difficulties in this then completely embarrass yourself.

7: For a man indeed ought not to cover his head, forasmuch as he is the image and glory of God: but the woman is the glory of the man.

A man covering his head would therefore be effeminate! The woman being the glory of the man must not give a manly appearance.

8-9 For the man is not of the woman; but the woman of the man. Neither was the man created for the woman; but the woman for the man.

And where she has been abused in the past needs to be put where it belongs: in the past and under the blood of Jesus.

10: For this cause ought the woman to have power on her head because of the angels.

A woman needs to show herself as being under the authority of a man because other men need to be aware. The term “angels” probably means visiting ministers. And they need to know that the women are under godly authority and not rebellious. Today the wedding ring and engagement ring are evidence that a woman is under the authority of their husband.

11-12 Nevertheless neither is the man without the woman, neither the woman without the man, in the Lord. For as the woman is of the man, even so is the man also by the woman; but all things of God.

Without the Lord clothing, head coverings and rings are irrelevant.

13: Judge in yourselves: is it comely that a woman pray unto God uncovered?

Is it right for her to look like a prostitute when she is participating in spiritual exercise?

14: Doth not even nature itself teach you, that, if a man have long hair, it is a shame unto him?

This is the most difficult part because Paul appeals to nature.. when nature is fallen. Also we do not have any idea how long hair can be before it is regarded as long. A Jewish Rabbi, and Jesus was a Jewish Rabbi, would wear his hair down to below his shoulders. Evidently this was not regarded as “long”. It would seem that Paul was referring to hair which was worn in a similar fashion to that of a woman. He has already been addressing the issue of women looking like men. Now he may be addressing the issue of men looking like women. 

15: But if a woman have long hair, it is a glory to her: for her hair is given her for a covering.

And when it comes to head coverings this is the nub of the matter. If a woman’s hair is long she does not NEED it to be covered because her hair IS her covering. And it is her glory.. hence the wonderful example of Mary when she used her hair to dry Jesus’ feet in John 12. She was saying that her glory was nothing compared to His. And that example is still so important today. If a man or woman is going to make a “big deal” about their clothing from pride then they miss out on the spirit of what is being said. And that is what Paul says next:

16: But if any man seem to be contentious, we have no such custom, neither the churches of God.

He says that NONE of this is supposed to cause arguments. So it cannot be law! It must be guidelines. It was definitely a problem in a particular city at a certain time.. we are not supposed to make a doctrine from it.

