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Introduction

First, read I Corinthians 11:3-16.  It is the ONLY place in the New Testament that deals with the covering issue.  Then, when a verse is cited, read it again along with my comments to enhance your study.

The question "What is the covering?" seems to have its beginning with certain modern translations of the Bible.  Therefore, read as many versions as you can to gain a better understanding of today's problem with this subject.

The passage requires that a woman must have her head covered while praying (v.5-6).  And, a man must not have his head covered (v.4, 7).  Keep these rules foremost in you mind.

The reasons for "the rules" will also be discussed (v.3, 8-12).

The consequences for not following these rules are: it dishonors Christ, it is not comely (fitting or proper) and it is a shame (v.4, 13, 14).

Therefore, it is important that we study and properly apply the teachings of this passage.

1. What does “covered” mean in verses 4-7?

“Covered” (or veiled, as used in some versions) is from the Greek root word KALUPTO meaning “to cover, to veil.”1  To cover, or to veil, means to envelop, or to spread over.  It is a verb, an action word which describes the state or condition of something.  "Covered" does not specify what is used for a covering but that "something" is to be covered (or, not covered, since both terms are use in these verses).

W. E. Vine states, in reference to verse 4, that “having his head covered” is literally, “having (something) down his head.”  The Greek word is KATAKALUPTO, meaning to cover up (KATA, intensively covered).

If verses 4-7 were all that the apostle Paul said

about being covered, any object that covered the head would be acceptable because these verses do NOT tell us what to use for a covering.  We could use our 
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imagination, which is what a lot of people are doing.  However, Paul did not leave us to speculate on what to use “to cover.”

2. What does “a covering” mean in verse 15?

"Covering" in Greek is PERIBOLAION, meaning “something thrown around; a veil, covering” (W. E. Vine).  It is a noun which denotes a specific thing, object, or article which is used to cover.  The word does not inform us what the specific object is.  Many objects could be used for “a covering” but again, we are not left to speculate.  By the way, this is the ONLY verse that refers to “a covering.”

3. Is long hair “a covering”?

The inspired writer specified long hair as a covering while praying.  Carefully read what Paul says in verses 13-15:

“Judge in yourselves; is it comely that a woman pray unto God uncovered?  Doth not even nature itself teach you, that, if a man have long hair, it is a shame unto him?  But if a woman have long hair, it is a glory to her: for her hair is given her for a covering." (KJV)

Long hair is a covering.  Long hair is a veil (PERIBOLAION).  Hair itself, or just any hair, is NOT a covering but rather, “her hair” or “long hair.”  Long hair satisfies KATAKALUPTO, to cover or to veil, and it satisfies PERIBOLAION, a covering or a veil.

Since long hair is a covering for a woman, it would also be a covering for a man.  But, long hair to the man is a shame (v.14).

4. Is “short hair” a covering?

Paul does NOT say that short hair is a covering.  In fact, Paul does not mention "short hair" in this passage.  Can a man or a woman have short hair?  Of course, but anything less than long hair is not proper for a woman.  Therefore, short hair is not a covering for man and is not a covering for woman.  This is precisely the point Paul makes in verse 6.  If a woman does not have long hair for a covering, she might as well have her hair shorn (cut off) or shaven.  Of course, Paul does not endorse cutting off her hair, but rather condemns it.  Since this is a shameful condition, she needs to be covered with long hair (v.15).

5. Why is the man NOT to have long hair?

Long hair is a shame to man (v.14).  He would have his head covered.  As such, he dishonors his head (Christ)(v.4).  Also, he is the image of God, not of woman (v.7).  Read verse 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.” (KJV)

6. Is the woman in the image of God?

The Bible does not teach that the woman is the image of God.  Woman has man as her head (v.3), she is the glory of the man (v.7), she is of the man (v.8), and she is created for the man (v.9).  A woman with short hair is uncovered and is "claiming" to be the image and glory of God (v.7).  Praying to God in an uncovered condition means that she denounces the man as her head (v.3), dishonors the man as her head (v.5), shames herself (v.6), ridicules God’s image (v.7), loses her purpose in creation (v.9), gives up her power (v.10), and disgraces herself with improper behavior (v.13).

7. Does this mean that the woman is inferior to the man?

The covering rule does not mean that the woman is inferior to the man!  Paul was reminding the Corinthians about God’s order in creation (v.8 and her submission to authority (v.3).  Both the man and the woman have their place in creation (v.11).  One is no more important than the other. They both depend on each other (v.12).  Both are equal in God’s sight and both are equally accountable to God for their actions.  However, the man is to be uncovered (not with long hair) and the woman is to be covered (with long hair) when approaching God in prayer (v.4-5).

8. What does “power” mean in verse 10?

The Greek word for power is EXOUSIA, meaning authority (W. E. Vine).  Power is not a covering.  Power is in the covering on her head.  The woman has power (or authority) to approach God in prayer only if she is covered (with long hair).  The power in her covering is a sign or a symbol of subjection to the man in the presence of angels (v.8-10).  She abuses this power and dishonors her head (man)(v.5) if she is not properly covered.  Long hair resolves this potential problem.

9. Is a woman covered when she wears a veil?

Literally, she may be covered but not with the authorized covering -- hair long enough that will not bring her shame (v.15).  Some contend that the Revised Standard Version of the Bible states that a woman must wear a veil, meaning a cloth veil.  Veil in this version means "a covering."  One must assume a cloth veil because verses 4-7 do not specify a type of veil.  Regardless of the version, the original Greek word is the same -- KATAKALUPTO.  A veil can be different things in the Bible (read the discussion on this point later).

Furthermore, to maintain that Paul is authorizing two coverings (one a cloth veil and the other being long hair) would mean that the passage would need the plural word "coverings," which it does not contain.

Some have said that the language of verses 5 and 6 requires another covering -- a covering for the hair and the head.  Notice verse 6, “For if the woman be not covered, let her also be shorn....” In other words, they say that if a woman does not cover herself with a hat, a veil or something on her head, let her (long) hair be cut off or shorn.  By holding this position, it results in saying that a woman with long hair is uncovered, and forces the unreasonable premise that there is nothing between long hair and no hair at all.

10. Can “an artificial covering” be a covering rather than long hair?

An artificial covering cannot substitute for what Paul says is a covering (v.15).  For example, a cloth veil may cover a woman’s head, but a covering other than “her (long) hair” is not authorized by Paul.  An artificial covering then has no value!  If she is not covered with long hair, she might as well be shorn or shaven (v.6). With short hair, for example, she is not only uncovered but she does not have her “power” (v.10) and her “glory” (v.15).  Power and glory are not “put-on, take-off” things.  They are permanent just as her long hair should be.

11. How long is "long" hair?

Mary, the brother of Lazarus, had hair that was long enough to wipe Jesus' feet with ointment. (John 12:3)  But, we are not told “what length” a woman’s hair must be.  Long means something greater in length than something else.  It is a relative term like the word short.  We are not told how long a man’s hair must grow before it becomes a shame to him.  A woman can have long hair, cut it and still have long hair.  The Bible does not teach that a woman cannot cut or bring shears to her hair.  We know for a certainty that it is a shame for the man to have long hair (v.14) and that it is a shame for a woman to have shorn or shaven hair (v.6).

"Nature" is the teacher in this matter (v.14).  Nature is the natural sense or natural instinct as opposed to that which is learned by instruction or prescribed by law.  Customs change because they are the product of man, while nature never changes because it is the creation of God.  As long as nature exists, it will be a shame for a man to have long hair, and, as a necessary conclusion, it will be a shame for a woman to have short hair or no hair at all.

12. Can I play it “safe” and wear an artificial covering (just in case)?

Some believe that women should “wear” a hat, a veil, or an artificial covering on their heads “just to be on the safe side.”  First, where in these passages does it say that the woman is “to wear” anything?  The Revised Standard Version does say "...that for a man to wear long hair is degrading to him...."(v.14)  Second, if the covering is so large that it covers completely the long hair (which is the outward display of her power and glory), she is annulling the purpose of Paul’s teachings.  She is covering the distinguishing mark that makes her different from man when praying God.  She is covering the God-given covering.  She is covering her sign of authority and hiding one important feminine characteristic which she has by nature.

The safe course to follow is to have long hair (as compared to man’s short hair).  When a woman’s hair is made short, her condition before God while praying becomes unsafe.

13. Are there examples in the Bible of women wearing veils?

Rebecca veiled herself before meeting Isaac, perhaps a sign that she was a marriageable maiden (Gen. 24:65).  Also, Judah mistook his daughter-in-law, Tamar, for a harlot because she used a veil to conceal her identity from him so she could conceive a child (Gen. 38:14, 19).  The purpose in both examples was to hide the face, not to cover the head.  That is it!

14. How is “veil” used elsewhere in the bible?

Moses veiled his face from the people because they could not bear to look on the brightness of his countenance after he returned from the mount with the commandments from God (Ex. 34:33-35).  Emblematically, Paul used this situation to show the Jews that they had not removed the veil from their hearts to accept Christ (2 Cor. 3:13).  In another figurative situation, the word veil was used as an image or likeness for death (Isa. 25:7-8).
Other veils were the tabernacle veil, or curtain, which separated the most holy place from the holy place (Ex. 26:31-33) and the veil used to cover the ark (Ex. 40:3, 21).  The tabernacle veil was later used in the temple (2 Chron. 3:14).  The temple veil was rent (ripped) at Jesus’ death (Matt. 27:51).  This was a sign to show that Christians now have access to God through the death of Christ (Heb. 10:20).

15. Can we explain why Samson and other men of the Bible had long hair?

While we cannot explain the "why," we know that the occurrences were rare and unusual.  These men would "stand out" in a crowd.  The practice and procedures of the “Nazarite vow” are given in Numbers 6:1-21.  The outward signs were the growth of hair, abstention from wine, and the avoidance of contact with the dead.  The vow was intended for certain men who were totally consecrated and devoted to God.  The vow lasted for a few days or for a lifetime.  If and when the vow was over, the men would shave their dedicated hair and was then permitted to drink wine.  Samson was under this vow (Judges 13:4-5).

Samuel (1 Sam. 1:11-28), and John the Baptist (Lk. 1) were born under a vow.  Samuel’s hair was not to be cut but we are not told how the vow affected John’s hair.
Paul took a vow for brief periods of time on a couple of occasions (Acts 18:18; 21:22-26).  He shaved his head before he started the vow.

Absalom, David’s third son, cut his hair once-a-year because “the hair was heavy on him” (2 Sam. 14:26). Based on normal growth patterns, it was probably 6-9 inches long when he did cut it.

16. What does “we have no such custom” mean in verse 16?

"But if any man seem be contentious, we have no such custom, neither the churches of God.” (KJV)

Why did they have no such custom?  Because God settled the matter through “nature.”  The churches did not impose a custom or an ordinance since nature had already imposed “the hair rule.”  It was an accepted practice of nature for the woman to have long hair and for the man not to have long hair (v.14).  (See Rev. 9:8)

Why then did Paul discuss a covering for the head?  It seems that some Christians at Corinth had forgotten the order of creation (v.9) and the chain of authority (v.3).  Some were making an abuse of their hair (just as some do today) and were challenging Paul’s authority to correct the situation by being contentious, or argumentative.  Paul was reminding them of things he had taught with them earlier (v.2-3).

17. What is the conclusion of the matter?

In my opinion, the message Paul was conveying to the Corinthians was this:

The head of Christ is God.  The head of every man is Christ.  The head of the woman is man.  This is not a husband/wife issue but a man/woman issue since it pertains to the order of creation.  A woman must be covered when approaching God in prayer.  A man must not be covered.  This is because man is the image of God and the glory of God.  Woman is of the man and the glory of the man.  Therefore, a woman must have a sign of power (authority) on her head when praying to God even though both men and woman are equal before God.  Long hair on a woman is a glory and a covering but long hair on a man is a shame.  Of course, Paul would not have to regulate these matters if men and women would just follow the course of nature.

The Corinthians understood Paul because it was a matter they could judge for themselves (v.13).  The message was as simple as understanding “nature” (v.14).  Only one PERIBOLAION (an object) is specified to be a covering in these verses -- her (long) hair (v.15).

We criticize others for adding to the scriptures.  Make sure that we are not guilty of this same principle.  In this case, God has spoken.  He has provided each woman with substance and opportunity to be covered with long hair.  It is her responsibility to grow it to a length to be considered long.  If, due some unusual and unfortunate physical defect, she cannot grow long hair, God will excuse as he does for one who cannot give for lack of funds, or one who cannot attend services due to illness.

Even though I believe that the Bible is clear in this passage, I do not imposed my views on others except to give a “reason for the hope” that is within me. Regardless of your position in this matter, base your beliefs solely on the Scriptures.

          * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

Thank you for your time.

Don Vines

dvines@bham.rr.com
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