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Let me start  by telling you what my reference points are:  first, the written Word, chiefly 1. Cor.11, whether we understand it 
perfectly or not; second, the practice of first century Christians, as far as we can ascertain;  third, the witness of the Holy Spirit in our 
heart; and, fourth, where clarity or conviction is lacking for someone, we should be patient with one another, and commit all things to 
God. I submit these reference points to you as I invite you to read the following brief notes. 
 
Most Christian women today do not wear head covering while praying, but most of their sisters  in the first century did as may be 
easily inferred from 1. Cor.11:16. The same verse shows that there were contentions about this matter in first century. It is the same 
today, and we should seek the Lord in humility so that contentions do not lead to divisions. It is plain that Paul desired that the women 
in the first century Churches should cover their heads while praying and prophesying, and men should not; and women should have 
long hair, and men should not. What shall we say to ourselves today?  
 
Is the veil the same thing as the head covering used in prayer?  The veil is a head covering, but it covers much more than the head, 
as may be seen from the practice in the Middle East to this day.   Head covering, on the other hand, may just cover the head, as is 
practiced by some of the Christian women today. The purpose of the former  is to hide feminine glory. The purpose of the latter is to 
serve as a symbol of authority on feminine head. It is obvious that the veil may serve as head covering in prayer as well.  
 
Suppose we cannot understand fully Paul’s reasons for head covering . Then what are we to do? It is likely that the Christian 
women in the first century also did not understand fully Paul’s reasons for head covering. That is why there were contentions not only 
in the first century, but even later. But we are certain that in spite of contentions, many obeyed Paul’s teaching. We may not know any 
better than they did, and we may simply obey as they did; and  be patient with those who differ.  
 
Was Paul being influenced by contemporary social custom?  If he were, his arguments do not show. His arguments stem from 
God’s work in the creation of the first man and the first woman, as Christ taught in the case of marriage. Here is a quote from The 
Ryrie Study Bible on 1 Cor. 11: 5: “ Paul’s reasons were based on theology (headship, v..3), the order in creation (vv. 7-9), and the 
presence of angels in the meeting (v.10). None of these reasons was based on contemporary social custom.”  
 
It may be noted that it is in fact the recent custom in modern churches that has called into question the ancient custom and doctrine of  
historic Christianity.  Should we not always set truth before custom, whether ancient or modern?  
 
Since we are commanded to pray always, should head covering be worn always? Note that men are also commanded to pray 
always, and not to cover their head while praying. If this applied always, then men could not use hat or wear other protective covering 
for the head at work. Such, we know, is not the intent of God’s word.  
 
On what occasions, then, are women to wear head covering? While “praying or prophesying”; this expression helps us to 
understand the occasions. “Prophesying” is usually done in the midst of the assembly, and is audible; “Praying”, here, therefore 
should certainly include praying done in the midst of the assembly, and audibly. It seems therefore safe to say that while we are in an 
assembly ( two or three or more) for prayer  and for God’s Word, it would be in order for  women to be active in praying and 
prophesying, and therefore to  wear head covering.  
 
Are there other occasions when women should cover their head in prayer? If there are, these are not clearly identified in the 
Scripture. We cannot make rules where the Scripture gives none, but we may give suggestions as Paul did in 1. Cor. 7:25.   
 
How are we to understand Paul’s teaching on keeping the hair long? It was easy for first century Christians, but modern world 
culture tends towards cropped hair for women. This is not considered strange in our day, nor is long hair for men! One result is that  
something God intended to be  sexually distinctive is blurred, and loses its original purpose. God intended long hair as glory for 
women. May what God intended for glory be esteemed as glorious in the Church. Take time to read carefully Paul’s arguments 
whether you understand perfectly or not. Remember that a woman anointed the feet of  Jesus with tears, and wiped them with her  
hair.  We may infer that she had long hair.  
 
Does what applies to wives, apply also to young girls, unmarried women, widows ? The understanding among first century 
Christians was that head covering applied to all women in general. There is no plain requirement concerning young girls; the parents 
may look to the Lord concerning their children. The man being the “head” in 1. Cor. 11 signifies that man was the “source” from 
which woman was taken in creation; superiority of man over woman is not implied; nor husband and wife relationship. The head 
covering, therefore, applies equally to wives, widows, and single women. 
 
I have summarized  for you the fruits of my study, dear reader. May God bless you and give you grace to always set truth before 
custom, and God’s Word before human tradition. Such the Spirit guides into all truth. Amen.  
 


