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Abstract

This study explores the practice of head-covering in 1
Corinthians 11:2-16 and its relationship with contemporary
Nigerian society. The biblical passage, which addresses gender
roles, worship practices, and cultural expectations, has
generated significant discourse in theological and cultural
circles, particularly concerning the role of women in Christian
communities. In Nigeria, a country with diverse ethnic and
religious groups, the practice of head-covering has been a
traditional norm that intersects with various socio-cultural,
religious, and gender dynamics. The central problem this study
seeks to address is the challenge of reconciling the biblical
mandate for women to cover their heads with the evolving socio-
cultural and religious landscape of modern Nigerian society.
While head-covering was historically associated with marital
fidelity, modesty, and cultural respect, the increasing influence
of urbanization, education, and globalization has led to a shift
in attitudes toward this practice, particularly among Nigerian
Christian women. The methodology employed in this study is a
qualitative analysis of biblical texts, scholarly literature, and
contemporary cultural practices. This is combined with
fieldwork involving interviews and surveys with Nigerian
Christians across different denominations and ethnic groups to
assess the perceptions and practices regarding head-covering.

261



Light in a Once-Dark World Volume 8. July 2025

The theoretical framework draws on concepts of cultural
anthropology, gender theory, and biblical hermeneutics to
understand the intersection of faith and culture in Nigerian
society. The findings indicate that while head-covering remains
a significant cultural and religious practice for many Nigerian
Christians, its interpretation and application are increasingly
contested. In conclusion, this study argues that the practice of
head-covering in 1 Corinthians 11:2-16 must be understood in
light of contemporary Nigerian socio-cultural realities. The
traditional practice cannot be upheld in a rigid, unchanging
manner but must be evaluated within the context of ongoing
social and cultural transformations. The study recommends
that Nigerian Christian leaders engage in open dialogue
regarding the theological and cultural implications of head-
covering. Churches should encourage the respectful adaptation
of cultural practices that align with Christian ethics, while also
fostering inclusivity and freedom of expression for women.
Further research is needed to explore how other cultural
practices interact with Christian teachings in the Nigerian
context.

Key Words: Head-covering, Women, Christian Worship, Taboo,
Liturgy

Introduction

Head-covering among women has been a common practice in
Greek culture, with some women wearing veils during worship
and others being required to cover their heads in public. In
Greek society, women who went without a head-covering often
displayed elaborate and expensive hairstyles. Jews, however,
viewed this practice as specific to Gentiles. Berkhorf (2015)
notes that head-covering was widely practiced among women in
the Middle East, with laws mandating that all women, except
prostitutes and slaves, cover their heads. In the New Testament
period, Jewish communities treated the practice of head-
covering with great seriousness, as failure to adhere could lead
to divorce according to the Mishnah. For an unmarried, well-
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cultured woman, wearing a veil in the presence of her parents
was expected. Removing the veil was considered dishonourable
and disgraceful, as seen in 3 Maccabees 4:6. Philo of Alexandria
emphasized that a woman’s head-covering signified modesty,
and women accused of promiscuity were often made to remove
their veils. Paul, in keeping with Jewish tradition, was
accustomed to seeing women veiled in public. Similarly, Dion
Chrysostom praised women who appeared veiled. Belvins
(2013) argues that a woman’s head-covering symbolized
authority, granting her respect and protection in public. Women
who removed their veils were not only subject to ridicule but
also vulnerable to abuse. This may help explain Paul’s
statement that a woman should have a “sign of authority” on
her head (1 Cor. 11:10).

Corinth, a bustling port and commercial hub, was home to
diverse customs and cultural practices. The church in Corinth,
which originated from the synagogue (Acts 18:4, 7-8), was often
hosted in the homes of wealthy converts. Wealthy Greek women
were typically seen in public without head-coverings, sporting
elaborate hairstyles, while poorer Jewish women might have
viewed such customs as a way to attract attention from men.
Bruce (2007) highlights that the differing views between Jews
and Gentiles presented a significant concern, potentially
causing division in the early church. This is why Paul begins
this passage by urging the congregation not to offend either
Jews or Greeks. Paul himself sought to please everyone for the
sake of their salvation (1 Cor. 10:31).

In the context of Nigeria, a country with over 200 ethnic groups,
each with distinct cultural and religious practices, the topic of
head-covering carries significant implications. The cultural
significance of head-covering for women in Nigerian society has
historical, religious, and gendered dimensions, deeply rooted in
ethnic traditions and religious practices. In Nigeria, where
ethnic diversity includes groups such as the Yoruba, Hausa,
and Igbo, head-covering has traditionally been seen as a sign of
marital fidelity, modesty, and respect. Several key questions
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arise from this context: What exactly is Paul saying in 1
Corinthians 11:2-16? What is his primary motivation? How
should this passage be applied today? What are the
implications of the head-covering practice for Christian women
in the church? (Bruce, 2007: 90-94).

In the context of Nigeria, a country with over 200 ethnic groups,
each with distinct cultural and religious practices, the topic of
head-covering carries significant implications. The cultural
significance of head-covering for women in Nigerian society has
historical, religious, and gendered dimensions, deeply rooted in
ethnic traditions and religious practices. In Nigeria, where
ethnic diversity includes groups such as the Yoruba, Hausa,
and Igbo, head-covering has traditionally been seen as a sign of
marital fidelity, modesty, and respect. However, over the years,
various factors such as urbanization, Western education,
globalization, and the impact of colonialism have significantly
transformed the socio-cultural and religious landscapes of the
country. As a result, the practice and interpretation of head-
covering have evolved, particularly within religious
communities such as Christianity. This study, therefore, seeks
to examine the biblical mandate for head-covering in 1
Corinthians 11:2-16 in relation to the socio-cultural realities of
contemporary Nigerian society.

The Text: 1 Cor. 11:2-16

2 Ernawa 6¢ vuag ou tavia pov usuvnofbe kai kabwg
napedora uvuLvydpoukopeideiv, twdg Tapadooelg
ratéxete. 3 Ocdw be vuag €ibévar out mavtog avdpog 1
Kepaldn o xplootog oty kKepaln 6 yvvairkog o duvrp,
Kepaldny O6¢ tou xpiotou o Oeog. 4 Ilag avnp
TPOOEUXOUEVOG 1] TPOPNTEU®V Kata Kepaldng Exwv
Kataioxvver v kepadnv avrov. 5 Ilaoa 6¢ yuuvn
TPOOEUXOUEVY, 1] TpoPnievovoa dAKATAKAAUTI® 11
Kepaldn kataioxvvel v kepadnv auvtrig v ydp otv kat
10 auto ) éfupnuevn. 6 €l ydp oU KartakaAumietal yuuvn
Kai kepdobw &1 6¢ aloxpov yvvaiki 10 Kelpaobar 1
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Supaobar, ararakaluntiéobw. 7 avnp UEV ydp oUK
Opeider katakadvumteoBar v kepaldnv eikov kai doéa
Ocou untdpxwv 1 yuvn 6¢ 6oa avbpog éotiv. 8 ou ydp
gotw avrjp €k yvvawkog alda yuvuvn €€ avbpog 9 kat ydp
ouk éKktiofn avnp bila v yvvaika dAdda yvvn 6id tov
avébpa. 10 bwa touto opeider i yuvn éfovoiav Exewv mi
¢ Kepalre 6wd toug dyyeloue 11 mAnv oute yuun
X@pPIlg dvbpog oUTe AvTp XWPIC YUvaikog v Kuplw 12
WOTIEP yap 1 yuvn €k tou dvdpog, oUutw¢ Kai o avhp Oid
¢ yvvaikog Ta 6¢ mavta €k tovbeou 13 v vuiv avtoic
Kpwate Ipgmov £0tiv yvvaika aKkataKkdAuttov 1@ Osw
npooeuxsobar 14 oubé 1 puowg avtn dibaokel vpag ot
avnp ugv éav kKoud atuia avte ouv, 15 yuvvn 6€ éav
roua 6ofa auvtn fonw; ou 1 Koud avt mepiBolaiou
Sebotar [autn] 16 €l 6¢ ug Sokel prAdoveucog eivat. HUEI
tolautnv ouvrjfsiav oUuk €xouev ouds ai ékkAnoiar tou
O¢cov.

2 I praise you because in everything you remember
me and follow the traditions I passed on to you. 3 But
I want you to understand that Christ is the head of
every man; the man is the head of the woman; and
God is the head of Christ. 4 Any man who prays or
prophesies with something on his head dishonors his
head. 5 But any woman who prays or prophesies with
her head uncovered dishonors her head; it is as if her
head were shaved. 6 For if a woman does not cover
her head, let her also cut her hair short; but if it is
disgraceful for a woman to have her hair cut or
shaved, let her cover her head. 7 A man should not
cover his head, since he is the image and glory of God;
but the woman is the glory of man. 8 For man was not
made from woman, but woman from man. 9 Nor was
man created for the woman, but woman for the man.
10 That is why a woman should have a sign of
authority on her head, because of the angels. 11
However, in the Lord, woman is not independent of
man, nor is man independent of woman. 12 For as
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woman came from man, so also man is born of
woman. But all things come from God. 13 Judge for
yourselves: is it proper for a woman to pray to God
with her head uncovered? 14 Does not nature itself
teach you that if a man has long hair, it is a disgrace
to him? 15 But if a woman has long hair, it is her
glory? For her hair is given to her as a covering. 16 If
anyone wants to argue about this, we have no other
practice, nor do the churches of God.

Exegesis of I Cor. 11:2-16

The issue of head-covering is addressed by Paul in 1
Corinthians 11:2-16, which forms part of his response to the
Corinthians' inquiries. It is likely that Paul became aware that
some women were disregarding the practice of head-covering
during worship. Bruce (2018) suggested that these women may
have taken the doctrine of freedom to an extreme, leading them
to abandon the practice of covering their heads. As a result,
Paul wrote this passage to address the situation. Aside from
linguistic ambiguities, the passage contains certain syntactical
elements that must be considered for proper interpretation.
Paul uses the word xkepaldng (head) eleven times in 1
Corinthians 11:2-16, but it carries different meanings. Burrows
(2011) pointed out that while kepalng can refer to the physical
human head, it also conveys the ideas of "authority" and
"source." In verse 3, none of the three instances of kepaAng refer
to the physical head. Paul states that the kepaAng of Christ is
God, the kepadng of man is Christ, and the kepaAng of woman
is her husband. In this context, the word kepaAng should be
understood as "authority," rather than "source."

Another important syntactical aspect for interpreting the head-
covering mandate in this passage is understanding the extent
to which a woman is expected to follow this practice. Is the
woman required to cover her head only during prayer or
prophecy, or should every woman who prays or prophesies
always cover her head? The subject of verse 5 helps answer this
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question. The phrase mndoa ©6& yuw T1IPOOEUXOUEV] T
nipogntevouoa (but every woman praying or prophesying) is key
here. Most commentators limit the mandate to public worship.

For example, Blomberg (2014) argued that the reference to
prayer and prophecy suggests the context of public worship, as
prophecy in particular requires an audience to be meaningful.
However, Blomberg overlooks the fact that there is a
conjunction 1j (or) rather than kai (and) between the participles
"praying" and "prophesying," meaning that "praying" can also
occur in solitude. In fact, prayer is given greater emphasis in
the passage. The idea that the mandate is restricted to public
worship cannot be solely based on the syntax of this
construction. Rather, it may stem from the traditional
assumption that 1 Corinthians 11:2-16 introduces the issues
Paul later addresses in chapters 11 to 14, which focus on public
worship. While Paul does address matters related to public
worship in 1 Corinthians, the transition in 1 Corinthians 11:17-
18, where Paul explicitly speaks about "your meetings," may
better mark the beginning of his discussion on public worship
than the opening of 11:2. In 11:17-18, Paul says, "In the
following directives I have no praise for you, for your meetings
do more harm than good."

Therefore, Carson (2012) suggested that while the head-
covering mandate applies to times of prayer or prophecy, it is
not limited to public worship. It also extends to personal times
of prayer or devotion outside of church meetings. Additionally,
Douglas (1992) highlighted a syntactical feature in verses 7-12,
specifically the contrastive particle pév..mAnv (indeed...but).
This particle appears in verse 7, while its counterpart appears
in verse 11. This strategic use of contrast suggests a distinction
between the idea presented in verses 7-10, where women are
portrayed as subordinate to men, and the message in verses 11-
12, which emphasizes equality and interdependence between
men and women in Christ. The tone of verse 16 further
indicates that, in Paul's view, the head-covering mandate aligns
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with the customs practiced by Christian churches in other
regions, not just in Corinth.

The theological issues raised in verse 3 and verses 7-12 are
crucial to our exegetical analysis. The interpretation of kepalng
in verse 3 as "authority" and 6 avrjp as "husband" has been
debated. Ellis (1990) argued that those who interpret 6 avrjp in
verse 3 as "man" should recognize that their subordinationist
theological-anthropological view conflicts with the two creation
accounts in Genesis. The first account (Gen. 1:27) teaches that
both man and woman were created simultaneously and equally
in God's image, while the second account (Gen. 2:23)
emphasizes the unity of man and woman, rather than
subordination. If those who hold this view persist in their
interpretation, they must acknowledge the implication that
Paul would be wrong. A woman is not under the authority of
man in a general sense, but she is under the authority of her
husband. On the other hand, it is indisputable that God is the
re@alr of Christ, if we understand this to mean that God is the
source or explanation of Christ's being. The character of verses
7-10 should not be interpreted as suggesting that Paul excludes
women from being made in the image of God. It is important to
note that verses 7-10 are syntactically contrasted with verses
11-12. Paul's purpose in verses 7-10 is to emphasize the point
made in verses 11-12, preventing the readers from
misinterpreting verses 7-10 by stressing that in Christ, men
and women are interdependent. Therefore, it should be asserted
that both men and women are equally created in the image of
God and are co-equal.

The practice of head-covering in the literary context of 1
Corinthians 11:2-16 will now be examined. Gresham (2013)
identified two key ambiguities in this passage. The first is the
translation of avrjp (man or husband) and yuvr) (woman or wife).
The second concerns whether the head-covering Paul refers to
is clothing or long hair. The words avfjp and yuvr] often mean
"husband" and "wife," particularly when they are accompanied
by the definite article, as is the case in this passage. Paul uses
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avnip fourteen times in 1 Corinthians 11:2-16, making it
articular five times. Similarly, he uses yuvr] sixteen times,
making it articular five times as well. Although it would be
unreasonable to translate every articular avrjp and yuvr) as
"husband" and "wife" in the passage (for example, in verse 12),
it is plausible that Paul does not always have marital union in
mind throughout 1 Corinthians 11:2-16. At least in verses 3
and 7, the context suggests "husband" and "wife." Blomberg
(2014) notes that the Revised Standard Version (RSV) and the
Living Bible translate 6 avr)p in verse 3 as "husband" but render
N yuvr) in verse 7 as "woman." While Paul may have had the
union of Adam and Eve in mind, Adam and Eve were not just
"man" and "woman," but "husband" and "wife."

The second ambiguity is whether the head-covering is long hair
or clothing. Boucher (2019) argues that long hair is implied by
verses 4, 14, and 15. Verse 4 uses the phrase katd ke@aAig Exmov
(having something on his head), though Paul does not specify
what should be "on the head." One could argue that long hair
is being referenced, particularly since Paul says in verse 14, "if
a man has long hair, it is a disgrace to him." Verse 15 also
suggests long hair, as Paul says, "long hair is given to her as a
covering."

However, women have stronger evidence for clothing as the
mandated covering than for long hair. In verse 5, the adjective
axataraldurttog (uncovered) implies an action of covering, linked
to the verb dxatakadvumie (to cover). This suggests the head-
covering is something that must be actively done. But in verse
15, Paul states that long hair is given to the woman as a
covering. The word miepiBoAaiou (covering) in verse 15 refers to
something like a coat, cloak, or mantle, not to the verb
KatakaAume (to cover one's head) used throughout the
passage. [Tep1foldaiou is a neuter noun meaning "covering” in a
more general sense, like a coat or robe, and occurs only twice
in the New Testament (1 Corinthians 11:2-16 and Hebrews
1:12).
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Therefore, Paul seems to be saying that long hair is a natural
covering for women, and they should not cut it. This does not
contradict Paul's other instructions in verse 6, where he offers
hair cutting as an alternative to head covering. Bruce (2008)
suggests that women have the option to either cover their heads
or cut their hair, but they should not cut their hair if it is a
symbol of beauty. This natural beauty places the woman under
the obligation to cover her head.

The Head-Covering Practice

Gresham (2013) further elaborates that Paul's motivation for
the head-covering mandate can be seen as either cultural or
theological. To determine which is the primary concern, we
must evaluate evidence from both cultural and theological
perspectives.

Cultural Motivation: Two factors must be considered: evidence
from the literary material in 1 Corinthians 11:2-16 and the
cultural understanding of head-covering in the world of Paul's
original readers. The passage makes cultural references in
verses 6b and 14-15a. In verse 6b, Paul alludes to the idea that
it is shameful for a woman to have her hair shorn or shaved.
Abogunrin (1991) explains that in Greek culture, the husband
of an unfaithful woman would cut her hair and cast her out. In
verses 14-15a, Paul appeals to the readers' understanding of
nature, suggesting that '"nature itself" teaches the
appropriateness of submission.

In the broader Greco-Roman cultural context, head-covering for
women in worship was the norm. Greek men typically did not
cover their heads, but women did, except for some who
discarded head-covering in pagan worship to signify their
transcendence of sexuality. Paul's mandate in 1 Corinthians
11:2-16 aligns with this cultural ideal.

Theological Motivation: The passage also reflects a theological
motivation behind Paul's head-covering command. In verse 10,
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Paul uses the demonstrative pronoun tourto (this) to refer to the
justification for his mandate, which is rooted in the theology of
gender roles. In verses 8-9, he emphasizes that woman is €k
(from) man and was created 61a (for) man. This theological
reasoning underpins Paul's argument. The phrase 614 tovg
ayyedoug (because of the angels) in verse 10 suggests that Paul
believes angels would be displeased if women disregard the
head-covering mandate. Furthermore, in verse 16, Paul
indicates that his teaching on head-covering aligns with the
practice of "the churches of God," reinforcing the theological
foundation of the mandate.

The Overriding Concern of Paul

The preceding analysis shows that Paul's head-covering
mandate aligns with Greek cultural norms, but it is not based
solely on cultural considerations. Rather, Paul's instructions
are motivated by a theological stance. While the cultural context
influences the language used, Paul's primary concern is that
women should cover their heads during prayer or prophecy,
regardless of cultural norms. Nevertheless, it is important to
recognize that Paul's thoughts and language are shaped by the
broader cultural and theological context of his time. Thus, the
similarity between Paul's head-covering mandate and the
cultural ethics of his readers is not coincidental but
"provisional." The mandate is not intended for universal
application across all cultures but is a response to the specific
cultural and theological context in which Paul was writing.

Marshall's argument does not suggest that Christianity fully
endorses or assimilates the indigenous cultural norms of its
adherents. Instead, Christianity establishes moral principles
that assess the ethical standing of every cultural practice. Any
cultural ideal that contradicts Christian moral principles is
considered unethical, immoral, or "worldly," and Christians are
called to reject it. On the other hand, cultural norms that align
with Christian ethical principles are not only accepted for
Christian practice but are given theological significance,
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becoming binding as Christian "law." This, in essence, is what
Paul is doing in 1 Corinthians 11:2-16. Paul recognized that for
his original audience, it was culturally expected for a woman to
cover her head as a sign of marital fidelity and submission to
her husband's authority. Thekkekara (2019) highlighted that
this cultural expectation was given a strong theological
foundation, as marital fidelity and a wife's submission to her
husband are regarded as moral virtues in Christian living, not
merely cultural practices. In light of these insights, Cranfield
(2017) noted that the most important factor to clarify in any
secondary context where the head-covering mandate is applied
is the ethical and cultural significance of head-covering or lack
thereof. Specifically, does the society view a woman who does
not cover her head in the same way the Corinthians did — as
someone unfaithful and unsubmissive to her husband? If the
answer is yes, then applying Paul's head-covering practice
would require Christian women in that society to cover their
heads. However, if the answer is no, insisting on head-covering
would be seen as excessive or fanatical. Thiselton (2017) notes
that while Nigeria is home to over two hundred ethnic groups,
these are often collectively categorized into three main tribes:
Yoruba, Hausa, and Igbo. Traditionally, no woman, particularly
a married one, was expected to appear in public without
covering her head. Among all three tribes, leaving a woman's
head uncovered was seen as a sign of sexual impropriety.
However, in the context of traditional religion, both men and
women—especially among the Yoruba—uncover their heads
before a divinity or someone representing the divinity or
ancestors. Additionally, a married woman would remove her
headgear in the presence of her husband as a symbol of self-
submission to him. Despite this, it remained generally
unethical for a woman to go about without covering her head.

Apart from Traditional Religion and Christianity, Islam is
another significant religion in Nigeria. The Islamic stance on
women's head-covering is clearly stated in the Holy Qur'an,
Sura Nur 24:31, where Muslim women are strongly discouraged
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from unveiling except in the presence of their husbands, father-
in-law, sons, step-sons, brothers, nephews, or small children.
Barclay (2015) argues that the current cultural attitude
towards women's head-covering in Nigeria can only be fully
understood by considering the impact of social and cultural
change. Social change refers to shifts in social relations among
members of a group with distinct institutions, while cultural
change involves changes in the behavior, values, and artifacts
of that group. Socio-cultural change is inevitable as time
progresses, unfolding in three phases: innovation, selection,
and integration.

Cameron (2015) discusses the theological implications of Paul’s
teaching on head-covering, particularly in relation to the
evolving role of women in the church. Cameron notes that in
contemporary society, especially in urban Nigerian settings, the
practice of head-covering has become less rigid and more
flexible, with many women choosing not to wear headscarves.
The shift reflects broader societal changes, including the rise of
gender equality and the questioning of traditional gender roles.
Cameron’s work points to the challenge that Nigerian
Christians face in interpreting and applying biblical principles
to modern-day realities, particularly in relation to issues of
cultural change and gender dynamics.

Calvin (2020) noted that various factors such as acculturation,
cultural contact, conflict, cooperation, urbanization, education,
and demographic changes have inevitably and innocently
altered the Nigerian ethico-cultural view on women’s head-
covering. This shift is not a result of moral compromise, as some
may claim, but rather an innocent inheritance from colonial
times. Today, many Nigerian women go about without
headgear, and no reasonable person would consider this an
indication of sexual carelessness or marital infidelity. As a
result, two opposing perspectives have emerged regarding the
current cultural norm on this issue. Those who maintain a
conservative, rigid stance, ignoring the reality of socio-cultural
change, will argue that it is abnormal for women to appear in
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public without headgear. In contrast, those who recognize the
reality of socio-cultural change will see no need for women to
wear headgear.

Cameron (2015) pointed out that a conservative position on this
issue tends toward fanaticism. Socio-cultural change is not
only inevitable but theologically neutral. Culture loses its
vitality and becomes stagnant when it resists change, and
similarly, religion becomes irrelevant and even harmful when it
does not evolve. Since the absence of headgear no longer
signifies sexual infidelity as it did in Corinth, the application of
Paul’s head-covering mandate would no longer obligate
Christian women to cover their heads as a religious duty.

Conclusion

The practice of head-covering in 1 Corinthians 11:2-16 has
profound implications for Nigerian Christian women, who
navigate the tension between cultural traditions and biblical
teachings. The scholarly works mentioned above provide
valuable perspectives on how the head-covering practice has
evolved in both theological and socio-cultural contexts. As
Nigerian society continues to undergo significant socio-cultural
changes, the application of Paul’s teachings in contemporary
Nigerian Christianity remains a critical area of inquiry. This
study aims to explore how the cultural, religious, and gender
dynamics in Nigeria shape the interpretation and practice of
head-covering, offering insights into the broader relationship
between Christianity and Nigerian socio-cultural values. In
light of the findings, the passage’s relevance today, especially
for women in the Christ Apostolic Church, is self-evident. The
permanent and universal message of 1 Corinthians 11:2-16 is
that Christians, both men and women, should not view their
Christian status as an exemption from the socio-cultural norms
of their society, provided those norms do not conflict with
Christian ethics and values. The passage also emphasizes that
Christian women should not take their liberty in Christ to the
extreme of discarding cultural distinctions between men and
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women that are still prevalent today. While Christian women
are free to do what men do, they must avoid replacing femininity
with masculinity in any unreasonable way. The practice of
head-covering is dependent on the socio-cultural ethics of the
time. If the cultural norms of their society require headgear,
Christian women are obligated to follow that tradition. However,
if not wearing headgear does not violate cultural ethics,
Christian women who insist on wearing headgear while
assuming they are following 1 Corinthians 11:2-16 would be
acting dogmatically and fanatically.
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