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Introduction
Gordon Fee has written an out-

standing commentary on 1 Corinthians, 
and hence he is a natural choice for this 
article on 1 Cor 11:2-16 in Discovering 
Biblical Equality.  He divides his article 
into an introduction, an analysis of the 
presenting issue in Corinth, an overview 
of Paul’s response, the matter of women 
praying and prophesying, the meaning 
of the term “head,” and the meaning of 
1 Cor 11:10.  In this review I will follow 
Fee’s outline in responding to him.1

Fee emphasizes the difficulty of the 
text in the introduction and in his analy-
sis of the presenting issue, and argues that 
Paul’s response to it is “generally relaxed” 
(142) and that Paul is not scolding the 
Corinthians.  No one disputes that the 
text is complicated, and there are some 
dimensions of the text that will always 
elude certainty (such as the reference to 
angels in v. 10).  Nevertheless, the burden 
of the text may still be discerned by read-
ers today, even if we cannot solve every 
question.  Furthermore, Fee overstates 

the relaxed nature of Paul’s response, 
for the language of shame and honor 
in the text would have spoken power-
fully to the culture of Paul’s day and 
would underscore the seriousness of his 
admonitions.  Moreover, as we shall see, 
Fee underemphasizes the importance 
of v. 3 in the Pauline argument.  On the 
other hand, Fee rightly suggests that 
the problem in the text probably relates 
mainly to the women, rather than to both 
men and women (contrary to Collins 
and Thiselton), and that the verses seem 
to relate to men and women in general 
rather than being limited to husbands 
and wives.  Furthermore, he also correctly 
maintains that determining whether the 
cultural practice was some kind of head 
covering or related to the hairstyle of 
women is not crucial either for unpacking 
the meaning of the text or for discerning 
its contemporary application.

Fee’s Overview of the Text
In Fee’s overview of the passage, 

he argues that a woman who prays and 
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prophesies without proper adornment 
brings shame on both herself and on man 
as the head.  He claims that the argument 
in v. 3 does “not control the whole pas-
sage” and is abandoned as Paul continues 
his argument (146).  He quickly sketches 
in the argument of the rest of the passage, 
and concludes that the text centers on 
issues of honor and shame.  One of the 
main weaknesses of Fee’s article surfaces 
here, for he devotes so much attention on 
the meaning of “head” and the disputed 
1 Cor 11:10 that little space is left for an 
explanation of the text as a whole.  Fee’s 
essay does not provide a clear and lucid 
explanation of the flow of the argument 
in the text.  Nor is he particularly clear 
as to the main point of the text and its 
relevance for today.  I think a reader who 
came to Fee’s essay desiring an overview 
of the passage would finish the article 
feeling frustrated, for he concentrates 
on a few issues and does not explicate 
as clearly the function and meaning of  
the entire unit.  Fee’s main point seems 
to be that the text supports distinctions 
between the sexes during the present evil, 
but in my judgment he strays from what 
the text teaches in particular as to how 
these distinctions are to be preserved.  

Nor is he convincing in minimizing 
the force of 1 Cor 11:3 in the text as a 
whole, for the argument of the passage 
functions as follows.  The main point of 
the verses is found in vv. 4-6, v. 10a, and 
vv. 13-15, viz., Paul wants the women to 
adorn themselves in a proper way.  Paul 
gives reasons for the admonition in v. 3, 
vv. 7-9, v. 10b,  and v. 16.  Verses 11-12 
qualify the argument, so that the readers 
will not draw the false conclusions that 
women are inferior to men or that men 
can dispense with women.  Even though 
women have a different role from men, 
they are equal to men in dignity, essence, 
and value.  What is crucial to see here 

(contrary to Fee) is that the reason given 
in v. 3 and the reasons posited in vv. 7-9 
are complementary, so that it is not as 
if Paul abandons the argument from 
headship as he continues his explana-
tion.  Indeed, vv. 7-9 clarify that the role 
difference between men and women is 
fundamental to Paul’s entire argument, 
for it hails from the created order where 
the Lord clarified that women were cre-
ated from men and for the sake of men.  
Fee’s very sketchy exegesis of vv. 8-9 
blurs this point, so that the reader of his 
essay fails to see that Paul locates the role 
differences between men and women in 
the created order.  The argument from 
creation is a transcultural argument, for 
it appeals to God’s intended pattern for 
human beings before the fall into sin.  The 
importance of an argument from creation 
is confirmed when we realize that Paul’s 
argument against homosexuality also ap-
peals to creation (Rom 1:26-27), as does 
Jesus’ argument against divorce (Matt 
19:3-12 par.).

Prayer and Prophecy
Fee proceeds to discuss women 

praying and prophesying.  He rightly 
claims that women should be able to pray 
and prophesy in the assembly, but his dis-
cussion is abstracted from the argument 
and not linked with the remainder of the 
text in a meaningful way.  He imports 1 
Corinthians 12-14 into the argument 
here, so that he wrongly focuses on 
speaking in tongues in discussing prayer.  
Furthermore, he indiscriminately lumps 
together prophesying and teaching, 
claiming that prayer and prophecy rep-
resent every form of ministry, so that we 
can conclude from this text that women 
are permitted to teach men as well.  Fee 
fails to convince here, for Paul regularly 
distinguishes between the gifts (Rom 
12:6-7; 1 Cor 12:28-29; Eph 4:11), and 
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enjoins elsewhere that women are not to 
teach or exercise authority over men (1 
Tim 2:11-12).  Prophecy is not the same 
gift as teaching, for the latter represents 
the transmission of tradition or Scrip-
ture which involves preparation before 
delivery.  Prophecy, on the other hand, is 
the transmission of spontaneous revela-
tions from God (1 Cor 14:29-33).  This 
is confirmed by the prophetic ministry 
of Agabus who received spontaneous 
revelations from God about the famine in 
Jerusalem and Paul’s imprisonment (Acts 
11:27-28; 21:10-11).  His prophecies 
were not prepared messages, but revela-
tions that came from the Lord that he 
conveyed to God’s people.

Moreover, when women prayed or 
prophesied in the church, they were to 
do so with a demeanor that was submis-
sive to male leadership.  Such a read-
ing explains why Paul draws attention 
to male headship over women before 
tackling the issue of adornment.  What 
Paul emphasizes in 1 Corinthians is that 
women should pray and prophesy with 
proper adornment, for such adornment 
signified in Paul’s cultural setting that the 
women prayed and prophesied in a way 
that was submissive to male leadership in 
the church.  I have argued elsewhere that 
the transcendent principle in the passage 
is not how women adorn themselves, 
for the message sent by external adorn-
ment varies from culture to culture.   The 
principle is that women are to pray and 
prophesy in such a way that they do not 
subvert male authority in the church.  Fee 
says that the text is not about church or-
der, and clearly it is not a detailed manual 
on such, but it does relate to how women 
are to conduct themselves in the gathered 
assembly, so in that sense church order is 
in view.  	

Headship
Fee also includes a long section 

on “head” (kephalē), which is clearly a 
crucial term in the passage.  He argues 
that the term means “source” rather 
than “authority over” in 1 Cor 11:3.  His 
discussion here is quite unsatisfying and 
unpersuasive.  He does not interact at 
all with the numerous articles by Wayne 
Grudem on this term or the careful study 
of Joseph Fitzmyer.2  He is correct, in 
my opinion, in suggesting that the term 
may mean “source” in Eph 4:15 and Col 
2:19,3 but he underestimates the many 
texts in which the term means “authority 
over,” and fails to see that this is the most 
common metaphorical meaning of the 
term.  He does acknowledge that “head” 
refers to authority in Eph 1:22 and Col 
2:10, but claims that such is not decisive 
for texts in which Christ is said to be 
the head of the church, since in both 
Ephesians and Colossians the emphasis 
is on Christ’s headship over evil powers.  
Fee rightly remarks that Christ’s head-
ship is “for the sake of the church” (154,  
his italics).  But he fails to see that the 
text also teaches Christ’s authority over 
the church¸ for Paul emphasizes here that 
Christ is the “head over all things” (Eph 
1:22), and this surely includes the church.  
Moreover, Christ is specifically said to 
be “the head of the church” in Eph 5:23, 
and as we shall see below the meaning 
in that context is clearly “authority over.”  
In addition, the context of Col 1:18 also 
demonstrates that Jesus’ headship over 
the church emphasizes his sovereign 
rule over the church, for the key themes 
in Col 1:15-20 are Christ’s supremacy 
and lordship over both creation and the 
church.

Fee insists that when the husband 
is called the head of the wife in Eph 5:23 
this means that the husband is the source 
for the wife’s material sustenance.  But 
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nothing is said about material support 
elsewhere in this text, and the focus is on 
Christ’s spiritual provision for his people, 
so it seems like a leap to see a reference 
to material support provided by the hus-
band here.  Even more important, Fee 
fails to examine the context in which the 
term “head” is used in Ephesians 5.  Note 
the argument in Eph 5:22-24, “Wives, 
submit to your own husbands, as to the 
Lord.  For the husband is the head of 
the wife even as Christ is the head of the 
church, his body, and is himself its Savior. 
Now as the church submits to Christ, so 
also wives should submit in everything 
to their husbands” (ESV).  Wives are 
to submit to husbands because they are 
the head.  So too, the church submits to 
Jesus Christ because he is her head.  The 
emphasis on submission here plainly 
indicates that Paul is stressing both the 
husbands’ authority over their wives and 
Christ’s authority over the church.  Con-
text must determine how words are used, 
and the collocation of the words “submit” 
and “head” indicates that “head” refers to 
authority here, both when Paul speaks of 
the husband and of Christ.  Fee abandons 
the context, which is the most crucial 
consideration in defining the meaning of 
a word, and simply inserts his preferred 
notion “source” in this instance.

Furthermore, even if the word 
“head” always means “source” (which is 
clearly not the case), the notion of author-
ity is still implied in Pauline literature.  If 
wives are to submit to husbands because 
husbands are their source, then husbands 
as the source also exercise authority over 
wives since they are to submit to their 
source!  Such a notion is hardly surprising 
in the biblical world where primogeni-
ture was commonly observed.  Similarly, 
fathers and mothers are the source of 
their children, and by virtue of such serve 
as the authority over their children.  It 

is quite surprising that egalitarians fail 
to see that simply saying that the word 
means “source” does not verify their case 
regarding male and female roles.  Fee 
also makes the mistake of saying that the 
notion that God is the head of Christ is 
“heterodox.”  He betrays here a remark-
ably weak understanding of church his-
tory since orthodox theologians from the 
time of the early fathers, the Reformers, 
and even up to our own day have argued 
for differences between the economic and 
immanent Trinity, without suggesting for 
a moment that Christ had lesser dignity, 
worth, or value than the Father.4  It is 
regrettable that this basic factual error is 
repeated so often by egalitarians, so that 
they suggest that those who disagree 
with them are heterodox.  If they were 
more conversant with church history 
and systematic theology, such a mistake 
could be avoided.

1 Corinthians 11:10
The last part of Fee’s article con-

sists of a discussion of the notoriously 
difficult 1 Cor 11:10.  Fee argues that 
Paul’s wording actually reflects in part 
the view of the women in Corinth who 
believed in their own angelic status, so 
that they were convinced that they were 
beyond the gender distinctions of the 
present evil age.  Paul then qualifies their 
views with his commentary in vv. 11-12.  
The women, according to Fee, had fallen 
prey to over-realized eschatology, and 
thought they lived in the age to come 
because they spoke in angelic tongues (1 
Cor 13:1).  Fee’s explanation is certainly 
ingenious, but it stumbles right out of the 
blocks, for there is no evidence that Paul’s 
wording in v. 10 should be construed as 
citation or paraphrase of the Corinthian 
women.  What we have here are clearly 
Paul’s own words regarding what the 
women should do.  He commands them 
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to have a sign of authority on their head 
because of the angels.  Even though many 
scholars argue that the expression cannot 
have a passive meaning, such a meaning 
is clearly the most natural in context. It 
explains well the qualification that im-
mediately follows in vv. 11-12, for such 
a qualification which emphasizes the 
equality between men and women would 
be strange if Paul were already asserting 
such in v. 10.  To say that Paul requires 
the women to have a sign of authority 
on their head also fits with the passage 
as a whole where Paul commands the 
women to be adorned properly.  It seems 
that some of the earliest interpreters of 
the text shared the same view, for they 
substituted the term “veil” (kalumma) 
instead of “authority.” Though this read-
ing is clearly secondary, it demonstrates 
that the earliest interpreters understood 
Paul in a way that accords with what is 
argued here.  The reference to the angels 
is difficult and not decisive in any case for 
the main point of the passage.  It seems 
that the view that Paul directs the women 
to have authority on their heads because 
angels serve as the guardians of Christian 
worship is still the most likely.

Conclusion
Gordon Fee is one of the outstand-

ing NT scholars among evangelicals 
of this generation.  Nevertheless, his 
exegesis of 1 Cor 11:2 -16 does not 
prove to be convincing.  His explana-
tion of the text does not provide a clear 
and satisfying explanation of the flow of 
the argument of the entire passage.  He 
blurs the meaning of prophecy so that it 
becomes indistinguishable from teach-
ing, but these are two different spiritual 
gifts.  He argues that the word “head” 
means “source,” but fails to account for 
the evidence supporting authority.  Fi-
nally, he suggests an interpretation of 1 

Cor 11:10 that is quite supportive of the 
meaning “authority over” and strays from 
the natural reading of the verse.  A more 
natural reading of the passage is that Paul 
desires the women to adorn themselves 
properly because their adornment in the 
cultural world of the first century sig-
naled whether they were submissive to 
male leadership in the gathered assembly.  
What applies to the church today is not 
the exact cultural practice commanded 
(whether Paul speaks of a veil, shawl, or 
hairstyle).  It is the principle that women 
should conduct themselves in public wor-
ship with a demeanor that affirms and 
supports male leadership in the church.  
Women are encouraged to pray and 
prophesy in the assembly, and I under-
stand the nearest equivalence to prophesy 
today to be the reading of Scripture.  
And yet they are not to engage in these 
activities in such a way that they arrogate 
male leadership.  Women honor men and 
avoid shame if they conduct themselves 
as women in the gathered assembly, and 
that means that they behave in such a 
way that the role distinctions rooted in 
the created order are preserved.  
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