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AWKWARD VERSES… WOMEN SHOULD HAVE AUTHORITY OVER THEIR HEAD 
1 Corinthians 11 
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As we continue exploring those Biblical verses 
that prove problematic for our faith today, let’s 
return to a text whose topic is still a matter of 
debate within the Christian world – the role of 
women in the church. 

This verse is problematic for us today because, 
at first glance, it makes it seem like we are out of 
step with the Bible. After all, we have women 
leaders in our church; women who have authority 
over men. 

In our community of Spartanburg there are 
dozens of churches that will not ordain a woman to 
pastoral ministry and would claim we have 
abandoned clear Biblical teaching. 

But I am convinced, without a shadow of a 
doubt, that we are fully in-line with Jesus’ will for 
our church. We can clearly see the tremendous 
gifts women bring to ministry. Jesus said, “you will 
know them by their fruits”. And the fruits of their 
ministry are unequivocal. 

In my life, I have only known a denomination 
which ordains women. You don't grow up with 
Abigail Evans as your mother and have any doubts 
that the Lord God has called her to proclaim the 
Good News. But many people did, at least when 
they first met her. 

At Broadway Presbyterian in New York, her 
office was by the front door, so most people 
assumed she was the receptionist. A typical 
exchange went as follows, 

“I would like to see a pastor.” 
“I am a pastor.” 
“Oh, I don't want to see you. I don't believe in 

women minsters.” 
“Well, you’ll have to talk to God because God 

called me to be a pastor – God put me here.” 

Her reception in Pikeville was no better. In the 
mountains of Kentucky, they didn't have enough 

pastors, so the Presbytery often sent pastors to the 
churches. She served as an evangelist/pastor to 3 
churches in the Appalachian hollows. 

When she arrived to preach one Sunday 
someone asked her, 

“What are you doing here?” 
“I’m your preacher.” 
“Oh, I guess there wasn't anyone else.” 

In time, they came to embrace her for her 
courage to navigate narrow mountain roads to be 
there every Sunday. 

When she was called to the ministry, all the 
ordination certificates still had “He’s” printed all 
over them so they simply crossed out the “He’s” 
and hand wrote in “She’s”! 

It was the culture of the time, but it was also the 
history of Biblical interpretation. Over the centuries 
the translations themselves grew more biased 
against women ministers than the Greek texts 
themselves did. 

As we look at our verse, women should have 
authority over their head we will find that this verse 
presents a challenge for the modern reader. Not 
because it contradicts our beliefs, as some would 
claim, but because of the challenge of translation. 

The Bible was written in a time and culture 
entirely different language than our own. This 
makes translations notoriously difficult and 
requires a series of choices by the translator which, 
often, discloses their own cultural bias rather than 
that of the Bible. 

In fact, we shall see the main culprit is not the 
culture from Paul’s time nor our being out of step 
with Scripture. The main problem is the misreading 
of this passage to perpetuate the hegemony of 
male-dominated leadership, that is not supported 
by a thorough, unbiased reading of the text. 
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Whereas the Bible can be grasped in a second – 
God is love – it also needs to be wrestled with for a 
lifetime. 

By the end of this sermon, you will see it means 
the exact opposite of what people assumed for 
centuries!!  

The history of interpretation is perhaps best 
summed up in Matthew Henry’s Bible Commentary, 

“The woman was made subject to man… 
made for his help and comfort. And she 
should do nothing, in Christian 
assemblies, which looked like a claim of 
being equal.” 

Matthew Henry and others believed this 
passage was telling women that men should be in 
authority over her. And, let’s face it, that she should 
essentially be his maidservant. But this 
interpretation does not hold up under closer 
scrutiny. 

The Greek word used here for authority is 
exousian and that expresses our own power that 
we have from God. For example, it is used to 
describe Jesus’ power to expel demons and his 
authoritative preaching. 

The word is not used as one exercising authority 
over another. If that were the case, the word would 
be exousiantes. Secondly, prepositions are 
notoriously difficult to translate from one language 
to another. The key preposition in our verse is epi. 
And that word is translated, just to name a few: by, 
in, on, upon, at, to, unto, and over.  

So, the King James translates the verse as, 
“ought the woman to have power on her head” – 
meaning a man ruling over her, but the NIV reads, 
“a woman ought to have authority over her own 
head” – meaning she speaks without a man’s 
authority over her when she prophesies.  

This explains the convoluted argument 
concerning covering her hair. 

In Paul’s culture, a woman’s hair was a sign of 
her womanhood and, therefore, of her husband’s 
authority over her. In these verses, Paul is telling us 

that when prophesying, a woman should cover her 
head so that she is symbolically no longer under the 
man’s authority. The gift comes directly from God. 

Historically, this passage was interpreted to say: 
that a man should be in authority over the woman; 
but it seems that Paul, at least with regards to 
prayer and prophecy, was saying the exact 
opposite! That a woman should have authority over 
“HER OWN HEAD”. 

It is true, in general, that in that culture a 
woman was under her husband’s authority. But 
Paul was offering a new teaching. When it came to 
a woman proclaiming God’s truth, she did it on her 
own because the word came directly from God. 

Some who persist in denying women’s 
leadership in churches might capitulate on this 
verse but would claim that 1 Timothy 2:12 
unequivocally bars women. The New Living 
Translation reads, “I do not let women teach men 
or have authority over them. Let them listen 
quietly.” This translation makes it sound like Paul is 
creating a generalization. But in the Greek the word 
is “woman” – singular. The purpose of this letter 
was to squelch false doctrine that was being taught 
in Ephesus:  

As I urged you when I went into 
Macedonia, stay there in Ephesus so that 
you may command certain people not to 
teach false doctrines any longer … they do 
not know what they are talking about… 

(1 Timothy 1:3-4, 7) 

Furthermore, the word translated here as 
“authority” only occurs once in all the Bible, 
authentein, and a more accurate translation for this 
word would be “domineer” as it is in the Latin 
Vulgate, or “usurp authority” as in the New English 
Bible. Thus, a better translation might read as 
follows: 

I do not permit a woman to domineer a man. 

Since Paul was correcting specific, false 
teachers and this passage is in the singular, Paul 
was speaking about a specific woman not creating 
a universal principle. 
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The next argument offered against female 
preachers claims that there were no female 
apostles. But that is not true either. At the end of 
Romans, Paul writes of an Apostle named Junia. In 
early Christians centuries it was assumed to be a 
woman, since that name is feminine and never 
refers to a male. 

But in later translations, scribes added an “S” 
making it a male name. In the 1800’s the name was 
purposefully changed to Julian. A clear choice by 
translators to perpetuate preconceived notions 
rather than interpreting the text with the best 
scholarship possible. 

So, even though the New Testament was 
socially conditioned by the cultural roles of men 
and women in its time, it also clearly began to see, 
as Paul writes in Galatians, “there is no longer slave 
nor free, male nor female, Jew nor Greek.” 

Lastly, we must ask ourselves: What is the root 
of woman’s submissive role in society? Perhaps 
you’ve wondered why it has been this way for so 
many thousands of years. 

You’ve read it before, but perhaps it never sunk 
in. In the first chapter of Genesis we are told, “In 
the image of God, he created them male and 
female he created them.” At that point there is no 
qualitative distinction made between the two 
sexes. 

It is not until after The Fall in chapter 3 that we 
read, 

To the woman he said, “I will greatly 
increase your pangs in childbearing; in 
pain you shall bring forth children, yet 
your desire shall be for your husband, and 
he shall rule over you.” 

This means the husband’s rule over his wife is a 
fallen part of creation! It is not a part of God’s 
intention for humanity, but a result of our sinful 
nature! 

The Bible offers an uneven witness because of 
the culture in which it was written. But today it is 

critical that we fully embrace women’s leadership 
and the Bible tells us why.  

Certainly, because it is just. Since all are made 
in the image of God, it is categorically prejudicial to 
bar over half the human race from leadership in the 
church. 

Secondly, it is practical. It is clear today that 
women are fully capable and, by barring them from 
certain professions – who knows – maybe it will be 
a woman that will cure cancer? 1 Corinthians 12:7 
tells us that each is given a gift of the spirit for the 
common good. God gave women these gifts and, 
without them, society will suffer. 

Finally, the Westminster Catechism tells us the 
chief end of humanity is to glorify God and enjoy 
God forever. 1 Peter 4:10-13 makes it clear how are 
to do this, 

Whoever speaks, is to do so as one who is 
speaking the utterances of God… so that 
in all things God may be glorified through 
Jesus Christ… As each one has received a 
special gift, employ it in serving one 
another as good stewards of the manifold 
grace of God. 

That was my mother’s calling. To be a good 
steward of the manifold grace of God. It was in the 
beginning of women in ministry, but she was 
unflappable. She never defended herself because it 
was clear her authority was from God. Rather than 
argue, she demonstrated the truth through using 
her gifts and, as a result, converted thousands upon 
thousands of people over the course of her six 
decades of ministry…which still continues. 

Her call became clearest to others during the 
time of the bombing in Cambodia in the 1970’s. 
Students were hunkered down in a Hamilton Hall 
classroom of Columbia University in protest. 

But Abigail Rian Evans, as university chaplain, after 
an all-night prayer vigil with the student Christian 
fellowship, met with the protesters and brokered a 
plan for them to leave. Otherwise the university 
president would not let the long-planned outreach 
series of events called “Jesus Week” proceed on 
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campus. And so she gathered Episcopalians, 
Presbyterians, Baptists, Methodists, Campus 
Crusaders, Intervarsity, Mennonites, and more for 
an event called “Jesus Week”. 

Through proclaiming Christ, she helped unify 
that fractured community. That moment 
crystalized her call in the eyes of hundreds, perhaps 
even thousands or tens of thousands, for the story 
was printed in Parade Magazine, written by Ann 
Proctor. Almost 50 years later, my mother co-
authored a book, Faith of Our Mothers, Living Still: 
Princeton Seminary Women Redefining Ministry, 
and Ann Proctor wrote this review:  

Like the women at Jesus’ tomb who were 
the first to bear witness to his 
resurrection, the women in “Faith of Our 
Mothers, Living Still” have dared to step 
out boldly, despite opposition, and make 
a difference in their worlds. The good 
news that Abigail Evans and Katharine 
Sakenfeld proclaim, in page after page, is 
that, ordained or not, each of us is called 
to ministry that can change lives. 


