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Hair And Covering in 1 Corinthians 11

By James Macleod

In his commentary on 1 Corinthians, Gordon Fee states that 1 Corinthians 11:2-16 is a passage "full of notorious 

exegetical difficulties."1 Other commentators echo similar views regarding this passage. Yet, one wonders if the 

passage is actually so difficult to understand, or if modern readers, with twenty-first-century sensibilities, are simply 

reluctant to accept what Paul is teaching regarding hair and covering. One key to understanding what this passage 

teaches is understanding the Greek behind the English words related to covering and hair. The following is a brief 

introduction to this Greek.

Covering

One confusing feature of 11:2-16 for the English reader is that Paul uses three different Greek words for "covered" in 

the passage. In most instances, the word translated as "covered" or "uncovered" is the adjective κατακάλυπτος 

(katakaluptos), or the verbal form of the same word, κατακαλύπτω (katakaluptō). As Paul discusses the theology of 

covering in verses 5, 6, 7, and 13, he uses the Greek words κατακαλύπτω and ἀκατακάλυπτος. Through these verses, 

all instances of covering, except one, refer to women. In the case where a man is in focus, Paul uses the word in the 

negative sense, "a man indeed ought not to cover his head" (1 Cor 11:7). 
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Hair And Covering in 1 Corinthians 11 (cont.)

These two Greek cognates indicate a general state of being covered or veiled, without specifying how an individual accomplishes 

that state. Looking to the Old Testament for examples, in Isaiah, the angels κατακαλύπτω their faces with their wings (Is 6:2 LXX). 

Likewise, when Judah saw Tamar sitting veiled, he thought she was a harlot because she had κατακαλύπτω her face with a physical 

veil (θέριστρον) (Gen 38:15 LXX).2 These are two instances of κατακαλύπτω with different methods of covering being used. 

Nonetheless, although κατακαλύπτω does not inherently indicate hair as the means of covering, Paul's overall discussion is closely 

tied to the concept of hair. In 11:6, he refers to an uncovered woman being shorn or shaven, and in 11:13-15, an uncovered woman is 

considered uncomely due to the differing nature of men's and women's hair. While Paul discusses the necessity for women to be 

covered, he is inextricably linking his theology with the issue of hair.

Other Greek translated as "covered," is actually not a word at all, but rather, the Greek phrase "κατὰ κεφαλῆς ἔχων" (literally, "having 

down from the head"). Paul instructs the Corinthian Church in 11:4, indicating that men should have no type of covering that hangs 

down from their heads, including long hair, presumably. Treece believes that although this phrase does not specify what is "down 

from" the man's head, since Paul's topic is hair, hair should "fill the ellipsis".3 However, one could argue that Paul intentionally 

leaves 'hair' out of this phrase because he is referring to more than just hair, but to any type of covering. At this point in the passage, 

the length of men's hair is not crucial to Paul's general argument on how the state of being covered or uncovered brings honor or 

shame to one's spiritual head. Nonetheless, Paul does address men's hair specifically later in the passage when he discusses the 

length of men's and women's hair based on nature (1 Cor 11:14-15).
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Hair And Covering in 1 Corinthians 11 (cont.)

There is an example of Plutarch using the same phrase in his essays titled Moraila (Morals). Plutarch was a 

Greek historian who wrote during the late first and early second centuries AD; therefore, his usage of 

Greek is relevant to the New Testament. When he recounts the story of the Roman general Scipio arriving 

in Alexandria, Plutarch describes him as wearing a toga that covered his head (Plutarch, Morals, Sayings 

of Romans, Scipio the Younger, 13 [Babbitt]). Although "κεφαλῆς" is articular in this case, rather than 

anarthrous as it is in 11:4, the same basic phrase, "κατὰ (τῆς) κεφαλῆς ἔχων," is used to describe 

"covered." The use of the definite article in Greek is complex, but suffice it to say, the definite article is 

optional in most cases. Plutarch goes on to speak about Scipio, saying, "When he uncovered his head, 

they clapped their hands with a loud acclamation." The Greek narrative makes it clear that what is coming 

down from Scipio's head was a Roman garment, a toga. He was able to easily uncover his head by 

removing the garment so the surrounding people could see his face. This example confirms that "κατὰ 

(τῆς) κεφαλῆς ἔχων" is a general term for a person covering their head, and does not necessarily indicate 

that one's hair is the covering material.
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Hair And Covering in 1 Corinthians 11 (cont.)

The final word used by Paul for a covering is περιβόλαιον (periboleiov), a compound word literally meaning 

"to throw around." Unlike the other two words for covering, this word refers to an actual garment. Other 

passages in the Bible and writings from the Second Temple Period confirm that this word denotes an actual 

garment one would wear (Deut 22:12 LXX; Isa 50:3 LXX; Heb 1:12; En 14:20; Ep Arist 158). 

In 11:15, Paul says that a woman's long hair is given to her "ἀντὶ περιβολαίου" (instead of a garment). The 

word ἀντὶ, which is translated as "for" in the King James Bible, is a word that speaks of one thing replacing or 

being equivalent to another thing. It can also mean a process of intervention. Jesus gave his life as a 

"ransom ἀντὶ many" (Matt 20:28). Here, through the process of giving his life, Jesus provides a ransom on 

behalf of many people. This definition doesn't fit the context of 11:15, yet, even so, it carries the idea of a 

replacement. Following his discussion on covering in a general sense, Paul is now addressing a physical 

vestment used as a covering. Paul clarifies that a woman's long hair is equivalent to a garment. If a woman 

has long hair, they do not need a garment to cover their head.

10



Hair And Covering in 1 Corinthians 11 (cont.)

Hair

So, what does "long hair" indicate? There are three words in 11:2-16 associated with hair. The word for 

hair used in 11:15 is the noun κόμη (komē). A woman's κόμη is the covering that she has been given 

instead of a garment. This word appears to refer to a person's hair without specifying length. 

Nonetheless, in the texts that do use this word for women's hair, the context suggests that the hair is 

long (BDAG). 11:15 is the only place this word appears in the New Testament. However, the verb 

κομάω (komaō) used twice in 11:14-15 is the cognate of κόμη, and it does denote a person who lets 

their hair grow long. Josephus, the first-century Jewish historian, uses this verb to describe the 

practice of those who take the Nazarite vow (Jos., Ant., 4, 72). The Nazarites would "suffer their hair to 

grow long, and use no wine, when they consecrate their hair." Josephus appears to be using the word 

κομάω to describe someone who does not cut their hair, as that was the requirement for Nazarites 

(Num 6:5; Judg 13:5). As the noun κόμη is closely related to its cognate κομάω in these two verses, 

Paul evidently believes uncut hair is a satisfactory covering for a woman, in place of a veil or garment.
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Hair And Covering in 1 Corinthians 11 (cont.)

The other words related to hair are ξυράω (xsuraw), to shave, and κείρω (keirō), to shear or cut 

one's hair (1 Cor 11:5-6). Paul argues that if a woman is not covered, it is equivalent to her being 

shaved, and therefore, she should have her hair cut. However, since both of these hair conditions 

are shameful (shaved and cut), a woman should be covered. In contrast to 11:15, where long hair 

is associated with being covered, here in 11:5-6, cut hair is associated with being uncovered. 

These verses are talking about the condition of a woman's hair and their state of being covered or 

uncovered in a general sense. There is no need to insert a veil or a cloth garment into these 

verses, since the topic is hair, and by extension, spiritual covering and headship.4
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Hair And Covering in 1 Corinthians 11 (cont.)

Taking these different Greek words into account, what can we conclude about this passage in 1 

Corinthians 11 concerning hair and covering? The words for covering in most of the passage appear to 

be generic and do not indicate what the covering consists of. This is true until 11:15, where the word 

for covering indicates a garment or veil of some sort. However, in his conclusion of the matter, Paul 

states that the garment is not necessary if a woman has long hair. The long hair that Paul speaks of 

would appear to be uncut, as it is closely associated with the verbal form of the same word, whose 

basic definition means "to let one's hair grow long." Additionally, Josephus uses the word to speak of 

the Nazarites, people who allowed their hair to grow and did not cut it. The long hair here must be 

uncut, as it contrasts with the other two hair states referenced in 11:5-6, which involve shaving and 

cutting one's hair. It is not necessary for a woman with uncut hair to have a second covering when she 

prays, prophesies, or attends church.
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Hair And Covering in 1 Corinthians 11 (cont.)

Endnotes:
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