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‘LET THE WIFE HAVE AUTHORITY OVER HER HUSBAND’
(1 CORINTHIANS 11.10)

Craig Keener
Eastern Seminary, Wynnewood, PA

In 1 Cor. 11.3-7, Paul applies the Greek term kefalhv to the wife’s
husband as well as to her literal head. In this article I experiment with the
possibility that Paul’s play on words with kefalhv continues in 11.10.
Because the Greek expression ejxousivan e[cein ejpiv normally means,
‘have authority over’, this would yield the sense, ‘the wife ought to have
authority over her head [i.e. her husband].’

Even if one adopts this translation, the context qualifies what it
implies. Paul’s point would not be that wives should rule their husbands,
but that Paul balances the husband’s authority over the wife in some
respect by noting the wife’s authority over her husband in some
respects, precisely as he did in 7.4 of the same letter. Subsequent re-
search will likely refine this proposal or offer reasons to reject it, but at
the moment it seems to me a plausible solution that has been neglected,
so far as I have seen, in earlier studies of the passage.

I am not addressing here the nature of head coverings, which I have
investigated more fully elsewhere,1 or other exegetical questions which
do not impinge directly on the present argument.

‘Head’ in this Passage

Paul speaks repeatedly of kefalhv in this passage (11.3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 10,
13). His figurative application of the head to one’s authority (or possibly

1. C.S. Keener, Paul, Women and Wives: Marriage and Women’s Ministry in
the Letters of Paul (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1992), pp. 19-69; idem, ‘Head Cov-
erings’, in C.A. Evans and S.E. Porter (eds.), Dictionary of New Testament Back-
ground (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2000), pp. 442-47.
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source or other meaning) is prominent in 11.3, but probably continues to
figure in the background of the subsequent discussion (excepting
11.13).2 (Arguments by wordplays were standard fare in antiquity.)

Thus in 11.5-6 a wife by covering her physical head shames her
figurative head, that is, her husband. Most importantly, in 11.7, the latest
reference to the ‘head’ before 11.10, both senses of ‘head’ may con-
tinue. This verse offers a construction partly parallel with 11.10, so is im-
portant for its interpretation: ‘a man ought not to cover his head’ (11.7),
but ‘a wife ought to have authority over her head’ (11.10).3 Clearly 11.7
refers to covering the man’s physical head, but it also appears to allude
to the figurative sense of ‘head’ introduced in 11.3: the man reflects the
image of God, who is the head of his head in 11.3.

In 11.7, Paul apparently argues that the husband should not cover his
physical head because such covering obscures his figurative head (Christ,
the perfect image of God). By contrast, the wife should cover her head
because (in worship) she should not display her husband’s glory. While
such an argument sounds strange to modern readers, several ancient fac-
tors known to Paul’s ideal audience may have made it plausible for
them: the modesty expected of traditional (albeit not always first-cen-
tury) wives;4 the way that wives’ behavior reflected on their husbands’
honor in ancient society;5 and interpretations of biblical warnings against
uncovering a husband’s nakedness by exposing that of his wife (Lev.

2. I do not enter here into the debate as to the specific metaphoric association
most appropriate for Paul’s use of kefalhv here. Lexically, ‘authority’ seems likelier
than ‘source’ (though contextually the ‘man’ does function as a source in 11.8,
which may be the nuance Paul focuses on); but while ‘authority’ would suit the sug-
gestion of mutual authority in 11.10, it is not necessary to the argument. Further, the
passage could refer to authority figures in a specific culture without mandating the
same gender for all cultures. Some propose ‘prominent part’ (cf. 12.23-24).

3. I translate ‘wife’ here because it was married women that the head covering
custom addressed (see Keener, ‘Head Coverings’, pp. 445-46).

4. E.g. Homer, Od. 18.184; Demosthenes, Against Meidias §79; Livy 34.1.5;
34.2.9-10; 39.8.6-7; Gen. Rab. 80.5; Ab. R. Nat. 14, §35 B; see further Keener,
‘Head Coverings’, p. 443. Some attributed a modicum of modesty even to prostitutes
(Seneca, Nat. Q. 1.16.6; Aelian, Farmers 9).

5. E.g. Martial, Epig. 2.56; Musonius Rufus 10, p. 78.16-19 (Lutz); Prov. 12.4;
marriage contracts in D.C. Verner, The Household of God: The Social World of the
Pastoral Epistles (SBLDS, 71; Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1983), p. 38; cf. daughters
in Sir. 42.9-11; 4Q213 frg. 2.18-20; sons in Xenophon, Apol. 31; Plutarch,
Themistocles 2.6.
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18.7-8, 14-16; 20.11, 20-21), who is one flesh with him (cf. Gen. 2.24).
Paul surely knows that the husband and wife together comprise God’s
image (Gen. 1.26-27; esp. 5.1-2); where head coverings are not at issue,
he contends that all believers are being conformed to God’s image in
Christ (1 Cor. 15.49; Rom. 8.29; 2 Cor. 3.18). Nevertheless, he contends
that the wife reflects that image and glory by way of the husband,
through whom she came (11.8), and therefore reflects the husband as
well as Christ.6 He works from an implicit midrash: he uses Eve’s crea-
tion from and for Adam, in Gen. 2.18 (1 Cor. 11.8-9) to interpret the
image of God in Gen. 1.26-27 (1 Cor. 11.7).

The Wife’s Authority over her Head (11.10)

If this double sense of kefalhv carries over into 11.10, it means that Paul
affirms not only the wife’s authority or right over her physical head, but
her authority or right over her figurative head, namely her husband, as
well. Such a statement initially seems to make little sense in a passage
urging wives to wear head coverings lest they dishonor their husbands.
It makes more sense if we keep in mind two factors: first, the immediate
context balances the husband’s role by exalting the wife’s (11.11-12).
The man may be the woman’s original source (11.8-9), but she is his
proximate source (11.12). Paul borrows this insight from the reliable
sage in 1 Esd. 4.15-16 in the Septuagint, where women bear men, and
4.17, where men cannot exist apart from them. In the same context,
women ‘rule’ men, whether as mothers (4.14) or husbands who work to
support them (4.22).7

Secondly, a few chapters earlier, Paul offered a striking statement of
mutuality by noting that the wife and husband each have authority over
their spouse’s body (7.4, using the verb cognate of 11.10’s ejxousiva). In
7.4 Paul refers to sexual authority, perhaps implying exclusive sexual
rights (cf. ‘because of immoralities’ in 7.2a; the temptation in 7.5) but

6. For both as God’s image, see also Apoc. Mos. 29.10; Gen. Rab. 22.2; for
woman made in man’s image (probably on analogy of children in the image of the
parents from whom they are derived), see Sib. Or. 1.23, 33; cf. Plutarch, Bride 14,
Mor. 139F. A modern writer might argue genetically concerning xx from xy chromo-
somes, though probably unfruitfully.

7. One could argue for maternal authority over a man as ‘head’ in 11.10 (Deut.
21.18; Prov. 23.22; Eph. 6.1); this aspect of the ‘woman’ in 11.12 qualifies the sym-
metry between husbands and wives in the context.
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certainly indicating a mutual responsibility to provide intercourse (cf. also
the use of ejxousiva in 9.5).8 The respective rights and duties specified by
marriage contracts varied somewhat from one culture or era to another
in antiquity, but Jewish contracts explicitly required the husband to grant
his wife regular intercourse (apart from some unavoidable exceptions).9

If the husband has authority over the wife’s body and the wife over the
husband’s (7.4), it is not too much of a stretch to think that Paul could
speak of the wife exercising authority over her ‘head’, including her
husband.

The Connection between 11.9 and 11.10

But does the flow of context support this reading? After Paul argues that
‘woman’ depends in some sense on ‘man’ in 11.7-9, hence should cover
her head during worship, he balances this claim with a greater mutuality
than was customary (and one not strictly necessary for his argument) in
11.11-12. The question is: What role does 11.10 play in the transition be-
tween 11.7-9 and 11.11-12? Does it advance the claim for the woman’s
dependence in 11.7-9, as has usually been assumed, or could it be part of
Paul’s more explicit balancing in 11.11-12?

Grammar may support the traditional reading on this point, but its
support is not unambiguous. Granted, Paul’s ‘for this reason’ (dia;
tou'to) appears to connect 11.10 closely with 11.9; his ‘nevertheless’
(plhvn) in 11.11 appears the logical point of disjunction. Before conced-
ing these grammatical points, however, we should note possible flaws in
the assumptions usually based on them. First, plhvn, which appears in the
Pauline corpus elsewhere only at Eph. 5.33; Phil. 1.18; 3.16; and 4.4,
sometimes has a summarizing or concluding aspect, not always a plainly
disjunctive one (cf. BDAG s.v. plhvn, 1c). Further, if it is disjunctive, it
might qualify the new thought in 11.10 (which would be why he begins
11.11 by questioning the woman’s independence and only then
questions the man’s).

Secondly, whereas dia; tou'to normally means ‘this is why’ (11.30) or
‘for this purpose’ (4.17), the case is probably different when it is con-
joined with an explanatory diav followed by the accusative (as in 2 Tim.
2.10). In such a case, it is semantically equivalent to dia; tou'to with

8. A later rabbinic statement in Gen. Rab. 22.2, nearly identical to 11.11, prob-
ably refers, in context, to intercourse.

9. See, e.g., m. Ket. 5.6; Sifre Deut. 213.2.1-2.
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‘because’ (o{ti), which normally means ‘for this reason, namely…’10 In
this case, Paul is saying, ‘This is why a woman ought to have authority
over her head: because of the angels’. Thus the connection may be with
the phrase that follows (‘because of the angels’), rather than with the
idea that precedes.

The meaning of the angels in this argument has often been debated,
and more than a few comments here would digress into a distinct
topic.11 Given the context in Genesis (noted briefly below), the ‘angels’
might refer to the fallen angels many Jewish commentators saw in Gen.
6.2; it is plausible, though with less support from ancient Jewish sources,
that these fallen angels could be connected with the serpent of Gen. 3.1-
7,12 a story associated with the devil by Paul’s audience (2 Cor. 11.3).

An alternative explanation is more likely, given the terseness of Paul’s
expression (‘because of the angels’ without further explanation). Paul
certainly expects the Corinthians to understand his point; if he did not
address it with them on an earlier occasion, he probably refers back to
his earlier uses of ‘angels’ in the letter. Thus he could refer to angels
watching the behavior of the Corinthians (4.9), or he could refer to the
saints’ eschatological judgment of angels (6.3). The final option could
allude to women’s eschatological ejxousiva over angels, alongside men in
a restored paradise (cf. Gen. 1.26-28). In this case Paul argues not only
from the purpose in creation (11.7-9, 11-12) but also from teleology as
revealed by eschatology. The wife can exercise authority over her head
(and, in this article’s proposal, her husband) for the same reason the
‘saints’ should judge offenses in the community in 6.2-3: because she
will someday use such authority to judge angels.

One factor which may weaken the grammatical argument against a
connection with 11.9 here is that Paul (in contrast to Johannine litera-
ture) rarely uses this construction, whereas he usually employs dia;
tou'to in a sense connected with the previous context. (Some have
argued that this passage is a non-Pauline interpolation, but most have
rightly regarded that position as unlikely.) More importantly, there is no
clear disjunction in 11.10, even if we question its dependence on 11.9.

10. As in Mt. 24.44; Jn 5.16, 18; 8.47; 10.17; 12.18, 39; 1 Jn 3.1; see BDAG,
p. 226.

11. For a more complete discussion, see Keener, Paul, Women and Wives,
pp. 39-42.

12. Cf. Rev. 12.9; Wis. 2.24; 3 Bar. 9.7. A connection with angels of creation (cf.
Jub. 2.2; 10.22-23; polemic in Gen. Rab. 1.3; perhaps Col. 1.16) is unlikely.
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If 11.10 follows from 11.9, we must be able to explain 1 Cor. 11.10 in
a manner that contextually fits the thought of 11.8-9. This remains pos-
sible on our suggested reading of 11.10. It is possible that the wife’s
‘authority’ somehow aids, strengthens or completes the husband. This
would fit the likeliest sense of Gen. 2.18-20: God addressed man’s
incompleteness by supplying woman as a ‘helper’ (cf. also Gen. 2.20;
Sir. 36.29), a term usually involving strength (for bohqov" in the LXX,
see, e.g., Exod. 15.2; 18.4; Deut. 33.7, 26, 29). Ben Sira has a less posi-
tive view of women’s roles, but applies the wording of Gen. 2.18 (in Sir.
36.29) not only to the wife’s suitable ‘meekness’ (36.28) but to her
securing and protecting the husband from being a wanderer (36.30-31).
‘Authority’ (ejxousiva) could be associated with ability to ‘help’
(bohqevw) elsewhere in the Septuagint (Jdt. 8.15).13

It is not so much the wording of 11.10 but the context that invites a
glance backward to Gen. 2.18 here. To follow Paul’s argument, it helps
to make explicit the biblical allusions underlying this passage. The
‘woman’s’ creation from the ‘man’ in 11.8 alludes to Gen. 2.21-23; her
creation ‘for’ the man in 11.9 to Gen. 2.18; and both are meant to aid in
the interpretation of Gen. 1.26-27, cited in 11.7. Paul’s explanation of
mutual dependence in 11.11-12 probably reflects the thought of Gen.
2.18 (one may also compare the one flesh union of Gen. 2.24 in 1 Cor.
6.17),14 as well as its more direct dependence on 1 Esdras 4.

Thus if the wife has ‘authority’ over her husband in some sense in
11.10, it may refer to her ‘right’ to ‘help’ him (Gen. 2.18), perhaps to
protect him sexually (1 Cor. 7.4, in the context of 7.2-5) or complete
him with their one-flesh union (cf. 1 Cor. 6.16, from Gen. 2.24). But we
should not too quickly neglect the context of 1 Esd. 4.15-17, the clearest
precedent for Paul’s language of mutuality in 11.11-12. Here the woman
exercises maternal authority over men (4.14-16) and, more importantly,
men serve them by laboring to support them (also described as women’s
authority, 4.22). This passage, like Paul’s, alludes to Gen. 2.24 (although
a different part of it; 1 Esd. 4.20), and speaks of woman bringing man
glory or honor (dovxan 4.17). Paul may have drawn on a sage who
recognized different expressions of authority for each gender.

13. Cf. other language for military help and strength in 2 Chron. 26.13; Jer. 44.7
[ET 37.7]; 1 Macc. 7.20; 16.18.

14. The context of being uncovered in Eden (Gen. 2.25) but not later (3.7) might
be relevant as well, though this may read too much into Paul’s midrash here.
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Conclusion

It is possible that Paul’s play on the literal anatomical sense of kefalhv
and a figurative application to the husband continues in 11.10. If so, Paul
may balance his claim in 11.7-9 that ‘man’ is ‘woman’s’ original source
not only with the claim in 11.11-12 that she is his proximate source, but
also an affirmation of her ‘authority’ in 11.10. It is possible that this
claim refers to the wife’s sexual authority over her husband already
mentioned in 7.4, or perhaps to her ‘power’ to protect her husband sex-
ually. It might also refer to the authority exercised by women as mothers
who are obeyed and wives who are served, following 1 Esd. 4.14-22,
which is echoed in 11.11-12. In any case, on this reading Paul begins bal-
ancing the husband’s prominence in 11.7-9 with the wife’s not only in
11.11-12, but also in 11.10.

The grammatical connections in 11.9-11, particularly the lack of
contrast between 11.9 and 11.10, pose a possible obstacle to this inter-
pretation. The grammatical obstacle may, however, be surmountable, if
the weight of the broader context supports the interpretation suggested
above.


