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For Us, Not To Us 

The letters that Paul wrote were to a specific group for a specific 

reason so we must always remember that Scripture was written for us and 

not to us.  Therefore, it is important to always look into and understand the 

context of a passage before we interpret it.  Who were the people and why 

was the author writing to them? 

The church in Corinth was quite the mix of people and cultures.  

Romans, Greeks, Jews, aristocrats, slaves, and a host of others.  And each 

group brought their own social beliefs and attitudes towards daily life and 

worship based on their life experiences.  Thus, their cultural “style” mirrored 

their personal culture.  And this included the wearing, or not wearing, of 

head coverings for men and women - which was very different between 

Romans, Greeks and Jews.   

Traditions (1 Cor 11:2) 

In his opening statement Paul sets what I would consider the 

overriding boundary for the remainder of his discussion - traditions (v 2).  

Traditions can be very powering in uniting individuals.  Traditions can make 

for some of the strongest memories we have and the sharing and passing 

along of traditions can be a point of inity.  But why can traditions be so 

strong? 

In general, people don’t like or embrace change.  Now before you stop 

reading further, hear me out.  We are easily creatures of habit and habits, 



Worship - I Cor 11, 14:26-39 

Page 2 of 6 

even bad ones can be a form of comfort.  Think for a moment about 

something you do everyday.  Maybe your drive to work.  Do you always 

drive the same route?  Do you always park in the same space?  How about 

church?  Do you always sit in the same spot?  What if the order of service 

was abruptly changed and the message was first with singing last?  I think 

we can all agree that we would be put “off balance'' at the least. 

Some traditions can be good as they help us remember and celebrate 

something good.  Maybe you have a specific tradition to remember a 

wedding anniversary, a birth, a holiday or some other happy event.  But we 

can also have traditions to remember events that were maybe not so happy.  

I remember when I was young we would visit the cemetery on Memorial 

Day to place flowers on family gaves.  With mixed emotions, we would 

remember and celebrate the memories we have about that person.  And to 

be honest, although some tears were shed there was also a lot of laughter 

as we shared funny stories.  It was a good tradition. 

Although Genesis 12 is to be a “lasting ordinance” it also represents 

arguably the strongest tradition that Israel had and set them apart from the 

other nations.  God was about to perform his final plague against Egypt - 

the killing of the firstborn.  But before God actually begins this plague he 

tells Moses “This is a day you are to commemorate; for the generations to 

come you shall celebrate it as a festival to the Lord—a lasting ordinance.” 

(Genesis 12:14).  From that day forward the Israelits were to hold a 

passover festival to celebrate and remember what God had done for them. 
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While some traditions, like The Passover, are established by God, 

most are of human origin.  But if we’re not careful, we can lose sight of the 

idea behind the tradition and when this happens the tradition can become 

more important than even obeying God.  The holding of traditions, 

especially about the Sabbath, was one of the most common points of 

contention between the Pharisees and Jesus. 

Head Coverings? 

The Corinthians seemed to have had yet another controversy, this 

time about the wearing of head coverings in public worship. Yes!  Once 

again cultural and social differences have become the centerpiece of yet 

another disagreement.   

It is hard to establish for certain what head coverings were worn or 

not worn in public or while worshipping as there are several conflicting 

historical records.  But looking at the passage we can know this, men were 

wearing head covering and women were not wearing head coverings while 

worshipping.  So shy would this be such a big deal?  Let’s look at an outline 

of Paul’s response. 

Paul’s Response (1 Cor 11:3-12) 

Paul begins his response by pointing to the order of creation that “the 

head of every man is Christ, and the head of the woman is man, and the 

head of Christ is God” (v 3) and similarly in verses 7-9.  This will help us get 

a slight glimpse of an issue but we’ll go a little further first. 
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Next Paul speaks to the common cultural practices of the time (vv 4-6, 

13-15) and in the churches (v 16) to argue that women should be veiled 

while worshiping, and men unveiled.  This could begin to sound like a 

separation of the sexes, and to some extent it is as it helps identify one’s 

role in God’s greater plan.   

But Paul is not establishing that men are better than women, as some 

may assert.  On the contrary, Paul makes sure to establish that men and 

women are equal “in the Lord” (vv 11-12), and therefore women are free to 

pray and prophesy (vv 5, 13).  However, both must recognize the order and 

propriety of the genders without using headwear (or not) that might signify 

unnaturally the interchangeability of the sexes.  We can see an echo of a 

similar issue that Paul addressed with the churches in Ephesus and 

Colossae.  The order and relationship between God and Jesus, and 

husbands and wives (Ephesians 5:22-24, and Colossians 3:18) 

Life Application (1 Cor 11:13-16) 

So what does this passage mean to us today?  I think we can find the 

answer to this question in the beginning of Paul’s final comment “Judge for 

yourselves” (v 13).  What an interesting statement.  In Paul’s response to the 

believers in Corinth he only refers to the creation relationship between God, 

Jesus, the husband and the wife.  He’s not really given them a clear answer 

but only the direction in which the Corinthians can find their answer.  Paul 

has offered various arguments, including from Scripture (vv 7-9) and nature 

(vv 14-15); now he appeals to consensus. Appeal to local or in-group 
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custom was a common form of argument in that day.  Bottom line, they 

need to go back to the basics (vv 13-15) and figure this one out themselves.   

Which brings me back to the topic of traditions.  As the church has 

moved through the last 21-centuries it has seen several “traditions” come 

and go as it has been transformed and adapted in order to bring the 

message of salvation through Jesus.  And as some traditions developed as 

the church searched for fresh and new ways to present the gospel message 

older traditions faded away but never compromised its core beliefs.   

Today’s church must continue to grow and find new ways to bring the 

message of salvation in a fresh and new way to a lost world.  But the church 

must also resist the urge to change its core beliefs.  Just as the church in 

Corinth needed to reestablish some of its basic core beliefs concerning 

God’s order, so we today need to stand fast as the world pressures the 

church to “get with the times” and in response lose our foundation and 

identity in Jesus.  It wasn’t as much about head coverings as it was about 

understanding the importance of the role each plays in God’s greater plan.  

And that is the application. 

Digging Deeper 

What is a tradition that you no longer do but wish you still did?  Why? 

What was one new thing you learned or was reminded of from this 

scripture passage? 

How can applying what you have learned help you grow? 
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What is the next step you can do to apply what you have learned? 

 
 
 

References 

Green, J. B., & Willimon, W. H. (2009). The Wesley Study Bible. Abingdon 

Press. 


