
 
 

First Corinthians 
 
1 Corinthians 11:2-34: The Lord’s Supper and Women at Prayer 
 
Paul uses the language of “commendation” somewhat sneakily in this chapter. In 11:2 he says” 
“I commend you because you remember me in everything and maintain the traditions just as I 
handed them on to you.” However, he goes on to show the ways in which he thinks the 
Corinthians are not maintaining tradition very well when it comes to the role of women in 
leading prayer. When it comes to writing to them about the Lord’s Supper Paul is much more 
direct. “Now in the following instructions I do not commend you, because when you come 
together it is not for the better but for the worse.” (11:17). 

Both these issues are issues of how the Corinthians are to conduct their common life of 
worship. 

We look briefly at the question of women at prayer, because the issues remain murky and 
because this passage is probably not so directly relevant to contemporary Christian practice. 

Note that there is here no question about the right of women to lead in public prayer. The 
problem seems to be that when women lead in prayer some of them are praying with their 
heads uncovered. The solution is that they should cut this out. Paul employs a variety of 
warrants to make his case. 

We are not sure whether women are simply praying without wearing a veil or some kind of 
head covering, or whether the issue is that they are letting their hair down—so that it no longer 
sits in a seemly fashion as a cover for their heads. 

The issue is in part hierarchical. God is the head of Christ who is the head of the man who is the 
head of the woman. Christ would do nothing to shame God; a faithful man will do nothing to 
shame Christ; a faithful woman will do nothing to shame her husband—and by implication to 
shame God and Christ as well. 

Then Paul interprets Genesis 1-3 suggesting that males are made in the image of God, while 
women are presumably not God’s image in the same way. Again she reflects the man who 
reflects God. Then he insists that a man wearing long hair is unnatural and while for a woman it 
is gloriously natural. (We are bound to wonder whether what we sometimes argue is “natural” 
is more about what’s culturally acceptable.) Finally, like an exasperated parent Paul pretty 
much throws up his hands—do what I tell you, he says, and behave like your Christian brothers 
and sisters. 



The issue at the Lord’s Supper is in part a theological issue and in part a socio-economic one. 
The Lord’s Supper is celebrated in the house of a wealthier Christian and it looks as though 
other wealthier Christians are either going ahead and eating a meal before the hard-working 
laboring Christians get there; or they are devouring their meals without sharing food with those 
who have less. 

In either case, says Paul, save the banqueting for private parties. At the community feast we 
come together as equals. 

As equals we “remember.” Remembrance probably means more than “think back kindly on 
Jesus” and suggests that we bring him to remembrance and therefore into the presence of the 
community. 

And we proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes. It may be that the Corinthians are so excited 
by Jesus’ resurrection that they think that the communion table is a place to receive the 
heavenly banquet. Not yet, says Paul. For now, remember; for now, wait. 

Paul also insists that no one should come to the meal without self- examination. In this context 
the examination seems to raise one question: How have I treated other members of the 
community? In other words, how have I discerned the body. There are practical consequences 
for liturgical unfaithfulness: this failure to observe the brother and sister at the communion 
table has led to illness and death. A sharp warning; an essential lesson. 
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