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IS IT A SHAME FOR
A MAN TO HAVE

LONG HAIR?
A surface reading of 1 Corinthians 11:3-

15  would seem to indicate that Paul taught:

A woman who prays without a head
covering dishonors her head.
A woman must wear a head covering
because of the angels.
A man who prays with his head
covered dishonors his head.
It is a shame for a man to have long
hair.

But these statements (and others within
this portion), not only have no supporting
scriptures, they are contrary to other
scriptures! For these reasons, to consider
an alternate explanation is justified.

It is certainly possible that Paul was here
setting forth customs that some of the
believers at Corinth had adopted or were
concerned about. Because the Greek
language did not have punctuation—like
quotation marks—it is not always clear
when Paul may be quoting from them, or
what he was teaching in response.

We have included pictures of some well-
known Christian leaders from a variety of
backgrounds who wore their hair long. Did
they believe it was a “shame” for a man to
have long hair? Evidently not.

Let’s start with John Huss (1372-1415),
a fearless preacher and Reformer, who was

burned at the stake for his faith. Was it a
“shame” that he wore his hair long?

What about John Bunyan (1628-1688),
jailed for 12 years for his Christian faith, a
dynamic preacher and author of “The
Pilgrim’s Progress.” Was it a “shame” that
he wore his hair long?

Matthew Poole (1624-1679), a noncon-
formist theologian and biblical commenta-
tor, whose Commentary Charles Spurgeon
rated as tops. Was it a “shame” that he wore
his hair long?

Thomas Newton (1704-1782), Anglican
Bishop, biblical theologian, author of “Dis-
sertations on the Prophecies.” Was it a
“shame” that he wore his hair long?

John Wesley (1703-1791), founder of
Methodism, a dedicated gospel preacher
who won thousands to Christ. Was it a
“shame” that he wore his hair long?

Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758), Congre-
gational revivalist preacher and missionary.
Was it a “shame” that he wore his hair long?

Matthew Henry (1662-1714), minister of
the gospel, best known for his Commentary
on the entire Bible. Was it a “shame” that he
wore his hair long?

Some are prone to read 1 Corinthians
11:14 as though it says: “Do not the
SCRIPTURES teach that if a man has long
hair it is a shame to him?”  That is not what
it says, obviously, for that is not what the
Scriptures teach!

In the Scriptures, numerous men are
mentioned as having long hair, with no hint
that it was a “shame.” Absalom, for one,
had long hair; yet “in all Israel there was no
one who was praised as much as Absalom
for his good looks” (see 2 Sam. 14:25, 26).
How could this be said if long hair for a man
was considered shameful?

The question is often asked: Did JESUS
have long hair?  I am not aware of any verse
in the Bible that provides a description of
his hair.  That, in itself, tells us something.
If the length of his hair was of great impor-
tance, as some suppose, surely this would
be mentioned.

Buddhist monks shave their heads. That
is one extreme; the other extreme would be
to never cut the hair (cf. 1 Sam. 1:11). Appar-
ently the hair of the Israelite priests men-
tioned in Ezekiel 44:20 was somewhere be-
tween the two extremes and “well trimmed.”
My hunch is: Jesus’ hair was probably not
hanging down his back, but neither was it
short.

There are groups that labor long trying
to prove Jesus had short hair.  Their publi-
cations use drawings of him with hair, neatly
trimmed over the ears, like he just came from
a modern barber shop.  Their “proof text” is
one single verse, taken in isolation: “...it is a
shame for a man to have long hair.”

Why is this so important to them?  Is it a
desire to be scripturally accurate?  Perhaps;
God knows the heart. But there is always a
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chooses to wear a head covering of some
kind, that should be up to her. She should
not be forced by law to do so.

The Bible talks about “holiness” (Heb.
12:10,14; 1 Thess. 4:7).  But “true holiness”
(cf. Eph. 4:24) must come from the heart. I
am not aware that wearing a head covering
ever made any woman more holy than others.
It is sad that some Christian groups have
reduced the high standards of holiness
down to issues about hair.

At least one church father opposed
women wearing wigs. Because wigs in those
days were made from the hair of another
woman, the reasoning was this: If a bishop
laid hands on the head of a woman wearing
a wig and prayed a blessing on her, the
blessing would not go to that woman. It
would go to the woman whose hair it
originally was!

Superstitious ideas like this discredit the
real message of the gospel.

As we consider 1 Corinthians 11, we
should keep in mind that meanings can vary
based on translation. When we read, for
example: “We have no such custom, neither
the churches of God” (verse 16), some trans-
lators add a word: “other.”  They assume,
incorrectly we believe, that Paul commanded
head coverings for women.  So they put,
“We have no OTHER custom,” thus chang-
ing the meaning drastically.

The use of question marks is also in the
hands of translators. “Does not nature teach
you that if a man has long hair it is a shame
to him?” (verse 14), could be translated:
“Nature does not teach you that if a man
has long hair it is a shame to him.”  Period.

Since, by nature, the hair of either a man
or a woman will grow long if left uncut, un-
derstanding this as a statement, rather than
a question, is certainly possible.

Another viewpoint we will notice—and
this also involves translation—has to do
with the word “hair.”

The normal word translated “hair” is
thrix (Strong’s Concordance, 2359) and al-
ways, unmistakably, means hair. It is used
15 times in the New Testament—Matthew
3:4, 5:36, 10:30; Mark 1:6; Luke 7:38, 44, 12:7,
21:18; John 11:2; 12:3; Acts 27:34; 1 Peter
3:3; Rev. 1:14, 9:8.

But in 1 Corinthians 11, entirely differ-
ent Greek words are used.

Listed below are these two words with
the numbers from Strong’s Concordance:

“...if a man has long hair [komao, 2863]
“...if a woman has long hair [komao,
2863]
“...her hair [kome, 2864] is given to her
for a covering.

According to Strong’s Concordance,
kamao is simply another form of kome.
These two words, in turn, are based on
komizo from the primary word komeo (to
tend, i.e. take care of, to provide for)—
Strong’s Concordance, 2865.  There is noth-
ing inherent in the word itself about hair!

It should also be pointed out that
mákros, a Greek word for “long,” appears
nowhere in the passage.

Because 1 Corinthians 11 repeatedly
uses the word “head,” translators conclude
komeo “must” have something to do with
hair.  Consequently we commonly find defi-
nitions like “locks, as ornamental,”  “wear
tresses of hair,” “have long hair,” etc.

However, because komeo means to take
care of, to provide for, an argument can be
made for the following:

It is honorable for a husband to provide
and care for his wife.  Not being shorn or
cut off from his care, serves like a protect-
ing garment wrapped around her.  To not
provide and care for his wife is a dishonor
to him.

With this view, the word “hair” is totally
absent from the passage!

I will also suggest the following, with-
out dogmatism, for consideration:

Some of the Corinthian believers had
come into a teaching about wearing or not
wearing a covering on their heads. Appar-
ently they were thinking in terms of the
fleshly, literal head. Paul summarized their
teaching (notice the word head is used re-
peatedly) as follows:

A man who prays with his head cov-
ered, dishonors his head.

But a woman who prays with her head
uncovered, dishonors her head. It would
be the same as having her head shaved.

She needs to have her head covered be-
cause of the angels.

Even nature teaches that it is a shame
for a man to have long hair on his head,
but long hair on the head of a woman is
her glory.

Paul, using a play on words, counters
this teaching by providing a much greater
meaning for the word “head.”  He starts right
off with these words: “I want you to know
that the head of every man is Christ, the
head of woman is man, and the head of Christ
is God” (1 Cor. 11:3).

This is foundational to what follows. It
lifts the word “head” to a much higher
meaning than a person’s fleshly, literal head.
In so doing, Paul rejected their ideas about
material head coverings as false, assuring
them: “We have no such custom, nor do the
churches of God” (verse 16).

We have included pictures of a variety
of men, Christian leaders in various fields,
who wore their hair long. Problems in a por-
tion of 1 Corinthians 11 regarding interpre-
tation have been pointed out. But let it be
clear: We are not saying men should grow
long hair, or that women should have short
hair. That is an individual matter, having
nothing to do with the gospel message, one
way or the other.

Our conclusion, based on recognized
principles of biblical interpretation, is simply
this: a passage such as 1 Corinthians 11:3-
15 that is inconclusive, capable of varied
interpretations, and lacks supporting verses,
is not a sound foundation upon which to
build fruitless and divisive doctrines.  —RW

For additional information, see the
companion article: WOMENS HEAD
COVERINGS, which will be included in
the initial mailing of this article. It is also
available under “Articles” on our website:

www.ralphwoodrow.org

Printed copies will be sent by mail,
freely, upon request.
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ings to help in the work of this ministry.
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