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1Corinthians 11

Chapter 11 begins a whole new section in Paul’s letter to the Corinthians, dealing with the issue of improper worship.  What’d I say?  “Improper worship”?  You mean there are right and wrong ways to worship?  Isn’t any worship good worship?

What do you think about this?


What would be some "improper" ways to worship for you?


The Corinthians were doing three things that were “improper” in their worship services:


a.  Their women were praying and prophesying with their heads uncovered.


b.  They were being divisive during communion.


c.  (In chapters 12-14)  They were elevating the gift of speaking in tongues as the only true sign of a real Christian.

We’ll deal with the first two in this chapter.

I think Paul chose to deal with these three issues because they were all obstacles to the one thing that Paul cared most about in the Corinthian church.  Can anyone tell me what that was?  (This is a review question.)  What was Paul’s overriding concern in this whole letter, in every chapter?  Church unity.  


Let's look at verse one.


Read 11:1-5


What is this head covering that Paul is referring to?  Many scholars believe it is the cloth head covering that you still see in the Middle East today.  


[Show pic.]


To this day, in many Middle Eastern countries, no respectable woman would ever be caught in public without her “yashmak”, her head covering on.  Our female U.S. soldiers found this out the hard way, when they were stationed in Saudi Arabia, during the Gulf War.

Even here in America, into the 1960's, Protestant and Catholic women were told to take these verses seriously and that they had to wear hats to church.  I can remember my mother wearing a hat to church, with a black veil across the front, like the ones that Jackie Kennedy used to wear.  Did any of you used to wear hats to church?  Why did you do it – fashion, or for biblical reasons?  Why did you stop?


Now, there's something confusing about Paul's words up to this point.  Why would he tell the Corinthian men to pray with their head uncovered, when he knew perfectly well that all Jewish men (including all Jewish Christian men, such as Paul himself) prayed with their head covered, covered with the prayer cloth?  

I believe that Paul wasn't talking about cloth head coverings, shawls, veils, or hats, here.  Instead, I agree with those scholars who think that Paul is talking about a man and a woman’s . . . hair.  That’s right.  Hair.  Paul was saying here that a man ought to keep his hair short, and not have his “head covered” with long hair, and that a woman ought to have her hair long.  
One way we can tell that Paul had hair in mind when he talked about head covering, is by noticing the parallel thoughts that Paul has in vv. 13-15.  Let's look at them, beginning with verse 6.


Read vv. 6-16


Did you see the parallel thoughts?  In v. 13 Paul writes about a woman having her "head uncovered".  Uncovered with what?  Well, in vv. 14 and 15, he goes immediately to writing about "long hair".  Why?  Because that's what he means by having your head covered, or uncovered.  He means having long hair, or having short hair.  He says exactly that in v. 15:  "For long hair is given to her as a covering."

What do you make of these verses?  Why don’t we teach today that all Christian woman have to have long hair, and that all Christian men have to have short hair?  What do you think?


I think these verses give us the perfect opportunity to talk about what rules we use to interpret the Bible.  Here's one rule that I follow.  I believe that when certain verses are aimed at a specific culture in a specific time period then we need to:


a.  Acknowledge what was taught to them, back then.


b.  Not feel like we have to follow those teachings today.

c.  Look for any underlying principles that are beneath the specific teachings and apply those principles to our lives.


The OT Jewish food laws are a good example of that.  They were meant for the people of Israel in OT times, and Christians don't need to follow them today.  But we do need to apply the underlying principle behind them to our lives, namely, that God knows there are some foods that are healthy for us to eat, and some that aren't, and we should only eat that which is healthy for us.


I believe that these verses about head coverings and hair are another example of scripture that we don't need to follow today, because they were aimed at a specific culture’s views about hair, but not aimed necessarily at ours.  


For example, in that culture, Roman men never wore head coverings.   This was a Roman culture thing, not a Jewish culture thing.  In the Jewish culture men wore head coverings all the time.  But in the Roman culture only women covered their heads in public.  You never see any marble statues of Roman men wearing a hat, or a shawl.  To wear a cloth head covering was a clear indicator that you were a woman.  

Okay, knowing that makes Paul's instructions a little more understandable, for back then.  But since what a person wears on their head is NOT a clear indicator of a person's sex today, in our culture, Paul's specific instructions about head coverings don't really apply to us today.  

Hair also meant certain things in the Roman culture of Corinth.  In Corinth, long hair on a man meant, or it strongly suggested, that he was a homosexual.  (Bet you didn’t know that!)  This was another Roman culture thing, not a Jewish culture thing.  Nazirites, in the Jewish culture for instance, took a vow NEVER to cut their hair.  You'll remember Samson's long hair.  He was a Nazirite.  And every painting we ever see of Jesus has him with what on his head?  Long hair.  But in the Roman culture of Corinth, long hair on men meant you were probably gay.  And, likewise, short hair on a woman's head meant, or it strongly suggested, that she was a homosexual – particularly that she was the stronger partner in a lesbian relationship.   


Do we have the same meanings attached to hair length today?  No.  In verse 6, Paul writes, “It is a disgrace for a woman to have her hair cut or shaved off.”  Do we feel that way today?  No.  Today, if a woman wants to have hair as short as a man, no problem.  We don’t look at them with disgrace.  And in verse 14, Paul asks, “Does not the very nature of things teach you that if a man has long hair, it is a disgrace to him?”  Do we feel that way today?  No.  We may not care for how long hair looks on a man.  But we don’t think it’s a disgrace.  (If we did, George Washington, Thomas Jefferson and even John Wesley and Francis Asbury would be disgraceful to us!  They, and most of the men of their day, had very long hair.)  But in Corinth, 2000 years ago, it was a disgrace in their culture for a Christian man to have long hair – because Christian men were not supposed to engage in homosexual activities.


So, we don't need to follow these specific instructions today about hair length.  But that doesn't mean we can totally ignore these verses.  On the contrary, I want to show three timeless truths that we can pull out of these verses, three principles that hold true for us, even if Paul's specific instructions do not apply to our culture.


First, Paul was saying that there are God-given distinctions between men and women.  He was urging the Corinthian Christians to show outward behavior that kept these God-given distinctions in tact between a man and a woman.  Real mean had short hair in that culture, and real women had long hair.


Now, we may, or may not, agree with Paul’s reason for seeing the differences between men and women.  Paul clearly taught that women were created by God to be inferior to men, that men were supposed to be in “authority” over women.  This was the common view of men all over the world in that day.  (And it still exists in parts of the world today.  All you need to do is remember the Taliban’s view of women in Afghanistan.)

The head covering was a symbol of a man’s authority over his woman.   Paul called it in verse 10, "the sign of authority on her head."  He was perfectly okay with that view, that women are inferior to men.  In Paul’s Jewish and Roman culture, women were considered property, with very few legal rights.  


Today, we understand that both men and women, boys and girls, are equally valuable in God’s eyes and should be treated with equal worth by all of us.  No one should be viewed or treated as the property of anyone else.


But Paul’s basic principle, I think, remains true  – that there are God-given differences between men and women.  And the Church should be a place where we honor those differences and lift them up as good.  We shouldn’t try to blur those differences through women trying to look, or act, like men, or men trying to look, or act, like women.  Should we?  What do you think?


What are some God-given differences between men and women?

1.  Women can give birth, but only with the help of a man.

2.  Men are physically stronger than women.

3.  Women are generally more sensitive to others’ feelings than men.

4.  Men are generally more decisive than women.

5.  Women are usually more spiritually inclined than men.

6.  Women usually like to talk much more than men.


We can all learn from one another, and copy one another’s strengths.  But men will never become women, and women will never become men.  And we shouldn’t try.  There are God-given differences between the sexes that are good and should be honored.


Now, when did this problem of uncovered, short-haired women, surface in the Corinthian church?  It surfaced when the women in the church were praying and prophesying.  In other words, it surfaced during women's leadership times in worship.  Anyone who is looking for verses that justify the ordination of women should begin here.  Apparently, women leading worship through prayer and prophesy was a common enough experience in the Corinthian church for Paul to devote 16 verses to it!  And notice that Paul never says here that the women should stop praying and prophesying in the Corinthian church.  

Paul’s problem with these female worship leaders is that they’re doing it with their heads uncovered, or with short hair, blurring the distinctions between men and women, in that culture.  And he tells them to cut it out.  Why?  Because of principle #2.

Second, church unity is more important than an individual's freedom of expression.  The behavior of these women was causing divisions in the church, praying with their heads uncovered.  That’s why, in verse 16, he warns against anyone who wants to be “contentious” about this issue to just be quiet.  “We have no other practice,” he tells them.  “Don’t even bother to argue about this.”


Above all else, Paul wants harmony, love and unity to prevail in the Corinthian church.

This makes us ask ourselves the question, “Is there any outward behavior that I’m doing that may be causing disunity in my church family?” 
Imagine, for instance if:

 
1.  Men came here to worship with baseball hats on.  So what, right?  This is a free country, isn't it?  Yea, it is.  But our culture still feels, 2000 years after Paul wrote, that for a man to wear a hat in worship is a sign of disrespect to God.  So it would be offensive to others here for a man to wear his baseball hat to worship.  And it would likely cause a split in the church – those on one side who think it's fine, and those on the other side who thinks it's offensive.  And church unity is more important than individual freedom.  So, to avoid a potential church split, the individual wearing the hat has to stop. 

 
2.  Kids came here to worship wearing all black clothes, black fingernails, black lipstick and that pale white make-up.  So what, right?  This is a free country, isn't it?  Yes it is.  But in our culture dressing like that signifies something.  What’s it signify?  Either you’re into witchcraft, or you're one of  the heavy metal, head-banger followers of Marilyn Manson – not something Christians should be associated with.  And it would likely cause a split in the church – those on one side who think it's fine, and those on the other side who thinks it's offensive.  And church unity is more important than individual freedom.  So, to avoid a potential church split, the "Gothic" dress (as it's called) has to stop
 
3.  Men came here to church in dresses.  So what?  It’s only clothing.  It's a free country, isn't it?  Yes, but in our culture, dresses on men signifies something that Christians probably shouldn’t be associated with.  And it would likely cause a split in the church – those on one side who think it's fine, and those on the other side who thinks it's offensive.  And church unity is more important than individual freedom.  So, to avoid a potential church split, the cross dressing has to stop

Our freedom in Christ doesn’t mean we’re free to do whatever we want to do.  If our behavior offends others (like praying or prophesying with an uncovered head, in 1st century Corinth, or wearing a baseball hat to worship), then we should ask ourselves, “Which is more important – that I express myself in this way, or that I do nothing to knowingly offend another Christian?”  Similar to the restrictions Paul puts on those who wanted to eat meat in the pagan temples, these restrictions are put on all of us, to keep unity in the church.


Third, sometimes the church has to take a stand, and make people decide whether they can live with that stand, or not.  That’s what Paul did in verse 16.  This topic is not open to debate.  He’s ending all discussion on this subject, and making the Corinthian Christians decide if they can live with it and stay in the church, or if they can’t live with it and they have to leave the church.


I believe the church in every age is asked to take tough stands that address the social issues of their culture.  Three of the biggest ones of our culture seem to be the death penalty, homosexuality and abortion.  Our denomination has taken a clear stand, stating that:


a.  We do not believe in the death penalty at all.


b.  We do not believe homosexuality is compatible with Christian teaching

c.  We do not believe in abortion as a form of birth control.  

These are tough, counter-culture, positions to take.  But sometimes, as in verse 16, the church has to say, “Here we stand.”

To get us into the next section of chapter 11, let me ask you a question.  What is the only biblical reason for not taking communion?

[Take answers.]


Let’s see the answer, as we read a not too happy apostle Paul, in verse 17.


Read vv. 17-22


What is going on here?  To understand these verses, we need to understand two things about the way communion was done in the early church.


First, it was done in someone’s home.  (There were no church buildings yet.)  So their worship took place in the small rooms of a home, not in a large sanctuary or fellowship hall, where everyone could be in the same room.  Second, communion was done on either side of a fellowship supper, called a “love feast” (Jude 12).  The bread was broken and passed around before the meal, just like Jesus did it.  And the wine was given after the meal, just like Jesus did it.  (Did you ever notice that?  At the Last Supper Jesus gave the bread in the beginning of the meal and the wine at the end of the meal.)


Now, apparently, there was a major no-no going on during the Corinthians’ love feasts.  What was it?  It was something that showed the divisions within their church family.  Did anyone notice it?


Verse 20.


Re-read vv. 20-22a


Here’s what was going on.  In the Corinthian culture, the wealthier people at a social gathering were always given the better quality food, and more of it, than those of the lower classes.  This was just the way it was, in that culture.  


For instance, a philosopher known as Pliny the Younger, wrote of his experience as a dinner guest in a rich person’s home, around the same time that Paul wrote to the Corinthians.  Listen:


The best dishes were set in front of himself (the owner of the home) and a select few.  And cheap scraps of food [were set] before the rest of the company.  One lot of wine was intended for himself and for us, another for his lesser friends, and the third for his and our freedmen.

This was just the way that the Corinthian culture distributed their food and drink.  But Paul has learned that the same thing was going on in the Corinthian church, during their love feasts.  Perhaps the wealthier Corinthian Christians were all huddled together in one room of the house – a house which was probably owned by one of their wealthy friends in the church.  And maybe they were pigging out in one room on the “good stuff” (the Angus roast beef, the pizza supremes, barbecue pork, wine and pecan pies) while the underclass Corinthians in the church (like the slaves and common laborers) were stuck in the other rooms eating the more common fair (like peanut butter and jelly, and water).  Or, it could have been a matter of the wealthier ones being served first and hogging all the food, leaving nothing but scraps for the underclass folks. 

Now, out in the world, out in the culture of Corinth, these practices would have been the norm.  No one would have thought anything about it. Of course the rich got richer, and the poor got poorer.  Of course the wealthier people should have the best food, and more of it, than the rest.  But Paul was going to teach them something new:  the church doesn't operate by the same standards of the world.  Inside these walls all people are equal.  That’s the radical new teaching that Paul introduced.  And it must have blown their minds.  For the old divisions that the Corinthian Christians had lived with all of their lives, out in the world, were still in effect in their church.  That’s what Paul meant in verse 18.


Re-read vv. 18-19


This has been my experience as a Pastor also.  If a church family has any divisions at all, those divisions will show themselves at a fellowship meal, like the Corinthians’ love feasts.  Always.  Why?  Because we don’t usually sit and eat with people that we either don’t like, or don’t know.    Enemies in a church won’t eat together.  Enemies anywhere won’t eat together.  That’s why David wrote in the 23rd Psalm, “You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies.”  What does that verse mean?  Does it mean that David is eating next to his enemies?  No.  People don't do that.  It means that those who used to be David's enemies aren't his enemies anymore, by God's help!  They’re eating together.  God has helped David and his enemies come to peace.


Enemies in a church family don’t eat together either.  Fellowship suppers show any divisions that exist in a church.  

Paul’s advise to the ones who are ignoring the needs of the lower classes in their church (did you notice in verse 22 when he wrote, “Do you . . . humiliate those who have nothing?”), his advise to them was this, “If you’re that hungry that you hog the best food at your love feasts, so that those who are socially beneath you don't get their fair share, then eat at home before you come to the love feast.”  Paul would not let them continue the social class divisions that they enjoyed out in the world, when they came to church.  Here, all are one.  (That’s one reason I like the way this church gives out food at these Family Night meals.  We all get the same amount, no matter how rich or powerful you may be out in the world.)
Any questions?

And then Paul gives the reason for this mind-blowing new way of thinking.  It’s a spiritual, theological, reason.  Verse 23.

Read vv. 23-25

By the way, as far as we know the words in the quotation marks are the oldest written-down words of Jesus in existence.  1Corinthians was written way before the gospels were.  That makes these words the earliest recorded words of Jesus that we have.  Pretty cool.  

What’s also cool is that these words show us that communion has pretty much been done the exact same way for 2000 years now.  The words, for instance, that I say when we have communion are these words!  Isn’t that amazing?  The only thing that’s really changed is that we no longer eat the bread and drink from the cup before and after a fellowship meal.  I think that’s too bad.  I wish it was a church requirement that communion must always be done at a church fellowship meal, as it was done by our first Christian fathers and mothers.  Why did it stop?  Why did communion get separated from the meal?  Anyone want to guess?  My guess is that the divisions that the Corinthian Christians experienced also showed up in other churches.  The rich and powerful in other cities also expected to be served first, or to have the best food.  So, instead of fighting over these social distinctions, I think the early Christians simply kept the sacrament but scrapped the meal.  Pretty sad.
Paul drives his point home in verse 26.

Read v. 26

What’s it mean to “proclaim the Lord’s death”?  In this context, I think it means to remember the mindset that Jesus had that pushed him to die for us on the cross.  What was his mindset?  It was the mind of a servant.  The whole reason we are here, the whole reason Jesus was able to give his life “for you” (v. 24) and me on the cross, is because Jesus put others’ needs ahead of him own.  He died because he saw himself as a servant to others.  And Paul’s point is that anyone who partakes of communion with any other mind than that of a servant isn’t really partaking of communion.  A true communion involves loving others the way Jesus loved others, as their servant.  Communion is not a solitary event, just between you and God.  (This is why some people are against the idea of “come and go” communion, where the bread and juice are left at the rail and you can come and take it on your own.)  Communion, as the Bible gives it to us, is not a solitary experience.  The Lord's Supper has always been eaten within the community of faith.  It involves others around the table, as in the original upper room.  The horizontal (us and others) and the vertical (us and God) meet at the communion table.  And anyone who doesn’t bring with them to communion the mind that Jesus had, the mind of a servant, may be eating bread and drinking grape juice.  But they're not really experiencing communion.

This is what Paul means in the next section, beginning in verse 27.

Read v. 27

What does it mean to take communion in “an unworthy manner”?  Some people think it means we have to “feel” something religious before we can take communion, like the presence of Jesus in the bread and juice.  (And, they conclude, if you’re not “feeling” spiritual enough on the day that communion is offered then you shouldn’t take it.  I felt this way as a youth.  I can remember not “feeling” spiritual enough, so I’d stay in the pew during communion.  I didn’t understand then that communion is a means of grace.  It is medicine for the sick.  It gives us the power to live a Christian life, and isn’t dependent on our feelings.)  

Others think verse 27 means we have to be spiritually pure before we take communion.  (This is why only those who have gone to confession can take communion in some churches.  John Wesley taught, however, that communion is a converting ordinance – that the Holy Spirit actually converts sinners into saints during communion!)  

Others think verse 27 means we have to understand the real meaning of communion before we can take it. (This is why some churches exclude children from communion, because a child, they believe, isn’t old enough to understand the sacrament.  I want to ask them, "Do you understand it?"  Ultimately, communion is a mystery that we don’t have to understand.  We just have to be hungry.)

I don’t believe that Paul means any of those things.  For Paul, to take communion in “an unworthy manner” must have something to do with what he’s been writing about for 10 verses already.  And it means to take communion selfishly.  It means to take communion without the mind of a servant to the others with whom you are worshipping.  It means hogging the best food for yourself, while others in your church go hungry.  It means drinking so much dinner wine, while others go without, that you actually get drunk!  It means to not recognize the needs of the body of Christ, which is the church.  Therefore . . .  (verse 28).

Read vv. 28-34

In other words, “Eat at home to satisfy your hunger.  You may go ahead, at home, and keep the usual class distinctions you’ve known all your life.  But when you eat here at church you are among equals in Christ.”

Circle the word “body” in verse 29.  Draw a line out from it and write these words:  “the church”.  This “body” is not the body of Jesus.  Paul isn’t telling us that we have to look at the communion bread in our hands and recognize the body of Jesus in that bread, like some mystical experience we have to summon up in our minds before we can take communion.  Instead, the word “body” here means the church.  (He used the word in the same way, in 10:17.)  Paul is saying that communion is not a solitary experience, just "us and God".  It’s also a horizontal experience, as God asks us to love others during communion the way Jesus loves others, with the heart of a servant.  If we’re not doing that during communion then we’re not really having communion.  We must recognize the needs of others when we take communion.  
So, back to our original question:  What is the only biblical reason for not taking communion?  I think it’s this – if you examine yourself and find that you have not been a servant to every person who is taking communion with you, then you shouldn’t take communion.  If you examine yourself and find that you harbor ill will towards another person in the church, or that you are contributing to any of the divisions that are in your church, or that you are enjoying privileges in your church while others go without, then you shouldn’t take communion until you fix the wrong you're doing.  With God, you can’t enjoy the vertical with Him if you’re deliberately messing up on the horizontal with others.  The two greatest commandments have to both be at work in our lives:  love God and love your neighbor as yourself.  Examine yourself.  Are you loving in both the vertical and the horizontal planes of your life?  Because you can’t do one without the other.  As 1John 4:20 tells us, “Anyone who does not love his brother, whom he has seen, cannot love God, whom he has not seen.  Whoever loves God must also love his brother.”
So, what should you do, if you examine yourself before communion and realize that you are causing a wall of division between you and someone else in the church?  You have three choices:

1.  Take communion anyway and risk God’s judgment on you, like he brought it on the Corinthians.

2.  Keep holding on to your grudges and divisions forever, and never take communion again.  Sadly, I have know several people in my previous churches who have actually chosen this option.  But is this God’s will?  Is Paul telling us here that it’s OK to hold on to our divisions, as long as we never take communion again?  I don’t think so.

3.  Be reconciled with those with whom you have a division.  Then take communion.  This is God’s will.  This will make it possible for a church to truly “come together” when they worship.

