
Kephale as ‘source’ 

 

The beginning of my theological journey was diving into the church gender debate. I              

was recently a member of a complementarian church, but as a woman with a passion for                

theology and desire to teach, this left me wondering where I fit and how I could use my                  

passion and gifts in that type of church leadership structure. Many around me who knew my                1

love for theology and desire to teach kept asking why I was in a church that discredited me on                   

the basis of my gender. However, I believed (and still believe) that God placed me where he                 

had for many reasons, and so I reluctantly submitted to the will of God. This season, I                 

believe, has ended. In that 6 year period, God taught me a lot about honouring people who do                  

not have the same doctrinal positions as me; if I could express anything to Christians it is the                  

truth that humility is a big key to unlocking the keys to the kingdom of God. Ultimately,                 

though, I believe women have a greater role to play in the church than complementarians               

allow. I also believe that God thinks the same. This little informal paper is my contribution to                 

the cause. There is a lot more to be said, and this paper is not an extensive work. So, we will                     

begin with Paul speaking to the Galatians,  

‘There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there male and female, for                 

you are all one in Christ Jesus.’ (Gal 3:28) 

 

Introduction 

Complementarianism is better described as hierarchicalism. Dr Lucy Peppiatt states: 

 

1 Complementarians believe that women can only teach and preach to women. I have done, and I love that part 
of ministry, but I do not believe women are restricted to preaching and teaching women alone. 
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‘Complementarians effectively place men at the top of structures, which includes but 

is not exclusive to church leadership, by virtue of being men and so below them - by virtue of 

being women - become subordinates.  Despite complementarians claiming that men and women 

coexist in harmony and interdependent relations (‘equal but different’), there is a gross imbalance in 

relation to unquestioned male authority and power.’   2

 

One of the reasons why there is a debate regarding hierarchy in gender (roles men and                

women have in the church and family) is down to an ancient Greek word: kephale, which is                 

translated into English as “head”. According to the NAS New Testament Greek Lexicon, the              

word kephale is used 67 times. The two scriptures below are at the epicentre of the gender                 3

debate, this is because the word kephale is at the heart of the narrative.  4

 

‘Wives, submit yourselves to your own husbands as you do to the Lord. For the husband is                 

the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is the Savior.                     

Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit to their husbands in                

everything.’ Eph 5:22-24 

 

But I want you to understand that the head of every man is Christ, and the head of the woman                    

is man, and the head of Christ is God. 1 Cor 11:3 

 

When kephale is used most of the time in the New Testament it is used in a literal                  

sense.  

2 Lucy Peppiatt, Rediscovering Scripture’s Vision for Women: Fresh Perspectives on Disputed Texts 
(InterVarsity Press, 2019). 7. 
3 “Kephale,” n.d., https://www.biblestudytools.com/lexicons/greek/nas/kephale.html. 
4 1 Timothy 2:12 is also part of the gender debate. 
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Then they struck Him on the head with a reed and spat on Him; and bowing the knee, they                   

worshiped Him. Mark 15:19. 

 

We know that Jesus’ head was literally hit and spat on! However, in Corinthians 11               

and Ephesians 5 Paul was being metaphorical. So, what was Paul trying to say about the                

dynamics of men/women and wife/husband relationships in this metaphorical language? 

 

If you ask some people, especially people who have a hierarchicalist theology, they             

will usually define kephale as “authority over''. Yet others will argue that the word kephale               5

should be considered as “source”; the source as the beginning of something. These are the               6

two main options available for translating this Greek word. I contend for the latter definition,               

Kephale as ‘source’, due to what we know about the Trinity; why Paul would not have used                 

language that could have been misinterpreted and indicated Jesus as less than the Father; and               

lastly, that it would have been scripture, and not ancient literature, Paul (and other NT               

writers) used to explain this new life in Christ to his audience. 

 

Trinity and kephale 

The Trinity is the belief that God exists as three persons or hypostases, but is one                

being, having a single divine nature. The members of the Trinity are co-equal and co-eternal,               

one in essence, nature, power, action, and will. The Father is uncreated, the Son is uncreated,                

and the Holy Spirit is uncreated, and all three are eternal without beginning. They cannot be                

5   ‘Authority over’ would then be translated into ‘leader’. Grudem Wayne, Does Kefalh (“Head”) Mean 
“Source” Or “Authority Over” in Greek Literature? A Survey of 2,336 Examples  Trinity Journal ns 6.1 (Spring 
1985): 38-59.  https://biblicalstudies.org.uk/pdf/tj/kephale_grudem.pdf  

6 Marg, “4 Facts That Show ‘Head’ Does Not Mean ‘Leader’ in 1 Corinthians 11:3 | Marg Mowczko,” Marg 
Mowczko, 14 August 2017, https://margmowczko.com/head-kephale-does-not-mean-leader-1-corinthians-11_3/. 
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separate from one another. Each person is understood as having the identical essence or              

nature, not merely similar natures.   7

 

I am not trying to prescribe roles of Trinity members with so-called ‘gender roles’.              

Rather, I want to use what Paul understood about the Trinity (clearly Paul did not write a                 

creed explaining the Trinity, that was left to the Early Church Fathers. However, his writings               

clearly denote a Trinitarian understanding. See: 2 Corinthians 13:14 or Ephesians 4:4-6) as             

this would have influenced the language he used. Why do I say that? Well, if we take a look                   

at 1 Corinthians 11 verse: 

 

But I want you to understand that the head of every man is Christ, and the head of the                   

woman is man, and the head of Christ is God. 1 Cor 11:3 

 

There are some unsavoury ideas about the Trinity including the heterodoxy of            

Arianism, which states that Jesus is the only-begotten Son of the Father, that he is the Son of                  

God, but that he was begotten at some point in time. Arianism strips Jesus of his full divinity                  

and thereby rejects the notion of the three persons of the Trinity as co-eternal and co-equal.                

Rather, Jesus is the only-begotten Son of God and this is an eternal begottenness. Meaning               

there is no hierarchy in the Trinity; the source of God is God and Jesus is God. Paul clearly                   

believed that Jesus came from God and was God and therefore co-equal to Yahweh (Col 2:9).                

Any hint of Jesus’ divinity being diminished would have been unacceptable to Paul. Before              

the resurrection, and the coming of the Spirit at Pentecost, you could forgive Jesus’ disciples               

for considering Yahweh had “authority over” Jesus. We read scriptures that allude to this              

7 “Trinity,” n.d., Trinity, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trinity#History. 
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idea, ‘not my will, but yours be done’ so Jesus prays in the garden of Gethsemane to the                  

Father before he is executed by the Romans (Lk 22:42). Or Jesus saying things like, “for the                 

Father is greater than I.” (Jn 14:28) to his disciples. Yet, Cortinthians was written by Paul, so                 

we need to consider what Paul believed about Jesus and how he could best communicate this.                

This would inevitably affect the language Paul used, which includes the use of kephale. How               

we define kephale matters to us, and it would have mattered to Paul, because the word is not                  

just communicating something about humanity but also about God. Paul wasn’t at the             

gruesome death, he didn’t see Jesus get hungry or meet his mum at the market. Rather, Paul                 

met Jesus on a road in a blazing light, and Paul, unlike the disciples, had an instant revelation                  

that Jesus was God (Acts 9). His radical experience would have influenced his beliefs about               8

Jesus and most certainly the language he used in describing Jesus. Due to his introduction to                

Jesus, Paul would have had a high Christology. Maybe the disciples would have had a low                

Christology as they had lived with Jesus in all his humanity, but not Paul, and this would                 

have affected the language he used. Paul would not have used the word kephale as “authority                9

over” because he would not have wanted to imply that God had “authority over” Christ               

because he knew that Christ is God. Therefore, Paul would have preferred to steer away from                

anything that could diminish Jesus’ divine nature, such as, “God had ‘authority over’ Jesus”.              

Therefore, this then leaves kephale as  “source”. 

 

 

 

8 Paul would have been persecuting followers of Jesus because they would have been saying that Jesus was 
equal to Yahweh. This is why, in front of the Sanhedrin, Jesus was accused of blasphemy - Jesus declared 
himself as equal to God (via Dan 7). Therefore, the revelation that Jesus is equal to God would have been an 
instant revelation to Paul. 
9 Low Christology is the idea that we start from Jesus’ humanity first when we talk about him. High Christology 
is when the start of our talking point about Jesus is from his divinity. 
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Hebrew scriptures and kephale 

In terms of using scripture to define the meaning of kephale, we should consider how               

Paul (as well as all the other NT writers) continuously went back to the Hebrew scriptures.                

Compare 1 Corinthians 11 side-by-side to Genesis 2, it is clear that Paul was using the                

Hebrew scriptures as his launching pad to redefine and repurpose this new life in Christ. 

 

So the Lord God caused the man to fall into a deep sleep; and while he was sleeping,                  

he took one of the man’s ribs and then closed up the place with flesh. Then the Lord God                   

made a woman from the rib he had taken out of the man, and he brought her to the man. Gen                     

2:21-22 

 

In the Lord, however, woman is not independent of man, nor is man independent of               

woman. For just as woman came from man, so also man is born of woman. But everything                 

comes from God. 1 Cor 11:11-12 

 

If we piece these two ideas together - using scripture and Trinitarian thought to define               

kephale - we do not want to say that God is the ‘authority over’ Christ who is the ‘authority                   

over’ man who is the ‘authority over’ woman. Rather, we can now say with confidence that                10

it is God who is the source of Christ, Christ is the source of man and man is the source of                     

woman. Christ is the only begotten son of God, who is God and God comes from God.                 

Woman first came from man, according to Genesis 2, but then after that all men have come                 

10 This hierarchical idea seems to imply that man is a mediator between Christ and woman, which then throws 
the good news of salvation into question. 
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from woman, which implies a type of human male/female mutuality. Paul also alludes to              11

this idea in Ephesians 5:1. 

Submit to one another.... Eph 5:21 

 

Ancient texts and kephale 

My last point is to dispute the idea Paul used kephale as ‘authority over’ because of its                 

use in ancient cultural texts. Paul had no need to rely on texts or the cultural concepts of the                   12

time to define kephale, he had scripture. An example of this is the use of ‘good news’ in the                   

Gospel of Mark. The writer used ‘good news’ in the context of Isaiah and not as a side swipe                   

at the imperial cult who used a similar phrase. Mark's audience may have connected the               

concept of ‘good news’ to the Roman empire, but ultimately Mark’s concept of ‘good news’               

came from Isaiah. The same principle can be said about kephale. As I have stated above,                13

scripture can be used to define kephale, and so there was no need for Paul to look to the                   

cultural texts of his day.  

 

Conclusion 

I have explained why kephale means ‘source’ due to the echoes in 1 Corinthians 11               

from Genesis 2. How Paul’s Damascus experience of the ascended Jesus would have had an               

influence on his language, which means it was unlikely Paul would have wanted to imply in                

any way that God had ‘authority over’ Jesus. And lastly, how ancient culture was less likely                

to influence the language used by Paul (and the other NT writers) more than scripture itself.                

11 This does away with the idea that just because man came first they are the ones to lead women. Whilst a 
woman did come from man, every man since has come from woman - that is biology!.  
12 Wayne Grudem’s main research to argue kephale as ‘leader’ or ‘authority over’ is through ancient Greek 
literature. Wayne Grudem, “Does Kefalh (“Head”) Mean “Source” Or “Authority Over” in Greek Literature? A 
Survey of 2,336 Examples,” Trinity Journal ns 6.1 (Spring 1985): 38-59.  
13I. I. I. Witherington Ben, Isaiah Old and New: Exegesis, Intertextuality, and Hermeneutics (Fortress Press, 
2017). 184. 
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In conclusion, if Paul meant kephale as ’source’ in Ephesians and Corinthians, then the              

complementarian’s belief that the husband is kephale (‘authority over’) his wife needs to be              

reassessed. And if Paul meant kephale as ‘source’ in both Ephesians and Corthinthians, then              

the complementarian’s belief that women can not be in church leadership as men are kephale               

(‘authority over’) women also needs to be reassessed. 
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