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Preface 
 
In chapters 7 and 8 of my book From Genesis to Junia, I examine Ephesians 5:21-33 and 1 Corinthians 
11:2-12 respectively, which contain the two places where Paul refers to man being the “head” 
(kephalē) of woman (Eph 5:23; 1 Cor 11:3). While I briefly summarize and provide some evidence for 
my understanding the meaning of kephalē in these passages, this paper represents a much more 
thorough examination of how this word is used in a non-literal sense in ancient Greek literature and 
in Ephesians 1:22 and 4:15.  

 

Introduction  
 
On two occasions, the apostle Paul says that man (or a husband) is the “head” (kephalē) of woman 
(or his wife): 1 Corinthians 11:3 and Ephesians 5:23. The texts read:  
 

But I want you to realize that the head of every man is Christ, and the head (kephalē) of the 
woman is man, and the head of Christ is God. (1 Cor 11:3 NIV) 

 
For the husband is the head (kephalē) of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his 
body, of which he is the Savior. (Eph 5:23 NIV) 

 
Paul uses kephalē in a metaphorical sense here, and his meaning is widely disputed. Scholars have 
devoted thousands of pages over the last 70 years debating the meaning of kephalē, making it one of 
the most studied words in the New Testament. 1 As for the possible meanings of kephalē, three are 
most common.  
 

1. Authority over, ruler, leader  
 

 
1 The reference to 70 years is based on Stephen Bedale’s important article, published in 1954, which sparked our modern 
debate, “The Meaning of kephalē in the Pauline Epistles,” Journal of Theological Studies 50 (1954): 211-15. 



Several scholars argue that when kephalē is used metaphorically, it conveys some sense of authority 
and often refers to a person occupying a leadership role. Joseph Fitzmyer,2 James Hurley,3 and most 
prolifically Wayne Grudem4 take this view, as do virtually every complementarian scholar who has 
published on the issue of women in leadership. 
 

2. Source, origin, beginning  
 
Several scholars, such as Stephen Bedale,5 Jerome Murphy-O’Connor,6 Catherine Kroeger,7 and 
Phillip Payne,8 argue that kephalē is better interpreted as “source” in ancient Greek literature and in 
the two Pauline passages (1 Cor 11:3 and Eph 5:23). Man is the source of woman. This can refer to 
the original creation account, where the woman was created “from man” (Gen 2:18-23). Or, 
“source” can refer to a wife’s social and economic dependence upon her husband in light of the 
social context of the first-century.9 
 

3. Prominence, preeminence, foremost 
 
Proponents of this third view argue that kephalē conveys something along the lines of prominence, 
etc., can include notions of authority, it doesn’t have to. A mountain peak can stand out as 
prominent among all other mountains in the range, but this doesn’t mean it’s exercising authority 
over the other mountains. The same is true of persons. Shohei Ohtani is prominent among the 
Dodgers, but this doesn’t mean he has authority over the other players. Scholars who interpret 
kephalē as prominence, etc., include Richard Cervin,10 Andrew Perrimann,11 Judith Gundry-Volf,12 
and Anthony Thiselton.13  
 

 
2 Joseph A. Fitzmyer, “Another Look at Kephalē in 1 Corinthians 11:3,” New Testament Studies 35 (1989): 503-11; idem., 
“Kephalē in 1 Corinthians 11:3,” Interpretation 47 (1993): 52-59. 
3 James B. Hurley, Man and Woman in Biblical Perspective (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan, 1981). 
4 Wayne Grudem, “Does kephalē (Head) Mean ‘Source’ or ‘Authority Over’ in Greek Literature? A Survey of 2,336 
Examples,” Trinity Journal 6 (1985): 38-59; idem., “The Meaning of Kephalē (‘Head’): A Response to Recent Studies,” 
in Recovering Biblical Manhood and Womanhood, ed. John Piper and Wayne Grudem (Wheaton, Ill.: Crossway, 1991), 425-68; 
idem., “The Meaning of Kephalē (‘Head’): An Evaluation of New Evidence, Real and Alleged,” Journal of the Evangelical 
Theological Society 44 (March 2001): 25-66. 
 
5 Bedale, “The Meaning of kephalē,” 211-15. Bedale, however, did not say that “source” excludes all notions of authority.  
6 Jerome Murphy O’Connor, “Sex and Logic in 1 Corinthians 11:2-16,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 42 (1980): 482-500; 
“Interpolations in 1 Corinthians,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 48 (1986): 81-94. 
7 Catherine C. Kroeger, “The Classical Concept of Head as ‘Source’” in Gretchen Gaebelein Hull (ed.) Equal to Serve (Old 
Tappan, N.J.: Fleming Revell, 1987), 267-83. 
8 Philip B. Payne, “Response,” in Mickelsen, Women, Authority and the Bible, 121-124; idem., Philip B. Payne, Man and 
Woman, One in Christ: An Exegetical and Theological Study of Paul’s Letters (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2009), 113-139. 
9 See Payne, Man and Woman, 288-290. 
10 Cervin, Richard S. “Does Kephalē Mean ‘Source’ or ‘Authority Over’ in Greek Literature? A Rebuttal,” Trinity Journal 10 
(1989): 85-112. 
11 Andrew C. Perriman, “The Head of a Woman: The Meaning of Kephalē in 1 Cor. 11:3,” Journal of Theological Studies 45 
(1994): 602-22. 
12 Judith M. Gundry-Volf, “Gender and Creation in 1 Corinthians 11:2-16: A Study in Paul’s Theological Method,” 
in Evangelium, Schriftauslegung, Kirche Feschrift für Peter Stuhlmacher, ed. Jostein Ådna, Scott Hafemann, and Otfried Hofius 
(Göttingen, Germany: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1997), 151-71. 
13 Anthony C. Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, New International Greek Testament Commentary (Grand 
Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2000), 803 



Purpose of this Paper  
 
In this paper, I will survey every place where kephalē is used metaphorically in Greek literature prior 
to A.D. 400. This will include the Septuagint (LXX), extra-biblical Greek literature, early Christian 
writings, and the letters of Paul.   
 
An early version of this paper was written as a series of blog posts that I published over several 
months in 2022-2023.14 Those posts received extensive comments from other readers, which have 
helped me fine-tune my study. I would encourage the curious reader to look at the critical feedback I 
received in those posts—especially the extensive comments from Phillip Payne, so you can consider 
some thoughtful pushbacks to analysis.   
This paper also serves to underscore my interpretation of 1 Corinthians 11:2-12 and Ephesians 5:21-
33, which are worked out in my book From Genesis to Junia: An Honest Search for What the Bible Really 
Says about Women in Leadership.  
 
 

The Meaning of Kephalē in the Septuagint 
 
One of the most important sources for considering Paul’s use of kephalē is the Greek translation of 
the Old Testament, or what’s often called the Septuagint (hereafter LXX). Before we look at the 
relevant texts, it’s important to note three things. First, there is no such thing as “the” Septuagint, or 
“the” LXX, as some kind of standardized, singular Greek translations of the Old Testament that was 
around at the time of the New Testament. There was a Greek translation known as the LXX that 
was around at the time of Origen (AD 185-254), along with other Greek translations of the Old 
Testament. But during the New Testament era, there was no single Greek translation of the Old 
Testament that every Christian would have been drawing upon. (It’s similar to how we might refer 
to “the” English Bible, when there are many different English Bibles today.)15 Instead, there were 
different Greek translations of the Hebrew Old Testament that were in circulation when Paul was 
writing. I’ll still say “the LXX” for convenience, but with the understanding that it’ll be tough to 
know for sure which Greek translation Paul might have been drawing upon for his understanding 
and use of kephalē.  
 
Second, the LXX was a source of much thought and influence on the apostle Paul and Greek-
speaking converts to Christianity. The LXX is not just an interesting body of ancient texts to 
consult; it’s an influential source for early Christian thought. However it uses and understands kephalē 
will be important for our own understanding of how Paul uses the term. 
 
Third, and most relevantly, when it comes to the use of kephalē in the LXX, modern scholars come 
to some very different conclusions. Of the 180 or so uses of kephalē metaphorically in the LXX, 
some say that there is only one time where it means “ruler, authority over.”16 Other scholars say 

 
14 See theologyintheraw.com/blog  
15 See Jobes and Silva, Invitation to the Septuagint, 30. 
16 Payne, The Bible Vs. Biblical Womanhood, 54. 



there are at least 16 times where it occurs with this meaning.17 Some of these differences are due to 
modern scholarly interpretation; others have to do with which Greek manuscript of the LXX we’re 
looking at. For what it’s worth, according to all the scholars I’ve read, kephalē never means “source” 
in the LXX. 
 
The one passage where few dispute that kephalē is used metaphorically to mean “ruler” is in David’s 
prayer recorded in 2 Samuel and Psalm 17: 
 

2 Sam. (LXX 2 Kingdoms) 22:44 
You have delivered me from the attacks of the peoples; you have preserved me as the head 
(kephalē) of nations. People I did not know now serve me, foreigners cower before me; as 
soon as they hear of me, they obey me.  
 
Ps. 17:44 (LXX Ps. 18:43) 
You have delivered me from the attacks of the people; you have made me the head (kephalē) 
of nations. People I did not know now serve me.  

 
It seems clear that kephalē carries the sense of “leader” here, and most scholars agree.18 Such an 
interpretation is reinforced by the following phrase: “People I did not know now serve me, 
foreigners…obey me.”19 One could argue that the primary meaning here is “prominence.” But I think 
it would be difficult to say kephalē means “prominence” while excluding all notions of authority or leadership.     
 
In Judges, kephalē is used several times to refer to Jephthah and his relationship to the people of 
Gilead. There are some different readings among Greek manuscripts here; some contain kephalē 
while others don’t. (“A” refers to the 5th century LXX mss Codex Alexandrinus, while “B” refers to 
the 4th century LXX mss Codex Vaticanus.)  
 

Judges 10:18 
The leaders of the people of Gilead said to each other, “Whoever will take the lead in 
attacking the Ammonites will be head (A: eis kephalēn; B: eis archonta) over all who live in 
Gilead. 

Judges 11:8-11 

The elders of Gilead said to him, “Nevertheless, we are turning to you now; come with us to 
fight the Ammonites, and you will be head (A: eis kephalēn; B: eis archonta) over all of us who 
live in Gilead.” Jephthah answered, “Suppose you take me back to fight the Ammonites and 

 
17 Grudem, “The Meaning of Kephalē (‘Head’),” 453. 
18 Richard Cervin lists this as one of 4 clear cases where there’s no variant readings and where the notion of authority is 
“reasonably understood” (Cervin, “On the Significance,” 14,”). The four are: 2 Sam 2:44; Ps 17:44; Jer 28:7 and Lam 1:5. 
Jerome Murphy-O’Connor says this is the “single exception” to the otherwise non-existent mean of kephalē as 
“authority” (“Sex and Logic,” 492). Andrew Perriman is the one scholar I’ve found that isn’t completely convinced that 
kephalē means “authority over, leader” here. He sees “the idea of leadership and rule” as “not entirely inappropriate, but 
it is by no means required. A distinction should still be maintained between the idea of prominence or primacy and that 
of leadership. Nothing in the psalm suggests that David expected to exercise authority over the nations” (Perriman, 
“The Head of a Woman,” 605).  
19 Fitzmyer rightly says that “the last half of the verse makes it clear that kephalē is here used with the connotation of 
‘authority’ or ‘supremacy’” (“Another Look,” 508). Perriman (“The Head of a Woman,” 605) argues that the succeeding 
words (“a people whom I knew not served me”) should not be used to support an interpretation of “leader” for kephalē 
here.    



the Lord gives them to me—will I really be your head (A: eis kephalēn; B: eis archonta)?” The 
elders of Gilead replied, “The Lord is our witness; we will certainly do as you say.” So 
Jephthah went with the elders of Gilead, and the people made him head and commander 
(A: eis kephalēn eis hegoumenon; B: eis kephalēn kai eis archēgon) over them. And he 
repeated all his words before the Lord in Mizpah. 
 

According to manuscript “A,” kephalē occurs 4x, while according to “B,” it only occurs once (Judges 
11:11). As far as the one undisputed reading in Judges 11:11, kephalē conveys some sense of 
leadership, especially since it’s joined with “commander” (eis archēgon) and both terms describe 
Jephthah’s relationship to the people (“head and commander over them”). It would be difficult to say 
that kephalē here conveys no sense of authority or leadership. 
 
Andrew Perriman, however, argues that kephalē conveys a sense of “prominence or precedence rather 
than the exercise of authority” (emphasis mine).20  
 
I think it’s valid to include some sense of “prominence” here, but I don’t find it convincing to say 
that kephalē means “prominent” and not “ruler.” The entire context of Judges 10-12 highlights 
Jephthah becoming a military leader over the people of Gilead in their battle against the Ammonites: 
“come and be our leader (eis archēgon), that we might fight against the Ammonites” (Judges 11:6). 
Jephthah indeed leads them into a victorious battle over the Ammonites (Judges 11:32-33). When 
the Ephraimites were upset that they weren’t invited to join in the battle, they came and complained 
to Jephthah (Judges 12:1), who in turn functioned as a leader when he “gathered all the men of 
Gilead and fought with Ephraim” (Judges 12:4). In the end, “Jephthah judged Israel six years” (Judges 
10:7)—another description of leadership.  
 
In short, both the near and far context of Judges 11:11 suggests that when Jephthah was described 
as a “head and commander” over Gilead, that “head” includes some kind of authoritative leadership 
role.21  
 
To state the obvious, there’s no sense of “source” here for kephalē. Jephthah never became the 
“source” of Gilead.  
 
The other three references to kephalē in Codex Alexandrinus (“A”) of Judges 10:8 and 11:8-9 would 
almost certainly carry the same sense as Judges 11:11. Determining whether Codex “A” or “B” 
preserves a reading that would have been known to Paul is quite complicated and the experts I’ve 
consulted on this question don’t all agree.22 As it appears, “A” preserved one manuscript tradition 

 
20 Perriman, “The Head of a Woman,” 603. 
21 Philip Payne argues that the construction eis kephalen is significant; the eis indicates that the author means “‘as head’ (cf. 
acts 7:21) rather than as a metaphor ‘is head’. For people unfamiliar with ‘head’ as a metaphor for ‘leader’, ‘as head’ was 
far less jarring. This explains why the best-attested LXX text translates only 1 of these 180 places kephalē without an eis 
clearly a metaphor for ‘leader’” (Payne, The Bible, 76 n. 12). Payne expands on this point a forthcoming work on the 
meaning of kephalē, which I’ll cite as “Forthcoming” (“Forthcoming,” 29-31). I thank Philip Payne for sending me a pre-
published copy of his important study. As will be explained below, his main point is that eis, when interpreted as “as,” 
means that kephalē  is not a metaphor (“is head”) but rather should be interpreted “as head.” While I agree that eis can 
mean “as” (though it also can me “for” or “unto”), this doesn’t seem as significant as Payne makes it out to me. Unless 
I’m missing something—which is perfectly possible—however we interpret eis, the word kephalē in Judges 10 and 11 
(and elsewhere) conveys some sense of authority or leadership in the context.  
22 Peter Williams (personal communication) says that “Codex A is much more relevant than Codex B to answer any 
question about the NT, since the NT citations (as a whole) are closer to Codex A. Even if the type of text in Codex B is 



while “B” preserved another (and in LXX Judges, they are particularly different). Which one Paul 
would have been reading from is difficult to determine. But one thing is clear: the ancient translator 
who was responsible for the Greek translation now preserved in Codex “A” believed kephalē was a 
perfectly fine metaphor for “leader” in Judges 10-11.  
 
The next reference comes in 1 Kings and also has some text-critical issues:  
 

1 Kings (LXX 3 Kingdoms) 8:1 – “Twenty years later, when Solomon finished building the 
house of the Lord and his own house, King Solomon assembled all the elders of Israel and 
all the heads of the tribes in Zion, to bring up the ark of the covenant of the Lord from the city 
of David, which is Zion” 

 
As far as I can tell, this translation is based on Origen’s editions made to the LXX; he added the 
phrase “and all the heads of the tribes” here. Codex Vaticanus (“B”) does not contain this phrase. (I 
don’t have the available sources to determine if “A” also contained this reading.) The significance of 
Origen’s editions is quite complex, and sorting out whether he was relying on some earlier Greek 
translation of the OT would take us down a deep rabbit hole that few of us would know how to 
navigate.23 
 
There’s another translation issue here: kephalē could be referring to the literal top of staff, as Richard 
Cervin and others have argued.24 On the one hand, the Greek word rhabdos (translated “tribe” above) 
does usually mean a literal “rod” or “staff” and not a “tribe.” On the other hand, this literal 
rendering would produce a rather strange reading: “King Solomon assembled all the elders of Israel 
and all the tops of their staffs in Zion.” In the words of Grudem: “Did the Septuagint translators really 
think that Solomon had called together all the elders and all the tops of their staffs?”25  
 
In light of these complexities, I don’t think we can include this reference as clear evidence for any 
meaning of kephalē. 
 
There is a cluster of occurrences of kephalē in Isaiah 7:8-9: 

 
(generally) earlier, that’s quite irrelevant to the question of what was in most circulation at the time of the NT.” Renown 
Septuagint scholar Henry Swete seems to support this view, when he says that “there is a considerable weight of 
evidence in favour of the belief that the Evangelists [the 4 Gospels] employed a recension of the LXX which came 
nearer to the text of cod. A then to that of our oldest uncial B.” But what about the rest of the New Testament? Swete 
continues: “This point has been recently handled in Hilgenfeld's Zeitschrift f. Wissenschaftliche Theologie, by Dr W. 
Staerk, who shews that the witness of the N. T. almost invariably goes with codd. אAF and Lucian against the Vatican 
MS., and that its agreement with cod. A is especially close” (Swete, Introduction, 370). The Vatican MS he’s referring to is 
Codex B. The references to “codd. אAF” includes Codex Alexandrinus (“A”). Unfortunately, Codex Sinaiticus (א) is 
missing large portions of the OT, including the portion of Judges, which includes 4 references to kephalē, which occur in 
Codex A but not B. Philip Payne disagrees, saying that Codex B is a much more reliable manuscript when it differs from 
Codex A, especially in the book of Judges (personal communication). Septuagint scholar Alexander Sperber wrote a 
hundred-page article on “The New Testament and Septuagint” (JBL [1940], 193-293), which is extremely technical. 
Unfortunately, I’m still not clear where he would land on the question at hand. On the one hand, he says that the “vast 
majority” of OT quotes in the NT “fully agree with Codex B” (pg. 279). But elsewhere, he argues quite extensively that 
“the ‘Bible of the Apostles’ is identical with the asterisk type of the Hexaplaric LXX, which thus antedates by centuries 
the days of Origen” (pg. 283). And he says that the asterisk type corresponds to Codex A.  
23 On Origen and his critical work on the LXX, see Jobes and Silva, Invitation, 48-56. For a much more technical and 
thorough discussion, see Sperber, “The New Testament,” 205-248. 
24 Cervin, “On the Significance,” 13.” 
25 Grudem, “The Meaning of Kephalē (‘Head’),” 441. 



 
Isaiah 7:8 – “for the head (hē kephalē) of Aram is Damascus, 
    [and the head (hē kephalē) of Damascus is only Rezin].  
Within sixty-five years 
    Ephraim will be too shattered to be a people. 
 
Isaiah 7:9 – The head (hē kephalē) of Ephraim is Samaria, 
    and the head (hē kephalē) of Samaria is only Remaliah’s son. 
If you do not stand firm in your faith, 
    you will not stand at all.’”26 

 
Kephalē occurs 4 times in these 2 verses. (The second of which is a variant reading.) Scholars widely 
disagree, and boldly so, on how to interpret kephalē here. “There is nothing in the context of Isa. 
7:8,” writes Andrew Perriman, “to indicate that ‘head’ means ‘leader’ in the statement ‘the head of 
Aram is Damascus, and the head of Damascus Rasim’…the point seems rather to be one of 
representation by virtue of primacy or prominence: Aram is summed up in Damascus, Damascus in 
Rasim.”27 Similarly, Richard Cervin points out that kephalē refers to capital cities here and not to 
people—which is mostly correct;28 the final reference in Isaiah 7:9b does refer to a person.  
 
Wayne Grudem, on the other hand, says: “these examples seem to be very strong and carry an 
unquestionable nuance of authority connected with the word kephalē.”29 And Philip Payne, a 
relentless advocate for interpreting kephalē as “source,” says that the last reference in Isaiah 7:9 is the 
only instance in the LXX where kephalē means “leader.”30 
 
I agree that kephalē refers to capital cites (Damascus, Samaria) in 2 of the 4 occurrences. But the final 
occurrence of the term does refer to a person, “Remaliah’s son.” Remaliah’s son was Pekah, the king 
who ruled over the northern kingdom of Israel for 20 years. The fact that a king is called “head” 
certainly includes some sense of “prominence,” as kings are always going to be prominent. But 
doesn’t it also suggest some sense of “rulership?” Since Isaiah 7:9 uses kephalē to describe the capital 
city (Samaria) and its king (Remaliah’s son), it’s likely that the variant in 7:8 does reflect an early 
manuscript tradition, since this would complete the parallel: kephalē would refer to the capital city 
(Damascus) and its king (Rezin), just as it does in the very next verse when it refers to a capital city 

 
26 Grudem says that A contains the second occurrence of kephalē in 7:8b (“The Meaning of Kephalē [‘Head’],” 451). 
Richard Cervin says that the section in square brackets is not included in Rahlfs’s edition of the LXX but it is in “the 
apparatus with unnamed manuscripts either deleting or including the phrase” (“On the Significance,” 13). Payne says 
that “Origen (ca. 185-254) added [kephalē], as the asterisk symbols (*) in Q and 48 show” (“Forthcoming,” 32, citing the 
Gottingen LXX).  
27 Perriman, “The Head of a Woman,” 604. 
28 Cervin, “Does Kephalē Mean ‘Source’ or ‘Authority’,” 97. 
29 Grudem, “The Meaning of Kephalē (‘Head’),” 438. Cf. Joseph Fitzmyer: “this Old Testament passage is not an exact 
parallel to Paul’s words in 1 Cor 11.3, but no one can fail to miss the similarity in the use of kephalē in both passages or 
the bearing that this LXX text has on the meaning of the Pauline verse” (“Another Look,” 507). 
30 “Forthcoming,” 28. Payne goes on to say that “this one exception is best accounted for as a ‘Hebraism’, an idiomatic 
Hebrew meaning not native to its translation, kephalē” (Ibid., 29). In other words, even in this case, Payne doesn’t believe 
that the meaning “leader” is not natural to the Greek term kephalē.  



(Samaria) and its king (Remaliah’s son).31 Therefore, I do think that the fourfold use of kephalē here 
at the very least includes some sense of authority.  
 
Jeremiah also includes one non-literal use of kephalē: 
 

Jer 31:7 (LXX 38:7) –  This is what the Lord says: “Sing with joy for Jacob; shout for the 
head (kephalēn) of the nations. Make your praises heard, and say, ‘Lord, save your people, the 
remnant of Israel.’” 

Joseph Fitzmyer says that the “notion of supremacy or authority is surely present” here and Richard 
Cervin says “I do not necessarily disagree.”32 Cervin, in fact, lists this as one of 4 clear cases where 
there’s no variant readings and where the notion of authority is “reasonably understood” (Cervin’s 
other three are 2 Sam 22:44, Ps 17:44, and Lam 1:5).33 And Wayne Grudem, of course, agrees that 
“leader” is the best meaning for kephalē. Andrew Perriman, however, disagrees: 
 

…under the circumstances ideas of authority and leadership are hardly appropriate: the sense 
must again be something like “foremost” or “pre-eminent nation” in that Israel was God’s 
chosen people…It is the special redemption and blessing of Israel that is proclaimed to the 
nations and islands (vv. 10-14), not Israel’s authority over them.34 

 
I tend to agree with Perriman here. I think that “preeminent” is probably the best meaning of 
kephalē. It’s possible that some sense of “authority over” other nations is also present, but the 
context does not seem to demand this. Put differently, Jeremiah’s words would still ring true, even if 
Israel is not literally ruling over other nations. One can enjoy prominence as a nation that stands out 
among others without necessarily ruling over other nations. Switzerland may be a prominent nation, 
but they don’t rule over any other nation.  
 
Lamentations contains an occurrence of kephalē that almost certainly means “ruler.”  
 

Lam 1:5 – “Her oppressors have become the head (eis kephalēn), and her enemies prosper; 
for the Lord humbled her because of the greatness of her ungodliness.” 

This is another one of Richard Cervin’s four texts that convey some sense of “ruler,” and I agree. 
The context of Lamentations 1 confirms this. It’s unlikely that “her oppressors (Babylon)” who 
“have become the head” simply means that Babylon is more prominent than Israel. Still less 

 
31 As far as I can tell, the second kephalē in Isa. 7:8 is in Codex A, which Jennifer Dines says is actually more reliable than 
Codex B when it comes to Isaiah (The Septuagint, 7). Jobes and Silva likewise says that “A” is “our best witness” when it 
comes to Isaiah (Invitation, 59). However, Payne, “Forthcoming,” 32 says that Origen added kephalē here “as the asterisk 
symbols (*) in Q and 48 show.” I have not been able to confirm whether the second kephalē is in A or was added by 
Origen or both. Jobes and Silva say that when Origen inserted Greek words into his version of the LXX he did so “by 
referring to the other existing Greek versions.” If one of these versions contained a reading that better corresponded to 
the original Hebrew, that’s when he “inserted that reading into the Greek text” and marked it with an asterisk (*) 
(Invitation, 53). Sperber argues that the text type represented by Codex A reflects the editions that Origen marked with an 
asterisk (“The New Testament,” 259-265). 
32 Fitzmyer, “Another Look,” 508; Cervin, “Does Kephalē Mean ‘Source’ or ‘Authority’,” 108. 
33 Cervin, “On the Significance,” 14. 
34 Perriman, “The Head of a Woman,” 605. 



possible is the reading that Babylon has become Israel’s “source.” To my mind, the best meaning of 
kephalē here is that Babylon is now ruling over Israel. 
 
There are several places where the LXX uses kephalē in “head/tail” metaphors, and naturally, their 
interpretation is disputed. 
 

Deut. 28:12-13 – The Lord will open the heavens, the storehouse of his bounty, to send 
rain on your land in season and to bless all the work of your hands. You will lend to many 
nations but will borrow from none. The Lord will make you the head (kephalēn), not the tail. 
If you pay attention to the commands of the Lord your God that I give you this day and 
carefully follow them, you will always be at the top, never at the bottom. 

 
Deut. 28:43-44 – “The foreigners who reside among you will rise above you higher and 
higher, but you will sink lower and lower. They will lend to you, but you will not lend to 
them. They will be the head (kephalē), but you will be the tail.”  
 
Isa. 9:14-16 (LXX 9:13-14) – So the LORD cut off from Israel head (kephalē) and tail, palm 
branch and reed in one day—the elder and honored man is the head (archē), and the prophets 
who teaches lies is the tail; for those who lead this people lead them astray, and those who 
are led by them are swallowed up (RSV). 

Isa. 19:15 – And there will be no work for Egypt, which will make them head and tail, 
beginning and end (kephalēn kai ouran, archēn kai telos).35 

 

Joseph Fitzmyer lists all four as examples of kephalē meaning “leader, ruler, person in authority.”36 
Richard Cervin disagrees with this, arguing that “[p]rominence is surely a valid issue here. If Israel 
obeys, they will be a prominent nation in the world; if they disobey, they will be 
humiliated…[N]owhere in the text of Deut 28 does it expressly say that Israel will ‘rule’ other 
nations.37 Andrew Perriman agrees with Cervin: “…the significance of the metaphor lies in the 
contrast between two extremes, between prominence and prosperity on the one hand and subjection 
and humiliation on the other.”38  
 
I tend to agree with Cervin and Perriman’s interpretation of kephalē in Deuteronomy 28 and Isaiah 
19. The idea of prominence rather than leadership does appear to be the point. But the use of kephalē 
in Isaiah 9 seems to include some notion of authority. Not only is kephalē set alongside archē which 
suggests authority in this context, but the extension of the head/tail metaphor includes activities that 
can rightly be described as leadership. For instance, those considered the “tail” exercise bad 
leadership: “those who lead this people lead them astray, and those who are led by them are 

 
35 The editions of the LXX that I consulted give different readings (one has: “There is nothing Egypt can do— head or 
tail, palm branch or reed”) and I don’t have access to a critical edition that sorts through all the variants, to I cannot be 
sure at this point which reading is the oldest.  
36 “1 Corinthians 11:3,” 54. I think a case could be made that the broader context of Isaiah 19 suggests some sense of 
leadership or authority implied in kephalē, especially if it’s implied in the same head/tail metaphor in Isaiah 9. 
37 Cervin, “On the Significance,” 14. 
38 “The Head of a Woman,”, 606. 



swallowed up” (Isa. 9:16 RSV). If the tail refers to bad leadership, wouldn’t this imply that the head 
exercises good leadership?39  
 
I’m inclined, then, to add Isaiah 9:14-16 to the list of instances where kephalē means “authority over, 
leader.” Once again, no scholar argues that kephalē means “source” in the above head/tail 
metaphors.  
 
There are also several metaphorical uses of kephalē in a second century A.D. Greek translation that 
was made by a scholar named Aquila, who refers to “The heads of the tribes” (Deut. 5:23; 29:9) and 
refers to Gog as the “ruling head of Meshech” (Ezek. 38:2). Aquila’s translation was made a century 
after Paul and it’s a woodenly literal translation of the Hebrew, which might not represent how 
Greek speakers would have naturally understood Greek words. 40 I’m inclined, then, not to use 
Aquila’s text as representative for the kind of Greek—let alone the Greek translation of the OT—
that positions us to better understand Paul.  
 
Summary  
 
To sum it up, I see some sense of “authority” or “leader” to be present in 13 occurrences of kephalē 
in following passages:  
 
2 Sam. (LXX 2 Kingdoms) 22:44  
Ps. 17:44 (LXX Ps. 18:43)  
Judges 10:18  
Judges 11:8-11 (3x) 
Isaiah 7:8 (2x) 
Isaiah 7:9 (2x) 
Isaiah 9:14-16 
Lam 1:5  
Isa. 9:14-16 (LXX 9:13-14)  
 
In some of these passages, kephalē occurs in one LXX manuscript (or as a variant) but not all (Judges 
10:18; 11:8-9; Isa. 7:8b). While I don’t think these references can be easily dismissed, for reasons 
stated above, more text-critical work needs to be done to determine whether these readings would 
have been available to Paul, or whether they contribute to our understanding of Paul’s linguistic 
world.  
 
The idea of “prominence” with no clear sense of “authority over, ruler” does appear to be best 
interpretation one passage (e.g. Jer 31:7 [LXX 38:7]), but in a few other occurrences where the sense 
of “prominence” is present, this doesn’t seem to exclude, to my mind, some sense of “authority 
over, ruler” (e.g. Isa. 7:8-9; 9:14-16).  
 

 
39 Cervin does not actually disagree, but I find his reasoning to be a bit strange: “In this particular passage, the word 
kephalē is used only once, yet the notion of authority is clearly stated by the use of the Greek word arkhe…Authority is thus 
derived from the context and the additional use of the word arkhe, and not merely from the word kephalē itself” (“On the 
Significance,” 14, emphasis mine). But doesn’t context helps determine the meaning of words? It seems odd to 
downplay the fact that the context helps us understand kephalē to mean authority. 
40 “In the area of vocabulary, undoubtedly, Aquila’s’ policy was to represent every detail in the most consistent fashion, 
even at the cost of acceptable Greek” (Invitation, 38). 



 
The Significance of kephalē and rōsh  
 
 
Even if kephalē does mean “authority over, leader” 13 times, that’s actually a small percentage of 
times that it translates the Hebrew word for “head” (rōsh). Rōsh is used metaphorically around 180 
times to mean “leader” in the Old Testament. Why, then, does the LXX translates rōsh with kephalē 
to mean “leader” only 13 times (or in some estimations, as few as 1)? Payne sees this as “compelling 
evidence that the majority of LXX translators did not regard kephalē as appropriate to convey the 
metaphorical meaning ‘leader’” and that it “would probably never occur to Paul’s typical Greek 
readers that ‘head’ (kephalē) might mean ‘leader’ or ‘authority over’.”41 But Grudem is quick to point 
out that kephalē never means “source” in the LXX. So even if it’s used 13 or even only 8 times to 
mean “leader,” that’s still an 8-0 ballgame.42  
 
Payne responds to this by pointing out that the Hebrew term rōsh never means “source,” so of 
course we wouldn’t expect to see kephalē as a translation of rōsh to mean “source.” I think this is a 
good response, but I do have two things to note. First, the Hebrew term rōsh is used in Genesis 2:10 
to refer to the “source” of the rivers, and yet the LXX doesn’t use kephalē to translate rōsh here—an 
odd decision if “source” was a natural meaning for kephalē among Greek speakers. (Payne argues 
that even here, rōsh doesn’t mean “source.”) Second, the point still stands: the LXX, which exerted a 
high degree of influence on NT language, thought never used kephalē to mean source and did, on 
occasion, use kephalē to mean “authority over, ruler.”  
 
One final, and quite technical, issue has to do with the significance of the constructions eis kephalēn 
which is used in several of our passages above (specifically: Deut 28:13; Judges 10:18; 11:8-9, 11; 2 
Sam 22:44; Ps 18:44; Lam 1:5). Philip Payne says the translator used the eis kephalēn (“as head”) 
construction—and not kephalē by itself—to convey the idea of “leader.” Greek readers, Payne 
argues, wouldn’t have understood kephalē by itself to mean “leader.” Payne writes: 
 

In context, eis kephalēn could convey “leader” even though in normal Greek kephalē did not 
mean “leader.” Particularly in contexts where eis kephalēn is paired with “as ruler,” thoughtful 
readers could understand that being “like a head” was equivalent to being “as ruler.” But 
even if readers did not associate “head” as conveying “ruler,” the LXX translators 
recognized that Greek readers would accept “as head” as far more natural Greek than “is 
head.”43 

 
“Greek readers,” Payne continues, “could have understood these few references to eis kephalēn to 
mean as head rather than metaphors (is head).” In other words, eis kephalēn is used as a simile not a 
metaphor. “Understood as a simile,” says Payne, “Jephthah ‘was made to be like a head’, which is 

 
41 Payne, Man and Woman in Christ, 121. Now, Payne only sees one instance where kephalē means “leader,” whereas I see 
thirteen. But even if I’m right, that’s still only 13 out of 180 times where the Greek translators thought that kephalē is the 
best word to use to translate rōsh when they wanted to convey the idea of “leader.”  
42 Andrew Perriman, who does not think kephalē should be translated “authority over, ruler” says: “The argument that, 
when used metaphorically in Paul, kephalē means ‘source’ is greatly weakened by the lack of support in the LXX. It is 
weakened still further if we recognize that the evidence adduced from extra-biblical sources is less persuasive than some 
have claimed” (Perrimann, “The Head of a Woman,” 617). 
43 This and the following quotes are from a delightful email exchange I had with Phil.  



not nearly as jarring. Greek readers would probably think of this as a reference to Jephthah being in 
some sense ‘top’, since that was a common metaphorical use of kephalē, whereas ‘leader’ was not.” 
 
In short, kephalē does not mean leader, but the simile “as head” (eis kephalēn) is “a reference to 
Jephthah” in Judges 10-11 “being in some sense ‘top’.” 
 
The reader is encouraged to evaluate the strength of this argument for themselves. Personally, I 
don’t find it to be compelling enough to overturn my summary above, that kephalē conveys some 
sense of authority in at least 13 places in the LXX. First, “as, like” is a possible meaning of eis but it’s 
not the most common, especially when the Hebrew correspondent is a lamed prefixed to rōsh. (I’ll let 
the Greek and Hebrew readers do their own lexical analysis here.) It seems more natural to conclude 
that the translator used eis kephalēn simply because that was the best way to translate l’rōsh, which 
means “for a leader” (as rōsh often means). Second, I don’t see a huge significance between simile 
and metaphor here. Neither did Aristotle, who says: “A simile is also a metaphor; for there is little 
difference…[Similes] should be brought in like metaphors, for they are metaphors, differing in the 
form of expressions” (Rhet. 3.4.1). In any case, whether it’s a simile or a metaphor, the point is: 
kephalē does not mean a literal head, but conveys some sense of authority or leadership in several 
passages, especially Judges 10-11, as argued above. If someone were to argue that it actually means 
“top” or “as a head” (not is a head), I’d still want to know: what does “top” or “head” trying to 
convey when it’s clearly used to describe Jephthah’s relationship to Gilead—whom he’s clearly 
exercising leadership over? Rendering kephalē as “top” in an attempt to exclude all notions of 
leadership or authority seems interpretively unpersuasive in light of the context.  
 
To sum it up, kephalē means “leader” or conveys some sense of authority at least 13 times in the 
LXX. In some of these passages, kephalē might also convey the idea of “prominence” but rarely to 
the exclusion of some sense of leadership. 
 
  



The Use of Kephalē in Extra Biblical Greek Literature  
 
We now turn to examine how kephalē (“head”) is used in extra biblical Greek writings. Since we’re 
going to look at a lot of texts, I’ll keep my commentary rather brief on each one. For organizational 
purposes, I’m going to group each set of texts under the different meanings I think best convey the 
authors’ usage. I’ll begin with references where kephalē most probably means “source.”  
 
 
Kephalē as “Source”  
 
Herodotus 4.91 (5th century BC) uses kephalē to refer to the end points of a river:  
 

From the sources (kephalai) of the river Tearus flows the best and fairest of all river waters.44 
 
Galen (AD 2nd century) also uses kephalē to refer to the source of a river:  
 

Some rivers grow larger, as we should expect, when tributaries flow into them, while some 
decrease in size as channels are separated off. No river that comes from a single spring is 
smaller at its head (ten kephalēn) than it is thereafter (On the Doctrines of Hippocrates and Plato 
6.3.21.4).45 
 
[Whirlpools in a river] arise when they are warmed by the sun or its head (ten kephalēn) (De 
locis affectis 3.12).46 

 
The first-century Jewish work Life of Adam and Eve uses kephalē in a way that seems to mean source 
or origin:  
 

For covetousness is the head (kephalē) of every kind of sin (19:3). 
 
Some scholars dispute this meaning, but I do think “source” (or possibly “beginning”) is probably 
the best rendering of kephalē here. 47  
 

 
44 Cited in Payne, Man and Woman, 124; cf. The Greek Anthology (date?) “The sources [kephalai] of the river Tearus supply 
the best water” (Epigrams 703 9:388-89 [LCL]. Perriman pushes back on this reading: “It does not necessarily mean that 
kephalai denotes ‘source’; it is at least as likely that the word denotes only the highest or furthest point of the river, the 
‘head waters’” (“The Head of a Woman,” 613). He goes on: “Even more telling…is the fact that kephalē may also be 
used for the mouth of a river (Callim. Aetia, P. Oxy., XVII, 2080, 48), which is consistent with the idea that the word 
denotes that which is prominent or extreme, but sits ill with the notion of ‘source’” (Ibid., 613-14).  
45 Cited in Payne, “Forthcoming,” 13.  
46 Cited in Payne, “Forthcoming,” 13. 
47 Fitzmyer (“1 Corinthians 11:3”) agrees that this is one of the few cases where kephalē means “source” (pg. 54). MS C 
has “root and beginning” instead of “head” according to Perriman (“The Head of a Woman,” 615). Perriman argues that 
“beginning” not “source” is the better rendering: “The idea here is most probably only that ‘desire’ comes first. The 
context makes nothing of the idea that every sin derives from desire. Only the temporal aspect is required: desire is the 
poison sprinkled by Satan on the fruit from which Eve ate, and is thus the beginning of every sin” (Perrimann, “The 
Head of a Woman,” 616). It seems to me like a false dichotomy to say it’s the beginning and not also the source, when it 
seems to be both.  



On at least one occasion, the first-century Jewish philosopher Philo uses kephalē in a way that 
probably means source:  
 

…of all the members of the clan here described Esau is the progenitor, the head (kephalē) as 
it were of the whole creature. (Prelim. Studies 61) 
 

Although it’s disputed, kephalē seems to be used as a synonym for “progenitor” which clearly refers 
to Esau being the “source” of “the whole creature” (i.e. his clan).48 (There’s another reference in 
Philo that I’ve added to a list of “Disputed Examples” below.)  
 
We could also “reconstruct a broad medical understanding of kephalē in the period from Hippocrates 
(460-380 BC) to Galen (AD 130-200)” where the literal “head” is the source or origin of the body’s 
muscles, nerves, pleasure, pain, grief, and so on.49 As we’ll see in our section on Ephesians below, 
however, at least some of these references don’t exclude all notions of the kephalē exercising some 
ruling function.  
 
 
Disputed Examples  
 
There are a few occurrences of kephalē that might mean “source,” but this rendering is much less 
clear than the examples above. For instance, there’s a widely known saying about Zeus that’s cited in 
several places in Greek literature:  
 
 Zeus was first, Zeus is las with white, vivid lightening;  
 Zeus the head (kephalē), Zeus the middle,  

Zeus from whom all things are perfected (Orphic Fragments 21a).50  
 
Scholars have taken kephalē here to mean a variety of different things. Payne says this text “identifies 
Zeus as the maker from whom all things come into existence” and there are many ancient references 
to Zeus being the “source through whom things come into existence.”51 Payne rightly points out 

 
48 Payne says that Philo consistently uses the word “progenitor” (genarchēs) “to refer to the founder or first ancestor of a 
family” (Philo, The Preliminary Studies 133 (of Moses or Levi); Who is the Heir 279 (of Abraham); On Dreams 1.167 (of 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob)” (Payne, Man and Woman, 125). However, Perriman—who argues against seeing kephalē as 
“authority over” or “ruler”—says that “it is at least arguable…that when Philo describes Esau as genarchēs of all the parts 
of the tribe…he has in mind no more than his priority and historical prominence.” He goes on to say: “The significance 
of Esau within the rather complex allegorical argument in progress here is that he is the foremost embodiment of certain 
characteristics, not that he is the source of that which is summed up in him” (Perriman, “The Head of a Woman,” 612). 
Grudem says that genarchēs “can mean ‘ruler of created beings’,” citing Liddle-Scott in support, though he ends up 
concluding: “It seems impossible from the context to decide clearly for one meaning or the other in this text” (“The 
Meaning of Kephalē,” 454-55).  
49 See e.g. Galen, Coac. 498; cf. LSJ 945; Payne, Man and Woman, 124; idem., “Forthcoming,” 14; Thiselton, 1 Corinthians, 
816-17 for a list of sources. 
50 This saying is also cited in Proclus (AD 410-485), In Tim. 1.313.21; Aristotle (or Pseudo-Aristotle), de Mundo (“On the 
World/Cosmos”) 401a.29-30; Eusebius, Praep. Ev. 3.9; Deveni Papyrus, col 13, line 12 (late 4th cent. BC); Stobaeus, Ecl. 1 
23 (5th cent. AD); Plutarch, Def. Orac. 436D (uses archē and not kephalē); Achilles Tatius (not the 2nd cent. AD famous 
author, but to a 3rd cent AD author), lines 32-33 (again, uses archē and not kephalē). 
51 Payne, Man and Woman, 127, see n. 59 for ancient references. 



that several manuscripts that record this saying use the Greek word archē instead of kephalē, which he 
says supports the meaning of “source” for kephalē, since archē can mean “source.”52  
 
But archē has its own ambiguity and can actually means several things in addition to “source,” such 
as: beginning, origin, or even ruler.53 Fitzmyer, who argues that kephalē typically means “leader, 
authority over,” agrees that this is one of the few cases where kephalē means “source.”54  
 
Andrew Perriman, however, disagrees with both Payne and Fitzmyer: “The use of kephalē in” in this 
passage “is probably better understood to mean ‘beginning’ or ‘creator’ than source’.”55 Perriman 
goes on to argue that archē does not usually mean “source” but “beginning,” and “it is by no means 
clear that ‘beginning’ must imply ‘source’.”56 Grudem likewise believes “the meaning ‘source’ cannot 
be established for kephalē from this passage.” Instead, “[t]he sense ‘beginning, first one’ seems most 
likely for either kephalē or archē here.”57 Grudem goes on to point out that this understanding best 
explains the variant readings that have archē instead of kephalē. Grudem says “the context shows that 
the author is not talking about whether Zeus or someone or something else is the source or origin of 
all things; he is rather affirming that in terms of time Zeus was first and Zeus will be last as well.”58  
 
I do think that Grudem and Perriman are probably correct. Kephalē means Zeus is the “beginning” 
not the “source.” Does this exclude notions of “prominence” and “authority?” In other words, 
when Zeus is called the kephalē, does this mean he’s the “beginning” (or even “source”) and not also 
an authoritative ruler? I think it’s more probable that when the head deity of the Greek pantheon is 
described as being the “beginning” (kephalē) of all things, that this also conveys some sense of 
“authority” or “rulership” as well.59  
 
There’s a reference in Philo that is taken by some to mean “source,” and I do believe this meaning is 
possible. But others argue that “ruler” and even “prominence” can be gathered from the context as 
well:  
 

 
52 Payne, Man and Woman, 127, see n. 60 for references where archē is used instead of kephalē. 
53 See, for instance, Gen 1:1; Matt 19:4; Mark 1:1; John 1:1; 2:11; Col 1:18; Rev 22:13, where archē means “beginning” 
and not “source.” Archē means “ruler” in Gen 40:13, 21; 41:13; 2 Macc 4:10; Luke 20:20, et al. (see BDAG). 
54 “1 Corinthians 11:3,” 54. 
55 “The Head of a Woman,” 614-615. 
56 “The Head of a Woman,” 611. The TDNT says that in the LXX archē  “usually denotes temporal beginning” and 
Liddell and Scott “offer only one instance of archē meaning ‘source’ (of an action), and even here the attribution is 
difficult to account for” (cited in Perriman, “The Head of a Woman,” 611 n. 25). Later on he says: “That archē is found 
in some MSS in place of kephalē would seem to confirm this view, and certainly does not serve as unambiguous evidence 
that kephalē can mean ‘source’.” Later: “Zeus as archē is interpreted as creative power” (Ibid., 615) 
57 Grudem, “The Meaning of Kephalē (‘Head’),” 47. 
58 Wayne Grudem, “Does Kephalē (“Head”) Mean “Source” Or “Authority Over” in Greek Literature? A Survey of 2,336 
Examples,” Trinity Journal ns 6.1 (Spring 1985): 38-59 (45-46). 
59 Payne’s own footnote references Barth, Ephesians, documenting “an extensive tradition identifying the supreme god as 
the ‘head,’ namely, as the ‘originator and power source’ of the universe’” (Payne, n. 59 quoting Barth). This certainly 
doesn’t feel like it’s talking about head as source with no sense of authority. The full quote from Barth reads: “In 
religious or related literature—ranging from Orphic fragments through Plato, Cleanthes’ Hymn to Zeus and other Stoic 
philosophers’ voices, the Magic Papyri, the Naassene Sermon, and up to early medieval Mandaean documents—the idea 
is expressed that the whole universe resembles one large human body. Its head is its originator, power source, and life 
spender: it is the supreme god, called e.g. Zeus or Aion or Reason. The members of this body are, on descending levels, 
the invisible powers, man, animals, organic and inorganic things. According to this notion Zeus is not only the highest 
part of the universe, but its very life” (Barth, Ephesians, 185). 



For as in an animal the head is the first and best part, and the tail the last and worst part, or 
rather no part at all…so in the same manner what is said here is that the virtuous man shall 
be the head of the human race whether he be a single man or a whole people. And that all 
others, being as it were parts of the body, are only vivified by the powers existing in the 
head (kephalē) and superior portions of the body (On Rewards and Punishments 125, Yonge’s 
translation) 

 
Joseph Fitzmyer, who argues that kephalē most often means “leader,” agrees that this is one of the 
few cases where kephalē means “source.”60 Philip Payne also believes that kephalē means “source” 
since “the person called ‘head’ is not in authority over the group identified but is their source of 
life.”61 
 
Other scholars, however, reject the meaning of “source” here. Wayne Grudem, for instance, says:  
 

The idea of “source’ does not fit the context nearly as well, both because no one would think 
that the head of an animal was the “source” of the entire animal, and because no one would 
think that a virtuous man exalted to leadership in the human race was the “source” of the 
human race! In both cases it is the leadership function that is in view when God makes one 
the “head” and not the “tail.”62 

 
Andrew Perriman also strongly rejects the meaning of “source” here, but opts for the sense of 
“prominence” rather than “leader:”  
 

Clearly the zealous individual or nation is not meant to be understood as the ‘source’ of the 
human race…Philo does not mean that the human race depends on ton spoudaion [the zealous 
one] for its life but that such an individual or nation, by virtue of this prominence and 
excellence, is able to motivate and inspire others.”63  

 
I’m not sure that Grudem and Perriman correctly understand what Payne and others mean by 
“source,” however. Again, as Payne points out: Philo understands “head” to refer to the “source of 
spiritual nourishment” and not the source of one’s entire existence.  
 
I’ve gone back and read the entire context the Philo passage (esp. from 120-125), and it seems like 
some sense of “authority” or “leadership” should be retained. Philo maintains that the “mind” is 
housed in the kephalē. The “mind” of the virtuous one contains the “beneficent power of God” and 
is compared to the “palace and the house of God.” The “God of this mind” is “the one only and 
true ruler, the Holy One of holies” (123). The mind can be “enslaved to many pleasure” when it’s 
not exercising control over the body; but the mind of a virtuous person who follows the 
commandments of God possesses “the authority and power of its champion and defender” (124). 
This context suggests that Philo’s understanding of kephalē includes some notion of authority.  
 

 
60 “1 Corinthians 11:3,” 54. 
61 Man and Woman, 125. Payne elsewhere points out that the editor of the Loeb edition, Colson, explains that “head” 
here refers to “the source of spiritual life” and says that Philo elsewhere understands “the head as the source of spiritual 
nourishment” (“Forthcoming,” 16, citing Philo, Quod Deterius Potiori Insidiari Soleat, 85, LCL). 
62 Grudem, “The Meaning of kephalē, 443. 
63 “The Head of a Woman,” 612-13. See further Perriman’s treatment of the larger context of Philo’s statement on page 
613. 



I think Clinton Arnold is probably closest to the mark, when he says that “the dual notion of 
leadership and source of provisions is present” in Philo’s use of kephalē here.64 Elsewhere, Philo 
refers to the head as the “master limb of the members” (Spec. Leg. 1.147) and “the first, highest and 
principal part” and the “chief” (Quaest. In Exod. 1.17), “like the citadel of a king, has as its occupant 
the sovereign mind” (ton hegemonikon noun; Quaest. In Gen. 2.5). And according to Clinton Arnold: 
“Philo frequently uses the word hegemonikos and its cognates (the ‘dominant’ or ‘leading’ part) to 
characterize the head (e.g., Op. Mund. 119; Fug. 110, 182; Somn. 2.207; Vit. Mos. 2.30, 82; Spec. Leg. 
3.184; Quaest. In Gen. 1.3, 10; 2.5; Quaest. In Exod. 2.124).”65  
 
In short, kephalē means both “source” (of spiritual nourishment) and the leadership that the mind, 
which is contained in the head, provides over the body, which is metaphorically applied to the 
“virtuous man’s” relationship to the human race.  
 
Another first-century Jewish work, the Testament of Reuben, says:  
 

For seven spirits are established against mankind, and they are the heads (kephalai) of the 
deeds of youth (2.2)66  

 
Fitzmyer agrees that this is one of the few cases where kephalē means “source.”67 Howard Clark 
Kee’s translation in Charlesworth’s Old Testament Pseudepigrapha translates kephalai as “sources.”68 
Perrimann, however, doesn’t agree: “‘head’ conveys the idea of ‘instigation’, that is, the spirits exert 
an active, controlling influence, they are the beginning of the deeds of youth: cf., among ‘seven other 
spirits’ given to man at creation, the ‘spirit of procreation and intercourse’ which leads the young 
person like a blind man into a ditch’.”69 Grudem also believes the best translation for kephalai here is 
“leaders.”70  
 
I think “source” is the clearest meaning, but I’m not sure this excludes all senses of leadership or 
rule. I think Perriman is correct when he says that the spirits continue to “exert an active, controlling 
influence” over the youth and therefore are performing some kind of ongoing, ruling function.   
 
Kephalē occurs 6 times in the writings of a 2nd century (AD) writer Artemidorus Daldianus. Philip 
Payne includes the following portions as evidence that “‘[h]ead’ here conveys the established 
metaphorical meaning ‘source’.”71 
 

Oneirocritica 1.2: “Another man dreamt that he was beheaded. In real life, the father of this 
man, too, died; for as the head (kephalē) is the source of life and light for the whole body, he 
was responsible for the dreamer’s life and light…The head (kephalē) indicates one’s father.”  
 

 
64 “Jesus Christ,” 357.  
65  “Jesus Christ,” 356. 
66 Cited in Payne, Man and Woman, 125.  
66 Cited in Payne, Man and Woman, 125. 
67 “1 Corinthians 11:3,” 54. 
68 OTP 1.782. 
69 Perriman, “The Head of a Woman,” 616 
70 “Does Kephalē Mean ‘Source’.” 
71 Man and Woman, 126. 



Oneirocritica 1.35: “The head (kephalē) resembles parents in that it is the cause (aitia) of one’s 
living.”  

 
Oneirocritica 3.66: “The head (kephalē) signifies the father of the dreamer…Whenever, then a 
poor man who has a rich father dreams that his own head has been removed by a lion and 
that he dies as a result, it is probable that his father will die…For the head (kephalē) 
represents the father; the removal of the head (kephalē), the death of the father”  

 
According to the cited portions, it certainly seems like Payne’s interpretation is indisputable. But the 
larger context—unquoted by Payne—puts the interpretation as “source” in question.72 Notice the 
various ways in which “head” is used in the fuller context of Oneirocritica 1.35:  
 

If a man dreams that he has been beheaded… it is inauspicious both for a man with parents 
and a man with children. For the head resembles parents in that it is the cause of one's 
living. It is like children because of the face and because of the resemblance…. Also, a man 
who owned a house has lost it. For the head is as it were the house of the senses…To 
bankers, usurers, men who have to collect subscriptions, shipmasters, merchants, and all 
who collect money, it [the dream of being beheaded] signifies loss of capital because the 
word for capital is derived from the word for head…. To a slave who enjoys the 
confidence of his master, it signifies that he will lose that confidence…. But to other 
slaves, the dream signifies freedom. For the head is the master of the body, and when it is 
cut off, it signifies that the slave is separated from his master and will be free…If 
someone who is at sea sees this dream, it [the dream of being beheaded] signifies that the 
sailyard of the ship will be lost, unless it is one of the sailors who has seen it. For, in these 
cases, I have observed that it [the dream of being beheaded] signifies death to their 
superiors. For the boatswain is the superior of the ordinary sailor; the officer in command 
of the bow is the boatswain's superior; the steersman is the superior of the officer who 
commands the bow; and the shipmaster is the superior of the steersman…  

 
The author uses kephalē to refer to a literal head, which is symbolically interpreted to refer to a whole 
range of things: the “house of the sense,” “capital,” a “master of a slave,” and several “superior” 
leaders on a ship. Even the literal head, after being referred to as the “source of life” (1.2) is also 
called “the master of the body” (1.35). In short, the various uses of kephalē here certainly includes the 
meaning “source (of life),” but not to the exclusion of other meanings related to “leadership, 
authority.”  
 
 
Kephale as “Prominence” and/or “Leader, Authority Over”  
 
We turn now to what I have found to be the most common meaning of non-literal uses of kephalē in 
ancient Greek literature. I’m grouping these together since there are many references to kephalē at 
the very least meaning “prominence” but also expressing some kind of “ruling” activity.  
 
For instance, Josephus refers to Jerusalem as: 
 

 
72 See Grudem, “The Meaning of Kephalē,” 455-56 for a discussion and critique of Payne along these lines. 



the very face and head of the whole nation” (War, 4.261).73  
 
At the very least, kephalē means “prominence.” But as the capital city, it would not be a stretch to 
also see some kind of ruling function as well. This seems clearer in another reference to Jerusalem as 
“head:”  

the royal city Jerusalem was the supreme, and rules (archei) over all the neighboring country, 
as the head (kephalē) does over the body (War, 3.54).74  

 
Kephalē here clearly conveys the idea of “rule,” and it’s even used to describe the head’s relationship 
to the body.  
 
Similarly, the Jewish book Testament of the Twelve Patriarchs (2nd cent. B.C.) refers to the two kings of 
the divided kingdom as two heads:  
 

Do not be divided into two heads (duo kephalas), because everything the Lord has made has 
a single head. He provides two shoulders, two hands, two feet, but all members obey 
(hupakouei) one head (kephalē) (T. Zeb. 9:4).75  

 
Here, prominence is probably present, but the ruling activity of the two kings is clearly the primary 
meaning in light of the mention of “all members obey one head.” It’s worth noting, again, that the 
ruling function of the head is described in the context of a head/body metaphor. 
 
Philo also refers to the prominence and ruling activity of kings with the term kephalē. He calls 
Ptolemy II Philadelphus  
 

in some sense the head of kings (kephalēn tropon tina ton basileon) (Philo On Rewards and 
Punishments 2.5).76  
 
As the head is the ruling place in the living body, so Ptolemy became among kings (genomenos  
kathaper en zww to hegemoneuon kephalē tropon tina twn Basilewn) (Philo, Moses 2.30).77  

 

 
73 Cervin says “The notion of ‘leader’ may be admitted here,” p. 111. Grudem and Fitzmyer agree. But Perriman says: 
“…the context and the close association with prosopōn indicate that the idea behind kephalen is one not of authority but of 
prominence” (“The Head of a Woman,” 610).  
74 Whiston’s translation, except he translated the verb archei as “presided” but I’ve used “rule” which is the main meaning 
of the verb and better suits the context of this passage.  
75 Cited in Arnold, “Jesus Christ,” 358. Arnold points out that this passage is surprisingly left out of the conversation, 
but it references a head in relation to the body (doesn’t say “body” but it’s clearly implied; body parts, etc.). Also, the 
author here is “calling attention to Israel’s demise under the divided kingdom when they followed after two kings” 
(Arnold, “Jesus Christ,” 358). 
76 See Cervin, “On the Significance,” 15, for full quote. Fitzmyer (“1 Corinthians 11:3,” 55) classifies this under “ruler, 
authority over,” etc. Cervin argues that the “kings” here are dead, so how’s it “possible for one dead king to rule or 
exercise authority over other dead kings” (“On the Significance,” 15). Cervin then says that head means “prominence or 
preeminence” here. 
77 Periman, “The Head of a Woman,” 607, says—without much convincing evidence in my view—that “the point is 
evidently not that he ruled over them but that he was outstanding or preeminent among them. This idea is anticipated in 
the preceding sentence, where it is said that ‘as the house of the Ptolemies flourished above the other dynasties, so did 
Philadelphus above the Ptolemies’.” 



Philo also refers to the high priest as a “divine word” and his “head” (kephalē) in the words of 
Clinton Arnold “functions as the ruling faculty (to hegemonikon), and upon it is placed a symbol of his 
ruling authority (hegemonia)” (Philo, Fug. 108-11).78  
 
There are several references to military leaders as “head” and their army as a “body.” For instance:  
 

Iphilcrates used to resemble an army marshalled for action to the human body. The phalanx 
he called the breast, the light armed troops the hands, the cavalry the feet, and the general 
the head. If any of the inferior parts were wanting, the army was defective; but if it wanted a 
general it wanted everything. (Polyaenus, Strategems of War 3.9.2 [2nd Cent. AD]).79  

 
But after Vindex had openly declared war, he wrote to Galba inviting him to assume the 
imperial power, and thus to serve what was a vigorous body in need of a head, meaning the 
Gallic provinces, which already had a hundred thousand men under arms… (Plutarch, Galba 
4.3 [Loeb])80 

 
The light-armed troops are like the hands, the Calvary like the feet, the line of men-at-arms 
itself like chest and breastplate, and the general is like the head. (Plutarch, Pelopidas, 2.1.3)81 

 
Other writers use kephalē to refer to some kind of ruler or person in authority, such as Plutarch, who 
says:  
 

 
78 “Jesus Christ: ‘Head’ of the Church,” 348. The fuller context of Philo reads: “And the most ancient word of the living 
God is clothed with the word as with a garment, for it has put on earth, and water, and air, and fire, and the things which 
proceed from those elements. But the particular soul is clothed with the body, and the mind of the wise man is clothed 
with the virtues. (111) And it is said that he will never take the mitre off from his head, he will never lay aside the kingly 
diadem, the symbol of an authority which is not indeed absolute, but only that of a viceroy, but which is nevertheless an 
object of admiration” (Fug. 110-111).  
79 Cited in Lee-Barnwall, “Turning Kephalē on its Head,” 606. 
80 Here “we see the closest parallel to the NT in that the word kephalē is used in conjunction with the word ‘body’ (soma) 
as a compound metaphor” and “the connotation of authority is readily derivable from the military context (“On the 
Significance,” 16). I would add several important parallels: (1) head/body metaphor, (2) date—1st century, (3) kephalē 
used of persons in relation to one another, not just inanimate objects like rivers, etc. Cervin earlier says this is a simile, 
but Grudem disagrees and says it’s a metaphor: “Vindex does not say that Galba should ‘act like a head’ to something 
that acts like a body, but should become ‘head’ to a body that is seeking one. It is an extended metaphor, but it is 
nonetheless a metaphor in which the leader of a government is called the ‘head’ of a body” (Grudem, “Appendix 1,” 
439). Bilzekian says: “They needed an emperor in Rome who would ‘serve’ them as the head ‘serves a vigorous body.’ 
…Headship is viewed in this text as a source of increased vitality….This instance of kephalē is to be listed under ‘source, 
origin’” (cited in Grudem, “Appendix 1,” 459).  
81 Cervin argues that this isn’t a metaphorical use; it’s a simile. Grudem says that’s correct, but it’s still relevant. Plutarch 
clearly says that the general is “like the head” of the army (Grudem, “The Meaning of Kephalē,” 439). Bilezikian says: 
“The general’s function as the ‘head’ of the troops is explained as the general’s being the source of their safety, the cause 
of their continued existence…This instance of kephalē should be tabulated under ‘Source, origin” (cited in Grudem, “The 
Meaning of Kephalē,” 459). Lee-Barnwall interacts with Cervin’s concern (and Grudem’s concession) about simile vs. 
metaphor and rightly says that “simile and metaphor were not considered fundamentally different by the rhetoricians. 
Thus, Aristotle states, ‘A simile is also a metaphor; for there is little difference…(Similes) should be brought in like 
metaphors, for they are metaphors, differing in the form of expressions’ (Rhet. 3.4.1)” (Lee-Barnwall, “Turning Kephalē on 
its Head,” 608).  



“Ye cannot have the same man as your ruler and your slave.” Since in this case also one 
certainly can apply the fable of the serpent whose tail rebelled against its head (kephalē) and 
demanded the right to lead in turn instead of always following…” (Plutarch Agesilaus 2.5)82  
 

Here, a ruler who follows popular opinions is compared to a serpent whose tail insisted on leading 
the body instead of it being led by the head. The serpent consequently harmed itself. The 
implication is that a ruler should be like the “head” of a serpent and lead the people.  
 
Plutarch records an incident where Catiline, a Roman statesman during the Republic, says to Cicero:  
 

“What dreadful thing, pray,” said [Cataline], “am I doing, if, when there are two bodies, one 
lean and wasted, but with a head (kephalē), and the other headless (akephalos) but strong and 
large, I myself become a head (kephalē) for this?” (Cicero 14.4).  

 
It seems rather clear from the context that kephalē refers to an authoritative ruling position, as Wayne 
Grudem points out: “In saying this, Catiline was threatening to become the head of the people and 
thus to lead the people in revolt against Cicero. Therefore, ‘Cicero was all the more alarmed’.”83  
 
Richard Cervin, who usually disagrees with Grudem, admits that “the connotation of authority may 
be present here due to the context” but goes on to identify two problems with this passage: 1) it’s a 
riddle, and 2) the riddle comes from Cicero’s speech Pro Murena 25.51, and Cicero spoke Latin. 
“Hence, Plutarch may have been translating this passage from Latin rather literally.”84 I don’t think 
Cervin’s point overturns Grudem’s interpretation, however. Even if the original speech was in Latin, 
Plutarch sees no problem using the Greek term kephalē to convey some kind of leadership role that 
Catiline was proposing.  
 
Libanius, a fourth century (A.D.) rhetorician, says that people who derided government authorities  

 
heaped on their own heads insults” (Oration 20.3.15) 
 

In the context, these “heads” are government authorities. In another oration, Libanius calls the 
emperor a “head” (kephalē) (Oration 52.18).85 And Philo refers “the eternal Logos” with kephalē:  

 
Where is the head of the world? …The head of all things is the eternal Logos of the eternal 
God, under which, as if it were his feet or other limbs, is placed the whole world (Quaest. In 
Exod. 2.117).  

 
The “head of the world” and “head of all things” could include some sense of “source,” but it seems 
to refer primarily to the authority that the Logos has over the world. However, as Clinton Arnold 
points, Christ is referred to in the next line, which shows that a Christian editor had a hand in the 
wording here. (I’m not sure if the redactor put in the word kephalē or if it was original.) This doesn’t 

 
82 Cervin, “On the Significance,” 15 says this is a literal use of head and not a metaphor.  
83 Grudem, “Does Kephalē (‘Head’) Mean ‘Source’ Or ‘Authority Over’ in Greek Literature?” 
84 “On the Significance,” 16. 
85 See Fitzmyer, “I Corinthians 11:3,” 55. 



take away from the fact that the Greek word kephalē still refers to some kind of ruling activity. It just 
means that it may have come from a later Christian scribe.86 
 
In short, there are several references to military leaders and emperors as “heads” ruling over other 
people, sometimes referred to as a “body.” And there are other references to some kind of authority 
or leadership role accredited to a person described as a kephalē. As far as I can tell, it wasn’t 
unnaturally for kephalē to refer to some kind of authoritative leadership role.  
 
This non-literal use of kephalē was probably connected to the ancient belief that the literal head 
exercised a ruling function over the body.  
 
 
The Literal “Head” Ruling over the Body 
 
On several occasions, Philo referred to the literal head as exercising some kind of rulership over the 
body:  

 
Philo, On Dreams 2.207: “‘head’ we interpret allegorically to mean the ruling (hegemona) part 
of the soul”  
 
Philo, On Moses 2.82: “The mind is head and ruler (hegemonikon) of the sense-faculty in us”  
 
Philo, Special Laws 184: “Nature conferred the sovereignty of the body on the head”  
 

Philo, Quaest. In Gen. 1.10: “The soul innervates and strengthens sense perception by 
directing its energies to what is suitable for it, with the participation of the parts of the body. 
And the centre, in one meaning, is the chief and head, as is the leader of a chorus.”87  

 
Philo’s statements resonate with Plato, who said:  
 

Copying the revolving shape of the universe, the gods bound the two divine orbits into a 
ball-shaped body, the part that we now call our head (kephalē). This is the most divine part 
of us, and master (despoteo) of all our other parts. They then assembled the rest of the body 
and handed the whole of it to the head, to be in its service. (Plato, Timaeus 44d) 

 
Cervin dismisses this passage as evidence for kephalē meaning “ruler,” since “[i]n Plato’s overall 
philosophy, it is not the head (kephalē) which is the governor or ruler, but rather it is the soul 
(psyche).”88 I don’t know enough about Plato’s philosophy to agree or disagree. All I can tell is that 
the Greek word kephalē here is clearly ascribed a ruling function over the body. Perhaps Plato’s 
statement reflects a correlation between “head” and “soul,” as seen later in Plutarch, who refers to 
the head and soul as ruling over the body:  

 
86 Arnold, “Jesus Christ,” 348. 
87 Clinton Arnold notes: “In this passage both the leadership of the head and its ability to provide for the body are 
stressed” (“Jesus Christ,” 356).  
88 Cervin, “On the Significance,” 11. 



We affectionately call a person ‘soul’ or ‘head’ (kephalē) from his ruling parts (ton kuriotaton)” 
(Plutarch, Table Talk 6.7 [692.E.1]).89  
 

Or in Philo’s statement quoted above, where the “‘head’ we interpret allegorically to mean the 
ruling (hegemona) part of the soul” (Philo, On Dreams 2.207; cf. Galen, On the Doctrines of Hippocrates and 
Plato, 120.1-10 cited below).90  
 
The literal head’s ruling activity over the body can also be seen in some medical writers like Galen 
(AD 129-216) who writes:  
 

Nor is it necessary that because the brain, like the great King, dwells in the head as in an 
acropolis, for that reason the ruling part of the soul is in the brain, or because the brain has the 
senses stationed around it like body guards, or even if one should go so far as to say that as 
heaven is to the whole universe, so the head is to man and that therefore as the former is the 
home of the gods, so the brain is the home of the rational faculty” (Galen, On the Doctrines of 
Hippocrates and Plato, 120.1-10).91 
 
To most people the head seems to have been formed on account of the encephalon and for 
that reason to contain all the sense, like the servants and guards of a great king” (Galen, On 
the Usefulness of the Parts of the Body).92  

 
Several scholars suggest that this literal understanding of the relationship between head and body 
probably served as inspiration for Paul’s head/body metaphor in Ephesians and Colossians.93 At the 
very least, I’d say that the literal understanding of the head’s authority over the body contributed to 
how non-literal uses of head/body imagery functioned in ancient writing.  
 
 
Summary  
 
As far as I can tell, kephalē can mean “source,” “prominence,” and “leader” in ancient Greek. But the 
most pervasive use conveys some sense of “authority,” often referring to a “leader.” Of the 5 or 6 
references where kephalē means “source,” 3 of them refer to the source of rivers, 1 to the source of 

 
89 Cervin says this is a literal use of head and not a metaphor. People were commonly addressed by “O Head” like we’d 
say “hey, man” and “Plutarch’s use of kephalē as the ‘ruling part’ is surely derived from his Platonism. Remember that for 
Plato, the ruling part is not the head as such, but the soul which is merely located in the head” (“On the Significance,” 
16). But doesn’t this still correlate the notion of “head” being “ruler” in some sense? The head is described as the “ruler” 
of the body or whole person (for whatever philosophical reason).  
90 See Grudem, “Does Kephalē (“Head”) Mean “Source” Or “Authority Over” in Greek Literature?” 42. 
91 Cited in Arnold, “Jesus Christ,” 353. 
92 Cited in Arnold, “Jesus Christ,” 354. Arnold says that for Galen, the brain is the source of the senses and nerves and 
all voluntary motion (see De Usu Partiuns 1.453.13-15). “What is important for us to note…is that he was firmly 
convinced that the egkephalos, located in the kephalē, was the command and supply center for the body” (ibid, 354). 
93 Arnold, “Jesus Christ,” 350-51 citing Lightfoot and M. Barth in support. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



sin, and only 1 refers to a person, Esau, being the “source” of other people (his clan). Another 
debated example in Philo (On Rewards and Punishments 125) might also mean “source” but without 
excluding notions of authority. 
 
But when it comes to references where kephalē means “leader, authority over,” we have many more 
examples (about 15 to 20) where kephalē is used to describe a person or persons with authority over 
other people. Several references even use a head/body metaphor to convey this idea, which is 
probably connected to the literal understanding of the head’s relationship to the literal body. This 
observation is important, since the two Pauline passages we’re ultimately concerned with (1 Cor 11:3 
and Eph 5:23) use kephalē to describe a person’s relationship to another person; namely, man’s (or a 
husband’s) relationship to woman (or his wife).  
  
This doesn’t mean such non-literal use of kephalē was widespread in ancient Greek. Even a couple 
examples of this usage is still very infrequent in light of the massive volume of Greek literature we’re 
working with. But were we to ask whether “source” or “leader” was the more common non-literal 
meaning of kephalē when it’s used in reference to a person’s relationship to other people, then based 
on the evidence, it seems to me that the best conclusion would be “leader.”  
 
I disagree, then, with scholars who say that it was “foreign…for Greek to use kephalē as a metaphor 
for ‘leader’”94 or that it “would probably never occur to Paul’s typical Greek readers that ‘head’ 
(kephalē) might mean ‘leader’ or ‘authority over’.”95 The evidence thus far suggests otherwise.   
 
  

 
94 Payne, The Bible, 54. 
95 Payne, Man and Woman in Christ, 121.  



The Use of Kephalē in Early Church Fathers  
 
 
The next body of literature we’ll look at—early Church Fathers (ca. AD 100-400)—is different from 
the previous onese, since these writers are actually drawing upon the New Testament. In other 
words, the following texts aren’t early sources of Paul’s linguistic world, nor are they potential 
sources Paul might be drawing upon; rather, they offer ancient interpretations of Paul, which 
includes how they understood the word kephalē.  
 
Scholars have come to different—and sometimes quite sweeping—conclusions regarding non-literal 
uses of kephalē in the early church Fathers. Catherine Kroeger says that the “church fathers argued 
vehemently that for Paul head had meant ‘source’.”96 Philip Payne agrees: “Church fathers 
overwhelmingly interpret ‘man is the head of woman’ and the other two kephalē occurrences in 1 Cor 
11:3 to mean source, not authority, even though they teach elsewhere that women are inferior and 
subordinate to men.”97 Wayne Grudem, however, comes to a very different conclusion, pointing out 
that there is absence of the meaning “source” for kephalē in Lampe’s Patristic Greek Lexicon, “the 
standard lexicon for this material, in the entry for kephalē.98 And Grudem’s extensive study of the 
early fathers argues that kephalē most often conveys some sense of “authority.”99 
 
As with my previous section, I will first look at passages where I think the sense of “source” is 
apparent. 
 

Kephalē as “Source” 
 
One of the most frequently cited passages in support of “source” comes from Cyril of Alexandria 
(AD 376-444):  
 

De Recte Fide ad Pulch. 2.3, 268 
[T]he one of the earth and dust has become (gegonen) to us the first head of the race, that is 
source/ruler (archē) but since the second Adam has been named Christ, he was placed as 
head (kephalē), that is source/ruler (toutestin archē) of those who through him are being 
transformed unto him into incorruption through sanctification by the Sprit. Therefore he on 
the one had is our source/ruler (archē), that is head, in so far as he has appeared as a man, 
indeed, he, being by nature God, has a head, the Father in heaven. For, being by nature God 
the Word, he has been begotten from Him. But that the head signifies the source/ruler 
(archē), the fact that the husband is said to be the head of the wife confirms the sense for the 
truth of doubters for she has been taken from him (elephthē gar ex autou). Therefore one 
Christ and Son and Lord, the one having as head the Father in heaven, being God by nature, 
became for us a ‘head’ accordingly because of his kinship according to the flesh.100 

 

 
96 Kroeger, “Head,” in the first edition of DPL; cited in Grudem, “The Meaning of Kephalē (‘Head’),” 44. 
97 Payne, “Forthcoming,” 2. 
98 Grudem, “The Meaning of Kephalē (‘Head’),” 40. 
99 Grudem, “The Meaning of Kephalē (‘Head’).” 
100 Cited in Grudem, “The Meaning of Kephalē (‘Head’),” 38) 



I’ve listed two different possible translations for archē (“source/ruler”), since both are possible, even 
though scholars don’t often mention this. They usually just translate it one way or another (“ruler” 
or “source”) depending on their respective understandings of kephalē as either “ruler” or “source.” 
Payne, for instance, assumes that archē means “source” here and therefore argues that:   
 

Cyril’s apposition, “the archē of man, the Creator God’, clearly explains what God as Creator 
is the source of man” that that “[t]he same meaning ‘source’ is required for kephalē by the 
immediately following, ‘Thus we say that “the kephalē of every man is Christ,” for man was 
made through him and brought into existence’.”101 

 
Wayne Grudem actually agrees with Payne here (it does happen from time to time) that “source” is 
possible, but that “this is still not an instance of ‘source’ apart from authority.”102 Grudem supports 
this by pointing to other passages where the idea of woman being created out of man is evidence of 
her subordination; therefore, the idea that kephalē could mean “source and not authority” would not 
have been recognized by the fathers.  
 
For instance, Grudem points to Clement of Alexandria who cites 1 Corinthians 11:3 and splices it 
together with 1 Corinthians 11:8, where the woman was created out of man: 
 
 The Stromata 4:8 (ANF 2, 420) 

“For I would have you to know,” says the apostle, “that the head (kephalē) of every man is 
Christ; and the head of the woman is the man [1 Cor 11:3]: for the man is not of the 
woman, but the woman of the man” [1 Cor 11:8]. 

 
Clement immediately leaves the topic of “head” but returns to it several paragraphs later, when he 
says:  
 

The ruling power is therefore the head (kephalē). And if “the Lord is head of the man, and the 
man is head of the woman,” the man, “being the image and glory of God, is lord of the 
woman.” Wherefore also in the Epistle to the Ephesians it is written, “Subjecting yourselves 
one to another in the fear of God. Wives, submit yourselves to your own husbands, as to the 
Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife…” 

 
At least for Clement, his use of kephalē doesn’t exclude notions of authority when he describes the 
man as the woman’s “source.” Grudem writes: “the man has ruling authority over the woman because 
she was taken from him. Clement of Alexandria is simply connecting 1 Cor 11:3 with 1 Cor 11:8, 
and seeing one as the reason supporting the other.”103  
 
I think Grudem’s point is well taken for Clement of Alexandria. But I’m nervous jumping so quickly 
to interpret Cyril’s words via Clement’s, unless we see evidence within the writings of Cyril that he used 
kephalē to mean “source” and “authority.” From my reading of the material, I have not seen Cyril use 
kephalē to mean “authority.”  
 
In fact, in another passage, Cyril again understands kephalē to mean “source” (or “beginning”):  

 
101 “Forthcoming,” 3 (emphasis original).  
102 Grudem, “The Meaning of Kephalē (‘Head’),” 38. 
103 Grudem, “The Meaning of Kephalē (‘Head’),” 40. 



 
 Cyril of Alexandria, De Recte Fide ad Arcadiam 1 1 5 5(2) 63 

“But I want you to know that the head of every man is Christ, and the head of a 
woman is the man, and the head of Christ is God.” The blessed Luke, composing for us 
the genealogy of Christ, begins (archetai) from Joseph, then he comes to Adam, soon 
speaking of God, placing as the beginning/source (archē) of man the God who made him. 
Thus we say Christ is the head of every man, for man was made through him and he was brought to 
birth, the Son not creating him in a servile way, but more divinely, as in the nature for workman. “But the 
head of a woman is the man,” for she was taken out of his flesh, and she has him even as 
(her) beginning/source (archē). And similarly, “the head of Christ is God,” for he is from him 
according to nature for the Word was begotten out of God the Father. Then how is Christ not God, the 
one of whom the Father, according to (his) nature, has been placed as head?’ Whenever I 
might say Christ appeared in the form of man, I understand the Word of God.”104  

 
This is another passage that Payne and others take to refer clearly to “source,”105 and not authority. I 
think something like “beginning” is probably a more accurate meaning, though “source” and 
“beginning” seem to overlap in meaning.  
 
It’s worth noting that Payne translates the word archē as “source” and uses this as evidence that 
“[t]he same meaning ‘source’ is required for kephalē.”106 I think he’s probably correct here, but the 
Greek word archē can be translated in various ways, such as “source,” “beginning,” or “ruler,” 
among others.   
 
In short, kephalē means something like “beginning” here without conveying any clear notions of 
“authority” or “rulership.”107  
 
Another passage where kephalē is taken to mean “source” comes from Theodore of Mopsuestia (ca. 
AD 350-428):  
 
 Commentary on 1 Corinthians 11:3 

This he wishes to say that, on the one hand, we move forward from Christ to God, out of 
whom he is, but on the other hand from man to Christ for we are out of him according to 
the second form of existence. For on the one hand, being subject to suffering, we consider 
Adam to be head (kephalē), from whom we have taken existence. But on the other hand, not being 
subject to suffering, we consider Christ to be head (kephalē), from whom we have an unsuffering 
existence. Similarly, he says, also from woman to man, since she has taken existence from 
him.108 

 

 
104 Cited in Grudem, “The Meaning of Kephalē (‘Head’),” 41. 
105 Payne argues: “Cyril’s apposition, ‘the archē of man, the Creator God’, clearly explains that God as Creator is the 
source of man. The same meaning ‘source’ is required for kephalē by the immediately following,’ Thus we say that ‘the 
kephalē of every man is Christ’, for man was made through him and brought into existence’” (“Forthcoming,” 3)  
106 “Forthcoming,” 3. 
107 Grudem says that kephalē probably means “beginning” here; “namely, the point from which something stated.” But 
he then says that “someone might argue for the sense ‘source, origin’, but the sense of ‘authority’ would fit as well” 
(“The Meaning of Kephalē (‘Head’),” 41).  
108 Cited in Grudem, “The Meaning of Kephalē (‘Head’),” 42-43. 



This seems to be another clear instance where kephalē means “source.” But did Theodore believe 
that “source” excluded all notions of “authority?” A few lines later, Theodore appeals to 1 
Corinthians 11:7-8 (where Paul refers to the woman being created out of man) in a way very similar 
to Clement of Alexandria’s quote above, where the man’s “source” of the woman is the reason for 
his “authority” over his wife: 
 

He calls the woman “glory” but surely not “image,” because it applied faintly, since “glory” 
looks at obedience but “image” looks at rulership (eis to archikon).  

 
Theodore takes “glory” to signify the woman’s obedience to man and “image” to refer to the man’s 
“rulership.” This statement is important, not simply because it occurs in the context of his previous 
comment on 1 Corinthians 11:3, but because it teases out his theological understanding of what 
“source” means. I think Payne is correct that Theodore’s “three repetitions of the phrases ‘from 
whom’ and ‘received existence’ explain each instance of kephalē to mean the source,” but Payne 
doesn’t mention Theodore’s later understanding of what source means according to his comments 
on 1 Corinthians 11:3. In short, I think this text might be a case where kephalē means “source,” while 
still conveying notions of “authority” in light of how the author understood the significance of one 
person being the source of another.  
 
On at least two occasions, Athanasius refers to Arian creeds that use kephalē in a non-literal sense:  
 

Athanasius, Anathema 26, MPG 26, 740B 
Whoever shall say that the Son is without beginning and ingenerate, as if speaking of two 
unbegun and two ingenerate, and making two Gods, be he anathema. For the Son is the 
Head, namely the source/beginning/ruler (archē) of all and God is the head, namely the 
beginning/source/ruler (archē) of Christ, for thus to one unbegun source/beginning/ruler 
(archē) of the universe do we religiously refer all things through the Son.109  

 
 Athanasius Syn. Armin. 26.3.35 

…the Son to have been generated before ages, and in no wise to be ingenerate himself like 
the Father, but to have the Father who generated him as his source/beginning/ruler 
(archē)— “the head (kephalē) of Christ is God.”110 

 
Payne lists these two texts as further evidence that kephalē means source (and again, he assumes that 
archē means “source” here). But given the ambiguity of archē and the fact that these are Arian creeds 
and not Athanasius’ own words makes me hesitant using these two passages to help us understand 
how the early fathers understood kephalē. As for Athanasius himself, I only know of one other place 
where he uses kephalē in a non-literal sense. He refers to “the bishops of illustrious cities” as “the 
heads (kephaloi) of great churches,” which seems to point clearly to their authoritative leadership 
over those churches.111  
 

 
109 Cited in Grudem, “The Meaning of Kephalē (‘Head’),” 38; see also Payne, “Forthcoming,” 55 for a different translation 
and interpretation. 
110 Cited in Payne, “Forthcoming,” 5. 
111 Athanasius, Apol II contra Aranos 89, PG 25 409A; see Grudem, “The Meaning of Kephalē (‘Head’),” 38; Fitzmyer, 
“Kephalē in 1 Corinthians,” 56. 



Payne appeals to a passage from Eusebius as proof that “[m]any church fathers…explain that each 
instance of ‘head’ in 1 Cor. 11:3 means ‘source’:”112 
 

Eusebius, Eccl Theol 1 11 2-3 
And the great apostle teaches that the head of the Son himself is God, but [the head] of the 
church is the Son. How is he saying, on the one hand, “the head of Christ is God,” but on 
the other hand saying concerning the Son, “and he gave him to be head over all things for 
the church, which is his body?” Is it not therefore that he may be leader (archēgos) and head 
(kephalē) of the church, but of him [the head] is the Father. Thus there is one God the Father 
of the only Son, and there is one head, even of Christ himself. But if there is one 
source/beginning/ruler (archē) and head, how then could there be two Gods? Is he not one 
alone, the one above whom no one is higher, neither does he claim any other cause of 
himself, but he has acquired the familial, unbegun, unbegotten deity from the monarchial 
authority (tēs monarchikēs exousias), and he has given to the Son his own divinity and life, who 
through him caused all things to exist, who sends him, who appoint him, who commands, 
who teaches, who commits all things to him, who glorifies him, who exalts (him), who 
declares him king of all, who has committed all judgment to him.113  

 
Payne cites his passage as clear proof that kephalē means “source.” But I don’t see this interpretation 
to be as clear as Payne does. For one, Payne leaves off the final part of the paragraph that I’ve 
underlined (beginning with “who sends him…”). This seems curious to me, since this section 
describes what certainly appears to be the Father’s authority or leadership over the Son. (This should 
not be taken to imply some kind of ontological subordination of the Son, but a relationship of 
mutual love, where the Son freely submits to and obeys the Father as one who is ontologically 
equal). But even in the section Payne does cite, I find it hard to interpret kephalē in such a way that 
excludes all notions of “authority” or “leadership.” Eusebius seems to assume the Father’s authority 
over the Son, while defending this notion against the heresy that such authority implies ontological 
subordination.  
 
I think Grudem is probably closer to the mark when he says that “this quotation from Eusebius 
shows that the Father as ‘head’ has supreme authority, and that his authority over the Son is seen in 
many actions: he sends the Son, he appoints him, he commands him, he teaches him, commits all 
judgment to him, and so forth.”114  
 
There’s another text that scholars cite as evidence that the church fathers interpreted kephalē to mean 
“source.”  
 

Photius, Comm. 1 Cor. 11:3 (AD 9th Cent.) 
On the one hand, the head of us who believe is Christ, as we are members of the same body 
and fellow partakers with him, having been begotten through the fellowship of his body and 
blood: for through him we all, having been called ‘one body’, have him as head. ‘But the 
head of Christ is God’ even the father, as a begeter and originator and one of the same 
nature as him. ‘And the head of the woman is the man’, for he also exists as her begetter 
and originator and one of the same nature as her. The analogy is suitable and fits together. 

 
112 The Bible, 54; cf. Payne, “Forthcoming,” 6. 
113 Cited in Grudem, “The Meaning of Kephalē (‘Head’),” 43-44. 
114 Grudem, “The Meaning of Kephalē (‘Head’),” 44. 



But if you might understand the ‘of every man’ [1 Cor 11:3] also to mean over the 
unbelievers, according to the word of the creation this (meaning) only is allowed: For having 
yielded to the man to reign over the others, he allowed him to remain under his own unique 
authority and rule (auton hupo tēn idian monon eiase menein exousian kai archēn) not having 
established over him another ruler and supreme authority.”115  

 
Payne cites this passage as proof that “many church fathers” interpreted kephalē to mean “source” 
and not “leader, authority over.” 116 The late Catherine Kroeger also cites this passage as one of 
many Classical Greek sources that use kephalē to mean “source.”117 But there are two challenges to 
this interpretation. First, Photius is writing in the 9th century; he’s neither an early church father nor 
writing anywhere near the classical era.118 He’s so far removed from Paul’s time that whatever he 
thought about kephalē shouldn’t be considered significant evidence for how Paul might have used the 
word.  
 
Second, if you look at the latter part of the passage, it seems clear that Photius did not understand 
kephalē to mean “source” and not “authority.” But both Kroeger and Payne leave off the underlined 
portions of this quote when they cite it as evidence for their view, which feels suspicious to me, 
since the portion they leave off goes directly against their interpretive conclusions.  
 
Another occurrence of kephalē that probably means “source” comes in the so-called Macrostich 
Creed (A.D. 345) which says:  
 

we acknowledge that the Father who alone is unbegun and ingenerate, has generated 
inconceivably and incomprehensibly to all; and that the Son has been generated before ages, 
and in no wise to be ingenerate Himself like the Father, but to have the Father who 
generated Him as His beginning; for “the head (kephalē)of Christ is God” (1 Corinthians 
11:3).119 

 
This Creed expresses trinitarian views that are somewhere in-between Arian and orthodox. In any 
case, this passage seems to understand kephalē to mean “beginning” or “source,” since it cites 1 
Corinthians 11:3 as proof that “the Father...generated Him as His beginning.” 
 
In sum, from my vantage point, the first two passages from Cyril of Alexandria and the last one 
from the Macrostich Creed are the only texts where kephalē means “source” with no clear sense of 
“authority over, leader.” Other passages do interpret kephalē to mean “source,” but the larger context 
suggests that the authors did not see this as excluding notions of authority or leadership.  
 
 

 
115 Cited in Grudem, “The Meaning of Kephalē (‘Head’),” 51. 
116 The Bible Vs. Biblical Womanhood, 54 
117 Kroeger, “Head,” in the first edition of the Dictionary of Paul and His Letters. 
118 Grudem has pointed this out and Kroeger responded by saying that Photius was also a lexicographer who studied 
Greek literature from a much earlier period, so his understanding is important. (Payne simply lists Photius as one of 
several “church fathers,” citing Kroeger’s article in support.) Grudem, however, points out that the quote from Photius 
is in one of his commentaries, not his lexicon, so it’s misleading to cite him as evidence for a much earlier understanding 
of kephalē (see Grudem, “The Meaning of Kephalē (‘Head’),” 54.  
119 Cited in Athanasius’s De Synodis 26. 



Kephalē as “Authority Over” or “Leader” 
 
We’ve already cited Clement of Alexandria (The Stromata 4:8), who said “the head is the leading (to 
hegemonikon) part,” which conveys the idea of “authority.” There are other passages where kephalē 
might convey some sense of authority as well. In describing the teaching of the Gnostics, 2nd century 
Irenaeus writes: 
 

Irenaeus, Against Heresies 5 3  
They go on to say that the Demiurge imagined that he created all these things of himself, 
while in reality he made them in conjunction with the productive power of 
Achamoth…They further affirm that his mother originated this opinion in his mind, because 
she desired to bring him forth possessed of such a character that he should be the head 
(kephalēn) and source/beginning/ruler of his own essence (men kai archēn tēs idias ousias), and 
the absolute ruler (kurios) over every kind of operation [that was afterwards attempted]. This 
mother they call Ogdoad, Sophia, Terra.120 

 
From my vantage point, this one is difficult to sort out. Once again, kephalē occurs in close 
relationship to the ambiguous word archē and is followed by a reference to “absolute ruler (kurios).” 
Do these terms help further define kephalē as “authority over?” Or are they used alongside kephalē, 
which should be taken to mean something other than “authority over?” I do lean toward the former, 
that the context is ripe with notions of “authority” and that these notions contribute to our 
understanding of kephalē here. But I hold this interpretation rather loosely.  
 
A much clearer example, to my mind, comes in Basil the Great’s homily on Psalm 28: 
 

Basil the Great of Caesarea, In Psalmum 28 (homilia 2), MPG 30 80 

“And the beloved is as the son of unicorns” [LXX Ps 28:6b]. After opposing powers are 
raised up, then love for the Lord will appear plainly, and his strength will become evident, 
when no one casts a shadow over those in his presence. Therefore he says, after the 
[statement about] beating “the beloved will be as the son of unicorns.” But a unicorn is a 
royal (archikos) animal, not made subject to man, his strength unconquerable (anupotakton anthrōpō, 
tēn ischun akatamaxēton) always living in desert places, trusting in his one horn. Therefore the 
unconquerable nature of the Lord is likened to a unicorn, both because of his rule (archē) upon 
everything, and because he has one ruler (archē) of himself, the Father for “the head (kephalē) 
of Christ is God”.121 

 
The reference to “unicorns” is based on a mistranslation of the LXX and need not concern us. In 
any case, Basil associates “the unconquerable nature of the unicorn…to the supreme rule of Christ 
over everything” and cites the Father’s headship over Christ (from 1 Cor. 11:3) as correlating to 
Christ’s “rule (archē) upon everything.” I do think that “rule/ruler” is the best rendering of archē in 
this passage given the context.122 And if this is correct, then kephalē also means “ruler.”  

 
120 Quoted in Grudem, “The Meaning of Kephalē (‘Head’),” 50. 
121 Cited in Grudem, “The Meaning of Kephalē (‘Head’),” 42. 
122 So also Grudem: “…it is significant that for Basil ‘the head of Christ is God’ meant ‘the ruler over Christ is God’, and 
the word archē meant ‘ruler’ when it was used as a synonym for kephalē” (Grudem, “The Meaning of Kephalē (‘Head’),” 42. 



 
A similar connection between archē and kephalē comes in a passage in Eusebius:  
 

Eusebius, Eccl. Theol. 2 7 1  

…but fear, O man, lest having confessed two substances, you would bring in two 
rulers/beginnings/sources (archē) and would fall from the monarchial deity? Learn then thus, 
since there is one unbegun and unbegotten God, and since the Son has been begotten from 
him, there will be one ruler/beginning/source (archē), and one monarchy and kingdom, since 
even the Son himself claims his Father as ruler/beginning/source (archē): ‘for the head 
(kephalē) of Christ is God’, according to the apostle. 

 
Grudem has a one-line commentary on this passage: “Again, Eusebius explains ‘the head of Christ is 
God’ to imply that God the Father has supreme authority, and the Son is not another authority 
equal to him.”123 Grudem might be right, but his interpretation does depend on archē meaning 
“ruler” rather than “source” or “beginning.” To my mind, the ambiguity of archē feels more 
pronounced. Since Eusebius says “the Son has been begotten from him, there will be one archē,” this 
seems to suggest that archē does mean “source” or “beginning.” But I think it’s difficult to say for 
sure.  
 
As far as I can tell, John Chrysostom (AD 347-407) gives us one of the more detailed discussions on 
the meaning of kephalē in one of his homilies on 1 Corinthians. I do think this passage has been 
misunderstood by some scholars, so I’ll walk through a large portion of this text chunk by chunk so 
you can see the entire context:124  
 
 Homily 26 on 1 Corinthians 

“But the head of the woman is the man; and the head of Christ is God.” Here 
the heretics rush upon us with a certain declaration of inferiority, which out of these words 
they contrive against the Son. But they stumble against themselves. For if the man be the 
head of the woman, and the head be of the same substance with the body, and the head of 
Christ is God, the Son is of the same substance with the Father.  

 
Chrysostom is commenting on 1 Corinthians 11:3 and responding to Arian heretics who say this text 
shows that the Son is not of the same divine essence as the Father. He goes on to say:  

 
“Nay,” say they, “it is not His being of another substance which we intend to show from 
hence, but that He is under subjection.” What then are we to say to this?  

 
So, the heretics, according to Chrysostom, seek to show that if Christ is “under subjection” to the 
Father, then this must mean that he’s ontologically inferior to the Father. Chrysostom will go on to 
argue that wives submit to their husbands and yet they are ontologically equal to their husbands. This provides the 
logic that both the Son and wives can submit to the Father and their husbands respectively and this 
does not mean that they are ontologically inferior. Chrysostom says:  
 

 
123 Grudem, “The Meaning of Kephalē (‘Head’),” 44. 
124 The following text is translated by Talbot W. Chambers. From Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, First Series, Vol. 
12. Edited by Philip Schaff. (Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1889). 



In the first place, when anything lowly is said of him conjoined as He is with the Flesh, there 
is no disparagement of the Godhead in what is said, the Economy admitting the expression. 
However, tell me how you intend to prove this from the passage? Why, as the man governs 
the wife, says he, so also the Father, Christ. Therefore also as Christ governs the man, so 
likewise the Father, the Son. For the head of every man, we read, is Christ.  

 
And who could ever admit this? For if the superiority of the Son compared with us, be the 
measure of the Father's compared with the Son, consider to what meanness you will bring 
Him. So that we must not try all things by like measure in respect of ourselves and of God, 
though the language used concerning them be similar; but we must assign to God a certain 
appropriate excellency, and so great as belongs to God. For should they not grant this, many 
absurdities will follow. As thus; the head of Christ is God: and, Christ is the head of the 
man, and he of the woman. Therefore if we choose to take the term, head, in the like 
sense in all the clauses, the Son will be as far removed from the Father as we are from Him. 
Nay, and the woman will be as far removed from us as we are from the Word of God. And 
what the Son is to the Father, this both we are to the Son and the woman again to the man.  

 
As far as I can tell, Chrysostom is granting the premise of his opponents, that the relationship 
between the Father and Son correlates with the husband and the wife. We should notice that if 
Chrysostom understood kephalē to mean “source” with no sense of “authority,” he could have 
nipped the whole debate in the bud. But he doesn’t. He agrees that “head” means “authority” but 
will go on to show why this does not imply ontological subordination. He continues:  
 

And who will endure this? But do you understand the term head differently in the case of the 
man and the woman, from what thou dost in the case of Christ? Therefore in the case of the 
Father and the Son, must we understand it differently also. How understand it 
differently? says the objector. According to the occasion. For had Paul meant to speak of rule and 
subjection, as you say, he would not have brought forward the instance of a wife, but rather of a slave and a 
master.  
 

This is a key statement. Chrysostom is wrestling with two different understandings of “rule and 
subjection.” One is between a “slave and a master,” which implies inferiority. Another, however, is 
between “husband and wife,” where the wife still submits to her husband but such submission is as an 
ontological equal. Chrysostom says:  

 
For what if the wife be under subjection to us? It is as a wife, as free, as equal in honor. And the Son also, 
though He did become obedient to the Father, it was as the Son of God, it was as God…For if we admire 
the Son that He was obedient so as to come even unto death, and the death of the cross, and 
reckon this the great wonder concerning Him; we ought to admire the Father also, that He 
begot such a son, not as a slave under command, but as free, yielding obedience and giving counsel. For 
the counsellor is no slave. But again, when you hear of a counsellor, do not understand it as 
though the Father were in need, but that the Son has the same honor with Him that begot 
Him. Do not therefore strain the example of the man and the woman to all particulars. 

 
Chrysostom will go on to interact with 1 Timothy 2, Ephesians 5, and other passages that discuss 
male/female relations, where the wife is called to submit, but not because she’s ontologically inferior. 
As far as I understand Chrysostom, he’s arguing that neither the Son’s submission to the Father nor 
the wife’s submission to her husband—both of which are implied in the use of kephalē in 1 



Corinthians 11:3—imply ontological subordination.125 But his entire discussion assumes that kephalē 
conveys some sense of “authority,” not simply “source.” 
 
In any case, there are several other places where Chrysostom uses kephalē to mean “authority over, 
leader.” For instance:  
 

Chrysostom, Homily 5 on 1-2 Thessalonians 
Thou art the head of the woman, let then the head regulate the rest of the body. Dost thou 
not see that it is not so much above the rest of the body in situation, as in forethought, 
directing like a steersman the whole of it? For in the head are the eyes both of the body, and 
of the soul. Hence flows to them both the faculty of seeing, and the power of directing. And the 
rest of the body is appointed for service, but this is set to command. All the sense have thence their 
origin and their source. Thence are sent forth the organs of speech, the power of seeing, and 
of smelling, and all touch. For thence is derived the root of the nerves and of the bones. 
Seest thou not that it is superior in forethought more than in honor? So let us rule the women, let 
us surpass them, not by seeking greater honor from them, but by their being more benefited by us.126  

 
Catherine Kroeger cites this passage as proof that kephalē means “source,” but I’ve underlined the 
portions of the text that she left out of her quotation. They happen to be the same portions that 
suggest—or, definitely show?—that Chrysostom understands kephalē to include some sense of 
authority.  
 
There are other passages where Chrysostom seems to convey ideas of both “prominence” and 
“authority” when he uses the term kephalē. For instance: speaking of the emperor he says: “For the 
king is the summit and head of all men on earth.”127 Of the city of Antioch, he says: “Of all the 
cities that lie in the East our city is the head and mother.”128 Prominence seems to be the main 
point, but it’s hard to read this as not also conveying some sense of authority as well. In several 
different homilies where Chrysostom interacts with passages that include kephalē (Eph. 5:23, etc.), he 
seems to understand the word to convey “authority:” 
 

Homily 20 on Ephesians 
 

125 I think Catherine Kroeger misunderstands Chrysostom’s argument, when she says: “In view of Scripture ascribing 
coequality of Christ with the Father…John Chrysostom declared that only a heretic would understand Paul’s use of 
‘head’ to mean ‘chief’ or ‘authority over’. Rather one should understand the term as implying ‘absolute oneness and 
cause and primal source’ (PG 61 214, 216)” (“Head” in DPL, 377). See Grudem, “The Meaning of Kephalē (‘Head’),” 26-
27, for a scathing rebuttal. Grudem points out: “Chrysostom uses kephalē to say that one person is the ‘head’ of another 
in at least six different relationships: (1) God is the ‘head’ of Christ; (2) Christ is the ‘head’ of the church; (3) the husband 
is the ‘head’ of the wife; (4) Christ is the ‘head’ of all things; (5) church leaders are the ‘head’ of the church; and (6) a 
woman is the ‘head’ of her maidservant. In all six cases, he uses language of rulership and authority to explain the role of 
the ‘head’, and uses language of submission and obedience to describe the role of the ‘body’. Far from claiming that 
‘only a heretic’ would use kephalē to mean ‘authority over’, Chrysostom repeatedly uses it that way himself” (Grudem, 
“The Meaning of Kephalē [‘Head’],” 33-34).  
126 Quoted in Grudem, “The Meaning of Kephalē (‘Head’),” 2001, 56. Grudem in response to Kroeger: “The words 
missing from her quotation disprove the point she is trying to make.” “Both at the beginning and the end of this 
quotation Chrysostom makes explicit the parallel with the husband’s governing role as ‘head’ meaning ‘one in authority’” 
(Ibid., 56). 
127 John Chrysostom, Ad populum antiochenum 2 2, PG 49 36. See Fitzmyer, “1 Corinthians 11:3,” 56, who says this 
reference supports the translation of “ruler, leader, authority over.” 
128 John Chrysostom, Ad populum antiochenum 3 1.  



Then after saying, The husband is the head of the wife, as Christ also is of 
the Church, he further adds, and He is the Saviour of the body. For indeed the head is the 
saving health of the body. He had already laid down beforehand for man and wife, the 
ground and provision of their love, assigning to each their proper place, to the one that of 
authority and forethought, to the other that of submission. As then the Church, that is, both husbands 
and wives, is subject unto Christ, so also ye wives submit yourselves to your husbands, as unto God.  

 
Chrysostom understands “head” to mean “the saving health of the body,” which, it seems, includes 
some sense of “authority” as the rest of the section suggests.  
 

Homily 3 on Ephesians 
“And gave Him to be Head over all things to the Church.” Amazing again, whither has 
He raised the Church? As though he were lifting it up by some engine, he has raised it up to 
a vast height, and set it on yonder throne; for where the Head is, there is the body also. 
There is no interval to separate between the Head and the body; for were there a 
separation, then were it no longer a body, then were it no longer a head. Over all things, he 
says. What is meant by over all things? He has suffered neither Angel nor Archangel nor any 
other being to be above Him. But not only in this way has He honored us, in exalting that 
which is of ourselves, but also in that He has prepared the whole race in common to follow 
Him, to cling to Him, to accompany His train.  

 
Head here seems to convey the exalted position of Christ (based on Eph. 1:21-22) and the church, 
by virtue of being Christ’s body. Does this exalted position convey authority? It doesn’t seem that 
this is the point that Chrysostom draws out from kephalē, so it’s probably best to say he’s only 
thinking of the exalted and honorable position of Christ and his body (i.e. the church). 
 
Grudem also lists Chrysostom’s Homily 6 on Ephesians and Homily 15 on Ephesians as texts that use 
kephalē to mean “authority,” but after reading through both homilies I couldn’t find any occurrence 
of the word along these lines. 129 (I simply could have missed it.)  
 
For the sake of space, I’ll only mention a few other places where early fathers seem to use kephalē to 
mean “authority over” or “leader.”  
 

• Gregory of Nyssa (Encomium in Sanctum Stephanum 2 46, PG 46 733) refers to: “Peter, the 
head of the apostles, is recalled and with him the rest of the members of the church are 
glorified.”130 

• Pseudo-Chrysostom (In Psalmum 50, PG 55 581) similarly says: “Did not that pillar of the 
church [Peter], that foundation of faith, that head of the chorus of the apostles, deny Christ 
once and twice and thrice?”  

 
129 See Grudem, “The Meaning of Kephalē (‘Head’),” 28-31. 
130 See Fitzmyer, “1 Corinthians 11:3,” 56. 



• Tertullian, Marc. 5 8 (in Latin not Greek): “‘The head of every man is Christ’. What Christ, 
if he is not the author of man? The head here he has put for authority, now “authority” will 
accrue to none else than the ‘author’.”131 

• Greek Anthology 8.19 (Epigram of Gregory of Nazianzus, 4th cent. AD). Gregory of 
Nazianzus is called “head of a wife and three children.” 

• Shepherd of Hermes, Similitudes 7:3: Though not a church father, this early Christin text 
refers to the husband as “the head of your household” in a way that suggests authority.132  
 

 
 

Summary  
  
As I read through the relevant texts, it appears that several church fathers understood the head 
metaphor in 1 Corinthians 11:3 and Ephesians 5:23 to convey some sense of authority. We do see at 
least one writer (e.g. Cyril of Alexandria) and one creed (The Macrostich Creed) use kephalē to mean 
“source” without any clear notions of “authority.” Other writers understand kephalē to mean 
“source” but as grounds for “authority” (Clement of Alexandria; Theodore of Mopsuestia). Other 
authors (e.g. Chrysostom; Basil the Great; possibly Irenaeus) seem to understand kephalē as 
“authority” with or without some sense of “prominence” as well. Several passages are complicated 
by the correlation between kephalē and archē —the latter term itself being ambiguous.  
 
In short, while kephalē can mean “source,” the most common meaning in the early church fathers 
includes some sense of “authority.”  
 
  

 
131 The Five Books Against Marcion, book 5, chap 8, ANF vol. 3, p. 445, cited in Grudem “The Meaning of Kephalē 
(‘Head’),” 50. Kroeger lists this as one of many pieces of evidence that kephalē meant “source” in Classical Greek (??). 
Grudem points out that this text is neither classical nor Greek, nor does “head” mean source here. 
132 Fitzmyer says “authority over, ruler” (“1 Corinthians 11:3,” 55). Perrimann says that “nothing is found in the context 
to suggest that the expression denotes his authority rather than simply his position sociologically defined” (“The Head of 
a Woman,” 610). But wouldn’t the “sociologically defined” nature behind the “head of a household” including some 
kind of authority and rule? 



The Use of Kephalē in Ephesians 1:22 and 4:15  
 
Aside from 1 Corinthians 11 and Ephesians 5, Paul uses kephalē in a non-literal sense in 5 other 
passages, all of which are in Colossians and Ephesians (Col 1:18; 2:10; 2:18; Eph 1:22; 4:15). I’ll only 
deal the two passages in Ephesians since it’s in this letter where we encounter Paul’s use of kephalē in 
Ephesians 5:23.  
 
 
 

The Meaning of Kephalē in Ephesians 1:22 
 
 
 The full context (1:19-23) reads:  
 

That power is the same as the mighty strength he exerted when he raised Christ from the 
dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly realms, far above all rule and authority, 
power and dominion, and every name that is invoked, not only in the present age but also in 
the one to come. And God subjected (hupetaxen) all things under his feet and appointed him 
to be head over (kephalēn huper) everything for the church, which is his body, the fullness of 
him who fills everything in every way. 

 
Most commentators and scholars agree (rightly, to my mind) that kephalē conveys some sense of 
ruling authority here.133 This reading is supported by the larger context, which is loaded with terms 
and images that highlight Christ’s exalted position as ruler. For instance, “seated him at his right 
hand” is a royal image that highlight’s Christ’s ruling authority. The image was a common one in the 
ancient world, as Andrew Lincoln writes: “Occupying a place on the god’s right hand meant that the 
ruler exercised power on behalf of the god and held a position of supreme honor.”134 That Christ’s 
rule is “far above all rule and authority, power and dominion” does not just refer to his vertical 
distance above these demonic forces, but his ruling authority over them. That God has “subjected 
(hupetaxen) all things under his feet,” alludes to Psalm 8:6: “You have given him dominion over the 
works of your hands; you have put all things under his feet.” Psalm 8:6 itself alludes to Genesis 1:26 
where humanity is commanded to rule over creation. The allusion to Psalm 8:6 together with the use 
of “subjected” (hupetaxen) highlights Christ’s ruling authority over all things. All of this provides the 
context for Paul’s statement that this exalted and royal Christ has been “appointed…to be 
head (kephalen) over everything for the church.”  
 
Given all of these contextual features, kephalē most likely conveys some sense of authority.   
 
But could kephalē mean “source” here? While other passages say that Christ is the “source” of 
everything (1 Cor 8:6; Heb 1:2), it’s unlikely that this is what kephalē conveys here, since Paul uses the 
phrase “head over” (kephalēn huper) not “head of” everything.135 Together with the other images 

 
133 Arnold, Ephesians, 115-16; Thielmann, Ephesians, 116-117; Lincoln, Ephesians, 70. 
134 Ephesians, 62. 
135 “[T]he connotation of source does not fit the context at all. It makes no sense to say that Christ is the ‘source over’ 
(hyper) all things in the church” (Cervin, “On the Significance,” 16). “Here again the meaning of ‘source’ for kephalē is 



discussed above that convey ruling authority, the phrase “head over all things” also highlights Christ’s 
rule.  
 
Some argue that kephalē means “prominence” without conveying any sense of ruling authority. 
Phillip Payne similarly argues that kephalē means “top,” “crown,” or “apex” in both Ephesians 1:22 
and Colossians 2:10 and that it cannot “be conclusively demonstrated to mean ‘authority over’” 
here.136  
 
I don’t believe this reading can be sustained, however.137 Again, kephalē occurs in a cluster of images 
that convey ruling activity, not simply some kind of non-ruling prominence.138 Christ’s isn’t just 
more prominent than “all things under his feet;” rather, the image is one of Christ subjugating “all 
things” and actively ruling over them. Likewise, the phrase “head over everything” conveys active ruling 
not simply positional prominence.  
 
Some scholars point out that this passage does not say that Christ rules over the church. For 
instance, Gilbert Bilezikian says: “In this passage there is no reference to headship as assumption of 
authority over the church.”139 In one sense, Bilezikian might be right. Paul doesn’t specifically say 
that Christ as head rules over the church. He says that “God…appointed him to be head over 
everything for (or ‘to’) the church” (1:22). The dative, tē ekklesia (“for/to the church”) can be 
rendered several ways,140 but Clinton Arnold represents the view of most scholars when he says  
 

Christ…is given to the church. God has given Christ a great victory over the powers of 
darkness and now possess full authority over them for the benefit of the church…On this 
basis, Christ can impart to the church all of the empowering resource it needs to resist the 
attacks of powers and to engage in the mission of filling the world that God has called it 
to.141  

 
In any case, the headship of Christ still conveys ruling authority, even if the specific entity he rules 
over is “all things” and not the church. In this context, the church joins Christ in his rule over all 
things.  
 
In short, I agree with the majority of scholars who understand kephalē to convey some sense of 
authority here in Ephesians 1:22.  

 
inappropriate to this context. In fact, the following huper panta would be inexplicable if one tried to interpret kephalē as 
source” (Arnold, “Jesus Christ,” 365). 
136 Payne, Man and Woman, 128 n. 72; idem, “Forthcoming,” 56. 
137 Cervin, who otherwise argues that kephalē most often means “prominence,” concedes the point that it probably does 
convey some sense of authority here: “While I will not deny that authority is a relevant issue in this passage, the question 
is whether authority is the primary connotation here, derived from the word kephalē itself” (Cervin, “On the Significance,” 
16) 
138 If by prominence, one means something similar to a mountain top that’s more prominent than other smaller 
mountains around it without that mountain top exercising any rule or authority over these other mountains, then this is 
an unlikely sense for kephalē here. 
139 Beyond Sex Roles (2nd ed.), 244 cited in Grudem, “The Meaning of Kephalē (‘head’), 461. See also Payne: “Ephesians 
1:22 does not state or imply that God made Christ head/authority over the church” (“Forthcoming,” 56).  
140 Cf. Cohick: “While the sense could be ‘with respect to the church’ (dative of reference), most who argue that the verb 
means “to give” conclude that this dative should be understood as an indirect object, ‘to the church’” (Cohick, Ephesians, 
129). 
141 Arnold, Ephesians, 116; cf. Thielmann, Ephesians, 113. 



 
 

The Meaning of Kephalē in Ephesians 4:15 
 
The next occurrence of kephalē in Ephesians also occurs in a head/body metaphor, but the context is 
different from Ephesians 1:22. Paul writes in Ephesians 4:15-16: 
 

Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will grow to become in every respect the mature body 
of him who is the head, that is, Christ. From him the whole body, joined and held together 
by every supporting ligament, grows and builds itself up in love, as each part does its work.142  

 
Paul here goes into detail about the head’s relationship to the body, making this passage (along with 
the parallel passage in Col. 2:19) an important window into Paul’s understanding of the head/body 
metaphor.  
 
Several scholars have pointed out that Paul’s image here is similar to how some ancient medical 
writers (esp. Hippocrates [ca. 460-370 B.C.] and Galen [AD 129-199]) and others like Plato, Philo, 
and Rufus discussed the literal head’s relationship to the body.143 Specifically, these writers believed 
that the head was the source of the nerves, ligaments, veins, and other body parts, and that the head 
ruled over the rest of the body. Source and authority. For instance, Galen writes:  
 

Nor is it necessary that because the brain, like the great King, dwells in the head (tē kephalē) 
as in an acropolis, for that reason the ruling part of the soul is in the brain, or because the 
brain has the senses stationed around it like body guards, or even if one should go so far as 
to say that as heaven is to the whole universe, so the head is to man and that therefore as the 
former is the home of the gods, so the brain is the home of the rational faculty” (Galen, On 
the Doctrines of Hippocrates and Plato, 120.1-10).144 

Rufus considers the head to be the source of the nerves and senses: “the processes springing from 
the brain (egkephalos) are the sensory and voluntary nerves (neura), through which feeling and 
voluntary movement—in fact, all the activities of the body—are carried out” (Onom. 163:12-14).145 
Plato writes about a similar connection between the head and body: “God set the sinews at the 
bottom of the head round about the neck and glued them there symmetrically…and the rest of the 
sinews he distributed amongst all the limbs (ta melē)), attaching joint to joint” (Tim. 75c-d).146 
According to Clinton Arnold, Hippocrates believed that the head was “the source of supply for the 
members of the body.” For “[f]rom the head, the veins reach to every part of the body and give 
nourishment (hē trophē) and provide (diadidomi) what the body needs (Nat. Hom. 19.11).”147 
 

 
142 Mickelsons: “source;” Bilezikian: “provider.” Cervin thinks both of these may be applicable, “but I do not believe 
that those notions can be derived from the semantic range of the word kephalē itself…I just do not think that the 
connotation of authority is necessarily explicit in the metaphor in this passage” (“On the Significance,” 17). 
143 First proposed by J.B. Lightfoot, Colossians, 198-201, and explored further by Barth, Ephesians, 1.190 and Arnold, 
“Jesus Christ,” 350-355. 
144 Cited in Arnold, “Jesus Christ,” 353. 
145 Cited in Arnold, “Jesus Christ,” 355. 
146 Cited in Arnold, “Jesus Christ,” 353. 
147 Arnold, “Jesus Christ,” 352.  



These same writers also ascribe to the head a ruling function over the body. “The ‘head’,” says Plato, 
is “the most divine part and reigning over all the parts within us. To it the gods delivered over the 
whole body they had assembled to be its servant” (Timaeus, 44d). This is similar to Galan quoted 
above, who said that “the head” houses “the ruling part of the soul” which is “the brain.” 
Elsewhere, Galan says that this is a common perspective: “To most people the head seems to have 
been formed on account of the encephalon and for that reason to contain all the sense, like the 
servants and guards of a great king” (De Usu Partium, 1.445.14-17). Clinton Arnold surveys many 
other similar examples and concludes: “one may safely conclude that for the medical writers (and for 
philosophers like Plato, Philo, and others), the head not only exercised sovereignty over the physical 
body, but was also the source of its sensations and movement.”148  
 
As I reflect on the meaning of kephalē in Ephesians 4, it seems rather clear that its meaning draws 
from the ancient understanding that the head was the life source of the rest of the body. As the head 
is the main source of life for the body and all its parts, so also Christ is the spiritual life-source for 
the church, the “body” of Christ. Kephalē simply means a literal “head” here and is being used in a 
novel (as opposed to a dead or conventional) metaphor that is playing off of what the culture 
thought of the function of the literal head during that time.149 Just as the literal head (as it was 
understood) gives life to the body, so also “kephalē” is “used to highlight the organic and life-giving 
unity of Christ with his body.”150 I do think that kephalē conveys the idea of “source” in the sense of 
“spiritual life source” here.  
 
But, if Paul’s understanding of the head/body metaphor reflects the ancient understanding of the 
head/body as expressed in medical writers and other philosophers, then the ancient idea of the head being 
the “source” of the body included the understanding that, as the source, the head also rules over the body.151 The most 
likely meaning of kephalē in Ephesians 4:15, then, is one that includes notions of source and 
authority, as we see in several medial writers and philosophers cited above.  
 
 
  

 
148 For instance, Arnold points out that “Philo frequently uses the word hegemonikos and its cognates (the ‘dominant’ or 
‘leading’ part) to characterize the head (e.g., Op. Mund. 119; Fug. 110, 182; Somn. 2.207; Vit. Mos. 2.30, 82; Spec. Leg. 3.184; 
Quaest. In Gen. 1.3, 10; 2.5; Quaest. In Exod. 2.124)” (“Jesus Christ,” 356). 
149 This wording is from Dr. Kevin Grasso who critically read earlier drafts of this paper.  
150 Dawes, The Body, 147.  
151 “Here again the dual notion of leadership and provision is present in the head-body imagery. This corresponds to the 
common notion of the function of the head in relationship to the body in the contemporary physiological 
understandings, and especially as represented by Philo” (Arnold, “Jesus Christ,” 363). 



Conclusion  
 
In my survey of all the metaphorical uses of kephalē in the LXX, extra-biblical Greek literature, and 
early church fathers, I’ve found that it most often conveys some sense of authority. In the few 
occasions where kephalē can mean “source” or “prominence,” notions of authority are often still 
present. This doesn’t mean Paul must use kephalē according to its most common usage; namely, to 
convey some sense of authority. But it does suggest that we should expect him to use kephalē in this 
sense, unless there’s something in Paul’s context that clearly shows that he strips kephalē of all 
notions of authority.  
 
Such is not the case, according to our examination of Paul’s use of kephalē in Ephesians 1:22 and 
4:15. In the former passage, Paul clearly uses kephalē to refer to Christ’s authoritative rule over “all 
things,” and in the latter, notions of “source” and “authority” are both present.  
 
Paul’s third and final use of kephalē comes in Ephesians 5:23, where he says that man/husband is the 
kephalē of woman/wife. I have examined this passage in great detail, along with Paul’s similar 
statement in 1 Corinthians 11:3, in my book From Genesis to Junia. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


