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Core Seminar

Biblical Manhood & Womanhood
Class 5: Biblical Femininity Defined (Pt. 2)

_______________________________________________________
I. Introduction

Today we’re going to open up with a couple of questions for you to answer. First, How does the world define womanhood? By the world I mean everything from Cosmopolitan magazine to self-help books, from Oprah to Hugh Hefner – you might agree, you might not, but what does the world say?


I think the world’s messages to us on womanhood are kind like going to the carnival and walking through that house of mirrors. When you’re in there, you see yourself, but in ways that are confusing – sometimes all stretched out, sometimes smooshed in – it looks like you, but there’s mixed messages everywhere. That’s hard. It’s confusing. 

Second, How does God’s Word define womanhood? We saw a number of passages last week, you could refer us to one of those; or, a different passage or principle from scripture. [Make sure the following material is covered:]

· Genesis 1-3: men and women are created equally in God’s image, both are to glorify God, woman is created with the unique role of being the man’s helper. In the fall, the roles of wife and mother in particular are cursed and made more difficult. More generally, we said that all women (married and single) apply this in their relationships with men at large by having a heart posture that seeks to affirm, nurture and facilitate a man’s God-given calling to serve and protect others.
· Ephesians 5:22-24, 33: Wives submit to husbands and respect them because in so doing they submit to the Lord. 
· 1 Peter 3:1-6: Wives submit to husbands even if they are unbelievers because they’re submitting to the Lord. And we saw that true beauty is not found in external apparel, but by a posture of the heart that trusts God: a gentle and quiet spirit.
· We saw in Proverbs 31:10-31 a wise, capable woman who used her skills to bless those around her, particularly her family. 
· And remember Galatians 3:28: “There is no male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” Men and women both need redemption in Christ. And they both find it through faith alone. Women and men alike find their primary identity in being united to Jesus (the perfect man) and living to glorify God.
There’s a clear distinction between what the Bible teaches about what a woman is and fallen, worldly distortions of God’s original design. “Biblical femininity” refers not to what man and woman’s sin has made of womanhood, or what Hollywood says, but what God intended a woman to be. 

Again, it’s worth recognizing that there are many things about being human that men and women share. [Look at back of handout:] We might say that for Christians, to be human is to glorify God as his image-bearers whom he has redeemed by his Son, filled with his Holy Spirit, united as his church, and called to proclaim his good news to the nations. That’s true of men and women. But men and women have distinct roles within that in the way that they glorify God. We defined biblical masculinity as a benevolent responsibility to lead, provide for and protect women in ways appropriate to a man’s differing relationships.
II. Exemplary Women

Now, we discussed last week how one of the challenges when we attempt to define femininity is that much of the Biblical teaching on this issue addresses women in the context of marriage. But you don’t need to be married to be a woman, and Paul commends singleness for women in 1 Cor 7:34: “The unmarried... woman is anxious about the things of the Lord, how to be holy in body and spirit.” She’s got her undivided attention on God. Paul says therefore that’s a wonderful state to be in.
For the rest of our class we’re going to go through a definition of Biblical femininity that’s very specific: it highlights what’s unique about womanhood by describing how women relate to men. But before we get there, I thought it would be useful to briefly mention four single women from scripture and how they’re held up as models of godliness for us. All of these women exemplify qualities from the definition of womanhood that we’re going to see, even though they’re single. And men can learn much from these women as well. I’m going to give you the movie preview version, and you can go to the scriptures to learn more about these women.
1. Woman #1: Rahab. Read Joshua 2. We’re not sure if she was officially married; her husband’s not mentioned. Not a role model in her profession: she was a prostitute. Yes, a role model in how she recognizes Yahweh as the true God, even though she wasn’t an Israelite. She honors the men who are Hebrew spies that ask for her help, and in doing so, she honors God. 
2. Woman #2: Ruth. Read the book of Ruth. She’s a widow. She’s loyal to her mother-in-law. She puts herself in Boaz’s path, and yet she does so in a submissive and deferential way. He takes the leadership in their unusual yet beautiful courtship. Both Ruth and Rahab are direct ancestors of Jesus Christ.
3. Woman #3: Esther. Read the book of Esther. As a single woman, she honors the leadership of her adopted father, Mordecai, and obeys him. Then when she’s married to a corrupt king, she doesn’t join him in his sin but boldly stands up and risks her life for God’s people. That’s real feminine strength.
4. Woman #4: Mary. Read Luke 1. No older than a teenager, not yet married to Joseph, finds out she’ll give birth to Christ and says “Behold, I am the servant of the Lord; let it be to me according to your word” (Lk 1:38). Her song in Luke 1 shows that she’s a theologian. She’s studied her Bible and her hope is in God as the deliverer of Israel. 
Four women. All of them imperfect. Yet all of them demonstrate not just general godliness that we can all emulate but also particularly feminine virtues. That leads us to our definition of Biblical femininity:
At the heart of mature femininity is a freeing disposition to affirm, receive and nurture strength and leadership from worthy men in ways appropriate to a woman’s differing relationships.
Let’s start with that first phrase:

III. At the heart of mature femininity is a freeing disposition...
A disposition is a person’s tendency to respond toward someone or something in a certain way. For instance, I have a fearful disposition toward cockroaches. If I see one next to me. I generally recoil in shock. Or another example, my disposition toward our president is one of honor and respect, not necessarily because I agree with everything he does or says, but because of the position, that Romans 13 tells me, he has been given by God. 

When we think about how the Bible describes a woman’s disposition, in particular toward men, we see that the posture of a woman’s heart is supposed to be one that’s inclined toward respect and honor and deference. It’s an inclination toward cultivating an inner beauty rather than a seductive, flashy, power-grabbing beauty that the world exalts. Women were created to look to men for leadership, protection and provision (remember Genesis 2) and because of this, their disposition should be one that expects men to lead and do the things God has called them to do. It’s not an attitude that seeks to usurp their authority or manipulate them in order to gain control.   
For example…let’s think about a wife’s disposition toward her husband. In general a wife’s disposition toward her husband should be one of submission and respect, as we saw in Eph 5 and 1 Pet 3. Now, the way that a wife shows her respect and submission will take different forms depending on how her husband is leading. 
In the best of scenarios, a husband will be leading and loving her as Christ led and loved the church. If he’s sacrificially serving her, tenderly speaking to her and graciously providing for her, she will more easily operate out of a disposition of trust and submission. She’ll find it easier to not rebel against him. 
On the other end of the spectrum, a woman might be married to a criminal. Though she’d still have a desire to show respect and submission because of the position God has given him as her husband, there will be some difficult situations where she’ll have to stand with Christ against the sin of her husband. She may even have to look outside of her marriage to her father and the elders of her church to give her the wisdom and guidance her husband was supposed to. Husbands…don’t put your wives in that position.
More commonly, most wives are married to men who have both good, godly aspects of their leadership while at the same time may have deficiencies…like immaturity in handling money, not leading the family well in discipleship, spending too much time at work or showing inconsistency in their own personal devotions – just to start with some examples from different times in my own marriage!
In all these examples, a wife will want to pray for her husband to grow and proactively encourage him to take leadership. There might be times that she’ll need to do things her husband should be doing. But in all of this, she can still have a spirit of submission and a disposition to yield. A godly wife can show by her attitude and behavior that she neither likes resisting her husband nor looks for opportunities to rebel against him.  She can make clear that she longs for him to forsake sin and lead in righteousness. 
So how should a woman who’s not married think about what it means to have a feminine disposition? Well, let’s take a single woman. She’ll spend her time differently than a married woman does…but, at the same time, she should still believe the same things about what a godly disposition is. The single woman may have more opportunities for ministry outside the home, and have more time for socializing and more responsibilities for work outside the home…but all the while, she should be seeking to help men exercise whatever leadership God’s called them to and honoring them as they do so. 
Or think about a single mom; she’ll necessarily have to provide financially and engage in other activities that might normally be the responsibility of a husband, but she can still be fully feminine as she honors the men she knows and sets her heart toward growing in the gentle, quiet spirit like 1 Peter speaks of.
So that’s the disposition itself.  The other part of this definition is that this disposition of biblical femininity to which women are called, as hard as it may be at times, is created by God to be experienced as freeing.  What that means is that in God’s design, women find freedom, joy and security in affirming and receiving strength and leadership from worthy men.

Now, I think all of us know that the world we live in doesn’t see a wife’s submission to her husband, and women honoring men’s leadership more generally as freeing things. In fact, if you watch TV for one evening, you’ll see that freedom for women is portrayed as a being economically self-sufficient, educationally superior, physically strong, sexually aggressive and independently successful. Our culture sees freedom as no authority and no restraint. This couldn’t be further from the truth.
Illustration: Sky diving…initial jump liberating…60 second free-fall is enthralling…but I very much want some restraints during that jump. I want a parachute to guide me and lead me safely to the ground. Now, if someone takes the leap from the airplane, but goes with no chute…they may not feel the weight of the parachute or the constraints of the straps...but that person is not free. They are in bondage to (1) the force of gravity, and (2) to the deception that all is well because in that moment they feel free. 

In the same way, true freedom comes from operating in God’s design, not operating outside of it. This is why we say that submitting to God’s design is freeing.  God’s design of men and women and the church and the family doesn’t call for women to be abused or patronized or disregarded.  Just the opposite – it calls for them to be served and honored.

Now…this is a good place to point out what we are all very aware of…the joy God designed us to know isn’t always fully experienced because of sin….two kinds of sin. 1st is the sinful tendencies of men. There are many fathers who hurt their daughters. There are church leaders who abuse those under their care. There are husbands who fail to follow Christ’s example. Men sin and this can steal the joy God intended women to know. 2nd, the sinful tendencies of women. Women can be prone to undermining men’s leadership and seeking to claim authority on their own. This, ironically, also steals the joy from women that God intends them to know. 
This is why it’s good for both men and women to realize that our foundational posture before God must be one of humility where we constantly draw upon the grace He has shown us in the Gospel of Christ. Jesus died for all our sinful tendencies, whether men or women. We must come to Christ and plead with Him to help us trust His design. I think of Jesus’ words who said in John 15:11, concerning God’s commands, “These things I have spoken to you, that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be full.” God gives joy to those who trust in Him and His word. 
[QUESTIONS?]

All right, so “biblical femininity is a freeing disposition…” to do what? It is free…  
IV. “. . . TO AFFIRM, RECEIVE AND NURTURE STRENGTH AND LEADERSHIP FROM WORTHY MEN . . .”

We see here that a woman’s energies and efforts center around responding to the “strength and leadership” of men. This strength (to serve) and leadership (to protect) are the qualities that we’ve said a biblical man should possess. Men are to be aware of their responsibility to lead, provide and protect. A woman then, should have a disposition to help men have and do those things while also expecting that she’ll receive benefit from those things, because God designed it that way.
Let’s first think about that phrase, “worthy men.” This is simply pointing out that there are some kinds of strength and leadership that a woman should never help to affirm or facilitate. Being a biblical woman is not merely a passive response to whatever sinful men may happen to offer up. Men can forfeit the respect they deserve from women. However, because of the power of the gospel, repentant men can gain back that “worthy” definition again.
Illustration: In Exodus 4 Moses’ wife Zipporah stops the family, circumcises their son because Moses hadn’t done it and God was about to kill Moses. She didn’t sit back and let her family die. 
So, when a man isn’t leading as he should and isn’t seemingly worthy of her respect, the woman’s response is not to abandon her femininity. She may need to step in and take the family to church or pay the bills or lead the children in prayer if the husband fails to lead in these things. But her femininity remains intact as a desire for things to be as God intended them to be. 
So let’s think about how the rest of this line of the definition. For a woman to “affirm” strength and leadership simply means that she is an advocate for the kind of masculine-feminine relationships we’ve been talking about in this class. A woman should seek to aid the leadership of worthy men. It goes far beyond just allowing male leadership to occur…rather it finds ways to support and celebrate it. 
Next, is the word “receive.” This means that a woman should seek to gladly accept and experience the leadership of worthy men. A godly woman is glad when a respectful, caring, gracious man offers leadership and provides efforts of initiative. She doesn’t want to steal those roles away - she’s glad when men are leading and not just being passive. So she allows, when appropriate, a man to open the door for her or to walk her to the safety of her car or home. She should allow herself to feel enhanced and honored and freed when a man shows caring strength and servant-leadership.  
The third action in this definition is the idea of “nurture.” This the aspect of the definition that most expresses the idea of being a helper.  In Genesis 2 we saw the man charged with being the primary caretaker of the garden and the steward of God’s commands. The woman was created to help the man with the work and with obedience to God. With that in mind, a woman should see this idea of nurturing as not merely benefitting from the man’s work, but to facilitate the work God has called the man to by helping the man.  In the context of marriage, a wife is to be her husband’s partner and assistant. She joins in appropriate acts of leadership and shares in the process of leadership.
Think back to the wife in Proverbs 31. She’s a strong, gifted woman, but what does she do for her husband? She only makes him better. 
The godly woman brings her strengths and insights into situations and helps to make men stronger and wiser and make the relationships between men and women better.  
This is the way God created men and women to work together. God has made them to complement each other. Men can’t do everything apart from women and women can’t do everything apart from men. We need each other…in the family, in the church, in our culture, in our communities. 
MM Illustration: I can testify that this is true in my own marriage. Erica knows my weaknesses, she sees my sin, and yet she supports me in all my attempts at leading us – and my leadership is much improved because of the perspective and wisdom that she offers. Not everyone is called to marriage, though; I think another beautiful way we see this complementarity is how so many single women in the church, especially those who don’t have fathers that can guide and support them, look to the elders for leadership and counsel.
The last phrase to explore in our initial definition of biblical womanhood is:
V. “. . . IN WAYS APPROPRIATE TO A WOMAN’S DIFFERING RELATIONSHIPS . . .”

The main idea of this final part is pretty simple: biblical femininity doesn’t express itself in the same way toward every man or every relationship.  A woman who is married, for example, shouldn’t welcome the same kind of leadership from any other man that she welcomes from her husband. Women in the church acknowledge a type of authority in the elders as those whom Christ has given as gifts to teach and lead the church.  
But here’s the key point:  A biblical woman should seek to affirm and nurture men’s God-given role and nature as servant-leader, and her God-given role and nature as helper, in some appropriate form, in all her relationships with men.  
This is true even though she may find herself in secular and even some church roles that put some men in a subordinate role to her.  So, there are Christian women who are political leaders and have staff made up of men. There are female principals who have male teachers in her school. There are female partners in law firms who have male associates or support staff. I’ve been pulled over by a female police officer before. There are female ministry coordinators and deaconesses who oversee a church event with male volunteers. 
Some of those roles might stretch appropriate expressions of femininity beyond what’s wise, but none of those examples are definitely sin or definitely inappropriate. In fact, I’d suspect that many instances like those I mentioned are true for members of our church. 
Now, things can obviously get pretty complicated when we attempt to figure out how a woman can hold a position of leadership and at the same time fulfill it in a way that applies her calling as a helper who signals to men her endorsement of their sense of responsibility to lead. 

Unfortunately, the Bible is incredibly thin on specifics here – especially as it relates to women in secular society. That being said, I’d suggest 2 principles to help guide you as you think about making biblical decisions around this subject: 1) seek to find the broad biblical truths and principles that are clear in God’s Word and 2) be both flexible and gracious as you seek to apply those principles to particular cases. We’ll later have a whole class on Biblical manhood and womanhood in the world where we try to flesh this out more.
Illustration: For example, my wife and I got to know a woman who served in our military when she was single. She was entrusted with great responsibility…authority over many men…her disposition however wasn’t one that belittles or emasculates…rather it is one that seeks to build men up and enable them to lead even better in their roles. She fulfilled her job description well, but did so in her God-given role as a woman with humility and grace.

Secular examples like this will be more abstract; the Bible has very specific teaching on how men’s and women’s roles play out in the family and in the church, and we’ll think about those issues in the coming weeks. 
Before we conclude, I’d like to speak for a moment to those of you who have been hurt, at whatever level, by distorted, unbiblical masculine authority. Please realize that God was not pleased by that abuse of authority. God did not delight in you being hurt. God himself is still good. He still loves you and He desires you to know that whatever abuse of power you experienced is not the only kind of authority there is. There are godly men who love the Lord who delight in serving and sacrificially caring for women. 
Also know that that abuse of authority in no way rightly portrays God. God is perfect and He never abuses His authority. In fact, His Son willingly laid down His life on the cross to take all the shame, guilt, and pain that sin brought upon you…and even your own sin. And through faith in His Son, God can heal your deepest wounds and put you on a new path of freedom and security in Him.

I’ll let Mary have the last word, from Luke 1:49-50: “For he who is mighty has done great things for me, and holy is his name. And his mercy is for those who fear him from generation to generation.”

� Assembly Introduction: I’m not one for women’s magazines... but sometimes at the grocery store I’ll notice the cover. They ALWAYS have articles on the same things: body image, relationships, career. But do these things define what it really means to be a woman? We want to think about the biblical view of femininity today...






