Biblical Manhood and Womanhood in the World
Introduction

Over the past four weeks, we have looked in some detail at what the Bible has to say about the roles of men and women in both the home and the church.  In both those contexts, Scripture is very straightforward and clear in its prescriptions.  In the home, women are to submit to their husbands while husbands are to love their wives; and in the church, men and women are to exercise their gifts and participate in the life and work of the church in a way that recognizes and embraces their unity in Christ and their roles as men and women, including a distinct leadership role for men when it comes to particular kinds of theological teaching and authority.
Now we come to the last and most expansive sphere – the world/secular workplace.  How does the biblical notion of complementarianism that we’ve talked about for the whole course – that is, the ways men and women relate to one another and embrace their God-ordained identities as men and women – play out in society, on the job, in the marketplace?  Does the Bible give distinct prescriptions for their interactions and roles in the world, as it does for the home and the church?  How can we embrace biblical masculinity and femininity and live as faithful, Christian men and women outside the home and the church?  All good questions (if I do say so myself).
No Extended Biblical Treatment

Many complementarians have noted that the Bible does not contain any extended treatment of male and female roles in the world.  And that’s true.  There really is no passage I can take you to that gives any sustained teaching about how men and women are to relate and to conduct themselves in the world.  That’s obviously not the case for the home and the church.  We have looked at a number of passages that give that kind of extended teaching for those contexts:  Ephesians 5 and 1 Peter 3 and Titus 2 talk about biblical masculinity and femininity in the home; 1 Corinthians 11 and 1 Timothy 2 outline the distinct role of men in the church and a number of passages address the ministries open to both men and women.  But there’s nothing comparably direct when it comes to gender roles outside those two contexts.

So How Do We Proceed?

So what do we do?  Well, there may not be anything that explicitly speaks to this topic, but we know God’s word is sufficient to help us make decisions and live faithfully in every area of our lives, and this topic is no exception.

As a general matter, when scripture doesn’t offer anything on a particular question or topic that is directly on point and crystal clear (“do or do not do X or Y”), we can still turn to instruction from God’s word at a number of other “levels.”  Are there broader principles that we can apply to the situation at hand?  Does scripture generally speak of certain behaviors or ideas or thought processes as good or bad?  Are there general priorities in scripture that can be instructive?  Do we see examples of people embodying certain characteristics or engaging in certain conduct that seems to be normal or favorably or unfavorably described?  All these means of scriptural analysis are more general and less certain (and so they call for more circumspection and flexibility in our decisions – and our evaluation of decisions made by others), but they are still instructive.  That’s a good lesson to bear in mind as you search the scriptures on any number of topics, not just complementarianism in the world.
So let’s apply some of these secondary means of searching the scriptures and see what we get for our present purposes.  As we’ve said, we have little in the way of specific commands or prohibitions with regard to how complementarianism should play out in the world/workplace.  But what do we have?

Well, as we’ve discussed in several classes, we have the reality of God’s intentional created order.  Having looked carefully at the passages in Gen. 1, 2 and 3, you should know that the distinctions between the very natures and purposes of men and women are rooted in truths that transcend any social context and reach all the way back to creation itself.
Men and women are, without doubt, equal in terms of dignity and honor, equal in that they are both created in the image of God, and yet God created them to be, in nature and purpose different from one another.  Man was created primarily to be leader, provider, and protector.  Woman was created primarily to be helper to the man.  These are the underlying realities of the created order that Paul and Peter then apply in the contexts of home and church.

The fact that Scripture does not explicitly discuss the created nature and purpose of men and women in the context of the broader society does not somehow render those natures and purposes completely inoperative.  No matter what positions men and women hold in society, no matter the effects of the fall, it will always be the case at some level (even if it’s subconscious) that in general, men will naturally be inclined toward providing, protecting, and leadership, and women will naturally be inclined toward nurturing and helping.  Because that’s the way God made men and women.  So that’s one thing – we have the reality of the created order and what that means about the way men and women are naturally wired.
In addition to the simple existence of the created order, we have numerous instances in scripture in which the male and female followers of Christ are instructed to embrace and pursue the natural outgrowth of the created order – masculinity and femininity.  Now, as we’ve talked about, those passages occur in the contexts of the home and the church, but it seems unlikely that God would intend for his people to pursue the biblical vision of masculinity and femininity in the home and church and then completely abandon that aspect of the created order whenever they’re outside of those specific contexts.   As we’ve also talked about in several different classes during the course, there are characteristics of masculinity and femininity that transcend social context and inform us about what it means to be masculine or feminine irrespective of context.

So, for example, we talked at length about the general trait of godly femininity known as “submissiveness,” or a “gentle and quiet spirit” from I Peter 3.  Even though the context of the illustration in I Peter 3 is marriage, we agreed that that passage and others commend the inner beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit to all Christian women, whether married or not.  Similarly, we thought from several passages about the fact that protective, servant leadership is a fundamentally masculine characteristic.  We see it most acutely discussed (other than passages dealing with Jesus himself) in the command to husbands in Ephesians 5, but it’s clear that servant leadership and the characteristics describing the qualifications for elders, are masculine characteristics that all men should pursue, whether or not they are husbands or elders.  There are just certain characteristics that the Bible treats as part of masculinity.
In other words, whenever scripture addresses masculinity or femininity, it presents and commends a consistent vision of each that arises directly from the created order, and it instructs the followers of Christ to pursue that same vision.  Understanding that scripture’s relative silence on masculinity and femininity in the context of the world or the secular workplace does create some level of ambiguity, what we do have in scripture seems to point more toward the wisdom of individual Christians pursuing some version of biblical manhood and womanhood in their worldly endeavors, rather than seeking to abandon or invert the Bible’s idea of manhood or womanhood.
Finally, the responsibilities that the Bible does clearly give to men and women in the home and the church bear on what they can and should pursue outside those contexts.  For example, I trust we’ve established by this point in the course that biblical complementarianism makes the primary responsibility of wives and mothers the care of her husband, children and the sphere of the home.  As we saw from Proverbs 31, that doesn’t mean a wife and mom can’t pursue any endeavors outside the home, but her husband/children/home are to be her primary priorities, and what she does outside the home is secondary to and should contribute to her fulfilling those positive biblical responsibilities.

The same is true of men.  The Bible places certain positive responsibilities on husbands and fathers to care for and love and disciple their wives and children, and scripture calls all men to build for eternity by serving in, and at least aspiring to leadership in, the work of the church.  Those positive biblical responsibilities can and should bear on the kind of secular work men choose to pursue, how they spend leisure time, what civic endeavors they pursue, and so on.
Alright.  Where does all this leave us in terms of positive decisionmaking with respect to our worldly endeavors?  If we don’t have enough in scripture to say definitively that X or Y job or worldly endeavor is sin for a man or woman to pursue because the person is a man or woman, but we agree that biblical masculinity and femininity are true and good and should be pursued in some way in our worldly endeavors, how should we think through decisions and conduct ourselves as men and women in the world?
Understanding that there is great freedom and flexibility in this realm, let me offer two broad encouragements.

First, pursue worldly endeavors that embrace and encourage your identity as a biblical man or woman, rather than undermine or suppress it.
This is really an encouragement to pursue those things (job/career/community participation) that seem naturally to make use of and build on the characteristics that the Bible tells us are part of masculinity and femininity, and to be more cautious about undertaking things that would naturally seem to contradict or stand in tension with those characteristics.
One common example of someplace this comes up is thinking through the idea of women taking secular jobs that place them in leadership and authority over men.  Is it inherently wrong or unbiblical for godly women to pursue or hold such positions?  No, we can’t say that.  We can probably say that the more a woman holds personal and directive authority over a man in a given situation, the more that situation stands in tension with God’s created order, and the harder it will be for both the man and the woman in that situation to practice biblical masculinity and femininity.  If we agree that practicing and upholding God’s created order and scripture’s vision of masculinity and femininity is a good thing, then the more a situation undermines that order and an individual man or woman’s ability to practice biblical masculinity or femininity, the more cautious we want to be about pursuing it.
Also, as a general matter, a great question to ask about anything we pursue is why we want to pursue it.  If you find yourself consistently drawn to jobs or other endeavors that stand in tension with your identity as a man or a woman, you may want to examine your own heart or talk to a brother or sister in Christ and at least think through why that is the case.
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Second, in whatever position or endeavor you find yourself, do your best to pursue it in a way that embraces and upholds your God-given masculinity or femininity.
For example, when a woman finds herself in a position of authority over men, she should fulfill that role without giving up—much less rejecting—her God-given femininity.  In other words, a woman should not feel that she has to adopt an air of hyper-masculinity to function well in her leadership role.  She also should work against any temptation to be relationally cold or distant from her employees in an attempt to seem more masculine or less feminine.  Many studies have suggested that women tend, in general, to lead differently than their male counterparts—to put it bluntly, in a relationship-oriented fashion as opposed to a task-oriented fashion—and that they are much more effective in their leadership when they don’t try to affect a masculine air.  That’s not surprising to those who believe that men and women are actually different.  Perhaps the bottom line is this:  If you are a manager and a woman, then be a manager and a woman.
Similarly, when a man finds himself under a woman’s direction and authority, he should fulfill that role as a Christian man.  Above all, he should do his work with graciousness and a good spirit, serving his employer, as Paul says, “with a sincere heart . . . rendering service with a good will as to the Lord and not to man.” (Ephesians 6:7)
Also, he should try as much as possible to show his female employer the honor and care that men should show to women, and even the courtesies that are normally in our culture shown by men to women.  I’ll leave it to the Q&A to tease out what that might look like in different situations, but you get the idea.
Questions?
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