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“Without a doubt this is the most impressive and comprehensive statement of a 
conservative evangelical understanding of these issues to be published to date. 
No one seriously involved in seeking a responsible Christian engagement with 
such concerns can afford to ignore this magisterial undertaking.”

Timothy George, Distinguished Professor of Divinity, Beeson Divinity 
School, Samford University

“A faithful guide to understanding and applying the Bible’s teaching on gender 
in our context today. There is no other book like it.”

Mark Dever, Pastor, Capitol Hill Baptist Church, Washington, DC

“Coming from a home where abuse and neglect were the norm, I was lost on what 
it meant to be a man, and how to interact with my wife and children. The book 
that you are holding in your hands was powerfully used by God to shape, chisel, 
and encourage me to love my wife ‘as Christ loved the church’ and to disciple my 
son and daughters into all that God has for them in Christ.”

Matt Chandler, Lead Pastor, The Village Church, Dallas, Texas; President, 
Acts 29 Church Planting Network; author, The Mingling of Souls and The 
Explicit Gospel

“Whether read cover to cover or used as a reference volume, this book belongs 
in every church library and the collection of every church leader.”

Tim Challies, blogger, Challies.com

“Clear, biblical exposition and insightful application, combined with a gracious 
tone, make this book a rich, timeless resource to help followers of Jesus grapple 
with the significance and implications of mankind being created ‘male and female.’ 
. . . How we need to recover the beauty and goodness of what it means to put 
the gospel on display by embracing, delighting in, and living out God’s amazing 
design for our gender.”
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P R E F A C E  ( 1 9 9 1 )

A controversy of major proportions has spread through the church. It 
began over twenty years ago in society at large. Since then an avalanche of 
feminist literature has argued that there need be no difference between men’s 
and women’s roles—indeed, that to support gender-based role differences 
is unjust discrimination. Within evangelical Christianity, the counterpart 
to this movement has been the increasing tendency to oppose any unique 
leadership role for men in the family and in the church. “Manhood” and 
“womanhood” as such are now often seen as irrelevant factors in determin-
ing fitness for leadership.

Many evangelical Christians have defended this position in writing. They 
include Letha Scanzoni and Nancy Hardesty (1974), Paul Jewett of Fuller Semi-
nary (1975), Richard and Joyce Boldrey of North Park College (1976), Patricia 
Gundry (1977), Berkeley and Alvera Mickelsen of Bethel College and Seminary 
(1979), Catherine Clark Kroeger (1979), E. Margaret Howe of Western Kentucky 
University (1982), Gilbert Bilezikian of Wheaton College (1985), Aida Spencer 
of Gordon-Conwell Seminary (1985), Gretchen Gaebelein Hull (1987), and 
many others, in articles, lectures, and classroom teaching. Although they have 
disagreed on details, their common theme has been the rejection of a unique 
leadership role for men in marriage and in the church.

Yet these authors differ from secular feminists because they do not reject 
the Bible’s authority or truthfulness, but rather give new interpretations of the 
Bible to support their claims. We may call them “evangelical feminists” because 
by personal commitment to Jesus Christ and by profession of belief in the 
total truthfulness of Scripture they still identify themselves very clearly with 
evangelicalism. Their arguments have been detailed, earnest, and persuasive 
to many Christians.

What has been the result? Great uncertainty among evangelicals. Men and 
women simply are not sure what their roles should be. Traditional positions 
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have not been totally satisfactory, because they have not fully answered the 
recent evangelical feminist arguments. Moreover, most Christians will admit 
that selfishness, irresponsibility, passivity, and abuse have often contaminated 
“traditional” patterns of how men and women relate to each other.

But the vast majority of evangelicals have not endorsed the evangelical femi-
nist position, sensing that it does not really reflect the pattern of biblical truth. 
Within our churches, we have had long discussions and debates, and still the 
controversy shows signs of intensifying, not subsiding. Before the struggle ends, 
probably no Christian family and no evangelical church will remain untouched.

We have edited this book in the hope that it might lead to a constructive 
solution to this controversy. Our secondary purpose is to respond to evangelical 
feminist writings like those mentioned above—hence the subtitle, A Response 
to Evangelical Feminism. We consider these authors to be brothers and sisters 
in Christ, and we have endeavored to respond to them in sincerity and love. Yet 
we also consider their essential position to be wrong in the light of Scripture, 
and ultimately harmful to the family and the church. Therefore we have tried to 
respond to them in detail and with clarity, and we have in many cases attempted 
to show that their interpretations of Scripture are simply not persuasive, and 
should not be accepted by Christians.

But our primary purpose is broader than that: We want to help Christians 
recover a noble vision of manhood and womanhood as God created them 
to be—hence the main title, Recovering Biblical Manhood and Womanhood. 
Our vision is not entirely the same as a “traditional view.” We affirm that 
the evangelical feminist movement has pointed out many selfish and hurtful 
practices that have previously gone unquestioned. But we hope that this new 
vision—a vision of biblical “complementarity”—will both correct the previous 
mistakes and avoid the opposite mistakes that come from the feminist blurring 
of God-given sexual distinctions.

We hope that thousands of Christian women who read this book will come 
away feeling affirmed and encouraged to participate much more actively in 
many ministries, and to contribute their wisdom and insight to the family and 
the church. We hope they will feel fully equal to men in status before God, and 
in importance to the family and the church. We pray that, at the same time, 
this vision of equality and complementarity will enable Christian women to 
give wholehearted affirmation to biblically balanced male leadership in the 
home and in the church.

Similarly, we desire that every Christian man who reads this book will 
come away feeling in his heart that women are indeed fully equal to men in 
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personhood, in importance, and in status before God, and, moreover, that he 
can eagerly endorse countless women’s ministries and can freely encourage 
the contribution of wisdom and insight from women in the home and church, 
without feeling that this will jeopardize his own unique leadership role as given 
by God.

On an even deeper level, we hope that every woman reading this book 
will come away saying, “I understand much more fully what it means to be a 
woman, and I am thankful that God made me a woman, remarkably different 
from a man, yet immeasurably valuable in God’s sight and in His plan for the 
world.” And we hope that every man reading this book will come away saying, 
“I understand much more fully what it means to be a man, and I am thankful 
that God made me to be a man, remarkably different from a woman, yet im-
measurably valuable in God’s sight and in His plan for the world.”

If that happens, then perhaps the path will be opened for clearing away much 
confusion, for diffusing much frustration over male-female relationships, and 
for healing many of the heartaches that smolder deep within millions of men 
and women who have been the victims of a society without direction on how 
to understand our wonderful gift of sexual complementarity.

A brief note about terms: If one word must be used to describe our posi-
tion, we prefer the term complementarian, since it suggests both equality and 
beneficial differences between men and women. We are uncomfortable with 
the term “traditionalist” because it implies an unwillingness to let Scripture 
challenge traditional patterns of behavior, and we certainly reject the term 
“hierarchicalist” because it overemphasizes structured authority while giving 
no suggestion of equality or the beauty of mutual interdependence.

Nineteen authors from many denominational backgrounds contributed to 
this book, and it is inevitable that not every author would agree with every 
detail in the chapters written by the other authors or by the editors. Where 
there are occasional differences in details, we have attempted to call attention to 
that fact in the notes, and we must say here that the positions advocated in the 
chapters are those of the individual authors. Yet the authors share a common 
commitment to the overall viewpoint represented in the book, and in every 
case the editors felt that the chapters were consistent with the position endorsed 
by the Danvers Statement published by the Council on Biblical Manhood and 
Womanhood in 1988 (see Appendix 2). It is commitment to that position that 
has guided the inclusion of articles in the book.

Many people have helped in correspondence, typing and editing, and com-
piling the indexes, and we wish especially to thank Debbie Rumpel, Carol 
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Steinbach, Mary Morris, Tammy Thomas, Noël Piper, John O. Stevenson, Eric 
Hoehn, Caren Hoehn, and E. Calvin Beisner for their accurate and tireless 
help. Lane Dennis of Crossway has been an eager supporter of this project from 
the start, and Fieldstead and Company provided an early and generous grant 
that enabled the project to get off the ground. We also acknowledge with ap-
preciation the responsible, solidly biblical work of several evangelical scholars 
whose earlier books defended a view compatible with the one represented here, 
especially George W. Knight III (1977, 1985), Susan T. Foh (1979), Stephen B. 
Clark (1980), and James Hurley (1982).

The Council on Biblical Manhood and Womanhood has sponsored and 
endorsed this as its first book project, and we are grateful for the support of 
the Council in this work. (A list of Council members appears in Appendix 2.)

Most of all, we want to thank our wives, Noël Piper and Margaret Grudem, 
who have faithfully supported us in this work and in their prayers, and who have 
for many years of marriage (twenty-two and twenty-one years, respectively) 
been partners with us in the exciting task of discovering more and more the 
true nature of biblical manhood and womanhood, in all its fullness and joy. 
For this we thank God, the giver of every perfect gift, to whom alone be glory.

John Piper and Wayne Grudem
January, 1991

Note on How to Use This Book

We do not expect that many people will read a book of this length 
from cover to cover. The book is arranged so that people can read first 
the chapters that interest them most. Those who want an overview of 
the book may read chapters 1 and 2. Those interested in discussion of 
specific biblical texts can turn to chapters 3–11, while theological ques-
tions are treated especially in chapters 12–13. Specialized studies (from 
history, biology, sociology, and law) are found in chapters 14–17, and 
questions of practical application are treated in more detail in chapters 
18–22. Finally, in chapter 23 we give a careful response to the statement 
issued by Christians for Biblical Equality, and then try to put the whole 
controversy in perspective and express our hopes for the future.
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F O R E W O R D

For Single Men and Women 
(and the Rest of Us)

John Piper

We know you are there—almost sixty million of you in America. And we 
are listening. One of the most important things we have learned is that we do 
not know what it is like to be single in America today—at least not the way you 
know it. Margaret Clarkson made this very plain to us:

Because married people were all single once, they tend to think that they 
know all there is to know about singleness. I suggest that this is not so; that 
there is a vast difference between being single at 25 or 30, with marriage 
still a viable possibility, and being single at 45 or 50 or 60, with little or no 
prospect of ever being anything else. Singleness has a cumulative effect on 
the human spirit which is entirely different at 50 than at 30.1

What I would like to do in this foreword is try to let single people do as 
much of the talking as possible—people like Jesus and the Apostle Paul and 
some contemporary men and women who serve in the single life. This way we 
will be listening and speaking at the same time. I realize I am going to filter 
all of this through my happily married lens. It is futile in one sense for me to 
write this chapter, except that I do not put it forward as something definitive 
about the single experience today, but as a call to married folks to listen and a 
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statement to single folks that this book and this issue have to do with you, even 
though many of its chapters deal with marriage. Enough singles have read this 
foreword already to let me know that some things I say hit the nail on the head 
and some things do not fit their experience at all. My hope is to listen closely 
enough and speak truly enough that married and single people will be helped 
along in the conversation.

We also pray that in the process there will be tremendous encouragement 
and challenge for your faith and ministry. We believe the vision of manhood 
and womanhood in this book is utterly relevant for single people. Why this is 
so will become clear before we come to the end of this foreword.

We hear at least eight important theses on singleness when we tune in to 
Jesus and His contemporary single followers.2

I. Marriage, as we know it in this age, is not 
the final destiny of any human.

My mother was killed in a bus collision near Bethlehem in Israel in 1974. She 
was fifty-six years old and had been married to my father for thirty-seven years. 
As the grief began to heal, God gave my father another wonderful wife. I rejoice 
in this. But it has caused me to take much more seriously the words of Jesus to 
the Sadducees concerning marriage in the resurrection. They told Jesus about a 
woman who was widowed seven times. “At the resurrection,” they asked, “whose 
wife will she be?” Jesus answered, “When the dead rise, they will neither marry 
nor be given in marriage; they will be like the angels in heaven” (Mark 12:25).

This is important to me because it means my father will not be a bigamist in 
the age to come. Why? Because in the resurrection, marriage as we know it will 
not exist. This has profound significance for singleness in this life. It means that if 
two wives will not be one too many, then no wives will not be one too few. If love 
in the age to come is transposed into a key above and beyond the melody of mar-
riage in this life, then singleness here will prove to be no disadvantage in eternity.

In fact, there is some warrant for thinking that the kinds of self-denial in-
volved in singleness could make one a candidate for greater capacities for love 
in the age to come. No one has left anything for the sake of the kingdom, says 
the Lord Jesus, who will not receive back far more (Matthew 19:27–30). Many 
unmarried people have strengthened their hands with this truth. For example, 
Trevor Douglas, a single missionary with Regions Beyond Missionary Union, 
working in the Philippines among the Ifugao people, wrote in 1988:
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In the end, however, Christians know that Jesus will more than make up 
for every cost incurred by being a single male missionary. As I have applied 
his promises in Matthew 19:27–30 to myself, I see a tremendous exchange 
taking place in eternity. The social cost of not fitting in a couple’s world 
will be exchanged for socializing with Jesus around his throne. I’ll trade 
the emotional cost of loneliness and the family hurt for companionship 
with new fathers, mothers, and families. I’ll exchange the physical cost for 
spiritual children. And when I’m snubbed, I love to think of eternity and 
the privilege of going from the last of the gospel preachers to the head of 
the line. The rewards are worth everything.3

II. Jesus Christ, the most fully human person 
who ever lived, was not married.

In 1987, I wrote an editorial for the Minneapolis Star-Tribune during a volatile 
controversy over advertising condoms on television.4 The concern of the net-
works was to help curb the spread of AIDS. My basic point was: “In the act of 
endorsing protection from disease, the ads also endorse its cause, namely, sexual 
promiscuity.” I said that the claim that condoms make for “safe” sex betrayed 
an incredible naiveté about human nature.

My argument went like this: “Personhood is deeper and more significant 
than what is physical. Only a superficial view of personhood says we will be 
‘safe’ if  we can avoid a disease while pursuing acts that Western civilization 
has overwhelmingly called immoral and that the Bible indicts as dishonoring 
to our creator. . . . Not only the Biblical teaching but also the testimony of 
human conscience in varied cultures around the world have said for centuries 
that extramarital sex and homosexual activity are destructive to personhood, 
to relationships and to the honor of God, who made our sexuality to deepen 
and gladden the union of man and woman in marriage.”

You can imagine that this did not go unchallenged. I got a letter from one 
young man who spoke for a certain group of single people when he said, 
“My girlfriend and I have lots of good sex together. We think your ideas are 
repressive leftovers from the Victorian era that make people neurotic and 
miserable. We think our sexuality is part of our personhood, and not to enjoy 
it is to be incomplete people. We have no intention of getting married to meet 
the expectations of any puritans. And we think a life of slavery to virginity 
would mean being only half human.”5
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When I wrote back to this man, the centerpiece of my response was this: The 
most fully human person who has ever lived, or ever will live, is Jesus Christ, 
and He never once had sexual intercourse.

This can be powerfully liberating to single people who may think at times, 
“This one thing I will never have, sexual relations, and in not having it I will 
not be all I was meant to be.” To this thought Jesus, the virgin, says, “A student 
is not above his teacher, but everyone who is fully trained will be like [his] 
teacher” (Luke 6:40). We will always have mountains of truly human Christ-
likeness yet to climb, but sexual intercourse is not one of them. For He never 
knew it. And He is infinitely whole.

The paradox we may feel in this is captured in the title of Luci Swindoll’s book 
on singleness: Wide My World, Narrow My Bed. Single by choice at forty-nine 
(when she wrote the book), she shows that the narrow path of the Son of Man, 
who had no place to lay his head (not even on a woman’s shoulder), leads into 
a wide world of wonder and freedom and joy and love.6

Cheryl Forbes illustrates how she and other single women and men have 
been inspired by the “wideness” of Jesus’ single life:

Jesus is the example to follow. He was single. He was born to serve. . . . 
He had deep friendships among all sorts of people—men, women, single, 
married. That was his work, an intimate part of his ultimate mission of 
dying on the cross for our sins. . . . His relationships with Mary, Martha, 
Peter, and the other disciples helped prepare him for his death. No one 
can love in the abstract. He allowed himself to be interrupted by needy 
children, distraught fathers, hungry men and sick women. . . . Jesus sought 
to make himself vulnerable.7

III. The Bible celebrates celibacy because it gives extraordinary 
opportunity for single-minded investment in ministry for Christ.

Paul said that he wished everyone could know the freedom for ministry that he 
enjoyed as a single person (1 Corinthians 7:7). He went on to explain,

I would like you to be free from concern. An unmarried man is con-
cerned about the Lord’s affairs—how he can please the Lord. But a 
married man is concerned about the affairs of this world—how he 
can please his wife—and his interests are divided. An unmarried 
woman or virgin is concerned about the Lord’s affairs: Her aim is to 
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be devoted to the Lord in both body and spirit. But a married woman 
is concerned about the affairs of this world—how she can please her 
husband. I am saying this for your own good, not to restrict you, but 
that you may live in a right way in undivided devotion to the Lord. 
(1 Corinthians 7:32–35)

Many single people give thanks for this truth in their own lives. It seems to 
come out most often in a cherished freedom for flexible scheduling and for 
risk-taking. As a single missionary in Kenya, Rhena Taylor wrote:

Being single has meant that I am free to take risks that I might not take 
were I a mother of a family dependent on me. Being single has given me 
freedom to move around the world without having to pack up a household 
first. And this freedom has brought to me moments that I would not trade 
for anything else this side of eternity.8

Trevor Douglas similarly describes the freedom for risk that he has 
experienced:

The first advantage [of being single] is that it’s best adapted to perilous 
situations. . . . In rugged life among primitive tribes, in guerrilla-infested 
areas, or in disease and famine, the single man has only himself to worry 
about. .  .  . Paul claims that being single and male best fits the “short-
ness” of the time. Doing God’s work is a momentary thing. Advantages 
and opportunities come and go very quickly. The single lifestyle enables 
one to get the most out of the time God gives for his work. . . . One of 
my chief delights is that I don’t have to fit my ministry around a family 
schedule. I don’t have to be home at a certain time each night. My time 
is the Filipinos’ time.9

Douglas quotes one of his heroes, another single missionary with radical 
single-mindedness, David Brainerd:

I cared not where or how I lived, or what hardships I went through, so 
that I could but gain souls for Christ. While I was asleep I dreamed of 
these things, and when I awoke the first thing I thought of was this great 
work. All my desire was for the conversion of the heathen, and all my 
hope was in God.10
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A single friend at our church read this third point and responded like this 
to balance the scales:

I believe that singles have flexibility in scheduling but are not totally free 
from anxiety. While I’m happy to be free from balancing husband and 
family needs and ministry, I must face other “practical” needs should 
Jesus tarry—retirement, housing, finances, etc. The reality is that single 
women have to plan for the future as singles. We must be good stewards 
with the resources we have, but studies show that women don’t earn the 
same salaries that men do for the same tasks. And in ministry everyone 
earns less than in the secular world, but it’s a choice that has been made, 
but that doesn’t mean I don’t feel the tension.

How do singles balance a career that requires more than forty hours a 
week plus other outside commitments (continuing education, etc.) with 
the “extraordinary opportunity for single-minded investment in minis-
try”? I think there will be those singles who interpret this to mean that 
because they are not married they are “expected” to devote every non-
working hour to ministry—something not expected from those who are 
married. I don’t think that is what you are saying.

Unfortunately there are many in the church who reinforce this error 
in thinking. This thinking can turn into an abusive situation. Singles can 
be guilted and shamed into doing too much. I believe there must be a 
caution to singles not to become “over-invested.” Singles must protect 
their spiritual, physical, and emotional health as well as those who are 
married. Singles need to be affirmed to take time to develop nurturing 
relationships (“family”).

IV. The Apostle Paul and a lot of great missionaries after him have 
renounced marriage for the sake of the kingdom of God.

“Don’t we have the right to take a believing wife along with us, as do the other 
apostles and the Lord’s brothers and Cephas?” (1 Corinthians 9:5). With these 
words Paul shows that it was normal and permissible for him as an apostle 
to have a wife. But he chose not to use this legitimate right (cf. 1 Corinthi
ans 9:15). He was the first of a long line of single men and women who have 
renounced marriage for the sake of the gospel, as Jesus said some would: 
“For some . . . have renounced marriage because of the kingdom of heaven” 
(Matthew 19:12).
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This renunciation has, in most cases, required immense courage and 
devotion to Christ. Ada Lum, a single woman working with International 
Fellowship of Evangelical Students in Southeast Asia, told this moving story 
of devotion:

Flying from Rome to Munich I had warm fellowship with an attractive 
and spirited nun. I learned this was her first visit home to Germany after 
thirty years as a missionary. No wonder she was excited! I could also tell 
that she loved Christ and had served him happily even through the war 
in the Philippines, where she had been imprisoned in an enemy camp. 
We talked about our faith in Jesus Christ and our walk with him. Then 
she showed me her plain gold ring on the inside of which was inscribed, 
“Wed to Christ.” But there certainly was nothing neurotic about her. She 
was refreshingly human!11

Mary Slessor was doing work in the interior of Calabar, West Africa, at the 
end of the nineteenth century and was deeply desirous of a companion. Her 
hope centered on Charles Morrison, a man who was working with the mis-
sion on the coast. They were engaged, but the mission would not allow him to 
transfer to the interior because of his poor health. She would have to move to 
Duke Town. She wrote:

It is out of the question. I would never take the idea into consider-
ation. I could not leave my work for such a reason. To leave a field 
like Okoyong without a worker and go to one of ten or a dozen where 
the people have an open Bible and plenty of privilege! It is absurd. If 
God does not send him up here then he must do his work and I must 
do mine where we have been placed. If he does not come I must ask 
the Committee to give me someone else for it is impossible for me to 
work the station alone.12

With similar single-minded devotion to her calling, Lottie Moon broke an 
engagement with a brilliant young scholar because he “adopted the Darwinian 
theory of evolution.” Years later she said, “God had first claim on my life, and 
since the two conflicted, there could be no question about the result.”13

Elisabeth Elliot tells of a conversation she had with Gladys Aylward, mis-
sionary to China:



24 • Foreword

She had been a missionary in China for six or seven years before she ever 
thought of wanting a husband. When a British couple came to work near 
her, she began to watch the wonderful thing they had in marriage, and 
to desire it for herself. Being a woman of prayer she prayed—a straight-
forward request that God would call a man from England, send him 
straight out to China, and have him propose. She leaned toward me on 
the sofa on which we were sitting, her black eyes snapping, her bony 
little forefinger jabbing at my face. “Elisabeth,” she said, “I believe God 
answers prayer! He called him.” Then, in a whisper of keen intensity, 
“but he never came.”14

One of the reasons the choice to be single can be courageous is that for some 
it is the choice of very painful loneliness. Trevor Douglas illustrates this with a 
story from one of his friends:

Perhaps loneliness takes the heaviest toll. At creation, God knew that 
man needed companionship. The single male missionary forfeits that 
legitimate need and embraces loneliness. I well remember how a fellow 
single missionary brother poured out his heart to me. “Christmas is 
especially bad,” he said. “That’s the hardest. Once I was invited to spend 
Christmas with a family, but after I got there I wished I had never gone. 
I felt like they were just trying to do me a favor. I felt like an intruder. 
Next Christmas, I drove off in my car far away, rented a motel room, 
and sat there and cried.”15

The courage to be single (and I realize that marriage requires its kind of cour-
age too) is not just found among missionaries. Many young men and women in 
more ordinary circumstances have made incredibly hard decisions to avoid a 
marriage they at first thought was right. Elva McAllaster writes a whole chapter 
on such stories under the title “The Courage to Stay Single.” For example:

Mara had the courage. She was already wearing a diamond when she began 
to realize that Larry’s moods were so unpredictable that, in spite of all the 
qualities for which she adored him, he was not good husband material. 
Nor was he ready to be a father. She thought of his moods—those black 
moods—and she shuddered, and stood by her courage.16
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Mervin had courage, too. He was already engaged, as a matter of fact, 
when he began to feel ominous intensities of penned-in and nailed-down 
limitation. He knew it would make him feel like sixteen varieties of a heel 
to break the engagement, but he knew increasingly that Erma was wrong 
for him. Wrong, wrong, wrong. When Erma nervously wanted the wed-
ding to be sooner than they had first planned, her insecurity liberated 
Mervin’s emotions, and his emotions liberated his whole future—as he 
would now describe it.17

The point is this: singleness has been a noble and courageous path for min-
istry ever since Jesus and the Apostle Paul chose it “because of the kingdom of 
heaven.” It is no sign of weakness to want to be married. It is normal, and it is 
good. The courage comes when you sense God calling you to singleness (for 
this chapter of your life) and you accept the call with zeal and creative plan-
ning for His glory.

V. The Apostle Paul calls singleness a gift from God.

“I wish that all men were [single] as I am. But each man has his own gift from 
God; one has this gift, another has that” (1 Corinthians 7:7 author's transla-
tion). In essence, Jesus pointed to the same thing in Matthew 19:12 when He 
said, “The one who can accept this should accept it.”

With the gift comes the grace to be chaste. Margaret Clarkson is right: “His 
commands are his enablings.” She reminds the single person, after dealing with 
her own single sexuality for more than forty years, that chastity is not only 
commanded but possible, year after year, as a gift from God. She quotes John 
White’s Eros Defiled to make the point:

Just as the fasting person finds he no longer wishes for food while the 
starving person is tortured by mental visions of it, so some are able to 
experience the peace of sexual abstinence when they need to. Others 
are tormented. Everything depends upon their mindset or attitude. The 
slightest degree of ambivalence or double-mindedness spells ruin.

I cannot stress this principle enough. Neither hunger for food nor hun-
ger for sex increases automatically until we explode into uncontrollable 
behavior. Rather, it is as though a spring is wound up, locked in place, ready 
to be released when the occasion arises. And should that occasion not 
arise (and here I refer especially to sex), I need experience no discomfort.”18
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Single people do not always discover singleness as a gift at the beginning of 
their journey. Ada Lum admits that it was a process for her to come to this place:

For a long time I did not consider that my single status was a gift from 
the Lord. I did not resent it—to be frank, in my earlier idealistic period I 
thought that because I had chosen singleness I was doing God a favor! But 
in later years I was severely tested again and again on that choice. Then, 
through Paul’s words and life and my subsequent experiences, it gently 
dawned on me that God had given me a superb gift!19

But single people are not generally treated as the bearers of a superb and 
special gift from God. They are sometimes treated as abnormal in the church. 
Perhaps the only text people can think of is Genesis 2:18, “It is not good for the 
man to be alone.” Conclusion: singleness is not good. Trevor Douglas candidly 
describes the cost of being a single man in this kind of atmosphere:

Jesus admitted that singleness is costly, so much so that not everyone can 
endure it. The obvious cost is the attitude that single men might be gay, 
or at least slightly strange, and perhaps anti-female. Our North American 
society is structured definitely for couples. Not so the tribe of Ayangan 
Ifugaos among whom I work. Although 99 percent of the men are mar-
ried, they don’t look at the one percent as weird. The social cost only hits 
me when I return home—in the churches, among Christians, who, of all 
people, should know better.20

Well, is it good or not good to be alone? If it is not good—not God’s 
will—how can it be called a “gift from God”? How could Jesus, who never 
sinned, have chosen it for Himself? How could Paul say it was a great asset 
for ministry?

Two answers: First, Genesis 2:18 was a statement about man before the fall. 
Perhaps, if there had been no fall, there would have been no singleness.21 Ev-
eryone would have had a perfectly compatible personality type for someone; 
people and situations would have matched up perfectly; no sin would have 
made us blind or gullible or hasty; and no Great Commission—no lostness, 
no famine, no sickness, no misery—would call for extraordinary measures 
of sacrifice in marriage and singleness. But that is not our world. So some-
times—many times—it is good for a person to be alone.
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But second, almost no one has to be really alone. That’s the point of the next 
thesis. But let me include here another insight from another single person who 
read this foreword:

I believe that Genesis 2:18 extends beyond the principle of marriage. As a 
general rule, it is definitely not good for man (or woman) to be alone. God 
created us to function within relationships. Most of the time, it will not 
be necessary for the single person to be alone, even though the marriage 
relationship does not exist. Many married people are very much alone emo-
tionally. Sometimes marriage keeps one from being alone, but not always.

VI. Jesus promises that forsaking family for the sake of the kingdom will 
be repaid with a new family, the church.

“Truly I tell you, no one who has left home or brothers or sisters or mother or 
father or children or fields for me and the gospel will fail to receive a hundred 
times as much in this present age: homes, brothers, sisters, mothers, children 
and fields—along with persecutions—and in the age to come eternal life” (Mark 
10:29–30). Many singles have discovered these hundreds of family members in 
the body of Christ. It is often not their fault when they haven’t. But many have. 
Margaret Clarkson’s large-hearted book, So You’re Single, is even dedicated “TO 
MY MARRIED FRIENDS whose love and friendship have so enriched my life.” 
She obviously found a “family” in many of the families in her life.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the German pastor who was hanged for conspiring to 
assassinate Hitler, was single. He knew the needs of single people for family, 
and for this reason was moved, in large measure, to write his little book, Life 
Together. He said simply, the single person “needs another Christian who speaks 
God’s Word to him.”22 That is what the church is for.

Elisabeth Elliot comes at this need for family from another side, and asks, 
“How may a single woman enter into the meaning of motherhood if she can 
have no children?” She answers:

She can have children! She may be a spiritual mother, as was Amy Car-
michael, by the very offering of her singleness, transformed for the good 
of far more children than a natural mother may produce. All is received 
and made holy by the One to whom it is offered.23
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This ideal is not a reality for many singles. But Jesus had a great vision of 
hundreds of wonderful relationships growing up in the lives of single people 
who choose the kingdom road of obedient singleness rather than accepting 
marriage from an unbeliever. We who are leaders in the churches should open 
our eyes to make the same discovery that Frank Schneider made:

For the first time in years of Christian service, we were aware of an 
affluence of intelligent, capable, loyal, energetic, talented single adults 
who only wanted someone to care enough to recognize they exist. Some 
lonely, some deeply hurt, others very self-sufficient and quite in control, 
but all desiring fellowship in a Christian atmosphere where they can feel 
they belong.24

VII. God is sovereign over who gets married and who doesn’t. And He can 
be trusted to do what is good for those who hope in Him.

Job speaks not just for those who had and lost, but also for those who never 
had, when he says, “Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked I will 
depart. The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away; may the name of the Lord 
be praised” (Job 1:21). God rules in these affairs, and we will be the happier 
when we bow before His inscrutable ways and confess, “. . . no good thing does 
he withhold from those whose walk is blameless” (Psalm 84:11). “He who did 
not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along 
with him, graciously give us all things?” (Romans 8:32).

Margaret Clarkson’s personal statement of submission rings with the strength 
that comes from bowing before the sovereignty of God:

Through no fault or choice of my own, I am unable to express my sexual-
ity in the beauty and intimacy of Christian marriage, as God intended 
when he created me a sexual being in his own image. To seek to do this 
outside of marriage is, by the clear teaching of Scripture, to sin against 
God and against my own nature. As a committed Christian, then, I have 
no alternative but to live a life of voluntary celibacy. I must be chaste not 
only in body, but in mind and spirit as well. Since I am now in my 60’s 
I think that my experience of what this means is valid. I want to go on 
record as having proved that for those who are committed to do God’s 
will, his commands are his enablings. . . . 
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My whole being cries out continually for something I may not have. My 
whole life must be lived in the context of this never-ceasing tension. My 
professional life, my social life, my personal life, my Christian life—all are 
subject to its constant and powerful pull. As a Christian I have no choice 
but to obey God, cost what it may. I must trust him to make it possible 
for me to honor him in my singleness.

That this is possible, a mighty cloud of witnesses will join me to attest. 
Multitudes of single Christians in every age and circumstance have proved 
God’s sufficiency in this matter. He has promised to meet our needs and 
he honors his word. If we seek fulfillment in him, we shall find it. It may 
not be easy, but whoever said that Christian life was easy? The badge of 
Christ’s discipleship was a cross.

Why must I live my life alone? I do not know. But Jesus Christ is Lord 
of my life. I believe in the sovereignty of God, and I accept my singleness 
from his hand. He could have ordered my life otherwise, but he has not 
chosen to do so. As his child, I must trust his love and wisdom.”25

Ann Kiemel Anderson gave poetic expression to what thousands of Chris-
tian singles have discovered about the relationship of desire for marriage and 
devotion to a sovereign God:

Jesus, if this is Your will,
then YES to being single.

In my deepest heart, I want to marry,
to belong to a great man;
to know that I am linked to his life . . . 

and he to mine . . . 
following Christ and our dreams together . . . 

but You know what I need.
If I never marry, it is YES to You.26

VIII. Mature manhood and womanhood are not dependent on being married.

This is why the rest of this book is relevant for single people, even when it 
is dealing with marriage. The question every man and woman should ask 
earnestly is this: “What does it mean to be a woman and not a man?” Or: 
“What does it mean to be a man and not a woman? What is my masculine or 
feminine personhood (not just anatomy and physiology)?” We are persuaded 
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from Scripture that masculinity and femininity are rooted in who we are by 
nature. They are not simply reflexes of a marriage relationship. Man does 
not become man by getting married. Woman does not become woman by 
getting married.

But it is clear that the form that a man’s leadership, provision, and protection 
take varies with the kind of relationship a man has with a woman—from the 
most intimate relationship of marriage to the most casual relationship with a 
stranger on the street. And the form that a woman’s affirmation of that leader-
ship takes will also vary according to the relationship. Mature femininity does 
not express itself in the same way toward every man. A mature woman who 
is not  married, for example, does not welcome the same kind of strength and 
leadership from other men that she would welcome from her husband. But she 
will affirm the strength and leadership of men in some form in all her relation-
ships with worthy men. I know this will need a lot of explanation. That is what 
I try to do in chapter 1.

The point here is simply to stress that for single people sexual personhood 
counts. It does not first emerge in marriage. No one is ready for marriage who 
has not discovered in practical ways how to live out his mature masculinity or 
her mature femininity. Paul Jewett is right:

Sexuality permeates one’s individual being to its very depth; it conditions 
every facet of one’s life as a person. As the self is always aware of itself as 
an “I,” so this “I” is always aware of itself as himself or herself. Our self-
knowledge is indissolubly bound up not simply with our human being 
but with our sexual being. At the human level there is no “I and thou” 
per se, but only the “I” who is male or female confronting the “thou,” the 
“other,” who is also male or female.27

This is not dependent on marriage. Ada Lum illustrates this for single women:

At any age the single woman needs to respect herself as a sexual being 
whom God created. She is not less sexual for not being married. Sex has 
to do with biological drive for union with one of the opposite sex. Sexual-
ity has to do with our whole personhood as a woman or a man. It has to 
do with the ways we express ourselves in relation to others. It has to do 
with being warm, understanding, receptive sexual beings when we relate 
to another female or to a child or to a man who is the least prospect for a 
husband! . . . I try to treat him as I do my two brothers. I enjoy Leon and 
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Dick. I respect them. I like to hear them talk about masculine things in 
masculine ways. I am pleased when they treat me thoughtfully. . . . With 
care and discretion a single woman can and should be a real woman to 
the men around her.28

Cheryl Forbes gives another illustration of one kind of feminine expression 
as a single person:

To be single is not to forego the traditional “womanly” pursuits. Whether 
you live alone or with a husband and children, a house or apartment is 
still a home that requires “homemaking.” And marital status has noth-
ing to do with the desire for warm, comfortable, aesthetically pleasing 
surroundings. God gave each of us a desire for beauty; it is part of our 
desire for him, who is loveliness incarnate. Why should a single woman 
reject that part of her image as a creature of God? . . . I am a better and 
more imaginative cook now than I was five years ago. I am free to ex-
periment on myself and my friends. I have the time and the money to 
entertain people around the dinner table, something I might not want 
or be able to do if I cooked for a family three times a day every day.29

The point is that, married or single, your manhood or your womanhood 
matters. You dishonor yourself and your Maker if you disregard this profound 
dimension of your personhood. Our culture is pressing us on almost every side 
to discount this reality and think of ourselves and each other merely in terms 
of a set of impersonal competencies and gender-blind personality traits. It has 
the appearance of promoting justice. But the failure to take into account the 
profound and complementary differences of masculine and feminine person-
hood is like assigning a truck driver the task of writing the choreography for 
two ballet artists.

Our prayer is that God will give to millions of single Christians in our day 
a deep understanding and appreciation for their own distinct sexual person-
hood, that Christ will be magnified more and more in you as you offer His gift 
of singleness back to Him in radical freedom from the way of the world, and 
that you will grow deeper and deeper in joyful devotion (on the Calvary road) 
to the triumphant cause of Jesus Christ.

I close this foreword with a final word of hope from a woman of deep insight 
and long singleness. Margaret Clarkson looks back over a lifetime of singleness 
and extends a hand to those just starting:
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When Christian was crossing the River at the close of Pilgrim’s Progress, 
his heart failed him for fear. He began to sink in the cold, dark waters. 
But Hopeful, his companion, helped him to stand, calling out loudly, 
“Be of good cheer, my brother; I feel the bottom, and it is good.” Then 
Christian recovered his faith, and passed safely through the waters to the 
Celestial City.

If there are singles who find the waters of singleness dark and deep, who 
feel, “I sink in deep waters; the billows go over my head; all his waves go 
over me,” this is my message to you concerning singleness: “Be of good 
cheer, my brother, my sister; I feel the bottom, and it is good.”30
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A  V I S I O N  O F  B I B L I C A L 
C O M P L E M E N T A R I T Y

Manhood and Womanhood 
Defined According to the Bible

John Piper

When I was a boy growing up in Greenville, South Carolina, my father was 
away from home about two-thirds of every year. And while he preached across 
the country, we prayed—my mother and my older sister and I. What I learned 
in those days was that my mother was omni-competent.

She handled the finances, paying all the bills and dealing with the bank and 
creditors. She once ran a little laundry business on the side. She was active on 
the park board, served as the superintendent of the Intermediate Department 
of our Southern Baptist church, and managed some real estate holdings.

She taught me how to cut the grass and splice electric cord and pull Ber-
muda grass by the roots and paint the eaves and shine the dining room table 
with a shammy and drive a car and keep French fries from getting soggy in 
the cooking oil. She helped me with the maps in geography and showed me 
how to do a bibliography and work up a science project on static electricity 
and believe that Algebra II was possible. She dealt with the contractors when 
we added a basement and, more than once, put her hand to the shovel. It 
never occurred to me that there was anything she couldn’t do.
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I heard one time that women don’t sweat, they glow. Not true. My mother 
sweated. It would drip off the end of her long, sharp nose. Sometimes she would 
blow it off when her hands were pushing the wheelbarrow full of peat moss. Or 
she would wipe it with her sleeve between the strokes of a swingblade. Mother 
was strong. I can remember her arms even today, thirty years later. They were 
big, and in the summertime they were bronze.

But it never occurred to me to think of my mother and my father in the 
same category. Both were strong. Both were bright. Both were kind. Both 
would kiss me and both would spank me. Both were good with words. Both 
prayed with fervor and loved the Bible. But unmistakably my father was 
a man and my mother was a woman. They knew it and I knew it. And it 
was not mainly a biological fact. It was mainly a matter of personhood and 
relational dynamics.

When my father came home he was clearly the head of the house. He led 
in prayer at the table. He called the family together for devotions. He got us to 
Sunday school and worship. He drove the car. He guided the family to where 
we would sit. He made the decision to go to Howard Johnson’s for lunch. He 
led us to the table. He called for the waitress. He paid the check. He was the one 
we knew we would reckon with if we broke a family rule or were disrespectful 
to Mother. These were the happiest times for Mother. Oh, how she rejoiced to 
have Daddy home! She loved his leadership. Later I learned that the Bible calls 
this “submission.”

But since my father was gone most of the time, Mother used to do most 
of those leadership things too. So it never occurred to me that leadership 
and submission had anything to do with superiority and inferiority. And 
it didn’t have to do with muscles and skills either. It was not a matter of 
capabilities and competencies. It had to do with something I could never 
have explained as a child. And I have been a long time in coming to under-
stand it as part of God’s great goodness in creating us male and female. It 
had to do with something very deep. I know that the specific rhythm of life 
that was in our home is not the only good one. But there were dimensions 
of reality and goodness in it that ought to be there in every home. Indeed 
they ought to be there in varying ways in all mature relationships between 
men and women.

I say “ought to be there” because I now see that they were rooted in God. 
Over the years I have come to see from Scripture and from life that manhood 
and womanhood are the beautiful handiwork of a good and loving God. He 
designed our differences and they are profound. They are not mere physiological 
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prerequisites for sexual union. They go to the root of our personhood. This 
chapter is an attempt to define some of those differences as God wills them to 
be according to the Bible.

o

Let me say a word about that phrase, “according to the Bible.” The subtitle of 
this chapter is “Manhood and Womanhood Defined According to the Bible.” 
What that means is that I have made every effort to bring the thinking of this 
chapter into accord with what the Bible teaches. At the same time, however, I 
have not tried to include a detailed exegetical argument for every assertion.

There are three main reasons that seem to justify this approach:
First, for the purposes of this chapter, it seemed best to present the biblical 

vision of manhood and womanhood as clearly and concisely as possible, and 
to leave the comprehensive technical discussion for the following chapters. I 
have also tried in articles,1 sermons,2 and unpublished papers to give credible 
account of the biblical foundations of what I say here.

Second, I have tried to include enough biblical argumentation in this essay, 
especially in the footnotes, to show why I believe this vision of manhood and 
womanhood is in fact “according to the Bible.” I hope it will be obvious that my 
reflections are not the creation of an independent mind, but the fruit of a tree 
planted firmly in the soil of constant meditation on the Word of God.

Third, experience has taught me that there are two ways to commend a vision 
of manhood and womanhood. One way has to do with rational argumentation 
concerning factual evidences. For example, an evangelical Christian wants to 
know, Does the Bible really teach this vision of manhood and womanhood? 
So one way of commending the vision is by patient, detailed, careful exegetical 
argumentation.

But there is another way to commend the vision. A person also wants to 
know, Is the vision beautiful and satisfying and fulfilling? Can I live with it? This 
is not a bad question. Commending biblical truth involves more than saying, 
“Do it because the Bible says so.” That sort of commendation may result in a 
kind of obedience that is so begrudging and so empty of delight and hearty 
affirmation that the Lord is not pleased with it at all.

So there is a second task needed in winning people over to a vision of man-
hood and womanhood. Not only must there be thorough exegesis, there must 
also be a portrayal of the vision that satisfies the heart as well as the head. Or 
to put it another way: we must commend the beauty as well as the truth of the 
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vision. We must show that something is not only right but also good. It is not 
only valid but also valuable, not only accurate but also admirable.

This chapter is meant to fit mainly into the second category. Not merely, but 
mainly. It is designed to show that our vision of manhood and womanhood is 
a deeply satisfying gift of grace from a loving God who has the best interests 
of his creatures at heart. The vision is not onerous or oppressive. It does not 
promote pride or self-exaltation. It conforms to who we are by God’s good 
design. Therefore it is fulfilling in the deepest sense of that word.

o

The tendency today is to stress the equality of men and women by minimizing 
the unique significance of our maleness or femaleness. But this depreciation 
of male and female personhood is a great loss. It is taking a tremendous toll 
on generations of young men and women who do not know what it means 
to be a man or a woman. Confusion over the meaning of sexual person-
hood today is epidemic. The consequence of this confusion is not a free and 
happy harmony among gender-free persons relating on the basis of abstract 
competencies. The consequence rather is more divorce, more homosexuality, 
more sexual abuse, more promiscuity, more social awkwardness, and more 
emotional distress and suicide that come with the loss of God-given identity.

It is a remarkable and telling observation that contemporary Christian femi-
nists devote little attention to the definition of femininity and masculinity. Little 
help is being given to a son’s question, “Dad, what does it mean to be a man 
and not a woman?” Or a daughter’s question, “Mom, what does it mean to be 
a woman and not a man?” A lot of energy is being expended today minimizing 
the distinctions of manhood and womanhood. But we do not hear very often 
what manhood and womanhood should incline us to do. We are adrift in a sea 
of confusion over sexual roles. And life is not the better for it.

Ironically the most perceptive thinkers recognize how essential manhood 
and womanhood are to our personhood. Yet the meaning of manhood and 
womanhood is seen as unattainable. For example, Paul Jewett, in his very in-
sightful book Man as Male and Female, argues persuasively that maleness and 
femaleness are essential, not peripheral, to our personhood:

Sexuality permeates one’s individual being to its very depth; it condi-
tions every facet of one’s life as a person. As the self is always aware of 
itself as an ‘I,’ so this ‘I’ is always aware of itself as himself or herself. Our 
self-knowledge is indissolubly bound up not simply with our human being 
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but with our sexual being. At the human level there is no ‘I and thou’ 
per se, but only the ‘I’ who is male or female confronting the ‘thou,’ the 
‘other,’ who is also male or female.3

He cites Emil Brunner to the same effect: “Our sexuality penetrates to the 
deepest metaphysical ground of our personality. As a result, the physical differ-
ences between the man and the woman are a parable of psychical and spiritual 
differences of a more ultimate nature.”4

After reading these amazing statements concerning how essential manhood 
and womanhood are to our personhood and how sexuality “conditions every 
facet of one’s life,” it is stunning to read that Jewett does not know what man-
hood and womanhood are. He says,

Some, at least, among contemporary theologians are not so sure that they 
know what it means to be a man in distinction to a woman or a woman in 
distinction to a man. It is because the writer shares this uncertainty that 
he has skirted the question of ontology in this study.5

All human activity reflects a qualitative distinction which is sexual 
in nature. But in my opinion, such an observation offers no clue to the 
ultimate meaning of that distinction. It may be that we shall never know 
what that distinction ultimately means. But this much, at least, seems 
clear: we will understand the difference—what it means to be created as 
man or woman—only as we learn to live as man and woman in a true 
partnership of life.6

Surely this is a great sadness. We know that “sexuality permeates one’s in-
dividual being to its very depth.” We know that “it conditions every facet of 
one’s life as a person.” We know that every I-thou encounter is an encounter 
not of abstract persons but of male or female persons. We know that physical 
differences are but a parable of male and female personhood. But, alas, we do 
not know who we are as male and female. We are ignorant of this all-pervasive 
dimension of our identity.

But what about Jewett’s prescription for hope in the face of this stunning 
ignorance of who we are? He suggests that we discover who we are “as man or 
woman” by experiencing a “true partnership” as man and woman. The problem 
with this is that we cannot know what a “true partnership” is until we know the 
nature of the partners. A true partnership must be true to who the partners are. 
A true partnership must take into account the sexual reality “that conditions 
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every facet of their life.” We simply cannot know what a “true” partnership is 
until we know what truly “permeates [our] personhood to the very depths.” If 
we are really ignorant of what true manhood and womanhood are, we have no 
warrant to prescribe the nature of what true partnership will look like.

The sexual turmoil of our culture is not surprising when we discover that 
our best Christian thinkers claim not to know what masculinity and feminin-
ity are, and yet acknowledge that these are among the most profound aspects 
of personhood that “condition every facet of one’s life”! How shall parents rear 
daughters to be women and sons to be men when even the leading teachers of 
the church do not know what manhood and womanhood are?

The conviction behind this chapter is that the Bible does not leave us in ig-
norance about the meaning of masculine and feminine personhood. God has 
not placed in us an all-pervasive and all-conditioning dimension of person-
hood and then hidden the meaning of our identity from us. He has shown us in 
Scripture the beauty of manhood and womanhood in complementary harmony. 
He has shown us the distortions and even horrors that sin has made of fallen 
manhood and womanhood. And he has shown us the way of redemption and 
healing through Christ.

To be sure, we see “through a glass dimly.” Our knowledge is not perfect. We 
must be ever open to new light. But we are not so adrift as to have nothing to 
say to our generation about the meaning of manhood and womanhood and its 
implications for our relationships. Our understanding is that the Bible reveals 
the nature of masculinity and femininity by describing diverse responsibilities 
for man and woman while rooting these differing responsibilities in creation, 
not convention.

When the Bible teaches that men and women fulfill different roles in relation 
to each other, charging man with a unique leadership role, it bases this differ-
entiation not on temporary cultural norms but on permanent facts of creation. 
This is seen in 1 Corinthians 11:3–16 (especially vv. 8–9, 14); Ephesians 5:21–33 
(especially vv. 31–32); and 1 Timothy 2:11–14 (especially vv. 13–14).7 In the Bible, 
differentiated roles for men and women are never traced back to the fall of man 
and woman into sin. Rather, the foundation of this differentiation is traced back 
to the way things were in Eden before sin warped our relationships. Differenti-
ated roles were corrupted, not created, by the fall.8 They were created by God.

o

This leads me then to attempt at least a partial definition of manhood 
and womanhood. This is risky business. Every word we choose could be 
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misunderstood. Unsympathetic readers could jump to conclusions about 
practical implications that are not implied. I would simply plead for the 
application of that great principle of good criticism: Before assessing an 
author’s position, express an understanding of it in a way the author would 
approve.

I would commend the following descriptions of masculinity and feminin-
ity for consideration. It will be very important to read them in the light of the 
subsequent comments. These are not exhaustive descriptions of all that mas-
culinity or femininity mean. But they are intended to embrace both married 
people and single people. Even where I illustrate manhood and womanhood 
in the dynamics of a marriage relationship, I hope single people will see an 
application to other relationships as well. The definitions are not exhaustive, 
but they touch all of us. They are an attempt to get at the heart, or at least an 
indispensable aspect, of manhood and womanhood.9

At the heart of mature masculinity is a sense of benevolent responsibility 
to lead, provide for and protect women in ways appropriate to a man’s 
differing relationships.

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.

The Meaning of Masculinity

Here we take the definition of masculinity a phrase at a time and unfold its 
meaning and implications.

At the heart of mature masculinity is a sense of benevolent responsibility 
to lead, provide for and protect women in ways appropriate to a man’s 
differing relationships.

“At the Heart of . . .” 
This phrase signals that the definitions are not exhaustive. There is more to 
masculinity and femininity, but there is not less. We believe this is at the heart 
of what true manhood means, even if there is a mystery to our complementary 
existence that we will never exhaust.
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“. . . Mature Masculinity . . .”
A man might say, “I am a man and I do not feel this sense of responsibil-
ity that you say makes me masculine.” He may feel strong and sexually 
competent and forceful and rational. But we would say to him that if he 
does not feel this sense of benevolent responsibility toward women to lead, 
provide and protect, his masculinity is immature. It is incomplete and 
perhaps distorted.

“Mature” means that a man’s sense of responsibility is in the process of grow-
ing out of its sinful distortions and limitations, and finding its true nature as a 
form of love, not a form of self-assertion.

“. . . a Sense of . . .”
I use the word “sense” because to be masculine a man must not only be respon-
sible, but sense or feel that he is. If he does not “sense” or “feel” and “affirm” his 
responsibility, he is not mature in his masculinity.

The word “sense” also implies the fact that a man can be mature in his mas-
culinity when his circumstances do not put him in any relationship where he 
actually has the possibility to relate to any woman. He may be in combat or out 
to sea away from women. He may be in prison. He may have a job on an oil rig 
in the North Atlantic. He may be a monk. Or his style of life may simply make 
interaction with women very limited.

A man can be properly masculine in those circumstances if he has the sense 
of benevolent responsibility to lead, provide for and protect women. This sense 
need not be actualized directly in order to qualify for mature masculinity. For 
example, his “sense” of responsibility will affect how he talks about women and 
the way he relates to pornography and the kind of concern he shows for the 
marriages of the men around him.

The word “sense” also implies that a man may not be physically able to 
provide for or protect his family and yet be mature in his masculinity. He 
may be paralyzed. He may have a disabling disease. His wife may be the main 
breadwinner in such a circumstance. And she may be the one who must get 
up at night to investigate a frightening noise in the house. This is not easy for 
the man. But if he still has a sense of his own benevolent responsibility under 
God he will not lose his masculinity.

His sense of responsibility will find expression in the ways he conquers 
self-pity, and gives moral and spiritual leadership for his family, and takes the 
initiative to provide them with the bread of life, and protects them from the 
greatest enemies of all, Satan and sin.
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Someone might ask: So is a woman masculine if she is a single parent and 
provides these same things for her children? Are these only for men to do? I 
would answer: A woman is not unduly masculine in performing these things 
for her children if she has the sense that this would be properly done by her 
husband if she had one, and if she performs them with a uniquely feminine 
demeanor.

However, if a woman undertakes to give this kind of leadership toward her 
husband she would not be acting in a properly feminine way, but would be 
taking up the masculine calling in that relationship. If the husband is there but 
neglects his responsibility and does not provide leadership for the children, 
then the mature, feminine mother will make every effort to do so, yet in a way 
that says to the husband, “I do not defy you, I love you and long with all my 
heart that you were with me in this spiritual and moral commitment, leading 
me and the family to God.”

“. . . Benevolent . . .”
This word is intended to show that the responsibility of manhood is for the good 
of woman. Benevolent responsibility is meant to rule out all self-aggrandizing 
authoritarianism (cf. Luke 22:26). It is meant to rule out all disdaining conde-
scension and any act that makes a mature woman feel patronized rather than 
honored and prized (cf. 1 Peter 3:7). The word “benevolent” is meant to signal 
that mature masculinity gives appropriate expression to the Golden Rule in 
male-female relationships (Matthew 7:12).

“. . . Responsibility . . .”
The burden of this word is to stress that masculinity is a God-given trust for 
the good of all his creatures, not a right for men to exercise for their own self-
exaltation or ego-satisfaction. It is less a prerogative than a calling. It is a duty 
and obligation and charge. Like all God’s requirements it is not meant to be 
onerous or burdensome (1 John 5:3). But it is nevertheless a burden to be borne, 
and which in Christ can be borne lightly (Matthew 11:30).

The word “responsibility” is chosen to imply that man will be uniquely called 
to account for his leadership, provision and protection in relation to women. 
This is illustrated in Genesis 3:9 when God says to Adam first, “Where are you?” 
Eve had sinned first, but God does not seek her out first. Adam must give the 
first account to God for the moral life of the family in the garden of Eden. This 
does not mean the woman has no responsibility, as we will see. It simply means 
that man bears a unique and primary one.
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“. . . to Lead . . .”
One problem with language is that words tend to carry very different con-
notations for different people. Hence the word “lead” will sound strong and 
domineering to some, but moderate and servant-like to others.

Another problem is that one word carries many different nuances and impli-
cations for different contexts and situations. For example, the word “lead” could 
refer to what people do when they direct an orchestra, or persuade a friend to 
go to the zoo, or inspire a group for a cause, or command a military platoon, 
or make the first suggestion about where to eat, or take the driver’s seat when 
a group gets in the car, or take the initiative in a group to push the button in 
an elevator, or choose a door and open it for another to go through, or chair a 
committee, or sing loud enough to help others, or point a lost motorist to the 
freeway entrance, or call the plays on a football team, or call people together 
for prayer.

Therefore, I need to explain in some detail what I have in mind by the mature 
masculine responsibility to lead. Otherwise false ideas could easily come into 
people’s minds that I do not intend. Following are nine clarifying statements 
about the meaning of mature masculine leadership.

1. Mature masculinity expresses itself not in the demand to be served, but in the 
strength to serve and to sacrifice for the good of woman.
Jesus said, “Let the greatest among you become as the youngest and the leader 
as one who serves” (Luke 22:26 ESV). Leadership is not a demanding demeanor. 
It is moving things forward to a goal. If the goal is holiness and heaven, the 
leading will have the holy aroma of heaven about it—the demeanor of Christ.

Thus after saying that “the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the 
head of the church,” Paul said, “Husbands, love your wives just as Christ loved 
the church and gave himself up for her, that he might sanctify her” (Ephesians 
5:23, 25–26). Jesus led his bride to holiness and heaven on the Calvary road. He 
looked weak, but he was infinitely strong in saying NO to the way of the world. 
So it will be again and again for mature men as they take up the responsibility 
to lead.

2. Mature masculinity does not assume the authority of Christ over woman, but 
advocates it.
The leadership implied in the statement “The husband is the head of the wife as 
Christ is the head of the church” (Ephesians 5:23) is not a leadership that gives 
to the man all the rights and authority that Christ has. The analogy between 
Christ and the husband breaks down if pressed too far, first because, unlike 
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Christ, all men sin. Christ never has to apologize to his church. But husbands 
must do this often.

Moreover, unlike Christ, a husband is not preparing a bride merely for him-
self but for another, namely Christ. He does not merely act as Christ, but also 
for Christ. At this point he must not be Christ to his wife lest he be a traitor 
to Christ. Standing in the place of Christ must include a renunciation of the 
temptation to be Christ. And that means leading his wife forward to depend not 
on him but on Christ. And practically, that rules out belittling supervision and 
fastidious oversight. She also stands or falls before her own master, Jesus Christ.

3. Mature masculinity does not presume superiority, but mobilizes the strengths 
of others.
No human leader is infallible. Nor is any man superior to those he leads in 
every respect. Therefore a good leader will always take into account the ideas 
of those he leads, and may often adopt those ideas as better than his own. This 
applies to husbands at home and elders in the church and all the other places 
where leadership is critical.10 A man’s leadership is not measured by his oblivi-
ousness to the ideas and desires of others. A leader of peers may be surrounded 
by much brighter people than himself. He will listen and respond. And if he is 
a good leader, they will appreciate his initiative and guidance through the ups 
and downs of decision-making. The aim of leadership is not to demonstrate 
the superiority of the leader, but to bring out all the strengths of people that 
will move them forward to the desired goal.

In Ephesians 5:28–29 the wife is pictured as part of the man’s body as the 
church is part of Christ’s body. So in loving his wife a man is loving himself. This 
is clearly an application to marriage of Jesus’ command, “Love your neighbor as 
yourself.” This rules out a leadership that treats a wife like a child. A husband 
does not want to be treated that way himself.

Moreover Christ does not lead the church as his daughter but as his wife. He 
is preparing her to be a “fellow-heir” (Romans 8:17 ESV), not a servant girl. Any 
kind of leadership that in the name of Christlike headship tends to produce in a 
wife personal immaturity or spiritual weakness or insecurity through excessive 
control or picky supervision or oppressive domination has missed the point of 
the analogy in Ephesians 5. Christ does not create that kind of wife.

4. Mature masculinity does not have to initiate every action, but feels the respon-
sibility to provide a general pattern of initiative.
In a family the husband does not do all the thinking and planning. His leader-
ship is to take responsibility in general to initiate and carry through the spiritual 
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and moral planning for family life. I say “in general” because “in specifics” there 
will be many times and many areas of daily life where the wife will do all kinds 
of planning and initiating. But there is a general tone and pattern of initiative 
that should develop which is sustained by the husband.

For example, the leadership pattern would be less than biblical if the wife 
in general was having to take the initiative in prayer at mealtime, and get the 
family out of bed for worship on Sunday morning, and gather the family for 
devotions, and discuss what moral standards will be required of the children, 
and confer about financial priorities, and talk over some neighborhood ministry 
possibilities, etc. A wife may initiate the discussion and planning of any one 
of these, but if she becomes the one who senses the general responsibility for 
this pattern of initiative while her husband is passive, something contrary to 
biblical masculinity and femininity is in the offing.11

Psychologist James Dobson is so concerned about the recovery of the leader-
ship of husbands at home that he calls it “America’s greatest need.”

A Christian man is obligated to lead his family to the best of his ability. 
.  .  . If his family has purchased too many items on credit, then the 
financial crunch is ultimately his fault. If the family never reads the 
Bible or seldom goes to church on Sunday, God holds the man to blame. 
If the children are disrespectful and disobedient, the primary respon-
sibility lies with the father . . . not his wife. . . . In my view, America’s 
greatest need is for husbands to begin guiding their families, rather 
than pouring every physical and emotional resource into the mere 
acquisition of money.12

5. Mature masculinity accepts the burden of the final say in disagreements between 
husband and wife, but does not presume to use it in every instance.
In a good marriage decision-making is focused on the husband, but is not uni-
lateral. He seeks input from his wife and often adopts her ideas. This is implied 
in the love that governs the relationship (Ephesians 5:25), in the equality of 
personhood implied in being created in the image of God (Genesis 1:27), and 
in the status of being fellow-heirs of the grace of life (1 Peter 3:7). Unilateral 
decision-making is not usually a mark of good leadership. It generally comes 
from laziness or insecurity or inconsiderate disregard.

On the other hand, dependence on team input should not go to the point 
where the family perceives a weakness of indecision in the husband. And both 
husband and wife should agree on the principle that the husband’s decision 
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should rightly hold sway if it does not involve sin. However, this conviction 
does not mean that a husband will often use the prerogative of “veto” over 
the wishes of his wife or family. He may, in fact, very often surrender his own 
preference for his wife’s where no moral issue is at stake. His awareness of his 
sin and imperfection will guard him from thinking that following Christ gives 
him the ability of Christ to know what’s best in every detail. Nevertheless, in a 
well-ordered biblical marriage both husband and wife acknowledge in principle 
that, if necessary in some disagreement, the husband will accept the burden of 
making the final choice.

6. Mature masculinity expresses its leadership in romantic sexual relations by 
communicating an aura of strong and tender pursuit.
This is very difficult to put into words. But sexual relations are so basic to 
human life we would be delinquent not to at least try to say how masculinity 
expresses itself here.

It is the mingling of tenderness with strength that makes the unique mas-
culine quality of leadership in sexual relations. There is an aura of masculine 
leadership which rises from the mingling of power and tenderness, forceful-
ness and affection, potency and sensitivity, virility and delicateness. It finds 
expression in the firmness of his grasp, the strength of taking her in his arms, 
the sustaining of verbal adoration, etc. And there are a hundred nuances of 
masculine pursuit that distinguish it from feminine pursuit.

It is important to say that there is, of course, a feminine pursuit in sexual 
relations. This is why the word “initiate” is not an exact way of describing 
masculine leadership in sexual relations. The wife may initiate an interest in 
romance and may keep on initiating different steps along the way. But there is 
a difference. A feminine initiation is in effect an invitation for the man to do 
his kind of initiating. In one sense then you could say that in those times the 
man is responding. But in fact the wife is inviting him to lead in a way as only 
a man can, so that she can respond to him.

It will not do to say that, since the woman can rightly initiate, therefore there 
is no special leadership that the man should fulfil. When a wife wants sexual 
relations with her husband she wants him to seek her and take her and bring 
her into his arms and up to the pleasures that his initiatives give her.

Consider what is lost when women attempt to assume a more masculine 
role by appearing physically muscular and aggressive. It is true that there is 
something sexually stimulating about a muscular, scantily clad young woman 
pumping iron in a health club. But no woman should be encouraged by this 
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fact. For it probably means the sexual encounter that such an image would lead 
to is something very hasty and volatile, and in the long run unsatisfying. The 
image of a masculine musculature may beget arousal in a man, but it does not 
beget several hours of moonlight walking with significant, caring conversation. 
The more women can arouse men by doing typically masculine things, the less 
they can count on receiving from men a sensitivity to typically feminine needs. 
Mature masculinity will not be reduced to raw desire in sexual relations. It 
remains alert to the deeper personal needs of a woman and mingles strength 
and tenderness to make her joy complete.

7. Mature masculinity expresses itself in a family by taking the initiative in dis-
ciplining the children when both parents are present and a family standard has 
been broken.
Mothers and fathers are both to be obeyed by their children (Ephesians 6:1). 
Mothers as well as fathers are esteemed teachers in the home (Proverbs 1:8; 6:20; 
31:1). Mothers carry rights of authority and leadership toward their children, 
as do their husbands. They do not need to wait till Dad gets home from work 
to spank a disobedient child.

But children need to see a dynamic between Mom and Dad that says, Dad 
takes charge to discipline me when Mom and Dad are both present.13 No 
woman should have to take the initiative to set a disobedient child right while 
her husband sits obliviously by, as though nothing were at stake. Few things 
will help children understand the meaning of responsible, loving masculinity 
better than watching who takes the responsibility to set them right when Mom 
and Dad are both present.

8. Mature masculinity is sensitive to cultural expressions of masculinity and 
adapts to them (where no sin is involved) in order to communicate to a woman 
that a man would like to relate not in any aggressive or perverted way, but with 
maturity and dignity as a man.
This would mean dressing in ways that are neither effeminate nor harsh and 
aggressive. It would mean learning manners and customs. Who speaks for 
the couple at the restaurant? Who seats the other? Who drives the car? Who 
opens the door? Who walks in front down the concert hall aisle? Who stands 
and who sits, and when? Who extends the hand at a greeting? Who walks on 
the street side? How do you handle a woman’s purse? Etc., etc. These things 
change from culture to culture and from era to era. The point is that masculine 
leadership will not scorn them or ignore them, but seek to use them to cultivate 
and communicate a healthy pattern of complementarity in the relationships 
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between men and women.14 Mature masculinity will not try to communicate 
that such things don’t matter. Mature masculinity recognizes the pervasive 
implications of manhood and womanhood, and seeks to preserve the patterns 
of interaction that give free and natural expression to that reality. A dance is all 
the more beautiful when the assigned steps are natural and unself-conscious.

9. Mature masculinity recognizes that the call to leadership is a call to repentance 
and humility and risk-taking.
We are all sinners. Masculinity and femininity have been distorted by our sin. 
Taking up the responsibility to lead must therefore be a careful and humble 
task. We must admit as men that historically there have been grave abuses. 
In each of our lives we have ample cause for contrition at our passivity or our 
domination. Some have neglected their wives and squandered their time in 
front of the television or putzing around in the garage or going away too often 
with the guys to hunt or fish or bowl. Others have been too possessive, harsh, 
domineering, and belittling, giving the impression through act and innuendo 
that wives are irresponsible or foolish.

We should humble ourselves before God for our failures and for the remain-
ing tendency to shirk or overstep our responsibilities. The call to leadership 
is not a call to exalt ourselves over any woman. It is not a call to domineer, 
or belittle or put woman in her place. She is, after all, a fellow-heir of God 
and destined for a glory that will one day blind the natural eyes of every man 
(Matthew 13:43). The call to leadership is a call to humble oneself and take 
the responsibility to be a servant-leader in ways that are appropriate to every 
differing relationship to women.

It is a call to risk getting egg on our faces; to pray as we have never prayed 
before; to be constantly in the Word; to be more given to planning, more in-
tentional, more thoughtful, less carried along by the mood of the moment; to 
be disciplined and ordered in our lives; to be tenderhearted and sensitive; to 
take the initiative to make sure there is a time and a place to talk to her about 
what needs to be talked about; and to be ready to lay down our lives the way 
Christ did if that is necessary.

“. . . Provide for . . .”
“At the heart of mature masculinity is a sense of benevolent responsibility to 
lead, provide for . . .”

The point of saying that man should feel a responsibility to provide for 
woman is not that the woman should not assist in maintaining support for the 
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family or for society in general. She always has done this historically because so 
much of the domestic life required extraordinary labors on her part just to main-
tain the life of the family. Today in many cultures women carry a tremendous 
breadwinning role in the field, often while the men do far less strenuous tasks. 
It is possible to be excessively demanding or excessively restrictive on a woman’s 
role in sustaining the life of the family. Proverbs 31 pictures a wife with great 
ability in the business affairs of the family.

What I mean when I say that a man should feel a benevolent responsibility 
to provide is this: when there is no bread on the table it is the man who should 
feel the main pressure to do something to get it there. It does not mean his wife 
can’t help—side by side in a family enterprise or working in a different job. In 
fact, it is possible to imagine cases where she may have to do it all—say, if he is 
sick or injured. But a man will feel his personhood compromised if he, through 
sloth or folly or lack of discipline, becomes dependent over the long haul (not 
just during graduate school!) on his wife’s income.

This is implied in Genesis 3 where the curse touches man and woman in their 
natural places of life. It is not a curse that man must work in the field to get bread 
for the family or that woman bears children. The curse is that these spheres of 
life are made difficult and frustrating. In appointing the curse for his rebellious 
creatures God aims at the natural sphere of life peculiar to each. Evidently God 
had in mind from the beginning that the man would take special responsibility 
for sustaining the family through bread-winning labor, while the wife would 
take special responsibility for sustaining the family through childbearing and 
nurturing labor. Both are life-sustaining and essential.

The point of this Genesis text is not to define limits for what else the man 
and the woman might do. But it does suggest that any role reversal at these 
basic levels of child care and breadwinning labor will be contrary to the original 
intention of God, and contrary to the way he made us as male and female for 
our ordained roles.15 Supporting the family is primarily the responsibility of 
the husband. Caring for the children is primarily the responsibility of the wife.

Again I stress that the point here is not to dictate the details of any particular 
pattern of labor in the home. The point is that mature manhood senses a be-
nevolent responsibility before God to be the primary provider for his family. He 
senses that if God were to come and call someone to account for not meeting 
the family’s needs, God would come to the husband first (Genesis 3:9).

The same is true for a social grouping of men and women who are not 
married. Mature men sense that it is primarily (not solely) their responsibility 
to see to it that there is provision and protection. The covenant of marriage 
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does not create a man’s sense of benevolent responsibility to provide the basic 
necessities of food and shelter. In marriage the sense of responsibility is more 
intense and personal. But this dimension of mature manhood is there in a man 
apart from marriage.

“. . . Protect . . .”
“At the heart of mature masculinity is a sense of benevolent responsibility to 
lead, provide for and protect . . .”

Suppose a man and a woman (it may be his wife or sister or friend or a total 
stranger) are walking along the street when an assailant threatens the two of 
them with a lead pipe. Mature masculinity senses a natural, God-given respon-
sibility to step forward and put himself between the assailant and the woman. 
In doing this he becomes her servant. He is willing to suffer for her safety. He 
bestows honor on her. His inner sense is one of responsibility to protect her 
because he is a man and she is a woman.

There is a distorted and sinful masculinity that might claim an authority 
and leadership that has the right to tell the woman to step in front of him and 
shield him from the blows and let him escape. But every man knows this is a 
perversion of what it means to be a man and a leader. And every wife knows 
that something is amiss in a man’s manhood if he suggests that she get out of 
bed 50 percent of the time to see what the strange noise is downstairs.

She is not condemned as a coward because she feels a natural fitness in receiv-
ing this manly service. And she may well be more courageous than he at the 
moment. She may be ready to do some fearless deed of her own. A man’s first 
thought is not that the woman at his side is weak, but simply that he is a man 
and she is a woman. Women and children are put into the lifeboats first, not 
because the men are necessarily better swimmers, but because of a deep sense of 
honorable fitness. It belongs to masculinity to accept danger to protect women.

It may be that in any given instance of danger the woman will have the 
strength to strike the saving blow. It may be too that she will have the presence 
of mind to think of the best way of escape. It may be that she will fight with 
tooth and claw to save a crippled man and lay down her life for him if neces-
sary. But this does not at all diminish the unique call of manhood when he and 
his female  companion are confronted by a danger together. The dynamics of 
mature masculinity and femininity begin the drama with him in front and her 
at his back protected—however they may together overcome the foe or suffer 
courageously together in persecution. A mature man senses instinctively that 
as a man he is called to take the lead in guarding the woman he is with.16



52 • Section I: Vision and Overview

“. . . Women . . .”
“At the heart of mature masculinity is a sense of benevolent responsibility to 
lead, provide for and protect women . . .”

I do not say “wives” because there is a sense in which masculinity inclines 
a man to feel a responsibility for leadership and provision and protection 
toward women in general, not just toward wives or relatives. Masculinity and 
femininity are rooted in who we are by nature. They are not simply reflexes 
of a marriage relationship. Man does not become man by getting married. 
But it is clear that the form that leadership, provision and protection take 
will vary with the kind of relationship a man has with a woman—from the 
most intimate relationship of marriage to the most casual relationship with 
a stranger on the street. This is why the description of masculinity must 
conclude with the following phrase.

“. . . in Ways Appropriate to a Man’s Differing Relationships”
Ephesians 5:22, Titus 2:5 and 1 Peter 3:1, 5 exhort wives to be subject to “your 
own” (idiois) husbands. This term “your own” shows that the relationship of 
leadership and submission between a woman and her husband should be dif-
ferent from the relationship of leadership and submission that she may have 
with men in general. Husbands and wives have responsibilities to each other 
in marriage that they do not have to other men and women.

But this does not mean that there is no way that maleness and femaleness 
affect the relationship of men and women in general. That a man has a unique 
responsibility for leadership in his own home does not mean that his manhood 
is negligible in other settings. It is not negligible. But it is very diverse. The 
responsibility of men toward women will vary according to the kind of rela-
tionship they have. Husband and wife will have different responsibilities from 
what a pastor and female parishioner will have. And those responsibilities will 
in turn be different from the differing responsibilities of men and women in 
business, recreation, government, neighborhood, courtship, engagement, etc. 
The possibilities of women and men meeting each other and having dealings 
with each other are extremely diverse and beyond counting. And my persua-
sion is that mature masculinity will seek appropriate expressions of manhood 
in each of these relationships.

These expressions of manhood will include acts of defense and protec-
tion, a readiness to serve with strength, and a pattern of initiative. I have 
touched on all three of these. But it may be helpful to focus once more on 
this idea of a pattern of initiative that is appropriate for differing relation-



A Vision of Biblical Complementarity • 53

ships. The point here is that even though a man will not take initiating steps 
of leadership with a stranger or with a colleague the same way he will with 
his wife, his mature manhood will seek a pattern of initiative appropriate 
for the relationship.

For example, if a man works as a lawyer in a law firm with other lawyers, 
some of whom are women, he will of course not initiate many of the kinds of 
discussion that he might with his wife. In fact, one of the special initiatives 
mature masculinity will take is to build protections against the development 
of any kind of inappropriate intimacy with his female colleagues. It is not 
primarily the responsibility of women to build procedural and relational 
guidelines to protect themselves from the advances of ill-behaved men. 
Primarily it is the responsibility of mature manhood to establish a pattern 
of behaviors and attitudes—a kind of collegial choreography—that enable 
men and women to move with freedom and ease and moral security among 
each other.

If, in the course of the day, a woman in the law firm calls a meeting of the 
attorneys, and thus takes that kind of initiative, there are still ways that a man, 
coming to that meeting, can express his manhood through culturally appropri-
ate courtesies shown to the women in the firm. He may open the door; he may 
offer his chair; he may speak in a voice that is gentler.17

It is true that this becomes increasingly difficult where a unisex mentality 
converts such gentlemanly courtesies into offenses and thus attempts to shut 
out every means of expressing the realities of manhood and womanhood. 
It will be a strain for mature Christian men and women to work in that 
atmosphere. But it may be that through intelligent discussion and courte-
ous, caring behaviors they may have a redeeming effect even on what their 
colleagues think and feel about manhood and womanhood.

We must reckon with the possibility that in the various spheres of life it 
is possible that role relationships emerge for men and women that so deeply 
compromise what a man or woman senses is appropriate for their mascu-
line or feminine personhood that they have to seek a different position. 
This is what J. I. Packer implies when he makes the following perceptive 
observation:

While I am not keen on hierarchy and patriarchy as terms describing 
the man-woman relationship in Scripture, Genesis 2:18–23 .  .  . and 
Ephesians 5:21–33 . . . continue to convince me that the man-woman 
relationship is intrinsically nonreversible. By this I mean that, other 
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things being equal, a situation in which a female boss has a male secre-
tary, or a marriage in which the woman (as we say) wears the trousers, 
will put more strain on the humanity of both parties than if it were the 
other way around. This is part of the reality of the creation, a given fact 
that nothing will change.18

This brings us back to the basic insight of Paul Jewett, namely, that

our self-knowledge is indissolubly bound up not simply with our human 
being but with our sexual being. At the human level there is no ‘I and 
thou’ per se, but only the ‘I’ who is male or female confronting the ‘thou,’ 
the ‘other,’ who is also male or female.

I believe this is true and that God has not left us without a witness to the 
meaning of our masculine and feminine personhood. I have tried to unfold at 
least some of what that masculine personhood involves. Now we turn to the 
meaning of mature femininity.

The Meaning of Femininity

A significant aspect of femininity is how a woman responds to the pattern 
of initiatives established by mature masculinity. This is why I have discussed 
masculinity first. Much of the meaning of womanhood is clearly implied in 
what I have said already about manhood—in the same way that the moves of 
one ballet dancer would be implied if you described the moves of the other. 
Nevertheless it is important now to focus on the description of womanhood 
given earlier and unfold its meaning for the sake of a balanced and attractive 
portrait of manhood and womanhood.

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.19

“At the Heart of . . .” 
Again, this phrase signals that the definition of femininity is not exhaustive. 
There is more to femininity, but not less. I believe this is at the heart of what true 
womanhood means, even if there is a mystery to our complementary existence 
that we will never exhaust.
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“. . . Mature Femininity . . .”
The word “mature” implies that there are distortions of femininity. False or 
immature stereotypes are sometimes identified as the essence of femininity. 
Ronda Chervin, in her book Feminine, Free and Faithful, gives a list of what 
people commonly consider “positive feminine traits” and “negative feminine 
traits.” The participants in her workshops say positively that women are

responsive, compassionate, empathetic, enduring, gentle, warm, ten-
der, hospitable, receptive, diplomatic, considerate, polite, supportive, 
intuitive, wise, perceptive, sensitive, spiritual, sincere, vulnerable (in 
the sense of emotionally open), obedient, trusting, graceful, sweet, 
expressive, charming, delicate, quiet, sensually receptive (vs. prudish), 
faithful, pure.

Chervin lists the following women who exhibit many of these traits: Ruth, 
Naomi, Sarah, Mary (Jesus’ mother), Cordelia of King Lear, Melanie in Gone 
with the Wind, Grace Kelly, and Mother Teresa of Calcutta. On the other hand, 
people often stereotype women with negative traits:

weak, passive, slavish, weepy, wishy-washy, seductive, flirtatious, vain, 
chatter-box, silly, sentimental, naive, moody, petty, catty, prudish, ma-
nipulative, complaining, nagging, pouty, smothering, spiteful.20

It is plain then that when we talk of femininity we must make careful distinc-
tions between distortions and God’s original design. “Mature femininity” refers 
not to what sin has made of womanhood or what popular opinion makes of it, 
but what God willed for it to be at its best.

“. . . is a Freeing Disposition . . .”
I focus on mature femininity as a disposition rather than a set of behaviors or 
roles because mature femininity will express itself in so many different ways 
depending on the situation. Hundreds of behaviors may be feminine in one 
situation and not in another. And the specific acts that grow out of the disposi-
tion of womanhood vary considerably from relationship to relationship, not to 
mention from culture to culture.

For example, the biblical reality of a wife’s submission would take different 
forms depending on the quality of a husband’s leadership. This can be seen best 
if we define submission not in terms of specific behaviors, but as a disposition 
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to yield to the husband’s authority and an inclination to follow his leadership.21 
This is important to do because no submission of one human being to another is 
absolute. The husband does not replace Christ as the woman’s supreme author-
ity. She must never follow her husband’s leadership into sin. She will not steal 
with him or get drunk with him or savor pornography with him or develop 
deceptive schemes with him.

But even where a Christian wife may have to stand with Christ against the 
sinful will of her husband, she can still have a spirit of submission—a disposition 
to yield. She can show by her attitude and behavior that she does not like resist-
ing his will and that she longs for him to forsake sin and lead in righteousness 
so that her disposition to honor him as head can again produce harmony.22

The disposition of mature femininity is experienced as freeing. This is be-
cause it accords with the truth of God’s purpose in creation. It is the truth that 
frees (John 8:32). There are sensations of unbounded independence that are 
not true freedom because they deny truth and are destined for calamity. For 
example, two women may jump from an airplane and experience the thrilling 
freedom of free-falling. But there is a difference: one is encumbered by a para-
chute on her back and the other is free from this burden. Which person is most 
free? The one without the parachute feels free—even freer, since she does not 
feel the constraints of the parachute straps. But she is not truly free. She is in 
bondage to the force of gravity and to the deception that all is well because she 
feels unencumbered. This false sense of freedom is in fact bondage to calamity 
which is sure to happen after a fleeting moment of pleasure.

That is the way many women (and men) today think of freedom. They judge 
it on the basis of immediate sensations of unrestrained license or independence. 
But true freedom takes God’s reality and God’s purpose for creation into ac-
count and seeks to fit smoothly into God’s good design. Freedom does include 
doing what we want to do. But the mature and wise woman does not seek this 
freedom by bending reality to fit her desires. She seeks it by being transformed 
in the renewal of her desires to fit in with God’s perfect will (Romans 12:2). 
The greatest freedom is found in being so changed by God’s Spirit that you can 
do what you love to do and know that it conforms to the design of God and 
leads to life and glory.

God does not intend for women to be squelched or cramped or frustrated. 
But neither does he intend for women to do whatever seems to remove these 
feelings without regard to the appropriateness of the action. Sometimes free-
dom comes from outward changes in circumstances. Sometimes it comes 
from inward changes of the heart and mind. Many today say, for example, that 
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true freedom for a lesbian would be the liberty to act according to her sexual 
preference.23 But I would say that true freedom cannot ignore God’s judgment 
on homosexual activity and God’s will for men and women to be heterosexual 
in their sexual relations. Therefore true freedom is not giving in to our every 
impulse. It is the sometimes painful and exhilarating discovery of God’s power 
to fight free from the bondage of our sinful selves.24

I believe that the femininity to which God calls women is the path of free-
dom for every woman. It will not look the same in every woman. But it will 
lay responsibilities on all women in the same way that mature masculinity lays 
responsibilities on all men. Some of these we express very naturally. Others 
of them we must grow into by prayer and faith and practice. But this process 
of growth is no more confining than the growth of a young woman toward 
patterns of mature behavior that enable her to act with natural freedom in the 
company of adults.

“. . . to Affirm, Receive and Nurture Strength 
and Leadership from Worthy Men . . .”
“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.”

The “strength and leadership” referred to here is what was described above 
concerning the responsibility of mature masculinity to lead, provide and 
protect. The quality of that strength and leadership is captured in the phrase 
“from worthy men.” I recognize that there is strength and leadership that is 
unworthy of a woman’s affirmation. I do not mean to define femininity merely 
as a response to whatever sinful men may happen to offer up. Mature feminin-
ity is rooted in a commitment to Christ as Lord and is discerning in what it 
approves. Mature femininity has a clear, biblical vision of mature masculinity. 
Woman delights in it as man delights in mature femininity. Each gives the 
other the greatest scope for natural, pure, mature expression. But when a man 
does not possess mature masculinity, the response of a mature woman is not 
to abandon her femininity. Rather, her femininity remains intact as a desire 
for things to be as God intended them to be. But she also recognizes that the 
natural expression of her womanhood will be hindered by the immaturity of 
the man in her presence.

My definition of the heart of femininity includes three words to describe 
the response of a woman to the strength and leadership of worthy men: affirm, 
receive and nurture.
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“Affirm” means that mature women advocate the kind of masculine-feminine 
complementarity that we are describing here. This is important to stress because 
there may be occasions when women have no interaction with men and yet are 
still mature in their femininity. This is because femininity is a disposition to affirm 
the strength and leadership of worthy men, not just to experience it firsthand. It is 
also true, as we will see below, because there are unique feminine strengths and 
insights that women embody even before they can be given to any man.

“Receive” means that mature femininity feels natural and glad to accept 
the strength and leadership of worthy men.25 A mature woman is glad when a 
respectful, caring, upright man offers sensitive strength and provides a pattern 
of appropriate initiatives in their relationship. She does not want to reverse 
these roles. She is glad when he is not passive. She feels herself enhanced and 
honored and freed by his caring strength and servant-leadership.

“Nurture” means that a mature woman senses a responsibility not merely to 
receive, but to nurture and strengthen the resources of masculinity. She is to 
be his partner and assistant. She joins in the act of strength and shares in the 
process of leadership. She is, as Genesis 2:18 says, “a helper suitable for him.”

This may sound paradoxical—that she strengthens the strength she receives, 
and that she refines and extends the leadership she looks for. But it is not con-
tradictory or unintelligible. There are strengths and insights that women bring 
to a relationship that are not brought by men. I do not mean to imply by my 
definition of femininity that women are merely recipients in relation to men. 
Mature women bring nurturing strengths and insights that make men stronger 
and wiser and that make the relationship richer.26

Note: We need to heed a caution here about the differing strengths of men 
and women. Whenever anyone asks if we think women are, say, weaker 
than men, or smarter than men, or more easily frightened than men or 
something like that, a good answer would go like this: women are weaker 
in some ways and men are weaker in some ways; women are smarter in 
some ways and men are smarter in some ways; women are more easily 
frightened in some kinds of circumstances and men are more easily 
frightened in other kinds of circumstances.

It is very misleading to put negative values on the so-called weak-
nesses that each of us has by virtue of our sexuality. God intends for all 
the “weaknesses” that are characteristically masculine to call forth and 
highlight woman’s strengths. And God intends for all the “weaknesses” that 
are characteristically feminine to call forth and highlight man’s strengths.
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A person who naively assumes that men are superior because of their 
kind of strength might consider these statistics from 1983: Six times more 
men than women are arrested for drug abuse. Ten times more men than 
women are arrested for drunkenness. Eighty-three percent of serious 
crimes in America are committed by men. Twenty-five times more men 
than women are in jail. Virtually all rape is committed by men.27

I point that out to show that boasting in either sex as superior to the 
other is a folly. Men and women as God created them are different in 
hundreds of ways. One helpful way to describe our equality and differ-
ences is this: Picture the so-called weaknesses and strengths of man and 
woman listed in two columns. If you could give a numerical value to 
each one the sum at the bottom of both columns is going to be the same. 
Whatever different minuses and pluses are on each side of masculinity 
and femininity are going to balance out. And when you take those two 
columns from each side and lay them, as it were, on top of each other, 
God intends them to be the perfect complement to each other, so that 
when life together is considered (and I don’t just mean married life), the 
weaknesses of manhood are not weaknesses and the weaknesses of woman 
are not weaknesses. They are the complements that call forth different 
strengths in each other.28

If it is true that manhood and womanhood are to complement rather 
than duplicate each other, and if it is true that the way God made us is 
good, then we should be very slow to gather a list of typical male weak-
nesses or a list of typical female weaknesses and draw a conclusion that 
either is of less value than the other. Men and women are of equal value 
and dignity in the eyes of God—both created in the image of God and 
utterly unique in the universe.29

“. . . in Ways Appropriate to a Woman’s 
Differing Relationships . . .”
“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.”

Mature femininity does not express itself in the same way toward every man. 
A mature woman who is married, for example, does not welcome the same 
kind of strength and leadership from other men that she welcomes from her 
husband. But she will affirm and receive and nurture the strength and leader-
ship of men in some form in all her relationships with men. This is true even 
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though she may find herself in roles that put some men in a subordinate role 
to her. Without passing any judgment on the appropriateness of any of these 
roles, one thinks of the following possible instances:

Prime minister and her counsellors and advisors
Principal and the teachers in her school
College teacher and her students
Bus driver and her passengers
Bookstore manager and her clerks and stock help
Staff doctor and her interns
Lawyer and her aides
Judge and the court personnel
Police officer and citizens in her precinct
Legislator and her assistants
TV newscaster and her editors
Counsellor and her clients

One or more of these roles might stretch appropriate expressions of femi-
ninity beyond the breaking point. But in any case, regardless of the relation-
ships in which a woman finds herself, mature femininity will seek to express 
itself in appropriate ways. There are ways for a woman to interact even with a 
male subordinate that signal to him and others her endorsement of his mature 
manhood in relationship to her as a woman. I do not have in mind anything 
like sexual suggestiveness or innuendo. Rather, I have in mind culturally ap-
propriate expressions of respect for his kind of strength, and glad acceptance of 
his gentlemanly courtesies. Her demeanor—the tone and style and disposition 
and discourse of her ranking position—can signal clearly her affirmation of 
the unique role that men should play in relationship to women owing to their 
sense of responsibility to protect and lead.

It is obvious at this point that we are on the brink of contradiction—sug-
gesting that a woman may hold a position of leadership and fulfill it in a way 
that signals to men her endorsement of their sense of responsibility to lead. But 
the complexities of life require of us this risk. To illustrate: it is simply impos-
sible that from time to time a woman not be put in a position of influencing 
or guiding men. For example, a housewife in her backyard may be asked by a 
man how to get to the freeway. At that point she is giving a kind of leadership. 
She has superior knowledge that the man needs and he submits himself to her 
guidance. But we all know that there is a way for that housewife to direct the 
man in which neither of them feels their mature femininity or masculinity 
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compromised. It is not a contradiction to speak of certain kinds of influence 
coming from women to men in ways that affirm the responsibility of men to 
provide a pattern of strength and initiative.

But as I said earlier, there are roles that strain the personhood of man and 
woman too far to be appropriate, productive and healthy for the overall struc-
ture of home and society. Some roles would involve kinds of leadership and 
expectations of authority and forms of strength as to make it unfitting for a 
woman to fill the role. However, instead of trying to list what jobs might be 
fitting expressions for mature femininity or mature masculinity, it will probably 
be wiser to provide several guidelines.

It is obvious that we cannot and should not prohibit women from influencing 
men. For example, prayer is certainly a God-appointed means women should 
use to get men to where God wants them to be. Praying women exert far more 
power in this world than all political leaders put together. This kind of pow-
erful influence is compounded immensely when one considers the degree to 
which the world is shaped and guided by the effects of how men and women 
are formed by their mothers. This influence is perhaps more effective than all 
the leadership of men put together.

So the question should be put: What kind of influence would be inappropri-
ate for mature women to exercise toward men? It would be hopeless to try to 
define this on a case-by-case basis. There are thousands of different jobs in the 
church and in the world with an innumerable variety of relationships between 
men and women. More appropriate than a black-and-white list of “man’s work” 
and “woman’s work” is a set of criteria to help a woman think through whether 
the responsibilities of any given job allow her to uphold God’s created order of 
mature masculinity and femininity.

Here is one possible set of criteria. All acts of influence and guidance can be 
described along these two continuums:

	 Personal__________	 Nonpersonal
	 Directive__________	 Nondirective

To the degree that a woman’s influence over man is personal and directive 
it will generally offend a man’s good, God-given sense of responsibility and 
leadership, and thus controvert God’s created order.

A woman may design the traffic pattern of a city’s streets and thus exert a kind 
of influence over all male drivers. But this influence will be non-personal and 
therefore not necessarily an offense against God’s order. Similarly, the drawings 
and specifications of a woman architect may guide the behavior of contractors 
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and laborers, but it may be so non-personal that the feminine-masculine dy-
namic of the relationship is negligible.

On the other hand, the relationship between husband and wife is very per-
sonal. All acts of influence lie on the continuum between personal and non-
personal. The closer they get to the personal side, the more inappropriate it 
becomes for women to exert directive influence.

But the second continuum may qualify the first. Some influence is very direc-
tive, some is non-directive. For example, a drill sergeant would epitomize directive 
influence. It would be hard to see how a woman could be a drill sergeant over 
men without violating their sense of masculinity and her sense of femininity.

Non-directive influence proceeds with petition and persuasion instead of di-
rectives. A beautiful example of non-directive leadership is when Abigail talked 
David out of killing Nabal (l Samuel 25:23–35). She exerted great influence over 
David and changed the course of his life; but she did it with amazing restraint 
and submissiveness and discretion.

When you combine these two continuums, what emerges is this: if a woman’s 
job involves a good deal of directives toward men, they will, in general, need 
it to be non-personal.

The God-given sense of responsibility for leadership in a mature man will 
not generally allow him to flourish long under personal, directive leadership 
of a female superior. J. I. Packer suggested that “a situation in which a female 
boss has a male secretary” puts strain on the humanity of both (see note 18). I 
think this would be true in other situations as well. Some of the more obvious 
ones would be in military combat settings if women were positioned so as to 
deploy and command men; or in professional baseball if a woman is made the 
umpire to call balls and strikes and frequently to settle heated disputes among 
men. And I would stress that this is not necessarily owing to male egotism, but 
to a natural and good penchant given by God.

Conversely, if a woman’s relation to man is very personal, then the way she 
offers guidance will need to be non-directive. The clearest example here is the 
marriage relationship. The Apostle Peter speaks of a good wife’s meek and tran-
quil spirit that can be very winsome to her husband (1 Peter 3:4). A wife who 
“comes on strong” with her advice will probably drive a husband into passive 
silence, or into active anger.

It is not nonsense to say that a woman who believes she should guide a 
man into new behavior should do that in a way that signals her support of his 
leadership. This is precisely what the Apostle Peter commends in l Peter 3. 
Similarly, in the workplace it may not be nonsense in any given circumstance 
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for a woman to provide a certain kind of direction for a man, but to do it in 
such a way that she signals her endorsement of his unique duty as a man to 
feel a responsibility of strength and protection and leadership toward her as a 
woman and toward women in general.

The Biblical Vision of Complementarity

In the following chapters we hope to show, with more detailed exegetical argu-
mentation, that the vision of masculine and feminine complementarity sketched 
in this essay is a biblical vision—not a perfect portrayal of it, no doubt, but a 
faithful one. This is the way God meant it to be before there was any sin in the 
world: sinless man, full of love, in his tender, strong leadership in relation to 
woman; and sinless woman, full of love, in her joyful, responsive support for 
man’s leadership. No belittling from the man, no groveling from the woman. 
Two intelligent, humble, God-entranced beings living out, in beautiful harmony, 
their unique and different responsibilities. Sin has distorted this purpose at 
every level. We are not sinless any more. But we believe that recovery of mature 
manhood and womanhood is possible by the power of God’s Spirit through 
faith in his promises and in obedience to his Word.

In the home when a husband leads like Christ and a wife responds like the 
bride of Christ, there is a harmony and mutuality that is more beautiful and 
more satisfying than any pattern of marriage created by man. Biblical headship 
for the husband is the divine calling to take primary responsibility for Christlike 
servant leadership, protection and provision in the home. Biblical submission 
for the wife is the divine calling to honor and affirm her husband’s leadership 
and help carry it through according to her gifts.30 This is the way of joy. For 
God loves his people and he loves his glory. And therefore when we follow his 
idea of marriage (sketched in texts like Genesis 2:18–24; Proverbs 5:15–19; 
31:10–31; Mark 10:2–12; Ephesians 5:21–33; Colossians 3:18–19; and 1 Peter 
3:1–7) we are most satisfied and he is most glorified.

The same is true of God’s design for the leadership of the church.31 The re-
alities of headship and submission in marriage have their counterparts in the 
church. Thus Paul speaks of authority and submission in 1 Timothy 2:11–12. 
We will try to show that “authority” refers to the divine calling of spiritual, 
gifted men to take primary responsibility as elders for Christlike servant-
leadership and teaching in the church. And “submission” refers to the divine 
calling of the rest of the church, both men and women, to honor and affirm 
the leadership and teaching of the elders and to be equipped by them for the 
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hundreds and hundreds of various ministries available to men and women in 
the service of Christ.

That last point is very important. For men and women who have a heart to 
minister—to save souls and heal broken lives and resist evil and meet needs—
there are fields of opportunity that are simply endless. God intends for the 
entire church to be mobilized in ministry, male and female. Nobody is to be at 
home watching soaps and ball games while the world burns. And God intends 
to equip and mobilize the saints through a company of spiritual men who take 
primary responsibility for leadership and teaching in the church.

The word “primary” is very important. It signals that there are different 
kinds and levels of teaching and leading that will not be the sole responsibility 
of men (Titus 2:3; Proverbs 1:8; 31:26; Acts 18:26). Mature masculinity will seek 
by prayer and study and humble obedience to discover the pattern of ministry 
involvement for men and women that taps the gifts of every Christian and 
honors the God-given order of leadership by spiritual men.

There are many voices today who claim to know a better way to equip and 
mobilize men and women for the mission of the church. But we believe that 
manhood and womanhood mesh better in ministry when men take primary 
responsibility for leadership and teaching in the church; and that mature man-
hood and womanhood are better preserved, better nurtured, more fulfilled and 
more fruitful in this church order than in any other.

If I were to put my finger on one devastating sin today, it would not be the 
so-called women’s movement, but the lack of spiritual leadership by men at 
home and in the church. Satan has achieved an amazing tactical victory by dis-
seminating the notion that the summons for male leadership is born of pride 
and fallenness, when in fact pride is precisely what prevents spiritual leadership. 
The spiritual aimlessness and weakness and lethargy and loss of nerve among 
men is the major issue, not the upsurge of interest in women’s ministries.

Pride and self-pity and fear and laziness and confusion are luring many men 
into self-protecting, self-exalting cocoons of silence. And to the degree that this 
makes room for women to take more leadership it is sometimes even endorsed as 
a virtue. But I believe that deep down the men—and the women—know better.

Where are the men with a moral vision for their families, a zeal for the house 
of the Lord, a magnificent commitment to the advancement of the kingdom, 
an articulate dream for the mission of the church and a tenderhearted tenacity 
to make it real?

When the Lord visits us from on high and creates a mighty army of deeply 
spiritual men committed to the Word of God and global mission, the vast 
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majority of women will rejoice over the leadership of these men and enter into 
a joyful partnership that upholds and honors the beautiful biblical pattern of 
mature manhood and mature womanhood.

A Closing Challenge to Men and Women

Several years ago the women of our church asked for a morning seminar in 
which I would lay out my vision of manhood and womanhood and discuss it 
with them. I was eager for this opportunity. We spent all of Saturday morn-
ing together. It was very encouraging for me. They had many hard questions, 
but as a whole were wonderfully supportive of the vision I shared. Not all the 
women of our church see things exactly the same way; but those who came 
out that Saturday morning were enthusiastic about the kind of manhood and 
womanhood portrayed in this book.

I closed the seminar with a personal (fifteen-point) challenge to the women 
of our church. It has some parts that show the special emphases of our fellow-
ship, but I thought it would be a helpful and practical way to conclude this essay. 
To balance the ledger I have written a corresponding challenge to men. Ten of 
the points are virtually identical for men and women (1–8, 12–13). I realize 
that these challenges are weighted heavily toward the relational dynamics of 
married men and women. But I want to emphasize that I regard singleness as 
an excellent calling, followed by no less than Jesus and the Apostle Paul. The 
definitions of masculinity and femininity spelled out in this book and the 
challenges that follow do not assume the necessity to be married in order to 
be fully man or fully woman.

My earnest challenge and prayer for you is . . . 

Women
1.  That all of your life—in  what-
ever calling—be devoted to the glory 
of God.

2.  That the promises of Christ be 
trusted so fully that peace and joy and 
strength fill your soul to overflowing.

3.  That this fullness of God overflow 
in daily acts of love so that people 
might see your good deeds and give 
glory to your Father in heaven.

Men
1.  That all of your life—in  what-
ever calling—be devoted to the glory 
of God.

2.  That the promises of Christ be 
trusted so fully that peace and joy and 
strength fill your soul to overflowing.

3.  That this fullness of God overflow 
in daily acts of love so that people 
might see your good deeds and give 
glory to your Father in heaven.
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4.  That you be women of the Book, 
who love and study and obey the Bible 
in every area of its teaching; that medi-
tation on biblical truth be the source 
of hope and faith; that you continue to 
grow in understanding through all the 
chapters of your life, never thinking 
that study and growth are only for 
others.

5.  That you be women of prayer, so 
that the Word of God will be opened 
to you, and so the power of faith and 
holiness will descend upon you; that 
your spiritual influence may increase 
at home and at church and in the 
world.

6.  That you be women who have a 
deep grasp of the sovereign grace of 
God that undergirds all these spiritual 
processes; and that you be deep think-
ers about the doctrines of grace, and 
even deeper lovers of these things.

7.  That you be totally committed 
to ministry, whatever your specific 
calling; that you not fritter away your 
time on soaps or women’s magazines 
or unimportant hobbies or shopping; 
that you redeem the time for Christ 
and his kingdom.

8.  That, if you are single, you exploit 
your singleness to the full in devotion 
to God (the way Jesus and Paul and 
Mary Slessor and Amy Carmichael 
did) and not be paralyzed by the desire 
to be married.

4.  That you be men of the Book, who 
love and study and obey the Bible in 
every area of its teaching; that medita-
tion on biblical truth be the source of 
hope and faith; that you continue to 
grow in understanding through all the 
chapters of your life, never thinking 
that study and growth are only for 
others.

5.  That you be men of prayer, so that 
the Word of God will be opened to 
you, and so the power of faith and 
holiness will descend upon you; that 
your spiritual influence may increase 
at home and at church and in the 
world.

6.  That you be men who have a deep 
grasp of the sovereign grace of God 
that undergirds all these spiritual pro-
cesses; and that you be deep thinkers 
about the doctrines of grace, and even 
deeper lovers of these things.

7.  That you be totally committed to 
ministry, whatever your specific call-
ing; that you not fritter away your time 
on excessive sports and recreation 
or unimportant hobbies or aimless 
diddling in the garage; but that you 
redeem the time for Christ and his 
kingdom.

8.  That, if you are single, you exploit 
your singleness to the full in devotion 
to God (the way Jesus and Paul and 
Mary Slessor and Amy Carmichael 
did) and not be paralyzed by the desire 
to be married.
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9.  That, if you are married, you cre-
atively and intelligently and sincerely 
support the leadership of your hus-
band as deeply as obedience to Christ 
will allow; that you encourage him in 
his God-appointed role as head; that 
you influence him spiritually primarily 
through your fearless tranquility and 
holiness and prayer.

10.  That, if you have children, you 
accept responsibility with your hus-
band (or alone if necessary) to raise 
up children in the discipline and in-
struction of the Lord—children who 
hope in the triumph of God—sharing 
with your husband the teaching and 
discipline they need, and giving them 
the special attachment they crave from 
you, as well as that special nurturing 
touch and care that you alone are fitted 
to give.

11.  That you not assume that secular 
employment is a greater challenge or 
a better use of your life than the 
countless opportunities of service 
and witness in the home, the neigh-
borhood, the community, the church, 
and the world; that you not only pose 
the question, career or full-time 

9.  That, if you are married, you love 
your wife the way Christ loved the 
church and gave himself for her; that 
you be a humble, self-denying, up-
building, happy spiritual leader; that 
you consistently grow in grace and 
knowledge so as never to quench 
the aspirations of your wife for spiri-
tual advancement; that you cultivate 
tenderness and strength, a pattern 
of initiative and a listening ear; and 
that you accept the responsibility of 
provision and protection in the fam-
ily, however you and your wife share 
the labor.

10.  That, if you have children, you 
accept primary responsibility, in 
partnership with your wife (or as a 
single parent), to raise up children 
in the discipline and instruction of 
the Lord—children who hope in the 
triumph of God; that you establish a 
pattern of teaching and discipline that 
is not solely dependent on the church 
or school to impart Bible knowledge 
and spiritual values to the children; 
and that you give your children the 
time and attention and affection that 
communicates the true nature of our 
Father in heaven.

11.  That you not assume advance-
ment and peer approval in your 
gainful employment are the highest 
values in life, but that you ponder the 
eternal significance of faithful father-
hood and time spent with your wife; 
that you repeatedly consider the new 
possibilities at each stage of your life 
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homemaker? but that you ask just as 
seriously, full-time career or freedom 
for ministry? That you ask: Which 
would be greater for the kingdom—
to work for someone who tells you 
what to do to make his or her busi-
ness prosper, or to be God’s free 
agent, dreaming your own dream 
about how your time and your home 
and your creativity could make God’s 
business prosper? And that in all this 
you make your choices not on the 
basis of secular trends or upward life-
style expectations, but on the basis 
of what will strengthen the faith of 
the family and advance the cause of 
Christ.

12.  That you step back and (with 
your husband, if you are married) 
plan the various forms of your life’s 
ministry in chapters. Chapters are 
divided by various things—age, 
strength, singleness, marriage, em-
ployment, children at home, children 
in college, grandchildren, retirement, 
etc. No chapter has all the joys. Finite 
life is a series of tradeoffs. Finding 
God’s will and living for the glory of 
Christ to the full in every chapter is 
what makes it a success, not whether 
it reads like somebody else’s chapter 
or whether it has in it what only an-
other chapter will bring.

13.  That you develop a wartime men-
tality and lifestyle; that you never 
forget that life is short, that billions 
of people hang in the balance of 
heaven and hell every day, that the 

for maximizing your energies for the 
glory of God in ministry; that you 
pose the question often: Is our fam-
ily molded by the culture, or do we 
embody the values of the kingdom 
of God? That you lead the family in 
making choices not on the basis of 
secular trends or upward lifestyle ex-
pectations, but on the basis of what 
will strengthen the faith of the family 
and advance the cause of Christ.

12.  That you step back and (with 
your wife, if you are married) plan the 
various forms of your life’s ministry 
in chapters. Chapters are divided by 
various things—age, strength, single-
ness, marriage, employment, children 
at home, children in college, grand-
children, retirement, etc. No chapter 
has all the joys. Finite life is a series 
of tradeoffs. Finding God’s will and 
living for the glory of Christ to the 
full in every chapter is what makes 
it a success, not whether it reads like 
somebody else’s chapter or whether 
it has in it what only another chapter 
will bring.

13.  That you develop a wartime men-
tality and lifestyle; that you never 
forget that life is short, that billions 
of people hang in the balance of 
heaven and hell every day, that the 
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love of money is spiritual suicide, 
that the goals of upward mobility 
(nicer clothes, cars, houses, vaca-
tions, food, hobbies) are a poor and 
dangerous substitute for the goals of 
living for Christ with all your might 
and maximizing your joy in ministry 
to people’s needs.

14.  That in all your relationships with 
men (not just in marriage) you seek 
the guidance of the Holy Spirit in ap-
plying the biblical vision of manhood 
and womanhood; that you develop 
a style and demeanor that do justice 
to the unique role God has given to 
man to feel responsible for gracious 
leadership in relation to women—
a leadership that involves elements of 
protection and provision and a pattern 
of initiative; that you think creatively 
and with cultural sensitivity (just as 
he must do) in shaping the style and 
setting the tone of your interaction 
with men.

15.  That you not see the biblical 
guidelines for what is appropriate and 
inappropriate for men and women as 
arbitrary constraints on freedom, but 
as wise and gracious prescriptions for 
how to discover the true freedom of 
God’s ideal of complementarity; that 
you not measure your potential by the 
few roles withheld, but by the count-
less roles offered; that you look to the 
loving God of Scripture and dream 
about the possibilities of your service 
to him, with the following list as pos-
sibilities for starters:

love of money is spiritual suicide, 
that the goals of upward mobility 
(nicer clothes, cars, houses, vaca-
tions, food, hobbies) are a poor and 
dangerous substitute for the goals of 
living for Christ with all your might 
and maximizing your joy in ministry 
to people’s needs.

14.  That in all your relationships with 
women (not just in marriage) you seek 
the guidance of the Holy Spirit in ap-
plying the biblical vision of manhood 
and womanhood; that you develop a 
style and demeanor that express your 
God-given responsibility for humble 
strength and leadership, and for self-
sacrificing provision and protection; 
that you think creatively and with cul-
tural sensitivity (just as she must do) in 
shaping the style and setting the tone 
of your interaction with women.

15.  That you not see the biblical 
guidelines for what is appropriate and 
inappropriate for men and women as 
license for domination or bossy pas-
sivity, but as a call to servant leadership 
that thinks in terms of responsibilities, 
not rights; that you see these principles 
as wise and gracious prescriptions for 
how to discover the true freedom of 
God’s ideal of complementarity; that 
you encourage the fruitful engagement 
of women in the countless ministry 
roles that are biblically appropriate and 
deeply needed. For example:
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OPPORTUNITIES FOR MINISTRY

Ministries to the handicapped
Hearing impaired
Blind
Lame
Mentally impaired

Ministries to the sick
Nursing
Physician
Hospice care—cancer, AIDS, etc.
Community health

Ministries to the socially estranged
Emotionally impaired
Recovering alcoholics
Recovering drug-users
Escaping prostitutes
Abused children, women
Runaways, problem children
Orphans

Prison ministries
Women’s prisons
Families of prisoners
Rehabilitation to society

Ministries to youth
Teaching
Sponsoring
Open houses and recreation
Outings and trips
Counseling
Academic assistance

Sports ministries
Neighborhood teams
Church teams

Therapeutic counseling
Independent
Church-based
Institutional

Audiovisual ministries
Composition
Design
Production
Distribution

Writing ministries
Freelance
Curriculum development
Fiction
Nonfiction
Editing
Institutional communications
Journalistic skills for publications

Teaching ministries
Sunday school: children, youth, 

students, women
Grade school
High school
College

Music ministries
Composition
Training
Performance
Voice
Choir
Instrumentalist

Evangelistic ministries
Personal witnessing
Parachurch groups
Home Bible studies
Outreach to children
Visitation teams
Counseling at meetings
Telephone counseling

Radio and television ministries
Technical assistance
Writing
Announcing
Producing

Theater and drama ministries
Acting
Directing
Writing
Scheduling

Social ministries
Literacy
Pro-life
Pro-decency
Housing
Safety
Beautification
Drug rehabilitation

Pastoral care assistance
Visitation
Newcomer welcoming and 

assistance
Hospitality
Food, clothing, and transportation

Prayer ministries
Praying
Mobilizing for prayer events
Helping with small groups of prayer
Coordinating prayer chains
Promoting prayer days and weeks 

and vigils
Missions

All of the above across cultures
Support ministries

Countless “secular” jobs that under
gird other ministries

The awesome significance of 
motherhood

Making a home as a full-time wife
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I realize this list is incomplete and reflects my own culture and limitations. 
But it is worth the risk, I think, to make clear that the vision of manhood and 
womanhood presented in this book is not meant to hinder ministry but to 
purify and empower it in a pattern of biblical obedience.

The ninth affirmation of the Danvers Statement32 is perhaps the crucial final 
thing to say so that the aim of this book is not misunderstood.

With half the world’s population outside the reach of indigenous evange-
lism; with countless other lost people in those societies that have heard the 
gospel; with the stresses and miseries of sickness, malnutrition, homeless-
ness, illiteracy, ignorance, aging, addiction, crime, incarceration, neuroses, 
and loneliness, no man or woman who feels a passion from God to make 
His grace known in word and deed need ever live without a fulfilling 
ministry for the glory of Christ and the good of this fallen world.
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