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To our daughters—
both physical and spiritual.

May your lives always adorn the Gospel of Christ.
May you know the joy of being true women of God.
And may your homes be reflections of His great 
redemptive heart and plan.
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INTRODUCTION

Nancy Leigh DeMoss

IN 1990 TIME MAGAZINE devoted an entire special issue to the subject of women.1 The managing editor’s column began:

As roughly half the world’s population, women would hardly seem to need to struggle for attention. Yet struggle is precisely what they have been doing in the final decades of the 20th century. Their endeavors deserve no less a word than revolution—in expectations, accomplishments, self-realization and relationships with men. It is a revolution that, though far from complete, promises over time to bring about changes as profound for men and women as any that have occurred in Eastern Europe or the Soviet Union in the past year.2

The eighty-six-page special issue included articles on such revolutionary developments as “the road to equality,” the psychology of growing up female, the changing roles of women in the workforce, women as consumers, changing views on marriage and family, and the hurdles women face in pursuing political careers.

One section featured profiles of “10 tough-minded women” who have combined “talent and drive” to become “successful” in their careers: the police chief of a major metropolitan police force, a baseball owner, a rap artist, an AIDS activist, a rock climber, a bishop in a mainline denomination, a fashion tycoon, a saxophonist, an Indian chief, and a choreographer. These women were lauded chiefly for their success in their chosen vocations.

Conspicuous by its absence throughout the issue was any recognition given to women who have succeeded in ways not tied to careers—women who have successfully stayed married to the same man or who have succeeded in bringing up children who are making a positive contribution to society. Not surprisingly, no bouquets were handed out to women for being reverent and temperate or modest and chaste or gentle and quiet, for loving their husbands and children, for keeping a clean, well-ordered home, for caring for elderly parents, for providing hospitality, for acts of kindness, service, and mercy, or for demonstrating compassion for the poor and needy—the kind of success that, according to the Word of God, is what women should aspire to attain (1 Tim. 5:10; Titus 2:3–5).

I was struck by the fact that though Time’s coverage featured women in many different roles and settings, there were precious few references to home. (The few references to marriage and family highlighted “single women who are choosing to be unmarried. . . with children,”3 stay-at-home dads, divorced moms, lesbians, and working moms—all evidence of the pervasiveness of this revolution that recognizes all lifestyles as equally valid choices, except perhaps those women who choose to center their hearts and lives around their families. Women readers who have chosen a career as homemakers could easily have been shaken by the solitary sidebar article on wives entitled “Caution: Hazardous Work.” The subheading read: “Looking for lifelong economic security? Don’t bank on homemaking.”4

My intent in this context is not so much to address the issue of women and careers as to point out the extent to which the identity and value of women has come to be equated with their role in the community or in the marketplace. That is how their worth is defined, measured, and experienced. By contrast, relatively little priority or value is assigned to their role in the home.

As I read commentaries such as that provided by Time, I feel deep sadness over what has been forfeited in the midst of this revolution—the beauty, the wonder, and the treasure of the distinctive makeup, calling, and mission of women.

It should come as no huge surprise that the secular world is confused and off-base about the identity and calling of women. But what I find distressing is the extent to which the revolution described above has taken hold even within the evangelical world.

We see the fruit of that revolution as prominent Christian speakers, authors, and leaders promote an agenda, whether subtly or overtly, that encourages women to define and discover their worth in the workplace, in society, or at church, while minimizing (or even at the expense of) their distinctive roles in the home as daughters, sisters, wives, and mothers—as bearers and nurturers of life, as caregivers, as those privileged and responsible to shape the heart and character of the next generation.

The feminist revolution was supposed to bring women greater fulfillment and freedom. It was supposed to make us feel better about ourselves; after all, “You’ve come a long way, baby!” But we see the poisoned fruit of the revolution in the eyes and pitiable cries of women who are drowning in the quagmire of serial divorce and remarriage and wayward children; women who are utterly exhausted from the demands of trying to juggle one or more jobs, function as single parents, and be active at church; women who are disoriented and confused, who lack a sense of mission, vision, and purpose for their lives and who are perpetually, pathetically shrouded in woundedness, self-doubt, resentment, and guilt.

Yes, the revolution has come to church. And when you add up all the gains and losses, there is no question in my mind that women have been the losers—as have their husbands and their children and grandchildren—as has the entire church—as has our lost, unbelieving culture.

Some years ago a fresh sense of mission began to stir within my heart. Since that time, the sense of pessimism and hopelessness, of being swallowed up by the revolution, has been replaced by rich hope and excitement.

A study of the development of modern feminism (feminism itself actually dates back to the garden of Eden) impressed me with the fact that this massive revolution did not begin as a massive revolution. It started in the hearts of a relatively small handful of women with an agenda, women who were determined and intentional in their efforts; it started with a few seminal books and speeches; it spread throughout the living rooms of America (which is where women were at the time) until it became a groundswell; it spread by painting for women a picture (deceptive as it was) of their plight and creating a vision of how things could be different; it ignited indignation, longing, and hope in women’s hearts; it sparked a refusal to be content with the status quo.

As I pondered these things, I began to wonder what might happen in our day if even a small number of devoted, intentional women would begin to pray and believe God for a revolution of a different kind—a counterrevolution—within the evangelical world. What would happen if a “remnant” of women were willing to repent, to return to the authority of God’s Word, to embrace God’s priorities and purpose for their lives and homes, and to live out the beauty and the wonder of womanhood as God created it to be?

Of course, I realize that such women will always be in the minority (as were the early feminists). But as this inner compulsion has grown, I have taken courage from the promise that “one. . . of you puts to flight a thousand, since it is the LORD your God who fights for you, just as he promised you” (Josh. 23:10). I have come to believe that the measure of success is not whether we “win” the war (for we know that in the end, this battle has already been won), but whether we are willing to “wage” the war.

You need to understand that I am not a fighter by nature. The older I get, the more I crave a simple, uncomplicated, anonymous lifestyle. I had a natural reluctance to jump into what I knew would be a lifetime of going against the flow (even in the church); I didn’t relish the idea of being politically incorrect all the time. But greater than my fears and reservations is a passion for the glory of God. And God is glorified through thankful, trusting, obedient, compassionate, serving, virtuous, joyful, feminine women who reflect to our world the heart and character of the Lord Jesus himself. As we are filled with his Spirit, we radiate his beauty and make the gospel believable.

Unlike most revolutions, this counterrevolution does not require that we march in the streets or send letters to Congress or join yet another organization. It does not require us to leave our homes; in fact, for many women, it calls them back into their homes. It requires only that we humble ourselves, that we learn, affirm, and live out the biblical pattern of womanhood, and that we teach the ways of God to the next generation. It is a revolution that will take place on our knees.

As I have come to accept God’s call to be a part of this counterrevolution, I have discovered that I am not alone. Everywhere I have shared this vision, I have found that “deep answers to deep”; the call to return to biblical womanhood resonates within Christian women who have tasted the bitter fruit of the feminist revolution and who know within their hearts that God’s ways are right.

Further, I have met a number of women who are serious students of the Word and are particularly gifted at communicating God’s plan for our lives as women. What a joy it was to sit and share with some of those women at the conference on Building Strong Families in Your Church cohosted in March 2000 by Family Life and the Council on Biblical Manhood and Womanhood. Our hearts beat alike for the glory of God to be seen in our homes and churches as women embrace their God-given calling.

The women who led workshops at that conference, and whose messages are presented here in written form, represent a variety of backgrounds and life experiences. They approach the subject of biblical womanhood in the home from a number of different angles and teaching styles. But there runs throughout a thread of delight with the greatness of God’s created order and the part we as women play in his grand redemptive plan.

These women join me in inviting you to become a part of this counterrevolution—waged not with the weapons of anger, discontent, rebellion, and rancor, but with humility, obedience, love, and prayer—believing that in God’s time, the changes that result will indeed be more profound and on a higher order than any of the massive sociopolitical changes our world has experienced in this generation.

Though not written in the context of the topic at hand, this prayer by John Greenleaf Whittier captures something of the heart of this book and of the movement we are believing God to birth anew in our day:

Dear Lord and Father of mankind, 
Forgive our foolish ways!
Reclothe us in our rightful mind;
In purer lives Thy service find, 
In deeper reverence, praise.


In simple trust like theirs who heard, 

Beside the Syrian sea, 
The gracious calling of the Lord, 
Let us, like them, without a word, 
Rise up and follow Thee.

Drop Thy still dews of quietness 
Till all our strivings cease.
Take from our souls the strain and stress, 
And let our ordered lives confess 
The beauty of Thy peace.



PART ONE

The Glory of Womanhood 
as Created by God



1

FEMINITY:
DEVOLOPING A BIBLICAL
PERSPECTIVE

Carolyn Mahaney

WHEN MY OLDEST DAUGHTER, Nicole, got married, she chose a unique theme for her wedding: her favorite Shakespeare play, Much Ado About Nothing. In addition to the Italian Renaissance decor of maypoles, wreaths, and kissing balls, the theme was carried on through to the reception, where guests were treated to four scenes from the play by the drama team from our church. Though written at the close of the sixteenth century, the witty sparring between the sharp-tongued, independent Beatrice and her reluctant love interest, Benedick, is as timeless as any modern romantic comedy:

Beatrice: I wonder that you will still be talking, Signior Benedick: nobody marks you.

Benedick: What, my dear Lady Disdain! Are you yet living?

Beatrice: Is it possible disdain should die while she hath such meet food to feed it as Signior Benedick? Courtesy itself must convert to disdain, if you come into her presence.1

 Though the language is archaic, Shakespeare’s keen observation of the War of the Sexes is as fresh today as when he wrote it. The acerbic Beatrice, or “Lady Disdain” as Benedick aptly calls her, is still celebrated in our culture. She’s a woman who contends with the men in her life and who is disrespectful in words and actions. Sadly, this is the model many young women grow up emulating.

While I’m glad Nicole enjoys Shakespeare’s classic play, I’m more pleased that she has a biblical view of womanhood. Without God’s Word as an anchor, modern women drift to extremes—either embracing caricatures of femininity or rejecting it altogether. Secular feminist Susan Brownmiller sums up the confusion in her book Femininity: “Women are all female impersonators to some degree.”2 Ms. Brownmiller’s definition of femininity is also alarming.“Femininity, in essence, is a romantic sentiment, a nostalgic tradition of imposed limitations,” she writes.3

The Bible gives women far greater honor, hope, and freedom than this definition of femininity. We don’t have to impersonate anyone, much less suffer limitations. The Scriptures that speak of women and godly femininity are infused with dignity and purpose. The God who created femininity has a beautiful purpose and plan for women.

CREATED FEMININE

Look back with me to the inauguration of femininity at the dawn of creation. The language of Genesis is elegantly simple:

So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them. . . . So the Lord God caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man, and while he slept took one of his ribs and closed up its place with flesh. And the rib that the Lord God had taken from the man he made into a woman and brought her to the man. (Gen. 1:27; 2:21–22)

This passage shows that woman was the beautiful handiwork of God our Creator. Woman was God’s idea, his creation. In fact, as we read the whole account of God’s brilliant creation production, we discover that the woman was the finishing design of all that he created. She was the last act. Dare we say that God left the best for last? (I don’t think we can take too much pride in that fact when we remember who was the first to eat the forbidden fruit!)

The important point here is that God created us, and being the creation of God determines everything for us as women. We don’t look to our culture to find our feminine identity; we don’t consult our feelings to discover our purpose. Everything that we are and everything that we do must be rooted in God.

It’s not mere chance that we are women—our gender is not accidental. We were intentionally and purposefully created. We are the planned and foreordained determination of an all-wise, all-powerful, and all-loving God.

That means when God created the first woman, he made a fully feminine creature. You and I did not become feminine because someone gave us a doll and put a dress on us—we were born feminine because we were created feminine.

The feminist doctrine of our time upholds the notion that femininity is a matter of cultural conditioning. Many feminists argue that the only essential difference between men and women is our anatomy, but Genesis teaches otherwise. Because God created male and female, we women are innately feminine. Granted, a woman can accentuate her femininity or she can detract from it, but she cannot change it—our sex chromosomes are in every cell of our bodies. Our femininity is a gift of grace from a loving God.

CALLED TO BE A HELPER

In the garden, God made man and woman fellow stewards of creation but with different, divinely assigned roles. “Then the LORD God said, ‘It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him a helper fit for him’” (Gen. 2:18). That is why God created Eve from Adam. She was created to be a helper suitable to him, to complement him, to nourish him, and to help him in the task that God had given him. Paul summarizes the creation plan by saying: “For man was not made from woman, but woman from man. Neither was man created for woman, but woman for man” (1 Cor. 11:8–9). This unique feminine purpose is well defined by John Piper: “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.”4

 Note the phrase “differing relationships.” It is not only in the context of marriage that we can express our femininity. We were created feminine; that is not a state conferred in marriage. We do not wait until we reach the marriage altar to give full expression to our femininity. Though it looks slightly different when we are single than when we are married, all women are called to display their femininity in a variety of relationships.

Please don’t misunderstand me. This doesn’t mean that we allow men to lead us into sin or away from God’s priorities in our lives. But it means that we are inclined to affirm the leadership and initiative of the men around us.

Single women, please enjoy (appropriately) being a helper in these differing relationships with men, and trust God for your future. I encourage you to be at peace in this season. If the Lord has marriage planned for you, then you can rest assured that he is also the perfect matchmaker. It was God who said it was not good for the man to be alone. We have no record that Adam had complained of any lack. Rather, it was God who declared that aloneness is not good for a man. God was the one who made man aware of his need for a woman. So even though in your life there may be single men who seem to be unaware of their need for a woman, God is aware. Just as he did with Adam, God can break into the life of that single man and make him realize his desire for companionship. Resting in this truth will free you from the temptation to manipulate, complain, or become bitter—three traits that greatly tarnish the luster of femininity.

In all our relationships, we should be making room for godly men to practice servant leadership. But I would especially encourage single women to ask the Lord to give them creative ways to inspire men to lead. Granted, this is not always easy, and I’m not promising you that all men will automatically lead. What matters is that you are cultivating the habit of making room for the leadership of the men in your life.

There are men in your life that the Lord has provided in this season—fathers, bosses, friends—and they need to know that you “incline” toward them, instead of resisting them in a stiff-necked posture of the heart. You encourage their godly leadership when you seek their counsel before making your own decisions. You respect them when you avoid sinfully complaining to others about their actions or decisions and resist publicly questioning their actions. When appropriate, we should ask questions, respectfully disagree, and offer our counsel. But we have to guard our hearts lest we allow our culture’s attitude of female disrespect for all things male to permeate our perspective on their leadership. If you’re not sure how well you are doing in this area, ask the men in your life.

DOES THIS HELP MY HUSBAND?

If you are a married woman, the Lord calls you to express your femininity more particularly in the context of marriage. In some ways, this is much the same call as for single women, but it is more specifically defined and directed toward your husband. You display your femininity by coming alongside your husband and helping him in the task that God has given him. Author Douglas Wilson provides a wonderful portrait of a godly, complementary marriage:

The man needs the help; the woman needs to help. Marriage was created by God to provide a companionship in the labor of dominion. The cultural mandate, the requirement to fill and subdue the earth, is still in force, and a husband cannot fulfill this portion of the task in isolation. He needs a companion suitable for him in the work to which God has called him. He is called to the work and must receive help from her. She is called to the work through ministering to him. He is oriented to the task, and she is oriented to him.5

Wives, we all have the same job description: We are our husband’s helper. If you are wondering whether to pursue some particular endeavor, ask yourself this important question: Does this help my husband? Usually that one simple question will make your decision clear. My problem is that all too often I forget to ask that question. In fact, I have to confess that my orientation is often really toward myself rather than toward my husband. On numerous occasions I have made choices or pursued opportunities that served me rather than my husband.

This tendency is frequently illustrated in the mundane tasks of life. Recently I was cleaning out several disorganized cabinets in my kitchen. As I was working, I remembered the bathroom cabinet, which was also in dire need of cleaning. On several occasions as my husband had rummaged around that disheveled bathroom cabinet, he had graciously asked me when I thought I could get to that project. I usually informed him that I just didn’t have time at present, but that I would get to it as soon as I could. However, as I was cleaning out the kitchen cabinets that day, I realized the problem was not that I didn’t have the time to clean the bathroom cabinet; the truth was that I didn’t really care about the bathroom cabinet. I wanted the kitchen cabinets clean because that served my purposes. My orientation was not directed toward my husband and his preferences—it was directed toward me.

My selfish orientation has not only been evident in the way I care for my home; it has been highlighted in other areas as well. On one occasion God exposed it when I offered to make a meal for a friend in need. Of course that sounds like a noble endeavor, but I volunteered without asking my husband or even considering whether this activity would be considerate of him. I just proceeded with my own plan because it seemed good to me. When my husband discovered that I had offered to make a meal for my friend, he lovingly pointed out that it was not a good time for me to be serving in this way. It was a season in which we had many other responsibilities, with lots of traveling and speaking engagements. I was not serving my husband and my family by adding another task to our hectic lives at that moment.

As I reflected on the situation, I realized that I had agreed to make the meal because I wanted to look good in the eyes of my friend. I wanted her to know I was just as good a friend as every other woman who was bringing her a meal. Had she known what our schedule and responsibilities were at that time, I’m sure she would have dissuaded me from this task. But that wasn’t a consideration for me—I was seeking to impress her. After confessing my self-promoting pride to both God and my husband, I ended up buying my friend a meal from a restaurant. However, this could have been avoided if I had asked, Does this help my husband? I could have quickly determined that making a meal for my friend that particular week was not a wise thing to do.

Wives, in light of the Lord’s instruction to us, we have to ask ourselves the hard questions on a regular basis: Do I care for my home in a way that helps my husband or serves me? Do I manage my time in a manner that assists my husband or serves my own agenda? Does the way I serve others support my husband or promote me? Do I ask for my husband’s input before committing myself to a plan? Am I oriented to him and the work to which God has called him? We honor the Lord when we minister to our husbands in ways that enhance our God-given roles as companions and helpers.

MADE TO NURTURE

I remember sitting next to a woman on an airplane flight who was addressing envelopes. We struck up a conversation, and she told me she was sending out wedding invitations for one daughter and graduation invitations for the other. I was about to congratulate her when she admitted, “It’s so nice to be getting rid of both of them at the same time.”

I cringed when I heard that. I was thankful her daughters weren’t there to hear her words. Though it’s a common attitude for many women in our culture, it should not characterize us as Christians. God intends that we enjoy motherhood and delight in our children.

As women, we are created to be life bearers. Our bodies have been designed with the ability to mother—to receive, carry, and bear young. In fact, our bodies prepare themselves repeatedly to conceive and bear young. We express our femininity by gratefully embracing every stage of childbearing, receiving and nurturing each child as a gracious gift from God.

In no way does this exclude single women. As Elisabeth Elliot reminds us, a single woman may mother many children: “She can have children! She may be a spiritual mother, as was Amy Carmichael, by the 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.”6

Single and childless married women alike can express their femininity by nurturing other people’s children. When you babysit, you are giving expression to your femininity. When you take an interest and reach out to other people’s children, you are displaying your God-given femininity. When you tutor children or sponsor a needy child internationally or volunteer at a crisis pregnancy center or build relationships with your nieces or nephews, you are bearing fruit in this area. I give thanks to God for all the single women in my life and for the countless times they have cared for my children, loving them as though they were their very own. We mothers want to say thank you for their doing that, for their blessing us in that way. It means so much to us, and we are grateful to them. But they are doing more than blessing us; they are honoring God by selflessly investing in the young lives around them.

MOTHERHOOD MELTDOWNS

If we do have children, we bring delight to God when we find joy in our roles as mothers. But what about those times when we find this mothering task to be a burden? What about those times when we lack joy or feel overwhelmed with the endless demands? Motherhood is a huge responsibility, an enormous task. In fact, there is probably no profession that requires greater sacrifice and servanthood. There is nothing easy about good mothering. As one woman said, “It can be back-breaking, heart-wrenching, and anxiety-producing—and that’s just the morning!” It’s easy to grow weary and to focus on all the sacrifices being made rather than on the joys that motherhood can bring.

I vividly remember one particular weekend when I hit motherhood meltdown. My two older daughters were five and four and my youngest was still an infant, and C. J. was away on a ministry trip. The older girls came down with a vicious stomach virus, and I spent a solid twenty-four-hour period cleaning up behind them. Of course, they missed the bucket nearly every time. I was simultaneously cleaning up vomit, changing dirty diapers, and doing endless loads of soiled laundry. There was no relief, and I was utterly exhausted. I remember thinking, Really, is what I’m doing all that important?There are women out there working 9 to 5 who seem to be doing something much more important than this! It was a discouraging and emotionally depleting time.

When C. J. returned, he sent me out for my morning away, a weekly habit for us. I took my Bible and holed up in the corner of a nearby fast-food restaurant, desperately seeking God for a fresh vision for the work of mothering. As I prayed and studied God’s Word, the Lord revealed to me that I wasn’t “just” to be a mom;rather, God had called me to be a mother. The perspective of having a calling gave motherhood a whole new significance, and I repented of my complaining and grumbling.

It is common for weary mothers to lack biblical perspective, to need fresh vision for the significance of our calling. In those moments, there really is no other source of refreshment than God. I would encourage you to offer your weariness and discouragement to Jesus in prayer, trusting his intercession on your behalf. Only your Creator can provide you with the eternal perspective you need to see these fleeting years as vitally important in the lives of your children. God wants to give you fresh strength and new joy for the task, which he is more than able to provide from the riches of his grace that he lavishes on us “in all wisdom and insight” (Eph. 1:7-8).

A LOVE FOR THE HOME

The woman of virtue portrayed in Proverbs 31 is commended for watching over the affairs of her household. In Titus 2:3–5, Paul instructs the older women to teach younger women how to be busy at home. These and other Scriptures make it clear that while it is the man’s responsibility to be the provider for the home, it is the woman’s responsibility to be the caretaker for the home. Domesticity—devotion to the quality of home life—is an essential facet of femininity.

Single women (especially young women), may I advise you not to wait until marriage to cultivate this? Whether you get married or not, you can express your femininity by developing a love and devotion for the home. In fact, don’t assume that if you ignore cultivating a heart for the home while you are single, you will automatically have it once you get married. You may be in for a surprise! I have talked to many married women who admitted they didn’t value domesticity when they got married. They didn’t like being at home; they didn’t like caring for the home. They didn’t value homemaking as a worthy profession. Why? Because they didn’t develop a vision for the importance of home life while they were single. They filled their single years with every possible pursuit but a devotion to the home. I’m not saying other pursuits are wrong; the single years do provide opportunities for many other God-honoring pursuits. But these should be balanced with cultivating a love for the home.

Whether you are living at home with your parents or you have a home of your own, there are some practical steps you can take to learn domesticity. Learn now how to manage the order and cleanliness of a home, how to cook meals and care for clothing, and how to beautify a home.

Even for older singles, there is still a godly call on your life as a woman to bring balance to your professional life by “working at home” (Titus 2:5). I know many single women who have created warm, appealing homes—whatever their living arrangements—and who regularly practice hospitality. Some keep guest books or photo albums of those who have shared a meal or stayed overnight in their homes; others are talented with crafts, filling their rooms with beautiful, handmade items. Marital status has nothing to do with the feminine desire to create a warm, inviting home.

There are many practical aspects to consider in homemaking. In 1 Timothy 5:14, Paul commands young widows to “manage,” or preside over, their homes. We are to manage the order or schedule of the home, its cleanliness, and its atmosphere, as well as to engage in other practical acts of service such as preparing meals and meeting the clothing needs of our families.

Proverbs 14:1 says, “The wisest of women builds her house, but folly with her own hands tears it down.” In other words, the home is our place to build. Our culture says it’s not a place worthy of our best labors, but we have to be careful not to allow the world to affect our thinking. The home is our primary place for ministry. Someone once said of Edith Schaeffer, “As many people were brought to the Lord through Mrs. Schaeffer’s cinnamon buns as through Dr.Schaeffer’s sermons.”7 Our scope of ministry is different than that of men, but it is no less important—it is God’s assignment to us.

THE WITNESS OF FEMININITY

We were created purposefully by God to live purposefully by his Word. Though the world, even classic literature, would memorialize the tongue and attitude of “Lady Disdain,” Christian women can be different by the power of the Holy Spirit. We do not have to be “female impersonators” who view femininity as a “nostalgic tradition of imposed limitations.” Contrary to popular opinion, femininity is not “much ado about nothing”! In the awe-inspiring generosity of the Lord, we have been created with a unique task to be fulfilled in order to glorify him. If we cultivate and express our femininity with this in view, we will be commended by our Maker for the wise stewardship of this precious gift.
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TRUE BEAUTY

Carolyn Mahaney

YOU MAY HAVE HEARD IT SAID that one of the differences between a man and a woman is that when a man looks at himself in the mirror, he admires the one physical feature about himself that’s attractive, while a woman only sees the features she considers unattractive.

I can’t verify that this is true of men, but it certainly seems true about women. Whether real or imagined, our eyes hone in on our “imperfections.” We see the blemish. We compare ourselves to the world’s current ideal of beauty and always come up short.

Today’s woman faces intense pressure to conform to a perfect physical ideal. Is it any wonder so many go to drastic measures to change their bodies? A recent study indicated that American women spent a half-billion dollars in one year on shape-enhancing garments. In 2000 the American Society of Plastic Surgeons indicated that cosmetic surgery procedures among women had increased by a dramatic 165 percent. The top five cosmetic surgeries for women are liposuction, breast augmentation, eyelid surgery, facelift, and tummy tuck—with no end in sight for the demand.1 From Argentina to Japan, women of every culture are submitting with increasing frequency to the knife. In Mexico nose jobs are the status gift for girls celebrating their quinceanera, the traditional coming-of-age fifteenth birthday party. Just over the border, their California peers are getting breast augmentation procedures as a high school graduation gift.2

This isn’t a new trend. Author Robin Marantz Henig provides this historical overview of the price of perfection:

Over the centuries, women have mauled and manipulated just about every body part—lips, eyes, ears, waists, skulls, foreheads, feet—that did not quite fit into the cookie-cutter ideal of a particular era’s fashion. In China, almost up until World War II, upper-class girls had their feet bound, crippling them for life but ensuring the three-or four-inch-long feet that were prized as exquisitely feminine. In central Africa, the Mangbettu wrapped the heads of female infants in pieces of giraffe hide to attain the elongated, cone-shaped heads that were taken to be a sign of beauty and intelligence. During the Renaissance, well-born European women plucked out hairs, one by one, from their natural hairlines all the way back to the crown of their heads, to give themselves the high, rounded foreheads thought beautiful at the time. . . .

Among the Padaung people of early-twentieth-century Burma, the ideal of female beauty involved a greatly elongated neck, preferably fifteen inches or more. This was accomplished by fitting girls with a series of brass neck rings. At a very young age, girls began by wearing five rings; by the time they were fully grown they were wearing as many as twenty-four, piled one on top of another. . . .

The weight of the rings leads to crushed collarbones and broken ribs, and the vertebrae in the neck become stretched and floppy. Indeed, these women wear the rings round-the-clock because, without them, their stretched-out necks are too weak to support their heads.3

The author goes on to capture the frenzied search for ideal female beauty. Overweight women in England in the 1600s were bled; chic women in the 1930s swallowed tapeworms. Queen Elizabeth I, in search of porcelain skin, used a potentially deadly combination of vinegar and lead that resulted in the total corrosion of her skin. Ancient Egyptian women used drops of antimony sulfide to make their eyes glitter, eventually destroying their vision. Victorian women summoned their maids to tight-lace them into corsets, cutting off their oxygen and displacing internal organs in order to achieve an eighteeninch waist. Flappers in the 1920s folded their breasts to simulate a fashionably flat torso or used constricting devices like the one from the Boyish Form Brassiere Company.

 That might sound quite primitive until you consider the relatively recent recall of silicone implants that had been inserted into the chests of more than a million American women. Silicone wasn’t much of an improvement over the materials used by an early cosmetic surgeon named Charles Miller in 1903. By Miller’s own account, he was opening women’s chests and inserting “braided silk, bits of silk floss, particles of celluloid, vegetable ivory and several other foreign materials.”4

DIGITAL DRESS-UP

The temptation for women to be preoccupied with their physical appearance has always existed. However, it appears that contemporary women are more driven in their pursuit of physical beauty than ever before. Blitzed by the media, we are presented continuously with voices and images that define what we are to look like. In previous centuries, women might have compared themselves with the other ten women in their village; today women compare themselves with pictures of the supermodels put on display by the worldwide fashion industry. That image of beauty is so narrow in its range that most women feel unattractive in comparison.

Even worse is the deception in the fashion industry itself. Did you know that most of the models we see in the magazines don’t even look like their own pictures? Fashion magazine editors admit that almost every photograph of a model has been digitally altered. So think about it: this alluring model has been toned by her personal trainer, had her hair done by a professional stylist, her face painted by a professional makeup artist, and her image captured by a professional photographer under ideal lighting. After this, if the model still doesn’t look good enough, she is recast through computer graphics.

CRAVINGS FROM THE HEART

This begs the question, why? Why are women so obsessed with physical beauty? Why would women go to such extremes to be beautiful as culturally defined? Why aren’t we pleased with “normal”?

The answer is simple and sobering: our hearts are full of evil desires and sinful lusts. And to differing degrees our hearts have believed the lie that physical beauty will bring satisfaction and recognition. You know the false promises: If you’re beautiful, you will be happy and successful. You will be popular among the women, and you will be desirable to the men. You will know lasting intimacy and true love. You will be confident and secure. You will be important and significant.

These are all things our sinful hearts crave. We lust for success, recognition, significance, importance, and approval. We become obsessed with making ourselves physically beautiful in an attempt to satisfy these sinful cravings. Yet the message is a lie. Physical beauty doesn’t ensure happiness, fulfillment, or success. We can validate this fact by observing the most physically attractive women in the world.

Consider Princess Diana. She was the most photographed woman in the world. She became a celebrity of unprecedented magnitude. Yet she lived a troubled life. Her fairy-tale marriage to Prince Charles ended in divorce. Her subsequent relationships with other men all ended unhappily. She admitted to persistent bouts of depression, chronic loneliness, ongoing bulimia, and even several suicide attempts. She went to a number of psychotherapists, all to no avail. Her life ended tragically when she was just thirty-six-years-old.

Physical beauty does not deliver as advertised. It does not produce the happiness and success that the beguiling voices in our society promise. Our culture puts forth a false standard of beauty and a false message about beauty, but ultimately the wickedness already resident in the human heart is what motivates us to believe such lies and pursue them.

GOD’S DEFINITION OF BEAUTY

We are exhorted in Romans 12:2 not to allow the world around us to squeeze us into its mold. We need to ask ourselves if we have been captivated by our culture’s definition of beauty or God’s. Do our thoughts and actions regarding our appearance reflect a cultural standard or a biblical standard? In order to answer these questions honestly, we need to understand God’s perspective of beauty.

Scripture reveals the falsehood and the futility of the quest for physical beauty. “Charm is deceitful, and beauty is vain” (Prov. 31:30).Charm in the Hebrew means “bodily form.” Form and beauty are two things that our culture esteems and pursues with fervor; yet God exposes our pursuit of the perfect figure and beauty to be idolatrous.

A survey of physically beautiful women in the Bible confirms the truth of Proverbs. Physical beauty is more often associated with trouble and temptation than with blessing and goodness. You will find many stories in the Old Testament of lying, cheating, stealing, murder, adultery, and idol-worship, all linked to the physical beauty of women. The accounts of Sarah (Gen. 12:11–20), Rebekah (Gen. 26:7–11), and Tamar (2 Sam. 13:1–20) are a few examples. Nowhere in the Bible are women instructed to wish for, ask for, or strive for physical beauty. Instead, God’s Word warns us of the futility and deceitfulness of such a pursuit. Neither does the Bible portray physical beauty as a blessing for those who have it. Instead, it can actually create greater potential for being snared by sin (Prov. 6:23–26).

However, there is a kind of beauty that we are to pursue. First Peter 3:4–5 tells us, “Let your adorning be the hidden person of the heart with the imperishable beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit, which in God’s sight is very precious. For this is how the holy women who hoped in God used to adorn themselves.”

God’s definition of beauty stands in stark contrast to the way our culture defines beauty. Our culture defines beauty by how we look on the outside. God defines beauty by what we are like on the inside.

Our culture puts forth a standard of beauty that is unattainable by most. God puts forth a standard of beauty to which we can all attain if we just respond to his work of grace in our lives.

Our culture encourages women to cultivate a beauty that is skin deep. God tells us to pursue an inner beauty of great worth.

Our culture encourages women to cultivate a beauty that will only last for a brief time. God encourages women to cultivate a beauty that will never fade and that will only grow more attractive with the passing of time.

Our culture calls us to cultivate a beauty that impresses others. God summons us to cultivate a beauty that is first and foremost for his eyes.

Our culture entices us to aspire to the beauty of the latest glamorous model or this season’s most popular actress. God bids us to aspire to the beauty of the holy women in the past who put their hope in God.

Do you see the difference? The beauty our culture esteems may turn some heads, but the beauty God calls us to cultivate will make a lasting impact. When a physically attractive woman walks by, we notice—men particularly! But that’s the end of it. Her beauty makes a fleeting, momentary impression. But a woman who cultivates inner beauty, who fears God and lives to serve others, makes a difference in people’s lives. Her beauty makes a lasting impact on the lives she touches. Godly, inner beauty makes an indelible mark on the lives of others and glorifies God.

HEART CHECK

Which beauty are we seeking to cultivate? Are we intentionally cultivating inner beauty, or do we give more attention to the outward appearance? The way we think about and attend to our personal appearance is really a mirror of our hearts. By reflecting either godly motivations or selfish motivations, we reveal whether our priority is to cultivate inner beauty or outer beauty.

Here’s a “heart check” test for the purpose of self-examination—questions to help us discern our thoughts, motives, and goals with regard to the issue of beauty. These questions have helped me to see that all too often my desire is for self-glory rather than God’s glory.Ask yourself these questions:

1) Do I spend more time daily caring for my personal appearance than I do in Bible study, prayer, and worship?

2) Do I spend excessive money on clothes, hair, and makeup, or is it an amount that is God-honoring?

3) Do I want to lose weight to “feel better about myself,” or do I desire to be self-disciplined for the glory of God?

4) Am I on a quest for thinness to impress others, or do I seek to cultivate eating habits that honor God?

5) Do I exercise to try to create or maintain a “good figure,” or do I exercise to strengthen my body for God’s service?

6) Is there anything about my appearance that I wish I could change, or am I fully grateful to God for the way he created me?

7) Am I jealous of the appearance of others, or am I truly glad when I observe other women who are more physically attractive than I?

8) Do I covet the wardrobe of others, or do I genuinely rejoice when other women are able to afford and purchase new clothing?

9) When I attend an event or activity, do I sinfully compare myself with others, or do I go asking God to show me whom to love and how to do it?

10) Do I ever dress immodestly or with the intent of drawing attention to myself, or do I always dress in a manner that pleases God?

Asking these questions on a consistent basis can help us weed out worldly values and cultivate a heart for God’s priorities.

“TEN LOOKS AT CHRIST”

By God’s grace we can put to death the evil desires in our hearts that crave attention from others and that lead us to compare ourselves with others. Colossians 3:1–5 gives us the key to being freed from self-absorption:

If then you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth. For you have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God. When Christ who is your life appears, then you also will appear with him in glory. Put to death therefore what is earthly in you: sexual immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, and covetousness, which is idolatry.

Do you see the progression in these verses? Before we are told to put to death “what is earthly” in us, we are told to put our hearts and minds on “things that are above.”

The starting point for all repentance is setting our hearts and minds on “what is above.” This means to direct our attention toward Jesus Christ and his finished work on the cross. To set our hearts and minds on “what is above” means to intentionally focus on Jesus Christ and to continually remind ourselves that because of his death on the cross, we are forgiven of every evil desire, we are justified from every evil desire, and we are no longer enslaved by any evil desire.

 Robert Murray McCheyne had a wonderful antidote to selffocus. He suggested that we should take ten looks at Christ for every look at ourselves. Every time we are tempted to be discouraged by our own disappointing performance, we must look to our Savior, whose perfect performance has been credited to us. Jesus died to redeem us from both the penalty and the power of sin in our lives. May we revel in his grace and marvel at his mercy in our lives! To set our hearts and minds on the things above means to be taken up with the beauty of his amazing grace and his undeserved mercy in our lives.

PRACTICAL CHANGES

Let’s consider some practical changes in our thinking and behavior that we may need to make to develop biblical beauty goals. First, we have to resolve whom we are to trying please in our pursuit of beauty.

Single women, you have only one person to please: the Lord should be the object of your pursuit for beauty (1 Cor. 7:34). All your thoughts, motives, and actions related to beauty should be for the eyes of One and One only.

Married women, we have two to please: God and our husbands. It might sound like heresy to say that we are to consider the opinion of someone besides God, but let me explain. God calls a married woman to please her husband; so therefore you are pleasing God when you seek to please your husband. You need to find out your husband’s preferences with regard to how you care for your appearance. How does he want you to dress, style your hair, or wear (or not wear) cosmetics? As a way to reverence your husband, you need to take care of your physical appearance in a way that appeals to him.

Seeking to please the Lord does not mean that we neglect our personal appearance. Pure devotion to God will produce an appropriate concern for physical appearance. A godly woman will seek to present an outward appearance that honors God and attracts others to her character.

It is not wrong to seek to enhance our own appearance, but we need to evaluate our motives and our commitment to modesty. It is not necessarily evil to wear stylish clothing and an attractive hairstyle. It is not sinful to wear makeup and jewelry. The Proverbs 31 woman wore colorful, high-quality clothing. The bride in the Song of Solomon adorned her appearance with jewelry. We are told that Esther underwent twelve months of beauty treatments—six months with oil and myrrh and six with perfumes and cosmetics. The Bible does not condemn wearing and using these things. It is wearing them for the wrong reasons that God’s Word forbids.

When the Lord is the object of our desire for beauty, we will have a proper concern about our own physical appearance. As John Piper says in his book A Godward Life: “With God at the center—like the ‘sun,’ satisfying a woman’s longing for beauty and greatness and truth and love—all the ‘planets’ of food and dress and exercise and cosmetics and posture and countenance will stay in their proper orbit.”5

HIS DESIGN, HIS CLAIM

In the pursuit of true beauty, we each need to acknowledge God’s providence and receive with gratefulness the body and appearance he has given to us.

I know this isn’t easy. I’ve always disliked the appearance of my hands. Though I’ve complained through the years about my thin, fine hair and my knobby knees, I used to be overly concerned about the appearance of my hands. I have very long fingers and veins that pop out no matter what I do. I remember being mortified one day in high school when a girl sitting next to me in orchestra class began scrutinizing my hands. “Your fingers are so long!” she announced loudly as she held up her small hand to mine in comparison. But that wasn’t enough. She also required verification from everyone in the class about the extraordinary extra half-inch of fingertip that I possessed. After her comments, my disdain for my hands only grew greater.

Years later, however, the Holy Spirit was kind enough to use a passage of Scripture to correct my attitude toward my hands. I discovered Proverbs 31 where the woman of virtue is described as working with “eager hands” (v. 13). Also, “she opens her arms to the poor and extends her hands to the needy” (v. 20). The King James Version mentions her hands six times, commending the wisdom of a woman who, by the fruit of her hands, can buy a field and plant a vineyard.

I realized my hands weren’t merely decorative—they had a kingdom purpose! I saw how sinful (not to mention silly!) it was to care about the appearance of my hands instead of my Creator’s purpose in making them. God has given me these hands as a means of grace to serve and reach out to others.

A loving God has determined what we each look like. He decided our body shape, how tall we would be, the color of our eyes, and all the unique features that make up our body type and appearance—right down to our fingers! We can either spend our lives pining about the results of God’s determination or receive with gratefulness his design, knowing that he does all things for his glory.

David said, “I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made” (Ps. 139:14). When was the last time you worshiped God for the way he created your body? Anything less than a heart filled with gratitude and praise to God for our physical appearance is sinful and grieves the Lord.

WE BELOLONG TO ANOTHER

We need to remember that our bodies are not our own. First Corinthians 6 says, “Your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit. . . . You are not your own. . . . So glorify God in your body” (vv. 19–20).

Do you treat your body as if it is not your own, tending to it as if belonged to another? We usually take extra-special care of something that belongs to someone else. Some years ago, after a special event at our church, a kind woman gave me the centerpiece from her table. It was a beautiful flower arrangement that she had created and displayed in a china teapot. She graciously told me to enjoy the flowers and return the teapot at my convenience. I did enjoy that flower arrangement, but you can be sure I took special care of that china teapot! I kept it out of the reach of my little boy, who was three at the time, and I exhorted all my daughters to be especially careful with it. I took special care with this china teapot because it belonged to someone else, and I wanted to return it undamaged.

In the same way, your body is not your own—it belongs to God.Your body is the temple of the Holy Spirit—you house the Holy Spirit in your own body! That should make all the difference in how you treat it. This new understanding of our bodies can change not only what we do, but why we do it.

We need to be disciplined in our exercise not merely to look better, but so we can have more energy to serve God.

We should be self-controlled in what we eat not merely to maintain a certain weight, but because self-control is a fruit of the Spirit.

Knowing we belong to God changes our motive in caring for the body he has given us.

ADORNED IN MODESTY

God’s Word provides the standard for how we are to clothe our bodies:

Women should adorn themselves in respectable apparel, with modesty and self-control, not with braided hair and gold or pearls or costly attire, but with what is proper for women who profess godliness—with good works. (1 Tim. 2:9–10)

Our dress is to be proper, modest, and discreet. Those three criteria can help us evaluate whether our clothing, jewelry, hairstyle, and makeup are within biblical guidelines.

Let’s consider the word modest for a moment. The word has an interesting meaning in the Greek. It means “shamefacedness” or “shame-fastness.” The root idea is a sense of shame. This raises the question, of what are we to be ashamed? The text refers to shame in the sense that we should be ashamed if we ever contribute to a man’s lustful thinking by our dress. We should be ashamed if we ever cause a man to stumble by our clothing. I don’t think any of us is ignorant of the fact that the more of our bodies we expose, the more temptation that provides for men. We should carry a sense of shame about ever causing such a distraction. As we dress, we need to check the motives of our hearts. We should ask ourselves, why am I dressed this way? Am I trying to draw attention to God or to myself? Am I seeking to glorify God or to impress others?

I know that what’s fashionable is often immodest, but regardless of how difficult it may be to find modest clothing, there can be no compromise in this area. In trying to determine if something is modest, it is helpful to involve others, to seek their counsel and wisdom. I know many women who have invited their friends to give specific feedback about their wardrobe. I am especially encouraged when I hear of teenage girls who are committed to this standard!

FROM “CONTENTIOUS” TO “PRINCESS”

Does the pursuit of godly beauty sound like a lot of work? I hope not. There is actually a wonderful hope in being set free from an idolatrous focus on self. Most importantly, unlike the physical beauty associated with youth, true beauty grows more lovely with the passing of time. We should be most beautiful when we are sixty, seventy, and older.

Do not let your adorning be external—the braiding of hair and the putting on of gold jewelry, or the clothing you wear—but let your adorning be the hidden person of the heart with the imperishable beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit, which in God’s sight is very precious. For this is how the holy women who hoped in God used to adorn themselves, by submitting to their own husbands, as Sarah obeyed Abraham, calling him lord. And you are her children, if you do good and do not fear anything that is frightening. (1 Pet. 3:3–6)

This passage informs us that we can actually become more attractive by cultivating “the unfading beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit.”This godly beauty will cause others to notice; and if we are married, it will make us attractive to our husbands. Most important, it captures the attention of God himself. It is a mystery how the beauty that we cultivate inwardly can be evident outwardly. But Scripture promises us that the more we adorn our inner self, the lovelier we will become.

Have you ever met a woman who displays this kind of extraordinary beauty, actually growing more attractive the older she gets?
Elisabeth Elliot is one such woman in my eyes (though she would be embarrassed to hear me say so). When I met her, she was in her seventies. She is gray-headed, and her skin is wrinkled, as you would expect for a woman her age. Yet she possesses a rare beauty. First Peter 3 provides the explanation. No doubt this woman of God has sought to cultivate “the unfading beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit.” I want to have that kind of beauty as I get older.

The apostle Peter describes a woman who had this kind of timeless beauty. He singles out Sarah as one “who obeyed Abraham and called him her master. You are her daughters if you do what is right and do not give way to fear” (1 Pet. 3:6).

I’m glad Peter chose Sarah to be the poster girl for “a gentle and quiet spirit,” because that wasn’t characteristic of her in her youth. She started life as Sarai, meaning “contentious.” That name accurately describes some of the accounts of her life as a younger woman. She displayed jealousy, she was manipulative and cynical, and she was downright mean in the way she treated Hagar. She was hardly the picture of “a gentle and quiet spirit.” Yet God is in the namechanging business. He changed the name Sarai to Sarah, which means “princess.” At some point Sarah became a woman with that humble and quiet spirit—a woman who hoped in God and was submissive to her husband. Scripture records that Abraham buried her with great mourning and love.

 I draw tremendous encouragement from the life of Sarah because there is hope for me and for any believing woman who desires to be truly beautiful in the eyes of the Lord. We can become “princesses” at any age; it’s never too late. The reality is that one day my knobby knees will fail, my thin hair will turn completely gray, and my hands will still be long and have age spots. These physical features will actually get worse. But if I keep my eyes on the One who is loveliness incarnate, I will grow more beautiful by reflecting him. That is truly valuable, and the Bible says it is of great worth in God’s sight. It’s a beauty regimen we should all practice.
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