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Great Commission Northwest

Biblical Verses and Principles

               Concerning Relationships between Men and Women

For Those Who are Disciples of Christ.
      

- John Meyer
In 1977, as a freshman in college, I became a Christian through members of what is now the Great Commission Association.  My salvation and discipleship through that body of believers stamped my life with several convictions that were truly life-changing.  The first and foremost is the lordship of Jesus Christ and the supremacy of His purpose for my life.  The first two points in this article address this conviction which is foundational for what follows.

Another life-changing conviction that had great impact on my remaining nine years of singlehood (and even to this day) came from seeing a Biblical pattern of relationship for men and women working together for God’s purpose.  Though not often specifically taught, it was lived as a natural outflow of a life committed to the Great Commission.  The spiritual family enabled by such a lifestyle allowed me to experience many safe, healthy relationships with men and women.  I believe I experienced a fellowship of the saints that many young Christians never discover.  That experience has become one of the treasures of my life.

This pattern of relationships is based on many biblical passages, but it came to be defined for me personally by four passages found in points 3-6 below.  The simple summary that follows each point is how I endeavored to follow them in those years.  The longer, indented text that follows each summary contains further reflections and explanations that have developed over time.

1.  “For the love of Christ controls us, having concluded this, that one died for all, therefore all died; and He died for all, so that they who live might no longer live for themselves, but for Him who died and rose again on their behalf.”  

- 2 Corinthians  5:14-15   

As disciples of Christ the purpose of our life is to serve God, not ourselves.  Therefore, the right answer in every decision can be found by determining what pleases, honors or reflects God most.
Every conviction on any particular subject really begins right here: what is the goal of my decisions?  If the ultimate criterion is how my life can best be used to please Christ, then the answers the Scriptures give usually make sense to us.  If our goal is to pursue, within the boundaries and limitations of “God’s rules”, that which will bring personal happiness, then the principles of Scripture will often seem extreme, unnecessary or unreasonable.  When our focus is on pleasing ourselves, we ask the question, “What’s wrong with… (doing this or that)?”  When our focus is on living for God we ask, “What’s right with… (or pleasing to God in, this or that)?”

2.  "All authority has been given to Me in heaven and on earth.  Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the age."



- Matthew 28:18-20

God has given every believer a life mission for Him.  The mission is to unite with others in a spiritual community for the purpose of growing in Christ, serving one another’s welfare and bringing the message of God’s kingdom to all nations. 
God’s people have a mission and calling on the earth that supercedes all else.  Jesus left us here to do what His Father sent Him to do – unite with God in His work of bringing people into the Kingdom of God.  Our mission in life, before all else on earth, is to be and make disciples for Jesus.

As we pursue this mission, other activities that would otherwise be “lawful” may have to be set aside because they distract from the mission.  Jesus said “whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me and for the gospel will save it.”  God calls us to give up “our lives” in many ways for the sake of the mission of the gospel, and promises us a new and better life in return.  

3.  “You must teach what is in accord with sound doctrine.  Teach the older men to be temperate, worthy of respect, self-controlled, and sound in faith, in love and in endurance.  Likewise, teach the older women to be reverent in the way they live, not to be slanderers or addicted to much wine, but to teach what is good.  Then they can train the younger women to love their husbands and children, to be self-controlled and pure, to be busy at home, to be kind, and to be subject to their husbands, so that no one will malign the word of God.  Similarly, encourage the young men to be self-controlled.  In everything set them an example by doing what is good.”  
- Titus 2:1-7   

Men and women need to be discipled by mature believers of their own gender.

Paul instructs Titus, an apostle, how to work with the four kinds of people in the church.  First, Titus is to address older men, older women and younger men.  The younger men need encouragement to be self-controlled as well as a good example.   But younger women are to be trained by older women.  The Greek word used here for train would include the thought of admonishing, discipling, calling to one’s duty.  So, based on this passage, we can know that in the personal relational work of training someone as a disciple of Christ, younger men should be discipled by spiritually older men, and younger women should be discipled by spiritually older women.  

4.  “I charge you, in the sight of God and Christ Jesus and the elect angels, to keep these instructions without partiality, and to do nothing out of favoritism.”









- 1 Timothy 5:21 

We are not to be partial in any relationships.  Leadership, especially, must not express any partiality or favoritism.  

Note that this is arguably the strongest charge Paul gives in any of his epistles on any subject.  That means the expression of partiality or favoritism must be extremely damaging to what God wants to accomplish in the church.  

Partiality occurs when we treat one person differently than we treat others in that same God-given situation (i.e. a situation that is the same in God’s eyes).  The Bible describes Christian relationships between genders as brothers and sisters in a family.  Therefore the brother-sister relationship is the God-given situation each person is in with members of the opposite gender.  That means a brother’s relationship with each of his sisters in Christ in his church family should be one that exemplifies impartiality.  The same should be true of a sister’s relationship with the brothers in her group.  Each person should sense the safeness of a “same love, same acceptance, same welcome” from every other person, especially from those who are older, in a leadership role, or just considered role models.  

There are many ways partiality or impartiality can be expressed or implied.  One relates simply to being or not being in situations alone together.  Our culture, in movies, television, music, etc. equates “getting away” and being alone with each other as a proof point of intimacy and partiality.  Therefore, when a male and female choose to communicate or spend time alone together it is reasonable to assume inferences will be drawn about what that means.  This inference can be on the part of others who are aware of it, or an inference of one of the people spending time alone.  Many times someone draws the wrong conclusion about the other person’s intentions simply because they pursued communication alone.  And many times someone subtly intends to plant the notion of favoritism by choosing to communicate alone.  Scripture commands us, above all things, to guard our heart (Prov. 4:23).  Exclusive communication with the opposite sex creates one of the most difficult and tempting situations in guarding one’s heart.  For these reasons, one good principle in establishing a culture of impartiality is that a brother and sister in Christ will choose to avoid settings or communication that does not include others.

Dating relationships, by definition, are relationships where there is partiality.  By mutual consent these relationships operate in a realm where others are excluded.  The intensity of the dating relationship, especially at a young age, almost always creates a two person clique within whatever group it is part of.  This also is reinforced in our popular culture at every turn.  The commitment of two such people is higher to their own relationship, which others cannot join, than to the overall mission of the group.   This higher allegiance existing in the midst of the group makes the statement that the two people have something better than what the group itself can offer, making others feel left out and like they are stuck with the “second rate” until they, too, can find a partner.  

We understand, of course, that marriage is supposed to be exclusive. God designed the husband/wife relationship to be one that is exclusive in many areas, including emotion, care and affection.  The marriage relationship is, however, not partiality because it is a “God-given situation”, in accord with responsibilities and even commands God has given.  Marriage is a God-created picture of relationship within the Godhead itself as well as of Christ and the Church.  Exclusivity is actually an important part of this picture and proper because of the covenant that has been made.  
We need to recognize that God, for the purpose of marriage, has designed men and women to desire this exclusive mutual care and support and be drawn together through the expression of it.  A man has a desire to care for a woman in an exclusive way, one in which she is uniquely dependent on him. A woman has a desire to give her heart to a man who will care for her exclusively.  Dating is choosing to engage and enjoy aspects of masculinity and femininity that God has designed to draw a man and a woman into an exclusive relationship.  The bonds created through this exclusive male-female commitment are intended to be permanent.  They are also designed to be consuming until the couple is drawn together in physical union.  
When this exclusive male/female role is engaged in selfishly (for personal enjoyment of the moment without the commitment this exclusivity is designed to express), the results affect those two people and those around them in a variety of ways. In most situations, especially with young people, this giving of the heart to one another undermines and even replaces a growing relationship with God.  There is also a loss to others through the loss of their involvement with others.  There will probably also be emotional or even physical impact at the end of the relationship that will be carried into the future.  We see the results all around us – in broken-hearted teens and singles, in unwed mothers, in baggage that is brought into marriage relationships. 

Note that these negative effects do not occur because dating was done “improperly”; they are the result of God’s design operating as He intended but in circumstances He did not intend to happen.  Our culture uses as recreation the emotional and physical intimacy that God has reserved for marriage and the negative aspects of this disobedience are often with people for a lifetime.

5.  “Do not rebuke an older man harshly, but exhort him as if he were your father. Treat younger men as brothers, older women as mothers, and younger women as sisters, with absolute purity.”



 

- 1 Timothy 5:1-2    

Men are to treat younger women as sisters, with absolute purity. 

As boys grow into adults their maleness develops two centers of identity and expression.  One is sexual.  This identity is constantly appealed to and exploited by our culture.  The other identity and expression is masculinity.  Masculinity has been created by God to carry an important aspect of His image in this Creation and especially in relationship with the other expression of His image – the female. (Genesis 1:26-27)

Outside of the whole-life commitment of marriage, the engagement of this sexual identity brings out selfishness and weakness in a man.  It puts him in a manipulative, competitive and selfish relationship with a woman, one that inevitably ends with a goal of using or conquering her, or of yielding to her will in exchange for this physical involvement.  In this pursuit both are losers, and such a man forfeits the masculinity God intends him to have.  Proverbs describes a man living this way as one who becomes an ox going to slaughter, one whose life is reduced to a loaf of bread, and who gives his years to one who is cruel (just a very few of the descriptions in Proverbs of what happens to a man who lives in this identity of maleness).   
In contrast, masculinity is designed to be a picture of the first person of the Godhead in His relationship with all else; it is also a picture of Christ with His Church.  Masculinity could be described as the bringing of one’s strength to secure the welfare of another, or to a purpose beyond himself.  In folklore, it is romantically captured in the picture of the knight submitting to the principles of chivalry and slaying the dragon for the maiden.  It is also captured in the picture of the Marine in dress uniform; strong, ready to engage all that he is to do his duty, but yielded to and under the command of authority over him (is this God-intended masculinity perhaps why so many young men sign up to be Marines?)  
Young men in seeking their manhood will eventually define their maleness in one of these two identities.  In the family of God, God calls to their masculinity in seeing the young women around them as sisters.  This means, first of all, that these women belong to the Father of them both.  God can be counted on to watch over His daughters; therefore they should be treated with a considerate respect.  But as brothers God also calls young men to a role with their sisters.  It is their place to love them, be concerned for them, and even be protective of them.  In this role young men can and need to show great love and care for young women – through whatever means express the impartiality and purity that should exist in a family. 
A corollary verse to this principle is, “I also want women to dress modestly, with decency and propriety, not with braided hair or gold or pearls or expensive clothes, but with good deeds, appropriate for women who profess to worship God.”  


- 1Timothy 2:9-10
Part of womanhood in God’s design is a desire to be attractive as a person, especially attractive in the eyes of men.  As with men, womanhood can be expressed in two fundamental identities, sexual and feminine.  The only female identity modeled for the vast majority of young women today is being attractive to men through their sexual identity.  Expressing this identity can even give a woman a sense of security or control, since it produces a result through something she seems to have control over.  If a teenage girl is trying to feel secure in her emergence into an adult identity, then cultural role models, clothing styles and peers can make living out any other female identity a lonely and vulnerable pursuit.  Yet the true impact of this cultural definition of “womanhood” is emerging everywhere in depression, eating disorders and a host of other destructive behaviors.

Not only does this sexual image create a great pressure on a girl’s emerging identity as a woman, it puts her in relationships with men that will most likely hurt her as well.  When a woman attracts a man with her sexuality, he reads the message, “You are inviting me to experience my sexual desires when I relate with you.”  Unwittingly, instead of asking for his masculinity, i.e. his strength, protection and commitment to what is good, she is inviting him to come in another identity, one that releases him to selfishness and irresponsibility.  It is even opening him up to thought patterns and actions that can eventually consume him.  

This is seldom a consciously chosen course for either of them.  In God’s design, a woman communicates to a man how she wants him to see her in part through the physical appearance she presents to him.  This is why seductive pictures of scantily clad women are so powerful for men – it’s not what the man sees; it is what he understands the woman is saying to him in what he sees.  It is in what she is giving him permission to assume and how she is giving him permission to approach her.    

A young man’s greatest vulnerability is this God-designed drive and desire. It is all but overpowering and American culture today requires a tremendous amount of mental energy on the part of a man who seeks to live above the impact of continual sensual stimulation. This is why it is so important for the messages he receives from his sisters in Christ to be those that ask him for his masculinity.  Godly men can even experience a resentment against women dressed too casually, thinking their Christian sister should understand the mental guard her appearance requires him carry.  Among teenagers, a boy will be almost completely unable to have a true friendship with a girl whom he perceives through her sexual identity. 

So in our pursuit of absolutely pure relationships (1 Timothy 5:1-2) is it best to hide or deny the distinctiveness of men and women?  No!  The church, of all places, should be where men and women relate to each other in just that way.  It is not healthy to make relationships between the sexes “safe” by making them androgynous.  Those whom God has made “male” need to understand what it means to fully and positively express that identity; those whom God has made “female” need to know what it means to fully and positively express that identity.  

Paul’s message to women in the verse above does not ultimately relate to clothes or outward appearance (although it does begin there).  It really is founded in an entirely different identity for a woman, one that can be described as femininity.  The Bible clearly teaches that there is something beautiful and attractive about womanhood apart from sexuality, something which expresses essential qualities of God Himself.(found in Genesis 1:26-27).  Paul wrote to Timothy about a woman adorning herself with good deeds; Peter talks about a woman’s beauty through a gentle and quiet spirit  (found in 
I Peter 3:3-4).  Although defining femininity is beyond the scope of this article, the essential point is that the Bible tells us there is a beauty in femininity that does not fade with age.  This beauty is in those qualities of womanhood that God created to be a reflection of Himself.  And God has designed life so that what is good in a man – his masculinity - is very attracted to a woman who lives and expresses this femininity.  The great need for our young women is to be given a clear understanding and modeling of this womanhood God created for them to express.  Not only does it foster true, healthy, and safe friendships with men, but it makes it much more likely that a marriage relationship will begin for healthy, Spirit-led reasons.  

 In summary, God commands young men to treat young women as sisters, with absolute purity.  Men are to view women as those who are to be honored and cared for through their God-given and God-submitted masculinity.  Young women should communicate through their dress and actions that they want to be seen as sisters in God’s family.  This enables a community to exist where love, care, and mutual concern can be learned and freely expressed in the body of Christ.

6.  “Now concerning the things about which you wrote, it is good for a man not to touch a woman.  But because of immoralities, each man is to have his own wife, and each woman is to have her own husband.”



- 1 Corinthians 7:1-2 NNAS     

If you are not married to a woman there should be no sensual physical contact with a woman. 

In the above passage the NIV translates verse 1 with the phrase, “it is good for a man not to marry”.  The translation is an accurate phrasing because the context makes clear that Paul’s subject is marriage.  However, the NNAS gives Paul’s literal translation – “it is good for a man not to touch a woman.”  Paul’s words actually contrast the two states God intends – either a husband and wife with a sexual relationship or a man having no sensual touch with a woman.  

My suspicion is that only recent western culture – wanting to live in a quasi-understanding of Christian morals, yet also wanting to experience Hollywood’s unrealistic depiction of sensuality – has established the notion that young people can be expected to live their early adult years in physical relationships that do not become “immoral”.   As extreme as it may seem to us now, I think that Paul’s words in 
I Corinthians 7 are a statement about what was obvious to him and really is intended by God – there should be no sensual physical contact between people unless they are a husband and wife in marriage.

As with the roles discussed above of exclusively caring for or exclusively being cared for, God has designed sensual physical contact between a man and woman to produce specific results.  The first is to bring about physical union.  The Bible makes it relatively clear that an ongoing state of limited sexual contact was never intended by God.  We don’t see God creating a dating period for Adam and Eve.  There is no example in the Bible of a relationship (good or bad) going through a period of limited physical contact.  Sexually stimulating physical contact has been designed by God so that it will almost inescapably end in one place.  That is His intention.  People who plan to honor Him by entering into a physical relationship but not take it where He designed it to go will usually fail.  God’s design will prevail over man’s self-imposed boundaries.   Therefore I believe this Biblical standard (though it may be foreign to us) is simple and straightforward – if you are not married to her, don’t touch her (in the sensual way defined in the verse above).  Does this not seem to be what was represented when women wore a veil at a wedding and lifted it when the minister gave the man permission – after pronouncing them man and wife – to kiss his bride?  It is a statement recognizing that at this point a physical relationship is sanctioned and pronounced good. 

There is more to this principle than preventing sexual intercourse before marriage.  As was addressed in the point above, God’s standard for relationships in the church is one of “absolute purity” (I Timothy 5:2).  Paul wrote to the Ephesians, “among you there must not even be a hint of sexual immorality” (5:3)  The prohibition against sensual touching seems to be the only way to obey these verses.  It’s clear that God does not want any sensual engagement to be part of relationships for the unmarried.  

Isn’t the reason for this obvious?  Regardless of the level of physical involvement, once it begins the physical usually becomes the dominant directing force in the relationship.  The existence of a physical dimension in a relationship usually defines the place of every other dimension – including the spiritual and emotional.  It is a very rare person who can objectively evaluate a relationship they are part of once the process of physical connection has started.  Many dating relationships would break up if a physical relationship had not begun.  Any relationship in such a state is only having a destructive effect on the people involved.  Some relationships even move into marriage carried along by the unstoppable, escalating physical involvement of the couple.  Such marriages often lack a foundation that can be very helpful later.  

The concepts described here seem to be the clearest and most straightforward understanding of Scripture and most of us have had experiences that would affirm their truth.  Yet it is rare that they are shared with our young people as God’s good standard to be aspired to.  The most likely reason for this lack in our teaching is that very few of those old enough to teach have lived out these standards as described, even as Christians.  Rather than call for a standard that we ourselves may not have exemplified, it seems more honorable to leave the subject unaddressed.  

However, instead of feeling condemned by such standards, I believe we need to remember the grace of God and also the words of Paul to the Romans – “let God be found true, though every man be found a liar”.  Even if God’s standard shows every one of us to have fallen short, let us not deny God the opportunity to bring His truth to His young followers.  As we lift up the truths which can bless our world, it puts our eyes where they should be – on God and His goodness, not on us.  

All of God’s direction for us is for our good.  Most married people would probably affirm that physical involvement does not benefit any relationship before marriage – whether it ends in marriage or not.  Sex is the most powerful human experience God has created.   He has put it into human life for a purpose – but outside of that purpose it is only destructive to us.  He has also given directions for how we, as sexual creatures, can successfully navigate relationships with one another as single, and even courting, couples.  That direction, drawn from this verse, is simple and safe.  Let’s not be afraid to say it: unless you are married, “it is good for a man not to touch a woman.”  

As stated in the introduction, the principle of putting Christ first in all things, along with the four passages that followed, formed a framework for an entirely new view of gender relationships for me as a young, single Christian.  Although many other Bible verses address sexuality and add to these principles, I believe living by these four passages creates a community with healthy Christ-centered relationships; relationships that fully recognize and express the unique qualities we each possess in manhood or womanhood.

One final reminder – these principles are a means, not an end.  Their primary purpose is not to define standards of behavior or moral boundaries.  Their primary purpose is to allow men and women to serve together as disciples of Christ, bringing 
all that they are to His purposes, having their gender identities be a true blessing as 
they do so.  

Without the commitment to God’s mission, these concepts produce legalism rather than freedom.  They are a guide for those pursuing a fruitful and unhindered walk with Christ, not a measure of personal righteousness (which comes from Christ) or a list for judging others.  

I am thankful to the movement of believers that had the commitment and courage to model these things for me.  I hope I can be part of helping others be so blessed.  
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