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What a Godly Woman Looks Like
Titus 2:3-5
Characterisic:  Discipleship
Big Idea:  A Spiritual Mother
Introduction:

A.
I’m in a bit of a pickle here.  It’s Mother’s Day.  In this message, I really want to encourage and honor women in general and mothers in particular.  I am determined to do that.
Only one problem.  We’ve been studying through the Bible letter of Titus, and our text for today does talk about women and mothers.  But, when viewed through the lens of our American culture, it’s not very encouraging.  In fact, it can come off as rather offensive and sexist.
Let me show you.  Our text is Titus 2:3-5.  Let me give you a little preview of what I’m talking about.  Beginning in Verse 3, Paul says,
NAU Titus 2:3 Older women . . .

This is not a good start—not in our culture.  It sounds only slightly better than, “Now, I want to talk to you old hags.”  Paul continues, and only seems to dig himself deeper with controversial commands to teach younger women to be workers at home and to be subject to their husbands.  He says,
NAU Titus 2:3 Older women likewise are to be reverent in their behavior, not malicious gossips nor enslaved to much wine, teaching what is good, 4 so that they may encourage the young women to love their husbands, to love their children, 5 to be sensible, pure, workers at home, kind, being subject to their own husbands, so that the word of God will not be dishonored.

B.
Some may equate Paul’s perspective on women here with the perspective reflected in an article that appeared in the May 13, 1955 issue of Housekeeping Monthly magazine.  The article is titled, “The Good Wife’s Guide.”  Here are a few tips from the article on how to receive your husband when he comes home from work.
1.
Here’s one:  “Listen to him.  You may have a dozen important things to tell him, but the moment of his arrival is not the time.  Let him talk first—remember, his topics of conversation are more important than yours.”
2.
Here’s another:  “Make the evening his.  Never complain if he comes home late or goes out to dinner, or other places of entertainment without you.  Instead, try to understand his world of strain and pressure and his very real need to be at home and relax.”
3.
Here’s another:  “Don’t ask him questions about his actions or question his judgment or integrity.  Remember, he is the master of the house and as such will always exercise his will with fairness and truthfulness.  You have no right to question him.”
4.
And finally, a pithy summary statement:  “A good wife always knows her place.”

C.
Does our text in Titus reflect much the same attitude as the article from 1955?  I suspect many people believe it does, particularly those who tend to hold onto a caricature of Christians as backward bigots.
So you see why I’m in a pickle?  How am I going to tease a charming Mother’s Day message out of this text?  No wonder one woman, in anticipation of this message, asked me just last week, “Will it be safe to come on Sunday?”
I said, “Sure.  But you’ll have to sit in the back, in the older-women section.”  Just kidding.  I didn’t say that last part.
D.
Our text presents a biblical view of what a godly woman looks like.  The question is, does the profile of a godly woman look like June Cleaver?  Is it sexist?  Is it hopelessly out of date?  And how in the world is this going to be encouraging on Mother’s Day?
Let’s work our way through the text to get some answers.
I.
In Titus 2:3, Paul says,
NAU Titus 2:3 Older women likewise are to be reverent in their behavior, not malicious gossips nor enslaved to much wine, teaching what is good,
A.
This raises a question.  Who qualifies as an older woman?
Last week we learned that, in the first-century Roman world, a commonly perceived dividing line between older and younger men was the mid-forties.  It was probably similar for women.

I suspect, however, that Paul has in mind not just years, but primarily experience.  I get a hint of this from the term Paul uses for “young women” in Verse 4.  The vast majority of young women in the first century were married (Larson, Titus, Holman New Testament Commentary, p. 361).  The Greek term behind the English translation, “young women” literally means “new” or “fresh.”  Because Paul says that the older women ought to encourage the young women with respect to marriage and parenting, the idea seems to be that the young women are “new” or “fresh” at marriage and parenting, while the older women are not new at all, but highly experienced.  Generally speaking the older women of the first century would have known about being a wife from many years of experience.  They would have known about being a mother from raising their own children to adulthood.
So I think the “older women” of whom Paul speaks are women who have a good deal of life experience.

B.
The way Paul addresses these older women conveys respect and honor.  
1.
That he addresses women at all would have been a countercultural show of respect.  Listen to this description of a first-century wife by Bible scholar William Barclay.  He says,
In the ancient Greek world the respectable woman lived a completely secluded life.  In the house she had her own quarters, and she seldom left them, not even to sit at meals with the menfolk of the family; and into them came no man, except only her husband.  She never attended any public assemblies or meetings; she seldom appeared on the streets, and if she did appear on the streets, she never appeared alone.  In fact it has been said that there was no honest and honourable way in which a Greek woman could make a living.  No trade and no profession was open to her . . . (Barclay, Titus, p. 286).
In light of this first-century context, if Paul would not have said a word about women, I suspect no one in that culture would have considered it odd.  Women were rarely addressed because they were commonly viewed as less important.  But Paul does address women and thus he grants them honor.
2.
Not only does Paul spend a considerable amount of ink on women, he puts women on a par with men.  This is evidenced by the word, “likewise.”  In Verse 3, He says,
NAU Titus 2:3 Older women likewise are to be reverent in their behavior,
“Likewise” means “in the same way,” which raises the question, “In what same way are women supposed to be reverent in their behavior?”  In the immediately preceding verse Paul gives the profile of a godly man.  We talked about that last week.  A godly man is disciplined toward becoming sound in faith, sound in love, and sound in perseverance.  I used the metaphor of a spiritual triathlete.  Here in Verse 3, Paul is saying that women are likewise to be reverent in their behavior.  The word “likewise” links the reverent behavior back to the godliness previously explained.  So there is no double standard for godliness.  There is no hint of some mentality that says, “To be a godly man, you must be a spiritual triathlete; but to be a godly woman all you have to do is just be quiet, bake cookies, and make yourself available for conjugal visits.”  No.  The criteria for godliness are basically the same for men and women.
C.
In Verse 3, Paul goes on to say that older women are . . .

NAU Titus 2:3 not [to be] malicious gossips nor enslaved to much wine, teaching what is good,
I can almost here someone thinking, “Oh no.  Here we go with the stereotyping of women as gossipy, giddy airheads.”  I want to point out here that Paul is not stereotyping older women as people who can’t control their tongues, and can’t control their liquor, and can’t teach correctly.  While it’s reasonable to surmise that some women in the Cretan church in which Titus was a leader had these problems, Paul gives these same warnings to men in other places (e.g., 2 Timothy 3:2-3; Titus 1:7).  So there’s no stereotyping here.
II.
In Verses 4 and 5, Paul explains why it is important for older women to be godly.  The role of a godly woman is distinguished in a number of ways.  Paul says that older women are to be godly . . .

NAU Titus 2:4 so that they may encourage the young women to love their husbands, to love their children, 5 to be sensible, pure, workers at home, kind, being subject to their own husbands, so that the word of God will not be dishonored.

Let me identify a few ways in which the godliness of older women is to be expressed.

A.
First, older women are to play an important leadership role in encouraging younger women.  It’s godliness coupled with experience that gives older women the spiritual authority to take this lead.  The idea is that godly older women are to be respectable and respected as authorities.
This idea is brought home by the term translated, “encourage.”  It’s not the ordinary term for “encourage” in the Bible.  It’s the Greek verb sophronidzo.  This is the only place in all the Bible where this particular verb is used.  Sophronidzo literally means to bring someone to her senses.  It’s a compound of two words, sodzo, to save, and phren, the mind (Vine’s Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words, p. 1067).  So in a painfully literal sense, it means to save the mind.  It’s the verbal form of the adjective, “sensible.”  So, in our text, it involves the older women training the younger women to be sensible, or self-controlled, or self-disciplined.  It’s training them to be godly.  The Greek word has a much stronger ring of authority than the English word “encourage” may imply.  Older women are to be leaders or mentors for younger women.  And the clear implication is that the younger women need older women to help bring them to their senses.
This is really about discipleship.  In fact, that’s the key characteristic of completeness we’re talking about today:  discipleship.  If you want to be complete in Christ you must be involved in discipleship.  On the receiving end, discipleship involves submitting yourself to the counsel and wisdom of a more godly, more experienced person.  On the giving end, discipleship involves investing yourself in training another person to be godly.
B.
The idea that older women are to encourage young women elevates the older godly woman to a position that I’m afraid our culture doesn’t fully appreciate.  Our culture tends not to esteem highly the godliness and wisdom of older women and their important role as leaders.  Instead, it seems to glorify the outward appearance of youth.
1.
A recent issue of Vogue magazine was surveyed cover to cover and found to show photos of some 290 people.  How many of these do you suppose were women over 50?  One.  Just one out of 290.
2.
A study was recently conducted in which prime-time TV characters were documented over a period of one week.  Some 464 TV characters were identified.  How many of these do you suppose were over 59?  Seven.  Seven out of 464, or just 1.5%.
3.
After the age of 40, men are three times as likely to be cast in movies as women.  In 1996, 18 films were released featuring male stars over the age of 65.  Only one had a female star that age.  In mid-life, earnings for female actresses fall, while earnings for men peak (The above facts comes from Margo Maine, Body Wars, pp. 166-167).

What does all this mean?  Why are older women disproportionately underrepresented in movies, magazines, and on TV?  Why are so many older women desperately trying to look younger?  Why all the time and resources spent on plastic surgery, dieting, fashion, and cosmetology?  Why don’t we have a Mrs. America wisdom pageant?  Why aren’t more young women desperately seeking the advice of older women?

Could it be that we’ve lost our senses?  Could it be that our culture has it backwards?  Could it be that the biblical view of women has not distorted our culture, but it’s the other way around?  Could it be, instead, that our culture has actually distorted the biblical view of women?  The Apostle Paul holds women to the same standard of godliness as men, and he honors the rightful leadership role that older women ought to play in society.
C.
Let’s consider the specific leadership role that older godly women are to take.  Verses 4 and 5 say that older women are to encourage or bring young women to their senses in seven areas:  to love their husbands, to love their children, to be sensible, to be pure, to be workers at home, to be kind, and to be subject to their own husbands.  These can all be tied to maintaining family relationships in the home.  In fact, some scholars believe that this list was a kind of liturgy recited at first-century Christian weddings as an encouragement to new brides (Quinn, The Letter to Titus, The Anchor Bible, p. 136).

The suggestion is that godly older women are in a unique position to express their godliness in training younger women in the art of relationships, particularly relationships in the home.  Thus a godly woman is in a way a spiritual mother.  That’s the big idea of this message:  a godly woman is a spiritual mother.  She keeps on raising spiritual daughters through discipleship.
Just as natural mothers often hold relationships in the family together, so spiritual mothers hold the relationships in the church together by investing themselves in the lives of less experienced women.

If the role of spiritual mother seems to demean women, if the role seems to be some kind of relegation to a subordinate status, then I ask you, what other role would be more important?  What higher calling could any person have?  What other responsibility has the potential to enrich lives so deeply?  I can’t think of any.
Let’s consider the list of encouragements in Verses 4 and 5:
1.
Three items on the list relate directly to a wife’s relationship with her husband.

a.
First older women are to encourage younger women to love their husbands.  Some of you may know that the Greek language has a number of different words for love.  You may have heard me talk about a special god-like, self-sacrificing kind of love described by the Greek verb agapao, or the noun agape.  You may be surprised to know that’s not the word for love Paul uses here.
The root word Paul uses comes from the verb, phileo.  To be sure, phileo love and agapao love are overlapping ideas, but phileo carries a greater emphasis on the tender affection of an interpersonal relationship (Vine’s, 703).

I don’t want to press the distinction too far, but some word pictures might help.  A word picture for agapao love would be Jesus washing the feet of his disciples.  It’s a self-sacrificing love that serves.  A word picture for phileo love in marriage would be the dancing of Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers.  It’s an art involving teamwork, give and take, anticipation, knowledge of your partner, coordination, practice, discipline, and companionship.
Carrying through with the word picture, a godly older woman becomes a dance instructor for the younger woman.  When the younger man and woman are stepping all over one another, the older woman comes alongside and says, “Honey, let me show you how to do the dance of relationship with your husband; I’ve been where you are; let me save you some sore feet.”

That’s what a spiritual mother does.

b.
Paul says the older women are also to encourage younger women to be pure.  In this context, the emphasis is probably on sexual purity.  We usually think of sexual purity in marriage as what you don’t do.  You don’t run around.  You don’t cheat.  You’re not to be unfaithful.  That’s certainly important.
But we don’t often think of sexual purity in terms of what you can or should do sexually in marriage.  We think that maybe physical intimacy should come automatically.  It often doesn’t.  I wonder how many young married women have secretly thought to themselves, “Is there something wrong with me?  Am I doing this right?  Am I normal?  This is not like the movies; it’s not like I thought it was going to be.”
How much better it would be if young women would have the benefit of an older godly woman who could take her for a cup of coffee and say, “You’re normal.  I’ve been there.  Honey, let me tell you about my experience; let me tell you what I’ve learned about the dance of physical intimacy.”

A spiritual mother does that.

c.
Paul also says that older women are to encourage younger women to be subject to their husbands.  I want you to know two things about subjection.
1)
First, God calls every Christian, male and female, to subjection.  In one way or another, every believer is to subordinate himself or herself to others.  So wives are not singled out as the only ones who need to submit themselves.

Ephesians 5:25 says,

NAU Ephesians 5:25 Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also loved the church and gave Himself up for her,

This is a call for husbands to subordinate themselves for the wellbeing of their wives.  It’s a call to subjection.  It’s a call to husbands to sacrifice their own selfish interests for the benefit of their wives.

Moreover, Ephesians 5:21 says to all believers,

NAU Ephesians 5:21 . . . be subject to one another in the fear of Christ.

This too is a call to subjection—to consider the needs of others as more important than your own.
So, we can’t really say that Paul is picking on women because he calls everyone to submit.  Marriage is about mutual submission.

2)
The second thing I want you to notice is who is supposed to encourage women in matters of subjection.  It’s other godly women.  Nowhere in all the Bible can I find any hint that husbands are supposed to demand submission from their wives.  It’s not there.
I do believe that husbands are to be the servant-leaders of their homes, as Christ is the Servant-Leader of the Church.  And I do believe that husbands and wives have distinctive roles to play.  A dance becomes a disaster if the partners have no distinctive roles.  If dancers do not complement one another, they crash.
We could talk a lot more about this, but I don’t have time, and it’s better left to godly women to encourage other women in how to do the dance.  A spiritual mother does that.
2.
Paul goes on to say that older women are to encourage young women to love their children.  He’s talking about parenting.
I suspect it’s fairly common for young mothers to hang out with other young mothers, and I suspect it’s good for them to do so.  It can be helpful and encouraging to commiserate and compare and realize you’re not alone.

But I wonder how many young mothers actually seek out older, godly mothers who have already raised their own children successfully?  How many mothers with children at home are asking successful empty-nesters, “How did you do it?  What can you tell me about negotiating the teenage years?  Am I being too permissive?  Am I being too strict?  Is this normal?  What do you think?”
Frankly, I don’t see a lot of that happening.  Maybe I’m just not in a position to see it.  Or maybe our culture has duped us into thinking older women don’t have much to offer; we’re smarter now.  Somehow, I suspect some young mothers are more likely to take their troubled children to a professional for diagnosis and drugs.  Sometimes that’s appropriate.  But are they skipping an important step by ignoring older, godly mothers who know them and have been there?
A spiritual mother is invaluable.

3.
Paul goes on to say that older women are to encourage young women to be sensible and kind.  To be sensible is to be self-controlled, self-disciplined.  To be kind is to be upright, just, good, and generous.
4.
Finally, Paul says that older women are to encourage young women to be workers at home.  This does not prohibit women from working outside the home.  It doesn’t say women can’t be professionals.  I think it does suggest, however, that the home ought to be a top priority.  The nurture and care of relationships in the home are not to take a back seat to anything else—not careers, not professional advancement, not schooling, not anything.
Increasingly, some women are finding that they can’t do it all.  And against the grain of our culture, some surprising women have quit trying and are turning homeward.

Lisa Belkin is a contributing writer for The New York Times Magazine, and a columnist for the New York Times.  She’s a graduate of Princeton University and the author of a book titled, Life’s Work, a book about modern motherhood.  In an October, 2003 article titled “The Opt-Out Revolution” Belkin explores why so many highly educated and successful women are dropping out of the workplace to spend more time at home.  She says,
The scene in this cozy Atlanta living room would—at first glance—warm an early feminist’s heart.  Gathered by the fireplace one recent evening, sipping wine and nibbling cheese, are the members of a book club each of them a beneficiary of all that feminists of 30-odd years ago held dear.

The . . . women in the room have each earned a degree from Princeton . . .  And after Princeton, the women of this book club went on to do other things that women once were not expected to do.  They received law degrees from Harvard and Columbia.  They chose husbands who could keep up with them, not simply support them.  They waited to have children because work was too exciting.  They put on power suits and marched off to take on the world.

Yes, if an early feminist could peer into this scene, she would feel triumphant about the future.  Until, of course, any one of these polished and purposeful women opened her mouth. . . .

Arguably, the barriers of 40 years ago are down.  Fifty percent of the undergraduate class of 2003 at Yale was female; this year’s graduating class at Berkeley Law School was 63 percent women; Harvard was 46 percent; Columbia was 51 percent.  Nearly 47 percent of medical students are women, as are 50 percent of undergraduate business majors . . . They are recruited by top firms in all fields.  They start strong out of the gate.
And then, they stop. . . .

And look at the women of this Atlanta book club.  A roomful of Princeton women each trained as well as any man.  Of the 10 members, half are not working at all; one is in business with her husband; one works part time; two freelance; and the only one with a full-time job has no children.

Social scientists . . . have done important work about how the workplace has failed women.

But to talk to the women of the book club—or to the women of a San Francisco mothers’ group with whom I also spent time, or the dozens of other women I interviewed, or the countless women I have come to know during the four years I have reported on the intersection of life and work—is to sense that something more is happening here.  It’s not just that the workplace has failed women.  It is also that women are rejecting the workplace.
I say this with the full understanding that there are ambitious, achieving women out there who are the emotional and professional equals of any man, and that there are also women who stayed the course, climbed the work ladder without pause and were thwarted by lingering double standards and chauvinism.  I also say this knowing that to suggest that women work differently than men—that they leave more easily and find other parts of life more fulfilling—is a dangerous and loaded statement.

And lastly, I am very aware that, for the moment, this is true mostly of elite, successful women who can afford real choice—who have partners with substantial salaries and health insurance—making it easy to dismiss them as exceptions.  To that I would argue that these are the very women who were supposed to be the professional equals of men right now, so the fact that so many are choosing otherwise is explosive. . . .

Sarah Amsbary . . . raises the question of biology.  “It’s all in the M.R.I.,” she says, of studies that show the brains of men and women “light up” differently when they think or feel.  And those different brains, she argues, inevitably make different choices. . . .

When I talk to Jeannie Tarkenton, another member of the book club, biology comes up yet again.  “I think some of us are swinging to a place where we enjoy, and can admit we enjoy, the stereotypical role of female/mother/caregiver,” Tarkenton says.  “I think we were born with those feelings.” . . .

When these women blame biology they do so apologetically, and I find the tone as interesting as the words.  Any parent can tell you that children are hard-wired from birth:  this one is shy, this one is outgoing; this one is laid-back; this one is intense.  They were born that way.  And any student of the animal kingdom will tell you that males and females of species act differently. . . . Susan Allport, a naturalist, writes in her book, “A Natural History of Parenting,” “Males provide direct childcare in less than 5 percent of mammalian species . . .”

In other words, we accept that humans are born with certain traits, and we accept that other species have innate differences between the sexes.  What we are loath to do is extend that acceptance to humans (Lisa Belkin, “The Opt-Out Revolution,” The New York Times Magazine, October 26, 2003).

Could it be that feminism has thrown out the baby with the bathwater?  Could it be that in rightfully throwing out chauvinism and male-domination and discrimination and sexism and abuse, we’ve accidentally thrown out the sacredness of motherhood and the magnificence of a mother, both natural and spiritual?  Could it be that some very intelligent women are now saying, “Wait a minute, what’s left?”  Could it be that women are hardwired for motherhood, whether natural or spiritual?  Could it be that women are drawn homeward to invest in relationships in the home because God made them that way and nothing on earth can take their place?  Could it be that young women today need to be brought to their senses?  Could it be that older, godly, spiritual mothers are the greatest untapped resource in the Church and in America?
5.
The Apostle Paul concludes by saying that godly women, spiritual mothers, ought to be lifted up as leaders, they ought to revered for their wisdom, they ought to be sought out for their sensibility . . .
NAU Titus 2:5 . . . so that the word of God will not be dishonored.

Paul knows what we’ve only begun to experience.  We desperately need spiritual mothers.
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