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HOT TOPICS – MODESTY 

“What is Modesty?” (1 Timothy 2:9-10) 

This generation is more sexually educated, sexually active, and sexually tempted than any other. 
Few topics evoke a greater reaction in churches than the subject of Christian modesty. It used to 
be that Christian churches did not have to spend time teaching on this, as members intuitively 
understood what is required. However, immodest and inappropriate attire is seen not just today 
in the nightclubs or brothels but also in the pews. In some churches it is almost an article of faith 
that proclaims: “Dress as you feel comfortable. God is indifferent to what you wear.”   
 Some of the most misinterpreted verses in the Bible are in the realm of modesty. As 
soon as any preacher speaks on this passage he is hit with:  
 

“The Bible says it is wrong for you to judge as Jesus said “Judge not, that ye be not judged” 
(Matt. 7:1) or the Bible says that God is only interested in the heart but not the external 
appearance for God said “the Lord seeth not as man seeth; for man looketh on the outward 
appearance, but the Lord looketh on the heart” (1 Samuel 16:7).”  

 
However, these verses do not teach that we should not judge immodest dress. They merely teach 
that:  
 
(i) We must not judge hypocritically but we must “judge righteous judgment” (John 7:24);  
(ii) God judges both the outward and the inward of a person.  
 
We must not forget that the devil twisted the Bible by quoting verses to try to tempt the Lord 
Jesus Christ. Let us not do the same.  

One of the largest charismatic churches in Singapore, City Harvest, has a woman “co-
pastor,” Ho Yeow-Sun who sings in the secular rock world during the week and in Church on 
Sunday. She describes herself as a “radical and hip female pastor” and has no problem with 
immodesty as according to her it’s, “not being realistic” for parents to say to their daughters “no 
mini-skirts, no this, no that.”1 It is sad when we see pastor’s children dress in such a brazenly 
sensual manner. This happens in Bible-believing churches also. That is an even greater tragedy.  

Every Christian should strive to be in conformity with every standard of God’s Word. 
We must not just submit to the passages we like. There should be a delight to obey God’s Word 
in all areas, “Great peace have they which love thy law: and nothing shall offend them” (Psa. 119:165). You 
cannot be a spiritual person and dress in a carnal manner, “Because the carnal mind is enmity against 
God: for it is not subject to the law of God, neither indeed can be” (Rom. 8:7; cf. James 4:4). To indulge the 
flesh is to live in slavery to it. What is sensual and provocative is not cute!  
 

PRINCIPLES OF MODESTY 
 
(1) The overriding principle in how we dress is not for our own glory but for the glory of God, 
“Whether therefore ye eat, or drink, or whatsoever ye do, do all to the glory of God” (1 Cor. 10:31). We are to 
pursue spiritual transformation into the image of Christ in our dress, “But put ye on the Lord Jesus 

                                                
1 Her World in Harvest Times, 2002 p. 199 
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Christ, and make not provision for the flesh, to fulfil the lusts thereof” (Rom. 13:14). We reflect God’s 
holiness and dignity in how we dress. We dress to please Him. That means you can still dress 
beautifully. You don’t have to look foolish or ugly to be modest. 
 
(2) We are not to dress in any way that offends or stumbles the people of God, “Give none offence, 
neither to the Jews, nor to the Gentiles, nor to the church of God” (1 Cor. 10:32; cf. Romans 14:13). All of 
us will ultimately give an account to God in how we dress (cf. 2 Cor. 5:10). This is especially true 
if we have stumbled others by enticing them to sin, “Such is the way of an adulterous woman; she eateth, 
and wipeth her mouth, and saith, I have done no wickedness” (Prov. 30:20). Yes, the one who lusts will 
give an account to God (cf. Matt. 5:28) but so will the one who deliberately dressed to tempt 
them. Both are equally wrong! As one writer says, “a woman cannot stop a man from looking at 
her lustfully, she can  choose what it is that he sees when he looks at her. If a man sees a woman 
that has taken care to be moderate, it will be far harder for him to think with lust.” 
 
(3) We should also be clear that the desire for outward beauty is neither wrong nor is it 
unnatural. God made this world to have an orderly and glorious outward form. Even fallen 
creation retains outward forms of this beauty (although it is marred by sin). The Bible does not 
teach that, “Uglier is better!” The Bible positively mentions the beauty of certain godly women 
like Sarah, Job’s daughters etc. The first woman, Eve was created a beautiful woman inwardly 
and outwardly. That is why Adam was so excited when he saw her the first time in his first 
recorded words, “This is now bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh: she shall be called Woman, because she 
was taken out of Man” (Gen.2:23). Hebrew scholars point out that the expression, “This is” denotes 
surprise and joy at the truth, “Whoso findeth a wife findeth a good thing, and obtaineth favour of the Lord” 
(Prov. 18:22). It is love at first sight! Adam’s heart was so moved with the truth he grasped in his 
mind that he launched into the first “love song” of poetic praise, “This is now bone of my bones, and 
flesh of my flesh: she shall be called Woman, because she was taken out of Man.” 
 
(4) The Scriptures teach that there is a sensual and inappropriate way for a believer to dress. 
Proverbs 7:10 speaks of, “the attire of an harlot.” The self-evident conclusion is that certain forms 
of clothing convey a message as to who we are. Christian women are not to dress like a 
prostitute, as the latter’s attire is a testimony to her bankrupt moral values. Any dress form that 
promotes the lust of the eyes or the lust of the flesh is devilish. It is defined as the very opposite 
to godly values, “For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh, and the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life, 
is not of the Father, but is of the world” (1 John 2:16). 

It used to be that you could clearly identify a prostitute by the manner of her dress. That 
is not true today. That is an indictment on the declining values of our society. We can understand 
the unsaved world adopting such values. But there are surely few things worse than to see 
professing Christian women dress like harlots. Any father or husband who would permit his wife 
or daughter to dress like that has failed in his God-ordained duty.  

 
(5) The Bible speaks clearly that we must positively dress in a modest manner. This is particularly 
directed at women, as sensual sights attract men (that’s why pornography is a problem mainly for 
men). King David fell into adultery after his heart was attracted to the physical form of a bathing 
Bathsheba (cf. 2 Sam. 11:2). The Apostle Paul warned Christian women,  
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In like manner also, that women adorn themselves in modest apparel, with 
shamefacedness and sobriety; not with broided hair, or gold, or pearls, or costly 
array; But (which becometh women professing godliness) with good works. (1 
Tim. 2:9-10) 
 
The word “adorn” here is kosmein where we get our English word cosmetics. It has the 

idea in this context of “to order” or “well-arranged.” It involves not just a woman’s dress, but 
also the way she carries herself and talks – the whole Christian woman. The implication here is 
that preparation and thought is needed before a person dresses as a Christian. This is especially 
true in corporate worship. Slovenly, showy or sensual styles have no place in God’s House. 
There must be a perfect balance of orderliness, dignity, and modesty in our dress. The fact that 
Paul has to command this principle means that not every Christian will simply follow suit.  
 
MODESTY - The expression “modest apparel” is a Greek word adios meaning reverence or free 
from shame. Clothing matters to God and it should do to us. The modesty of a woman’s dress 
reveals the real character of her. She is there to serve others, not to seduce them. A Christian 
woman would not allow her body to be used as a tool for unrighteousness. That has no place in 
the church of Jesus Christ. A woman with a sense of reverence and humility will never want to 
be a source of temptation or attention. Immodesty simply reveals the absence of reverence, 
meekness, and humility (cf. Isaiah 3:16). 

The world’s fashion teaches the very opposite values. It encourages immodesty, 
seduction, ostentation, and shame in its clothing. The world says, “If you’ve got it – flaunt it.” 
Mary Quant popularised the mini-skirt in the sixties to interpret the mood of the times. The 
message she designed it to teach was rebellion and that a woman was ready to go to bed with a 
man, day or night. Our dress should not identify with the ungodly culture or promote its 
underlying ungodly messages. You cannot present the gospel in a mini skirt as the form 
contradicts the message, as the outfit says “look at me” rather than “look at Christ.” 
 
APPROPRIATENESS - Certain forms of dress may be modest but not appropriate. Just as a 
woman is not to dress seductively as a harlot in God’s house so she is also not to dress like a 
movie star or a princess there. Worship is not about you but about God. We are here to get 
God’s attention and not man’s attention. Any person who tries to steal God’s glory is doing a 
terrible thing. Now a bride can dress up for her wedding or a woman for a university graduation. 
Proverbs speaks of beautiful and expensive clothes that a godly woman can be adorned in, “her 
clothing is silk and purple” (Prov. 31:22). But such forms of attire are not appropriate for a service 
of sacred worship, when we come before a Holy God in reverence and meekness to confess our 
sins and seek God’s grace. One of the early church fathers, John Chrysostom (c. 347 - 407AD), 
wrote this of this passage,  

 
And what then is modest apparel? Such as covers them completely and decently and not 
with superfluous ornaments, for the one is decent and the other is not. What? Do you 
approach God to pray with braided hair and ornaments of gold? Are you come to a ball? 
To a marriage feast? To a carnival? There such costly things might have been seasonable. 
Here not one of them is wanted. You are come to pray, to ask pardon for your sins, to 
plead for your offenses, beseeching the Lord and hoping to render Him propitious to 
you. Away with such hypocrisy. 
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(6) No gift of God is evil including sexually intimate ones, but the unsaved world tries to pervert 
all of them. There is a proper place for sexual relationships within marriage, 
 

Marriage is honourable in all, and the bed undefiled: but whoremongers and 
adulterers God will judge. (Heb. 13:4; cf 1 Cor. 7:3–5; Gen. 18:12) 

 
Let thy fountain be blessed: and rejoice with the wife of thy youth. Let her be as 
the loving hind and pleasant roe; let her breasts satisfy thee at all times; and be 
thou ravished always with her love. And why wilt thou, my son, be ravished with a 
strange woman, and embrace the bosom of a stranger? (Prov. 5:18-20) 

 
No man or woman should be exposing their bodies for the gratification of others outside the 
marriage boundaries. Ligon Duncan gives good advice, 
 

We have a huge problem with sexuality in our culture. It is entirely too free and too 
flaunted. Sexuality is a beautiful thing. Within the context of marriage, the ability of the 
husband to enjoy the wife and vice versa is one of the greatest privileges that God has 
given us. But God did not expect that to be shown and shared with every human being 
whom you pass in the hall. 

 
 

APPLICATION OF PRINCIPLE 
 
Whatever application we make to our personal dress, let us be clear that the Bible teaches that 
there is a right way to dress and a wrong way to dress. The way we dress means something. Clearly, 
our form of dress sends a message as to the values we hold to and the kingdom we belong to. It 
is not at the personal subjective discretion of the individual believer.  

Proverbs 7:10 speaks of, “the attire of an harlot.” That dress sense is suggestive and 
deliberately seductive. Such dress is marked by the following typical characteristics: highlighting 
the parts of a body that has particular sexual appeal, backless dresses, figure hugging garments, 
low cut tops, and short skirts above the knee that reveal the thighs of a woman (cf. Isaiah 47.2). 
All of these are seen every night in the Red Light areas of every city! The “sex industry” can 
work out what is seductive so why cannot Christians! John Piper gives pastoral advice to the 
women in his church, 
 

Necklines are an issue these days. Everywhere I turn, at the airport, at the church the 
necklines are plunging. Some fashion designers in the world are communicating to 
women today that the thing to do is to have your neckline split extend too low. 
Unbuttoned blouses, low neck lines on the shirts that may be under your jacket, cleavage 
of any kind on any upper body garment. And also, women, remember. In the church 
setting you are found at times bending over, picking up a child. Bend over and look at 
yourself in the mirror before you leave the home. What may seem to cover you well 
standing, bending over does not cover you sufficiently to be dressed modestly.” 
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HOW SHORT IS SHORT? HOW TIGHT IS TOO TIGHT? 
 
The Bible does not spell out in cm or inches how short or how low the clothing must be. We 
are, therefore, expected to be able to work it out by sanctified common sense under the 
principle, “Doth not even nature itself teach you, that, if a man have long hair, it is a shame unto him?” (1 
Cor. 11:14) There is no excuse for a lack of discernment in this area. The unsaved world is able 
to parse a particular fashion for meaning and describe it as “erotic” or “sexy.”  
 There are other principles to help us in this area. Always seek God’s wisdom in this 
manner, “If any of you lack wisdom, let him ask of God, that giveth to all men liberally, and upbraideth not; 
and it shall be given him” (James 1:5). If your conscience is troubled, then don’t do it, “for whatsoever 
is not of faith is sin” (Rom. 14:23). Always err on the side of safety. Grey areas are not areas 
Christian should inhabit! Better to be an inch too long than an inch too short!  

In the church and home there are a number of authorities that God has ordained to 
assist women in this area. Spiritually mature women in the home and the church are called to 
guide and teach younger women by their example and words, 
 

The aged women likewise, that they be in behaviour as becometh holiness, not 
false accusers, not given to much wine, teachers of good things; That they may 
teach the young women to be sober, to love their husbands, to love their children, 
To be discreet, chaste, keepers at home, good, obedient to their own husbands, 
that the word of God be not blasphemed. (Titus 2:3-5) 
 

Notice it is the older women guiding the younger women. In many churches today it is the 
younger ones setting the trends and foolish older women trying to keep up. We should not be 
using some morally depraved rock singer or movie star as our example! The question all must 
ask: Who through your dress are you identifying with? Are you identifying with the godly women like 
Ruth or Hannah? Are you identifying with the immoral movie star or rock star? 

Spiritually and emotionally immature persons will not fully discern the dangers of 
immodesty and inappropriateness. In the Christian home, the father and husband is ordained by 
God to exercise spiritual authority over the wife and both parents over the children. The father 
must have the last word of “quality control” in whether the attire of those in his home is 
appropriate and modest. He has the right and the responsibility to decisively act. As a man he 
will especially have an insight into what allures other men that his wife and children will not 
necessarily have. Job was aware of this danger and declared, “I made a covenant with mine eyes; why 
then should I think upon a maid?” (Job 31:1). God will hold him ultimately responsible. If any man 
does not want to do this, then he should not get married or have children! Fathers must be men 
and stand their ground. Better their family offended than God offended! 

Christian wives should prayerfully and sensitively urge their husbands to take leadership 
in this area. They should be willing to seek their husband’s opinion instead of dreading his 
viewpoint. However, they should not work behind his back to undermine or criticise his 
decisions to others, especially the children of the home. Even when they think that he is possibly 
unbalanced in this, they should express meekly their concerns in a submissive manner.  

When the parents fail to instruct the children of the home, it is appropriate for the 
church leaders to guide. This is especially true in situations where a young believer comes from a 
non-Christian home. We are all called to hold each other accountable, “But exhort one another daily, 
while it is called To day; lest any of you be hardened through the deceitfulness of sin” (Hebrews 3:13). 
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CONCLUSION 

 
The early church had women who lived godly lives. One of the early church fathers of the 
Christian Church, Tertullian (c. 160 – c. 225 AD), famously wrote a treatise, On the Apparel of 
Women on this. He revealed that unbelievers called Christian women, “modesty priestesses.” 
These women he writes were clothed, “with the silk of uprightness, the fine linen of holiness, the 
purple of modesty.” One pagan philosopher Libanius (c. 314 – c. 392 AD) was so impressed by 
the modesty of Christian women he declared, “What women you Christians have!” 

How we dress reveals the thoughts of our heart. The Bible clearly teaches that believers 
must never dress in a manner that is neither suggestive, nor seductive, or indeed in an 
ostentatious manner. True meekness is a spirit that brings our demeanour and dress under 
control of the Spirit of God. We live in a world where ungodly minds are inventing more and 
more ways to degrade women by its fashions. Rather than cheapen women by the culture we 
want to elevate them to the high picture of a godly woman portrayed in Scripture.  

We may be laughed at for our modesty and propriety in our dress but surely that is part 
of taking up the cross for Christ, “Wherein they think it strange that ye run not with them to the same 
excess of riot, speaking evil of you” (1 Peter 4:4). The world may mock we are old-fashioned but we 
should be as broad as the Bible and as narrow as the Bible in this area. Our clothing must match 
our testimony. Sin has a way of deceiving even the finest of Christians. No one of us is infallible 
in our judgments. Walk carefully and humbly in this area, “Wherefore let him that thinketh he standeth 
take heed lest he fall” (1 Cor. 10:11). 

Modesty is humility and meekness expressed in clothing. Great blessing will come to a 
woman with such an attitude and action, “But let it be the hidden man of the heart, in that which is not 
corruptible, even the ornament of a meek and quiet spirit, which is in the sight of God of great price” (1 Peter 
3:4). Solomon tells us, “Favour is deceitful, and beauty is vain: but a woman that feareth the LORD, she 
shall be praised” (Prov. 31:30). 

God cares about the way we dress. And we should care! The integrity of the gospel is at 
stake. We are new creatures in Christ and that should be reflected in how we are different from 
any immoral fashions that promote the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life. 
We are to provoke one another to love and good works (cf. Heb. 10:24) and not to sin! Let us 
teach our young women that they do not need to attract a man by immodesty as that is not the 
type of husband that will be a blessing to her. For a man that has a lusting heart before he is 
married will likely be so afterwards.  

The flesh craves attention. Some dress in a way that sinners miss Christ and just see 
them. But we should dress in a way that draws people to Christ and not to ourselves. The Bible 
exhorts, “Ye that love the LORD, hate evil” (Psa. 97:10). May God give this church a generation of 
modest, virtuous, and sensitive believers who have a meek and quiet spirit that God delights in. 
May our bodies be presented as “a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God” that is “not conformed to this 
world” (Romans 12:1-2).  

 
 
 


