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The Masculine Language of the Bible: A 
Response to David Clines
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In the Ethel M. Wood lecture for 2015, David Clines observed that the Bible is marked by language 

that carries distinctively male perspectives or values, and that this is not much remarked upon in 

commentaries. Clines finds scandal in both. The current essay responds to Clines by finding that 

cultural conceptions of masculinity, not limited to the Bible, but well represented by it, tend to 

conflate masculinity with virtue. As Roy Baumeister (inter alios) has noted, a man is often perceived 

not to be fully a man unless he serves his society virtuously, often self-sacrificially. Eight “male values” 

proposed by Clines are tested as standards of virtue, and a new ninth is advanced as a more suitable 

locus for attention.
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Those who possess the goods of fortune without virtue are not justified in claiming 

high worth, and cannot correctly be styled great-souled, since true worth and greatness 

of soul cannot exist without complete virtue.

—Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics 4.3.20 [1124a]1

In the Ethel M. Wood lecture for 2015, David Clines looked at eight “male values,” which I will cross-

examine to see how they measure up as putative “masculine virtues,” both in biblical literature, 

and societies in general: (1) strength, (2) violence and killing, (3) size, (4) honour, (5) holiness, (6) 

womanlessness, (7) totality thinking and (8) binary thinking.2

	 As a “thick” reading of Clines’ theses regarding masculinity and the Bible in his lecture, I 

take it that he was asserting what follows. Firstly, culturally constructed as masculinity may be 

(I disagree,3 but this essay will not address that issue in any detail), it has roughly the same sorts 

1	 	 οἱ δ᾽ ἄνευ ἀρετῆς τὰ τοιαῦτα ἀγαθὰ ἔχοντες οὔτε δικαίως ἑαυτοὺς μεγάλων 

ἀξιοῦσιν οὔτε ὀρθῶς μεγαλόψυχοι λέγονται: ἄνευ γὰρ ἀρετῆς παντελοῦς οὐκ ἔστι ταῦτα.

2	 	 David J.A. Clines, “The scandal of a male Bible: The Ethel M. Wood lecture for 

2015”, https://www.academia.edu/10977758/The_Scandal_of_a_Male_Bible, 2.

3		  “The similarity in gender stereotypes found cross-culturally suggests that the 

psychological characteristics differentially associated with women and men follow a pancultural 

model with cultural factors producing minor variations around general themes. Biological 

differences (e.g. females bear children, males have greater physical strength) serve as the basis 

for a division of labor, with women primarily responsible for child care and other domestic 

activities, and men for hunting (providing) and protection. Gender stereotypes evolve to support 

this division of labor and assume that each sex has or can develop characteristics consistent with 
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of sets of core values across cultures and down through history, with exceptions only proving 

the rule (which I accept). Clines lists some of these values (those we have mentioned), and then 

shows something of where they occur in the Bible, revealing that they occur frequently, and even 

in contexts significant for establishing doctrines traditionally considered to be relatively central 

to the faiths of Judaism and Christianity. He finds scandal in this on at least two grounds: firstly, 

that the values are not precisely—or not at all—virtues; and secondly, that the manly values are 

exclusive of womanly virtues (or something like that, because Clines sees the Bible to be esteeming 

men above women).

	 I will argue that Clines misconstrues masculinity in both its cross-cultural manifestations 

generically, and in its biblical manifestation specifically. If I am correct, this removes the scandal, 

and—in so doing—serves as an apologia for the Bible’s masculine language, not just as a defence of 

masculinity. I do, however, concede that the Bible is indeed often noticeably couched in masculine 

terms, a “thin” reading of  Clines’ various theses.

	 The “thin” versions of Clines’ theses, as I take it, are the linguistic anthropological ones, 

that fixed attention in language on the “male values” he lists—and/or others like them—reflects 

masculine influence on culture (here the idealised cultures summarised in biblical literature) in a 

more general way than as explicit virtues. Alternatively, the linguistic anthropological hypothesis 

could be that some fixations in language constrain culture in such a way as they perpetuate 

masculinity as defined by those fixations (here the potential for uncritical interpretation of biblical 

literature to proselytise either for generically traditional or for specifically ancient near eastern 

masculinity).

	 Clines seems to be fairly reasonably construed as being concerned with these linguistic 

their assigned roles.” Deborah L. Best, “Gender Stereotypes”, in Carol R. Ember and Melvin Ember 

(eds.), Encyclopedia of sex and gender: Men and women in the world’s cultures, Volume 1 (New 

York: Springer, 2003), 27 [quoted in Paul Nathanson and Katherine K. Young, Replacing misandry: 

A revolutionary history of men (Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2015), 

ix‒x].
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relativist questions, as to whether “Masclish” or “Givrit” (the masculine language exemplified 

in the Bible) presupposes unhealthy preoccupations and transmits those through communities 

that organise themselves according to biblical patterns of thought, “Masclish” or “Givrit” patterns 

of thought. In regards to these more modest versions of his thesis, as I have said, I am actually 

in agreement with Clines; though because I believe cultures and the Bible construe masculinity 

differently to him, in terms of virtues,4 I do not find the Bible to be scandalous in its use of such 

masculine language.

	 Although linguistic relativism is a controversial position, there is enough empirical evidence 

of at least weak effects that it seems fair to acknowledge both possibilities sketched in the previous 

paragraphs. Additionally, the Bible is actually explicit in exhorting certain masculine virtues; so, 

whether there are subliminal messages to be deciphered, there are certainly overt prescriptions 

regarding masculinity that are also worthy, or even more worthy, of our attention in contemplating 

a “biblical theology of gender.”

	 Lest it be thought a bit grandiose to consider gendering in biblical language to be a theological 

matter, one only needs the examples Clines offers of descriptions of Yahweh, Jesus and Holy Spirit 

as masculine, with their masculinity having clear continuity with masculinity in general, to see 

that the matters discussed are certainly of theological import. Masculinity is ascribed to biblical 

personae to whom divinity is also ascribed. The triune God of the Bible is “scandalously” masculine 

in all three persons. Well may we ask, “In the Bible, is the divine scandalously masculinised, or—

even more scandalously—the masculine divinised?”

4		  What I have in mind by this is summarised by Roy Baumeister. ““Manhood must be 

earned. Every adult female human being is a woman, but not every adult male is a man. … A man 

is not entitled to respect until and unless he does something to gain it. This is a terrifically useful 

system for enabling culture to get the most out of its men.” Roy F. Baumeister, Is There Anything 

Good About Men?: How Cultures Flourish by Exploiting Men (New York: Oxford University Press, 

2010), 188.
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1. Strength

A distinction needs to be made regarding the “male value” of strength between brute strength and 

strength applied to a higher purpose. When training with weights in a gym, depending on one’s 

purpose, one can use high weights with low repetitions to build bulk, or one can use low weights 

with high repetitions to build strength. The purpose of building bulk is to look “cut,” but what is the 

purpose of building strength? Well, there are many possible uses, employment or hobby related, 

or just a general desire to be “empowered” to be physically capable in a range of everyday settings. 

Biologically, men have significant strength advantages relative to women (and children). So what? 

Strength is not an end in itself (as Clines himself observes),5 but a means to many ends. “So what?” 

is a good question. How do men, and cultures training men, shape masculine ethos by directing 

male strength towards higher purposes?

	 Clines quotes selectively from Isaiah 40 to make a point. He certainly captures the 

masculine feel of Yahweh’s brute strength by drawing attention to words like “mighty” (קזח), 

“arm” (עורז), “greatness” (בר), “might” (ןוא), “strong” (ץימא) and “power” (חכ).6 But, without drawing 

much attention to it, he also reveals the higher purpose for which Yahweh’s strength is applied: 

to “empower” the weak. Because Yahweh is powerful, he is able—if he is willing—to empower 

those who need power (for good, higher purposes). Yahweh has strength and power, but gives 

(without losing): “power” (חכ), “might” (ןוא), “strength” (המצע) and “strength” (חכ).7 Strength here 

is something that can be shared without losing it. Brute strength is nuanced by being useful in the 

service of a higher purpose.

	 That is not always how we view zero-sum political power games. Indeed, Clines speaks 

5		  Clines, “Scandal”, 3.

6		  Clines, “Scandal”, 2.

7		  Clines, “Scandal”, 2.
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Clines has somewhat of a dim view of binary thinking influenced by Derrida’s critique of oppositions 

conceptuelles in De la Grammatologie.18 To simplify the problem, as Clines himself puts it, “binary 

thinking may well be inevitable, but in binary pairs there is always one privileged term”.19 Whether 

such thinking is “natural” or an arbitrary construction of culture is not always important, though 

critics of binary thinking tend to view it as cultural. This does not matter much with oppositions 

like day and night, dry and wet, warm and cool and so on, but has the potential for profound social 

consequences if applied to people, like male and female, fair and dark, straight and gay for example. 

Some consider the opposition of presence and absence to lead to a bias in favour of presence in 

metaphysical thinking, though this is not actually the case in formal logic. And thereby hangs a 

long tale of a clash in thinking between the two traditions of so-called continental (European) 

and analytic (u.k. and u.s.) philosophy, with Derrida being a classic example of the continental 

tradition and Searle, who has challenged the validity of Derrida’s thought, being a classic example 

of the analytic tradition.20

	 Suffice it to say, in the current context, however, that Clines is right in my opinion to 

follow deconstructionism in so far as it leads to identifying genuine false dichotomies, which are 

common in human thought and language, especially when it is simplified to aphorisms. However, 

it is also the case that there are many genuine oppositions in the material world, even if such 

simplifications are regularly questionable in the social realm. We may again have an example of 

male-brain systematising, ironically, in opposition to female-brain empathising. Clines may indeed 

18		  I infer this from the way Clines describes binary thinking on page 14 of the 

transcript of his lecture, but also from his work cited in footnote 15 on page 13: Clines, David J. 

A. “Ethics as deconstruction, and, the ethics of deconstruction”, in Ethics: The second Sheffield 

colloquium, ed. John W. Rogerson et al. JSOTSup 207 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1995), 

77‒106.

19		  Clines, “Scandal”, 14.

20		  See John R. Searle, The construction of social reality (Simon & Schuster, 1995), 

159‒60.
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be finding evidence of masculine language reflecting masculine thinking in the Bible, but it is no 

more scandalous than the brute physical reality of sexual dimorphism of the human brain is in 

itself. We might as well take umbrage at the fact that men do not gestate.

	 If we permit Jesus some latitude to use conceptual oppositions for rhetorical purposes, 

so long as he does not create socially unhelpful false dichotomies in so doing, Clines’ remaining 

objection to binary thinking in the Bible comes from the Psalms’ regular division of people into 

the class of enemies or, presumably, non-enemies: as Clines puts it, “us” versus “them.” But this 

is not actually binary thinking imposed on reality any more than the first couple being naked in 

the Garden of Eden sets up an opposition with the usual human tradition of wearing clothing. To 

assert anything is to deny its opposite. Of course a psalmist is not going to be his own enemy, but 

the psalms do not assume that all parties other than the psalmist are enemies. In particular, it is 

often the concern of the psalms that Yahweh is “on the side of” the psalmist against his enemies. 

This is at least tripartite: conflict comes first, dividing human parties into two camps, and Yahweh 

is the ultimate “third party” who settles such disputes according to justice.

Clines may be right that conflict (and resolving it) is something of an obsession with men, whereas 

women may more typically seek to minimise or avoid it. I can see pros and cons to both approaches 

depending on the specific circumstances of a conflict or perceived conflict. So I am not persuaded 

that confronting conflict lacks virtue, whether it is typical of men or not, just as I would not deny 

that avoiding conflict is the path of wisdom in many settings also, whether that is typical of women 

or not. I actually think Clines may be in line with psychological studies in identifying a gender 

difference here, but I do not think it is scandalous, nor is the Bible, with its many explicit teachings 

about resolving conflicts without violent confrontation, even for men.

9. Fatherhood and Sonship – Patriarchy
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Clines does not offer a ninth example of a “male value.” He did not claim his list was exhaustive, 

but I offer what I think is a glaring and telling omission. The earliest established universals of 

human culture established by anthropology were marriage and family, which produce fathers and 

sons. Whatever masculinity may be in human institutions, biologically prompted or culturally 

constructed or both, fatherhood and sonship are foundational to it, even more so than brotherhood; 

for a man can have no brothers, but is always a son to his father. This relationship can be so 

important that the very structuring of society depends on patrilineal descent groups, for economic 

and military purposes, and for inheritance. In fact, social structure in the less common matrilineal 

systems also involves male heads of families, though these may be the mother’s brother rather than 

the biological father, a significant modification of fatherhood, if not of masculinity being associated 

with family headship, viz. patriarchy.

	 So much for where anthropology might first direct us to find cultural expressions of 

masculinity; but what of the Bible? Does the Bible have themes of fatherhood and sonship and 

language associated with them, like inheritance? Do these have any theological import? Of course 

my questions are rhetorical. The New Testament is drenched in such language, but especially in 

John’s gospel and Jesus’ claims regarding his relationship with God. Additionally, there are “house 

tables” outlining the responsibilities of household members (including any dependent slaves). 

Finally, in several places (e.g. Eph 2:19; 1 Tim 3:15; Titus 1:7; 1 Pet 4:17), believers are seen to be 

members of the household (οἶκος) of God. Where the Israel of the Hebrew Bible was a literal family, 

the New Testament repeatedly encourages believers to view themselves theologically as a spiritual 

family. It is a conception of intimacy and benevolence within, it is true, a hierarchical ordering. 

If there is scandal in the biblical condoning of patriarchy, it is only the scandal our contemporary 

western societies find with all other societies, so it is not unique to the Bible in any way. In fact, the 

explicit and well developed themes of family intimacy and benevolence really ought to be weighed 

as significantly mitigating in assessing what patriarchy actually means in the Bible (and perhaps in 

other cultures too).
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Final Comments and Conclusion

The Bible is a book written by men, for men; but is it written so as to exclude women? I think 

not. Women are addressed as a group in relevant places in New Testament letters, and Paul 

addresses some individual women by name, several clearly being active and influential members 

of the community; but even more importantly, the term “brothers” (ἀδελφοί), used frequently, 

is an epicene term in the Greek plural, albeit with a likely connotation of male representative 

exemplification.

	 The Bible enshrines masculine virtues, promotes and inculcates them; but it also enshrines, 

promotes and inculcates human virtues, like faith, hope and love (1 Cor 13:13). It portrays a deity 

infused with masculine virtues, but not—in my opinion—in such a way as to esteem men above 

women as Clines claims. It is not beneath Yahweh to comfort like a mother (Isa 66:13).

	 From my perspective, if there is scandal in that the Bible’s masculinity is hardly ever noticed 

or mentioned, this is scandalous because quality literature encouraging specifically masculine 

virtues is hard to come by in our egalitarian world, and so all the more valuable. Where the Bible 

genuinely promotes distinctively masculine virtues, these are not scandalous; and nor is masculinity 

itself typically scandalous in the minor variations on a theme that have existed across cultures 

throughout history. If I am wrong in my perceptions, I think it will be on grounds other than those 

raised by Clines in his lecture.
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