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The Role of Culture in Clothing

One of the biggest difficulties in trying to understand proper modesty in clothing is 
to determine the role that culture plays in determining what is or is not modest.  

In some Middle Eastern cultures, it is considered immodest for a woman to be seen in 
public without being fully covered from head to toe.  In some tropical cultures, the typical 
clothing (if any is worn at all) is merely a loincloth.  Culture often plays a large role in 
what people actually wear, but that doesn’t mean that God approves of it.

As you will see from some of our other articles, we can glean from the clothing of the 
first man and woman that in God’s sight the tunic is acceptable, while the loincloth is not 
acceptable.  This principle goes back to the beginning of mankind and can be considered 
universal, regardless of the culture.   Louis Rushmore properly stated, “There is a sense 
in which modesty is not variable.  God’s Word does not change.”   God has clearly set a 
minimum standard that applies to all of mankind regardless of their culture.  Thus, 
culture cannot be used as an excuse to override God’s specific commands or 
examples.

Once the minimum standards of decency have been met, culture appears to play an 
important role.  Within a cultural setting, there may be certain clothing that properly 
covers the body but is still considered immodest.  For example, if in a certain culture only 
harlots carried a red purse, then it would be immodest for a woman to carry a red purse 
due to the message that carrying it sends to those around her.  However, in a culture 
where there is no stigma attached to red purses, carrying one would be totally acceptable.  
So culture may add to God’s standard of modesty, but cannot take away from the 
“minimum standards” that He has commanded.

Another aspect of modesty in dress where culture plays a major role is in determining 
what is or is not excessive or gaudy.  Styles can vary widely from culture to culture and 
sometimes even from community to community within a culture.  The apparel that is 
considered common in a wealthy community could be considered excessive in a poorer 
community.  Culture should be allowed to determine what is considered excessive 
and what is not.  However, there appears to be an absolute limit upon which to base 
our understanding – apparel must not be an overwhelming feature of a person, 
regardless of culture.  Thus, if a culture were to accept as “normal” styles that would 
overshadow every woman’s inward beauty, one would have to break from that style.  
However, I believe that Louis Rushmore made an appropriate comment when he stated, 
“The modern day problem over modesty is not primarily the putting on apparel, but the 
taking off apparel or clothes.” 

We must be sure not to let our view of culture (i.e. fashion) override our understanding 
of God’s basic principles.  Some have made the excuse that immodest clothing is “all that 

Thus, culture cannot be used as an excuse to  
override God’s specific commands or examples
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I remember a bulletin article or sermon someone preached 
years ago, and the title was “Summer Is Here, And The 

Clothes Fell Off.” How true and unfortunate that is.  Back in 
1999, Becky and I came back to America for her to give birth 
to William.  It had been a while since we were in America.  I’ll 
never forget one of the first things that jumped out at me: The 
clothing! Or the lack of clothing.  It is not like I had not seen 
immodest clothing before; but we had gone three years or so 
without seeing immodesty, and when we did, it was like, “Can 
you believe they are wearing that?”  It was not too long ago in 
Tanzania where they would stone young women for wearing 
jeans; or if they saw a young woman in even loose jeans, they 
assumed the worst about her.  The men still always wear pants 
and shirts.  A man never wears shorts of any type. And by the 
way, this is on the equator, where it is really, really hot and dry.  
The women always dressed with a blouse and a long “kanga,” 
a wrap that covered them down to their ankles. Then you 
imagine, living there for years where the most skin you might 
see on a woman is her neck, face, arms, ankles and feet, to 
traveling 24 hours, then landing in Dallas in September. Wow!  
“Becky, did you see that?”

Could it be that so many dress immodestly in America today 
because we have grown accustomed to seeing this sin, that 
we no longer blush, and it no longer bothers us, so we have 
accepted this as the norm and do the same?  But even if that is 
the case and society accepts a certain style or type of clothing, 
and even if we feel what people are wearing today is acceptable, 
all of that still doesn’t change what God thinks!  I mean some 
people believe there is no God.  It still doesn’t change that God 
is, and what He thinks.  But pertaining to modesty, as in all 
things, God has not left us without witness. 

First, in Genesis 3, after Adam and Eve sinned, they realized 
they were naked, and they fashioned some clothes.  These 
clothes probably covered nothing more than modern day 
swimsuits, but they were content wearing these clothes before 
each other; and being husband and wife, the case can be 
made, that is fine.  It is husband and wife.  But when another 
came into the picture, they ran because what they deemed 
appropriate between them was no longer appropriate in the 
eyes of another.  Then God decided to visit them, and they hid.  
And God asked, “Why are you hiding?”  And they responded, 
because we are naked.  Then in 3:21 we read that God made 
them coats and “clothed them.”  He taught them from the 
beginning what He determines to be modest.  

Secondly, in Exodus 28, God was instructing Moses on the 
clothing for priests. God said in Exodus 28:42, “You shall make 
for them linen undergarments to cover their naked flesh. 
They shall reach from the hips to the thighs.” Now, these were 
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I can find.”  Such is not the case, as can easily be seen through 
numerous internet-based businesses that specialize in modest 
apparel.   Each person must realize that the clothing that they 
wear is a decision that they make.  If one chooses to shop at 
stores that carry only immodest clothing and chooses to 
purchase and wear that clothing, they are responsible for 
their choices.  I believe that Daniel Botkin well summarized 
this sad choices of some when he said, “The Lord of Hosts has 
established certain standards of dress and appearance for the 
people in His army, and these standards are neglected by a 
great number of Christians today.” 

Footnotes:

1	 In a similar manner, Jesus taught (Matthew 19:3-12) about 
God’s timeless design for marriage by referring back 
to Genesis 1-2.  Likewise, when Paul taught about the 
relationship between man and woman (I Corinthians 11:8-
9, I Timothy 2:13-14) by referring back to the creation order 
given in Genesis 2.

2	 Rushmore, Louis, “Modesty: Biblical Investigation, 
Contemporary Application” – emphasis in original

3	 Rushmore, Louis, “Modesty: Biblical Investigation, 
Contemporary Application” – emphasis in the original

4	 Examples of such web sites would include:  
www.modestclothes.com and www.modestapparelusa.
com.
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“Summer Is Here!”
by Heath Stapleton
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men.  It is clear God is not referencing women here; but it goes 
without saying that if God considers it nakedness for men to 
show their thighs, the same would be true for women. 

Thirdly, In Isaiah 47, Isaiah was prophesying about the 
destruction of Babylon.  He describes it as a virgin trying 
to escape through a river (verses 2-3).  God declared that her 
nakedness would be revealed.  How? 1) Her veil would be 
removed.  2) Her robe would be removed.  3) Her legs would 
be uncovered.  The result is uncovered legs, in God’s eyes, is 
nakedness. 

There is a clear, consistent pattern throughout the Bible that 
anything showing above the knees is considered nakedness.  
So it’s summer time.  It is going to get hot.  People are going to 
say, it is so hot, we must take off our clothes. Really?  Or is that 
just an excuse to wear what you want to wear?  I have lived in a 
land hotter and drier than this, a land where all men still wear 
pants and shirts and all the women still cover themselves as 
God intends, and they don’t melt away. 

This summer, let’s not allow catalogs, web-sites, or society to 
say what is acceptable to wear.  Let’s ask God what He thinks, 
and find the answers in His Word.

MODEST WITH SHAMEFACEDNESS
by Daniel F. Cates

Modesty is one of many Biblical concepts which has been 
thrust to the wayside by popular culture in many western 
cultures; as a result, clothing which would in past days make 
even beachcombers blush is now seen in malls, offices, and 
even worship assemblies. While man’s view of modesty has 
certainly become more lax through the years--especially since 
the 1960s, equally certain is the fact that God’s view of modesty, 
and His guidelines, have not changed. Moreover, God’s view 
is not merely a censure of scant clothing; it is also one of any 
clothing designed to attract undue attention to one’s own self. 
A study of three Greek words in 1 Timothy 2:9-10 can help give 
great insight into the mind of God on the matter of modesty: 
“modest,” “shamefacedness,” and “becometh.”

	 The apparel women [contextually, these women are 
contrasted with the men of 1 Timothy 2:8, but the principle 
can fittingly be applied to the men’s dress as well] are to wear 
is to be “modest.” The word “modest” is from a Greek word 
which in this form is used only twice in Scripture--the other 
being a chapter over where it is translated “behaviour” in 
describing one of the qualifications of elders (1 Tim. 3:2). This 
word in its more familiar form is used 188 times. The forms 
are κόσμιος (kosmios) and κόσμος (kosmos), respectively. 
The latter is usually translated “world,” but it means “orderly 
arrangement”1 [which in another study is a great line of 
thought for the teleological, or design, argument for the 
existence of God]. That idea is included in its former use as 
a term for modesty; that is, modest dress is orderly, neat, not 
drawing any attention due to its want of order.

	 Women are to wear this apparel with “shamefacedness,” 
literally, “without looking.” The word here is αἰδώς (aidos), a 
Greek compound of the negating α (alpha) and the Greek verb 
εἴδω (eido) which means to see. This is a worship context; 
therein, the woman’s face is to exhibit, as James Strong worded 
it, “(through the idea of downcast eyes); bashfulness, that is, 
(towards men), modesty or (towards God) awe.”2 The attention 
in that setting is not to be on the woman--or for that matter 
even on the man, but is to be upon God as the object of worship. 
In modern terms, the worship assembly is not a runway for 
modeling the latest fashions. The only other use of this word 
in Scripture is in Hebrews 12:28, wherein service to God is with 
this “reverence.”

	 The attention-drawing dress of the woman will not 
be her physical garb, but her action as one obedient to God, 
“which becometh women professing godliness.” “Becometh” 
is the third important word for this short study. It is πρέπω 
(prepo), meaning “to be becoming, seemly, fit”3 or appropriate 
or suitable. The woman’s outfit should be suited to the task at 
hand, here it is worship. Her outfit should look like one that 
someone would worship in; otherwise, she will draw undue 
attention to herself for not wearing something which is fitting 
for the situation.

	 Can these three principles apply beyond the context 
of worship? Yes, indeed. All of God’s children should be as 
orderly, humble, and fitting as any situation demands, and 
these attributes should be reflected in their dress.

POWER from the ORIGINAL
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Summer will be here before we know it and the temptation 
to wear immodest clothing will be stronger than ever.  

Parents will be tested in the department stores and in their 
own homes as they battle a culture that has no problem with 
public nakedness.  Even worse, compromise, watered down 
preaching, and just plain ignorance has filled churches of 
Christ on the subject of modesty.  While some are backing 
down, we are calling on Christians to bring out the Ruler and 
teach their children about the shame of public nakedness and 
the need for modest attire. 

Modesty is a Bible topic.  Since the very beginning of time, 
God has spoken about how He desires His people to be 
clothed.  Adam and Eve clothed themselves with fig leaves 
and hid from God because they were “naked.”  In response, 
God made “coats of skins” to cover them.  The Hebrew 
word for “Coats” is Ore and it means a covering from the 
shoulder to the knee.  God pays attention to our clothing or 
lack thereof!  Naked(ness) is mentioned no less than 100 
times in the Scriptures.  God has plenty to say on this topic, 
if we are willing to listen.

There are several myths about modesty that need to be 
dispelled.  First, modesty is not determined by style, culture 
or society.  Since we have established that modesty is a Bible 
subject, we must use this as our sole standard of authority 
(II Timothy 3:16-17).  Second, modesty is not a matter of 
personal preference.  What I “think” or “feel” is modest or 
immodest is not relevant.   Did not Solomon pen, “There is 
a way which seemeth right unto a man, but the end thereof 
are the ways of death” (Proverbs 14:12)?  Third, modesty is 
not abrogated due to special situations. Weddings, beaches, 
lakes, parties, vacations, sports, or recreation do not permit 
one to display public nakedness.  If you chose to change 
your clothes to accommodate a changing venue, please 
don’t take off your Christianity.  Jesus has all authority 
under Heaven and Earth (Matthew 28:19) and he is always 
watching!             

The standard for modest dress must be understood in the 
light of the following principles.  First, godly attire always 
covered the thighs of a man and woman (Exodus 28:40-
43; Isaiah 47:1-3).  Second, God calls the exposure of one’s 
breasts nakedness (Ezekiel 16:7-8).  Third, the uncovering 
of the buttocks is a shame (Isaiah 20:4).  Clothing must 
cover our nakedness at all times.  Moses admonished Israel, 

BRINGING OUT THE RULER…AGAIN
by Rob L. Whitacre

“Neither shalt thou go up by steps unto mine altar, that 
thy nakedness be not discovered thereon” (Exodus 20:26).  
What might be modest while standing or walking may be 
immodest while sitting or bending.

The New Testament writers admonish ladies to be “discreet 
and chaste” and to “adorn themselves in modest apparel, 
with shamefacedness and sobriety….”  (Titus 2:5; I Timothy 
2:9).  This admonition is directed to ladies because men are 
normally stimulated by what they see and not how they feel.  
The word “modesty” means to arrange in an orderly manner.  
The word, “shamefacedness” means to retain the ability to 
blush.  If you are comfortable with looking at the nakedness 
of others or displaying your own nakedness in public, you 
have lost your ability to blush, and should be ashamed 
(Jeremiah 6:15).  Before Peter went to see the Lord he first 
had to “girt his fisher’s coat unto him, (for he was naked,)…”  
(John 21:7).  Although Peter had his inner garment on, he 
still had to wear his outer “coat” before leaving the privacy 
of the boat and meet the Lord on the public beach.  Water 
and sand do not excuse your nakedness!  

The surest way to determine if what I am wearing is modest 
is to bring out the Ruler.  Paul said, “And let the peace of 
Christ rule in your hearts” (Colossians 3:15).  Would I walk 
down the street in this outfit with my Lord?  Would what I 
am wearing invite others to stumble (Luke 17:1-2)?   Is what 
I am wearing in harmony with purity, honesty, goodness, 
virtue, love, and praise (Philippians 4:8)?  Is my outfit form 
fitted therefore drawing attention to those areas of the body 
God want’s covered?  Remember, fornication begins in the 
boardroom and not the bedroom  (Matthew 5:28)!

I remember the old time preachers saying, “Don’t advertise 
what you don’t want to sell.”  Instead of advertising our 
flesh, let’s advertise our Lord.  Our dress is a reflection of 
our heart.  It applies in every situation, including worship 
and Bible study.  Strapless tops, low cut blouses, skin tight 
clothing, and short-shorts have no place in the life of a 
Christian.  May we take great care and respect for our bodies 
by clothing them with purity and chastity.  The pleasing 
sight of a man and woman are left to the holy institution of 
marriage (Hebrews 13:4).  
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FAIR WEATHER CHRISTIANS
by David Powell

As spring and summer approach and God clothes the earth in 
appropriate colors, something strange happens: people begin 
to unclothe to an inappropriate degree. This includes many 
who call themselves Christians.

In times past, the Lord’s church spoke out against mixed 
bathing, shorts, and immodest dress. But today it seems we 
have adopted the world’s standards of “moral dress” when we 
should be teaching them moral standards from the Bible! Do 
we only dress as a Christian should when the weather is foul?

Some claim they can wear “decent” swimsuits and not have 
indecent thoughts toward those who are illclad. I question 
their judgement on both accounts. In 2 Samuel 11:1-5, we have 
the story of David and Bathsheba. David saw her bathing. This 
led to adultery, an illegitimate child, lying, murder, and the 
death of their child. Now, please explain to me how harmless is 
our “American” tradition of observing “a little skin.” David was 
not a “dirty, old man” but “a man after God’s own heart” (1 Samuel 
13:14). Which one of us men is going to claim to be stronger 
than that? What happened? David found himself in the wrong 
place at the wrong time and didn’t flee. Read about Joseph in 
Genesis 39. Many brethren are seeking for such places to go, 
rather than avoiding them. A porno magazine would cause a 
brother to blush and yet he will participate in the old American 
pastime of undressing in public. 

Sin takes a little time to get used to but after a while it doesn’t 
bother one at all. Jeremiah said, “Were they ashamed when they 
had committed abomination? No! They were not at all ashamed, nor 
did they know how to blush” (Jeremiah 8:12). This was spoken to 
false teachers, and they hated Jeremiah for teaching the truth. 

Are we, by example, teaching truth when we “aid and abet” the 
world in immoral dress? We are false teachers when we soothe 
the world’s conscience in its sin. Let God set the standards, not 
the fashion designers!

Isaiah says nakedness is a shame and “uncovering the thigh” 
(Isa. 47:2,3). Jesus said, “Whoever looks at a woman to lust 
for her has already committed adultery with her in his heart” 
(Matthew 5:28). Some try to get just as close as possible and yet 
avoid sin. In Bible times, exposing one’s undergarments was 
considered nakedness. Could you imagine going to church in 
your underwear? Then how can you wear even less during the 
summer and call it decent? I know how: “woe to those who call 
evil good, and good evil; who put darkness for light and light for 
darkness; who put bitter for sweet and sweet for bitter. Woe to those 
who are wise in their own eyes, and prudent in their own sight” 
(Isaiah 5:20,21). Perhaps you’ve noticed that I’ve quoted quite a 
bit from the prophets. Their message wasn’t popular then and 
it is even less popular today. Will you also cast stones at them 
and deny their message? Will you also say, “Do not prophesy to 
us right things; speak deceits” (Isaiah 30:10)?

Friends, I tell you these things, not to ruin your fun, but 
because I love your souls! Christians, enjoy the summer, dress 
modestly, swim when it won’t compromise your Christianity, 
but always put God first in every single thing you do. And 
please don’t ever lose the ability to blush.
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