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The Duty of Wives 

Biblical Marriage Part 4 
 
After hearing Cornelius's testimony, Peter said, “I most certainly understand now that God is not one to 
show partiality, but in every nation the man who fears Him and does what is right, is welcome to Him” 
(Acts 10:34-35 NASB).  Paul said, “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free man, 
there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Galatians 3:28 NASB).  James said, 
“But if any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God, who gives to all men generously and without 
reproach, and it will be given to him” (James 1:5 NASB).   
 
When it comes to salvation in Christ, the universal testimony of Scripture is that EVERY believer enjoys 
the same standing before God.  All share the same Savior, salvation, resources, promises, inheritance, and 
hope.  However, we also note from Scripture that in matters of role and function in the kingdom of God, 
the Lord has made distinctions. 
 
Paul, after cataloging a variety of spiritual gifts, wrote this:  “But one and the same Spirit works all these 
things, distributing to each one individually just as He wills” (1 Corinthians 12:11 NASB).  Later he 
wrote, “But now God has placed the members, each one of them, in the body, just as He desired” (1 
Corinthians 12:18 NASB).  Though all in Christ are equal in God's eyes, all nevertheless have a different 
function and calling! 
 
Marriage is a good example of this truth.  Together, the husband and wife picture Christ and the Church.  
Yet individually, they portray Christ differently.  In marriage the wife is as the Body of Christ and the 
husband is as the Head.  Yet, we live in an age in which the devil and the world have so corrupted this 
picture that even those in the church struggle with questions relating to the role relationship of the 
husband and the wife. 
 
Consider some of the questions:  What ought a Biblical marriage look like?  How should a husband and 
wife relate?  What are their responsibilities? 
 
Biblical teaching on marriage clearly answers these questions.  I am going to start with the role of the 
wife. 
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Role of the Wife 
 
Ephesians 5:22, “Wives, submit1 yourselves unto your own husbands, as unto the Lord.” 

 
The word wives is not qualified in this sentence and thus it applies to every Christian wife.  This is 
regardless of her social standing, education, intelligence, spiritual maturity, age, wisdom or her husband’s 
intelligence, character, attitude or spiritual condition.  Paul says categorically that ALL believing wives 
should “be subject to your own husbands.”  This is the accepted standard according to Colossians 3:18 in 
God’s kingdom.   
 
Now as indicated by the italics in most translations, be subject or submit is not in the original text — it is 
carried over from verse 21.  To submit means to relinquish one's rights; to rank oneself beneath another.  
The Greek word is a military term referencing the submission of a lower ranking soldier to a higher 
ranking one.  Here it is in the middle voice emphasizing the wife's volition.  This command is something 
that she WILLINGLY does!  
 
Now this is a strong word.  The woman is called in the marriage relationship to rank herself beneath her 
husband! This verges on the concept of obedience as 1 Peter 3:1 sets forth.2    
 
Now notice Paul says that the woman is to submit to “her own husband.”  This phrase suggests the 
intimacy and mutuality of the wife's submission.  She willingly makes herself subject to the one she 
possesses as her own husband.3   

Christ's Relationship to Father 
 
The best picture of the submission in a relationship is shown to us by Christ. 
 

1 Corinthians 11:3, “But I would have you know, that the head of every man is Christ; and the 
head of the woman is the man; and the head of Christ is God.” 

 
Headship/Submission is not a question of essence, but of function.  As God, Christ shares the same 
essence with His Father.  Yet as the Son, Christ submits — functionally — to the headship of His Father! 
 
That is the case when it comes to marriage.  Though husbands and wives share a different function in 
marriage, yet both are equal before God, and thus share a mutual possessiveness — the husband belongs 
to the wife!  And so functionally, the wife is to submit to her own husband.   
 
But practically, what does this mean?  
 
We see the answer when we consider the pattern that lies behind the marriage relationship — The 
Covenantal Community. 

 
1  upotassw hupotasso 
2 “Likewise, ye wives, be in subjection to your own husbands; that, if any obey not the word, they also may without the word 
be won by the conversation of the wives” (1 Peter 3:1) the word subjection comes from upotassw hupotasso. 
3 Compare 1 Corinthians 7:3-4  
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In previous chapters we examined this topic extensively, and so here let me just review.  In Scripture, we 
observe the constitution of the Covenantal Community.  It consists of a group of redeemed individuals 
gathered for the glory and praise of God.  And thus includes a leader or head charged with the spiritual, 
physical and emotional care of the community.  This leader serves as the prophet of the community: The 
one who brings God's word to bear in all that is done.  He serves as the priest of the community:  The one 
who prays for the spiritual welfare of his family, and stands in the position of responsibility for what goes 
on in his household.  He serves as the king of the community: The one who protects, defends, and leads 
his household unto the glory of God.  He is the chief servant so that the rest of the home may do and be 
whom God has called them to do and be!  He is the one who pours his life out for the benefit and need of 
the family!   
 
A covenantal community is a body whose chief concern is following the leadership of the head unto the 
glory of God and the body's growth in grace. 
 
Now from this perspective we see the woman's CALL in marriage —it is the service of the Lord by 
“submit[ting]” to the covenantal headship of her husband (as verse. 23 elaborates upon).  She is to yield to 
the husband’s pastoral care.  She is to follows his spiritual guidance.  She is to seek his physical 
protection.  She is to follow the pace he sets and the direction he goes.  In essence, the woman is to 
submit to her husband in all things that on account of his pastoral care she might become the woman God 
has called her to be. 
 
Now in a perfect world, this sounds wonderful.  Yet, in a fallen world in which every man is at best a 
sinner, this can be a difficult call! Yet, the woman of God can fulfill this call willingly and confidently!  

The Wife’s Confidence 
 
Ephesians 5:22-23, “Wives, submit yourselves unto your own husbands, as unto the Lord4.  For 
the husband is the head of the wife, even as Christ is the head of the church: and he is the savior of 
the body. 

 
In the context of the Covenantal Community, this is packed with meaning.  The leader of a covenantal 
community not only held a position of oversight and care for that community but also was God's chosen 
leader through which God first led that community, and secondly worked His will.  Recall that when one 
of David’s soldiers urged him to kill King Saul, the covenantal head, David said, “The Lord forbid that I 
should stretch out my hand against the Lord's anointed” (1 Samuel 26:11 NASB).  
 
The character of the covenantal head is irrelevant when it comes to the issue of submission.  After Paul 
dishonored the High Priest, the covenantal head, and was rebuked he said, “I was not aware, brethren, that 
he was high priest; for it is written, 'you shall not speak evil of a ruler of your people’” (Acts 23:5 
NASB).  When Paul wrote of the heads of state, he said “Let every person be in subjection to the 
governing authorities.  For there is no authority except from God, and those which exist are established by 
God.  Therefore he who resists authority has opposed the ordinance of God” (Romans 13:1-2 NASB). 
 
In the covenantal community, the head – regardless of his character – serves the role (May I say “office”) 
of covenantal representative and is thus God's ordained choice to lead the community.  In the context of 
the family this means the head – husband – references a pastoral office established and ordained by God 
through which God leads the wife and the children. 

 
4 kuriov kurios 
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This important because in explaining his statement in verse 22 that the woman should submit to her 
husband as to the Lord, Paul references this fact: 
 

Ephesians 5:23, “For the husband is the head of the wife, even as Christ is the head of the church: 
and he is the savior of the body.” 

 
The husband (regardless of his character or spiritual condition) is GOD'S ordained or appointed leader 
through which God has chosen to lead and guide that covenantal unit – the family.  Thus when a wife 
follows and submits to her husband, from the perspective of God's providence and will for that marriage, 
she follows the Lord!  Likewise, when a wife refuses to follow or submit to her husband, from the 
perspective of God's providence and will for that marriage, she rebels against the Lord! 
 
This is the significance behind, “as to the Lord!”  And so the woman of God in a marriage can willingly 
and confidently submit to her husband.  Why? Because her confidence is in the Lord who leads through 
the covenantal head of the community – which in this context is her husband! 
 

1 Peter 3:1-6, “Likewise, ye wives, be in subjection to your own husbands; that, if any obey not 
the word, they also may without the word be won by the conversation of the wives; 
2 While they behold your chaste conversation coupled with fear. 
3 Whose adorning let it not be that outward adorning of plaiting the hair, and of wearing of gold, 
or of putting on of apparel; 
4 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. 
5 For after this manner in the old time the holy women also, who trusted in God, adorned them, 
being in subjection unto their own husbands: 
6 Even as Sara obeyed Abraham, calling him lord: whose daughters ye are, as long as ye do well, 
and are not afraid with any amazement.” 

 
There are many suggestions as to the meaning of Peter's words in verse 6.  “Thus Sarah obeyed Abraham, 
calling him lord, and you have become her children if you do what is right without being frightened by 
any fear” (1 Peter 3:6 NASB).   
 
What is this verse saying specifically as it relates to “without being frightened by any fear?”   In the 
context of the covenant community and God's choice to lead the community through the man, this verse 
says the same thing that we have seen in Ephesians.  Married women are led by the covenantal office — 
office of headship — that God has set up to lead the household, the husband. In view of God's plan for 
marriage the woman follows her husband and submits to his lordship or headship “without fear.” 
 
Why can she submit without fear?  Because she trusts in the Lord.5  She rests confidently in the 
knowledge that the Lord is going to fulfill His purpose for the family through the leadership of the man. 
 
This is such an important truth when it comes to the marriage relationship.  God leads through the head of 
the marriage.  When a woman recognizes this, she truly lives “without fear.”  And she can submit to her 
husband knowing that as she follows her husband's lead, she follows the Lord. 
 
In fact, when a woman understands this, it radically transforms her, for now she lives in reliance upon 
God — and not her mate or herself! 
 

 
5 Compare 1 Peter 3:5 
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1 Peter 3:5, “For after this manner in the old time the holy women also, who trusted in God, 
adorned themselves, being in subjection unto their own husbands:” 

 
Proverbs 31:30, “Favour is deceitful, and beauty is vain: but a woman that feareth the LORD, she 
shall be praised.” 

 
From this perspective, view the picture of the Submissive wife.   She is the praying wife.  She prays for 
her husband that he might be a man of God.  One woman put it this way:  “Praying for her husband's 
character and wise leadership is a woman's greatest display of reliance upon the Lord and submission to 
her own husband.”6 She is the trusting wife.  She lives moment-by-moment in reliance upon the Lord to 
work His will through the decisions and actions of her spouse.  She is a confident wife.  She knows that 
just as God works His perfect plan through the actions/decisions of a king or president, so also God IS 
working through her husband. 
 
Now before I leave this point, let me make one more comment to the single woman reading this.  When 
you realize God’s plan for marriage is submission to the leadership of the covenantal head it now requires 
you to view marriage proposals in a whole new light.  If the day should come that someone asks you to 
marry him, it behooves you to consider the marriage proposal in terms of the kind of HEAD he is rather 
than the externals:  Is he good looking?  Has he a good job?  Is he fun?  Does he have potential?  Are you 
attracted to him? 
 
Marriage is too important and full of so many landmines to risk entering it with the wrong man or head to 
whom you MUST submit! 
Start today to look and pray for the right leader.  And what will this man look like?  He will love the Lord 
more than life.  He will long to see Christ manifested in you!  Indeed, be careful who and what you long 
for in a mate, God may grant you that desire! 

The Wife’s Commitment 
 
Ephesians 5:24, “Therefore as the church is subject unto Christ, so let the wives be to their own 
husbands in every thing.” 
 

The kingdom of God is the supreme and ultimate example of headship and submission.  Christ died on the 
Cross for His people.  And because of Christ’s love the Church willingly and lovingly subjects itself to 
Christ as her provider, protector and head.  In fact, in the context of the Book of Ephesians, we get a 
glimpse of the church's submission referenced. 
 
The Church receives God’s gift of Christ as head over all on its behalf.7  The Church looks to Christ as 
the crowning stone of its structure and the One who holds all together.8  The Church opens itself up to 
Christ’s constant presence.9  The Church knows Christ’s all-encompassing love.10 The Church receives 
Christ’s gifts of grace.11  The Church grows toward the head and receives from Christ all that is necessary 
for such growth.12  The Church receives instruction from her Lord.13  The Church imitates Christ’s love.14 

 
6 Janet Thurston in her journal 
7 Compare Ephesians 1:22 
8 Compare Ephesians 2:20-21 
9 Compare Ephesians 3:17 
10 Compare Ephesians 3:19 
11 Compare Ephesians 4:7-12 
12 Compare Ephesians 4:15 -16 
13 Compare Ephesians 4:20 -21  
14 Compare Ephesians 5:2 
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 The Church seeks to learn what is pleasing to Christ.15 The Church strives to understand Christ’s will.16  
The Church sings the praises to Christ.17  The Church reverence’s Christ.18    
 
Indeed, throughout this book the headship of Christ expresses care rather than control.  The headship of 
Christ expresses responsibility rather than rule.  And the church's submission is nothing more than the 
reception of Christ's care and responsibility! 
 
Now as the pattern for the man/woman relationship, this ought to be the case regarding the wife in 
marriage.  Her submission should mirror that of the church's willing, joyful, and thankful submission to 
Christ.  In this regard, notice a very important qualification:  “wives ought to be [subject] to their 
husbands in everything.” 
 
The word everything raises many questions.  However, at the outset note that everything can be taken two 
ways.  Everything can reference every MOMENT of life.  The married woman is to submit to every 
statement, commandment, suggestion, and/or thought made by her husband.  In this instance, everything 
implies that the authority of a man is unlimited and universal.  Or the term everything can reference every 
REALM of life.  Whether it is in the realm of religion, politics, social, etc., the woman is to submit to her 
husband — there is not a time when the woman should be outside of the bounds of her husband's care and 
authority as head.  In this instance, everything implies that the authority of a man is limited but universal. 
 It is universal in the sense that there is not a realm in which a woman is to be independent of the headship 
of her husband.  It is limited in the sense that the authority of the man is to be governed by the word of 
God. 
 
Now of the two, it is obvious that the later is what Paul had in mind when he wrote this.  And thus, when 
it comes to the call of the woman in marriage, we learn that the woman is to submit to her husband in 
ALL AREAS of life — her commitment is total! 

The Unwise Husband 
This naturally leads to many practical questions.  While we can't discuss them all, it is imperative that we 
address some of the more obvious ones.  What if the Husband leads the Wife in a direction that she 
considers to be UNWISE, yet not unbiblical- Should she follow? 
 
That actually happened in the Bible, but in a different setting.  Matthew 23:1-3.  As most of you know, 
Judaism at the time of Christ was not an Old Testament religion but a religion of the Mishnah.  The 
Mishnah was a book (at the time of Christ, an oral book) that contained the tradition of the Elders.  As 
such, God's people were called to do all kinds of ceremonies and practices that were not Biblical and were 
quite foolish!  Yet, what were Christ’s words to the people bound by these unrighteous “heads?” 
 

Matthew 23:1-3,  “Then spake Jesus to the multitude, and to his disciples,  Saying, The scribes 
and the Pharisees sit in Moses’ seat:  All therefore whatsoever they bid you observe, that observe 
and do; but do not ye after their works [they were hypocrites]: for they say, and do not.” 

 
And likewise this is for the marriage relationship.  If a man calls or leads his wife to a position that the 
wife considers to be foolish — i.e., ten bank accounts in different banks so that if a depression comes, one 
out of the ten might give them back their money, going into debt to purchase a consumer item, family or 
vacation decisions — the wife should follow her husband all the while trusting the Lord to lead the 

 
15 Compare Ephesians 5:10 
16 Compare Ephesians 5:17 
17 Compare Ephesians 5:19 
18 Compare Ephesians 5:21 
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household even through the foolish decisions of the man.   
 
Now, men be careful, as we have said “Headship” is not a call to be a CEO but the pastor of your house.  
You need to realize that wise leadership and pastoring requires advice and counsel, diligently seek the 
advice of your wife! 
 
But here the woman must be very careful to submit to her husband's leadership not only in her conduct 
but even more so in her attitude.   
 
You say, “How can I support a decision that I believe is unwise- like debt, etc...?”  Realize that your 
support is not an affirmation of debt, but an affirmation of God's providence in and through the decision! 
 

Colossians 3:22, “Servants, obey in all things your masters according to the flesh; not with 
eyeservice, as menpleasers; but in singleness of heart, fearing God.” 

 
And so the woman disagreeing with her husband's choice of debt, might say,”I'm not fond of debt. But I 
trust that God is leading through this and so I will support your decision 100%.” 

The Unbiblical Husband 
 
What if the Husband leads the Wife in a direction that is UNBIBLICAL — should she follow? 
 
That actually happened in the Bible, just in a different setting, Acts 4:18-20. 
 
Recall that when the Apostles were abducted by the Sanhedrin they were beaten, threatened, and 
commanded by the ruling “heads” to not speak in the name of Christ.  They responded this way: 
 

Acts 4:19-20, “But Peter and John answered and said unto them, Whether it be right in the sight of 
God to hearken unto you more than unto God, judge ye.  For we cannot but speak the things which 
we have seen and heard.” 

 
And the same response is applicable to the marriage relationship.  If a man calls or leads his wife to a 
position of compromise when it comes to the word of God (men be careful, you will be judged for your 
leadership) the wife not only can but MUST disregard that leadership and follow the word of the Lord — 
submission in this context is wrong! 
 
But these situations are difficult and the woman must be very careful to discern Biblically.  There is a big 
difference between a sinful decision on the part of a man that does NOT lead his wife to sin and a sinful 
decision on the part of a man that results in sin for the wife if she follows.  If the man chooses to 
participate in a sinful activity, the house will probably suffer but the wife has not sinned.  In this case the 
wife must pray!  And in many instances compensate for his lack of leadership — i.e. the case of 
devotions, etc.  However when the husband insists that his wife partake in the sinful practice with him, 
NOW she must refuse. 

Incredible Results of Total Submission 
 
In the marriage relationship, the woman has been charged with the difficult calling of total submission 
when it comes to following her head.  Now, as difficult as this calling may be, let me close by drawing 
your attention to the incredible results that can arise when a woman trusts the Lord to lead through her 
spouse. 
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Total submission proclaims the gospel and thus can win the unbelieving husband to the Lord19  It enriches 
the household and paves a way for further ministry.20  It adorns the Gospel and thus glorifies the name of 
the Lord.21    
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19 Compare 1 Peter 3:1-2 
20 Compare Proverbs 31:10-12 and 23 
21 Compare Titus 2:5 
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