WEDLOCK OR DEADLOCK?

(I Peter 3:1-7)


“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; While they behold your chaste conversation coupled with fear.  Whose adorning let it not be that outward adorning of plaiting the hair, and of wearing of gold, or of putting on of apparel; 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.  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:  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.  Likewise, ye husbands, dwell with them according to knowledge, giving honour unto the wife, as unto the weaker vessel, and as being heirs together of the grace of life; that your prayers be not hindered.”  


A Bible college professor was teaching an ethics class on the Christian concept of marriage and the home.  In one class, he asked the question, “What is it called when one man marries one woman for life?”  Everyone was familiar with the word “monogamy,” but one clever young man “paraphrased” his answer and facetiously replied, “Monotony.”  Some couples who are too uncommitted in their relationship and some couples who are unhappy in theirs, would agree.  


The same teacher later asked his class, “What is the basis for the Biblical concept of monogamous marriage?”  The same class clown answered, “I guess it’s the statement of Jesus that no man can serve two masters!”


These cynicisms speak for many, many people in America today.  Many have been hurt, or have hurt themselves, in marriages that turned sour, and thus they are “once burned, twice shy” about marriage in general.  Others are frightened because of the rate of failure of marriages in American culture.  


Marital problems are not new; they are as old as the Garden of Eden.  Someone supposed Eve asking Adam, “Do you really love me?”  Adam retorted, “Who else?”


From a Christian viewpoint, marriage is a very (very) sacred thing.  Indeed, it is typically called “holy matrimony.”  Marriage is not a mere human ordinance; the home is not a mere human institution.  

Marriage was instituted by God in the time of man’s innocence in the Garden of Eden.  Don’t miss the implications of the Genesis story.  God did not create woman to stand as a second Adam, that is, as a second type of humanity, free to determine her own destiny apart from Adam.  Eve was created from Adam’s rib (or “flank”), and she was created to be Adam’s “helpmeet,” or helper.  When God created Eve and gave her back to Adam, Adam’s flesh and bone returned to him, and Eve, finding her fulfillment as Adam’s helper, entered into a “one flesh” relationship with him.  In Ephesians five, Paul developed this principle in his theology of Christian marriage.  When a man and woman marry they become one flesh.  Every time a Christian man and woman are united in marriage, Adam’s rib (or “flank”) returns to his side.  Eve is the complement of Adam, and Adam is the complement of Eve.  Each finds his completion in the other.  

Furthermore, Christian marriage is presented in the New Testament as an image of the mystical union between Christ and His Church (let every husband and wife remember that).  In Ephesians chapter five, Paul uses the one flesh principle of marriage to illustrate this union between Christ and His Church.  He teaches that the believer, at the moment of salvation, becomes a member of the Body of Christ.  He is brought into an organic union in which he is a member of Christ’s earthly body, a body directed by Christ the Head, who is in heaven.  Paul then draws a powerful analogy.  As Christ is the Savior and Sanctifier of His body, the Church, so the husband is savior and sanctifier of the woman to whom he is united in marriage.  

Also, marriage is presented Biblically as a school of instruction for the learning of holy love, as great a lesson as a Christian can learn.  Christian marriage is a school in which each believing participant is to learn the vocation of Christian living and loving.  


A quick examination of the text will disclose that it is comprised of instructions to both wives and husbands concerning their respective responsibilities in marriage.   A quick examination will also reveal that six times as much counsel is given to the woman than to the man.  Is this because the woman needs much more counsel than the man?  Of course not.  Then why so much counsel for the woman, and seemingly so little for the man?


The cultural and social background will reveal the reason for this ratio.  At that time, it would have been very difficult to find a marriage in which the husband was a Christian and the wife was not.  The marriage relationship was typically led and dominated by the husband so that it would have been very unlikely for an unsaved wife to reject the religion embraced by her husband.  On the other hand, there were many marriages in which the wife was a Christian and the husband was not.  Yielding to eternal impulses, the wife would choose Christ regardless of her husband’s response.  In the case assumed in our text, the wife has apparently become a Christian since she married the unsaved husband.  This relationship would be awkward at best, and nearly impossible at worst.  In such a relationship between a believing wife and an unbelieving husband, the wife might hear her religion regularly criticized and her Savior regularly insulted.  She might have to endure constant reproaches and sarcasms and possibly even brutal cruelty.  How was she to respond?  Paul had dealt with this problem in one of his most practical letters (I Corinthians 7:13-17).  Here Peter, a married man who had surely faced the difficulties suggested above and (because of his nature and temperament) many more difficulties beside, writes the counsel of the Holy Spirit reflected also in his own maturing wisdom.  If Christian marriages are to be delightful wedlock instead of domestic deadlock, Peter’s (the Holy Spirit’s) counsel needs to be daily pursued by Christian wives and husbands. 

I.  The Submission of the Wife, 3:1-6


First, Peter reminds wives of the duty of submission to their husbands. The word “submit” is a six-letter dirty word to many women today, but it is a key-word in Christian vocation (both for wives and husbands). The Greek word for submission used here is the word hupotasso, which means to place or to arrange one thing under another thing.  It is the word for a soldier’s responsibility to his commanding officer.  This verse is never to be used by a husband as a weapon against his wife, or as a means of declaring his over-bearing demand for her to respect his authority.  One woman said to her pastor, “Preacher, the only Bible verse my husband ever memorized was Ephesians 5:22, ‘Wives, submit yourselves to your own husbands.’”  I’m sure that husband would have had far more success getting his desire fulfilled if he had paid more attention to his own responsibility in their marriage!


Why is the submission requirement primarily addressed to the wife?  C.S. Lewis, in his classic book entitled Mere Christianity, wrote, “In any relationship between two parties, there has to be a tie-breaking vote, and in God’s constitution of the Christian home, God has vested that tie-breaking vote in the home into the hands of the sensible and sensitive husband as the head of the home.  The matter of submission should not have to be a daily discussion in a Christian home.”  Any football fan knows that a football team must have a quarterback who calls the plays.  He also knows that the quarterback doesn’t call the plays because he is necessarily the best player on the team.  He calls the plays because the coach tells him to call the plays.  Even so, the husband should humbly and carefully “call the plays” in the home because the Coach has told him to do so.  

It should also be noted that in our text there is not only a submission that is to be practiced, there is also a limitation that is to be perceived.  Some feminists have accused Peter and Paul of subordinating all women everywhere to all men everywhere in all circumstances.  The New Testament does not teach that either explicitly or implicitly.  Twice in our text, Peter expressed the limitation for each Christian wife in the two words, “your own”, referring to that husband that is particularly or peculiarly personal and private to each wife.  In fact, the word for “own,” or “one’s own,” is idiois, a word which emphasizes the private and unique relationship established by the Christian marriage tie.  As an aside, I might add that the related Greek word idiotes, from which we derive our English word, “idiot,” basically means “a private person,” and it suggests the end result of sin, or Self-Ish-Ness, a result which so turns the individual in upon himself that he is tragically bound in the prison of his own self-twists.    
A.  To maintain fidelity to her husband, vs 1a


What are the duties of the wife as indicated by the Holy Spirit in our text?  First, as already stated, she is to maintain fidelity to her husband (vs 1a).  “Be in subjection to your own husbands.”


There are three primary institutions which God has given to man.  One is the state, another is the church, and the third is the home.  

In every sphere of life defined by these institutions, there are assigned levels of authority.  The level of authority for the state is established in Romans 13:1-7, in which verse one says, “Let every soul be subject unto the higher powers.”  This is the civil obligation of citizens under a national government.  

The level of authority for the church is established in Hebrews 13:7, 17, which says, “Remember them which have the rule over you, who have spoken unto you the word of God: whose faith follow, considering the end of their lifestyle,” and “Obey them that have the rule over you, and submit yourselves: for they watch for your souls, as they that must give account, that they may do it with joy, and not with grief: for that is unprofitable for you.” 

The level of authority for the home is established (as an example) in I Corinthians 11:3, where Paul wrote, “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.”  It is vital to gauge the headship of the man over the woman by the monitor, “The head of Christ is God.”  Did Jesus ever show any discomfort in His voluntary subordination to His Father?  The very idea is unthinkable!  If the relationship of husband and wife is properly understood, neither should there be any discomfort for either the husband or the wife in their assigned responsibilities.


The counsel given in these verses about the state, the church and the home has this common denominator:  in each case, the authority exists for the protection of those under the authority.  The state exists to protect the honest citizen and to prosecute the guilty (see Romans 13:3, 4).  The church exists to secure the eternal welfare of those who are placed by God within it and under the authority of its leaders (let every church member give careful heed).  The home exists to protect those within it, and the wife’s submission to her husband is for her own protection.  The wife is to maintain fidelity to her own husband—for the good of her home and of society and for the glory of God.


Both Paul (Ephesians 5:22-24) and Peter (I Peter 3:1) state the command to submission without qualifications.  The verb, “be in subjection,” is a present tense verb, calling for a continuous attitude and action from the wife.  It is in the imperative mood, the mood of command, which means that she is to initiate this action (Ephesians 5:21 then says that submission is mutual, the responsibility and action of both the wife and the husband). It follows then that this is also a middle voice verb, demanding a reflexive (boomerang) type of action in which the result of the action returns to the one initiating it.   The wife (or husband) who lives by the ethic of this text is the first beneficiary of her/his own lifestyle!  

There is no statement here that even suggests the superiority or inferiority of either husband or wife.  In fact, such a suggestion would violate everything the text teaches.  Practically, this means that the moment the husband or the wife in a marriage wishes to be superior, one to the other, their marriage becomes a sinful competition instead of a spritual companionship.  A husband and a wife are different in identity, but similar in equality.  

The husband and wife in a true Christian marriage are like the spokes of a wheel.  The closer they get to the hub, the closer, naturally, they get to each other.  The hub, of course, is Christ.  It is a physical law that two objects close to the same thing must be close to each other.  Later in our text, Peter uses Sarah, Abraham’s wife as an illustration of submission and obedience to her husband.  This is especially notable, since Abraham twice, in order to protect his own life, denied that Sarah was his wife and allowed her to be taken into a foreign ruler’s harem (see Genesis 12:10-20 and 20:1-18).  In spite of these intolerable failures on the part of her husband, Sarah, because her hope was in God, maintained her obedience and submission to her husband.  Thus, she threw the responsibility to correct her husband, Abraham, back upon God where it belongs—and God did indeed both correct Abraham and protect Sarah (see the incredible story of God’s sovereign correction and protection in Genesis 20).


It must not be overlooked that Peter’s stated goal in this text for the wife’s submission and action in the marriage is an evangelistic goal.  “….so that even if the husband does not obey the Word of God, he may be won over not by discussion but by the Godly life of his wife” (I Peter 3:1b, Amplified Bible).  Several key words must be understood here.  Note that Peter does not use the word we might have expected.  He does not say, “If the husband does not believe the Word of God.”  Rather, he says, “If the husband does not obey the Word of God.”  The invariable proof of faith is obedience; obedience is the invariable demonstration of true faith.  If there is faith, there will be obedience.  In fact, these are almost treated as synonymous terms in the New Testament.  In Romans 16:26, Paul spoke of “the obedience of faith”; obedience is the inevitable outcome of true faith.   


Furthermore, the word translated “does not obey” conveys the idea of being unpersuaded.  Apparently, this Godless man has heard the Gospel and has rejected it hands down, refusing all testimony and all evidence.  So any words of the wife would likely just harden his heart against Christ.  Her words would be largely wasted, and thus her character becomes her best witness to her lost husband.  Evangelist D.L. Moody once said, “Out of one hundred lost people, one will read the Bible and ninety-nine will read the Christian.”  The truth of the Word is necessary to reach a lost person, because “faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the Word of God” (Romans 10:17).  However, the Divine Word may be as powerfully carried to a lost man’s heart by a Divine life as by a Divine Book or an inspired Divine word spoken by loving lips out of a holy heart.  What is the implication of all of this?  The implication is that when a Christian feeds on the Divine Book and seeks to incarnate the Living Savior, he becomes a living epistle, known and read of all men (II Corinthians 3:1-3).  And the promise is as true of the Word  lived as of the Word spoken, “My Word shall not return unto Me void; it shall accomplish that which I please, and it shall prosper in the thing whereto I sent it.” (Isaiah 55:11)   


Another key word is the word “won” in verse one.  “The husband may without a word be won by the lifestyle of the wife.”  This is the same word that is translated “gain” or “gained” often in the New Testament.  Each soul won to Christ is a matchless and immeasurable “gain.”  In a remarkable passage in I Corinthians 9:15-23, Paul said, “Though I be free from all men, yet have I made myself servant unto all, that I might gain the more.”  “Unto the Jews I became as a Jew, that I might gain the Jews.”  “To them that are under the law, I became as one under the law, that I might gain them that are under the law.”  “To them that are without law, I became as without law, that I might gain them that are without law.”  “To the weak, I became as weak, that I might gain the weak; I am made all things to all men, that I might by all means gain some.”  So when a Christian wife lives a silent and spiritual witness before her husband, and God reaches him for Christ because of it, a matchless and immeasurable gain has occurred.  Each soul saved is a gain to Christ, to the Kingdom of God, to itself (the lower, sinful self gives way to the higher, transformed, Christ-centered self), and to the wife who was instrumental in winning him.  An old Anglican Archbishop, Dr. Leighton, said, “A soul converted to Christ is a soul added to His treasury, Who thought not His own precious blood too dear to lay out for this gain.”  An eternal, incalculable gain!  The Christian woman who lives a meek and quiet witness in front of her lost husband may get to rejoice over this “gain” forever!  

B.  To maintain purity of lifestyle, vss.1b-2


Second, the wife is to maintain purity of lifestyle, 1b-2.  “….that if any (husbands) obey not the word, they also may without the word be won by the lifestyle of the wives; While they (the husbands) behold your (the wives’) chaste lifestyle coupled with fear” (vss 1, 2).  The lost husbands “will observe the pure and modest way in which you conduct yourselves,” and the possibility of their salvation will be greatly enhanced.  Notice that this is to be done “without a word” by the wife.  In this case, she is to be all walk and no talk.  It has been said that “a wife who has good horse sense never becomes a nag.”  It is my personal conviction that silent eloquence and holy self-restraint are generally marks of a spiritual woman (there surely are exceptions to this rule because of the personality of the woman).  After all, a wife’s closest eyewitness is her husband, and her self-denying holy life before a lost husband will move him toward salvation and a life of faith in Christ.  This is evangelism, not by the preaching lip, but by the practicing life.  


One of the great examples of this “silent ethic” comes from the life of the great early Christian theologian, Aurelius Augustine, who lived in the fourth century A.D., and whose life is well chronicled in his writings, particularly in his classic Confessions.  Augustine’s mother was a saintly woman named Monica.  While Augustine became a profligate, a “juvenile delinquent,” as he labeled himself, his mother was a wise witness behind the scenes.  The situation was further complicated by the fact that her husband, Patricius, was a typical pagan Roman unbeliever.  What was her strategy of witness?  He said that she gave “a very aggressive witness to me”, but he shows her varying strategy with regard to her husband when he wrote in his Confessions, “By a beautiful, quiet example, God made her entire life beautiful, and near the end of my father’s days, she gained him for Christ.”  This is the personification of Peter’s counsel.

I was in a teaching situation recently in which our team of teachers all remarked about a “difference” in one group being taught (out of four groups).  It was unanimously felt by the team that someone in the group was decidedly grieving the Holy Spirit.  Communication was much more difficult in this group than in any of the others.  We noticed that there was a negative hearer in the group whose questions and comments suggested cynicism more than commitment.  Later, a demonstration broke out in the group that revealed three of the women present to be loud, demanding and aggressive.  To me, this demonstration revealed the primary reason for the difference in this group.  A truly Godly woman will become highly visible by the purity of her Christian lifestyle (as well as its compassion and gentleness), but she will never be horribly vocal.  This is not to be misunderstood.  A woman may be quite vocal in expressing her faith, but purity and gentleness should still conspicuously mark her character.  Note that it is assumed here that “the word,” spoken communication, is a vital and essential part of reaching lost people for Christ.  Both the life and the lips of the Christian wife should be unanimous in their testimony for Christ.  The Christian wife is to maintain purity of lifestyle before the world, and especially before her lost husband.  

C.  To maintain modesty before the world, vs 3


Third, the Christian wife is to maintain modesty before the world, verse 3.  Verse three says, “Let not the wife’s adorning be that outward adorning of plaiting the hair, and of wearing of gold, or of putting on of apparel…but rather let it be the ornament of a meek and quiet spirit.”   Again, a linguist can have a field day in this verse.  Note the word “adorning.”  This word translates an easily recognizable Greek word, “kosmos,” from which comes out commonly used word, “cosmos.”  Also, we derive our word, “cosmetic,” from this Greek word.  “Cosmos” is the word for the universe, or the created world.  The created world is God’s cosmetic—it is how He dresses Himself!  We must judge that God has dressed Himself out in a colorful and attractive manner!  “A man is known by the clothes he wears,” we say, and the same could be said of God.  In fact, Romans 1:19-20 says that He, the invisible God, may be detected, estimated, evaluated and understood by “the visible things He has made, which testify to His eternal power and Godhead.”  


A cynical feminist sneered, “Some bigots think there are only four things a woman needs to know—how to look like a girl, how to act like a lady, how to think like a man, and how to work like a dog.”  She would have done herself a great service if she had heard, understood and heeded Peter’s words in our text.


The text declares that a woman has a choice of “cosmetic.”  She may put on surface “makeup,” “the outward cosmetic of plaiting of the hair, and of wearing of gold, or of putting on of apparel,” or she may adorn herself with “the hidden person 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.”  This brief passage should be studied carefully and deeply by every woman, and especially by every Christian woman.  The language used here is relative, or comparative.  Peter does not mean that a woman should totally ignore the condition and appearance of her hair, the wearing of any bodily ornaments, or the wearing of clothes (!).  If his language is absolute, then he has advised the creation of a Christian nudist colony!  Of course, this is absurd.  Peter means that no Christian woman should give dominant attention to her outward beauty, though she certainly should do what she can to keep herself attractive, primarily to her own husband.     
 


Peter says that a Christian woman should give the most of her attention to “the inward person” (Romans 7:22, II Corinthians 4:16; Ephesians 3:16), not the mere outward shell, the body.  It should be the passion of every Christian, male or female, husband or wife, single or married, to fashion the heart after the likeness of Christ, forming in the heart “the new man which is renewed in knowledge after the image of Him that created him” (Colossians 3:10).  This inner “cosmetic,” or “adornment,” is incorruptible (I Peter 3:4); it does not fade with time as bodily beauty does.  In fact, the wearer of this inner cosmetic becomes more beautiful as she walks with Christ through the years.  And Peter declares that this spirit developed inwardly “is in the sight of God of great price” (vs. 4).  The world places high value on the outward adornments while ignoring true character, the cultivation of “the inward person.”  Just watch (if you can stomach it) the shallow, superficial people on stage at a Hollywood awards banquet!  Watch the observing reporters and television personalities magnify their appearance and their garments.  But the obvious truth is ignored—they are like white-washed tombs, but inwardly full of death.  In Mark 14:3, the word translated, “of great price” in our text, is translated “very costly,” or very valuable. That is, in Heaven’s value system, this spirit, this inner character, in a Christian woman is the purest gold.     

D. To maintain continuity with the faithful of the past, 5-6

Fourth, the Christian wife is to maintain continuity with the faithful role models of the past.  “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:  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” (vss 5, 6).  Peter now reminds the wives to whom he writes that the Godly wives of the Old Testament themselves did what he is asking them to do.  In particular, he appeals to the history of Sarah, the wife of Abraham, because she is the mother of the chosen people and the wife of the man who is called “the father of the faithful.”

The use here of Sarah as an illustration of submission and obedience to her husband is especially notable, since Abraham twice, in order to protect his own life denied that Sarah was his wife and allowed her to be taken into a foreign ruler’s harem (see Genesis 12:10-20 and 20:1-18) .  In spite of these intolerable failures on the part of her husband, Sarah, because her hope was in God, maintained her obedience and submission to her husband.  And the text shows that her response of obedience and submission, in spite of the possible abuse of her husband, was a habitual response. Sarah’s secret of such faithfulness is stated in the text:  she “hoped in God” (vs 5).  

The text says that “Sara obeyed Abraham, calling him lord” (vs 6).  The word translated “obeyed” is a compound Greek word which literally means “to hear under,” and is the commonly used word for obedience.  This word is an education about the meaning of obedience.  It means that the obedient person assumes a position of submission to a person of headship and authority even before the assignment is given.  This is what obedience to God means.  He is assumed to be superior in Person and in authority, and the believer simply lines himself up (or ‘under’) accordingly.  The word “hear” in the compound Greek word suggests that God has spoken, clear revelation has been given, and the believer seeks to understand what He has said—and to act accordingly.  In every case, a role assignment is presupposed and the believer seeks to fulfill it.  This was true of Sarah, this was to be true of Simon Peter, and it is to be true of you and me today.  I might also add that this combination of words which produces our word “obedience” may also suggest that when God reveals His standard, the believer practices the vocation of “hearing himself under,” or hearing himself into submission.  In Sarah’s case, she heard Abraham’s requirements and shaped her response in humble obedience.  This was the common practice and the general direction and momentum of Sarah’s life, and the same is to be true of us.

Note, too, that Sarah called Abraham “lord” (vs 6).  This was Sarah’s choice of words, not one coerced from her by her husband, and it shows the tenor of her life in practicing submission to her assigned authority.  The word “lord” in such a context simply means “master” or “boss.”  Furthermore, the word “lord” is in the emphatic position in the Greek text, emphasizing that she used this word with vigor, force of character and meaning, and in full voluntary submission.  Peter reminds his readers that they are daughters of Sarah, her spiritual offspring, and that they should emulate her example of gentleness and submission to her husband.  Peter also counsels his readers that they are “not (to be) afraid with any amazement.”  This phrase may sound strange in this context, but we need to remember that Sarah might have panicked in a big way if she had reacted to the situation Abraham forced upon her by his lie that she was his sister and not his wife.  Abimelech had taken her into his harem, believing that she was Abraham’s sister, and she would have been violated, but she remained calm, hoping and trusting in God and submitting herself to her husband, and God intervened to protect both Sarah and Abraham—and Abimelech.   The counsel to “not be afraid” (vs 6) refers to a different kind of fear than that reflected in verse 2, which said that the wife’s “chaste lifestyle (was to be) coupled with fear.”  In verse 2, the “fear” is that of holy reverence toward God, in verse 6 the “fear” is that of holy terror over a threatening situation.         

Here, then, is Peter’s counsel to the wife, and what wise and powerful counsel it is!  Every coin has two sides, and now we turn to the counsel Peter gives to the Christian husband.  It is only one verse in length, but don’t be fooled.  If followed, it would be the “cure-all” for many marital problems.

II. The Sensitivity of the Husband, 3:7

Now, Peter addresses the necessary sensitivity of the Christian husband. The duty of the Christian wife is to respect her husband; the duty of the Christian husband is to deserve that respect.  It is obvious from God’s standpoint that no woman should ever feel threatened in a true Christian marriage.  God has provided safeguards for both parties in the marriage, and especially for the Christian wife.  In an incredibly high statement of the husband’s responsibility, Paul wrote that the husband is to love his wife as Christ loved the church—that is, he is to ever and always have her very best interest always foremost in his heart (see Ephesians 5:25ff).   He is never to indulge his own selfishness to the detriment of his wife.  What a staggering demand on the husband!  He is to love his wife as he loves his own flesh, for, says Paul, she is his flesh! This truth exposes the responsibility of both the Christian husband and the Christian wife.  Think of what it means to the wife.  Perhaps the most realistic issue that she faces in her marriage is the question of her own identity. One only has to watch social expressions in our culture to see how confused many, both men and women, are about their own identity.  Is the wife going to maintain a separate independent identity apart from her husband, or is she going to allow him to reclaim his displaced rib?  Happily, many young Christian wives are willing by the grace of God to submit to the man they love, and to agree with William Shakespeare’s Katherina, who as the “tamed shrew” finally came to say:




“I am ashamed that women are so simple

                                     To offer war where they should kneel for peace,

                                     Or seek for rule, supremacy, and sway,

                                     When they are bound to serve, love, and obey.”

 
The truth is that for any Christian, “to serve, love, and obey” is the very highest vocation he or she could ever practice.  Both Paul and Peter state the command to submission without qualification, and Paul makes this demand a mutual responsibility of both husband and wife (Eph 5:21).  Now, we will confine our attention to the one sentence in which Peter explores the husband’s responsibility to his wife in a Christian marriage.  “Husbands, likewise, dwell with them with understanding, giving honor to the wife, as to the weaker vessel, and as being heirs together of the grace of life, that your prayers may not be hindered.”  What a spate of instruction in a single sentence of inspiration!  What does it teach?


First, the Christian husband must be fully considerate of the nature of the relationship.  “Husband,” says Peter, “dwell with your wife according to knowledge.”  According to the Bible, ignorant presumption on the part of the husband is simply not tolerable.  Seeing that God has clearly revealed His standard for Christian marriage, the leader in the marriage, of all people, must not be ignorant of God’s specifications concerning the relationship.  


However, this is not mere counsel about intelligence in marriage generally.  The term translated “dwell with,” has the same meaning in the Greek language as our general term for “living together,” even when (in our unanchored culture) it concerns unmarried couples.  It means “to cohabit,” and it has to do with the specifics of sexual relations.  This is important because marriage involves the most intimate of relationships, and those relationships are very delicate and must be regarded so.  The word translated “with” means “together,” and refers to the deepest and most intimate sharing in a marriage.  The entire relationship must first be built on mutual friendship and then upon intimate sharing.  And it is the responsibility of the husband to be intelligent about all of these dimensions.  Remember that the marriage tie is intended to portray the relationship between Christ and His church.  Just as He finds His fullest expression of Himself and the fullest completeness of His Person in His church, so the husband finds his fullest expression of himself and his fullest completeness in his wife.  If he is not aware of these marvelous realities, neither he nor his wife can gain the intended benefit from this relationship.  He must “live together with her in life’s greatest intimacy according to knowledge.”  


Secondly, the husband is responsible to be courteous to his wife with regard to her comparative weakness.  Obviously, the wife is generally weaker than her husband at least in physical constitution, and the husband is never to use his physical superiority to her for any purpose except her protection.  The old English Baptist devotional commentator, F.B. Meyer, wrote, “Every human being bears on his nature the touch of the great Potter’s shaping hand; but some are stronger than others, and in Christ’s code the obligation to consider the other always rests with the stronger.”  The husband is never to exercise his physical superiority to subdue her in any way.  Instead, he is to “give honor to the wife, as to the weaker vessel.”

The reason for this counsel should be evident.  The disparity of the sexes has historically in all ages been the cause of the tragic and abusive degradation of women.  Christianity, by contrast, ideally makes this disparity the ground for the tenderest consideration of husbands for their wives.  When you witness a marriage in which this is honored, the personal and mutual tranquility and happiness are something to behold.  Here, Peter addresses one of the glaring lacks in the Christian community at large, the absence of gender courtesy and thoughtfulness.   Christian men are often incredibly thoughtless of women in general and their wives in particular.  They rush ahead as if they were not involved in the delicate relationship of Christian marriage.  Let them give pause and remember to “give honor to their wives.”  


Warren Wiersbe wisely wrote, “The husband must be the ‘thermostat’ in the home, setting the emotional and spiritual temperature.  The wife often is the ‘thermometer,’ letting him know what that temperature is!”


Third, the Christian husband is responsible to consciously comprehend his wife’s spiritual equality.  “Husbands, dwell with your wives with understanding, giving honor to the wife, as to the weaker vessel, and as being heirs together of the grace of life.”  Note that man and woman are both vessels, vessels made by God for His service, and that both are “weak” vessels.  One is generally stronger, the other generally weaker, but they are equally vessels, and both are “weak”.  

Paul followed this same theme in I Thessalonians four, in which he wrote, “Each of you (man and woman) should know how to possess his own vessel in sanctification and honor” (4:4).  There is some question among commentators about the exact “vessel” Paul was referring to, but the principle is the same in all views.  With regard to both male and female without distinction, and as a Christian principle, Paul also wrote, “We have this treasure (Christ and the Gospel) in earthen vessels, that the excellency of the power may be of God and not of us” (II Corinthians 4:7).  Every Christian is to be “a vessel for honor, sanctified and useful for the Master, prepared for every good work” (II Timothy 2:21).  

But Peter is speaking specifically to Christian husbands with regard to their wives in this text.  For the very reason that the woman is generally the weaker vessel (not weaker intellectually, morally, or spiritually, but physically), she is to be treated by her husband with gentleness.  Furthermore, the stated reason for such treatment is that they are “heirs together (co-heirs) of the grace of life.”  This means that both are totally dependent upon God and His sponsorship.  Both husband and wife are accepted by God on the same basis, both believe in the same Savior, both are redeemed by the same ransom price, both live by the same grace, and both look forward to the same eternal destiny.  With this awareness, the husband is to treat her as one who shares in common with him God’s gracious gift of everlasting life.  How could he ever treat her with less than dignity if he remembers that they share a common destiny in God’s eternal purpose, a destiny that colors every moment of every day, and every thought, word and deed of each day?  Instead of mistreatment, he will give her the highest and most consistent support possible, knowing that the advantage of one is the advantage of both, and the advantage of both is the advantage of the entire Body of Christ. 

Beneath all of this counsel lies this principle:  The husband is responsible for the spiritual emergence of his wife.  Husbands are partners in the integrity of their wives.  

One last responsibility of the husband is suggested in this verse.  In the marriage, he is to be cautious of spiritual danger.  He is the guardian of the welfare of the home, the marriage, and of his wife.  This little purpose clause follows the counsel of the verse: all of this is to be done “that (in order that) your prayers may not be hindered.”  An old Christian hymn says,      

                                       “What various hindrances we meet,

                                         In coming to the Mercy Seat.”

Here is a “hindrance to answered prayer” that is too little considered.  If the marriage fails, if the wife fails to fulfill her responsibilities or the husband fails to fulfill his, their prayers will be neutralized and shorn of power and effectiveness.  A husband’s domestic relations have a profound impact on his own spiritual fellowship with God, as well as that of his entire family.  One Bible commentator said, “If husband and wife live together without mutual reverence and affection, there can be no sympathy in united prayer.”  Hear another paragraph from the pen of F.B. Meyer:  “There is no test so subtle as a good man’s prayers.  When he kneels before his God, he will know in a moment whether or not he has contracted defilement during the preceding hours; and, if so, where.  And he is bidden to leave his gift at the altar, and go to seek reconciliation, ere he returns to offer it.  Whatever then arises in the hour of prayer, and breathes on the mirror of the heart, is thereby proved to be injurious and wrong, and must be put away.  Whatever makes husband and wife unable to pray together alone, or at the family altar, must be dealt with mercilessly as a hindrance.”  The sighs of an injured wife will always come between the husband’s prayers and God’s hearing, and between their family prayers and God’s favor.  
In fact, in the larger context, I Peter three suggests seven such hindrances.  These seven malfunctions form a cluster around the phrase, “That your prayers be not hindered.”  The seven are:  (1) A wrong relationship with God (verse 12); (2) A wrong relationship with others (verse 7); (3) Worldly (lewd and/or immodest) dress (verses 3 and 4); (4) A proud, haughty spirit (verse 4); (5) Lack of Christian love (vss 8, 9); (6) Unclean lips (vss 10, 11); and (7) A bad conscience, (vss 16, 21).  
The word translated “hindered” comes from a Greek root that means “to cut in” or “to interrupt” of “to throw obstacles in the way.”  It is a military metaphor, suggesting that normal movement has been interfered with and made impossible.  Unworthy home relations hinder prayers.  A husband’s failure to meet his responsibilities to his wife in their marriage will cause the words, “Sorry, Network Trouble”, to appear on the screen of their lives.  When this occurs, serious network adjustments need to be made.           

Note that Peter is like Jesus in that he takes it for granted that Christians do habitually pray.   Jesus said, “When you pray,” not “if you pray,” and Peter agrees that any true born-again will normally pray.  Prayer is supernaturally natural in the life of every believer.  So every Christian leader, (in this case, the Christian husband) should know what will hinder his/their prayers, and what conditions must be met if their prayers are to be effective.  The statement of Jesus is never more true than in a Christian home:  “If two of you shall agree (Greek, ‘symphonize’) on earth concerning anything that they ask, it will be done for them by my Father in heaven” (Matthew 18:19).  Is the marriage a “symphony” of beautiful notes, or is it a cacophony of dissonant sounds?    

Someone truthfully said, “There is no relationship like marriage that has such possibilities of hell-on-earth on the one hand or heaven-on-earth on the other hand.  May God grant to Christian mates the grace to create a bit of heaven in advance in their homes.”  Let me give a final summary of the rules specified here.  A husband’s love makes a good wife, and a good wife makes a good husband.  When each is Scripturally supported by the other, Christian marriage is magnified and Christ is glorified.  Indeed, Lord, grant us the grace to make it so.     
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