
 

 Another Look at 
 Feminine Submission  

 

 
"Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his 
body, of which he is the Savior. Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit to their husbands in 

everything." - Ephesians 5:22-24 NIV 

 
"Wives, in the same way be submissive to your husbands so that, if any of them do not believe the word, they may be won over 
without words by the behavior of their wives, when they see the purity and reverence of your lives. Your beauty should not come 
from outward adornment, such as braided hair and the wearing of gold jewelry and fine clothes. Instead, it should be that of your 
inner self, the unfading beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit, which is of great worth in God's sight. For this is the way the holy 
women of the past who put their hope in God used to make themselves beautiful. They were submissive to their own husbands, 
like Sarah, who obeyed Abraham and called him her master. You are her daughters if you do what is right and do not give way to 

fear." - 1 Peter 3:1-6 NIV 

 

 

A woman discovered the above teaching about winning her husband without words.  She said, "Conflict has almost destroyed our 

marriage.  I have been trying to change my husband the world's way--nagging, complaining, fighting, resenting.  If there is to be any 

hope for our marriage, I am going to have to learn to respond in a different way, God's way."   

 

I am convinced that many of us look at scriptural teaching about male leadership and feminine submission from a worldly, not a 

spiritual viewpoint. The Corinthians did this with church leadership.  In a very worldly spirit they were competing over who had the best 

leader, who belonged to the best circle in the church, who was number one.  Paul called them infants, worldly - 1 Corinthians 3:1-5.  
Our view of marriage and male-female roles can be transformed when we stop thinking like the world and look at it in the spirit of 
Christ. 

 

There is no competition between the role of husband and the role of wife in Christian marriage.  

 

Things are totally different in the kingdom of God.  Power is not an issue; cooperating redemptively is.  Husband and wife are not 

competitors but are on the same team.  The two roles are different but neither less valuable or essentialBjust as Christ is equally divine 

with the Father and yet voluntarily submits to him.  Just as members of the body have different functions but that doesn't make one 

less valuable.  Husband and wife are each a whole person in his/her own right.  Each should voluntarily accept his or her role and 

cooperate for greatest good.  "Where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom" - 2 Cor. 3:17.  We freely choose to accept the role God 

has given. 

 

The male-female contest belongs to the world and to the fallen nature.  [In Christ] "there is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male 

nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus" - Galatians 3:28 [italics mine].  The Galatians were all equally saved, valued and 

accepted by God.  They still had various positions and roles in life (Jew-Greek, slave-free, male-female) but worldly competition was 

replaced by redemptive unity and cooperation. 

 

In her role of submission to the husband's leadership, the wife is vulnerable. 
 

Her position is even more difficult if her husband is not listening to God.  Peter says she may "win him without words" by her attitude 

and behavior.  The "nag-withdraw" cycle is typical in these situations.  Because she is hurting, she nags.  He responds by withdrawing. 

 Offended by this, she nags harder, increasing his withdrawal, etc.  This vicious cycle eventually destroys the relationship. 

 

The wife's nagging only makes things worse, because he becomes more defensive, less willing to listen.  His wife reminds him of his 

mother standing over him.  This pushes the wrong button!  As marriage deteriorates into a power struggle, it is two opponents, not two 

working together.  Each manipulates the other to gain advantage.  Each may punish the other (including sexual coldness). 

 

When there is a stand-off, it is like two people facing each other, each pushing with hands against the other's hands.  They can go on 

forever this way.  What happens if one stops pushing?  A change from stalemate?  Maybe it is time to stop dealing with your marriage 

the world's way and try the kingdom way.  Each spouse has a share of responsibility but no marriage gets better until I stop 

concentrating on my mate's failings and focus on my own. 

 

Biblical submission does not make the wife a non-person.  It makes her strong and free. 
 

God's thoughts are not like our thoughts - Isaiah 55:8, 9.  Submission is like "finding life by losing it," or "to be greatest, you must 

become least of all."  If you think as a worldly person, this is nonsense, another male effort at domination.  Maybe the real issue is 

whether scripture is God's word, whether it contains higher wisdom for us than the world offers.  Scripture presents feminine 

submission as a voluntary, quiet respect.  Peter says this is a woman's real femininity, unfading beauty.  This quietness does not mean 

she cannot express herself fully.  It actually makes her husband able to listen.  A husband is foolish not to want his wife's input.  (See 

companion article on Male Leadership).  Submission because one chooses to is very different from submitting because one has to. 
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There is tremendous power in submission. 
 

It is what Jesus did.  Look at submission in 1 Peter: 

 

"Submit yourselves for the Lord's sake to every authority instituted among men: whether to the king, as the supreme authority..." 

- 1 Peter 2:13 NIV 

 

"Slaves, submit yourselves to your masters with all respect, not only to those who are good and considerate, but also to those 

who are harsh. For it is commendable if a man bears up under the pain of unjust suffering because he is conscious of God. But 

how is it to your credit if you receive a beating for doing wrong and endure it? But if you suffer for doing good and you endure it, 

this is commendable before God. To this you were called, because Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example that you 

should follow in his steps. 'He committed no sin, and no deceit was found in his mouth.' When they hurled their insults at him, he 

did not retaliate; when he suffered, he made no threats. Instead, he entrusted himself to him who judges justly. He himself bore 

our sins in his body on the tree, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness; by his wounds you have been healed. For 

you were like sheep going astray, but now you have returned to the Shepherd and Overseer of your souls." [italics mine] - 1 Peter 

2:18-25 NIV 

 

"Wives, in the same way [referring back to Christ's example above] be submissive to your husbands so that, if any of them do not 

believe the word, they may be won over without words by the behavior of their wives..." [italics and brackets mine] - 1 Peter 3:1 

NIV 

 

"Husbands, in the same way [as Christ did] be considerate as you live with your wives, and treat them with respect as the weaker 

partner and as heirs with you of the gracious gift of life, so that nothing will hinder your prayers." [italics and brackets  mine] - 1 

Peter 3:7 NIV 

 

"Be shepherds of God's flock that is under your care, serving as overseers--not because you must, but because you are willing, 

as God wants you to be; not greedy for money, but eager to serve; not lording it over those entrusted to you, but being examples 

to the flock." [italics mine] - 1 Peter 5:2-3 NIV 

 

"Young men, in the same way be submissive to those who are older. All of you, clothe yourselves with humility toward one 

another, because, "God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble."  [italics mine] - 1 Peter 5:5 NIV 

 

"Humble yourselves, therefore, under God's mighty hand, that he may lift you up in due time. Cast all your anxiety on him 

because he cares for you." - 1 Peter 5:6-7 NIV 

 

Note that we are all commanded to submit to God and to each other - 1 Peter 5:6; Ephesians 5:21.  The root problem of all of us, men 

and women, is a selfish, proud, independent spirit that does not want to submit to God or to others.  This turns the world against each 

other.  This is what destroys marriages, churches, nations. 

 

All of these commands in 1 Peter are tied to the example of Jesus' submission on the cross - I Peter 2:21-25.  This is foolishness to the 

world - 1 Corinthians 1:18-25 - but it is the spiritual truth that redeems and transforms our lives.  It is the world's only hope. 

 

Jesus changed the world through submission.  To the world, "servant" or "slave" is a bad word.  Yet Jesus "made himself nothing, 

taking the very nature of a servant" (Greek:  bond-slave) - Philippians 2:7.  He made the word beautiful.  In Jesus it is those who submit 

who are free - 1 Corinthians 7:21, 22. 

 

The husband is called to as much submission as the wife.  Just before the section about submission of wives, Paul says, "Submit to 

one another out of reverence for Christ" - Ephesians 5:21 NIV.  Loving her enough to lay down his life for her daily like Christ did for the 

church requires as much submission as her respecting his leadership does. 

 

A wife is naturally afraid to let go and entrust herself to her husband’s leadership. 
 

Peter urges wives to be "like Sarah, who obeyed Abraham and called him her master. You are her daughters if you do what is right and 

do not give way to fear” [italics mine] - 1 Peter 3:6 NIV.  It can be scary, yet this is the kind of trust God calls the wife to in her role.  The 

wife does not submit only when she thinks her husband is right (this would be judging, not submitting).  Or because her husband is 

always right.  Or because her husband is a good husband (Compare 1 Peter 2:18 NIV -- "Slaves, submit yourselves to your masters with 

all respect, not only to those who are good and considerate, but also to those who are harsh.") 

 

The godly wife chooses to submit because 1) God has given leadership to her husband; 2) it is "as to the Lord" - Ephesians. 5:22; and 

3) it is "as the church submits to Christ" - Eph. 5:24. 

 

A husband should want his wife to express herself, should welcome her input.  But if there has been a power struggle, she may have 

conditioned him to be defensive.  He will listen better if he does not have to fight for his leadership.  And the time comes for her to step 

back and really let him lead.  This includes the freedom to make mistakes.  According to Peter, she is to trust God and quietly accept 

her husband's leadership, leaving the consequences to God. 

 

Does she fear disaster?  Peter counsels her not to "give way to fear."  "Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you" - 1 Peter 

5:7 NIV.  Trust God enough to do things his way in marriage. God can discipline your husband if he needs it.  God may do this by 

letting him reap consequences of his leadership choices.  
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There is a great difference between submitting because you have to (the world's way) and submitting because you choose to 

(Christ's way). 

 
Submitting out of necessity is the way of migraines, stored up resentment, damaged emotional and physical intimacy.  Submitting 

because you choose to with your whole heart is the way of freedom from inner conflict, and powerful, redemptive living in the steps of 

Jesus, our example of gracious submission. 

 

In Christ the issue is not "Who is greatest?"   Both husband and wife are submitted to Christ and to each other’s needs.  They have 

"changed and become like little children" - Matthew 18:3. They serve together in complementary roles.  They are not on opposite sides 

but rejoice to serve each other in love.  As a team they minister redemptively.  They join Jesus in laying down their rights and taking up 

the cross daily for the needs of others.  This, in contrast to the worldly way, brings wonderful freedom.   

B B. Shelburne, from a handout used in SHBI's course The Christian Woman 

 
 Author's Note 
 
It is difficult for a male to write about the role of women, not having walked in their shoes.  It is also difficult for him to write about masculine leadership 
because of the painful awareness of his own failings.  Yet in scripture men like Jesus, Paul and Peter did teach on these things.  These two articles are 
offered not because the author is worthy but because Christ in his word has given us unworldly wisdom that through humble obedience can transform our 
relationships. 
 
 Warning Label 
 
A word to any husband who reads this article:  Your temptation may be to take this material and use it like a club on your wife.  That is one of the worst 
mistakes you could make and it will defeat your purpose.  First, create an atmosphere of communication between the two of you, then you might offer her 
the article with a sincere promise that you yourself will read the companion article, "Another Look at Masculine Leadership." 
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