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1 Peter 3.1 – 7; Ephesians 5.22 - 33 

Since God instituted marriage (Genesis 2.24), it only follows that He also knows how husbands 
and wives should relate to each other so they might have a healthy marriage. He hasn’t left us to 
figure it all out on our own. It should come as no surprise that much of the direction in the Bible 
concerning marriage differs from the pattern of the world. That is certainly the case with the 
specific instructions we find in 1 Peter 3.1 – 7 and the companion text in Ephesians 5.22 – 33. 
Neither of these passages were directed to people who had it altogether. They faced challenges 
in their marriage relationships and struggled at times to maintain harmony, just as most married 
couples do today. That was coupled with the challenge of living in an ungodly world, a world 
which in the first century was clearly antagonistic to Christianity. The Bible provides more insight 
into husband-wife relationships than found in these two passages which we will focus on today. 
In God’s inspired and trustworthy Word we are given some instructions for healthy marriages, 
beginning with, 

Instructions to Wives 

1. Their Conduct  

1 Peter 3:1–2 (ESV) 1Likewise, wives, be subject to your own husbands, so that even if some 
do not obey the word, they may be won without a word by the conduct of their wives, 2when 
they see your respectful and pure conduct.  

This section begins with the adverb likewise, or in the same manner, but, in the same manner as 
what? It links what follows with the forgoing where the key point was to submit to authorities in 
government and the workplace because that pleases the Lord and follows the pattern modelled 
by Jesus Christ when He left the glories of heaven, setting aside many of His divine prerogatives 
when He clothed Himself with humanity for the very purpose of dying on the cross for our sins. 
His actions are the ultimate example of submission! It is summed up in 1 Peter 2:21b (ESV) 
“Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example, so that you might follow in his steps.” Jesus 
willingly submitting to His Father’s will meant He faced opposition and ultimately death on a 
cross so that those who trust in Him might be saved.  

Submission is a quality that is woven into the lives of followers of Jesus Christ, a quality that 
stands in sharp contrast to our world which emphasizes self-focus and making oneself number 
one. Believers recognize they must concern themselves with the needs of others. That is a 
central characteristic of the Church – a body of believers interdependently relating to one 
another. It is impossible to effectively concern oneself with the needs of others and respond to 
them without a submissive attitude. There are several places in Scripture where specific areas of 
submission are highlighted due to their importance. We have already seen two in 1 Peter, 
submission to authorities in government and the workplace. 

Just as submission in those relationships is in line with God’s will and are a subset of one’s overall 
submission to God, so also is wives being subject to their own husbands (cf. Ephesians 5.22). 
While this instruction is from God, it nevertheless often evokes negative reactions and not 
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uncommonly strong protest. Surely contributing to that are the numerous examples of abuse 
inflicted on wives by overbearing husbands. Additionally, submission by wives to their husbands 
is out of synch with the world’s pattern for husband-wife relationships. It is important to be very 
clear that this neither affirms abusive behavior by husbands nor wives staying in marriages 
where they are at risk from their husbands. Rather, it along with instructions to husbands 
provides a template from God for healthy and harmonious marriages.  

Some construe submission to someone as synonymous with inequality. If that were the case, 
since Jesus submitted to His Father, that would mean Jesus and His Father are not equal which is 
erroneous. All believers have equal standing before God, something made clear in Galatians 
3:27–28 (ESV) “27For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ. 28There is 
neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is no male and female, for you are all 
one in Christ Jesus.” However, while intrinsically equal, there may be differing roles among 
believers. 

Notice that the instruction to submit is very specific; wives are to be submissive to their own 
husbands, thereby highlighting the very personal relationship between husbands and their wives. 
While some protest the idea that a wife and/or a husband is the possession of the other, that is 
certainly the inference here. Each belongs to the other! That stands in such sharp contrast to the 
escalating practice of men and women simply living together rather than committing themselves 
to each other in God-ordained marriages. Such relationships are built upon a flawed foundation, 
a lack of the indispensable quality of commitment to each another. 

While the ideal marriage consists of a husband and wife who have embraced Jesus Christ as their 
Savior and both display that commitment through a meaningful walk with the Lord, that is not 
always the case. It is common for wives to be committed believers while their husbands remain 
unsaved or despite being saved, remain very tentative in their walk with the Lord. Often where 
neither the husband or wife were saved when they married, the wife is the first to have an 
interest in the things of the Lord and as a result is often the first to be saved. In other cases, 
sometimes Christian women, despite the direction of Scripture, choose to marry unsaved men. 

Just as submission to governing authorities or masters in the workplace is not limited to those 
who are believers or who are kind and considerate, neither is submission by wives restricted to 
husbands who know the Lord or faithfully walk with Him. Notice the phrase, so that even if some 
do not obey the word (1 Peter 3.1b). It isn’t clear whether, not obeying the word, refers to a man 
who has not been saved or one who is careless and indifferent in his walk with the Lord. In either 
case he hasn’t followed the word of God which makes it clear salvation is found in Jesus Christ 
alone, not as a result of works or commendable efforts but solely by grace alone, through faith 
alone, in Christ alone, and those who have been saved will display that by obedient living. 
Nevertheless, wives are to submit to their husbands. 

An unsaved husband may be moved by his wife’s godly behavior and he may turn to the Lord 
because of her example. John MacArthur notes, “A lovely, gracious, and submissive attitude is 
the most effective evangelistic tool believing wives have.”1 Her conduct is to be characterized by 
respect and purity. 

 

 
1 John MacArthur, The MacArthur New Testament Commentary – 1 Peter, (Chicago, IL: Moody Publishers, 2004), 
178. 
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2. Their Adornment 

1 Peter 3:3–4 (ESV) 3Do not let your adorning be external—the braiding of hair and the 
putting on of gold jewelry, or the clothing you wear— 4but let your adorning be the hidden 
person of the heart with the imperishable beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit, which in God’s 
sight is very precious.  

Much attention is given to outward appearance, even in the first century. While outward 
appearance is important, focus on it can become so unbalanced that the more important inner 
qualities are ignored. These verses are not a prohibition against styling one’s hair, wearing 
jewelry, or nice clothing. It isn’t advocating a frumpy and unkempt look. Either extreme directs 
attention to the external. The word translated adorning is kosmos, which means world, universe, 
order, or adornment. The English word, cosmetic, is derived from it. It is frequently translated in 
the New Testament as world or universe. That connotation implies, don’t let your personal world 
be ordered by externals like how you fix your hair, or the jewelry or clothing you wear. 

External appearance is temporal; it will perish. All one needs to do is consider the life cycle of 
women’s trends and fashions; they are short lived. The style of yesterday, is just that. On the 
other hand, the focus of attention ought to be on that which is permanent. It is referred to here 
as the hidden person of the heart – the unseen core of a person, their inner character. 
Expressions like, I love you with all my heart, reflect the usage of the heart as the centre of a 
person’s inner being. It is that unseen realm of a person that merits being the priority – it doesn’t 
deteriorate with age or societal trends, but rather for the committed believer, throughout one’s 
lifetime it matures and is enhanced. Central to an appropriately adorned inner person is a gentle 
and quiet spirit. It is so commendable that it is described as precious in God’s sight. Aligning one’s 
heart with God’s truth will not only not escape God’s notice, nor a woman’s husband. 

3. Their Pattern 

1 Peter 3:5–6 (ESV) 5For this is how the holy women who hoped in God used to adorn 
themselves, by submitting to their own husbands, 6as Sarah obeyed Abraham, calling him 
lord. And you are her children, if you do good and do not fear anything that is frightening.  

Often when we are told in the Bible to do something, or not do something, we look to other 
followers of Jesus Christ to get an idea what that looks like in practice. It helps us get a handle on 
what it means for us, how we might implement the instruction given to us. That is the case when 
Peter uses Sarah, the wife of Abraham of the Old Testament, and other unnamed righteous wives 
from the past as examples of submissive wives who made internal adornment their priority.   

Submission for a wife is surely much easier if she has a godly husband, but even in that case it 
requires enablement by God to be successful. Abraham was unquestionably determined to walk 
with God but doing so had enormous implications for Sarah. To say it was stretching at times 
would be an understatement. Sarah was likely content living in Ur of Chaldees when Abraham 
told her one day he had a vision from God and they needed to leave. She was uprooted from 
family and friends – from things which were comfortable to move to a place Abraham didn’t 
even know where they were going. They arrived at Haran where they settled down, but it wasn’t 
long before Abraham announced to her that God had told him to pull up stakes and head to a 
land God would show them. Once again, she left what she had grown comfortable with and they 
continued their journey by faith. Never again would she live in a house with walls, only tents. As 
they became settled and prospered in Canaan she faithfully trusted Abraham as he gave his 
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nephew Lot the choice of land. She patiently listened to the promise which Abraham received 
from God that despite her old age, she would have a son. During all of that, Abraham had some 
lapses of judgement, including when they went down to Egypt to escape a famine and he put 
Sarah in a vulnerable position by having her tell the Egyptians she was his sister rather than his 
wife. Sarah’s journey undoubtedly included some trying times where she had to rely upon the 
Lord for enabling strength and grace as she faithfully submitted to Abraham. 

It is so important when choosing people to follow, to choose those who exhibit the virtues and 
character God commends. Too frequently, even Christian women may be more concerned with 
emulating popular women in the world, who despite their popularity, lack any meaningful walk 
with Jesus Christ, rather than choosing a righteous woman who is unnoticed by the world, but 
commended by God. 

God’s pattern for wives in marriage is to subject themselves to their husbands, while leading lives 
characterized by respect and purity and focusing on the imperishable qualities of a gentle and 
quiet spirt. It would be inaccurate to say that that will always be easy, especially for wives with 
unsaved husbands. It will not only require resolve on the part of wives, but will sometimes be a 
major struggle, and will always necessitate the enabling strength of the Lord. 

Only a single verse is allocated to husbands, but it, together with other Bible truth is no less 
daunting than the instructions given to wives. 

Instructions to Husbands 

1. Their Pattern 

1 Peter 3:7 (ESV) 7Likewise, husbands, live with your wives in an understanding way, showing 
honor to the woman as the weaker vessel, since they are heirs with you of the grace of life, 
so that your prayers may not be hindered.  

This section begins with the same word as the instructions given to wives, likewise. It points back 
to the forgoing which not only addresses the importance of submission, but especially the 
example of Jesus Christ (2.21 – 24) as the pattern for husbands to emulate. That is made 
unmistakably clear in Paul’s letter to the Ephesians where we are told,  

Ephesians 5:25–27 (ESV) 25Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave 
himself up for her, 26that he might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water 
with the word, 27so that he might present the church to himself in splendor, without spot or 
wrinkle or any such thing, that she might be holy and without blemish.  

The task given to husbands is boundless – to love your wife as Christ loved the Church and gave 
Himself up for her. Any man who reasonably succeeds with that goal will leave no legitimate 
reason for his wife to not submit to his leadership. It is readily apparent in these verses that 
submission is not the sole domain of wives. Christ giving Himself up for the Church is the 
supreme example of submission; hence, it follows that husbands who make the needs of their 
wives, their priority, will also need to be submissive. They will need to exemplify being other 
person focused by placing the needs of their wife ahead of their own wishes and desires. The 
motivation for doing so is a husband’s love for his wife. Central to the quality of love is 
commitment; unconditional commitment to her, until death do us part.  
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2.  Leadership 

It is implicit in the instruction to wives to submit to their husbands, that their husbands will need 
to provide godly leadership and give direction. There are plenty of examples where husbands 
saw themselves as dictators and their wives as servants whom they expected to obey all their 
commands no matter how outrageous they were or how harsh their behaviour. Such an 
interpretation does not originate from the Bible which clearly instructs husbands to love their 
wives as Christ loved His Church and gave Himself for her.  

Christian leadership begins with a Christian worldview where husbands love God and seek to 
honor Him in all they do. Such a perspective is summed up in the following passage:  

Deuteronomy 6:1–9 (ESV) 1“Now this is the commandment—the statutes and the rules—
that the Lord your God commanded me to teach you, that you may do them in the land to 
which you are going over, to possess it, 2that you may fear the Lord your God, you and your 
son and your son’s son, by keeping all his statutes and his commandments, which I 
command you, all the days of your life, and that your days may be long. 3Hear therefore, O 
Israel, and be careful to do them, that it may go well with you, and that you may multiply 
greatly, as the Lord, the God of your fathers, has promised you, in a land flowing with milk 
and honey.  

4“Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one. 5You shall love the Lord your God with all 
your heart and with all your soul and with all your might. 6And these words that I command 
you today shall be on your heart. 7You shall teach them diligently to your children, and shall 
talk of them when you sit in your house, and when you walk by the way, and when you lie 
down, and when you rise. 8You shall bind them as a sign on your hand, and they shall be as 
frontlets between your eyes. 9You shall write them on the doorposts of your house and on 
your gates.  

Central in this passage is a personal commitment by husbands to love the Lord with all their 
heart, soul, and might, and then doing all they can to nurture a relationship of their family with 
God. Surely at the forefront is the spiritual welfare of a husband’s wife. Husbands need to be 
alert and set the overall spiritual direction in their marriage. Notice too the emphasis in 
Deuteronomy 6 on fearing the Lord and the importance of following the instructions. Those who 
abdicate the responsibility entrusted to them will nevertheless be held accountable for their 
leadership, or lack thereof, in this critical area. The essential importance of leadership in 
establishing and maintaining the priority of walking with God cannot be overstated. 

Leadership by husbands in other areas is also necessary; however, in a healthy marriage it does 
not consist of husbands singularly determining the course of action in every area and wives 
complying with those directions. Rather, particularly concerning major decisions, wise husbands 
will draw upon the insights, experience, and knowledge of their wives. Marriage is a partnership 
where husbands and wives ought to interact openly with each other and options need to be 
carefully considered when making decisions. Husbands need to take the lead in facilitating such a 
process. It is so important for men and women contemplating marriage to spend time 
beforehand in structured premarital sessions with a qualified leader where they discover the 
beliefs, values, and priorities of their fiancé and especially how they will make decisions and 
settle impasses. A great deal of potential conflict can be avoided by addressing fundamental 
topics beforehand. 
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3. Considerate and Respectful 

Husbands are directed in 1 Peter 3.7  (ESV) to live with your wives in an understanding way. In 
the NIV84 it is rendered, be considerate as you live with your wives. Living with your wife 
embodies far more than providing food, clothing, and shelter. Rather it includes meaningful 
interaction and valuing your wife’s opinions, qualities, and needs. If a husband is to follow the 
model of Christ and the Church and the goal for his wife to grow in her relationship with the 
Lord, it requires knowing where she is at and understanding how he might help her grow. 

Husbands need to solicit input from their wives and concern themselves with her interests and 
qualities, some of which differ from their own. Remember, women are generally more relational 
than men and tend to be nurturers and are more conscious about being safe and protected.  

In giving men direction on how to treat their wives, Peter also added, showing honor to the 
woman as the weaker vessel (3.7c ESV). The NIV84 says, treat them with respect as the weaker 
partner. Some have interpreted that to mean that women are in some way inferior to men, some 
going so far as to suggest women are morally or mentally weaker than men, but such is not the 
case. Peter’s intention is not to demean women or diminish their importance. The description 
likely refers to their physical strength since generally men are stronger than women. But it may 
also encompass the intrinsic uniqueness and special qualities of women. Our world is on a 
campaign to obliterate the distinction between men and women but try as they might, men and 
women have some distinct qualities. All one needs to do is go to a group breakfast at a 
conference when men and women meet separately to see the difference. Men have little 
interest in how the tables are set but peek inside the door of the room where the women are 
meeting and you will immediately see the difference where considerable effort is invested in 
table centers and décor. Verse 7 may be picturing wives as delicate vases or fine china – 
precious, valuable, and irreplaceable. Someone to be treasured! That provides some insight into 
how husbands should treat their wives. They need to protect them and shelter them from harm. 
Rather than demean their wives, or put them down, they need to lift them up and support them.  

4. Equality 

One last topic evident in verse 7 is equality, since they are heirs with you of the grace of life. This 
highlights the equality before God of men and women. As I noted earlier, that does not obliterate 
all distinctions or differences in roles. However, those differences are designed by God to 
strengthen the marriage relationship rather than undermine it. Differing gifts and qualities are 
intended to complement each other and to be of benefit in marriage. It is important to recognize 
husbands and wives are not to be adversaries, but partners working together with a common 
goal. Years ago Beverley and I went to a marriage enrichment conference. A statement that was 
repeated throughout the weekend, “You are not enemies, you are on the same team!” While the 
Church consists of believers in an interdependent relationship with other believers, in marriage it 
consists of a man and a woman in an interdependent relationship with each other. 

Conclusion 

Strong and healthy marriages are especially critical when facing challenges from the world in 
which we live. That was certainly the case in the early centuries of the Church as Christians faced 
severe persecution. However, even in the absence of the kind of trials the early Christians faced, 
strong and healthy marriages are essential to stand steadfast against more subtle threats. 
Freedom and liberty can become pitfalls unless managed carefully and we are intentional in 



 

 
Christ-centred, Spirit-empowered, Mission-focused 

7 

disciplined living. It was generally in times of blessing that God’s people were derailed as their 
focus on the Lord became blurred and they failed to recognize their growing infatuation with the 
world. Let us be resolute first in our commitment to the Lord and second in our commitment to 
follow His direction on how to live out that commitment in tangible ways. 
 
May the Lord minister to you as you listen to the following: 
 
Here is Love by T4G Live IV 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FX6u6ULIdmk&ab_channel=SovereignGraceMusic 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FX6u6ULIdmk&ab_channel=SovereignGraceMusic

