The Assurance of Hope #6

“Spiritual Success in the Home”

1 Peter 3:1-7

This time of year is very popular for weddings. While couples can (and do) get married throughout the year, the months of May and June tend to be the most prevalent. Days, weeks, months, and sometimes years go into planning for that special day—though in my experience most weddings last less than thirty minutes! The amount of time, money, and mental energy required to pull off a wedding is staggering. If you don’t believe it, just ask the bride, groom, or either set of parents when it’s all over!


I’ve yet to be involved in a wedding that was not successful. Oh, sure, there are moments in every ceremony that are unexpected, unplanned, and occasionally unnerving (though usually they provide a bit of comic relief for the uptight participants!) Yet, as Chuck Swindoll insightfully writes, “A wedding is one thing. A marriage is something else entirely.”
 He goes on to add,
Marriage begins like a romantic, moonlight sleigh ride, smoothly gliding over the glistening snow. It’s living together after the honey​moon that turns out to be rough backpacking across rocks and hot sand. For two people to live in domestic harmony, it takes a lot of give-and-take.


Unfortunately, some of the most beautiful, memorable, and “successful” weddings I officiated turned out to be very unsuccessful marriages, with the two people pledging love and devotion “’til death do us part” going two different directions in divorce.


In our series through 1 Peter, we have been considering the subject of spiritual success. This spiritual success has been defined as living in such a way that we are a good reflection on Christ to the unbelievers around us. Peter applies this principle in a variety of life situations—first, with regard to government authority; second, with regard to those over us at work; and this morning we will address spiritual success in the home. 


We might be tempted to think that if the husband and wife are both committed to Jesus Christ, the marriage will be an automatic success. Not so, as one resource puts it,

A strange situation exists in society today. We have more readily available information about sex and marriage than ever before; yet we have more marital problems and divorces. Obviously something is wrong. It is not sufficient to say that God is needed in these homes, because even many Christian marriages are falling apart. The fact that a man and a woman are both saved is no guarantee that their marriage will succeed. Marriage is something that we have to work at; success is not automatic. And when one marriage partner is not a Christian, that can make matters even more difficult. Peter addressed this section of his letter to Christian wives who had unsaved husbands, telling them how to win their mates to Christ. Then he added some important admonitions for Christian husbands. No matter what your marital status may be, you can learn from Peter the essentials for a happy and successful marriage.


There’s that word again: success. Not success as the world measures it—by wealth, fame, or power—but as God measures it. I’ve never met a man who didn’t want to be a success, and in this passage we find out how to accomplish that within the four walls of our homes. (This also speaks of spiritual success for the wife and mother.)

This being Father’s Day, I was tempted to set aside this series for a week to speak on the subject of fatherhood, but I find myself in agreement with Warren Wiersbe when we writes, “The best thing a father can do is to be a good husband.” He continues,

The best thing a Christian husband can do is pattern himself after Jesus Christ. In Christ we see a beautiful blending of strength and tenderness, and that is what it takes to be a successful husband.


Peter writes in 1 Peter 3:1-7,

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. Husbands, in the same way 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. 


That’s a lot to consider! The path to spiritual success in the home is not easy; it takes diligence and discipline. The reason for this is simple.

Our homes are often the hardest place in which to be consistent in this matter of Christian love, since it is here that the masks are all down. Yet it is precisely in our homes, and among our closest friends and relations, that we need to work out the true meaning of practical Christian love.

The Bane of Misunderstood Submission


As we’ve seen in the past two weeks, the secret to spiritual success is submission. But this is a highly controversial subject…particularly in this setting within the marriage relationship. Historically the idea of the submission has been misunderstood and distorted beyond what the Bible teaches. Some men have taken this word to the extreme in marriage, promoting cowering and servile behavior by women in the face of the worst kinds of abuse. Others have gone to the opposite extreme and labeled these passages dated and therefore culturally obsolete, saying that they apply only to the era in which they were originally written. The balance of the biblical position lies somewhere between these two poles.


First of all, biblical submission does not mean that the man has the right to do whatever he pleases.  I do not believe this or any other part of Scrip​ture admonishes a wife to stay in a situation where her health is be​ing threatened or where her life—or the lives of her children—is in danger. That is not what submission is all about.


Second, submission does not mean that men are substantially superior.  As John MacArthur notes,

In no way does the New Testament treat women as spiritual inferiors. The first person Jesus revealed His messiahship to was a woman (﻿John 4:25–26﻿). Jesus healed women (﻿Mark 5:25–34﻿; ﻿Luke 13:11–13﻿). In contrast to the prevailing practice of the rabbis, He taught women (﻿Luke 10:38–42﻿). Women ministered to Jesus and the disciples (﻿Luke 8:2–3﻿). Following His resurrection, Jesus appeared first to a woman (﻿Mark 16:9﻿; ﻿John 20:11–18﻿). Women and men were involved in the prayer services of the early church (﻿Acts 1:13–14﻿). Peter reminds men that women are to be “﻿[granted] honor as fellow [heirs] of the grace of life﻿” (﻿1 Peter 3:7﻿). The fruit of the Spirit (﻿Gal. 5:21–22﻿) are for both men and women. In short, all the promises, commands, and blessings of the New Testament apply equally to women and men.


So what does submission mean?  As we’ve seen in the past two weeks, the word Peter uses for “submit” was a military term meaning to come under the authority of a superior-ranked officer. Within the marriage relationship, this takes on a unique—and unexpected—turn.

The Beauty of Mutual Submission


Ephesians 5:22 has been called the male chauvinist’s favorite verse: “Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord.”  “See, there it is in black and white!” they crow. “Wives must submit! Wives must submit!” They are stopped short, however, by the fact that the word “submit” does not appear in verse 22.  In fact, there is no verb in verse 22 at all. 
 In the original Greek, verse 22 is carried over from verse 21: “Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ.”  This is the foundational truth that transcends all Christian relationships.  As Swindoll summarizes, “Marriage requires mutual unselfishness.”


The beauty of mutual submission does not allow for either domination or manipulation—which comes with our sinful natures. Many ask, “Why are wives told to submit to their husbands and husbands told to love their wives?  Why aren’t both commanded to do both?” I believe that Paul’s instructions in Ephesians are intended to counteract the curse on the man and woman in Genesis 3:16, “Your desire will be for your husband, and he will rule over you.” I have heard and read some preachers use this verse to depict God’s design for the marriage relationship, but the context suggests otherwise. The Hebrew word translated “desire” literally means “to master by manipulation,” whereas the word translated “rule” means “to dominate as a tyrant.” Down throughout human history, this has been all too often the case.  But in Christ this curse can be reversed. It takes mutual submission and unselfishness to pull it off. 

Peter provides some practical steps as to how this can be done.  First he addresses the wives, then the husbands.


Wives are to be submissive to their husbands, Peter writes, even when the husband is not a believer. Just as in the previous paragraph, where servants are to submit to masters who are harsh, so the spiritual condition of the husband does not diminish the responsibility of the wife to act in a Christlike manner. (This also applies to the wife of a nominal Christian who does not live up to his professed faith.)


Peter warns wives against two temptations in this circumstance: the temptation to coerce and the temptation to compromise.  Coercion may take many forms: pouting, sulking, scheming, bar​gaining, nagging, preaching, or humiliating. Wives who use this strategy are not trusting God to change their husbands’ lives; they’re trusting themselves. Wife, it is your job to love your husband. It is God’s job to change his life.
  No husband will ever be successfully nagged into heaven, but Peter says that they can be “won over without words” when they see her actions and attitude.  A. W. Tozer quips,

We must admit that there is the kind of woman who talks about praying for her husband, but she will never live to see him converted because…her husband has never seen any spiritual characteristics in her life that he would want for himself!


Nor will unbelieving husbands be won by compromise. Peter warns, “Your beauty should not come from outward adornment, such as braided hair and the wearing of gold jewelry and fine clothes.” Now, let’s not take this verse to a ridiculous extreme:

I’ve heard preachers run wild with these verses. “Braiding the hair”—you see, you mustn’t braid your hair, they say. “Wearing gold jewelry”—skip the accessories, they insist. It’s carnal. But the verse also mentions “putting on dresses.” Funny thing, I’ve never heard a preacher encourage nudity…but if he presses his forced logic, that’s next.


In those days in Roman society women were continually preoccupied with their external appearance. They dyed their hair outlandish colors, braided it elaborately, and were fond of expensive jewelry, elegant clothing, and fine cosmetics. (Doesn’t sound too much different than today, right?) Certainly Peter wasn’t forbidding women from styling their hair or wearing jewelry and nice clothing; he just didn’t want them to be preoccupied with those things.


But what does this have to do with compromise?  Kenneth Wuest explains:

These women were making the mistake of thinking that if they would dress as the world dressed, that that would please their unsaved husbands, and they would thus be influenced the easier to take the Lord Jesus as Saviour. It is true that they would be pleased, pleased because the appearance of their wives appealed to their totally depraved natures, and pleased because the Christian testimony of their wives was nullified by their appearance. They would say, “What you appear to be speaks so loudly I cannot hear what you are saying.” It is not true that that would help win their husbands to the Lord. These wives could hardly have made a greater mistake.


Rather than coercion and compromise, Peter points to the person on the inside.  “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.” True beauty, he claims, comes from within. The more we must add to our possessions before people will admire us, the less true wealth and beauty we really have.
  As Tozer states, “the Christian woman should remember that she cannot buy true attractiveness.”


If you have trouble getting past the word “submit,” substitute the word “support.”  Submission is not a spineless cringing, based on insecurity and fear. It is indeed a mark of security. It is a voluntary unselfishness, a willing and cooperative spirit that seeks the highest good for one’s husband.
  That will go a long way toward drawing an unbelieving husband to Christ as well as strengthening the marriage between believers.

Husbands are not let off the hook by Peter.  Though he addresses one verse to the men as opposed to six to the women, this one verse packs a powerful punch:

Husbands, in the same way 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.

Through this verse we see that biblical headship is not dictatorship, but the loving exercise of divine authority under the lordship of Jesus Christ.
  This authority also comes with responsibilities toward the wife.


First, the Christian husband is to “live with your wife.”  This means much more than merely living under the same roof. There is a depth, a sense of intimacy, in the word. He is saying that husbands are responsible for that in the relationship. Pro​viding a good living should never become a substitute for sharing deeply in life. The husband needs to be “at home with” his wife, understanding every room in his wife’s heart and being sensitive to her needs. “Dwelling together” definitely means more than eating at the same table, sharing the same bed, and paying for the same mort​gage.


This is going to take time and effort.  The husband must make time to be home with his wife. Christian workers and church officers who get too busy running around solving other people’s problems, may end up creating problems of their own at home. One survey revealed that the average husband and wife had thirty-seven minutes a week together in actual communication! Is it any wonder that marriages fall apart after the children grow up and leave home? The husband and wife are left alone—to live with strangers!


Second, the Christian husband is called to “know your wife.”  Peter says to “be considerate” which means to pay attention to her.  Get to know her…not just her birthday and what kind a presents she likes, but those deep, complex issues of her life.  What are her needs, her desires, her fears, her joys?  How can I meet her needs?  If I am called to exercise leadership in the home, doesn’t it make sense to know the one I am to lead?


Now when Peter said that the wife was the “weaker partner,” he was not being sexist or derogatory. He simply meant that the Christian husband should treat his wife as though she were a piece of fine, expensive porcelain.
 Unfortunately, many husbands—even Christian ones—tend to be rough with their wives verbally, emotionally, and sometimes physically. This is never acceptable in God’s eyes.  


Third, the Christian husband is called to “honor your wife.” This is the exact opposite of the common conception that a wife is a servant, meant to provide and care for children, take care of the house, and do whatever the husband wants!  The Scriptures maintain the essential worth of women, which was certainly not the norm in the ancient world.  Realize that she is just as valuable in God’s mind as you are.  She is your partner, not your property!  Sounds a lot like “love, honor, and cherish” doesn’t it?

The Benefits of Marital Submission


When we do this, we will reap the benefits of marital submission.  First, if we are married to an unbeliever, obedience to God’s command will be the best testimony for Christ you can ever provide.  This does not guarantee that they will commit their lives to the Lord, but it gives the best opportunity.


For the Christian couple, mutual submission and selflessness allows for the needs of both partners to be met by the other.  Instead of submission holding us down, we will find our lives fulfilled and our home life more enjoyable.

Peter implies a third benefit at the end of verse seven: “so that nothing will hinder your prayers.”  Not only will we be closer to each other, but closer to God. Our prayers will be answered. We will find spiritual success in the home.
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