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Let’s begin with some basic principles on which I trust all of us agree.
(1) I trust that we can all agree that men and women are equally created in the image of God, and that neither is
more or less the image of God than the other.
(2) I trust that we can all agree that men and women are equal in personal dignity, that neither is more or less
worthy or of more or less value as human beings.
(3) I trust that we can all agree that men and women should treat each other with kindness and compassion and
love, and that any and all forms of abuse or disrespect or dishonor must be denounced as sin and resisted.
(4) I trust that we can all agree that functional differences between men and women in church and home, as
expressed in the biblical terms “headship” and “submission”, do not diminish or jeopardize their ontological
equality.
(5) I trust that we can all agree that submission to rightful authority is a noble and virtuous thing, that it is a
privilege, a joy, something good and desirable and consistent with true freedom, and above all honoring and
glorifying to God.
Biblical submission is appropriate in several relational spheres: (1) the wife to her husband (Eph. 5:22-24);
(2) children to their parents (Eph. 6:1); (3) believers to the elders of the church (Heb. 13:17; 1 Thess. 5:12);
(4) citizens to the state (Rom. 13); (5) servants (employees) to their masters (employers) (1 Pt. 2:18); (6)
each believer to every other believer in humble service (Eph. 5:21).
In none of these relationships is the responsibility to submit grounded in or justified by an appeal to the alleged
inferiority of one to the other.
The Meaning of Headship
Headship or Servant Leadership does not mean that a wife must sit passively and endure the sin or the abuse of the
husband, as if submission means she has no right to stand up for what is true and good or to resist her husband’s evil
ways. Perhaps some of you come from families in which your father was an insensitive bully and where it was
assumed that it was the wife’s “duty” to tolerate this silently. God’s Word does not call upon a wife to acquiesce to
brutality or thievery or abuse.
Headship or Servant Leadership does not mean that a husband can get away with whatever he wants in the name of
headship, as if that word or concept endorses and encourages his sinful behavior, such that the wife has no recourse
but to “submit” to his dictatorial and destructive ways.
What does it mean for a man to be the Servant-Leader or Head of his home? Biblical “headship” means that a man
has the God-given responsibility (1) to sacrificially serve his wife and family, even as Christ sacrificed himself for
his bride, the Church, and (2) to lead his wife and family into spiritual maturity to the glory of Christ in all
things.
This necessarily rules out of bounds several misconceptions about the nature of biblical headship.
1. Contrary to widespread belief, husbands are never commanded to rule their wives, but to love them. The Bible
never says, “Husbands, take steps to insure that your wives submit to you.” Nor does it say, “Husbands, exercise
headship and authority over your wives.” Rather, the principle of male headship is either asserted or assumed and
men are commanded to love their wives as Christ loves the church.

2. Contrary to the way many men conduct themselves, headship is never portrayed in Scripture as a means for selfsatisfaction or self-exaltation. Headship is always other-oriented. One can hardly think of a more horrendous sin
than exploiting the God-given responsibility to lovingly lead by perverting it into justification for using one’s wife
and family to satisfy one’s lusts and thirst for power. God did not ordain the wife’s submission so that you might
have an easier, less-demanding and more physically comfortable life. Rather, God ordained headship so that your
wife might be cherished, honored, and made the recipient of your loving influence.
3. Contrary to what our self-serving flesh would prefer, headship is not the power of a superior over an inferior.
Human nature is sinfully inclined to distort the submission of the wife into the superiority of the husband.
4. Contrary to what some popular teachers contend, headship does not mean that the husband must make every
decision in the home. Unfortunately, some men have mistakenly assumed that it undermines their authority for their
wives to take the initiative in certain domestic matters. This is more an expression of masculine insecurity and fear
than it is of godly leadership.
Selected Characteristics of Biblical Headship / Servant-Leadership
1. The abuse of headship is most often the bitter fruit of selfishness. Be alert to the fact that on most occasions when
you feel your authority is threatened or your leadership is not being honored, the likely explanation is either that (a)
your ego has been tweaked or (b) you simply didn’t get what you think you deserved, when and in the way you
wanted it.
2. Headship is more a responsibility than a right. A “right” is something we tend to demand or insist upon as
something we are owed. This can all too often make for an authoritarian and self-serving atmosphere in the home.
When headship is viewed as a sacred trust in which the husband is “called” by God to lead and honor and sacrifice
for his wife, the tone and mood of the home is radically improved.
3. Headship is the privilege to serve. John Stott explains:
“If headship means ‘power’ in any sense, then it is power to care, not to crush; power to serve, not to
dominate; power to facilitate self-fulfillment, not to frustrate or destroy it. And in all this the standard of the
husband’s love is to be the cross of Christ, on which he surrendered himself even to death in his selfless
love for his bride” (232).
4. Headship is the opportunity to lead. If Jesus is our example of biblical leadership, it will help to take note of how
he led his disciples.
1.
2.
3.
4.

Jesus led by teaching his disciples (cf. 1 Cor. 14:35)
Jesus led by setting an example for his disciples (John 13:15)
Jesus led by spending time with his disciples (Acts 4:13)
Jesus led by delegating authority to his disciples (Luke 10:1-20)

5. Headship is biblically circumscribed. In other words, husbands have never been given the authority to lead their
families in ways that are contrary to the Bible. On a related note, if a wife is ever asked or told by her husband to do
something that violates Scripture, she is not only free to disobey him, she is obligated to do so. To say the same
thing in other terms, headship does not give men the right to be wrong. Simply because God has invested in the
husband the authority to lead does not give him the freedom to lead in ways that are contrary to God’s Word.
6. Headship does entail the responsibility to make a final decision when agreement cannot be reached. This final
decision, however, may on occasion be to let your wife decide. No, contrary to what you may think, this does not
undermine the husband’s authority.
7. Headship entails gentleness and sensitivity. In Colossians 3:18-19 Paul exhorts husbands not to be “embittered”
against their wives. The idea is that of “friction caused by impatience and thoughtless nagging” (Moule). Men:
constantly tune in to the tone of your voice!

8. Headship means honoring one’s wife. See 1 Peter 3:7.
9. Headship means loving and caring for one’s wife as much as we love and care for ourselves. See Eph. 5:28-29.
10. Headship means loving and caring for one’s wife as much as Christ loves and cares for us. See Eph. 5:25-27.
Christ’s love for us has several characteristics:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

It is unconditional (Rom. 5:8)
It is eternal (Rom. 8:39)
It is unselfish (Phil. 2:6-7)
It is purposeful (Eph. 5:26-27)
It is sacrificial (Eph. 5:25)
It is demonstrative (Rom. 5:6-8)
The Incomparable Importance of Affirmation

Never underestimate the destructive power of criticism and the constructive influence of affirmation. As to the
former, your harsh words, derogatory gestures, and frustration with how your wife does things are far more likely
due to your selfishness than to any fundamental failure on her part. Also keep in mind, as noted earlier, that biblical
headship or servant leadership should never be motivated by a self-serving desire to compensate for your own
insecurity. Here are some basic principles and truths to keep in mind.
(1) Your wife longs to be commended. Sam Crabtree explains:
“The elementary desire to be commended is not wrong. The desire to be commended becomes perverted
when we desire to be praised for the wrong things, or when the desire to be praised is elevated above the
glory of God in the good we do, or when we accept praise without the glad admission that the good we do
is done in the strength that he supplies” (Practicing Affirmation, 25).
(2) “Commend only the commendable. It simply won’t do to make up phony commendations” (68).
(3) Make your affirmations more about character than appearance (although, don’t ignore the latter!).
(4) Praise your wife both privately and publicly. But studiously avoid saying something about her in one arena while
negating it in another. Otherwise you will show yourself to be untrustworthy and two-faced.
(5) Never let your affirmations stand alone. Wed them to actions.
(6) If you are newly married, remember that it is typically easier to practice affirmation early in a relationship. As
time passes, affirmation becomes more difficult (as countless criticisms make them appear less sincere).
(7) Build a relational atmosphere in which affirmations outweigh / outnumber corrections. As Crabtree points out, if
an overly-corrective under-affirming pattern continues, three things can happen: (a) “First, others stop hearing our
corrections.” (b) “Second, they stop hearing us altogether, not just our corrections, but us as persons.” (c) Third, “the
relationship itself becomes oppositional” (50-51).
(8) There is a world of difference between guiding and leading your wife, on the one hand, and rebuking and
correcting her, on the other.
(9) Remember that “affirmation is not about lowering standards. It is about commending incremental progress
towards those standards as those standards reflect the character of Christ” (71).
(10) Some practical suggestions for practicing affirmation (adapted from Crabtree, 53):

•
•
•
•
•
•

If she has stopped listening to you, stop preaching.
Stop moralizing about listening: “You should be listening to me!” Instead, ask the Holy Spirit to do his job.
Stay up nights, if needed, thinking of ways to say what is commendable in her.
Keep up a steady, tender flow of words and gestures that affirm and commend her.
Model. Be diligent to personally embrace and exemplify whatever qualities you affirm in another.
Love her even if affirming her hasn’t made a difference. Be a blessing to her before she listens to you.
The Meaning of Submission

Submission is the disposition to honor and affirm a husband's authority and an inclination to yield to his leadership.
John Piper puts it this way:
"[Submission] is an attitude that says, 'I delight for you to take the initiative in our family. I am glad when
you take responsibility for things and lead with love. I don't flourish when you are passive and I have to
make sure the family works.' But the attitude of Christian submission also says, 'It grieves me when you
venture into sinful acts and want to take me with you. You know I can't do that. I have no desire to resist
you. On the contrary, I flourish most when I can respond creatively and joyfully to your lead; but I can't
follow you into sin, as much as I love to honor your leadership in our marriage. Christ is my King.'"
Thus, submission is fundamentally an attitude and act of obedience to the Lord Jesus Christ (Eph. 5:22). Submission
is a commitment to support one's husband in such a way that he may reach his full potential as a man of God. This
may involve several things: (a) making the home a safe place, free from the sinful influence of the world; (b)
striving to be dependable and trustworthy (Prov. 31:11-12); (c) providing affirmation and encouragement; (d)
building loyalty to him in the children (differences of opinion about discipline should be settled in private, away
from the children, lest she be seen as taking sides against her husband); (e) showing confidence in his decisions.
1. Submission is not grounded in any supposed superiority of the husband or inferiority of the wife. See Gal. 3:28; 1
Peter 3:7.
2. Submission does not mean a wife is obligated to follow should her husband lead her into sin. The biblical
principle that we owe obedience to God first and foremost applies to Christian wives as well. If there must be a
choice between obedience to God and obedience to the state, God is to be obeyed (Acts 5:29). The same would
apply in a marriage.
3. Submission does not mean the wife must sacrifice her freedom or suppress her creative and other God-given
talents.
4. Submission does not entail passivity. See Proverbs 31. Note especially the emphasis on her initiative, creativity,
tireless industry, etc. There is no biblically prescribed “personality” for wives, anymore than there is one for
husbands. Husbands who exercise godly leadership can be introverts and wives who submit can be extroverts.
5. Submission does not entail silence. Many mistakenly think a wife is unsubmissive if she ever (1) criticizes her
husband (constructive criticism that is lovingly motivated and corrective in nature is not inconsistent with godly
submission); (2) makes requests of her husband (in particular, that her husband and family act responsibly in private
and public; submission of the wife is not an excuse for sin or sloth or sloppiness in the husband); (3) teaches her
husband (cf. Prov. 31:26; Acts 18:26; it is not inconsistent with godly submission that a wife be more intelligent or
more articulate than her husband; on a personal note, I’ve probably learned more from my wife than from any other
living soul).
6. Submission does not mean that everything a wife does must be directly dependent upon or connected to her
husband. Submission does not mean the wife can never do anything for her own benefit or for the benefit of others
or that she should never become involved in activities or ministries outside the home. "It does mean, however, that
she ought never to do anything which would be detrimental or harmful to her husband or that would cause her to
neglect her primary ministry of helping her husband [Prov. 31:12]" (Wayne Mack).

QUESTIONS TO HELP ASSESS THE DEPTH OF YOUR KNOWLEDGE OF YOUR WIFE

!

Here are some questions to help you assess the depth of your knowledge of your wife. Do you know your wife’s greatest
worry? Do you know her greatest concern for herself or for you or for the children? Do you know what sin she struggles with
the most? What unmet aspirations does she harbor? What regrets does she have? If you don’t know, how can you possibly
address the “need of the moment”? If you have trouble answering these questions, there is a lot of room for growth in how
well you know your wife.

!

When is the last time you sat down with her and asked, “How are you doing?” There is a way to ask this question that lets her
know you are inquiring about more than just how her day went. When is the last time you asked her, “How are we doing?”
This is a question you might be reluctant to ask, but you need to know. Her assessment of your relationship might be
completely diﬀerent than you think. You might be pleasantly surprised, or not. Another important question that will help
answer many of the previous questions is, “How can I be praying for you?” This will give her an opportunity to disclose what
is on her heart and will give you an opportunity to minister to her by praying for and with her. All of this takes time.

!
1.
!

!
!

How well do you know your wife? Consider the following questions:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Do you know what she is worried about today?
Do you know her greatest concern for herself? For you? For the children?
Do you know what sin she struggles with the most?
Do you know what unmet aspirations she harbors?
When is the last time you asked, “How are you doing?”
When is the last time you asked, “How can I pray for you?”
When is the last time you asked, “How are we doing?

Don’t ask her all of these at one time! It can be quite overwhelming. Pray about the right time. It is probably best to
begin with, “How are you doing?” or “How can I be praying for you today?”

2. How would you assess the “principle of presence” in your marriage? When can you honestly say you have quality time
together? How about quantity time? When is the last time you and your wife went away for a night together alone? Start
making plans to take her away. If your anniversary is in the next few months, begin making plans now to get away
together.

!

3. How would you assess the “practice of partnership” in your marriage? What do you and your wife do together? If you
have diﬃculty answering this question, sit down with your wife and come up with something you can engage in
together.

!

4. How would you assess your quality of communication with your wife? Could you honestly say that you are her numberone cheerleader? Would she say that you are her number-one cheerleader?

!

5. Take a few minutes and write a note to your wife in which you outline the things you appreciate about her. Leave it at a
place where she will find it, or ask her to sit with you and then read it to her.

!

6. How would you assess the trust level of your marriage? Does your wife trust you completely? If the answer is not a clear
yes, analyze why it is in doubt. Consider whether your interactions with her have been completely truthful.

!

7. When do you pray together as a couple? If the answer is “rarely,” take the initiative to spend time in prayer with your
wife.

!

8. “No relationship is static; you are either committed to growing closer, or you are drifting apart.” Do you agree or
disagree? Which is true of your marriage? What are you going to do about it?

!
Ask for the Lord's wisdom in setting a realistic plan to grow in the knowledge of your wife.
!
Witmer, Timothy Z. The Shepherd Leader at Home (pp. 43-44). Good News Publishers.

