
Loving Complementarity… in the Home, Part 3 PHBF 03.09.08 

Texts: 1 Pet 3:1-6; Eph 5:21-24, 31-33 

Scripture Reading: 1 Pt 2:13-3:1 

 

Opening comments: 

• The importance of deliberate application – have you changed? 

• Books – someone want to manage a book table? NOTE: reading 

books isn’t the ultimate sign of or path to change. It’s the 

internal work wrought by the Spirit through the gospel as we 

deliberately seek to apply the word. 

• For the last few weeks we’ve examined what true masculinity 

looks like in the home: servant leadership and self-sacrificial 

love. Today, we’ll look at femininity.  

• The stereotype: Cathy Stone’s “perfect wife” doll 

 

Read Ephesians 5:21-24, 31-33. Pray. 

 

“As you wish” is perhaps one of the most well-known movie lines ever.  

(If it doesn’t ring a bell, I’d suggest you rent The Princess Bride and 

prepare for a delightful evening!) In the opening scene of the movie, 

Wesley, the farm boy, gives this single response to Buttercup’s every 

request: “As you wish.” In that one little line, Wesley has aptly captured 

the demand of Ephesians 5:21: “submit to one another out of reverence 

for Christ.”  

 

For a husband, Ephesians 5:21 requires that all of his attitudes and 

actions toward his wife are one life-long expression saying “As you 

wish.” For a wife, the banner that hangs over her life and defines her 

relationship to her husband must be “As you wish.”  

 

What motivates this “submitting to each other” that verse 21 enjoins 

upon us? It’s not mere practicality—i.e., “this is just the best way to get 

along.” The Bible is not a book of practical applications; it’s a story—the 

story of redemption. We need to interpret every verse in that light.  

 

Two things: 1) the worship of Jesus (v 21) and 2) wonder at the gospel (v 

32).  
 

Eph 5:21   …submitting to one another out of reverence for Christ. 

 
Loving Complementarity… in the Home, Part 3  Page 2 

Husbands and wives who revere Jesus are husbands and wives who 

submit to each other. Verse 32 gives the second motivation for this 

mutual submission:  
 

Eph 5:32  This mystery is profound, and I am saying that it refers to Christ 

and the church. 

 

This verse is especially helpful, because it not only motivates our 

submission, it also clarifies it. See, some would teach that Ephesians 

5:21 means there is no established headship in the home—only mutual 

submission. And I would say that this understanding is half right: there is 

mutual submission, but that does not mean there is no headship. Verse 

21 tells us we must submit to each other, and then the verses that 

follow tell us what shape our submission takes. It’s different for men 

and for women, and we learn this from Christ and the church. 

Remember, we must keep marriage in the big picture of the whole story 

of redemption. Marriage is a picture, a metaphor, a shadowy type of the 

original, some other reality, the archetype.  

 

Taking her cues from how the church relates to Christ, the wife finds the 

form her submission should take:  
 

Eph 5:24 Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit 

in everything to their husbands.    

 

Taking his cues from how Christ relates to the church, the husband finds 

the form his submission should take:  
 

Eph 5:25 Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave 

himself up for her… 

 

Here is mutual submission, but it takes different forms. He submits to 

her by sacrificial love and servant leadership. She submits to him by 

respecting his headship and arranging her unique gifts and abilities 

under his headship. Both are expressions of ”as you wish,” the one 

uniquely masculine and the other uniquely feminine.  

 

Over the last two weeks, we have examined the particulars of the 

husband’s submission to the wife: his headship and love. In the time we 

have remaining, we’re going to explore what this unique expression of 

femininity looks like. What truly is godly, feminine submission? 
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Before we jump in, Aundrea suggested that I recommend a few books 

(in addition to the ones I’ll be quoting in this sermon)… 

• Feminine Appeal, by Carolyn Mahaney 

• Biblical Womanhood in the Home, edited by Nancy DeMoss 

• Let Me Be a Woman, by Elizabeth Elliot  

• NOT Created to Be His Help Meet, by Debi Pearl – no gospel!! 

 

What submission isn’t: 

• Inferiority – Submission is an expression of godly femininity—part 

of what a woman was created to be. It’s a manifestation of her role. 

To God, a role is never an expression of someone’s value or worth. 

It is a demonstration of His order and goodness. (cf. 1 Cor 11:3) 

• Dehumanizing – …as though a wife’s whole personality is erased or 

denied and absorbed into her husband’s. [maybe discuss “help meet”] 

• Slavery or subservience – submission does not mean a woman 

jumps at her husband’s every request  

• Enablement of a man’s sin – Paul urges women to submit to their 

husband “as to the Lord.” Thus, the man cannot usurp Christ’s 

lordship and try to lead his wife into sin, demanding that she submit 

to him no matter what. The same goes for a husband who abuses 

and/or endangers his wife.  

• Passivity, refraining from sharing an opinion or advice – As we will 

see in a moment, submission requires skill, creativity, planning, and 

growth.  It requires a woman to USE her ideas and gifts and 

strengths to serve and advance the godly direction set by the 

husband, not to deny them.  

 

What submission is: 

 

• Honoring another (Eph 5:33) 
 

…let the wife see that she respects her husband. Eph 5:33   

 

Notice two things in particular about the wife’s honor: 

 

1) It is directed at her own husband, not at all men in general (cf.   

v 22 “submit to your own husband” – not translated in the NIV) 
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In some marriages, I know the wife feels like it would be easier to honor 

anyone BUT her own husband. It’s easier to see his flaws and it’s more 

painful to live with his faults than any other man’s. But the obligation 

remains. So ask yourself:  

o Am I more focused on my husband’s deficiencies or his 

strengths? 

o Am I aware of his efforts to lead? (“aware” and “efforts” are the 

key words here) 

o Am I more inclined to criticize him (whether verbally or in my 

heart) or commend him? [NOTE: criticism often happens to 

others, not to him] 

 

2) The command is not conditional or modified.  

 

No “if he is worthy” or “if he meets your needs” language there at all. 

Why is a woman called to honor her husband in this way? It’s not 

because of who her husband is. In fact, there is not a single word in 

Ephesians 5 about the husband’s worthiness or respectability. It’s 

because of who God is.  

• “…out of reverence for Christ” (v 21) 

• “…as to the Lord” (v 22) 

• “The husband is the head of the wife even as Christ is the head 

of the church” (v 23) – The husband’s headship (and her honor 

of it) derive from the original blueprint, not from his innate 

worthiness. In other words, his honor comes from CHRIST’S 

worthiness, not his own.  

 

My respect and gratitude—or lack thereof—speak volumes about my view 

of God. I can only be truly grateful for the efforts of an imperfect husband 

if I’m truly grateful to God for the undeserved favor he extended to me in 

my salvation and continues to extend each day, despite my overwhelming 

imperfections. God’s ongoing grace and kindness to me—when all I 

deserve is judgment for my sin—allow me to extend grace, gratitude, and 

respect to Gary. To express these things to my husband is to honor the 

God who is at work through my husband. (Ricucci, 54) 

 

Now it’s certainly true that when the husband is godly, it makes the 

wife’s respect that much easier. But even in that case, her respect is not 

due him because of who HE is in and of himself.  
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Let’s get our minds clear on this point. I emphasized this last week, and I 

think it bears repeating right here: a woman’s respect always has a 

higher motive than her husband himself. If the husband is the only man 

she has in view, she is an idolater. She might respect him so that he 

loves her; in this case, she is ultimately worshiping self and living for her 

own desires. Or she might respect him because of who he is, and in this 

case, she is ultimately living for HIM. Either way, she has centered her 

life upon something other than Christ. Yes, honoring your husband is 

important, but honoring and loving Christ is ultimate.  

 

Here’s the point: whatever respect a woman shows her husband is due 

him because of the Christian woman’s TRUE husband—Jesus Christ 

Himself. Because THAT bridegroom is all-worthy, the Christian wife 

honors her husband who stands in Christ’s place, sinful, disappointing, 

and fallible though he is.  

 

A text that makes this point even more clearly is 1 Peter 3:1-6. 
 

1 Peter 3:1-6  Likewise, 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-  
2
 when they see your respectful and pure conduct.  

3
 

Do not let your adorning be external- the braiding of hair, the wearing of 

gold, or the putting on of clothing-  
4
 but 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.  
5
 For this is how the holy 

women who hoped in God used to adorn themselves, by submitting to their 

husbands,  
6
 as Sarah obeyed Abraham, calling him lord. And you are her 

children, if you do good and do not fear anything that is frightening. 

 

I want you to notice especially verses 5-6. See that little modifying 

clause “who hoped in God”? Here is our glimpse into the hearts of these 

holy women of old whom Peter is holding up as an example. What 

motivated them to submit? Their hope in God! Their eyes were on GOD, 

not on their man. They had set their hearts upon their heavenly 

husband, not their earthly one.  

 

Notice also the prior context, which Scott read for us earlier. Peter is 

describing the unjust suffering of Jesus on the cross. Notice especially 

verse 23: “he entrusted himself to him who judges justly.” Where was 

His focus and attention during his submission? On GOD! 
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Oh, ladies, how easy it is to resist this call to submit and respect the 

man God has put in your life. And a lot of that resistance is rooted in 

fear—fear that you will miss life’s best, fear that you won’t be satisfied 

or loved, fear that you will be miserable or your great ideas won’t be 

heard or you’ll have to live with a second best… Look at what Peter says 

to that in verse 6:  
 

And you are [Sarah’s] children, if you do good and do not fear anything 

that is frightening. 

 

Don’t be afraid: hope in God! He will never fail you. His ways will never 

turn out second best. He has not made a mistake here. Trust Him! He 

will be to you more satisfying than the world’s most devoted, godly 

husband EVER could be! 
 

Zephaniah 3:17   The LORD your God is in your midst, a mighty one who 

will save; he will rejoice over you with gladness; he will quiet you by his 

love; he will exult over you with loud singing. 

 

How does this look, honor and submission to a less-than-godly man? 

The text does not say exactly, but it does give us a pointer. Verses 2-4 

clearly emphasize internal disposition over external display. I suspect 

that it would look different from one situation to the next, but here is 

what we know for sure: it is a matter of the heart before it comes out in 

actions and words, and it is motivated by hoping in God and entrusting 

yourself to the One who judges justly. Respect him… for God’s sake! 

 

Here is the application: A properly submissive heart grows as the fruit of 

a root sunk deep into the fertile soil of Christ. Know Him. Draw near to 

Him. Pursue Him as your highest satisfaction and your greatest good. 

Our SOS verse this week is for you who know you need to repent and 

change in this area of honoring your husband: 
 

Psalm 145:15-16  
15

 The eyes of all look to you, and you give them their 

food in due season.  
16

 You open your hand; you satisfy the desire of every 

living thing.   

 

So submission is honoring another (Eph 5:33). It is also…  

 

• Arranging oneself under another 
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The definition of this word “submit” or “be subject” is “to arrange 

under.” Obviously, the idea of subordination is present—placing 

yourself under. But in a relationship of equals, it’s not a passive, slavish 

sort of subordination. In this sort of relationship, the emphasis falls on 

the word “arrange”—“to arrange under.” Here, the idea is an active, 

deliberate, skillful arrangement by the subordinate party in a way that 

enhances or draws attention to the other party.  
 

1 Corinthians 15:28 When all things are subjected to him, then the Son 

himself will also be subjected to him who put all things in subjection under 

him, that God may be all in all. 

 

God the Son is entirely equal with God the Father and God the Spirit, yet 

He places himself under the Father’s authority, serves the Father’s will, 

and ultimately directs all things to their rightful head: God the Father 

Himself! Submission is every bit as godly—as god-like—as headship.  

 

Biblical submission truly is an “arranging under” of one’s own resources 

and abilities for the glory of another. Such submission is never an 

abdication of responsibility for another’s welfare, nor is it an abandonment 

of one’s own gifts to fit a predetermined behavior mold. Biblical 

submission requires a woman always to explore how to use the unique 

gifts and abilities God has given her to make the glory of God’s image most 

evident in her spouse and home. (Chapell, 91) 

 

The model here, of course, is the woman in Proverbs 31. But lest that 

passage feel like a club to beat you or burden to crush you, let me 

explain something absolutely critical for our interpretation and 

application of this passage.  

 

Proverbs 31 is an acrostic poem—each line of the poem begins with the 

next letter of the Hebrew alphabet (like “GRACE = God’s Riches At 

Christ’s Expense”). Why does that matter? Well, think about it. If you 

were going to write an acrostic based on the name of someone you 

love, what would you be doing? You would be creatively piling up a 

bunch of semi-random qualities that are worth noticing and praising. 

What you are NOT doing is building an argument or making an 

exhaustive list. As John Piper said: “[This author] is not building an 

argument like Paul does in Romans. Instead he is stringing pearls. He 

has set himself the task, as he says in verse 30, to praise the woman 
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who fears the Lord. To do this he tries to think of 22 praiseworthy things 

to say about her.” (sermon preached May 10, 1981) 

 

In other words, this chapter was written, not to provide an exhaustive 

list of what a wise wife looks like exactly, but rather to inspire and 

motivate us with the scope and breadth of godly womanhood! Proverbs 

31 is a string of pearls, designed not to crush you with its list of 

impossible dreams but to inspire you to be more than you would be, 

more than you ever thought you could be… by grace!  

 

Conclusion: (from Elizabeth Eliot on femininity)  
The gospel story begins with the Mystery of Charity. A young woman is 

visited by an angel, given a stunning piece of news about becoming the mother 

of the Son of God. Unlike Eve, whose response to God was calculating and self-

serving, the virgin Mary’s answer holds no hesitation about risks or losses or 

the interruption of her own plans. It is an utter and unconditional self-giving: “I 

am the Lord’s servant. . . . May it be to me as you have said” (Luke 1:38). This is 

what I understand to be the essence of femininity. It means surrender. 

Think of a bride. She surrenders her independence, her name, her destiny, 

her will, herself to the bridegroom in marriage. …As a mother she makes a new 

surrender—it is her life for the life of the child. This is most profoundly what 

women were made for, married or single (and the special vocation of the virgin 

is to surrender herself for service to her Lord and for the life of the world). 

The gentle and quiet spirit of which Peter speaks, calling it “of great worth 

in God’s sight” (1 Peter 3:4), is the true femininity, which found its epitome in 

Mary, the willingness to be only a vessel, hidden, unknown, except as 

Somebody’s mother. … 

Femininity receives. It says, “May it be to me as you have said.” It takes 

what God gives—a special place, a special honor, a special function and glory, 

different from that of masculinity, meant to be a help. In other words, it is for 

us women to receive the given as Mary did, not to insist on the not-given, as 

Eve did. 

I would be the last to deny that women are given gifts that they are 

meant to exercise. But we must not be greedy in insisting on having all of 

them, in usurping the place of men. We are women, and my plea is Let me be 

a woman, holy through and through, asking for nothing but what God wants 

to give me, receiving with both hands and with all my heart whatever that is.  

 

[Closing song: 597 “Take My Life” vs 1, 6 

Pray for the MMM potluck to follow.] 
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