Why I Believe The Bible Teaches Husbands Are To Serve Not Lead Their Wives 

It would be odd if any biblical passage suggests that husbands act as a type of mediator between their wives and God. “There is one God, and one mediator between God and human beings, Christ Jesus himself human, who gave himself as a ransom for all people.”(I Tim 2:5-6a) Jesus through His death has made all believers priests. (Rev 1:6) With Jesus’ death the Jewish system of human mediation died. (Lk 23:45-46) Jesus provided direct access to God for all. Why would the Bible encourage men to have any type of intercessory role between God and women? Jesus’ emphasis in His earthly ministry was much more about service than who is in charge. Greatness was achieved through servanthood. (Mt 20:26-27)

Genesis 3:16 describes what happens when sins enters relationship. Men will attempt to rule over women. God is describing problems not prescribing roles. Curses are warnings, not counsel for God’s plan. History confirms God’s prediction that man’s natural tendency is to dominate or rule over women. Why would God ordain husbands to have authority over their wives when He predicted men are susceptible to ruling over women? No text in Scripture enjoins wives to obey their husbands. Sarah obeyed her husband Abraham (I Peter 3:6), but Abraham obeyed his wife just as often as she obeyed him, once even under God’s specific command. (Gen 16:2,6; 21:11-12) In one New Testament text where the word “authority” is used in context of husband and wife relations, husbands are not exempt from coming under the authority of their wives. A Christian wife has exactly the same authority rights over her husband as a husband has over his wife. (I Cor 7:4)

There is one main passage that at first glance may suggest wives are to submit to their husbands in a way husbands are not to reciprocate, suggesting a subordination relationship. “Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord.” (Eph 5:22) Further study suggests though that Paul is not advocating women are under the authority of their husbands. The context is Paul’s ongoing discourse how Christ followers are to live their lives. In Ephesians 5:1-2 Paul says “Follow God’s example, therefore as dearly loved children and walk in the way of love, just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.”  Paul then continues to speak on behaviors that imitate Christ. 

In Ephesians 5:21 mutual submission and servanthood is the model for all relationships. In verse 22 in the original manuscripts, Paul literally says: “wives to your husbands as to the Lord.” The verb missing is supplied from verse 21 so the TNIV translates verse 22 “wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord.” The meaning of “submit” in verse 22 is the same as in verse 21 where it refers to all Christians. Paul encourages all members of the body to submit to one another and for the wife to follow such a model in their marriage. If we argue wives are subordinate to their husbands, then we must also say church members are in subordination to one another (v.21). Paul isn’t speaking of the husband’s authority to which the wife must submit. Submission is a way of life for all believers - husbands and wives alike. Furthermore, submission in verse 22 is defined in terms of respect (verse33), not obedience. Subordinate but equal didn’t do much for slaves and neither does it help women in their relationships. 

Wives possibly were using their new freedom, implicit in their new Christian faith, to boss and perhaps their husbands were not loving in return. Submission is specified more explicitly for the wives (5:22) but love is more specified explicitly for husbands (5:25). Wives should not interpret this to mean they are not to love their husbands. Husband should not interpret this passage to mean they should not submit to their wives. Submission and love are responsibilities of husbands and wives.  Paul worked within the confines of the culture. But he is not advocating patriarchal marriage patterns any more than he is mandating household slavery (6:5-9). The call is for mutual submission. Couples must serve not lead one another.

That God is referred to as Father predominately in Scripture does not suggest males have any special authoritative or leadership roles. The gods of the nations in biblical times were described as either male or female. By contrast, the Jews did not speculate about the “masculinity” of God. There are language limitations when referring to God by gender. Most languages do not have gender-neutral pronouns. God cannot be referred to without using either he or she, but God is never referred to as a “male” or “female” in the Bible. It would be too impersonal to refer to God as “it.” Personally, I prefer to think of my God as my loving, perfect, Heavenly Parent. 

