1 Peter 3 1-7

Last week Paul Glass spoke to us about how Christians should behave in a society run by non-Christians.  Hold back the desires of the flesh as we are God’s temple and our purpose is to reveal God to others by being different, having a new way of life.   By our good behaviour you shame those who abuse you.   New life in Christ presents us with a challenge – how can we be Christlike in today’s world which is becoming as non-Christian as it was 2000 years ago.   Morality today is based on hedonism (a posh word for the pursuit of self indulgence and self gratification and basically doing whatever you want, with that caveat “so long as it doesn’t hurt others” – which when examined does hurt the pleasure seekers themselves long term) which the Epicureans believed and secular humanism (which comes in many forms from socialism to libertarianism) which want to reconcile the interest of society and the individual which is close to Roman moral code and in part Stoicism in the ancient world.    What is common to the culture of the world 2000 years ago in the Roman Empire is that the family is the accepted bedrock of society.
We’ve heard the Bible reading and there are some words that grate in the minds of many women today -  In the NIV:   “submit yourselves to your husbands”… which the King James is “be in subjection to your own husbands”.   Likewise Peter says that wives are the “weaker partner” in the NIV and the “weaker vessel” in the King James.    I thought I would get to what some may consider the contentious words in this passage first so that we can see that they aren’t in any way derogatory.    
Submit in the Greek (hupertasso) has two meanings: one military – place yourself under the command of someone of higher rank and one non-military – submit voluntarily.    We have to go back to chapter 2 verses 18-21 when it says “Slaves, in reverent fear of God submit yourselves to your masters, not only to those who are good and considerate, but also to those who are harsh.   For it is commendable if someone bears up under the pain of unjust suffering because they are conscious of God.  But how is it to your credit if you receive a beating for doing wrong and endure it? But if you suffer for doing good and you endure it, this is commendable before God.  To this you were called, because Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in his steps.”  because the first word in verse 1 of chapter 3 is “likewise”.   Wives are to submit voluntarily to their husbands in the same way as all of us as Christians, submit voluntarily to Jesus in obedience to His commandments.  We do this because we love God and not because we are being oppressed or coerced or being forced into submission.   The willingness of a wife to come under the authority of her husband has of course the counter balance that the husband should be Christ-like: loving, forgiving, kind and gentle and just. 
As for “weaker vessel” in today’s world of equality this sounds a bit patronising.   However today’s humanist thinking on the status of men and women is muddled thinking.   None of us is equal to each other.   We are all different – in physical capability, physical attractiveness, mental capability,  loveableness, and we are all endowed with different gifts, strengths and weaknesses.   Whatever the world may say, we all know, if we look at reality rather than resorting to wishful thinking, that men and women are different and none of us is equal to anyone else when the meaning of equal is “the same as each other”.   We are however equally loved and valued by God, as we are co-heirs of the grace of life.  Equality is limited to a few things and not everything.   I believe that when teachers or parents say to children “you can be anything you want to be” and “every woman can do whatever any man can do”, they are in fact being untruthful if they don’t qualify these assertions.    

We cannot all be president of the USA or prime minister or chess champion or Brain of Britain.   And women are never going to be the fastest runners, beat men in tennis championships simply because of biology and strength.    Every woman knows that there are things men are not as good at as women and every man knows that there are things women are not as good at as men.     But, and there is often a but – husbands have God given a role in a marriage which isn’t the same as the God given role for wives, as Paul writes to the Ephesians in chapter 5 verses 21-33:
Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ.
Wives, submit yourselves to your own husbands as you do to the Lord.  For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is the Saviour.   Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit to their husbands in everything.
Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word, and to present her to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless.  In this same way, husbands ought to love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife love himself.  After all, no one ever hated their own body, but they feed and care for their body, just as Christ does the church—for we are members of his body.  “For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh.”  This is a profound mystery—but I am talking about Christ and the church. However, each one of you also must love his wife as he loves himself, and the wife must respect her husband.
Paul doesn’t mention weaker vessels, but he says the husband is the head of the wife, as Christ is the head of the Church.   
I will digress to look back at Genesis 3 and why a husband should be the head and take responsibility for the family and that the wife should respect her husband and let him ultimately take the blame for bad decisions – even when made jointly or when they were the wife’s, and why he should have the final say when husband and wife disagree.   In a marriage with children, husband and wife must always present a united front so that whatever mother says is backed up by father, and vice versa, so that children, who have an inbuilt capacity to wheedle and get their own way, cannot do so by playing off one parent against the other.     Every mother knows that a crying baby wanting attention tugs at her emotionally to comfort the baby, whereas for many men, a crying baby is just annoying, so if there is nothing wrong, let it cry until it falls asleep.    That’s harder for women than men who, and I speak for myself, can let the baby cry for half an hour, whereas Patricia could hardly last 5-10 minutes.  Being firm meant our children didn’t give us months of sleepless nights.   Some can say we’re just blessed, but I want to illustrate the point on how men and women are different, because their emotional responses are different.    We all know, whatever those who don’t want it to be true, that women have a softer nature than men.  
Now the devil in the form a serpent managed to attack mankind by going for the weaker target.  He convinced Eve first - knowing who was the weaker of the two - Adam and Eve.   She was persuaded and got what she wanted and then gave a fruit to Adam to eat.   When found out, Adam did what every man should never do: he blamed his wife.   Adam told God, “the woman you gave me, she gave me the fruit of the tree and I ate it”.    He didn’t take responsibility for his own actions, he blamed God for giving him a wife and he blamed the wife.    That is something no husband should do, because he is the head of the family and his job to take the blame rather than spread it to others in his household.   Jesus took the blame for all our sins and doesn’t throw the blame for our sins back at us.   He forgives, and the burden of sin is lifted, so that we can go on together blameless and free from guilt and shame.    
Ordinarily I do not like the Message translation because it’s not a proper translation of the Word of God.   However it gets to the heart of what Peter is saying, so I will break my rule of avoiding it and so let’s have a look at what it says:  
3 1-4 The same goes for you wives: Be good wives to your husbands, responsive to their needs. There are husbands who, indifferent as they are to any words about God, will be captivated by your life of holy beauty. What matters is not your outer appearance—the styling of your hair, the jewelry you wear, the cut of your clothes—but your inner disposition.
4-6 Cultivate inner beauty, the gentle, gracious kind that God delights in. The holy women of old were beautiful before God that way, and were good, loyal wives to their husbands. Sarah, for instance, taking care of Abraham, would address him as “my dear husband.” You’ll be true daughters of Sarah if you do the same, unanxious and unintimidated.
7 The same goes for you husbands: Be good husbands to your wives. Honour them, delight in them. As women they lack some of your advantages. But in the new life of God’s grace, you’re equals. Treat your wives, then, as equals so your prayers don’t run aground.
I have just covered “submission” and “weaker vessel” so far.  

Peter writes that women who have come to faith will often have unbelieving husbands and that they should cultivate a life of holiness and inner beauty as gentle kind good and loyal wives, who do what is right and do not give way to fear.   In the early church many women came to faith before their husbands, and that is no different today.   A potential husband may be attracted by outward appearance, but all us men who have wives who we love know that inner or hidden/secret beauty is of more worth than outward appearance.  As we all grow older, we know mutton cannot be dressed up as lamb, however hard the effort and however much money is spent on surgery, cosmetics, fine clothing and jewelry.   
We know that Paul in 1 Corinthians says it is better not to marry an unbeliever, but here Peter is speaking to women who already have husbands and that they must seek to present themselves as holy righteous wives who take care of their husbands and love them.   The husband may be won over through the deeds and behaviour of his wife rather than with words.    A wife telling a husband that he should become a Christian ends up scolding him for not believing that Jesus is Lord… a poor evangelistic method!   
Another “likewise” comes in verse 7 for the husbands – that they knowing their wives are weaker, should honour them and treat them as co-heirs of the grace of life so that their prayers offered may be unhindered.   Men as well as women and children need to know that unforgiveness, blaming, dishonouring, disrespecting any in their family and the family of God hinders any prayers offered.   No man can hide from God and if he treats his wife and family badly, his prayers will be hindered.  Inside the home as well as outside the home husbands must be men of integrity who love and honour their wives.     Jesus says in Mark 11 verses 25-26 

 And when you stand praying, if you hold anything against anyone, forgive them, so that your Father in heaven may forgive you your sins.  But if you do not forgive others their sins, neither will your Father who is in heaven forgive your sins.  (this is also found in Matt 6 : 15)
So also – or likewise – this applies to marriage: unforgiveness breeds resentment and anger and unhappiness, while forgiveness brings peace, love, happiness and contentment.    Those who have made mistakes which have been forgiven know the relief from anxiety about being found out or being blamed or being punished that comes when the slate is wiped clean and life can go on – normality restored, love restored, relationship restored, happiness restored, peace restored.   What we know from our children who have been naughty applies just the same when we as adults have been naughty.   Forgiveness is an act of love, and whether we want to forgive or not, however bad the hurt we feel, we have to forgive because without its healing power, few relationships survive.   Husbands whose role it is to be head of the family should make the first move, to take responsibility and to forgive or ask for forgiveness.   As we know from our naughty children, delay in putting things right just breeds resentment and unhappiness or it reinforces bad behaviour by being overlooked and ignored.    

When we look at this passage and Ephesians 5 on the relationship between husband and wife, we know that this is the God breathed Word of God which gives good advice – not to harm us, but to bless us.   Some women are stronger minded and have roles in life where it may appear that their husbands aren’t the head of the family, but those strong willed or cleverer or more energetic wives with happy marriages will always respect their husbands and love them, and allow them to take the responsibility of being the head.   God created us to become families and gives us good advice, through His Word, on how to live.    With so many relationships floundering after not that many years, looking at how God wants us live will help couples stay together.   Love, co-operation, communication, compassion, forgiving, not taking offence and submitting to one another helps us stay together within our families and within our church family.    
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