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1st Peter 3:1-12

In chapter  2 Peter counsels believers to deny sin and conduct their lives in holiness.

This leads him to counsel that believers submit in three important areas of life:

• In chapter 2:13-17 he asks us to submit to those in authority over us in government.

• In chapter 2:18-25, slaves are to be submissive to their masters.

• Now in chapter 3:vv 1-7 Paul applies the request for submission to a third group—

wives and husbands.

Peter has shown that God's grace is sufficient to save, sanctify and sustain through

suffering.  Now he shows it is sufficient for social relationships.

Peter says citizens are to submit to civil authority, servants are to submit to their masters

and Christian wives are to be obedient and loyal to their own husbands, even though their

husbands should obey not the word.

This passage has caused a great deal of dissention and disagreement among those ladies

who have problems with submitting to their husbands.

Peter's command to submit does not in any way imply the wife's personal inferiority nor

does it obligate her to participate in anything which violates her Spirit-enlightened

conscience or her human rights.

Someone has written:

Submission is a key element in the smooth functioning of any business,

government, or family. God ordained submission in certain relationships to prevent

chaos. We must understand, however, that submission is not surrender, withdrawal,

or apathy. It does not mean inferiority—God created all people in his image and all

have equal value. Rather, submission is mutual commitment and cooperation.

Thus God calls for submission among equals. He did not make the man superior—

he made a way for the man and woman to work together. Jesus Christ, although equal

with God the Father, submitted to Him to carry out the plan for salvation. Likewise,

although equal to man under God, the wife should submit to her husband for the sake
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of their marriage and family. Submission between equals is submission by choice, not

by force.

Marriage is a divine institution, and incompatibility of religion never justifies the

dissolution of the marriage bond.

Paul makes it very clear in 1 Cor. 7, vv. 10-14 that becoming a Christian while one's mate

remains an unbeliever is not grounds to break the marriage.

He says in that passage that if the unbelieving partner is satisfied to live with the Christian

partner they should remain together.

In that same passage Paul says that if a separation occurs the only options open to them

are to remain unmarried or to be reconciled to each other.

Submission of the wife to her husband is ordained by God.  In the creation account we are

told that there was not found a helper suitable for Adam.

Paul tells us in Ephesians 5, v 22/23,

22 Wives, be subject to your own husbands, as to the Lord.
23 For the husband is the head of the wife, as Christ also is the head
of the church1

In Colossians 3 v 18 Paul writes, Wives, be subject to your husbands, as is fitting in the

Lord.
2

Paul writes to young Titus in chapter 2, vv 4-5, speaking of young women,

4 so that they may encourage the young women to love their
husbands, to love their children,

5 to be sensible, pure, workers at home, kind, being subject to their

own husbands, so that the word of God will not be dishonored.3

                                                          
1New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, Eph 5:22 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
2New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, Col 3:18 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
3New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, Tit 2:3 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
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This superiority of the husband and submission of the wife is to be maintained in

tenderness.  In her subordination Eve was not bitter, and in his superiority

Adam was not heavy-handed.

Submission in marriage is not about the husband lording it over his wife and tramping on

her rights and feelings.  Rather it is a harmonious relationship in which the husband loves

his wife as Christ loves the church.  The husband's love for his wife should lead to behavior

toward her that is such that the wife will gladly submit to his godly leadership.

The Beacon Bible Commentary says,

Christianity restores the husband and the wife to the right relation.

Authority, kindly exercised, and subordination, quietly acknowledged,

promote the development of affection.

End of quotation

Paul lists a great benefit of submission in v 1 where we read, that, if any obey not the

word, they also may without the word be won by the conversation of the wives4.

The background of this text is that Christians were being converted to Christ from

paganism.  As today, many times it was the wife who was saved first while the husband

remained unsaved.

In the world of the first century the wife's position was far more difficult than the

husband's.

If a husband became a Christian he would automatically bring his wife with him into the

church, and there would be no problem.  But if the wife became a Christian while her

husband did not, she was taking a step which went against custom and which could produce

the most acute problems.

In all areas of ancient civilization, women had little or no rights at all.

Under Jewish law a woman was a thing; she was owned by her husband in the same way

he owned sheep, goats or cattle.

She could not leave him for any reason.

                                                          
4The Holy Bible : King James Version., Electronic edition of the 1769 edition of the 1611
Authorized Version., 1 Pe 3:1 (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc., 1995).
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He could dismiss her at any moment.

It was unthinkable for a wife to change her religion while her husband did not.  The duty

of a Greek woman was "to remain indoors and to be obedient to her husband".

A good Greek woman saw as little, heard as little and asked as little as possible.

She had no mind of her own.  Her husband could divorce her for almost any reason as

long as he returned her dowry.

In Roman law the woman remained a child as far as law was concerned.  She had no

rights.  She was under her father's power which gave him the power of life and death over

her.  When she married she was completely subject to her husband and completely at his

mercy.

Barclay tells of a Roman who wrote, "If you were to catch your wife in an act of infidelity,

you can kill her with impunity without a trial."

Egnatius beat his wife to death when he found her drinking wine.

Reasons for divorcing one's wife were:

• Appearing in the streets without a veil.

• Speaking to the wrong person in public.

• Going to the public games.

The whole attitude of the ancients was that no woman could dare to take any decision for

herself.

What then must have been the problems of the wife who became a Christian while her

husband remained faithful to the ancestral gods?  It is what life must have for the wife who

was brave enough to become a Christian.  So what does Peter advise?

Peter does not tell her to preach or argue.

He does not tell her to press the gospel's claim that there is no difference between slave

and freeman, Gentile and Jew, male and female.

He tells her simply to be a good wife.  He tells her that by her silent preaching and the

loveliness of her life she can break down the barriers of prejudice and hostility and win her

husband to her new master.

The Authorized Version says, they also may without the word be won by the
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conversation of the wives5.

The word conversation is one of those KJ words which has an entirely different meaning

today than it did in 1611.

Today conversation means talking.  In 1611 it meant "conduct", "behavior" or "manner of

living".

So Peter is saying nagging is a no-no.  It will only drive him away.  If you conduct your

life in a meek, quiet and holy way you may actually win him to Christ without saying a

word.  Lee Strobel is a teaching pastor at one of America's biggest churches.

One of his many books, The Case for Christ, is a great resource for defending the faith.

Before Lee became a Christian he was a hard-driving agnostic newspaper reporter.  His wife

came to Christ, and as he watched her quiet, submissive, godly conduct he became

determined to prove that Christianity was groundless, simply based on myth.

Lee flew all over the country to consult 10 of the foremost experts on 10 questions like, "Is

the Bible true?", "Was there a man like Jesus Christ?", "How do we know He rose from the

dead?"

Lee did the interviews.  He listened to the evidence till at last he was driven to his knees

in surrender to Christ.  He wrote the book to tell the world what he had learned.  He would

probably never have become a Christian if his wife had preached and nagged.

Her quiet, submissive behavior is exactly the kind of conduct that Peter is talking about in

this passage.

Peter tells the wife to behave in three specific ways:

He tells her to be:

• Submissive

• Pure

• and to be beautiful in spirit.

First, Peter says the wife should be submissive.

Likewise, ye wives, be in subjection to your own husbands6

                                                          
5The Holy Bible : King James Version., Electronic edition of the 1769 edition of the 1611
Authorized Version., 1 Pe 3:1 (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc., 1995).
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Peter is laying down the principle that the husband is to be recognized as the head of the

home.  It's the only way for a family to be united and happy.

Every team needs a coach.

Every business needs a director or supervisor.

Just so, the home needs someone to be in charge.  Peter says it should be the man.  The

wife might be more intelligent, have a better personality or hold a better job.  In the home

Peter says she must acknowledge the headship of her husband.

A man who may not have great abilities can still be an effective father and husband if he

depends upon the Lord and is led by the Holy Spirit.

This submission should not be grudging or be given unwillingly.

Barclay says, "It is a voluntary selflessness.  It is the submission which is based on the

death of pride and the desire to serve.  It is the submission not of fear but of perfect love."

Peter says the wife should submit even to an unbelieving spouse.  (This of course does not

bind the wife to do anything which is contrary to God's Word.)

Peter says, that, if any obey not the word, they also may without the word be won by

the conversation [or conduct, behavior] of the wives7.

The word obey not is a strong term which means "obstinately refuse to be persuaded."

Even to this man the woman should be submissive.

She must not badger or harass him.

She should not quote Scripture to him constantly nor harp at his every fault.  She should

not neglect her obligations as a wife, mother and homekeeper.

Peter says she should be winsome and lovable.  Peter says when the unbelieving husband

sees the house neat and tidy, the meal tasty and well-prepared, and when he sees a beautiful

spirit of Christlike submission in her, he will know her faith is genuine and strong.  Peter

says he may even be drawn to her savior and be won to salvation.  What happiness that

would bring them both.  Peter follows this up with the instruction to the husband in v 7

where he lays down 3 conditions for him to fulfill.

1st, Peter says he must be understanding.

                                                                                                                                                                                          
6The Holy Bible : King James Version., Electronic edition of the 1769 edition of the 1611
Authorized Version., 1 Pe 3:1 (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc., 1995).
7The Holy Bible : King James Version., Electronic edition of the 1769 edition of the 1611
Authorized Version., 1 Pe 3:1 (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc., 1995).
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He must be considerate and sensitive to the feelings of his wife.

Husbands, I think we are often guilty of two terrible things which make it difficult for our

wives to submit to our leadership…

A. So often we fail to consider their feelings.  We assume without checking it out with

them.  Often we don't even think about her feelings.

B. A second failing that causes our wives to find it hard to submit is that many times we

fail to listen to them when they have advice for us.  Men, our wives are our own best critics.

They could save us so much harm and embarrassment if we would just listen to them.

Paul says in Ephesians 5:25, Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also loved the

church8.

Brethren, if we love our wives, consider their feelings, listen to them and consider their

advice.  They will have no problem submitting to our leadership.

If we are arrogant, sarcastic and try to force our authority on them we should not be

surprised if they rebel.  They will be in the wrong, but we may be responsible because of our

lack of proper love and respect.

Peter says the wife must be submissive.

2nd, The wife must be pure.

v 2… While they [the husband] behold your chaste [pure, virtuous] conversation

[manner of living, behavior, conduct] coupled with fear9 (NAS translates fear as respectful

behavior.

Chaste or chastity usually applies to the abstaining from unlawful sexual activity.  It is

usually applied to women.

It can refer to being restrained or simple in style, not ornate or extreme, which Peter picks

up on in this passage in vv 3 and 4.

                                                          
8New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, Eph 5:25 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
9The Holy Bible : King James Version., Electronic edition of the 1769 edition of the 1611
Authorized Version., 1 Pe 3:2 (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc., 1995).
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There is the implication of moral excellence and a purity of life.

This is a purity motivated by her deep reverence for God.

This fear is also motivated by a desire to see her husband come to salvation.  She is to have

a holy fear of doing anything that could create an obstacle to her husband's salvation.

The Beacon Bible Commentary has this to say:

The eloquent language of pure conduct and respectful demeanor… Such

silent persuasion of a becoming behavior challenges the husband to consider

what makes the difference.  Her sermon without words would convince him

that "Jesus must be the messiah, or his wife would not have been so chaste!

Radio Bible Class staff tell of talking with an unsaved man who had been deeply impressed

by his wife's loyalty and faithfulness since she had become a Christian.

He said,

"I know I'm not everything I ought to be, and I find myself thinking I don't

deserve the kind of woman she is.  I sure appreciate the fact that when my job

takes me away for a few days, I know my wife is praying for me, and that her

love for God and for me will keep her true and pure.  Her faith has really made

her a good woman!"

This is the kind of behavior Peter is talking about.  It is no wonder that this man

eventually came to know the Lord as his personal savior!

Peter has told the Christian wife to be submissive and pure.  Now in vv 3 and 4 he talks

about spiritual beauty.

3rd, Peter says the wife should have spiritual beauty.

Peter says true beauty springs from the heart attitude.

In vv 3 and 4 he says,
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3 Your adornment must not be merely external—braiding the hair, and wearing
gold jewelry, or putting on dresses;
4 but let it be the hidden person of the heart, with the imperishable quality of a
gentle and quiet spirit, which is precious in the sight of God.10

The godly wife places far more emphasis on her attitude and conduct than on her clothing

or hairstyle.

Peter surely isn't forbidding the Christian woman to be winsome and attractive.

The focus of the first-century woman was on the external.  They wore gold jewelry, fine

clothes and followed the latest hairstyles.

The word adornment or adorning in KJ means that which a woman uses to make herself

attractive to others.  They did this with hairstyle, jewelry and clothes.

Peter contrasts putting beautiful things on the outside to make oneself beautiful with

revealing the natural inner beauty that a Christian woman should have because of her being

"in Christ".

The Life Application Bible Commentary has this to say:

Christian women should not be obsessed by fashion or overly concerned

with their outward appearance.  On the other hand, neither should they be so

unconcerned that they do not bother to care for themselves.  Hygiene,

neatness, and grooming are important, but even more important are a person's

attitude and inner spirit.  Beauty and adornments have their place, but they

must be kept in proper perspective.  True beauty begins inside.  Peter says the

woman's beauty is the winsomeness of a Christian character, which is not

corruptible.  This must be matched by an incorruptible character which

exhibits a "meek and quiet spirit".

Wesley says, "A meek spirit gives no trouble willingly to any.  A quiet spirit bears all

wrongs without being troubled."

Someone else describes a meek and quiet spirit as "the spirit which neither worries other

people, nor allows itself to be worried."

One adorned with this spirit is never out of fashion in God's sight.

                                                          
10New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, 1 Pe 3:2 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
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The Christian woman must guard against extremes in dress.  The temptation today is to

wear clothing that is too low, too tight, to short or too revealing.  Of course the woman of

the world often wear far too little clothing.

Heart holiness is the remedy for the love of outward adornment.

The holy woman's clothing will be simple and modest and will not call attention to her

body.

The ESV translates v 4 as, "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."

To be gentle means showing humility, consideration of others, not insisting on one's own

rights, not being pushy or overly-assertive.

To be quiet refers to the same attitude as that described by gentle.  Also, it focuses on not

causing dissentions with inappropriate words or gossip.

This gentle and quiet spirit will bless people around her, especially her husband, and is

very precious in God's sight.

In vv 5 and 6 Peter gives some OT examples of holy women.

Peter uses the plural "women", referring to many holy OT women.

He then singles out one woman in particular.

Peter says, "Sarah obeyed Abraham, calling him 'Lord'".  I don't think Peter is asking all

women to call their husbands "my Lord".  But he is using Sarah as an example of a submissive

woman.

We know Sarah wasn't perfect.  The Bible records that she disobeyed and even doubted

and ridiculed Abraham.

Obviously her acts of disobedience are not to be imitated.

Peter is commending her acts of obedience and submission.

It is certainly a comfort, when we fail, to know that even Sarah and Abraham had

moments of doubt, disobedience and failure.  It is important that we repent and confess

when we fail.

The NRSV translates the end of v 6, You have become her daughters as long as you do

what is good and never let fears alarm you.11.

The RSV translates, And you are now her children if you do right and let nothing terrify

                                                          
11The Holy Bible : New Revised Standard Version, 1 Pe 3:6 (Nashville: Thomas Nelson
Publishers, 1989).
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you.12.

This seems to signify a Christian woman's faith in God would help her not to be afraid.

In the context of this chapter this could refer to:

• Not fearing the physical harm that might come to her from her husband.

• Not fearing the result of submitting to her husband.

• Not fearing the result of disobeying a husband's order to do some wrong or evil act.

In context these holy women's fear and hope in God allowed them both to reverence and

not fear their husbands.

Just a note:  Husbands, if your wife is fearing you because you physically or mentally

abuse her, you have a much bigger problem than an unsubmissive wife!

Any man who uses this text to dominate or abuse his wife is dangerously rebellious and

disobedient.

If you have this kind of relationship with your wife you need to humbly repent and ask

God and your wife to help you.

If you need outside help, you need to take it.

God will never bless us men if we are arrogant, domineering and unkind.  Your wife and

children should be the most precious things in your earthly world.

Peter addresses this in v 7.

The NIV translates, "Husbands, in the same way be considerate as you live with your

wives, and treat them with respect as the weaker partner".

Peter commands the wife to submit to her husband.  This was true even if the woman

came to Christ first while her husband remained a non-believer.

The Christian husband must use his authority with consideration and respect for his wife.

He must not be a tyrant, faithless, unloving or impatient.

Likewise the wife should not be rebellious, subversive or contradicting.

in the same way means that just like the wives were to accept authority, so husbands

were to be considerate as they lived with their wives.

The "be considerate as you live with your wives" (NIV) is literally, "living together

according to knowledge."  That a husband should be considerate implies more than just a

                                                          
12The Revised Standard Version, Electronic edition., 1 Pe 3:6 (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos
Research Systems, Inc., 1971).
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kind attitude: It goes deeper, implying that his consideration of his wife is based on his

knowledge of her needs, desires, gifts and abilities.

A husband who acts on his knowledge of his wife will greatly enrich her life as well as his

own.

Paul agrees with Peter when he says in Ephesians 5:25-28:

25 Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also loved the church and
gave Himself up for her,
26 so that He might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing
of water with the word,
27 that He might present to Himself the church in all her glory, having
no spot or wrinkle or any such thing; but that she would be holy and
blameless.
28 So husbands ought also to love their own wives as their own
bodies. He who loves his own wife loves himself;13

Barclay translates according to knowledge "as equals".

Their obligations are equal.  Peter says they are heirs together of the grace of life.  We

know from Paul's writings that even though God has placed man over the woman they are

equal in God's sight.

She can go directly to God in prayer and supplications.  Submission in no way diminishes

her personhood or her standing before God.

Peter points out that as the physically weaker vessel, the wife is entitled to reverent regard

and respectful treatment from him to whom she is subordinate.  Of course this is a general

principle.  Some woman are physically stronger than some men.  I'd hate to tangle with some

of the female drivers I minister to at the truck stops.  And I know several men who are not

physically very strong.  George and Kathryn Weigle come to mind as an example of an

exception to the general rule that men are usually physically stronger than their wives.

Peter lists an important principle in the end of v 7.  Domestic disharmony which grows

out of marital disagreements and ill feeling are to be avoided as they may cause their "prayers

to be hindered".

This is the important principle that disharmony and disfellowship with a fellow human

will cause a break in our relationship with God.

                                                          
13New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, Eph 5:23 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
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James Dobson has written,

A man said, "I don't understand my wife.  She has everything she could

want—a dishwasher, a new dryer, a nice house.  I've been faithful and I don't

drink.  But she's miserable.  I can't figure out why."  His love-starved wife

would have traded everything for a single expression of genuine tenderness

from her unromantic husband.  Appliances do not build self-esteem; being

somebody's sweetheart most certainly does.

In quick, terse, simple language Peter gives us five exhortations for living harmoniously in

the Christian community:

1. Be all of one mind.

(NIV) "live in harmony with one another".  Another translation is have unity of spirit.

We must be united on principles, working together toward the common goal of spreading

the gospel.

2. having compassion one of another

(NIV) "be sympathetic"… willing to share in other's needs and being responsible to their

feelings… Having sensitivity and compassion toward our bothers/sisters.

3. love as brethren

We need to love our Christian brothers/sisters in Christ.  Peter uses the word

philadelphos, which refers not only to family love, but to the special love that should draw

all Christians together.

4. be pitiful (NIV) "be compassionate"

The word means tenderhearted.  It includes not only a compassion for others, but a desire

to alleviate the need in some way.
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The word refers to one's deepest feelings.  Believers ought to be deeply touched and

moved by the hurts, pain, needs and joys of fellow believers and then act to help them.

5. be courteous (NIV) be "humble"

It implies a showing of respect and love toward equals and inferiors.

The humble person can encourage other Christians and can rejoice in other's successes.

Peter did not always have compassion and humility.  In his early days he was rash,

impulsive, strong-willed and blustering.

The Holy Spirit changed Peter, molding his strong personality to God's use and teaching

him compassion and humility.  The Holy Spirit can and will do the same in our lives if we

allow Him to.

In v 9, having been "called to inherit a blessing" (What a blessing you and I have laid up

for us) we should know that insults and abuses cannot really harm us.  We may feel the hurt,

but by refusing to retaliate and by blessing our detractors we not only imitate God but show

our concern for the salvation of our persecutors.

vv 10-12 are quoted from Psm. 34:12-16.  He that would make life amiable and desirable

must refrain his tongue from evil (v 10).  This includes slanderous talk and rash and

provocative talk.

He will eschew [avoid] evil (v 11) dispositions and actions by swerving aside from them.

He has taken Christ as his model and is resolved to seek peace, and ensue [pursue] it with

all men.

Since the believer's attention is focused upon the will of God for his life, he is assured that

the eyes of the Lord are over the righteous (v 12).  God is not unconscious of the needs of

his people nor indifferent to the sins of those that do evil.

In these verses, the scattered and persecuted Christians learned that those who trust God

and live righteously have no reason to fear.  God will reward His followers with blessings

(both in this life and in the life to come) and will punish those who have hurt them.

You and I can take that same comfort and assurance form these words.

Billy Graham has written,

The storm was raging. The sea was beating against the rocks in huge,

dashing waves. The lightning was flashing, the thunder was roaring, the wind
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was blowing; but the little bird was sound asleep in the crevice of the rock, its

head tucked serenely under its wing. That is peace: to be able to sleep in the

storm!  In Christ we are relaxed and at peace in the midst of the confusions,

bewilderments and perplexities of this life. The storm rages, but our hearts are

at rest.  We have found peace—at last!

May God help us to follow the principles given us in this chapter.  May our legacy be that

we were men and women of faith who were obedient and teachable.
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