Subordination of wives in 1 Peter 3:1-7: an exegetical study

Introduction
The verb ὑποτάσσω (‘subordinate’) occupies a prominent place in the paranesis of 1
Peter. In particular, it dominates the author’s instruction for Christian conduct in the
political and domestic spheres, including his directions to Christian wives and
husbands (3:1-7). Its use thereby illuminates his understanding of the relationship
between the divine and social orders and the status of patriarchy within them.
This paper is a brief exegetical study of the meaning of ὑποτάσσω in 1 Peter 3:1-7.
The first section provides a basic definition of the term with reference to the GrecoRoman concept of τάξις, the stratified ordering of nature and society. The next part
identifies the historical and literary contexts of the passage and their implications for
its rhetorical purpose. An exegesis is then provided of the two uses of ὑποτάσσω in
3:1 and 5. The final section of the paper draws some tentative and provisional
conclusions regarding the author’s understanding of the social and divine orders in
general, and of patriarchy in particular, as revealed by these verses.

Definition
BDAG defines ὑποτάσσω in the active voice as ‘to cause to be in a submissive
relationship, to subject, to subordinate’. Its passive form means ‘to become subject’
or ‘to subject oneself, be subordinated, obey’.1 John Elliott points out that the verb is
related to the noun τάξις, which means ‘order’, and argues that it presupposes the
concept of a hierarchical natural and social order comprising relationships between
superiors and inferiors:
The societies of the Greco-Roman period were greatly concerned with the
establishment and maintenance of ‘order’ (taxis) in all areas of public and private life
as a replication of an ordered universe (kosmos)… Superordination and subordination
involved the acting out of statuses and roles determined by one’s assigned place in the
1

BDAG, 1042; italics original. The second passive sense has a middle force.

stratified social order… When the verb hypotassō and the noun hypotagē are used in
ethical contexts, they denote recognition of and respect for authority and order, which
involve submission, deference to, subjection to, and obedience to superiors, namely
God and humans in positions of recognized authority.2

According to Elliott, the use of ὑποτάσσω in 1 Peter reflects this understanding of a
structured society in which everyone has their own station, and in which these
stations hold together and sustain the community’s life. On this view, the author is
calling his readers to subordinate themselves to their superiors within the established
authority structures of the household and the state. Although the precise relationship
in the author’s mind between this social order and the divinely ordered nature of
things (divine order) is open to debate, the concept and structures of Greco-Roman
τάξις appear to be fundamental to his exhortation.3
In this context, the verb ὑποτάσσω is most naturally understood as one-sided,
involving recognition, deference and obedience towards those in supposedly
superior positions, a submission of oneself to their judgment and will. This
conclusion is further supported by the restriction of the term by the author to those in
the traditionally inferior positions, including wives.

Historical and literary contexts

In a historical context where women were seen as inherently deficient in comparison
with men, wives were expected to be subordinate to their husbands. They were
treated as socially inferior in society and the home, normally required to follow the
religion of the head of the household, and not supposed to have friends
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independently of their husbands.4 These social conventions gave husbands
considerable power to intimidate their wives.

The Christian conversion of wives with pagan husbands could therefore cause
conflict within their households. They would refuse any longer to acknowledge the
gods of the family cult, and would also become part of the Christian community,
which was evidently mistrusted and whose message a husband might well reject
with contempt.5 Some unbelieving husbands might bully their wives to turn them
from their new faith. The household was also seen as the foundation of society, and
a religious group that failed to respect its normative relationships was regarded as
immoral and potentially seditious. The loyalty of Christians to the social order was
thus called into question, and the stability of the Christian community threatened, by
the conversion of wives.6
The verses of 1 Peter addressed to wives and husbands are part of a short code7
(2:13 – 3:12) for Christian conduct in the civil and domestic realms. Such codes
originated in Greco-Roman culture, and set out the appropriate status, roles and
relationships of different groups within the οἶκος (‘household’) and πόλις (city-state).
The codes were designed to maintain order and harmony in these two spheres, and
conformity to them was regarded as a mark of good citizenship. 8
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These historical and literary contexts suggest that one purpose of 3:1-7 is to counter
the intimidation and change the attitude of hostile husbands and other outsiders. By
being subordinate to their husbands, Christian wives can avoid unnecessary charges
and answer those who accuse them of being socially and politically disruptive. By
‘doing good’ in this way the community will silence their critics (2:15), and submissive
wives may even win their husbands to the faith (3:1-2).9 These verses thus offer a
strategy for deflecting anti-Christian antagonism10 and promoting the church’s
mission.

However, the instruction to wives to be subordinate to their husbands is not
necessarily a purely or even mainly pragmatic device for the purpose of community
self-preservation and growth.11 It may also reflect what the author regards as a
universal ethic governing the relationship of married couples, requiring from the
wives (and husbands) not a merely contingent accommodation to the social order,
but rather a necessary conformity to the divine order that will also have beneficial
social effects. This issue cannot be decided simply by reference to the context and
form of the text; it depends also, and more importantly, on the interpretation of its
content.
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Exegesis

3:1ff.
The opening word of the new section, Ὁμοίως (‘Likewise’), links it to the previous
one. Like 2:18-25, the instructions to wives in 3:1-6 are a further application of the
general command to subordination in 2:13. This conclusion is reinforced by the use
of an imperatival participle, ὑποτασσόμεναι (‘be subordinate’).12 The phrase αἱ
γυναῖκες (‘you wives’) is a nominative used as a vocative, possibly emphasising the
unusual direct address to wives in a household code. This assumes that the author
regards them as fully human, rational, and capable of independent moral judgment
and behaviour, in just the same way as the husbands. 13 The object of the imperative,
τοῖς ἰδίοις ἀνδράσιν (‘to your own husbands’), makes clear that wives (rather than
women generally) are in view. They are to subordinate themselves to their own
husbands, recognising the husbands’ (supposedly) superior status and showing
them deference and obedience.14
The implication of καὶ εἴ τινες ἀπειθοῦσιν τῷ λόγῳ (‘even if some disobey the word’)
is that some of the women were married to pagans, while the reference to the latter’s
disobeying the word suggests that they had rejected and perhaps actively opposed
the gospel of Christ. The instruction to wives to be subordinate to their husbands
therefore furthers one aim of the civic and household code: silencing the ignorance
of the foolish by doing good in the eyes of society and encouraging the conversion of
their unbelieving husbands (ἵνα … κερδηθήσονται; ‘in order that … they may be
gained’).15
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The disobedient husbands may be won over διὰ τῆς τῶν γυναικῶν ἀναστροφῆς
(‘through the conduct of the wives’). Good conduct by the wives in everyday
domestic life will relieve the husbands’ fear of disruption in the home. This conduct is
also to be ἄνευ λόγου (‘without a word’): the wives’ words in support of the gospel
might be more provocative than helpful in a context where husbands (and wider
society) regard their silence as virtuous. But in the following verse it is further defined
in terms of purity motivated by fear, suggesting that the author envisages a close
correlation between what society (at its best) regards as good and the will of God.
Purity is indeed an answer to actual or potential charges of immorality, but it is also
proper before God; and the fear is probably fear of God, which should prompt the
wives to appropriate subordination. 16

This appeal implies that the required subordination of wives is not absolute; where
God’s requirements conflict with those of the husband, the former must take priority.
However, it is notable that the author never states this principle explicitly, suggesting
that he believes there will be few instances where subordination is inappropriate. 17

In verses 3-4 the author further expounds the nature of good conduct in terms of a
contrast between perishable external adornment and imperishable inward character.
The outward braiding of hair and wearing of ornaments and clothing are to be
rejected in favour of a gentle and peaceable spirit. Once more, this lifestyle is
virtuous according to both Greco-Roman and Christian moral standards: it will be
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effective in appeasing husbands and answering societal slanders, but also it is
explicitly said to be very precious before God.18

3:5ff.
The author again uses the participial form of ὑποτάσσω to define the conduct he is
prescribing. He justifies his previous call for inward adornment by appealing to αἱ
ἅγιαι γυναῖκες αἱ ἐλπίζουσαι εἰς θεὸν (‘the holy women who hoped in God’). This is a
reference to OT women, perhaps especially or exclusively the matriarchs from
Genesis, who are ancient and authoritative examples for the conduct of Christian
wives.19 These women used to decorate themselves internally by subordinating
themselves to their own husbands.20 The Christian wives’ inner disposition of
gentleness and quietness is to be expressed in the same way.21

The particular OT woman used by the author as an example of subordination is
Sarah (v.6), wife of Abraham the patriarch.22 She is said to have obeyed her
husband by calling him ‘lord’.23 The present participle καλοῦσα (‘calling’) may
indicate a habitual address, but any specific reference is most likely to Genesis
18:12.24 For the author, Sarah’s use of κύριος (‘lord’) implies her submission to
Balch, Wives, 101-2; Davids, ‘Witness,’ 229-31; Spencer, ‘Method,’ 111-12. Bird (Abuse, 137)
suggests that the instructions regarding clothing and adornment are designed to differentiate the
women from leadership figures in priesthood and nation who would dress in elaborate attire. But there
are no references to such figures in the text, or any evidence that fine clothing was associated with
leadership within the Christian community.
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Abraham’s authority, and emphasises the peace and harmony that he is seeking to
promote within the readers’ households.25 While 3:6 may thus present Sarah as ‘an
ideal Hellenistic wife’ whose virtue is to be imitated by Christian wives,26 her status
as the mother of God’s people implies that she is also the trans-cultural archetype for
godly women.

Through their conversion, the Christian wives have become the daughters of Sarah
within the people of God. But they must demonstrate and maintain that relationship
by continuing to do good (ἀγαθοποιοῦσαι)27 and not to fear intimidation by hostile
husbands. Thus once more the author enjoins them to conduct that both God and
society approve; by subordinating themselves as God requires they can hope to
defuse any hostility in the home. But in case they do not,28 he also warns them
against being intimidated by their husbands, presumably into compromising or
abandoning their faith under the pressure of disapproval. 29

The command for subordination in 3:1 is not addressed only to wives with pagan
husbands, but to Christian wives without distinction. So the brief instruction to
Christian husbands in 3:7 sheds light on what the author regards as the appropriate
context of that subordination within a marriage between Christians. It may be seen
as an outworking of the general precept in 2:17 to honour all people; in their life
together the husband is to recognise the status of his wife and to respect her
accordingly.
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On the one hand, this means acknowledging the wife as an ἀσθενεστέρος σκεῦος
(‘weaker vessel’) and treating her with the appropriate consideration as such. This
may be a reference to the woman’s supposedly weaker nature, or more specifically
to her generally weaker physical body, or merely to her lower social status.30 On the
other hand, it means seeing the wife as sharing with him in God’s gift of life and
giving her the corresponding esteem. His failure to do this will hinder their prayers.
The whole clause, while affirming that husbands too are to respect the social order in
which women have an inferior place, also implies a measure of equality between
husband and wife within the divine order, which will inevitably affect their experience
of super- and subordination.31

Implications
Only cautious and interim conclusions may be drawn regarding the author’s view of
the relationship between the divine and social orders, and of patriarchy, solely from
his use of ὑποτάσσω in 3:1-7. The following comments are therefore no more than
an agenda for further enquiry.

On the one hand, the current ordering of social relationships is never explicitly said
here (or elsewhere in 1 Peter) to be ordained by God. Perhaps the author’s
awareness of the social order’s imperfections, evidenced by the sufferings of his
readers, prevented him from identifying it too closely with the divine order. But in
practice this means only that subordination is not meant to be absolute, as shown in
the appeal here to purity and fear of God as primary motivations for it.32

On the other hand, the idea that 1 Peter presents social relationships as entirely
contingent may not give sufficient weight to the degree of coincidence presumed
here between the demands of society and the requirements of God. This is seen in
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the use of ἀγαθοποιέω (‘do good’), in the commendation for wives of qualities such
as purity and gentleness that are pleasing to God and society (3:2,4), and in the
author’s apparent assumption that subordination to husbands will rarely be
inappropriate. Thus even if for 1 Peter the social order is not ordained by God and
identical with the divine order, it could still be largely approved by God and reflective
of the divine order.

It is widely acknowledged that the subordination of wives in 1 Peter has both an
apologetic and a missionary purpose. Respect for the superior position of husbands
is clearly intended to reduce hostility to wives and the whole Christian community,
within the home and society generally; this process may extend even to the
husbands’ conversion. It is possible therefore to see the call to wifely subordination
as purely pragmatic.33

But arguably such a view fails to take sufficient account of evidence that the author
regards subordination of wives to husbands as appropriate not only within the social
order, but also within the divine order. The explicit statement that a wife’s gentle and
quiet spirit is very precious before God (3:4), and the appeal to the example of OT
women, specifically Sarah (3:5-6), can both be taken to imply divine endorsement of
some form of patriarchy; so also, though more doubtfully, can the description of the
woman as an ἀσθενεστέρος σκεῦος (‘weaker vessel’; 3:7a). Certainly there are also
features that point to equality: the direct address to wives in the same form as to
husbands (3:1), and the call to Christian husbands to honour their wives as co-heirs
of life (3:7b). But this equality at least appears to co-exist alongside a continuing
subordination of wives to husbands that is not merely a prudential concession to
current social realities, but also something expected by God.

It may therefore be best to take the calls to subordination in 3:1-7 as a modification
rather than a subversion of the patriarchal ordering of the Greco-Roman household.
The changes are significant: subordination is not absolute; it is shaped by Christian
norms; it is balanced by an element of equality; and it is motivated partly by
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See for example Padgett, Christ Submits, 82-84.

apologetic and missionary concerns.34 But these seem not to amount to a rejection
of the established order, or even its reduction to a purely contingent human construct
to be respected only for pragmatic reasons. The partial grounding of subordination in
divine as well as social norms may reflect the author’s view of a social order that,
while not sanctified by God, is nonetheless generally approved by God.
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