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INTRODUCTION

‘I hate him.  I hate him because he made me feel worthless, inadequate—like a nonperson, 
a slave.  I could never do anything that made him happy.  I always came short of the mark. 
I was always desperately working to win his approval.  I hate him for the crummy way he 
made me feel about myself.  I don’t know whether I will ever get over the hurt he caused in 
my life.’1  These are the words of a wife whose husband has failed to be the loving head of 
the home.  Today we turn our attention to the husband as we consider Ephesians 5:23, ‘For 
the husband is the head of the wife even as Christ is the head of the church, his body, and 
is himself its Savior.’  Just as God has given the gift of authority in government for the 
thriving of a country, the gift of parental authority to make children thrive, and the gift of 
ecclesiastical authority to elders for the thriving of the church, husbands are a gift of 
authority in a marriage.  Authority in general is something which is seen as bad so we need 
to make a special effort to define what the bible means by the husband being the head.  So 
today, as we did when looking at submission we will look at what headship is not and then 
at what it is.  Our goal is to redeem headship and see it restored to God’s Edenic purposes 
in Christian marriages, in order that it might cause human flourishing for the glory of God.  

What it isn’t

There are those who do not like the teaching of male authority in the home and the church 
who have tried to undermine the teaching of scripture on this point that man is the head.  
The most popular way in which this is being done is by saying that ‘head’ does not imply 
authority but source.  In other words Eve was made from Adam’s rib, she was made from 
him just as the church has its source in Christ.  It is argued that since the 1st century person 
did not have our understanding of the human body where food is ingested and converted 
into energy and distributed via the blood to the rest of the body that Paul’s point about man 
being the head as a reflection of Christ is not a statement about authority but source.  This 
view has been shown to be wrong many times but it is still circulating as a legitimate theory.
The context with the talk of submission only makes sense if head bears it usual meaning of 
authority.  However, if for arguments sake we were to allow head to mean source, this 
would not undermine but undergird the role of man as the leader.  The head eats the food 
that sustains the body, the head has the eyes that are used to see, the head has the mind 
which is used to direct, in all of these functions of the head providing for the body 
leadership is implied.  
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Headship does not mean that man is superior to women.  We have recently spoken to Seth 
Ready who was having a bible study in 1 Cor. 11 and he had a debate with one of the elders
in Gloriavale.  The statement was made that because Paul says that women are the glory of 
men in 1 Cor. 11:7 therefore women are made less in the image of God.  Seth rightly argued
that this is not correct because the bible teaches that God made both men and women in 
the image of God in Gen. 1:26-27.  He also pointed out that if a women’s submission is 
based on her inferiority then Christ must be inferior to the Father because He submits to the
Father, and then the Trinity is compromised.  Authority does not mean superiority it means 
bearing the responsibilities of leadership.  Paul is quite clear that in grace men and women, 
slaves and free, and all racial distinctions are irrelevant, we are all equal in sin and grace, 
and equally made in God’s image, Gal. 3:28, ‘There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither
slave nor free, there is no male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.’  

Headship does not mean independence and being a law unto himself.  The stereotype that is
feared by most women when we speak about headship is giving men the authority to make 
a different set of rules for himself and be a self-serving tyrant.  Many wives fear that giving 
license for men to be the head is giving them license to take the larger part of the family’s 
money and blowing it on their own selfish hobbies, or buying gadgets and toys for 
themselves.  They have a picture of a man who can do whatever he wants in his home not 
having to have regard for anyone else, shouting at everyone to keep quiet when he wants 
quiet, using his authority to sit and watch TV while everyone else must be busy.  They worry
that headship will permit a man to make unilateral decisions that can disrupt the whole 
families life without having to inform his wife, or ask her opinion, to change towns, schools, 
jobs disrupting the normality of family life.  Headship is a delegated authority from God to 
lovingly implement God’s will not the husband’s will for the family.  It is not the right to an 
unchallenged autonomy that protects selfishness.  

Headship is not a forum for micromanagement or perfectionism to be vented.  Sin comes in 
every flavour and in men you can have control freaks who have a poor view of grace and 
this enforces itself in a legalism being applied to the wife.  Bryan Chapell tells the story of 
just such a marriage:
‘The husband is a church leader who sits on a council that examines new pastoral 
candidates.  He asks the same question of every new candidate: ‘Does your wife submit to 
you?’  The man wants each potential pastor to prove to the council that he controls his 
family the way the official controls his own family.  However, it would be tragic if candidates 
actually did answer as this official desires.  Over the years this man’s friends have watched 
as his intelligent, once glowing and buoyant wife has become increasingly silent, sullen and 
dowdy under his ‘headship’.  The more withdrawn she has become, the more obnoxious and
belligerent, and accusing he has become with everyone in his path.  The more she retreats 
from her gifts, the more his excesses assert themselves.  He becomes more like himself and 
less like his Saviour…. She talks only when he allows, leaves the home only when he 
permits, and wears only what he approves.  How sad!’2 
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Headship does not mean the right to abuse.  When we become Christians we are not to 
perpetuate the sins of our parents in our marriages and our parenting.  It often happens 
that if we grow up with abusive parents we learn their patterns of behaviour and repeat 
their mistakes.  Headship does not mean that one has the right to abuse and repeat these 
patterns of anger.  ‘Joshua’s father worked late as a New York taxi driver.  Though he rarely 
woke from his daytime sleep, the father would occasionally assert his ‘spiritual authority’ 
when he came home drunk.  In those predawn hours the father would awaken his wife and 
children with beatings in order to ‘preach the bible’ to them in the living room.  To this day 
Joshua reports that his mother defends his father’s actions because ‘he is the head of the 
home, and the bible says we must submit to his wishes.’  ‘Having been taught that headship 
included the right to abuse, Joshua became an abuser of his own wife and children.  The 
cowering children finally awakened him to what the Scripture really teaches.  The bible 
never sanctions the actions of a bully in the name of headship.  God never approves abuse 
nor requires submission to it.’3  When Jesus told his disciples to turn the other cheek he was 
not trying to institutionalise abuse and teach abused wives to accept their husbands 
behaviour He was telling us that we must not return evil for evil but rather at times suffer 
wrong.  God does not advocate injustice and Jesus words must not be thought to be a 
condoning of bullying at school or abuse at home.  

The two typical abuses of male headship are the two extremes of disinterest and 
domineering, passivity and aggression.  Although some wives do suffer from men who are 
too strong in dominating the home, the most common form of failure in headship is 
passivity.  The typical problem is men who are not taking the leading role and are absent 
from taking their role in the home.  The wife is left to make all the important decisions, she 
is left with disciplining the children.  Men are often guilty of being present in body but not in
heart and so are present as a mouth to feed but are not present in heart to engage with the
family in a warm affectionate way and are non-responsive.  A lack of taking the lead shows 
up when men instead of communicating with their wives and bringing up problems for calm 
discussion, they suffer in silence, they become martyrs, they live out the conditions of a cold
war.  The trouble is if a man is passive now and allows issues to go unresolved, it will build 
up and ironically often break out in an act of aggression.  Here is how one pastor explains it.
‘A husband’s passivity can lead to cycles of abuse.  A common pattern in abusive marriages 
is long periods of male passivity interspersed with brief periods of rage.  During the periods 
of relative calm, the man may respond minimally to his wife’s complaints.  As a result, the 
wife may be encouraged to needle her husband more to get further cooperation, but his 
responsiveness often comes at a high price.  Even when he complies with the wishes of his 
wife, the words that shame him into action may steam inside him.  Like an emotional 
pressure cooker that appears unperturbed from the outside, he is preparing to explode. The 
placid exterior of the husband camouflages his mounting sense of grievance against the 
disruption of his personal peace.
When the explosion occurs, the man briefly asserts himself with intense aggression.  He may
later view the abuse as not typical of himself and, therefore, will feel guilty and apologetic.  
However, this sense of shame will be further reason for the husband to distance himself 
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from home concerns.  Thus he returns to the nonresponsiveness that elicits more verbal 
needling from his wife and sets up the abuse cycle to repeat.’4 
Widespread passivity is one of the greatest problems in modern headship.

Headship does not mean flying solo.  Contrary to the modern view of leadership that sees a 
single man making all the difference, as is projected by the American presidency and the 
corporate world with personalities such as Steve Jobs of Apple, and Jeff Bezos of Amazon, 
marriage is not a solo act.  This might be a relief to those who are feeling overwhelmed by 
the responsibility of what it means to be the head, but it may be a revelation to those who 
do not realise that Adam needed a gifted helper, that he was incomplete without her.  
Headship does not mean doing everything.  God has given us wives who are immensely 
intelligent and gifted.  It is the role of the head to nurture those spiritual gifts, to release 
them into service, and to rely upon others for help.  Have you identified your wife’s gifts, do 
you verbally affirm those things to her, do you allow her to nurture those gifts by exercising 
them?  

What it is

The husband being the head of the wife, because Christ is the head of the church, implies a 
real authority.  The parallel between the husband and Christ, with the spelt out implication 
of submission in Eph. 5:24, unmistakably affirms a real authority for the man of the house.  
This authority was originally given to Adam, an authority that was not dependent upon his 
wife as he could exercise it alone.  And it was an authority over his wife as is demonstrated 
in the fact that she is brought to him to be named.  On being made from Adam’s rib 
Matthew Henry famously writes, ‘not made out of his head to rule over him, nor out of his 
feet to be trampled upon by him, but out of his side to be equal with him, under his arm to 
be protected, and near his heart to be beloved.’  Wives will thrive when they have loving 
leadership in the home, and in their hearts they know it is right.  They sense the wrong in 
husbands not being the head and wives taking over the role.  C.S. Lewis along these lines 
observes, “I am not married myself, but as far as I can see, even a woman who wants to be
the head of her own house does not usually admire the same state of things when she finds
it going on next door… There must be something unnatural about the rule of wives over 
husbands, because the wives themselves are half ashamed of it and despise the husbands 
whom they rule.”  (Edwards:1996,109).  Every wife hungers for a husband who will lead, 
who will take the initiative, be loving, make the hard decision, step in and discipline the 
children etc.  This all implies a loving authority, but still a real authority.    

This authority has a particular domain.  The husband is God’s vice-regent in the home to 
lead the family in God’s will.  This domain is restricted to the home.  For example, the 
husband though head in his home, his headship does not extend to the running of the 
church.  It is not a father’s place to baptise his children when they believe, but the role of 
the elders.  It is not the father’s place to celebrate the Lord’s Supper at family meal times.  
And if a child has not been baptised it is not the father’s right to take the bread of the Lord’s
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table break some off and hand it to his child by his own authority.  The elders of the church 
determine these things not the father.  Similarly, it is the father and not the elders of the 
church who determine where your children will go to school, we can advise but not 
command.  It is the father who determines what you can wear, how you spend your money, 
where you go on holiday and all the other family decisions that need to be made.  The 
elders only have a say when there is a clear violation of God’s will and call the father to 
account.  

First and foremost headship is about being the spiritual head of the home.  This means that 
you are the one God holds accountable for the spiritual condition of those in your care.  On 
a small scale you have a pastoring role over your family.  You set the spiritual tone for the 
family.  It is you who ensure that you have family devotions each day.  It is you that ensures
that your children are being brought up in the nurture and admonition of the Lord.  It is you 
seeking the advice of your wife that will have to choose which church you go to.  You will 
have to educate yourself to test whether a church is following God’s word or innovating.  
You will have to decide whether the church is suitable in terms of its clarity in preaching the 
word, that your children have opportunity to make Christian friends and receive instruction 
suitable to their age group.  You are the one who must make sure that the family get to bed
at a decent hour on Saturday night that on the Lord’s Day they are ready to get up and be 
fresh for Church.  You are the enforcer of God’s laws upholding them as one who will give 
an account.  This means that you are primarily responsible for the upholding of discipline in 
the home and must apply justice and mercy appropriately as you discipline your children 
using the law of discipline to guide them to their need for Christ to take the wrath of God 
towards their sins.    

Spiritual leadership includes spiritual protection.  This means that you must pray for your 
family, that you should be equipping yourself to know the truth and answer questions in 
order to protect your family from lies and error.  You are the one who has to decide what is 
suitable to watch on T.V., you teach daughters about modesty and sons about chivalry, you 
are informed about friendships, places they are going to and the music they are listening to 
in order to regulate them and protect them from dangerous things.  This means that you 
cannot be sheepish but shepherdish, that you will have to know the authority you have and 
assert it with confidence and courage.  Don’t be intimidated out of your responsibilities.    

In order to set the tone for your family you yourself will have to be walking close to the 
Lord.  You will need to be reading your bible, regular in prayer, feasting on Christian books, 
deliberately thinking about worldview questions that your children will face and be equipped 
to arm them to meet life in high school and university.  Paul speaks about Christ giving 
himself up to sanctify the church, you have a similar role in serving in order to progress your
family in the faith.  I would encourage you to use catechisms, devotional books, biographies 
and the many other resources available to make Christianity more than an add on but the 
atmosphere of your home.  

Not only does the head provide for his house spiritually but physically as well as Christ 
provides for His bride.  Traditionally this is called, the Bread Winner.  We have already 



stressed that there may be variations on the traditional view of the man going out of the 
house and the woman staying at home.  Proverbs 31 paints the picture of a very industrious
woman who has all sorts of business ventures going as a means of serving her household.  
So the wife can be another breadwinner but not the primary one.  God has made man to 
take this role and the modern day reversal that we see in things like house husbands is just 
another perversion of this order.  We see in the curses in Genesis 3 that God cursed the 
domain of the man, his workplace, cursing the ground with thistles and thorns, and the 
woman too received a curse to her primary place of calling, pain in childbearing.  A woman 
should not abandon this home oriented, though not geographically bound, aspect of her life 
giving up children to pursue a career like a man.  Likewise a man should not discard the God
given role of being the breadwinner and opting to be a house husband.  This is role reversal 
and the bible has clear outlines as to the different realms of responsibility.  

Let me say a word to the young men who are at school or entering the workplace.  You are 
going to have to provide for a family one day.  Don’t spend your youth playing around but 
preparing for adulthood.  Work hard and set your goal on being a man who can provide for 
a family.  I have often been asked the question when is a person ready to get married.  
Contrary to certain teachings you are not ready to marry as soon as you are able to make 
babies physically.  To young men I say this, you are ready to marry when, firstly you are 
able to lead spiritually, in other words you have a maturity in your walk with the Lord where 
others can rely upon you, where you have a clear view of Christian truth and can apply it in 
daily life.  Secondly, you are ready when you are mentally and emotionally mature.  In other
words when you have a knowledge of the world that is able to handle adult responsibilities, 
and an emotional maturity that can weather difficult situations.  Thirdly, you are ready to 
marry when you are able to provide for a family.  The privileges of marriage come with 
responsibilities.

Headship is all about being a servant leader.  The parallel of the husband to Christ forces 
any preconceptions about headship to be revised.  Christ washed the feet of his disciples, 
He gave up the glories of heaven to be a servant, and He served at the greatest cost in 
order to bring benefit to His bride.  The boundaries that should give every wife security 
when they hear that husbands are the head, is to hear that the husbands are called to be 
the head as Christ is head.  This means that your headship puts you first in line when jobs 
need doing, that you take on the extra load when your wife is sick, that you happily take on 
extra domestic tasks to help your wife as you serve sacrificially, even after a long hard day.  

Finally being the head is also about being the peacemaker.  The head is the one who is 
responsible to initiate peace proceedings whenever there is a fight.  If there is a fight 
between the husbands and the wife, the husbands should always initiate the peace 
proceedings and be the first to say sorry or work towards resolution.  This comes from the 
example of Christ.  When we were yet His enemies, He sought us out to reconcile us to God.
He endured our deepest hostilities to bring all hostility to an end.  Wives too must attempt 
to be the first to say sorry, for if your brother has something against you, you should 
attempt to resolve the issue.  But here is where the gospel is what should shape our 
headship and where Christianity has resources that no other worldview can offer.  When we 



were God’s enemies and undeserving of love, God loved us and did all that was necessary to
save us at cost to Himself.  We are sinners, unworthy, unlovely, and worthy only of 
punishment but Jesus because of His love comes and take our punishment that we can be 
made clean and come into the presence of a Holy God.  He seeks us out, pays for our 
freedom at the cost of His sacrificial death, and then applies all the benefits of what He wins
for our redemption.  He gives when nothing is returned, loves when unloved, pursues when 
rejected, sacrifices when scorned, even unto death.  Husbands this is your high calling, in all
your responsibilities, this is how we are to love our wives, not when they deserve it, not 
when they are pretty and young, not when they are reciprocating it, but as Christ.  When we
do this we show others what Christ has done and know true manhood.                      


