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Biblical Principles 
JESUS CHRIST GAVE US THE PERFECT EXAMPLE
In thinking about your role in marriage, consider the example Jesus provided. He fully exemplified servant leadership, 
balancing headship of the body of believers and submission to God (Matt. 20:26-27, Phil. 2:5-8).

SCRIPTURE PROVIDES US WITH DIRECTION FOR GOD’S DESIGN FOR MARRIAGE
Society’s standards for marriage and the roles of husbands and wives are ever-changing and often do not align with Scripture. 
Couples must regu-larly consult the Bible for guidance as it reveals God’s design for marriage and helps identify & correct 
unbiblical thinking (2 Tim. 3:16-17, Heb. 4:12).

MARRIAGE IS A JOINT EFFORT REQUIRING MUTUAL SUBMISSION
Living out your roles in marriage, agreeing on and fulfilling responsibilities, and making decisions for your family should be a 
joint process characterized by mutual submission. Your actions and decisions should be consistent with your love for the Lord 
rather than selfish ambition (Col. 3:23).

SEEK WISE COUNSEL
As decisions are faced in marriage, it is often helpful to seek guidance from wise individuals. Getting another perspective can 
reveal your blind spots and help you learn from the experiences of others (Prov. 19:20).

PRAYER MUST BE A VITAL PART IN MAKING DECISIONS
Fervent prayer is a key for every individual and couple seeking to make decisions. God is a loving, trustworthy heavenly 
Father who wants the best for his children and works his plans and purposes for their good. Therefore, while submitting your 
will to God can be difficult, it also can provide you with peace and comfort, even when your circumstances are uncertain 
(Matt. 7:7-11).

Roles in Marriage
EQUAL IN VALUE, YET DISTINCT IN ROLE

God designed an order to be followed in marriage and family (1 Cor. 11:3). God’s intent is for marriage to reflect the 
relationship and oneness of the Trinity (see how Jesus referred to his oneness with the Father in John 17:21-23). Each person 
of the Trinity is distinct, yet intimately connected with the other. The Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are each equal in value, 
yet distinct in role. Similarly, husbands and wives are equal in value, yet distinct in role. God’s image is revealed in both the 
husband and the wife.

COMPLEMENTARY ROLES

The scripture contains general and specific teachings concerning both the roles of husbands and wives. God designed these 
roles to complement one another, and one role is incomplete without the other. Ephesians 5:21-33 provides some very 
important insights into God’s design for marriage. Two important principles can be distilled from these verses: women feel 
loved when they are cherished, and men feel loved when they are respected. Without love, women can feel insecure and 
unimportant. Without respect, men can feel devalued and criticized.1
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QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

Read Ephesians 5:21-33 together and discuss what this passage means for your marriage. Share thoughts on the roles 
of a husband and wife and how you see them in your marriage. From what sources did your concept of roles for a 
husband and a wife come?

MUTUAL RESPECT, HONOR, AND SUBMISSION

Through the Word, God reveals several important principles about his design for relationships. The importance of mutual 
respect, honor, and submission is one of these themes. For example, he affirms the need for these principles between parents 
and children (Ephesians 6:2), servants and masters (1 Timothy 6:1), citizens and governmental authorities (1 Peter 2:17), and 
church members and church leadership (1 Timothy 5:17).

Mutual respect, honor, and submission are also vital in marital relationships (1 Cor. 7:3, Eph. 5:21). Their presence helps 
relationships flow more smoothly through the ups and downs of life. Their absence leads to emotional hurt, disconnection, 
and conflict. It is easy to critique how well you feel your spouse is doing at showing respect, honor, and love to you. 
However, each husband and wife should really focus on assessing how he or she is doing personally by looking into the mirror 
of the Word.

SPECIFIC TEACHINGS FOR HUSBANDS & WIVES

While most scriptural principles and teachings apply to both spouses, the Scriptures below call out individual principles for 
each spouse. God encourages husbands and wives to meet their spouse’s deepest needs. It is our privilege to help each other 
develop into Christ’s likeness and reflect God’s glory.

For more information, scan 
or click to read about Biblical 

Headship and Submission.

“Husbands, love your wives.”
Husbands are called to assume the role of a Christ-like servant leader who will 
watch for and guide the course of the family. This role includes loving in a self-
sacrificing way that does what is necessary to make his wife feel nourished and 
cherished (Eph. 5:25-30, Col. 3:19). Husbands must remember that while they 
have been given the role as the spiritual leader of the home, it does not give them 
authorization to “rule” in an authoritative way. Being domineering, controlling, or 
disrespectful to one’s wife is sinful. Likewise, not fulfilling one’s duty to attend to 
the spiritual needs of the family due to absence, passivity, apathy, or neglect is sin. 
The husband is to be intentional about understanding and being sensitive to his wife. 
Not doing so will hinder the husband’s spiritual life (1 Peter 3:7).

“Wives, respect your husbands.”
Wives are called to respect and be submissive to their husbands. This involves a willingness to assume the role of a wife that 
is Christ-like, encouraging, respectful, and helpful to their husbands (Gen. 2:18, Eph. 5:22-24, 33). Respecting one’s husband 
does not indicate the wife is of lesser value than the husband. Rather, it involves being his partner in a way that is designed 

https://accounseling.org/marriage/maritalenrichment/biblical-headship-submission/
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to bring out the best in him. God’s design for a wife’s role in marriage does not include being domineering nor being a 
doormat. Either extreme will promote an unbiblical marital relationship and needs to be corrected (1 Peter 3:1-2 ).

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

Is there any part of fulfilling your biblically-defined role as husband (servant-leadership) and wife (helper) that 
makes you uncomfortable? What would help you feel more comfortable?

Husbands: Name three specific ways your wife can encourage you in your role as spiritual leader in your home.

Wives: Name three specific things your husband does (or could do) that would make you feel nourished spiritually.

EXERCISE 1 - CHRISTLIKE ROLES

Consider the two continuums below and identify where you perceive yourself to be and where you perceive your 
spouse to be. How well do your perceptions match? Talk about what we both need to do to encourage each other 
to live out Christ-like roles.

Roles and Responsibilities 
In marriage, it is helpful for each spouse to have a role that is recognized and valued with certain responsibilities to which he 
or she is held accountable. Deciding these roles should be a process whereby both the husband and wife mutually agree on 
assigning these responsibilities. In this way, each spouse makes a commitment to take care of something and is accountable to 
the other spouse for following through.

While having both spouses involved in various responsibilities is beneficial, one still needs to take ownership. Responsibility 
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involves action, follow through, and accountability. Defining roles and responsibilities is beneficial because it reduces the 
possibility for misunderstandings (“I thought you were going take care of that”), blame (“I did my part, but you didn’t”), 
and criticism (“Why did you do it that way?”). A clear assignment and definition of responsibilities reduces the opportunity 
for conflict and allows you to form healthy boundaries in your marriage. Boundaries help determine who is responsible for 
what. If you understand who owns [is responsible for] what, you then know who must take responsibility for it.2

Responsibilities in marriage are largely determined by a spouse’s preferences, skills, interests, abilities, and time 
availability. Because of these variables, the definition of responsibilities will differ from couple to couple. While deciding 
on responsibilities is helpful, spouses should not be overly rigid about who does the tasks. If your spouse is overwhelmed 
and needs help taking care of his/her responsibilities, you should help bear one another’s burdens (Galatians 6:2) while still 
attending to your own personal responsibilities (Galatians 6:5). When spouses feel support from each other during stressful 
times, trust and closeness are fostered. Spouses who work cooperatively, empower one another, help each other feel needed, 
and sometimes accomplish tasks more quickly (Ecc. 4:9). 

Problems can easily arise if the roles are not clearly defined, are too rigid, or if one or both spouses aren’t being accountable 
for taking care of his/her responsibilities. For example, if one spouse makes all the decisions and has complete control, the 
marriage will be unbalanced. Conversely, if one spouse avoids responsibilities, procrastinates, or does not follow through 
on completing tasks, the marriage will be just as imbalanced. To avoid problems in these areas, remember to “check-in” 
with your spouse and discuss how each of you feels about the arrangement of responsibilities in the marriage. It is especially 
important to have “check-in’s” during life transitions (i.e., parenthood, job changes, etc.) as roles and responsibilities may 
need to shift. Clear, proactive communication can help you deal with these issues when they arise.

Decision Making

The foundation for making good decisions is a prayerful attitude that is submissive to the Word of God and the Holy Spirit. 
Proactively discuss your expectations for how decisions will be made and how you will manage decision making gridlock. 

Questions to consider may include:

•	 What types of decisions require a discussion between the two of you?

•	 What types of decisions can you each make without consulting the other? For example, making purchases of small 
items for the house may not need a discussion between the spouses. However, a decision about larger purchases 
will likely require a consensus.

•	 What will you do and who will you contact when you cannot agree on a decision? 

Particularly in the beginning of a marital relationship, making decisions can be a difficult process. Each spouse may be used 
to making decisions on his/her own without having to consider another person or decisions in the past were always made 
with the help of parents. In marriage, part of “leaving and cleaving” involves mutual decision making. Some individuals may 
need to shift away from a situation in which parents or roommates had primary influence on decisions. Instead, decisions 
are now made considering one’s spouse first. It is important to realize compromise and flexibility are often required for 
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many decisions (i.e., holidays and in-laws, financial expectations, etc.), and ultimately, each couple must come to their own 
decision about what to do. Below are a few principles to think about regarding decision making.

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

When you are facing a decision, who or what typically has influence on how you decide? Discuss the factors that 
influence decisions in the following areas: major purchases (house, car, etc.), job or career changes, family.

COMMON SENSE, LOGIC, AND SIGNS CAN ALL BE A PART OF DECISION MAKING

In decision making, you need to avoid both the error of the Jews (over-focus on supernatural signs) and the Greeks (over-
focus on earthy wisdom). Both ways hinder a true understanding of God’s ways (1 Cor. 1:22-24). Like the Greeks, some 
people over-focus on learning, earthly wisdom, and logic. Because of this, many of them find faith to be an illogical and 
foreign concept. However, sometimes scriptural principles are not learned solely from common sense. Rather, these spiritual 
principles and matters of faith go against what is natural. In the context of biblical decision making, this means you must not 
make decisions solely upon what “everyone’s doing” or what appears to be the most natural or easiest solution. Rather, your 
primary allegiance in decision making must be to biblical teaching and principles.

Conversely, like the Jews, some people seek decision making by looking only for signs or feelings that indicate a direction. 
For example, if something happens easily or goes smoothly, it can be interpreted automatically as a sign of God’s favor. On 
the other hand, if something is difficult or filled with setbacks, it can be interpreted as a sign that God thinks something is 
bad. While the ease or difficulty of working through something may be an indicator of God’s direction, these factors should 
not be the only evidence used to determine God’s direction. God can speak in any way he chooses, however, we have to be 
careful we don’t read into things based on our biases and interpretations.

SEEK COUNSEL

Proverbs 13:10 says, “Only by pride cometh contention: but with the well advised is wisdom.”   You may seek out different individuals 
for each topic area, or you may choose to consult an individual about more than one area. Remember to seek counsel from 
individuals who are wise in the Lord and who will have the ability to advise you even if the advice isn’t what you want to 
hear.

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

The Bible encourages the practice of seeking counsel. How comfortable are you about getting counsel from others 
if we need help making a decision? Who would we seek out if we had questions on the following topics: finances, 
spiritual issues, communication, parenting/childrearing, medical issues, emotional concerns, and relationship 
problems?



Roles & Decision Making

6

WE HAVE FREEDOM & 
RESPONSIBILITY IN DECISION 
MAKING

In scripture, God has set out guidelines 
for what his children need to do and 
what they need to avoid. He didn’t design 
his children to be robots without any 
freedom nor did he design them to be 
moral free agents that can do whatever 
they want. When you have taken care 
to live within the boundaries of the 
teachings of God’s Word, you can have 
confidence he will honor your requests 
made with a humble heart (see figure 1).  

UNDERSTANDING 
PREFERENCES, HOUSE RULES, 
ORGANIZATIONAL NORMS, AND 
ABSOLUTES

The figure on the next page (figure 
2) helps outline the different levels of 
decisions you will face in your marriage. 
Often difficulties may arise when the two 
of you see the issue on different levels of 
the pyramid. Before coming to a decision 
as a couple, you both need to agree on 
the underlying level of importance of the 
decision.

Below are descriptions of each 
level:

•	 Preferences are personal 
opinions, decisions, and choices. 
For example, your favorite 
restaurant or model of car are all 
preferences. Two individuals may 

(WITHIN THE BOUNDS 
OF BIBLICAL PRINCIPLES)

(OUTSIDE THE 
BOUNDS 

OF BIBLICAL 
PRINCIPLES)

FREEDOM & RESPONSIBILITY TO MAKE CHOICES 
ACCORDING TO BIBLICAL PRINCIPLES

Materialism

Apathy toward the Word 
& its authority

Lack of willingness
to delay gratification

Power & 
control

Pride

Being 
controlled 

by fear

Selfishness People pleasing

Free biblically 
based choices

Free biblically based choices

Unbiblical
priorities

FIGURE 1

FIGURE 2 PREFERENCES

HOUSE RULES

ORGANIZATIONAL NORMS

BIBLICAL ABSOLUTES

Rules of conduct established by families 
or groups of closely related people.

Personal opinions, 
decisions, and choices.

Standards of conduct, behavior, dress, and participation/
non-participation in activities established by businesses, 

churches, and social/service organizations. 

God’s moral law that is explicitly stated and found in the 
Bible as either command or principle. These are true for all 

people, in all places, at all times. 

agree or disagree about each other’s preferences, but neither is wrong.

•	 House Rules are rules of conduct established by families or groups of closely related people. For example, parents 
have the privilege and responsibility to create and maintain the house rules for their own home. Two sets of parents 
may agree or disagree about these rules; however, they each must determine what they believe is best for their own 
family and abide by it (i.e., one family may set curfew at 9:30 pm and another at 10:00 pm).
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•	 Organizational Norms are standards of conduct, behavior, and participation/non-participation in activities 
established by businesses, churches, and social/service organizations. This level is where many church traditions and 
practices are found.

•	 Biblical Absolutes are God’s moral laws that are explicitly stated in the Bible as either commands or principles. 
These are true for all people, in all places, at all times. For example, “Thou shalt not commit adultery” (Exodus 20:14) is a 
biblical absolute. 

As an example, this chart is considered in deciding how to school children.

Always Start With Biblical Absolutes
Ask yourselves, “What does the Bible say about the education of children?” A few of the verses that speak to raising children 
include Deut. 6:4-7 and Proverbs 22:6. Clearly, there is a biblical mandate to raise children to know God’s ways. However, the 
biblical instruction does not specifically address how children should be taught. Therefore, at the Biblical Absolutes level we 
have been given a clear teaching about the spiritual nurturance of children; however, it does not provide a command about 
other aspects of education.

Identify Organizational Norms
Ask yourselves, “Has the church given direction on the education of children?”  The Elder Body has affirmed the biblical truth 
that children are to be brought up in the nurture and admonition of the Lord. The elders have concluded that the education 
of children is a decision parents must make thoughtfully and prayerfully; they acknowledge parents of one household may 
come to different conclusions about what is best for their children (public, private, or home schooling) than parents of 
another household. Therefore, the organizational norm has affirmed the biblical absolute and has given guidance that parents 
should prayerfully consider the options, choose what best fits their family, and respect those that choose differently.

Create House Rules
 Ask yourselves, “What do we, as a couple, believe about the education of children?” House rules are accepted and/or created 
by a couple. Many house rules develop by default without much thought. Other times, house rules simply develop out of 
what the parents grew up with in their own families of origin. Conversely, some house rules are the result of a deliberate 
process of information gathering, prayer, discussion, and counsel.

A couple may find that they have very similar or dissimilar views on the education of children. However, as they pray, 
discuss, and gather information, they can come together to make a decision. Ultimately, the parents must decide for their 
own children and family, not anyone else’s. It is okay for them to choose an education option that is different from another 
couple. However, it is not okay for the couple to judge another couple’s decision. Once the couple has decided on what type 
of education they would like their children to have, the decision-making process is complete, and they must work toward 
implementing their decision.

BIBLICAL DECISION-MAKING PRINCIPLES AND STEPS

Below are some steps to consider when working through a decision-making process:

a.	 Identify and clarify the decision that needs to be made. Humbly seek God’s guidance through prayer.
b.	 Study the Word to determine if the decision involves biblical absolutes. If so, follow the scriptural principles laid out in 

the Bible.
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c.	 If the decision does not involve biblical absolutes or if the Bible has no explicit command or principle about the decision, 
see if the church provides teaching or guidance on how to proceed.

d.	 Seek the counsel of a mentor(s) you know and trust.
e.	 Realize some decisions have multiple options, any of which may be acceptable to God. In these cases, you can use biblical 

wisdom principles to decide:
•	 Identify the needs of those who will be affected by the decision.
•	 Consider the short-term and long-term impacts of each option.
•	 Evaluate pros and cons of the various aspects of the decision.

f.	 Remember just because something happens easily or smoothly doesn’t necessarily mean it is good, and just because 
something is difficult doesn’t necessarily mean it is bad.

g.	 Implement your choice.
h.	 Re-evaluate the actual implications of your choice.

Further Couple Exercises

EXERCISE 1 - CONSIDERING HOUSEHOLD ROLES2

Consider the list below of some household responsibilities and tasks. For each item, answer the following questions:

•	 How was this task handled in your family-of-origin? Who took primary responsibility?

•	 Who is (or should be) responsible for this task in our present-day household?

•	 Does this item need further discussion in order to clarify expectations or deal with any issues?

•	 Paying bills
•	 Caring for a pet
•	 Yard work
•	 Car maintenance
•	 Laundry
•	 Making the bed
•	 Doing the dishes
•	 Cleaning 

•	 Encouraging Bible  
study and prayer

•	 Cooking and baking
•	 Taking out the trash
•	 Health and medical issues
•	 Managing finances,  

investments, and insurance 
 

•	� Ensuring home repairs  
get completed

•	 Decorating the house
•	� Helping the children  

with homework
•	 Grocery shopping
•	 Planning vacations
•	 Disciplining the children
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