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Gender Roles of Men and Women in the NT

Gender Roles of Men and Women According to Covenant Obligations
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Covenant Obligations in the Marriage Relationship

Between Male and Female

Introduction

1.
Marriage is the most intimate human relationship yet known (who knows what eternity holds). As such it is the highest fulfillment and most specific application of the relationship that exists between men and women generally.

a.
The close connection between male-female relationships and husband-wife relationships, coupled with the lack of specific Hebrew or Greek words for “husband” and “wife,” is what makes it difficult to judge the proper sphere of gender roles between men and women.

b.
Some have concluded that all scriptural statements concerning female submission or male headship are exclusive to the marriage relationship. Therefore, there would be no distinction between an unmarried woman and any man, or a married woman and any other man besides her husband.

c.
As noted in the previous lesson, Paul’s use of creation principles appear to apply the principle to all women generally in their relationships with all other men.

2.
The marriage relationship involves not only the creation principles between males and females generally, but additional responsibilities that grow out of certain covenant obligations.

a.
Marriage is a covenant between a man, a woman, and God their Creator (who not only created them, but also the marriage relationship).

b.
This covenant is portrayed in the NT in the language of contracts as widely used in the Ancient Near Eastern world.

3.
The purpose of the present lesson is to overview the covenant obligations generally as they apply to the marriage relationship and to review the three primary NT passages that emphasize the covenant obligations: Matt. 19:3-12; Eph. 5:21-31; 1 Pet. 3:1-7.

I.
The Form and Language of Ancient Near Eastern Covenants

A.
The Importance of the Covenant

1.
The covenant was the most fundamental expression of the relationship that existed between two parties and became the objective standard which governed the relationship and by which the relationship was measured.

2.
As the covenantal circle decreases in size and scope, there is a corresponding increase in the intimacy of the covenant. With the increase in intimacy came an increase in the covenant’s personal significance to each party and an increase of its sacred nature.

3.
The covenant was considered the most sacred of vows, and one’s commitment to the covenant was the highest form of personal integrity. Love and loyalty were the most prominent themes of the covenants.

4.
The covenant format was so important God used it to describe every divine relationship

a.
His covenant with creation (Gen. 1-3)

b.
His covenant with all flesh (Gen. 9)

c.
His covenant with Abraham (Gen. 12; 15; 17; 22)

d.
His covenant with Moses (Exod. 19-24)

e.
His covenant with David (2 Sam. 7)

f.
His covenant with restored Israel (Jer. 31).

B.
The Structure of the Covenant

1.
In every divine covenant, God occupies the role of Suzerain.

a.
He is the initiator of the covenant blessings.

b.
He is the maintainer of the covenant blessings.

c.
He is the provider of the covenant blessings.

d.
He is the protector of the covenant party.

e.
He is the benefactor.

2.
In every divine covenant, there is a correspondingly different and distinct role of Vassal.

a.
The vassal serves the covenant suzerain.

b.
The vassal receives the covenant and its blessings from the suzerain.

c.
The vassal displays gratitude to the suzerain.

d.
The vassal acknowledges dependence upon the suzerain.

e.
The vassal is the beneficiary.

C.
The Language of the Covenant

1.
The Suzerain:

a.
Loves

b.
Provides

c.
Protects

d.
Leads

e.
Bestows honor

f.
Knows

g.
Blesses

h.
Carries

i.
Supports

j.
Cares for

k.
Gives refuge

2.
The Vassal:

a.
Loves

b.
Fears

c.
Serves

d.
Submits

e.
Respects

f.
Obeys

g.
Thanks

3.
The role of suzerain and vassal were differentiated, distinct, and non-reciprocal. While some responsibilities (such as love) are interchangeable, the roles are not interchange-able. The Suzerain never submits, obeys, or fears. The vassal never protects or supports.

II.
The Marriage Covenant

A.
The Divine Establishment of Marriage in Genesis 2:24

1.
The Text:

a.
24 For this reason a man shall leave his father and his mother, and be joined to his wife; and they shall become one flesh.

2.
LEAVE: The covenant language of the Hebrew word ‘azab “leave, forsake, abandon” is a key term in suzerain-vassal treaties. It refers to the breaking of an existing covenant.

a.
25 Then men will say, “Because they forsook the covenant of the LORD, the God of their fathers, which He made with them when He brought them out of the land of Egypt.” (Deut. 29:25)

b.
16 The LORD said to Moses, “Behold, you are about to lie down with your fathers; and this people will arise and play the harlot with the strange gods of the land, into the midst of which they are going, and will forsake Me and break My covenant which I have made with them. 17 Then My anger will be kindled against them in that day, and I will forsake them and hide My face from them, and they will be consumed, and many evils and troubles will come upon them; so that they will say in that day, ‘Is it not because our God is not among us that these evils have come upon us?’” (Deut. 31:16-17)

c.
16 The people answered and said, “Far be it from us that we should forsake the LORD to serve other gods.”  20 “If you forsake the LORD and serve foreign gods, then He will turn and do you harm and consume you after He has done good to you.” (Josh. 24:16, 20)

d.
10 Elijah said, "I have been very zealous for the LORD, the God of hosts; for the sons of Israel have forsaken Your covenant, torn down Your altars and killed Your prophets with the sword. And I alone am left; and they seek my life, to take it away.” (1 Kings 19:10, 14)

e.
9 Then they will answer, “Because they forsook the covenant of the LORD their God and bowed down to other gods and served them.” (Jer. 22:9)

f.
30 For ships of Kittim will come against him; therefore he will be disheartened and will return and become enraged at the holy covenant and take action; so he will come back and show regard for those who forsake the holy covenant. (Dan. 11:30)

g.
A key word in Judges (2:12, 13, 21; 10:6, 10, 13)

3.
CLEAVE: The covenantal language of the Hebrew word dabaq “cleave, join” is a key term in suzerain-vassal treaties. It refers to the establishment of a new covenant relationship.

a.
19 I call heaven and earth to witness against you today, that I have set before you life and death, the blessing and the curse. So choose life in order that you may live, you and your descendants, 20 by loving the LORD your God, by obeying His voice, and by holding fast to Him; for this is your life and the length of your days, that you may live in the land which the LORD swore to your fathers, to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, to give them. (Deut. 30:19-20) Notice how “cleaving” equals “loving.”

b.
20 You shall fear the LORD your God; you shall serve Him and cling to Him, and you shall swear by His name. (Deut. 10:20)

c.
22 For if you are careful to keep all this commandment which I am commanding you to do, to love the LORD your God, to walk in all His ways and hold fast to Him, 23 then the LORD will drive out all these nations from before you, and you will dispossess nations greater and mightier than you. (Deut. 11:22-23)

d.
3 …for the LORD your God is testing you to find out if you love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul. 4 You shall follow the LORD your God and fear Him; and you shall keep His commandments, listen to His voice, serve Him, and cling to Him. (Deut. 13:3-4)

e.
5 Only be very careful to observe the commandment and the law which Moses the servant of the LORD commanded you, to love the LORD your God and walk in all His ways and keep His com-mandments and hold fast to Him and serve Him with all your heart and with all your soul. (Josh. 22:5)

f.
8 But you are to cling to the LORD your God, as you have done to this day. 9 For the LORD has driven out great and strong nations from before you; and as for you, no man has stood before you to this day. 10 One of your men puts to flight a thousand, for the LORD your God is He who fights for you, just as He promised you. 11 So take diligent heed to yourselves to love the LORD your God. 12 For if you ever go back and cling to the rest of these nations, these which remain among you, and intermarry with them, so that you associate with them and they with you, 13 know with certainty that the LORD your God will not continue to drive these nations out from before you…. (Josh. 23:8-13; compare with Exod. 34:12-16)

4.
The marriage covenant becomes a covenant model throughout the OT:

a.
16…from the adulteress who flatters with her words; 17 that leaves the companion of her youth and forgets the covenant of her God. (Prov. 2:16-17)

b.
14 Because the LORD has been a witness between you and the wife of your youth, against whom you have dealt treacherously, though she is your companion and the wife of your covenant. (Mal. 2:14)

c.
8 “Then I passed by you and saw you, and behold, you were at the time for love; so I spread My skirt over you and covered your nakedness. I also swore to you and entered into a covenant with you so that you became Mine,” declares the Lord GOD. (Ezek. 16:8; compare Ruth 3:9; also compare the removal of the covering which symbolizes the covenant protection of marriage in Deut. 22:30; 27:20)

d.
1 Thus says the LORD, “Where is the certificate of divorce by which I have sent your mother away?” (Isa. 50:1)

5.
One must conclude that marriage is a covenant that reflects the suzerain-vassal order of both the divine covenants and the earthly covenants of the ancient Near East. Therefore, the presence of distinct sex-specific responsibilities in marriage is to be expected, with a differentiation in the roles and functions of both the husband and wife.

B.
The Marriage Covenant in Matthew 19:3-12

1.
The Text:

a.
3 Some Pharisees came to Jesus, testing him and asking, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife for any reason at all?” 4 And he answered and said, “Have you not read that He who created them from the beginning MADE THEM MALE AND FEMALE, 5 and said, ‘FOR THIS REASON A MAN SHALL LEAVE HIS FATHER AND MOTHER AND BE JOINED TO HIS WIFE, AND THE TWO SHALL BECOME ONE FLESH’? 6 So they are no longer two, but one flesh. What therefore God has joined together, let no man separate.” 7 They said to him, “Why then did Moses command to GIVE HER A CERTIFICATE OF DIVORCE AND SEND her AWAY?” 8 He said to them, “Because of your hardness of heart Moses permitted you to divorce your wives; but from the beginning it has not been this way. 9 And I say to you, whoever divorces his wife, except for immorality, and marries another woman commits adultery.” 10 The disciples said to him, “If the relationship of the man with his wife is like this, it is better not to marry.” 11 But he said to them, “Not all men can accept this statement, but only those to whom it has been given. 12 For there are eunuchs who were born that way from their mother’s womb; and there are eunuchs who were made eunuchs by men; and there are also eunuchs who made themselves eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven. He who is able to accept this, let him accept it. (Matt. 19:3-12, quoting Gen. 1:27; 2:24)

2.
Jesus returns to both the beginning and the establishment of marriage. The covenant obligations are rooted in and are extensions of the creation principles.

3.
Divorce is impermissible because it is a sacred covenant not only between the man and the woman, but also God. Marital faithfulness, in the full sense of the word, is the highest expression of personal integrity.

4.
No other human covenant holds a more sacred or intimate place than the marriage covenant. Bonds with both ancestors and descendents are secondary.

5.
The union of the two covenant parties is so complete and intimate that there no longer are two parties, but one.

C.
The Marriage Covenant in Ephesians 5:22-33

1.
The Text:

a.
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 church, He Himself being the Savior of the body. 24 But as the church is subject to Christ, so also the wives ought to be to their husbands in everything. 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; 29 for no one ever hated his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it, just as Christ also does the church, 30 because we are members of His body. 31 FOR THIS REASON A MAN SHALL LEAVE HIS FATHER AND MOTHER AND SHALL BE JOINED TO HIS WIFE, AND THE TWO SHALL BECOME ONE FLESH. 32 This mystery is great; but I am speaking with reference to Christ and the church. 33 Nevertheless, each individual among you also is to love his own wife even as himself, and the wife must see to it that she respects her husband. (Eph. 5:22-33, quoting Gen. 2:24)

2.
Covenant obligations for both the husband and Christ:

a.
To be the head.

b.
To deliver, save his wife.

c.
To love.

d.
To sacrifice even to the point of death.

e.
To glorify by sanctifying, cleaning, removing spots and winkles.

f.
To nourish.

g.
To cherish.

h.
To leave, to cleave, to be one.

3.
Covenant obligations for both the wife and the church:

a.
To submit.

b.
To be one.

c.
To fear, respect her husband.

D.
The Marriage Covenant in 1 Peter 3:1-7

1.
The Text:

a.
1 In the same way, you wives, be submissive to your own husbands so that even if any of them are disobedient to the word, they may be won without a word by the behavior of their wives, 2 as they observe your chaste and respectful behavior. 3 Your adornment must not be external — braiding the hair, and wearing gold jewelry, or putting on clothing; 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. 5 For in this way in former times the holy women also, who hoped in God, used to adorn themselves, being submissive to their own husbands; 6 just as Sarah obeyed Abraham, calling him lord, and you have become her children if you do what is right without being frightened by any fear. 7 You husbands in the same way, live with your wife according to knowledge as with a weaker vessel, and show her honor as a fellow heir of the grace of life, so that your prayers will not be hindered. (1 Pet. 3:1-7)

2.
Covenant obligations for the wife:

a.
Submission

(1)
Peter expects the wife to place herself under the authority and care of her lord, her husband, in order to receive the covenantal blessings. This is true even if her husband is an unbeliever.

(2)
The degree to which a woman should submit to her covenant lord is illustrated most powerfully in her duty of silence. Peter knows nothing of an exception for the woman who thinks she is right and her husband is wrong, for even when that is really true, she must defer to his authority and trust in the influence of her sacrificial life to win him to Christ.

(3)
The Greek word u`pota,ssw (hypotasso), which occurs 38 times in the NT, always refers to a relationship in which one party is in submission to a higher authority:

Jesus to his parents (Luke 2:51)

Demons to the disciples (Luke 10:17)

Citizens to the government (Rom. 13:1, 5; Titus 3:1; 1 Pet. 2:13)

Universe to Christ (1 Cor. 15:27; Eph. 1:22)

Spirit beings to Christ (1 Pet. 3:22)

Christ to the Father (1 Cor. 15:28)

Church members to church leaders (1 Cor. 16:15-16; 1 Pet. 5:5)

Church to Christ (Eph. 5:24)

Servants to masters (Titus 2:9; 1 Pet. 2:18)

Christians to God (Heb. 12:9; James 4:7)

Wives to husbands (Col. 3:18; Titus 2:5; 1 Pet. 3:5; Eph. 5:22-24)

(4)
As authority is not interchangeable, submission is not interchangeable. The roles of master and servant are distinct, even though the concept has been radically altered in Jesus Christ.

b.
Obedience

(1)
Peter further defines submission here as obedience.

(2)
Once again Peter reflects the covenant language in which the wife recognizes her duty to yield to the authority that she has placed herself under.

c.
Call husband “lord, master”

(1)
Peter refers to Sarah’s reference to Abraham as “lord” in Genesis 18:12.

(2)
The husband holds the position of authority and may rightly be called “lord.”

(3)
Those women who chafe under the biblical notion of submitting to the authority of their lords ought to remember that these covenant obligations do not stem from the creation principles, but from the commitment they took upon themselves. If they wanted to be “lord,” why did they ever pretend to enter the divine covenant of marriage?

3.
Covenant obligations for the husband:

a.
Live with his wife according to knowledge.

(1)
To “know” is a common suzerain-vassal term that describes the recognition and fulfillment of one’s covenant obligations.

(2)
Secular example: “May the king my lord know me and put me under the charge of Pahamnate, my royal governor.” This is a request for military aid written by the Amurru king Abdi Asirta, a vassal to his Egyptian suzerain Amenhophis III. The expression means “to take care of me” or “to recognize me as a legitimate vassal” (i.e., send troops quickly).

(3)
Biblical examples:

Now a new king arose over Egypt, who did not know Joseph. (Exod. 1:8)

So God heard their groaning; and God remembered His covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. God saw the sons of Israel, and God knew. (Exod. 2:24-25)

Hear this word which the LORD has spoken against you, sons of Israel, against the entire family which He brought up from the land of Egypt: “You only have I known among all the families of the earth.” (Amos 3:1-2)

Listen to the word of the LORD, O sons of Israel, for the LORD has a case against the inhabitants of the land, because there is no faithfulness or kindness or knowledge of God in the land. (Hos. 4:1)

(4)
In this way, the word “know” came to be used of one of the most intimate of covenant obligations, the sexual relationship (Matt. 1:25; cf. 1 Cor. 7:1-5).

b.
Give honor unto his wife as weaker vessel.

(1)
Just as the Lord is the bestower of blessing and honor in the covenant relationship (e.g., Ps. 3:3; 8:5; 84:11), so also the husband is to bestow honor upon his covenant partner.

(2)
Just as Israel was God’s cherished possession (Exod. 19:5; Deut. 7:6; 14:2; 26:18; Titus 2:14), so also the husband treats his covenant partner with great care and honor.

(3)
The “weaker” vessel probably does not refer to a woman’s physical, emotional, or intellectual frailty or any notion of female inferiority. Rather, because the woman has entered the marriage covenant wherein she submits herself under the authority of another, she has assumed the position of greater vulnerability and is more subject to exploitation and abuse.

4.
Covenant blessings and curses for both husband and wife:

a.
Fellow inheritance of grace; the equality of male and female before God once again.

b.
Hindrance of prayers; separated from relationship with God (cf. Mal. 2:10-16).

Conclusion

1.
Marriage is a divinely established covenant with sex-specific, distinct roles for one who is in authority and one who is under authority.

2.
These covenant obligations were established by God from the very beginning and are assumed by every individual entering into the marriage covenant as a sacred promise to God.

3.
The distinction in role and function for both the husband and the wife is not portrayed in scripture to reside in any inherent superiority or inferiority, but simply in the divine will.

4.
Who knows? Perhaps men and women were given the tasks they were because they are not according to their natural bent, but can only be attained by the holy devotion to utter and complete selflessness.
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