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One of the first challenges married couples face is reaching a mutual understanding of expectations and roles in the marriage. Failure to do so is one of the major causes of marital problems. Husbands and wives need to work out together the decision-making mechanics in the family and clearly articulate their expectations of each other. How will decisions be made and who will make them? What is the husband’s role? What is the wife’s role?

Most couples enter marriage with some preconceptions regarding roles. Preconception of marital roles are not always correct. One reason is that they are sometimes based on outdated customs or cultural ideas. Another is that they often fail to allow for individual gifts, talents, or abilities. A successful marriage depends in part on a proper understanding of roles.

We get our perceptions from tradition, parents, society, and church, among other things. However, the only proper source of marital roles is the One who created marriage. God created marriage and established it as the first and foremost of all human relationships. As the manufacturer of marriage, God understands it better than anyone else. It only makes sense to refer to His word, the bible to get our information. Surprisingly, marital roles are not specifically listed in the word. What the bible does provide are principles.

Eph 5:22-33

Though these verses mention nothing about specific, fixed roles for the husband and wife, they do identify principles that should guide the marital relationship; submission, love, and respect. Though Paul states four times that husbands should love their wives, he never once mentions that wives should love their husbands. Their love is implied in their submission to and respect for their husbands. Paul’s emphasis is on the attitude and behavior of the husband.
By God’s design the husband is the head of the wife and the spiritual leader of the home. His attitude and behavior will set the tone for the home and profoundly affect his wife’s general and spiritual well-being.
Paul’s call for husbands to love their wives, particularly in the self-sacrificing way that Christ loved the church, was a radically new concept, even revolutionary in its implications. Sacrificial love is in itself a form of submission. Paul was talking about a love that would elevate a wife to equal status as a person in her husband’s eyes.

The closest this passage comes to defining marital roles is to say that a husband’s role is to love his wife in a sacrificial, self-giving way, and a wife’s role is to submit to her husband as to the Lord and to respect her husband. These roles are reciprocal. Any husband who is truly faithful to do his part will make it easy for his wife to do her part. Likewise, any wife who has a husband who loves her in this way will have no problem respecting him or submitting to his headship.

At the most basic level, then, a husband and wife should relate to each other through mutual love and submission rather than through a set of pre-defined roles.

Essentially, marriage is a roleless relationship. It can be no other way if the marriage is truly grounded in sacrificial love. Sacrificial love is unconditional love – love without reasons. God does not need a reason to love us; He loves us because love is His nature. The love of Christ is a roleless love based on responses rather than expectations.

Love that looks far a reason is love with conditions attached. Conditions give rise to expectations. Expectations lead inevitably to disappointment. Disappointment leads to arguments, which strain the relationship, which then endangers fellowship.

Marital love is supposed to be like the love that Jesus has for His Church: unconditional, sacrificial, and without expectations or guarantees. Fixed roles create expectations, and expectations imply guarantees.

Love without reasons is love without expectations. If there are no expectations, there are no fixed roles. Marriage then becomes a relationship based on responding to needs rather than adhering to rigid preconceptions. If a husband and wife have no rigid role expectations of each other, neither will be disappointed. A response-based approach to marriage will bring a deep, fresh, and new dimension to the relationship, Married couples will experience greater success and happiness the more they learn how to relate without fixed roles.

A roleless relationship in a marriage does not mean that nobody does anything or that the couple takes a random or haphazard approach to life. It is important for a husband and wife to come to a clear and mutual understanding of how things will be done. A relationship without fixed roles does mean that each partner will respond accordingly to need, ability, and opportunity.

A role is a temporary responsibility that is based on the ability of the one who responds. As such, roles can change from one day to the next, from one minute to the next, and from one person to the other depending on the need of the moment. It is a matter of need, ability and opportunity. Whatever the need, whoever is able and available at the time is responsible.

Relating without fixed roles is a natural outgrowth of a marriage based on agape and in which the husband and wife truly are equal partners. Agape expresses itself in conscious response to recognized needs. Agape seeks to help with a need, not criticize a failure. Agape doesn’t look for roles; agape responds to needs.

Husbands and wives who approach their marriage from a roleless perspective assume full ownership of every aspect of their life together. There are no his and her roles, only our responsibilities. Who does what, and when, depends on the specific circumstances. Each couple should arrive at a mutual agreement as to which of them has the primary responsibility for each task or need, understanding as well that ultimately they will share all responsibilities together.

Assignment of marital responsibilities my depend on each person’s training, abilities, or temperament. Clear assignment of primary authority and responsibility between a husband and wife establishes order and helps prevent chaos and confusion. At the same time, rather than producing rigidity in the relationship, it allows for flexibility so that wither partner can do what is needed at any given time. Whoever can, does; whoever sees, acts.
Sharing responsibilities becomes even more important when both the husband and wife are away from home during the day. Each partner needs to take into account the schedule and obligations of the other, including those of work. Mutual understanding and cooperation are essential.

So then, what is the husband’s role in the marriage? He is the head of the home, the spiritual leader responsible for the spiritual direction of the family. He is to love his wife in the same way that Christ loved the church, sacrificially and unconditionally. What is the wife’s role? She is to respect her husband and submit to his headship.

In practical matters of home and life they should both respond according to the need, their abilities, and their availability.  
