
 

I. Ephesians 5:22-33: The Meaning of Marriage 

22 Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to the Lord. 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. 24 

Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit in everything to their 

husbands. 

• Not an easy command to embrace in our egalitarian culture which is erasing the 

distinctiveness between men and of women. 

• We feel the pressure to lighten this command because culture demands it. 

• Question: Imagine you and your wife or husband were marooned on a desert island with 

no cultural pressures. You only have each other. But Christ appears to you in an 

extraordinary, life hanging way and leaves you with only a bible.  
- First, how would you respond to Ephesians 5:22? (You wouldn't soften it. There 

would be no pressure to do that. You would have no fear that "people might 

think you were crazy.")   
- Second, because you had an encounter with Christ, you would do anything he 

commanded you. So you would gratefully embrace the commands of scripture. 
- Third, what if you were rescued from this desert island 10-years later? What 

would your marriage look like? Your marriage would likely be full of love and 

respect. You would cherish one another. There would be no ongoing debate as 

to how far a wife should go to submit to her husband and how far a husband 

should go to love her. 

• We stumble over these kinds of texts because we tend to import into them a lot of 

baggage - cultural pressure, a painful past, etc. 
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• Yes, texts like this have been incorrectly used to historically marginalize women, but not 

because they are inherently flawed. It's because they have been incorrectly hijacked by a 

male-dominated culture with deeply misogynist tendencies.  
- That doesn't mean we reject God's word. Our pain, no matter how deep, 

doesn't exempt us from obedience; 
- Consider the growing sentiment that religion leads to most world suffering today. 

This belief is causing Atheism to grow by leaps and bounds. And if not full-blown 

atheism, then the belief that religion should be permanently divorced from the 

public sector, left to be practiced in private isolation. But this assumption is naive. 

Are we to believe that murder, genocide, human trafficking, and the like would 

vanish if religion were no more? Does the absence of religion equal the absence 

of evil people?  
- Some might say, "Maybe not, but it would at least significantly decrease evil since 

so much suffering happens on religious grounds."  
- Christianity, ashamedly, has often been used to justify untold evils 

committed by its so-called adherents in the name of Christ. But these evil 

people simply exploited what was within their reach as a tool to oppress 

others: religion. 
- Don't ever forget: An accurate representation of Christianity 

eradicates suffering and injustice; it does not intensify it. Evil people 

do that. People who had an agenda to do harm regardless of 

Christianity's cultural presence. 
- The absence of any religion will not erase humanity's sinful bent toward 

racism, hatred, greed, power-hunger, sex fixation, and rebellion. 
- Wherever evil is practiced, it doesn't matter what beliefs are prominent. 

Evil people will oppress. And if they must, they will exploit and sometimes 

pervert whatever they can to achieve their desired end: religion, political 

ideology, racial tension, etc. 
- When you take away Jesus, you take away the antidote to all brokenness. 
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• Back to our text: One rule of biblical interpretation is to carefully examine the emotions 

and ideas that we import into certain words. Are you aware of the various emotions 

and ideas you import into the bible when you read it? 
- For instance, on the first Sunday of February, I laid out an updated vision for how 

we aim to shepherd our church more effectively.  
- Submission isn't punishment; it's a blessing! 
- But it's established on the assumption that you both follow Jesus. 
- So let's talk briefly about the word, submission, and suspend our biases... 

• "Submission" 
- Submission is not unquestioning obedience, though it includes 

obedience. 
- Submission is not the assigning of tasks to our wives. They are not our 

slaves. They are our helpmates in seeking to cultivate a family that brings glory to 

Jesus. 
- Submission does not mean wives must endure emotional-psychological 

abuse, verbal abuse, or physical abuse. 
- Submission is not to go against one’s own conscience.  
- Submission cannot be demanded; it is voluntary. (God did not tell husbands 

to make their wives submit to them.) 

• “Only rarely, and after much communication and prayer, should a husband need 

to exercise his authority against his wife’s point-of-view. If and when that 

happens, he needs to do it with fear and trembling before God, recognizing that 

he will be held accountable by God for his decision. At all times he should have 

God’s glory and his wife’s spiritual, physical, and emotional well-being as his 

goal.” - Steven J. Cole  1

• Submission and cherishing are acts of worship unto Jesus.

- God's Vision: Genesis 2: Beautifying the earth (wife as helpmate) 

 https://bible.org/seriespage/lesson-3-what-do-you-mean-submit-ephesians-521-24 1
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- Implication: The husband takes chief responsibility in seeing to it that his family 

lives out the gospel of Jesus Christ. The wife and the husband operate in unison, 

with the husband taking the lead, in living in such a way that they bring about 

beauty and order to our chaotic world.  
- Rubber-meets-the-road:  

- The command to wives to submit to their husbands is not rooted in 

primitive cultural values, but in the nature of God. Verse 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.” 

- I have never had to use the "submission wild card" to get something done in 

my marriage. My wife is not my slave or my child. As a matter of fact, I've 

had to swallow my pride and submit to her on numerous occasions because 

she was simply right. But if I did use that wild card, she would. The truth is 

that I am the spiritual head of my home. I should be daily cultivating spiritual 

rhythms in my relationship with God, growing ever sensitive to his leading.  
- It's more than a matter of the heart ("respect"). Loving obedience is identical 

to living submission.  
- Here's what we don't get to do: order our wives around; condescendingly 

assign them tasks; they should not be working to maintain the family/home 

more than we men.  
- The scriptures do not teach that I am to force my wife to submit to me. 

That's God's job. I am to love and cherish my wife like Christ does for the 

church.  
- Wives don’t submit based on the husband’s merit; whether or not he 

deserves it. Submission to husbands is an act of worship unto Jesus. 
- Husbands don’t love and cherish their wives in expectation of their 

submission. They do so as an act of worship unto God.  
- Verse 21 is a reminder that we all are to submit to one another.  2

 Lincoln, Andrew T. Word Biblical Commentary. Volume 42. Ephesians. 385.2
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25 Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her, 26 

that he might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word, 27 

so that he might present the church to himself in splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any 

such thing, that she might be holy and without blemish. 

• A husband’s love, like the wife’s submission, is not circumstantial. It is rooted in Christ’s 

nature.  

• We don't save our wives; we don't make them more holy. That's the way Christ serves 

the church. And he does so with self-emptying love.  

• Husbands are to also love their wives with self-emptying, other-centered love. This is our 

masterpiece, our magnum opus. The beautification of our wives' souls. 

• The goal of every husband is to love our wives in such a way that their hearts blossom.  

• Husbands, our wives' souls should blossom, not wither, in our presence. Does 

your behavior oppress your wife or heal her?  

28 In the same way husbands should love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves 

his wife loves himself. 

29 For no one ever hated his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it, just as Christ does 

the church, 30 because we are members of his body. 

31 "Therefore a man shall leave his father and mother and hold fast to his wife, and the 

two shall become one flesh." 

• Paul quotes Genesis 2:24, the text “that has been influencing all the apostle’s thought.”  3

32 This mystery is profound, and I am saying that it refers to Christ and the church. 

33 However, let each one of you love his wife as himself, and let the wife see that she 

respects her husband. 

• Mystery: In the New Testament, this word is “used for the great eternal secret of God’s 

purpose for mankind, hidden in the past but now revealed in Christ…The husband’s 

 Foulkes, Francis. Ephesians. The Tyndale New Testament Commentaries. 168.3
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position as head, and his duty of sacrificial love and devoted care for his wife are but 

pictures, imperfect, but the best that this life can offer, of Christ as head, of his love, self-

sacrifice and concern for his church. The dependance of the wife on her husband and 

her duty to accept his leadership are a picture of how the church should live and act 

towards her divine Lord.”  4

- Husbands: Our love for our wives should give the whole church a revelation of 

just how much Jesus loves us. (People need to see godly, humble, relentless 

male affection!) 
- Ladies: Your respect and submission to your husbands should give the whole 

church a revelation of persevering faith. (People need to see persevering, loving 

commitment even through hard times because this world is full of hard times.) 

• Our relationships with each other in our household is one of the primary ways that we 

worship God; it’s also one of the primary ways that we can evaluate whether or not our 

salvation we claim to have is authentic.  

• When Paul said that marriage is a "mystery," he didn't mean that marriage was 

impossible to navigate or that it confounded him. He meant that a marriage bursting at 

the seams with love, respect, and tenderness points to Jesus' love for all his followers, 

the church. It's a less-than-perfect form of gospel love. It's a sign post, directing our 

gaze, if we look close enough, at Jesus' passionate love for us. The mystery is that our 

love for our wives and husbands gives us a taste of Christ's love for us on this side of 

eternity. This amazed Paul! Who knew that something as common as marriage can give 

us a sense of awe for our great God? So let us look again at our marriages. Let us look 

closely. And let us see the face of our God. 

II. Challenge/Implications 

In closing, I'd like to read Ephesians 5:22-33, but from The Message. I love The 

Message as a devotional bible. Being raised in the church, sometimes I catch 

myself getting overfamiliar with God's word and, dare I admit, at times, bored with 

 ibid.169.4
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it. A paraphrase like The Message, translated by the poet-theologian, Eugene 

Peterson, sometimes knocks the cobwebs off my mind so I can return to the 

sharper, more accurate translations. Listen and let your heart feast on these words:   

"Wives, understand and support your husbands in ways that show your 

support for Christ. The husband provides leadership to his wife the way 

Christ does to his church, not by domineering but by cherishing. So just as 

the church submits to Christ as he exercises such leadership, wives 

should likewise submit to their husbands. Husbands, go all out in your love 

for your wives, exactly as Christ did for the church—a love marked by 

giving, not getting. Christ’s love makes the church whole. His words evoke 

her beauty. Everything he does and says is designed to bring the best out 

of her, dressing her in dazzling white silk, radiant with holiness. And that is 

how husbands ought to love their wives. They’re really doing themselves a 

favor—since they’re already “one” in marriage. No one abuses his own 

body, does he? No, he feeds and pampers it. That’s how Christ treats us, 

the church, since we are part of his body. And this is why a man leaves 

father and mother and cherishes his wife. No longer two, they become 

“one flesh.” This is a huge mystery, and I don’t pretend to understand it all. 

What is clearest to me is the way Christ treats the church. And this 

provides a good picture of how each husband is to treat his wife, loving 

himself in loving her, and how each wife is to honor her husband." - 

Ephesians 5:22-33, The Message
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