“The Model for Marriage” (Ephesians 5:21-33)

I love words and ideas. I particularly enjoy bringing words and ideas together. Those closest to
me know that I like how certain words roll off my tongue. One such example is the word “rock.”
Typically, I pronounce this word as “RAAAAWK,” as in: “You rock!” or “That meal rocked!”
This use of “rock” is a positive affirmation and I will be utilizing this word in my sermon. Many
decades ago the word “rock” was formed into an idea called “rock ‘n roll,” which as you know is
a genre of music. Now, you may appreciate rock ‘n roll, but I am not going to discuss the pros
and cons of rock ‘n roll. What I am going to do is challenge you to rock your role in your
marriage. In Eph 5:21-33 Paul shares two roles that need to be rocked.'

1. Wives, graciously respect your husbands (5:21-24). Paul calls wives to respect their
husbands because of Christ’s lordship and the husband’s headship.” He begins in 5:21° with a
critical principle: “. . . and be subject to one another in the fear* of Christ.” This verse seems
to say that everyone ought to submit to everyone else. Yet, the pronoun “one another” (allelon)
doesn’t always mean “everyone to everyone.” Sometimes it means “some to others.” The context
of 5:21 makes it clear that Paul is calling for submission to specific God-ordained authorities.’
Wives are to submit to husbands in 5:22—-24; children are to submit to parents in 6:1-3;
employees are to submit to employers in 6:5-8. The order is never reversed in any of these cases.’

In 5:22 Paul pens the famous controversial exhortation: “Wives, be subject to your own
husbands, as to the Lord.” It is important to note that the verb “be subject” or “submit” is not in
the Greek text of 5:22. Rather, the verb is carried over from 5:21. To be precise, the word
“submit” ties back to the command in 5:18: “Be filled with the Spirit.””” Submitting is an
expression of being filled with the Holy Spirit.* So 5:21 should read: “Be filled with the Holy
Spirit . . . submitting to one another in the fear of Christ.” This submission is limited in its sphere.
Paul is not saying all women are to be subject to all men. He is simply saying that if you are
married you are to submit to your own husband. Single women are under no obligation to submit
to their boyfriends. Nothing in the Bible prohibits a woman from leading a corporation,
commanding a battalion of soldiers, or serving as president of the United States. The only two
arenas in which a woman is to submit to male leadership are in the home and in the church. But in
every other relationship and structure, women are not obligated to submit to men solely because
of gender.” Of course, submission is still not an easy calling so Paul includes the phrase “as to the
Lord.”" By this Paul means that submission to your husband is a part of obedience to the Lord. If
you are fighting against the idea of being subject to your husband, you are really fighting against
the Lord, who ordained this order in marriage.

It is important to address the meaning of the word “submit” because this verb has been
misunderstood and abused for years. I like to call this word the Christian “s-word” because for
many women it is on par with an expletive! However, the notion of submission is not as
problematic as some have made it out to be. The word “submit” (hupotasso) is primarily a
military term that literally means “to arrange under.” It brings to mind an organizational chart.
Certain positions are arranged under other positions, and the ones that are arranged under are
intended to submit to those above.'' Whenever the Bible calls someone to submit, a leader or an
authority is in view.'” Yet, please note that Paul deliberately chose the word “submit” instead of
obey. The word “obey” (hupakouo) is used in the relationship between children and parents and
between slaves and masters, but not between wives and husbands. A wife is never to be treated as
a child or a slave, but as an equal partner in the marriage. Paul also uses the Greek middle voice,
which implies a voluntary choice on the wife’s part to order her life in the arrangement that God
has designed (5:21, 24)."° Wives, rock your role by submitting to your husband as unto Christ.



In 5:23-24 Paul gives the basis of the wife’s submission: “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. But
as the church is subject to Christ, so also the wives ought to be to their husbands in
everything.” As difficult as these verses may be to accept, Paul means exactly what he says."
The reason that a wife is to submit to her own husband is “the husband is the head of the wife.”
The apostle’s use of “head” (kephale) refers to the husband’s authority and responsibility for the
marriage and family.'® In case there is any doubt on this interpretation, Paul likens the husband to
Christ who is “the head of the church” (cf. 1:22-23; 4:15-16). Thus, Christ is the head of the
church and the husband is the head of his family. This should not come as a surprise. In every
institution God has created—the government, the church, the workplace, or the home—He has
also established a hierarchy to maintain order. Headship is critical in every realm of society. Life
can’t work well without it. This is why it’s been said: “Anything in nature with two heads is a
freak, and anything with no head is dead!”'” In 5:24 Paul assumes that the church is subject to
Christ and wives ought to follow suit. He even adds the phrase “in everything” (en panti). Does
this mean what it seems to suggest? Yes! Christian wives are called to submit to their husbands
“in everything.” However, if your husband asks you to do something that is sinful you must
disobey his authority. The principle of Acts 5:29 is binding: “We must obey God rather than
men.”"® Thus, if your husband asks you to do something indecent, you must say no (Eph 5:3-4).
If your husband commands you not to attend church, again, you must say no (Heb 10:24-25). The
Scriptures are clear that you should not submit to your husband in these two examples.

A far more notorious example is when a husband urges his wife to “submit” while he physically
abuses her or their children. Submission does not mean that wives are to put up with abusive
husbands. Nowhere does Scripture condone domestic violence or abuse. In fact, the primary
reason the Bible gives for the destruction of the world in the days of Noah was because “the earth
was filled with violence” (Gen 6:11). Our reverence for the sanctity of human life should be
reserved not only for human beings inside the womb but for those outside the womb as well,
including ourselves. One way we demonstrate our respect for human life is by protecting
ourselves, as well as others, from those who would seek to injure or destroy God-given life."

Perhaps you are thinking, “Keith, you need to know your audience! Christian husbands don’t
abuse their wives.” I certainly wish this was true, but it isn’t. Research reveals that about 43% of
“Christian” husbands physically assault their wife at least once during their marriage and 50%
will routinely verbally abuse their wife.”” This is inexcusable and intolerable! Husbands, don’t
you dare hit or shove your wife. Don’t get up in her face and intimidate her. Don’t use your
words as weapons. Wives, don’t listen to your husband if he tells you to submit to abuse. That’s a
lie from hell! Don’t stay in your home if your husband is physically abusive with you or your
children. Separate from him! Send a very clear message that abuse will not be tolerated under any
circumstances!

So practically speaking how can you as a wife submit to your husband?

Focus on Christ, not your husband. What woman who has fallen in love with Jesus would not
willingly do anything for Him? Never in the Gospels do we find a woman treating Jesus badly.
Never do we read of a woman speaking against Him. Never do we read of a woman doing
anything to harm Him. The women of the New Testament love and honor Jesus—He was
everything a man should be.”' Naturally, most wives aren’t married to Jesus. Your husband is full
of sin and selfishness, which makes it often difficult to submit to him. This is where you must
change your perspective. Your submission to your husband must first be submission to Jesus. In
other words, you submit to Christ by submitting to your husband whether he deserves it or not.


http://www.bible.org/seriespage/submission-christian-wife-ephesians-521-32
http://www.enjoyinggodministries.com/article/51-33/

Honor your husband with unconditional respect. Many wives will say, “I would submit to my
husband if he would love me, be sensitive to me, and be the spiritual leader of our home. My
husband needs to earn my respect!” The problem with these types of statements is that they are
unbiblical! Furthermore, many wives will be waiting until Jesus returns before they ever submit!
Paul is clear that you are not to wait upon your husband to meet all your needs before you respect
him. You are not responsible for how your husband treats you. He will have to give an account
for how he has treated you when he stands before Jesus Christ. But, I must remind you, that you
will also give an account for how you have fulfilled your role as a wife.

The principle of submission is a sobering reality relevant to young women considering marriage.
A commitment to marry a young man is the commitment to a lifetime of submission to that man.
If there is any one question that should be in a young woman’s mind concerning marriage it is
this: “Is this the kind of man I want as my ‘head,” to whom I will submit in all things for the rest
of my life?** If you are contemplating marriage, think this through very carefully. Apart from
your decision to trust Christ as your Savior, this is the most important decision you will make.

Support and encourage your husband in every way possible.”> Many husbands are beaten down
by work. They come home feeling insignificant, inadequate, and unfilled. Such men often work
long, hard hours for an angry, demanding, insensitive boss, and it naturally carries over into how
they relate to their wives (often unconsciously).* This inevitably leads to conflict in the home.
Now imagine how these men must feel when they receive less than respectful treatment from
their wives as well. It can utterly demoralize even the best husbands. What your husband needs is
an oasis of encouragement. He needs to know that you believe in him even if no one else does.
He needs you to affirm him for any step that he takes in your marriage and family. He needs you
to resist the temptation to complain about his leadership and “take control” of things when he
fails. He needs you to forgive him and speak well of him in public. He needs to know that you are
trustworthy and loyal.

[The first role that Paul mentions is that wives are to graciously respect their husbands. Now, the
apostle emphasizes a second role . . .]

2. Husband, sacrificially love your wife (5:25-33). Paul gives two models to inspire love:
Christ Himself and the husband’s own body. The apostle writes, “Husbands, love® your
wives,’® just as Christ also loved the church and gave Himself up for her.” The husband’s
obligation to love is repeated three times in this section (5:25, 28, 33). Obviously, this command
is important to Paul! How did Christ love the church and give Himself up (paradidomi) for her?
He proved His love through personal sacrifice by dying on the cross for the sins of humankind
(cf. 1:7; 2:13-16). Earlier in 5:2 Paul commanded believers to “walk in love, just as Christ also
loved you and gave Himself up [paradidomi] for us, an offering and a sacrifice to God as a
fragrant aroma.” Now in 5:25 the apostle is calling husbands to die for their wives! Dietrich
Bonhoeffer put it like this: “When Christ calls a man he bids him ‘Come and Die!”” This is
especially true when God calls a man into marriage. Naturally, many husbands claim a readiness
to die for their wives if some violent intruder threatened her. Yet, the same men struggle to deny
themselves, put their wives first, and demonstrate love in tangible ways on a daily basis.”” One
wife told her husband, “Dear, I know that you are willing to die for me; you have told me that
many times. But while you are waiting to die, could you just fill in some of the time vacuuming
the living room?” OUCH! This hits a little too close to home, doesn’t it? Christ-like sacrifice
means doing acts of kindness like watching the kids, cleaning the house, and giving your wife a
night out. Loving sacrifice is meeting your wife’s needs by refusing to whine and living
selflessly. Husbands, rock your role.




After issuing the command, Paul shares the purposes™ in 5:26-27: A husband is to love his wife
“so that He might sanctify her,”” having cleansed her by the washing of water with the
word,” 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.”*> Why does God
command husbands to love their wives? Because we are to take the lead in demonstrating the
nature and power of unconditional love, the kind of love Christ demonstrated for His church. In
these verses the implication is that a husband’s love is meant to be so powerful that it transforms
his wife into what she should be, just as Christ’s love for the church transforms her into what she
should be. That means we love our wives in spite of any blemishes they may have. Of course, this
type of love requires extreme patience (the same type of patience our wives must have with us)
and a supernatural response. Unfortunately, many husbands want to bail out when their marriages
get tough. I frequently have husbands come to me ready to throw in the towel when they have
only been working on their marriage problems for a week or two. However, this is weak-kneed
and weak-willed. Problems that threaten divorce don’t happen overnight. In most cases, these
husbands have been ignoring their role and putting their marriages in jeopardy for five, ten, or
fifteen or more years. They then foolishly expect a miraculous change in their marriage after a
few days. I tell such husbands that for every year that they have hurt their wives they need to
expect to put in a year to heal their wives. Most men aren’t willing to count the necessary costs to
make this happen. But, when we demonstrate this kind of sacrificial, servant love, we will see our
wives transformed from what they were into what they should be. Do you care about the spiritual
well-being of your wife? Is your wife more like Christ because she is married to you? Or is she
like Christ in spite of you? These are scary questions for every husband (including me). But we
have to face these sobering questions head-on and take our role as husbands seriously. Would you
make three commitments today? (1) I am going to read Scripture with my wife once a week. (2) I
am going to pray with my wife two or three times a week. (3) I am going to encourage my wife in
ministry once a week. Each of these commitments is measurable and achievable. The key is to
start small and build up. Husbands, rock your role.

In 5:28-30 Paul gives the second reason that husbands must love their wives: their own love for
themselves. “So husbands ought also to love their own wives as their own bodies. He who
loves his own wife loves himself; for no one ever hated his own flesh, but nourishes and
cherishes it, just as Christ also does the church, because we are members of His body.””
Paul uses the word “ought” (opheilo) signifying that husbands are morally obligated to Christ to
love their wife on account of Christ’s ultimate sacrifice.** The apostle says that we men are to do
so as we love our own bodies. This is a most difficult task because we can often be rather
preoccupied with ourselves. Greek mythology tells of a beautiful youth who loved no one until
the day he saw his own reflection in the water and fell in love with that reflection. He was
lovesick! Stuck staring, he finally wasted away and died and was turned into a flower that bears
his name—Narcissus.> Disgusting, huh? We are repulsed by narcissism and carefully seek to
avoid it. Rightly so! But it is shocking to see how narcissistic we can be as husbands. It is so easy
for us to look out for number one. We get tired, grumpy, and stressed, and we take our
frustrations out of our wives. Paul says that this should not be the case. Instead, we are to
“nourish” and “cherish” our wife. The verbs “nourishes” (ektrepho)’® and “cherishes” (thalpo) are
bird metaphors. The former means “to feed to maturity.” This word seems to suggest that the
husband is to provide for his wife’s physical needs such as food, clothing, and shelter. The verb
“cherishes” means “to warm.”’ This word refers to meeting your wife’s emotional needs for
tender love and physical affection and giving her the warmth, comfort, protection, and security
that she so desperately requires. It is worth noting, though, that when we love our wives, they
grow into the godly wives, mothers, and churchwomen that God wants him to be. It goes without
saying that this benefits us as well. You could say that everyone wins when we love our lives!
Husbands, rock your role!
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As a husband, how can you truly love your wife?

Listen to your wife. The question is often asked, “If you could change one thing about your
husband, what would you change?” Most women respond that they would like their husband to
communicate better. Many years ago the Harvard Business Review recommended that 65% of an
executive’s time should be spent listening. How much more so the wise husband?*® This week
make it your priority to listen to your wife. When you come home from work instead of kicking
back and relaxing, why not talk to your wife about her day? Ask her questions like: “How was
your day?” “How did things go with the kids?” “How are you feeling physically and
emotionally?” “Is there anything I can help you with?” “Is there anything I can pray with you
about?”” However, one bit of very important advice: When you ask these questions, pay very
careful attention to the answers. Do not, I repeat, do not tune out your wife or allow your eyes to
glaze over. I speak from personal experience.

Praise your wife. Billy Sunday (1862—1935) once said, “Try praising your wife even if it does
frighten her at first.” Each and every day find new and creative ways to praise your wife. Tell her
how beautiful she is, inside and out. Quote Prov 31:30 to her: “Charm is deceitful and beauty is
vain, but a woman who fears the LORD, she shall be praised.” Let her know how much you
appreciate all the things that she does for you and your family. Praise her for cooking your meals,
doing your laundry, caring for your kids, paying the bills, working outside the home, putting up
with you, or anything else that she does. Praise her as if your marriage depends upon it. I can
assure you that you will never regret praising your wife too much. Martin Luther said it well,
“The Christian is supposed to love his neighbor, and since his wife is his nearest neighbor, she
should be his deepest love.”

Touch your wife. Most men get excited about this particular application, but I am not talking
about sexual touching. I am speaking of nonsexual touching, which is a critical responsibility for
husbands. A couple was having some trouble, so they did the right thing and went to a marriage
counselor. After a few visits, and a lot of questioning and listening, the counselor said that he had
discovered the main problem. He stood up, went over to the woman, asked her to stand, and gave
her a hug. He looked at the man and said, “This is what your wife needs, at least once a day!” The
man frowned, thought for a moment, and then said, “Ok, what time do you want me to bring her
back tomorrow?”*’ I fear that we find this illustration amusing because many husbands aren’t
affectionate. Husband, it is your role to be affectionate with your wife. So, rock your role! Put
your arm around her in church. Hold her hand when you walk in the mall or in a grocery store.
Hug her when she is working in the kitchen or around the house. Put your hand on her shoulder
when you greet her. Bless her with a back massage after a hard day. If you want to be touched,
make sure that you touch your wife in a warm and thoughtful way.

Refuse to demand respect or submission firom your wife. Don’t you dare say to your wife,
“Woman, you must submit to me! The Bible and Pastor Keith say so!” Don’t you ever demand
your wife to respect you. (She may very well laugh at you if you do). You cannot force your wife
to submit to your authority, but you can encourage her submission by your example and your
sacrifice. Has it ever occurred to you that one reason your wife may have difficulty placing
herself under your authority is because she has never seen you submit to God's authority? There
is a relationship between the two. In 1 Cor 11:3 Paul writes: “But I want you to understand that
Christ is the head of every man, and the man is the head of a woman, and God is that of Christ.”
Before your wife feels comfortable following your leadership concerning her children, her
finances, or her future, she needs the assurance that you are listening to God and that you place
yourself under His authority.* Husband, rock your role. Give your wife an earnest desire to
respect you.



In 5:31-32 Paul refers back to the creation of Eve and the forming of the first home in the Garden
of Eden. “*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.’ This mystery*? is great; but I am speaking with reference to Christ and the
church.” Gen 2:24 makes it clear that the husband and wife are “one flesh,” so the husband who
loves his wife does indeed love himself (cf. Eph 5:28). The verb “be joined” (proskollao) literally
means “to glue two objects together.” The noun cognate (kolla) is the Greek word for glue.
Husbands, God’s goal for your marriage is that you and your spouse stick together like glue and
reflect Christ’s unconditional love and acceptance.* Verse 32 explains why this is so important
and strategic: It may appear that Paul is primarily speaking of marriage, but he is predominantly
using marriage as an illustration of Christ’s relationship with His church. The point being: A
Christian marriage is the best picture of Christ’s love for His church. This is why Satan spends so
much time attacking Christian marriages. If he can eliminate God’s greatest gospel illustration, he
has been quite successful. But please don’t give the devil this satisfaction! Instead, use your
marriage to preach the gospel in a way that not even the best sermon can preach it. Use your
marriage to demonstrate to your children, your relatives, your neighbors, your coworkers, and
your friends the reality of the gospel and Christ’s love for His church. Rock your roles.

Paul concludes this passage in 5:33 by summarizing and restating the previous twelve verses:
“Nevertheless, each individual among you also is to love his own wife even as himself,* and
the wife must see fo it that she respects her husband.”* Paul goes for the jugular here! He
finally targets “each individual among you” to emphasize direct and personal individual
responsibility.*® Husband, your greatest duty in marriage is to love your wife in ways she can see
and feel in her own heart. You are responsible not only to love your wife you are also responsible
to make sure that she knows she is loved. Show me a man who lays down his life for his wife,
and I’ll show you a wife who has no problem with submission. Wife, your greatest duty in
marriage is to respect your husband for who he is as the head of your home. To summarize: The
wife is told to respect her husband so much that she lives out Christ’s life, and the husband is told
to love his wife so much that he lives out Christ death. Today, make a commitment to love and
respect your spouse without any conditions. Take the word “if” out of your vocabulary. “If you
will do . . . If you will say . . . If you will respond, then I will give myself.” Instead, show the
unconditional and sacrificial love of Christ. Rock your roles!
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Scripture References
Ephesians 5:22—-33
Ephesians 5:15-21
Colossians 3:18—4:1

1 Corinthians 11:3—-12
1 Corinthians 16:13—-14
1 John 4:7-21

Genesis 29:14-30

Study Questions

1.

Am I running my husband down and complaining about his shortcomings or am I thankfully focusing
on his strengths? Are my words encouraging and affirming? Are my attitudes and actions supportive
and responsive? Do my actions, words, and attitudes enable my husband to lead my family to a better
knowledge of God? Have I truly “in everything” submitted my life to this highest priority?

What will I say when (not if) a friend asks me, “How can I respect my miserable husband?” How have
I respected my husband when he hasn’t deserved it? What did this look like practically? Would Jesus
Christ be pleased with the respect I have shown my husband? Why or why not?

Is my wife more like Christ because she is married to me? Or, is she like Christ in spite of me? Has she
shrunk from His likeness because of me? Do I sanctify her or hold her back? Is she a better woman
because she is married to me? Is she a better friend? A better mother? Am I leading my family to a
better knowledge of God? Is my leadership self-serving or sacrificial?

In what practical ways have I died to myself for the good of my wife? How do I love my wife as my
own body? How do I care for her as I do myself? What is my wife’s primary “love language?”” How
can [ begin to more effectively express my love for her this week?

Walter Trobisch said: “Marriage is not an achievement which is finished. It is a dynamic process
between two people, a relationship which is constantly being changed, which grows or dies.” Am I still
treating my spouse the same way I did when we were dating or when we were first married, or has my
love and respect grown old and cold? What specific steps will I take to rectify our relationship?
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