As Christians, one thing that is a constant temptation for us is to confess allegiance to God and His commands in a very general sense while neglecting such allegiance in particular instances in our life.  As an example, it is easy to proclaim that we love our neighbor – until the neighbor is the person who consistently wrongs us and treats us with utter contempt.  Or it is easy to speak of being kind to one another – until the command involves being kind to the boss you cannot stand or the employee who has no respect for authority or the person who lies and gossips about you.  It is easy to talk about forgiveness – until the person you are trying to forgive is a child who does not care that they just sinned against you and is going to do it again.  Oftentimes, it is obedience in the particulars of life that challenges us the most, and yet – in Paul's mind – it is obedience in these particulars that is so absolutely essential.  As he moves through the practical section of his letter, Paul does not shy away from honing in on obedience in these particulars.  And this attitude culminates in the section of the letter we will begin looking at today – Ephesians 5:22-6:9.  In these verses, Paul focuses his attention on a very personal, very practical level as he focuses in on some of the most central relationships of life – including marriage, parenting, and the workplace.    As we seek to follow Christ, we should be sure that we are fighting for obedience on this level and not just on a grand level.  

With that in mind, our text for today is going to be Ephesians 5:22-33, in which Paul addresses the first specific relationship that I just mentioned: marriage.  As we move through these verses, it will become clear why Paul placed this section here because he just told his readers that one mark of being filled with the Spirit would be that they would be “submitting to one another out of reverence for Christ” (5:21).  With that in his mind, Paul then addresses some specific relationships in which such submission should be occurring.  And the first one he mentions is marriage, so this is what we will examine today.  

But before we get into the meat of the text itself, I want to make a couple statements by way of introduction.  First of all, I want to acknowledge that I have not been alive as long as most of you in this room (only 28 years).  Moreover, I have not been married as long as most of you in this room (only 6 wonderful years).  So, please understand that I do not take lightly the fact that I am in front of you talking about marriage.  I stand before you humbly in light of my own inexperience.  And yet, that said, I stand before you boldly because, hopefully, I am not giving you my own wisdom with regard to marriage but the wisdom of God Himself.  Though I have not experienced marriage as long as most of you, we are looking this morning at words that came, ultimately, from the One who invented marriage.  And surely the designer knows how marriage should work.  I say this to make clear that the Bible, and not our own wisdom or the wisdom of other people (even if it is good and insightful), should be the primary place from which we draw our ideas about marriage.  If you want to know how marriage should work, read the Bible.  You cannot find a better source.  

One other statement I would make is that marriage, as special and wonderful as it is, is ultimately no different from any other sphere of life.  Every part of our lives ultimately exist under the Lordship and authority of the Lord.  Our responsibility, as in every area of life, is to submit to the Lord and obey what He says.  I say this to make clear that obedience within marriage, ultimately, is no different than obedience in any other area.  The central, core issues are the same.  Though we can discuss practical tips on communicating well and doing things to help each other out, obedience in marriage ultimately rests, as we will see, on such foundational Christian virtues as loving your neighbor (because your spouse is your neighbor), being kind to one another (because your spouse is a “one another”), denying yourself (because Jesus did not say “Deny yourself...except in marriage), and considering others better than yourself (even your spouse).  The fundamental heart issues within marriage are the same fundamental heart issues present in every area of our lives.  The same things involved in being a good and obedient husband or wife are the same things involved in being a good and obedient follower of Christ.  So, with those things said, let us examine Paul's words regarding marriage.  

I. Wives are to submit to their husbands as the Church submits to Christ (5:22-24,33).  

Paul wastes no time with introduction as he jumps right into addressing the responsibility of wives within marriage.  He writes, “Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to the Lord” (5:22).  There are similar statements found in Col. 3:18 and 1 Pet. 3:1.  Paul's statement is a clear, simple statement that has generated amazing amounts of discussion, but Paul's basic point is actually very clear.  First, we can note that Paul is addressing “wives” - the women who are married.  Second, he clearly tells those women to submit.  There have been many attempts to explain away and/or soften this word but we must understand what Paul is saying.  Paul is telling these women that they are to take their proper place under authority.  The submission that Paul is urging is based on a clear structure and order of authority that exists within creation.  Paul is telling wives to take their proper place in that structure of authority by submitting themselves.  But we should notice that wives are not commanded to submit to everyone or even to every man.  The third part of the statement is that wives should submit “to [their] own husbands.”  This is crucial because it means that women do not submit to everyone in this way – only their own husbands.  Your wife should not submit to me, and my wife should not submit to you.  Fourth, Paul says wives are to submit to their own husbands “as to the Lord.”  This is crucial because it puts the issue in perspective.  Ultimately, for wives, submitting to the husband is submitting to the Lord.  This is what obedience looks like for wives, and by obeying this command with regard to husbands they are obeying the Lord. 

But this raises questions – in particular “why?”  Why should wives submit themselves to their husbands?  Thankfully, Paul answers in the next verse as he declares, “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” (5:23).  Here we have the first allusion to the foundational reality of this text: marriage is a picture of the relationship between Jesus and His Church.  And in the relationship between Jesus and the Church, the two parties are not exactly alike.  There is a structure of authority within the relationship.  Jesus is the head, and the Church follows Him and submits to Him.  In the same way, within marriage, the two parties are not exactly alike.  There is a structure of authority within the relationship.  The husband is the head, and the wife follows Him and submits to Him.   Just as there is no confusion of roles with regard to Jesus Christ and the Church, there ought to be no confusion of roles with regard to husband and wife.  A proper knowledge of the essence of the one relationship (that of Christ and the Church) gives us a proper knowledge of essence of the other (marriage).  This is the foundation and reason Paul commands wives to submit to their husbands.  

And this foundation is crucial.  If we cannot understand the relationship between Christ and the church, we will never understand Paul's commands.  This foundation makes a number of things clear.  First, it makes clear that the central issue here is not ability or qualification or superiority.  The central issue is role and responsibility.  Wives are not told to submit because they are inferior but because, in this great drama of marriage, they play the role of the Church.  And the Church is always submissive to her Lord.  Second, it makes clear that submission is not based on the “submission-worthiness” of the husband.  The foundation is the relationship between Christ and the Church – not the worthiness of the husband.  Wives, this is important because your husband may do a terrible job of obeying his part of this text.  In fact, your husband may not even be a Christian, and he may not care about what he should be doing for you.  But your obedience is not dependent on the way your husband acts at all.  You are to obey God, regardless of how your husband acts because you are showing the world how the church should respond to Christ.  Third, it makes clear that this is a reality for every husband and wife – not just those who choose to believe this or obey this.  This is not an imperative but an indicative.  The husband is the head of the wife – whether he believes that or not.  The wife is to submit to the husband – whether she believes that or not.  And both husband and wife – every husband and wife – will give account to God for how they carried out their responsibility.  

But that raises another question – what exactly does it mean, then, to submit in this way?  What should this submission look like?  Paul answers this by driving home in the point in the next verse: “Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit in everything to their husbands” (5:24).  Put very simply, the submission of the wife to her husband should look the same as the Church's submission to Jesus Christ.  Wives should recognize their husbands as the leader and authority of the household and behave appropriately in light of that reality just as they recognize Christ as the leader and authority of the Church and, presumably, behave appropriately in light of that reality.  So let us look at some very practical, nitty-gritty application of this exhortation.  

In beginning this application, let me first offer a few qualifications about this reality.  First, the command to submit “in everything” does not mean that a wife must do what the husband says no matter what.  The wife is to submit as to the Lord.  If the husband commands disobedience to God (sin), the wife should not submit.  But otherwise, the wife should recognize the ultimate authority of the husband and submit “in everything.”  This also does not mean that there is no place for appeal or discussion or questioning.  The wife is a thinking human being who also, if she is a believer, has the Spirit of God dwelling in her.  But if, after the appeal, the husband decides to something different, the wife should recognize the ultimate authority of the husband.   And this also does not mean that the wife never makes a decision on her own – without consulting her husband.  Every decision does not have to be made by the husband.  But if the husband overrides the decision of the wife, then ultimate authority rests with him.

But there is more to this application than those qualifications as well.  This command to wives to submit to their husbands is full of practical meaning.  Ultimately, as we have seen, it means that the wife subjects herself to the ultimate authority of her husband as the Church does to Christ.  It means that the wife lets the husband “wear the pants” - in every area of the marriage.  It means that the wife acknowledges that the final word in decisions and direction lies with the husband.   It means that, as a general rule, the wife recognizes that what the husband says goes.  It means that – as Paul declares at the end of our text – the wife “respects her husband” (5:33) – his position, his decisions and him as a person.   It means that the wife acknowledges, and behaves in light of the fact, that authority belongs to the husband just as the Church acknowledges, and behaves in light of the fact, that authority belongs to Christ. 

It also means the wife should not be speaking ill of her husband – to anyone – because the Church is never to speak ill of Christ.  It means the wife should never be disloyal or unfaithful to her husband because the Church is supposed to love and desire no one before Christ.  Unfaithfulness is not just a sin against a husband but a terrible picture to unbelievers of how they should treat Christ.  And it means that the wife should not be undermining the husband's authority – particularly if children are involved, as we will see next week.  

So, in light of this, wives, how are you doing submitting to your husband?  Is it clear, both to him and to others, that he is the head of your home?  Do you respect him?  Here is some homework for this week: instead of merely answering these questions yourself – ASK HIM!  Ask him if he feels like he possesses ultimate authority in the house.  Ask him if he feels respected by you.  If the answer to either question is no, ask him how that can change.  And then work to change it. 

II. Husbands are to love their wives as Christ loves the Church (5:25-30,33).

In the second part of the text, beginning in verse 25, Paul shifts his attention to husbands.  The structure of this section is identical to the previous section about wives, so we will examine it in the same way.  First, Paul declares, “Husbands, love your wives” (5:25a).  Much like with the exhortation to wives in verse 22, the message is abundantly clear.  First of all, the command is given to husbands – men in the Church who are married.  In light of Paul's declarations to please the Lord and understand His will (4:8-9,17), this is a very clear statement about God's will for husbands, so we should heed it.  Second, husbands are to “love their wives.”  Love is a notoriously difficult term to define, but at the very least it means to set your affections on something.  And this setting of affection should evidence itself in numerous ways.  Simply using 1 Corinthians 13 as a guide, we learn that love will result in patience, kindness, as well as not insisting on our own way and keeping no record of the wrongs committed by the one we love.  This is the essential command to husbands. And third, husbands are to love their own wives.  Obviously, there are Biblical commands to love all people, but in this text, Paul is acknowledging something different and higher.  The husband is to have a particular and special love for one woman – his wife.  

But once again, this raises the same question raised by the command to wives – why?  Why should a husband love his wife?  The answer is the same given to the wife – the reason the husband should love his wife is because marriage is a picture of Christ and the church.  Notice how Paul closes verses 25: “Husbands love your wives as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her” (5:25).  Just like with wives, the relationship between Christ and the church sets the tone and the standard for the way husbands act within the marriage relationship.  However, the focal point is radically different for the husband.  Instead of taking his cue from the church, the husband's example is Jesus Christ himself.  Just as Christ willingly laid down His life for the Church – giving up His rights for the good of His people (Phil. 2), so the husband should willingly lay down his life for his wife.  An understanding of the way Jesus as “head” behaves toward the church helps us understand how we as the “head” should behave toward our wives.  This is the foundation for Paul's command to husbands.  

Once again, this foundation is crucial for us to understand because it makes a number of things clear.  First, it makes clear the foundation of our headship and authority.  Husbands are not in this position because they are superior or because they have earned it but because this is the way God has ordered it. We should be humble in our position as head.  It also makes clear the nature of our headship and authority.  It is not characterized by domination or totalitarianism but by service and self-sacrifice.  Christ loved the Church – most foundationally – by giving himself up for her.  

It makes clear the purpose and goal of our headship and authority.  Christ gave Himself up for the church “that he might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word, 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” (5:26-27).  Christ's goal in loving the church is to make her perfectly holy, and this should be our focus as well.  Not that we can make our wives holy – only Christ can do that by the Spirit, but we can be an instrument in this process by loving our wives rightly.  Our central task and concern is her holiness.  The foundation of marriage is crucial for understanding the command  to husbands.  

So, in light of this, we come to another question – what does this practically look like?  What does it actually look like to love our wives as Christ loves the church?  Once again, remembering the foundation helps us here.  After detailing the way Christ loves the church, Paul continues by saying, “In the same way husbands should love their wives as their own bodies.  He who loves his wife loves himself.  For no one ever hated his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it, just as Christ does the church, because we are members of his body” (5:28-30).  By beginning with “in the same way,” Paul is pointing us back to Christ's example as a picture of what we should do.  And he says that in the same way as Christ, we should love our wives as our own bodies.  No doubt Paul has in mind that in marriage “the two become one flesh.”  We are intimately connected to our own bodies.  And as Paul says, we don't hate or neglect our own bodies, so we should not neglect the one who has become “one flesh” with us.  Instead, we should nourish and cherish our wives.  

On a very practical level, this means that we should be actively looking for ways to express love to our wives.  Just based on the description we already mentioned in 1 Corinthians 13, we should be demonstrating patience and kindness to our wives.  In matters not related to truth or obedience, we should seek to please them and not insist on our own way.  Do you insist on eating where you want to eat or watching what you want to watch or doing what you want to do?  Loving your wife means caring about her wants and desires as well.  It means that we should be seeking their maturity and growth and advancement as earnestly as we seek our own.  It means we should be laboring to make sure that our wives are growing in their faith and advancing in their knowledge of the truth and battling against the sins with which they are tempted.  Husbands, do you care if your wife grows in holiness?  Do you know the sins that beset her?  Do you know how to help her fight those sins?  This is what it means to love her.  It means that our wives should know that they are cherished and esteemed and that we delight in them.  The love of Christ for His people is beyond questioning because of what He has done for her.  Our love should be the same.  Husbands, do you know what brings joy to your wife?  Do you know what delights her?  Do you know little things like what she likes to eat, what flowers she likes, what music she likes?  Our wives should know they are cherished.  And, I will add, if they know they are cherished, submission will be a joy – because they know that we love them.  Loving our wives also means, as Peter told his readers, that we should “live with [our] wives in an understanding way, showing honor to the woman as the weaker vessel” (1 Pet. 3:7).  It means that when she is struggling and hurting and having a hard time or a hard day, we are gentle and patient.  We do not grow frustrated but we recognize that the wife is weaker and behave appropriately.  In essence, it means that we treat our wives the way that Christ treats us – loving, forgiving, understanding, helping, providing, equipping and delighting.  

Further, on the things we should not do – it means that we should not exploit their weaknesses or seek to overpower them.  Of all people, we should be helping them in their weakness rather than exploiting that weakness or making fun of that weakness.  It means that we should not neglect our relationship with them for anything – work, hobbies, children.  After our relationship with God, our wives should be most important to us, and they should know that after God, they are most important to us.  It means, as Paul told the Colossians, that we should “not be harsh with them” (Col. 3:19).  Though there is a place for correction, we should be careful not to be harsh with our wives.  If we truly are the authority, there is no place for snapping at your wife or placing unrealistic expectations on her.  Before demanding things of your wife, place yourself in her shoes and see if you could do it.  It also means that we should never be unfaithful to them or give anyone the impression that we are dissatisfied with them or desire to be with someone else.  Christ never feels this way toward the Church, and neither should we.  This is the reason adultery is so sick – because it proclaims a lie about Christ by proclaiming that He is not satisfied with His bride and has to go find enjoyment somewhere else.  

Husbands, let me be very clear with you at this point.  We are the heads of our respective houses.  That means we are responsible for what goes on in our house.  One day, we will be called to give an account for the way we took care of the family that God gave us.  The holiness of your family is on you.  Yes, your wife and kids have personal responsibility in following the Lord, but the responsibility to make sure that is happening falls on you as well.  You are not responsible for making them obey, but you are responsible for focusing your energy and devotion on doing all that you can to help them obey.  This should be the overriding concern of your life as a married man.  Do not let working, or pursuing your own wants and desires and dreams, or even doing any number of “good” things distract you from this task.  If you want to obey God, then love your wife.  

So, husbands, how are you doing?  Are you loving your wife as Christ loves the Church?  Or do you even think about the way Christ loves the Church?  Are you loving your wife as you love yourself?  Or are you just loving yourself?  Are you nourishing her so that she grows in conformity to Christ?  Are you cherishing her so that she knows she is loved?  Are you being harsh with her?  Are you living with her in an understanding way – bearing with her struggles and failures with love and care?  Let me give you homework as well.  Instead of assuming you are doing these things well (as we are often tempted to do) – ASK HER!  Ask her if she feels loved.  Ask her if she feels like you are aiding her and helping her in her spiritual growth.  Ask her, listen to her answers and seek to obey the Scriptures.  

III. Husbands and wives should do this because marriage itself exists to demonstrate the relationship between Christ and the Church (5:31-32). 

After giving specific instructions to both wives and husbands, Paul closes our text by specifically addressing the reality to which he has been alluding throughout the text.  These final verses are the most important part of the text and the foundation of everything Paul has said so far because it is in these final verses that Paul makes his central point: From the very beginning, God created marriage to be a visible demonstration to all human beings of  the relationship between Jesus Christ and His people, the church.   

Let's look at how Paul makes this point in the text.  The transition at the start of verse 31 is very abrupt as Paul declares, “'Therefore a man shall leave his father and mother and hold fast to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh.'  This mystery is profound, and I am saying that it refers to Christ and the church” (5:31-32).  The reason there is such abruptness is because verse 31 is a direct quote of Genesis 2:24.  Without any introductory formula or anything, Paul quotes Gen. 2:24.  Why?  The answer is found in the context of Genesis 2.  The reason Paul quotes this verse is because it is the culmination of a text that describes for us the creation of marriage.  As Adam was giving names to all of the animals in the Garden, it became clear that none of the animals was a suitable helper for Adam.  So, in light of that reality, God put Adam to sleep, took one of his ribs and fashioned the woman.  He then gave the woman to Adam, and Adam rejoiced (as he should).  The text then closes with the statement Paul quotes – indicating that God's actions in Genesis 2:18-25 did not just concern Adam and Eve but set a precedent for everyone who would come after.  God's intention – from the beginning of creation – has been that one man would leave his parents' house and hold fast to one woman, his wife, and that the two of them would become one flesh.  

But these facts leave one big question unanswered – why?  Why did God do it this way?  Why did he institute monogamy instead of polygamy?  Why did he institute heterosexual marriage and not homosexual marriage?  Why did he institute marriage at all instead of just leaving the boundaries open?  Why do we have this institution called marriage, and why is it so incredibly important?  For many, many years, the answer to these questions remained – in Paul's words – a “mystery.”  And, moreover, “this mystery” was “profound”.  It was perplexing and impossible to figure out – until Christ appeared.  Now, in light of Christ's appearing, Paul can say, “I am saying that it refers to Christ and the church.”  Marriage, in its original intention and design by God in Gen. 2, was to be a visible picture of something that is invisible to our physical eyes on this earth.  Marriage was created so that we would have categories to understand something that, otherwise, is far beyond our understanding.  And that is the love that Christ has for His church as well as the total, uninhibited submission and devotion that the church should render to Him.  This is the reason marriage exists.

As I said, this is the most important part of this text for a number of reasons.  First, it reminds us that marriage (as an institution in and of itself) is vitally important.  You see, every marriage is a picture of Christ and the church – either a good picture or a bad picture.  Even a marriage of two people who hate God and do not care about Genesis or Ephesians is a picture of the relationship between Christ and the church – a very bad picture probably but a picture nonetheless.  This is important because it helps me care not only about my own marriage but your marriage and every marriage.  Because they understand its meaning, Christians should hold marriage in the highest regard of anyone.  

This reality is also important because it reminds us that our marriage is one of the best evangelistic opportunities we have.  Husbands, do you want to proclaim the gospel to the world?  Then love your wife.  Because if you are loving your wife rightly, people will have, in your example, a way of beginning to understand what Christ did.  Wives, do you want to proclaim the gospel to the world?  Then submit to and respect your husband.  Because if you are submitting and respecting rightly, people will have, in your example, a way of understanding the way they should respond to Jesus Christ – with submission and respect.  We preach the gospel with our marriages!  And once again, this is a reminder that we carry out our roles not because our spouses deserve love or submission but “out of reverence for Christ” (5:21). 

And finally, in closing, this is important because it reminds us that marriage is not the ultimate.  We should not be consumed with marriage or with our spouse but with the glory of Christ and what He has accomplished for His people.  Even in the best marriages, the truth of the matter is that when that husband and wife die, their marriage will cease to exist.  And if they are both Christians and both go to be with the Lord, neither of them will miss it because there will be something far more glorious and incredible as the relationship between Christ and His church takes center stage.  

So, wives, as you leave today, keep this reality in the forefront of your mind.  I have no doubt that submission is not always easy, and I also have no doubt that your husbands are not always worthy of your submission and respect – because we make bad decisions and still sin.  The thing that will motivate you to submit even when it is hard is remembering this reality about Christ and the Church.  It is the only sure foundation.  

Husbands, as you leave today, I know that your task probably seems impossible or, at very least, overwhelming.  How do you keep track of all the things you are supposed to do?  I would urge you not to set your mind on specific tasks but on this reality of Christ's love for His church.  Soak yourself in the Scriptures and learn what Christ has done for us, and imitate it with regard to your wife.  Know Christ, and you will know how you should behave toward your wife.  

And for those who are single, I know that this discussion can be difficult – particularly if you are single and greatly desire to be married.  However, Paul's final point is crucial for you as well because it will keep you from idolizing marriage.  In 1 Corinthians 7:8, Paul says, “to the unmarried and the widows I say that it is good for them to remain single as I am.”  How can he make such a statement?  It is because he understands Christ and the church.  He understands that intimate communion with Christ is far superior to intimate communion with a spouse – the latter is only a shadow of the former.  And he understands that those who are single have a unique opportunity to be wholeheartedly devoted to the Lord and experience such intimate communion.  If you are single, set your mind, not on marriage, but on the relationship between Christ and the church.  Set your mind and heart on knowing Christ, because then, if marriage comes, you will know how to behave, and if marriage never comes, you will not miss the shadow in the overwhelming light and glory of the reality.

* Conclusion

As we close, it is entirely appropriate that we finish our discussion of marriage by taking communion.  As we have seen, there is an intimate connection between marriage and the things we remember as we take communion.  Jesus Christ demonstrated his love for His people by dying on the cross for them – taking the wrath of God that should have fallen on their sins.  Then He was raised from the dead, and He ascended into heaven at the right hand of the Father.  Everyone who repents of their sin and trusts Him to take away their sins and save them will have eternal life.  He has done what is necessary for whoever calls on the name of the Lord  to be saved.  This is the foundation of marriage.  

And as we come to the table, I would offer a couple of exhortations.  First, as you remember what Christ has done for you, show great grace to each other as you walk together in marriage.  Husbands, be understanding toward your wives and remember that they are not perfect.  Win her heart with love and you will not need to use force – this is what Christ has done. Wives, be patient with your husbands and remember that they are not perfect.  Moreover, they are given the impossible task of imitating Jesus Christ Himself.  It is a great and awesome responsibility they bear, so don't make it harder than it already is.  Walk in submission and respect in obedience to your Lord – the same Lord who gave Himself up for you.  

Second, we should all leave here, first and foremost, with our minds and hearts focused not on a list of do's and dont's but on the glory of Christ and what He has done for His church.  If you want to understand and appreciate the shadow (marriage), then understand and appreciate the reality (Christ and the church).  As you take communion, bask in the glory of what Christ has done. 

And finally, if you are not a Christian, I would urge you to focus your attention not on the practical exhortations regarding marriage but on the reality that the wrath of God remains on you.  Before you can do marriage the way you ought, you must bow the knee to Jesus Christ as King.  Only then will your eyes be able to see and your hearts be able to understand the light of the glory of the gospel of Christ so that you can love your wife or submit to your husband rightly.  This is all about the gospel.  Amen.  

