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There probably is no place in the Bible that celebrates more the magnificent picture of who we are 
in Christ than Ephesians 1, 2 and 3. I would guess there was not one moment when we worked our 
way through those chapters where anybody found the message negative or oppressing. So, if that’s 
true, why would it suddenly become negative or oppressive if we take that theology and live it out 
at home? Well, that’s what we want to talk about this morning and over the next couple of weeks. 
So, if you have a Bible, turn with us to Ephesians, Chapter 5. I hadn’t necessarily intended on this 
text for Valentine’s weekend but here we are and that’s the way it is.  
 
There are probably very few topics that are more maligned or misunderstood in our culture than this 
whole topic of the biblical role of a husband and a wife. I think it’s probably misunderstood and 
maligned for a variety of reasons. I think one reason is because people tend to get confused between 
what I would refer to as “traditional roles” versus “biblical roles”. Traditional roles are roles that at 
one time made sense given the circumstances of the culture. But, when you pull them out and try to 
force them into another time period, it oftentimes feels like they don’t fit. There is a difference 
between traditional roles and biblical roles. That’s really important to understand.  I also think 
there’s often confusion because far too many men have used texts like the one we’re going to study 
today as an excuse to abuse and oppress their wives, which isn’t the intent of the text, of course, at 
all. I think it’s also helpful to understand while there are those today who accuse Paul of being 
somewhat of a woman hater, women in the first century would have understood Paul as the ultimate 
liberator. The only way you can maintain a view that Paul is somehow a woman hater is you cannot 
understand either the Scriptures or first century Roman culture, because the truth is Paul celebrated 
and liberated women in a way that was unheard of in first century culture. 
 
So, with all of that in mind, we pick up the flow of the text by reminding ourselves that in chapter 5, 
from verse 18 to verse 21 it’s one long run-on Greek sentence that is reminding us that God’s will 
for our lives is to be filled with the Spirit. And one of the evidences of that—the outflow of that—is 
verse 21: that we mutually submit to one another in the body of Christ. What defines the body of 
Christ is all of us together are under the headship of Christ, and we respect that. Therefore we 
mutually submit to one another in order to accomplish the mission. It’s very important to 
understand that because that’s basically the tone that then flows into this discussion about husbands 
and wives.  
 
I mentioned two weeks ago that if you are part of a church where the leadership tends to be heavy-
handed and the idea is the pastor’s the boss and everybody does what they’re told, that tone then 
tends to roll into the following discussion related to husbands and wives. But if you’re part of a 
church where the leadership doesn’t feel heavy-handed but rather it seems like we’re equipped and 
released to do the work of the ministry, there’s much more of a sense of mutual submission to one 
another, then that tone also tends to roll into the discussion that follows. My hope would be that 
those that attend Lincoln Berean would have a sense of leadership here that equips and releases and 
empowers people to do the work of ministry which then sets a bit of a context, or a tone, for the 
discussion to follow.  
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So with that in mind, we start by reminding ourselves, as members of the body of Christ, we all 
submit to one another. Husbands and wives are members of the body of Christ; therefore that 
mutual submission also happens at home because you’re still the church at home. So there’s an 
attitude or tone of humility and mutual submission that precedes this discussion. It’s really made 
clear in verse 22 then, 
 

Wives, be subject to your own husbands, as to the Lord.  (*NASB, Ephesians 5:22) 
 
Now a couple of things to start with: I realize these are very delicate words. But let’s not make 
submission something other than what it is. The fact of the matter is we all submit every single day. 
We submit to traffic laws; we submit to government; we submit to our bosses. We submit to 
different people in our lives. You don’t go into a store and just take something without paying for it. 
That’s an act of submission. We follow the rules. We all submit again and again every day of our 
lives, so now let’s not suddenly make it some crisis because we’re talking about it in marriage. If 
you look closely at verse 22, you’ll notice be subject is in italics. What that tells you is the word 
isn’t actually in verse 22. In other words, there is no verb in verse 22; you have to go back up into 
verse 21 to get the verb. Now what’s helpful about that is the text is written in such a way that you 
virtually could not interpret verse 22 without verse 21. So you’re forced to start the discussion with 
an understanding that we mutually submit to one another as members of the body of Christ, which 
includes, as husbands and wives, we mutually submit to one another. So now starting in verse 22, 
there’s a specific area in which wives are commanded to submit to their husbands, and I’ll define 
that in a couple of minutes. It says …as to the Lord. The text does not mean …as if he is God. 
What it does mean is that there is a role play, a drama that is being carried out in marriage. You can 
go all the way back to Genesis 2 and you see clearly, right from the beginning, God intended for 
marriage to be a picture of the love relationship between God and his people, and it’s helpful to 
remind ourselves that was before sin ever entered into the picture. That was a part of what defined 
paradise—that there would be this laboratory at home which would help us understand what it 
means to have an intimate relationship with God. So the role of the wife is to rightly represent the 
church’s response to the love of Christ. Therefore ...as to the Lord, that’s what the phrase means—
that that’s what she’s representing.  
 
Now as we go through this, this morning, I see two applications—one obvious, maybe one not so 
obvious. For those of us that are married, the application seems rather obvious. But I think the text 
is also critically important for everyone. There are a lot of you here this morning that are single. 
That actually makes up a fairly high percentage of the people here this morning. Every single one of 
us grew up in a context, in a family of origin. Regardless of what that context was, you had a 
context. That context has dramatically affected your view of God, your view of Christ, and your 
view of His church. What we present this morning is the ideal. This is what God intended. Some of 
you will say, “Well, I don’t live in the ideal.” I understand that.  But thinking back to your family of 
origin, and you compare that with the ideal, you begin to understand: What I did experience and 
how might that have shaped my view of God, my view of Christ, my view of His church? So there 
are two applications and one certainly applies to every single one of us. So verse 22 is to the wives. 
Verse 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. 

 
So the role of the wife is to represent the church and the church’s response to Christ. The role of the 
husband is to represent Christ as head. So what does the text mean by the word head? There’s 
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actually a fair amount of discussion around that term. There are those who put forth what’s called 
an egalitarian view, which basically means there is no role of the husband and wife. Basically that 
was kind of cultural and it doesn’t apply today. They would suggest that the word head means 
source but really that’s a very difficult argument to make. By and large there’s no evidence that this 
Greek term ever meant that, even in secular literature. It certainly doesn’t mean that in biblical 
literature, and most convincing, is how has the word been used in Ephesians itself? The word has 
been used a couple of times to refer to Christ as head of the church and in each of those occasions 
it’s clearly a reference to His authority. So basically the husband has a responsibility and has been 
given authority to carry out that responsibility. Specifically, what part of the headship of Christ is 
identified here? First of all it’s helpful to realize there can be no negativity, no inferiority in the 
terminology. For example, 1 Corinthians 11 says, “The Father is the head of the Son; the Son is the 
head of the husband; the husband is the head of the wife.” Now just take the first statement: “The 
Father is the head of the Son.” Certainly He’s not the source of the Son—that would actually be a 
heresy—and we would say that there’s no inequality. The Son is fully God in every way. So it’s just 
specifically identifying a role. So in the same way, what is the specific role regarding the headship 
of Christ that the husband is to represent? The text tells us that the role of Christ is the Savior of the 
church:  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.  
 
So Christ loved the church by dying for her, by redeeming her, by making it possible for her to be 
everything that we’ve talked about in Ephesians 1, 2 and 3. So that’s the specific part of headship 
that the husband represents. So, verse 24, 
 

But as the church is subject to Christ, so also the wives ought to be to their husbands 
in everything. 

 
So the text is saying that the role of the wife is to represent the church’s response to the love of 
Christ. The role of the husband is to represent Christ as head and, as head, He died to be the Savior 
of the body. So, at the end of verse 24 is the statement, in everything. So what does that mean? This 
is not a good time to suddenly become an ultra-literalist. We talked about this two weeks ago as it 
relates to verse 20...always giving thanks for all things. The ultra-literalist would say all things 
means all things, but we would say, “We’re not thankful for evil; we’re not thankful for sin; we’re 
not thankful for abuse; we’re not thankful for tragedy.” It’s being thankful for those things that are 
in alignment with the name of the Lord Jesus Christ. It’s in a similar way here that it doesn’t mean 
in everything. It basically would mean in everything that is consistent with God’s purpose or plan 
or design within a marriage. The wife is not obligated to be submissive to her husband when her 
husband is being sinful, when her husband is unhealthy or dysfunctional and requiring things that 
are hurtful or abusive, or just dysfunctional in the marriage. There is a sense in which her calling or 
relationship with God has to take precedence even over her relationship with her husband. So then 
this becomes a very difficult conversation in terms of: what are the specifics of this?  
 
There’s certainly no way that we could cover all of that in the time that we have this morning, but 
let me give you just a little helpful hint to listen for. I think anytime the husband is having to pull 
the submission card and tell his wife, “You must do this; the Bible says you must submit to me,” 
that should be a red flag that says something is really wrong at that point. At that point, when she 
has a check in her spirit, when she has some sense that this seems unhealthy, this seems kind of over 
the boundary, this seems like something other than what God intended, and he’s having to say, 
“Woman, submit,” at that point there’s a little flag that says something has really gone wrong here.  
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I am definitely not married to a passive woman, but in thirty-three years of marriage, never once 
have the words come out of my mouth, “Honey, you need to submit.” When those words are being 
used, something has gone wrong, and I would suggest at that point the two of you need to find 
someone you trust and figure out: what’s happening in our marriage? So that’s at least maybe a little 
red flag to help you process that. Moving on then to verse 25, 
 

Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also loved the church and gave Himself up 
for her, 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. (Vs. 25-27) 
 

So verse 25: Husbands, love your wives.  How? Just as Christ also loved the church. The model 
for me as a husband is to love my wife as Christ has loved me—to fulfill this beautiful picture at 
home by representing the self-sacrificial love of Christ for us as the church. The text gets very 
specific. How did Christ love us? He gave Himself up for her, so that He might sanctify her, 
having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word.  I think the most normal reading of 
that part of the text is on the basis of the sacrifice of Christ, we have been washed clean of our sins 
and that truth is told to us through the word. Basically, as you read that part of the text, what you 
notice is this is Ephesians 1 and 2 language.  The text wants us to go back and remember: What did 
Christ do for us as the church? It’s everything we celebrated in Ephesians 1, 2 and 3. Nobody found 
that oppressive. Nobody found that negative. As a matter of fact, it was absolutely magnificent that 
Christ would die for us, that He chose us before the foundation of the world, that we would be holy 
and blameless—the same language as Ephesians 5—that we would be sanctified; we’d be 
redeemed. We’d be purchased back and we would become a masterpiece of His grace and that we 
would be his inheritance, to be seated with Christ in the heavenlies—all these magnificent concepts! 
 
What the text is saying is this: Because my wife is in Christ, all of that magnificent theology is true 
of her. So my responsibility as her husband is to steward her in such a way that she can flourish as 
the person God has made her to be, that I would die to myself in order to create a context where she 
can flourish. And I steward this magnificent gift of my wife in such a way that one day I can present 
her to Jesus, that He presents her to Himself in all of her glory as He intended her to be. That’s my 
assignment.  
 
So what then, specifically, is the wife submitting to? Again, understanding as husband and wife 
we’re mutually submissive to one another, that needs to be the tone or the attitude that we take into 
this marriage. So what is the specific area in which she submits? I think she submits to his God-
given calling because she loves me and she wants that to be a glorious day when I present her to 
Jesus in all of her glory, that rather than competing with that, she cooperates with that in order for 
us to partner up, to create that environment where she can flourish. Now, again, this is where it’s 
helpful to separate out traditional roles from biblical roles.  
 
Many women struggle with the definition of traditional roles because it just doesn’t fit them. They 
struggle with the fact that, “God didn’t make me this way and I feel like I’m having to be something 
I’m really not.” But rightly understanding biblical roles is to say it’s the role of the husband to 
create an environment where his wife can flourish as the person God has made her to be. There’s 
nothing negative; there’s nothing restrictive in that. It seems to me that’s everything that a woman 
would want. Every single wife in this room this morning will either cooperate with her husband to 
create that context where she can flourish or she will compete with her husband to create for herself 
an environment where she can flourish. There’s not much middle ground there. If a wife trusts her 
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husband, then she submits to his God-given role and she says, “Honey, I want that to be a glorious 
day for both of us. Therefore I want to cooperate with you; I want to partner with you, in order to 
create that environment.” But if she doesn’t trust her husband, if she doesn’t believe that he will do 
his job, then she will compete with him to create her own environment where she can flourish, and 
now the marriage has become a competition. You usually hear that in the language of a husband and 
wife when they start to keep score. That’s a very obvious symptom that now we’re compete-ers, 
we’re not completers.  
 
A wife, through various forms of control and manipulation, can compete with her husband to create 
her own environment in which to flourish. I would say, as a husband, there is virtually no way I can 
fulfill my role without the cooperation of my wife. I deeply want to create an environment where 
she can flourish. But, speaking on behalf of all the men in the room, we find you women very 
confusing. As soon as we think we have you figured out to some degree, you change. And you 
change and you change. So it’s clearly a moving target. Patti and I are now empty-nesters. What 
Patti needs to thrive now is really different than what she needed to thrive several years ago. I can’t 
figure it out. What I need from her is her cooperation. “Honey, help me understand, what do you 
need now from me? What do you need now in this season of your life to thrive as the person God 
has made you to be?” When she chooses to submit to that, to trust me, to cooperate with me, then 
we can create a context where she can thrive as the person God has made her to be. But the logical 
question at this point in the discussion would be for the husbands to say, “Okay, that sounds well 
and good, but what about me?” It’s a valid question—a question to which the text answers.  
Verse 28: 
 

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. 
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.  (VS. 28-31) 

 
So he’s quoting from Genesis 2:24: The reminder that God’s design, even before sin entered the 
picture, is that marriage would be this beautiful love relationship between God and his people, or 
Christ and his church. The idea of joined together is the sexual union, and the two actually become 
one flesh. So the logic of the argument is that when I create an environment where my wife can 
flourish, I’ve actually created an environment where I will flourish, because we are one flesh. 
Because we’re one, when one flourishes, we both flourish. Basically it’s a win-win proposition. So 
how do I create an environment where I can flourish at home? Answer is: I die to myself and I give 
myself away and I seek to create an environment where my wife can flourish as the person God has 
made her to be. But because we’re one flesh, in the process, I end up creating an environment where 
I can flourish as well, as the person God has made me to be. Everybody wins. But then Paul 
surprises us a little bit in verse 32: 
 

This mystery is great; but I am speaking with reference to Christ and the church. 
 
He just quoted Genesis 2:24 but reminding us that actually this mystery is that that’s a picture of 
Christ and the church. When you go back and read through the text, sometimes he switches back 
and forth between marriage and Christ and the church in such a way that it’s hard to tell which one 
are you talking about now? But I think that’s intentional—that marriage is meant to be a picture of 
Christ and the church. What is true in one is true in the other. Your view of the church is going to 
reflect your view of marriage. Your view of your marriage is going to reflect your view of the 
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church. They’re so intertwined it’s hard to separate the two.  Then he closes in verse 33 with just a 
summary,  
 

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. 

 
I think the word respects is used like a synonym for the word submit. It actually helps define that 
term a little bit. To submit is to respect his role, is to cooperate with his role. Basically if you boil 
this all the way down—for those of us that are married—to the most simple terms, it is this: When I 
tuck my kids in at night, which in my case was years ago, to be able to say to them, “Girls, if you 
want to know how much Jesus loves you, just watch the way I love your mom.” That is my 
assignment—to picture in the home, day after day after day, the selfless love of Christ for his 
church. That’s the most practical part of that role. And for the wife, as she tucks her children in at 
night to be able to say, “Girls, if you want to know how we, as the children of God, should respond 
to the love of Christ, just watch the way I respond to your dad.” It’s a beautiful picture of the 
church’s response to the selfless love of Christ. If it’s done correctly, it is this beautiful seminary 
education at home. But if it’s not done correctly, it can be disastrous, because children begin to 
learn a concept of God, a concept of Christ, a concept of church that is off, and sometimes way off.  
 
Do you think it’s a coincidence that as the family becomes more dysfunctional generation after 
generation, you also have each generation becoming more and more cynical about the church? 
That’s not a coincidence. One ties to the other. If you’re cynical about the church, you’re going to 
be cynical about your marriage. If you’re cynical about your marriage, you’re going to end up 
cynical about the church. The two are so intertwined it’s hard to separate one from the other. 
 
It’s helpful, for those of us that are married, to remember the only person in our relationship that I 
can control is me. So that’s a good place to start. I meet with far too many husbands who have 
become very good at finding all the verses that apply to their wives and explaining to me why their 
wife is disobedient to the Word. And usually it’s a point in time where they are saying to the wife, 
“Based on the word of God, you have to love me and you have to stay with me and you cannot 
leave me because the Bible says so.” And at this point they’re using the Bible like a club to try to 
force their wives to stay with them and to love them. And strangely enough, the verse that seems so 
difficult for them to comprehend is the verse that says, “Your assignment is to love your wife as 
Christ loved the church, to die to yourself in order to serve her and create an environment where she 
can flourish.” So this is my reminder: it starts with me seeking to be obedient to my God-given role 
in the marriage. 
 
I also talk to far too many wives who give lip-service to wanting their husbands to change but the 
truth is they’ve become so manipulative and controlling in the marriage that he could not fulfill his 
role even if he wanted to. They don’t trust their husbands so they take over the marriage in order to 
create a context where they can flourish, and now the marriage is spiraling down and down and 
down. The fact of the matter is, ladies, if you want your husband to fulfill his role, it starts with 
looking at your own behavior and whether or not you’re willing to rightly represent the church’s 
response to the love of Christ.  
 
I think then, for all of us, it’s helpful to think about our family of origin. What did I grow up with? 
Did it look like this picture? Some of you have a marriage this morning that does look very similar 
to this picture. Week in and week out you rightly represent the loving relationship between Christ 
and the church. It’s easy for people to look at that and say, “Well, you’re lucky! Your marriage 
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works!” I would suggest to you it has nothing to do with luck. That is a cop out. A marriage works 
because two people have died to themselves and worked very hard to selflessly make a marriage 
work. It works because of choices they’ve made day after day, month after month, year after year. 
Luck has nothing to do with it.  
 
But it’s also true that many of you grew up in homes that didn’t look anything like this picture. And 
you have to ask yourself, how has this affected my view of God? How has it affected my view of 
Christ? How has it affected my view of the church? If you grew up in a home where your father 
mistreated your mother, where your father was maybe absent or abusive or disconnected, you start 
to form a view of God that looks a lot like your dad. And maybe that’s why you struggle with the 
authority of God and submitting to God, certain commandments of God, is because God looks too 
much like your dad. And you have to spend time beginning to separate out that God is not like your 
dad in order to understand what it means to be intimate in a relationship with Him. Maybe some of 
you grew up in a home where your mom was just passive or maybe your mom was aggressive and 
she was critical and she was judgmental and so, strange thing is, you feel like the church is 
aggressive and it’s critical and it’s judgmental. Do you suppose it’s just a coincidence that your 
view of church looks a lot like your view of your mom? Is it possible that you’ve confused the two 
to such a degree you can’t really separate them out? And you have to make a very intentional effort 
to say, “This is what I grew up with, but this is what’s true,” and begin to separate out those two in 
order to really have a right view of Christ and a right view of His church. The one thing we know 
for sure is the only person in the relationship that you can change is you. So, let’s start there. 
 

Our Father, we celebrate this morning the love that Christ has for us as the church. God, 
you have called us to rightly represent this beautiful intimate relationship at home, for us 
as husbands to rightly represent the selfless love of Christ and for the wives to represent 
the church’s response to the love of Christ. God, we understand this is a difficult 
assignment, an impossible assignment, apart from Your Spirit empowering us to fulfill our 
calling. Lord, I pray for those here today whose marriages are far from the ideal and it all 
gets very confusing as to what’s the right thing to do, for those who have grown up in 
homes where it was far from the ideal that has dramatically affected their view of You and 
of Your church. God, give them the wisdom and discernment they need to understand the 
truth and to take necessary steps in the right direction. Lord, this we pray in Jesus’ name, 
Amen.  
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