
From This Day Forward: Put Your Partner In Their Place 
Ephesians 5:21-33 

We’re concluding our series by examining a popular and somewhat controversial passage 
of scripture. This portion contains some language that might sound sexist and oppressive to 
women in our postmodern context. Actually, the focus of this passage was not exclusively 
on the role of the woman. Instead, it was a radically countercultural challenge to the way 
men treated their wives.  

• Women could not hold office and in most cases could not own property.  A woman 
could not testify in court. A woman could not divorce her husband, but a man could 
divorce his wife on a whim, without any subsequent financial obligation to her.  

• A woman could have only one husband, but a man could have as many wives as he 
could afford. The first born son was given full rights of inheritance to his father's 
estate, even if the first-born son had a half-dozen older sisters.  A woman was not 
even free to choose her own religion; it was expected that she would adopt the 
religion of her husband.  

Instead of following the culture’s low view of women, this passage calls husbands and wives 
to mutual attitudes of servitude. A godly marriage, according to this passage, is about the 
unified and equal effort of each partner to selflessly put the other partner in their place. 

Before we look at Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, let’s go back to the beginning. How did 
God describe the interaction between husbands and wives from the beginning? 

1. “Suitable Helper” is not code for “inferior”. - The Lord God said, “It is not good for the 
man to be alone. I will make a helper suitable for him.”- Genesis 2:18 

Admittedly, this phrase has been grossly misused and treated as a charter for male domination 
and authority over women.  It is important to park here and look at what these words really 
mean.  

Helper – With one exception, the word for helper is used throughout the Old Testament to 
describe God as the helper. Since this same word is used to describe the nature of the woman 
as helper, it prevents any hint of that role being inferior. In fact, a more accurate word would be 
“sustainer,” as eminent scholar Robert Alter writes, “Ezer” (help) is too weak because it infers 
an auxiliary function. The word is intended to describe the sustaining action of God toward 
another.” 

Suitable:  kenegdo – “like and opposite” to be in front of, to be clearly visible. A related noun 
refers to an eminent or distinctive person. “This means then, a helper of equal eminence or 
distinction.”  

• “It points to one who is fit to stand before the man as a counterpart, companion, or 
compliment. There is no sense of inferiority, subordination, or servitude implied here, 



rather it is one who is (to literally render the Hebrew term), ‘like opposite him.’”– David 
Atkinson 

With this framework in mind, let’s turn to Ephesians 5 and look at the teaching on 
submission within marriage. 

2. Wives are not the only ones called to submit. 21 Submit to one another out of reverence 
for Christ 22 Wives, (submit) to your husbands as to the Lord... 

• The interpretive key to this entire section is verse 21, which follows and sums up the 
previous instructions on what it looks like to imitate God and be filled with the Spirit. 
“The final expression of being filled with the Spirit is submitting to one another.” – 
Craig Keener 

“Be subject” or “submit” is translated from “arrange under” Middle voice: subject acts upon 
itself. Passive: subject receives the action of the verb. Submission is reciprocal. 

So, wives, your command to submit is not a command to become your husband's puppet, 
nor are husbands to become so passive as to have to be unengaged in important marital 
matters. Paul is not suggesting that your spouse make all of your decisions or do all of your 
thinking and speaking for you. You are still responsible for your own actions and your own 
decisions. That's why Paul included the qualifying phrase "as unto the Lord." 

But what KIND of leadership is the husband to provide? 

23  For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of 
which he is the Savior.24  Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit 
to their husbands in everything. 

Everyone hearing this letter read would have nodded in agreement with verse 23. It was a 
description of how culture viewed the home. The prescription, the remedy is in Christ’s 
example of how that cultural reality was lived out – as Christ is the head. 

• “The church became the bride of Jesus, not by being dragged off unwillingly by 
force, but because Jesus gave himself totally and completely to her and for her.” 
– N.T. Wright 

• While Paul upholds the ancient ideal of wifely submission, he qualifies it by placing it in 
the context of mutual submission: husbands are to love their wives as Christ loved the 
church by willingly laying down their lives for them.” – Daniel Reed 

3. Give up your rights. - 25 Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and 
gave himself up for her.   

Husbands?!?!? “In the household codes, it was customary to call on wives and children to be 
submissive to the male, but to call the male to be in subjection toward wife and children was 
unheard of.  Typically, the codes instructed husbands on how to rule their wives. Paul, 
however, instructs men on how to love their wives, and in doing so undermines a basic 
premise of these codes: the male head of the house’s absolute authority.”   



• “He insists that the husband should take as his role model, not the typical bossy or 
bullying male of the modern, or indeed the ancient, stereotype, but Jesus himself … 
as soon as ‘taking the lead’ becomes bullying or arrogant, the whole thing 
collapses.” – N.T. Wright 

I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the 
body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me. - Galatians 2:20  

“Just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a 
ransom for many." - Matthew 20:28 

This sacrificial giving was done by Christ for our good. The same attitude is present in the 
selfless giving of the husband to his wife. 

26 to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word,27 and to 
present her to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but 
holy and blameless. 

“Sanctify” set apart for honor - “Sanctification of the bride” – washed, perfumed, arrayed, and 
adored Washing – subversive to the cultural idea of women being “impure” due to bodily 
function related to birthing. Declaration of honor for her in physical, social, and spiritual ways. 

• Our role as husbands is to be a catalyst for the full achievement of our wives’ hopes, 
dreams, and potential. It’s a leadership of empowerment, not of inhibition. True 
leadership in marriage is not an insistence on being the one in charge, making all 
the decisions. A true leading man looks first to the needs of his leading lady. 

4. Pursue and practice serving each other in love. - 28 In this same way, husbands ought 
to love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. 29 After all, no 
one ever hated his own body, but he feeds and cares for it, just as Christ does the church--30  
for we are members of his body.31  "For this reason a man will leave his father and mother 
and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh." 

Ought – Deliberate fulfillment of debt. Unheard of in a day when it was assumed men owed 
women nothing. This elevated the value and worth on the wife as one to whom the husband 
was indebted. From this posture, the husband commits to deliberate action to love, care for, 
and serving the needs of his wife.  

• “I can trace all my conflicts with my wife back to my lack of serving her and not 
understanding deeply enough. When I die to myself and take the time to really listen 
and understand what she needs, I not only stay in harmony with her, but our 
relationship is great on all levels.” – Tom Cunningham 

Genuine service means getting to know your spouse’s specific needs and finding creative 
ways to meet them. 

• Don’t assume their needs look like yours!! Unhurried time together. When in doubt, ask 
for directions!! Don’t play games when asked. Be clear. 



5. Just in case you forgot, it’s all about loving as Christ loves. This is why we need 
Christ. - 32  This is a profound mystery--but I am talking about Christ and the church.33  
However, each one of you also must love his wife as he loves himself, and the wife must 
respect her husband. 

• Marital unity is to be a faithful analogy of the unity of Christ and his bride, the church. 

Great spouses are great servants because they put their partner in their place; ahead of 
themselves. 

 

Meet Herbert and Zelmyra Fisher of North Carolina.  May 13, 1924, and had been married for 
86 years, holding the Guinness World Record for the longest marriage of a living couple.  

On Valentine’s Day 2010, when Herbert was 104 and Zelmyra was 101, they teamed up with 
twitter to answer some relationship questions. Check out their take on finding love, getting 
through hard times and more.  

Is there anything you would do differently after more than 80 years of marriage? There’s 
no secret to our marriage, we just did what was needed for each other. 

How did you know your spouse was the right one for you? We grew up together and were 
best friends before we married. A friend is for life; our marriage has lasted a lifetime  

What was the best piece of marriage advice you ever received? Respect, support & 
communicate with each other. Be faithful, honest & true. Love each other with ALL of your 
heart. 

 You got married very young – how did u both manage to grow as individuals yet not 
grow apart as a couple? “We were friends first, so we learned that “Everyone who plants a 
seed & harvests the crop celebrates together” We are individuals but accomplish more 
together as friends. 

 At the end of bad relationship day, what is the most important thing to remind 
yourselves? Remember marriage is not a contest – never keep a score. God has put the two 
of you together on the same team to win 

 Is fighting important? Agree that it’s okay to disagree, & fight for what really matters. Learn 
to bend – not break! 

 What’s the one thing you have in common that transcends everything else? We are both 
Christians & believe in God. Marriage is a commitment to the Lord. We pray with & for each 
other every day. 

 

Herbert Fisher passed away on Feb. 27, 2011. He was 105 when he died. Zelmyra passed 
away Feb. 20, 2013 at age 105. They took “from this day forward” seriously, and we’re all 
better for it. 



• Honor Christ in your sexuality and you will be a source of healthy encouragement to 
your peers and an example of Christ’s satisfying presence to our world.  
 

• Embrace the gift of singleness as a time to engage in non-distracted, whole-hearted 
growth in your gifts, experiences, friendships, community, and your faith. 
 

• Serve your mate selflessly and you will find secure happiness in marriage. Keep Christ 
at the head of your marriage, and you’ll always have his example of servitude guiding 
your attitude.  
 

Questions to Ponder 

• Discuss why these passages have so often been used to justify attitudes of male superiority and 
authority? How have you seen or even experienced this? 

• What’s your response to the meaning of “suitable helper?” Were you surprised at this? 

• How have you understood or responded to the idea of submission before this message?  

• Did the message, confirm, confuse, or challenge your understanding? In what way? 

• Why is the inclusion of Ephesians 5:21 so important to understanding the verses on submission 
of wives and children? 

• In light of the mutual submission commanded in verse 21, answer these questions. Ladies, what 
would a husband “loving his wife as Christ loves the church and giving himself up for her” look 
like to you. Men, what would a wife “submitting to her husband as to the Lord” look like to you.  

• What “rights” might need to be given up in order to truly know, love, and serve your spouse? 

• Why is it important that we are both willing to ask how to meet our spouse’s needs, and willing 
to reveal how our needs can be met? Why is a refusal to play games essential? 

• How do we love as Christ loves if Christ is not the source and strength from which we learn to 
love? Do you need Christ in your marriage? Is Christ in you? 

 

 


