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Ephesians 5:21-6:9 WALKING LIKE A CHRISTIAN AT HOME AND 

WORK 

 
Paul now moves onto his house codes, looking at home and 
work life and what it looks like to walk out (PERIPATEO) our 
salvation and calling in Jesus Christ. 
 

We are called to live differently. We are called to live worthy. 
We are called to be holy. 
 
Charles Dickens – Bleak House – Mrs Jellyby – African mission in 
Borrioboola-Gha – chapter entitled “Telescopic Philanthropy”. 

 
 
Dramatic, romantic, challenging gospel work in far-off lands 
while giving little time, nor work nor effort to the home and the 
workplace that is under our noses. 
 
Q and A session with Nick and Sila Lee: “Is it possible to have 
young children and still be passionate and on fire for God” 
 

Someone once said: “I didn’t backslide: I just had children” 
 
Paul is having a good look at relationships. Husband and wife, 
children and parents, slaves and masters.  
 

The home and the workplace. 
 
He has moved from soaring poetry to pedestrian prose. But this 
is our faith.  
 
It has to work in the rain and the drizzle. 
 
It has to work in the office, on the factory floor, in the home, 
when changing nappies and going to parents’ evenings and 
dealing with the mundane everyday aspects of our existence. 
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Ours is not a borrioboola-gha kind of Christianity – glamorous 
and distant and always mysterious. It works on a Monday 

morning and on a rainy Thursday afternoon in January. 
 
We grow up in community. In church. In the family. Earning our 
wages. These are still the heavenly realms that Paul has written 
about – the realm of spiritual reality. 

 
In answer to the question about maintaining a passionate 
calling and raising children, the Lees said that this is a big part 
of your calling: making disciples: of your children.  
 
Does Paul sense that there are borrioboola-gha fantasies 
dormant in every one of us? I think so. So he firmly plants our 
feet in the soil of everyday reality. Family. Children. Work. 
Community. 
 

Holiness does not operate in a vacuum. Holiness is practised at 
the kitchen table, in the bedroom, in the home. It is especially 
lived out and honed in community. It’s easy to feel holy in 
isolation. But Paul is concerned with the workplace, the home – 
our everyday lives. This stuff has to translate. We are to find out 

how to please God. To live differently. To live worthy.  
 
Holiness is wholeness and while the passage today deals 
primarily with the marriage relationship, there is much to learn 
for all of us, not only about our relationship with one another, 
but also about Christ and his bride: the church. 
 

21: Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ 

 
This is the lead sentence for this whole section. 

 

22-24: “Wives (submit) to your husbands as to the LORD. For the 
husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the 
church, his body, of which he is the Saviour. Now as the church 
submits to Christ, so also wives should submit to their husbands 
in everything.” 
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Can I get an Amen from the men in the building? 

 
Not so fast…brethren. 
 
Let’s read on: 
 

25-30: “Husbands, love your wives…”  
 
What has often happened historically is that men have taken 
this single line: “wives submit to your husbands”, metaphorically 
torn it out of their bible, wrapped it around a stick and used it 

to beat their wives into submission. 
 
But wait a minute.  
 
Let’s go back one step: 

 

21: “Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ.” 
 
The paragraph division and the headings that we have in our 

bible are not in the original text. Verse 21 is a present participle 

and is the fourth symptom or sign of being filled with the Holy 

Spirit: speaking, singing, giving thanks, submitting… 
 
Be filled with the Holy Spirit… submitting to one another… 

 

22. Wives…to your husbands… The word submit is not in the 
original in verse 22….It is just inferred in verse 21. 
 
As the church submits to Christ….so the wife should submit to 

the husband in everything… 
 
33. Later on in summary, Paul writes: the wife must respect her 
husband. 
Increasingly, we live in a society that has attempted to 

emasculate men. Politicians decide that Fathers no longer 
need to be specified on a birth certificate. Men are often 
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ridiculed and laughed at and made to look stupid in 
advertisements and sit coms. Fathers are sidelined either by 

their own behaviour or as a result of others choices. 
 
We want men to be men in our church and in our families. We 
want them to show courage and leadership. And wives – and 
women in general – you can help them in this by honouring 

them and respecting them. Do not belittle your husband. Don’t 
mock him or undermine him. Be his biggest fan. Help him to 
succeed. Cheer him on… Submit to him in a Christian sense 
and respect him. 
 
But men – this is a reciprocal deal. 
 
Submitting to one another: 
 
25: Husbands love your wives… as Christ loved the church 

28: Husbands love your wives…as your own bodies 

33: Husbands love your wives…as you love yourself 
 

How did and does Christ love the church: 

 
Read Philippians 2:1-11. Ephesians 5:2.  
 

What does Christ’s authority and leadership look like: 
 
Read John 13:1-5 – Jesus washing the feet of his disciples 
 
Jesus demonstration of love and power and authority. 
 
See also Matthew 20:25-28. 

 
Scot McKnight: “If a man or a woman frames his or her 
relationship to a spouse or to children in terms of the word 
“authority”, you can bet your sweet bippy that the relationship 
is not what it should be.” 
 

26-27 
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The other thing about the love of Christ is that it is 
transformative.  

 
God does not love us because we are lovely. He loved us while 
we were still sinners. He loves us and makes us lovely. His love 
changes us. It is transformative. 
 

God’s love cleanses us and purifies us – it makes us radiant. 
 
We are to love our wives in a way that enhances her beauty. 
True love makes people lovely. People are radiant when they 
are in love. The more we allow ourselves to receive Christ’s love 
the more lovely we become. 
 
Sin and selfishness makes us ugly. Love transforms us. 
 
Jesus is preparing his bride, the church, and will one day 

present her radiant, without stain, holy and blameless. 
 
Love as you love your own body. Love as you love yourself. 
(Love your neighbour as yourself – a pivotal commandment). 
 

Husbands learn how to love your wives. 
 
Of course, in many ways true love and submission are 
synonymous. They are interchangeable. (See definition of love 
in 1 Corinthians 13.) 
 
So, we are seeing here mutual submission (5:21) – submission, 
respect and love.  
 

31: “For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and 
be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh.” 
 
The story of the bible is then the oneness of community found 
first in the people of Israel and then the church. And then the 

reconciling work of Jesus on the cross to reconcile us to one 
another and to God – to make us ONE. 
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Whenever we seek to rule over or lord over, we are operating 

sinfully. We are operating out of otherness rather than oneness. 
 
The story of the bible works towards Galatians 3:28 
 
“There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, neither 

male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” 
 
 

Campolo “Who shall be least” 
“The sociologist Willard Waller (you wonder what kind of 

parents with the last name of Waller would name a kid Willard) 
discovered what he called “the principle of least interest.” In 
simple language the principle boils down to this: In any 
relationship, whoever loves the most exercises the least power, 
and whoever exercises the most power is exercising the least 

love. 
Imagine a marriage in which the husband doesn’t really love 
his wife very much, but she loves him intensely. Now ask the 
question: Given that arrangement, who is able to dictate the 
terms of the relationship? Who calls the shots? Who holds the 

power? She will do anything for him, and since he doesn’t care 
much about her, he is in a position of control.  
Whenever I do a marriage seminar at a church, there is always 
some guy who stands up and asks, “Who’s supposed to be the 

head of the house? That’s the real question! Who’s supposed to 
run things in the home?” 
I always feel like saying, If you were a Christian, you wouldn’t 
ask such a stupid question! A Christian never asks who’s going 
to be the master. The Christian always asks who’s going to be 

the servant. If you’re a Christian you don’t ask who’s going to 
be number one, you ask who’s going to be the last. When you 
ask a question like that, you’re asking the same stupid question 
that James and John raised with the Lord when they asked, 
“Master, when you come into your kingdom, who will sit on your 

right hand and who will sit on your left?” Who will have the 
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power? I ought to say to such a man, If you really loved your 
wife, you wouldn’t want to dominate her with your power. 

Jesus loved us so much that He was willing to give up his power 
and take upon himself the form of a slave (Phil. 2). And if a man 
loves his wife, he should be ready to give up his power and 
become her servant. Conversely, the wife is instructed to be 
submissive to her husband. But what wife would have difficulty 

becoming submissive to a man that defined himself as her 
slave? 
The ideal marriage is one in which the husband says to his wife, 
“Honey, my dreams, my hopes, my aspirations mean nothing to 
me. If I can help you become all that you can be, I’ll sacrifice 
everything I am for that.” 
In return, she says, “Oh no! I’m ready to sacrifice my hopes and 
my dreams and my aspirations to enable you to become all 
that you can be.” 
And he says, “Oh no….” and they have their first fight. It’s the 

only argument that Christians are supposed to have, for the 
Bible tells us to outdo one another in love, with each esteeming 
the “the other better than himself” (Phil 2:3). 
 
 

 
6:1 “Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. 
Honour your father and mother – which is the first 
commandment with a promise – that it may go well with you 
and that you may enjoy long life on the earth.”   
 
Paul’s letter would be read out to the congregations in this 
area – it is believed that this letter not only addressed a single 
church in Ephesus, but several churches in the area. 

 
Paul addresses children. Obey and honour your parents. 
Because this is right and the way it should be and brings with it 
a promise of social stability and order and wellbeing and 
longevity. A promise to the community and not just to the 

individual. 
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In the last days, Paul writes to Timothy (pastor of the Ephesian 
church), people will be disobedient to their parents: it is a sign 

of godlessness. 
 
Our relationship with our parents can be joyous and wonderful 
or it can be very difficult and vexing – or sometimes somewhere 
in between.   

 
Sometimes, our parents do not act honourably. They can be 
controlling and manipulating and sometimes abusive and 
downright cruel. In such cases, we need to honour the office of 
parenthood if you like, but we do not need to put up with such 
behaviour and we do not need to submit to it. 
 

Recommend the book “Boundaries” by Townsend and Cloud. 
We do not need to be controlled and manipulated by our 
parents. Wherever and however we can we should honour 

them, respect them and bless them – but where their behaviour 
is poor, we need to set boundaries.  
 
But with regard to the home and to our own children, we need 
to teach obedience to parents. 

 
Again, to a large degree, this part of the equation is fairly 
normative and not very surprising, either in Paul’s cultural setting 
or ours. 

 
But Paul is teaching submission to one another in this new 
society. 
 
Husbands and wives. Parents and children. Slaves and masters. 

 
Children – obey and honour your parents. To some degree 
there is an element of: “move along here: there’s nothing to 
see”. 
 

But then Paul addresses the parents. He takes them by surprise. 
They are sitting in the congregation with little Johnny at their 
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feet, listening to Paul’s letter being read out, and nudging their 
grubby little offspring as he plays in the dirt. 

 
6:4 “Fathers…Parents…do not exasperate your children…”  
 
Don’t provoke them to anger. Don’t goad them to resentment.  
 

In Roman society, the father had all the power. He was the 
“pater familias” and he had the say. He could make his 
children work, he could sell them into slavery, he could beat 
them. He was the big chief honcho in a very patriarchal 
society. 
 
Children obey and honour your parents…. Nothing new there 
really. But again Paul is showing the full picture when it comes 
to relationships in Christ – as to the Lord. 
 

Dads – and mums – don’t goad your children to the point 
where they resent you. 
Don’t crush them and their fragile personalities. Parents can 
misuse authority just as husbands and leaders can.  
 

6:4 “Instead, bring them up in the training and instruction of the 
Lord.” 
 
Panorama programme: “Where are all the fathers?”.  
 
Frank Field: “We are the first generation in history not to make a 
man responsible for the children he has.” 
 
Fathers have a God-given responsibility to bring up their 

children in the training and instruction of the Lord. 
 
These two words – training and instruction – cover discipline, 
care, instruction and tender care. 
 

What did Paul say to Timothy: 
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“But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have 
become convinced of, because you know those from whom 

you learned it, and how from infancy you have known the holy 
Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation 
through faith in Christ Jesus” 
(2 Timothy 3:14-15 NIV) 
 

Who did he learn this from:  
 
“I have been reminded of your sincere faith, which first lived in 
your grandmother Lois and in your mother Eunice and, I am 
persuaded, now lives in you also.” 
(2 Timothy 1:5) 
 
His mum and his grandma. 
 
My own memories of my mum praying and reading. 

 
Mums and dads – are your children learning prayer and a love 
of the bible and a love of Jesus from you. Do they see you 
reading and praying? 
 

It’s your job to teach them and instruct them and nourish them. 
It’s the greatest thing you can do. 
 
 

Slaves and Masters 
 
Read 6:5-9 
 
Paul continues with a sense of mutual submission. 

Slavery was part of culture – the workforce of the day. Approx. 
1/3 of population were slaves. It has been estimated that there 
were 60 million slaves in the Roman empire.  
 
Slavery was at the very heart of the Empire – the working 

classes. The Way did not have the power to change this at this 
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time, but Paul’s instructions are towards justice and respect and 
fair treatment. 

 
When he writes to Philemon about Onesimus, an escaped slave 
who Paul is now returning to him, he asks him to accept him 
back as a brother in the Lord. 
 

And of course, in Galatians 3:28, Paul writes: 
“There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor 
female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” 
 
The seeds were sown for slavery to be abolished from within, 
but it would actually take another 19 centuries for this to 
happen. 
 
We can learn from this passage what holiness looks like in the 
workplace: 

 
Obedience…respect…integrity…working wholeheartedly 
whether your boss is watching or not because you are working 
as to the Lord. 
 

“Serve wholeheartedly, as if you were serving the Lord, not 
men.” 
(Ephesians 6:7) 
 
Key phrases: 
“As to the Lord” 
“Out of reverence for Christ” 

Community group questions 
 

 
1) What connotations do the words “authority” and 
“submission” have in our day and generation? What does 
mutual submission as taught in the bible look like? 
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2) Husbands are called to love their wives as Christ loved the 
church. How does Christ love the church (see Philippians 2:1-11 

and Ephesians 5:2)? 
 
 
3) What effect does Christ love have on the church and how 
can love transform us? (Ephesians 5:26-27) 

 
 
4)  We are called as parents to bring up our children in the 
instruction and training of the Lord. (See also Deuteronomy 6:6-
7) How can we do this in practical terms and how can we help 
one another to do this in the wider church family? 
 
 
5) Paul said that we “do not have many fathers in the faith”. 
(1 Corinthians 4:15). What role should and could older men and 

women play in helping the younger generation in their faith?  
 
 
6) What principles can we learn from this passage with 
regard to our work and how we behave towards our bosses 

and those that work for us? 
 
 
7)  What was the ONE thing in this week’s teaching that really 
challenged, encouraged or provoked you? 
 
 


