
True Love 
Ephesians 5:22-31 

Trinity Lutheran – Kearney, Missouri 
August 23, 2015 – Thirteenth Sunday After Pentecost 

† † † † † † † 
In the name of the Father, and of the † Son, and of the 

Holy Spirit. Amen. Since none of us have the divine 
knowledge of Jesus, who knew from the beginning who 
believed in Him and who didn’t – we have to assume that 
all of us who are Baptized into Christ also believe in Him 
– that is, unless someone’s life displays overwhelming 
evidence to the contrary. Hence, the words I’m speaking 
now are addressed to you as believers. Now as the people 
of God were approaching the holy land, we read that 
Joshua gathered them together and asking whom they 
would serve. He was speaking to them as believers, so 
when he spoke, his call wasn’t for them “accept God’s 
salvation,” “surrender their lives unconditionally to Him,” 
or “invite Him into their hearts.” Joshua’s call was not a 
call to faith, but faithfulness – a call to serve the God who 
chose, freed, washed, fed and led His people as they wan-
dered in the wilderness. Joshua was calling them to live 
like the believers they were. 

He was calling them to make the same choice you have 
to make every day when you encounter a fork in the road 
of life’s journey and have to decide which path you’ll take 
– the way of death or the way of life – the way of freedom 
or the way of slavery. Will you serve the God who chose 
you, or a god of your own making? Will you deal honestly 
in your work, apply yourself in your vocation, and glorify 
God with your body? Will you serve the Lord who serves 
you so richly, or will you serve another? The choice – as a 
believer – is always yours to make – and, as St. Paul 
teaches here in this morning’s Epistle, that choice is quite 
evident when it comes to the subject of marriage. 

Now whether you’re married or not, the fact is all of us 
– whatever your marital status – all of us are affected by 
marriage in one way or another – which is why marriage 
is such a timely subject. Under inspiration of the Holy 
Spirit, St. Paul wrote that wives are to submit to their hus-
bands as to the Lord – and that husbands are to love their 
wives just as Christ loved the Church. Paul teaches that 
the husband is the head of the marriage, and that the wife 
is its body – that the husband is responsible to God for the 
success or failure of the marriage – and that the wife is 
responsible to help her husband fulfill that responsibility. 
This is God’s Word and order for marriage – how wives 
and husbands are to “fear the Lord and serve Him with all 
faithfulness.” Which means every day for you is another 
day of decision as you ponder whom you will serve. 

But as you’re making that decision, you need to re-
member that St. Paul was and is writing “to the saints who 
are faithful in Christ Jesus” – to those who once were dead 
in sin, but are now very much alive. So he says wives are 
to submit to their husbands in everything – and husbands 

are to love their wives as Christ loved the Church – but 
always and only “out of reverence for Christ.” Suffice it to 
say that no unbeliever understands this, because most of 
the unbelieving world thinks it beneath a woman’s dignity 
to be “ordered” under a man. And most, I’m sure, would 
consider it sheer stupidity for a man to give up his life for 
a woman. But remember, these words are intended for 
Christians. Only those who have experienced God’s mer-
cy in Christ Jesus – who have been humbled beneath the 
shadow of the cross – and who have been washed in the 
cleansing water of Holy Baptism – can even begin to 
comprehend what it means when St. Paul says that hus-
bands and wives are truly to “submit to one another out of 
reverence for Christ.” 

That’s why it’s to believing women Paul says: “Out of 
reverence for Christ, you wives are to submit to your hus-
bands in all things as to the Lord.” But before I continue, 
let me say that no matter how sweet these words may 
sound to you men, you might as well shut your ears and 
pretend they don’t exist – because they aren’t being ad-
dressed to you, but to your wives. In other words they’re 
none of your business. So, wives, Paul’s admonition that 
you submit to your husband as head of your household – 
just as the Church submits to Christ as Her Head – is in-
tended for your ears alone. That’s the gift you bring to 
your husband as a Christian wife and life partner. 

Let me ask you, how long can a ship that has two cap-
tains last before she runs aground? Can a car with two 
drivers be far from diving headlong into a ditch, or worse? 
As a nation without a leader soon falls into anarchy, so 
also a household with two heads isn’t likely to last very 
long. That’s why God designated the head of a marriage to 
be the husband, and the body, his wife. And that’s why 
Paul tells us that the wife’s duty is to help her husband 
carry out his role as head. You see, the devil knew exactly 
what he was doing in the Garden when he approached Eve 
instead of Adam – for his only desire was to overturn 
God’s order by standing marriage literally on its head – 
and it worked! 

Scripture teaches that the woman who doesn’t submit 
to her husband as head dishonors not only her husband, 
but more importantly, Christ. Yet, before anyone gets too 
hung up on what it means to “submit,” perhaps we ought 
find out what this word really means. When a person 
submits to someone else, they’re recognizing that they are 
“ordered under” that person. This is the same word the 
Bible uses when talking about the relationship Christ has 
to the Father. The Son is “ordered under” the Father. The 
Church is “ordered under” Christ. Children are “ordered 
under” their parents. Citizens are “ordered under” their 



government. Hearers are “ordered under” their preachers. 
And that means ultimately everyone is “ordered under” 
someone else. 

The Christian wife who is “ordered under” her husband 
is nothing less than an icon – a picture of the Church – 
which is “ordered under” Christ. Her beauty runs far 
deeper than designer clothing, fancy fingernails, beautiful 
hair, jewelry, or make-up – just as the beauty of the 
Church isn’t found only in Her stained glass windows, 
pipe organs or programs. A godly wife shines from the 
inside out with the light of Christ – reflecting the beauty 
of her Baptism. She takes her place with the honored 
women of the Bible – and brings honor to her household 
and husband “out of reverence for Christ” – fearing the 
Lord and serving Him by the faithful respect she willingly 
gives her husband. 

But now we get to husbands – and although I don’t do 
it very often, I’ll give you women permission to tune out 
this part of the sermon, because, quite frankly, nothing in 
these verses is any of your business. St. Paul says to you 
husbands that out of reverence for Christ you are to love 
your wife the same way Christ loves the Church. While 
it’s the wife’s business to respect her husband as head, it’s 
the husband’s business to love his wife as Christ loved the 
Church, giving Himself up for Her. You men know what 
that means. Jesus laid down His life for His Bride. He 
took the bullet for Her. Stripped, beaten, and nailed to a 
cross, He loved Her to death. That kind of sacrificial, un-
conditional love is your wedding gift to your bride out of 
reverence for Christ. 

Out of His own death, Jesus bathes His Bride, the 
Church, with water and the Word in Holy Baptism. Rins-
ing away every spot, blemish, wrinkle, fault, and sin, He 
doesn’t remind Her of Her weakness and imperfection. He 
doesn’t even see it. In His eyes, She is a radiant Church, a 
spotless Church, a perfect Church – much like a bride on 
her wedding day. Which, by the way, is why brides wear 
white to their weddings – not because of their own purity, 
but because they’ve been cleansed by water and the Word 
– and are a picture of the Church in Baptism. As our Lord 
Christ sees His Church through Baptism, so also you hus-
bands are to see your wives through the cross of Jesus – as 
you love them sacrificially and unconditionally – cherish, 
care for, and dote over them. Your wife, you see, your 
wife is one flesh with you – the body of your family, of 
which you are the head. Because God has made you re-
sponsible for the well-being of your wife and household, 
your headship is no license to push your wife around. In-
deed, the man who dominates and abuses his wife – who 
uses his position as head to his own advantage – dishonors 
not only his own body – but also God. 

There is much for all of us to confess in this area of 
marriage, isn’t there? As Christians we’ve set a horrible 
example for the world – as in our marriages we’ve shown 

the world almost everything – everything, except Christ 
and the Church. Wives have rejected the headship of their 
husbands. Husbands have not sacrificially loved their 
wives – and in the process, we’ve made a shambles of 
God’s good gift of marriage. You wives, have you hon-
ored your husbands as head of your household? You hus-
bands, have you loved your wives sacrificially and uncon-
ditionally? When this fails to happen the foundations of 
marriage will soon crumble and erode away to nothing. 
And that’s why – as husbands and wives – we regularly 
need to confess our sins to one another – and then hear 
Christ’s forgiveness spoken back into our ears by our 
spouses who love us. We need to be regularly cleansed by 
water and the Word. We daily need to lay our failures at 
the foot of the cross so that, at the Lord’s Table, we might 
hear, see and taste for ourselves in the Medicine of Im-
mortality and the sweet forgiveness God freely offers us in 
the very body and blood of His Son. 

“I’ll let you in on a great big secret,” says Paul, “A 
man will leave his father and mother and be united with 
his wife, and the two will become one flesh. But what I’m 
really talking about is Jesus and His Church.” Jesus is the 
One who left the side of His Father in heaven. He’s the 
One who left His mother standing at the foot of His cross 
next to the disciple whom He loved. He’s the One who 
hung on the cross and died bearing in His own body the 
sin of the world – your sin and mine. But the day of His 
crucifixion was also the day of His wedding – the day He 
gave His life for His Bride, the Church. He’s the new Ad-
am, the Head of a new humanity. And from His wounded 
side, was formed His Eve, His Bride, the Church – washed 
and cleansed in the water and the Word. Jesus was joined 
to sinners on His cross, and we were joined to Him in faith 
through Baptism – as by God’s grace and the work of the 
Holy Spirit we became one flesh with Him in His death 
and resurrection. 

He is the One who restored us with His perfect, sacrifi-
cial love – and who has given to us His perfect obedience 
and submission to the Father. You and I, we can never 
have a perfect marriage. We can never perfectly reflect 
Christ and His Church to others – because our Old Adam 
and our Old Eve simply will not permit it. But we can re-
ceive marriage repentantly and forgivenly in Jesus. We 
can receive one another through Him who loved us and 
gave Himself for us. And through the power of God’s Ho-
ly Spirit living in us by grace, through faith in Christ Je-
sus, when you hear Joshua ask the people of God this 
question: “Whom will you serve?” With those who heard 
that question, you can also now answer joyfully: “We too 
will serve the Lord, because He is our God!” Amen. 

And now that peace of God, which passes all under-
standing, will keep your hearts and minds in that one true 
faith in Christ Jesus, unto life everlasting. Amen. 

 


