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Relationships in Christ 

Ephesians 5:21-6:9 

John Breon 

 

 Paul caps off his section on the Christian “walk” or way of life by 

calling us to keep being filled by God’s Spirit. Then he lists some results of 

being filled with the Holy Spirit: speaking to one another with psalms, 

hymns, and songs from the Spirit; singing and making music from your 

hearts to the Lord; always giving thanks to God; submitting to one another 

out of reverence for Christ. 

 “Being filled with the Spirit” is the main point. It’s the source of these 

things we do. It’s the heading of this section. “Submitting to one another” is 

a result of being filled by the Spirit. It’s a point that comes under being 

filled. Then Paul applies that call to Christian households. He gives specific 

examples of mutual submission within families.  

 Before we get to those examples, we need to look at some of what 

the Bible says about submission. The first thing to note is that Jesus is the 

example of Christian submission. 

 

In your relationships with one another, have the same mindset as 

Christ Jesus: 

     Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God 

something to be used to his own advantage; rather, he made himself 

nothing [emptied himself] by taking the very nature of a servant, 

being made in human likeness. And being found in appearance as a 

man, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to death—even 

death on a cross! (Philippians 2:5-8) 

 

Jesus called them together and said, “You know that those who are 

regarded as rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high 

officials exercise authority over them. Not so with you. Instead, 

whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, 

and whoever wants to be first must be slave of all. For even the Son 
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of man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as 

a ransom for many.” (Mark 10:42-45) 

 

And remember how Jesus took the role of a slave and washed his disciples’ 

feet (John 13:1-17). 

 Jesus calls us to follow him: “Whoever wants to be my disciple must 

deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me” (Mark 8:34). Self-

surrender, self-denial, and self-submission to Jesus, to his mission, to God’s 

kingdom is at the heart of being a disciple of Jesus. All who follow Jesus go 

this way. 

 Submission is one of the practices that we call spiritual disciplines. 

The aim of spiritual disciplines is to set us before God and open us to grace 

so God can liberate us. Richard Foster says that the freedom that goes with 

submission is “the ability to lay down the terrible burden of always needing 

to get our own way.” He goes on to say that the “biblical teaching on 

submission focuses primarily on the spirit with which we view other 

people.” We’re free to value other people and to give up our own rights for 

the good of others. It’s self-denial without self-hatred. It’s following Jesus in 

the way of the cross, voluntary submission, freely accepted servanthood 

(Celebration of Discipline 110-16). 

 With that foundation, let’s look at what Paul says about submitting to 

one another in the church and, especially, at home. This section is called a 

“household table.” It’s a set of guidelines for relating to each other in a 

household. This kind of instruction goes back to Aristotle and it was 

common in the Greek and Roman culture Paul and the other early 

Christians lived in. What Paul does with it is different from what was usual 

in that time. The typical household rules were given only to wives, children, 

and slaves. The husband/father/master was seen as the absolute ruler of 

the household. But Paul addresses men as well and gives them instruction 

for how to relate to others. 

 Also, Paul’s guidance is rooted in Christ, not in society’s normal way 

of doing things. Notice these phrases all through this section: “as to the 

Lord” (5:22), “just as Christ loved the church” (5:25), “in the Lord” (6:1), “of 

the Lord” (6:4), “just as you would obey Christ” (6:5). 
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 Paul calls these Jesus followers to live like Jesus followers, like people 

in Christ, in their marriage and family. Everything he said about our walk 

with God, the way of life in Christ, and how people in Christ relate to each 

other applies in marriage and family. 

 Remember, “Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing 

with one another in love” (4:2). “Be kind and compassionate to one another, 

forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you. Follow God’s 

example, therefore, as dearly loved children, and walk in the way of love, 

just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a fragrant offering and 

sacrifice to God” (4:32-5:2). The kind of sacrificial love that husbands are to 

have for their wives is the kind of love all Christians are to have for each 

other. And the respect that wives are to have for their husbands is the kind 

of loving respect all Christians are to have for each other. 

 It’s helpful to remember that in Paul’s day, wives had no legal rights. 

A husband could do whatever he wanted in legal affairs without his wife’s 

consent. But a wife had to have her husband’s permission before she could 

buy or sell property or make a will. Husbands had the financial advantages 

and almost all the education. Pagan philosophy supported male dominance 

as it taught that women are damaged, inferior forms of males.  

 Paul doesn’t directly challenge the view that was current in that 

culture and society. Romans worried about strange religions from the east 

infiltrating and undermining their society. So Paul and other early Christians 

were careful not to come across as too radical. And yet, by including the 

head of the household in his instructions for family life and calling for 

mutual submission, Paul was being radical. 

 Mutual submission puts limits on submission and protects people. We 

don’t submit ourselves to violence and terror. There’s no place in this for 

being controlling and abusive. It’s not a call to stay in abusive relationships. 

That’s not God’s intention. And we don’t submit when someone wants us to 

do something illegal or that’s clearly disobedient to God. 

 In this passage, the main way wives are to submit to their husbands is 

to respect them (5:33). Wives are to act in a manner that all Christians 

should act (Suzanne Nicholson, EPHESIANS. Wesley One Volume 
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Commentary). The main way husbands are to submit is through sacrificial 

love. Husbands are to act in a manner that all Christians should act.  

 Johnny Oates managed the Texas Rangers for several years starting in 

1995. As the 95 season was opening, his wife Gloria was hospitalized. He 

asked for a leave of absence to spend time with his ailing wife. His 

assistants could handle the dugout. No one else could do the husbanding. 

He stood by Gloria. The team stood by him. In 1996, Oates was his league's 

Manager of the Year; for Gloria, he was the husband of a lifetime 

(https://www.preachingtoday.com/illustrations/1997/may/3147.html).  

 There are many stories like that of spouses staying with each other 

and caring for each other—following the example of Jesus. That’s what real 

mutual submission looks like. 

 The next set of relationships is parents and children.  First, Paul calls 

for children to obey their parents—appealing to the Ten Commandments:  

“Honor your father and mother.” He points out the promise that goes with 

this command: “that it may go well with you and that you may enjoy long 

life in the land/on the earth.” The way young children in the home honor 

their parents is through obedience. As we grow older and leave home, we 

show honor and respect to our parents in other ways. As our children grow 

older and leave home, they show respect to us in other ways than simply 

obedience. 

 Then we see the kind of respect parents are to show children and 

how they provide the context for obedience. This is how parents can be 

honorable. Obedience can’t be demanded by provoking, exasperating, or 

irritating our children. 

 Remember, Paul’s call for mutual respect would have been radical in 

his day. The world in which Paul lived and wrote was one where the father 

had absolute power over a child. Fathers regularly expressed this power in 

casting away female babies and drowning sickly or deformed children. In 

that world children were seen as property to be held, used, or disposed of 

at the father’s whim. To such a world Paul spoke a revolutionary word 

about the great value of all persons and the respect parents should have 

for their children: “Do not exasperate your children.”  The New English Bible 

translates that phrase, “You must not goad your children to resentment.” J. 

https://www.preachingtoday.com/illustrations/1997/may/3147.html


5 
 

B. Phillips puts it this way:  “Don’t overcorrect your children or make it 

difficult for them to obey the commandment. Bring them up with Christian 

teaching in Christian discipline.” Paul himself says it a little differently in 

Colossians:  “Do not embitter your children, or they will become 

discouraged” (3:21) (Maxie Dunnam, The Communicator’s Commentary. 

New Testament, Vol 8). 

 Discipline is vital, but it needs to be in the context of mutual respect, 

love, and trust. Continuous criticism and rebuke or discipline that 

diminishes rather than affirms self-worth, breaks a person’s spirit. 

 That’s the negative side. But Paul offers a positive alternative: “Bring 

up your children in the training and instruction of the Lord.” 

 The word for “bring up” here means to nourish—not only physically, 

but also the whole person: spirit, mind, emotion, and will. In gardening 

terms, parents prepare the ground and provide the cultivation, water, 

protection, and care that children need to grow, to be healthy and fruitful. 

 I once heard a man tell about getting his yard looking nice. He was 

just about to yell at his kids to get their bikes off the grass when he 

remembered something that happened when he was a kid. All the 

neighborhood kids used to gather at the home of a certain doctor’s family.  

That yard was not as well manicured as the others in the neighborhood.  

One day, as several kids were playing in the yard, a man from down the 

street approached. He walked up to the doctor and said, “You could grow 

grass better if you’d keep the kids off your yard.” The doctor replied, “I’m 

growing kids this year. Maybe next year I’ll grow grass” (on NPR’s “All 

Things Considered,” June 1998). 

 Christian parents do this through Christian training (or discipline) and 

instruction. Christian parents nurture and guide our children both by what 

we do and what we say. We seek to model a life of faith and instill patterns 

of Christian behavior in children. We also teach and instruct them about the 

content of the Christian faith. 

 In our conversations with our kids, in mealtime prayers and prayer 

times, in worshiping together, in the way we treat people and conduct our 

business, and any number of other activities, we are training and instructing 
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our children. Parents and children are called to act in a manner that all 

Christians should act. 

 The third set of relationships Paul addresses here is slaves and 

masters. We may think this doesn’t have anything to do with us. But let’s 

see what it meant in the first century and then see if there’s an application 

to us in the twenty-first century. 

 Again, Paul wants the Romans to see Christians as good members of 

society. He’s not out to undermine cultural institutions. And yet, by 

including slave owners in his instructions and the call to mutual submission, 

he again plants seeds that will eventually overturn Roman slavery. This 

letter would have been read out loud in church gatherings. So Christian 

slaves would hear not only the call to obey, but they’d hear the reminder to 

their masters that they also serve a Master in heaven. 

 Writing in the first century context, Paul calls on Christian slaves to 

obey their earthly masters as they would obey Christ—with respect and 

fear, sincere hearts, not just when they’re being watched, but all the time. 

They were to do their work as if they were working for the Lord. 

 He calls them to serve as “slaves of Christ” (6:6). Paul sometimes 

refers to himself as a slave of Christ (for example, Galatians 1:10). The 

attitude Paul calls Christian slaves to have is the same attitude he has about 

himself. And it’s the same attitude Jesus had as he emptied himself and 

became a slave (Philippians 2:5-11). 

 There’s a great statement where Paul shows that unity in Christ 

overcomes divisions based on social status and such: 

 

So in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith, for all of 

you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with 

Christ. There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is 

there male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus. (Galatians 

3:26-28) 

 

 Here in Ephesians, as Paul deals with shared responsibilities, he 

speaks not just to slaves but also to masters. His call to Christian slave 

owners would have been shocking in the first century world. He tells them, 
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“Treat your slaves in the same way.” That is, show the kind of respect 

toward them that he’s just called the slaves to show. And recognize Christ’s 

lordship as well. Owners would do this by stopping the use of threats 

against their slaves because they were to remember that they have a Lord, 

a Master in heaven. Relationship to the heavenly Lord guides and governs 

our relationships with other people. 

 Now, what if we take this call to slaves and masters and apply it to 

employers and employees today? Christian employees ought to give their 

best, do their best work for their employers because they’re really working 

for the Lord. Christian employers should treat their employees right, pay a 

fair wage, and so forth, because they’re working for a greater Boss—the 

Lord. 

 E. Stanley Jones believed that the kingdom of God includes employer 

-employee relations. The call to love your neighbor as yourself should 

guide business. Instead of a dog-eat-dog economy, we’d have a brother-

help-brother, or sister-help-sister, economy.  

 An industrialist from Canada said to Jones, “You’re right. My business 

was a feud. I was giving as little as possible and my employees were doing 

as little as possible. We were tied up in knots and getting nowhere.” So he 

called in his employees and said they were going to stop running the 

business on a pagan basis and start basing it on love your neighbor as you 

love yourself. He gave the right to hire and fire to the workers. He set aside 

23.5% of the profits for labor, above wages. And his factory turned from a 

feud to a family overnight. 

 After hearing from other business leaders and bankers, Jones 

concluded: 

 

loving your neighbor as you love yourself is not mere sentimentality 

—it is sense and good business sense. …I believe that the free 

enterprise system can be converted from a ruthless dog-eat-dog 

economy to a brother-help-brother economy by the simple expedient 

of applying the principle of loving your neighbor as you love yourself 

to the economic life of America and it would be good business for 
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everybody concerned. (The Unshakable Kingdom and the Unchanging 

Person 167-68, 316-18) 

 

 Slaves and masters, employees and employers are called to act in a 

manner that all Christians should act. 

 Earlier in Ephesians, we saw the relationships of the Trinity (1:3-14). 

There’s mutual submission among Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. God is a 

community of loving relationship. The church is called to reflect in our 

relationships the kind of relationship God is. And that includes how we 

relate in our families and on our jobs and wherever we live. Again, Jesus is 

the model and example for all this. The Holy Spirit gives the power and 

ability to live this way of mutual submission. And it’s all to the glory of God. 


