
“Marriage Matters” (part 1)

Ephesians 5:22-33

If you have your Bible, take it and be finding your place in the fifth chapter of 

Ephesians.  I began a brief series two Sundays ago on the home.  Obviously, all 

of us have been at home a whole lot more than we are used to.  We’ve all 

learned some things about ourselves, we’ve perhaps seen some areas that have 

required some tender love and care.  It is not just our kids who have had some 

‘homework’ to do.  

The home is important.  There is no place like it, and that is true in more ways 

than we realize.  The home is the basic building block of society.  Chronologically, 

the home is established in the Bible before the church.  It is during the formative 

years within the home that children develop a basic understanding of right and 

wrong as well as other values that they will take with them into their adult years.

We all know that the family, the foundation of our nation, is facing challenges in 

our day that are unprecedented.  The battle over the definition of marriage, a 

growing acceptance of gender fluidity, abortion on demand, and this notion that 

children are a burden all threaten to undo the very fabric that holds American 

society together.  If ever there was a time for the Christian home to inspect its 

foundation, that time is now.  And so that is what we’re doing.  Whether you have 

children or not, whether they are grown or not, and whether you are married or 

not—we all need a biblical view of God’s basic design for the home.  

It starts with the subject of marriage, something that this passage in Ephesians 5 

deals with in detail.  I simply gave you an introduction to this passage last week.  

I tried to show you how the commands that Paul gives to husbands and wives, 

parents and children, they are given within the context of the Spirit-filled life.  The 



filling of the Holy Spirit refers to His control and empowerment in the lives of 

believers to enable us to live the Christian life.  It is only through the power of the 

Holy Spirit that your home and marriage can be what God wants it to be.  

Christian marriage always involves three parties—a husband, a wife, and 

Almighty God.  And the key to a successful Christian marriage involves being 

filled with the Spirit. 

When you see these instructions for marriage given in the context of a Spirit-filled 

life, they will take on new meaning for you.  The power we need to establish a 

godly home is not left up to us.  God has already given to Christian wives and 

husbands, moms and dads, all the tools and resources they need to walk 

together in harmony. 

I want you to look with me at this passage once again, and this morning we will 

look at the instructions themselves.  In this text, there are three characteristics of 

marriage by God’s design—submission, sacrifice, and symbolism.  I want to look 

at the verses that relate to wives, and then we will look at what Paul had to say to 

husbands, which if you notice, is given much more attention.  There are three 

times as many verses addressing the responsibility of husbands than there is for 

wives.  That is significant.

The command to be filled with the Spirit sets forth the context for these 

instructions involving our relationships within marriage, the home, and work.  The 

apostle Paul uses several participles to describe what Spirit-filled living looks like 

practically.  They are in the present tense, which implies continued action.  For 

instance, he says:

• addressing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs

• singing and making melody to the Lord with your heart



• giving thanks always and for everything to God the Father, in the name of our 

Lord Jesus Christ

• submitting to one another out of reverence for Christ 

The last participle in verse 21, ‘submitting,’ establishes a general principle that 

governs our relationships in the body of Christ.  And in verse 22, Paul begins to 

show how it is specifically seen in the marriage relationship as wives are to 

submit to their own husbands. 

1—The APPLICATION that is involved (5:22)

“Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to the Lord.”

In verse 22, Paul says that wives are to submit to their own husbands as to the 

Lord.  The NASB says, “Wives, be subject to your own husbands, as to the Lord.”  

The Greek grammar makes it clear that that he is simply continuing the same 

thought he introduced in verse 21.  Literally, it says, “Be subject to one another in 

the fear of Christ, the wives to their own husbands.”

Submission is a principle that God has intended to govern all of our relationships, 

but there is a particular application for wives in the marital relationship.  Now, I 

don’t have to work very hard to convince you that such a directive flies in the face 

of today’s culture.  What is stated here in verse 22 is not ‘politically’ correct.  In 

other words, it is not within the stated ideals that are espoused in today’s world.  

It seems out of step with the times.  

The very notion of submission seems to go against the grain of popular opinion.  

We are a proud, independent people.  We submit to no one but ourselves.  This 

is man’s default position because he is in rebellion to God, and the word ‘submit’ 

is reflective of God’s created order of things.  Submission is nothing more than 



the humble recognition of God’s divine ordering of society.  Human society 

cannot function as God intended for it to without this principle of submission 

being both understood and applied.  

Submission doesn’t apply strictly to wives  

Rather, it is for everyone.  The overarching context of what Paul is saying here 

shows us that everything we do in the Christian life is governed by a godly, 

Christ-like attitude involving humility, patience, love, and mutual submission.

If you go back one verse, you will discover that submission is to be characteristic 

of every relationship.  We all have an obligation to be humble and submissive.  

Verse 21 says we are to be subject to one another in the fear of Christ.

“Be Subject”—military term meaning to rank under  

The idea is the Spirit-filled believers rank themselves under one another rather 

than exalting themselves above one another.  The main idea is that of 

relinquishing your rights in favor of another.

Though we’re talking about submission within a framework of marriage, it isn’t 

something that is unique to marriage.  It involves children who are to submit to 

their parents, a thing which Paul addresses in the next chapter.  It involves men 

and women within the church who submit to their leaders.  It involves citizens 

who submit to the governing authorities that God has ordained.

Submission doesn’t mean subjugation 

Where the Bible calls upon wives to be in submission to their own husbands, it is 

not a forced kind of submission that one involuntarily gives in a kind of 

begrudging way.  It doesn’t mean that she is his slave to do whatever he 

commands.  Often, someone will try to argue that such a statement like this is 



reflective of an archaic society where women were treated like property.  That’s 

not the influence behind Paul’s instructions.

Verse 22 speaks of submission that is willingly and eagerly given.  It is carried 

out in the way that Christ submitted Himself, carried out from a heart submitted to 

the Father.  

Submission doesn’t imply inferiority.  In no way should this verse be taken to 

mean that women are inferior to men or a less important part of the marriage 

relationship.  Both men and women are equal in terms of dignity and redemption.  

I heard someone express it this way.  Eve was not taken from Adam’s feet so he 

could trample over her, nor from his head so she could lord it over him, but from 

his side so she could be an equal partner to him.

Galatians 3:28—“There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor 

free man, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ 

Jesus.”

When the Bible says for wives to be subject to their own husbands, it does not 

mean subjugation and it does not imply inferiority.  It is simply a matter of divine 

design.  God determined to create a helper who would be suitable for the man, 

someone who was like him in every way, but also different. 

“Helper”—entails his inadequacy vs. her inferiority 

Taken from Adam’s side, God formed Eve from one of his ribs.  The woman is in 

no way inferior to the man, but is a suitable companion and partner for him.  She 

complements him and makes up for what he lacks.

Man and woman are equal, but different.  She is not taken from his head for her 

to rule over him, nor is she taken from his feet for him to trample over her, but 



she is taken from his side as his equal but altogether different partner.  Her 

femininity is distinct from his masculinity.  It is this same design for marriage that 

Jesus upheld when the Pharisees came to Him over the issue of divorce:

Matthew 19:4-6—“Have you not read that He who created them from the 

beginning made them male and female, and said, Therefore a man shall 

leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and the two shall 

become one flesh?  So they are no longer two but one flesh.  What 

therefore God has joined together, let not man separate.”

Jesus acknowledged the binding authority that Scripture has on our lives.  It was 

the Word of God that the serpent cast doubt upon when he deceived Eve in the 

garden.  On the heels of what Paul says about the home, he will say in chapter 6 

that we wrestle not against flesh and blood, but against spiritual wickedness in 

high places.  The enemy wants to ‘muddy’ the water on these issues.

We must not allow the world to influence our thinking on the most basic 

relationships we have in the home.  We must not trust our own minds above the 

mind of the Holy Spirit.

2—The EXPLANATION that is involved (5:23)

“For the husband is the head of the wife even as Christ is the head of the church, 

His body, and is Himself its Savior.”

Not only is there the application of the submission principle, but notice there is 

also an explanation of it.  Paul explains the nature of God’s design in verse 23.  

The husband is the head of the wife just as Christ is the head of the church.  In 

other words, marriage is intended to be a reflection of both God’s creative and 

redemptive order.   



From a creation standpoint, God designed marriage to be a permanent union 

between one man and one woman who are committed God and each other for 

the rest of their lives.  When Adam woke up from his sleep, he found that God 

had given him a wonderful gift.

Genesis 2:23-25—“Then the man said, This is at last bone of my bones and 

flesh of my flesh; she shall be called Woman, because she was taken out of 

Man.  Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to 

his wife, and they shall become one flesh.  And the man and his wife were 

both naked and were not ashamed.” 

“Hold Fast”—translated as ‘cleave’ in older translations; word in Hebrew means 

to cling, stick, cleave, or hold together

It was God who performed the first marriage when He brought Eve to Adam.  It 

means that marriage was God’s plan, not man’s plan.  Every couple who has 

ever been married participates in a union that was established by the Creator 

Himself.  It is far more than a social contract.  It is a physical and spiritual union, 

a mingling of souls.

I read something recently by Maggie Gallagher, who had served as the president 

of the Institute for Marriage and Public Policy, as well as chairwoman of the 

National Organization for Marriage.  She wrote:

Maggie Gallagher—“I think it’s important to recognize that marriage is a virtually 

universal human social institution.  It exists in just about every known human 

society…yet it has a certain basic and recognizable shape.  Marriage as a 

universal human idea is always a public union, not just a private and personal 

one.  It’s a physical union between a man and a woman…in which the rights and 

responsibilities of the man and the woman towards each other and their children 



are publicly defined and supported.  There aren’t that many human universals, 

and you have to ask yourself, ‘Why?’  Why is it that human beings, over and over 

again in all these wildly diverse societies—in the steppes of Asia and the jungles 

of the Amazon and the deserts of Africa, completely disconnected by religion, by 

economy, by culture, by history—why do human beings keep coming up with this 

same basic marriage idea?”

The answer lies in the fact that marriage is God’s idea and is an integral part of 

the glue that holds human society together.  The roles of men and women have 

been worked into the very fabric of our humanity.

The reason for submission is that God in creation has given to man the place and 

role of leadership.  God has done this from the beginning.  Paul makes the same 

argument in 1 Timothy 2 as well as 1 Corinthians 11.  By design, God made man 

and woman equal, but He didn’t make them identical.  Have you noticed that 

lately? 

Men and women are equal, but different.  If you take a brain scan of a man when 

he’s reading something, you will find that he is virtually deaf.  We men tend to get 

in the zone.  To go to the reading part of my brain I must leave the hearing part.  

We have doors in our brains.  If we go to one room, we shut the door behind us.  

A woman can have all the doors of her brain open at the same time.  Women are 

much better multi-taskers!  God gave you an opposite who makes up for what 

you lack.  That’s a good thing.

My wife is better than me at a lot of things.  Athletically, you don’t want me on 

your team.  But you do want Anita, let me tell you.  Organizationally and 

administratively, she is light years ahead of me.  There aren’t too many cases 



where I’ve met a couple and didn’t come to an understanding that the wife was 

smarter than her husband. 

Men and women are equal but different—physiologically we are different, 

psychologically we are different.  What God has established from creation, no 

culture is able to destroy.  Let me tell you, no culture ever has.  And I can 

guarantee you a culture will destroy itself before it destroys God’s design for 

marriage and the home.  Rome is in ruins today.  So is Greece before that, and 

Babylon before that.  And if we think that we are ever in a position to stand over 

and above the Word of God when it comes to marriage and human design, we 

better take heed lest we fall.

There is the application then of the submission principle, and an explanation for 

why it is important.  Notice finally the ultimate motivation behind a woman’s 

submission to her husband.

3—The MOTIVATION that is involved (5:24)

“Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit in everything 

to their husbands.”

There is an ultimate motive behind a wife's submission to her husband.  That 

motive is this—‘as unto the Lord.’  It is expressed twice in these verses.  Verse 

22, “Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to the Lord.”  Verse 24, “As the 

church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit in everything to their 

husbands.”  

A few verses later, Paul is going to use this same motive when he addresses 

husbands.  They must love their wives in a sacrificial way, as Christ loved the 



church and gave Himself for the church.  Christ is the motive for a healthy, happy, 

fulfilled marriage relationship.

Some may cringe at the phrase, ‘in everything.’  You mean to tell me that a wife is 

to submit to her husband in every single issue?  Understand that this is not 

suggesting some kind of slavery or an unconditional obedience.  No husband has 

any authority whatsoever to throw his weight around and command his wife like 

she were some galley slave.  A man who does that reveals that he has a very 

serious spiritual problem.  No woman should ever submit to a man who demands 

that she do something contrary to her conscience before the Lord, such as 

something that is morally or ethically wrong.  The same issue applies to 

Christians and civil government.  Romans 13 says that we are to be subject to 

the governing authorities.  However, if the state commands what God forbids, or 

if it forbids what God commands, then civil disobedience is an appropriate and 

inevitable response.

We see this in the early chapters of Acts:

Acts 5:29—“But Peter and the apostles answered, ‘We must obey God 

rather than men.” 

If a woman is in an abusive relationship, issues of domestic violence, she is 

under no obligation to submit to such a man, neither should she or her children 

remain in such a situation.  But when it comes to matters of opinion involving the 

leadership within the home, it is the wife’s responsibility to submit to her husband 

in everything.  And in so doing, she is putting Jesus Christ first in her life.

Some of you ladies are perhaps married to a man who is not a Christian.  You 

are doing your very best to represent Christ in your home to your children, but 

you get no support from your husband because he is lost.  Listen to this:



1 Peter 3:1-2—“Likewise, wives, be subject to your own husbands, so that 

even if some do not obey the word, they may be won without a word by the 

conduct of their wives, when they see your respect and pure conduct.”

He says that the way you live your life, the way that you live out your faith, it has 

a spiritual impact whether you can see it or not.  Through your actions, your 

devotion, through your surrendered spirit, you ‘flesh out’ the gospel before the 

eyes of your husband.  In fact, some of you men who are listening this morning 

have this very testimony.  It was the faithful example of your wife who brought 

you to faith in Jesus Christ.  

(Illustration of “Mismatched Marriage,” by Leslie Strobel)

I read a “Focus on the Family” article where Lee gave his testimony of how it was 

Leslie that introduced him to Jesus, whom he would set out to disprove, only to 

be saved:

“My wife, Leslie, and I lived a fairy-tale life.  A home in an exciting, upscale 

neighborhood.  Two beautiful children.  The exhilaration and challenge of 

climbing the corporate ladder.  Sure, we had issues to work through in our 

marriage, but our relationship remained strong and secure.  Our deep love for 

each other smoothed over a lot of rough edges.  Then unexpectedly, someone 

came between us.  It wasn't an affair. It wasn't the resurfacing of an old flame.  

That someone was none other than God himself.

Leslie announced one day that, after a long period of searching, she had decided 

to become a follower of Jesus Christ.  To me, this was awful news!  “Look, if you 

need that kind of crutch,” I sneered at her, “if you can't face life without believing 

in a make-believe god, then go ahead.  But don't give the church any of our 

money, and don't try to get me to go anywhere on Sunday mornings.” 



That was the beginning of what turned out to be a turbulent, emotion-churning 

phase of our marriage.  Our values began to clash, our attitudes started to 

conflict, and our priorities and desires were suddenly at odds.  More than once I 

let my frustration with Leslie's relationship with Christ spill over into a tirade of 

shouting and door slamming.  Needless to say, I wasn't making it easy for my 

wife to grow in her new faith.  To Leslie, Christianity wasn't a crutch, it was a 

source of wisdom, comfort and joy unlike anything she'd ever experienced.  And 

she couldn't share these experiences with the man she loved the most!  Every 

time she tried to help me understand, I would ridicule her or ignore her pleas.  I 

wasn't sure I wanted to continue experiencing anything with my wife.  I felt like a 

victim of bait and switch.  I had married one Leslie — the fun-loving, risk-taking 

Leslie — and she was being transformed into someone different. I wanted the old 

Leslie back!

Everything culminated one hot, humid day while I was mowing the lawn after 

another of our arguments. “That's it,” I muttered as I plowed through her flower 

bed. “This isn't what I signed up for!  Maybe it's time to think about getting out of 

this marriage.”

But before it was too late, Leslie learned how to live her faith in a way that began 

to attract me rather than repel me.  She learned how to grow and even flourish in 

her relationship with Christ, despite discouragement from me.  Though Leslie 

would admit that she made mistakes, she was the one who restored equilibrium 

to our relationship.”

Eventually, Lee Strobel came to faith in Jesus Christ, and it was the surrendered 

life of his wife, Leslie, that eventually brought him face to face with the Lord.  

Perhaps that gives some of you hope this morning, to hear firsthand of how God 

uses wives to reach their husbands.  Far too many godly ladies have had to 



make up for the slack of men who have abdicated their responsibility.  The 

scandal of our day is a noticeable absence of men.

In marriage, God brings a husband and wife together in a physical and spiritual 

bond that reaches into the depths of their soul.  As He designed it, marriage is to 

be the welding together of two people into one cohesive unit, the blending of two 

minds, two wills, two sets of emotions, two spirits, and two personalities.  The 

Lord intends for this to be a permanent relationship as long as both partners are 

alive.

Why is it so hard?  Why are things so upside in our world today?  The answer is 

what took place in Genesis 3.  Satan didn’t attack Adam when he was alone in 

the garden.  The enemy launched his assault only after Adam and Eve were 

there together, thereby attacking the basic building block of human society.  

Man’s first sin brought a separation from God, a separation of man and nature, 

and a separation of husband and wife.

Sin spread like a cancer and affected every single part of humanity, and this 

includes relationships and the most sacred of relationships such as marriage.  

Because of sin, marriage has become difficult.  It is difficult because it involves 

two imperfect people who are in desperate need of God’s grace.  The wonder of 

it is not that there are so many divorces, but that there are not many more.  The 

cross stands as a perpetual reminder of how much God hates sin and and loves 

us.  Jesus suffered in our place and took upon Himself the pain of God’s 

judgment on sin so that we could be forgiven.  As the second Adam, He came to 

restore and redeem what the first Adam forfeited through sin and disobedience.  

Jesus paid the price for my sin.  He bore the full weight of guilt, and now, there is 

no condemnation for the one who trusts in Him.



It isn’t easy, but in Christ you can have all the strength and power you need to 

build a healthy home.  We need gospel-centered homes and gospel-centered 

marriages.  It begins with a husband and wife who submit themselves to the Lord 

Jesus in all things.


