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Introduction: We’ll jump straight in here—last time, we saw that Paul commanded them to be filled with the Spirit. 
To put themselves in a place where they are recipients of God’s work of filling them to all the fullness of his presence 
and power.  
 
The Main Idea: The wise path for families is a Spirit-filled marriage through mutual submission to Christ.  Today Paul 
is going to show us the difference between submitting to someone’s authority, or submitting to someone’s need.  
(5:18-21) 
The “how” of Spirit-filled living is communicated in 4 participial phrases 

• singing psalms 
• making music 
• giving thanks 
• submitting to each other 

Now we’re going to transition into practical insights for having a… 
Spirit-filled marriage and family (5:21-33). We have two paths set before us when it comes to marriage and family. 
God’s path and his plan for marriage and the world’s path and their pattern (which is repeated failure). 
 
At first glance, this passage seems old fashioned with outmoded ideas about marriage relationships—irrelevant to 
our rapidly changing and modern world. But I assure nothing could be further for the truth. What Paul has to say here 
about human relationships is just as current, it is just as applicable and furthermore it is authoritative in 
the life of the believer.  
 
Paul gives us a theology of Spirit-filled married life—when two people come together in Holy community there is a 
created order that cannot be ignored—and if it is ignored it is to our detriment not our l betterment.  
 
Background: Now, I do need to give you some background so that we can see clearer the stuff in the foreground.  
(1) We note the Trinitarian framing of the entire passage: We are filled with the Spirit, giving thanks to the Father, in 
the name of and out of reverence for the Son who is Lord over all. Paul’s instructions are deeply rooted in the nature 
and function of the Godhead—this one God who exists eternally in three discrete persons.  
I want to make this abundantly clear… 
The grounding of human relationships flows from God’s relational and orderly nature. It will not do for us to wave 
this passage off as if Paul’s instructions are antiquated for our day—designed for an ancient world which is now passé 
and unrelated to our modern Enlighted western culture. Instead, Paul’s instructions are deeply rooted in the relational 
and orderly nature of the Hebrew God—who is a Tri-unity. One God in three persons.  

• Ontological Trinity—that is, God is a Triunity of being by nature. God the Father, Son, and Spirit.  
• Economical Trinity—that is, the functions or roles of the members of the Godhead. They each have differing 

roles to play.  
o God the Father—His Sovereign Will (Mt. 7:21 “not everyone who says to me Adonai, Adonai will 

enter…but only those who do the will of my Father; Jn. 6:40 “for it is my Father’s will that everyone 
who looks to the Son will have eternal life” And Jesus prayed in Gethsemane “not my will but yours be 
done.”) 

o God the Son—He is the expressed wisdom and Word of God (Jn. 1:1) through whom and for whom all 
things were made.  
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o God the Spirit—the Personal and powerful presence of God. Not just a force or jack hammer. You can’t 
grieve a jackhammer, you can’t be comforted by a tool—the Spirit is God’s personal and powerful 
presence. 

 
So God has been for all eternity a perfectly loving and relational being. And has lived in perfect social harmony and 
social order. And human relationships, particularly as they are expressed in husband-wife relations are grounded in 
his relational and orderly nature.  
 
The second item humming in Paul’s Jewish operating system here is that… 
(2) We observe the creational framework of the passage: The instructions are not Pauline chauvinism, they are 
Pauline creationism.1 In order to take Paul’s instructions seriously, Paul insists that there are real men and real 
women. For Paul, the equal status of men and women as sons and daughters of God is based in the creation story of 
Genesis, and mankind’s various obligations and functions are also based in the Hebrew Bible and self-evident in the 
created order.  
 
Gen. 1:26-27 

“Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, after our likeness, so they may rule over the fish of 
the sea and the birds of the air, over the cattle, and over all the earth, and over all the creatures that move 
on the earth.” 
27 God created humankind in his own image, 
in the image of God he created them, 
male and female he created them. 
28 God blessed them…” 

Notice firstly that God is talking to himself—he can do that because as One God he has co-equal members who 
form the divine counsel of his will. God is quite literally a “community of being.” 
 
Next, notice God wants to make two people who, we learn from 2:24ff., become “one life” or “one flesh.” He calls 
them “humankind”—what is distinct about the couple is that they both are made individually in the image of God—
but when they come together they are mutually the greatest expression of God’s image.  
This is why sexual relationships outside of the image-bearing marital union are forbidden in Scripture. Not 
because God is a tyrant or a cosmic killjoy but because he is a creator—a master builder; he is 

simultaneously a design engineer who’s understanding of physics, laws of logic, cause and effect etc…he 
knows how stuff works. But he is also a brilliant visionary artist. An artistic savant who knows how to engineer things 
that are beautiful! Is there anything more beautiful than a radiant bride in her blazing white gown standing next to 
her regal and handsome man—pressed and prim—exchanging vows of mutual submission and heartfelt hope for 
the future. And is there anything sadder and more heartbreaking than the tearing apart and dissolution of that holy 
union? 
 
Next, notice that God not only designs it so—male and female he made them in their mutual love in his image—
but he pronounces a holy blessing upon it. The “blessing” is his divine endorsement. It’s God’s way of saying, “this 
is what I endorse and this is what has my blessing as the gold standard for human sexual relations.” 

                                         
1 John Stott  
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Now, I want to be clear—this does not mean that divorced people are second class citizens in the church. If you 
have experienced the heartbreak of divorce, we welcome you, oh sinner, to the fellowship of broken people. We 
offer you grace and mercy, healing and help, and truth and wise counsel.  
 
Likewise, if you are single and unmarried—that doesn’t mean that you are a third wheel, a social outcast, or lesser.  
Whatever your stage of life, what ever your situation, whatever sin, tragedy, or reality you find yourself in today I 
want to make this very clear: YOU MATTER TO GOD. He loves you and gave his very life for you.  
 
But when it comes to human sexual relationships—God made the man and he made his biological, emotional, 
anatomical complement in the woman—together they are the expressed image of God’s relational and orderly 
nature. THIS IS WHY YOU DON’T MESS WITH MARRIAGE.  
 
(3) We note the countercultural approach of Paul. He adopts certain aspects of the patrilineal family model, and 
brings equilibrium to its inequalities.  
 
This is a departure from ancient family practice. The Patrilineal kinship family was male dominated and all of the rights 
and privileges belonged to the man, while all the responsibility of service and sacrifice resided with the wives, children 
and slaves. This command would have been seen as a countercultural, egalitarian bill of rights for all Christians to live 
in equality in the Heavenly Father’s household.  
 
So everything Paul instructs the Ephesians with today must be seen in that light:  
(1) His Trinitarian framework: human relationships are meant to reflect God’s own relational and socially ordered 
nature,  
(2) His creational framework: It is the prerogative of God who is creator of all—as supreme designer, artist, builder—
to determine the design parameters and the aesthetic of his creation. And God as Sovereign King has placed his hand 
of endorsement on this marital union. To live in violation of it is to live in defiance of his original design, and when you 
do that you can expect that will receive within your members the inevitable penalty for defying his design.  
(3) His equal but not identical framing. Just because individuals within creation have equal value, worth, and equally 
significant roles does not mean those individuals have identical functions.  
 
Equal value does not mandate equivalency of responsibility.  
 
Now, all of that is Paul’s framing for what he has to say in this passage to men and women.  
The Main Text: Eph. 5:19-32 “speaking to one another in psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs, singing and 
making music in your hearts to the Lord, 20 always giving thanks to God the Father for each other in 
the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, 21 and submitting to one another out of reverence for Christ. 
22 Wives, [submit] to your husbands as to the Lord, 23 because the husband is the head of the wife as 
also Christ is the head of the church—he himself being the savior of the body. 24 But as the church 
submits to Christ, so also wives should submit to their husbands in everything. 25 Husbands, love your 
wives just as Christ loved the church and gave himself for her 26 to sanctify her by cleansing her with 
the washing of the water by the word, 27 so that he may present the church to himself as glorious—
not having a stain or wrinkle, or any such blemish, but holy and blameless. 28 In the same way 
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husbands ought to love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. 29 For no 
one has ever hated his own body but he feeds it and takes care of it, just as Christ also does the 
church, 30 for we are members of his body. 31 For this reason a man will leave his father and mother 
and will be joined to his wife, and the two will become one flesh. 32 This mystery is great—but I am 
actually speaking with reference to Christ and the church. 33 Nevertheless, each one of you must also 
love his own wife as he loves himself, and the wife must respect her husband.” 
 
• submission is common and contextual. 5:21 “and submitting to one another out of reverence for 

Christ. 22 Wives, [submit] to your husbands as to the Lord,” Mutuality has to do with the voluntary 
submission we all experience when we come to faith in Christ. So firstly, we are surrendered and submitted to the 
Lordship of the Risen Savior and Lord of the world.  

o Common or communal: As a community of brothers and sisters in Christ we have mutually come into 
submission of the Lord. We are the redeemed community of surrendered hearts.  

o Contextual: We are mutually submitted to one another. He says, “submitting to one another” out of 
reverence for Christ the risen Lord. Now, everything he has to say about husbands and wives and our 
various roles and responsibilities is framed in the context of the Spirit filled body. Now I want you to see 
something in the original Greek text that is not on the surface of your English translation. Essentially the 
translators have done a fine job rendering it in the receptor language, but there is something peculiar here. 
And that is that the word “submit” (hupotasso) isn’t actually in vs. 22 but appears in v. 21. The word 
“submit” is carried over from the communal and reciprocal verse—which is a strong indication of how 
Paul is framing this whole line of thought. In other words, submitting to each other looks like this…and he’s 
going to address wives first because they were disenfranchised in the Ephesian Roman world. But as we’ll 
see, they will be elevated in Paul’s thoughts on the matter.  

So it is common to all (the very ethic of Christian community) and it is contextual meaning that certain contexts 
call for different kinds of submission—which I will get to in a minute.  

 
• wives submit to the Lord through respect and deference to the husband’s authority (5:23-24). 

Now, again, he has already framed this discussion in terms of mutual submission, Christians to one another in 
Spirit-filled community. And reciprocal submission, wives to husbands and husbands to wives. He is now going to 
unpack what that looks like in the husband-wife relationship—and the differing functions God has in the marriage 
union.  
 
But first, let’s talk about what submission is not:  

o Submission is not blind servitude. I’ll unpack this more in a second when Paul turns his attention onto the 
men. But men, you have no right whatsoever to expect blind, stupid servitude from your wife based on 
this passage—and that is especially true if you are a rotten scoundrel. Illus. A couple came in to get help 
with their marriage and the man was very displeased with his wives level of “service” especially when it 
came to their sexual relationship. He ended his rant by telling me that “wives should submit to husbands.” 
Then, I opened this passage and read the rest of the context and he protested that Paul had lofty and 
demanding responsibilities for him toward his wife. And he didn’t want that. He didn’t want a co-equal 
partner where they submitted to one another out of reverence for Christ. He wanted a sex slave.   

o Submission is not subjugation. Submission is a voluntary function and relational proposition—a posture 
of humility and mutual service. Subjugation is oppression of the individual. It devalues the individual and 
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their inherent God-given worth. Paul does not use words he could have to mean “suppress” “oppress” to 
“enslave” or to subjugate. Humanity’s God-ordained vocation is dependent on the complimentary 
function of both sexes within the species. That is to say, God achieves his will through us in the world not 
by neutering the sexes of all their God-given distinctions (no such thing as men and women) nor through 
dominance or subjugation of one over the other—but he accomplishes his divine will through 
complementarity not conquest. God created me to be a proper counterpart to my wife, not a conqueror 
of my wife (and vice versa).  

o Submission does not mean “source” or origin. In an attempt to soften the force of Paul’s statement here—
to make it more palatable to our modern gender-phobic world, some have tried to redefine this word 
submission to mean “source or origin.” In this way, Paul would only be saying that the man (according to 
Genesis with the whole missing rib incident) is the origin or source of women. But there is no context at all 
in the ancient world where this word means “source” it means “voluntary submission or deference to 
someone’s authority.” 

o Submission means to voluntarily defer to another’s authority, will, or preferences. Let me give you an 
example of what mutual submission—which is common to all and reciprocal and contextual looks like.  

 
I Have two illustrations I want to give your for that definition.  
 
Illus. #1—Deference to Authority: The first is moving here to become the Senior Pastor at CCC. Months before 
I announced to my wife that God was moving me to become a senior pastor again, I fought it and she saw me 
wrestling mightily  
 
Illus. #2—Deference to someone’s will and wisdom: My wife makes certain decisions in our house and I’ve 
just deferred to her good judgment. She’s better at those things than me, and I don’t feel the need to control 
what schooling or what our family calendar etc.   
 
Illus. #3—Pastors helping couples plan their wedding. Now, as the wedding officiant I only have two 
parameters—I have to sign the marriage certificate and I will give a charge to the couple from Scripture 
including grounding their marriage in Genesis and giving them a vision for a completed life together. 
Otherwise, I submit to the bride and grooms’ preferences and will—though technically I am the spiritual 
authority in the room. But my authority is servant-leadership. I am not there to exert my will but to serve the 
new family on their glorious day. 
Jesus for example, takes off his rabbinic outer robe and puts on a servants garment and washes his disciples 
feet. He did this to show them the full extent of his service to them. The Son came not to be served but to 
serve others and give his life as a ransom. He said “you’ve called me Lord and Master, and rightly so” 

 
Now this would have been shocking in a sense because Paul assumes that Christian wives have the freedom 
to voluntarily yield or accept the Christian husband’s authority on all matters. But this mutual social agreement 
would not have been available to pagan wives in Greco-Roman or for that matter Jewish households. So, in 
that regard his instruction is somewhat shocking to his female readers/hearers as the case may be.  

 
But it’s the next command that rings loudest, that likely left their jaws dropped, their ears perked, their 
social sensibilities shocked. Because what Paul has to say to the Christian husband is quite a-typical. Now, he 
brings this inequitable social institution of Rome back into biblical equilibrium. Back into balance.  



Series Title / The Blessed Life 
A study through the letter to the Ephesians 

1-20-18 Love and Respect 
 

 
Paul’s demands on the Christian husband are far weightier than they are for the Christian wife.  
 
Paul shows that both the husband and the wife have access to the blessed life in Christ. They both have equal 
privileges, equal rights, equal blessings and sons and daughters of the Father who art in Heaven. Men and women are 
brothers and sisters in the Father’s household and co-heirs with Christ of his already-but-not-yet Kingdom. But, we 
differ, like the economic trinity, not in equality of nature but in distinction of responsibilities and obligations.  
 
• husbands submit to the Lord through sacrificial love for the wife (5:25). 
 
 
• husbands submit to the Lord through sanctifying love for the wife (5:26-27). 
 
 
• husbands submit to the Lord through sustaining love for the wife (5:28-33) 
 


