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21 Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ.  
22 Wives, submit yourselves to your own husbands as you do to the Lord. 23 For the 

husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is 

the Savior. 24 Now 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 up for 

her 26 to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word, 27 and to 

present her to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, 

but holy and blameless. 28 In this same way, husbands ought to love their wives as their own 

bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. 29 After all, no one ever hated their own body, 

but they feed and care for their body, just as Christ does the church—30 for we are members 

of his body. 31 “For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his 

wife, and the two will become one flesh.” 32 This is a profound mystery—but I am talking 

about Christ and the church. 33 However, each one of you also must love his wife as he loves 

himself, and the wife must respect her husband.  

 

 

Last week, we studied the first half of Ephesians chapter 5, where the Apostle Paul left all 

kinds of instruction for Christian living including how to properly use the God-given gifts of sex 

and alcohol, how to be faithful stewards of the time He’s given us, and even how to use our 

words constructively to praise God and build each other up rather than to disrespect or speak 

poorly of the gifts He’s given us or the people we interact with.  Today, we’re going to see Paul 

continue his encouragement for Christian living with a section on marriage.  He wants us to 

understand the plan God has for marriages. 

Now it might be tempting for those of us who aren’t married to assume that a section of 

Scripture that talks about marriage wouldn’t be all that important for us to pay attention to.  But 

I’m going to make the argument that it still is for two reasons.   

First, it’s important for all of us to know God’s plan for marriage because whether we are 

married right now, might be some day, or have already been married, we all know people who 

are.  There have been a few instances already as we’ve gone through this letter to the Ephesians 

where God has stressed to us the importance and the value of unity in His Church.  The life of a 

Christian is not a life as an individual; that’s true whether your married or single.  Through Jesus, 

each of us has become a part of something bigger.  We’ve become members of His body, the 

Church.   

Within that Church, we are called on to submit to one another out of reverence to 

Christ.  Because of Jesus’ love for us, we want to be able to support and encourage our fellow 

members in the body of Christ, loving them as much as we love ourselves, even putting their 

needs before our own.  Learning about God’s plan and design for marriage can help us to 

lovingly care for our brothers and sisters in Christ who are married.  It can teach us how to 

encourage them and the kind of things we can pray to God about on their behalf. 



The second reason this is an important passage for all of us is that it isn’t just talking 

about the marriage of a man to a woman.  First and foremost, it’s talking about our marriage to 

Jesus.  In verses 31 and 32, Paul summarizes this whole section when he says, “For this reason 

a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become 

one flesh.”  This is a profound mystery—but I am talking about Christ and the church.  We 

saw that word “mystery” a few weeks ago and what was true then is true here as well, when Paul 

uses the word “mystery” he isn’t talking about something dark or hidden that is impossible for us 

to understand. Rather He’s talking about something that requires an explanation, something that 

we wouldn’t have deciphered on our own but which, now that it has been explained to us 

becomes clear.   

The “mystery of Christ” that he spoke of back in chapter 3, was that through the gospel 

the Gentiles are heirs together with Israel, members together of one body, and sharers 

together in the promise in Christ Jesus (Ephesians 3:6).  Here in chapter 5, he’s talking about 

that same mystery.  The difference is that where, before, he was stressing the “horizontal unity” 

that we all have as members of the Church, here he is stressing the “vertical unity” that we have 

with God—with Jesus Himself.  We become “one flesh” with God, members of His body, in our 

connection to Him through Jesus Christ.   

Paul reminds us exactly how that union came about in verses 25 and following: Christ 

loved the church and gave Himself up for her to make her holy, cleansing her by the 

washing with water through the word, and to present her to Himself as a radiant church, 

without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless.  This is the “mystery” 

that Paul is talking about.  The thing that we can only comprehend because God has laid it out 

for us in His Word.  Jesus loved us and gave Himself up for us.  He cared for us so deeply that 

He was willing to sacrifice His life for ours.  He did that for two reasons: to make you holy, 

cleansing you by the washing with water through the word and to present you to Himself as 

radiant, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless. 

This is such an awesome passage because it points us to three distinct chapters in the 

story of God’s saving grace for you.  First, there’s the life and death and resurrection of Jesus, 

the supreme demonstration of God’s love for you that took place 2000 years ago in the nation of 

Israel. Christ loved you and gave Himself up for you. 

Next, there’s a moment that went by unnoticed by all but a small few in this world, a 

moment of extreme significance to you, your Wedding Day—the moment you were married to 

Christ, the moment God made you a part of His family, the moment He made you holy with the 

washing of water through the Word.  Usually we talk about the miracle that takes place in 

Baptism as either a rebirth into God’s family or as our adoption into His family.  But here in 

Ephesians 5, Paul uses the one last illustration for becoming a member of a family that we have 

in our human experience—marriage.   

When God first came to you through Baptism or through His spoken Word, the miracle 

that He carried out within you by the power of His Holy Spirit was to unite you to Jesus.  Just as 

a husband is united to his wife so that the two become one, in the same way God, through the 

power of the gospel, has united you to Jesus so that you are one with Him.  His death and burial 

become your death and burial, His resurrection to new life your resurrection to new life, His 

holiness yours.  That’s what our Baptisms mean for us.  And that’s why in his Small Catechism, 

Martin Luther encouraged us both in the morning when we rise, and in the evening when we go 

to bed, to bless ourselves with the holy cross and say, “In the name of God the Father, Son, and 

Holy Spirit.  Amen.”  That cross, which was placed on your head and your heart at your Baptism 



is like the wedding bands husbands and wives exchange at their marriage, a visible reminder of 

the intimate union you have entered into with your Savior Jesus. 

Finally, verses 25-27 of our text point us forward to the Last Day when Jesus will come 

again in all His power and majesty to judge the living and the dead.  On that day, Paul tells us, 

He will present us to Himself as His radiant bride, without stain or wrinkle or any other 

blemish, but holy and blameless.   All possible only because He loves us so much that He 

drank the cup of judgement for our sins and clothed us with the righteousness of His perfection. 

Thank God that He has worked such an amazing union—such a perfect marriage—

between us, the Church, and His Son Jesus Christ!  And thank God that He has revealed that 

mystery of His grace to us in the gospel of His Word!  But now, Paul tells us, there’s yet another 

exciting layer to pull back.  In our worldly, human experience God has given us something to 

reflect and approximate that awesome union of Christ to the Church.  An institution designed to 

proclaim the relationship of Jesus to His Bride: the institution we know as marriage. 

Husbands, he says, are to love their wives as Christ loved the Church.  Now, I’ve 

heard some people as they look at this passage say that loving his wife just as Christ loved the 

Church means the husband must even be willing to die for her.  As noble and heroic as that 

sentiment sounds, it falls far short of the full meaning of those words.  Jesus didn’t die for us just 

to provide an example of the highest sacrifice of love.  He gave His life for us to rescue us from 

our sins, to sanctify us and make us holy as He washed the guilt of our sins away.  He gave his 

life for us to secure for us an inheritance of everlasting life in heaven and to fill us with the peace 

and hope and joy which that inheritance brings.   

Loving your wife just as Christ loved the Church, then, means giving your entire life to 

ensure that she has that joyous hope that belongs to a daughter of Christ.  It means offering her 

the words of forgiveness as often as she needs to hear them.  Spending time with her as the two 

of you revisit the promises of your God which He has given you in His Word.  It means growing 

with her in maturity of faith as you seek out ways to shine as lights for Christ in your family, in 

your community, and in your congregation—the body of believers with whom you regularly 

gather to find rest and confirmation together in God’s Word and Sacraments and with whom you 

join together in carrying out the work of Christ’s Church on earth. 

Wives, St. Paul says, are to submit themselves to their husbands as they do to the 

Lord.  Now, again, there have been misinterpretations of this passage as well.  By instructing 

wives to submit to their husbands, God is in no way implying that they are inferior to their 

husbands, just as we would never say that God the Son is inferior to God the Father although He 

submitted Himself to the Father’s will.  And God certainly is not giving husbands license to be 

cruel to or to mistreat their wives as the instructions we’ve already looked at for the husbands 

makes clear.  The case is simply that God in His wisdom, so that family and marriage might be 

orderly institutions, has given the role of leader in the marriage relationship to the husband and 

that of helper to the wife.  A wife helps her husband with his task of keeping Christ and His love 

the highest priority in the marriage, providing to him the words of forgiveness as often as he 

needs to hear them, and encouraging and assisting him as leads a family life centered around 

finding rest in God’s Word, growing in the knowledge of God’s love, and putting that love into 

action though loving Christian service. 

It won’t always be easy or even seem natural for a woman to lovingly and respectfully 

take her husband’s lead.  In the same way, it won’t always be easy or feel natural for a man to 

selflessly lay his desires and ambitions aside to care for the physical and spiritual needs of his 

wife and their family.  It won’t be easy, and it won’t seem natural because we are by nature 



sinful people.  Our sinful nature is a selfish nature that cries out, “Me first, my wishes, my 

desires, my opinions” and that doesn’t want to submit itself to God’s will and plan.  Add to that 

the sinful nature of your spouse who is not always a shining reflection of Christ or of His holy 

Bride the Church and this plan becomes even more difficult to follow. 

So how can you do it?  How can husbands and wives possibly live according to the 

instructions God gives for marriage?  Our power to carry out God’s will—to say “no” to our old 

selfish ways and “yes” to the selfless, loving life He wills for us—comes not from ourselves, not 

from our spouses, it comes from that union we have with Jesus, our marriage to Him through 

Baptism and the Word.  It comes from a Holy Spirit-worked, received-by-grace-alone, 

miraculous understanding of that mystery of Christ: that Jesus in His love has connected you—

and also him (your husband) or her (your wife)—to Himself.  And so, we submit ourselves to 

one another in love out of reverence for Christ. 

God’s plan for marriage isn’t what comes naturally to us in our fallen human state and it 

isn’t what will seem natural to the sinful world we live in.  It’s no secret that society today 

largely disagrees with the biblical view of marriage.  If we want to know why, I think we can go 

back to verse 32: This is a profound mystery—but I am talking about Christ and the 

Church.  Like the Festival of Passover with its paschal lamb, the blood of goats and bulls 

sprinkled on the Ark of God’s covenant on the Great Day of Atonement, or the bronze serpent 

that Moses lifted up in the wilderness, the institution of marriage is a type or a shadow.  It is a 

reflection pointing us to the love shared between Christ and His holy Bride.  To truly understand 

marriage, we must first be led by God’s grace to know His love for us. 

As Christian husbands and wives reflect that love in their marriages, they will be 

witnessing to the world the love shared between Jesus and His disciples.  As Christian singles 

encourage their parents, married siblings, or other couples within the Church with God’s Word 

and pray for their marriages, they promote that proclamation of God’s love in this world.  

Together, we can all pray that our good and gracious God would continue to bless our families, 

our communities, and our congregations with the love of Christ that He joined us to in our 

Baptisms—a love reflected by Christian marriage.   

Amen. 

 


