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“IN IT TOGETHER – 13” 

Husbands and wives 
Ephesians 5:22-33 

 
We’re back in Ephesians once again this morning and I want to start off by briefly recapping where 

we’ve got to so far, partly so that we can pick up the threads again after last week’s great youth service, 

but also so that we can see how the passage we’ve read this morning fits into Paul’s overall argument.  

You’ll recall, I hope, that this letter was written by Paul from his captivity in Rome to be circulated 

around the churches in the west of Asia Minor, what we now know as Turkey.  His friend and colleague 

Tychicus was travelling round with it and the first port of call was the church in Ephesus, a church like so 

many others in the couple of decades after Jesus’s death and resurrection that was made up of new 

believers, many from within the Jewish community who had come to believe that Jesus was the Messiah 

they had been waiting for for centuries, and some Gentile believers who could now see that they were 

included in God’s plan to renew and restore his world to what he had originally intended. 

 

Paul begins by setting out what it is that followers of Jesus the Messiah, the Christ – Christians – actually 

believe.  He writes of God’s will being to redeem his world and all who live within it.  That is to be 

accomplished through the work of Jesus Christ, who went to the cross in a supreme act of sacrifice to 

enable God’s plan to be put into action.  And the Holy Spirit living and working in our lives helps to 

make that a day by day reality for us.  This is for all people – not just Jews – so there should be a clear 

sense of unity within the churches, especially between people who had traditionally been separate from 

each other.  And that is very important because God has given to the Church the task of demonstrating his 

will and wisdom to the wider world.  All of that is, as we have been saying, the why of our faith.  That is 

why we believe as we do. 

 

But it has to make a difference to our lives, so in the second part of the letter, Paul writes about the how 

of our faith – how we are to live out what we believe.  There are all kinds of ways in which the Church is 

to be distinctive – in which we are to be distinctive – living out our faith in a culture which seems in so 

many ways to be opposed to God and his intentions.  Paul gives all kinds of practical instruction as to 

how we are to do that and a key sentence is in 5:15 – “Be very careful, then, how you live”.  You cannot 

just keep living the old way and hope that a modicum of belief in Jesus will see you through.  Indeed, he 

tells us in 5:5-7 that if you try to do that, you will be giving up on your salvation.  Jesus did not die so 

that you could go on being greedy, he says.  Jesus did not die so that you could go on being impure or 

immoral – so that you could go on committing adultery or watching pornography.  Jesus did not die so 

that you could go on harbouring bitterness or losing your temper.  God has limitless grace, I believe, but 

if you are just abusing that, then he will hold you accountable, and Paul actually talks here about his 

“wrath” (5:6). 



 

And that distinctiveness that we should be displaying is fuelled by the Holy Spirit, with whom we should 

all be constantly being filled.  As a sign of that, we are to be speaking to one another in an encouraging 

and inspiring way, worshipping God and thanking him for everything he provides us with, and submitting 

to one another because we want to do what Jesus asks us to do. 

 

And that’s what we were looking at last time.  As Spirit-filled people we should respect and honour one 

another because of what Jesus has done for us.  This exhortation to “submit to one another” is a guard 

against individualism, against selfishness and the mistaken belief that we can just get on with our own 

lives without bothering about anyone else.  And now Paul goes on to talk about how that is worked out in 

our daily lives, in the situations where we spend most of our time – in our relationships, in our homes and 

in our workplaces.  He is saying that all that we believe about Jesus should be worked out in the ordinary 

human contexts of our lives.  The first sentence here – the one that causes so many people so many 

problems – is actually part of the sentence that begins in 5:18 and reads as “Be filled with the Spirit, 

speaking to one another … singing and making music … giving thanks to God … submitting to one 

another out of reverence for Christ, wives to husbands …”  And then he goes off into these specific 

situations. 

 

Now I don’t believe that wives are called here to submit to their husbands in any way that is not common 

to all of us.  This is just the example he chooses to begin with.  And, if you’ve got your Bible open still, 

have a look at how many words Paul devotes to this – to wives.  Then look at how many words he 

devotes to husbands.  It’s quite a lot more.  We looked last time at what this “submitting” is all about.  

“Don’t be selfish” is basically what Paul is saying – and remember that Jesus is a factor in all this. 

 

So this week we are going to take a look at what Paul has to say to husbands.  We hear an awful lot in 

church about women and wives – what their place should be, how they can be part of the church, the role 

of mothers, and so on.  But not quite so much about men and, in particular, husbands.  It’s kind of taken 

for granted that Christian husbands get on with it and don’t need too much help.  After all, the Bible says 

that wives are to submit to their husbands, so really there’s no opportunity for argument.  I mentioned last 

time the great preacher, Dr Martin Lloyd-Jones, and he preached a long series of sermons on Ephesians 

(he preached long series of sermons on many things!), and in one of his sermons on this passage he said: 

“Nothing happens automatically in the Christian life.  That is a very profound principle, for I believe that 

most of our troubles arise from the fact that we tend to assume that they do happen automatically.  We 

persist in holding to a semi-magical notion of regeneration [conversion] which teaches that, because of 

what has happened to us, the rest of the story is quite simply ‘They all lived happily ever after.’  But of 

course we know that it is not true.”  So we need to say a few words about being husbands – especially 



when the incidence of domestic abuse is relatively high even in Christian families – I know of ministers 

who are wife-beaters – and when you look at and hear Christian men, even in leadership, whose treatment 

of their wives is at best shabby.  And I freely admit that I am flinging myself wide open to criticism again 

this morning – lunchtime at the Manse may be rather tense today! 

 

I also realise that it may seem once again as if I am addressing only a small part of the congregation.  But 

I hope you will all listen.  Wives, listen so that you can support and encourage your husbands.  Those 

who have no partner, listen and pray for the husbands in this congregation.  Those of you whose 

relationships with your spouse have foundered, please don’t feel bitter or guilty or excluded or hurt. 

 

It seems to me that vv25-33 are more seldom considered than vv22-24.  Maybe because they are so clear 

in what they have to say we feel we can ignore it: we know all that.  “Of course husbands love their 

wives, don’t they?  That goes without saying and the real need is for wives to get their heads around what 

they should be doing!”  The problem with that line of argument is that, when you stop for more than a 

nanosecond to think about it, it is obviously not always true, so we need to think a little bit about what it’s 

all about this morning. 

 

Let’s just clear up two commonly held misconceptions about this passage before we go any further.  

Some people talk about this as if it is all about men and women, and so find some justification for the 

subordination of women to men in the church and in life generally.  Whatever else we may find in the 

Bible about that issue, Paul is clearly writing here about husbands and wives.  These are not generalities 

about relationships between the sexes, but clear instructions for those who are married. 

 

Secondly, and more relevantly to what we are going to say this morning, we tend to get this analogy of 

Christ and the Church the wrong way round.  Paul does not say here that the relationship between Christ 

and his Church, whom he likens to a bride, is like the relationship between a husband and wife.  That 

leads us to make assumptions about Christ and the Church based on our observations of human 

behaviour.  Paul says that the relationship of a husband to his wife should be modelled on Christ and the 

Church.  Christ is the ideal to which husbands should aspire! 

 

And, of course, the driving force behind that, the factor which makes all the difference, is Christ’s love, 

which is a sacrificial love.  Paul exhorts husbands to “love your wives, just as Christ loved the Church” 

and he goes on to show what that actually means.  “He gave himself up for her.”  This is love which goes 

all the way, which is totally selfless and totally unencumbered by the ego.  We all know, don’t we, what 

Jesus went through so that the Church could be brought into being.  We all know what enormous reserves 



of love Jesus had, so that even while he was hanging dying on the cross he could ask for forgiveness for 

those who had just nailed him there. 

 

Paul introduces here a new concept in human married relationships.  Of course other people loved their 

wives.  Love has never been the exclusive preserve of the Christian community.  And there were plenty of 

other groups who encouraged husbands to love their wives.  But Greek, as I’m sure you know, had more 

than one word which we translate “love”.  Usually the love which was shown by a husband to his wife 

was “eros” – the physical attraction which usually led to some sexual encounter.  Often the word 

“philos” was used – it’s a word meaning “to be fond of someone”.  Paul here uses, probably for the first 

time in Greek in this context, the word “agape”.  It is a word meaning sacrificial love, sometimes 

translated rather inadequately as “charity”. 

 

Now, this was pretty revolutionary for Paul’s very male-dominated culture.  But it is emphasised by the 

way in which it is linked with that love of Jesus.  There is no talk of “rights” here, no justification for 

demanding anything of the wife, no hint of subordination and domination.  This is love which has about it 

an element of duty not of authority.  So many people, and particularly in some parts of the Church, lay the 

stress on authority, on the wife subordinating herself to the desires and the conditions of the husband, that 

they totally negate all that Paul is saying here.  Husbands, do you really love your wives?  Do you really 

want the best for them, whatever it may mean for you? 

 

Paul digresses here, as he so often does, and develops his theme of the Church being made perfect by 

Christ.  He wants his bride to be the very best that she can be, to develop her potential, to be seen to be 

“holy and blameless”.  And to that end, he “gave himself for her.”  After a couple of verses (vv26,27), he 

picks up the theme of husbands and wives again and says that husbands ought to love their wives “as 

their own bodies”.  (There’s a link again here with Christ and the Church, which Paul elsewhere 

describes as “the body of Christ”.)  In Paul’s day, perhaps even more than now, men were very proud of 

their bodies and of their fitness.  It’s still pretty clear today that, even though we might think of women as 

being the ones who pay a lot of attention to their appearance, men are also fairly vain! 

 

But what we have here, in Paul’s association of the husband with Christ and the wife with the Church, is 

an exceptionally high view of marriage – and a very positive view as well.  The love and care within a 

marriage, the relationship between husband and wife should ideally be developing and improving all the 

time as they strive for that ideal that is exemplified in Jesus Christ.  It is a move away from selfishness 

and self-gratification towards a desire to help the partner develop and grow as a human being and as a 

Christian.  As Martin Lloyd-Jones (again) writes: “The real cause of failure, ultimately, in marriage, is 



always self and the various manifestations of self.”  It’s basically a refusal to submit – either way!  Do 

you see how this all hinges on 5:21? 

 

And the concept of loving your wife as much as your own body is further developed by Paul’s quotation 

from Genesis 2:24 – “The two will become one flesh.”  That leads to three very practical points which 

come from this passage and which, I hope, help us to see ways in which we can be more positive in our 

husband-wife relationships. 

 

1. Realise that your wife is part of yourself. 

Wives are more than partners.  They are not just people who share the same house, who spend time with 

you, who look after the children.  Although it’s a phrase I don’t really like, they are “the other half” in the 

relationship.  They are not even the other quarter or the other third – a minority player in the relationship.  

They are part of the “one flesh”, united in marriage before God and to be cared for and loved whatever 

the cost and whatever the risk, as most people’s wedding vows make clear. 

 

It follows, then, that if your wife is part of yourself, part of some kind of integral unit, she should not be 

abused or criticised or put down.  Now here I know I am skating on very thin ice indeed!  After one ill-

judged remark I was once told by Sally, “If you can’t think of anything nice to say, don’t say anything.”  

Then she gave me a very resigned look and said, “Looks like we’re in for an extended period of silence!”  

Of course, we may joke and have a laugh at times about each other, but when one partner – usually the 

husband – is continually putting down the other, complaining about what he sees as her foibles, criticising 

her and poking fun at her, then the image of Christ loving the Church and of the husband loving her as his 

own body is a very long way away.  And that is perhaps even more relevant if you are always looking at 

other women, or making inappropriate remarks about or to them.  How on earth is that helping your wife?  

The integrity of that husband’s witness is desperately marred.  Think about what you say to your wife, 

about your wife in front of others or behind your wife’s back – and, indeed, how you relate to other 

women.  How Christ-like is it? 

 

2.  Your wife should not be neglected. 

Following on from that is the notion that your wife should not be neglected either.  And that is such a 

temptation, especially if you’re involved in “Christian” activities, but it applies to all activities, really.  

No-one ever sets out deliberately to neglect their partner, but it can be a very slippery slope to slide down.  

You’re out every evening at some meeting or other, after a long day at work.  You never seem to have 

time to sit down and talk.  Another phrase I really don’t like is “quality time”, but I suppose it will have to 

do.  Do you make time to be together?  An American woman called Marabel Morgan wrote a book back 

in the early seventies called The Total Woman.  At the risk of offending any of her fans who may be here 



this morning, let me recommend the book as a barrel-load of laughs!  (Even women I know who have 

read it agree on that.)  But the delightful Mrs Morgan writes about ways of attracting your husband with 

wonderful meals and candle-lit trysts.  Now I’m all for that kind of thing, but the husband needs to make 

time for it. 

 

Husbands, are you making time to be with our wife?  Are you prepared to talk with her?  (“What about?”  

“I don’t know, just talk” – We’ve got out of the habit, many of us.  Rowena and Sam had a book of 

questions, kind of conversation starters as part of their marriage preparation: maybe that’s the way to get 

started.)  Do you include her in your plans and try to ensure that she is part of you?  A notable Christian 

preacher, whom I would not have put down as much of a romantic, wrote that if he received an invitation 

to a social event which did not explicitly include his wife, he always declined it on principle.  Good for 

him!  Yes, men do need a bit of time to themselves, but there is an even greater need for them to spend 

time with their wives – not to neglect them.  And not, as I am so often being reminded, to take them along 

to things and then spend all the time talking to someone else!  Wives, you can help your husbands in this 

– let him know you’re there! 

 

3.  Don’t take your wife for granted. 

I suppose it could be argued that, if you love your wife as your own body, if she is your other half, then 

she’s always there and you just get used to it.  But it’s very easy then to take her for granted and she ends 

up being excluded because although she’s there, you just look straight through her.  You assume that 

what you want to do is what she wants to do.  That Chris de Burgh song called Lady in Red, which he 

wrote for his wife (before, I believe, they split up), talks about seeing her looking beautiful for the first 

time: and Wonderful Tonight by Eric Clapton is on a similar theme.  There’s a kind of revelation of just 

what a stunner she is – and in the song he tells her. 

 

Husbands, how often do you thank your wife for the meal she’s cooked (assuming she does it!)?  How 

often do you tell her that you love her? that she looks beautiful? that you’re glad you’re married to her?  

How often do you buy her flowers or chocolates or some other indication that you know she’s there?  

And I’m not suggesting that as a kind of palliative for all ills nor do I want you to think (as some people 

seem to think) that a bunch of flowers will sort everything out: sometimes it takes an awful lot more than 

that!  But don’t take her for granted: just think what Jesus Christ did to show the Church that he loved her 

– and what he continues to do. 

 

This “one flesh” idea points to a tremendous unity between husband and wife, like that unity between 

Christ and his body, the Church.  It’s something very special, very sacred, very exciting.  And as 

Christians we should be showing that in the way we enjoy our relationships.  Paul says in v32 that the 



relationship of Christ to the Church is a great mystery – and that’s very true, but it’s not an excuse to 

ignore the issue (“It’s too much of a mystery for me: I’ll just give up on it.”).   

 

He concludes this little section on a practical note, renewing his appeal that “each one of you also must 

love his wife as he loves himself.”  Do you?  If you don’t – what are you going to do about it?  And if you 

do, then – and only then, I believe – the wife will “respect her husband”.  Keep working towards it – and 

keep praying.  And the rest of you, keep praying too, so that the relationships in this church will be 

strengthened and the witness of this community to the love of Jesus Christ will be more effective. 

 

You see, in a culture such as the one in which Paul and his readers lived – and which was very similar 

indeed to the one in which we are now living – a lot of this stuff was really counter-cultural.  People who 

behaved as Paul exhorts us to really stuck out.  If you’ve ever read the Dear Bill letters that used to be in 

Private Eye, you’ll know what I mean.  They purport to be the letters of Dennis Thatcher to his old friend 

Bill when Margaret was Prime Minister.  Ronald Reagan was the President of the United States at the 

time and Dennis is always ridiculing him for holding hands with Nancy, his wife, and “letting the side 

down”.  As followers of Jesus Christ, as members of his body, the Church, as people who believe in 

God’s unfolding plan of redemption and restoration and renewal, as men and women being transformed 

by the power of the Holy Spirit, we should stick out, we should be distinctive.  May God grant us the help 

of his Holy Spirit to live as he wants us to and to (as he puts it in 3:10) “make known the manifold 

wisdom of God”. 
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The first sentence here is actually part of the sentence that begins in 5:18 and reads as “Be filled with 
the Spirit, speaking to one another … singing and making music … giving thanks to God … submitting to 
one another out of reverence for Christ, wives to husbands …”  And then Paul goes off into these 
specific situations. 
 
Wives are not called here to submit to their husbands in any way that is not common to all of us.  This is 
just the example he chooses to begin with.  Look at how many words Paul devotes to wives.  Then look 
at how many words he devotes to husbands.  It’s quite a lot more.  We looked last time at what this 
“submitting” is all about.  “Don’t be selfish” is basically what Paul is saying – and remember that Jesus is 
a factor in all this. 
 
So this week we are going to take a look at what Paul has to say to husbands.  (Remember, this is 
about husbands and wives, not about men and women generally.)  Paul says that the relationship of a 
husband to his wife should be modelled on Christ and the Church.  Christ is the ideal to which 
husbands should aspire!  The driving force behind that is Christ’s sacrificial love.  Paul exhorts husbands 
to “love your wives, just as Christ loved the Church” and he goes on to show what that actually means.  
“He gave himself up for her.”  This is love which goes all the way, which is totally selfless and totally 
unencumbered by the ego.  There is no talk of “rights” here, no justification for demanding anything of 
the wife, no hint of subordination and domination.  This is love which has about it an element of duty 
not of authority. 
 
The concept of loving your wife as much as your own body is developed by Paul’s quotation from 
Genesis 2:24 – “The two will become one flesh.”  That leads to three very practical points which come 
from this passage and which, I hope, help us to see ways in which we can be more positive in our 
husband-wife relationships. 
 
1. Realise that your wife is part of yourself. 
Wives are more than partners.  They are part of the “one flesh”, united in marriage before God and to 
be cared for and loved whatever the cost and whatever the risk, as most people’s wedding vows make 
clear.   
So, if your wife is part of yourself, she should not be abused or criticised or put down.  
 
2.  Your wife should not be neglected. 
Following on from that is the notion that your wife should not be neglected either.  No-one ever sets out 
deliberately to neglect their partner, but it can be a very slippery slope to slide down.   
 
3.  Don’t take your wife for granted. 
It could be argued that, if you love your wife as your own body, if she is your other half, then she’s 
always there and you just get used to it.  But it’s very easy then to take her for granted. 
 
As followers of Jesus Christ, as members of his body, the Church, as people who believe in God’s 
unfolding plan of redemption and restoration and renewal, as men and women being transformed by the 
power of the Holy Spirit, we should stick out, we should be distinctive. 
 

Questions for reflection & discussion 
 

1) How do you understand v22?  Should wives always be submissive?  Why/why not? 
2) What does it mean that “the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church” ? 
3) How can we love someone or something “as our own bodies” (v28)? 
4) Do we have the right to tell those who are not yet Christians that this is how they should live?  

Why/why not? 
5) How can Christians be attractively distinctive? 



6) What will you do differently as a result of reading this passage? 


