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The preacher stood up, cleared his throat 
and began, “Today’s sermon is taken from 
Ephesians 5:22, Wives, submit to your own 
husbands…” 
 
And though he preached a fair and 
balanced message Jessica, who was sitting 
there, didn’t hear a thing. As soon as those 
first words were out of the preacher!s 
mouth she was thinking, “I tried that, and it 
doesn't work. When I let my husband do 
what he wanted, he worked long hours and when he wasn!t working, he was always 
on the golf course or out with his mates. He!s always out. The children never saw 
him. And if I let him handle the money, he’d take our savings and invest in the 
dumbest “get rich quick” scheme you’ve ever heard. Our family would be bankrupt. 
Maybe other wives can do this, but not me. I have to lay down the law and then 
stay on his case.” 
 
On the other side of the church sat Mac. And as soon as he heard the words "wives 
submit# he started thinking, “Well it’s about time the preacher spoke on this. 
Because of this passage Deirdre knows her place, as I often remind her. Under my 
roof I’m the boss. I’m the head - else there’s trouble! Yes, my word is final just like 
the Bible says”. Mac also had stopped listening at those first words and he never 
heard a word of what the preacher actually said.  
 
Maybe you know someone like Jessica or Mac. Maybe you grew up with one of 
them in your household? This is one reason why very few hold neutral views on 
Ephesians 5:22. For when taken out of context this verse can be used as a harsh 
rod that makes a household bleak, stark and miserable. However, when rightly lived 
out in the context of the whole counsel of God there’s an harmony within the home 
that’s beautiful, nurturing and uniquely attractive. 
 
So, this morning I ask you to set aside your biases - for we all have them. Just by 
being male and female means we have a bias $ let alone everything else we bring 
to this passage.  So, let!s try and take a step back from our emotions and explore 
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what it means for “wives to submit and “husbands to love” as described in today!s 
Bible passage. Firstly, we!ll see these instructions are part of a household code and 
what this means. Then we!ll narrow our focus to "wives submit# and then "husbands 
love# before looking at implications for today.  
 
I. Household Code: An Overview 
Now starting from Ephesians 5:22 we have what is known as a household code. 
These were common instructions of the day that circulated and promoted in Paul!s 
day. They followed a pattern based on the values and norms of the day answering 
the question, "How are we to live under the same roof?# 
 
Now the first century Gentile home was structured around three core relationships.  
 

The husband and his wife 
The father and his children 
The master and his slaves 

 
Notice the common link. In a highly patriarchal society, the head of the house was 
male and had absolute authority. The head of the house could take on a mistress or 
second wife at will. He could also divorce his wife in a whim. The head of the house 
had no restrictions on punishing his children. He could even have an adult child 
thrown in prison. The head of the house also had the right of life or death over his 
slaves. So, in New Testament days a husband had the legal right to sell, say, his 
thirteen year old daughter as a servant, which would also mean concubine, without 
consulting his wife. 
 
But now Paul turns these household codes on their head. He defies the norms of 
the day and rewrites the code in a most subversive way. And Paul breaks 
convention in two ways. Firstly he address the head of the household and secondly 
he dares to give them their own instructions. Instructions that set boundaries where 
before no boundaries existed. It!s impossible to stress how radical a departure from 
convention this was. These codes were normally always full of wives submit, 
children obey, slaves do as you!re told. It!s all about them knowing their place and 
whose thumb they!re under. Paul here shakes the system by making Christ the 
head and placing conditions on the husband.  
 
And this is key $ by the Bible making Jesus the head of every Christian household 
the social norms are broken, disrupted, flipped upside down.  For Christ is to be 
supreme in all things, including the home. Three times in this code Paul addresses 
the head of the house and three times the man!s authority is reigned in, limits are 
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set. “Love your wives as you love yourself. Do not provoke your children. Stop 
threatening your slaves.” It’s impossible for us to underestimate how radical this 
new household code was in its day. For the first time a wife could expect her 
husband not only to consult her before selling their thirteen year old daughter as a 
servant but also she could say no. 
 
 
 
Now, we!ll look at the what this household code says about children and slavery in 
over next couple of weeks. Let!s now focus on husbands and wives and two key 
themes, “wives submit”, mentioned twice and then “husbands love”, mentioned four 
times. 
 
II. Wives Submit 
So, firstly "wives submit# - what does submit this mean? Well, the original language 
the word Paul uses is hupotasso (ὑποτάσσω). In the New Testament the word 
means voluntary submission.  
 
Now "wives submit# - but to who? 
 

Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord… Ephesians 5:22 
 
However, before we dig deeper cast your eye to the verse above - verse 21. Here 
the ESV and other Bible!s do us a small disservice. It puts a subject heading 
between the verses. It separates verse 21 and 22, though in the original language 
they are not. So, it is verse 21 gives the context not only of verse 22, but the whole 
household code. Verse 21 reads 
 

Submitting to one another out of reverence for Christ. Ephesians 5:21 
 
This is the key that unlocks and gives the foundation for this household code. 
Voluntary submission (hupotasso) is to each other - husband to wife, wife to 
husband. This is the context for the instructions that follow. Voluntary submission is 
the glue that holds the household together, that allows households to live in 
harmony. 
 
Note also, that when it comes to husbands and wives this mutual submission is 
between equals. Listen to the Bible, this time in Galatians 3:28… 
 

There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all 
one in Christ Jesus. Galatians 3:28 
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When we combine Galatians 3:28 with Ephesians 5:21 we see marriage is between 
equals, who mutually submit to each other. 
 
Here the relationship within the trinity is helpful. Father, Son and Holy Spirit are 
equal yet submit to each. For example Jesus, even though equal with the Father, 
chose to submit (hupotasso) to his Father’s will. He humbled himself, coming to 
earth in human form to show us the way to the Father and bring many daughters 
and sons (you and I) to glory. This then is also a picture of marriage - husband and 
wife equal but with the wife choosing to submit. 
 
And how did Jesus submit to his Father? Lovingly, with joy and abandon and with 
his whole self. And how are we submit to Christ? Lovingly, with joy and abandon 
and with our whole selves. And how are wives to submit to their husbands? 
Lovingly, with joy and abandon and with their whole selves - as to the Lord. 
 
III. Husbands Love 
Now what about husbands? Having looked at “wives submit” what about “husbands 
love”? 
 

Husbands, love your wives as Christ loved the church. Ephesians 5:25 
 
 
In the original language word Paul uses is agape. It’s one of three common New 
Testament words used for love. The others being eros, for sex and philios, for warm 
brotherly/sisterly love - the love between good friends. Paul did not instruct the 
head of the house to love their wives sexually or with warmth (though both are 
appropriate and expected) but to love their wives agape. So what’s the difference? 
Agape was a word used in Greek literature associated with loving but with a cost. It 
was a love that would give up, even suffer, for its object. It was the word Jesus 
used to describe the love he had for those that he would die for. So, from early on 
Christians picked up on Christ’s use of agape reinforcing the sacrificial aspect of 
giving everything for its loved one - even if the loved one did not respond to, or 
appreciate, being loved. 
 
Here Paul!s telling the head of the house to love, agape, even when it costs. To put 
his wife’s good before his. Earlier in chapters 4 and 5 Paul had stressed the need 
for Christians to be compassionate, kind, humble, gentle and patient. Now he 
expects husbands to put this into practice in the home.  
 
But also notice the second part of verse 25 
 

Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up 
for her. Ephesians 5:25 
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Husbands are to love their wives, agape, as Christ gave himself, sparing nothing for 
the church or for us. Again, I want to look at the bigger picture% I want to consider 
God!s view of marriage. So, let!s take a step back for a moment. You see - it!s not 
as if God was sitting in heaven thinking. “I wonder how I can explain to humans 
about my love for them?# Oh…&I know…&I!ll use the image of marriage”. No - it!s the 
other way round. God designed marriage first and foremost so that we would have 
firsthand experience of loving someone with an exclusive, jealous, protecting love - 
a love reserved only for a husband for his wife and a wife for a husband. This is 
exclusive, jealous, protecting love is the love God has for his people. No wonder 
Paul says  
 

This is a profound mystery—but I am talking about Christ and the church. 
Ephesians 5:32 

 
So as wives are to submit to their husbands, husbands are to love their wives as 
Christ loves the church. 
 
III. Implications for Today 
This now brings us to what it means for today. What are the implications of “wives 
submit”&and “husbands love”?  
 
With Western culture demanding, "wives never submit, husbands don!t be 
authoritative# should Christian wives submit? And if they do, are there limits? 
 
Well, the Biblical model is "husbands love, wives submit#. This means, in the 
context of mutual submission and respect, there!ll be times when the husband 
makes a call that his wife may not agree with. Not, however, before she’s fully 
explained her position and he listened to his reasons. Being a submissive wife is 
never, ever “keep your mouth shut and do as you are told”.  
 
Now we!re not talking minor decisions - which movie to go to, or whose turn is to 
look after the kids and the like. There is ample room for give and take for the 
everyday, “keeping the household running smoothly”&decisions. I’m talking 
impasses over major decisions like how to discipline the children, major financial 
commitments, in-laws and the wider family. There will be times, however rare, when 
there!s deadlock and a decision must be made. And in the Christian household this 
breaking of a deadlock falls on the husband. 
 
Maybe we need to replace our adversarial image we have when it comes to conflict 
in marriage - with a winner and loser to every disagreement. Imagine instead 
marriage being more like two servants putting their heads together and using their 
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different gifts to please their master. Now and again when they can’t quite agree on 
how best to please their master, one is designated to make a final call. 
 
You may be thinking, "This is all very well but% you don!t know my circumstances. 
My husband’s not a Christian.# Now Paul doesn’t directly address this concern here 
but the Biblical call is to submit anyway. However Apostle Peter talks about exactly 
this in 1 Peter 3:1-6. 
 
'(&)*+&,-)&./&012342356&“But what if my husband is abusive? Are there limits to my 
submission?”&Very much so and these limits are found in the last few words of 
Ephesians 5:22.  
 

Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to the Lord. Ephesians 5:22 
 

We submit to Christ before we submit to our husband. So, no wife needs to submit 
to a husband who is abusive to her or the children. No wife needs to submit where 
if she does the laws of God are compromised. Where Scripture limit’s the actions of 
her husband then the wife must submit to God before her husband. So, in the case 
of abuse within the family, after exhausting all available resources to improve the 
situation, there may come a time when walking out is the best, God honouring 
option. 
 
Now most husbands don’t fit into this fully negative category. To ordinary, 
imperfect, selfish, sinning husbands, an ordinary, imperfect, selfish, sinning wife 
should submit as she would to Christ. And with ordinary, imperfect, selfish, sinning 
wives, her husband will love her as Christ loves the church. 
 
And in our own strength no husband or wife can get the agape love or hupotasso 
submission right. This very much includes me. Without Christ I cannot love Judy as 
Christ loved the church. But with Christ at the center we can both get better at 
hupotasso submission and agape love 
 
For putting aside our questions, our bias/7&and even our hurts Christian couples 
can get better at marriage. They&8-3 learn what it is to be equal with each other in 
Christ and to submit to each other as to Christ. For when we get the husband/wife 
relationship right it’s incredibly attractive, strongly compelling and a tremendous 
witness. And above all, what a heritage for our children to grow nurtured and 
secure in a family where Christ is supreme, or for our grandchildren to see their 
Grandparent!s love each other as Christ loves the church. Amen 


