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Husbands and Wives 

Ephesians 5:21-33 
 
 

Marriage is both amazingly good and amazingly hard! Strong marriages require continual sacrifice 
from both spouses as they fulfill the unique roles God has designed for each of them. Discover how 
to become the husband or the wife God has designed you to be. 

 
Turn to Eph 5 
This morning we’re looking at a passage that is… let’s be honest… not very popular today 

- “Wives submit to your husbands” doesn’t play well to modern ears, as you’ll see in this brilliant clip from 
one of my favorite shows, West Wing… 

- To most people today a passage about wives submitting to husbands does sound stupid… backwards 
 
But… I would argue that the reason this passage sounds stupid to our culture is that we have not sufficiently 
explained what exactly God does and does not mean in this passage 
So that’s what I want to do this morning… unpack it in detail to show you exactly what God means by these 
challenging words to husbands and wives. 
 
Step 1 – most important step: Make sure you begin in the right place… v21 

- Whoever formatted my Bible made a big mistake here – started a new paragraph and a new title right 
before v22. So passage begins, “Wives be subject to your husbands” 

- No! In Greek that’s not a new sentence! It’s a continuation of v21… grammatically dependent on what 
came before. 

- So read v21 
 
The controlling idea of entire passage:  
All of us: Be subject to one another out of reverence for Jesus 

- That’s the big idea! 
- What does it mean to be subject to someone else? 
- Means to sacrifice your rights and desires to serve someone else 
- So husbands and wives and singles and children… we should all be submitting ourselves to one another 

by daily sacrificing our rights and desires to serve one another. 
- So in a very real sense – both husbands and wives submit to each other 

o Both the husband and the wife are called to sacrifice their rights and desires for the good of the 
other. 

- You see this clearly in, what I believe, is the single most important passage in the whole Bible for 
learning how to build a marriage that thrives 

o So engaged couples: pay attention!  
o Read Phil 2:3-8 
o Notice – this isn’t just for wives. This is for all of us, husbands included.  
o Both the husband and the wife are called to sacrifice their own rights and desires and comfort to 

serve their spouse. 
o Both husband and wife are to regard their spouse to be more important than themselves. 

- So both husband and wife submit to each other as we all submit to each other. 
 
But how do we work out that mutual submission within marriage? What exactly should it look like for a wife to 
submit to her husband and for the husband to submit to the wife? 



 
That’s the rest of the passage. And what God wants us to understand is that within marriage as He designed it, 
even though both husband and wife are practicing mutual submission, they each have different roles in the 
marriage given to them by God. 
 
So according to God’s design for marriage, what does it look like for a wife to be subject to her husband out of 
reverence for Jesus? 
 
Read 5:22-24 
Wives Submit to your husbands 

- Obvious question: if both husbands and wives are to be subject to one another – v21 – then what 
special sense of submission does Paul have in mind here? 

- Paul tells us at the end of the passage: read v33 
- So by “submit” Paul really means that wives should RESPECT their husbands 

o Probably a better word to us since “submit” has such negative baggage in our society 
- God desires wives to respect their husbands as the HEAD of the home…  

o Let’s talk about what that word “head” means 
o The husband is the HEAD of the wife as Christ is the HEAD of the church 
o Here the word conveys AUTHORITY – the husband has been given the job of setting the 

direction for the family  
o It does not mean that the husband is more important or more honorable than the wife – just 

that he has responsibility for the overall direction of his family 
- Now at this point it’s important to acknowledge: there are many godly Christians, great churches, and 

brilliant theologians who believe that this is no longer in effect. 
o They hold a position called EGALITARIANISM and believe that commands like this were only 

meant for ancient believers who lived at a time when women weren’t educated or empowered. 
Now that women are educated and empowered, there’s no longer a need for husbands to be 
the head of the home or for wives to submit. We can just be partners without distinct roles.  

o We disagree and I’ll tell you why in a moment. But before I do, let’s be clear: this is not an 
“Essential” issue in Christianity. This is not the gospel or the deity of Christ. It’s ok for churches 
and for believers to disagree on how to interpret and apply this passage. 

o For us at GBC, we hold a position called COMPLEMENTARIANISM - we believe that God designed 
husbands and wives with distinct roles that complement one another and, therefore, these 
commands in Eph 5 are timeless – they go all the way back to the Garden of Eden. 
� Back in Gen 2 – God created Adam first 
� When God brought Eve to Adam, Adam named her – that’s an act of authority 
� When Adam and Eve both sinned, God held Adam primarily responsible, not Eve 

o So, since the headship of the husband goes all the way back to the Garden, it must be timeless – 
spans all cultures and ages. This wasn’t just for Paul’s day and age – it’s always true in every 
culture. 

- We believe God appointed husbands to be the head of their families  
- And He appointed wives to SUBMIT = RESPECT their husbands as head of the family 
- Now because this topic of submission has been so misunderstood and misapplied for so long, we need 

to pause and clarify exactly what it does and does not mean… 
o NOT because God values men over women 

� I think it’s crucial to remember: Gen 1 comes before Gen 2 
� In Gen 1 God says “Let us create humanity in our image, in the image of God He created 

them, male and female, He created them” 
� Man and woman are both equally made in the image of God – there’s no distinct roles 

till Gen 2 
� So equality comes first; roles come second 



� Women are co-heirs of God’s grace with men – they are our equals in every way in the 
eyes of God. 

o NOT because men are more capable of leading than women 
� Men are not inherently smarter or better leaders than women 
� Shouldn’t surprise us because submission isn’t about ability 
� Think about Jesus submitting to God the Father – He is fully God – exactly as intelligent, 

strong, wise as the Father. Didn’t submit to the Father out of inferiority, but as a free 
choice. 

� So wives submit to their husbands not because the “Husbands know best” but simply 
because God designed marriage to work this way.  

o NOT all women to all men 
� Should go without saying – this has no implications for the boardroom or political office. 

God does not call women to submit to men in general.  
� Be clear: God is not opposed to strong women! He doesn’t want all women in His family 

to be passive or to defer to all men. This passage is just about marriage. 
o NOT absolute obedience  

� Do not follow your husband into immorality or foolishness 
• Wives, your personal submission to God ALWAYS comes first. If your husband is 

trying to lead you or your kids towards something that is against God’s will, you 
say ‘no.’ If he insists, you get help or you take the kids and leave if you have to. 
You don’t follow into sin. 

• Be like Abigail, not Sapphira 
• Sapphira – Acts 5 – married to Ananias 

o Ananias lied to the leaders of the church and was struck dead on the 
spot. Later Sapphira chooses to follow her husband’s example and does 
the same… and is struck down on the spot! She should not have 
followed her husband into sin. 

• Be like Abigail in the Old Testament 
o Wife of an ungodly fool named Nabal whose bad decision was about to 

get his whole family killed. Abigail went behind his back and rescued the 
family.  

• Good! Don’t submit to unrighteousness and foolishness. 
� Related: Do not submit to abuse or violence 

• There’s so much in the news this week about men sexually abusing women. 
That happens both inside and outside marriage. 

• If it ever happens in your marriage… don’t submit to that! 
• If your husband is physically or emotionally abusive to you or your kids, get help. 

Call the police if it’s violent. Talk to an elder. If you have to, get the kids and 
leave.  

o NOT the husband’s choice 
� Paul never says “Husbands, make your wives submit” 
� This is the wife’s free choice – it is never the husband’s 
� Husbands, if your wife disagrees with you about something, you never get to pull the 

submission card!  
� Her submission to you is between her and God – it’s her free choice – not yours. All you 

can do is pray and ask God to work in her life. 
� And while you’re at it, pray that God would also make you a better husband so it will be 

easier for your wife to submit to you! 
- So now that we hopefully better understand this submission thing… let’s get practical. 
- How exactly can a wife submit and respect her husband? I have 3 ideas for you ladies. 

 



- 1) Pray for him 
o Pray for him to follow Jesus better; pray for his protection from temptation; pray for wisdom 

and endurance 
o If you need help praying for your husband: Omartian’s “The Power of a Praying Wife” 

� Each chapter helps you focus on one key thing to pray for your husband – good fuel for 
your prayer life. 

- 2) Give him opportunity to lead 
o Something I’ve noticed in my marriage: Julie is better than me at many things!  
o Better at multi-tasking; better at comforting the kids; better in big groups; better at managing 

the family schedule; better at predicting what challenges are in store for us… she’s better at a 
lot of things. 

o So it would certainly be possible for Julie to lead all aspects of our family, leaving little room for 
me to lead. 

o I’ve seen that in many marriages 
� wives stepping up and leading because they’re so capable 
� and husbands taking a back seat and becoming passive 

o Wives, if that describes the dynamic in your marriage, I encourage you to look for opportunities 
to step back and give your husbands space to lead. 

o Doesn’t mean you shouldn’t lead anything in the family! 
� Julie really is a lot better than me at some things and I would be a fool not to let her lead 

in those areas. 
� But even though she is so capable, Julie intentionally defers some aspects of family life 

to me… even though she could do them just as well… she creates space for me to step 
up. 

o So, wives, think about that in your own marriage… and talk to your husbands about it. 
� Ask your husband to be honest with you about this – does he feel like he has 

opportunities to lead? Does he feel like you want him to step up and lead? 
� If so, then great. You and your husband may already have this one locked down. 
� But if not, talk through what adjustments you and he can make so that he can better 

fulfill the role God has called him to. 
- 3) Encourage his efforts 

o Wives: It’s important to realize the power your words and attitude have over your husband  
o You have more power than anyone else on earth to encourage your husband 

� Your kind words and gracious attitude can lift him higher 
� But your unkind words or discontent attitude can cast him lower than anyone else’s 

o That’s exactly how God designed it: In the Old Testament, He called Eve a “helper” to Adam = 
Ezer 
� Usually that word describes someone stronger coming to the aid of someone weaker – 

it’s usually used God helping Israel – so it’s not a term of weakness or inferiority – a 
term of strength  

� Ladies: God designed you with incredible power and strength to support and lift up your 
husband 

� In my own marriage this has proven to be so true that some years ago I started calling 
Julie my personal PASTOR. Because what should a pastor do? Speak truth and 
encouragement to those who are weak and discouraged… and there ain’t nobody in this 
world better at speaking encouragement and truth to me than Julie. 

o So wives: God is calling you to be diligent to encourage your husband 
� Even if he’s doing poorly in many ways, find something positive in him you can 

encourage. Your words will give him life and help him become the man God wants him 
to be. 



� Set a goal for yourself that every day you will say more encouraging words to your 
husband than words of critique or complaint.  

� And it’s not just the words you say but how you say them. Think about your attitude. 
Does your attitude towards your husband say to him that you’re his biggest fan? Does 
he see admiration and respect in your eyes? That will build him up more than you can 
imagine.  

� When Julie pauses in the midst of her crazy busy schedule and looks me right in the 
eyes, smiles and says I’ve done a good job – you all disappear! That means more to me 
than anything anyone else will ever say! Her words and attitude have so much power in 
my life. 

- Wives: respect your husbands by praying for them, giving them opportunities to lead, and encouraging 
their efforts with your words and attitudes. 

 
Now for husbands 
Read 25-31 
Husbands Love 

- First thing to notice: relative length of Paul’s commands to husbands vs wives 
o 7 verses to husbands vs. 3 verses to wives 
o Why? Because unlike today it wasn't what he said to wives that was radical, it was what he said 

to husbands! 
- Husbands: “Love your wife as Christ loves the church” 

o No one was saying that back then! 
o Patriarchal world – the husband was the boss of everyone in the family 
o The family existed to serve the interests of the husband 
o Paul flips it: the husband exists to serve the interests of the family, especially the wife! 
o Notice: Paul doesn’t tell husbands to “lead” their wives 
o He tells them to “love” – a husband’s primary role in marriage is not to “lead” his wife like a CEO 

runs a company; it’s to love his wife sacrificially like Christ loves the church sacrificially. 
o How much did Jesus sacrifice for us? He died for us! 
o So husbands – our job is to die for our wives as Christ died for us! 
o Might be literally true at some point in your life, but it is certainly metaphorically true every day 

– you are to sacrifice your rights, desires, comforts, and ambitions to serve your wife and kids. 
o So, single ladies: how do you find the right guy to marry? 

� Look for a guy who sacrifices for others. 
� The key: not just for you!  
� When you’re first dating he’s infatuated with you – and even the most awful guy will 

sacrifice when he’s ruled by infatuation. So you can’t only look at how he treats you. 
� You also need to look at how he treats his roommates, parents, siblings, classmates, 

coworkers, neighbors… even the waiter at the restaurant. Is he sacrificially kind to the 
people he’s not infatuated with? If not… RUN! You don’t want to marry that man 
because when infatuation wears off, which it always does, he’s going to treat you as bad 
as he’s treating them. 

� Ladies: find a guy who sacrifices for the people he’s not in love with – who lays down his 
rights, desires, comforts to serve others – that’s a good man! 

- Husbands, it is our job is to sacrifice ourselves to help our wives and kids thrive 
o That’s what true love looks like  

� not a feeling – infatuation is a feeling 
� love is a choice to sacrifice ourselves for the good of the other person.  

o We lead through sacrifice. 
o So when Paul said in v23 that we’re the head of the home = we’re the first to die!  

� Headship is not a fun gig! It’s not getting to call all the shots!  



� It’s about being the first to sacrifice. 
o We lay down our lives for our wives and kids… to serve them 

- And husbands: God will hold us accountable to that job 
o Remember: when Adam and Eve sinned, who was primarily held responsible? Adam! 
o Being the head of your home is a heavy thing – a massive responsibility 

- Practically speaking, what does this look like? 
- 1) Pray for her 

o Same 1st step for both husbands and wives: pray for each other everyday 
o Husbands: lead your family through prayer – your first responsibility 
o That includes both your private prayers and family prayers – you set the example 
o Pray for your wife – for her spiritual protection, for blessing, for peace, for joy 

- 2) Initiate with her 
o Since the late 1980’s TV portrayals of fathers have, by and large, not been positive.  

� The common trope you see on almost every show is an incompetent, selfish dad who is 
almost completely uninvolved in the actual running of the home 

� Homer Simpson, Raymond, Peter Griffin on The Family Guy, According to Jim 
� In all of these: mom is running the home because dad is too busy watching TV 

o May be good for laughs on TV… but phenomenally destructive in real life 
� When dads are unengaged at home the family is dysfunctional every time  
� It’s not possible for the family to be healthy if the dad is always sitting on the couch. It 

crushes the wife – now she’s got to fulfill both her role and the husband’s role in the 
family. 

� And it cheats the kids because they don’t get to grow up with a healthy model of a 
father… and remember what God calls Himself: Our FATHER! How are our kids going to 
know what it means to have God as a Father if we’re bad dads?! 

� When dads sleep on the job, the wife and kids suffer. 
o So, when I drive home from work: get to Hwy 6 onramp – halfway home – remind myself, I’ve 

got 3 more hours of work ahead…  
� And it’s the most important work I’ll do today! 
� Husbands: your work day’s not over when you leave the office – your most important 

work is about to begin! 
o So instead of just watching TV in the evening, go talk to your wife and spend time with your kids. 
o Find out what they need from you. 

� What are their physical needs? Emotional needs? Spiritual needs? 
o How can you help meet those needs? 
o You may not know. That’s Ok! There’s lots of experienced couples in this church that can give 

you good advice and help you lead your family well. 
o But don’t be passive! Engage with your wife and kids.  
o Own up to the responsibility God has given you.  

- 3) Listen to her 
o Peter challenges husbands to, “live with your wives in an understanding way” – IOW, pay 

attention to what your wife wants and needs. Listen to her. 
o Frankly, we’d be fools to not listen to our wives – they often see things that we completely miss. 

� Julie has like this 6th sense about what people are thinking and feeling – it’s commonly 
called a woman’s intuition… and it’s no joke! I would be a fool not to listen to her and 
get her input on our kids, our parents, our church, our neighbors. 

o Husbands: spend time asking your wife questions and listening carefully to her answers.  
� Ask her, where am I doing well as a husband?  
� Where am I not? How can I do better? 
� How can I be more helpful with the kids? How can I be more caring to your parents? 



- Husbands, here’s the beautiful thing: if we will do these 3 things, rarely will our wives struggle with 
submission 

o Brian did a wedding some years and taught this passage. Afterwards, an older married woman 
came up to talk to him. Told him she’s an atheist, not religious at all. But, she said, “If my 
husband loved me like that, I could joyfully follow him.” 

o Husbands, if you want your wife to respect you and follow you, then love her sacrificially like 
Christ loves us. That’s the secret. You can’t make her respect you. But you can earn her respect 
if you will love her like this day after day. 

 
Now the secret to all of this… read v32 

- Both roles require incredible sacrifice. And then you add children and it gets even harder!  
- To make that sacrifice, we need motivation 
- And the motivation for both roles is JESUS – He is the model and motivation for both husbands and 

wives. 
o Submission: submitted himself more than anyone ever has – Phil 2 – became servant of all; 

humbled Himself and obeyed the Father to the point of death 
o Sacrificial love: gave His life in exchange for ours while we were still His enemies 

- When you struggle to love and serve your spouse… remember Jesus 
o Dying for you, for your sins so you could have eternal life 

 
Leave you with a couple resources: 

- Marriage Ministries Video 
o Merge – for seriously dating and engaged couples 
o Foundation Groups – for newly married & young married couples 
o re|engage – for all couples who want to grow/strengthen their marriage (NOT just for couples in 

trouble) 
- Book recommendation: “A Lasting Promise” 

 


