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Ephesians 5:21-31                                                                                                                      Pastor Paul Horn 

Imitate Christ’s Relationship with the Church

I.  Christ loved the Church

II.   The Church submits to Christ

21 Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ. 22 Wives, submit to your husbands as 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 his own body, but he feeds and cares for it, 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.”

They say that imitation is the highest form of flattery.  In 1999 Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold carried out a shooting rampage at a high school in Columbine, Colorado, killing twelve classmates and one teacher, before they turning the guns on themselves.  Since that time many other shooters have tried to emulate Eric and Dylan, some unfortunately have been successful; others thankfully have been caught by their parents or the police before they could inflict terror.  If Mr. Harris and Mr. Klebold were alive today, would they be flattered by this imitation?  Probably….but they are dead, and bad examples.  There are positive forms of imitation.  Comedians spend much time impersonating celebrities and politicians.  Sometimes this imitation can be downright hilarious.  Whether you know it or not someone may be imitating you.  You have to ask yourself, “Am I a good example or bad example to imitate?”  I’m talking especially about children and adults.  Listen to children as they play “school,” “house,” “store” or “church.”  

Today the apostle Paul gives practical marriage advice.  We wonder how he could possibly give good marriage counseling since he was a single man.  In 1Corinthians 7 he admitted that there were advantages and disadvantages to being single and married.  This morning in his letter to the Ephesians Paul does focus on his relationships, past or present.  Rather, he points us to the relationship Christ has with the Church.  When we examine Christ’s relationship with the Church we will see that Christ loved the Church, and the Church, in return, willingly submits to Christ.  This is the example we as Christian husbands and wives want to imitate.

When the LORD created the heavens and the earth, he did so with order. He separated water from water (heavens and the seas) before he divided land and sea.  Then he put vegetation on the land.  Everything was in order.  Finally he crowned his glorious creation with humankind.  In his creation of human beings he established a special relationship; marriage, a lifelong commitment of faithfulness between one man and one woman.  The Apostle Paul reminds us that his ideas about marriage come from the one who created this intimate bond and so he quotes Genesis 2:24, “For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife and they two will become one flesh.”  A man leaves the protective custody of his parents and, with his wife, joined together as one, not only physically, but emotionally and psychologically.  Today in our schools our children are taught why Johnnie might have two daddies or Sally might have two mommies.  The world makes a mockery of the Biblical principles of the marriage union.  What is also sad is how the world and we as Christians disrespect the roles of God assigned to husbands and wives.  

In his creation of man and woman God also created an order.  Man was formed out the dust first, created to be the leader of the family unit.  The woman was formed second, to be his helper.  The LORD himself said, “It is not good for the man to be alone. I will make a helper suitable for him.” (Genesis 2:18)  Eve was created to be Adam’s helper and companion.  Adam was created to be the head of the family unit.  These are the roles the LORD assigned to husband and wife.  How well do you carry out these roles as a husband or a wife?  Are these even the roles you carry out in your marriage?  
Wives, God has given you a special role in the marriage relationship.  He has given you an example to follow, “Submit to your husbands as to the Lord, submit to your husbands as the Church submits to Christ.” (vs22,24)  How does the Church, that is, all believers, submit to Christ?  By first of all recognizing that Christ is the head of all believers; secondly, but respecting his position of authority; thirdly, by demonstrating honor and love to the Head, that is, Christ, through its words and actions.  Just as the Church submits to Christ, wives, submit to your husbands.  Wives, is that the example you follow, or do you imitate the ways and standards of this world?  

The sinful world looks at those passages and reads them as, “Husband, subject your wives,” and questions, “Why should the wife submit?  Why should she be inferior to her husband?”  But the fact is who of us here today rejoices at the idea of being under the authority of someone else?  No!  Your sinful nature says, “Submit?  No way!  I’m in charge.  I’m in control.  No one is going to tell me what to do.”  When Christian women are influenced by roles that are more appealing they reject their God-given role and like Eve in the Garden of Eden try to take the role of their husband as leader.  
Now… husbands….  What does God say to you about your role?  “The husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church.” (vs23)  How is Christ the head of the Church?  Does he rule her with an iron fist as a dictator?  No!  “Christ loved the Church and gave himself up for her.” (vs25)  Husbands, is this the model we follow or do we emulate the Al Bundy and Homer Simpson attitude: I’m-the-man-of-this-house-and-you’ll-listen-to-what-I-say-woman!  Do we follow Christ’s example when we are domineering with our wives?  Why, husbands, do we ignore our roles as the spiritual leaders in our homes and are apathetic about regular Bible study and faithful attendance at worship?  Why do we feel the need not to be a faithful example with God’s Word in the home? Husbands, why do we feel the need to the macho man and show no emotions, to act unconcerned about our wife’s needs, unappreciative of our wife’s contributions to the marriage team?  Christ loved the Church and gave himself up for her.  That is how you are to love your wife.  But you do not… I do not. 

Shame on us.  We do not faithfully carry out our roles and husband and wife.  We are not the helpers God would have us be.  We are not the leaders God wants us to be.  Shame on us for following the ways of this sinful world and our sinful nature.  In spite of who we are and how we have failed so miserably in our roles God sent the perfect spouse.  “Christ loved the Church.” (vs25)  It was the Father’s desire to save you through his Son’s self sacrifice.  But never once will you find on the pages of scripture Jesus saying, “This isn’t fair.  Why do I have to be the one to do this? I don’t want to carry out this role as Savior.”  No, Jesus went willingly.  He carried out his role as Savior, perfectly submitted to the Father’s will and died for you.  Because the Son submitted perfectly to his Father’s will and because he gave himself up for you, wives, you are the forgiven companions and helpers.  Husbands you are the pardoned leaders of your home.  Because Christ willingly submitted to the Father, he has quieted your conscience.  He has reassured you of your forgiveness.  Your shortcomings as husband and wife are forgiven.  

The result of this willing submission, “To make her holy.” (vs26) The Father wanted to set you apart as special even though you were unfaithful.  He accomplished this act by “cleansing her by the washing with water through the Word.” (vs26)  Christ gave you your status as blameless in his sight when he cleansed you through the power of the water and Word in Baptism.  For every time we abused our roles as husband and wife, every time we were unfaithful in carrying out our roles, every time we imitated bad examples, Christ washed those sins away through your baptism.  He is the perfect spouse.  He cares for you and loves you.  He continues to care for you by keeping you holy through the Word of the gospel.  He is keeping you blameless until the end because he wants to do something very special for you in the future. “To present her to himself as a radiant Church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless.” (vs27)  On the Last Day of Judgment, Christ will come as the groom and marry his bride, the Church, which he made perfect with his blood.  The Church, that is you, and all believers, will be Christ’s prized possession. No stains of sin, no wrinkles of guilt, but adorned with jewels and a crown, a gorgeous white wedding gown, the gown of his righteous, won for you.  What a perfect eternal relationship that will be!  

When you, as members of the Church, look at what your groom has done for you, you, as a believer, now want to submit to Christ as your Head, to show him love, honor and respect through your actions and words.  You now want to do his will, to hear and study his Word, to partake of the Sacrament as often as it offered and to thank him for his many blessings.  And, finally, you want to gladly and faithfully carry out your roles as husband and wife.  

“Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord.”  Still can’t get past the word submit?  Let’s look at that word in the original Greek to understand it rightly.  To submit in the original language means to rank people or things in order under some specific pattern; not to imply inferiority or lesser value.  This word has a picture with it, as many Greek words do, a picture that many of you understand.  To submit, in the Greek language, is what a soldier does when he or she lines himself or herself under their superior for the good of the unit.  When you look at submit in that light, it does not have a negative connotation. Wives submit to your husband as if you were submitting to the Lord, not because you have to, but because you want to.  As a wife, you will place yourself into your role as helper and companion to your husband.  You will love him, honor him, show him respect and support him.  This does not mean your role is any less significant than your husband’s.  In Matthew Jesus describes the marriage union as two oxen yoked together.  When one ox is trudging along, the other does all the work, and they go around in circles.  But when both carry out their roles, they move forward.  So also the wife and husband have separate roles.  Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord.  

Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the Church.  Be the head of the family unit following Christ’s lead, lead by serving your wife.  Think of your wife before yourself.  Put her needs above your needs.  Love your wife selflessly.  Appreciate what she brings to the team.  Husbands, take the lead in spiritual matters.  On Saturday night say, “Kids, there’s church tomorrow, so let’s go to bed a little earlier, so we’re all awake and eager to hear what God has to say to us.” Or, “We’re having a short devotion today after supper.  Kids, why don’t you grab your Sunday school lesson from the fridge?”  Say to your wife, “Let’s read the Meditations together.  Afterwards we can pray, and maybe even hold hands while we pray.  And I’m going to ask you what’s on your mind, what do you want to pray about?”  

Wives, some of you may be thinking, “My husband doesn’t share my belief.  He is not faithful with his role as leader.  He doesn’t follow Christ’s lead.”  Then you set the example by Godly living, quietly, humbly and faithfully attending worship, Bible study and personal devotions.  Then when your husband asks, “Why,” you can say, “Because I want to.  Because I need to.  Because I have a husband who died for me to make me holy in his sight.”    

In a home visit last week I was talking with one of our prospects.  She shared with me the story of one of her daughters, who at her wedding, when the preacher said the word, submit, she blurted out, “I will not!”  There are plenty of bad examples in the world when it comes to God’s established order in marriage.  Our sinful nature doesn’t help any, as evidence by that young lady’s reaction.  Today, Jesus has given us a great example to emulate.  When we look at how much he loved us, that he would give up his life for us, that makes us strive to follow his example.  Our performance will not always be perfect, but we do it to show our love to our heavenly bridegroom.  Imitate Christ’s Relationship with the Church.  Husbands, love your wives as Christ loved the Church.  Wives, submit to your husbands, as to the Lord.  Amen. 
