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WIVES IN THE CHURCH
Ephesians 5:22-24

To say that the institution called “family” is under attack is an
understatement. The institution has experienced a virtual dismantling
for about four generations now, and the results are catastrophic. Some
social professionals contend that the dismantling began in the context
of World War II when it seemed absolutely necessary that wives go
to work, often in factories, to produce war products that their
husbands could use in the war overseas. The war ended, the husbands
came home, but the wives didn’t. Too many realized that the extra
income bought a lot of nice stuff and raised the family to a new and
higher economic standard.

On the heels of that trend came the attacks through movies and
television shows. By the 1960's it was common for Americans to be
fed a continual barrage of broken families, dysfunctional families,
and a picture of the institution that was not at all like the Bible’s
description of what God created. Even old shows which are deemed
“family friendly” and innocuous, like Andy Griffith, picture the joy
of a family without a mother and a very kind and gentle father who
enjoyed various girlfriends over the years.

Now the “norm” in America is the broken, dysfunctional
family. So tattered and shredded is the institution that social
professionals cannot even agree about what constitutes a family. Not
only do social engineers argue if the family unit is possible without
a father or a mother, a husband or a wife, but now it appears that there
is no agreement on what constitutes a father, mother, husband or
wife. How did such an important institution become so trashed?

To find the answer to that question we only need to go back to
the very clear and simple explanation of God’s Word. When Satan
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failed in his attempt to supplant God his Creator, he was cast to the
earthly sphere where he has become God’s archenemy. As the enemy
of God, he attacks everything that reflects God’s character. The
family unit is the first and most important institution in God’s
creative plan. The family is foundational for strong and productive
businesses, towns, cities, and ultimately the nation. Satan’s hand has
been obvious for centuries as he tears down nation after nation. One
of his chief methods for national destruction is to destroy the family
concept first. When the family is in disarray, confusion reigns in most
other aspects of society. Classic illustrations of this method of
national destruction is offered by Greek and Roman empires.

The family institution is critical to the health and welfare of the
Church also. That is why the last half of the fifth chapter and first part
of the sixth chapter in Paul’s letter to the Ephesian church is about
family. The family is foundational in the Body of Christ. The
underlying theme of the letter is “life in the Church.” As Christ builds
the Church, He has poured out innumerable, astonishing blessings on
us His chosen members (chapters 1-3). Because Christ has given us
so much, He expects us to live lives that honor Him and reflect His
character (4:1). 

Living life for the glory of Christ is very practical. It involves
all kinds of relationships within the church and outside the church
proper. It is fitting that God led Paul to begin that instruction by
laying down important principles regarding the wife’s relationship to
her husband (5:22-24) and the husband’s relationship with his wife
(5:25-32). Then we see that quite naturally the instruction flows into
the children’s relationship with parents (6:1-3) and the parent’s
relationship with children (6:4). Next, Paul moved to the slave’s
relationship to his master (6:5-8) and the master’s relationship to his
slave (6:9). We will consider that instruction in the form of the
employee/employer relationship.

These kinds of relationships are not unimportant to or
disconnected from the Body of Christ. The health of Community
Baptist Church (and all other local expressions of the Church)
depends on healthy relationships in these areas. A serious problem we
face as we unpack the instruction in these relationships is that,
because of the ceaseless dismantling of God’s plan, the instruction
sounds foreign, even “cave-manish.” Mention the idea of the wife
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submitting to her husband in most work places, and even many
churches, and you are likely to be met with howls of scorn. People
will be astonished that you actually believe such old-fashioned ideas.

But we are God’s chosen people, recipients of His blessings,
which includes spiritual discernment. We know that these principles
about the family are important to make us a healthy church. So what
is a wife supposed to do? Christ gave her a command, He gave the
reason for the command, and gave the prime example of how the
command works.

A Command (v.22).

God’s command is clear and succinct. Wives, submit to your
own husbands, as to the Lord (v.22). God tells wives to submit. But
what does submission mean?  It is difficult to practice something you
don’t understand. 

The original word for “submission”  is an old Greek military
term meaning to arrange troop divisions in a military fashion under
the command of a leader. In non-military use, submission was a
voluntary attitude of giving in, cooperating, assuming responsibility,
and carrying a burden.

The word is used in Scripture to describe arrange under, to
subordinate, to put in subjection, to obey, to submit to one’s control
or to yield to one’s admonition or advice. A prime example of the
idea was young Jesus who arranged Himself under his parents and
obeyed them (Luke 2:51). To submit is to respond like demons who
had no choice but to submit to the authority of the apostles (Luke
10:20). Or it is like good citizens who order their lives according to
the laws of the governing authorities (Romans 13:1). And on the
negative side, submission is very much unlike the fleshly mind that
is unable to arrange itself under God (Romans 8:7).

In very practical terms, the wife’s submission means that she
is familiar with her husband’s desires, plans, purposes, and arranges
her desires, plans, purposes to fit. The verb is present tense, middle
voice, command. The present tense means that God expects the wife
to be characterized by this arranging of herself under her husband.
The middle voice requires that she be responsible for making this
happen. 
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No doubt that description sounds impossible to most wives.
Why? Submission is difficult because of our nature which James
described quite fittingly by writing, “What causes quarrels and what
causes fights among you? Is it not this, that your passions are at war
within you?” (James 4:1). Everyone has desires and passions like
that. It is part of human nature. The key for Christians is learning to
identify those desires and bring them under control, yeah “kill them.”
And maybe if anything, the natural desires to control for the wife are
even stronger because of the curse of sin.

Submission might come easier if the wife understands that she
can simply follow the pattern already established. Paul wrote that she
is to submit to her husband the same way she already submits to the
Lord. That is a possible meaning of the phrase, as to the Lord. This
phrase can mean that the wife arranges her life according to her
husband’s plans purposes or desires as a ministry to the Lord.
Considering the fact that her husband is a faltering, failing human,
this is an essential principle. What wife would logically arrange her
desires or plans to fit with a husband who is sometimes unkind, often
distant, and maybe even selfish? Relating to such normal humans is
easier if the wife can see submission to him as a ministry, a service
to the Lord. The wife does well to learn how to make submission a
service to God first.

Or this phrase can mean that she submits to her husband the
same way she already submits to the Lord. In other words, there is
nothing new for the wife to learn. She has already practiced
discerning the Lord’s will. She has already learned how to arrange her
plans, purposes, and desires according to the Lord’s will as He has
revealed it in His Word. Now all the Christian wife needs to do is
apply the same principles to her relationship with her husband. Or she
needs to learn how to submit to God first.

In our text, God’s instruction is specifically for the wife to
submit to her husband. That flows from God’s original plan for the
woman. In the beginning, God created the man Adam. God put Adam
in the Garden of Eden to keep it and work it. Adam was naming the
animals – all of which had mates. In that setting, God made a helper
that was suitable for Adam. God did not create two humans at the
same time and simply made each unique. God did not create Eve and
then decide she needed someone to take care of. In fact, her very
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name reveals God’s plan. Then the man said, “This at last is bone of
my bones and flesh of my flesh; she shall be called Woman, because
she was taken out of Man” (Genesis 2:23).

We are all familiar with the sad story that followed this
beautiful creation of the first husband and wife team. Adam and Eve
brought sin into the world, which brought God’s curse, which also
had an effect on their relationship. Because of sin, and God’s
extenuating curse, the wife will naturally desire to be in charge over
her husband. To the woman he said, “I will surely multiply your pain
in childbearing; in pain you shall bring forth children. Your desire
shall be for your husband, and he shall rule over you” (Genesis
3:16).The “pain in child bearing” part of the curse is rather
undeniable. The wife’s ongoing desire to usurp the husband’s
authority is also undeniable. God’s plan is for the wife to be under her
husband’s authority, which she will resist.

Furthermore, God’s plan has been for the wife to serve in the
role as “helper.” The is God’s plan for human history. It isn’t going
to change. To that end Paul instructed Pastor Timothy to, Let a
woman learn quietly with all submissiveness. I do not permit a
woman to teach or to exercise authority over a man; rather, she is to
remain quiet. For Adam was formed first, then Eve; and Adam was
not deceived, but the woman was deceived and became a transgressor
(1 Timothy 2:11-14). This is the kind of teaching that is flatly rejected
not only by a godless society but by most local church leadership. We
will consider this further when we look at the husband’s headship.

What does submission look like in practical terms? Very
simply, submission is laying aside your “rights.” The prefect example
of submission, laying aside “rights,” is Jesus the Head of the Church.
We are well aware of that standard set by Christ and the challenge for
us to, Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ
Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality
with God a thing to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the
form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being found
in human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point
of death, even death on a cross (Philippians 2:5-8).

Okay, if the wife must be willing to lay aside her rights (like
Christ did), what constitutes her rights? According to the Constitution
of the US she has unalienable rights that include life, liberty, and the
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pursuit of happiness. The Bill of Rights adds things like freedom of
religion, speech, press, assembly, and petition, the right to keep and
bear arms, the right to due process of law. 

The passing rights that a passing earthly government grants is
one thing. What are the wife’s rights according to God? From God,
because of His grace, she as astonishing privileges (but not
necessarily rights). She also has the right to expect from her husband
love, honor, respect, care, protection. In submission, the wife is
willing to lay those aside if necessary.

The Reason for the Command (v.23).

For the husband is the head of the wife even as Christ is the
head of the church, his body, and is himself its Savior (v.23). The
reason the wife needs to submit to her husband is because the
husband is the head. What does that mean? What does that headship
look like? Obviously, the idea comes from the literal head of the
body.The head directs, governs, leads. Without a head, the body is
dead. Or like a chicken without a head, it is running aimlessly for a
bit.

The husband’s headship means that he is to take the lead. That
implies a willingness to step up and take responsibility, which is
precisely the point where this whole process unravels in too many
families. On the other side of that issue is also the truth that being the
head is not the same as being a dictator. To be the head is to exercise
initiative to investigate, scope out the path, and then lead. The wife
is to respond to that leadership by arranging her plans and desires
accordingly.

But why is the husband the head? What did he ever do to win
that position? The short answer is, “Nothing.”  It is just God’s plan
as Paul described it to the Corinthian Christians. But I want you to
understand that the head of every man is Christ, the head of a wife is
her husband, and the head of Christ is God (1 Corinthians 11:3). On
the basis of this verse we ask, “Is God the Father the authority over
Christ the Son?” Yes. Is Christ the authority over all people? Yes,
even though most will not acknowledge it until after death. Therefore,
God’s plan also is that the husband is the wife’s authority.
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That plan is obvious in God’s order of creation. And yet at the
same time, equality before God does not void God’s order. Some
argue that no one is in charge of anyone based on Paul’s statement in
the Galatian letter. There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither
slave nor free, there is neither male nor female, for you are all one in
Christ Jesus (Galatians 3:28). Though every person is on equal
footing before God, orderliness is dependent upon someone stepping
up to take responsibility. God’s plan is for the husband to be first to
do that.

In fact, God leaves us with no doubt about what He desires
when He gave us the standard of headship in this verse. The husband
is to serve as his wife’s head even as Christ is the head of the Church.
Christ is the perfect example of headship. We ran across this idea
earlier in our study in chapter four: Rather, speaking the truth in love,
we are to grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ
(Ephesians 4:15). Growing into the Head of the Church requires our
submission. If we are growing into the Head, we are becoming more
like Him. Is it possible that as a wife lives in submission to her
husband that they become more alike?

As the head of the Church, Christ is the authority of the Church.
As the head of the Church, He is also the leader of the Church. And
He is the source of power for the Church. And that truth is most
obvious in the fact that Christ is the Savior of the Church. In that He
is the Savior, He has purchased the Church with His blood. In that He
has purchased the Church, He has the right to be the authority. The
next passage (5:25-32) demonstrates how the husband is to emulate
a similar kind of loving care.

The Example of the Command Carried Out (v.24).

Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should
submit in everything to their husbands (v.24). Hopefully this phrase
that says the Church submits to Christ is not shocking or revelatory
to you. Rather, this is the ideal God has for His Church. God’s plan
is for each person who He has regenerated to submit to Christ. Again,
we need to remember that submission requires knowledge. The
individual members of the Church must be familiar with Christ’s
desires, plans, and purposes. Where do we get that knowledge? The
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Bible reveals those truths to us in clear statements. We cannot begin
to submit to Christ if we are ignorant of His character.

And again also, submission requires us to lay aside “supposed”
and even actual rights. Invariably this is going to be a battle. Even
though we have experienced the miracle of regeneration, we still live
in a flesh that desires our own way. We still struggle with the desires
Eve did not conquer. Satan tempted Eve regarding the forbidden fruit.
So when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it
was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make
one wise, she took of its fruit and ate, and she also gave some to her
husband who was with her, and he ate (Genesis 3:6). Like Eve, we
all struggle with the desire to please ourselves first.

The ideal is set by Christ who “laid down His life,” which is the
ultimate submission. Jesus had revealed to His disciples, “For this
reason the Father loves me, because I lay down my life that I may
take it up again. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own
accord. I have authority to lay it down, and I have authority to take
it up again. This charge I have received from my Father” (John
10:17-18). That is what submission to the extreme looks like. Lay
down your life. That is the ideal for the Church.

We must admit that the practice for the Church is not quite the
same as the ideal. The Church does not hit the ideal very often. This
is why the ideology of the world continually makes inroads into the
Church. We seek pleasure for self even when we are supposed to be
submitting to Christ our head. Therefore, much of the breadth of
ministry today is fully a matter of human wisdom, not Christ’s
leadership.

Using the ideal for the Church as the example, God’s command
is that wives should submit. The word “should” does not identify this
as a suggestion. The Bible is not “the book of divine suggestions and
recommendations.”  God’s instruction is not: “If you can possibly do
this stuff, great! If you can’t bring yourself to do this stuff, don’t
worry. You will just be considered ‘normal.’” “Normal” by your
society’s standard is equivalent to “destined for eternal punishment.”

Notice that the requirement here is so unlike common practice
in even so-called Christian homes. More common practice reads:
“Now as the church punishes Christ when He doesn’t do what the
church wants, so wives should punish their husbands.” We can almost
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expect an average wife to respond, “Yeah, but Christ is perfect and
my husband is not.”  Yes, but neither is the Church perfect and
neither are most wives. That is why God gives clear instruction to the
wife who has a husband who “deserves to be punished.” Likewise,
wives, be subject to your own husbands, so that even if some do not
obey the word, they may be won without a word by the conduct of
their wives – when they see your respectful and pure conduct (1 Peter
3:1-2).

And the offended wife cries out, “That is impossible!” Ah, yes,
indeed it is! Living by faith is living the impossible. Why can’t we
come to grips with that reality? And speaking of impossible, consider
the extent of the wife’s submission. God expects the wife to submit
in everything. Obviously, that does not include anything that is
contrary to God’s will. That balance is found in Paul’s letter to the
Colossian Christians. Wives, submit to your husbands, as is fitting in
the Lord (Colossians 3:18).

It is difficult to tell if you submit to your husband if you
generally agree about everything. The test of submission comes when
you are required to change your plans, purposes, and desires to match
your husband’s.

God does not lay down this requirement because He is unkind
or an ogre like pagan gods. God, who created us, knows that the
family unit is critical to a peaceful society and an effective Church.
Therefore, God who is perfectly wise, requires this kind of orderliness
for our own good. Those who have transformed thinking so that they
fit into God’s mold can testify to the effectiveness and resulting joy
of God’s plan.
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