Further thoughts on Ephesians 5

According to Ephesians 5, there is an interesting dynamic prescribed by God for husbands and wives. According to verse 22, wives are supposed to submit to their husbands in the same way that they would submit to the Lord. In contrast to this, in verse 25, husbands are to love their wives the same way that Christ loved the church. 

As believers and part of the church, we are to submit to Jesus Christ as Lord who at the same time condescended to leave heaven and come here to earth and was willing to serve us, His bride, in may ways but preeminently by suffering and giving up his life for us. 

So in the human dynamics of a husband-wife relationship, how is this supposed to work? We tend to think in dichotomies and so if a husband is supposed to be the leader and is the one held responsible for decisions made in the home, how can he lead and make decisions and at the same time stoop to serve and care for his wife in tender ways?

As a result of the fall, we are all sinners and as such relationships are damaged. Communication is confused by sometimes sinful motives and each one of us tends to operate under a self-focused viewpoint. Before we look at leadership and submission in the marriage relationship, let's look at what God has to say about leaders and followers in general.

In Matthew 20:25–28 Jesus says this,  “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and those who are great exercise authority over them. Yet it shall not be so among you; but whoever desires to become great among you, let him be your servant. And whoever desires to be first among you, let him be your slave—just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for many.” 

This is the example that Christ gave. As we read in Philippians 2:6–8 "who, being in the form of God, did not consider it robbery to be equal with God, 7 but made Himself of no reputation, taking the form of a bondservant, and coming in the likeness of men. 8 And being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself and became obedient to the point of death, even the death of the cross."

Jesus, the Lord of the universe humbled Himself and became as a bondservant. And yet He is Lord and master and requires obedience from His subjects.

Within the church, required leadership is described this way in 1 Peter 5:2–3 "Shepherd the flock of God which is among you, serving as overseers, not by compulsion but willingly, not for dishonest gain but eagerly; 3 nor as being lords over those entrusted to you, but being examples to the flock."

In all these passages the admonition is that leaders not "lord it over" those he is responsible for. And yet at the same time he is to lead. The church leader is to "feed" the people under him. He is to provide instruction and example by the way he lives his life so that those who are following his leadership. Even though his followers may be wrong or teaching incorrect things, he is to  "not quarrel but be gentle to all, able to teach, patient, 25 in humility correcting those who are in opposition, if God perhaps will grant them repentance, so that they may know the truth" (2 Timothy 2:24-25).


How are those who are "under" leadership supposed to respond? Paul provides a good illustration of that in his admonition to those who are bondservants. "Bondservants, obey in all things your masters according to the flesh, not with eyeservice, as men-pleasers, but in sincerity of heart, fearing God. 23 And whatever you do, do it heartily, as to the Lord and not to men, 24 knowing that from the Lord you will receive the reward of the inheritance; for you serve the Lord Christ" (Colossians 3:22-24).


So what do we learn from this passage? The person who is under leadership is to be obedient to those in authority over him, but not just to please the person but as though he were obeying Christ Himself. This assumes of course that the leader is not asking the person to go against the explicit commands of God. Obedience is to be hearty, not necessarily to the person in charge but out of obedience to Christ. 

First we need to recognize that the fall produced relational consequences such that the dynamics between husband and wife are marred by the fact that we now have two fallen sinful, selfish people attempting to live together. Let's grant that the people we are talking about here are people who have come to faith in Christ. They have been born again by the grace of God and are endeavoring to live life for the glory of God. Besides the obvious sin nature that we all inherited from Adam, what else does the Bible say about the consequences that came immediately with the curse? 
God says this to the woman in Genesis 3:16:  “I will greatly multiply your sorrow and your conception; In pain you shall bring forth children; Your desire shall be for your husband, And he shall rule over you.” I want us to look at this last phrase. "Your desire shall be for your husband, and he shall rule over you."  In Genesis 4:7 when God was cautioning Cain about the sin he was contemplating He told him, "7 If you do well, will you not be accepted? And if you do not do well, sin lies at the door. And its desire is for you, but you should rule over it.” Notice that sin's desire would be for Cain. In this case that was not a good thing. Cain was warned to rule over it. The wording between these two passages is interesting because of their similarity. God tells Eve that her desire will e for her husband. I don't think this is a positive thing. I think God is telling Eve that she will be inclined to try to control Adam. And Adam will rule over her. 

All through Scripture, God makes the man the one who is to be held responsible for what takes place in the home. He is the federal representative of the family. This is not a cultural situation that is eventually grown out of but rather rooted in creation and the fall. The obedient husband and wife will try to overcome the natural tendencies that sin introduced and live life in a relationship that models God's design.
Let's take the man first. There are two typical ways in which the sinful nature exhibits itself on the man's side of the marriage relationship. The first way is that the man is often attempting to be macho, domineering and demanding. We'll talk more about this a little later. The other extreme, and I think is more common, is that the husband becomes passive. He typically has a difficult time making decisions, especially if he knows it goes against the will of his wife. Let's face it, there is a lot of motivation for a man to keep his wife happy with him. He tends to think that if he makes too many waves, life will be very difficult and the romantic side of life will take a big hit. We all know this to be true. This is the basis for the "comedy" in the typical TV marriage sitcom.

On the woman's side, God has blessed women with motherly and compassionate natures. He also seems to have given them more common sense than the typical man. She is able to multitask and think about a web of priorities at the same time whereas her husband is pretty linear in his thinking. Because of this she can see the consequences of a certain course of action or a particular sequence of steps. Since the fall, she has the urge to get in there and solve every problem, jump in the space left open by her husband's hesitation and tell him the best way something should be handled. Let's be honest again. Most of the time she is right. If she is right and her husband doesn't follow her lead, he is open to making a less than wise decision. If he acknowledges that her judgment is right he finds himself following her rather than leading himself. This predicament can lead him to become authoritative, demanding and perhaps even harsh. These scenarios are also exploited in sitcoms as well. How many times did Lucy make Ricky look foolish in the way she tried to manipulate him or scheme ways not to follow his instructions?
So the fall and God's curse have produced a situation where women tend to want to dominate and where men tend to pull back and become passive to her leadership or else become domineering to overcome the perceived weakness of listening to her directions. 

The Bible even acknowledges this problem. See these passages.

Proverbs 21:9 (NKJV) 

9 Better to dwell in a corner of a housetop, Than in a house shared with a contentious woman. 

Proverbs 19:13 (NKJV) 

13 A foolish son is the ruin of his father, And the contentions of a wife are a continual dripping. 

Proverbs 21:19 (NKJV) 

19 Better to dwell in the wilderness, Than with a contentious and angry woman. 

1 Kings 21:4 (NKJV) 

4 So Ahab went into his house sullen and displeased because of the word which Naboth the Jezreelite had spoken to him; for he had said, “I will not give you the inheritance of my fathers.” And he lay down on his bed, and turned away his face, and would eat no food. 

I'm the head of my home and my wife told me I could say that.

Let's remember where we started this discussion. Marriage is a picture of Christ and the church. Christ is Lord and yet He came not to be served but to serve (Matthew 20:28). At the same time He asks why we call Him Lord, but don't do what He says (Luke 6:46). So in the relationship of Christ and His church He expects obedience and yet He is the servant king. This is the model that we men are supposed to copy. We are the picture of Christ in our home and marriage and as such we are supposed to be leading. We are the ones whom God holds responsible for the decisions that take place. And at the same time we are to serve and seek our wife's interests ahead of our own.
This is not an easy balance to find.

 Colossians 3:22–24 (NKJV) 

22 Bondservants, obey in all things your masters according to the flesh, not with eyeservice, as men-pleasers, but in sincerity of heart, fearing God. 23 And whatever you do, do it heartily, as to the Lord and not to men, 24 knowing that from the Lord you will receive the reward of the inheritance; for you serve the Lord Christ. 

Matthew 20:26–28 (NKJV) 

26 Yet it shall not be so among you; but whoever desires to become great among you, let him be your servant. 27 And whoever desires to be first among you, let him be your slave—28 just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for many.” 

Luke 22:26–27 (NKJV) 

26 But not so among you; on the contrary, he who is greatest among you, let him be as the younger, and he who governs as he who serves. 27 For who is greater, he who sits at the table, or he who serves? Is it not he who sits at the table? Yet I am among you as the One who serves. 

Philippians 2:6–8 (NKJV) 

6 who, being in the form of God, did not consider it robbery to be equal with God, 7 but made Himself of no reputation, taking the form of a bondservant, and coming in the likeness of men. 8 And being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself and became obedient to the point of death, even the death of the cross. 

At the same time he says, 

Luke 6:46 (NKJV) 

46 “But why do you call Me ‘Lord, Lord,’ and not do the things which I say? 

John 14:15 (NKJV) 

15 “If you love Me, keep My commandments. 

John 14:21 (NKJV) 

21 He who has My commandments and keeps them, it is he who loves Me. And he who loves Me will be loved by My Father, and I will love him and manifest Myself to him.” 

1 John 5:3 (NKJV) 

3 For this is the love of God, that we keep His commandments. And His commandments are not burdensome. 

Colossians 3:19 (ESV) 

19 Husbands, love your wives, and do not be harsh with them. 

1 Peter 3:1 (NKJV) 

1 Wives, likewise, be submissive to your own husbands, that even if some do not obey the word, they, without a word, may be won by the conduct of their wives, 

1 Peter 3:5–6 (NKJV) 

5 For in this manner, in former times, the holy women who trusted in God also adorned themselves, being submissive to their own husbands, 6 as Sarah obeyed Abraham, calling him lord, whose daughters you are if you do good and are not afraid with any terror. 

Ephesians 5:22–24 (NKJV) 

22 Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to the Lord. 23 For the husband is head of the wife, as also Christ is head of the church; and He is the Savior of the body. 24 Therefore, just as the church is subject to Christ, so let the wives be to their own husbands in everything. 

Christ deals with us in grace.

Matthew 11:29–30 (NKJV) 

29 Take My yoke upon you and learn from Me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. 30 For My yoke is easy and My burden is light.” 

Paul was this way with his authority as an apostle:

1 Thessalonians 2:6–7 (NKJV) 

6 Nor did we seek glory from men, either from you or from others, when we might have made demands as apostles of Christ. 7 But we were gentle among you, just as a nursing mother cherishes her own children. 

But men, we have to lead!  The fall has caused us to sit back and ask for leading. We tend to be either demanding or passive. We must lead but gently.

We have the responsibility to lead. God will hold us accountalbe.

Isaiah 40:11 (NKJV) 

11 He will feed His flock like a shepherd; He will gather the lambs with His arm, And carry them in His bosom, And gently lead those who are with young. 

