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FIVE FORKS BRETHREN IN CHRIST CHURCH 
9244 Five Forks Road 
Waynesboro, PA  17268-9612                 Tel: (717) 762-2991 
 
SCRIPTURE:  Ephesians 5:15-33    DATE: February 21, 2016   
        Place: Auditorium 
SUBJECT:  Marriage 
 
THEME: Mutual Submission in Marriage  
 
SERMON: “Who Will Make the First Move?” 
 
 

Membership – David and Nikki Bernhardt 3rd hour? 

Introduction stories of brokenness. 

 Sharon’s solution to the painful arguments with her husband Phil, is to avoid talking 
about money at all. “He gets so angry so quickly,” she laments. “There’s just no use in trying to 
talk about it. I know we should be able to talk about our finances – and plenty of other things 
couples talk about – but it’s safer just to let it go.” As the years have gone by, they have talked 
less and less about important things in their relationship and their family. 

 

 Beth was attracted to James because he was the strong, silent type. He never seemed 
to be confused and he always knew what he wanted in life. After they were married, she 
realized his self-control bled over into his relationship with her. Only a week after they returned 
from their honeymoon, James barked at her for buying a hairbrush. “You need to check with 
me before you buy anything. Do you understand?” He growled. Beth felt she was only as 
valuable as one of the tools in his toolbox, and sometimes she thought she was at the bottom 
of the toolbox. All day every day, her thoughts went from thinking she must be the most 
despicable wife on the planet, to daydreaming about finding a man who would really love her. 

 

 “Why is Eric so passive?” Monica complained to a friend who was trying to help her. 
Monica and Eric’s relationship had begun well, but four long years of clinical depression had 
crushed his spirits. Even after Eric began working again, he didn’t seem to have enough 
energy and confidence to fully engage Monica – sexually, emotionally, or in any other way. 
Whenever she asked him for his ideas about a major purchase, he just shrugged. “Whatever 
you want to do is fine with me.” Monica was certainly capable of making the decisions, but she 
wasn’t happy with the status of the relationship. 

 Bethany Palmer writes: 
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 “People may try to control others in many different ways. People often use anger 
and intimidation, but self-pity, running away, lies, and using knowledge to intimidate are 
also a means of control. Some people try to dominate others to get their way, while 
other people try to avoid conflict by giving into demands or getting away from the 
dominating person – and it’s not unusual for these people to be married to each other. 

 I was led to do this short series on Family Relationships, as I observed so many broken 
relationships in families, my own included, and I believe the church has a good news message 
about the God who offers reconciliation in a world of brokenness.  

 How can we help these couples, I have just described, have a happy marriage so they 
will stay together? That seems like a worthy goal. And it is. What would you say to them?  

 There is a very good book about marriage titled: “Sacred Marriage.” I was intrigued by 
the subtitle: 

“What if God designed marriage to make us holy, more than to make us happy?” Gary 
Thomas 

 That was intriguing to me, because I am often counseling, or advising couples on how 
to stay happily married. Not a bad goal but maybe starting at the wrong place.  

 If (the subtitle is) true: it will change our view and expectations of marriage and, if 
God’s instructions are followed, will lead to greater happiness. 

 This is not a sermon on how to be a good husband and wife and have a happy 
marriage, but that is a logical outcome if the lessons learned are applied. This is only a 
starting point – for a much lengthier, ongoing conversation – which I hope you will continue in 
your life groups. 

 At the beginning of his letter to the Ephesians, Paul describes what it means, 
theologically, to be a Christian – a follower of Jesus, a believer. A person has new life in Christ, 
or a life in God’s Spirit. Having established that understanding, he then moves to a discussion 
of what it looks like to live this new life. This would be Paul’s practical application of his 
sermon. Instructions on how to live. The next section of his letter focuses on this.  

 

(Ephesians 5:15 – 33) In some translations titled: 

I. Life in the Spirit  

5:15 – 21 So be careful how you live. Don’t live like fools, but like those who are 
wise. 16 Make the most of every opportunity in these evil days. 17 Don’t act thoughtlessly, 
but understand what the Lord wants you to do.18 Don’t be drunk with wine, because that 
will ruin your life. Instead, be filled with the Holy Spirit, 19 singing psalms and hymns 
and spiritual songs among yourselves, and making music to the Lord in your 
hearts.20 And give thanks for everything to God the Father in the name of our Lord 
Jesus Christ. 
21 And further, submit to one another out of reverence for Christ. 
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 Let me first make some comments about this first passage. Paul says, be careful how 
you live – walk. This is Paul’s word for Christian ethics. In a moment we will look at the word 
“careful.” Simply put, Paul is talking about how we should behave. 

 Paul says don’t get drunk with wine but be filled with the spirit – the two commands. 
He then goes on to qualify what that would look like. He says (in the Greek)  speaking, singing, 
making music, giving thanks, and the one we will focus on this morning - submitting to each 
other – in fear or reverence of Christ. These behaviors are the results of being filled with 
God’s spirit. The first four – speaking, singing, making music, giving thanks, come easy. The 
last one – submitting to each other – particularly in marriage is far tougher.  

 What is the motivation for mutual submission? Fear or reverence for Christ. “Why 
should I submit? Because I revere Christ.” The motivation is not – so I can have a happy 
marriage. It is more profound than that. God wants to use my marriage to make me holy. 

Speaker John Gray, in the XO conference we just simulcast last week, said this in his 
personal testimony about his marriage – as he was trying to figure out the ongoing conflict 
between he and his wife – he said God showed him, “I am pruning you in your marriage to 
make you holy!” He was sure it was mostly his wife that needed to be worked on. God’s Spirit 
convicted him otherwise.  

 It is interesting that the same word Paul uses for reverence for Christ in verse 21 is 
translated as respect for husbands in verse 33. So verses 15 to 33 are about: 

  how to live life in the spirit. I.e. living life as a follower of Jesus Christ 

 

Paul’s exhortation: “watch closely (carefully) how you walk (live)” - suggests a purpose 
and direction for the Christian life. 

The phrase watch closely or carefully carries the meaning of – accurately, precisely, given 
close attention to. So: 

Life is not aimless nor is it a series of frenetic activities followed by downtime. 

 So we don’t just wake up in the morning and go through the day dealing with whatever 
comes along. Rather, life is meant to be thoughtful, deliberate, intentional – staying on 
target. 

 Those of you with personalities that like to make lists for the day, already do this. You 
make a list of everything that you want to accomplish. And if at the end of the day you’ve 
accomplished most things on your list you feel like it’s been a good day.  

 Those of you who are people people, when you wake up, you think about who all you’re 
going to interact with and how those interactions will go and you plan conversations. If the 
interactions go well, you feel like you’ve had a good day.  

 But notice that in both cases you’re being deliberate about the day that you see ahead. 

 The relationship between a husband and wife should be equally as intentional. In 
other words when you wake up in the morning if you’re married you should ask the question 
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“How am I going to behave towards my spouse today.” (Don’t apply it this way – “I have a 
list of things for my spouse to do today. That will not go well.) 

 Paul goes on to say ‘make the most of every opportunity’ – in other words there is 
meant to be such intentionality in your marriage as well. Look for opportunities. Paul will give 
us the answer to that question, in verse 21 where he concludes: 

 Life is governed by the practice of mutual submission in the body of Christ. 

 Everyone submitting to everyone else. 

 While at this point Paul is still talking about life in general, he is going to show how the 
relationship between Christ and his church provides a model for a husband’s conduct towards 
his wife. 

 Submission is a word that we don’t like very much today because it often carries with it 
the meaning of – a passive, weak life, dominated by a negative self-image, giving up of 
control and free will. This is not what Paul means. 

 Submission as Paul uses it here describes the self-giving love, humility and 
willingness to die that is required of all Christians and is modeled by Christ. 

 In the end, submission is nothing more than a decision about the relative worth of 
another person, a manner of dying to self and rising with Christ, and a way to respect 
and love other people. (repeat this slowly) 

Control (that we talked about at the beginning – that we are prone to hang on to) has been 
given over to Christ - so we can risk submitting. 

 Jesus is in control of this situation, so I can let go and trust Him. 

 Worthington suggests that over 90% of conflict in marriage is over who is in 
control. No wonder we struggle to get along. We approach the day in the following manner: 
“How can I get what I want?” This kind of living is turned on its head in the kingdom of Christ. 
The question changes to “how can I submit to my spouse, and give him or her what he or 
she wants or needs? 

 Is this an ideal situation that Paul is describing? Yes! But it is where the bar is set by 
Christ, and it is the call to holiness and perfection which runs through the Bible. It is not 
enough to settle for a B- in your marriage. Paul is calling for us to work for an A+ plus. 

 So Paul establishes that our lives are to be governed by mutual submission. He now 
describes what some have called “House Codes” as examples of this mutual submission. 
Don’t think of it as, “Oh and another thing…” The instructions to husband and wives are 
examples of mutual submission. 

II. The House Codes 

The following instructions for husbands and wives are an example of mutual 
submission 

 These House codes are unique to Christianity in the first century. Christians had to 
address them because Christians were being accused of destroying society with their focus on 
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freedom, love and following Christ. Non-Christians needed to know that the new Way was not 
destructive but rather, beneficial, and Christians needed to know that their faith had to affect 
their primary social relationships – in their homes. Your home is where the truth or the sham of 
your faith is most evident.  

 Christian House codes focus not only on the weaker persons but also on the 
responsibilities of the stronger – the husband, parents, masters. Paul begins with: 

A. Instructions to Wives 

5:22-24, 33b 
22 For wives, this means submit to your husbands as to the Lord. 23 For a husband is the 
head of his wife as Christ is the head of the church. He is the Savior of his body, the 
church. 24 As the church submits to Christ, so you wives should submit to your 
husbands in everything. 
33And the wife must respect her husband. 

The gospel has elevated the status of women, and wives in particular. Wives had gained new 
freedom. Paul told Christians in I Corinthians 7 that they did not need to stay with a 
nonbelieving spouse who wanted to leave. In the culture of the day, the wife was expected to 
take the gods of her husband. Then in Titus Paul advises women: 

“Submit so as not to bring shame on the body of Christ” 

Interestingly, the word submit is not found in the Greek of Ephesians 5:22. So what 
does Paul mean? 

“As to the Lord” most likely means that a woman’s submission to her husband is part 
of her submission to Christ. So a wife’s relation to the Lord is the basis, the motivation, and 
the qualification of her submission to her husband. Verse 24 makes it clear Paul is referring 
to every sphere of life provided it is in keeping with life lived for the Lord. In other words, a 
wife is not expected to submit to something that is opposed to the nature of who Christ 
is. 

The focus of verse 23 is not on the privilege and dominance of the husband – as in the 
way James treated his wife Beth. He was completely out of line. 

Paul never intended to suggest that wives are servants, compelled to follow any and 
every desire of the husband. This text does not tell women to obey their husbands nor does it 
give husbands license to attempt forced submission. 

What does the word “head” mean in verse 23? There is a lot of debate over this. The 
focus of the verse is not on authority but rather on the self-giving love of both Christ and the 
husband. In this context I consider “head” to suggest “responsibility for”. 

The husband definitely has a leadership role, though not in order to boss his wife or use 
his position as privilege. Just as Jesus redefined greatness as being a servant, Paul redefines 
headship in the home as having responsibility to love, to give oneself, and to nurture. 

The priority is placed on the husband but it is for the benefit of the wife. The activity of 
both the wife and the husband is based in their relationship with Christ. 
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Take for example decision-making. Who decides where you will go out to eat? This 
often becomes an issue of control for a couple. Who will have control? 

You have arranged to have a date on Friday night. Men, your wife has been thinking 
about this and anticipating this all week long. You on the other hand, once the day and time 
were secured, have not thought about it since. 

Friday evening comes and you say to your wife, “Where do you want to eat?” You have 
just made a common husband blunder. In your mind you are thinking you are being nice. “I will 
go wherever, as long as there is food and lots of it.” 

The problem is, your wife, tired from the activities of the day does not want to have to 
make yet another decision. So she says “Oh, I don’t care.” That doesn’t mean “I don’t care.” 
She has been caring all week. She was hoping you were thinking about it all week too, but alas 
you weren’t. First downer of the evening. 

She cares where she eats for a number of reasons, that she wishes you remembered 
and cared about too. But even more she wants you to decide. She doesn’t want that 
responsibility now. She needs you to not be like passive Eric. She needs your leadership. 

A wise, thoughtful, loving husband will remember where his wife likes to eat. He will 
suggest one of those places. If she is wise, she will say yes, and she will be pleased. 

Now wives. He suggests half a dozen places that you have always said you like, but on 
this evening for some unexplainable reason, none of those sound good to you and you keep 
saying “No,” to every one of his suggestions. He will stop giving suggestions maybe forever. 

This is a simple, relatively harmless illustration. But it makes the point Paul is making. 
When he says submit he means: 

 A wife is to show recognition of her husband’s role and responsibility and accept 
it thankfully. 

 Rather than just saying no, so she can be in control. 

 In your life groups, talk about how this principle applies to many decisions in life – how 
to spend money, how to arrange the furniture, the children’s education, whose parents you will 
go to for Christmas or Thanksgiving, what to do for vacation, and yes, even as it relates to your 
sex lives. 

There is a tension here between headship and equality that needs to be explored further. 
 There are decisions in our household, that we both know, Darlyss, my wife, is far more 
qualified to make than I am. So how do we play this out? On my good days, I ask her, “What 
do you think we should do?” She will tell me, and even if I had a different idea, I will say, “Then 
let’s do what you suggest,” and I will take the responsibility of the decision making and try to 
make it a successful decision. You notice I said “on my good days.” Too often I fall into the trap 
of wanting to be in control and have things go my way. That does not end well for us and we 
have to make up. 

Now: 

B. Instructions for Husbands   
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Since Paul tells wives to submit we might except expect Paul to say to husbands “rule 
well.” But instead he says “love.” We can sum it up with, husbands have been given: 

A responsibility to care for and love their wives as Christ did his church. 

5:25, 28-29a, 31, 33a For husbands, this means love your wives, just as Christ loved the 
church. He gave up his life for her. 
28 In the same way, husbands ought to love their wives as they love their own bodies. 
For a man who loves his wife actually shows love for himself. 29 No one hates his own 
body but feeds and cares for it.  
31 As the Scriptures say, “A man leaves his father and mother and is joined to his wife, 
and the two are united into one.”  
33 So again I say, each man must love his wife as he loves himself, 

 In the ancient world, husbands had few obligations beyond providing food and shelter. 
Otherwise they could do what they want. Paul’s words change the picture. Rather than being 
guided by self-interests, the husband is asked to place the well-being of his wife first and to 
give himself to caring for her. In the end, love is a matter of justice for the other person but 
it is raised to the degree that one is willing to forgo one’s own rights interests and 
desires. 

In verse 29 Paul expresses a tenderness and nurturing expected from the husband. It is not 
merely the natural love that a man may have for a woman as in, romance and attraction. That 
is insufficient for marriage. This love is not confined to feeling and attitudes. 

Love, as Paul meant it here, involves a series of choices that express discipleship to 
Jesus Christ – emphasizing the sacrificial giving nature of love. 

 This kind of love gets up in the middle of the night to change the baby’s diaper so your 
wife can get 45 minutes of sleep even though you have to get up in two hours to go to work. 

 This type of love goes out in the snow to start her car before she has to leave even 
though you don’t have to get up for another hour.  

 This type of love refrains from buying your expensive tool or toy so she can buy her 
knickknacks that will be put away in just six months and maybe never seen again.  

 Christ’s love motivated Him to give himself for the good, in fact, the very life of the 
church. Husbands are called to follow the same pattern. 

 In the final analysis, submission and agape love are synonymous. If anything, the 
stronger language is used of the husband’s responsibility. The command for him to 
love his wife as himself is an application to husbands of the expectation of mutual 
submission required of all Christians. (Snodgrass) 

 So there you have it. Husbands and wives are to mutually submit to each other, with the 
husband having the greater responsibility, as head of the wife. These instructions are what 
Christ has already done for us. They are: 
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C. Instructions Rooted in the Relationship of Christ and the church. 

 

Ephesians 5:23b-24a, 25b-27, 29b-32 

Christ is the head of the church. He is the Savior of his body, the church. 24 The church 
submits to Christ,  

Christ loved the church. He gave up his life for her 26 to make her holy and clean, 
washed by the cleansing of God’s word. 27 He did this to present her to himself as a 
glorious church without a spot or wrinkle or any other blemish. Instead, she will be holy 
and without fault. 

Christ cares for the church.30 And we are members of his body. 
31 As the Scriptures say, “A man leaves his father and mother and is joined to his wife, 
and the two are united into one.”[b] 32 This is a great mystery, but it is an illustration of 
the way Christ and the church are one. 

The main emphasis in the phrase “to make holy” is “to set apart.” Jesus set the church 
apart for himself. In the same way in marriage, one’s partner is set apart from all the rest. 
When two people marry, God does something between them that makes them only for each 
other and not for anyone else. This is a profound understanding of the relationship. 
 
The ability of husbands and wives to obey the instructions from Paul is intimately connected to 
the husband’s and wife’s relationship with Christ. Tripp says it this way: 
 
“Only in bowing before God and submitting to His desires can we really turn to one 
another in peace and love.  Any agenda for change that forgets this vertical causality 
will prove temporary and cosmetic.  But grace and blessing are promised to those who 
humble themselves before Him.” 
 

Before you and I can decide to pattern our marriage after these instructions, we must choose 
to let Christ make us part of his body, his church, by choosing to believe in him and follow him. 
Without Jesus in your life you can make changes for a while, but they will not last. 

 So what happens next? How do we get this type of behavior to be a part of our 
marriage? I believe it is in the answer to the question: 

 

III. Application: Who Makes the First Move? 

Romans 5:8, 10 God showed his great love for us by sending Christ to die for us while 
we were still sinners.  Since our friendship with God was restored by the death of his 
Son while we were still his enemies, we will certainly be saved through the life of his 
Son. 

Notice: Christ made the first move towards his church in an act of submission. In our 
marriages, each of us has the responsibility to make the first move in submitting and 
loving, in respecting and in giving ourselves. 
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 This is the nature of a marriage carried out in the lives of those who experience life in 
the Spirit of God. Each spouse chooses to make the first move. 

   I know what happens in many marriages when there is conflict. Each spouse waits for 
the other one to make the first move. It is so difficult to be the first one to say I’m sorry, I was 
wrong, please forgive me, I love you, I want it to be right between us.  

 And so we wait, often in that cold lonely silence, hoping that our spouse may initiate 
what we really want to happen – reconciliation. 

Apologizing  

Confessing 

Forgiving 

Loving 

Seeking Reconciliation 

It takes humility. It takes stooping down. It takes grace.  

But as one person reminded me: 

No matter how low you stoop to be reconciled to your wife, Christ has stooped lower 
still, to reconcile you to himself. And I am left with no excuses. 

Father, thank you for sending your Son to the cross to die, so we can have our sins 
forgiven and receive eternal life. I pray for every spouse in this room, give us the 
humility and grace to submit to each other, so we can experience your sanctifying 
power in our lives and relationship. We ask this in the Name or our Savior, Your Son, 
Jesus Christ. Amen 

 


