Sunday 5 October 2008 : Ephesians 5 : 21-33  
You have no idea how much it blesses me to have the privilege of preaching on these dozen or so verses from Ephesians today. Take out the pin, lob the grenade, duck for cover, boom!!! Right, here we go. There are two equal and opposite errors Christians commonly commit in relation to this passage of scripture : abuse it, or ignore it. 
The domineering husband who uses this text as a pretext for browbeating and bullying his wife is just as wrong as, but no more wrong than, the stubborn wife who acts as if they don’t exist and keeps on nagging, manipulating, and demanding the last word.
Today, if the single people among us will grant a bit of grace, I want to address my talk primarily to those who are married – but those who are not can still benefit, as you are likely to have family members or friends confide in you about marital issues, and you can share some of these thoughts from scripture and act the honest broker. OK?  

International Bible teacher Rick Joyner made this statement : In marriage, I have learned there are those who admit they have been through times when they wondered if their marriage would make it, and then there are liars. Relationships are hard, and the closer they are, the harder they can be. I tell everyone that I give pre-marital counselling to that the Lord has ordained their marriage in order to kill both of them! 

That is true. It is also worth it! The greatest gift He gave to man was marriage and family. However, to have a marriage that is good, both will have to die to themselves.  If either one does not make the commitment to lay down their life for their mate and their family, then what was meant to be heaven can be hell. 
Rick is right. And if you’ve been married a long time, and you think you haven’t had any problems, would your husband or wife agree with your assessment? Or is it that you’ve had an easy ride because your partner has found out the hard way that caving in to what you want, all the time, in silent resentment, is the best survival mechanism?
All right, I can hear the jungle drums beating and the crackling of brushwood as you build the bonfire upon which you’re preparing to burn me at the stake, so let me take a deep breath and jump in at the deep end. The key verse to all of this is Ephesians 5.21, which commands us to submit to one another out of reverence for Christ.

That is the underlying principle which is spelled out in detail in the following verses – mutual submission, mutual respect, mutual consideration. The same author, Paul, wrote in a very similar vein in Romans 12 : Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought. Honour one another above yourselves. 
So let’s unpack from Ephesians 5 a few practical guidelines to a better marriage. First, notice that Paul isn’t pointing out our rights, but our responsibilities. Now that goes down like a cup of tepid tea as far as the sick, godless, self-centred, politically-correct, claim-your-rights, no-win-no-fee, ambulance-chasing, culture we live in is concerned.

But here’s the thing about the Bible. It tells us what we truly have, and it’s truly worth having – every spiritual blessing in Christ [Ephesians 1.3], adoption as God’s children through Jesus Christ [Ephesians 1.5], redemption through his blood and the forgiveness of sins [Ephesians 1.7], sealed with the Holy Spirit as a guarantee of the glory to come [Ephesians 1.14], his incomparably great power for us who believe, the power he used to raise Jesus from the dead [Ephesians 1.19f]. That’s in just one chapter of one book!
But all these wonderful gifts in Jesus Christ aren’t enough for some people. They want their pound of flesh from their fellow human beings too. The Bible doesn’t authorise us to treat people that way. In response to all God’s goodness to us in Jesus Christ, he calls us to grow up and take personal responsibility for our lives. It’s nobody else’s job to make us happy. It’s nobody else’s job to be the pawn in our wee power game to make us feel important. We’re here, the Bible constantly tells us, to minister to others, not to be ministered to. It is in being a blessing to others in Jesus’ name that we find blessing.
So if you’re looking to Ephesians to find a stick to beat your partner with to treat you better, forget it. Here we are reminded of our responsibilities. Let me immediately state, in case anyone is naïve enough to imagine otherwise, that I’m sharing at least some of these thoughts out of my own steep learning curve, my own mistakes! If a husband is annoyed at his wife for not being submissive, these verses ask – well, matey, are you loving your wife as unselfishly and as unconditionally as Christ loves the church?
Before you even think of complaining how your wife is treating you, take a long hard look at how you’re treating her. As someone who makes the dinner, and makes the bed, and that’s it? If you just want your slippers and paper brought to you, and your ego massaged, get a dog, not a wife! Guys, we are in many ways wired differently from the ladies, and we need to make a conscious effort to sense what pleases and upbuilds and affirms our wives. For example, the way we cope with a hard day at work may be to switch off completely and not talk about it at all. But we’ll often find the ladies like to talk in some detail about the day they’ve had, and it matters that we show interest. 
Also, gentlemen, as heads of the house, we are responsible to take into consideration the whole family’s needs before coming to decisions, not just uprooting everyone from everything in pursuit of a selfish ambition to climb one more step up the greasy pole and earn 20p extra an hour. Just because Paul puts us in the big chair to make the big calls, it doesn’t give us the right to ride rough-shod over our wives, or indeed our children, but that’s a story for another day. Good leadership involves us in listening, in discussing, in praying with our wives, before we make any major decisions. 
And, I may add, good leadership means that we can even delegate some decisions to our wives. At wedding rehearsals, when we practise taking the vows, I point out that the groom says his piece first to get him used to the idea that his bride will have the last word from then on. It’s a joke, of course, but it’s a fact that the ladies often have a better instinct for some things than us, whether it’s matters of artistic taste in decoration, or how to handle certain situations with our children. 
There’s a huge difference between delegation and abdication, of course, but it’s well within the bounds of good headship to say – look, I trust your judgement on this one, and I’ll back you all the way. Now then, ladies, submission to your husbands. I think I have an idea how Daniel may have felt as he contemplated the lions licking their lips!! 
But if you don’t feel your fella is obeying the command of scripture to love you as the Lord loves the church, you’ve got to ask yourself if you are submitting to him, and not doing so through gritted teeth either, but positively affirming him, in public, in front of friends and colleagues, in front of the children, and in private. Are you recognising his God-given authority, however well or otherwise he uses it, with a good attitude? Or are you constantly belittling him, talking down to him as if he was one of the children?
When a wife undermines or disrespects her husband, she undermines and disrespects herself, because that rebellious attitude will diminish the husband’s confidence to exercise headship, and to fulfil his God-given role to be an effective covering and protection for his family. But of course the need to respect one another cuts both ways. The model of love, respect and submission in Ephesians 5 is Christ and his church, and there is a sense on which one cannot exist without the other.  The church is the body of Christ, who in turn is the head of the church. The two cannot be separated.

So it is in marriage. Genesis 2.24 states that the husband and wife become one flesh, in a sense no longer two distinct individuals but a unit. If one part of that unit, whichever one it may be, is pulling the other down, in fact that person is effectively destroying his or her own happiness and purpose in life. By the way, for further commentary on this whole business of submission, have a look at 1 Peter 3. That’s your homework!

Can I finish with a few general points addressed to both parties? The Bible teaches us that life and death are in the power of the tongue. Clearly, the husband’s answer to that infamous question : does my rear end look big in this dress? : may well illustrate this! But it’s true in so many ways. The way a couple speak to each other, and about each other, sows seeds – as we said last week – that will bear a harvest of the same kind.

Critical, carping, fault-finding words devoid of affection, appreciation or respect, sows poison into the marriage. Picking holes, pinning blame, and scoring points undermines partnership and creates an unhealthy atmosphere of rivalry. Our words will reinforce holy wedlock or unholy deadlock. Our words build up or tear down. We will, as Jesus pointed out, answer to him for every inappropriate word that comes from our mouth.

Best always to speak the truth in love, and if the two seem to conflict, stick with the love until you can prayerfully discern a better way to express the truth. If we’re serious about submitting to the Lord, and submitting in his name to one another, we can safely say what we mean, and mean what we say. Don’t play little psychological games with each other. Don’t expect the other to be a mind-reader. Don’t treat each other as a punch-bag for frustrations elsewhere in your lives. 

And finally, remember we all live by grace, we all need to receive grace, we all need to extend grace. In 1 Corinthians 13, not actually a text about marriage, but nonetheless on the money for it, Paul says that love keeps no score of wrongs. To remember a wrong your spouse committed x years ago is a bad idea. To cast it up is a worse idea. Don’t hold on to a hurt or a grudge that God has forgiven and forgotten – not with anyone, but especially not with the person God has given you to share your life with.
Above all, enjoy your life with the wife, the husband, God has given you. That person is meant to be a blessing to you, and if we allow the Word of God to rule our home life, we will discover that our marriage is far richer and more beautiful than it could ever be without His living presence in our midst. The key to a happy, contented home is God first, our spouse second, then ourselves. Easy-peasy. Yes, I called THAT one by faith!    

