
Marriage: A Covenant of Mutual Love 

Bible Background • EPHESIANS 5:21–6:4 

Printed Text • EPHESIANS 5:21–33 | Devotional Reading • HEBREWS 12:7–13 

Aim for Change 

By the end of the lesson, we will: SUMMARIZE the relationship Paul describes as proper between a husband 

and wife; APPRECIATE the holy relationship between husband and wife that is natural and spiritual; and 

COMMIT to creating a culture where holy marriages can flourish in our church communities. 

In Focus 

“You still think that we should wait on this?” Emily sat looking very perplexed. “What do you mean? We’ve 

been waiting … we’ve been waiting for like a year.” 

Langston and Emily had been dating for some time, and when Langston saw things getting serious, he wanted 

to be thoughtful about the relationship, including abstaining from sex. Emily equally cared for Langston, but 

felt they were more than ready to have a sexual relationship, especially because neither of them were virgins. 

This debate had been coming up in their relationship for a few months. Langston didn’t want Emily to feel as if 

he didn’t want her; he wanted to be clear about his intentions. 

“Emily, I desire you so much that I want to build my entire life with you, as husband and wife. Believe me, 

waiting is extremely difficult for me. But I trust that God is leading us to exactly where we need to be.” 

Emily was really taken aback. She had never heard a man speak to her so clearly about his intentions. She had 

felt that Langston could be her husband, but she never allowed herself to believe that he felt so strongly about 

her. She decided at that moment that she would be more patient with Langston and their relationship. She 

wanted him to know that they were in this together, as partners. 

How can Christian couples focus on submitting to God first in order to effectively submit to one another? 

Keep in Mind 
“And further, submit to one another out of reverence for Christ” (Ephesians 5:21, NLT) 

 

Words You Should Know 

A. Love agapao (Gk.) — Unconditional love, usually comes from God; in today’s lesson the love husbands and 

wives should aspire to. 

B. Nourish ektrepho (Gk.) — To provide sustenance; to provide for the necessities of life. 
 

Say It Correctly 
none 

KJV 

Ephesians 5:21 Submitting yourselves one to another in the fear of God. 

22 Wives, submit yourselves unto your own husbands, as unto the Lord. 



23 For the husband is the head of the wife, even as Christ is the head of the church: and he is the saviour of the 

body. 

24 Therefore as the church is subject unto Christ, so let the wives be to their own husbands in every thing. 

25 Husbands, love your wives, even as Christ also loved the church, and gave himself for it; 

26 That he might sanctify and cleanse it with the washing of water by the word, 

27 That he might present it to himself a glorious church, not having spot, or wrinkle, or any such thing; but that 

it should be holy and without blemish. 

28 So ought men to love their wives as their own bodies. He that loveth his wife loveth himself. 

29 For no man ever yet hated his own flesh; but nourisheth and cherisheth it, even as the Lord the church: 

30 For we are members of his body, of his flesh, and of his bones. 

31 For this cause shall a man leave his father and mother, and shall be joined unto his wife, and they two shall 

be one flesh. 

32 This is a great mystery: but I speak concerning Christ and the church. 

33 Nevertheless let every one of you in particular so love his wife even as himself; and the wife see that she 

reverence her husband. 

NIV 

Ephesians 5:21 And further, submit to one another out of reverence for Christ. 

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. 

25 For husbands, this means love your wives, just as 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. 

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, just as 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.” 

32 This is a great mystery, but it is an illustration of the way Christ and the church are one. 

33 So again I say, each man must love his wife as he loves himself, and the wife must respect her husband. 

 

The People, Places, and Times 

Saul. Saul (later known as Paul) was a Jew— and not just an ordinary Jew. A single man, Saul was educated 

under Gamaliel, one of the foremost rabbis of the first century. Saul was a “Jew of Jews,” meaning that he was 

highly educated in Jewish law and very devout. He followed Jewish law zealously and vigorously persecuted 

the followers of Christ (Acts 22:1–4). After Saul’s dramatic conversion, God called him to minister specifically 

to the Gentiles (vv. 14, 21). In that day, it was against Jewish law for a Jew to associate with a Gentile in any 

way (Acts 10:28). The Jews of that day were highly offended by Paul’s association with Gentiles, especially 

since Paul taught that circumcision and other Jewish laws were not binding on the Gentiles. Paul’s experience 

with a crowd of hostile Jews in Jerusalem nearly cost him his life and resulted in a four-year imprisonment at 

Caesarea and Rome. This imprisonment was a direct result of his ministry to the Gentiles. It is for this reason 
that Paul reminds the Gentiles, with no rancor, that he is a prisoner for their sake (Ephesians 3:1). 

Why is it important to receive wise counsel as we navigate marriages? 



Background 

The book of Ephesians has one prevailing theme: union with Christ. This is, in fact, the central fact of Christian 

identity. We are justified, sanctified, and ultimately saved because we have been united to Christ by faith 

through the Holy Spirit. Union with Christ is the reality by which we are considered righteous and that ought to 

color each of our personal relationships. As Paul explains, it is “in Christ” that God has blessed us with every 

spiritual blessing; it is “in Christ” that we were chosen to be holy and blameless; and it is “in Christ” that we 

have been adopted as sons and daughters (Ephesians 1:3; Colossians 1:22; Galatians 3:26). 

In the end of Ephesians 5 and the beginning of chapter 6, we gain a glimpse into the closest human relationship 

possible, which offers a special glimpse into the reality of union with Christ: marriage. In fact, Christ’s 

relationship with the church is the archetype for the relationship between a husband and wife, as Paul will 

explain in these verses. One also finds in these verses distinct commands to husbands and wives, adding more 

credence to the biblical understanding of marriage as a relationship between a man and a woman and as the 

righteous context for sexual expression. 

How does unity between Christ and the church relate to unity in marriage? 

At-A-Glance 

1. Wives and Mutual Submission (Ephesians 5:21–24) 

2. Husbands, Love Your Wives (vv. 25–30) 

3. Christ and the Church: The Model for Marriage (vv. 31–33) 

In Depth 

1. Wives and Mutual Submission (Ephesians 5:21–24) 

 

Paul begins this explanation of household codes with the matrix in which everything that follows takes place: 

mutual submission. Each of the family and work environments outlined in the coming verses takes place under 

the umbrella of reverence for Christ. All members of the family submit to Christ and mutually to one another in 

covenant. But Paul still has particular commands to particular family members, often personalized to keep in 

mind specific temptations that husbands and wives need to guard against. 

 

Beginning with wives, Paul encourages them to submit to their own husbands. It must be noted that this is not a 

command rooted fundamentally in gender, but rather in the relationship. He does not say, “Women, submit to 

men” but rather “wives, submit to your own husbands.” The reason for this is that the husband is the head of the 

household and the one whom God holds responsible. This does not mean that wives are to be doormats for their 

husbands, but it does mean that wives are to gratefully accept the love, care, and leadership of their husbands.  

 

2. Husbands, Love Your Wives (vv. 25–30) 

 

It is often suggested that the paradigm of wifely submission and the headship of the husband lends itself to 

abusive relationships. Such a connection cannot be made if the husband is obedient to the apostle’s command 

that he love his wife as Christ loved the church. The command to the man is total and uncompromising: The 

Son of God gave up His life for His church. Husbands ought to do the same for the sake of the growth of their 

wives. Husbands must remember and constantly affirm the great worth of their wives in any and all situations. 

Paul extends the analogy of the body, saying a husband should be willing to sacrifice himself for his wife and 

then nourish, provide for, and wash his wife with the Word in the same way Christ cares for the church. A 

reasonable person would not harm or deprive his or her own body; how much more would a righteous man 

intentionally and lavishly care for his wife? 

 



What cultural trends and narratives from the world make these commands difficult? What life situations make 

this difficult? 

 

3. Christ and the Church: The Model for Marriage (vv. 31–33) 

 

Paul’s commands to husbands and wives are intense, all-encompassing, and intended toward a permanent, 

lifelong relationship. Wives are to submit in all things and husbands are to give up their lives for their wives 

“till death do us part.” How is this possible? Even Paul refers to it as a profound mystery. It is possible because 

a heavenly model exists for the relationship that husbands and wives can look to, and the Creator of the universe 

has a vested interest in the health of Christ-centered marriages. The husband looks to Christ’s work of 

nourishing and cherishing the church as he considers how to nourish and cherish his wife, and the wife looks to 

the church’s work and history of submitting to the loving rule of Christ to determine the ways in which she can 

wisely submit to her husband’s leadership. These commands are separated by gender not because of any 

underlying ideas of inferiority and superiority, but because our human relationships beg for structure and order. 

For this need, God has provided this solution in creating boundaries to guide Christian marriage. 

 

If you are married, what is the hardest part of being married? If you look to be married, what do you think will 

be hardest for you in marriage? If you are single, what do you think Paul would have you glean from the 

relationship between Christ and His church? 

 

Search the Scriptures 
1. When you read Paul’s commands to husbands and wives, what Scriptural echoes do you hear? What does this 

have to do with Genesis 3 (v. 31)? 

2. Why should husbands and wives submit to one another (v. 21)? 

 

Discuss the Meaning 

1. How can we demonstrate submission to the Lord in covenant marriages? 

2. It appears that single people are left out of these verses, but they make up a significant portion of the 

population of the church. Do Paul’s commands to married couples have any bearing on single people? 

 

Liberating Lesson 
Marriage is a hotly debated issue in our world today. But as Christians, we must seek not to conform to the 

world around us; instead we are to have our minds renewed and our spirits transformed. As such, we must be 

willing to operate within the boundaries that God has set for us in our marriages. The Scripture speaks of 

covenant marriage between a man and woman as mutual submission with ultimate submission to Christ. As 

with the Gospel more broadly, it is a call to a better, more fulfilling life in submission to Christ and covenant 

with one another. Whatever a couple’s status, the apostle’s message is the same: Marriage should have 

boundaries, respect, and love that glorifies God. Such expression is even more fulfilling within a marriage with 

the elements that Paul has just described: The husband loves his wife like Christ loves the church and the wife 

submits to her husband as the church submits to Christ; and both submit to one another in sacrifice for each 

other as one united body representing the body of Christ in unity and love. 

 

Application for Activation  
Talk about the realities and temptations within marriage with your brothers and sisters in Christ. As much as 

discussions of sex may make you squeamish, the body of Christ ought to be the safest place to talk about such 

things. It is one of the reasons that intergenerational relationships are so important to build: Younger married 

couples have much to learn from older married couples. Young singles have much to learn from older singles. 

There is wisdom to be gleaned from experiences of others in the body of Christ on how to walk in love and 

submission God’s way. Make the bold step of asking for wisdom where you need it, sharing wisdom with those 

who ask, and most importantly being vulnerable enough to communicate with those you are in relationship with 

about God’s call for the relationship. 

 



Follow the Spirit 
What God wants me to do: 

______________________________________ 

______________________________________ 

______________________________________ 

______________________________________ 

 

Remember Your Thoughts 

Special insights I have learned: 

______________________________________ 

______________________________________ 

______________________________________ 

______________________________________ 

More Light on the Text 

Ephesians 5:21–6:4 

 

These verses espouse and present a unifying principle of building strong family ties. These strong family ties 

are built in order to help families live together in the home as believers serving one another in the name and 

spirit of Jesus Christ. Family life was originated and ordained by God in the Garden of Eden. He set the first 

man, Adam, in a family with his prototypical marriage to Eve and bearing of children (Genesis 1:26–28; 4:1–

25). God encouraged and tutored His people, in both the Old and New Testaments, to value strong family 

networks and live in harmony and peace with all loved ones. However, as believers, this idea of a healthy 

family life cannot be achieved without submission to one another and reverence to Christ. 

 

21 Submitting yourselves one to another in the fear of God. 22 Wives, submit yourselves unto your own 

husbands, as unto the Lord. 23 For the husband is the head of the wife, even as Christ is the head of the 

church: and he is the saviour of the body.24 Therefore as the church is subject unto Christ, so let the 

wives be to their own husbands in every thing. 

 

Some scholars have argued that the phrase “submitting yourselves one to another in the fear of God” seems to 

be unexpected. They comment on how it probably does not fit into this context, since it grammatically belongs 

to a discourse on worship. 

 

It is, however, not illogical. The key word in the text is “submission” (Gk. hupotasso, hoopoe- TOSS-so), and it 

lays a framework for a discussion on how to discharge Christian duties in dynamic relationships of mutuality, in 

an act of true Christian spirituality. This idea, put forth in the text, suggests the potential danger that 

individualism poses against a true community life or fellowship. It becomes very serious when individualism is 

expressed without an intentional desire to willingly bear one another’s burdens for the sake of Christ. Whenever 

there is a true submission for the sake of the Lord, it leads to a frame of heart and an attitude that is penetrated 

with a deep sense of obligation. True submission seeks not to repudiate or dominate others in a relationship. It is 

within this context of understanding that the word “submission” sets an agenda for reverence to God and His 

divine principles. This is done as a means to cultivate a submissive spirit, which values and seeks to unselfishly 

support, love, and respect others for the sake of Christ. Thus, Paul laid this framework for his teaching 

regarding the marriage relationship and true harmony in the home. 

 

Paul underscored how a husband and a wife, through devotion for the sake of Christ, must dutifully exercise 

love and respect for each other in a marriage. The quality of the nature of relationship that should exist between 

husbands and wives was primarily illustrated by Paul, when he drew on the analogy of Jesus Christ and the 

church. The key verb “submit,” from the Greek, connotes an understanding of voluntarily placing under, or 



ordering oneself under, a leader or an authority. The church, out of love, gratitude, and reverence, subjects itself 

to the Lord Jesus Christ as its head. It does this to comply with God’s authority. In the same vein, wives are 

instructed to submit, in the marriage relationship, to the husband. 

 

It is important to note the agency of both parties in this relationship. Wives should submit to acknowledge that 

God ordained the husband as the leader of the household. This divine arrangement is for the sake of producing 

ordered household conditions, which are necessary to bring glory to God’s name as well as peace and 

productivity in family life. This is God’s pattern of true governance or leadership. 

 

The contextual meaning of the word “head” (Gk. kephale, keh-fah-LAY) in this passage, in reference to a 

husband’s relationship with his wife, has generated different interpretations among scholars. While some claim 

that the word “head” denotes an idea of a source, others choose to explain it as portraying leadership. Another 

interpretation is to see head as the topmost part, the point, as in an arrow or in a Roman military formation. The 

Roman military would attack in a cuneus (KYOO-nee-us), which was a triangular formation. The soldier at the 

point would be first to encounter the enemy, but be held up by the supporting soldiers to his right and left. This 

soldier was often the leader of that unit. Thus, the husband faces any danger or new territory first in the 

household. A wife, out of love and humility, submits to the husband. In conjunction, the husband must seek the 

holistic welfare of his wife and the entire household. He does this out of reverence for God and the position God 

has given him. 

 

The interpretation as “source” carries an understanding of delegated authority from a higher being or power, 

which must be exercised with great responsibility and knowledge. In other words, it does not imply that the wife 

should act like a slave and be a mindless person in the relationship. 

 

The third interpretation of kephale as leader in this context has its foundation on ability to provide good 

leadership. This is accomplished by loving others, who are followers. We love them by listening and respecting 

them. We also love them by carrying out given responsibilities in a manner that considers the feelings of others. 

 

The fourth interpretation is to view head as literal top of the body. This would be an honored part of the body, 

containing the face, with the wife completing the rest of the body in that analogy. It is important to note that 

during the time of Paul’s writing, people did not know what the brain did within the head. Aristotle had the 

popular interpretation and believed the brain was a cooling organ for the head. It was not hypothesized that 

nerves (and still not the brain) controlled the body until the physician Galen about 100 years later, so to place 

husband (head) in control over the wife (body) would be out of context. 

 

25 Husbands, love your wives, even as Christ also loved the church, and gave himself for it; 26 That he 

might sanctify and cleanse it with the washing of water by the word, 27 That he might present it to 

himself a glorious church, not having spot, or wrinkle, or any such thing; but that it should be holy and 

without blemish. 28 So ought men to love their wives as their own bodies. He that loveth his wife loveth 

himself. 

 

The Greek word agapao (ah-gah-PAH-oh), used in verse 25 for “love,” is rooted in an understanding of a person 

who has unconditionally subordinated his or her own desires, inclinations, and personality for the benefit of 

others in a relationship. It expresses an idea of an intention and activities that are based on virtues that 

encourage people to act by saving, building, and restoring others in love. This word for love is frequently used 

in the New Testament to describe God’s love toward humanity (John 3:16). Jesus Christ expressed this kind of 

love to the church when He vicariously laid down His life so that the church could be born, developed, and 

expanded. Paul states that Christ restrained Himself unselfishly from engaging in a lifestyle that would put 

personal glory above God’s purpose: Christ, out of love and devotion, had to make “himself of no reputation” 

(Philippians 2:7) so that He could fully serve God’s purpose for the church. The key motivation for His life was 

to fulfill God’s purpose, by serving the ultimate needs of God’s people, through a shameful death on the Cross. 

 



In the same way, husbands are admonished to follow the example of Christ to unconditionally and sacrificially 

serve the holistic— spiritual, physical, psychological, emotional, economic, and material—needs of their wives. 

This analogy or concept of how to sacrificially express love for the sake of others should not be misunderstood 

in the marriage relationship as a requirement for wives to over-depend on their husbands for everything. This is 

because although Christ loves the church, gave Himself for it, and still serves consistently its needs, God has 

also given the church spiritual and moral responsibilities with agency. 

 

These must be carried out with great maturity and decorum. After all, the Scriptures teach that as a result of the 

grace of Christ’s redemptive work of love believers must act as “workers together with Him” (2 Corinthians 

6:1). In principle, the church must see itself as forming and building a team with Christ, aiming to fulfill God’s 

purpose on earth. In the same vein, wives must not overrely on their husbands for everything in life, since both 

the former and latter must work as a team to fulfill the needs of a healthy home. This means that wives must 

learn to complement responsibly their husbands’ efforts. This is done through their God-given gifts and graces 

to mutually establish a home or household that is full of peace, progress, and order. 

 

The love that Christ expressed to fulfill God’s divine purpose on earth is presented as being motivated by the 

“sanctifying and cleansing” of the church (vv. 26–27). The sanctification and cleansing of the church of Christ 

will lead to its glorification and splendor in the midst of a world system that is characterized by sin and 

darkness. This implies that in a marriage, it is important to work toward values of purity and true spirituality of 

thoughts and actions, just as Christ purposed for the church. In verse 28, the Apostle Paul reemphasizes the 

basic foundations that God put in place for Adam and Eve (Genesis 2:23–25). This imagery of the marriage 

relationship, in which Adam declared Eve as the “bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh,” proclaims 

forcefully a unique kind of spiritual and bodily union. It also declares an identification in which Adam’s heart 

was prepared to love his wife despite her weaknesses and failures. 

 

29 For no man ever yet hated his own flesh; but nourisheth and cherisheth it, even as the Lord the 

church: 30 For we are members of his body, of his flesh, and of his bones. 

 

The two key words in these verses are “nourisheth” (Gk. ektrepho, ek-TREH-fo) and “cherisheth” (Gk. thalpo, 

THAL-po). The word “nourisheth” can be defined, in a generic sense, as providing sustenance and attending 

carefully to others’ necessities of life so that they might mature. It means that the husband has been endowed 

with the godly responsibility of participating in the personal life of his wife. He is to meet her holistic needs in a 

manner that progresses the marriage relationship, as ordained by God. Indeed, we are called to act in a way to 

specially feed and care for our lives. This idea does not mean that the wife is socially, psychologically, or 

economically inferior to the husband. The author is simply emphasizing the husband’s responsibility to play his 

role as a God-ordained head of the family or household. Second, by using the word “cherisheth” the writer is 

referring to a husband’s promise to his wife to nurture, protect, and shelter her emotionally, physically, 

psychologically, and spiritually in all situations. 

 

31 For this cause shall a man leave his father and mother, and shall be joined unto his wife, and they two 

shall be one flesh. 32 This is a great mystery: but I speak concerning Christ and the church. 

 

Verse 31 seems to be the central and organizing phrase in the text of verses 22–33. These verses focus on 

marriage life and building authentic relationship in a family context based on true love. The key phrases “shall a 

man leave,” “joined unto his wife” and “shall be one flesh” are grounded on Genesis 2:24. It requires 

characteristics of devotion that inspires transactions of self-sacrifice, deep affection, and total commitment. The 

new bond and obligation that marriage involves transcend any attachment or commitment to other forms of 

relationships that are outside the marriage. There must be a “leaving” of anything (except God) that stands 

between the love relationship between husbands and wives. The “joining,” in this context, is a work of God’s 

grace. 

 



Finally, Paul connects the marriage relationship with the “great mystery” of God’s plan of salvation. This plan 

was concealed, but was later unfolded through the redemptive work of Christ and the ministry of His apostles. 

The Greek word used for “mystery” is musterion (moos-TAY-ree-on). Its use in this context denotes some 

particular deep truth about Christ’s great love and concern for the church that cannot be fully grasped by the 

power of the mind, without the help of the Holy Spirit. 

 

33 Nevertheless let every one of you in particular so love his wife even as himself; and the wife see that 

she reverence her husband. 

 

Paul summarizes the quality of marriage relationship necessary for building a healthy Christian home by, once 

again, admonishing the husband to “love his wife” and the wife to “see that she reverence her husband.” Some 

commentators have wondered why the teachings in this passage did not specifically mention that wives should 

“love their husbands” and that husbands should “reverence their wives.” Perspectives on this issue sometimes 

present different views. However, it is important to state that this line of reasoning is sensible and a need exists 

for a human response to another’s love. But since biblical presentation made a connection between Christ’s 

mysterious love for the church and a husband’s love for his wife, the emphasis was put on the husband to love 

his wife. This is the model that Christ laid down in the Scriptures. In any case, the Scripture is clear; husbands 

and wives are to live in love and unity under the authority of Jesus Christ, modeling the love of Christ to one 

another and the world around them. 

   



Daily Bible Readings 

MONDAY 

Partners From the Beginning 

(Genesis 2:18–24) 

 

TUESDAY 

We Will Serve the Lord 

(Joshua 24:14–18) 

 

WEDNESDAY 

Capable Wife and Supportive Husband 

(Proverbs 31:16–31) 

 

THURSDAY 

Live as Children of Light 

(Ephesians 5:6–20) 

 

FRIDAY 

Parents and Children Together 

(Ephesians 6:1–4) 

 

SATURDAY 

Masters and Slaves Together 

(Ephesians 6:5–9) 

 

SUNDAY 

Marriage: A Covenant of Mutual Love 

(Ephesians 5:21–33) 
 


