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I. For Wives

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

So begins the famous passage in Ephesians about the blessed estate of marriage. 
Wives are to submit to their own husbands in everything. This, of course, has led to all 
sorts of snickers and accusations against Christians, as the world claims that we seek to 
subjugate women to a lesser role in life than men. It’s a strange accusation, for sure, even 
without exploring the Scriptures further. After all, consider the plight of women in Hindu 
India, who may be disfigured or killed for falling in love with the wrong man. Consider a 
woman who lives under strict Islamic rule, where her husband has every right to treat her 
as property and she has no rights at all. But even more than the sociological arguments, it 
would be helpful if those who criticize Christianity and the Bible would actually read 
what the Bible has to say. For instance, verse 24: “Just as the church is subject to Christ, 
so let the wives be to their own husbands in everything.” That’s key: the wives are to 
submit to their husbands as the Church submits to Christ.

But what does this mean?

Well, every time we gather here for worship—be it Sunday or Morning Prayer at 
school or a wedding or a funeral, we pray the Lord’s Prayer. In that prayer, we pray the 
petition, “Thy will be done.”  Gathered here in the presence of the Lord, we make clear 
that we’re not here to get our way, to tell Him what to do. We don’t pray, “Our will be 
done, and You’d better hop to it and make it happen.” Rather, we pray, “Thy will be 
done.” In other words, we submit. We’re not here to compel the Savior to act according 
to our desires, but we submit ourselves to His will. Thanks be to God that His will for us 
is that we be forgiven, strengthened in faith, and given eternal life.

Wives are to submit to their husbands as the Church submits to Christ. In other 
words, a wife enters into marriage not to get her way, but to serve her beloved. Her 
marriage vows do not declare, “I take you to be my husband so that you can do what I tell 
you to do.” Rather, those solemn pledges declare that she is entering into marriage to 
serve her husband, to care for him and look out for his welfare…for better, for worse; for 
richer, for poorer; in sickness and in health until death parts them.

So let the world sneer that this is a cruel treatment of women. We respond with a 
couple of  important points. First off, God has created each of us to serve in whatever 
stations He has given us. For a bride to pledge submission is simply to say, “God has 



made me a servant, and I will be a servant in marriage, too.” Second, we ought to point 
out that this places a significant amount of responsibility on the husband; rather than act 
like some shlub who never gets out of his easy chair, he should be doing his best to honor 
his bride’s commitment to him.

This leads us to the next instructions, for husbands.

II. For Husbands

“25Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also loved the church and gave Himself 
for her.” So begins the instructions for husbands in the text, and once again the critics of 
Christianity start jumping.  “See? We told you what those Christians are like! They force 
the woman to serve, but all the husband is supposed to do is love her.”  This sounds like 
an effective argument, because the world has completely messed up the definition of 
love, so we must depart on a quick tangent.

What is love? When I talk to couples who are looking to get married, I define “love” 
with two words. Love is “hard work.” It’s sacrifice. It’s constant service to somebody 
else. Today in this service, we added little St. Kolby to the people of God by water and 
the Word in Holy Baptism. If you’ve ever raised kids, you know this: babies are hard 
work. They can’t do anything for themselves. You’ve got to feed them, burp them, 
change them, put them on their side…the list goes on and on. Parenting is hard work, 
twenty-four hours a day and seven days a week. It can be exhausting, thankless labor. 
And that is precisely why parents love their children so much. Love is hard work, and 
more work you put in to loving someone, the more you will be willing to serve and 
sacrifice for them. This is why—one of the reasons why, anyway—the world’s idea of 
marriage is so wrong. It reduces love to a feeling—a feeling that is exactly opposite of 
true love.  You see, where true love says, “I pledge my faithfulness and will work hard to 
serve you,” the world’s idea of love says, “I’ll stick with you as long as I feel like you’re 
serving me enough.”  See the difference? True love is selfless. False love is selfish. (That 
is, by the way, a fundamental problem with living together apart from marriage: by 
definition, it’s not a lifelong commitment of service, but a temporary arrangement of 
convenience.)

We now return from our tangent to speak of husbands once again: “Husbands, love 
your wives, just as Christ also loved the church and gave Himself for her.” Husbands are 
to love their wives as Christ loved the Church. Ponder that if you will. How has Christ 
loved the Church? As the text says, He gave Himself for her—gave Himself up to death. 
Although He is the sinless Son of God, begotten of the Father from eternity, He didn’t 
become incarnate to plop down on a throne and say, “From now on, y’all will be serving 
Me.” The almighty second person of the Trinity instead bore all your sins and all your 
diseases to the cross, died on it to suffer God’s wrath for your sins, and rose again the 
third day to give you life. 

Setting aside that Gospel proclamation for the moment (but only for a moment), what 
does this mean for the vocation of husband? It means that husbands are to love their 



wives by serving them, sacrificing for them, making sure that they are taken care of. A 
husband’s wedding vows do not say, “I take you to be my wife so that you can wait on 
me hand and foot while I do what I want and go where I want when I want.” By those 
solemn pledges, the husband promises to his wife that he is entering that covenant in 
order to put her needs first, to serve her and look out for her welfare…for better, for 
worse; for richer, for poorer; in sickness and in health, until death parts them.

Do you see the key to a happy marriage? It’s mutual, continual service to one another. 
It involves every aspect of marriage, be it where to live, where to vacation, finances, 
intimacy, in-laws, work around the house. The key to a happy marriage is always 
working hard to make sure that the other is okay. As I tell couples prior to their wedding 
day: “You know that your marriage is in pretty good shape when your biggest fight is, 
‘No honey, we’re going to do it your way—not mine.’”

III. Law and Gospel for All

It’s simple. But it’s not easy. Ever since Adam and Eve shared that bite of fruit in the 
Garden, selfless service isn’t the norm. Each one is born a sinner, so each one is born 
selfish. Selfishness is the major killer in marriages. Whenever a husband or wife says, 
“I’m going to look out for me before I look out for you or us,” trouble’s on the way. It’s 
always tempting to plow ahead in a mistake rather than utter the words, “I was wrong. 
I’m sorry.” It’s easy to bear a grudge to save up ammo for the next fight rather than say, 
“I forgive you.” It’s not just marriage, either, but any relationship. Think of parents who 
selfishly live their lives and ignore their kids. Think of kids who selfishly ignore the rules 
to do what they want to do. Think of the commander who ignores the welfare of his 
troops. Think of the friendship when one friend doesn’t have time for the other anymore. 
And make no mistake: it’s far more natural for you and me to be selfish than it is for us to 
be sacrificial.

And don’t forget the bigger picture. As much as selfishness haunts and damages 
relationships between people, it condemns you for eternity. It’s that selfish, old sinful 
nature that chooses your own ways over God’s will—that’s what earns you judgment 
forever.

That’s why, after all this talk about marriage and relationships, you rejoice to hear St. 
Paul declare that he’s really not talking about marriage at all: “This is a great mystery, 
but I speak concerning Christ and the church” (Eph.  4:32).

The Church is the bride of Christ, and Christ is the Bridegroom. Whether you’re a 
man or a woman, as part of the people of God you are Christ’s bride. (It seems odd that 
I’ve heard some women object to being called “sons of God” in Scripture, but no one 
seems troubled when men are called a bride.) Therefore, this is true for you: Christ also 
loved you so much that He gave Himself for you, crucified in your place on that cross. 
Risen again, He has sanctified you and cleansed you with the washing of water by the 
Word (as He did to St. Kolby this morning). When you, daily and much, return to your 
selfish ways, He does not abandon you: the eternal Son of God has pledged His 



faithfulness to you: “Lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the age.” Because you 
are His, the Lord Jesus now cherishes you, feeding you with His Word and with His 
Supper. Because He has already sacrificed Himself in your place, before Him you have 
no spot or wrinkle or any such thing. You’re holy and without blemish.

And on that Day of Resurrection, you are not a bystander at the marriage feast of the 
Lamb. You’re the bride of Christ, whom your Savior presents to Himself for eternity. 
That is how much your Savior treasures you. And no wonder, He’s already given Himself 
up for you to make it so.

So, to husbands and wives: love and submit. Serve one another. Be sure to confess 
and forgive one another, for that is an essential part of service. And to all the people of 
God (of whatever age and gender, for you are all the bride of Christ): serve one another. 
Repent of selfishness daily, where you’ve failed to live as the servants God has created 
you to be. Confess those sins, and rejoice: your Bridegroom, Jesus Christ, remains the 
loving Servant forever and pledges you His faithfulness. And so you are forgiven for all 
of your sins.

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen


