
Ephesians Session 12 
Refutations Part 4 

Order as a Gift of the Spirit and an Image of Christ and the Church 
 

4a: The Gospel in God’s Order: The Bridegroom and the Bride  
 

Wooden Translation 
Ephesians 5:21b-33 
… being subordinate to one another in the fear of Christ: 
      22 wives to their own husbands as to the Lord, 
            23 for the husband is the head of the wife as also Christ is head of the church, 
                  he himself [being] the Savior of the body; 
            24 but as the church is subordinate to Christ, 
      thus also wives to [their] husbands in all things. 
       
      25 Husbands, love [your] wives, just as also Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her, 
            26 that he might sanctify her by cleansing [her] with the washing of water and the Word, 
                  27 that he himself might present the church to himself as glorious, 
                        not having a spot or wrinkle or any of such things, 
                        but that she might be holy and without blemish. 
            28 Thus, husbands, too, ought to love their own wives as their own bodies.  He who loves his own 
            wife loves himself.  29 For no one ever hates his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it, just as 
            also Christ the church, 30 for we are members of his body. 
 
      31 “For this reason a man will leave father and mother and cleave to his wife, and the two will 
      become one flesh.”  32 This mystery is great; but I say [it refers] to Christ and to his church. 
 
      33 In any case, every one of you also; let each love his own wife as himself, and let the wife 
      respect/fear [her] husband. 
 
Comments and Questions 
1.)  Is Paul defining roles in marriage; or is he discussing ‘mutual submission’ within a single relationship 
(marriage); or is he discussing something else?  The sense is that each individual has an appropriate place, just as 
the sun itself knows its job to rise in the morning because God has given it this mandate.  Thus, the compound 
verb υποτασσω (υπο, under, + τασσω, appoint, order, arrange) literally to “under-order” or (Latin) “sub-
ordinate,” means to give rank or place in the divinely established order of things. Thus ‘being subordinate’ 
means [willingly] taking the place given by God. 
2.)  Does this language simply reflect the nonegalitarian nature of ancient society?  No, it is highly Christological.  
At the ascension of Christ, God “subordinated all things under his feet” (Eph 1:22; cf. Pss.8:7; 110:1). This 
military image arises from the fact of Christ’s victory over his enemies and their forced submission to his 
kingship (Phil. 3:21; Heb. 2:8; 1 Pet 3:22), language found originally in the campaign of Israel’s ancient kings to 
whom God subordinated all their enemies. 
3.)  Comment: It is popular in 20th and 21st century society to say that Paul was simply repeating hidebound 
traditions of a patriarchal, misogynistic era.  This is a myth.  In the ancient world there were numerous contrasting 
views on the position of women within a given society.  Women of Sparta possessed two-thirds of the land.  In 
Rome and Athens, and in some cases even among the Jews, women could obtain divorces without losing financial 
assets they had brought into the marriage.  Among the Pythagoreans women enjoyed equal rights with men.  In 
Plato’s Republic they bear political, educational, and military privileges and duties that are essentially equal to 
men’s.  The idea that Paul is meekly repeating the rules of his society is a myth.  
4.)  Comment: All proper submission is ultimately submission to God himself, who established the order and 
stands at its head, and refusal to submit is an attitude that arises from a sinful heart in rebellion against God’s 



Word (Rom 8:7; 10:3). Note that moral philosophers in antiquity did not call on wives, children, and slaves to be 
subordinate, because they didn’t have a choice but to submit to their superiors.  In contrast, the call for 
subordination by Paul arises from their equality [that of wives, children, and slaves] before God. 
5.)  The word “respect” alone falls short of what is meant by fear as used in the phrase “in the fear of Christ”.  This 
kind of fear is the prerogative of God; thus “the fear of Christ” confesses the identity of Jesus Christ with 
YHWH/the LORD, and therefore his divinity.  This fear is certainly the worshipful attitude of reverence and awe 
before the glory of God and may be identified with faith itself.  But it also includes the appropriate fear of 
judgment that an unholy creature ought to display before God’s consuming holiness.  In the SC Luther includes as 
factors that drive a Christian to obey God: both fear of punishment and faith in his grace.  These are the same 
factors that are at work in this pericope concerning Christ.  What does it mean to be subordinate “in the fear of 
Christ” in a Christian marriage?  Certainly fear and trembling frequently seize the witnesses of Christ’s power in 
the NT.  But equally, Christ comforts his disciples with the message “do not fear”.  They need not fear him as 
the holy and almighty God because he comes to them in grace as their Savior.  A similar, though not identical, 
relationship between fear and love is at work with respect to human relationships, including marriage.  Just as 
God’s love for man and man’s responding love of God are the basis of the fear of God, so only the wife who is 
joined to her husband by love can fear her husband.  The husband’s Christlike love of his wife is to engender 
“fear” that leans decidedly toward the reverential side of the term’s meaning. 
6.)  Verse 23 provides the theological justification for Paul’s prior statement that Christian wives are gifted by the 
Holy Spirit to take their subordinate place willingly.  Paul points to the headship of Christ over his church as his 
statement’s theological justification.  Often other examples are used as proof of this ‘subordination’.  What are 
some of those other examples?  Answers will vary, but some prominent examples include: natural law, the 
order of creation, the fall into sin (as in 1 Tim 2:1-15). 
7.)  Why is Paul’s choice of example significant?  God exalted Christ over all things to be the Head of the church 
for her sake.  Christ’s headship is the pattern to which the husband’s headship is conformed in a typological 
manner, the earthly marriage relationship displaying an unseen heavenly reality.  Additionally, if natural law or 
the order of creation had been the example, then the implication would have been that since wives are 
subordinate to their husbands, then they are (by extension) subordinate to all men – which is certainly not 
taught here.     
8.)  Paul strongly holds to the ‘sameness’ of these two relationships (Christ/church, husband/wife) as he stresses 
the headship of husbands and the subordination of wives.  With that in mind, what would it mean to Paul’s 
argument if the wife took on the role of head in the marriage?  That would imply that the church can act as its 
own savior.  The present argument is keenly focused on the Gospel. 
9.)  Note that none of the uses of the verb ‘subordinate’ is imperative.  Paul (intentionally) does not ‘command’ 
wives to be subordinate.  Why not?  He is simply describing the way things are for those who are filled with the 
Spirit: the wife willingly subordinates herself to her husband in everything.  Her willing subordination is 
patterned on the subordination of the church to Christ.  The church receives Christ as her head, the cornerstone 
of her temple-like structure; she is rooted in his love, receives his many gifts, grows up toward him as he builds 
his body, lives in his love and forgiveness, and sings his praises.  The wife’s subordination is like this. 
10.) Again acknowledging the ‘sameness’ Paul stresses in this pericope, what is he driving at when he says wives 
are subordinate to their husbands ‘in all things’?  One who chooses when and where to submit (or not to submit) 
to Christ has not truly acknowledged his headship.  The church submits to Christ in all things. 
11.) Whereas Paul does not ‘command’ wives to subordinate themselves, in verse 25 Paul uses an imperative as 
he does command husbands to ‘love’ their wives.  Why?  Emotional love cannot be generated by a command.  
Here Paul appeals to husbands to think and act in a loving way toward their wives; in the context of the 
analogy, the husband is to love not as much as but in the way that Christ loved. (Note: the wife is not called to 
sacrifice herself for the husband.) 
12.) In verse 26 Paul is clearly reminding the Ephesians of their Baptism.  How does this connect with the marriage 
imagery presented thus far in this passage?  By anchoring the divine marriage in Baptism, Paul points the 
Ephesian Christians to the concrete, earthly locatedness of their union with God, which is therefore not merely 
eschatological but carried out in the present through his apostolic instruments. 



13.) Verses 25-27 describe Christ’s multiple roles in the divine marriage.  The ancient Jewish wedding included 
numerous assistants who aided in preparing for the actual rite.  Christ fulfills all these roles: friend or guardian of 
the bride, friend of the bridegroom, and the bridegroom himself.  Through this astonishing image, God’s own 
actions in preparing Israel to be his bride (Is 60:9; Ez 16:8-14) are evoked.  What does this image tell us about our 
worship?  No one ‘helps’ God in this marriage feast.  He does it all.  So this shows us that not only is our worship 
all a gift from him, and a blessing from him, but also there is no room for synergism.   
14.) Verse 27 uses the terms ‘without blemish’ and ‘holy’.  These words recall the ceremonial and sacrificial rules 
commanded in Leviticus. What would a blemish disqualify a person from doing?  (See Lev. 21: 17-23)  A blemish 
disqualifies a man from service in God’s presence as a priest. 
15.) What does being ‘without blemish’ then imply to God’s people?  God’s people, the royal priesthood of all 
believers, must be holy and without blemish to dwell in his presence. 
16.) The rules regarding proper sacrifices (Lev 22:20-25) also come into play.  How so?  Offering a damaged or 
worthless animal is an affront to the Lord.  Christ, by contrast, prepares the bride through the washing of Holy 
Baptism to be a perfect living sacrifice (Rom. 12:1; 1 Pet 2:5) 
17.) Verse 32 could have two different interpretations: “This mystery is great” or “This is a great mystery”.  The 
Greek word order suggests the former, but the KJV translates it as the latter.  Does it matter?  If it is the former, 
then Paul is saying the mystery has been revealed, but its revelation shows how great the concept is.  If it is the 
latter then Paul is saying this is so great a mystery that none of us can comprehend it.  Paul’s purpose in the 
words leading up to this verse has been to disclose the typological nature of marriage, showing how it teaches 
Christ’s sacrificial love for the church and the church’s corresponding submission to his saving work.  The 
mystery is “great” not because it is unusually difficult, but because its content (the Gospel of Jesus Christ) is so 
significant. 
18.) The full meaning of Gen 2:24 (quoted in part by Paul in verse 31) was not clear until Christ came.  What is the 
full meaning of that verse?  This verse was always abut Christ leaving the Father and cleaving to the church.  
And so, the ‘mystery’ refers to this passage itself and the fact that it has now been made clear. 
19.) Now understanding what the mystery was (the mystery that is now revealed); we see that Paul is not simply 
saying that the relationship between Christ and the church is like marriage.  What is Paul teaching?  He teaches 
that God first had Christ in mind and then instituted marriage to reflect what he would ultimately do.  In other 
words, earthly marriage reflects Christ and the church, not the other way around.  Once this is clear, it is quite 
in accord with Paul’s words to speak of marriage itself as a mystery, as it was instituted for the very purpose of 
displaying Christ to the world. 
20.) This vision of Christ and his bride the church continues throughout scripture.  The church is always feminine 
not simply because of the gender of the Greek noun translated “church” but also because she is always the bride 
(e.g. Rev 21:2, 9; c.f. 1 Pet 5:13; 2 Jn 1, 13).  How is the church described in Is 66:7-13 and Gal 4:26?  The church is 
the birthmother of believers. 
21.) Again in Rev 12 who is the woman who gives birth to the child in the wilderness?  This is an image that rolls 
together Israel, Mary, and the church. 
22.) How is the anti-church portrayed in Rev 17-18?  The anti-church is a prostitute in contrast to the church. 


