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(Ephesians 5v21-33) 
Introduction 
As we conclude this series on Marriage & Divorce, tonight we’re going to be 
looking at the subject of Marriage itself in the N.T. letter of Ephesians.  
In other words we are going to look at the chapter in which the Apostle Paul taught 
about marriage in the highest possible terms.  
 
I originally prepared this message under the title: “Family Life Under Attack” which 
was a title that was given to me for a meeting I was asked to speak at some years 
ago. That title pre-supposes that Family Life is under more attack today than it 
ever has been before. But I don’t actually accept that.  
I believe that marriage and family life has always been under attack.  
You only have to read the Bible for the evidence:- 
  
The first Family – Adam & Eve committed the first ever sin: disobedience to 
God. Their children committed the second ever sin: that was murder -  
Cain killed his brother Abel!  
Was that a family under attack from the Evil One? – Of course it was! 
  
You don’t go too much further into Genesis until you come to Isaac and Rebekah 
and their twins Jacob & Esau. Remember the awful favouritism that Rebekah 
had for Jacob, because he was “a mammy’s boy,” and the favouritism old Isaac 
had for Esau because he was “a man of the field?”  
Remember how such favouritism tore that family apart? 
Was that a family under attack? Of course it was. When Jacob stole Esau’s  
birthright blessing, Esau was livid and swore he’d kill his brother! It took 20 years 
of Jacob on the run, before he felt safe enough to renew contact with his brother 
Esau, and to ask forgiveness for all that had gone on before! 
  
And what about Jacob’s own family? The family that God built the Nation of 
Israel out of - to call his own special people. What a family! – 12 brothers and one 
sister. He had two wives for a start, and two concubines! Jacob loved Rachel more 
than the others. So there was rivalry. Again there was favouritism of Joseph, and 
then of Benjamin, because they were Rachel’s children. The others sold Joseph 
as a slave to Egypt for 20 pieces of silver! Then they told their father the lie that he 
had been killed by a wild animal and then they sat back and watched him mourn 
for him for days, without ever owning up to what they had done! Their sister Dinah 
was raped in the local village of Shechem. And when the brothers found out about 
it, they went in and took revenge, killing all the males they could find!  
Was that a family under attack from the Evil One? Of course it was! 
Family Life has always been difficult. Family Life is always under attack. 

Victorian England might have tried to keep children “seen and not heard,” but all 
sorts of things went on in families then, just as much as they do now.  
And just because divorce is on the rise here in Ireland, and more children are 
being born outside of marriage, and the number of single parent families is on the 
increase, doesn’t mean that this wasn’t always happening in this country.  
It was just more covered up before. It was kept quiet.  
Rightly or wrongly these things are more talked about today.  
 
I got a letter one time from the Christian organisation: Care for the Family.  
In it Rob Parsons said this: 
‘Family breakdown is at the heart of our society’s ills. When David Cameron 
commented on the London riots [in August 2011], he mentioned the breakdown in 
family life as a possible root cause. He wasn’t wrong. A report (in Oct 2011) by the 
independent think tank, The Centre for Social Justice said, “The summer’s rioting 
exposed ... the brokenness in many parts of our society.” It went on to say that 
family breakdown was at the heart of so much of that and talked about ways that 
we can change society: “It is about encouraging strong and stable families: 
through early intervention with the most vulnerable ... improving support for 
relationships, and removing the significant barriers to couple formation and 
marriage...”  
 
That same secular report said: 
“Breaking the link between parenthood and marriage has introduced massive 
instability into society in general.”  
Rob goes on to quote these statistics: ‘35% of unmarried couples split up before 
their child’s 5

th
 birthday compared to 9% of married couples. In fact, if your parents 

are still together when you are 16 years of age, there is a 97% chance that they 
are married. Marriage makes a difference.’ 
 
It’s remarkable, in this day and age of political correctness, to hear a secular  
Think Tank actually admitting a lot of these things! But the point I’m making is  
that marriage and family life has always been under attack.  
  
Why is that? Why is the family unit under so much attack? 
Well we believe that the family unit is God’s building block for a stable society, and 
for the bringing up of children in an atmosphere of love and security. God wants 
the best for us, but the Devil wants the exact opposite – he wants the worst for us! 
That’s why the Devil attacks families, because if he can cause trouble in the home, 
he can cause trouble in the church, and cause havoc in society at large. Because 
when he hits our families, he hits us where it hurts the most. He hurts those who 
are nearest and dearest to us! And when he does so, he leaves us reeling! 
  
Families are all about relationships. There are two relationships within a family: 
There’s the husband-wife relationship, and there’s the parent-child relationship. 



And those are the two relationships that the Devil seems to concentrate on the 
most: marriages and family life. Those are the two areas he always tries to attack. 
Ephesians 5:21-6:4 is a passage that deals with both these relationships.   
 
They say, “there are two sides to every story.” And there is. And whenever any 
human relationship breaks down, whether a marriage, or any other family 
relationship there are usually two sides to the story of events that led up to that 
breakdown. Because “there are two sides to every relationship.” Relationships are 
all about two people (or more) interacting or “getting on” with each other.  
 
And if you notice in Ephesians 5 and 6, Paul is very careful to speak to both sides 
of each relationship that he deals with. He speaks to husbands and to wives in 
ch.5. And he speaks to children and to fathers (in particular) in ch.6.  
Tonight we’re just going to look at husbands and wives. 
 
1. Instructions for husbands and wives (5:21-33) 
 
* What does Paul say to wives first of all? (v.22) 
He says: “Wives, submit to your own husbands.” 
That’s what he says, whether we like it or not!  
That’s not very popular language for women of the 21st Century to hear: to be 
submissive to their husbands. But notice that he doesn’t say on the other side of 
the relationship that “husbands are to keep their wives in subjection!” He doesn’t 
say that! No matter how often you might have heard some other preachers say it!  
  
* What does he say to husbands? (v.25) 
“Husbands [are to] love their wives, [just] as Christ loved the Church.” 
Wives might be called on to submit to their husbands, but in turn, or maybe even 
before wives are expected to do that, husbands are called on to love their wives. 
And it must mean to love them very deeply, because it says we’re to love our 
wives, “just as Christ loved the church!”  
And that was some love that Christ had for the church! 
He loved the church so much that he gave himself up for her, by dying for her on 
the cross. It was a self-giving, self-sacrificing love. It was a love that put her first, 
before himself! Husbands, I wonder do we put our wives first? 
So here are two clear roles that God intends husbands and wives in a marriage to 
fulfill to one another. Husbands are to love their wives, and wives are to submit to 
their husbands.  
 
But take a step back for a moment and look at v.21, because there it says, like a 
heading for this whole section on relationships, that we are to,   

“Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ.” 
That is said to husbands and wives, to children and parents, to slaves and 
masters, in this section of Ephesians. I think that means that we all have to submit 

to our God-given roles, whoever we are: husbands or wives, children or parents. 
And with our roles come responsibilities as well. 
 
So the key to keeping the marriage relationship healthy and the key to keeping it 
from breaking down, is to recognise, accept and fulfil the roles and responsibilities 
that God has given to each one of us in our marriages.  
 
The problem is that when we reverse, or refuse to accept, our God-given roles in 
the marriage relationship, that’s when breakdown is sure to occur.  
 
Think along with me for a moment on this: 
  
2. Role reversal in the Marriage Relationship (5:22-33) 
 
God says:   
(i) The husband is the head of the wife, and he must love his wife (v.23). 
(ii) And the wife is to submit to her husband in return (v.22). 
  
However Society is telling women today to say: 
(i) “No husband is going to be head over me, or tell me what to do!” 
(ii) And on the other hand men are refusing to take their responsibilities seriously 
as heads of their homes. In fact many of them have abdicated their responsibility! 
 
That same report I referred to earlier talks about the need to ‘draw men into 
responsible fatherhood.’ Because that’s what has happened: men have, by and 
large, abdicated their responsibility for bringing up their own children! 
And when people abdicate their responsibility, what do you have?  
You have anarchy! Exactly what we saw in those riots in London in 2011.  
Society is in a mess; marriages and families are breaking down; and it’s partly 
because we are ignoring the roles that God has set down for us!  
 
But you don’t need me to tell you that this happens in Christian homes too!  
We can’t wash our hands of it all, ‘stay separated’, and think it will never affect us 
in our church – as many churches tried to do a generation ago!  
We have our problems too, somewhere in our family circles! 
So let’s get rid of the ‘holier than thou’ attitudes. It’s time to face reality! 
 
God’s Order has been turned upside down – and we wonder why we have 
problems? Is that why so many marriages are breaking down today? 
 
It’s not that marriage is an old useless institution that modern men and women 
have outgrown, because it was unworkable. Marriage is workable! As long as men 
and women accept their God-given roles within marriage, and work at it, they will 
be able to make a success out of their marriages! 



Illustrate – If you throw away the blueprint for the foundations of a house and just 
build it any way you like; you can’t come complaining to the architect if the house 
falls down! Likewise, if you throw away the Creator’s blue-print for marriage, and 
just try to figure it out for yourself; we shouldn’t be surprised when marriages come 
crashing to the ground!  
  
Marriage is not only workable (if men and women accept their God-given roles),  
it is actually essential that marriage works, because it is the only stable basis for 
healthy family life as well.  
 
Just talk to anyone involved in school teaching or in social work, and they will tell 
you the difference that a stable home environment can make on the well-being 
and on the performance of children. 
 
Societies and families are in turmoil because marriages are breaking down, and 
marriages are breaking down because men and women are not submitting to 
God’s Plan for their marriages.  

Isn’t it time we sat up and listened to God’s Way? 
Because Man’s Way is certainly failing us! 

If we turn God’s Order upside down, we can expect to pay the price, or face the 
consequences. So it’s God’s way or man’s way – the choice is ours.  
But if we go our own way then we can’t blame God when it all goes wrong! 
  
3. So what is God’s Plan for Marriage? (v.31) 
 
Well in v.31 Paul goes right back to Creation to Genesis ch.2:24.  
Jesus did the same in Matthew 19 when he was asked about Divorce!  
Paul and Jesus both take their listeners right back to God’s original plan for 
marriage in Creation. That is always their starting point: 
 
God made us male and female (Gen.1:27).  
He did so because it was not good for the man to be alone (Gen.2:18).  
So God made “a helper suitable for him” (2:18).  
So God’s creation of a woman was specifically so that man would no longer be 
alone; and so that they could help each other – work together on things! 
After God had made the woman, by taking a rib out of Adam’s side while he was in 
a deep sleep, God brought her to the man, and Adam said:  
 

“This is now bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; 
she shall be called woman, for she was taken out of man.” 

 
Adam was basically saying,  

“She is now part of me, I’m going to look after her as much as I look after myself 
and care for myself. I’m going to love her as much as I love and look after myself.” 

And isn’t that what Paul says here in Ephesians 5:28-30?  
And then as soon as both passages say that, this verse appears: 

 
“Therefore a man shall leave his father and mother and hold fast to his wife,  

and the two shall become one flesh.” (Genesis 2:24, Eph 5:31) 
 
Now I want you to notice the order in that verse: because there is an order there. 
And it’s this order that’s being reversed more and more today, and that’s why 
we’re facing so many problems in this whole area. 
  
When a man comes to the point where he loves a woman so much that he 
considers her part of him, that ‘he wants to be with her for the rest of his life’ what 
should he do? 
 

 He should leave his father and mother.  (Leaving home) 
 Then he should be united to his wife.   (Marriage ceremony) 
 Then the two can become one flesh.  (Cleaving: sexual union) 

 
That’s God’s order - and we reverse it at our peril!  
We create all sorts of problems if we do.  
 
Sex is not just a bit of fun or recreation, to be experimented with by two people 
who find each other attractive (like ‘Love Island’)! It’s very important to understand 
that God intends sex to be kept within the protective boundaries of marriage. 
  
Every time a man and a woman have sex there is the potential for a child to be 
conceived. Bringing a child into the world brings with it a lot of added 
responsibilities. It is a life-changing event for all concerned. God says that a stable 
marriage relationship is the place that a child should be born into. That’s God’s 
Order. But it’s the opposite of what so many are doing today.  
 
Today, some people experiment with various sexual partners before they finally 
‘settle down’ and get married to someone in particular. They think that it’s alright, 
‘it’s just sex,’ so it doesn’t really matter - but it does matter! 
 
Every sexual encounter creates a physical memory in the mind, and they end up 
comparing the person they finally marry to those they have had sexual encounters 
with in the past, and they wonder why their marriage relationship is not the 
delightful expression of love that it should be. 
 
But it’s not just love that’s involved; trust is extremely important too. 
And if trust has been broken because of previous hurtful relationships, then it will 
be very hard to establish a loving, trusting relationship with the person they 
eventually marry, and so the whole thing gets off to a very shaky start. 



God’s way is best. It is clearly taught in both the Old and New Testaments. 
 
In fact every time divorce is mentioned in the Bible, God’s ideal for marriage is 
always re-stated first. So God’s Word is very clear. God’s standard for marriage is 
clearly taught in the Bible, and the grounds for divorce are also clearly taught for 
when things go wrong, beyond, or outside of our control. 
 
Conclusion 
 
So to draw this whole series on Marriage, Divorce and Remarriage to a close, it’s 
important to point out that as a Church there is no inconsistency in teaching God’s 
high ideal for marriage as strongly and as faithfully as we know how, while at the 
same time, recognising that we live in a sinful, fallen world, and that sometimes 
marriages will break down for various reasons. 
 
When they do, it’s important that as a Church, we know what God’s Word teaches 
on the subject of divorce and remarriage. I hope we have seen through these 
studies that divorce and remarriage is permissible in certain circumstances: when 
adultery is involved (Matt 5 & 19), or in the case of spiritual desertion (1 Cor 7).  
In all other circumstances, particularly when both parties are believers, the couple 
must remain unmarried or else be reconciled to each other (1 Cor 7:10-11). 
 
And when we reach out with the Gospel and see people converted to Christ, from 
whatever marital or non-marital relationship they find themselves in, we have to 
take them from where we find them, to where God wants them to be. That takes 
time. It’s messy, and it’s not always straightforward. But whatever we’ve been 
doing in the past, Jesus says to us ‘Go and sin no more’ from now onwards.  
 
We praise God that there is mercy with Jesus; there is grace that is greater than 
all our sin. 
 
We invite people no matter what they have done in the past, to come to Christ, 
and know the joy of his forgiveness, and the offer of a fresh new start in life.  
 
So may God give us great wisdom as we deal with these difficult matters, and may 
we as a church always uphold and teach God’s ideal for Marriage, while at the 
same time reaching out a hand to help those who are struggling in their marriages. 
 

Amen. 
 


