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 A couple of weeks ago, we talked about it’s common for people to create their own god to 
worship; a god who is easy to live with because he’s just like them and agrees with everything 
they do, so that faith in god becomes a way of absolving themselves of the guilt of doing what 
they want to do.  So how do we know if we know the true God or a god of our own creation?  
One way is how we react to the parts of the Bible we don’t like, the parts that make us 
uncomfortable, the parts we don’t agree with.  If I’ve created the god that I worship, I’ll ignore 
those parts.  If I worship the true God, I’ll take those parts seriously.  I’ll figure that if God and I 
disagree, God is right and I’m wrong.  Well, for the next two Sundays we’re going to spend 
some time in the longest passage on Christian marriage in the New Testament.  And what we 
find is that Paul steps on all of our toes in this passage.  Because the biblical view of marriage is 
always counter-cultural, always at odds with how the culture views marriage, whether in the 
first century or the 21st.  And yet, the biblical view of marriage is the only view that presents a 
realistic blueprint for a truly blessed marriage because it is based on our relationship with Jesus.  
So I hope you’ll hang in here with me as we look at a view that’s out of step with 21st century 
America but which works.   
 
Many Christians who aren’t comfortable with this passage because it teaches male leadership 
in the home have claimed that Paul is simply reflecting the culture of his day.  They say that the 
Roman world of the first century was a patriarchy where men ruled the home with absolute 
authority.  There simply were no other options in the culture as there are today and so Paul 
reflects the view of marriage that was common in the culture to which he writes.  However, our 
culture is far more egalitarian today and therefore we need to move beyond the ethic of the 
New Testament, shaped by the time and culture in which it was written and  graduate to a 
more enlightened view of the marriage relationship.  Now there’s a lot of problems in rejecting 
anything from the Bible purely on cultural grounds, but one of the biggest problems with this 
particular argument is that it oversimplifies what was happening in Western Asia Minor where 
Ephesus is located in the middle of the first century when Paul wrote these words.  The fact is, 
the more  history we read, the more the plight of women in the first century seems to be 
overstated.  The first century was a time of great change in the role of women, both in marriage 
and in society in Rome and especially in Ephesus.  It was a time very similar to our own.  In 
Ephesus there were conflicting cultural pressures upon the institution of marriage, ranging from 
the traditional roles of heavy handed male dominance and the unquestioning obedience of the 
wife to the new Roman women’s movement of independence and redefining of their role.  
Around the mid-first century, a new type of woman began to emerge in Roman society, 
possessing an independence almost unparalleled until modern times.  Wealthy women began 
to enter public life, seeking education - including the field of politics and law - obtaining jobs in 



the marketplace and even attaining important positions in city government.  According to the 
Roman writers of that time, these women disregarded their veils - the traditional Roman 
symbol of a husband’s authority over his wife - and carried on illicit relationships with both 
single and married men.   They dressed immodestly, wore lavish jewelry, overused cosmetics 
and aborted their unwanted pregnancies.  Many wealthy women were caught up in this new, 
trendy lifestyle.  Of course, these wealthy women constituted a small percentage of society, but 
their newfound power and freedom began to influence the rest of the Empire as they were 
portrayed in comedies in the theaters.  In Asia Minor - where Ephesus is located - this trend had 
a tremendous impact on the political, religious and social culture.  Archaeologists have 
discovered evidence that a great number of women served in civic positions, serving as mayors 
and chief magistrates and administrating the educational institutions. Plus many of the temples 
of Ephesus were controlled by priestesses, who played the dominant role in the worship of 
goddesses and where men were either marginalized, or in some cases, dressed like women and 
acted like women.  
 
Paul’s instructions to husbands and wives are counter cultural to all of these patterns and to all 
other cultural patterns as well because they are rooted in our relationship with Christ. Now 
because the New Testament’s view of marriage is so different from our culture’s view, we’re 
going to take a couple of Sundays on this passage.  This week we’ll look at the wise husband 
and next week we’ll look at the wise wife.  Most of Paul’s instructions in this passage are 
addressed to men and so that’s where we’ll start, because his instructions to women need to 
be seen against the backdrop of what godly husbands are supposed to do.  And because this 
passage is part of “Be careful how you walk, not as unwise but as wise, “ which we looked at 
last week, I want to look at what makes a husband wise. Husbands, love your wives, just as 
Christ also loved the church and gave Himself up for her, so that He might sanctify her, having 
cleansed her by the washing of water with the word, that He might present to Himself the 
church in all her glory, having no spot or wrinkle or any such thing; but that she would be holy 
and blameless.  So husbands ought also to love their own wives as their own bodies. He who 
loves his own wife loves himself; for no one ever hated his own flesh, but nourishes and 
cherishes it, just as Christ also does the church, because we are members of His body. FOR THIS 
REASON A MAN SHALL LEAVE HIS FATHER AND MOTHER AND SHALL BE JOINED TO HIS WIFE, 
AND THE TWO SHALL BECOME ONE FLESH. This mystery is great; but I am speaking with 
reference to Christ and the church. Nevertheless, each individual among you also is to love his 
own wife even as himself, and the wife must see to it that she respects her husband.   Paul’s 
instructions for husbands would have sounded absolutely revolutionary to the first century 
male.  If Paul had said, “Husbands, rule your wives, or control your wives, or provide for your 
wives, nobody would have thought anything about it.  Because in the first century, that’s what 
husbands did, even though it seemed to be getting more and more difficult.  But Paul says that 
a Christian husband’s primary job is to love his wife like Jesus loves us.  And notice that this is a 
command and it’s not followed by if...if she loves you, if she’s attractive, if she’s healthy, if she’s 
easy to get along with.  Regardless of his wife’s behavior, appearance, health, or personality, 
the Christian husband is commanded not only to love his wife but to love her like Jesus loves us.   
And this command was counter to everything the Ephesians were used to hearing from their 
culture.  “Provide for your wife, rule your wife, keep your wife under control,” sure - but love 



your wife?  Men were never exhorted to love their wives in either first century Graeco-Roman 
literature or Jewish texts.  This command is unique to the New Testament.  Paul establishes a 
different foundation for marriage - Christ’s love for the church.  And so Paul reminds the 
Ephesians how Christ loves us and from Jesus’ example, I want to highlight three things that 
wise husbands do.  
 
First, A wise husband initiates. “Husbands, love your wives just as Christ loved the church.”   
Paul says, “Husbands, love your wife the way Jesus loves you.”  So how does Jesus love us?  He 
didn’t wait until we came to Him, He came to us. He chose us long before we chose Him - 
before the foundation of the world - billions of years before we existed or had any knowledge 
at all that He existed.  Paul writes in Romans 5:8, But God demonstrates His own love toward us, 
in that while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.  John writes in 1 John 4:10 , “In this is love - 
here’s what real love looks like - not that we loved God, but that He loved us and sent His Son to 
be the propitiation - atoning sacrifice for our sins.”  And then in vs. 19 of the same chapter, John 
writes, “We love because He first loved us.”   Notice the word, “first.”  How does Jesus love us?  
For one thing, Jesus loved us first.  He took the initiative toward us.  He didn’t wait until we 
loved Him.  He didn’t even wait until we were lovable.  He loved us when we were His enemies.  
When we loved sin and hated God, He left heaven to become one of us, taking on all our 
limitations, circumstances, pains and fatigue; lived the life we should have lived and then was 
rejected, tried, tortured, and murdered.  And in the end He said, “Forgive them Father for they 
do not know what they are doing.”  Real love doesn’t depend on the loved - it depends on the 
lover.  Real love doesn’t wait to be earned, doesn’t wait to be asked, doesn’t wait until it’s safe, 
doesn’t wait until it knows there will be a response.  Real love initiates.  That means wise 
husbands go first.  They make the first move.  They take the responsibility to lead and to set the 
pace.  Wise husbands take responsibility for the direction of their family - for the education and 
the spiritual welfare of their children.  They take responsibility for the welfare of their wife - for 
her spiritual growth, her physical and emotional health.  They initiate conversations with their 
wife, finding out how she’s doing, what she’s concerned about, making sure they’re connected.  
They lead their family spiritually, initiating prayer together and reading the Bible.  They take 
responsibility for their home, making sure things are repaired and maintained, even if they have 
to pay somebody else to do it.  They take responsibility to provide for their family.  They take 
responsibility to reconcile with their wife when there’s a disagreement, to beg the first to 
apologize, the first to forgive, the first to talk things through.  They refuse to tolerate a cool 
distance between them.  They take responsibility to initiate intimacy.  They take responsibility 
to figure out how they and their wife can serve God together, how they can live as a team and 
not as two isolated individuals.  Wise men lead - which simply means thinking through where 
their family needs to go and taking the initiative to get there. 
 
So why don’t husbands initiate?  Why is the passive, self-absorbed, emotionally distant, 
uninvolved male so stereotypical of men today?  I think its fear.  The greatest fear of most men 
is failure.  And if I don’t try, I figure I haven’t failed.  Why lead when I’m not sure I’ll be 
followed?  Why initiate when I may be attacked?  Why stick my neck out and lose my head? 
Why make the first move just to set myself up to fail?  It’s safer and easier not to take 
responsibility for things I can’t control and just take care of myself.  Men are afraid of being 



criticized, argued with, second-guessed and rejected - so we hide out.  We let our wives make 
the decisions, take responsibility and figure that if we dutifully do what she asks, she’ll be happy 
and we’ll be safe. Because of fear, men don’t open up about what they really think, about what 
they really want, about what they really struggle with, thinking they are keeping the peace 
when actually we’re killing intimacy.  We don’t lead because we’re afraid.  We don’t initiate 
because we’re timid.  We don’t take responsibility because we dread failure.   It’s taken me a 
long time to get this, but love is more than being a nice, compliant guy, keeping the peace, and 
letting my wife do what she wants.  Love is taking the initiative, taking responsibility, taking the 
lead -  which always involves risk.  What I’ve discovered is that when we love enough to lead, 
people follow.  And when husbands lead with love, it changes the climate of the family more 
than any other factor.   
 
And that brings us to a second observation about how to love like Jesus loves. A wise husband 
initiates because a wise husband sacrifices.   Paul tells us. “Husbands, love your wives, just as 
Christ also loved the church and gave Himself up for her, so that He might sanctify her, having 
cleansed her by the washing of water with the word, that He might present to Himself the 
church in all her glory, having no spot or wrinkle or any such thing; but that she would be holy 
and blameless.”  The New Testament defines love as self-sacrifice.  Jesus said, “Greater love has 
no man than this, that he lay down his life for his friends.”  John 3:16.  “God so loved the world 
that He gave His only begotten Son so that whoever believes in Him might not perish but have 
eternal life.”   How does a husband love his wife like Jesus loves the church?  But giving himself 
up for her.  Jesus didn’t love us because we were lovable.  He loved us to make us lovable.  
Jesus didn’t love us because we were beautiful.  He loved us to make us beautiful.   We were 
His enemies, hostile towards Him and in love with sin and deserving the just wrath of God.  But 
Jesus laid down His life for us, dying the death we deserved to die on the cross so that He might 
sanctify us - make us holy and blameless, cleansing us with the water of the word - that is, 
through the proclamation of the gospel.  Christ sacrifices Himself for us and we are saved by His 
sacrifice as we hear and believe the gospel.  Paul refers here to a prophecy of the salvation the 
Messiah will bring from Ezekiel 36:25-27 in which God promises, “I will sprinkle clean water on 
you and you will be clean; I will cleanse you from all your impurities and from all your idols.  I 
will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you: I will remove from your heart of stone and 
give you a hart of flesh.  And I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow My decrees and 
be careful to keep my laws.”  That’s the essence of salvation - washed clean from the guilt of all 
my sins, made a new person with a new heart and a new spirit free from our slavery to sin and 
indwelt by the Spirit of God to that we can now obey Him.  And God accomplishes all that 
through Christ’s sacrifice for us on the cross. that He might present to Himself the church in all 
her glory, having no spot or wrinkle or any such thing; but that she would be holy and 
blameless.”  The church is pictured here as Christ’s bride.  Jesus loves her and sacrifices Himself 
for her for Himself - that on our wedding day, the church will be beautiful, spotless, without any 
imperfection, holy and blameless.  It’s kind of the reverse of the story of the frog prince.  We’re 
the frog princess - whom the handsome prince kisses to transform us into his beautiful bride.  
That’s our future.  We go from the absolute bottom as a hideous, sin-enslaved, wreck to the 
beautiful, unblemished, highly-desired bride of Christ.  Because of Christ’s love for us, He makes 
us more glorious than we could ever hope.  Again, He didn’t love us because we were beautiful.  



His love makes us beautiful.  He lays down His life, bearing the wrath of God we deserve, to do 
for us what we could never do for ourselves. 
 
Paul says, “That’s the way you husbands need to love your bride.”  My wife should be far better 
off because she’s married to me than she would be if she wasn’t married to me.  When Laurie 
and I were dating, I was trying to figure out if I was in love with her.  I thought being in love felt 
like adolescent infatuation - being completely absorbed in the wonder of this person and what 
she does for you.  And I had never felt that way about any woman.  But I realized that if I took 
the Bible’s definition of love seriously, I really was in love for the first time because the desire of 
my heart was to spend my life making Laurie happy.  Gentlemen, love is not, “what can she do 
for me?”  Love is “what can I do for her?”  Love is crucifying our selfishness and self-interest 
daily for the benefit of our wife.  That’s the way Jesus loved us.  Because love is sacrifice.  Often 
it’s small sacrifices; filling her car with gas for her before you drive to work, eating at her 
favorite restaurant rather than In-n-out (unless you’re blessed with a woman whose favorite 
restaurant is In-n-out) taking the time to check in and find out about her day when you’re tired 
and just want to crash, being the one to get up with the crying baby in the middle of the night 
and letting her sleep, getting up first in the morning so you can make the coffee and bring her a 
cup, talking about the things she’s interested in instead of the Niners or the Raiders.  Other 
times, the sacrifices are huge.  This week I read about Robertson McQuilkin, who was president 
of Columbia International University from 1968 until 1990 when his wife of 40 years was 
diagnosed with Alzheimer's.  Robertson resigned his position care for her full time until her 
death in 2003.  He simply said that when they were married, he had promised to care for her 
until death and he kept that promise, even when she no longer recognized him as her husband.   
 
The wise husband initiates because Jesus always makes the first move.  And initiation will 
always involve sacrifice - saying no to myself and my interests - for the benefit of my wife.  But 
this doesn’t mean that marriage is grinding our lives through this grim, self-denying drudge of 
always serving the queen bee.  Remember, Jesus also benefits from His sacrifice for us.  He gets 
a perfect Bride.  That’s why Hebrews 12 says that He endured the cross for the joy set before 
Him.  He went to the cross knowing the great blessing that would result.  And that brings us to 
the 3rd way a wise husband loves his wife like Jesus loves us.  The wise husband cherishes his 
wife.  So husbands ought also (like Jesus) to love their own wives as their own bodies. He who 
loves his own wife loves himself; for no one ever hated his own flesh, but nourishes and 
cherishes it, just as Christ also does the church, because we are members of His body.  Did you 
get that, men?  “He who loves his wife, loves himself.”  Whatever you do for your wife, you do 
for yourself.  Why?  Because once you are married, your relationship with your spouse is your 
primary relationship in life - more important than your relationship with your parents, your 
relationship with your children, your relationship with your friends.  Because now the two have 
become one.  You are joined together in a way unlike any other relationship you’ll ever have.  If 
I have a strong marriage, I have the strength to face any circumstances life may throw at me.  If 
I have a weak marriage, it doesn’t matter how great my circumstances are, I’m unhappy.  
Because my wife and I are part of each other.   We are so close that Paul uses the illustration of 
our own body.  Paul asks husbands, “How do you treat your body?”  If you sprain your ankle, do 
you ignore the pain?  Do you criticize the ankle?  “Come on, you big baby - you can handle the 



weight?”  Of course not.  Because our body’s needs are our needs.  That’s why if I neglect the 
needs of my body for my career, sacrificing sleep and healthy eating and exercise, pretty soon 
I’ll have neither career or body.  We take care of our body because if my body’s not right, I’m 
not right.  Paul says that’s the same relationship you have with your wife.  Her needs are your 
needs because you are bound together.  And just as you benefit when you take good care of 
your body, you benefit when you take good care of your wife.  That’s why Paul says, “He who 
loves his wife, loves himself, because no one ever hated his own flesh but nourishes and 
cherishes it - (now get this) just as Christ also does for the church for we are members of His 
body.”  We are vitally linked to Jesus.  He lives inside of each of us.  We are one with Him.  And 
He loves us by nourishing and cherishing us because we are His body.  Nourish is a word for the 
kind of care parents provide for their children.  Cherish means to tenderly care for.  It is the 
opposite of being harsh, angry, or demanding.  It’s the way we naturally treat our body, the way 
that Jesus treats us, and therefore, the way that husbands are to treat their wives.  The 
question we always need to ask, guys, is this the way I would treat myself?  Because as Adam 
said on the day he first met Eve, “This is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh.”  She is me.   
 
And Paul goes all the way back to creation to prove it.  He quotes Genesis 2.  FOR THIS REASON 
A MAN SHALL LEAVE HIS FATHER AND MOTHER AND SHALL BE JOINED TO HIS WIFE, AND THE 
TWO SHALL BECOME ONE FLESH.   When I conduct a wedding, I always quote this verse 
because for me, this is the essence of marriage.  And I tell the couple standing in front of me 
that when they walk back down the aisle together, they will no longer be two but one.  It will no 
longer be me but we.  It will no longer be my goals but our goals, my time but our time, my 
money but our money.  They will no longer be responsible only for themselves.  No longer will 
their decisions only affect them. Their mate’s strengths will become their strengths, their mates 
weaknesses will become their weaknesses, their mate’s assets will become their assets, their 
mates liabilities will become their liabilities.  In most cultures, the relationship between parents 
and children is primary.  Nobody affects us as much as our parents - for good or evil.  So when 
God says that a man is to leave his father and mother to be joined to his wife, He means that 
the relationship between husband and wife is the most primary relationship in life.  God didn’t 
begin with a parent and a child, He began with a man and a woman.  Our relationship with our 
spouse is the primary relationship in our life because we leave all other relationships for it.  
Cherishing your wife is simply acting like your relationship with her is the most important 
relationship you have.  Acting like her needs are your needs, her interests are your interests, 
her pain is your pain, her joy is your joy.  And not allowing any other relationship to come 
between you - because you are one. 
 
Now Paul concludes this section with This mystery is great; but I am speaking with reference to 
Christ and the church.  Paul has already used the term “mystery” five times in Ephesians and 
each time it means something that was previously hidden and now has been revealed, in this 
case that the marriage relationship of two becoming one is a picture of the relationship 
between Christ and His church - which is why Paul can use Jesus and His relationship with the 
church as a example for husbands and wives.  The big lesson the Ephesians are supposed to 
learn from this passage - whether married or single - is about how intimate their relationship 
with Jesus is; how He loves us and cherishes us and lives within us in a permanent unbreakable 



union.  Nevertheless, each individual among you also is to love his own wife even as himself, and 
the wife must see to it that she respects her husband. 
 
Gentlemen, why are we to love our wives?  Because Jesus loves us.  And for me to love my wife 
the way Jesus loves me, I must first believe that Jesus loves me and experience His love.  That’s 
why the most important relationship in our marriage is our relationship with Christ.   The 
success of your marriage depends far more on your relationship with Jesus than it does on your 
relationship with your wife.  He provides the motivation to love our wives as He loves us.  
Regardless of whether she always responds the way we hope she’ll respond, He will bless 
obedience.  He is the example for how we’re to love.  He provides us with the power and the 
desire to love our wife the way He loves us.  He’s the umpire.  It no longer matters what I want 
or what she wants, but what He wants.  Most importantly, He is the hope of our marriage.  He 
called us together, He made us one and He wants us to succeed.  And if we’ll trust Him, we will.  
After all, He did not call us to become one to ruin our lives but to bless us.  As you read through 
Paul’s instructions for husbands, you begin to realize that this is far more  about our 
relationship with Christ than it is about our relationship with our wife.  If you don’t know Christ 
this morning and haven’t experienced His great love for you, I invite you to begin today.    
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