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In 1957 the Soviet Union sent the first man-made 

object into orbit around the earth. Sputnik, as they 

called it, was simply a metal ball about 2 feet in 

diameter that broadcast a radio pulse. That event 

triggered the Space Race between the United States 

and the Soviet Union which led President Kennedy in 

1961 to set the lofty goal of sending a man to the moon 

before the end of the decade. The mission was 
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accomplished when Neil Armstrong set foot on the 

moon in 1969.  

Looking back, some might consider the Space Race 

and the Apollo moon missions a spectacular waste of 

money. After all, no human being has been back to the 

moon since 1972. Yet the pursuit of that incredible goal 

resulted in technological advancements that influence 

every part of life today. Some of those developments, 

like communications, weather satellites, and global 

positioning systems, are obvious. But NASA also claims 

that its research led to a variety of practical consumer 

products like infant formula, memory foam, cordless 

vacuums, and freeze dried food. Sometimes a 

seemingly impractical goal can produce very useful 

results.  

One of our most practical concerns is to have a more 

enjoyable home life. We spend the majority of our time 

thinking about one of three relationships: the 

relationship between husband and wife, parent and 

child, or employer and employee. Most of our joys, 

fears, disappointments, and frustrations flow from 

them. They are anything but easy, so we look for advice 

about how to get what we want. Pop psychologists offer 
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a never-ending stream of helpful hints and tips, but 

none of them really have a lasting effect.  

You might expect the Bible to offer its own 

abundant list of practical guidelines. Surely our 

Creator knows how our life is supposed to work. There 

are even Christian ministries that talk about nothing 

else but these relationships. But the fact of the matter 

is that we are hard pressed to find more than two or 

three pages of explicit biblical teaching about marriage, 

parenting, or work. Furthermore, those passages do 

not address many of the details people want to know, 

and what they do teach seems outdated to a lot of 

people today.  

The longest Scripture passage on these issues is 

found in Paul’s letter to the Ephesians in the New 

Testament. It’s only twenty-one verses long, and stands 

as a subordinate point in the development of his 

thought. Sixteen of those verses refer to Jesus Christ, 

so his ideas are more theological than practical. Rather 

than suggesting helpful hints, he gave a lesson about 

authority and order. We could sum up his thought by 

saying that Jesus Christ must be central to marriage, 

parenting, and work.  



— 4 — 

If you’re looking for a quick fix, Paul’s teaching 

sounds like a lofty and impractical goal—like a mission 

to the moon. Having a Christ centered home may not 

be what we want, but it is exactly what we need. As we 

study this passage, we will see that the pursuit of this 

impractical goal ends up solving our practical concerns 

in ways we never would have considered.  
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When I moved to Michigan, someone told me that 

there are really only two seasons—winter and road 

work. You can’t travel far in spring, summer, or fall 

without running into some major resurfacing project. 

The ice and snow and all the plowing take their toll. 

Roads are cracked, buckled, and pitted with potholes. 

Though the construction can be inconvenient, it is nice 

to hit fresh new pavement after rattling along down a 
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broken bumpy road. Everyone wants a smooth ride, 

but it costs. It takes materials, heavy equipment, and a 

lot of labor to press everything flat.  

Roads aren’t the only thing that people try to flatten 

out. Our world has a way of trying to press people into 

conformity with its values, whether those values be 

traditional or progressive. In Romans 12:2, the Apostle 

Paul said,  

Do not be conformed to this world, but be 

transformed by the renewal of your mind, 

that by testing you may discern what is the 

will of God, what is good and acceptable and 

perfect. 

One scholar named J. B. Phillips paraphrased the first 

part of this verse by saying, “Don’t let the world around 

you squeeze you into its own mold.” Don’t you feel that 

pressure? 

For several decades now there has been a cultural 

movement to say that there should not be any 

distinction between the roles played by men and 

women. Though that is still a big issue in our society, a 

lot of people carry that line of thought much farther. 

Today many claim that your gender is whatever you 

want it to be regardless of your anatomy. That assertion 
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contradicts some of the oldest revelation from God 

about humanity. Genesis 1:27 says, “So God created 

man in his own image, in the image of God he created 

him; male and female he created them.” We cannot 

even begin to understand biblical teaching about 

marriage until we accept that a person’s gender is 

determined by God as he sovereignly guides the 

biological process of conception.  

I recognize that some people feel that they should 

be another gender, but the Bible is clear that as fallen 

human beings our hearts cannot be trusted. 

Furthermore, some of those feelings about gender and 

sexuality may be a reaction to false cultural ideas that 

contradict God’s definition of what it means to be male 

or female. We all have thoughts and feelings that would 

lead us away from God’s design and purpose for our 

lives. Part of spiritual growth is learning to resist those 

impulses, but only those indwelt by the Holy Spirit 

have that ability.  

Genesis 1 also shows us that men and women are 

both created in the image of God. Therefore, we have 

equal value before him. We also draw near to him on 

the same basis, through faith in Christ. In Galatians 

3:28 Paul said, “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there 
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is neither slave nor free, there is no male and female, 

for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” Whenever people 

have treated women as somehow inferior before God, 

they have contradicted clear biblical teaching.  

Having established this foundation, we turn to 

Ephesians 5, to find that God has given men and 

women different roles within a marriage relationship. 

In Ephesians 5:22-24 Paul began with women by 

saying,  

Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to 

the Lord. For the husband is the head of the 

wife even as Christ is the head of the church, 

his body, and is himself its Savior. Now as the 

church submits to Christ, so also wives 

should submit in everything to their 

husbands. 

A lot of people bristle at the mention of submission. 

Some have argued that Paul was just giving in, 

conforming to the oppressive patriarchal culture of his 

day. But since he supported his teaching with 

theological truths that transcend any culture, we 

cannot write off this passage.  

We also need to recognize that Paul was not 

establishing what people today would call a 



— 9 — 

“traditional” view of marriage. He does something far 

more radical. This is not just about husband and wife. 

It’s about how a woman’s relationship with Christ 

shapes her marriage relationship. When we read this 

passage in its context, we see that Paul presented five 

aspirations of the Christ centered wife. These are 

aspirations that should be shared by every Christian, 

but Paul specifically applies them to wives.   
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At most wedding receptions, people fill their glasses 

and offer a toast to the bride and groom. The 

sentimental words shared in those moments often 

suggest that the couple has finally arrived and will 

experience unending bliss because they are now 

married. Even if the thought is never expressed, the 

whole grand experience of a lavish wedding ceremony 

entices us to think that way. But as couples soon 

realize, their marriage cannot live up to that 

expectation. No matter how hard someone tries, no 
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marriage can fill the emptiness in our souls. God’s 

design is for us to find our fullness in him. We must 

aspire to be filled with his Spirit. 

When we begin reading Paul’s words to wives in 

Ephesians 5:22, we are cutting into the middle of a 

sentence that he began in verse 18. There he said, “And 

do not get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery, but 

be filled with the Spirit.” Often when people don’t find 

the fullness they’re looking for, they turn to alcohol or 

drugs to dull the pain. Earlier in Ephesians 3:19 Paul 

prayed for believers, “to know the love of Christ that 

surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled with all the 

fullness of God.” So here in chapter 5, Paul commanded 

them to find their fullness in the Spirit.  

To further explain what it means to be filled, Paul 

listed a series of phrases in Ephesians 5:19-21. Some 

translations make it sound as if they are separate 

sentences, but they are not. He spoke of,  

addressing one another in psalms and hymns 

and spiritual songs, singing and making 

melody to the Lord with your heart, giving 

thanks always and for everything to God the 

Father in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, 

submitting to one another out of reverence 

for Christ. 



— 12 — 

The sentence then continues into verses 22 where Paul 

elaborates on that last phrase about submitting. Many 

scholars explain these phrases as results or expressions 

of being Spirit filled. But more recently some have 

argued that they are means or steps toward fullness. 

Both interpretations express valid truths. The actions 

in these phrases lead us toward God’s fullness which in 

turn results in a greater passion to carry out those 

actions.  

What does all of this mean for married life? As we 

considered previously, marriage in and of itself cannot 

bring you fullness. True fullness is only found in God. 

But if you’re married, then the way you relate to your 

spouse affects your relationship with God. Peter made 

this same point to husbands in 1 Peter 3:7. He said, 

 Likewise, husbands, live with your wives in 

an understanding way, showing honor to the 

woman as the weaker vessel, since they are 

heirs with you of the grace of life, so that your 

prayers may not be hindered. 

In other words, when a man fails to honor his wife, he 

is creating a barrier in his relationship with God. If we 

follow Paul’s logic in Ephesians 5, the same can be said 

of a woman who does not submit to her husband. So 



— 13 — 

don’t just respond to your spouse’s behavior, relate to 

your spouse in a way that will deepen your relationship 

with God. Aspire to be filled with the Spirit.  
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In our culture, people speak as if all fear is 

inherently bad. Some pursue extreme activities to 

overcome their fears. We admire those who are fearless 

and carefree. But carefree is only a step away from 

careless. Being fearless can be foolish, particularly 

when we are talking about how we relate to God. The 

Old Testament Proverbs say that fearing God is 

actually the beginning of knowledge and wisdom (Prov 

1:7). In Ephesians, Paul extended this same attitude of 

fear and reverence to include the way we relate to Jesus 
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Christ. In Ephesians 5:21, he spoke of, “submitting to 

one another out of reverence for Christ.” Then he 

added in verse 22, “wives to your own husbands.” True 

submission flows from a reverence for Christ, so that is 

what all of us must aspire to. 

When we hear the word submit in our culture, we 

tend to associate it with oppression. We cannot 

imagine anyone wanting to submit, so we assume it 

must be forced upon them. Clearly, Paul didn’t think of 

it that way, since he called Christians to submit to one 

another. This submission is mutual. It isn’t coerced; it’s 

a choice. The Greek verb that Paul used envisions a 

person willingly placing himself or herself under 

someone’s leadership. Think of troops falling into line 

behind their commander in a spirit of unity.  

As Christians we can relate to each other that way, 

because we are each indwelt by the Holy Spirit who 

works through us. To be mutually submissive is to be 

humble, teachable, and receptive to what we can learn 

from each other. That’s how we should relate to one 

another in the church, and this attitude of mutual 

submission should also be present between a husband 

and wife. 
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As Paul indicated, this humble attitude is rooted in 

reverence, or literally fear of Christ. Jesus taught his 

disciples about fear in Matthew 10:28. He said, “And 

do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the 

soul. Rather fear him who can destroy both soul and 

body in hell.” His point was that the only person we 

should truly fear is our ultimate judge, the one who 

controls our eternal destiny. God the Father gave that 

authority to his Son, Jesus. So if we are living in a way 

that pleases Jesus, we have no reason to fear anyone 

else. 

One of the reasons we dislike the idea of 

submission, particularly as Paul applied it to women in 

this passage of Scripture, is that we don’t like following 

someone else’s lead. We fear that they will take 

advantage of us, and that is certainly possible. Isn’t that 

what Jesus described in the Sermon on the Mount? 

Matthew 5:38-41 tells us that he said, 

You have heard that it was said, 'An eye for 

an eye and a tooth for a tooth.' But I say to 

you, Do not resist the one who is evil. But if 

anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to 

him the other also. And if anyone would sue 

you and take your tunic, let him have your 
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cloak as well. And if anyone forces you to go 

one mile, go with him two miles. 

There’s no guarantee that submission will be safe. So 

how can someone respond the way that Jesus 

described? This humble attitude flows from the deep 

conviction that Christ will bring every act to judgment. 

If anyone mistreats or oppresses us, Christ will 

undoubtedly address it, so aspire to live in reverence in 

the fear of Christ. 
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From our earliest days we like to imagine ourselves 

as royalty. Kids never pretend to be slaves, at least not 

willingly. Though at some point all of us with younger 

siblings probably tried to talk them into being our 

servant. We all wanted to dress up as princes and 

princesses. The whole idea of submission conflicts with 

our fantasies. It seems beneath us, but here in 

Ephesians 5:22 Paul ascribed dignity to submission. 

He said, “Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to 
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the Lord.” We must all aspire to follow Christ, and for 

a wife that entails submission to her husband. 

The essence of being a Christian is confessing that 

Jesus is Lord (Rom 10:9). It's simple to make that 

affirmation, but it’s not easy to live in light of Christ’s 

lordship. Jesus taught his disciples this lesson when he 

washed their feet. They were shocked, even offended, 

that he would stoop to such a lowly task. Nevertheless, 

John 13:13-16 tells us that he said, 

You call me Teacher and Lord, and you are 

right, for so I am. If I then, your Lord and 

Teacher, have washed your feet, you also 

ought to wash one another's feet. For I have 

given you an example, that you also should 

do just as I have done to you. Truly, truly, I 

say to you, a servant is not greater than his 

master, nor is a messenger greater than the 

one who sent him. 

For Jesus this humble attitude went far beyond that 

one occasion. He lived a life of consistent submission 

to God the Father. One of the best examples was his 

prayer in the garden of Gethsemane. Matthew 26:39 

tells us,  

And going a little farther he fell on his face 

and prayed, saying, “My Father, if it be 



— 20 — 

possible, let this cup pass from me; 

nevertheless, not as I will, but as you will.” 

There is order and a pattern of submission even among 

the members of the Trinity.  

In telling wives to submit to their husbands, Paul 

was not demeaning them. He was calling them to 

follow the humble example of our Lord. Are you 

following him today? Women, do you show a Christ-

like attitude toward your husband?  
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The movements of the human body are incredibly 

complex, particularly the ways we use our hands. I 

recently listened to a news story about new 

technologies to help people who have lost a limb. 

Prosthetic hands are being developed that connect to a 

person’s nerve endings so that they can move their 

artificial hand in very natural ways. As researchers 

continue to study the human body, they see that the 

connection between our head and our hands is 
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amazingly intricate. We should live in that kind of close 

connection with Christ, uniting with him as our head.  

Paul made this point in Ephesians 5:23 to show that 

wives should also unite with their husbands in a similar 

way.  He wrote, “For the husband is the head of the wife 

even as Christ is the head of the church, his body, and 

is himself its Savior.” You might say the Christian wife 

has two heads: her husband and since she is part of the 

church, Christ. But how are we to understand this idea 

of headship?  

Paul explained Christ’s headship in Ephesians 1:22-

23. He said, “And he put all things under his feet and 

gave him as head over all things to the church, which is 

his body, the fullness of him who fills all in all.” In other 

words, since Jesus is the head of the church, he carries 

out his mission in the world through us. So uniting with 

him, requires that we live in harmony with his purpose. 

And what is that purpose? As Paul said in Ephesians 

5:23, Christ is the Savior. We have already considered 

that he is the Lord who deserves to be followed and the 

judge who must be feared. He is also the Savior who 

died in our place, so that we could be forgiven of our 

sins. Since the head of the church is a Savior, he wants 

us as his body to spread that message to the world. We 
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extend his work of salvation by communicating the 

gospel in word and deed.  

What does all of this have to do with the way a wife 

relates to her husband? There are two connections to 

be made. First, Christ’s headship demonstrates on a 

greater scale the kind of unity that should be present in 

a marriage. A wife should seek to support and 

encourage her husband. Let’s be honest. Men need 

help, and God recognized that from the very beginning. 

Genesis 2:18 tells us, “Then the LORD God said, "It is 

not good that the man should be alone; I will make him 

a helper fit for him."  

But there’s another connection here between 

Christ’s headship and a husband’s headship. In Titus 

2:5 Paul said that older women should teach younger 

women, “to be self-controlled, pure, working at home, 

kind, and submissive to their own husbands, that the 

word of God may not be reviled.” When Christian wives 

fail to support their husband’s headship, their behavior 

also keeps them from supporting Christ’s headship. 

The two cannot be separated. The way a woman unites 

with her husband is part of how God wants her to 

display the life transforming power of the gospel. We 

should all aspire to unite with Christ, and for the Christ 
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centered wife that means uniting with her husband in 

a similar way. 
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In most weddings couples use some kind of 

symbolic act to portray their unity as husband and wife. 

Lots of couples use a unity candle. Two separate 

candles are used to light a third. Then the two are 

extinguished leaving only one flame—complete 

integration. Later on in Ephesians 5, we will see that 

Paul quotes from Genesis 2 to speak of husband and 

wife being one flesh, completely devoted to one 

another.  
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That comprehensive devotion flows from being 

fully devoted to Christ. Paul made this connection in 

Ephesians 5:24. He said, “Now as the church submits 

to Christ, so also wives should submit in everything to 

their husbands.” The phrase in everything stands out 

there. This submission is comprehensive.  

We see this same comprehensive devotion in the 

greatest commandment. One of the Pharisees asked 

Jesus what the great commandment of the Law was. 

Matthew 22:37 tells us, “And he said to him, ‘You shall 

love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all 

your soul and with all your mind.’” The church’s 

submission to Christ flows from this all-consuming 

love.  

Here again, that love for the Lord stands as both the 

model and the motivation for the way a wife relates to 

her husband. Are you fully devoted to the Lord in every 

way? Women, does that shape your devotion to your 

husband? 
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What about husbands? We will consider Paul’s 

instruction to them next time. For now, we need to 

understand that a Christ centered wife is someone who 

loves Jesus. She sees him, not her marriage, as the 

source of all fullness, so she aspires to be filled with the 

Spirit. She sees Christ as the ultimate judge, so she 

aspires to live with genuine reverence.  She sees Christ 

as Lord, so she follows his example of humble 

submission. She sees Christ as her Savior, so she unites 

with his purpose and respects her husband’s headship. 

Finally, she sees Christ as the Beloved, so she devotes 

herself wholeheartedly to him and brings that same 

kind of devotion into her marriage. There are specific 

applications for wives here, but every believer should 

embrace these aspirations.  

What is your response today? Do you need to spend 

some time reading and thinking through Ephesians 

5:15-33? Perhaps you are new to Christianity and these 

ideas about who Jesus is are new to you. Are you ready 

to receive him as your Savior and Lord? Perhaps you’ve 

taken that step in the past, but you need to recommit 

yourself to following him. Or maybe the Holy Spirit has 
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convicted you of some way that you need to change how 

you relate to your spouse. If so, I encourage you to 

respond in obedience. May Christ truly be central to 

our lives! 

1. How does Paul’s teaching in these verses differ from 

“modern” ideas about marriage?  

 

 

2. How does Paul’s teaching in these verses differ from 

“traditional” ideas about marriage? 

 

 

3. In light of this study, what changes do you need to 

make in how you relate to Jesus Christ? 
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When you attend a wedding, do you think of it as an 

ending or a beginning? Looking back, I think I 

approached my own wedding as the end of what 

seemed like an excruciatingly long wait. We were 

engaged less than six months—a very brief time 

compared to most young couples today. But when the 

day finally arrived, we celebrated as if we had crossed 

the finish line. All of our friends and family were there 
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to congratulate us. We had arrived in the state of holy 

matrimony.  

But if you think of a wedding as the beginning of a 

life-long race, all the festivities seems a bit misplaced. 

It would be like a great crowd gathering at the starting 

line as runners begin a marathon. As soon as they step 

across the line, people begin congratulating them and 

loading them up with gifts and great food. But once 

they head out of sight, everyone leaves and goes home. 

No one really checks on their progress or cheers them 

on midway through the course. Honestly, most people 

assume that they won’t finish. Perhaps we need to 

change the way we think about weddings and marriage.  

Paul’s teaching about marriage in Ephesians 5 is all 

about running the race. He described marriage with 

Christ at the center. Last time we considered the 

aspirations of a Christ centered wife from verses 22-24. 

Each one related to submission in marriage, but each 

one was also a response to some characteristic of who 

Jesus is. In verses 25-33, Paul turned his attention to 

husbands. He did not give us helpful hints on dating 

and romance. He presented a compelling theological 

picture to radically change the way we think about 

marriage. He challenged husbands to make Christ the 
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center of their marriage by loving their wives as Jesus 

loves the church. Specifically, Paul revealed eight 

characteristics of Christ-like love that should be 

reflected in a husband’s love for his wife. Of course, 

even though this passage is directed to husbands, this 

focus on Christ helps all of us live in light of his great 

love.  
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John 15:13 tells us that Jesus said, “Greater love has 

no one than this, that someone lay down his life for his 

friends.” When we think of sacrificial love, we envision 

one great heroic act like taking a bullet for someone, a 

dramatic outpouring of love. In the midst of some 

terrible crisis, I suspect that most husbands would not 

hesitate to protect their wives. But was that what Jesus 

had in mind? Can true sacrifice be accomplished in a 

moment? Isn’t it an even greater sacrifice to pour 

yourself out for someone drip by drip, day after day? 
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Paul began his exhortation to husbands in 

Ephesians 5:25 by saying, “Husbands, love your wives, 

as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her.” 

The mention of Christ giving himself reminds us of his 

crucifixion, and rightly so. Through his death Jesus 

paid the price for our sin so that we can be forgiven by 

God. In Romans 5:8 Paul pointed to that sacrifice as an 

expression of God’s love. He said, “But God shows his 

love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ 

died for us.”  

The cross was the pinnacle of Christ’s love for the 

church, but we also need to see that his entire life was 

characterized by sacrifice. In Philippians 2:5-8 Paul 

challenged Christians to adopt this mindset. He said, 

Have this mind among yourselves, which is 

yours in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in 

the form of God, did not count equality with 

God a thing to be grasped, but emptied 

himself, by taking the form of a servant, 

being born in the likeness of men. And being 

found in human form, he humbled himself 

by becoming obedient to the point of death, 

even death on a cross. 

Jesus gave himself by becoming human. He gave 

himself by living a humble life among people who did 
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not show him the honor he deserved. He gave himself 

by caring for the sick and the poor. He gave himself by 

patiently teaching the same lessons over and over to 

thick-headed people. He sacrificially gave himself day 

by day, drop by drop.  

Are you willing to follow Christ’s life of sacrificial 

love? Are you willing to give yourself over the long 

haul? In the moments when you’re tired and weak? In 

the moments when you’re frustrated? This applies to 

all of us, but particularly to husbands. Are you willing 

to love your wife as Christ loved the church? 
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Some people don’t particularly care how their car 

looks as long as it gets them from place to place. Others 

have a deep attachment to their vehicle. They wash it 

regularly. They keep it waxed. They shine the wheels 

and tires. So when they drive down the street, the last 

thing they want to do is drive through a muddy puddle. 

They can’t stand to see their car splattered with dirt.  

We can easily get overly attached to material 

objects, but that desire to keep something clean gives 

us at least a slight hint of how Christ feels about our 
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spiritual purity. In Ephesians 5:26 Paul explained that 

Christ gave himself for the church, “that he might 

sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of 

water with the word.” Paul used the same kind of terms 

here that are found in the book of Leviticus. Whenever 

we sin by disobeying God, our lives become more and 

more stained and polluted. Those sins separate us from 

God because they make us offensive to him. Jesus gave 

himself as a sacrifice in order to sanctify us, to make us 

holy, to make us acceptable to God.  

There is some debate as to what Paul meant by the 

washing of water. Some scholars suggest that he was 

thinking of baptism. But I think he was probably 

pointing to the spiritual transformation that baptism 

represents. In Titus 3:5, for instance, Paul spoke of 

washing in regard to regeneration. He explained that,  

he saved us, not because of works done by us 

in righteousness, but according to his own 

mercy, by the washing of regeneration and 

renewal of the Holy Spirit. 

In other words, the sacrifice of Christ is applied to us 

when we are born again. At that moment, we are 

spiritually washed. We should also note that this 

miraculous change only comes about with the word. 
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This cleansing and renewal takes place in our lives 

when we hear the good news of Christ’s death and 

resurrection and respond in faith.  

How should this sanctifying love of Christ shape a 

husband’s love for his wife? A husband needs to 

recognize that his Christian wife belongs first and 

foremost to the Lord. Jesus gave himself to cleanse her 

from her sin and to make her holy. The last thing he 

would want is for her husband to somehow lead her 

into sin. When Paul described the love all Christians 

should have for one another in 1 Corinthians 13:6, he 

said, “It does not rejoice at wrongdoing, but rejoices 

with the truth.”  

Do you have a sanctifying love for your brothers and 

sisters in Christ? If that is how we love each other in the 

church, how much more should that be true in a 

marriage. The Christ centered husband encourages his 

wife to live a pure and holy life. Husband, do you have 

a sanctifying love for your wife?  
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I made some special plans in preparation for my 

twentieth birthday. I saved up for quite a while, and 

searched to find just the right gift. It was the most 

expensive purchase I had made. So when my birthday 

finally arrived, I joyfully gave that present to someone 

else. I was convinced that I was getting something far 

better in return, and I was right. That was the day I 

proposed to my wife.  

Paul’s words in Ephesians 5:27 suggest that Jesus 

had a similar experience. He said that Christ gave 
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himself, “so that he might present the church to himself 

in splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, 

that she might be holy and without blemish.” Jesus had 

a goal. He sacrificed himself so that he would 

ultimately receive worship and adoration from a holy 

church. So he was able to approach the cross with great 

joy. I suspect that the author of Hebrews had 

something similar in mind in Hebrews 12:2, where he 

spoke of believers,  

Looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter 

of our faith, who for the joy that was set 

before him endured the cross, despising the 

shame, and is seated at the right hand of the 

throne of God.  

It sounds as if he was looking forward to a wedding.  

Other biblical passages are more explicit about this 

wedding analogy. Matthew 22 tells us that Jesus told a 

parable about a king giving a wedding feast for his son. 

In that story the believers are the wedding guests who 

respond to the king’s invitation. Later on in Matthew 

25 we read Jesus’ parable about ten virgin bridesmaids 

with their oil lamps waiting to accompany a 

bridegroom to his wedding feast. There the believers 

are part of the wedding party watching for Christ’s 



— 40 — 

return. In Revelation 19:7-8, however, believers are the 

bride. John heard a great multitude saying,  

“Let us rejoice and exult and give him the 

glory, for the marriage of the Lamb has come, 

and his Bride has made herself ready; it was 

granted her to clothe herself with fine linen, 

bright and pure"— for the fine linen is the 

righteous deeds of the saints. 

When you think about how far the church strays 

from the path of holiness, it is amazing that Christ 

would take delight in us. Such is the power of his 

sanctifying love. One day when he returns we will be 

prepared for him to present us to himself. So if Christ 

relates to all of us that way, shouldn’t a Christ centered 

husband love his wife with a joyful love? There will be 

days when she may not seem very lovable, but a 

husband’s love should not be determined by his wife’s 

behavior. His love must be inspired and shaped by the 

joyful love of Christ.  
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Do you know what makes a musical performance 

really great? A lot of musicians are technically 

proficient. They can play in tune and stay on rhythm, 

but the thing that sets one group apart from others is 

when they manage to somehow feel the same emotion 

and express that passion together in their music. True 

love has the same quality. We must be sympathetic and 

compassionate. We must identify with what someone 

else is feeling. 
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This connection should be strongest between a 

husband and wife. In Ephesians 5:28, Paul wrote, “In 

the same way husbands should love their wives as their 

own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself.” Some 

people use this verse to say that we all need to love 

ourselves, but that isn’t Paul’s point. Our problem is 

that we love ourselves too much, even though it may 

come out in self-deprecating ways. We can play the role 

of martyr while being entirely self-absorbed. Paul was 

calling men to treat their wives as well as they already 

treat themselves. We need to be so connected that we 

feel what our wives feel. As Paul said in Romans 12:15, 

all believers should “Rejoice with those who rejoice, 

weep with those who weep.” 

Paul did not mention Christ explicitly in Ephesians 

5:28, but the phrase in the same way points back to 

Christ’s love as it is described in verse 27. Jesus is the 

perfect example of compassion. Matthew 9:36 tells us, 

“When he saw the crowds, he had compassion for 

them, because they were harassed and helpless, like 

sheep without a shepherd.” Whenever he saw people 

who were sick, hurting, or grieving, he identified with 

them. His heart was stirred.  
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In a moment we will see that in Ephesians 5:31, 

Paul quoted from the book of Genesis to show that 

husband and wife become one flesh. If our connection 

is that close, then a husband cannot remain detached 

and aloof. He must be willing to identify with his wife’s 

emotions, even when he does not understand them. A 

Christ centered husband must follow the example of 

Christ’s compassion. 

 

  



— 44 — 

 

In the Japanese art of bonsai gardeners devote 

careful attention to cultivating miniature trees. They 

fastidiously prune stems and clip off certain leaves or 

needles. They use wires and clamps to shape the trunk. 

They water it and fertilize it on a set schedule. They re-

pot it at regular intervals. Their efforts seem very 

nurturing, but they are actually stifling. Their goal is to 

prevent the tree from growing. 

Some marriages are like bonsai trees. On the 

surface, the husband appears to be very devoted and 
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caring, but what he really wants is to maintain control. 

He comes to Ephesians 5, but rather than humbly 

learning what it means to be a Christ centered 

husband, he distorts the verses directed to wives and 

uses them to manipulate her.  Nothing could be farther 

from Paul’s intent or Christ’s example.  

In Ephesians 5:29-30, Paul wrote, “For no one ever 

hated his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it, just 

as Christ does the church, because we are members of 

his body.” The words nourish and cherish speak 

against any attempt to stifle a woman’s growth. Both 

are used to speak of parents caring for their children. 

Paul used the same word translated nourish in 

Ephesians 6:4 to talk about raising children in a way 

that cultivates spiritual growth and maturity. He used 

the word for cherish in 1 Thessalonians 2:7 to describe 

the gentle way a nursing mother cares for her child.  

Paul’s use of these words does not mean that a 

husband has a right to be condescending or to treat his 

wife as a child. He must treat her as a fellow heir of 

God’s grace and a fellow member of Christ’s church. 

Paul’s point is that the Christ centered husband 

nurture’s his wife’s spiritual growth. In Ephesians 4:15-

16 Paul explained how church members should relate 
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to one another, and that explanation also applies to 

married life. He said,  

Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are to 

grow up in every way into him who is the 

head, into Christ, from whom the whole 

body, joined and held together by every joint 

with which it is equipped, when each part is 

working properly, makes the body grow so 

that it builds itself up in love. 

So a husband nurtures his wife by sharing God’s truth 

with her and encouraging her to deepen her 

relationship with Jesus. Husband, do your stifle your 

wife, or are you committed to helping her grow? 
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Have you ever seen a picture of a crowd in which the 

photographer brings just one individual sharply into 

focus? You still see the rest of the people, but they are 

all a little blurry. Your attention is directed toward that 

one special person. If we could take a picture of 

everyone a man loves, his wife should be the one at the 

center of the picture. Other people are still in view, but 

the Christ centered husband has an exclusive love for 

his wife.  
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In Ephesians 5:31 Paul quoted from Genesis 2:24 to 

make this point. He wrote, “Therefore a man shall leave 

his father and mother and hold fast to his wife, and the 

two shall become one flesh.” We have already 

considered the compassion that should flow from 

having a “one flesh” relationship, but the path to that 

relationship requires a change in the way a man relates 

to his parents. When we begin our study of Ephesians 

6 we will see that he should still honor them, but his 

wife must become his priority. Similarly, the husband 

should also become his wife’s priority. Marriages often 

struggle when one of the partners refuses to make this 

shift. Marriage requires an exclusive love.  

Paul highlighted the exclusivity of marital love from 

another perspective in 1 Corinthians 6:16. There he 

quoted Genesis 2:24 in his argument against infidelity 

and sexual immorality. He wrote, “Or do you not know 

that he who is joined to a prostitute becomes one body 

with her? For, as it is written, ‘The two will become one 

flesh.’” This one flesh relationship is both reflected and 

even cultivated by the sexual relationship between a 

husband and wife, so any sexual activity outside of 

marriage distorts that purpose. God designed us to be 

monogamous.  
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We find a third perspective on the exclusivity of 

marital love in the teaching of Jesus. Matthew 19 

records that the Pharisees were quizzing him about his 

view of divorce. Their tradition was fairly lenient, but 

Jesus quoted Genesis 2:24 to them. Then Matthew 19:6 

tells us that he said, “So they are no longer two but one 

flesh. What therefore God has joined together, let not 

man separate." In other words, marital love should be 

exclusive in the sense that it is designed to be 

permanent. If you are truly one flesh with someone, 

then ripping apart that relationship is going to be 

painful and destructive. God doesn’t want that for any 

of us! 

Husband, love your wife exclusively. Don’t let 

anyone else come before her. Make her the focal point 

of your devotion, affection, and commitment.  
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A lot of people, even Christians, assume that the 

traditional view of marriage and family is biblical. You 

might look to old re-runs of shows like Leave It to 

Beaver and think that’s how it ought to be. But Paul 

called us to something radically different than 

traditional marriage. As I’ve argued, he presented 

Christ as the center of a biblical marriage, and he 

emphasized this focus in Ephesians 5:32. There he 

said, “This mystery is profound, and I am saying that it 

refers to Christ and the church.” 
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What did Paul mean by mystery? He typically uses 

the term to refer to something that was once hidden, 

but was then revealed. For instance, back in Ephesians 

1:17 he spoke of God’s saving purpose in Christ as a 

mystery. We understand that purpose now, but it was 

not understood before Christ came. Here in Ephesians 

5, Paul spoke of this one flesh connection between 

husband and wife as a mystery. People have known 

about marriage since the beginning of creation. But 

Paul’s point here is that people did not understand that 

God specifically designed marriage to reflect Christ’s 

relationship with the church. So a husband’s love for 

his wife is supposed to be an example, an object lesson 

to teach us about how Jesus loves us. 

The Christ centered marriage teaches us about 

Christ’s love in three ways. First, husbands learn the 

depth of Christ’s love as they try to imitate it. It’s hard 

to show true love to a sinful woman. So men, in those 

moments when you strive to show love but it seems 

undeserved or unappreciated, recognize that Jesus 

experiences that feeling to a far greater degree.  

Second, wives learn the depth of Christ’s love as 

they experience their husband’s shortcomings. It’s 

hard to get true love from a sinful man. So women, in 
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those moments when your husband seems totally 

clueless about love, recognize that Jesus loves you to a 

far greater degree. His love is perfect.  

Finally, everyone outside of your marriage learns 

the depth of Christ’s love as they observe your married 

life. If you strive to have a Christ centered marriage, 

people will see the difference. The humility and love 

will be unmistakable. You will not represent him 

perfectly, but your marriage may be the spark that 

prompts someone to learn more about the Christ you 

follow. 
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Sometimes we envision love like a bridge. The man 

comes from his side, the woman comes from hers, and 

they meet in the romantic middle. That approach may 

work for an hour or two, maybe a few days, or possibly 

even through a period of dating and being engaged. But 

sooner or later, one person doesn’t come to the middle. 

They just don’t feel like making the effort. So what does 

the other person do? Should he or she give up, go 

home, and try again later? Is that biblical love?  
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In Ephesians 5:33 Paul presented love in 

unconditional terms. He said, “However, let each one 

of you love his wife as himself, and let the wife see that 

she respects her husband.” He did not tell the husband 

to love his wife, only when she respects him. Neither 

did he tell the wife to respect or as he said earlier to 

submit to her husband, only when he is being loving. 

No one can use those excuses. It certainly makes it 

easier when you meet in the middle, but both 

instructions are unconditional. You have to go all the 

way.  

The point we so easily forget is that when you’re 

married, you don’t report to your spouse. Your spouse 

is not your judge. We certainly try to judge one another, 

but that never works out well. Christ is our judge, and 

we will all give an account of our lives before him. Every 

husband has a God given responsibility to love his wife 

whether she deserves it or not, and Christ will hold him 

accountable for that. Every wife has a God given 

responsibility to respect her husband whether he 

deserves it or not, and Christ will hold her accountable 

for that.  

Unconditional love and Christ’s judgment are 

challenging thoughts, but they can also be encouraging. 
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You can be a Christ centered husband or wife even 

when your spouse is not. You can display Christ’s love. 

You can demonstrate humble submission. You can live 

for Christ in any and every circumstance. 

 

The Christ centered husband loves his wife as 

Christ loves the church. His love is sacrificial, 

sanctifying, joyful, compassionate, nurturing, 

exclusive, exemplary, and unconditional. These are 

God’s directions for husbands, but they also help all of 

us learn more about the depth of Christ’s love for us.  

What is your response to Christ today? Have you 

accepted his love for you? If not, I encourage you to 

believe in the Lord Jesus Christ and enter into a 

relationship with him. If you’re not ready to take that 

step, I would still encourage you to learn more about 

the love of Christ. The fifteenth chapter of the Gospel 

of John would be a great place to read. There Jesus 

explained his love to his disciples and described what 

it meant for them to have a relationship with him.  

Though our passage today has focused on 

husbands, the lessons we’ve learned apply to everyone. 
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We are all supposed to love our neighbor as ourselves. 

Is there some way that you need to show love to 

someone in your life? How so? What practical step 

could you take today to better reflect the love of Christ? 

Is there someone you know who needs to hear about 

Christ’s love? If so, would you look for an opportunity 

to share God’s truth with them? 

May God help each of us to reflect the love of Christ! 

1. Which characteristic of Christ’s love is most 

encouraging to you? How so? 

 

 

2. In which of these characteristics do you most need 

to grow? Why? 

 

 

3. What practical steps could you take this week to 

better reflect Christ’s love? 
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When my kids were young, they couldn’t resist 

trying on sunglasses when we walked past a rack in a 

store. They would look at each other and laugh at the 

various styles. They would ooh and ah as they viewed 

the world in different colors—yellow, blue, or pink. But 

we never really bought any of those unusual glasses. 

They just seemed too strange. But what if you weren’t 

able to tell the difference? What if you were so 
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accustomed to viewing everything through tinted 

glasses, that the world looked too strange without 

them? 

We each look at life through a certain set of 

assumptions—a worldview. We have fundamental 

concepts about what’s real and what’s not, what’s good 

and what’s bad, what’s valuable and what’s worthless. 

Most people never really examine these ideas. We 

inherit them from our family and the world around us. 

But we can’t just take off our worldview like a pair of 

sunglasses. It’s part of us, and it colors everything, even 

the way we view God and the Bible. 

When you become a Christian, God begins to 

change your entire worldview. He doesn’t want to 

simply be plugged into your yellow, blue, or pink world. 

He wants to change your whole outlook. He wants you 

to see everything as it truly is. We need his perspective. 

But in order for that change to happen, our minds have 

to be renewed. In Romans 12:2, Paul described this 

process by saying, “Do not be conformed to this world, 

but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that 

by testing you may discern what is the will of God, what 

is good and acceptable and perfect.” This renewal takes 
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place whenever we read the Bible and genuinely allow 

it to shape our outlook and our actions.  

One of the key parts of our worldview is the way that 

we think about marriage and family. So as Paul wrote 

to the Christians in the city of Ephesus, he called them 

to redefine their homes with Christ at the center. Today 

we come to Paul’s words about children in Ephesians 

6.  

Scholars tells us that the Roman culture of those 

days treated children harshly. John Stott describes 

their callous cruelty, “in which unwanted babies were 

abandoned, weak and deformed ones killed, and even 

healthy children were regarded by many as a partial 

nuisance because they inhibited sexual promiscuity 

and complicated easy divorce” (The Message of 

Ephesians, 238). Some people in the world today seem 

to have a similar outlook on children. They don’t want 

the complication. Today, however, they use birth 

control or even abortion to preserve their 

childlessness. As a result, several countries particularly 

in Europe are seeing long-term declines in their 

population. 

Many Americans seem to value children, but we 

tend think of them as a tool for our own personal 
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fulfillment. We treat them as projects to be managed. 

We want people to see how cute, smart, talented, 

athletic, or even how spiritual our child is. We want 

them to go to the best school and get the best job, so 

that we can have bragging rights. In this worldview 

Jesus is just one more ingredient to make our children 

more successful, so that we can feel good about 

ourselves.  

Paul taught a radically different outlook on 

children. In God’s eyes, they are neither inconvenient 

complications nor tools of personal fulfillment. 

Children belong to the Lord, and Christ should be at 

the center of their lives. In fact, the Bible describes 

every believer as a child of God. Paul’s words in 

Ephesians 6:1-3 demonstrate four privileges enjoyed 

by the Christ centered child. As we study these verses, 

I encourage you to allow God’s Spirit to renew your 

mind and shape your worldview. There are valuable 

lessons for us here regardless of our age. 
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Sometimes in large family gatherings people set up 

an adult table and a children’s table. The adult table 

may have crystal and fine china, but the kids table has 

disposable cups and plates. The adult table may have 

turkey with all the trimmings, but the kids table has 

microwave chicken nuggets from the freezer. 

Interesting conversation takes place at the adult table. 

But at the kids table you have to entertain your toddler 

cousin. Everything about that set up communicates 

exclusion, and we often treat children the same way in 

the church. The Bible views children differently.  
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In Ephesians 6:1, Paul wrote, “Children, obey your 

parents in the Lord, for this is right.” His words may 

seem to create a divide between children and parents, 

but they actually did the exact opposite. In that culture, 

it was remarkable that a leader of Paul’s stature would 

take the time to address children in a letter. 

Furthermore, this verse shows that he anticipated that 

children would be present when the church gathered to 

listen to the letter being read. They were not excluded. 

They enjoyed the privilege of inclusion.  

Of course Paul wasn’t the first person to welcome 

children. Matthew 19:13-15 shows how Jesus related to 

them. It says,  

Then children were brought to him that he 

might lay his hands on them and pray. The 

disciples rebuked the people, but Jesus said, 

"Let the little children come to me and do not 

hinder them, for to such belongs the 

kingdom of heaven." And he laid his hands 

on them and went away. 

The disciples assumed that children were not worthy of 

Jesus’ time and attention. But Jesus not only welcomed 

them, he used them as an example of the kind of 

attitude required to enter his kingdom. 
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This inclusion of children extends beyond merely 

paying attention to them. Paul’s words in Ephesians 6:1 

indicate that they can experience salvation. He spoke 

of them obeying in the Lord. That simple phrase is 

loaded with theological significance. Throughout the 

letter Paul has used it to speak of the union believers 

have with Christ. In chapter 1 he celebrated that in 

Christ believers are blessed with every spiritual 

blessing (v. 3), chosen by God (v. 4), redeemed through 

Christ’s blood (v. 7), given an inheritance (v. 11), and 

sealed with the Holy Spirit (v. 13). Children can be 

included in all of those spiritual realities.   

What does a child have to do to be included in 

salvation? Is it enough to have Christian parents? Does 

the child have to attend church, be baptized, or 

complete some kind of confirmation class? No, the 

requirement for them is the same as it is for adults. 

John 1:12 explains, “But to all who did receive him, who 

believed in his name, he gave the right to become 

children of God.” So they must personally choose to 

relate to Jesus as their Savior and Lord. No one can 

make that choice for them. It must be a result of God’s 

work in their heart. John 1:13 makes this clear when it 

adds, “who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the 
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flesh nor of the will of man, but of God.” They must be 

born again. 

How old does someone have to be to receive Christ 

as Savior and Lord? The Bible never specifies a 

particular age. Instead, it focuses on understanding the 

gospel. In 2 Timothy 3:14-15, Paul spoke of his co-

worker Timothy’s background, and said, 

But as for you, continue in what you have 

learned and have firmly believed, knowing 

from whom you learned it and how from 

childhood you have been acquainted with the 

sacred writings, which are able to make you 

wise for salvation through faith in Christ 

Jesus. 

The basic message of the gospel is simple enough for a 

young child to comprehend, so we should teach it to 

them from their earliest days. However, it’s vital that 

parents and teachers not try to force a child or someone 

of any age into a response. We have to allow God to do 

that work in his time.  

Inclusion in salvation is the highest privilege 

imaginable no matter how old you are. Have you 

become a child of God? Have you personally received 

Christ as your Savior and Lord? Do you understand 
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that you are a sinner in need of the forgiveness that 

Christ purchased for us through his death? Are you 

willing to trust Jesus and follow him as the Lord of your 

life? If not, I invite you to take that step today. 
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Toymakers know that young kids love to copy their 

parents. They make workbenches with little tools and 

kitchens with pots and pans. That kind of imitation is 

not just a game, it is a vital part of a child’s 

development. It’s difficult to go through life without 

good examples to follow. It’s a privilege to have 

someone to imitate to learn basic life skills, but it’s an 

even greater privilege to have a spiritual example to 

follow.  

Paul’s instruction in Ephesians 6:1 is built upon the 

foundation of imitation. He said, “Children, obey your 
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parents in the Lord, for this is right.” The Greek word 

translated obey is rooted in a word that means listen. 

God wants children to pay attention to what their 

parents say and do it. A child can obey even when a 

parent fails to live up to their own instruction, but 

that’s not how it’s supposed to work. Paul was 

presenting a vision for a Christ centered home. A 

parent’s rules and commands should flow from their 

own personal commitment to Christ.  

The Apostle Paul did not have any children, but he 

related to new believers as his spiritual children. In 1 

Thessalonians 2:10-12, he linked being an example to 

the task of spiritual parenting. He wrote, 

You are witnesses, and God also, how holy 

and righteous and blameless was our 

conduct toward you believers. For you know 

how, like a father with his children, we 

exhorted each one of you and encouraged 

you and charged you to walk in a manner 

worthy of God, who calls you into his own 

kingdom and glory. 

A Christ centered home should operate in the same 

way. A parent’s exhortation and encouragement should 

flow from holy, righteous, and blameless conduct.  
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Of course, no parent is a perfect example. Even the 

most devout Christian parent sometimes falls short. 

It’s also possible that a child may come to follow Christ 

when his or her parents do not. Even in that situation, 

the Christ centered child still enjoys the privilege of 

having an example to follow. Jesus set an example not 

just of how to live as an adult, but how to live as a child. 

The gospel of Luke includes a story from when 

Jesus was twelve years old. When his family went to 

Jerusalem for the Passover, he stayed behind without 

their knowledge. They were probably traveling with a 

large group of people and assumed that he was with 

one of the other families. We don’t know when they 

realized that he was missing, but Luke said that they 

found him after three days. His parents were 

understandably upset. So Luke 2:51 tells us, “And he 

went down with them and came to Nazareth and was 

submissive to them. And his mother treasured up all 

these things in her heart.” 

When children begin to enter their teen years in our 

culture, they tend to become aware and vocal about 

their parents’ shortcomings. They often accuse their 

parents of not understanding. If any teen or pre-teen 

could ever make that claim, it was Jesus. He was and is 
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the living Word who was in the beginning with God 

(John 1:1-2). In him all the fullness of God was pleased 

to dwell (Col 1:18). All things were made through him 

(John 1:3) and he upholds the universe by the word of 

his power (Heb 1:3). So as his parents spoke to him in 

that moment, he was keeping them alive. He was and 

is the power and wisdom of God (1 Cor 1:24). He 

understood far more about life than they ever could, yet 

he still chose to submit to them. 

Why did Jesus obey his parents? As Paul said here 

in Ephesians 6:1, it was right. It was what God wanted. 

Jesus obeyed his parents in order to perfectly fulfill the 

righteous standard of God’s law. He was baptized for 

the same reason (Matt 3:15). His perfect obedience is 

an essential part in our salvation. He died to pay the 

penalty for our sin, but he also lived a perfect life so that 

his righteousness could be applied to all of us who 

believe. There have been times in all of our lives when 

we have sinned by disobeying our parents, but thanks 

to the obedience of Christ God looks upon all of us who 

believe in Christ as righteous.  

Jesus also obeyed in order to set an example for 

every child of God to follow. If you are a believer and 

are still under your parents’ care, then you should obey 
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them. Your parents may not understand all that is 

going on, but neither did the parents of Jesus. If Jesus 

obeyed, then with his help you can too. Even if you’re 

an adult, you should still imitate the humble, obedient 

life of Christ. He shows us how to relate to our earthly 

parents and to our heavenly Father. Don’t miss the 

privilege of having a perfect example to imitate. 
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Every culture has its own rites of passage from 

childhood to adulthood. Getting a driver’s license is 

one of those events in our society. It’s a frightening 

moment for a parent to see this child you’ve raised 

driving off without your supervision in an expensive 

and potentially dangerous piece of equipment. But 

from the standpoint of the teen, it’s thrilling to take on 

that new level of freedom and responsibility. We need 

to remember the sense of privilege that comes with 

responsibility.  
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In Ephesians 6:2-3, Paul quoted the fifth of the Ten 

Commandments adding in his own parenthetical 

comment. He wrote, “‘Honor your father and mother’ 

(this is the first commandment with a promise), ‘that it 

may go well with you and that you may live long in the 

land.’” That commandment was recorded in both 

Exodus 20:12 and Deuteronomy 5:16. The wording 

Paul used is from Deuteronomy. In what sense is the 

Fifth Commandment a privilege? As Paul noted, there 

is a promise attached to the commandment and we will 

consider that connection in a moment. First, we need 

to see the important role that the commandment plays 

in our relationship with God.  

When you examine the Ten Commandments, you 

find that the first four pertain to our relationship with 

God. The sixth through the ninth all describe 

boundaries in our relationships with one another as 

people. So the Fifth Commandment serves as a 

transition between earth and heaven. Honoring your 

parents is a sort of training ground for learning to 

worship God. Young children who are not yet able to 

understand the existence of God begin to cultivate that 

attitude of reverence by honoring their parents. So the 

responsibility of the Fifth Commandment is a privilege 
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because it lays the foundation for a relationship with 

God. 

The responsibility of the Fifth Commandment is 

also a privilege because it lays the foundation for a 

morally upstanding life. As Paul looked at the 

corruption in the world, he associated it with the 

violation of this commandment. In Romans 1:29-31 he 

wrote, 

They were filled with all manner of 

unrighteousness, evil, covetousness, malice. 

They are full of envy, murder, strife, deceit, 

maliciousness. They are gossips, slanderers, 

haters of God, insolent, haughty, boastful, 

inventors of evil, disobedient to parents, 

foolish, faithless, heartless, ruthless. 

In the middle of all these disturbing behaviors we find 

disobedience to parents. When families falter, society 

falls apart. But the Fifth Commandment gives Christ 

centered children the opportunity to be set apart. It 

points their lives in a different direction. It sends them 

down a different path.  

Aside from these benefits for children, we also need 

to recognize that the responsibility of the Fifth 

Commandment is also a privilege for adults. Paul’s 
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exhortation in Ephesians 6:1 was specifically addressed 

to children, but the Fifth Commandment is not age 

specific. All of us are responsible to honor our father 

and our mother as adults, but there is a degree of 

leeway in how the commandment is phrased. Rather 

than focusing on strict obedience, it calls us to an 

attitude. The specifics of how you express that attitude 

in any situation are left up to your judgment. As you 

age you reach a point at which you must make your own 

decisions about life. You are no longer required to obey 

your parents. You can still show honor to your parents, 

even if you choose a course that does not align with 

their preferences. 

We can be tempted to view responsibility as a heavy 

burden. You might think that life would be so much 

easier if we didn’t have any commands to obey. But 

God’s commandments are wise and good and perfect. 

As we have seen, the responsibility he gives us to honor 

our parents is a privilege. Do you view it that way? 

What do you need to do differently to better reflect the 

attitude of the Fifth Commandment? 
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The first time children plant a seed, they expect an 

immediate result. They check it several times a day. 

They may even try to dig it up to see if it’s sprouted. If 

the plant survives all of the scrutiny, the child learns a 

valuable lesson. In time a tiny seed can grow into a 

plant that bears fruit. That principle from agriculture 

also applies to spiritual life. In Ephesians 6:2-3, Paul 

described the Fifth Commandment as if it was a seed. 

He said, “‘Honor your father and mother’ (this is the 

first commandment with a promise), ‘that it may go 

well with you and that you may live long in the land.’” 



— 76 — 

The Christ centered child enjoys the privilege of 

promise because obedience is a seed that will bear fruit 

later in life. 

We can look at this promise from two perspectives: 

natural and supernatural. The natural perspective is 

that honoring your parents provides a child with 

practical wisdom to guide him or her through life. The 

book of Proverbs was written with this perspective in 

mind. For instance, Proverbs 6:20-23 says,  

My son, keep your father's commandment, 

and forsake not your mother's teaching. Bind 

them on your heart always; tie them around 

your neck. When you walk, they will lead 

you; when you lie down, they will watch over 

you; and when you awake, they will talk with 

you. For the commandment is a lamp and the 

teaching a light, and the reproofs of 

discipline are the way of life. 

So from this perspective the practical lessons children 

learn from their parents help them make good choices 

that generally lead to success and a longer, healthier 

life. This perspective fits nicely into our American 

worldview. We like the idea that hard work makes 

someone successful, but there is more to this promise. 
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We also need to see the promise of the Fifth 

Commandment from a supernatural perspective. The 

Ten Commandments were not just good ideas. God 

gave them to his people as part of his covenant 

relationship with them. That word land carries 

tremendous significance throughout the Old 

Testament. When God called Abram, Genesis 12 tells 

us that he promised to take him to a land and to make 

him a great nation there. Later on in the time of Moses 

when God revealed the Ten Commandments, he tied 

the fulfillment of those Abrahamic promises to the 

obedience of the people of Israel. If they obeyed the 

commandments, he would bless them. But if they 

disobeyed, he would discipline them. The historical 

books of the Old Testament tell us that they neglected 

the commandments time and again and thus never saw 

God’s promises fulfilled.  

So what application does this promise in the Fifth 

Commandment have for us today? The natural 

perspective still applies. Honoring your parents helps 

you make smart choices in life. You will enjoy the fruit 

from the seeds of obedience that you sow. 

But what about the supernatural perspective on the 

promise? In Ephesians 2:12 Paul spoke about the 
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covenants of promise from the Old Testament. His 

point was that those of us who are not Jewish have no 

connection to those covenants until we are united with 

Christ. In Ephesians 3:6, Paul said, “This mystery is 

that the Gentiles are fellow heirs, members of the same 

body, and partakers of the promise in Christ Jesus 

through the gospel.” In other words, the requirements 

of the covenant are not fulfilled through our efforts, but 

through the obedience of Christ. Thanks to his perfect 

righteousness, all of us who believe in him will 

experience the ultimate fulfillment of God’s covenant 

promise when Christ returns to establish his kingdom. 

If Jesus did all the work to fulfill the promise, then 

why should we obey? We do so out of gratitude! The 

process is reversed. From the natural perspective, we 

obey in order to be blessed. But from the supernatural 

perspective, we obey because of the incredible blessing 

we receive in spite of our undeserving behavior. Every 

child of God must live in light of the privilege of God’s 

promise.  
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God calls all of us to be Christ centered children 

who honor our earthly parents in obedience to our 

heavenly Father. Through the work of Christ we enjoy 

these four privileges: inclusion, imitation, respon-

sibility, and promise.  

Have you become a child of God? If not, I encourage 

you to trust in Christ today. Receive new life in him. If 

you’re not ready to take that step, then consider 

learning more about it. The third chapter of the first 

epistle of John is a good place to discover what it means 

to have this kind of relationship with God.  

If you are a child of God, are you growing in 

obedience to him? What changes do you need to make? 

Are you being disobedient in some way? What about 

your relationship with your parents? Do you honor 

them like the commandment says?  

May God help us grow as faithful obedient children. 
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1. How does this passage change your view of 

children? 

 

 

2. How does this passage change your view of 

parenting? 

 

 

3. How does this passage change your view of God? 
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Certain patterns show up repeatedly in nature. Take 

the spiral, for instance. We find it in the shell of a 

simple garden snail, the florets of a beautiful 

sunflower, and the arrangement of stars in distant 

galaxies. Is the similarity between these vastly different 

objects just coincidence? Or could it be an indication of 

intelligent design, the handiwork of a God who created 

all things?  
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The Bible reveals several recurring patterns in 

God’s work of creation and salvation. In fact, the first 

chapter of Genesis tells us that God created man and 

woman in his own image (Gen 1:27). Unlike anything 

else in creation, we as people are in some sense 

designed according to the pattern of God’s own nature. 

Theologians have spent countless hours over the 

centuries pondering all the ways that we are like him. 

One such aspect of God’s nature is that he is a 

father. That description was occasionally mentioned in 

the Old Testament, but it became one of the main ideas 

in the teaching of Jesus, particularly as recorded in the 

Gospel of John. In John 1:14 John described Jesus by 

saying, “And the Word became flesh and dwelt among 

us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son 

from the Father, full of grace and truth.” Because Jesus 

relates to God as a Father, he made it possible for all of 

us to become children of God.  

You might assume that Jesus just used the idea of 

human fatherhood to illustrate what God is like. But 

the connection is far deeper. In Ephesians 3:14-15, Paul 

said, “For this reason I bow my knees before the Father, 

from whom every family in heaven and on earth is 

named.” In other words, the whole pattern of family 
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and fatherhood is not just a social construct that 

evolved among people. It began with God himself. He 

then created human beings in such a way that we would 

reflect that aspect of his character. Every human father 

thus has a responsibility to mirror the fatherhood of 

God in how he relates to his children.  

But the pattern of fatherhood doesn’t stop with the 

family. Paul spoke of relating to his fellow believers as 

a father (1 Thess 2:11-12). Of course, he had a unique 

role as an apostle, but he used this same pattern as a 

qualification for church leaders (1 Tim 3:5). He said 

they must be able to manage their own household well, 

because every local church needs godly men who will 

serve as spiritual fathers. Though not stated explicitly, 

these fatherly qualities are also reflected by the “one 

another” passages that describe relationships between 

all Christians. You might say that God calls us to parent 

each other. So whether or not you have children, we all 

need to understand what it truly means to be a father.  

As Paul described the Christ centered home in 

Ephesians 5 and 6, he devoted one brief sentence to 

fathers, just sixteen Greek words. But those words in 

Ephesians 6:4 reveal six qualities of Christ centered 

parenting that should influence all of our relationships. 
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He said, “Fathers, do not provoke your children to 

anger, but bring them up in the discipline and 

instruction of the Lord.” I encourage you to consider 

whether your life reflects these qualities.  
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There’s nothing like holding a newborn, 

particularly when he or she is dry with a full stomach. 

As sweet as those moments are, they are also relatively 

few. Caring for a newborn is hard work, and moms 

usually bear the brunt of it. But over time children grow 

up. Before long they reach the point that they can no 

longer be held. Good parents still carry their children, 

but it’s more emotional than physical. The Christ 

centered parent is responsible. 

Paul directed Ephesians 6:4 to fathers. Some people 

argue that he was referring to both fathers and 
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mothers. The same Greek word was used this way in 

Hebrews 11:23 to speak of the parents of Moses. But 

there was a more generic word for parents that Paul 

just used in Ephesians 6:1. So by switching to this 

masculine term, he seems to specifically call out men.  

Why would Paul focus exclusively on fathers? 

Scholars tells us that men had absolute legal authority 

over their children in ancient Roman world. They could 

treat them as slaves. They could even put them to 

death. So the high view of children in verses 1-3 and the 

qualities of fatherhood that Paul revealed here stood in 

stark contrast to the standards in that culture. Paul 

challenged them to treat their children in a way that 

honors Christ.  

Though children are legally protected in our 

society, some fathers still treat their children abusively. 

At the opposite extreme, other men are disinterested, 

withdrawn, or altogether absent from the lives of their 

children. Mothers can be neglectful too, but such 

behavior is more widespread among men. So Paul’s 

challenge to fathers is needed just as much today, as it 

was back then. God expects both parents to take 

responsibility and be actively engaged in the lives of 

their children.  
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The quality of responsible parenting was also 

taught in the Old Testament. Psalm 127:3 says, 

“Behold, children are a heritage from the LORD, the 

fruit of the womb a reward.” That word heritage was 

often used to speak of the land that God gave to the 

people of Israel. The land belonged to God, but he gave 

them the responsibility to take care of it. The same can 

be said of children. They are a precious resource that 

belongs to God. When he gives them to you, you will 

answer to him for how you have cared for them. 

This same pattern of fatherly responsibility should 

shape all of our relationships. God wants us to care for 

the well-being of others. We cannot be like Cain who 

said, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” (Gen 4:9) Instead, 

we must reflect the love of our heavenly Father who 

provides for everyone. Matthew 5:44-45 tells us that 

Jesus made this point. He said,  

But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray 

for those who persecute you, so that you may 

be sons of your Father who is in heaven. For 

he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the 

good, and sends rain on the just and on the 

unjust. 
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Do we have that kind of concern for people? The Christ 

centered parent must be responsible. 
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Simple tasks can become very complicated. No one 

captured this idea better than Rube Goldberg. He 

began his career in 1904 as an engineer for the water 

and sewer department in San Francisco, but just a few 

years later he joined the staff of a local newspaper as a 

cartoonist. Today he’s remembered for his drawings of 

whimsical machines like one he called the self-

operating napkin. The contraption used thirteen steps 

to accomplish the simple task of wiping a man’s mouth 

after he takes a bite of soup. Isn’t that how it feels 

sometimes in our relationships, particularly between 
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parents and children as they grow up? Things get so 

complicated! 

In order to successfully navigate that complexity, 

the Christ centered parent must be thoughtful. In 

Ephesians 6:4, Paul said, “Do not provoke your 

children to anger.” In some situations, the 

provocations are obvious. Those who have grown up in 

abusive or neglectful homes, carry a justifiable anger 

that is difficult to overcome. Their true healing only 

comes through the grace of God, the love of Christ, and 

the power of the Spirit. I think there is more to Paul’s 

words about provocation, however. The complexity 

arises when a parent is responsible and says the hard 

things that a child doesn’t want to hear, while 

attempting to do it in a way that does not provoke.  

This thoughtfulness is not exclusive to parenting, 

it’s a basic part of wise living. God wants us to relate to 

everyone this way. Proverbs 15:1-2 says,  

A gentle answer turns away wrath, but a 

harsh word stirs up anger. The tongue of the 

wise makes knowledge acceptable, but the 

mouth of fools spouts folly (NASB). 

The fool just blurts out whatever comes to mind. Even 

if what he says is right, the way he says it undermines 
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his message. The wise person, however, thinks about 

when and how to communicate in order to give the 

hearer the best possible opportunity to understand and 

accept the message. 

There’s no simple formula for how to communicate 

this way. You can provoke someone (including a child) 

by saying too much or by saying too little. You can be 

too quick to address something or too slow. You can be 

too emotional or too withdrawn. You can be too critical 

or too positive. You have to know the person and 

understand the dynamics of the situation. You have to 

be thoughtful. 

Perhaps the most common provocation in Christian 

homes is hypocrisy. Some parents set a far higher 

standard for their children than they themselves are 

willing to live up to. Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 7:3-5 

should guide us, though we seldom think of this 

passage in regard to parenting. He said,  

Why do you see the speck that is in your 

brother's eye, but do not notice the log that is 

in your own eye? Or how can you say to your 

brother, 'Let me take the speck out of your 

eye,' when there is the log in your own eye? 

You hypocrite, first take the log out of your 
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own eye, and then you will see clearly to take 

the speck out of your brother's eye. 

True thoughtfulness includes humble self-

examination, repentance, and confession. Is that how 

you relate to people? The Christ centered parent must 

be thoughtful. 
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Do you ever just get in your car and drive without 

any particular destination in mind? How long would 

you be willing to wander like that? A few minutes? A 

few hours? I’ve heard of some people spending an 

entire weekend that way, some even longer.  Most of us 

would draw the line at some point. An aimless life 

seems wasteful. But when it comes to parenting, we 

often get so wrapped up in the moment that we never 

think about what we’re really trying to accomplish long 

term.  
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Paul expressed a sense of purpose in Ephesians 6:4 

when he spoke of bringing up your children. He used a 

compound word that combines the Greek word for feed 

or nourish with a preposition that typically 

communicates the idea of something going out. When 

children are born they are almost completely 

dependent upon their parents. As they grow they 

become increasingly independent, making their own 

choices. One day they will head out on their own, but 

much of their direction in life is set early on. Solomon 

made this point in Proverbs 22:6 when he said, “Train 

up a child in the way he should go; even when he is old 

he will not depart from it.”  

Whether they realize it or not, every parent points 

their child toward some purpose. For some it’s all 

about enjoying life and having a good time, however 

they define it. Others want their children to get ahead, 

accomplish great things, and impress people. But the 

Christ centered home must aim higher. Mark 12:30-31 

tells us that when Jesus was asked about the greatest 

commandment he said,  

‘And you shall love the Lord your God with 

all your heart and with all your soul and with 

all your mind and with all your strength.' The 
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second is this: 'You shall love your neighbor 

as yourself.' There is no other commandment 

greater than these. 

That is our heavenly Father’s purpose for us. Is that the 

goal of your life? Are you pointing your children in that 

direction? 

We all fall short of those commandments. We miss 

the mark that God has set for us, and by definition that 

failure is sin. So why bother with any of this? 1 John 

4:10 says, “In this is love, not that we have loved God 

but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the 

propitiation for our sins.” God exercised fatherly love 

toward us as wayward children. He sent Jesus to bear 

the punishment that we deserve for our disobedience. 

He invites us to be reconciled to him so that we will 

relate to him and to one another in love. The truth of 

God’s love should fill us up so much that it overflows in 

our lives. Everyone who knows us should sense that we 

are caught up in God’s love. The purpose of the Christ 

centered home then is to help people, particularly our 

children, understand and respond to the love of God in 

Christ. 
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Our days are filled with simple routines that we 

repeat over and over again. You wake up. You eat 

breakfast. You get dressed. You brush your teeth. How 

ever you do it, if you have children, you pass on those 

routines to them. They pick up on both the good and 

the bad, the mundane and the spiritual. So the Christ 

centered parent must be practical. Our purpose must 

be translated into standards of behavior, habits, and 

every day routines. 

Paul had this focus in mind when he used the word 

discipline in Ephesians 6:4. When we hear that term, 
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we often think of punishment, but discipline is far more 

than that. The Greek word that Paul used refers to the 

overall instruction of children. It has to do with 

practical training, with the structure and routines that 

a parent establishes for their child. 

So what kind of training or discipline really 

matters? Is it our routines of hygiene, diet, or physical 

exercise? No, the most important training is what Paul 

described in 2 Timothy 3:16. He said, “All Scripture is 

breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for 

reproof, for correction, and for training in 

righteousness.” The Bible is not a collection of trivia; it 

has a practical purpose. God gave it to us to guide our 

choices in life. He wants us to establish a consistent 

pattern of righteous living. That’s what we should pass 

on to our children, but the challenge is that parental 

discipline in and of itself cannot achieve that goal. God 

has to do that work in children’s lives, just as he does 

in the lives of their parents.  

So discipline is far more than punishment, but 

punishment is still part of the process. Hebrews 12 

explains that God’s fatherly love for us prompts him to 

intervene in our lives in ways that may at times be 
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painful. In verses 10-11 the author compared our 

human fathers with God. He said,  

For they disciplined us for a short time as it 

seemed best to them, but he disciplines us for 

our good, that we may share his holiness. For 

the moment all discipline seems painful 

rather than pleasant, but later it yields the 

peaceful fruit of righteousness to those who 

have been trained by it. 

At times God in his wisdom and sovereign power may 

allow difficult circumstances into our lives. He prunes 

us like a vine, so that we will bear fruit. We need to trust 

him in those moments.  

So should parents use physical punishment with 

their children? The Old Testament Proverbs spoke of 

the rod of discipline and some Christians apply those 

verses in rigidly literal ways (22:15; 23:13). I think the 

real challenge with physical discipline is the heart 

behind it. If parents use physical discipline as a way to 

selfishly vent their anger, they are undermining God’s 

purpose. Any punishment a parent uses, even if it’s 

something that’s not physical, must be carried out in a 

spirit of love and self-control. Contrary to what some 

may say, there’s no step by step formula here. A parent 
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needs great wisdom to understand the child, the 

situation, and his or her own motives. The Christ 

centered parent must be responsible, thoughtful, 

purposeful, and practical.  
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Soon after my oldest child was born someone gave 

my wife and I a book that likened parenting to training 

a dog or a horse. So we learned early on to always have 

treats available. I’m joking about the treats, but not 

about the book. Some parents work hard to train their 

children to obey without thinking. That approach may 

seem easier for a parent short-term, but it falls far short 

of what God ultimately wants to accomplish in a child’s 

life.  

In Ephesians 6:4, Paul called parents to bring up 

their children in the discipline and instruction of the 
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Lord, so Christ centered parenting must be intellectual. 

The Greek word for instruction pictures placing truth 

into someone’s mind. The verb form of the word is 

translated admonish, warn, or exhort, so there is a 

sense of urgency. Christ centered parenting is not just 

about getting your children to do the right things. It’s 

about helping them think the right way.  

So what is it that children need to know? They need 

the knowledge that will help them grow to spiritual 

maturity. In Colossians 1:28 Paul spoke of Christ and 

said, “Him we proclaim, warning everyone and 

teaching everyone with all wisdom, that we may 

present everyone mature in Christ.” Spiritual maturity 

flows from knowing Christ. All of us need to keep 

learning more of the good news about who Jesus is, 

what he has done for us, what he is doing now, and 

what he will do in the future. Then we need to live in 

light of that knowledge. Whether young or old, that’s 

how we grow into the kind of people that God wants us 

to be. 

Perhaps you think, “But I’m no theologian. How 

could I possibly impart such knowledge to my 

children? Isn’t that the job of pastors and Sunday 

school teachers?” The fact of the matter is that God has 
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prepared all of us as Christians to play this role in each 

other’s lives. In Romans 15:14 Paul wrote to all the 

Christians in Rome and said, “I myself am satisfied 

about you, my brothers, that you yourselves are full of 

goodness, filled with all knowledge and able to instruct 

one another.” Certain believers are particularly gifted 

at teaching, but no one understands everything. We all 

need to be teaching and encouraging one another as we 

interact as a church. Parents who engage in church life 

that way then bring that same passion for knowing 

Christ into their parenting. The Christ centered parent 

must be intellectual. 
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The nature of parenting seems to change as you go 

along. Initially, it’s very physical. New parents just try 

to keep their baby fed, clean, and dry. Once a second 

child comes into the picture, the focus becomes 

relational. Conflicts have to be resolved. After a few 

years there’s educational issues, then the teen years are 

very emotional. As they make their way into adulthood, 

vocational and financial concerns come along. But 

beneath these needs, the focus of the Christ centered 

parent must be spiritual.  
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In Ephesians 6:4 Paul said, “Fathers, do not 

provoke your children to anger, but bring them up in 

the discipline and instruction of the Lord.” That last 

phrase of the Lord describes both the discipline and the 

instruction. Ultimately, it’s all about Christ Jesus our 

Lord. So as important as our parental efforts are, only 

Jesus can accomplish the things that need to happen in 

our children’s lives. It’s the same paradox we encounter 

in so many aspects of the Christian life. Christ centered 

parents must be responsible, thoughtful, purposeful, 

practical, and intellectual, but at the same time we also 

rely upon Jesus to do the work.  

This letter to the Ephesians stands as a perfect 

example of this paradox. Paul made the effort to write 

to these believers in order to teach them truths they 

needed to know. But he also showed his dependence 

upon God as he prayed. In Ephesians 1:17 he said that 

he was praying, “that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, 

the Father of glory, may give you the Spirit of wisdom 

and of revelation in the knowledge of him.” In other 

words, the goal that prompted Paul to write could not 

be accomplished unless God chose to work. This 

principle applies to all spiritual ministry, including 

parenting.  
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How should a parent pray? We tend to focus on 

health and wealth, but we need to have a spiritual 

focus. Paul’s prayers are great examples to follow. As 

we just saw in Ephesians 1, he prayed for people to gain 

knowledge (see also Col 1:9). He prayed for people to 

be saved (Rom 10:1). He asked God to strengthen them 

through his Spirit (Eph 3:16). He prayed for them to 

grow in their love for one another (Phil 1:9; 1 Thess 

3:12). Paul’s primary concern was for their spiritual 

growth. Is that how we pray for one another? Is that 

how we pray for our children? 

The Christ centered parent is responsible, 

thoughtful, purposeful, practical, intellectual, and 

spiritual. As we’ve seen, those parental qualities should 

characterize all of our relationships. 

The first step toward developing these qualities in 

your life is to be reconciled with our heavenly Father. 

God sent his Son to seek and save the lost. He died for 

our sins so that we can be forgiven. But we must 

acknowledge our sin and turn to him in faith. Have you 

taken that step? If not, I encourage you to do so. If you 
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want to learn more about the Fatherhood of God. John 

14 records much that Jesus had to say on the matter. I 

encourage you to spend some time reading it.  

Even if you’re young, if you believe in Christ you 

have “parenting” work to do. Our brothers and sisters 

in Christ need to be encouraged, and those who do not 

yet know him need to hear the good news so that they 

can become children of God. What steps could you take 

to improve your parenting? 

May all of us be active, growing, and fruitful in the 

family of God. 
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1. What provocations did you experience in your 

childhood? 

 

 

2. Who has been the most influential spiritual 

“parent” in your life? What did that person do to 

influence you? 

 

 

3. What could you do to show more “parental” care for 

people in your life? 
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In the 1950s the center of many American homes 

shifted from the dining room table to the television set. 

To keep up with this change, the Swanson food 

company developed what they called the “TV Dinner”. 

Today those frozen meals come in microwavable 

packaging, but the original trays were made of 

aluminum. They came with a serving of meat, a potato 

or vegetable, and even a desert. Each item had its own 
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tidy compartment. The food wasn’t great, but it made 

life convenient.  

TV Dinners aren’t as popular as they once were, but 

people still like to keep life convenient. One way they 

try to do it is by keeping each area of life in its own tidy 

compartment—family, work, entertainment, exercise, 

maybe even church. Faith is fine as long as it’s private. 

Keep it in the Sunday morning box. Don’t let it spill 

over into the other areas. But the Bible doesn’t allow 

for that kind of separation. Jesus Christ is Lord of all. 

He deserves to be at the center of every part of our lives, 

even work.  

In Ephesians 5:22 the Apostle Paul began to 

describe the Christ centered home. He addressed wives 

and husbands, then children and parents in chapter 6. 

But in verse 5 of chapter 6 he shifted his focus to slaves 

and masters. In fact, he devotes more attention to these 

roles than he does to the family (5 verses as opposed to 

four). As we study this passage, we are confronted by 

several important questions. What does this have to do 

with having a Christ centered home? Does the Bible 

approve of slavery? And what relevance could this 

passage possibly have to our lives today?  
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There were no corporations in the ancient world. 

Business was a family matter, and slaves were 

considered to be part of the household. Having Christ 

at the center of a home meant that these work 

relationships had to change, so why didn’t Paul call for 

slaves to be set free?  

Slavery in the Roman era was not necessarily harsh. 

New Testament scholar Clinton Arnold notes that over 

one-third of the population of Rome were slaves. He 

then identifies five ways it differed from slavery in 

American history. 

(1) Racial factors played no role.  

(2) Many slaves could reasonably expect to 

be emancipated during their lifetime. 

(3) Many slaves worked in a variety of 

specialized and responsible positions.  

(4) Many slaves received education and 

training in specialist skills. 

(5) Freed slaves often became Roman 

citizens and developed a client relationship 

to their former masters. (Arnold, Ephesians, 

420-1.) 
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The slave system could certainly be cruel and abusive, 

but so too is our modern economy. Sinful people 

exploit others regardless of the economic structure. 

The Bible neither approves nor condemns slavery. 

It simply gives instructions about how to live under it. 

Paul’s attitude is reflected in 1 Corinthians 7:21 where 

he said, “Were you a bondservant when called? Do not 

be concerned about it. (But if you can gain your 

freedom, avail yourself of the opportunity.)” A lot of 

people today are disturbed by this apathetic stance. We 

think of freedom, liberty, and independence as our 

most cherished rights, but does the Bible really support 

that assumption? We will return to this question later.  

So what relevance does this passage in Ephesians 

have for us? We may not be slaves or masters, but the 

instructions that Paul gave them apply to our various 

work relationships today: employee and employer, 

seller and buyer, even student and teacher. Whether in 

the marketplace or the home, work constitutes a 

significant portion of our lives. If we exclude Christ 

from that sphere, we’re not really following him as 

Lord. We must be Christ centered! 

Paul’s words in Ephesians 6:5-9 call for Christ 

centered workers to display five attitudes. I encourage 
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you to examine your heart to see whether you bring 

these attitudes to all that you do.  
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Some animals are relatively compliant and easy to 

train, but others are not. In their book Cat and Dog 

Theology, Bob Sjogren and Gerald Robison put it this 

way.  

A dog says, “You pet me, you feed me, you 

shelter me, you love me, you must be God.” A 

cat says, “You pet me, you feed me, you 

shelter me, you love me, I must be God” (13).  

Their point is that some of us take after dogs and some 

of us take after cats. Which one are you?  
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The Christ centered worker should be more like the 

dog than the cat. We should approach work with an 

attitude of obedience. In Ephesians 6:5 Paul said, 

“Bondservants, obey your earthly masters with fear 

and trembling with a sincere heart, as you would 

Christ.” We can understand why a slave might obey 

with fear and trembling, but does that really apply to 

us today? What about being assertive and strong? 

God wants us to have a deep respect for authority in 

every sphere of our lives. In Romans 13:1-2 Paul wrote, 

Let every person be subject to the governing 

authorities. For there is no authority except 

from God, and those that exist have been 

instituted by God. Therefore whoever resists 

the authorities resists what God has 

appointed, and those who resist will incur 

judgment. 

The people in Rome to whom Paul wrote did not 

have honorable rulers. The Roman Emperor Nero was 

known for his immoral behavior. Nevertheless, Paul 

claimed that God sovereignly placed Nero in that 

position. The same conclusion can be made today, even 

in a democratic government. God is sovereign over the 

ballot box.  
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So submitting to your government, even one that is 

wildly corrupt, is a matter of obedience to God. Paul 

applied that same line of thinking to the slave in 

Ephesians 6, but it also applies to your boss, your 

teacher, and anyone else in a position of authority over 

you. God placed them in that position. 

The fear and trembling in Ephesians 6:5 flows from 

the reality of God’s judgment that Paul mentioned in 

Romans 13. Every person will stand before Jesus Christ 

to give account of our lives. In 2 Corinthians 5:10, Paul 

wrote,  

For we must all appear before the judgment 

seat of Christ, so that each one may receive 

what is due for what he has done in the body, 

whether good or evil. 

We’ll say more about the positive side of judgment in a 

moment. On the negative side, those whose lives are 

characterized by disobedience and defiance face the 

frightening prospect of God’s eternal condemnation. 

Those of us who have received God’s forgiveness 

through faith in Christ have been set free from that 

fear. We still have fear, but in a different sense.  

Thanks to the work of Christ, we will not be 

punished. Our gratitude for this precious salvation 
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should compel us to live in a way that pleases God. The 

fear we experience, then, is the fear that we might 

squander the opportunity to glorify God through our 

obedience. 

How do you relate to the authorities in your life? Do 

you obey them with fear and trembling as unto Christ? 
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Sincerity has often been described by picturing a 

craftsman making pottery. He shapes a piece of clay 

into a pot and bakes it. Most of the pots come out well 

but a few of them crack. The honest potter throws the 

cracked ones away, but the dishonest one sticks them 

together with some wax, so that the unsuspecting buyer 

cannot tell the difference. Sincere work has no wax.  

You may never make pottery, but I’m sure at one 

point or another all of us have taken the wax approach 

to our work. We do just enough to look good, even 

though we haven’t really accomplished what was 
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expected. We highlight the good and try to hide what’s 

incomplete or unacceptable. Some people’s entire 

education and career consists of one wax job after 

another, but God sees through all of that. The Christ 

centered worker must have an attitude of sincerity.  

In Ephesians 6:5-6 Paul said,  

Bondservants, obey your earthly masters 

with fear and trembling, with a sincere heart, 

as you would Christ, not by the way of eye-

service, as people-pleasers, but as bond-

servants of Christ, doing the will of God from 

the heart. 

The Greek word translated sincere has the idea of 

oneness, purity, and integrity. A sincere heart has one 

undivided focus. That focus is serving Christ, doing 

God’s will.  

I mentioned earlier the high value we place on 

freedom and independence. We find slavery repulsive, 

but in this passage Paul referred to Christians as 

bondservants of Christ. He purchased us through his 

death. Paul spoke of the difference this change of 

ownership should make in our lives in Romans 6:19. 

He said, 
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I am speaking in human terms, because of 

your natural limitations. For just as you once 

presented your members as slaves to 

impurity and to lawlessness leading to more 

lawlessness, so now present your members 

as slaves to righteousness leading to 

sanctification. 

Our culture’s exaltation of freedom contradicts the 

nature of our relationship with God. Are you willing to 

think of yourself as a slave?  

Paul showed the importance of this slave mindset 

at the beginning of Ephesians 6:6. He spoke of 

working, “not by the way of eye-service, as people-

pleasers.” You can play games and impress people with 

your wax, but God doesn’t want that. He wants 

sincerity. He wants you to serve him and do his will, 

and that includes obeying authority as we discussed a 

moment ago. Work with sincerity as a humble servant 

of Christ.  
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It’s not a compliment to say that you feel like you 

are walking on eggshells when you are with someone. 

Eggs are fragile. Even if it were possible for them to 

hold you up, the slightest shift of your weight would 

destroy them and make a huge mess. Some people are 

fragile like that. The slightest misstep hurts their 

feelings or makes them angry. This messy behavior is 

difficult in any setting, particularly at work. The 

pressure of high demands is hard for people to handle, 

but the Christ centered worker must display a different 

attitude that we might call goodness.  
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In Ephesians 6:7 Paul spoke of, “rendering service 

with a good will as to the Lord and not to man.” In place 

of the words good will, some Bible translations say 

enthusiasm (NET, NLT) or wholeheartedly (NIV). The 

Greek term Paul used speaks of a good mind. In other 

words, we shouldn’t be irritable or grouchy about work. 

We should be generally peaceful, friendly, stable, and 

kind. People should not feel like they have to walk on 

eggshells around us.  

A lot of us have learned to use those unstable 

emotions to our benefit. We manipulate people’s 

feelings of guilt or sympathy for us to get them to do 

what we want. But again, God sees through all of that. 

Paul repeated the idea that we should focus on serving 

as to the Lord and not to man.  

When the Apostle Peter wrote to slaves, he 

encouraged them to think of all that Christ suffered for 

us. 1 Peter 1:23 says,  

When he was reviled, he did not revile in 

return; when he suffered, he did not 

threaten, but continued entrusting himself to 

him who judges justly. 
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Peter’s point was that we should follow the example of 

Christ in how we work. We should endure difficulty and 

suffering without complaining.  

Paul’s words in Philippians 2:14-15 highlight the 

importance of this kind of attitude for any and every 

context. He said,  

Do all things without grumbling or 

disputing; so that you will prove yourselves 

to be blameless and innocent, children of 

God above reproach in the midst of a crooked 

and perverse generation, among whom you 

appear as lights in the world. 

Goodness can set us apart. It allows the light of Christ 

to shine through us, even in the midst of a secular 

workplace. This attitude is vital to accomplishing the 

mission Christ has given us—communicating the 

gospel and making disciples. Do you bring an attitude 

of goodness to your work? 
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Next Sunday I will be away running in a half 

marathon. If and when I complete the course and cross 

the finish line, someone will give me a medal. They 

won't give it to me before the race or halfway through. 

Some people might cheer for me along the way. Some 

people might not. Some people might even try to get in 

my way, but I can be confident that my effort will be 

recognized and appreciated at the end. 

We tend to look for immediate rewards for our 

work. We want recognition, compensation, and other 

benefits. If those things are lacking, we may not put 
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forth our best effort. We might get worried about our 

future in that role. We might get frustrated and feel like 

giving up, but the Christ centered worker can have 

confidence that his or her work will ultimately be 

recognized and appreciated by Jesus himself. 

In Ephesians 6:8, Paul wrote, “knowing that 

whatever good thing each one does, this he will receive 

back from the Lord, whether slave or free.” As we saw 

earlier in 2 Corinthians 5:10, all of us will appear before 

the judgment seat of Christ. Those who have been 

reconciled with God through faith in Christ will not 

receive punishment or condemnation. We will be 

rewarded for the good that we have done. Here in 

Ephesians 6, Paul specifically related that reward to 

work. Jesus will recognize and reward any and all work 

that is done in obedience, sincerity, and goodness.  

What kind of reward will Christ give? In his parable 

of the talents, Jesus spoke of several slaves who had 

been entrusted with the responsibility of managing a 

portion of their master’s resources while he was away. 

Matthew 25:21 tells us the master’s response to a 

faithful slave after he returned. Jesus said,  

His master said to him, “Well done, good and 

faithful servant. You have been faithful over 
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a little; I will set you over much. Enter into 

the joy of your master.” 

So the reward was a commendation from the master, a 

promotion, and an invitation to share in the master’s 

joy. The point of the story is that something similar will 

happen when Jesus returns to earth. There will always 

be work to do, and in Christ’s kingdom when all things 

are perfect, the work he gives us will be its own reward. 

Don’t let yourself be consumed with seeking 

immediate rewards. Run the race! Be faithful and 

diligent in your work when no one seems to care. Keep 

going in the face of unjust criticism. Work with the 

confidence that Jesus will recognize and reward every 

good thing you do.  
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When I moved to Michigan several years ago, it took 

me some time to get used to the lack of fences around 

a lot of homes. I grew up in Southern California, and 

almost every home had a fence or a wall. The area is 

much more crowded than most places in Michigan, so 

people feel the impulse to define their property and 

protect their possessions. If someone intrudes into that 

space, they may even feel threatened. People can be 

very possessive and that impulse was certainly 

apparent under slavery.  
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The great indignity of slavery is that human beings 

become someone else’s possession. The master 

couldn’t help but think of himself as the owner, so Paul 

addressed this problem in a surprising way. In 

Ephesians 6:9 he said,  

Masters, do the same to them, and stop your 

threatening, knowing that he who is both 

their Master and yours is in heaven, and that 

there is no partiality with him. 

As slave owners came to follow Christ, their 

relationship with their slaves had to change. They 

could no longer treat them like a piece of property. 

They were not supposed to threaten them. The slave 

owner needed to recognize that both he and his slave 

belong to Christ. In other words, they are both slaves! 

This same lesson applies to Christians who 

supervise or manage others at work. The Christ 

centered worker must relate to his or her co-workers 

with an attitude of respect. Christ is impartial in how 

he relates to all of us. No human being is worth more 

than any other. We have no justification for looking 

down on anyone. It doesn’t matter how much money 

they make, how much education they have, or what 
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their religion, race, or gender may be. James 2:8-9 

says,  

If you really fulfill the royal law according to 

the Scripture, “You shall love your neighbor 

as yourself,” you are doing well. But if you 

show partiality, you are committing sin and 

are convicted by the law as transgressors. 

Jesus explained the proper use of authority to his 

disciples. Mark 10:42-45 tells us, 

And Jesus called them to him and said to 

them, "You know that those who are 

considered rulers of the Gentiles lord it over 

them, and their great ones exercise authority 

over them. But it shall not be so among you. 

But whoever would be great among you must 

be your servant, and whoever would be first 

among you must be slave of all. For even the 

Son of Man came not to be served but to 

serve, and to give his life as a ransom for 

many." 

Do you relate to people this way? Do you respect and 

even serve them?  
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Work cannot be split off from your spiritual life. 

Christ is Lord of all, so the Christ centered worker must 

cultivate all of these attitudes: obedience, sincerity, 

goodness, confidence, and respect.  

Are you a servant of Christ? Have you come to bow 

before him and follow him as your Lord and Master? 

As we just read, he served us by giving his life as our 

ransom. If you’ve never done so, would you believe and 

become his servant today? If you would like to learn 

more about being a servant of God, I encourage you to 

spend some time reading Romans 6.  

Perhaps today, you need to renew your focus on 

serving Christ with your life. Would you make that 

commitment to him? Perhaps you need to let Christ 

into your work life. What changes do you need to 

make? I encourage you to identify a few specific steps 

that you can take this week.  

May God help us be good and faithful servants! 
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1. What is your general view of work? What influences 

have shaped your thinking about work? 

 

 

 

2. Which of these attitudes from Ephesians 6 are most 

present in your life? Which ones are lacking? 

 

 

 

3. What could you do differently this week to better 

reflect these attitudes? 
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