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Ephesians 5:21-6:9: The Most Important New Testament Text  

on the Sanctity and Unity of Christian Marriage and Family 

 

 Victor Onwukeme, MSP 

 

Introduction 

The periscope enveloping marriage and family in the New Testament is Eph 5:21-6:9. There is 

no institution in the world more fundamental, more foundational, more sacred and basic to 

human society than the family. The family is initiated through the coming together of husband 

wife with a view that children will eventually be born. At Paul’s time, the family was understood 

in antiquity as a household consisting of husband, wife, children and slaves. The text of Eph 

5:21-6:9, an intriguing one, is Paul’s exhortation addressed to believers in the different domestic 

situations. It is an exhortation to different categories of believers. Relationship between Christ 

and his Church provides the basis for the exhortation to husbands and wives. The new 

relationship in Christ forms the basis for Paul’s exhortation to husbands and wives; children and 

parents; slaves and masters. The new relationship between wives and husbands is to be modelled 

on the relationship between Christ and his Church. About three verses are addressed to wives 

while about eight verses are addressed to husbands. Exhortation to wives and husbands naturally 

leads to exhortation to children and parents (Eph 6:1-4). Since the family included slaves in 

Paul’s day, it is, therefore, natural that he should see the Christ-event as impinging on the slave-

master relationship.  

The study uses the chosen pericope to examine the new relationship between wives and husbands 

which is modelled on the relationship between Christ and his Church; the relationship between 

parents and children and between masters and slaves. Since the Church’s definition of marriage 

as a sacrament is based on this text, effort will be made to underscore the ground for this 

doctrine. There have been texts on the family but this is one with a difference. The paper will 

make effort to explain the above assertion. 

The text is structured in the following way:  

A general call to submission (v. 21) 

Submission of wives to their husbands (vv. 22-24) 

Husband’s love for his wife as Christ loved the Church (vv. 25-27) 

Husband’s love for his wife as his own body (vv. 28-33a) 

The wife’s submission expressed as respect for her husband (v. 33b) 

Children and parents’ relationship (6:1-4) 

Slave-master relationship (6:5-9) 

 

1. Exegetical Analysis (Eph 5:21-24) 

Paul has profound respect for marriage as a human institution. He does not see marriage a new 

institution; rather he indicates that this human institution needs a revision and overhauling in the 

light of Christ’s event, and the faithful should behave within the institution as followers of 
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Christ. In the Greco-Roman world women were subjugated and sometimes even treated as slaves 

by their husbands. Here Paul is subtly challenging the status quo. In Eph 5:21 he makes a 

revolutionary statement, when he says husband and wife should subject themselves to one 

another. At this time, the person whom society expected to carry out this act of submission was 

not the husband but the wife. However, Paul calls for a change of attitude. This is in line with the 

principle Paul enunciates in 1 Cor 7:17-24. Let everyone lead the life which the Lord has 

assigned to him and in which God has called him (1 Cor 7:17). While the Christian is waiting for 

the final accomplishment of salvation, s/he must make the most of his/her time (Eph 5:16). 

Soon after calling for mutual submission Paul goes back to the traditional teaching – wives, 

subject yourselves to your husbands.1 Paul’s command to wives is summed up by the term 

submit and his command to Christian husbands is summed up by the term love. So we take a 

brief look at these two terms. Hypotassomenoi is present participle passive from hypotasso 

meaning to submit, to subordinate. Paul asks wives to submit to their husbands. This submission 

should be voluntary, wholehearted, sincere and enthusiastic. In 5:33 he says wives should fear 

their husbands. The Greek word phobeō can equally mean respect. To avoid conjuring up visions 

of awe, dread and fright with the word phobeō it is better to translate it as respect due to 

husbands (Eph 5:21). According to Henriksen,2 the husband has authority over his wife and 

should exercise it but never in a domineering manner rather in Christ-like manner. The 

comparison with Christ as head of the Church (1:22; 4:15; Col 1:18) reveals the sense in which 

the husband is the wife’s head. Paul asks wives to submit to their husbands, children to obey 

their parents and slaves to obey their masters. However, all should be done in Christ. The wife, 

by submitting to her husband, exercises an act of submission to Christ. 

In Eph 5:25-33 Paul asks husbands to love their wives (Eph 5:25). Since this love is compared to 

the love of Christ for his Church (John 10:11-15; 15:13; 1 John 3:16), the love should be 

spontaneous and self-sacrificing. The love meant here is not just sentiment, emotion or sex. It is 

neither eros (sensual love) nor philia (friendship, 1 Cor 16:22; Titus 3:15), but agape (sacrificial 

love). Since in Eph 5:25 Paul explains the type of love he has in mind, there is no doubt about 

the kind of love in question here. It is this love which compelled Christ to die for the Church. 

This type of love thinks of the good of the other first (Eph 4:2,15-16; 5:2). It is modelled on 

Christ’s love. It is an elective love (Rom 5:8; 8:29-30). It is sacrificial love. In the same way, a 

man’s love for his wife should be selective and sacrificial. It is self-emptying love (Phil 2:6-11) 

which led Christ to die to his own will. He committed no sin but he died to set sinners free (1 Pet 

2:21-23). Christian love, therefore, is service in action (Mark 10:45; John 13:1-20).3 There is a 

Latin adage which says: To love is to serve. Such Christian love is another way of speaking of 

submission (Eph 5:21-24). Paul’s emphasis is on loving rather than on leading. Love will lead 

the way in relating with a loved one. Love submits itself to the interest of the one loved in 

servant-leadership. So one could even say husbands are bound to be subjected to their wives as 

wives are bound to love their husbands. There is mutual submission engendered by intimate 

relationship.  

                                                 
1 Paul’s speech could be compared to Mark Anthony’s speech at the burial of Julius Caesar. Mark said that he came 

to bury Caesar and not to praise him. However, he ended turning the hearts of the Romans against the traitors who 

killed Caesar through the praises showered on Caesar. 
2 W. Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary, Ephesians (London: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1972) 248.  
3 L. Swain, Ephesians (Dublin: Veritas Publications, 1973) 97. 
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In 5:26 Paul says that Christ’s aim is to make the Church holy by cleansing her with the washing 

of water by word. The positive effect of Christ’s death which is redemption is emphasized. This 

is carried out in the Church through baptism which is performed by cleansing water (matter) and 

pronouncing the words (form). The members of the family in Christ are therefore, called to 

holiness.  

In 5:27 the aim of the cleansing is stated. Christ wants to present the Church as holy and spotless 

without wrinkles. The presentation involves the process of formation, moulding, performing, 

perfecting and making beautiful. The preparation of a Jewish woman for marriage involving a 

ritual bath is juxtaposed with the ritual of baptism (washing of water by word) to communicate 

the sanctity of marriage. According to John Calvin, if the word washing is taken away, the whole 

power of the sacraments is gone. What else are the sacraments but seals of the word?4 Some day 

the Lord will present the Church to Himself as His Bride (Rev 19:7). The Church must be 

without spot or stain.5 

Apart from loving the wife as Christ loved the Church, husbands should love their wives as they 

love their own body (Eph 5:28). The reason is given in 5:29: For no one ever hates his own flesh. 

The concept in the book of Genesis comes unannounced. In marriage one is reminded of a bone 

of my bones and flesh of my flesh of Gen 2:23-24 which expresses the profound union between 

husband and wife. In Christ, a man should consider his wife to be his other self. Marriage at the 

beginning was the joining of a man and his wife. Since there were no parents involved in the 

creation of Adam and Eve, and since Eve was made from the flesh and bones of Adam, the union 

of a man and his wife is primary, and that of a man and his parents is secondary. The relationship 

between Christ and his Church is quite personal and intimate (Eph 4:15-16). Paul stresses the 

fact that intimacy between Christ and his Church is reflected in the relationship between husband 

and wife. Therefore, the unity of a man and his wife is deeper and stronger than the unity 

between a child and its parents. For Paul, Adam prefigures Christ, Adam is a type of Christ.  

In explaining the way a husband is supposed to love his wife, Paul excludes any idea of 

selfishness and egoism. The higher position of the husband is directed towards the salvation of 

the wife. A higher estimation of the woman, one which placed her fundamentally on the same 

level as the man, was just beginning to emerge. This idea was to propose that man and woman 

are fully equal in the sight of God, in nature and dignity. This truth was beginning to make 

inroads into practical life in apostolic times.6 It is worth noting that this marital love, like the 

wife’s subjection, is but an example of the attitude which all Christians should have towards one 

another. To this extent, Christian marriage is not only for the respective partners, it is also a 

visible and tangible expression – a sacrament of Christ’s love for the Church and the world.7 In 

marriage between members of Christ, something of Christ’s life-giving union with his Church 

must be embodied and realized. Thus marriage enters into the basic mystery with Christ as the 

bridegroom and the Church as the bride.  

The whole concept of marriage as a sacrament is based on how the Church has interpreted this 

text over the years. Christ-Church relationship is actually reflected here on earth in the union of 

a husband and his wife so that by the strength of the former bond (Christ-Church), the latter 

                                                 
4Hendriksen, Ephesians, 252. 
5 R. E. Harlow, Ephesians: In the Beloved (Scarborough, Everyday Publications Inc., 1979) 30. 
6 M. Zerwick, The Epistle to the Ephesians (New York, Herder and Herder, 1969) 154. 
7Swain, Ephesians,98. 
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(husband-wife) is now able to function most gloriously, bringing supreme happiness to the 

marriage partners, blessing to mankind and glory to God. According to Calvin, since marriage 

was not established by Christ, it is not a sacrament.8 The relationship between man and woman 

reflects divine love in a special way. Therefore the conjugal bond acquires an immense dignity. 

The subjection of wives to their husbands is compared to the submission of the Church to Christ 

as its head. Here, the duty expected by society is given a backing by reference to the analogy 

with the Church’s attitude to Christ. Of all the ethical statements in the NT, this is one of those 

least accepted by some Christians today since some authors see Paul as recommending 

patriarchalism.9 However, a closer look at the text indicates that the context is one of mutual 

submission (Gal 5:13; Phil 2:3-4). 

After this deep insight into the mystery of Christian marriage, in v. 33, Paul returns to the basic 

admonition which he gave to married people. It is as if Paul states: The summary of all I have 

been saying is that every husband should love his wife and every wife should respect her 

husband.  

In 6:1-4 Paul exhorts children to obey their parents. The phrase in the Lord indicates that Paul is 

talking from the perspective of the new relationship in Christ. Here Paul alludes to the fourth 

commandment of the Decalogue – honour your father and your mother (Exod 20:12). Paul calls 

it the first commandment whereas, in fact, it is the fourth. What he means is probably that it is 

one of the first; and the rabbis actually considered it as one of the most important ones.10 Sirach 

outlines the duties of children towards their parents (Sir 3:1-31).   

The command addressed to children is a simple one: Obey their parents which is fully in 

accordance with the OT command – Honour your father and your mother (Deut 5:16; Exod 

20:12). But here there is a shift since the command is put in a Christian context by the fact that 

obedience is to be rendered in the Lord. In the Lord or in Christ is a phrase used by Paul to 

underline the situation of Christians as people whose lives are spent in the context of obedience 

to the Lord and his teaching (Phil 4:1-4; 1 Thess 4:1). This is what makes all the difference. 

Christian life is determined by the fact that Christians are united by faith to Christ who died and 

rose for them (Rom 8:1; 2 Cor 5:17; Phil 1:1; 1 Thess 2:14). Obedience is compatible with 

mutual love and respect.  

There is a balancing injunction to fathers who are warned against abuse of their authority; there 

are limits set to it as ancient ethical teachers also stated. What is new here is the instruction to 

give children Christian education and admonition. The home is to be the place where children are 

taught by precept and example. This is why a Christian home is called a domestic Church, a 

home Church. All families are intended to be a site of incarnation, the ordinary and everyday 

place to encounter Christ. Paul equally calls on the parents, especially fathers not to irritate their 

                                                 
8 Hendriksen, Ephesians, 256. The Roman Catholic view is in line with the rendering found in the Vulgate: 

sacramentum hoc magnum est. Calvin comments: ‘They have no ground for such an assertion (that marriage is a 

sacrament) unless it be that they have been deceived by that doubtful signification of a Latin word, or rather, by their 

ignorance of the Greek language. If the simple fact had been observed that mystery is the word used by Paul, a 

mistake would never have occurred. We see the hammer and anvil by which they fabricate this sacrament . . . This 

blunder arose from the greatest ignorance. Paul spoke about marriage ordinance in accordance with which two 

people become so intimately united that in a sense they become one. The mystery is great he says.’  
9  I.H. Marshall, ‘Ephesians’ in Eerdmans’ Commentary on the Bible (Grand Rapids – Michigan, Eerdmans’ 

Publishing Co., 2003) 1391.  
10Zerwick, Ephesians, 160. 
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children (cf. Col 3:21). The child should not be the victim of the father’s anger, moodiness or an 

object of emotional satisfaction. Paul warns against behaviours that could leave children sad and 

disgusted with their parents or prejudice them against their parents. The thought of the father 

should bring to mind goodness, warmth and strength. These should summarize the attitude of the 

father towards the child. Parents are to bring up their children with paideia (discipline, 

instruction, training) and nouthesia (instruction and warning). These two terms paideia and 

nouthesia, connote correction, education and chastisement, if need be; but all should be done in 

the Lord. Parents are to bring up their children with the wisdom of a Christian education, giving 

them training in the Christian way of life. If Paul concentrates on the father, he is being a child of 

his time, however, he intends both parents and this is shown in his opening statement in 6:1: 

Children, obey your parents. 

Since, in the ancient world, slaves were reckoned to be part and parcel of the household, in 6:5-9, 

Paul focuses on the attitude of the slave to his master and vice versa. The slave is asked to obey 

his earthly master as he obeys Christ. They were called to serve their masters (1 Tim 6:1-2; Tit 

2:9-10) with the same solicitous care and fear as should characterize believers in the service of 

Christ (Phil 2:12). Earthly service is part of their service to the Lord, just as the governmental 

authorities are regarded as God’s servants (Rom 13:3-4; John 19:11). The aim is not simply 

to please the masters and so win favour and approval from them, but rather to serve the Lord. 

One is, therefore, expected to serve the Lord with sincerity and enthusiasm. Ultimately, it is the 

Lord who rewards all people, whether slaves or free. The slave is to see Christ in his master. 

Masters are to treat their slaves as they would Christ. Masters should not use threat on their 

slaves, rather they should remember that both master and slave have only one Master General at 

the top and he will not be partial in judging either master or slave.  

Finally, masters are told not to abuse their authority. They are not to take advantage of their 

socially superior position for they stand under the same Lord and he will treat masters and slaves 

alike with utter impartiality. In a subtle way, Paul calls for a radical revision of social 

relationship beginning with the family. 

2. Theological Interpretation 

Paul has addressed himself to wives and husbands; children and parents; slaves and masters. The 

sequence is determined by greater necessity in each case of the exhortation. This should be the 

guiding principle of every Christian family. Paul addresses the subordinate member in the first 

place.11 This is connected with his proclamation of new freedom found in Christ, where there is 

no circumcised or uncircumcised, Greek or Barbarian, slave or free, male or female (Gal 3:28; 

Col 3:11). All have equal dignity in Christ. Christ is the common denominator uniting every 

member of the household. In Paul’s order (placing the weaker partner first), the cry for 

revolution in social relationship becomes very clear. 

 In Paul’s opinion, we have new life in Christ and we should live in our homes like Christians. 

Paul gives a clear example to every category of the faithful. The guiding principle of Paul’s 

moral theology is sacrificial love. In Rom 5:5, he writes that God’s love has been poured into our 

hearts. The love with which we, as Christians, love others is God’s own love. To this extent, we 

could say that God’s love for the universe is realized fully in man, who, through faith and 

baptism has been made the instrument or channel of this love. 12  This love involves self-

                                                 
11  Zerwick, Ephesians, 166. 
12Swain, Ephesians, 100. 
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abnegating condescension. Paul connects the Christ-event with God’s love. Love is the essence 

of Christian morality. Christian holiness consists of love. Love is the most characteristic attitude 

of a believer. This love is the actualization of their authentic existence in Christ (Eph 4:15). 

Walking in love sums up everything we do as members of the Church. This love is the ultimate 

expression and realization of our participation in Christ’s death and resurrection. It is by dying to 

self in service of others, in imitation and in the power of Christ, that we actually live with him 

and triumph over all possible evils.13 

 The verb Paul uses is agapaō, meaning love; and this denotes the highest degree of love which 

is manifested in practical terms by Jesus’ death on the cross for the world. Husbands are to love 

their wives according to two models introduced with the particles kathos, meaning like (vv. 25 & 

29): Husbands are to love their wives as Christ loved the Church, and they are to love their wives 

as their own bodies.  

Christ loved his Church to the point of giving his life for the Church. Thus, a theological backing 

is provided for a husband’s love.14 If the husband is the head of the wife, he must behave like the 

ideal head – Christ. Being head implies slaving oneself for the other to the point of giving one’s 

life for the other. Christ’s headship over the Church is not that of lording it over the members of 

the Church but burning himself out for the Church, to the point of giving his life for the Church. 

In the same way, husbands should lavish love and concern on their wives as they would on 

themselves. Paul cites Gen 2:24, which literally refers to human marriage, and notes that the 

relationship between Christ and his Church is a great mystery. This relationship is analogous to 

human marriage. The relationship between Christ and his Church becomes the pattern for human 

marriage and, therefore, the instruction can be concluded with a repetition of the basic injunction 

to husbands to love their wives and vice versa. We get a similar injunction in Col 3:18-4,1 as 

well as 1 Pet 2:18-3:7. Such a relationship should pervade every relationship whether in the 

context of marriage or outside of it. 

3. Christian Marriage as a Sacrament 

The use of husband/wife and Christ/Church metaphor in this text serves a dual purpose. First, it 

helps to explain the character and significance of marriage in the Church. Second, it allows the 

author of Ephesians to develop further the theological reflection on the nature of the Church (a 

constant preoccupation throughout the work). The metaphor is inspired by the marriage 

metaphor for God’s relationship with Israel throughout the book of Hosea and in Ezekiel (cf. 

Ezek 16:8-14). The sacrificial love, the intimacy and the unity between Christ and his Church 

should be mirrored in the relationship between husband and wife. References and allusions to 

Hebrew Scripture occur throughout the letter to the Ephesians, infusing the metaphor with deeper 

levels of meaning linking marriage with Church life. The commandment to love one’s neighbour 

as oneself in Lev 19:18 underlies the exhortation in Eph 5:28-30 and serves to communicate both 

the care and respect one should have for one’s spouse and the nature of Christ’s love for the 

Church. Gen 2:24, which describes man and woman as becoming one flesh, is cited in Eph 5:31 

to shed light on the mysterious union between Christ and his Church and to place marriage 

unquestionably within God’s plan for the universe. When Paul cites Gen 2:24 and the two 

becoming one flesh (cf. Matt 19:5), he condemns implicitly all forms of sexual promiscuity such 

as adultery, fornication, homosexuality and the like (Rom 1:26-28). The use of marriage as a 

                                                 
13Swain, Ephesians, 102. 
14Marshall, ‘Ephesians’, 1391. 
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metaphor for the relationship between divinity and humanity is not without its limits. The 

problem lies in the fact that it is the husband who is seen as representing God or Christ and the 

woman who is seen as representing the Church/Israel. The marriage metaphor should never be 

taken, however, as a statement of male impunity in the face of female fallibility. Such 

interpretations are precluded as is made clear by the call for mutual submission (Eph 5:21). Both 

husbands and wives are members of the Church; and both are ultimately subject to Christ. We 

consider our pericopé (Eph 5:21-6:9) the most important text in the NT on the sanctity and the 

unity of the Christian marriage and family. It plays a very important role when it comes to 

discussions on topics ranging from Christian commitment to the values placed on family life in 

both Church and society. The text reveals that marriage can serve as a reflection of the 

relationship that is the very foundation of Christianity: the union between Christ and the Church. 

Marriage can serve as the ultimate model of self-giving love and as the ultimate sign of God’s 

dealing with the world. In this way it is seen as a sacrament. 

4. Contextualization 

There is no doubt that Paul presents the husband as the head and as the leader in the family. 

However, he is not recommending patriarchalism. If husband is a leader in the family, he is so in 

the same sense as Christ is the leader of the Church. 

The revolution brought by Paul needs to take place in our various cultures where women are put 

below the ladder. The wife goes to the stream to fetch water; she goes to the bush to fetch 

firewood. She is the one to prepare food, serve the food, wash the plates, do the laundry, sweep 

the house while the husband simply eats and sleeps. In Igbo culture a woman is not shown kola 

and she cannot have a share in the land of her father. In Yoruba culture, a woman is meant to 

stay in doors for some months after the death of her husband but never vice versa. She is made to 

drink the water used in washing her dead husband. These and similar issues are what Paul is 

challenging through the text of Ephesians. Some men treat their wives as if they were bought 

slaves. Some still mete out violence to their wives beating them physically. When it comes to 

decision-making in the family such men exclude their wives. Along the same line, female 

children are not highly appreciated like male ones. A woman may get ten female children but the 

husband will still be expecting a child because there is no male yet. Paul condemns such 

attitudes.  

With the terms paideia and nouthesia, Paul emphasizes that core family values should be upheld 

in every family. Thus there is no room for the aberrations and deviations. In today’s family 

setting the children are left to baby-sitters and house-maids because both parents are engaged in 

their work. The question then is who imparts the discipline and the training necessary in the 

upbringing of children? If core family values are instilled in children there will be no room for 

aberrations such as sexual promiscuity, homosexuality, fornication and so forth. Slavery has 

been abolished. However, today there are people who serve others and they form part of our 

community. How do we treat our maids? House-keepers, gate men, drivers, cooks, non-teaching 

staff, gardeners, security men, florists and so forth? Paul exhorts us to treat all with dignity and 

respect as we would Christ.  

Conclusion 

We have been able to x-ray one of the household codes of Paul (Eph 5:21-6:9) which gives a 

special focus to Christian marriage and Christian family. The love between Christ and his 
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Church should be reflected in the family. The common denominator for everyone at any level is 

Christ. 

This text reflects the relationship between Christ and the Church. It contains many beautiful 

thoughts and profound insights. The text gives the moral ethics which should prevail in a 

household. Wives should respect their husbands. Husbands are to love their wives. Parents are 

not to provoke their children to anger (Eph 6:4). Masters should stop threatening their slaves 

(Eph 6:9). In Eph 5:22 Paul calls for mutual submission of members to one another. He 

relativises the power of the heads of households by reminding them of the ultimate equity of all 

before God. Eph 5:21-6:9 is a long unit in which Paul calls on slaves, wives and children; he 

calls on husbands, parents and masters to get involved in the mutual submission characteristic of 

the new relationship in Christ. 

 


