God’s Blueprint for the Home #4

“Reversing the Curse”

Genesis 3:16; Ephesians 5:21-33

My first sermon at Texas Christian Church introduced my favorite verse.  Many people have a favorite verse or a “life verse.”  This morning, I want to consider a verse that is a favorite for some—but a least favorite verse for others.


That verse in found in Ephesians 5:22, “Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord.”  As you might guess, that is a favorite verse for some men, while it is a least favorite for some women.  But I would suggest that neither correctly understand the words of the apostle Paul here.


This passage from Ephesians addresses both husbands and wives.  “Yeah, but wives are told to submit, while husbands are just told to love,” some argue.  “Men have it much easier.”  Again, this objection misunderstands the passage in question.


In order to correctly comprehend what Paul writes to husbands and wives in Ephesians, we must first go back to Genesis to discover the problem the apostle was addressing.

The Divisive Problem


Genesis chapter three records the introduction of sin into the world.  I’m sure that you’re familiar with the story of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, how the serpent tempted Eve to eat the forbidden fruit, and how Adam followed her lead.  At that moment they became aware of their sin and tried to hide from God.  When God confronted the pair about their transgression, they tried to shift the blame.  God then pronounced judgment on them.


We are probably familiar with the consequences of sin, also.  Adam would have to struggle with his work, Eve would experience pain in childbirth, and both would ultimately die physically.  But then we come to the end of verse 16 of chapter three which reads, “Your desire will be for your husband, and he will rule over you.”

Over the centuries commentators have waxed eloquent about the first part of this couplet.
  Since the Hebrew word translated “desire” is also used in Song of Solomon 7:10, in the context of marital love, many of these scholars interpret this word in Genesis 3:16 to refer to the wife’s sexual desire for the husband.  The problem with that interpretation is that it doesn’t make any sense!  It doesn’t fit the parallelism of the verse, nor does it fit the whole idea of the consequences of sin.


The Hebrew word for “desire” is also used in Genesis 4:7, as God says to Cain, “But if you do not do what is right, sin is crouching at your door; it desires to have you, but you must master it.”  As in 3:16, this verse is written in parallelism, meaning that the two phrases are related to each other.  Sin “desires” to have Cain, but Cain must “master” it.  In other words, “sin’s desire is to enslave Cain—to possess or control him, but the Lord commands, urges Cain to overpower sin, to master it.”
 I agree with David O’Brien as he writes,

A lot of nonsense has been written about that sentence in Genesis, but let me review what I think is being said there. Your desire will be isn’t simply the normal physical desire of a woman for her husband. It’s the same expression used of sin crouching at the door (Genesis 4:7). Sin’s desire is to overpower, not love… Since Genesis 3 describes God’s statement of the conse​quences of the Fall, the condition of male domination is the result of sin, not the plan of God.


Because of sin, the intended relationship between husband and wife changed.  Selfless love was replaced by selfish lust for power, control, and self-satisfaction.  Rather than cooperating with one another, the partners competed against one another to gain the upper hand in the marriage.


Since they generally have more physical strength than women, men tended to impose their will by brute force, demanding their own way and compelling the wives to go their direction.  (By the way, the Hebrew word translated “rule” at the end of Genesis 3:16 means “dominate as a tyrant.”  The man’s authority was never intended to be despotic, but in the Fall it became just that.
)  Women, on the other hand, tended to work more subtly, through manipulation and deceit to gain control.  This is what Genesis 3:16 is all about, and the divisive problem this verse describes is still a challenge for marriages today—even between Christians.

The Divine Prescription


In this context we can correctly understand Ephesians chapter five. As we turn there, remember that the chapter and verse divisions we find in Scripture are not inspired and infallible, though they are helpful. Sometimes the flow of thought is broken by a misplaced division between verses or chapters. Our text today is an example of this.


I mentioned verse 22 earlier, and this is where most Bibles begin this section between husbands and wives.  But such was not the case when Paul originally wrote this letter.  As the book Hard Sayings of the Bible points out, 

This understanding of Ephesians 5:21 (“Submit to one another”) sheds critical light on Ephesians 5:22 (“Wives, submit…”). Both the English translations and commentators often fail us at this point, printing the participial clause of Ephesians 5:21 as an isolated paragraph, separating it from both the preceding clauses and what follows (for example, NIV, NEB), or assigning it either to the preceding paragraphs (NASB) or to head a new paragraph (RSV, TEV). None of these do justice to the structure of the whole passage and to the grammar.

The participle of Ephesians 5:21 is the last of a series of four, as shown above, and clearly belongs to what precedes it. This verse also supplies the verb “to submit” for this hard saying, without which Ephesians 5:22 would be grammatically incomplete and without meaning. The verse in Greek reads literally: “Wives, to your husbands as to the Lord.” The verb “to submit” is absent and can only be read into the sentence because of the intimate connection between the two verses.


Submission, then, is not simply a command for the wives; it is a command for both husbands and wives.  We are each called to submit to one another in marriage.  But what is meant by “submit”?  


Perhaps we would better understand this idea by remembering how it was emphasized in the teaching of Jesus.  

Jesus’ emphasis on servanthood, on taking the lower place, of meekness, and of loving our neighbors as ourselves all teach submission. When Jesus says those things, no one makes them gender specific. Both men and women are to be servants. They are to respond to others with gentleness. They are to forsake leading positions in favor of subordinate ones. They are to love their neighbors as themselves. None of those requires a particular set of genes or hormones. The commands are binding on all believers.


Submission, servanthood, sacrifice—all of these concepts spring from one root: selflessness. And selflessness is just another way of saying love. Christianity emphasizes love above all other virtues. “By this all men will know that you are my disciples,” Jesus said in John 13:35, “if you love one another.”  Paul summarizes his treatise on love in 1 Corinthians 13 with these words: “And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is love” (1 Cor 13:13). 


Why, then, are women specifically called to “submit,” while men are commanded to “love”?  Remember, both men and women are called to submit—it is not a one-way street here.  The universal concept is mutual submission, but the way that is carried out does differ, and I believe the reason why there is a difference in the commands between husbands and wives reflects the reality of human nature because of sin.

The Difficult Practice


God predicted in Genesis 3:16 that women would try to control by manipulation and subversion, whereas men would try to control by domination and brute force.  (Neither of these are God’s will, by the way!)  It is simply a fact of human nature, corrupted by sin.  Throughout history, women have been oppressed by the crushing power of men who want to keep them subdued, and men have been harassed by women who want to rise to the top and take over.
 Ephesians addresses both of these problems.

Simply put, 

…the focus of the wife’s submission in this setting is the recovery of the relationship that existed before the Fall, a re​lationship so selfless and un-self-conscious that the man and woman were naked before one another without shame. They were one in spirit, so their bodies were not yet a source of shame. For husbands, whose desire will be to domineer, the rule is to love the wife as Christ loved the church.

Submission and sacrifice.  The willingness to follow and the willingness to forgo my own agenda and my own desires.  The refusal to put self at the forefront, but instead to serve the other person.  Or, as Philippians 2:3-4 puts it, 

Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others. 

This is what Christian marriage is all about.  As MacArthur writes,

Here is marriage as it was before the Fall, and as it can be again. If we are ever to see the divine and joyous ideal in our marriages, Christ must be at their center and the Spirit of God must pervade them. Once a married couple is “in Christ” (Ephesians 1-3) and “filled with the Spirit” (Ephesians 5:18), it becomes possible for the wife to submit to her husband and the husband to love his wife. Chris​tian marriage, as God designed it and as Paul dis​cusses it here in Ephesians 5, is a reversal of the Fall. The ultimate tragedy is conflict in a Christian marriage, because it denies all the potential that God has placed in that union. If you are a Christian you have all the resources necessary to realize fully the potential beauty and joy God built into your marriage.


I know these words are simple, but they are not easy.  Mutual selflessness is the most difficult practice human beings can attempt, because it goes against our very nature.  That is why it is imperative that we have a proper relationship with Christ if we ever hope for this to work.  Only as God’s love flows through us can we have this kind of marriage.


This relationship requires trust on both parts.  Since selflessness does not look out for its own interests, how will our needs be met?  We must trust that the other partner will look out for our interests and we look out for theirs.  This is why both husband and wife must be mutually committed to make this succeed.


I hope that this message may clear up the misunderstandings that surround Ephesians 5:22.  I realize that a proper understanding of this passage does not make it easier to accomplish, and may still not be a favorite verse for wives or husbands, but maybe it will not be our least favorite verse in the Bible, either!


The key to marriage is true love, and the key to true love is selflessness.  If you need an example to follow, look at the life of our Lord.  He was the embodiment of selfless love.  And He will give us the power to love in that way, if we will allow Him to control our lives.
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