God's Pattern for Your Family

Ephesians 5: 25-27

Ephesians 5:25 (NKJV)

25Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also loved the church and gave Himself for her,

Several years ago, I remember watching a couple on the ABC TV show 20/20 who were married recently. And they had claimed to have built their marriage on a solid foundation, a foundation that guaranteed to them success in marriage. What was that foundation? A sixteen-page pre-nuptial agreement. And in that sixteen-page agreement they had spelled out in clear detail an understanding of everything that can go wrong in a marriage. The rules were all laid out. How often they will make love and which gasoline they will buy. Who does the laundry and who does the yard. Some of the rules, nothing is to be left on the floor overnight. Another one, never allow the fuel gauge in the car to go lower than a half a tank. And on and on it goes. A solid foundation for a marriage. Surely that will guarantee a great marriage.

Typically people believe that a great marriage is really guaranteed by being in love. If people are just in love, no rules are necessary, if they just love each other, if there's just the bliss of romance. But it's so very hard to define that bliss. Figuring out how to make romance endure permanently is a great challenge.

In spite of the difficulty in doing that, in spite of the difficulty of making a marriage work and trying maybe to figure it out in a sixteen-page pre-nuptial agreement, or whatever else, in spite of all of the divorces, in spite of all the difficulties, we need to be reminded that 96 percent of all men and 94 percent of all women will say “I do.” And then most of them, sooner or later in our culture, will say, “I don't,” and get divorced. But the fact of the matter is, well over 90 percent of the people still pursue marriage. The sad reality is they can't make it work and the collapse of marriage and family relationships are certainly predictable in our culture.

We shouldn't really be too surprised about that. I'd like you to turn in your Bible to 2 Timothy chapter 3 for just a moment, and we can see there, at least in part, what makes marriage so difficult.

2 Timothy 3:1-5 (NKJV)

1But know this, that in the last days <now the last days began when the Messiah arrived, so we are in the last of the last days. And here is how it describes people in these last days> perilous times will come: 2For men will be lovers of themselves, lovers of money, boasters, proud <Now you could stop right there and understand that people who are self-lovers, money lovers, boastful and arrogant are going to have a hard time with any sustained relationship, aren't they? Not only that> ,blasphemers, disobedient to parents, unthankful, unholy, 3unloving, unforgiving <by the way, the word “unloving” is astorgoi in the Greek, it means they lack normal family love. One of the features of last-days disintegration is the death of family love. They are unloving, they lack normal family love they are so involved in their own self-love and self- fulfillment>, slanderers, without self-control, brutal, despisers of good, 4traitors, headstrong, haughty, lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God, 5having a form of godliness but denying its power. And from such people turn away!
And we ask the question, and it's rightly to be asked, “Is there any hope for marriage when marriage is assaulted by this kind of last-days mentality, when it is assaulted on the outside by the godless immoral culture in which we live, when it is assaulted on the inside by the battle of the sexes, a woman trying to gain the ascendancy and dominate a man, and a man trying to suppress and control a woman?” Can marriage be rescued in the midst of all of this? Here we are fighting it on the inside, fighting it on the outside, fighting it in terms of the very time in which we live, when prophecy is coming to pass, is there any hope?

Well, the answer comes to us over in Ephesians 5, so you can turn to that text. That's home base for us as we go through this study of God's plan for marriage and the family. And we are reminding ourselves here in Ephesians chapter 5 that in order for marriage to be what God wants it to be, there are some prerequisites.

And we are reminded that verse 18 says, “We are to be filled with the Spirit,” Spirit-filled, to be controlled by the Holy Spirit is the only hope for marriage to be what God wants it to be. God can turn the curse into a blessing, and He does that by the indwelling power of the Holy Spirit in the life of believers. Only believers, really, have the possibility of having this kind of fulfilled relationship in marriage and the family because only believers possess the Holy Spirit and can therefore be filled with the Spirit, dominated by the Spirit, controlled by the Spirit.

Secondly in verse 19, there is to be singing, speaking to one another in psalms, hymns, spiritual songs, singing and making melody with your heart to the Lord. This indicates a happy heart, a joyful heart, a rejoicing spirit. Where you have a Spirit-filled person, where you have a heart full of joy, you have hope for a good relationship.

Then verse 20, saying thanks. “Always giving thanks for all things in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ to God even the Father.” No matter what happens, no matter what goes wrong, no matter how you might be misunderstood, treated in a marriage, your heart is filled with nothing but thanks, even for your trials because you know they come from God and have a perfecting work. 

To be Spirit-filled, to be singing from the depths of your heart with joy, to be saying thanks for everything, and then in verse 21, “To be subject to one another in the fear of Christ. To have an attitude of mutual submission in which you consider others better than yourselves.” Those are the spiritual prerequisites for a successful marriage, Spirit-filled, singing, saying thanks and submitting. And we looked at those in some detail a few weeks ago.

Now after those general spiritual realities are discussed, verse 22, Paul launches right in to the role of wives. “22Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to the Lord. 23For the husband is head of the wife, as also Christ is head of the church; and He is the Savior of the body. 24Therefore, just as the church is subject to Christ, so let the wives be to their own husbands in everything.” And we discussed how God has designed this marvelous role of submission to the woman in marriage. And by His design marriage can be fulfilled when that role is assumed with joy.

Now coming to verse 25 we embark upon the husbands.

Ephesians 5:25-28 (NKJV)

25Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also loved the church and gave Himself for her, 26that He might sanctify and cleanse her with the washing of water by the word, 27that He might present her to Himself a glorious church, not having spot or wrinkle or any such thing, but that she should be holy and without blemish. 28So husbands ought to love their own wives as their own bodies; he who loves his wife loves himself.

A clear principle then is given in verse 25, the husbands responsibility is to love his wife. It doesn't say rule her, he already has that tendency, even a tendency to dominate her, to control her, to command her. The curse does that. He is told here he is to love her. She is submitting to him, he is to express love to her. It is the leadership of care. Yes he is the head of the woman as God is the head of Christ and Christ is the head of the man, as 1 Corinthians 11 says. He is over her, she is to call him lord, as we learned in 1 Peter chapter 3. He is the stronger vessel, as Peter says. It is his responsibility to give direction and provision and leadership. But it is in a context of love, always in a context of love.

Colossians 3:19 (NKJV)

19Husbands, love your wives and do not be bitter toward them.

There is always the danger of the loss of love and the husband becomes a petty tyrant. When love is not the context of that relationship, a petty tyranny begins to take shape. And so it is the headship of love, it is the leadership of love, it is the guiding of affection.

Now I want us to look more closely at what God means in this command because it's laid out so magnificently. Let's talk about the manner of this love. Back to verse 25. “Husbands, love your wives.” How? “, just as Christ also loved the church and gave Himself for her.” That's pretty clear. It is the love of self-sacrifice. It is not the love of domination. You are to love your wives just as Christ also loves the church and gave Himself up for her. That is the manner of love, the same kind of love that Christ extended to His church.

In Acts 20:28 it says He purchased the church with His own blood.

Romans 5:8 (KJV)

8But God commendeth his love toward us, in that, while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us. <He poured out His love in His death for unworthy sinners.>

Romans 8:38-39 (KJV)

38For I am persuaded, that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor powers, nor things present, nor things to come, 39Nor height, nor depth, nor any other creature, shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord.
 <He loves us with a love from which we can never be separated>

This elevation and commitment to a wife was frankly revolutionary in the Roman world, as it is revolutionary in our world today. Ancient Roman writing state, “If you are to catch your wife in an act of infidelity, kill her without a trial. But if she catches you, she would not venture to touch you with her finger, she has no right.” Serious double standard.

A man had complete control over the female population, both his wife and his daughters, and could take their life at any moment without any legal recourse. When Paul says to husbands, “Love your wives and sacrifice your lives for them as Christ gave Himself up for His church,” this is frankly revolutionary stuff. It's revolutionary today where you have an agenda in which a man basically says, “As long as you fulfill what I want out of life you can be my wife. And when you cease to do that, I'll get somebody else,” right? That's how it works today. What God said through Paul was shocking then and it is shocking now.

Women were considered in that culture differently than they are today. They were considered less than human. They were considered as slaves, beasts of burden, in many cases. They had no rights at all. And men fulfilled the curse in fully exercising a vicious kind of rule and domination over women in general. And Paul says you have to exchange that in Christ for a love that is the kind of love with which Christ also loved the church and it caused Him to give Himself up for the church. It is a self-sacrificing love. It is humble, unselfish love.

Peter further defines this love without ever using the word. Look at 1 Peter chapter 3. Men, it's important for us to understand this and we want to cover all of the related texts. In 1 Peter chapter 3 and verse 7, we can all rejoice in verse 6 where Sarah obeyed Abraham and called him lord, and women are to do the same. But how about verse 7:

1 Peter 3:7 (KJV)

7Likewise, ye husbands, dwell with them according to knowledge, giving honour unto the wife, as unto the weaker vessel, and as being heirs together of the grace of life; that your prayers be not hindered. <What a great statement>
I love what it says in Song of Solomon where the man says, “This is my beloved,” and the woman says, “This is my beloved, my friend.” A deep sense of intimate equal sharing of spiritual things. Peter gives us some straight forward things, gentlemen, if we are to be the husbands God wants us to be. We must understand our wives, understanding their needs, understanding their feelings, understanding what it is that they long for and desire. We must live with them providing our strength, strength physically, strength emotionally, strength of character, all of those things could be added. And we must treat them with communion as equals spiritually. We are to love our wives, that is a command.

You cannot say, “Well I don't love her anymore,” without confessing that you've sinned, that you've sinned. You say, “Well wait a minute, you don't know how she's treated me.” That's not the issue. Christ loved sinners when they hated Him. Is that not true? And He is the model, He is the standard. It doesn't mean that there's no emotion there. If you truly love, the emotion is rich, the feelings are thrilling, the friendship is wonderful. 

Let's go back to Ephesians. When we start to talk about how we are to love in this sacrificial way, it really starts to go down deep. In verse 25 it says, “just as Christ also loved the church and gave Himself for her.” Can I say it simply, gentlemen? The Spirit-filled husband loves his wife not for what she can do for him, but what he can do for her. That's how Christ's love worked and works. He loves us not because there's something in us that attracts Him, He loves us because He determined to love us in spite of our unattractiveness. He loves us with a love that seeks not to tyrannize us, a love that seeks rather to meet our needs, to understand us, to provide strength for us.

It's not a question of deserving. We didn't do anything to earn Christ's love. It wasn't because we were more desirable than other people that He set His affection on us. We don't deserve His love. There's nothing attractive in us. God doesn't look over the world and pick out the people who somehow draw out His affection. Not at all. God loves us, Christ loves us.

This is the kind of love, of course, that the Spirit of God gives us the capacity to, to carry and to share, the love of Christ is shed abroad in our hearts. The very love that Christ Himself demonstrated toward us, we partake in that love. The fruit of the Spirit is love. The Spirit produces in us this incredible love.

First Peter 1:22 says, “Since you have purified your souls in obeying the truth through the Spirit in sincere love of the brethren, love one another fervently <in other words, you have the capacity> with a pure heart, having been born again.” This is the kind of love that belongs only to people who have been born again. The world tries to hang on to romantic love as long as it possibly can, and eventually the bells stop ringing and the whistles stop blowing and life gets pretty mundane and pretty routine and you start getting older and something outside your own marriage may look better than what's there at home. And you can't sustain that love and you can't hold on to that love because you don't have a new nature. But we who have been born again have a sincere love, a fervent love because of the imperishable seed of the living and abiding Word of God that has granted us new life. 

God so loved us that He gave His Son. Christ so loved us that He gave His life. We love our wives to the point of self- sacrifice.

Turn to 1 Corinthians chapter 13. In 1 Corinthians 13 every characteristic of love listed in that chapter is in a verb form. Love is not static, it is not a substantive in terms of language, it is a verb. Love acts, love does something.

1 Corinthians 13:4-8 (NKJV)

4Love suffers long and is kind; love does not envy; love does not parade itself, is not puffed up; 5does not behave rudely, does not seek its own, is not provoked, thinks no evil; 6does not rejoice in iniquity, but rejoices in the truth; 7bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. 8aLove never fails ...

That's the character of love and that's how we are to love our wives. 

It is always a verb, it is always acting on someone. We have been given the capacity to love like this by the Holy Spirit. Because we have been transformed and born again, the Spirit of God has come into us, we have received the fruit of the Spirit which is love and we can share that love. 

1 John 2:5 (NKJV)

5But whoever keeps His word, truly the love of God is perfected in him. By this we know that we are in Him.

If you are a Christian then, you cannot come along and say, “Well I'm sorry I really tried to love her but I don't have the capability.” Yes you do. That supernatural spiritual love is there if you choose to exercise it.

You say, “What about if I'm mistreated and if I'm continually mistreated and if she's unfaithful and she leaves me and she goes out and finds another man,” and on and on? In those kinds of circumstances the Bible has plenty to say and we'll discuss that as we go along. If it comes to a divorce and a separation and even abandonment, obviously you can no longer express that love if she chooses not to be there to receive it. But as long as she's there, it's your responsibility to give it to her.

And it is a love that is not dependent on the object. It's not dependent on the physical appearance. It's not dependent on muscle tone. It's not dependent on someone's figure or someone's looks, it's not dependent on that. It is dependent on the attribute of the lover, the one who loves. And Paul says, as I read to you, “Love does not seek its own,” it never wants revenge, it never wants retaliation. To put it simply, love forgives everything done against it. The loving person doesn't keep a record of wrongs.

And I'll tell you, you know what destroys marriages is unforgiveness, unforgiveness. If you continually forgive one another all the time, there's no record of wrong kept, there's no accumulating of a wall every time someone will not forgive, another brick goes into the wall that begins to wall of the two people. Nothing is more important in your marriage than forgiveness, instant spontaneous complete forgiveness so that it's never brought up again. And you cannot accumulate the devastating attitudes of bitterness and retaliation and revenge that destroy a relationship.

When a man is Spirit-filled, when he is so filled with joy and gratitude to God for all that Christ has done and when he loves his wife as himself, he will sacrifice himself for her and thus his authority will be soft and warm and affirming and secure and she will follow if she is obedient to God's plan for her. I suppose, men, we might even ask the question, when was the last time you made a sacrifice for your wife? I'm not talking about something trivial, something significant. Have you crucified self, set something aside to focus on her? I know many men are anxious to be leaders and spiritual giants and they want to appear as they're in control of everything and they are the pious leader of the family. But true spirituality really, really is death to self. So sometimes it's hard to recognize the real strong spiritual leader in a family because he's humble, he's humble, he's taking up his cross daily, he's denying self, he's dying daily, he's willing to be crucified with Christ, he's looking not on his own things but on the things of others, esteeming others better than himself. He's setting aside his desires for her. And it may well be that he appears weak when in fact he's strong.

I suppose death to self is the real issue. Somewhere along your pilgrimage as a Christian you need to learn to die to yourself regularly. It saves you from being defensive, revengeful, retaliatory, hostile, accumulating the list of things against you. 

When you are forgotten or neglected or purposely set aside and you sting and hurt with the insult or the oversight, but your heart is happy and you count it a privilege to suffer for Christ, that is dying to self.

When you're good is evil spoken of, when she misunderstands you, when your desires are not interesting to her, when your advice is disregarded and your opinions are ridiculed and when you are abused, when you are mistreated, or misunderstood and you refuse to let anger rise in your heart or even defend yourself, that is dying to self. 

When you lovingly patiently bear any disruption, any irregularity, any annoyance, when you can stand face to face with folly and waste and extravagance and insensitivity and endure it as Jesus endured it, that is dying to self. 

When you are content with any food, any clothes, any climate, any society, any interruption or any solitude, that is dying to self. 

When you never care to refer to yourself in a conversation, or to record and recite your own good works, or to pursue commendation, when you can truly love, to be unrecognized for something good, that is dying to self.

When you see someone else prosper, someone else reach goals that you desire and you can honestly rejoice with that other person in spirit, feel no envy and not question God while your needs are far greater and in desperate circumstances, that is dying to self.

And, gentlemen, when you can receive correction and reproof from your wife and humbly submit inwardly as well as outwardly, feel no rebellion and feel no resentment rising within your heart, that is dying to self.

And that's what makes you the leader God wants you to be in your home. It's when self dies. The manner with which we are to love our wives is the manner with which Christ loved the church. First of all, that is a sacrificial love that demands death to self. It's not easy, especially if you're a strong person, confident person, capable person, successful person, smart person, wise person, respected person, leader type, to constantly deny yourself is a great spiritual challenge. But that's what God calls for. And when you lead in an environment of love and self-denial, you create the atmosphere that a woman longs for.

Secondly, this love is not only a sacrificial love, but it is a purifying love, it is a purifying love. And this is very important for us to understand. 

Ephesians 5:25-28 (NKJV)

25Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also loved the church and gave Himself for her, 26that He might sanctify and cleanse her with the washing of water by the word, 27that He might present her to Himself a glorious church <that is in all ‘gorgeous splendor’. Luke 7:25 translates it “gorgeously apparelled,” as if she were a queen>, not having spot or wrinkle or any such thing, but that she should be holy and without blemish.
Now this is a beautiful picture here. Christ loves His church with a sacrificial love and with a sanctifying love or a purifying love. He loves His church enough to cleanse her. He loves His church enough to present her without spot or wrinkle or any such thing but holy and blameless. 

When Christ takes His church to be His bride, gives His life for His church, and then He seeks the purity of His church. Christ is the purifier of the church. And that is the way we are to be toward our wives. We are to do everything we can to lead them to holiness and to purity.

John 15:3 (NKJV)

3You are already clean because of the word which I have spoken to you.
Here in Ephesians chapter 5 it' the same thing. Verse 26, “That He might sanctify, or having cleansed her, by the washing of water with the Word.”

Gentlemen, if you do anything in the life of your wife, expose her to the Word of God. Bring her under the hearing of the Word of God that she might be daily, routinely cleansed. God wants to purify His own and a husband must desire to purify his wife. How does he do that? By constantly exposing her to the Word of God. You are the prophet in that home, you are the one to bring her under the hearing of the Word of God, to make her clean, to purify her.

John 17:17 (NKJV)

17Sanctify them by Your truth. Your word is truth.
It's the Word that cleanses. 

First of all, in your own heart and your own mind you want to be certain that you never lead your wife into any sin. You never expose her to any iniquity. Don't draw her in to those things that are going to tempt her. Don't take her to some form of entertainment that's going to expose her to sinful feelings. Don't irritate her, or exacerbate, or embitter her so that she falls to the temptation of anger. And you know where the buttons are, don't you? You can say to her, “Oh you're just like your, fill in the blank, mother,” and you know what that does. Or you can drag up that same deal out of the past that always elicits the same hostility when you're ready to really wound. Don't do that. If you seek her purity, if you seek her holiness, if you seek her to be spotless and without stain and without flaw, to be cleansed and holy and blameless, then you would never lead her into anything that would produce iniquity. You would never expose her to anything that would produce strong temptation.

On the other hand, you would constantly bring the Word of God to her. You can do that in a number of ways. Make sure that you're here to hear the Word of God and she's by your side, make sure that you give her opportunity to be involved in a Bible study or whatever it might be, to spend time she needs reading the Word of God and being challenged by books or whatever, tapes, whatever source. Make sure that you encourage those things in her life.

You know what the Lord constantly does with His church? He says:

2 Corinthians 6:17 (KJV)

17Wherefore come out from among them, and be ye separate, saith the Lord, and touch not the unclean thing; and I will receive you,

1 John 2:15 (KJV)

15Love not the world, neither the things that are in the world. If any man love the world, the love of the Father is not in him.

Romans 12:2 (NKJV)

2And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, that you may prove what is that good and acceptable and perfect will of God.

Get out of that system. Get out of that way of thinking. And, gentlemen, you have the responsibility for the protection of your wife's purity on every front and the negative side of that is to prevent temptation, the positive side of that is to expose her to the teaching and the instruction of the Word of God. The love of Christ for His church causes Him to desire to keep His church clean. And your love for your wife should have the same exact desire.

Let me tell you something. It's pretty challenging to live with a godly woman, pretty challenging. I know how challenging it is. It's pretty challenging to live with a woman who expects you to live everything you preach, pretty ridiculous, isn't it? It's very challenging to live with somebody who has immensely high expectations for your virtue. And you might say to yourself, “You know, I could have a lot more fun if my wife wasn't so picky.” But in the end, your heart tells you, “What a privilege, what an honor, what a joy to have someone who has such high standards of spiritual accountability to hold you to, what benediction and blessing that brings on your own life. If a wife can bring that to a husband, surely in the husband's role he has a greater responsibility to bring it to her.

So, that's how we love, sacrificially, cleansing her, purifying her, and the love that honors, that lifts her up and says, “Look what God has given me.” That's the love that thrills the heart of a wife.

Pray
Father, we know that it's certainly within the realm of possibility that this kind of life can be lived. We thank You. We thank You that we can experience it in our own marriages. We also know that it is not easy, it is not simple, it takes real spiritual devotion and dedication and maturity. But it is to this end we pray, God, that You would raise up men who love their wives like Christ loved His church, who have denied themselves and in that self-denial have the capacity to sacrifice themselves for the woman You've given them, who not only love sacrificially but love purifyingly, who love with honor, seeking only to lift up and exalt, never to degrade and bring down. O Lord, what joy, what bliss, what blessing, what fulfillment can be found in such relationship. The curse notwithstanding, the confusion and chaos that the flesh generates inside that the world generates outside. And even these last days notwithstanding when normal natural family love is dying, in some cases dead and gone, and men are lovers only of themselves, still in the power of the regenerated life and the indwelling Spirit, marriage can be the grace of life. And two heirs of that grace can share its riches together because of what You've done in us through Your grace. Work this work in every life, Lord, that our marriages and our homes might bring to us unending joy and fulfillment and that another generation in seeing it might be raised to the same joys by the same path of obedience. We commit ourselves afresh to You as husbands and as wives to be obedient as You enable us, in Christ's name. Amen. 
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