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Prayer 

Heavenly Father, through weak human words, give us grace to hear your true 

and living Word, Jesus Christ our Lord. 

AMEN 

Historical Context 

Not allowed to learn to read; not allowed to sit with men in worship; their 

testimony inadmissible in court; considered as nothing more than property, 

controlled by their father until marriage and by their husband after that. 

Do we take offense at this description?  I daresay that most of us would. 

However, I’m not talking about modern day Afghanistan and women under 

Sharia law, but about the status of women under Jewish Law at the time of 

Christ. 

In today’s epistle, Paul is calling for the church at that time to rid itself of the 

man-made rules that placed women in this position, and return to a right 

view of man and women – that Eve was called ‘flesh of my flesh’ and ‘bone 

of my bone’ by Adam; that both were intrinsically valuable and worthy 

because both were made in the image of God. 
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In his other letters, Paul explicitly says that before God, men and women are 

equal – try to put yourself into that historical context and image how counter-

cultural such teachings must have sounded to Jews of the time. 

Context of the Letter 

While the historical context is valuable, so is the context of the rest of the 

letter to the Ephesians.  In the prior chapter, St. Paul highlighted the unity 

of the body, the church, as well as how our relationship with Jesus should 

result in our turning away from our sinful thoughts, words, and deeds. Just 

prior to today’s reading, he was speaking of how, by the power of the 

indwelling Holy Spirit, we are to live a life filled with love.  After discussing 

today’s reading proper, covering the core of the family economy – husbands 

and wives, he expands upon the topic by talking about how parents and 

children should interact and how masters and slaves should treat each other. 

And let me reiterate – in Galatians, Paul also acknowledges that, before God, 

masters and slave are equal in value, just as men and women are equal in 

value. 
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Separate but Equal 

Equal, but separate.  God created man and women to be complementary – 

the physical differences are built into our DNA.  And, while I’m not a 

psychologist, it seems clear from this passage and my own experience that 

the emotional needs of men and women are significantly different. 

This complementary nature of both needs and abilities in men and women is 

exactly what I have my client look for a business partner.  God designed 

marriage to be such a partnership, with the husband in a ‘first among equals’ 

role and not the master and slave roles that some read into this text. 

Husband are called to love and care for their wives, while wives are to respect 

and submit to their husbands. 

Four words – love, care, respect, and submit.  At first it seems this should 

be easy to do; however, when you look deeper, doing them become daunting. 
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To exhortation to love is love in its strongest form – agape – a selfless 

concern for others.  This type of love reflects God’s love for us - to loves the 

unlovable and the unlovely, not because we deserve to be loved or because 

of any excellence we possess, but because it reflects God’s nature to love. 

You can ask my wife, but I often fall short in this, because even my best 

efforts are mixed with selfish concerns, trying my best to get what I want out 

of the relationship. 

Care, to provide for the physical, emotional, and spiritual needs of another, 

no matter the cost. We often think of men as the providers, but care goes 

much further.  The image that comes to mind is the care that is given to a 

family member that can’t care for themselves, be they a child, spouse, or 

parents.  I’ve seen this type of care given by members of this congregation, 

but more often in women than in men; however, that’s the level of care that 

us men called to provide to our wives. 
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The word we translate as ‘respect’ is phobētai; if that sounds familiar, it is. 

We hear it as the ending of all those fears – claustrophobia, agoraphobia, 

acrophobia, and the like. In scripture, this word is more often translated as 

fear or awe, often referring to how we creatures are to view the creator. I 

don’t know ANY wife who holds their husband in such high regard. 

Finally, submit. Its meaning is much clearer in Greek than in translation. 

Hypotássō is two root words put together – hypo, meaning under and tasso, 

meaning arrange or place in rank.  In naval terms, it’s like a petty officer 

ranks under a Lieutenant, who ranks under a Commander, who ranks under 

a Captain, who ranks under an Admiral.  Each of these agrees that for good 

order to trust, honor, obey, and respect those with greater authority. 

It should be noted that this isn’t absolute – in fact a sailor doing their duty is 

bound to disobey an illegal order. The difficulty for women to submit to her 

mate mirrors how hard it is for a man to love his wife, without self-serving 

sin coming into play. 

While not one of the six chief parts of the Small Catechism, Luther, in the 

Table of Duties, in his sums up the subject as follows (and I quote): 
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Husbands, in the same way be considerate as you live with your wives 

and treat them with respect as the weaker partner and as heirs with you 

of the gracious gift of life, so that nothing will hinder your prayers. (1 

Peter 3:7) and  

Husbands, love your wives and do not be harsh with them. (Col. 3:19) 

Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord. (Eph. 5:22) and 

They were submissive to their own husbands, like Sarah, who obeyed 

Abraham and called him her master. You are her daughters if you do 

what is right and do not give way to fear. (1 Peter 3:5–6) 

Jesus as Both Example and Source 

The text makes it clear that this marriage partnership reflects the Trinity.  We 

can’t understand how God can be three persons in one God anymore that we 

can understand how a husband and wife are united into one. The creeds tell 

us that Jesus is co-equal, co-eternal, etc. with the Father, but scripture also 

clearly tell us that Jesus was in submission to His Father by his own words in 

the garden – “Not my will, but Thine.” 
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We affirm this attitude for ourselves every service when we pray the words 

“Thy will be done, on Earth as it is in Heaven.” 

And that submission led Jesus to death on a cross, in payment for your sins 

and mine, that the Father’s justice might be satisfied. 

Jesus also clearly loves His body, the church, and has made us holy and 

clean, through water and the word at our Baptism.  He is our bridegroom; He 

perfectly loves us and cares for us.  We did nothing to deserve or earn His 

love, yet to quote Luther in his explanation of the first article: 

He has given me my body and soul, eyes, ears, and all my 

members, my reason and all my senses, and still takes care of 

them. He also gives me clothing and shoes, food and drink, house 

and home, wife and children, land, animals, and all I have. He 

richly and daily provides me with all that I need to support this 

body and life. He defends me against all danger and guards and 

protects me from all evil. All this He does only out of fatherly, divine 

goodness and mercy, without any merit or worthiness in me. 
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And our response, to respect and submit, is summarized in the last 

sentence of that explanation: 

For all this it is my duty to thank and praise, serve, and obey Him. 

Closing Prayer 

In our physical bodies, the head controls the body and coordinates all the 

various members so that we can eat, drink, play, work, and all the other 

activities that we do.  Similarly, Christ the head works through his body the  

Church, to both expand the Kingdom of God as well as to strengthen the faith 

of those in the body. 

It’s my prayer for us today that, because we are baptized and have the 

indwelling Holy Spirit, we would acknowledge and excel in the roles we have 

been given within both our natural families and the family of God. 

AMEN 
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