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“The Most Valuable Institution on Earth”

Ephesians 5:21-33

August 20, 2006


There is a game we used to play that tested your skills at recognizing the critical structural components of a tower. The idea was to begin with a tower made of individual little beams and slowly remove beams until the tower toppled. The more beams you could remove without the tower falling the higher your score. Sounds like a dumb game but it was really fun to gather around the table and watch each other try to beat another’s record. When the tower fell parts and pieces flew everywhere! It could get pretty rowdy as we either cheered each other on or tried to “snooker” someone into pulling out a critical beam.


I use that illustration because I believe that this section of Ephesians reveals Paul’s belief that marriage is the critical beam that holds much of our valued institutions together. When marriages tumble other institutions are weakened and can even fail.


The words of Paul leading up to this section have been reminders that God has chosen us to be his representatives in the world. Each of us individually has been gifted by God through the Holy Spirit to be able to share the love of Christ with others. All of us together make up the Church of Christ Eternal. But as we all know that great church has many manifestations, we at St. Timothy are one of them.


This Ephesians letter seems to have a pattern that begins with our individual faith and empowerment by the Holy Spirit, then moves to our work together as the Great Church of Jesus Christ. Then Paul begins to talk about the local church of Jesus Christ and the importance of unity in that body. Which then leads him to talk about the Christian family. I believe that what Paul is trying to tell us is that the Christian family is a critical building block in the Great Church of Jesus Christ, and if that family becomes dysfunctional the church is crippled and the mission of God is hampered. I think what Paul is saying in these verse is that marriage is “The Most Valuable Institution on Earth”, in fact is the root of all other human institutions.


Think about this, the institution of education begins in the home. Moms and dads are the first ones to begin teaching. We teach our children to crawl, walk, talk, and how to properly interact with others. We teach them about things that are important to us and we want to be important to them. We teach them our morals. We teach them our faith. Before there was public education there was home schooling and still is even if our children go on to public education. We all do home schooling, at least in the beginning, and some of us see such value in home schooling that we continue that education right through high school level.


Consider this, the institution of health care begins in the home as moms and dads teach their children good hygiene practices and good nutritional habits. Doctors offices, clinics, hospitals and health research institutes are natural outgrowth of home health care.


A stable home is the root from which grows good education, health care, government, even the church. When marriages fail every other human institution is damaged in some way, including the church. The church is not exclusively a “human” institution of course. The church is a Spirit driven institution founded on God’s word and Jesus Christ’s gift of salvation. But the church is also us in all our human frailty. Strong marriages and families are critical to the strength of the church.

God considers the covenant of marriage to be a holy commitment. Our society has made marriage too easy to get into and too easy to get out of. But God’s idea of marriage isn’t changed by society’s legislation. Marriage is a holy commitment to God and to our spouse, for life. God has warned us and history has proven that when strong marriages become insignificant to a society the society is doomed. Satan is well aware of that fact and that is why he has always focused a lot of attention on destroying marriages.


In this section of Ephesians God through Paul gives us rules for marriage. These are not suggestions, these are commandments. We may not be comfortable with them. We may have a lot of reasons why we don’t like them, but that doesn’t change them. If we live by these, God promises we will have blessed marriages, if not, we are on our own. This is God’s map to a good marriage that last a lifetime.


Verse 21 is the beginning of this section even though our section heading in the bible follows it. “Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ.” Submission is the key! Mutual submission! The verses following this one are precise examples of how submission is to be done.

1. 
Verses 22-24 tell us that a wife is to “submit to her husband as to the Lord”. Paul makes it perfectly plain that the husband is the final authority in the marriage. The husband is the head of the family “as Christ is the head of the church”. Now, there are a couple of things in that statement that we cannot miss.

2. The buck stops with the husband! In the church we do not argue with the Lord, where he leads we 

go. The word of the Lord is final, absolute. In every marriage there are going to be many opportunities to disagree. Ultimately the final decision rests with the husband. Some of you wives sitting out here today are thinking to yourself, “I just can’t live with that, I can’t do that. Our relationship is equally shared decision making. The strongest personality leads.” Not if your marriage is to be God blessed. And you can live with this commandment! Jesus is in the business of making unable people able. Or you may be thinking “I can’t be happy with that kind of arrangement”. You can! God’s word repeatedly teaches that happiness is found in obedience to God’s word.

3. The second thing I want you to notice about that commandment is that it says “as to the Lord”.

Would the Lord do anything that would be bad for you? Would Jesus deliberately hurt you? Would our Lord take advantage of you? Would our Lord use his authority and power to harm? NEVER! This commandment is to wives to submit to your husbands who treat you like Jesus would treat you.


Paul now focuses on us husbands. In verse 25 he says, “Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her”. Submissive, sacrificial love! Paul does not say love your wife when she is lovely. Paul does not say love your wife when she is lovable. Paul says love your wife like Christ loves the church. Listen, are we in the church always easy to love, always perfect followers? No we are not, but Christ still loves us. Are we in the church always easy to get along with? I wish we were but I know we are not and yet Christ loves us and never gives up on us. That is the way we are to love our wives. With a love that is sacrificial but determined. With a love that is soft yet dependable as a rock.


Marriages in America are in trouble. Many men and women have decided that marriages are doomed to fail. Some get married with the attitude that if it doesn’t work out they can just shed the relationship and go find another one. Some choose not to marry but try to live like married people, sharing physical intimacy, even having children, but always leaving themselves an escape door. Some just decide that marriage is just out of the question.

What is the problem? Part of the problem is that many of our young people don’t have a parental model of a successful marriage. The education they got at home was not a positive support for a life-long relationship. Part of the problem is that we live in a sinful world where nothing is as perfect as we would like it to be, and marriage by its very nature opens us up to deep hurts. We are vulnerable in marriage, and we are therefore disappointed and hurt by its failures more than in other areas of our lives. But the chief problem that causes these hurts is that we have forgotten God’s guidelines for marriage. So we suffer marriage breakdowns in much the same way we would suffer automobile breakdowns if we ignore maintenance rules.

There is nothing wrong with the idea of marriage, after all it is God’s idea. God said, “It is not good for the man to be alone. I will make a helper suitable for him”. (Genesis 2:18) Failed marriages, which we see all around us, are the result of our failures to follow God’s directions.

Ladies, when you decide to say “I do” you are voluntarily placing yourself in a subordinate role in the home. It isn’t a matter of equality, all are made equally valuable to God. You are choosing to allow your husband to assume his God given role of leadership and strength. Not to receive this kind of leadership and strength in love would be to get cheated.

4. Men, when you decide to say “I do” you are not being given the right to act like a petty tyrant at home. If the wife’s standard in the marriage is the very high standard of her love for and submission to Jesus Christ, the man’s standard is to be even higher. You are to love your wife as Christ love the church and gave himself up for her. No woman will have much trouble submitting to a man who loves like that. No woman will struggle hard against a man who is willing to die for her. God’s way is the best way, the only way to be certain your marriage will last. Amen.

