Ephesians: The Riches of God's Grace and the Life of His Church
Module 5 — Ephesians 5: Walking in Love, Light, and Wisdom
Primary Text: Ephesians 5:1–33 Central Theme: The new life established through Christ must be expressed through sacrificial love, moral holiness, spiritual discernment, Spirit-filled worship, and relationships shaped by the example of Christ. The believer's conduct is grounded in God's grace, while the relationship between Christ and His church provides the theological foundation for Paul's instruction concerning marriage.
Introduction: The Character of a Life Transformed by Grace
The fifth chapter of Ephesians continues Paul's explanation of the conduct appropriate to those who have been redeemed through Jesus Christ. Having established the theological foundation of salvation in chapters 1–3 and introduced the responsibilities of Christian unity and maturity in chapter 4, Paul now develops the practical implications of the new life through three closely related themes: walking in love, walking as children of light, and walking wisely.
These themes are not independent ethical principles that can be separated from the gospel. Each arises from the believer's relationship with God through Christ. The command to walk in love is grounded in the sacrificial love of Christ. The instruction to live as people shaped by God’s light rests upon the transformation of identity accomplished through salvation. The appeal to walk wisely reflects the believer's responsibility to discern what the Lord desires within a world characterized by moral confusion and competing claims upon human allegiance.
The chapter also introduces an extended discussion of Christian marriage, employing the relationship between Christ and His church as the theological foundation for the responsibilities of husbands and wives. This section has generated considerable discussion because its language reflects the household structures of the first-century Mediterranean world while simultaneously placing those relationships within a distinctly Christian framework of love, service, and accountability to Christ.
The historical setting is important. Marriage, family authority, and household management were deeply embedded in the social and legal structures of the Roman Empire. Paul's instructions were communicated within that environment, but they cannot be understood adequately by treating them as a simple repetition of prevailing cultural assumptions. His argument is explicitly Christological: the conduct of believers must be shaped by the example of the Savior who gave Himself for His people.
At the same time, the passage should not be interpreted as though every question raised by modern discussions of marriage can be resolved by importing contemporary categories into the ancient text. Responsible interpretation requires careful attention to Paul's language, the social circumstances of his readers, the broader teaching of Scripture, and the theological purpose of the passage.
Ephesians 5 therefore brings together personal holiness, communal worship, spiritual discernment, and household relationships within a unified vision of Christian life. Paul is concerned not merely with the avoidance of wrongdoing but with the development of a people whose conduct reflects the love, purity, wisdom, and self-giving character of Christ.
1. Imitators of God as Beloved Children — Ephesians 5:1
Paul begins the chapter by calling believers to imitate God as beloved children.
Ancient discussions of household management provide a useful comparison for these instructions, but a resemblance to Greco-Roman household discourse does not establish direct dependence upon Aristotle or any one author. Household structures and legal expectations varied by place, status, and period.
The opening instruction follows directly from Ephesians 4:32, where Paul grounded kindness, compassion, and forgiveness in the forgiveness God has extended through Christ. The chapter division is therefore not a division in Paul's argument. His appeal to imitate God continues the preceding instruction concerning the character of the new life.
The Greek noun mimētēs, translated imitator, refers to one who follows or reproduces the pattern of another. The term is related to the English word mimic, although Paul's meaning extends beyond superficial imitation. He calls believers to reflect the moral character of the God to whom they belong.
Imitation Grounded in Relationship
The expression describing believers as beloved children is essential to understanding the command.
Paul does not instruct Christians to imitate God in order to become His children. He addresses them as those who already possess that relationship through Christ. This distinction continues the theological order established throughout Ephesians.
In chapter 1, believers were described in relation to adoption through Jesus Christ. In chapter 2, they were identified as members of God's household. In chapter 5, their identity as beloved children becomes the foundation for conduct that reflects the character of their Father.
The relationship between identity and behavior is therefore familial rather than transactional. A child who imitates a loving parent does not thereby purchase membership in the family. The imitation expresses the relationship already established.
Similarly, Christian obedience is not the means by which divine acceptance is earned. It is the appropriate response to the grace through which believers have been brought into God's family.
The Limits and Meaning of Divine Imitation
The command to imitate God must also be understood within appropriate theological boundaries. Human beings cannot imitate the incommunicable attributes of God, such as His omniscience, omnipotence, or absolute sovereignty. Paul's concern is moral and relational.
The preceding context identifies forgiveness, kindness, and compassion as qualities appropriate to those who have experienced divine grace. The following verse emphasizes love as demonstrated through Christ's self-giving sacrifice. The imitation of God therefore involves reflecting His moral character through conduct appropriate to redeemed humanity.
This is consistent with the broader biblical call to holiness, where God's people are instructed to live in a manner that reflects the character of the One who has called them.
2. Walking in Love: The Sacrifice of Christ — Ephesians 5:2
Paul immediately explains the character of divine imitation through the instruction to walk in love. The command is grounded in the example of Christ, who loved His people and gave Himself on their behalf as an offering and sacrifice to God.
The Greek verb peripateō, translated walk, continues the ethical imagery introduced in Ephesians 4:1. It describes the habitual direction of life rather than a single isolated action. Paul's emphasis is therefore upon a sustained pattern of conduct characterized by love.
Christ's Love as the Pattern
The love described in this verse is not merely an emotion or an attitude of general goodwill. It is demonstrated through Christ's voluntary self-giving.
Paul connects love with the sacrificial death of Jesus, identifying His offering as directed toward God and accomplished on behalf of those He redeems. This establishes the cross as both the foundation of salvation and the pattern for Christian conduct.
The believer's responsibility to love others arises from the love already demonstrated through Christ. The order is significant because Christian love is not presented as an independent human achievement. It is a response to the Savior's prior action.
Offering and Sacrifice
Paul employs language associated with Old Testament sacrificial worship. The terms for offering and sacrifice recall the system through which Israel expressed worship, thanksgiving, consecration, and atonement under the Mosaic covenant.
The description of Christ's sacrifice as a pleasing aroma also reflects language found in the Old Testament sacrificial texts. This imagery should not be interpreted as suggesting that Christ's death was merely a symbolic demonstration of love. Paul presents it as a sacrificial act with redemptive significance.
At the same time, the verse does not provide a complete explanation of every dimension of the atonement. Its immediate purpose is to connect the sacrificial love of Christ with the believer's responsibility to walk in love.
Love as Self-Giving Rather Than Self-Interest
The example of Christ establishes a demanding standard.
Love is not defined primarily by the satisfaction of personal desires or the pursuit of relationships that provide immediate benefit. It involves concern for the well-being of others and a willingness to serve sacrificially.
This does not mean that Christian love requires the abandonment of all personal needs or the acceptance of abuse and exploitation. Christ's sacrifice was an act of purposeful obedience within God's redemptive plan, not an endorsement of human wrongdoing.
The appropriate application concerns the willingness to place the good of others above selfish ambition while remaining faithful to truth and righteousness. This understanding of love will become particularly important in Paul's later discussion of marriage.
3. Holiness in Conduct and Speech — Ephesians 5:3–4
Paul now turns to conduct that is incompatible with the believer's new identity. He identifies sexual immorality, impurity, greed, and forms of speech that are inappropriate among God's people.
The transition from sacrificial love to moral holiness is deliberate. Paul does not treat love as a principle that eliminates moral boundaries. Rather, genuine Christian love must be consistent with the holiness of God.
Sexual Immorality and Impurity
The Greek noun porneia, commonly translated sexual immorality, was used broadly in Jewish and early Christian moral instruction to describe sexual conduct regarded as unlawful or inappropriate.
The term must be interpreted within the moral framework of Scripture rather than defined solely through the customs of the surrounding Greco-Roman world. The ancient Mediterranean environment contained a variety of sexual practices and social assumptions, many of which differed from the standards reflected in Jewish and Christian teaching.
Roman social expectations concerning sexual conduct were also shaped by distinctions of gender, citizenship, slavery, and social status. Practices tolerated for men of certain standing were not necessarily tolerated for women, and enslaved persons frequently lacked meaningful protection from sexual exploitation.
Paul's instruction should be understood against this uneven moral environment. The Christian community was called to conduct itself according to a standard grounded in its relationship to God rather than simply conforming to the practices accepted by society.
The term translated impurity, from the Greek akatharsia, can describe moral uncleanness more broadly and frequently appears in contexts involving sexual misconduct. Paul's concern is that the conduct of believers should reflect the holiness appropriate to those who belong to Christ.
Greed and Covetousness
Paul places greed alongside sexual immorality and impurity.
The Greek noun pleonexia describes an excessive desire to possess more, often at the expense of others. Its inclusion is significant because it expands the discussion beyond sexual behavior. Greed reflects a self-directed desire that seeks satisfaction through possession, acquisition, or control.
The same inward orientation can influence both material and sexual conduct when other people become objects of personal gratification rather than persons to be treated with dignity. Paul's ethical instruction therefore addresses the desires that govern human behavior.
Speech Appropriate to God's People
Paul also identifies indecent speech, foolish talk, and coarse joking as inappropriate. The terms reflect forms of communication that are morally degrading, empty, or inconsistent with the character of the redeemed community.
The instruction should not be interpreted as a universal prohibition against humor, laughter, or ordinary lighthearted conversation. The issue concerns speech that trivializes immorality, degrades others, or cultivates attitudes inconsistent with holiness. Paul contrasts such communication with thanksgiving.
This contrast is important because thanksgiving redirects the believer's attention away from self-indulgence and toward recognition of God's goodness. The Christian life is not intended to be characterized merely by the absence of improper speech. It should be marked by gratitude.
4. The Seriousness of Moral Disobedience — Ephesians 5:5–7
Paul continues by warning that those characterized by sexual immorality, impurity, or greed have no a share in the reign of Christ and God.
The warning about inheritance must retain its full seriousness, especially because Paul refuses to separate Christian identity from the manner of life that identity demands. At the same time, the warning should not be made to settle by itself every debate about whether a genuine believer may finally fall away or how assurance relates to perseverance. Read alongside Ephesians 1:13–14 and 4:30, it requires both confidence in God’s gracious work and refusal to excuse a settled pattern of conduct that contradicts the gospel.
The language is solemn and must be interpreted within the broader argument of Ephesians. Paul has already emphasized that salvation is received through grace rather than earned through works.
He is therefore not introducing a contradictory system in which believers secure salvation through flawless moral performance. His warning concerns the incompatibility between a life persistently characterized by rebellion against God and participation in the kingdom established through Christ.
The Meaning of Inheritance
Inheritance language has appeared repeatedly in Ephesians. In chapter 1, Paul described the inheritance associated with redemption and the Holy Spirit as the pledge of its future fulfillment.
The reference in chapter 5 connects the believer's moral life with the reality of that inheritance. Paul's warning is not that an isolated moral failure automatically places a repentant believer beyond the reach of divine grace.
Rather, it emphasizes the seriousness of conduct that contradicts the character of the kingdom. The distinction between occasional failure, repentance, and a settled pattern of unrepentant sin is important when interpreting such warnings.
Greed as Idolatry
Paul identifies the greedy person with idolatry. The connection is theologically significant.
Idolatry involves directing ultimate allegiance, trust, or devotion toward something other than the true God. Greed can become idolatrous when the desire for possessions, wealth, or personal gratification assumes the controlling position that belongs to God.
This interpretation does not imply that every desire for material provision is sinful. Scripture recognizes legitimate needs, responsible work, and the appropriate use of resources. The problem arises when acquisition becomes an ultimate pursuit that governs the person's values and conduct.
Empty Words and Divine Judgment
Paul warns believers not to be deceived by empty words that minimize the seriousness of moral disobedience.
The Greek adjective kenos, translated empty, can describe something lacking substance or genuine value. Within this context, the warning concerns teachings or arguments that dismiss the moral consequences of sinful conduct.
Paul connects such disobedience with divine judgment. The expression describing the sons of disobedience recalls Ephesians 2:2, where Paul characterized the former life of those who were alienated from God. The contrast is deliberate.
Believers have been rescued from the former manner of life and should not return to its patterns. The instruction not to become partners with those characterized by disobedience must be understood carefully.
Paul is not commanding Christians to withdraw from all contact with unbelievers or to refuse ordinary social relationships. Such an interpretation would conflict with the broader New Testament witness concerning the proclamation of the gospel and the believer's presence within society.
The concern is participation in the conduct and values being condemned. Christians are called to remain distinct in moral allegiance while continuing to live as witnesses within the world.
5. Walking as Children of Light — Ephesians 5:8–10
Paul now introduces the second major walking theme of the chapter. He contrasts the former identity of believers as darkness with their present identity as light in the Lord.
The wording is particularly strong because Paul does not merely say that believers formerly lived in darkness. He describes their former condition in terms of darkness itself. Similarly, their present identity is described as light in the Lord.
Identity Before Conduct
The distinction once again reflects the theological structure of Ephesians. Paul establishes the transformation of identity before describing the conduct appropriate to that transformation. Believers are not instructed to become light through moral achievement.
They are called to live as people shaped by God’s light because they have been brought into a new relationship with Christ. This relationship is consistent with the language of Ephesians 2, where Paul described the movement from spiritual death to life through divine grace.
The Fruit of Light
Paul identifies goodness, righteousness, and truth as the fruit associated with light.
The expression is significant because these qualities describe the moral character that should develop through the believer's new identity. Goodness concerns conduct that reflects moral integrity and concern for what is beneficial.
Righteousness emphasizes behavior consistent with God's standards. Truth involves honesty, faithfulness, and conformity to what God has revealed. The imagery of fruit suggests that these qualities are the appropriate results of life in the light.
The passage should not be confused with the specific list of the fruit of the Spirit in Galatians 5:22–23, although the theological relationship is evident. Both passages describe character appropriate to the transforming work of God.
Discerning What Pleases the Lord
Paul instructs believers to examine or discern what brings pleasure to the Lord. The Greek verb dokimazō can describe testing, examining, or approving something after evaluation.
This introduces an important dimension of Christian ethics. Believers are not merely expected to memorize isolated prohibitions. They are called to develop the capacity to evaluate conduct according to the will and character of God.
Such discernment requires knowledge of Scripture, spiritual maturity, and thoughtful attention to the circumstances in which decisions must be made. The Christian life therefore involves both obedience to revealed commands and the development of wise judgment.
6. Exposing the Works of Darkness — Ephesians 5:11–14
Paul instructs believers not to participate in the unfruitful works of darkness but instead to expose them.
The imagery continues the contrast between light and darkness. The works of darkness are described as unfruitful because they do not produce the righteousness, goodness, and truth associated with the new life.
The Meaning of Exposure
The Greek verb elenchō, translated expose, reprove, or convict, can describe bringing wrongdoing to light or demonstrating that something is wrong. The instruction raises the question of how believers are to expose darkness.
Some interpretations emphasize verbal confrontation, while others stress the revelatory effect of a holy life. The broader context supports both the importance of truthful correction and the moral contrast created through righteous conduct.
Nevertheless, the passage does not authorize indiscriminate public accusation, humiliation, or the pursuit of conflict for its own sake. Paul has already emphasized truth expressed in love. The exposure of wrongdoing must therefore be consistent with wisdom, integrity, and concern for what is right.
The Shameful Works Done in Secret
Paul refers to conduct that is shameful even to mention.
His language reflects the seriousness with which he regards moral corruption. The statement should not be interpreted as a prohibition against discussing difficult subjects when such discussion is necessary for teaching, protection, accountability, or pastoral care.
The issue concerns the inappropriate treatment of shameful conduct, particularly speech that sensationalizes or takes pleasure in what should be recognized as morally destructive. Christian instruction sometimes requires careful discussion of serious wrongdoing. The manner and purpose of that discussion should remain consistent with holiness.
The Awakening Language of Verse 14
Paul concludes this section with language concerning awakening from sleep, rising from the dead, and receiving the light of Christ.
The wording has often been understood as reflecting an early Christian hymn or liturgical expression, although the existence of a specific source cannot be established with certainty. The imagery combines awakening, resurrection, and illumination.
Some interpreters have proposed connections with passages in Isaiah that associate light with awakening and restoration. These parallels provide a plausible biblical background, although Ephesians does not explicitly identify a particular Isaianic verse as the source of the expression.
Within the immediate argument, the meaning is clear. Christ brings light and life to those who have been spiritually alienated from God. The redeemed community must therefore live consistently with that illumination.
7. Walking Wisely in an Evil Age — Ephesians 5:15–17
Paul introduces the third major walking theme by urging believers to conduct themselves carefully, not as unwise people but as wise.
The instruction continues the emphasis upon discernment introduced in verse 10. Christian wisdom is not merely the possession of information. It is the ability to understand and respond appropriately to life in light of God's revealed purpose.
Careful Conduct
The Greek adverb akribōs, commonly translated carefully or accurately, emphasizes attentiveness and precision. Paul's instruction suggests that Christian conduct should not be careless or unexamined.
Believers are responsible for considering how their decisions, relationships, and priorities correspond to the will of God. This does not require a state of constant anxiety or an obsessive examination of every minor action. Rather, it calls for thoughtful living shaped by spiritual understanding.
Redeeming the Time
Paul instructs believers to make the most of the opportunities because the present age is marked by evil.
The Greek expression exagorazomenoi ton kairon employs language associated with making full use of an opportunity. The noun kairos often emphasizes a season, occasion, or opportune moment rather than merely the chronological passage of time.
The instruction therefore concerns the wise use of opportunities within the circumstances of life. Paul is not simply advocating greater productivity or the elimination of every period of rest.
His concern is that believers recognize the moral and spiritual significance of the opportunities available to them. The reference to evil days acknowledges the presence of opposition, temptation, and moral disorder within the surrounding world. Wisdom requires believers to respond faithfully within that environment.
Understanding the Will of the Lord
Paul contrasts foolishness with understanding what the Lord desires. The expression should not be reduced to the pursuit of hidden information concerning every future personal decision.
Within the context of Ephesians, God's will has been revealed through His redemptive purpose in Christ and through the ethical instruction Paul is providing. Believers are called to understand that revealed will and apply it faithfully.
This does not eliminate the need for prayer and wisdom concerning particular circumstances. It establishes that the primary foundation for discernment is the truth God has already made known.
8. Filled with the Spirit Rather Than Controlled by Wine — Ephesians 5:18
Paul now contrasts drunkenness with being filled with the Holy Spirit. The instruction is particularly important because it connects the wise Christian walk with the continuing influence and ministry of the Spirit.
The Contrast with Drunkenness
Paul warns against becoming drunk with wine, associating such conduct with dissipation or reckless excess. Wine was a familiar part of ordinary life in the ancient Mediterranean world, and its use appeared in domestic, social, and religious settings.
The New Testament distinguishes the use of wine from drunkenness, although individual Christian traditions have developed differing practical approaches to alcohol. Paul's immediate concern is the loss of self-control and moral judgment associated with intoxication.
The contrast with the Spirit should not be interpreted as suggesting that the Spirit produces an alternative form of irrational intoxication. Rather, the passage contrasts conduct governed by dissipation with life directed by the Holy Spirit.
The Meaning of Being Filled
The Greek verb plēroō, translated fill, appears in a present imperative construction. The grammatical form is consistent with an ongoing responsibility, although the present tense alone should not be made to carry an elaborate doctrine of repeated spiritual experiences.
Paul is addressing believers who have already been sealed with the Holy Spirit, as described in Ephesians 1:13–14. The command therefore does not imply that they lack the Spirit entirely. It concerns the continuing character of life under the Spirit's influence.
The distinction between the indwelling presence of the Spirit and the believer's ongoing responsibility to live in accordance with His work is important. Paul does not present the Spirit-filled life as a privilege reserved for a small group of exceptionally mature Christians. He addresses the instruction to the redeemed community.
The Corporate Dimension
The following verses describe the expression of Spirit-filled living through worship, thanksgiving, and relationships among believers.
This context demonstrates that the filling of the Spirit is not presented solely as a private religious experience. It has visible consequences within the life of the church. The Spirit's work produces conduct that honors Christ and strengthens the redeemed community.
9. Worship, Thanksgiving, and Mutual Submission — Ephesians 5:19–21
Paul describes several activities associated with the Spirit-filled life.
The sequence connecting worship, thanksgiving, and mutual submission shows that being filled with the Spirit has communal and ethical expression, not merely an inward or extraordinary manifestation. This should be distinguished from the sealing described in Ephesians 1:13–14: the passages are related through the ministry of the same Spirit, but they make different points within Paul’s argument. Their theological relationship should be explained without treating the terms as synonyms.
Believers are to address one another through psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs, sing and make melody to the Lord, give thanks to God, and submit toward one another out of reverence for Christ.
The Greek participles in these verses are grammatically connected with the preceding command to live under the Spirit’s continuing influence. This relationship is essential for understanding the flow of Paul's argument.
Psalms, Hymns, and Spiritual Songs
Paul identifies several forms of musical expression associated with Christian worship. The terms psalmos, hymnos, and ōdē pneumatikē may reflect distinguishable forms of worship music, but their semantic ranges overlap.
The passage does not provide a technical classification of musical genres or establish a comprehensive rule concerning acceptable musical styles. The emphasis is upon worship directed toward the Lord and communication that strengthens the community.
The reference to addressing one another demonstrates that congregational singing possesses both a vertical and a horizontal dimension. Believers worship God while also instructing and encouraging one another through the truths expressed in song.
Singing and Making Melody in the Heart
Paul emphasizes the inward character of worship. The reference to the heart should not be interpreted as eliminating the importance of audible congregational singing. Rather, it establishes that worship must involve more than external performance.
The heart, understood within the biblical conception of the person, encompasses thought, intention, affection, and moral orientation. Genuine worship therefore involves the inward response of believers to the Lord.
Giving Thanks Always
Paul also identifies thanksgiving as an expression of the Spirit-filled life.
The instruction to give thanks to God the Father in the name of Jesus Christ reflects the believer's recognition of divine grace. The language of continual thanksgiving should not be interpreted as requiring believers to deny the reality of suffering or to regard evil itself as morally good.
Paul's own writings demonstrate that grief, lament, hardship, and thanksgiving can coexist within the Christian life. The emphasis is upon a sustained disposition of gratitude grounded in the character and saving work of God.
Submitting to One Another in the Fear of Christ
The final participial expression introduces the theme of submission. The Greek verb hypotassō can describe placing oneself in an ordered relationship or yielding appropriately within a particular structure.
The phrase concerning submission to one another has generated considerable theological discussion, particularly because it introduces the household instructions that follow. Some interpreters understand the expression as establishing a broad principle of reciprocal submission among all believers, including husbands and wives.
Others understand it as a general call to appropriate submission within the differentiated relationships subsequently described. The immediate context establishes that Paul is addressing the conduct of the Christian community under the lordship of Christ.
The precise relationship between mutual submission and the differentiated instructions concerning wives and husbands requires careful grammatical and historical analysis. What should not be overlooked is that Paul places the discussion within the context of Spirit-filled living and reverence for Christ.
The governing authority is the Lord Himself. The following instructions must therefore be interpreted as responsibilities exercised under His authority rather than as permissions for selfishness, coercion, or abuse.
10. Marriage Within the First-Century Household — Historical Background
Before examining Ephesians 5:22–33 in detail, it is necessary to consider the social environment in which Paul's readers would have encountered these instructions. Marriage and household organization were fundamental institutions within the Roman world.
The household, commonly described through the Greek term oikos or the Latin domus, included more than a husband, wife, and children. Depending upon social standing and economic circumstances, it could include extended family members, enslaved persons, freedpersons, dependents, and others associated with the household's economic and social life. The male head of household commonly possessed recognized authority, although the precise legal and practical arrangements varied across regions, social classes, and individual families.
Household Codes in the Greco-Roman World
Ancient philosophical and moral writings frequently addressed the management of households. Aristotle's Politics, for example, discusses relationships between husbands and wives, parents and children, and masters and slaves within the broader framework of household administration.
Later writers also considered household relationships in connection with social order and moral responsibility. These discussions provide an important historical background for the instructions found in Ephesians 5–6 and Colossians 3–4.
However, the existence of similarities should not lead us to assume that Paul's teaching is merely a reproduction of pagan household philosophy. His instructions are explicitly grounded in the relationship between Christ and the church. The theological framework changes the basis upon which responsibilities are understood.
Marriage and Roman Legal Practice
Roman marriage practices were not uniform across all periods and social classes.
Forms of marriage differed in their legal implications, particularly concerning the authority of the husband and the continuing relationship of the wife to her family of origin. By the early imperial period, marriage arrangements in which a wife remained legally connected to her birth family were common among Roman citizens.
Ancient wives did not all occupy an identical legal position. Roman marital arrangements and property rights could vary considerably, even as social expectations and gendered inequalities remained substantial. This diversity should inform the historical explanation without minimizing restrictions experienced by many women.
Women's practical influence within households could also vary considerably according to wealth, social position, family circumstances, and local custom. The social world of Ephesus included Roman, Greek, and Anatolian cultural influences, making it inappropriate to assume that every household operated according to one rigid model.
Nevertheless, the broader environment generally recognized differentiated responsibilities and authority within marriage. Paul's instructions would have been heard within that social framework.
The Importance of Historical Context
The historical setting helps us understand the questions Paul's language raises, but it does not determine the theological meaning of the passage by itself. Our responsibility is to establish what Paul communicated to his first-century readers before considering how the enduring principles should be applied in contemporary Christian marriages.
This requires distinguishing between the cultural form of household relationships and the theological responsibilities grounded in Christ. It also requires recognizing that the passage has been interpreted differently within Christian traditions.
Some understand Paul's instructions as establishing enduring differentiated responsibilities within marriage, while others emphasize the mutuality of the relationship and regard certain authority structures as culturally conditioned. The text must be examined carefully without assuming that either contemporary egalitarian or complementarian frameworks can simply be imposed upon Paul's wording.
11. Wives and the Lordship of Christ — Ephesians 5:22–24
Paul addresses wives in relation to their own husbands and connects the instruction with their relationship to the Lord. The wording of verse 22 contains an important textual and grammatical issue.
In several significant early Greek witnesses, the verse does not contain an explicit verb corresponding to submit. Instead, the verbal idea is supplied from the preceding participle in verse 21. Other manuscript traditions include an explicit form of the verb.
The variation matters because Ephesians 5:22 is grammatically linked to the preceding instruction concerning mutual submission, although manuscripts differ in whether a verb is supplied explicitly. The relationship between these clauses should inform the interpretation of household responsibilities without settling every debate over the passage.
Submission in Relation to the Lord
Paul's instruction is directed specifically toward wives in relation to their own husbands. It should not be generalized into a claim that all women are required to submit to all men.
The passage concerns a particular household relationship. The phrase connecting the instruction with the Lord establishes that the responsibility is to be understood within the believer's allegiance to Christ.
Submission to another human being is never presented in Scripture as an independent authority that supersedes obedience to God. The instruction therefore cannot reasonably be interpreted as requiring participation in sin, acceptance of violence, or the abandonment of moral responsibility.
The Husband as Head
Paul describes the husband as the husband’s headship in marriage, drawing an analogy with Christ as the church’s head and leader. The Greek noun kephalē, translated head, is central to the interpretation of this passage.
Its metaphorical meaning has generated substantial scholarly debate. Some interpreters emphasize authority or leadership, while others stress source, relational unity, or the responsibility associated with being the head of a body.
Neither the claim that the Greek term for head must mean only source nor the claim that it must mean only authority can be established from the noun in isolation. The surrounding analogy must do the interpretive work: Christ’s relation to the church is presented in terms of saving self-giving, care, and unity, while the household instructions are addressed to readers situated within recognizable ancient social structures. Those structures are part of the historical setting and should not be silently equated with every later Christian cultural arrangement.
The broader usage of the term in Greek literature and within Paul's writings must be considered. In Ephesians 1:22–23 and 4:15–16, Christ's headship involves His supremacy and His relationship to the body that receives its growth from Him.
The metaphor therefore carries theological dimensions that should not be reduced to a single modern organizational category. In Ephesians 5, Paul explicitly associates Christ's headship with His saving relationship to the church. This connection becomes increasingly important as the passage develops.
The Church's Relationship to Christ
Paul compares the relationship of wives to their husbands with the church's relationship to Christ. The analogy must be interpreted according to the features Paul develops rather than extended without limitation. Christ is the divine Savior of the church.
A husband is not the savior of his wife in the redemptive sense, nor does he possess the divine authority or moral perfection of Christ. The analogy concerns the relationship between marriage and the larger theological pattern of Christ and His redeemed people.
The responsibilities of husbands and wives must therefore be understood within the limits established by the text and the broader biblical teaching concerning the dignity and accountability of both spouses before God.
12. Husbands Called to Sacrificial Love — Ephesians 5:25
Paul turns directly to husbands and instructs them to love their wives as Christ showed sacrificial love for the church by surrendering Himself for her. This command is central to the passage.
Within the broader ancient household environment, a husband's authority could be emphasized without an equivalent expectation of self-sacrificial devotion. Paul's instruction places the husband under a demanding moral obligation grounded in the example of Christ.
Love Defined by the Cross
The Greek verb agapaō, translated love, is employed here in connection with Christ's sacrificial action. The command is not merely that husbands should experience affection toward their wives. They are called to demonstrate a love characterized by concern, faithfulness, and self-giving service.
The example is Christ's willingness to give Himself for the church. This establishes that the husband's responsibilities cannot be understood primarily in terms of personal privilege. The model is sacrificial devotion.
The Limits of the Analogy
Christ's sacrifice possesses a unique redemptive significance that cannot be reproduced by any husband.
Paul does not suggest that a husband can atone for his wife's sins or occupy the mediatorial position belonging exclusively to Jesus Christ. The analogy concerns the character of love. Christ's self-giving provides the pattern for the husband's conduct.
A husband who appeals to this passage to justify domination, intimidation, or selfish control has failed to recognize the example upon which Paul's instruction rests. The model is not coercive power but sacrificial love.
Responsibility Before Christ
The passage also places husbands under the authority of the Lord.
Their conduct must be evaluated according to the character of Christ rather than merely according to the privileges recognized within the surrounding culture. This is an important theological development.
The husband is not presented as an autonomous ruler whose desires define the moral obligations of the household. He is accountable to Christ for the manner in which he loves and serves his wife.
13. Christ's Purpose in Sanctifying the Church — Ephesians 5:26–27
Paul expands the description of Christ's love by explaining its sanctifying purpose.
Christ gave Himself for the church in order to sanctify her, cleanse her, and present her in glory. The imagery combines sacrificial redemption, purification, and the presentation of a bride.
Sanctification and Cleansing
The Greek verb hagiazō, translated sanctify, means to set apart as holy or to make holy. Paul describes Christ's purpose in relation to the church's holiness. The language of cleansing portrayed through water and the spoken word has generated several interpretations.
Some understand the reference as an allusion to baptism, while others emphasize the cleansing associated with the gospel message. The combination of washing and word suggests a close relationship between the outward imagery of purification and the divine message through which salvation is proclaimed.
The passage should not be used in isolation to settle every theological question concerning baptismal regeneration or the precise relationship between baptism and salvation. The broader context emphasizes Christ's redemptive action as the source of the church's cleansing.
The Presentation of the Church
Paul describes Christ's purpose as presenting the church in glory, without stain, wrinkle, or similar defect. The imagery reflects the preparation and presentation of a bride.
The language is metaphorical and communicates the holiness and beauty appropriate to the redeemed community. The church's future presentation is grounded in Christ's saving work. This does not imply that the visible church presently exists without moral failure or doctrinal confusion.
The New Testament repeatedly acknowledges the need for correction, repentance, and growth among believers. Paul's emphasis is upon the purpose toward which Christ's redemptive work is directed. The church is being prepared for the fulfillment of its relationship with Him.
The Relationship to Marriage
These verses describe the unique saving work of Christ rather than establishing that a husband possesses responsibility for his wife's sanctification in the same redemptive sense. A husband may encourage spiritual growth, pray with his wife, and contribute to a household characterized by faithfulness to God.
Nevertheless, the sanctifying work described in this passage belongs fundamentally to Christ. The distinction must be preserved. The analogy provides a pattern of sacrificial love, but it does not transfer Christ's unique redemptive authority to the husband.
14. Loving One's Wife as One's Own Body — Ephesians 5:28–30
Paul continues by explaining that husbands ought to love their their wives with the same care they give their own bodies. The imagery develops the relationship between marriage and the unity of husband and wife.
The One-Flesh Relationship
Paul's argument anticipates his later quotation of Genesis 2:24.
Marriage establishes a union in which husband and wife must cease to be regarded merely as independent individuals pursuing unrelated interests. Their lives are joined in a relationship of mutual responsibility.
The instruction to love one's wife as one's own body therefore emphasizes the intimate unity of the marital relationship. A husband who mistreats his wife acts contrary to the unity that marriage is intended to express.
Nourishing and Cherishing
Paul describes the ordinary care a person provides for the body through language associated with nourishment and tender concern. The Greek verbs ektrephō and thalpō communicate the ideas of nurturing and cherishing. Paul applies these concepts to the husband's responsibility toward his wife.
The language is important because it describes care rather than domination. The husband's responsibility is to seek his wife's well-being with the concern ordinarily directed toward his own life.
Christ and His Body
Paul again connects the marital analogy with Christ's relationship to the church. Believers belong to the community identified as His body. This statement recalls the central ecclesiological imagery developed throughout Ephesians.
The church's identity rests upon its union with Christ, while its growth and well-being depend upon His sustaining care. The analogy therefore connects marital responsibility with the self-giving relationship between Christ and His redeemed people.
15. The Mystery of Marriage and Christ's Church — Ephesians 5:31–32
Paul quotes Genesis 2:24 concerning a man leaving his father and mother, being joined to his spouse so that the two becoming one flesh. The appeal to Genesis is significant because it grounds the marital relationship in the creation account rather than exclusively in the social conventions of the Roman world.
The Creation Foundation
Genesis 2 presents marriage within the broader context of God's creation of humanity.
The union of husband and wife is described through the language of one flesh. Paul employs this passage to explain the profound relationship between marital unity and the theological imagery of Christ and His church.
The creation background establishes that marriage possesses significance beyond a contractual arrangement established by human society. It belongs to the created order and carries responsibilities associated with the union of two persons.
The Great Mystery
Paul then describes the mystery as great and explains that he is describing the relationship between Christ and His people. The Greek noun mystērion has already played a central role in Ephesians.
In chapter 3, it referred to the divine purpose previously hidden and now revealed through the gospel, particularly the inclusion of Gentiles within one body. Here, the term is applied to the profound relationship between the one-flesh union of marriage and the union of Christ with His church.
The wording should not be interpreted as though Paul were claiming that the institution of marriage itself had remained entirely unknown until the coming of Christ. Marriage had existed from the beginning of human history. The mystery concerns the deeper theological significance illuminated through Christ's relationship with His redeemed people.
Marriage as an Analogy, Not an Identity
The marriage instructions should be read with attention to the grammatical relationship between Ephesians 5:21 and 5:22 and to the debated significance of headship language. One interpretation stresses differentiated responsibilities within marriage, while another emphasizes the reciprocal obligations that arise from the Spirit-filled life; neither may legitimately set aside Paul’s sustained command that husbands love with the self-giving pattern of Christ. The Christ-and-church analogy provides the moral constraint on application and cannot be invoked to justify domination or coercion.
The relationship between marriage and Christ's church is analogical. The union of husband and wife provides imagery through which Paul communicates aspects of Christ's relationship with the church.
Nevertheless, the analogy must not be extended beyond the purposes for which Paul employs it. Christ is the divine Savior and Head of the church. No husband possesses the same redemptive role or divine authority.
Similarly, the church's relationship to Christ cannot be reduced to the limitations and imperfections of human marriage. The analogy is profound because it reveals something about the significance of marital unity and sacrificial love. It remains an analogy rather than an exact equivalence.
16. The Concluding Responsibilities of Husband and Wife — Ephesians 5:33
Paul concludes the marriage section by summarizing the responsibilities of husbands and wives.
The husband is instructed to love his wife as himself, while the wife is instructed to respect her husband. The Greek verb phobeomai, used in relation to the wife's response, can convey fear, reverence, or respect depending upon context.
Within the setting of marriage, the expression is commonly understood as respect rather than terror. The context does not support the idea that a wife should live in fear of intimidation or harm.
Love and Respect Within Marriage
Paul's summary identifies responsibilities that contribute to the health of the marital relationship. The husband's love should reflect the sacrificial concern demonstrated by Christ. The wife's respect should reflect the appropriate honor and regard associated with the marital union.
The passage does not imply that husbands have no responsibility to respect their wives or that wives have no responsibility to love their husbands. The broader New Testament repeatedly commands believers to love one another and to demonstrate mutual honor. Paul's differentiated instructions emphasize particular responsibilities within the argument he is developing.
The Centrality of Christ
The entire marriage discussion remains grounded in the relationship between Christ and the church.
Paul's purpose is not merely to preserve household stability according to the expectations of the Roman world. He places marital conduct under the authority of Christ and identifies His sacrificial love as the governing model. This theological foundation must remain central when applying the passage.
Marriage is not presented as an arena in which one spouse may pursue selfish advantage over the other. It is a relationship in which both are accountable to Christ and called to conduct themselves consistently with the gospel.
17. Theological Synthesis: Love, Holiness, Wisdom, and Spirit-Filled Life
Ephesians 5 develops several major themes that belong together within Paul's vision of Christian maturity.
The first is the imitation of God. Believers are called to reflect the moral character of their heavenly Father because they are already His beloved children through Christ. The second is sacrificial love.
Christ's self-giving provides both the foundation of redemption and the pattern for Christian conduct. Love is therefore not merely emotional affection but a commitment to the good of others shaped by the example of the Savior. The third is moral holiness.
Paul warns against sexual immorality, impurity, greed, and degrading speech because such conduct is inconsistent with the identity of those who belong to God. The fourth is the contrast between light and darkness.
Believers have been brought into the light through Christ and are responsible for demonstrating goodness, righteousness, and truth. The fifth is spiritual wisdom. Christian conduct requires discernment, careful use of opportunities, and understanding of the Lord's revealed will.
The sixth is the continuing ministry of the Holy Spirit. The Spirit-filled life is expressed through worship, thanksgiving, reverence for Christ, and relationships shaped by His authority. The seventh is the theological significance of marriage.
Paul interprets the responsibilities of husbands and wives through the relationship between Christ and His church. The husband's responsibility is especially defined through sacrificial love, while the wife's responsibility is described through appropriate submission and respect within the marital relationship.
The interpretation of these responsibilities must remain grounded in the language of the passage, its historical context, and the broader biblical teaching concerning the dignity and accountability of both spouses.
Finally, the chapter emphasizes that Christian conduct is inseparable from the believer's relationship with Christ. Love, holiness, wisdom, worship, and household responsibilities are not independent moral achievements. They are expressions of the new life established through God's grace.
18. Contemporary Application: Living as Children of Light
The teaching of Ephesians 5 has substantial relevance for contemporary Christian life because it addresses the relationship between spiritual identity and ordinary conduct.
Love Must Be Defined by Christ
Modern discussions of love frequently emphasize personal satisfaction, emotional fulfillment, and individual preference. Paul establishes a different foundation. The love appropriate to believers is shaped by the self-giving example of Christ. This does not eliminate affection, companionship, or personal fulfillment.
It places them within a larger moral framework of faithfulness, sacrifice, and concern for others. Christian love should therefore be evaluated not merely by the intensity of emotion but by the character of the conduct it produces.
Holiness Requires Discernment
Paul's warnings concerning sexual immorality, impurity, greed, and speech demonstrate that the Christian life requires moral boundaries. These boundaries should not be understood as arbitrary restrictions detached from God's character. They arise from the believer's identity as one who belongs to Christ.
At the same time, responsible application requires careful interpretation.
The church should avoid both the dismissal of biblical moral teaching and the creation of additional prohibitions that Scripture itself does not establish. Holiness requires faithfulness to the text rather than the uncritical adoption of either cultural permissiveness or religious legalism.
The Spirit-Filled Life Is Visible in Ordinary Relationships
Paul's discussion of the filling of the Spirit is particularly instructive because he connects it with worship, thanksgiving, and submission within the Christian community. The evidence of spiritual life is therefore not limited to extraordinary religious experiences. It includes the manner in which believers speak, worship, express gratitude, and treat one another.
A claim to spiritual maturity should be evaluated in light of the character and conduct produced. This reinforces the distinction established in Ephesians 4 between ministry ability and spiritual maturity.
Marriage Must Be Understood Through Christ
The marriage instructions require particular care because they have sometimes been used to justify patterns of conduct inconsistent with the sacrificial love Paul explicitly commands. The husband is called to love according to the example of Christ's self-giving. This responsibility cannot be reconciled with intimidation, cruelty, manipulation, or the pursuit of selfish power.
The wife's responsibilities must likewise be understood within her primary allegiance to Christ and her standing as a fellow recipient of divine grace. The passage does not remove either spouse's moral responsibility before God.
Nor should the historical discussion of household authority obscure Paul's central theological emphasis upon the relationship between Christ and the church. Christian marriage should be characterized by faithfulness, love, respect, and a shared commitment to honoring the Lord.
Wisdom in the Use of Time
Paul's instruction to make the most of the time also deserves attention.
The modern world offers countless demands upon attention, including work, entertainment, technology, social obligations, and personal ambitions. Christian wisdom requires believers to consider how their time and opportunities are being used. This does not mean that rest, recreation, or ordinary enjoyment are spiritually unimportant.
Rather, it means that the direction of life should reflect the priorities established through the gospel. The wise believer seeks to recognize opportunities for service, growth, worship, and faithfulness within the circumstances God has provided.
19. Questions for Reflection and Discussion
1. Why does Paul call believers to imitate God as beloved children? How does this relationship distinguish Christian obedience from an attempt to earn salvation?
2. How does Christ's sacrificial death define the character of Christian love? In what ways does this differ from common cultural understandings of love?
3. Why does Paul place greed alongside sexual immorality and impurity? What does this reveal about the inward orientation of sinful desire?
4. What does it mean to walk as children of light? How does the transformation of identity provide the foundation for transformed conduct?
5. How should believers understand the instruction to expose the works of darkness while remaining faithful to the command to speak truth in love?
6. What does Paul mean by walking wisely and making the most of the time? How does this differ from merely attempting to become more productive?
7. How does Ephesians 5:18–21 describe the Spirit-filled life? Why are worship, thanksgiving, and relationships important expressions of the Spirit's work?
8. How does the grammatical relationship between Ephesians 5:21 and 5:22 influence the interpretation of Paul's marriage instructions?
9. What features of first-century Roman household life are important for understanding Ephesians 5:22–33? Why should historical background inform but not replace interpretation of the biblical text?
10. How does Paul's command for husbands to love their wives as Christ loved the church shape the meaning of marital responsibility?
11. What does Paul mean when he describes the relationship between Christ and the church as a great mystery? How does Genesis 2:24 contribute to his argument?
12. How can Christian marriages reflect the love, respect, faithfulness, and mutual accountability appropriate to those who belong to Christ?
Conclusion: The Life That Reflects the Light of Christ
Ephesians 5 continues Paul's movement from the theological riches of grace to the practical responsibilities of Christian life.
The chapter begins with the call to imitate God as beloved children and to walk in love according to the sacrificial example of Jesus Christ. Paul then explains that the new life requires moral holiness.
Believers who have been brought into the light must reject conduct associated with darkness and demonstrate the goodness, righteousness, and truth appropriate to their identity in Christ. The instruction to walk wisely develops this responsibility further. Christian maturity requires discernment, careful use of opportunities, and an understanding of the Lord's revealed will.
Paul then connects the wise Christian walk with the continuing ministry of the Holy Spirit. The Spirit-filled life is expressed through worship, thanksgiving, reverence for Christ, and relationships governed by His authority. The chapter's final movement applies this theological framework to marriage.
Paul describes the responsibilities of husbands and wives within the social environment of the first-century household, but he grounds his instruction in the relationship between Christ and His church. The husband's love is to reflect the sacrificial devotion of Christ, while the wife's responsibilities are understood within her relationship to the Lord and the marital union.
The one-flesh relationship established in Genesis provides the foundation for Paul's explanation of the profound connection between marriage and the church's union with Christ. Throughout the chapter, the order of grace and obedience remains unchanged. Believers are not called to walk in love so that they might become God's children.
They are called to walk in love because they are His beloved children. They are not instructed to live as children of light in order to create a new identity.
They are called to live in the light because Christ has transformed their identity. They are not commanded to seek the filling of the Spirit as a substitute for the gospel.
They are called to live under the Spirit's influence because they already belong to Christ. The chapter therefore presents a unified vision of Christian maturity in which theological truth produces practical transformation.
The grace that saves also teaches believers how to live. The love demonstrated through Christ becomes the pattern for their relationships. The light received through salvation becomes visible through holiness.
The wisdom revealed through God's Word shapes their decisions. The presence of the Holy Spirit influences their worship and conduct. The relationship between Christ and His church provides the theological framework for understanding the responsibilities of marriage.
Ephesians 5 thus prepares the reader for the concluding chapter, where Paul will continue his household instruction through the relationships of children and parents, enslaved persons and masters, before turning to the spiritual conflict in which believers must stand firm through the strength of the Lord.
The Christian life is not presented as a movement away from grace toward independent human achievement. It is the continuing expression of the grace through which believers have been redeemed.
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