ETERNAL PRINCIPLES RELATING TO THE HUSBAND-WIFE RELATIONSHIP
This is the fourth study in the series “The Roles and Ministries of Women in the New Testament.” It assumes the first study “Applying New Testament Principles in Today’s Culture”
 has been read and refers back to it. It also draws on some material from the second and third studies, “Applying 1 Timothy 2:11 and 12 Today”
 and “Applying 

1 Corinthians 11:2-16 Today.”

Does the Bible contain eternal principles relating to the husband-wife relationship? If it does, those principles will be true to all cultures, in all places and at all times. 
Each of the following principles are illustrated from the creation narrative 

(1) man and woman are equal in worth and standing before God

Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth, and over all the creatures that move along the ground.”

So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them.

God blessed them, and said to them, “Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every living creature that moves on the ground.” (Genesis 1:26-28 NIV)
Man and woman are equal bearers of the divine image, equal sharers in the earthly dominion and equal representatives of God on earth (Psalm 8:4-8). Sharing the divine image both precedes and qualifies man and woman to fulfill their roles of ruling the earth and being God’s representatives.  In these aspects there is no biblical distinction between male and female.

For all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus (Galatians 3:27,28 NIV)
In the body of Christ there is no distinction based on race, religious ancestry, economic standing or whether we are male or female. Traditional distinctions based on these or any other differences are gone.  We have equal standing before God.
(2) man and woman are created to be inter-dependent on each other

So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them.

God blessed them, and said to them, “Be fruitful and increase in number” (Genesis 1:27,28a NIV)

Part of the creation mandate to Adam and Eve was to “be fruitful and increase in number” (repeated in 8:17 and 9:1,7). Some of God’s creation was a-sexual. It could reproduce without needing a complementary partner. But in humanity God intentionally created two different sexes that could only obey the mandate together. So male and female were created to be inter-dependent on each other.
In the Lord, however, woman is not independent of man, nor is man independent of woman. For as woman came from man, so also man is born of woman. But everything comes from God.

(1 Corinthians 11:11,12 NIV)

Paul is stating that both man and woman come from God. God made Adam from dust, and Eve from the man, and since then, every human being through a woman. No one could exist without a (parental) man and a (parental) woman each supplying what is essential for human life. So man and woman share a mutual dependence on each other

(3) man and woman become one in marriage
For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and they will become one flesh (Genesis 2:24 NIV)
This scripture was quoted by Jesus to decry divorce (Matthew 19:5; Mark 10:7,8) and by Paul to explain marriage (Ephesians 5:31). The union marriage creates is intended to be a permanent one. Man is “united (literally ‘sticks’)
 to his wife.” They become “one flesh” a term with a range of meanings
 (humanity, living things) but which here means “one body.”
 Jesus reinforces this understanding with “they are no longer two but one” (Matthew 19:6; Mark 10:8). He describes the marriage union as “what God has joined together” (Matthew 19:6; Mark 10:9).
(4) man and woman have distinctive and separate roles that complement one another
In his letter to the Ephesians, the apostle Paul unfolds the new life God has given us in Christ (1:1-2:10), the new society through a reconciled and integrated humanity that He is creating and building through Christ (2:11-3:21), the new standards which God expects of His new society (4:1-5:21), and then the new relationships we have now been freed to live in (5:22-6:24). Paul’s first example of these new relationships relates to the home (5:22-6:9). He explores three sets of relationships, husbands and wives, parents and children, masters and servants. All three relate to the home because in Paul’s day, slaves were part of the household. The first, husbands and wives, is our point of focus.
Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ.

Wives, submit to your husbands, as to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is the Savior. Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit to their husbands in everything.
Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her to make her holy, cleansing her through the washing of water through the word, and to present her to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless. In this same way husbands ought to love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. After all, no one ever hated his own body, but he feeds and cares for it, just as Christ does the church – for we are members of his body. “For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh.” This is a profound mystery - but I am talking about Christ and the church. However, each one of you must love his wife as he loves himself, and the wife must respect her husband (Ephesians 5:21-33 NIV)
Submission has at times been one of the most abused principles in Scripture. Many people don’t feel at all comfortable when it gets mentioned. But misuse and even abuse are never justification for disuse. God has His purposes in establishing this principle and when applied in a right spirit, the results can be quite liberating. 

Submission is not inferiority. Paul begins this passage with “Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ” (5:21). There will be different settings when the order mentioned in this passage will be reversed. If a wife has expertise in an area where the husband has none, the husband would normally follow his wife’s lead in that area. The general principle stands, but room must be left for times when the roles turn around.
A husband and wife might fulfill three different roles in a day. If the wife was a magistrate and her husband was a clerk in the court, he, along with all others in the room, would submit to his wife’s authority. They might have lunch together and enjoy their equality before God. That night they may have a difficult family situation to work out where the husband, having listened to his wife’s input, will have to make a final decision. That’s his role. Men and women have equal standing before God as “God-like” beings, but different God-given roles.
There are two major questions Paul will address. Where does this authority come from? How is this authority to be used?

Where does this authority come from? This authority comes from God. God’s desire is for an ordered society – in the state and in the family. To see that fulfilled He has established roles and invested His authority into those roles. This authority is God’s authority, delegated to those who fulfill these roles. God’s people are told to conscientiously submit to this authority. Notice from the text “Wives, submit to your husbands, as to the Lord” (5:22) and a little later “Children, obey your parents in the Lord” (6:1) and “Slaves obey your earthly masters … just as you would obey Christ” (6:5). A husband’s authority is given him from the Lord. Parents’ authority is given to them by the Lord. A master’s authority was God’s delegated authority. 

This authority is not unlimited and our obedience to it is not unconditional. When humans misuse their God-given authority, and if they command what God forbids, or forbid what God commands, God’s people are required to obey God and not man (Acts 5:29).
How is this authority to be used? This authority is to be used for the benefit of others. Notice that nowhere in the passage does it tell those with authority to exercise it – whether the husband, the parent or the master. Even if this was not intentional, Paul is implicitly warning against the improper use and exploitation of authority. In summary, husbands are to love their wives (5:25); parents (particularly fathers) are not to provoke their children (6:4); masters are not to threaten their slaves (6:9).
Wives, submit to your husbands, as to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is the Savior. Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit to their husbands in everything (Ephesians 5:22-24 NIV).
Two reasons are given for the wife’s submission to her husband. The first is drawn from the creation account and the second from redemption.

Firstly, from creation: “For the husband is the head of the wife” (5:23). While stated here as a fact, Paul has argued in his other writings that the woman was made after the man
 (1 Timothy 2:13), from the man
 (1 Corinthians 11:8) and for the man
 (1 Corinthians 11:9). The term “head” can refer to hierarchical structure or “source” in the sense of “source of life.”
 Which meaning it has here is not essential to Paul’s argument. His point is that God has invested His delegated authority into a husband in his relationship with his wife. Paul sees the principle of a wife’s submission to her husband as established from the creation account, and so he sees it as universal and permanent, and not being culturally limited
Secondly, from redemption: “as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is the Savior” (5:23). If creation explains the husband to wife role, redemption illustrates it. A husband is head of his wife as Christ is the head of His Church. The husband and wife, in their reciprocal relations, are intended by God to reflect and demonstrate the gospel – the relationship between Christ and His Church. What Paul touches on this verse, Christ being the Savior as paralleling the husband’s redemptive role, will now be expanded and explained in verses 25 to 33.
In verses 25 to 33 Paul uses two metaphors to explain a husband’s love for his wife. The first is Christ’s love (vs.25-27). 
Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her to make her holy, cleansing her through the washing of water through the word, and to present her to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless (Ephesians 5:25-27 NIV)

Jesus showed His love for His bride, the Church, when He “gave himself up for her” (v.25). So the love a husband has for his wife is to be first of all sacrificial and specifically self-sacrificial. Then we read that Jesus sacrificed His own life for the Church “to make her holy, cleansing her through the washing of water through the word, and to present her to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless” (vs.26-28). Christ’s love is responsible and visionary. He knew what He wanted for the Church (showing He was visionary) and the means by which that vision could and would be fulfilled (showing He was responsible). A husband is to model his love on Christ’s love. Christ’s love was self-sacrificing, visionary and responsible. A husband’s love for his wife is to be self-sacrificing, visionary and responsible.
So the first metaphor is Christ’s love. The second metaphor is self-love (vs.28-33)

In this same way husbands ought to love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. After all, no one ever hated his own body, but he feeds and cares for it, just as Christ does the church – for we are members of his body. “For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh.” This is a profound mystery - but I am talking about Christ and the church. However, each one of you must love his wife as he loves himself, and the wife must respect her husband (Ephesians 5:28-33 NIV)
Just as we are to love our neighbour as ourselves, husbands are to love their wives “as their own bodies” (v.28). In a biblical sense a wife is just that to her husband (his own body) because the two have become “one flesh” which as we saw earlier,
 basically means “one body.” Paul explains “After all, no one ever hated his own body, but he feeds and cares for it…” (v.30). The word translated “feeds” means “to feed so as to make to grow”
 and “cares” is an animal husbandry term meaning “to heat and keep warm.”
 Together the words convey healthy, tender caring. This is how Christ loves the Church with a healthy, tender care and how a husband is to love his wife.

Paul’s summary statement is verse 33 “each one of you must love his wife as he loves himself, and the wife must respect her husband.” So the twin standards for a husband’s love for his wife are Christ’s love and self love. Christ’s love is self-sacrificing, visionary and responsible. A man’s self-love is portrayed as healthy, tender and caring. A husband who loves his wife as God wants and Paul describes, loves in a way that is sacrificial, visionary, responsible, healthy tender and caring. This is how Christ loves His Church.
So we have four principles that are true in all cultures and at all times:

(1) man and woman are equal in worth and standing before God

(2) man and woman are created to be inter-dependent on each other

(3) man and woman become one in marriage
(4) man and woman have distinctive and separate roles that complement one another
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