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“Three Strands in a Christian Marriage”

EphEsians 5:21-33

Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ. 22 Wives, submit to your 
husbands  as to the Lord. 23 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. 24 Now as 
the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit to their husbands 
in everything. 25 Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church 
and gave himself up for her 26 to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing 
with water through the word, 27 and to present her to himself as a radiant 
church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless. 
28 In this same way, husbands ought to love their wives as their own bodies. 
He who loves his wife loves himself. 29 After all, no one ever hated his own 
body, but he feeds and cares for it, just as Christ does the church-- 30 for 
we are members of his body. 31 “For this reason a man will leave his father 
and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh.” 32 
This is a profound mystery-- but I am talking about Christ and the church. 33 
However, each one of you also must love his wife as he loves himself, and the 
wife must respect her husband.

In May of 2002 we attended the wedding service of Bobby and Kathy Oberg in Saint Peter 
Minnesota.  The pastor who married them had a wedding sermon that I remember to this 
day.  He held three strands of rope in his hand which he braided together as he spoke to 
them.  Two of the strands were white and one strand was red.  It was a way of showing 
that in a Christian marriage two people are woven together in Christ. His blood washes 
them clean of sin and unites them together in him.  In a Christian marriage people have a 
unique strength to love each other as Christ has loved them.

There are three Greek words for love.  There is the word phileo which is used for brotherly 
love or friendship love.  Then there is the word eros which is used for romantic love.  Then 
there is the word agape which is used uniquely in the New Testament to describe sacrificial 
love that puts the needs of others above self.  It is used to describe God’s love that gave 
us the gift of his Son as in John 3:16, “God so loved the world...” It is used to describe 
the love that Jesus has for his church and the love that husbands and wives have for each 
other in Christ.  Today I want to speak to you about The Three Strands in a Christian 
Marriage. 

First we turn our attention to verse 21 which says of all Christians, “Submit to one another 
out of reverence for Christ.”  The word “submit” can also be translated “obey.”  It is  used 
to describe how Jesus obeyed his parents.  It is used to describe obedience to government 
in Romans 13.  It is even used to describe how we obey the gospel as we accept what 
our God has done to rescue us and save us from eternal death and punishment.  In 
our relationships with each other we ask ourselves, “How can I listen to what the Lord 
tells me and obey what he says when it comes to my relationship with our people in the 
Body of Christ?” Early in this letter the Apostle Paul gave us good marching orders in 



our relationships with others when he said, “Be kind and compassionate to one another, 
forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.”  We submit or subject ourselves 
to one another by listening to what God’s Word says about loving our neighbor.

So we look at the one white strand in marriage.  We look at the direction God’s Word has 
for Christian wives.  “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.”  Both husbands and wives submit to each other because they are bound together 
in Christ.  The wife also submits to her husband by following the directions God gives in his 
Word as she looks at the role or position the Lord has given to her husband as her head.  
God created Adam first and then he made Eve to be a suitable helper for him.  Both were 
equal in the eyes of God but each had different roles.  Think of how different our country 
would be today if husbands carried out their roles as heads of the family.  How different 
things would be if wives recognized this order of creation.

Because we have different roles in life does not mean that some people are inferior to 
others.  Think of how our government functions.  If I come to a school crossing and there 
is an older woman walking a group of  children across the street with a stop sign in his 
hand, I submit myself to her and recognize that she is my head.  That does not mean 
she is superior to me or I am superior to her.  I recognize this position in government 
as something that has been given by God for the benefit of society.  The catcher on the 
baseball team calls on the pitcher to throw the ball a certain place across the plate. That’s 
his function.  The pitcher can shake off the call if he wants and then the catcher directs 
him with a new call. 

As a Christian husband I have a huge responsibility given to me by the Lord to be the head 
of my wife.  God’s Word tells me that just as Christ is the head of the Church which is his 
Body, I am the head of my wife.  Think of how Jesus is constantly leading us and guiding 
us in whatever we do.  Is that what I am supposed to be doing for my wife?  Yes it is.  It is 
a huge responsibility.  Can’t I opt out of this responsibility?  Can’t I just say, “Honey, you 
take over.  I am tired of this job.  I don’t want to lead and help you the way Jesus helps us 
24/7.  You can take over for a while.  I just want to hang out with the boys, or bury myself 
in my work, or play with my hobbies, or sit at my computer or watch television.”

So what is the poor wife to do when her husband fails to fulfill his responsibilities as head 
of the family?  Well, I guess she can take over the job if he hands it over to her.  Maybe 
if she nags him enough he will get behind the plate and start calling the pitches that she 
wants to pitch.  What does God’s Word say?  “Now as the church submits to Christ, so also 
wives should submit to their husbands in everything?”  We cannot say that we don’t like 
the way God has chosen government to watch over us.  We cannot say we don’t like the 
way God has designed families where parents are responsible to the children and children 
obey their parent.  And the pitcher cannot tell the catcher to sit on the bench for an inning 
as he pitches without him being behind home plate.  The wife recognizes that her husband 
is head in all things.  Oh, to be sure, she will challenge him and shake off his ideas, and 
suggest ways that seem best to her.  And he will welcome her ideas and her guidance.  But 
he will not give up his position as the head and she will respect this position as her head 
whatever problems life may bring to them.  

Together with Christ as their head they will make a good team. They are braided together 



into three strands with Christ as the third strand.  So the husband finds himself praying, 
“Lord Jesus forgive me for all my sins including the sin of not being a good head for wife.”  
And the wife prays “Lord Jesus forgive me of all my sins including the times I have not 
respect your plan to have my husband as my head.”  And husbands let’s be real honest 
and practical here.  If we have wives who can throw breaking curves and ninety mile an 
hour fast balls (and we do) then it behooves us to get behind the plate and start calling a 
good game.  They deserve our best and so does our Lord Jesus and so do the children in 
our families.  

Now we look at the other white strand.  Here is a Christian man, pure and holy in God’s 
sight because he has been washed by the blood of Christ.  He is the first to admit many 
faults and failings in his role head of the home, but he is confident the blood of Jesus 
cleanses him from all sin.  He wants to be a good head for his wife and he wants to love 
her as much as Christ loves the church.  “Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ love 
the church and gave himself up for her to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing of 
with water through the Word and to present her to himself as radiant church, without stain 
or wrinkle or any other blemishes, but holy and blameless.”

Jesus gave himself up for the church.  The Greek word for “give up” is the same word that 
is used to describe how Jesus was handed over by his enemies to be crucified on the cross.  
Romans 4:25 say, “Jesus was delivered (given up) for our offenses and raised again for 
our justification.”  When they arrested Jesus they bound up his hands.  Jesus did not resist 
being bound and taken to the cross.  He did not resist when the sins of the world were 
placed on him.  He did not resist when the full wrath of God was poured out on him at the 
cross.  Isaiah 53 says “the punishment that brought us peace was upon him.”  

Jesus gave himself up for us so we can be his beloved bride the church.  He gave himself 
up so we can be radiant, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and 
blameless.   He gives us the water of Baptism to wash our sins away.  Baptism is the 
washing of water with Word.  When you were baptized you were baptized in the name of 
the Father and of the Son and the Holy Spirit.  Romans 6 says, “Or don’t you know that all 
of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?”  Everything that 
Jesus did for you is brought to you and given to you in your baptism.  

So in a Christian marriage we  have three strands.  There is the husband and there is 
the wife and there is Christ.  It is through this forgiveness that we have in Christ and his 
all atoning sacrifice for us that we know we are pure and holy in his sight.  It is in this 
forgiveness that we find the strength and support and power to live a whole new life.  This 
new life includes husbands loving their wives as much as Christ loved the church and gave 
himself up for her.

Bob and Linda came into the pastor’s office for marriage counseling.  At the end of the 
session the pastor asked Bob, “Bob, would you be willing to die for Linda?”  With tears in 
his eyes he said, “Yes, I would.”  Then the pastor asked Linda, “Linda, would you be willing 
to die for Bob?”  With tears in her eyes she said, “Yes, I would.”  Then he asked Bob, 
“Would you be willing to live for Linda?”  And then he turned to Linda and asked, “Linda, 
would you be willing to live for Bob?”



Husbands love your wives as much as Christ loved the church.  Be ready to lay down 
your life for your wife.  1 Peter tells us to love their wives with understanding.  Yes, we 
know that men are from Mars and women are from Venus.  Understanding women doesn’t 
come easy for most men. So, husbands, hand yourself over to your wife as Christ handed 
himself to be crucified on the cross.  Be willing to live for her by taking the time to know 
her and understand her.  How can we give our wives what they need if we don’t take the 
time to learn what they need?  Love your wife as you love your own body.  

God’s plan for marriage is clearly set down in Genesis.  Paul writes, “For this reason a 
man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become 
on flesh.”  Remember what Adam said after he looked at the blessing the Lord brought 
into his wife.  “This is now bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh.”  The two become one.  
They are braided together with each other and with Christ.  How thankful we are that 
every sin in marriage has been forgiven at the cross.  How thankful we are that we have 
strength to live a whole new life for Christ and for each other.  Amen.        


