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Ephesians 5:22-33

22 Wives, be subject to your own husbands, as to the Lord. 23 For the husband is the head of the wife, as Christ also is the head of the church, He Himself being the Savior of the body. 24 But as the church is subject to Christ, so also the wives ought to be to their husbands in everything. 25 Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also loved the church and gave Himself up for her, 26 so that He might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word, 27 that He might present to Himself the church in all her glory, having no spot or wrinkle or any such thing; but that she would be holy and blameless. 28 So husbands ought also to love their own wives as their own bodies. He who loves his own wife loves himself; 29 for no one ever hated his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it, just as Christ also does the church, 30 because we are members of His body. 31 FOR THIS REASON A MAN SHALL LEAVE HIS FATHER AND MOTHER AND SHALL BE JOINED TO HIS WIFE, AND THE TWO SHALL BECOME ONE FLESH. 32 This mystery is great; but I am speaking with reference to Christ and the church. 33 Nevertheless, each individual among you also is to love his own wife even as himself, and the wife must see to it that she respects her husband.

Mark 7:1–13

1When the Pharisees gathered to [Jesus], with some of the scribes who had come from Jerusalem, 2they saw that some of his disciples ate with hands that were defiled, that is, unwashed. 3(For the Pharisees and all the Jews do not eat unless they wash their hands, holding to the tradition of the elders, 4and when they come from the marketplace, they do not eat unless they wash. And there are many other traditions that they observe, such as the washing of cups and pots and copper vessels and dining couches.) 5And the Pharisees and the scribes asked him, “Why do your disciples not walk according to the tradition of the elders, but eat with defiled hands?” 6And he said to them,  “Well did Isaiah prophesy of you hypocrites, as it is written,

 “‘This people honors me with their lips, but their heart is far from me;

7
 in vain do they worship me,

  teaching as doctrines the commandments of men.’

8 You leave the commandment of God and hold to the tradition of men.”

9And he said to them,  “You have a fine way of rejecting the commandment of God in order to establish your tradition! 10 For Moses said, ‘Honor your father and your mother’; and, ‘Whoever reviles father or mother must surely die.’ 11 But you say, ‘If a man tells his father or his mother, Whatever you would have gained from me is Corban’ (that is, given to God)— 12 then you no longer permit him to do anything for his father or mother, 13 thus making void the word of God by your tradition that you have handed down. And many such things you do.”

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
A love letter—Is that not the last thing we might think to find in Holy Scripture?

How do I love thee? /  Let me count the ways.

I love thee to the depth /   and breadth and height,

My soul can reach, /  when feeling out of sight.
We’ve heard that before:  words of love from the poet, Elizabeth Barrett Browning.

Another love note:

How beautiful you are, my beloved, 

How beautiful you are! 

Your eyes are like doves behind your veil . . . 

Your lips are like a scarlet thread, 

And your mouth is lovely. Your temples are like a slice of a pomegranate.
Those are words of our Lord—chapter 4 from the Song of Songs in the Bible.

We don’t hear much from that book of the Bible, Solomon’s Song of Songs, maybe a bit too earthy for us.  

It’s a love letter.  The groom loves his bride, and will do anything to be with her.  The bride loves her groom, and can’t wait for him to come to her.  It’s in the Bible.  It’s not just a love letter about two young lovers who can’t wait to be in each other’s arms, it’s a love letter of the Lord God, who is the groom, wooing the woman he loves, which is the church.

The bride hears the words of her lover.  She says,

I am my beloved's, And his desire is for me. Come, my beloved, let us go out into the country, . . . Let us rise early and go to the vineyards . . . 
Chapter 7 of the Song of Songs.

If we want to read a love letter that only the groom who is the Lord can write, and to read the notes back from the bride, we only have to turn to the Book of the Song of Songs in Holy Scripture.


More words of a love note:

Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also loved the church and gave Himself up for her, so that He might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word, that He might present to Himself the church in all her glory, having no spot or wrinkle or any such thing; but that she would be holy and blameless. 

[Ephesians 5]

Words of love.  A husband for his bride, a Lord for his church.

Our Lord thinks of his church in those terms, he is the groom, she the bride.  All of us, bound together as one, the Bride of Christ.

What will he do for his Bride?  

He will give himself up for her, even to the point of death, shedding his own blood to redeem her.  He will cleanse her from every spot, every shame, cleansing her with the water and word of Baptism, cleansing every person, man, woman, child, infant, all of them together his Bride, cleansing each and every one of us in Baptism, no one left out.  He will sanctify his Bride, calling her to his banquet Table, forgiving her sin with his body and blood of the Sacrament, presenting her to himself in all her glory, the glory he bestows upon her, that she is then made to stand.  All of us together are made to stand, holy and blameless as his Bride.


It’s quite a love letter this Lord sends to us.  So, Bride, be subject to your groom.  He is your head who takes care of you.

We need to make a quick note about that word subject, though.  In the text printed in our bulletin, the word is translated as submit: wives submit to your husbands.  But that’s a pretty loose translation.  The Greek word is properly translated as be subject.  

The Greek word refers to the good ordering of things, to placing everything in its proper position, so that all things work together as intended, fitting with one another and benefitting each other.  It comes into the English as be subject.  

Submit is a word that can be heard quite differently as referring to control and power and coercion, a word of surrendering to another.  And our Lord never sees his bride like that, as one to control or coerce or push down.

So here in Ephesians 5, the word is be subject.  In the original Greek it’s the word for placing things in good and proper order to each other, so that each one can be a benefit to the other.

We are, after all, all subject to one another, in the different ways of the Lord’s good ordering.  The mother is subject to her baby, feeding and caring for the baby, attending to his needs.  The baby, at the same time, is subject to his mother, looking to her for every gift of motherhood.  

The citizen is subject to his king or governor, being responsible to pay taxes and follow just laws.  At the same time, the king or governor is subject to the citizen, being responsible to protect the citizen, to punish those who do evil, administering justice throughout the land for the benefit of all.

The student is subject to the teacher, responsible to do his work of learning and looking to his teacher for every good gift of an honorable education.  The teacher, meanwhile, is subject to the student, responsible to teach him not her own ideas, but the good learning of an honest education, and never to teach against the family or against what the God-given parents are teaching the child.  

We are all subject, in our proper places, to each other.  

When we step out of our proper places, when we break subjection, when we take things upon ourselves not given to us, this is sin.

In our many and various God-given vocations we are all subject to one another, and this is good.  For it is our Lords’ way of setting us all in good order toward one another, that, by fulfilling our vocations in life, we give love to our neighbor.

Ephesians 5:21:

be subject to one another in the fear of Christ.

And now it is husbands and wives.  Husbands, you are subject to your wives, to give them every good gift of marriage, loving them as Christ does the Church.  And he loved the church, even to the point of dying for her.

Wives be subject to your husbands, loving them as the church does her groom, the Lord Christ, and looking to him for every good gift of marriage.


It’s not about control; it’s about the dispensing of gifts.  It’s a love letter from our Lord.

A groom who loves his bride, and wants her to know it, and wants everyone else to know it, too.  This great love of Jesus for his people, of the Christ for his church, this love that has him continually calling her to his Name, gathering her into his arms, cleansing her of every sin, of every blot and blemish, presenting her in all her glory as his beloved Bride.

A greater love letter was never written than that one written on the cross, where the groom died for his Bride, to give her gifts.


And now it becomes for us a description of our lives, of our families, of our marriages, our friendships.

Our marriages, they may seem manmade.  But they are not.  It is God who joins the man to the wife, the wife to the man, the two now one-flesh—and what God himself joins together, let no man tear apart.

This is what enlivens and rebuilds our marriages.  For when we bring harm to our marriages, when we hold sin against spouse, when husband tries to make wife submit, or wife tries to make husband submit, as if marriage were a contest to see who’s in control, then our Lord’s word comes and restores, rebuilds, cleanses, and sanctifies: 

Be subject to one another, and be cleansed by the Word of the Groom of the Church, who cleanses you by the Gospel, by the washing and the word of holy Baptism.


It’s quite a love letter our Lord sends us.  It rebuilds and restores not only our marriages, but our friendships with one another.

And it is not just for those who are married.  The Apostle Paul, in 1 Corinthians, mentions those who are not given to marry, and there are those who are single by divorce, or by widowhood, and those who are waiting for the gift of marriage.

We are, our Lord says, all subject to one another.  In marriage, in friendship, in care for our neighbor, subject to one another, so that no one is left without consolation, without comfort and friendship—subject to one another as servants, set by the Lord to care for each another and dispense his gifts according to the various vocations he sets us in in our lives.


Because, we have all been made members of the church, the Bride of Christ; we are all, together as one, those who are loved by the Lord Christ, cleansed by his washing of the water and the Word, sanctified by his blood.  

It’s a love letter from our Lord.  To us.  To all husbands and wives, all singles, all those waiting for marriage, all those widowed, all children and grandchildren, to all of us—a love letter from the Lord Christ, who 

loved the church and gave Himself up for her, to sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word, that He might present to Himself the church in all her glory, having no spot or wrinkle or any such thing; but that she would be holy and blameless. 
IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
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