
HUSBANDS, LOVE YOUR WIVES
AS CHRIST LOVED THE CHURCH
An Exposition of Ephesians 5:25–33
A biblical teaching for husbands and marriages

EPHESIANS 5:25–33

CENTRAL THESIS

To explain what Christlike marital love requires from husbands by tracing Paul’s verbs and images in 
Ephesians 5:25-33, and to distinguish sacrificial headship from control, passivity, indulgence, and a savior-
complex responsibility for a wife’s obedience.

MAKING FAMILIES STRONGER
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Introduction
Ephesians 5:25 is often summarized by saying that a husband should be willing to die for his wife. That is true, but 
Paul’s command reaches much further than a hypothetical moment of heroism. Christ gave Himself for the 
Church at the cross, and He continues to nourish and cherish His people. The husband’s calling therefore concerns 
the ordinary pattern of his life: how he uses strength, responds to inconvenience, speaks under pressure, handles his 
wife’s vulnerability, pursues repair, and orders the household toward Christ.

Paul distinguishes Christ’s unique saving work from the husband’s calling to imitate His love. Christ alone cleanses 
and sanctifies the Church. The husband reflects that love in a creaturely and limited way through truth, tenderness, 
faithfulness, and responsible care.

Big Idea: A husband’s headship is expressed through self-giving, truth-filled, nourishing, cherishing, and 
covenant-faithful love that seeks his wife’s holiness and flourishing under the lordship of Christ.

Understanding the Biblical Context
Ephesians 1-3 announces what God has accomplished in Christ: election, redemption, reconciliation, a new 
humanity, and union with Christ. Ephesians 4-6 then calls believers to walk in a manner worthy of that grace. The 
marriage commands belong to this gospel-shaped life; they are not techniques for gaining power over a spouse.

Immediately before addressing marriage, Paul commands believers to be filled with the Spirit and to live with 
gratitude, worship, and reverence for Christ (Ephesians 5:18-21). He then addresses wives and husbands directly. The 
husband is not commanded to force submission, manage his wife’s conscience, or measure her failures. He is 
commanded to love. His obedience remains his responsibility before Christ, even when the marriage is strained.

Paul explicitly commands husbands to love as Christ loved, to care for their wives as their own bodies, and to 
recognize their one-flesh union. The further practices discussed below, including household decisions, conflict 
repair, and wise boundaries, are theological inferences and pastoral applications drawn from this passage alongside 
the wider teaching of Scripture. They should not be treated as additional verbs found in Ephesians 5 itself.

The Text
“Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her to make her holy, cleansing 
her by the washing with 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 their own body, but they feed 
and care for their body, 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 also must love his wife as he 
loves himself, and the wife must respect her husband.”

Ephesians 5:25-33

“Husbands, Love Your Wives”
The command is direct and personal. Paul does not merely instruct husbands to believe in marriage, provide 
income, or occupy a leadership position. He commands each husband to love his own wife. The verb translated love 
is agapaō, the ordinary New Testament word that often describes purposeful, self-giving love. The word itself does 
not contain every detail of Christlike marriage, but Paul immediately supplies the controlling pattern: “as Christ 
loved the church.”



WHITBY FOUNDATION     /     MARRIAGE & FAMILY TEACHING

THE WHITBY FOUNDATION     |     MAKING FAMILIES STRONGER     |     3

This love includes affection, but it cannot be reduced to emotion. A husband may feel tired, disappointed, 
misunderstood, or wounded and remain obligated to act in truth and love. His obedience is not conditioned upon 
his wife first becoming easy to love, agreeing with him, respecting him perfectly, or meeting his needs.

Unconditional obligation does not mean unconditional approval. A husband may confront sin, name harm, 
establish boundaries, seek pastoral or professional help, and refuse participation in evil. The command regulates his 
manner and motive: he may not use cruelty, contempt, retaliation, coercion, or withdrawal of covenant care as 
weapons.

Governing Principle: The husband’s first question is not, “Has my wife earned my love?” but, “How does obedience 
to Christ require me to love her faithfully in this situation?”

“As Christ Loved the Church and Gave Himself Up for Her”
Paul defines the measure of marital love through the cross. Christ did not exploit His authority for self- protection. 
He gave Himself for the good of His bride. The phrase “gave himself up” points to voluntary, costly, redemptive 
self-surrender. A husband’s authority is therefore cruciform: whatever influence he possesses must be exercised for 
his wife’s good rather than his ego, comfort, image, or control.

What Sacrificial Love Requires
 • Dying to pride, defensiveness, entitlement, and the demand to be served first

 • Giving time, attention, energy, and resources for the genuine good of the marriage

 • Initiating confession and repair when he has sinned

 • Protecting his wife’s dignity rather than humiliating or recruiting an audience against her

 • Choosing truth and faithfulness when avoidance would be easier

 • Bearing inconvenience without treating his wife as a burden

Sacrifice does not mean erasing all personal limits, enabling irresponsibility, neglecting children, abandoning wise 
stewardship, or remaining in immediate danger. Jesus’ self-giving was obedient to the Father and ordered toward 
redemption. Human sacrifice becomes distorted when it is separated from truth, wisdom, justice, and proper 
creaturely limits.

Sacrificial obedience includes accepting responsibility for one’s own actions, without assuming moral control over 
another adult. A wife remains accountable to God for her own choices and repentance.

Christ’s Saving Work and the Husband’s Analogical Calling
Paul says Christ gave Himself “to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word.” 
These statements describe Christ’s unique saving work. Christ cleanses from sin, sets His people apart, gives the 
Spirit, and will present the Church holy. A husband cannot reproduce those divine acts, mediate salvation, or 
become the source of his wife’s sanctification.

The analogy still has genuine force. Because Christ’s love seeks the holiness of His bride, a husband’s love should 
never entice his wife toward sin, reward dishonesty, normalize spiritual neglect, or use “peace” as an

excuse for avoiding truth. He should cultivate a home in which Scripture, prayer, worship, confession, church 
fellowship, and repentance are treated as life-giving realities rather than instruments of control.

Practical Ways a Husband Supports Spiritual Flourishing
 • He studies and obeys Scripture himself before using it to evaluate his wife.

 • He prays for her and with her without turning prayer into a disguised lecture.
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 • He encourages her gifts, talents, callings, and service to God as part of her flourishing, not as the definition of 
sanctification.

 • He speaks truth with gentleness and welcomes truthful correction in return.

 • He models repentance rather than demanding spiritual maturity he refuses to practice.

 • He encourages healthy participation in the local church and appropriate counsel beyond himself.

The husband is a fellow disciple before he is a leader. His task is not to mold his wife into his private ideal of 
femininity, but to love her as a woman who belongs to Christ and is being conformed to Christ by the Spirit.

“To Present Her ... Radiant, Holy, and Blameless”
Christ’s love moves toward the Church’s final beauty and holiness. He does not deny her present sin, yet He does 
not define her only by what remains unfinished. This gives Christian love a hopeful direction. A husband should 
learn to see and name God’s grace in his wife, encourage growth, and refuse the corrosive habit of relating to her 
mainly through complaints, deficiencies, or comparisons.

Hope-filled love is not denial. Jesus lovingly exposes sin and calls His people to repentance. The risen Christ tells 
churches, “Those whom I love I rebuke and discipline.” Therefore, “Christ does not criticize His bride” is too 
broad. The biblical truth is that Christ does not maliciously shame or judicially condemn those who are in Him, 
yet He does correct, warn, reprove, and discipline in love.

Truthful Encouragement Rather Than Condemnation
 • Praise what is genuinely praiseworthy rather than using flattery to avoid hard conversations.

 • Address conduct specifically rather than attacking identity or assigning motives.

 • Correct for restoration, not superiority, release of anger, or punishment.

 • Speak with the awareness that the husband also remains a sinner in need of grace.

 • Distinguish conviction, which calls toward repentance and hope, from condemnation, which pronounces the 
person hopeless.

Romans 8:1 declares that there is no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. A husband should therefore 
refuse contemptuous verdicts such as “You always ruin everything” or “You will never change.” Yet freedom from 
condemnation does not eliminate truth, accountability, consequences, or the call to repentance.

“Love Their Wives as Their Own Bodies”
Paul grounds husbandly love in the one-flesh union. The wife is not an accessory to the husband’s mission or an 
external problem to manage. In marriage, her welfare is bound to his. “He who loves his wife loves himself.” Self-
protective leadership that repeatedly wounds, neglects, or humiliates a wife contradicts the covenant body the 
husband claims to lead.

Loving her as his own body means taking her experience seriously. He listens before deciding that her concerns are 
irrational. He considers how schedules, finances, family relationships, sexuality, work, ministry, and household 
decisions affect her. He bears burdens with her and seeks solutions that honor the good of the whole covenant 
household.

One-flesh unity preserves each spouse’s agency and legitimate boundaries. It is covenantal interdependence, not 
enmeshment.
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“Feeds and Cares for Their Body”
The NIV says a person “feeds and cares for” his own body, while several other translations render the verbs 
“nourishes and cherishes.” The underlying words carry the ideas of nourishing toward maturity and providing 
tender, warming care. Together they keep headship from becoming abstract. Christlike love provides what supports 
life and growth while treating the wife with tenderness rather than harshness.

Nourishing Love
 • Practices responsible provision and stewardship according to the family’s actual circumstances

 • Makes room for rest, health, learning, friendship, worship, and the wise use of gifts

 • Shares burdens rather than assuming care work belongs automatically to one spouse

 • Protects time for connection and does not give every remaining part of himself to work, hobbies, ministry, or 
extended family

Cherishing Love
 • Uses warmth, appropriate affection, tenderness, and attentive presence

 • Protects her dignity in private and public speech

 • Learns what communicates care to his actual wife rather than to an imagined generic woman

 • Responds to weakness with compassion without treating her as inferior or incapable

First Peter 3:7 commands husbands to live with their wives “in an understanding way,” showing honor because 
husband and wife are co-heirs of the grace of life. Whatever interpretive questions surround the phrase “weaker 
vessel,” Peter explicitly rejects inferiority by pairing it with honor, shared inheritance, and divine accountability. A 
husband who refuses understanding damages not only intimacy but also his own prayer life.

Covenant Faithfulness: Leave, Hold Fast, and Become One Flesh
Paul quotes Genesis 2:24 because Christlike love is covenantal. A man leaves father and mother, holds fast to his 
wife, and forms a new primary household. “Leave” does not require abandoning parents, but it does require a 
decisive transfer of primary covenant loyalty. Extended family, friendships, work, and ministry must not be 
allowed to function as rival centers of allegiance against the marriage.

To “hold fast” is to cleave with durable loyalty. Consistent love does not mean that a husband has identical 
emotions every day. It means his wife is not forced to guess whether covenant care will disappear whenever he is 
disappointed. He does not alternate between intense pursuit and punitive withdrawal, or use affection, money, 
silence, sexuality, spirituality, or access to the children as leverage.

Covenant faithfulness does not forbid boundaries or a temporary pause when emotions are flooded. A husband may 
say, “I need time to regulate, but I am not abandoning you. I will return to this conversation at an agreed time.” 
That is different from indefinite withdrawal designed to punish, destabilize, or avoid responsibility.

Covenant love also includes delight. Proverbs 5:18 tells a husband to rejoice in the wife of his youth. Joyful love 
receives the wife as a person to know and enjoy, not merely a duty to manage. Delight cannot be commanded as 
constant emotion, but a husband can cultivate gratitude, affection, friendship, play, and faithful sexual love rather 
than feeding contempt or comparison.

The Profound Mystery: Christ and the Church
Paul finally explains that the one-flesh union points beyond itself to Christ and the Church. Marriage is not the 
gospel, and a husband is not Jesus. Marriage is a creaturely sign that should reflect the covenant faithfulness, self-
giving love, truth, unity, and holiness revealed perfectly in Christ.
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The analogy is real but limited: a husband represents Christ’s love through sacrifice, while remaining a sinner 
under Scripture and accountable to others.

The mystery also means marital love is never merely private. A husband’s treatment of his wife either clarifies or 
obscures something about the gospel he professes. Public ministry, doctrinal knowledge, and stated household 
ideals cannot compensate for harshness, neglect, deception, sexual unfaithfulness, or refusal to repent at home.

The Biblical Picture of Christlike Love
Sacrificial Love
He gives himself for his wife’s genuine good, dies to selfish entitlement, and accepts the cost of faithful obedience 
(Ephesians 5:25; Romans 5:8).

Sanctifying Love
He supports a home ordered toward holiness while recognizing that Christ alone saves, cleanses, and sanctifies 
(Ephesians 5:26-27).

Caring Love
He treats his wife’s welfare as bound to his own and responds to her needs with practical care (Ephesians 5:28-30).

Steadfast Love
He remains covenantally faithful rather than alternating between self-giving and self-protective abandonment. 
Steadfastness is not enabling; it is truth and loyalty held together.

Truthful Love
He does not offer only praise. He speaks truth for restoration, refuses harshness, and welcomes correction himself 
(Ephesians 4:15, 29; Colossians 3:19; Revelation 3:19).

Forgiving Love
He extends the forgiveness he has received in Christ and refuses to weaponize a record of wrongs. Forgiveness does 
not call evil good, erase consequences, or instantly restore trust without repentance and fruit (Ephesians 4:32; 1 
Corinthians 13:5-6).

Hope-Filled Love
He refuses to define his wife only by her present weaknesses and encourages the work of grace without treating her 
as a renovation project.

Joyful Love
He cultivates gratitude, friendship, affection, and faithful delight in his wife rather than comparison, resentment, 
or neglect (Proverbs 5:18).

Understanding Love
He studies his actual wife with humility, listens attentively, honors her as a co-heir, and recognizes that knowledge 
of her creates responsibility for wiser care (1 Peter 3:7).

What Christlike Husbandly Love Does Not Mean
 • The husband becomes his wife’s savior, sanctifier, therapist, conscience, or Holy Spirit.

 • He assumes responsibility for her choices, repentance, emotions, or obedience to God.
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 • He offers only praise and never names sin, danger, deception, or relational harm.

 • He tolerates abuse, criminal behavior, child endangerment, addiction, or serious coercion in the name of 
sacrifice.

 • He uses headship to control, intimidate, isolate, monitor, or demand unquestioned compliance.

 • He enables irresponsibility, removes every consequence, or overfunctions until the family depends upon his 
exhaustion.

 • He suppresses legitimate needs and limits until resentment, illness, or collapse follows.

 • He withdraws covenant care to punish his wife or make her earn relational security.

 • He sacrifices truth for surface peace or calls avoidance “grace.”

 • He measures his obedience by whether his wife immediately responds as he desires.

A Necessary Warning Against Weaponizing This Teaching
This teaching is addressed to husbands for their repentance and obedience. It should not be used by a wife to 
demand indulgence, immunity from correction, limitless emotional labor, or the surrender of every preference. 
Christlike love does not mean a husband must agree with every interpretation, absorb every accusation, or carry 
responsibilities God assigns to both spouses.

Likewise, a husband must not use his sacrifices as moral leverage: “After everything I do, you owe me.” The cross is 
not a tool of manipulation. Each spouse stands directly under Christ. The husband is commanded to love; the wife 
is commanded to respect and submit to her own husband under the lordship of Christ. Neither command cancels 
the other, and neither spouse’s failure gives the other permission to sin.

Where there is abuse, credible danger, serious coercion, criminal conduct, or child endangerment, biblical love 
seeks protection, truth, accountability, and qualified help. Secrecy and passive endurance are not marks of 
faithfulness.

The Gospel Foundation of Christlike Love
Every husband eventually discovers that Ephesians 5 gives him a standard he cannot fulfill by willpower. Christ’s 
love is perfectly sacrificial, pure, wise, steadfast, truthful, and tender. Human husbands are often defensive, 
inconsistent, self-protective, harsh, passive, fearful, or controlling. The passage is therefore not merely a leadership 
manual. It exposes sin and drives husbands to the gospel.

Jesus is the true Bridegroom who loved an undeserving people, gave Himself at the cross, rose from death, and is 
preparing His Church for glory. A husband does not imitate Christ in order to become worthy of grace. He loves 
because he has first been loved, forgiven, united to Christ, and given the Holy Spirit.

The gospel produces more than vague regret. It produces confession without excuse, repentance that changes 
conduct, forgiveness rooted in Christ, restitution where possible, and patient rebuilding of trust. Christlike 
leadership is most visible not when a husband appears flawless, but when he quickly brings his sin into the light and 
returns to obedient love.

Gospel Principle: A husband can give himself in love because Christ first gave Himself for him. The cross removes 
entitlement, the resurrection supplies hope, and the Spirit gives power for repentance and faithful change.

Faithful Application
Questions for Reflection
 • 1. Where am I being called to sacrificial love in an ordinary, costly part of marriage, and where might I be seeking 

control or approval instead?
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 • 2. How can I nourish and cherish my actual wife through attentive care, listening, shared responsibility, and 
tenderness?

 • 3. What specific sin or neglect do I need to confess and repair without making my wife responsible for my 
obedience?

 • 4. How does receiving Christ’s grace reshape my pursuit of holiness, faithful leadership, and love when my efforts 
are not reciprocated?

A Model Confession for a Husband
“Lord, I have not loved my wife as Christ loved the Church. I have used my strength for self-protection, confused 
leadership with being right, and sometimes avoided responsibility until distance grew. Forgive me for the specific 
ways I have been harsh, passive, defensive, controlling, inattentive, or manipulative. I cannot save or sanctify my 
wife, but I am responsible to love her faithfully. Teach me to speak truth without contempt, sacrifice without 
keeping score, establish boundaries without abandonment, and repent without excuse. By Your Spirit, make my 
love more like Christ’s love. Amen.”

Teaching Summary
Paul's Phrase Exegetical Meaning Marriage Implication

“Love your wives”
A direct, continuing command shaped 
by Christ rather than by fluctuating 
feelings

The husband remains responsible for 
loving obedience even in conflict.

“As Christ loved” The cross defines authority as self-
giving love for the bride’s good

Leadership must reject entitlement, 
coercion, and self-protective control.

“Gave himself up” Voluntary and costly sacrifice
The husband dies to pride and 
selfishness while retaining truth and 
wise limits.

“Make her holy ... cleanse” Christ’s unique saving and sanctifying 
work

The husband supports holiness but 
never replaces Christ, Scripture, the 
Spirit, or the Church.

“Present her radiant” Christ loves toward the Church’s final 
holiness and beauty

The husband combines truthful 
correction with hope, encouragement, 
and dignity.

“As their own bodies” The wife’s good is bound to the one-
flesh union

Decisions should consider the welfare 
of the entire covenant body.

“Feeds and cares” Maturing provision joined with tender 
care

He provides, listens, honors, protects, 
and learns how to care for his actual 
wife.

“Leave ... be united ... one flesh” A new primary covenant loyalty and 
durable union

The marriage must be protected from 
rival loyalties and manipulative 
withdrawal.

“Christ and the church” Marriage is a creaturely sign of the 
gospel

The husband reflects Christ 
analogically while remaining a sinner 
under Christ’s authority.

Conclusion
Paul does not define a husband by how forcefully he asserts authority, how many decisions he controls, or how 
effectively he manages his wife. He defines the husband’s calling through Christ: love, give yourself, seek holiness, 
feed, care, hold fast, and remember the gospel mystery your marriage is meant to display.
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Christlike love is not passive niceness. It tells the truth, establishes wise boundaries, confronts sin, protects the 
vulnerable, and pursues repair. Nor is it a savior complex. The husband cannot cleanse his wife, carry her moral 
agency, or guarantee her response. His task is both weighty and limited: he must use his life and influence for her 
genuine good under the authority of Christ.

The husband will fail, but failure need not become hypocrisy. The gospel gives him a path back: confession, 
repentance, forgiveness, restitution, renewed obedience, and dependence upon the Spirit. As he receives the love of 
the true Bridegroom, he learns to love his wife with sacrifice instead of entitlement, tenderness instead of 
harshness, truth instead of avoidance, and covenant faithfulness instead of self-protection.

Primary Scripture References
Genesis 2:24; Proverbs 5:18; Romans 5:8; Romans 8:1; 1 Corinthians 13:4-7; Ephesians 4:15, 29, 32; Ephesians 5:18-33; 
Colossians 3:19; 1 John 4:19; 1 Peter 3:7; Revelation 2-3.

Full Scripture quotations are from the New International Version (NIV); selected translation comparisons are 
identified in the text.
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