
WEEK 11: RELATIONSHIPS REIMAGINED  

Big Idea: The gospel reshapes our relationships, replacing power struggles with 
mutual submission and sacrificial love that reflects Jesus. 

 

SCRIPTURE 

Read this passage slowly. 

Ephesians 5:21-33 (NIV)  

²¹ Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ. 

²² Wives, submit yourselves to your own husbands as you do 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 their own body, but they feed and care for their body, 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. 

Note: Paul continues applying these principles of mutual submission to children and 
parents (6:1-4) and to work relationships (6:5-9). In every relationship, both people are 
called to serve one another "as to the Lord." 

 

🏛 CONTEXT: MARRIAGE AS THE MODEL 

Paul uses marriage as his primary example of how the gospel transforms 
relationships, but the principles apply to every close relationship. This section flows 
from "be filled with the Spirit" (5:18) and "submit to one another out of reverence for 
Christ" (5:21). Being Spirit-controlled changes how you relate to your spouse, children, 
parents, roommates, and coworkers. Paul highlights marriage because it is the most 
intimate human relationship and it pictures something greater, Christ and the 



church (verse 32). If the gospel can transform marriage, where selfishness and power 
struggles are common, it can transform any relationship. Whether you are married, 
single, divorced, or widowed, these principles of mutual submission, sacrificial love, 
and serving "as to the Lord" apply to you. 

 

🔍 A CLOSER LOOK: "SUBMIT TO ONE ANOTHER" (5:21) 

Verse 21 is the umbrella over everything that follows: "Submit to one another out of 
reverence for Christ." The Greek word hypotassō means to voluntarily place yourself 
under another for their good. It is not forced compliance or inferiority; it is willing, 
mutual service. Every believer is called to that, regardless of role. Wives submit to 
husbands (5:22), and husbands submit by sacrificially loving and laying down their 
lives (5:25). The pattern continues with children and parents (6:1-4), employees and 
employers (6:5-9). Both people in every relationship serve one another "as to the 
Lord." The gospel does not erase roles or responsibilities, but it transforms them from 
power struggles into partnerships of mutual love and respect. 

 

WARM-UP 

Q: Think of a time when someone put your needs ahead of their own. How did it 
make you feel? How did it change the relationship? 

 

OBSERVATION 

1. What is the command in verse 21? How does this "umbrella" command shape the 
way Paul talks about marriage in verses 22-33? 

LEADER NOTE:  

The umbrella: "Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ" (verse  21). This 
governs everything that follows. Why it matters: Verse 21 changes how we read the 
passage. It's not "wives submit while husbands command." It's "both submit to one 
another." Wives submit (verse 22), husbands submit by loving sacrificially (verse 25). 
Both serve each other out of reverence for Christ. The verb connection: In Greek, 
verse 22 has no verb; it borrows "submit" from verse 21. Paul is applying the mutual 
submission of verse 21 to marriage specifically. Universal application: Even if you're 
not married, verse 21 applies to you. All believers submit to one another in every 
relationship.  



 

2. According to verses 25-30, what does Christ's love for the church look like? How 
does this define what it means to love sacrificially in any relationship? 

LEADER NOTE:  

Christ's love: Gave Himself up for the church (verse 25), makes her holy (verse 26), 
cleanses her (verse 26), presents her radiant and blameless (verse 27), feeds and 
cares for her (verse 29). This is sacrificial, sanctifying, nourishing, permanent love. The 
standard for all love: This isn't just marriage advice. This is the model for Christian 
love in every relationship. Christ's love for the church is sacrificial (gave Himself up), 
intentional (makes her holy), tender (nourishes), committed (permanent). Not 
domination, sacrifice: Jesus didn't lord it over the church; He died for her. 
Leadership means laying down your life. Critical: If abuse is raised, be clear: abuse is 
the opposite of Christlike love. Being submissive never means accepting harm.  

 

3. Look at verses 31-32. What does Paul call "a profound mystery"? How does this 
elevate the purpose of marriage, and all relationships, beyond just human 
connection? 

LEADER NOTE:  

The mystery (verse 32): "The two will become one flesh" (verse 31) points to Christ 
and the church. Marriage isn't just about two people; it's meant to picture the 
gospel. Why it matters: Paul quotes Genesis 2:24, then says, "This is a profound 
mystery, but I am talking about Christ and the church" (verse 32). Human marriage 
reflects the union between Christ and His people. When you love sacrificially, forgive 
freely, serve humbly in any relationship, you're displaying the gospel. The “one 
flesh” principle: In marriage, two become one. You care for your spouse as your own 
body (verse 28).  

 

4. In verses 22-24, how does Paul describe the wife's role? How does he connect it to 
the church's relationship with Christ? 

LEADER NOTE:  

Wives submit to husbands "as to the Lord" (verse 22). The reason: The husband is 
head of the wife as Christ is head of the church (verse 23). As the church submits to 
Christ, so wives are to submit to their husbands (verse 24). Why it matters: Paul 
grounds submission in the gospel, not culture. "As to the Lord" (verse 22) means that 
her submission to her husband is her service to Christ. Critical distinction: "Submit" 
doesn't mean "less than." Christ is head of the church, but the church isn't inferior; 



it's His beloved bride. Submission is about order, not value. See verse 21 on mutual 
submission. Critical: If abuse is raised, be clear: Submission never means accepting 
harm. Christ never harms His bride.  

 

APPLICATION 

1. Think of your closest relationships right now. In what ways are you expecting them 
to serve you instead of you looking for ways to serve them? What is one specific way 
you will serve them this week? 

LEADER NOTE:  

Push them to name one relationship where they're demanding service instead of 
giving it, and one concrete way to flip the script. Why it matters: The gospel makes 
us servants, not masters. Mutual submission (verse 21) means both people race to 
out-serve each other. It's not "I'll serve you if you serve me," but "I'll serve you 
because Christ served me." What it looks like: Do the task they hate without being 
asked, anticipate their needs, listen without interrupting, apologize first, sacrifice 
your preferences for their good. Watch for: People who feel taken advantage of. 
Mutual submission is voluntary and mutual. If only one person serves, it's not mutual. 
But you control only your side.  

 

2. Verses 25-30 show us Christ's sacrificial love for the church. Who in your life needs 
you to love them more like Christ loves (sacrificially, intentionally, tenderly, with their 
growth in mind)? What's one way you'll demonstrate that kind of love this week? 

LEADER NOTE:  

Push them to name one person who needs Christlike love and one concrete action. 
Why it matters: Christ's love for the church is the model for all Christian 
relationships, not just marriage. Sacrificial love applies everywhere. The Christ 
standard: Christ's love was sacrificial (gave Himself up), intentional (makes us holy), 
tender (nourishes), committed (never gives up). Which is hardest for you? Help them 
apply: Married (love spouse sacrificially), dating (help them grow), single/friends (be 
there when inconvenient), family (tender care, not obligation), roommates (serve 
when they're stressed). What would it cost you to love this person like Christ this 
week?  

 



3. Think about your workplace, volunteer role, or daily responsibilities. Where have 
you been serving halfheartedly, only when you're being watched, or with 
resentment? What would it look like to serve there “as to the Lord” this week? 

LEADER NOTE:  

Push them to name one area where they're serving halfheartedly and one shift to 
wholehearted service "as to the Lord." Why it matters: Ephesians 6:5-9 applies 
mutual submission to work: Serve "as to the Lord" (not just when watched). Every 
relationship is service to Christ. The shift: from "I have to" to "I get to serve Christ 
through this." From "They don't deserve my best" to "Christ sees and will reward." 
Watch for: People in genuinely unjust or abusive work situations. Serving "as to the 
Lord" doesn't mean accepting abuse. It means maintaining integrity while seeking 
appropriate change.  

 

PRAYER 
  


