
The Meaning of Marriage 
Study 6: Our Responsibilities and Roles

Read Ephesians 5:21-33

A man shall leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will 
become one flesh.  This is a profound mystery…  (Ephesians 5:31-32)

❖ Question #1: What are some of the reasons we tend to fight in marriage? 
What makes it so difficult to just consistently get along with one another?

Have you ever had a difficult time getting along with your spouse? Perhaps 
some of us are currently having a hard time getting along with our spouse, and 
it seems like a fight could surface at any minute? Well whether it’s the current 
condition of our marriage or a reoccurring condition that we just can’t seem to 
get rid of, the truth of the matter is that every marriage will certainly have some 
difficult times and it’s fair share of heated disagreements. Sometimes this is a 
self-induced condition resulting from our own selfishness, and sometimes it is 
simply the sinful result of living in a fallen world that isn’t functioning in the 
way that it was created and intended to function.  

Some of our most heated disagreements sound something like this:

❖ “He cares more about his parents’ opinions than mine. Pleasing them is far 
more important to him than pleasing me.”

❖ “She’s totally wrapped up with whatever the kids want and just leaves me to 
care for myself. She cares more about being their mom than being my wife.”
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❖ “He cares more about his career than he does about spending time with me or 
the kids. He devotes most of his time, energy and focus to his job, and we 
only get the leftovers.” 

❖ Question #2: Do any of these examples resonate with you? Are any of these 
something you’ve experienced in your own marriage at times? What can we 
do to make sure that we begin to truly value our spouse and bless them rather 
than finding ourselves in consistent disagreements and difficulties?

In his book, The Meaning of Marriage, Timothy Keller writes:

“If your spouse does not feel that you are putting him or her first, then 
by definition, you aren’t. And when that happens, your marriage is 
dying.”1

Typically, when we begin to feel as if our needs are not being met in our 
marriage, we will begin to look elsewhere and to other things for our sense of 
worth and hope and fulfillment. Only when we begin to truly find our worth 
and hope in who Christ is and what He has done for us will we find ourselves 
willing and able to truly love those that He has placed in our life no matter 
what our disagreements and difficulties may be. If we continue to put our 
careers, aspirations, children and/or extended family as things that we look to 
for worth, hope and fulfillment (idols) then our spouse and of course our 
marriage will suffer the consequences. 

❖ Question #3: Experiences of betrayal can leave a deep wound that is hard to 
recover from. What is betrayal and how do you recover from it?  

  Timothy Keller, The Meaning of Marriage, (Penguin Group: 2011), 128.1 1
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As we’ve already mentioned in a previous study, because of original sin, our 
relationships no longer naturally function as they were intended to function. We 
have fallen under the curse of sin that leads us to seek ultimate satisfaction in 
our work or in another person when only reconciliation with our Creator will 
truly fill that gap and satisfy our seeking souls. Seeking ultimate satisfaction in 
anything other than Christ and the reconciliation that He establishes with our 
Creator is turning to pseudo-gods who cannot satisfy. It is the essentially 
turning to misleading and artificial replacements for God. And in the same way, 
“Marriage won’t work unless you put your marriage and your spouse first, and 
you don’t turn good things, like parents, children, career, and hobbies, into 
pseudo-spouses.”2

Our marriages were designed to reflect the gospel, but they too were not 
intended to be our gospel. Christ must be our supreme hope in this life and 
reign as Lord over our lives in order for our souls to be satisfied and properly 
freed up to love others like we are called to love them. Marriage was never 
intended to be our finish line in this life here on earth, but rather the mutual 
commitment to help one another on the way to the ultimate finish line in glory 
with our Creator. 

❖ Question #4: Are you someone who looks to work together and receive help 
from you spouse or are you more inclined to do things by yourself?

 Keller, 130.2
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Our Responsibilities and Roles

So what are our specific roles within marriage, and how can we make sure that 
we are fulfilling our God-given responsibilities to our spouse? Despite various 
pushback and the radical redefining of gender roles in our society, for the most 
part many of us still enter into marriage with a sense of specific gender roles 
and expectations. 

In His original design, God intended men and women to fully participate 
together in a unified relationship in order to carry out His creation mandate to 
build human civilization and culture. God designed us in such a way that 
neither a man nor a woman possesses all the characteristics needed to fulfill this 
creation mandate alone or in partnership with only their own particular gender. 
Only the complementary union between men and women gives mankind the 
ability to achieve God’s purposes (the mandate ‘to be fruitful and multiply’ 
makes this fairly obvious). 

However, in our own sinfulness, many times these differences between men 
and women are manipulated and turned into opportunities for rebellion and 
oppression. The gospel of Jesus Christ calls both, men and women, to look to 
Christ for an understanding of their particular roles and responsibilities in 
marriage. 

Once we understand this truth, we can better understand the roles identified by 
the apostle Paul in saying, 
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Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ.

Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to the Lord. For the husband is the head 
of the wife even as Christ is the head of the church, his body, and is himself its 
Savior. Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit in 
everything to their husbands.

Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for 
her, that he might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with 
the word, so that he might present the church to himself in splendor, without 
spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that she might be holy and without blemish. 
(Ephesians 5:21-27 ESV)

 
According to the gospel, a marriage that reflects the way that God loves us in 
Christ is one in which the man models sacrificial leadership while the woman 
models sacrificial submission. Both undertaking their God-given roles and 
responsibilities through “submitting to one another out of reverence for Christ.”  

❖ Question #5: What are the specific roles of the man and woman in marriage? 
How would you describe or define these roles in your own marriage?

Our Lord has called us to love Him and to love each other. He has not asked us 
to rule over our spouse nor roll over for our spouse but rather to reflect a love 
for our spouse that gets its source from His love for us.

Often times, when we think of roles within marriage, and we hear the word 
submission, we tend to think of it in negative terms. Why does the word 
submission make us so uneasy? 
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I think for many of us, the word submission is a difficult word for us to digest 
simply because we desire personal freedom and the right to do what we want 
when we want to do it and how we want to do it. Many of us fear that 
submission means a complete loss of personal freedom and personal rights. 

A common misconception for those of us living in our hyper-individualistic 
society is our assumption that we have a right to be our own master. We are 
easily insulted by the idea that we are not our own and free to make our own 
decisions. However, the truth is simply this - We were never meant to be our 
own master, and we will never find ourselves in the position of being our own 
master.

Now, I do not doubt that a number of people would quickly object to this 
particular position. There are many people ready to protest such an assertion 
because they believe strongly that they are operating independently of any 
other authority in their own life and are truly the masters of their actions, 
decisions and desires. However, the reality is that all mankind is either a slave 
to sin (and their own selfish desires) which leads to death or a slave of God 
which leads to eternal life. Our slavery to sin (and self) is just more subtle.

Therefore, we are not to defend our rule over the relationship or declare our 
right in the relationship, but rather we are to submit to one another in reverence 
for Christ. In our full submission to Christ as Lord, we willingly submit to one 
another through sacrificial leadership and subjection.  
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“To submit means that you recognize someone has legitimate authority 
over you. It means you recognize that there is an order of authority, and 
that you are part of a unit, a team. You as an individual are not more 
important than the working of the unit or the team.”3

As Christians, Christ is not over us as Lord because He exerted His authority 
over us but rather because we placed ourselves under His authority. Therefore, 
the husband is not called to exert himself over his wife, and then the wife is to 
surrender herself to the reign of his supremacy. The husband is called to 
sacrificially give himself for his wife and then the wife is to willingly subject 
herself under his servant-type leadership.  

“The motive for submission is not social kindness. The motive for 
submission is not the law of God. The motive for submission is respect 
for Jesus Christ. If we respect Jesus, we then should submit to one 
another because we love Jesus. Paul uses the term fear in this passage, but 
it is a fear - a respect - that is compatible with love. It is a fear of 
disappointing Jesus, a fear of grieving Him. That is totally compatible 
with love. When you really respect someone, you care about pleasing 
him or her, and you are afraid to disappoint that one.”  4

If I am truly submitting to the Lordship of Jesus Christ, then I will look to bless 
and humbly encourage those around me - especially my wife and children. As 
the man, I have a specific role and a God-given responsibility, but that doesn’t 
mean that I am better nor does it imply that I am superior. It simply means that 
I’ve been given a specific role and a specific way for reflecting the love of Christ.

 David Guzik3

 David Guzik4
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❖ Question #6: When you think of the word ‘submit’, what comes to your 
mind? Do you tend to view the word more negatively or positively? How 
would you define your leadership style?

When I submit to the Lordship of Jesus, I naturally find myself working well 
with Kim (my wife) with little difficulty or dissension. However, when I 
selfishly live as if I am the lord of my life, I naturally find myself struggling with 
Kim and straining our relationship. 

Many of us struggle with the command to submit because we lack trust for the 
one we are called to submit to. We will submit if it’s comfortable or best suits 
our own interests, but otherwise we are going to go our own way in life. In 
marriage, true submission to one another is placing our careers, interests, 
desires, friends, extended family and even our children under the commitment 
to love our spouse like Christ has loved us.  

As we close, we might gain some profound understanding in why a 
relationship of mutual submission is such a unique mystery by trying to place 
ourselves in the context of a typical Ephesian male in the first century hearing 
these words of the apostle Paul on marriage. 

Marriage as God has intended it has always been a significant confrontation 
between the Kingdom of Christ and the kingdom of this world. 

Culturally, the command for wives to be under the leadership of their husbands 
would have been nothing profoundly new other than the fact that Paul was 
commanding wives to now submit like this from a heart that’s been 
transformed by the gospel of Christ and filled with the Holy Spirit. 
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However, for a husband to give himself up for his wife? To live as if the life of 
his wife was more precious than his own? That was something entirely unheard 
of and completely unimaginable! 

Culturally, for the most part, a wife was responsible for keeping the house and 
taking care of the children. Most of the time, Ephesian men would often go to 
other women for sex and companionship. Therefore, all this talk about 
submitting to one another, and the husband’s role of giving himself up for the 
greater good of his wife went completely against everything an Ephesian man 
ever knew or had ever seen about the man-woman relationship. 

Therefore, for the Ephesian men who had come to believe the gospel and had 
truly submitted themselves in faith under the new order and reign of Christ, 
this particular role that they were now called to play in their relationship with 
their wives was not going to be easy. They were not going to be able to pull this 
off by just trying really hard. They (just like us today) were going to have to 
depend on God to truly change them and help them love their wives in this 
radically new way. 

However, consider the implications. If you took a filled-with-the-Spirit, 
mutually submissive husband and wife and put them in first century Ephesus, 
their witness would have significantly confronted every relationship in that city. 

The same is becoming more and more true for us today. Fulfilling our specific 
roles and responsibilities as the husband and wife out of reverence for Christ 
will significantly confront every other type of marital relationship that our 
current culture is trying so desperately to validate.
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May we embrace our specific roles and God-given responsibilities out of 
reverence for Christ. A marriage that looks like everything else in our culture 
will confront nobody and will actually be viewed as proof for doubters that 
there is nothing special about Christianity or Christ Himself. When we as men 
sacrificially lead our wives and our wives sacrificially submit to our leadership, 
we demonstrate to a watching world the life-altering power of the gospel and 
the reality of a Kingdom that is not of this world.

❖ Question #7: In what ways is your marriage confronting and challenging 
other relationships in your own specific circle of influence? In what ways 
could your marriage demonstrate the gospel of Christ before you ever even 
share the gospel of Christ with those around you? 
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Summary Statements:

❖ Marriage was never intended to be our finish line in this life here on earth, but 
rather the mutual commitment to help one another on the way to the ultimate 
finish line in glory with our Creator.

❖ We were never meant to be our own master, and we will never find ourselves in 
the position of being our own master.

❖ Spouses have been given a specific role and a specific way for reflecting the love 
of Christ.

❖ Marriage as God has intended it has always been a significant confrontation 
between the Kingdom of Christ and the kingdom of this world. 


