October 11, 2009

Colossians 3:18-19 (#33 in series)

Father in heaven, we come to your word and through it you call us to a life that only you can give.  So God I pray that you would help us to live worthy of Christ, that we might walk pleasing to him.  Use now this particular passage this particular word today to strengthen to renew to enable us to walk worthy in Christ.  This I pray in Jesus name.  Amen.

Col. 3:18-19 (ESV)  

18 Wives, submit to your husbands, as is fitting in the Lord.

19 Husbands, love your wives, and do not be harsh with them.

I want, if God will help me, to take up v19:  Husbands, love your wives, and do not be harsh with them.  

Now there are two questions which come out of this, at least at first brush.

1. Why would God need to tell husbands to love their wives?  Isn’t that a no brainer? Can’t that go without saying?

2. Why, if He commands husbands to love their wives, does He have to specify that they not be harsh with them?  Wouldn’t loving them take care of that?

Certainly it should go without saying that husbands are to love their wives.  However history confirms that husbands have not always loved their wives, nor been expected to. For instance, there have been, and are today, cultures where wives are considered more or less as property.  In others, wives have been and are considered necessary for bearing children and taking care of the household, but it is quite acceptable and even expected for husbands to have mistresses for their own pleasure.  And then others, not unlike our own, in which men neglect their wives for business, hobbies and/or recreation, and where infidelity is not uncommon.  Indeed love, even in the context of marriage, can be so weakly understood that it is easily fallen into and out of.  Men in every generation need to be called back to loving their wives. 

But perhaps more to the point, when Paul writes husbands love your wives, he had in mind a particular quality of love, a particular standard. We see this in Ephesians 5.22ff.  (We read this as our responsive reading this morning.) 

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 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 should 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 cause a man shall leave his father and mother, and shall cleave 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 let each individual among you also love his own wife even as himself; and let the wife see to it that she respect her husband.

What do we see of the love of husband for wife in this passage?

From v23 we realize that there is a sense in which husbands are related to their wives as Christ is to the church.  This comes through from v32 as well, for there we see that the mystery revealed by marriage is the relationship between Christ and the church.  

We learn from Genesis 2.24 that it was for this reason, that is, because Eve was bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh, that marriage was instituted.  Eve was made for Adam. Thus, marriage is the union of a man and a woman.  As one who officiates at a lot of weddings, I wonder:  ‘Who gave away the bride?  Who gave Eve to Adam?’  God did.  He made her for him and gave Eve as Adam’s bride.  In so doing it was as if God said, ‘Adam, you are her head.  You are to lead her, protect her, provide for her, care for her, love her.’  And from Ephesians 5.32 we learn that marriage was instituted as a picture of Christ and the Church.  For a day would come when the Father would give a bride to His Son, that bride would be the Church.  Christ will be her head.  Christ will love her by giving Himself for her; He will sanctify her; intercede for her (defend, protect, provide); glorify her.  So, as Adam is head of Eve, as husbands are head of wives, Christ is head of the Church.  As Eve submits to Adam, as wives submit to husbands, the church submits to Christ.  
But what does head really mean?

The word ‘head’ (Greek, kaphale’) can have a few meanings.  One, it can mean a person’s physical head, that which sits on one’s shoulders.  That is clearly not the meaning here.  Two, it can mean ‘source’.  We use the expression ‘the head of a river’ to refer to the source out of which the rest of the river flows. Since Eve was made from Adam, there is a sense in which one could think of his being head as being her source.  

But it is the third that Paul has in mind here and that is authority, ruler, leader. Note how Paul uses this word of Jesus in Ephesians 1.22-23  And He [God the Father] put all things under his [Jesus’],  feet and gave him as head  [same word as in 5.22] over all things to the church, which is his body, the fullness of him who fills all in all. Yes Christ fills us, but he is head over all things.  He rules over all things for the sake of His church. 

Note also:

Colossians 1.17-18:  And He is before all things, and in Him all things hold together. He is also head of the body, the church; and He is the beginning, the first born from the dead, that in everything he might be preeminent.  Yes, Christ is the source of the church; the church begins in Him, flows from Him.  But note the context; Christ is the firstborn, yes that others will follow.  But first born in the sense of priority, as Adam was first created and thus given authority, as a first born son is given priority over the others, that is, the leader.  
Colossians 2.9-10:  For in Him all the fullness of Deity dwells in bodily form, and in Him you have been made complete, and He is the head over all rule and authority. This speaks of Christ as the one who has authority over others.  

Moreover, head is used in Ephesians 5 in relationship to one who submits.  Thus, with this and these other uses of head in the New Testament, we conclude that husbands are head of wives in the sense of having authority, of being leader.

This, of course, is consistent with what we saw two weeks ago as we considered life in the Garden of Eden.  Though Adam and Eve were both created in the image of God, equal before Him, God had different roles for each of them.  That there can be different roles among equals, different roles among those who are ‘one’, even roles where one is head and one submits, images the relationship between Father and Son for the Son submits to the Father. Father and Son are worthy of the same worship, obedience, and love, yet one submits to the other.  There is no gain in dignity or honor by being head; no loss in submitting.  The same is true for Adam and Eve, for husbands and wives.  From the creation narrative we see that Adam was created first, thus given priority as head in the garden and in his relationship with Eve.  As head, Adam was given the command from God prohibiting any eating from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  Eve was made as Adam’s helper; she was made to complement him.  As head, Adam named the animals and Eve.  God comes to Adam as head, not to Eve, after they sinned and confronted him, not her.  Because Adam was head in the Garden, it is of the ‘sin of Adam’ that we speak.  Christ comes as the ‘second Adam’, the ‘second man’ (1 Corinthians 15.45,47), the ‘one man’ through whom comes life in contrast to ‘one man’ through whom comes death (Romans 5.12-21).  As with Father and Son, these different roles speak nothing of inferiority/ superiority, nothing of more or less dignity, but to equal yet complementary roles.  As with the submission of wives, the headship of husbands is not established by any particular culture, but rather established in creation.

And you may ask:  Isn’t it unfair that we do not have the right to choose our own roles in marriage, that such are determined by gender?  Let’s think about that. Should we not remember that we are the creatures, that God is our creator?  Does He not have the right to define us, to tell us who we are, who He has made us to be.  Each year many students come to us and ask us to help them discern God’s will for their lives.  Why do they do that?  Is it not because they realize that it is God who defines and directs us in our life’s vocation.  Do we not always look to God for this?  Of course we do.  We know that choosing our own roles is never our place.  We always look to Him to define our lives.  Moreover, though there is debate about how much, is not at least some of our life determined at birth – aspects of health, appearance, personality, temperament, even intelligence?  Do we not realize that we had no input at all about being born and where and to whom?  And of course, we had no control over gender.  And for women comes the ability to bear children and nurse them.  While we can affect these by life style, education, mobility, various medical procedures, much of our life is determined for us. 

And from our previous considerations, we saw that the relationship set by creation was perverted by sin. As head, Adam had the authority to lead his wife into righteousness, and to protect her.  Her material (food) and spiritual (relationship to God) provision were bound together.  If he would have taken his place and obeyed God then spiritually they would have fellowship with God; materially they would have all that they needed. If he would disobey God then death would come both physically and spiritually. Life for them rested, we see, on Adam as head of the Garden and head over his wife.  Yet Adam abdicated his responsibility to exercise his authority in a way that would bring life.  He should have expelled satan from the Garden.  He should have intervened when satan came to Eve.  When offered the fruit from the tree Adam should have refused.  But we know that he didn’t refuse, he took and ate.  Because of his sin, Adam and Eve were expelled from the garden.  They lost the material provision that Adam was meant to protect.  They lost the spiritual provision, fellowship with God, that Adam was meant to protect.  Rather than life they would know death; physical death would come to all, spiritual death would define the race.  And as the result of sin the relationship of love that God established in the Garden would be perverted.  The interests of human beings would be turned inward, towards themselves in selfishness and self concern, rather than outward in love towards God and others. Rather than wives living in joyful submission, their desire would be for their husband’s place.  Rather than exercising their authority for the well being of their wives, husbands would now rule over then for their own interests.  Childbirth and work, so important for lives of men and women, could now be engaged in only with pain and trouble.  (Genesis 31-24)

But Christ has come to redeem.  He has come to restore that which was lost and corrupted by Adam’s sin.  Included in Christ’s redemption is marriage, not to do away with the order in marriage that God established in creation, but rather to restore it as husbands and wives reflect Christ: Wives, as they submit to their husbands as Christ submitted to His Father and as the church, Christ’s bride, submits to her husband, Christ; husbands, as head of their wives as Christ is the head of his bride, the church, and as husbands love their wives as Christ has loved his bride, the church.  

And we see the quality of this love that husbands are to have for their wives.  It is modeled on the love of Christ for the church, His bride.  As Christ comes to redeem His people, the Church, His bride, He does so by loving her/us, as expressed in His humbling Himself for her/us, His giving Himself for her/us. This is laid out for us in Philip. 2:5-8: Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross. He gave His life for her/us.  He faced her/our enemy, sin and death, the righteous wrath of His Father, and took death and all of its misery upon Himself.  This so that she/we would be protected from the result of our sin and provided with an eternal inheritance. 
He sanctified her/us; that is he set her/us apart to be his.  It is as if he put his gaze upon her/us and said ‘I want that one and that one and that one.  I’m going to make each my own.’  He sets her/us apart to be his.  He cleanses her/us so that she/we can be his, made her/us to be a radiant bride, a beautiful bride, perfect in every way, holy and blameless. Paul’s point:  Jesus loved his bride by giving Himself completely and in every way for her/our well being.  

Now he turns to husbands and says love your wives like that.  Interestingly, there is never a command in the scripture for husbands to be head of their wives.  That is not a commandment.  It is a fact.  Husbands are head.  The teaching concerns how a husband exercises his being head.  The way that headship is exercised or expressed is by a husband loving his wife as Christ loved the Church.  That is, in giving himself for the well being of his wife.

Not only that, but this love of a husband is to be as natural as caring for himself.  Notice Ephes. 5:28-30: In the same way husbands should love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. For no one ever hated his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it, just as Christ does the church, because we are members of his body.  Christ, joined with His bride, loves her/us as His own body.  A husband, joined with his wife, is to love her as his own body.  Thus, as he is aware of his own needs (hunger, warmth, security, friendship, intimacy, fun), he is to be aware of hers.  As he desires that his needs be met, he desires for her needs to be met.  As he will make efforts to care for himself, he will make efforts, showing the same concern and expending the same energy and expense, to care for hers.  
There is another passage that is helpful in our understanding of husbands loving their wives: 1 Peter 3.7.  Peter writes this:  Likewise, husbands, live with your wives in an understanding way, showing honor to the woman as the weaker vessel, since they are heirs with you of the grace of life, so that your prayers may not be hindered. 

A husband is to love his wife in an understanding way, or literally, with knowledge. That is, in loving his wife there are things which a husband must know and understand.  So, what is he to know, to understand so as to rightly express being head, so as to rightly love his wife? 

It could well be that he is to have knowledge of, an understanding of, God’s arrangement for marriage—husbands head, wives submit.  Perhaps also Peter means that he is to know about his wife; to understand her he best he can as a man.  Perhaps it means to understand her goals, passions, her gifts, her skills, her strengths, her weaknesses.  Perhaps it is to understand how it is that God has made women different than men.  

Notice how Peter explains it:  A husband must understand that he is to honor his wife for she is the weaker vessel.  What does that little expression ‘weaker vessel’ mean?  It certainly doesn’t mean intellectually or emotionally or spiritually weaker.  The most common understanding of this expression is that Peter means that she is physically weaker; that is, it at least refers to a wife’s physical strength as compared to her husband’s.  While we realize that some women are physically stronger than some men, on the whole, men are physically bigger and stronger than women.  Sporting activities recognize this:  WNBA and NBA; Olympic sports.  Men are to honor their wives because they are physically stronger.  So first of all husbands are to understand that fact.

Seeing this we realize why Paul says that husbands are not to be harsh with their wives.  That is, a husband is not to take advantage of his physical strength, his physical presence, to make his wife submit to his demands.  There is never an excuse for a husband to threaten his wife physically or to use his strength to intimidate or to hurt her. If he resorts to this, he has deeply violated God’s intention for headship; he is less than head, less than a man.   

But positively, a man’s physical strength is a cue to the meaning of headship.  That is, he is to realize that he has a particular place in his wife’s life to protect her physically because he is stronger.  And men, even if your wife is physically stronger than you, even if she has a black belt in karate, it is still your place to protect her.  If there is a noise in the basement, you should be the first one down the stairs (don’t worry guys, no one’s ever there).  Each husband has the place of protecting his wife physically for she is the weaker vessel.  And that should always be on his mind. 

In fact, I encourage men to develop particular behaviors that show their understanding of their place to protect their wives.  For instance, even though your wife doesn’t need you to open the door—she is capable of doing that, physically strong enough to do that— open the door for her.  This is a reminder of your position to protect and care for her.  It is also security to her; it is a reminder that you understand that you are to protect her.  Again, even though she can do this for herself, she will know that if you are concerned over these small things, when something of significance arises you will protect her.  So wives, let your husbands do this.  This is not degrading to you, it is a way that he honors you and announces to the world that God has placed him as your protector, and he will do it.  Husbands, carry the heavy loads – groceries, books, etc.  (Don’t carry her purse … that’s much too heavy!)  Walk on the side closest to the street to provide the symbol that you stand between her and danger.  If you honor your wife by doing these little things, protecting her will always be on your mind, it will become a habit of your life to do it, and natural for your wife to look to you for protection.  

But this expression weaker vessel may also refer to the wife being in a weaker position in the marriage union.  That is, she is being called to submit her husband.  That puts her is a more vulnerable position, a more trusting position.  Negatively this means that he is not to take advantage of his position as head to serve his own needs, but rather since she is in this weaker position that he should honor her, elevate her.  I think if I were a wife I would say to God, ‘OK, I’ll submit to him, but please don’t tell him that I must, for then he may take advantage of me.’  Thus, husbands, don’t be harsh to your wives.  That is, don’t take advantage of your headship but rather understand that God has placed your wife in a vulnerable position, honor her.  You should live your life, husband, so that you wife has no fear being in the weaker position.  (1 Peter 3.6b)
Positively, because she is in a weaker position, husbands must then see the huge responsibility they have in caring for their wives.  This isn’t just a casual thing being head. In a very real sense the wife’s life and wellbeing is in his hands; not in an absolute way because God is sovereign over all things, but God uses various means to bring about His ends.  And God has ordained that a wife’s need of protection and provision will be related to the love and faithfulness of her husband.  Thus, each husband must embrace this charge of God to love his wife, to care for her.  God has put her in this vulnerable, trusting, dependent position.  When he makes decisions, when he lives his life, he must live knowing her dependence upon him, knowing that if he fails, she fails, if he prospers, she prospers.  Each husband must honor his wife as the weaker vessel, for God has given her to him and put her in this position. 

Moreover, husbands must realize that they are no better spiritually than their wives.  They are heirs with you of the grace of life.  Thus, you need a savior as does she.  Together you share with her the life that comes only by God’s grace. 
And of course, this isn’t simply in the context of physical protection and material provision, but spiritual as well.  A man must live in such a way as to lead his wife toward Christ, that she may follow Him.

We see this in Peter’s next expression: so that your prayers may not be hindered.  To live with one’s wife in an understanding way, to love her as Christ has loved the church, to be her head, a husband needs the help of God.  So to hear that there is anything that will hinder prayer should put fear in a man’s soul; to think that he is alone in this most challenging calling.

But Peter says that if a man does not live with his wife in an understanding way, if he does not honor her as the weaker vessel knowing that she is a co-heir of the life that comes from God’s grace alone, then there will be a disruption in his prayer life.  His prayers will be hindered.  

In what way, hindered?  Peter doesn’t spell it out.  Perhaps it means that a man who doesn’t live this way won’t pray.   A man who treats his wife this way may be an arrogant man who does not see his need for God.

Even still, how could a man who treats his wife poorly have any confidence as he prays?  The Apostle John speaks of this in 1 John 3.21-22. He writes:  Beloved, if our heart does not condemn us, we have confidence before God; and whatever we ask we receive from him, because we keep his commandments and do what pleases him.  If a husband is not loving his wife well he will have no confidence before God when he prays; His prayers will be hindered.  I wonder if when the Holy Spirit intercedes for us that He doesn’t simply say to the Father: ‘He’s saying a bunch of stuff, but what he needs is to repent.’ And the Father replies ‘Let me know when he does.’

Ok, given all of this, how does a man live as head of his wife, how does he love her?

In the interest of time, let me give two general lists.  The first lays out some of what being head doesn’t mean.  Then second, some of what it does.  And then I want to share a short list that some time ago I made for myself.

Being head of one’s wife doesn’t mean:

1. That the husband has the right to control his wife’s life.  It isn’t about control.  It isn’t about exerting authority.  It’s about honoring one’s wife, leading for her well being, and freeing her to be the woman that God has called her to be.

2. That the husband makes all the decisions.  What a foolish man to make every decision when God has given him a wife to help him, a wife who understands life in a way that complements him. He is to lead his family, but he is wise to delegate to his wife.  Though the Father is head over the Son, He delegates to the Son that which is of great significance, like atonement and judgment, even as the Son submits to the Father.  Much of significance will be delegated to the wife in the context of family life; she will be trusted to make many decisions. 

3. That the husband is Christ to her. That is, a wife doesn’t come to God through her husband.  Remember that the woman in 1 Peter 3 is a believing woman married to an unbelieving man.  She is submissive to him.  He still is her head.  But she has come to Christ apart from him, and will even mature apart from him.

4. That the husband can be selfish and do as he pleases; this isn’t love.  Christ gave up His right to glory for our well being.  Christ’s thoughts as He went to the cross were of His Father’s glory and our salvation.  That is love.  

5. That the husband can be lazy, having his wife wait on him hand and foot.  That his wife is his helper doesn’t mean that she is his slave.

6. That the husband has the right to make his wife in his own image.  Now it is true that Jesus gets to do that.  Wives (and husbands) are to be conformed to His image.  Thus, love to one’s wife is to live in such a way that she becomes more like Jesus, not more like her husband.  Therefore, a wife doesn’t have to think her husband’s thoughts or agree with his every position.  A husband should not see himself in the place of Christ so that his communication to his wife comes in the form of commands.

7. That the husband can speak ill of his wife, put her down, chastise her (especially in public), use her as the butt of his jokes.

8. That he stops being a man.  Let me explain, though I’m not sure I can!  Let me put it like this: I’m sure that every wife has thought at one time or another, ‘he just doesn’t understand me like my women friends do. I wish that he were more like them.’  It is likely to be true that he doesn’t understand you in the same way that your women friends do, that is why a woman needs women friends.  But you don’t want your husband to be like them.  This doesn’t mean that husbands aren’t to understand their wives, but frankly men will understand a woman differently that a woman will.  And that is good.  That is what a wife needs.  She needs women friends to understand her as a woman, and a man to understand her as men understand women. That is why God gave a man to a woman as head and husband, and not another woman.     A woman does not need her husband to be a ‘woman;’ she needs him to be a man. (By the way, a man does not need his wife to be a man.  She will not understand him as other men do.  Thus, a man needs male friends to understand him as a man, and he needs a wife to understand him a wife understands.  A man does not need his wife to a ‘man.’)
There is a way that a man acts and responds to needs that is masculine. Now I can’t give you four points on what those points of masculinity are.  If I did that only half of you would understand.  The other half would think I’m wrong.  And half of you would be right, but I don’t know which half.  (  But we all know what that means.  A woman needs a man.  And while he may not be able to understand or enter into every feeling or every thought that she may have as a woman, she needs him to respond as a man. This doesn’t mean men get to be Neanderthals.  This doesn’t mean men just simply need to ‘swashbuckle’ their way through life. This doesn’t mean that he disregards her feelings and emotions, though they are different than his. It means in his masculine gentleness, in his masculine tenderness, what will come through, different than that of another woman may say or do is something like this: ‘I love you and I’m standing here with you to protect you, to care for you, to provide for you.  You are not alone.’  And that must be there, you see.  A woman needs that response. 
9. That a husband affirms or sacrifices for everything that his wife desires.  In the same way we said that a wife shouldn’t submit to her husband if it means that she sins against God, a husband should not affirm sin in his wife. (Note Abraham’s abdicating his responsibility as head in agreeing to his wife’s Sarah’s arrangement to give her servant girl to him.) Moreover, as head, he is responsible for the well being of his family. Thus, with respect to his wife, a man may decline a request from her if he is convinced that it would not be good for her or their family. 

10. That his being head does not take the responsibility of his wife to develop her own spiritual life and growth. While he must pray for her, he can not pray her prayers for her. She still must pray.  While he can study the Scripture with her and share what he is learning, he cannot do her study for her and learn for her. While he can exercise faith on behalf of her, he can’t exercise the faith that she must exercise as a follower of Christ.  Her assurance does not rest in her husband’s faith, but in Christ.  She must be diligent about her own spiritual life and herself mature as a follower of Christ.  

Being head does mean: 

1. That a husband has the responsibility to lead his wife, to protect and provide for her.  A man doesn’t have this responsibility for another woman, only his wife. But in marriage, it is now his.  He can’t push it a side.

2. That a husband has the primary responsibility for the material well being of his wife.  Thus, he knows that baring disability he is to make sure that she is provided for, even if it means his sacrifice.  Now, this doesn’t mean, given what we read in Proverbs 31, that his wife cannot earn income.  And while the Scripture doesn’t speak to this, there seems to be no reason to think that she can’t earn more income than he.  But it does mean that he should not allow his wife to forgo her place in the home as mother and nurturer to earn income if at all possible.  I know that there is a continuum of nurturing in women and men, but from nature we realize that women have been given by God to bear children and to nurse them (even if they don’t), and the husband should take care to, if at all possible, not to allow material concerns to keep his wife from her calling as nurturer in the family.  Most especially, his wife’s ability to earn money should not result in him becoming lazy or in any way allow him to abdicate his responsibility for the material well being of his wife and family.

3. That he has the primary responsibility for physical protection of his wife.  See my discussion above. 

4. That the husband has the responsibility of spiritual leadership.  It certainly means that he prays for his wife and lives his life in such a way that encourages her to follow Christ.  It means that he takes the lead in making certain that they share their spiritual lives.  This can be done in various ways.  Some couples set times each day/week to pray together and to read Scripture together. Others make certain that they pray for each other and share with each other what they are praying and reading.  Certainly it means that he leads the family to church, and takes the responsibility to make certain that the world and the evil one do not keep his family from fellowship in the Body of Christ.  His life should so exude faith and trust in Christ so that his wife and children can follow. 

5. It means that when there is a decision that must be made, he has the responsibility to make sure it is made for the well being of his wife and family.  

Here is how this translates to in my life: 

1. I want to be a husband who wakes up each morning and thinks first of his wife – have I done all that I must do so that she is ready to face this day?
2. I want my wife to love being my wife, and this not purely out of obedience to Christ, (you know guys, when you’re wife says to you, “the only reason that I’m staying with you is out of obedience to Christ,” you’re happy because she’s a Christian and she’s staying, but you really would also want her to say because she likes you!) but because I live my life in a way that makes her proud, I live my life in such a way that lets her know that she is loved and respected, I live my life in such a way that she knows that she is my delight. 

At almost every wedding, I pray this concerning the groom: “May his strength be her protection, his character be his boast and her pride and may he live that she may find in him the haven for which the heart of a woman truly longs.  May his soul be so wide a sea that she may launch her all on its strong tide.”  I pray that for myself.

3. I want my wife to be utterly satisfied in following Christ.  More specifically, I want to live my life in such a way that because she is around me she wants to follow Him.  

4. I want my wife to be so secure in my love for her that however else anyone treats her, whatever anyone else says to her, indeed, whatever else she does, she can’t wait to retreat to me.

5. I want to live my life so that she is equipped to take on all that will come her way, knowing that I stand ready to put myself between her and danger, be it physical or spiritual.  

So, how is it that a man can be faithful to his place as head of his wife?  How can a husband express his authority by loving his wife as Christ has loved the church?  

Each husband must understand that God is with him and that He will equip him to do all that He calls him to.  We have the example of our Lord Jesus Christ.  He is the perfect example, but His example is rather intimidating.  This is JESUS we are supposed to be like.  How can we do that?  He says trust me, I will be with you, I will be in you.  

Each husband must then devote himself to knowing and following Christ, that the character of Christ would be formed in him (Galatians 4.19b).  There is no secret to this. It requires him to study the Scripture so that he will be filled with a knowledge of God’s will in all spiritual wisdom and understand so as to walk worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing to Him, so that he has the wisdom to lead.  And it requires that he pray that God will fill him with the Holy Spirit and help him love his wife. And he must not only do this in his private devotions, but in relationship with other men so that together they can learn how to love their wives and give support, counsel, and encouragement to one another.

For you see, if a man is to love his wife well, if he is to lead his wife, he must be holy.  It was the Scotsman, Robert Murray M’Chayne, who in speaking of his congregation said, “My people’s greatest need is my personal holiness.”  Husbands would do well to own this statement themselves:  “My wife’s greatest need is my personal holiness.”  For you see, a man who is holy is a man who follows Christ, a man who is being conformed to the image of Christ, a man who is learning to love like Christ loves.  His wife sees his dependence upon Christ, his devotion to Him. She knows that he studies the Scripture and prays. She knows that he is devoted to the church.  She knows she can trust him. 

And know men that we are the ones who must teach our sons to love their wives.  Our sons are watching us.  A little over a year ago my son Joshua called me and was all frustrated and upset.  He had been putting tile in his bathroom and was covered head to toe with muck—I saw a picture of this later and he looked hilarious—but he was really upset.  So I asked him, ‘Why so upset, did the project go badly?’ He said no, all went well with that. So I asked, ‘What then are you upset about?’ He said, ‘Oh, I was frustrated and yelled at Nicole’ (his wife). So I said, ‘Tell Nicole it was my fault.’ He asked, ‘What do you mean?’  I replied, ‘Two things. Number one, I never taught you how to tile your bathroom. ( I always paid for those things.  Number two, however, I probably did teach you to yell at your wife when you are frustrated.  I’m sorry.’  Sons will learn from us.  I trust he learned some positive things from me as well, and frankly he has enough sin in himself that even if I didn’t teach him this he may have picked it up on his own.  But you understand my point.  

And this comes, as the apostle writes, as we set our minds on things above where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. (Colossians 3.1)  It is there that we see that Christ is Lord.  He is our authority, our head.  Indeed, as we gaze upon Christ, meditate upon Him, we are transformed into His likeness (2 Corinthians 3.18)
Thus, we must put off all that is inconsistent with following Christ.  We must put to death, as the apostle puts it, sexual immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, and covetousness, which is idolatry. (3.5)  In our culture there isn’t anything that damages headship more than pornography and sexual infidelity. There isn’t anything that will rip at the heart of a wife than that.  If man is to be head of his wife he must put sexual immorality to death.  

Moreover, he must put away, as the apostle writes, anger, wrath, malice, slander, and obscene talk from your mouth. (3.8).  A woman does not delight in submitting to an angry man.  He must not be harsh with her.  A husband must watch what he says to and about his wife; he must not slander her, he must not speak that which is obscene. He must not lie (3.9a).  If a wife cannot trust her husband’s word, how can she joyfully submit? How can she respect him? 
A husband who loves his wife must put on compassion and kindness (3.12) as masculine qualities.  He must realize the position that she is in as the “weaker vessel”.  His heart is to be such that when he sees his wife in need, he is moved to help her.  His heart is to be such that he thinks the best of his wife, desires the best for her, and allows these thoughts to inform how he speaks of her and to her, and how he behaves towards her.  All this so that she may know that she is loved and appreciated. 

A husband must be humble and meek.  Knowing that he is a co-heir with his wife of the grace of life, he realizes his need of God’s forgiveness.  He knows that he is not above her, and he knows that she knows that as well.  He then is humble and can serve his wife for he realizes that as Christ humbled Himself and washed His disciples’ feet, this husband can serve his wife.  He then is meek, knowing that he can set aside his own ‘rights’ to serve her.
Each husband is to put on patience and is to bear with his wife.  Men and women are different.  I hope that is not a new thought for you.  It is difficult for women to bear with men in the kinds of things we go through as men.  It is difficult for men to bear with their wives in the kinds of things that women go through as women.  We are different. We don’t always understand one another.  I say to Karen, ‘I know you are crying.  I just don’t know why.’  She looks at me and says, ‘I know this about you. I just don’t know why.’  We know there are differences.  We bear with each other in the midst of those differences. 

We forgive.  When I do a wedding I tell each couple that they will hurt each other.  Sometimes this will be unintentional.  Sometimes, because of our sin, we will intentionally hurt one another.  Thus, we must be quick to ask for forgiveness and to grant it.  If not a wall will be built between husband and wife that will impossible to tear down.  Forgiveness keeps that wall from being built, forgiveness tears down walls that have been built.  Of course, we forgive because we have been forgiven.  Thus, husbands must forgive their wives. 
And then, as the apostle writes, husbands are to put on love.  That is the very point.  Husbands are to love their wives, and not be harsh with them.  And this love is the very love of Christ, the love that gives himself that his wife may be a radiant bride. 
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