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RELATIONSHIPS THAT WORK

Ephesians 5:15-21

INTRODUCTION:  In every relationship, once in a while we all find ourselves in the dark, wondering what is going on!  We know something is not right but is it us…is it them…is there something going on that neither one of us understand making it so hard?

     I will be the first to admit that I am in the dark about a lot of things.  It would be nice to understand a lot of things about which I have no clue…how to gauge when the economy will turn around…what the real deal is about global warming…what the ACC has to do to have national contenders in football…interesting stuff, but not exactly essential to my well-being!

     But if something goes sour in my relationships, I need help!  Sometimes it is with a co-worker…sometimes with a child…sometimes with someone at church.  But if I am in the dark about my relationship with my wife, what am I supposed to do?

     Some people resign themselves to the darkness and settle for the tension…a very bad approach!  Others determine to win, to straighten out their spouse and help them see things right…another mistake!  Others work on fixing the symptoms by changing behavior but never try to address the real problems producing the symptoms.

     In marriage, is it possible to hope for relationships that really work?  Can we hope for the kind of relationship that does not operate in the darkness but flourishes freely in the light?

THESIS: Relationships that work according to God’s design have been rescued from the darkness and restored to the light of life through Jesus Christ.
Contrary to current misunderstandings, men and women are different by design.  The Bible addresses this in three ways:

1.  The differences are God’s idea

2.  Sin messed us up

3.  Grace has rescued us and restored us
     How is a good marriage relationship supposed to work?  Many are familiar with what the Bible says about marriage as they recall two verses from Ephesians 5—they may not know where the verses came from or what else was said, but they usually remember at least one of the two verses and often both:
· Wives, submit to your own husbands as to the Lord

· Husbands, love your wives just as Christ loved the church

In a culture that tries to erase gender roles and confuse gender identity, some people simply scoff at those verses and think they are old-fashioned at best and dangerous at worst.
     Well, how are marriages supposed to work?  What should happen between a man and woman in marriage to make the relationship work in the very best possible way?  Let’s back up and review what Paul had said that gave him the right to say these things.
I.  STRANDED IN THE DARKNESS, RESCUED BY GRACE

--If we try to pretend that we understand members of the opposite sex, we kid ourselves!  We are usually in the dark!
--The confusion and conflicting thoughts we have of each other have been compounded by the fact that we have been taken captive to the darkness that sin brought into the world back at the beginning of the human race.

Ephesians 4:17-19   So I tell you this, and insist on it in the Lord, that you must no longer live as the Gentiles do, in the futility of their thinking.  18 They are darkened in their understanding and separated from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them due to the hardening of their hearts.  19 Having lost all sensitivity, they have given themselves over to sensuality so as to indulge in every kind of impurity, with a continual lust for more.
--That darkness continues to prevail until the light of the Creator God breaks in and rescues us—an act of undeserved favor on His part that the Bible calls grace.
--Jesus Christ came to bring light back into the lives of anyone who will believe in Him and give their lives to Him—He brings light and life to all who believe in Him…therefore, He rescues us by grace from the relational confusion and conflict with which we are all so familiar!

ILLUS. For anyone who has ever been at a total loss as to what to do about a relationship, you know how dark it feels, how lonely, how desperate.  Just knowing that Someone knows the way out of the darkness, that Someone wants to rescue you, can bring hope and light where there was despair and darkness.

Ephesians 5:2 and live a life of love, just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.
--In order to rescue us from the darkness of life, Jesus Christ loved us enough to give himself up for us—He offered His own life as a sacrifice to God.

II.  WALKING IN WISDOM, FILLED WITH THE SPIRIT

--When we step out of the darkness into the light of Jesus Christ, our eyes open to things we never knew before…we find beauty in things we never noticed before…we gain understanding about things we never understood before.

Ephesians 5:15-18   Be very careful, then, how you live — not as unwise but as wise,  16 making the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil.  17 Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the Lord’s will is.  18 Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery (reckless, senseless, wild deeds). Instead, be filled with the Spirit.
--The contrast is amazing!
--Those who had once been stumbling around in the darkness and confusion of relationships that did not make sense, frustrated by the misunderstandings and hurts of relationships that were not working—now are given hope that through Jesus Christ they can live with a wisdom they never knew existed.

ILLUS.  Men have always had a hard time understanding and selflessly loving women—and women have always had a hard time appreciating and genuinely respecting men.  When our eyes are opened to God’s ways, one of the great gains in our lives is that we discover what God has known all along—understanding biblical manhood and biblical womanhood opens the door to healthy, growing relationships that actually work well.  In fact, when our lives are controlled by the Holy Spirit, even the complicated relationship between husbands and wives can become a source of delight.

--The Apostle Paul points out that the result of living in the fullness of the Holy Spirit not only rescues us from the darkness we once knew, it brings us to a new place in our lives where all things become new.
A.  LEARN WHAT PLEASES THE LORD

--Our new relationship with One who dwells in unapproachable light, as the Bible describes Him, stirs up a longing to know what we can do to please Him.

--Since we have lived in darkness before we met Him, we do not presume to think we know what brings Him pleasure so Paul tells us that we need to figure that out.

Ephesians 5:10 and find out what pleases the Lord.
B.  UNDERSTAND THE WILL OF THE LORD

--A lot of folks live unwisely, foolishly wasting their time on things that don’t really matter, now or in the future, so Paul challenges us to make the most of our time.

Ephesians 5:17 Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the Lord’s will is.
--Not only should we make the time to learn what pleases Him, but to understand His will for our lives.

C.  BE FILLED WITH THE SPIRIT OF THE LORD

--While others around us recklessly, carelessly and foolishly waste their lives, because we are now walking in the light of Christ, we see the value of leaving that emptiness behind so that instead we can be filled with the Holy Spirit.

Ephesians 5:18 Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery (reckless, senseless, wild deeds). Instead, be filled with the Spirit.
--In the three verses that follow, Paul explains what happens when God fills us with His Spirit by using four participles in a row that open our eyes to the possibilities of life in Christ.

1.  Speaking

2.  Singing

3.  Giving thanks

4.  Submitting to 

--The empowering presence of the Holy Spirit filling us with the power of new life in Jesus Christ produces those four actions that arise from a transformation of our attitudes.

--All of that brings us right back to where we started—beginning in 5:25, Paul applies these truths about life in the light of Christ and the fullness of the Spirit in a beautiful, biblical picture of a marriage relationship that works the way God created it to work.

III.  COMPLETE IN CHRIST, FULFILLED IN RELATIONSHIPS

Colossians 1:28   We proclaim him, admonishing and teaching everyone with all wisdom, so that we may present everyone perfect in Christ.
A.  FINDING MY SATISFACTION IN HIM FREES ME TO ENJOY HEALTHY RELATIONSHIPS.

--The starting point is to love Christ more than anything or anyone so that we seek all that our souls long for in Him.

--There is a song that asks, “Who can satisfy my soul like you?  Who can come and comfort me and love me like you do?  Who on earth can be more faithful and true?  I will trust in you…my God!”

--When we put unrealistic expectations and demands on any one person other than Christ, we will be disappointed and dissatisfied with them.

B.  UNDERSTANDING MY IDENTITY IN HIM ENABLES ME TO BUILD A GODLY MARRIAGE.
--We recently explored the distinct differences between biblical manhood and womanhood as each finds identity in a relationship with the Creator through the grace of Jesus Christ.

--Fulfilling their roles in the relationship of marriage preserves the distinctions and welcomes the unique contribution each one makes so it is very important to understand what God says about the roles of each.

1.  Fulfillment in a godly relationship

--Once we understand that men and women are designed to be different, we take a major step forward in moving toward the kind of relationship that glorifies God and satisfies each of us.

--Although there are many things we have in common in our relationship, there are certain aspects of marriage that are more significant for men and some that are more significant for women.

--Paul’s instructions highlight those needs in each:

a.  Men need to be respected

--Therefore, two key challenges are given to the wife that will make a significant impact on the marriage:

( Submit to her husband

Ephesians 5:22   Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord.
--When her security rests in her relationship with Christ, and her marriage relies on the plans of Christ for complete fulfillment, a wife can take on a heart and attitude of submission because she has already settled the issue of who is in charge—Jesus is!

--Therefore, she has nothing to prove, no need to be in control of everything, but can gladly affirm her husband and help him become the godly leader of their home by submitting to him and encouraging him to lead in a godly manner by demonstrating a Christ-like manner herself.

(  Respect her husband

Ephesians 5:33 However, each one of you also must love his wife as he loves himself, and the wife must respect her husband.
--But submission will be an empty shell if a wife does not convey to her husband that she respects him, honors his leadership and expects the very best from him.

--What a boost to his confidence to know that his wife stands with respect by his side and does nothing to undermine him, belittle him or in other ways show him disrespect.

b.  Women long to be loved

Ephesians 5:25   Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her
(  Love his wife

--The command to love his wife obviously refers to something much more substantial that “being in love” with her.

--He is to love her in such a way that she knows that he treasures her, cherishes her—that he will always protect her, provide for her, put her desires above his own.

(  Sacrifice for his wife

--Christ loved the church by giving Himself up for her, willingly dying in her place—knowing that He did that should overwhelm us with gratitude that He loved us that much.

--So the husband is challenged to love his wife sacrificially, giving up his own rights and even his own life for her sake…that she might be totally fulfilled, joyful, secure, affirmed.

--He longs to present her to Christ as one who is complete in Him, “holy and blameless” in the eyes of Christ.

2.  Goal of a godly marriage

a.  To present one another complete in Christ

--When both the husband and wife live to please the Lord…to understand and desire to know and do His will…and are filled with the Holy Spirit, they can fulfill the goal of a godly marriage.

--Purity…Holiness…Light…Hope…Joy—in a home centered on living for Christ above all things.
b.  To model the relationship Christ desires to have with the church

--When relationships work the way God intends, marriage serves as an example of the kind of love that He wants to share with His Bride, the church.

CONCLUSION:  Relationships that work begin with Christ.  That is especially true of relationships between men and women as they come to understand their unique roles and identities, made different by God’s design.

     Far too many have chosen to remain in the dark and stumbled and bumbled along, failing in one relationship after another and never really understanding why.  When we come to Christ by faith and give our lives to Him, we come out of the darkness into the light of new life—life made complete in Him.

     Today you can do something about your current situation.  Even if you have a great relationship with your spouse…even if you get along great with members of the opposite sex…you know it could be better!  

     But if you are tired of living in the dark, never seeing what is coming, understanding what is going on around you, God wants to rescue you!  Here are some things you can do:

( If you don’t know Christ as Savior, you are stranded in the darkness and need to come to Him and discover the joy of entering into the light of life!

(  If you recognize your shortcomings, talk about it with your family—ask for their forgiveness and their prayers as you choose to pursue all that God has prepared for you.

(  If you have a spouse, a mom, a dad, who you know has not done this very well, be quick to forgive and support them as they move in a new direction.
     If you are single, how does this apply to you?  Does this instruction have no bearing on your life?

( If you are not yet married and want to be, ask the Lord what He wants to do in you to make you more “marriageable” as the man or woman of God He created you to be!

--All of us need to become the right partner before we ever expect to find the right partner!

( If you are a single man hoping to marry some day, maybe it is time for you to step up and make the commitment God has called you to make—stop putting it off till you are ready and ask Him when He is ready!

(  If you are a single woman and hope to marry some day, ask the Lord to show you how to become satisfied with Him in the meantime as a woman who is fulfilled in Christ—not only does that bring contentment to you but highlights all that God has made attractive in you as others see you.

     Therefore, the bottom line is that we all need Jesus Christ.  First, we need Him as Savior so that our sin is forgiven and our relationship with God is made right.  This morning, we invite you to meet Him and give Him your life—by faith putting your trust in Him.

    Second, you need Christ to lead you in all your relationships, to empower you to do what you know is right and good.  That is especially true in marriage.  Can you see how abandoning His plan for marriage messes things up?  Then choose today to give yourself and your marriage to Him…stop settling for a cease-fire and start pursuing genuine peace and fulfillment in a home where Christ is in control!
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