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The Letter to the Ephesians, Lesson #13
Christ our Head

Ephesians 5:21-33

Part Two: Christ the Bridegroom of the Church
[21] Be subject to one another out of reverence for Christ. [22] Wives, be subject to your husbands, as to the Lord. [23] For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, and is himself its Savior. [24] As the church is subject to Christ, so let wives also be subject in everything to their husbands. 
[25] Husbands, love your wives, as Christ 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 the church to himself in splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that she might be holy and without blemish. 
[28] Even so husbands should love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. [29] For no man ever hates his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it, as Christ does the church, [30] because we are members of his body. 
[31] "For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh." [32] This mystery is a profound one, and I am saying that it refers to Christ and the church; [33] however, let each one of you love his wife as himself, and let the wife see that she respects her husband. 

The Old Theme

The Marriage between Christ and the church must not be taken lightly. 
This comes in the parables of our Lord either as a direct reference to Jesus himself:

“Now John's disciples and the Pharisees were fasting; and people came and said to him, "Why do John's disciples and the disciples of the Pharisees fast, but your disciples do not fast?" [19] And Jesus said to them, "Can the wedding guests fast while the bridegroom is with them? As long as they have the bridegroom with them, they cannot fast. 
[20] The days will come, when the bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will fast in that day.(Mk 2:19ff; Matt 9:15; Lk 5:34ff)

Here the bridegroom is the Messiah. This identity of the Messiah is very old and can be seen in God’s own words when He rebukes Israel in (Isa 62:1-5) for God will rejoice in Israel as a Bridegroom “rejoices in his Bride”. The theme becomes dominant from the time of Hosea.  That marriage of Yahweh and Israel was depicted as a marriage covenant relation of God to His people, His covenant faithfulness and His forgiving patience. Occasionally this marriage is further developed and there is reference to the espousals. In (Jer 2:2) these are equated with the exodus from Egypt, i.e., the time before the conclusion of the covenant at Sinai, while in Isaiah  the image is that of the joy of the Bridegroom celebrating  the age of salvation: “As the bridegroom rejoices over the bride, so shall thy God rejoice over you” (62:5)
The Parable of the Ten Virgins
   The bridegroom in (Matt 9: 15) is the Messiah. This same one is “The bridegroom who comes” (Matt 25:1-13) in the parable of the ten virgins

to take his Bride to glory because this parable belongs to the same series as the reference to the flood (Matt 24:37-39; Lk, 17:26 f.), the parable of the thief by night (Matt 24:42-44; Lk 12:39f.), that of the watchful servants (Mk 13:33-37) and that of the faithful and evil servants (Matt 24:45-51; Lk 12:42-46). All these are parables of Day of Judgment must not blind us to the relationship of “the Wedding” and the identity of the Bridegroom.   
In the parable of the ten virgins the feature of the awaited Bridegroom points to:

1. That there is a Wedding 

2. That all are waiting for the Bridegroom

This understandably provided the early Church with an occasion to relate the parable to the delay of the Manifestation of the Bridegroom.  
Christ/Bridegroom, Christ- Community/Bride, Apostle/Best Man.

In the Gospel of John, Jesus receives the witness of John the Baptist 

1.  “He who has the bride is the bridegroom; the friend of the bridegroom, who stands hear him, rejoices greatly at the bridegroom's voice; therefore this joy of mine is now full” (Jn3:29). John the Baptist is the “best man” so is also Paul ( 2Cor 11:2) who saw his apostolic office as the “best man” of Bride of the Bridegroom  Christ and Paul as the “best man” himself  who watches over the Bride’s virginity, and who will lead her to the Bridegroom at the wedding. The image is further developed in (Eph 5:22-33). The description of the community as a bride is found already in the OT (Is. 62:5; 49:18). Allegorical exposition of the Song of Songs made it familiar in Judaism. Sacred text is central to Judaism. The retelling of the history of the Jewish people and the re-enactment of events like the Passover via the Book of Exodus and the Haggadah keeps modern Jews connected to their ancient past. Additional texts, such as The Song of Songs add extra layers to the understanding of the stories, addressing the metaphysical aspects of history as well as the basic facts. The Song of Songs is read in Passover Meal.” The whole Torah is Holy," says Rabbi Akiva, "but The Song of Songs is the Holy of Holies." 
2.  The new feature in Paul is that Christ now replaces God as the Bridegroom, and the apostle replaces Moses as the best man. Here we have a New union of Christ  and his wife the Church in (Eph 5:22 ff) This is the unique love of Christ for His community, which is selfless even to the point of self-sacrifice, and the obligation of obedience and Bridal purity.  The allegorical reference of the bride/bridegroom image to Christ and His community is found in the NT not only in Paul but also in the Gospels and Revelation.  As (Mk 2:20) the new feature here as compared with Paul or any other NT reference is that the wedding is applied to the historical Jesus. The days of His earthly ministry were already Wedding Days for the disciples. 

3. In Rev, the image of the Messianic Bridal community is found in the final chapters which depict the ultimate consummation: (19:7,9; 21:2,9; 22:17. But the image of the Bride is not only the earthly community but is the same one in the heavenly Jerusalem which comes down to the transfigured earth (21:10). The equation of the Bride of the Lamb (21:9) with the Jerusalem which comes down from heaven (21:10) is based on (21:2) and is seen as the fulfilment of  (Isa 61:10, says of the heavenly City of God that it is “prepared as a Bride adorned for her husband.” Final fulfilment, certainty of salvation, joy, hope and longing are all expressed in what is said here about the Lamb’s wife.

The Incarnation is the Foundation of the New Union

1. The Biblical theme of the covenant relationship between God and his people can also be seen in the one-flesh union. An examination of covenant relationships goes back to the union of Adam and Eve. Later on when the Covenant was given it was sealed with the power of life that is “blood” (Exodus 24:3-8). This ultimate Covenant relationship is once more sealed by the “blood” of Christ to give this Covenant “life” to the union between Christ and His Church (I Peter 1:19). If we re-read Ephesians 5, we see that the one-flesh union bond between man and wife takes its life from the covenant relationship between Christ and His Church. Our Lord came to give us this unique union that gives our marriage its life, “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.”
2. The union of Christ and the Church is not bodily because Jesus is not just another Adam and the Church is not another Eve. Jesus has what Adam lacked and what all Adams don’t have the “fullness” of the Divinity (Col 1:9). It was not said to  that Adam became flesh because Adam was already flesh but the “Word that is the Logos became flesh and dwelt among us” ( Jn 1:14)

3. The root of the word for Covenant in Hebrew, berith, literally means "a cut where blood flows". The purpose of the New Covenant is to create the ultimate binding agreement of life. The three important elements giving life are:

a. The union of the divine and the human in Christ called the incarnation. This is the foundation.

b. The giving of the blood that is life on the cross.

c. The Resurrection that made this New Bond or Covenant Eternal.     
4. Thus we can understand Jesus using the Marriage in his  teaching. Jesus is the Bridegroom and here Jesus no longer speaks of God as husband but Himself. 

5. Four points are in this New Bond:

A. The indissoluble unity of Christ with the church and all its members, which is characterized by "cleaving" that has received its power of life from the Indissoluble Union of the God and Humanity in Christ 
B. The love of Christ which cannot be set aside changed; weakened; dissolved by sin 

C. Eternal Union where the Lamb of God Feeds the Church with His Body
D. The unity between Christ and the church cannot be thought of separately from each other. One carries the other fully in shame or in glory, “Saul why do you persecute me”. 
Brief Glance at St John Chrysostom
In a long and beautiful description of the Church as Bride of Christ in Psalm 5, Chrysostom explains:

“What is marvelous and wonderful is that, after He had adorned her in this wise, He did not show fort His glory when He came, so that He might not stupefy and overwhelm her with His outstanding beauty, but He comes clothed in the same garb as His bride. For He shares in flesh and blood just as she does. Nor does He summon her from His home in heaven, but He comes down to her, observing in this the law which bids the bridegroom to come to the bride. For this is what Moses said: For this reason a man leaves Father and Mother and clings to his wife (Gen 2:24), and St. Paul: This is a great mystery I mean in reference to Christ and to the Church (Eph. 5:31-32). Hence, after He came into her dwelling and found her filthy, unwashed, naked, and befouled with blood, He bathed her, anointed her, nourished her, and clothed her with a garment, the like of which could never be found. He him-self is her garment, and thus robed He takes her and leads her up (to the nuptial chamber). (Ezek 16: 1-14).

 Relation between Christ and the Church

Christ delivered himself for the Church, his bride.  Chrysostom tells husbands to “Imitate the Bridegroom of the Church.”  Husbands should love their wives as Christ loves the Church:

“Do you take care of your wife as Christ takes care of the Church. Even if you must lay down your life for her, even if you must suffer everything imaginable, do not refuse to do so; if you suffer these things, you have not refuse to do so; if you suffer, suffer these things, you have not yet done what Christ has done. You do them after you have already been joined to your bride; He did them for a bride who turned away from Him and hated Him. She turned from Him, hated Him, spat upon Him, and insulted Him, but He brought her into insults, nor fear, nor anything of that sort.” (Hom 20:2 on Eph)

Christ as Bridegroom of the soul 

John Chrysostom is among the early pastors who encouraged each believer to unite to the Bridegroom to gain life from this union: 

“What could be more ugly than that soul which has abandoned its proper dignity, forgotten its noble birth from on high, made a display of worshipping idols of stone and wood, brute animals a soul which has increased its ugliness by the smell of burning fat, the filth of blood, and the smoke of sacrifice. For from such sources as these soon arise the tinsel-trimmed parade of pleasures, the carousals, the drunkenness, the licentiousness and all the disgraceful pursuits which bring joy to the demons whom they serve. But when the good Master saw His bride in such a plight and swept down into what I might call the very abyss of wickedness, naked and unseemly, He considered neither His own unsurprising kindness and received her into His presence.” (Baptismal Instruction 1:1)
 John Chrysostom goes on in the same Baptismal Instruction and say that our Lord not only takes the baptized soul as His bride but elevates it to His own royal throne but that the law of marriage is that the “bridegroom come to the bride even if he be extremely wealthy and she be a worthless outcast.”  Yet, this is not strange for even if there is a difference in wealth in the worldly relationship yet both bride and bridegroom and because of the Incarnation are of the same nature. “But in the case of Christ and the Church, the marvel is that He accepted to come to our nature. He put aside His Father’s home in heaven. ... He took to Himself a body, He hastened to His bride.  Thus, Chrysostom seems to join the Church, human nature.    
The Bridegroom of our souls: a Letter from Philemon

“My dear and beloved in the Lord,

In the last years, I have become more aware of a common despair among those who come to see us in the Monastery. They think that if they laps in sin after repentance they have been rejected by Christ. Some even blasphemed the divine love and told me in their words that if they sin after their Baptism they become like Adam after the fall. When I challenged them to prove this false teaching from the Scriptures, they fell into silence. I am horrified and amazed of how we belittle the divine love who did not “walk the second Mile” (Matt 5:41) but walked to death and descended into Hades to save us. What we can say to those who think that the Lamb of God who takes away the sins has done this once on the Cross and after that he sat down to rest. I wonder whether St John in the Revelation saw the wounded Lamb as “though being slain” (Rev 5:8) to remind us that there is no past in Christ but only present. Past time does not mean that divine events came to and end. God’s work is not under the time and its various dimensions as you told me a while ago. Jesus is the Divine Love Incarnate, and in the Divine Love there is no past but there is eternity. This is not because God is above time, but also because love has subjected death on the Cross and with death all that has an end was put to death. I mean what can die, was given back to death to die, but what is life has become victorious by the Resurrection. Before Christ “death reigned (Rom 5:21) and “sin reigned in death”(Rom 5:21) but our Lord abolished death from his humanity because St Paul says, “death no longer has dominion over him” (Rom 6:9). By putting an end to death by his resurrection, our Lord made love not only eternal but also giving life. Hate, anger, and all forms of sins have destructive power that is the power of death, but love has the power that builds that is the power of life of the Lord Jesus who is our life. Jesus has made himself the Bridegroom of our souls, he feeds us and washes our dirt and secure our union with the Father. He alone is the source of the Holy Spirit, the “dowry” that is given at our mystical marriage. We have the Spirit not because of our prayers but because Jesus united his flesh with our flesh just like marriage and made this union eternal.” 
Philemon a sinner needs your prayers. 

20 August 1969

Additional Note on the book of Hosea and the Divine Marriage
Hosea (הושֵעַ) prophesied during a dark peiod of Israel's history, the period of the Northern Kingdom's decline and fall in the 8th century BC. The events both in "the days of Uzziah" and "the days of Jeroboam," even were times of apostasy of the people was rampant, having turned away from God in order to serve the calves of Jeroboam II (see 1 King 12.26-30; Ho 8.4-6) and Baal, a Canaanite god of fertility.

The marriage and adultery are common in the OT as representations of the relationship between God and the people of Israel. Here we see the apostasy of Israel and its punishment, with its future repentance, forgiveness, and restoration.

First, Hosea was directed by God to marry a harlot, and he did so. Marriage here is symbolic of the covenantal relationship between God and Israel. However, Israel has been unfaithful to God by following other gods and breaking the Covenant hence Israel is symbolized by a harlot who violates the obligations of marriage to her husband that is God.

Second, Hosea and his wife, Gomer, have a son. God commands that the son be named Jezreel. This name refers to a valley in which much blood had been shed in Israel's history, especially by the kings of the Northern Kingdom. (See I Kings 21 and II Kings 9:21-35). The naming of this son was to stand as a prophecy against the reigning house of the Northern Kingdom, that they would pay for that bloodshed. Jezreel's name means God Sows.

Third, the couple have a daughter. God commands that she be named     Lo-ruhamah; Unloved, or, Pity or Pitied On to show Israel that, although God will still have pity on the Southern Kingdom, God will no longer have pity on the Northern Kingdom; its destruction is imminent.

Fourth, a son is born to Gomer. It is questionable whether this child was Hosea's, for God commands that his name be Lo-ammi; Not My People, or more simply, Not Mine. The child bore this name of shame to show that the Northern Kingdom would also be shamed, for its people would no longer be known as God's People. Also God says that "I am not your I am"; in other words, God changes His own name in connection with his current relationship with Israel.

Following this, the prophecy is made that someday this will all be changed, that God will indeed have pity on Israel.

Chapter two describes a divorce. This divorce seems to be the end of the covenant between God and the Northern Kingdom. However, it is probable that this was again a symbolic act, in which Hosea divorced Gomer for infidelity, and used the occasion to preach the message of God's rejection of the Northern Kingdom. He ends this prophecy with the declaration that God will one day renew the covenant, and will take Israel back in love.

In Chapter three, at God's command, Hosea seeks out Gomer once more. Either she has sold herself into slavery for debt, or she is with a lover who demands money in order to give her up, because Hosea has to buy her back. He takes her home, but refrains from sexual intimacy with her for many days, to symbolize the fact that Israel will be without a king for many years, but that God will take Israel back, even at a cost to Himself.

Chapters 4-14 spell out the allegory at length. Chapters 1-3 speaks of Hosea's family, and the issues with Gomer. Chapters 4-10 contain a series of oracles, or prophetic sermons, showing exactly why God is rejecting the Northern Kingdom (what the grounds are for the divorce). Chapter 11 is God's lament over the necessity of giving up the Northern Kingdom, which is a large part of the people of Israel, whom God loves. God promises not to give them up entirely. Then, in Chapter 12, the prophet pleads for Israel's repentance. Chapter 13 foretells the destruction of the kingdom at the hands of Assyria, because there has been no repentance. In Chapter 14, the prophet urges Israel to seek forgiveness, and promises its restoration, while urging the utmost fidelity to God.
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During Hosea's lifetime, the kings of the Northern Kingdom, their aristocratic supporters, and the priests had led the people away from the Law of God, as given in the Pentateuch. Forsaking the worship of God, they worshipped other gods, especially Baal, the Canaanite fertility god. Other sins followed, including homicide, perjury, theft, and sexual sin. Hosea declares that unless they repent of these sins, God will allow their nation to be destroyed, and the people will be taken into captivity by Assyria (Ho 9.3; 11.5), the greatest nation of the time.

In fact, Assyria did capture Samaria, the capital of the Northern Kingdom, in 722 BC. All the members of the upper classes and many of the ordinary people were taken captive and carried off to live as prisoners of war.

The primary theme of the Book of Hosea is that God loves Israel, just as a man loves his wife. This is shown by the extended metaphor of Hosea's own marriage.
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