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Reciprocal Submission
Introduction: 

	We’ve been talking about the letter to the Ephesians as potentially a model liturgy rather than just a letter.  We’ve looked at the opening blessing followed by a kind of invocation then a sermon by Paul as an apostle, followed by an exhortation by Paul as a prisoner.  That section ends reciting an early Christian hymn, what many NT scholars presume v. 14 to be.  Verses 17 through 21 appear to be transitional.  In an oral society transitional texts have the function of closing out one point of discussion, or one element of a program and opening another.  We closed last week’s lesson by working with v. 15, as the closing element referencing wisdom.  Today’s lesson opens with v. 21, the call for mutual submission between members of the church.  
	I want to think that the real transition occurs in v. 18, with the command, “be filled with the Spirit.”  Everything that follows in verses 19-21 and beyond depend on that command.  It’s in these transitional verses that we hear the language of singing songs in church, and perhaps other liturgy.  The idea of “giving thanks always for everything,” in v. 20, was been suggested by one source I reviewed as a reference to the Eucharist—the Lords’ Supper—practiced every time worshippers gathered.  I speculated that the early church grouped together three elements of the liturgy—receiving the Holy Spirit, singing songs, and celebrating communion—but realized I didn’t have enough evidence to support that position beyond a pure hypothesis.  Furthermore, it is weakened by the fact that the command to be filled with the Holy Spirit is only half of a sentence that begins with the prohibition against getting drunk, a statement that would not have been included in a regular worship service. 
	The command to be filled with the Holy Spirit is directly related to the text we will be looking at today: Eph. 5:21-6:9.  


  I. The thesis statement of a “household code.”  Ephesians 5:21.  

	This sentence is the classic oral transition.  At one and the same time, it serves the two functions of closing out what has just been said and opening the new discussion.  In listening to it, you become aware that a paragraph indentation would be located here in a printed text.  The problem with it is that today’s publishers can’t agree on which paragraph it should be in.  The NIV opens the new paragraph with it.  However, the English Standard Bible, published in 2001, prints it as the closing of the previous one.  However, that’s not the worst difficulty involved with this verse.  Grammatically It may not even be considered a full sentence.  The word, “submit” is not a command, nor a full verb, but a participle dependent upon the command “be filled with the Holy Spirit.”  
	Here’s our grammar lesson for this week.  There are at least 8 ways participles can function in Greek, depending on the context and the sense of the principal verb.  There are five participles attached to the principal verb, “be filled.”  They are, ‘speaking, singing, making melody, giving thanks, and submitting.’  In this context, there are three possibilities to choose from in determining the function of the participle, and thus interpreting it.  
	The first possible function is consequence. The action described in the participle is presented as a result of being filled with the Spirit, included as part of the transformation that the Spirit is working in believers.
	The second is intention.  The action is performe with the purpose of receiving the Holy Spirit in his fullness.  
	The third is subordinate imperative.  The action described is something done by the believer in parallel to being filled with the Spirit, as part of his or her witness to faith in Christ.
	To interpret this text it is necessary to choose from one of these three.  It is unlikely that the second choice, intention, is the one Paul would have had in mind.  The Holy Spirit comes at his own volition, not as a result of our actions.  However, it is a bit more difficult to choose between the first and third without drawing from other passages Paul wrote.  Since Paul is no longer with us, we can’t know his intended function of the verb, and therefore shouldn’t criticize his thinking. 

QUESTION: What does the word “submit” mean to you?
	  
I ask this question, because everything that follows is driven by your understanding of the word, as to how it’s described as applying to the various relationships presented.  

	Regardless of what the word means to you, the verb is in the middle voice, which means that neither you nor I have any right to point it at anyone.  Thus, it is our choice to obey the Holy Spirit in the roles being described. 

QUESTIONS: 
1. If ‘submit’ is something I choose to do, does that change the meaning of the word?
2. If everyone submits to each other, who’s on top?  Who holds the power over the others? 


II. Submitting to each other among spouses.  Ephesians 5:22-30.  Note: there are 3 verses addressed to wives, and 6 to husbands.  

QUESTION: What does that imbalance of instruction say to the most common, historic interpretation of these verses?
	Pastor Mark made reference to this text last Sunday in his sermon.  Then he joked about the potential necessity of tendering his resignation by referencing it on Mother’s Day.  

	What’s happening here?  The printed verses for today’s lesson are an example of a Greek genre known as a “household table or code.”  This genre had been in existence for at least 300 years by Paul’s time.  They identified and underscored social expectations between persons in power and their subordinates.  Usually, however, they addressed only those in the positions of authority.  Paul’s examples, and there are several of them, are all counter-cultural, because they address both parties in each relationship.  Furthermore, his goal is not that of maintaining societal norms, but bringing glory to Christ, and demonstrating the sanctifying work of the Holy Spirit.  Thus, we must read each of the three parings acknowledging the initial command, “be filled with the Spirit” applies to both parties.  
	When it comes to the marital relationship, there are three things we need to recognize right away.  First, there is no separate vocabulary in Greek for “husband” and “wife.”  It is simply, “man” and “woman.”  Thus, any willful submission in context occurs within that relationship—spouse to spouse, not any woman to any man, or any man to any other women.  Second, Paul says a lot more to the husband which isn’t included in the usual household code.  Third, the model in both cases is Christ, not a social norm in terms of submission, faithfulness, and sacrificial love.  A certain amount of submission by the wife would have been expected culturally, but submission to Christ takes precedence.  The word to husbands, is truly cross-cultural, at odds with social norms.  The new goals are holiness and blamelessness, rather than those of the family’s honor.  
	There is no imperative command “submit” in these verses.  V. 22 says simply, “women to their own husbands as to the Lord” following the participle “submitting” from v. 21.  In v. 24, the word “submit” only appears once “as the church submits to Christ [not a command] so wives to their husbands, in everything.”  The position of the prepositional phrase, “in everything,” speaks to both clauses of the sentence, with the “in everything” being applied more fully to the church submitting to Christ.  The only command in the texts is issued to husbands—love.  It is a command, not a participle subordinate to “be filled.”  And, here, a husband’s love is described in the actions of how Christ demonstrates his love toward the church.    

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION:  
1.  Are there any points you might like me to try to clarify, if I can?  
2.  If Paul is talking primarily about the relationship between Christ and the church, what might this text have to say about our role as either men or women in the church?


III. Parents and children.  Ephesians 6:1-4  

	The instructions in this paring differ little between the social norms of the day. However, what differences that appear are significant. It was the norm that children obeyed their parents. That fulfilled their role of protecting the family’s honor.  Families with slaves would have one whose job it was to discipline the children for that purpose.  The father would concentrate on his role as giving affection. This slave was called the “pedagogue.” There was no fixed legal age of adulthood.  In each case, the father would determine when each of his male children became mature enough to take on the responsibility of gaining more honor for the family, rather than just protecting it.  At that time, the father would prepare a very public, coming out party.  In the Christian family, however, the goal wasn’t the protection of family honor, but witnessing for Christ in a non-Christian world, principally by behavior, but also by word when necessary. 
	The command to children is “to obey,” whereas young adults and adult children could hear the same word as “to heed.”  The command to parents (as is more often the case today) is a prohibition to not “overstep the limits and create anger.”  The word “exasperate” in the NIV is a very good translation.  Once again the initial command “be filled with the Spirit” and the subordinate participle of “submitting to one another” must be kept in mind.   

QUESTION FOR DISCUSSION: 
What do these verses have to say about our role in relationship to the children and teens in our local church? 


IV.  Serving and being served.  Ephesians 6:5-10

	We are living in a slavery-free culture, apart from illegal human trafficking and exploitation, of course.  But we are all being served by several people that we may not even be aware of.  This text speaks to how we treat these people. 

MAKE A LIST: All the people who serve you on a regular basis, daily, monthly, yearly, etc. 
ASK:  How can I treat these people better with gratitude and grace? 

There is also a sense in which, as followers of Christ, we are called to serve one another in various capacities.  Last Sunday morning, Chancel Choir sang the hymn, “Beautiful Savior.”  I’ve printed the words of the first stanza for us here. 

1. Beautiful Savior, King of creation,
Son of God and Son of Man!
Truly I'd love Thee, truly I'd serve Thee,
Light of my soul, my Joy, my Crown.

When we declare Jesus as Lord, that means he’s our master, and as such we are at his beck and call.  We serve Christ in several ways, mostly in serving others in one way or another.  It isn’t my job as the teacher to tell you how you can best serve Jesus.  What I can do is encourage us all to go beyond being willing to serve, to outright asking Jesus what he would want us to do.  It is in the fulfilling of Christ’s call on us that we will have the sense of satisfaction that our soul longs for. Each of us has some developed skills that can be put to good use within the physical limits that we might have.  On the other hand, we might be surprised at what new skills we could learn, if we put our mind and our hands to it.  


Conclusion: 

	The first century promoted a culture of power, but power based on family honor.  Money and status were calculated into the amount of honor a family had, but reputation and “name” was often more important.  The message of the gospel proclaimed a completely different kind of power—one based on mutual submission, self-sacrifice, grace and humility—all of which were considered the opposite of honor.  Our lives as followers of Christ are to model the power of Christ’s crucifixion, the power of God for our salvation and that of the world (Rom. 1:17).  
