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“Wives submit yourselves to your husbands as to the Lord”

Today’s first reading is omitted from the lectionary

so thought it would be useful to try to address it, so I have included it
as it has become one of those passages that is an embarrassment 
hard to say “This is the word of the Lord” for many

My Christian Background:

such passages were taken quite literally

my father was regarded as the head of the family, although in reality my mother held it all together

wives had to submit to husbands – had to ‘obey’ as stated in the old prayer

But even with a fairly fundamentalist view some other passages were still not taken literally

1 Timothy 2.11-15:  “Let a woman* learn in silence with full submission. 12I permit no woman* to teach or to have authority over a man;* she is to keep silent. 13For Adam was formed first, then Eve; 14and Adam was not deceived, but the woman was deceived and became a transgressor. 15Yet she will be saved through childbearing, provided they continue in faith and love and holiness, with modesty.”

Was not Adam deceived too?
What about those who are not married, what about those who cannot have children?

yet such churches allowed women to teach on the ‘mission field’

and also our children in Sunday schools (incl boys)

This position was never questioned as I grew up – which resulted in the privileged position of men over women
My view did not change until I met Mrs Thompson, when I was 19, who had a wooden leg and a very sharp mind

I used to meet with her son to read the Bible and pray together and then join the family for the evening meal

“what have you been reading?”  Eph 5.22f

“what do you think it means?”

“do you believe that we should support slavery too?”

Also, many of Mr & Mrs Thompson’s domestic arrangements were reversed because of her leg – washing & the car - yet in their marriage all was quite well

Now it is clear that the view that I inherited ha been responsible for some evils over the centuries:

a. a reason for women not to have the vote

b. the assumption that women cannot be as bright or as intelligent as men

c. the idea that women are ‘property’ and so owned by their men folk (an OT Jewish idea)

d. it has also been used as an excuse for men to use violence against women – literally beating them into submission

All this, of course, is not unique to our Christian history as it has, and still often is, endemic across world cultures

Many women, and some men, have known in their guts that this is simply not right.

So what can we say about Ephesians 5.21ff?  
It all boils down to interpretation – which is fairly obvious to say

some will immediately roll their eye balls and say “Well, anything goes nowadays.”

but wherever you get a text and a community you will have a number of interpretations
(Admittedly, some having more value than others)

e.g.  Do not kill (or is it murder) – issues of war, mercy killing, abortion, hostages
And the Hebrew word’s meaning (Murder/Kill) changed over the centuries of Israel’s history

Various approaches:

a. interpret this passage exactly as it is – but you would have a very strange life if you did that with every instruction in the Bible - with ‘one eyed’ Christians walking about (cf. Jesus’ call to pluck one’s eye out etc.)
b. see if there is another way to understand this passage – as a standalone text
v.21 often placed in the previous section

v.23 authority (interpretation here) instead of ‘head’ – kephale
(even in translation there is interpretation)
  two uses:
head as ‘authority’ – e.g. head of a department
 
     
head as ‘source’ – e.g. of a river
Adam was the source of Eve in the creation story

Christ is the source of the church in the gospels

v.25  Affirms that men must love (AGAPE) their wives, as they care for themselves – new radical for most men then
So here are at least two ways of looking at this passage to start with

c. to see if we an harmonise this passage with others in the Bible – taking it in context
Recognising that Paul was very much a man of his day, and culture 

For instance, Jesus’ approach to women was radically different
 
treating them as humans and not as objects or possessions
 
allowed them to support him financially 

 
listened, gave them time, let them touch him, had his mind changed by them
 
they were last at the cross and first at the tomb
Did you know that in the OT women had authority over men?  Deborah as a judge in Israel

Genesis 1.26-27  “Then God said, ‘Let us make humankind* in our image, according to our likeness; . . .  27So God created humankind* in his image, in the image of God he created them;* male and female he created them.”
No hierarchy,  no boss, three persons only exist in loving realtionship
d. we need to move from seeing the Bible as a set of answers to seeing it as the story of the developing relationship between God and his people
a set of books, part God, part human

where God reveals himself, and is then regularly misunderstood by us

it is therefore not always an easy document to handle

sometimes requiring quite hard and rigorous work and research

at other times mystifying us in its utter simplicity

the danger is that we either give up, or we opt for a simplistic explanation

exploring any relationship is a complicated process and a never ending affair (ask any married couple)
So what are we to do with Ephesians 5?

Nothing, just hold it there

Have a prayerful, humble, honest approach where we do not seek to master the text, but that we let it address us

Read other parts of the Bible and see how they treat such matters
Be open to have your mind changed
And ask the bigger question: How can this book help me to be more human, more Christlike

It is not about getting it all right – it is about learning how to love

