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Sermon:  Ephesians 5:21-33 (Be subject to one another)
“Wives, be subject to your husbands . . . Husbands, love your wives . . .”
There was an elderly couple, Henry and Edith, married for many years.  Henry had a love of planes, and dreamed of flying.  Each year, at the county fair, a stunt aviator would put on a show in his bi-plane.  After the show, he would invite folks to take a flight with him, sitting behind him in the plane.  At a price of $50.  Every year, Henry would plead with Edith to take a flight with him, and every year Edith would say “No.  50 bucks is 50 bucks.”
One year the pilot got sick of hearing this, and told them both that if they went on a flight and never uttered a peep, not a sound, he wouldn’t charge them for the flight.  Henry tried again, and this time Edith relented.  The pilot was sure he would get them to cry out, so he did everything he could – steep climbs, dizzying descents, barrel rolls, the works.  But to his amazement, not a sound came from Henry and Edith.  When he landed, he reached out and grabbed Henry’s hand, complimenting him on his ability to control himself.  And Henry said, “You know, I came close there for a minute.  When Edith fell out.  But then I thought to myself, well, 50 bucks is 50 bucks.”

“Wives, be subject to your husbands . . . Husbands, love your wives . . .”  You might remember the first part a little differently.  The KJV has “Wives, submit yourselves unto your own husbands . . .”  The NIV follows suit, “Wives, submit to your husbands . . .”  The J.B. Phillips NT has, “You wives must learn to adapt yourselves to your husbands . . .”  A little softer.  Please note, Phillips dedicated his translation “to Vera, my wife and finest critic.”  Clearly he was a smart man.
But the difference in translation wasn’t what caught my eye.  It was verse 21:  “Be subject to one another out of reverence for Christ.”  You see I didn’t remember this verse being linked with the ones telling wives to be subject to their husbands and husbands to love their wives.  Putting the two together, is seems as if husbands and wives are to submit to each other, not just wives to their husbands.

Checking with the Interpreter’s Bible commentary,
 Francis Beare writes, “In [the] KJV this verse is taken as the conclusion of the preceding paragraph, the participle submitting being construed in parallelism with “giving thanks” [in verse 20].”  Putting this in context, the prior paragraph is addressed to all the Christians in Ephesus:  “ . . .be filled with the Spirit . . . singing and making melody to the Lord in your hearts, giving thanks to God the Father at all times . . . submitting to one another out of reverence for Christ.”
Beare holds that the KJV (and equally the NIV) is incorrect in associating the verse on mutual submission to the preceding verses, rather than to those that follow, for one primary reason.  In verse 22, the one about wives being subject to their husbands, there is actually no verb.  In the Greek, verse 22 reads, “The wives to their own husbands as to the Lord.”  Depending upon verse 21 for the verb translated as “being submissive” or “be subject.”  Firmly linking verses 21 and 22.  So following the Greek text, husbands and wives are both called upon to submit to each other, to be subject to each other.
But how, then, are we to understand the difference in commands between husbands and wives; that wives are to be subject, but husbands are to love?
Before we answer this, let’s take a look at the position of women in Paul’s time. Rabbinic tradition enjoined every Jewish man to say the following three blessings every morning: (I thank the Lord) ‘that he did not make me a Gentile, … a woman, … a boor.’ Placing women on a level with pagans, slaves, or ignorant children, hardly a position of highest respect.
 
However, times were changing. The Yale Anchor Bible states, “While it was common for Greeks and Romans to speak of the “weaker” sex and to treat unmarried and married women with a corresponding combination of courtesy and contempt, there was also a counter-movement which promoted equal rights for females . . . The cultural trend of the last centuries before Paul and of his own age went toward the emancipation of women—in the case of marriage, toward loosening the unilateral bondage of wives.
 

So was Paul writing in opposition to the feminist movement of his day, reinforcing the patriarchal view of women?  Or was he, by reference to mutual submission, asserting, “There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.”
  We are Episcopalians, so you get to decide.
Back to the question of mutual submission.  Why would Paul say that husbands and wives are to be subject to one another, and immediately follow that by saying that wives must be subject to their husbands and husbands must love their wives?

A while back, a parishioner came to me with a book.  He was very enthusiastic about it, giving me a copy and hoping I would pass it on to others.
The book, written by Dr. Emerson Eggerichs, is called, Love and Respect.
 Early in the book he talks about the “secret” hidden in Ephesians 5:33: “Each one of you also must love his wife as he loves himself, and the wife must respect her husband” (NIV).  In Eggerich’s view, husbands are called to submit to their wives’ need for love, and wives are called to submit to their husbands’ need for respect.  So there is mutual submission, just expressed in different ways.

Now in a way this should be obvious to us all.  Men are from Mars, women from Venus.  We are wonderfully different in many ways.  Think about it from the perspective of evolution.  If a man doesn’t love a woman, he might not stay around to raise a family.  And if a women doesn’t respect a man, she just might cheat on him.  Both ways, the passing on of the woman’s and the man’s DNA is jeopardized.
A survey was done of men on male-female relationships, asking the question:  In the middle of a conflict with my wife / significant other, I am more likely to be feeling:  (a) that my wife / significant other doesn’t respect me right now, or (b) that my wife / significant other doesn’t love me right now.  More than 4 out of 5 men said they felt a lack of respect rather than unloved.  And there may be something to this.  Eggerich tells a story about two female clients who wanted to save their marriages.  When asked if they loved their husbands, without hesitation they said, “Yes.”  When asked if they respected their husbands, they sputtered like an old car needing a tune-up.
At one of his conferences, during a session on, “The Husband’s Authority in the Home,” an eager young wife said, “I want him to be the head; I want him to be the leader.  I just want to make sure that he makes decisions in keeping with what I want.”  The room broke into laughter, men and women alike.  And the funny part is that the young wife was just being honest, and when the laughter began she turned beet red.
When men are asked to choose whether they would rather be alone and unloved in the world, or to feel inadequate and disrespected by everyone, 74% said they would rather be alone and unloved.

Eggerichs tells the story of a woman who attended one of his classes on love and respect, how she went home one night and told her husband, “I was thinking about you today and several things about you that I respect, and I just want you to know that I respect you.”  She started to leave the room, but her husband said, “Wait! Come back.  What things?”  She was ready for his question, so she told him what she respected about him.  When she was done he said, “Wow!  Hey, can I take the family out for dinner?”  Because the kids had commitments that night, she took a rain check.  Fifteen minutes later she heard noises in the kitchen.  Her husband was cooking dinner.
I’ve talked a lot about wives respecting their husbands, but the best story in the book is about husbands loving their wives.  The man’s name is Robertson McQuilkin.  He was president of Columbia Bible College and Seminary, and had been for 22 years.  His wife fell prey to Alzheimer’s.  It progressed to the point where, when he left home for work, his wife thought he was lost and would go searching for him.
It became clear to McQuilkin that his wife needed him full time.  He quit his job, which he loved.  He explained, “The decision was made in a way 42 years ago when I promised to care for Muriel in sickness and in health ‘til death do us part.”  He said that Muriel had cared for him sacrificially for those 42 years, and if he cared for her the next 40 years he would still be indebted to her.
One thing surprised him, though.  In response to his resignation as president of the college to care for Muriel, husbands and wives renewed marriage vows.  Pastors told his story during sermons, just as I am doing now.  It mystified him until an oncologist, who dealt constantly with dying people told him, “Almost all women stand by their men; very few men stand by their women.”
I have a couple of very good friends from my prior parish, All Saints of the Desert.  One a woman, the other a man.  Both doing the same as McQuilkin, caring for their spouse who suffers from Alzheimers.  It is as pure an example of love as I know.
They teach me what it means to love and to respect.  For the two come together.  What woman truly respects her husband, failing to love him?  What man truly loves his wife, failing to respect her?
Paul wrote, “Be subject to one another out of reverence for Christ.”  It is not just for man and wife.  It is placed as a paragraph of its own in the NRSV.  It is what we are called to, as Christians.  
Paul’s analogy between husband and wife, Christ and the Church, is brilliant.  Like a loving husband, Christ loves the Church.  Deeply, sacrificially, unconditionally.  And like a respectful wife, we are called to serve him.  Seeking, serving, sharing Christ.  To do what he asks of us.

So let us answer a question or two.  For those married, how does our marriage rank on a ten scale.  Wives, think about respect.  Husbands, think about love.  And for all of us, on a ten scale, how do we fare in submission to Christ?
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