
A Homily by     “Be Subject to One Another”
The Rev’d Jo Popham 20th Sunday after Trinity

October 17, 2010
Ephesians 5:15-21

Scholars generally agree that Ephesians was not written by Paul. Yes, Paul had

worked extensively in Ephesus; he may have even been imprisoned there. But the

question of authorship in no way makes the letter to the Ephesians a fraud. Those who

had been brought into the fellowship of believers may not have known Paul, but they

knew of him and his ministry. And the use of Paul’s name in this epistle is a testimony to

Paul’s authority. So whoever used Paul’s name did it sincerely. Rather than speaking to a

specific situation as Paul’s letter do so often, the Letter to the Ephesians addresses

Christian churches in general. Many theorize that the author of Ephesians knew and used

much of Colossians as his authority. Indeed Ephesians appears to echo much of the

Pauline letters. So if Ephesians is more general in nature, using many of Paul’s writings,

then surely this letter does apply to us.

Just as Paul’s letters were used by the author of today’s Epistle, we have used and

abused them for our own purposes. We have put our own “spin” on this particular portion

of the letter to the Ephesians. In the first section of this passage, the portion that is in the

lections in our BCP, we hear advice on how to live as God wants us to live. We are to not

to do this but rather to do something else again: we are to walk not as the unwise but as

the wise, we are to live not foolishly but understanding the will of the Lord, not to get

drunk but to be filled with the Spirit. We hear the purpose, that we should praise God and

give God thanks by our actions. We hear how a Christian community is to live as well as

individual Christians should live.

What follows appears to be an instruction on how we are to behave within our

marriages. But often the 21st verse is omitted. Those who compiled the lectionary for the

BCP and the BAS routinely leave out this verse. And the selected readings for the



marriage service also leave out verse 21. It reads “Be subject to one another out of

reverence for Christ.” And without these words both the preceding and the following

verses can be – and have been – almost universally misinterpreted.

 I attended a wedding recently where the bride and groom had made a concerted effort

not to include this reading because of the way it has been misinterpreted. The guest

preacher was also chosen by the couple because of their long-standing relationship with

him. This young pastor went “off text” and instructed this new couple in how they should

live based on the old understanding of this 5th chapter of Ephesians, with the husband as

the head of the household with the wife being subject to him in everything, because she

ought to. He went on to stress that husbands should love their wives as they love their

own bodies and that the wife should always respect the husband.

We all know that in the context of marriage wives being subject to their husbands

does not mean that the wife is commanded to obey her husband as a child would obey his

or her parents. This passage is not license for husbands to walk all over their wives and

treat them as though they had no sense, as though they had no abilities, as an inferior.

That is not what “being subject to” means, even when these verses were first written. The

message was intended to be that as the church is subject to Christ, so also wives are

subject to their husbands, but that husbands are also subject to their wives. The Greek

word hupotasso really speaks to two people being absolutely equal in God’s eyes. Totally

equal. Neither is inferior to the other. And the “ought to” language is not even in the

Greek, it was added by a translator.

Imagine with me a marriage where neither the man nor the woman is superior or

inferior to the other – a marriage where a wife’s dignity is not in jeopardy when she

submits to her husband, where a husband recognizes his own obligation to submit to his

wife – a marriage where both submit in loving sacrifice to one another. Submission is an

act of faith. There is an implied danger that when we submit to another or to many others

that they then have the potential to take advantage of us. But we trust – we have faith –



that when we choose to “be subject to one another out of reverence for Christ” [5:21] we

all can live as God intends us to live.

Others have used this passage in Ephesians for their own purposes, even writers for

television have used this same text. Some years ago in a silent auction at a fundraiser at

the Russian Embassy in Washington, DC, I bought a copy of a teleplay for the television

series West Wing that quoted extensively from this passage in Ephesians. The story line

of this episode of the goes like this: President Bartlet and his wife Abbey had just

returned from church, and they had differing opinions on the priest’s sermon. The

President said “It lacked penache.” Abbey said: “It was a perfectly lovely homily on

Ephesians 5:21. Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave himself

up for her.” President Bartlet pointed out that she was skipping over the part about

“Wives, be subject to your husbands as to the Lord, for a husband is the head of a wife as

Christ is the head of the church.” An argument ensued with television’s first couple

remembering what they chose to recall from the reading and the preacher’s disregard for

his command – or lack there of – over his parishioners and his ability – or inability – to

move the congregation and to “lift us up in ways that literal meanings” cannot. Abbey

called the President “an oratorical snob.” He admitted that he was but says “And God

loves me for it.” Then they faced each other, and we the audience know that the crux of

the matter – the entire point of their dialogue – is at hand. After a short silence the

President spoke: “You can't just trod out Ephesians, which he blew, by the way, it has

nothing [to do] with husbands and wives, it's all of us. [The beginning of the passage is]

‘Be subject to one another out of reverence to Christ.’ [passionately] ‘Be subject to one

another.’” And he continued: “In this day and age of 24-hour cable [television] crap,

devoted to feeding the voyeuristic gluttony of the American public, hooked on a bad soap

opera that’s passing itself off as important, don’t you think you might be able to find

some relevance in verse 21? How do end the cycle? Be subject to one another!” And then

later in the teleplay in the midst of life in the West Wing of the White House, with a press



conference reporting on a gunman and another gun-toting Texan who chose to shoot it

out on Sunday morning in the sanctuary of a United Baptist Church, as staffers make

their choices of which team would win in the football pool – New Orleans over Atlanta÷

–  in the setting of difficult decisions being made about a war crimes tribunal, the

President chose to continue his conversation about Ephesians 5 with his chief of staff

saying: “Be subject to one another, Leo. What can I do to be of subject to you?” [The

West Wing “War Crimes” Teleplay by Aaron Sorkin; Story by Allison Abner; Directed

by Alex Graves.]

How might the President be subject to Leo? What would it look like if we were

subject to one another – if we were submitting – if we were yielding – to each other – if

everyone everywhere were submitting to everyone? Out of love and respect and

reverence of Christ we all are called to be subject to one another. What would it mean to

our lives and to the world if we lived this way? Throughout the New Testament we hear

how our lives would be if we were subject to one another. Everyone everywhere would:

“Not judge one another [Romans 14:13];
Not slander one another [James 4:11].
Encourage one another [Heb 3:13; 10:24-25];
Be devoted to one another [Romans 12:10];
Build up one another [Romans 14:19; 1 Thess 5:11];
Be kind to one another [1 Thess 5:15];

Everyone everywhere would:
Accept one another [Romans 15:7];
Serve one another [Gal 5:13];
Have concern for one another [1 Cor 12:25];
Confess our sins to one another [James 5:16];
Forgive one another [Eph 4:32];
Pray for one another [James 5:16]”; and

Everyone everywhere would:
Love one another” [John 13:34-35, Gal 5:14].

I have often thought that the only two places that really offer the opportunity for true

free speech were the stage and the pulpit. Writers for both venues are free to go out on a



limb and express viewpoints that may not be wholly acceptable to the majority – to have

their characters express potentially transformative opinions. Writers for television and

screenplay scripts usually are not afforded the luxury of being so bold, because they must

take into consideration the risk of mixing politics and religion and the strain it might put

on the financial viability of their venture. But Aaron Sorkin, the writer for West Wing,

was an exception. And surely Jesus used this sort of speech intended to shake us out of

our mind-numbed cable television stupor. Can we “[b]e subject to one another out of

reverence for Christ?” If we can, then our world – everyone everywhere – will be

transformed!

Will you pray with me?

God, make us subject to one another out of reverence to Christ. Amen.


