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Scandalous Advice 
 

Let us pray:  Help u s, O Lord, not to be merely silly or angry.  Help us to listen, to 
hear the gospel through the words and even beneath the words of scripture that we 
might encounter the true Word, the Word made flesh, even Jesus Christ.  It is in his 
name we pray.  Amen. 
 
“Be subject to one another out of reverence for Christ.” Eph. 5:21 
 
     Have you ever wanted to say to the Apostle Paul, “Shut up!”  I have, and reading 

the letter to the Ephesians has offered several opportunities to do just that.  “Wives, 

be subject to your husbands…” comes to mind.  One wonders how many times that 

verse has been used to justify the abuse of women, how many times has it framed an 

unhealthy power-relationship, how many times its pious sentiments have done 

nothing but great harm.  So, Paul, hush.  Just keep quiet.  Concentrate on other 

matters, like justification by grace or taking up your offering for the saints in 

Jerusalem.  Just let us be! 

     I did not pick this text and were it left to me, I doubt seriously that I would pick 

this text in order to preach to the saints in Kerrville the surpassing grace of our Lord 

Jesus Christ.  But having been assigned this text, I have had occasion to reflect again 

on the fact that hard texts in scripture are sometimes the ones we most need to listen 

to or at least the ones we need to dig the deepest to find the hidden treasures that 

provide hope for us along the way of Christian discipleship.  So, with your help, I 

propose to start digging. 

     I want to begin elsewhere, however.  I want to begin with a poem by W.H. Auden, 

entitled, “The Shield of Achilles,” one of the great poems of the 20th century.  In that 

poem, written after World War II, he depicts a world in which there is no forgiveness, 
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no mercy, a world truly framed by power relationships.  The penultimate verse of the 

poem reads: 

A ragged urchin, aimless and alone, 
  Loitered about that vacancy; a bird 
Flew up to safety from his well-aimed stone: 
That girls are raped, that two boys knife a third, 
 Were axioms to him, who never heard 
Of any world where promises were kept, 
Or one could weep because another wept. 
 
    In a world shaped only by power, force, there is no mercy, only wins and losses; no 

pity, no forgiveness, no joy in life together.  Everything is negotiated and he, and 

often it is a he, who has the gold makes the rules.  Such a world is not that hard to 

imagine.  Most of us have at least a speaking acquaintance with it. I think that is one 

of the reasons we Americans like sports so much.  There are clear winners and losers.  

And it is not at all uncommon for winners to taunt the losers, to triumph over them.  

But what if life were like that?   

     In his memoir Malcolm Muggeridge writes about his time in Moscow as a 

newspaper correspondent during the show trials under Stalin.  Muggeridge asked one 

of the Soviet officials why, if there were so many innocent people in Russia, there 

were so many arrests.  The official laughed, and replied, “If we don’t arrest innocent 

people, there will be no fear.”  Exactly, if power is to determine every relationship, 

there must be fear, and preferably lots of it.  If you have ever been bullied, you know 

what I mean. 

     The thing about fear and being bullied is that power relationships are strictly 

hierarchical, that is, there is a top and a bottom, a head and a tail, a winner and a loser.  

In the Apostle Paul’s world, that structure characterized the Roman Empire: clear 

lines of authority, power, threats, and status.  One cannot read his letters or the Acts 

of the Apostles without bumping up against political and religious powers that can 

exercise a right sharp amount of force.  Paul knew, for example, what the inside of a 
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jail looked like, what it was like to be chained to a wall, even what it felt like to be 

beaten.  One did not have to explain to him the nature of power, of force. 

     What he sees in Jesus Christ, is not just a Savior, not just a religious figure of 

amazing grace, not just a really nice guy, but a way of life that would completely 

undermine and even transform the society and its power-relationships in which he 

lived.  The thing about Jesus is that he is not content to be just a religious figure.  He 

is not content to be confined to a doctrine of grace, no matter how eloquently that is 

described.  The risen and living Lord insists on living with us, infecting, if you will, 

every part of our body politic, our body social, our body moral, our life.  He is not just 

a pious figure, not just a religious ikon, not just a moral paragon.  He is our life.  Or 

rather, our life is in him. 

    So what does that look like?  Well, it is not so easy to see as one might think.  For 

example, in his letter to the Galatians, Paul will say, “For freedom Christ has set us 

free,” which sounds good but it has only taken us about 1800 years to see what that 

might mean for those practicing some form of slavery.  And even now we struggle to 

understand how radical such words of freedom are. 

     Here, in our text - perhaps you thought I would never get back to it - Paul begins 

his scandalous advice to wives, husbands, children, etc. with these words: “Be subject 

to one another out of reverence for Christ.”  Be subject to one another out of 

reverence for Christ. 

     The reference is to Christ.  Not to power-relationships, not to force, not to wins 

and losses, but to Christ.  And what did he do?  Well, he fed people, he forgave 

people, even his own disciples, he paid particular attention to the un-powerful, that is, 

the sick, the poor, the lame, the outcast, those whom we might well call, “losers.” This 

Lord did not lord it over them.  Rather, as Paul writes in another letter, that though he 

was in the form of God, he did not regard equality with God as something to be 

exploited, but rather he emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, humbling himself 
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to the point of death, even death on a cross.  That is the heart of the scandal that 

wrecked all the powers of the ancient world and that is what secretly bothers us in this 

text, and continues to disturb our well-managed and well-structured power 

relationships today.  He became small, not big, not self-important, not power-hungry.  

Rather, he made food out of his own body and blood, pouring it out for the life of the 

world. 

    And he did all of that not as a martyr, not to perform some kind of passive-

aggressive jujitsu to make us feel guilty but out of the joy  that was his very life 

together.  He loved us.  I know, it seems inconceivable, perhaps even a total waste of 

his time, but he loved us; he loves us, and seeks to make our life a life of blessing and 

grace, not the curse of up and down, winning and losing, powerful and powerless, but 

a life together. 

      To be subject to one another out of reverence for Christ, is to love like that, to eat 

the fruit of his spirit, to live into a forgiveness that cannot be explained but only 

received again and again.  I tell you it has far more to do with receiving than giving, 

but it is true that the giving never stops.  It is, as so many have found, a gift. 

     So, what does one make of these words, “Wives be subject to your husbands as 

you are to the Lord.”  The fact that we have trouble with them indicates that we are 

so much better acquainted with the way they have been used to enforce exactly the 

kind of power-relationships that are alien to the One who gave himself up for us all,  

than we are to seeing him in all our relationships.  Which makes me wonder, if a 

better translation might be, or at least a paraphrase might read: “Wives enjoy the 

freedom that is yours in Jesus Christ to love and be loved, and husbands do the same.  

For that way you put the lie to the world’s notion of power; you undermine all those 

who are convinced with Leo Durocher, that “Nice guys finish last;” you discover the 

gift of a life that is fertile, creative, a life that feeds the whole world with hope. 
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      Maybe that’s not good enough for you.  And maybe, the war between the sexes is 

just too lethal for the Apostle Paul or me or you to settle with mere words.  I wonder, 

though, if we change the terms a bit, we might come closer to understanding what is 

on offer here.  Let me offer a personal illustration. 

    My wife and I recently celebrated our 50th anniversary, which I mention simply to 

note that she has remarkable reserves of patience and understanding. I am not looking 

for compliments nor am I holding our marriage up as an example of Christian 

faithfulness.  But the truth is we are getting old now or at least older, and have lived 

long enough to watch our children grow up.  They were a lot of trouble.  Like all 

parents, we spent some time in doctor’s offices and hospitals with them, watched 

interminable baseball games, struggled and failed to learn the new math, taught them 

how to drive a car, dealt with heartache, tears, and disappointments.  All of that and 

more. Nothing special.  But after 50 years, would we trade any of that for one day 

without them?  Would we, would any of you, not recall the disasters, the losses, the 

confusions, the worries and not-knowings with anything but gratitude, even smiles, 

even perhaps no little joy?  If so, then Paul’s words have struck home with you 

already, and the gospel of being subject to one another out of reverence for him who 

taught us to love one another has taken root in your heart.  So receive this gift and 

long may it flourish there and give joy to husband, wife, child, near and distant 

neighbors.  In the name of Jesus Christ, Amen. 

      


