Ephesians 5. 22 – 6.9
The teaching about marriage in Ephesians is well known. For some it feels very out of touch with “modern” man and woman, and that it is joined so closely to teaching about slaves only reinforces that impression. It is therefore worth pondering questions of context before we get to the text itself.
For a moral teacher to write on the duties of wives to husbands, children to parents and slaves to masters was commonplace in the first century. There are many other examples which therefore point up the distinctiveness of what Paul is doing here – and the degree to which he conforms to what was generally in vogue. That is the first point. Secondly, a high view of marriage, or more specifically a high estimation of the female side in a partnership, was a rarity. Jewish thought was regularly androcentric; Greeks could view the woman as purely useful for childbearing and respectability; Romans divorced with astonishing frequency. Although this is not to say there were no generous thoughts towards the female sex at this period, they were nevertheless something of a rarity. For children and their fathers in particular, the rights of a father – even to the point of having the right to determine whether the child should live or die – were near-absolute in this period. And for slaves likewise, masters again had very considerable rights of authority.
In our own day, what are the sorts of questions which are around? In regard of the male-female issues, there is both the question nowadays of what it means to be male as well as to be female. The understanding of gender is by no means a closed book. With regard to children, again there has been very recent work, and concerns, as to what children need from their fathers – a question whose urgency is heightened by the numbers of children being raised without males being resident. And though slavery is history in polite Western society – with the massive exception of the sex industry and the vulnerability of many refugees, and the paucity of guarantees for good treatment of workers in many parts of the world – even if there were no slaves, there are still certainly questions around “duty”, and whether that concept still has any vitality nowadays. Therefore, if the letter to Ephesians throws up some questions in our minds, it would be grossly arrogant and mistaken to suppose that “modern” man and woman has all the answers to such questions. For Christians to whom Scripture is “God-breathed and useful for teaching the truth, rebuking error, correcting faults and giving instruction for right living” (2 Timothy 3.16), we should not rush away too hastily from Ephesians.
And now to the text. The opening thought of v.21 both connects to what is previous (giving thanks always) and to what follows (the particular teaching for wives and husbands), but it stands in its own right. A mutual submission one to another is how Christians act. Submission carries the sense of deeply honouring and respecting the other, not forcing one’s own way. We could cross-reference Romans 12.3 or I Peter 5.5. However, out of this general counsel for attitude and behaviour is a word specifically, first, to wives, and then to husbands. The reciprocity is, in this context, utterly to be expected, and utterly important. It is not that only one party has obligations. That said, it is undoubtedly true that the wife is taught to “fear” or respect the husband as to “fear” or respect the Lord (5.33, 22). There is a hierarchy of authority. Why? In Paul’s argument the theology is much more prominent than any social convention. I mean by that, he makes a great deal of how he takes what he is saying out of his understanding of Christ’s relationship towards us all. In those days there was then some overlap with social convention, as nowadays there is not. But then the question comes, is it social convention that we are to be guided by, or our understanding of God? 
Paul is in no doubt that Christ has authority over the church. And the church can be spoken about as a bride; there is after all a good deal of Biblical material which will support that. And so he is not inclined to break out of so great a truth when he comes to addressing wives in ordinary, so to speak. How we live here and now, in the everyday, bears a resemblance to that which we are heading towards, i.e. the final consummation of all things; it becomes as a sign, participating in the ultimate purposes of God. If we’re going to talk about “Christian” marriage, this is key.
Another aspect of how the marriage bond reflects ultimate truth is in his word to husbands, in v. 25 and following. Just as with wives, his word to husbands is based on what he understands of Christ. And now “love” is a key notion, love and self-sacrifice. This was definitely not the way in which other contemporary writings on marriage proceeded; for them wives were to submit, but husbands were to rule. Christian husbands are to love and to give themselves. Paul reflects on Christ making the church holy, cleansing it and presenting it in all its beauty. And as we read these thoughts suggestive of baptism and sanctification (and also see Ezekiel 16. 9-14 perhaps), there is no question that the church (or the wife) are to be seen as mere object. Their flourishing, their wholeness is very much in view, and the self-giving of Christ – and by extension the husband – knows no bounds at all. To clinch his point – for again, the critical reader might see this still as buying into all too conventional male superiority notions – he counsels that a man love his wife as he loves his own body. The thought is inspired (like the rest) from the theology here (vv.29-30) and elsewhere in the Pauline writings, yet it speaks also very plainly to the self-love that man might be inclined towards. In v.28 there is an “ought”: a man has got to break out of self-love. And then lastly – note how the length incidentally of this passage addressed so unusually to men far outweighs what he taught to women – he offers a commentary on the famous Genesis passage which Jesus also picked up, but here in Ephesians Paul is fixed, as he is throughout, on first and foremost deriving a reading which applies to Christ and his church, and only secondarily to the situation of (the more mundane) ordinary marriage. Christ goes into the far country, as Barth put it, leaving the Father to join with the church. So a husband, leaving his parents, joins with his wife, and learns to love her with everything he has, as he must.
Such teaching on Christian marriage calls for our attention. As already said, it may not resolve some knotty questions – including, for example, the perpetuation of distasteful and chauvinist attitudes towards women which are perhaps as old as humanity itself – but then is it, for Christians, adequately superseded by any other thinking? I need to be persuaded. We go towards peace, perfect peace, where Christ shall reign. A competing husband and wife held together in mutual tension, rather than by love and respect, may be as likely to end up apart as together.
Now we come to children and parents, regularly the second part of such modes of teaching, yet again there is a distinctive. There is a rooting for what Paul has to say in the Scriptures, namely through one of the Ten Commandments, which teaches the “right” thing to do, namely obedience of children to their parents. And there is a reciprocal word, again not what other writers might have counselled. Paul is not teaching parents, or fathers in particular, to keep their children rigidly in check, but offers a short word still as relevant as it would have been them – not to provoke them to anger. There is a way of leading children (would that it were more unpacked! But this is the task for generation after generation) that informs a way of life, indeed a particularly Christian way of life, but is not so harshly imposed as to drive people away. We need only think of those who have kept away from churches in adulthood because of what their parents insisted on when they were young, or of those more widely who have as adults many issues with their parents and their upbringing, to know how serious a matter parenting is. Paul surely encourages us to take it seriously, so as to do it well.
Finally, there is slavery. I was interested to discover that in all the many slave rebellions throughout the Roman Empire, there seems to be no evidence of a campaign to abolish slavery. Slaves were so endemic, perhaps 60 million of them, doing everything from medicine to teaching as well as household tasks and the like; and there were structured ways by which they might attain freedom. Some were well treated, some despicably. Early Christian writers, from the third and fourth century, understood well that the logic of the Christian position was that slavery was not a good thing, but the possibility of thinking that through into complete action ... well, we’re still on the case alas. So the point is not that Paul condones slavery, as sometimes has been critically remarked, but that he teaches again out of his Christian principles. He reflects on the idea of being a slave of Christ, which we would all believe in being, and so for those in an everyday sense slaves, the only way of signposting where faith takes us, is to work hard, to anticipate reward, to offer obedience. He was well aware of the potential cruelties that awaited slaves, but it was not for Christians to give people excuses (cf. Romans 12. 17-21, for example). At the same time, because masters of slaves were clearly within the church and not just outside it, there was a very powerful counsel, again quite unparalleled in the contemporary conventional literature, namely that masters should behave with a very clear awareness that they were answerable to God for their actions. Our duties never lie on a merely “human” level; they always can be and should be referred to our accountability before the throne of grace.
I can see as well as anyone a touch of social conservatism in all of this, but I also see a theological intent which cannot be laid aside. The onus for being radically alternative lies on those who would argue the case.

 


