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Learning How to Walk:

Dance with Your Partner, Part 1
A Study of Ephesians 5:22-24, 33b
Characteristic of Completeness:  Family Living
Big Idea:  Take his lead, not his abuse.  Respond respectfully.
Related Scriptures:  Colossians 3:18; Titus 2:4-5; 1 Peter 3:1-6; Genesis 2:18; Proverbs 31:10-31; Matthew 18:15-17; Colossians 2:9-10; 1 Peter 3:7
Introduction:
A.
Paul  and Susie Luchsinger seem like such a wholesome and successful couple.  Both are outspoken Christians who have excelled in their respective lines of work.

Paul is a rodeo cowboy.  His event is steer wrestling or bulldogging.  It’s where you jump from a running horse onto a four-to-six-hundred-pound steer and wrestle it to the ground.  Paul is a world champion.
Susie is a country-western singer.  She is the younger sister of Reba McEntire, and has recorded many albums of her own.
Paul and Susie have traveled together as a family in their motorhome, following the rodeo circuit, doing concerts, and making appearances in churches to sing and talk about their faith in Jesus.

But some years ago, they lived with a dark secret they kept to themselves.  Their secret was domestic violence.  You see, Paul regularly abused his wife.  He abused her physically, verbally, and emotionally.  Just listen as they explain their  story (audio plays here).

Susie:
It was in Llano, Texas, and, in the summertime.  We had just gotten this Allegro motorhome, and it had a pull-out charcoaler and we had had lunch, and everything was great, and we were gonna go into the Assembly of God church there and have a concert and Paul share his testimony of what God had done in our life.  And I was kind of in the back getting ready and tooling around cleaning some things up, and Paul was up in the front on the front sofa teaching our first child, E. P., how to read.  It was some alphabet and stuff like that and he was very young and sitting up there, and, we had experienced this before.  Paul was very emphatic with him.  If E.P. couldn’t remember what the letter was, Paul would get more emphatic and get a little more harsh and more harsh and “Don’t you remember what this is?  This is an ‘A,’ don’t you remember?”  And the more frustrated Paul would get, the more forgetting that E.P. would get, until I kinda started saying, “Paul, you know, you need to stop, you’re going to get too angry; you’re going to blow up with E.P.; it is not that important.”  And he dropped what he was doing there and proceeded to come at me and got very, very angry and pushed me to the floor and then proceeded to kick me from one end of the motorhome to the front.

Paul:
Society today, we come up with these nice little terms for, you know, domestic violence.  It’s beatin’ on your wife, that was what was going on, beatin’ on my children.  Call it “spousal abuse”—they got all these fancy words.  Just call it what it is.  That was what it was and that was what I was doing. . . . And then, what began to happen was, I realized that I could control her by my anger and so, when shoutin’ wasn’t enough, well then I would grab her, and when grabbin’ wasn’t enough, then I would shove her, and when shovin’ wasn’t enough, then I would kick her.  And I never hit her with my fist, but that probably would have been the next step.  But I’d kick her and shove her and slap her and slam her against the wall . . .
Susie:
That doesn’t stand out in my mind as much as being up in front of a congregation singing and say something probably off the wall or stupid or messin’ up on some words and lookin’ back at my husband, who I would like to support me.  And then him shake his head and give me this awful look. . . . a lot of people talk about the physical abuse, but it’s the verbal, the emotional, and the mental abuse that hurts the most.
B.
The Luchsingers do not represent a rare or isolated case of domestic violence and abuse among professing Christians.  In fact,  some recent studies link domestic violence with conservative Protestant men in particular.
  The findings are interesting.  Bible scholar and Phoenix Seminary professor  Steve Tracy reports that “Conservative men who attend church regularly are found to be the least likely group to engage in domestic violence, though conservative Protestant men who are irregular church attendees are the most likely to batter their wives.”
  Tracy offers an explanation.  He  says, “What is it about periodic attendance at conservative churches that makes men more likely to abuse their wives, even more likely than non church goers?   Based on what we know about the dynamics of abuse and abusers, I would suggest the following.   When men come into conservative Protestant churches, for the most part they are going to hear some form of patriarchal gender views, i.e. male headship.   For men who are significantly insecure, immature, and/or misogynistic, patriarchal teaching of any form may merely serve to confirm their views of male superiority and their right to dominate women.”

C.
I want  to bring this up because, in our study through Ephesians, we come today to a text that has been wrongly used to justify the abuse of women.
  Our text is  Ephesians 5:22-24.  The Apostle Paul says,
NKJ Ephesians 5:22 Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to the Lord. 23 For the husband is head of the wife, as also Christ is head of the church; and He is the Savior of the body. 24 Therefore, just as the church is subject to Christ, so let the wives be to their own husbands in everything.
Skipping down to the last part of Verse 33, Paul adds,

NKJ Ephesians 5:33 . . . and let the wife see that she respects her husband.

I fear that these verses have been misused as a weapon against women, particularly in conservative churches, and ours is a conservative church.  So in approaching this text—and I’ll get to it in just a few minutes—I want to be very careful not to offer a husband any hint of what might be construed as some rationalization for dominating or abusing his wife.  Our  Characteristic of Completeness for the week is Family Living.
D.
Well, just how bad is the problem of domestic violence and abuse in conservative churches?
Detective Sargeant Don Stewart served for twenty-five years on the sheriff’s department in Green Bay, Wisconsin.  He has recently written a  book, titled Refuge: A Pathway Out of Domestic Violence and Abuse.
  In an interview broadcast on the radio less than two months ago, Stewart was asked the following question:  Of 100 married men in conservative, Bible-believing churches, how many are abusing their wives?  Here’s what Stewart said:   “Surveys, studies, [and] statistics show us that about 43 of those 100 men will physically assault their wife at least once during their marriage . . . and 50 of those 100 men will routinely verbally abuse their wife.”

Now, I realize that some forms of abuse—particularly verbal or emotional abuse—can be very difficult to identify.  Let me quote two women who help describe it.
The  first is Debi Pryde.  She is a Bible teacher, a certified counselor, and coauthor of a recent  book titled, A Biblical Perspective of What to Do When You Are Abused by Your Husband.
  In the same recent radio interview I mentioned earlier, Pryde said this about identifying verbal  abuse:
That’s a very difficult thing to discern, but what I am looking for is not just a husband who has become angry or has done some hurtful things;  there is not one of us that hasn’t been guilty of abuse with regards to anger or being unkind to another person.

 But an abuser who is using his words, literally, to control, to dominate, to destroy the confidence of a woman to the point where she has no autonomy, you know, it can become detrimental to her health.   I’ve dealt with many women who are displaying all kinds of problems because of the oppressive atmosphere which these men create.

 It begins to really dominate every area of this woman’s life, and a woman who lives in that kind of atmosphere is living in a war zone, and her emotions begin to reflect that and that of the children.

Now  listen to this recent email from an anonymous woman who is the victim of her husband’s verbal abuse.  She  says,
In my case, there hasn’t been any severe physical abuse.  I’ve been slapped once, which he now denies, and shoved around a few times.   The majority of it is what I call “mind” games.  He will say something and then when I question or talk about it, he’ll deny saying it, or say that I’m twisting it around so that it looks like he is the bad guy.   He has a very bad temper, too, and the first place where we lived there were holes in every single piece of paneling throughout the entire house.  He would and still does throw stuff around when he’s angry.

 The kids—age three-and-a-half, six-and-a-half—and I never know what’s going to set him off.  I really identified with the walking on eggshells analogy.   Every time I try to talk to him about anything remotely close to this topic, though, he shuts down, and the anger starts to build, and he gets very angry.  So I am unsure what to do . . .

 On the other hand, he can be very nice sometimes.  So I guess I’m confused.   I’m torn about how or when to confront him about the behavior and how to fix our kids and me because I know he will blow up even if he’s in a good mood to start with.  Things get dark very quickly.   However, I also know that in raising my children, my son will learn to treat his future wife like this, and my daughter will learn this is okay, and this, too, bothers me.

Don Stewart, the author of  the book I mentioned earlier, offers three very helpful questions a husband can ask his wife to determine if he might be abusing his position as leader in the home.  Stewart says,
I would ask each man . . . to go home tonight, turn the television off, put the kids to bed, sit down with your wife on the sofa, and ask her the following three questions—number  one, are you or the children afraid of me?  Number  two, do you feel safe enough to tell me how you feel about our relationship and, question number  three, am I controlling you or suffocating you with my demands and expectations?

And if her answer is yes to any one of those questions, even though you may not have physically abused your wife, you may very well be abusing your position as leader in your home.

E.
Why am I camping out on abuse?  Because I have every reason to believe that there may be some abusive homes represented here this morning, and I don’t want to run the risk of any wife leaving here thinking that she has to put up with her husband’s abuse.  I realize that husbands can be abused by wives as well, but it’s not nearly as common.
  If you are in an abusive situation, I encourage you to get some help.  One way to seek help is  to talk with Pastor Jeff Bauer.  Jeff is our Pastor of Counseling and Recovery.  Having said that, let’s turn to our text in  Ephesians 5:22-24, and 33.
I.
The plain teaching of our text is that wives should respectfully submit to their husbands because the husband is the head of the wife.
NKJ Ephesians 5:22 Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to the Lord. 23 For the husband is head of the wife, as also Christ is head of the church; and He is the Savior of the body. 24 Therefore, just as the church is subject to Christ, so let the wives be to their own husbands in everything. . . . 33 . . . and let the wife see that she respects her husband.

This suggests that husbands and wives have unique, complementary roles in marriage.

Given all the abuse I mentioned earlier, and given that gender role distinctions are definitely not politically fashionable, I’ve tried to find legitimate reasons why this text doesn’t mean that a wife has a unique obligation to submit to her husband today.  I’ve tried in vain.
A.
I’ve said to myself, “Maybe our text is an isolated and unusual text.”
Nice try.

1.
Colossians  3:18 says,

NKJ Colossians 3:18 Wives, submit to your own husbands, as is fitting in the Lord.

2.
1 Peter  3:1 says,

NKJ 1 Peter 3:1 Wives, likewise, be submissive to your own husbands . . .
3.
Titus  2:4-5 says,

NLT Titus 2:4 These older women must train the younger women to . . . 5 . . . be submissive to their husbands. . . .
Considering the plain and repeated directives of these verses, it’s very difficult to escape the notion that the Bible calls wives to submit to their husbands.

B.
I’ve  also said to myself, “Well, maybe the text is talking about an ancient patriarchal culture that doesn’t apply to us today.”
Nice try.  But in  Ephesians 5:24, Paul links a wife’s submission to a parallel that transcends time and culture.  He says,
NKJ Ephesians 5:24 Therefore, just as the church is subject to Christ, so let the wives be to their own husbands in everything.
The submission of the church to Christ is not limited to a particular time or culture of the past.  The clear inference is that the submission of a wife to her husband is not limited to a particular time or culture either.

C.
I’ve  also said to myself, “Maybe our text is simply giving examples of mutual submission because  Ephesians 5:21 lists . . .

NKJ Ephesians 5:21 submitting to one another in the fear of God
. . . as a result of being filling with the Spirit.  It sounds mutual.  So doesn’t this mean that husbands should also submit to their wives?”
  Cathy and I have both used the term, “mutual submission” in our counseling to refer to the reality that both husbands and wives are called to submit—the husband to the Lord, and the wife to her husband.
  But that’s not the sense in which the term is increasingly used in literature, and that’s not the sense in which I’m using the term “mutual submission” here.  The mutual submission I’m talking about is the husband and wife submitting to each other.  Is that a biblical idea?  If so, maybe the Greek word for “submit” just means something like everybody ought to be considerate or to be thoughtful or to put the interests of others above their own.
Nice try.  The word, “submit” comes from the original Greek word, hupotasso.  It is primarily a military term which literally means to arrange under.
  It brings to mind an organizational chart.  Certain positions are arranged under other positions, and the ones that are arranged under are intended to submit to those above.

Whenever the Bible calls someone to submit, a leader or an authority is in view.  Bible scholar and  Phoenix Seminary professor, Wayne Grudem, has done exhaustive research on the Greek word, hupotasso (submit), as it has been used in ancient literature both inside and outside the Bible.  He  says . . .

. . . one thing remains constant in every use of the word:  it is never “mutual” in it’s force; it is always one-directional in its reference to submission to an authority.

 In every example we can find, when person A is said to “be subject to” person B, person B has a unique authority which person A does not have.  In other words, hupotasso always implies a one-directional submission to someone in authority.

 Hupotasso does not mean “to be considerate and thoughtful of someone else,” “to care for someone else,” or “to put someone’s interests first” . . . It always means to be subject to someone else’s authority, in all Greek literature, Christian and non-Christian.

Consider some biblical examples:

1.
According to  Ephesians 5:24, the church is subject to Christ.

2.
According to  1 Peter 3:22, angels and authorities and powers are subject to Christ.

3.
According to  James 4:7, believers are subject to God.

4.
According to  1 Corinthians 16:15-16, believers are subject to their spiritual leaders.

5.
According to  Titus 2:5, servants (or employees) are subject to masters (or employers).
6.
According to  1 Corinthians 15:28, Christ, the Son is subject to God, the Father.

In every case, there is an authority, and the relationship is never reversed.  There is a leader and there is the one who is to submit to the leader.
In  Ephesians 5:21, “submitting to one another” may sound like everyone ought to submit to everyone else.  Sometimes the Greek term, “one another” does mean “everyone to everyone” as in “love one another.”  But the term, “one another” does not always mean “everyone to everyone.”  Sometimes it simply means “some to others.”
  The context of Ephesians 5:21 makes it clear that, in this case, it means “some to others” because Paul goes on to explain the “some” who are to submit to “others.”   Wives are to submit to husbands in Ephesians 5:22-24;  children are to submit to parents in Ephesians 6:1-3;  employees (servants) are to submit to employers (masters) in Ephesians 6:5-8.  The order is never reversed in any of these cases.

So it seems clear that the submission of Ephesians 5 involves authority, and the submission is not mutual.
D.
 I’ve  also said to myself, “Maybe the Greek word for  ‘head’ in our text does not suggest leadership or authority.  Maybe it just refers to the non-authoritative source of something as in Adam being the source of Eve because God created Eve from Adam’s rib.”

Nice try.  The Greek word for “head” is kephale.  Literally, it designates a physical head; figuratively, it designates a person of higher rank or authority.
  Once again, Grudem has studied this term in ancient Greek literature, considering over 2,300 uses of the word spanning twelve centuries from the eighth century BC to the fourth century AD.  He  says,
To my knowledge, no one has yet produced one text in ancient Greek literature where a person is called the kephale of another person or group and that person is not the one in authority over that other person or group.

So, try as I might, I am left with the plain teaching of our  text:
NKJ Ephesians 5:22 Wives, submit to your own husbands . . .
II.
So, does this mean that wives are to be doormats for their abusively authoritarian husbands?  Absolutely not.  Let me be clear about  what biblical submission does not mean.
A.
Submission  does not mean that wives are inferior.  In, 1 Peter 3:7, it says that, to his wife, a husband should . . .

NAU 1 Peter 3:7 . . . show her honor as a fellow heir of the grace of life . . .
This indicates that the husband and wife are equal in value.  You see, husbands and wives are different in their roles, but not in their importance or in their standing before God.  Indeed, God the Son was submissive to God the Father but is in no way inferior—they just have different roles.

B.
Submission  does not mean that wives are to be passive and abandon all independent thought.  We’re not talking about becoming mindless, “Stepford” wives.  Genesis 2:18 says that Eve was made as a “helper” for Adam.  Not a go-fer, but a helper, a complement, a person a husband really needs to actively partner with him.  To be a helper is not a robot role.  The Bible uses this same term, “helper” to describe God’s relationship to us, so there is no implicit inferiority involved—no idea of having a maid, or a butler, or a concubine.  It’s more like a partner.

C.
Submission  does not mean that wives are to give up their individuality, special abilities, or creativity.  Proverbs 31:10-31 praises these characteristics in a wife.

D.
Submission  does not mean that wives are to do everything their husbands demand.  A husband does not have absolute authority over his wife, only Christ does.  This is confirmed by verses such as Colossians 2:10 which says that Christ is the head over all rule and authority.  So, wives are not to submit to the evil demands or sinful schemes of their husbands which contradict what Christ wants.

E.
Submission  does not mean that wives are to enable their husbands’ sin and irresponsibility.  According to verses such as Matthew 18:15 and Galatians 6:1, believing wives have a duty to confront and admonish the sins of their believing husbands.

F.
And submission  does not mean that wives are to put up with abusive husbands.  Nowhere does Scripture condone domestic violence or abuse.  Nowhere does Scripture command wives to put up with abuse.  That’s not a part of submission.

I commend to you  a book I mentioned earlier.  It’s written by Debi Pryde and Robert Needham.  It’s titled, A Biblical Perspective of What to do When You Are Abused by Your Husband.  It was published in 2003, but I’m afraid it’s not available through amazon.com or even through our own website bookstore.  In the footnotes of the transcript for this sermon, which will be available online this afternoon, I will provide two online bookstores where you can buy the book for about seven bucks.
  If you want it, but can’t afford it, I’ll buy it for you.  In the book, the authors list 17 of the most common misbeliefs held by abused women. 
  They explain why these misbeliefs are not biblical.  For example one of the common misbeliefs is:  “If I do not willingly submit to my abuser’s mistreatment, I am disobeying God.”  In response to this misbelief, the authors  explain,
Being persecuted for righteousness’ sake . . . does not obligate us to passively receive or to submit to evil without resistance, but rather, the Scripture obligates us to overcome evil, actively.   To be unwilling to expose a husband’s abusive behavior is actually a profound lack of Christ-like love toward him and a selfish putting of one’s own short-term safety ahead of his long-term spiritual good (Romans 12:21; Proverbs 27:5-6; Isaiah 5:20; Acts 4:19; 4:29; Revelation 2:20).

Looking  back at everything biblical submission is not, we can see that biblical submission does not truly carry all the negative baggage we often associate with it.  It’s not demeaning or disrespectful or degrading.  It’s not calling wives to give, while husbands take.  In fact, when we look at the role of a husband next week, we’re going to see that both husbands and wives are to serve one another.  It’s just that their roles of service differ.  In my own experience, I have generally found that, when a husband fulfills his biblical role as a Christ-like servant leader, his wife is happy to follow.
That brings me to the big idea of my message this morning.  Here  it is:  Take his lead, not his abuse.  That is to say, a wife is to submit to her husband’s godly authority, but not his ungodly mistreatment.  Wives are to encourage their husbands’ leadership without enabling their husbands’ sin.
III.
Some of you may be thinking, “Well, Bob, you’ve said quite a bit about what biblical submission isn’t, can you tell what it is and what it looks like in real life?  What do you mean by ‘take his lead?’”  In  Ephesians 5:24, Paul says,
NKJ Ephesians 5:24 Therefore, just as the church is subject to Christ, so let the wives be to their own husbands in everything.
Paul is saying  the submission of a wife to her husband ought to be like the submission of the church to Christ.  This raises the question:  How is the church subject to Christ?
You may recall that, earlier in Ephesians, Paul uses a metaphor describing Christ as the head and the church as the body.
  This provides a very useful  word picture for the relationship between a husband and a wife.  The husband is the head; the wife is the body.
The distinction is one of roles, not importance.  The primary role of the body is to respond to the head.  If it is true that wives are primarily responders, then the call to submit is a call to be a godly responder.  It’s a little like  the dancing of Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers.  Fred’s primary focus in on leading; Ginger’s primary focus in on responding.  They become a better and better dance couple as he learns to lead better and she learns to respond better.  At the risk of oversimplifying, may I suggest that a wife can evaluate her own submission to her husband by asking herself this  one question:  Am I responding respectfully to my husband?   Ephesians 5:33 says,
NKJ Ephesians 5:33 . . . and let the wife see that she respects her husband.

Wives are to respond respectfully to their husbands.  In fact, I decided to  add this to the big idea.  Respond respectfully.

It is incredibly important to me to have my wife’s respect.  In fact, there is nothing I want more from another human being than the respect and affirmation of my wife.   Shaunti Feldhahn, author of the recent book, For Women Only:  What You Need to Know About the Inner Lives of Men, makes this bold  statement:  “While it may be totally foreign to most of us [women], the male need for respect and affirmation—especially from his woman—is so hardwired and so critical that most men would rather feel unloved than disrespected or inadequate.”
  She goes on to say,  “Just as you want the man in your life to love you unconditionally, even when you’re not particularly lovable, your man needs you to demonstrate your respect for him regardless of whether he’s meeting your expectations at the moment.”

Let me  wrap up with a true story that presents a very practical way for a wife to do a little check-up on responding respectfully.  Becky Zerbe is a Christian wife of 29 years.  She recounts a time five years into her marriage when she was ready to quit.  She says,
The day had come. I’d lasted as long as I could in my marriage. Once my husband, Bill, left for work, I packed a bag for myself and our 14-month-old son and left our home. It was the only year in our married life when we lived in the same town as my parents. Obviously the convenience of being able to run to Mom and Dad made my decision to leave Bill easier.
With a tear-stained, angry face, I walked into Mom’s kitchen. She held the baby while I sobbed my declaration of independence. A washcloth and cup of coffee later, Mom told me she and Dad would help me. I was comforted to know they’d be there for me. 

“But before you leave Bill,” she said, “I have one task for you to complete.”
Mom put down my sleeping son,  took a sheet of paper and pen, and drew a vertical line down the middle of the page. She told me to list  in the left column all the things Bill did that made him impossible to live with. As I looked at the dividing line, I thought she’d then tell me to list all his good qualities on the right hand side. I was determined to have a longer list of bad qualities on the left. This is going to be easy, I thought. My pen started immediately to scribble down the left column.

Bill never picked his clothes off the floor. He never told me when he was going outside. He slept in church. He had embarrassing, nasty habits such as blowing his nose or belching at the dinner table. He never bought me nice presents. He refused to match his clothes. He was tight with money. He wouldn’t help with the housework. He didn’t talk with me.

The list went on and on until I’d filled the page. I certainly had more than enough evidence to prove that no woman would be able to live with this man. 

Smugly I said, “Now I guess you’re going to ask me to list all Bill’s good qualities on the right side.”
“No,” she said. “I already know Bill’s good qualities. Instead, for each item on the left side, I want you  to write how you respond. What do you do?”
This was even tougher than listing his good qualities. I’d been thinking about Bill’s few, good qualities I could list. I hadn’t considered thinking about myself. I knew Mom wasn’t going to let me get by without completing her assignment. So I had to start writing.

I’d pout, cry, and get angry. I’d be embarrassed to be with him. I’d act like a “martyr.” I’d wish I’d married someone else. I’d give him the silent treatment. I’d feel I was too good for him. The list seemed endless.

When I reached the bottom of the page, Mom picked up the paper and went to the drawer. She took scissors and  cut the paper down the vertical line. Taking the left column, she wadded it in her hand and tossed it into the trash. Then she handed me the right column.

“Becky,” she said, “take this list back to your house. Spend today reflecting on these things [responses] in your life. Pray about them [your responses].

Twenty-five years later, Becky Zerbe describes the list as “the list that saved my marriage.”

Wives, respond respectfully to your husbands.
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