Resurrecting Church: Bringing It Home
Pastor John Rosensteel

Big Idea:

Our relationship to Jesus transforms our relationship to one another.

Purpose:

To challenge people to relate to one another in the Lord.

Passage:

Ephesians 5:21-6:9

Verse:

Ephesians 5:21

Opening
-One of my first spiritual heroes was a man named Jeff. Jeff led the Youth for Christ gathering for our high
school. Jeff taught me how to follow Jesus. Jeff made me want to follow Jesus. I remember attending a
conference with Jeff and some other students. We were taking and elevator up to our room when a really
attractive woman got on. After she exited Jeff took the opportunity to explain how he took extra steps to
guard his heart while he was traveling apart from his wife. It was a compelling chat on honoring the sanctity
of marriage.
Some time after that trip I learned that Jeff had been having an affair with his secretary. I discovered the sad
truth that some people live differently in private than they do in public. I have experienced this again and
again as I witness many of my heroes of faith exposed for being totally different people in private than they
are in public.
-That experience taught me a crucial lesson. If we want to know if someone is really following Jesus, then ask
the people they live and work with. Our faithfulness to Jesus is best measured in the places and in the
relationships that are not seen by most people.
-Am I really following Jesus? Don’t judge that by my sermons on Sunday. Many people can preach a good
sermon. Ask my family. Ask our staff. And let me know what they say.
Review
-Paul knew this. Paul knew that the hardest but most important place we must follow Jesus is in our homes
and workplaces. We nearing the end of a series on Paul’s letter to the Ephesians called Resurrecting Church.
Ephesians was written to all the churches in Asia Minor to give them a wake-up call. Paul is providing a vivid
picture of what church is supposed to look like. Ephesians is a story that the church is supposed to enter into
and live out. The first half of Ephesians tells the story. The second half is all about living it out. This week we
are going to explore Ephesians 5:21-6:9. It is all about how we are supposed to live out our faith in our homes
and workplaces. Gary Walker will be reading our passage today.
Public Reading: Ephesians 5:21-6:9
Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ.
WIVES, submit yourselves to your own husbands as you do to the Lord. For the husband is the
head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is the Savior. Now as
the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit to their husbands in everything.

HUSBANDS, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her to make
her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word, and to present her to
himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and
blameless. In this same way, husbands ought to love their wives as their own bodies. He who
loves his wife loves himself. After all, no one ever hated their own body, but they feed and care
for their body, just as Christ does the church—for we are members of his body.
“For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two
will become one flesh.” This is a profound mystery—but I am talking about Christ and the
church. However, each one of you also must love his wife as he loves himself, and the wife must
respect her husband.
CHILDREN, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. “Honor your father and mother”—
which is the first commandment with a promise—“so that it may go well with you and that you
may enjoy long life on the earth.”
FATHERS, do not exasperate your children; instead, bring them up in the training and instruction
of the Lord.
SLAVES, obey your earthly masters with respect and fear, and with sincerity of heart, just as you
would obey Christ. Obey them not only to win their favor when their eye is on you, but as slaves
of Christ, doing the will of God from your heart. Serve wholeheartedly, as if you were serving the
Lord, not people, because you know that the Lord will reward each one for whatever good they
do, whether they are slave or free.
And MASTERS, treat your slaves in the same way. Do not threaten them, since you know that he
who is both their Master and yours is in heaven, and there is no favoritism with him.
The Interpretive Key
Mutual Submission (5:21)
-Wives submitting to husbands, children obeying parents and slaves obeying masters—all in one passage! We
have about 30 minutes to unpack this. What could go wrong? The key verse for understanding this passage is
found in 5:21. Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ. (Ephesians 5:21) This verse is the interpretive
key for the passage. It unlocks the meaning. The verse has two connected ideas.
-The first is submit to one another. The word submit means to place ourselves under another. It is a similar
idea to humility or to go lower. Biblical submission is not meant to convey some innate sense of inferiority. It is
intended to suggest a mindset that puts others first. Submission says: you first. It is the word submission not
subjugation. Subjugation is to bring someone under domination or control. Submission is to put the needs of
someone else first. Note that Paul is calling for mutual submission. Why would we want to mutually submit to
one another? Because of the second phrase.
-Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ. We mutually submit to one another because of our
relationship to Jesus. This is self-evident throughout the passage. Paul uses the phrase ‘as to the Lord’ 9 times.
He uses the phrase ‘in the Lord’ 2 times. Paul reminds the churches they have the same Master. Paul is training
us to understand ourselves and our relationship from a new perspective. We now relate to those we live and

work with through the lens of having Jesus as our common Master. I would say it this way. Our relationship to
Jesus transforms our relationships to one another.
-Paul gives us a new way to see our relationships with one another. Our identity is in
Jesus and he is Lord. Paul declares the Lordship of Jesus throughout the letter. As Lord,
Jesus governs our relationships with one another. Our relationship with Jesus transforms
our relationship with others. In Jesus we are equal. No one is better than anyone else.
-So how do we relate to one another in Jesus? How do we relate to one ‘as to the Lord’ to use Paul’s phrase?
Jesus is our model for how to relate to one another. Paul details what that looks like in the first verse of
chapter 5, “Follow God’s example, therefore, as dearly loved children 2 and walk in the way of love, just as
Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.” (Ephesians 5:1-2) Jesus
empowers us to walk in the way of love and to mutually submit to one another by laying down our lives for
one another. As we relate to one another in Jesus, we are drawn together in perfect unity regardless of our
station in life. If we attempt to relate to one another apart from Jesus we stay divided. But as we mutually
submit to one another as to the Lord, modeling our lives after His life, then mutual submission will bring us
together in a world that is coming apart.
-We mutually submit to one another out of reverence for Christ. This mirrors the phrase in the Hebrew
Scriptures: the fear of the LORD. Fear of the LORD is the most frequent phrase used to describe an appropriate
relationship to God. The Greek work used for fear is phobos from which we get our word phobia. But this
phrase does not mean we are be scared of God. Old Testament scholar John Walton defines fear of the LORD
as taking God seriously. Too few of us take God seriously. Too few of us remember we will all stand before a
holy and righteous God to give an account for how we have lived. We chose daily to mutually submit to one
another because we take God seriously. Mutual submission to one another means we are continually saying,
“You first.” “No – you first.” “No – you first.”
-We can fake this sort of thing in our peripheral relationships. We can put on a good face and look a lot like
Jesus when we see people occasionally at church or at the gym, or when we pass them on a walk in the
neighborhood. We can definitely put on a good face and look a lot like Jesus on social media. But we cannot
fake it at home. We cannot fake it with the people we do life with day in and day out. That is why Paul turns
his attention to these relationships in the remainder of the chapter. This is where the rubber meets the road.
-Let’s take a brief look at the three pairs of relationships Paul explores from the ancient world. How does this
principle of mutual submission enter into each of these relationships?
Transforming Households
Ancient Households
We say often at New Hope, The Bible was not written to us—the Bible was written for us. To understand this
notoriously misunderstood passage we must first understand the ancient context of the original audience –
only then can we understand what this passage means for us.
-Life in the first century Greco-Roman world was far different from it is now. Paul is providing what was known
as a household code – a list of short guidelines for how a household was to function. You may have your own
list of house rules even if you no longer live with your family. When I lived with a bunch of single dudes, one of
my household rules was no one could leave their dirty dishes in the sink. Either wash them or put them in the

dishwasher. (It was a rule that was frequently broken.) When I got married, one of my wife’s household rules
was to not leave the toilet seat up. Another rule is that outside shoes stay by the door.
Household codes were well known and highly valued in the ancient world. Philosophers such as Plato and
Aristotle discuss them at length. Paul is giving his own set of household codes for followers of Jesus. This was
such an important topic that he repeats them in different forms in three other letters. For Paul, this is where
the rubber meets the road in the home.
-In our modern world, we refer to the concept of the nuclear family – parents and kids and maybe a
grandparent living in a home. We still consider the family unit to be the bedrock of a healthy society. In the
first century, Greco-Roman world, the family unit was everything. It wasn’t just important—it was the source
of life itself. A typical household was very large and consisted of grandparents, parents, children,
grandchildren, aunts, uncles, foster children, renters, hired servants and slaves. They were all packed tight in a
relatively small space. And you thought your household was stressful! These families lived together, ate
together and worked together. Homes were the economic engine for everyone who lived there.
The household setting was also the workplace for many people. When some or all of them became followers
of Jesus, they worshipped together, since all the early churches met in homes. Households for early followers
of Jesus were like a family reunion, work meeting and Sunday at church all thrown together endlessly.
-We have documents from the first century Greco-Roman world that define family as the number of people by
birth or law subjected to one man. How do you like that definition ladies? Each household was expected to be
led by a pater familias (pay-ter-familias). The pater familias was the oldest living male in the home. It was a
position of honor. The pater familias had authority over everyone who lived in the house. The pater familias
was the only one with any legal right in the family. The pater familias had the power of life and death over
everyone in the home. They were all considered to be his property. The pater familias was expected to be a
good and honorable man.
-As you can imagine, a household like this had to be well run to function. If it wasn’t well-ordered, chaos
ensued. That chaos could affect the livelihood of everyone in the home. That chaos could definitely bring
dishonor upon a family name. Romans had great respect for a well-ordered home. That is why household
codes were such a big topic.
-Followers of Jesus were seen as strange and a threat to the established order of the Roman world. They were
treated with skepticism and outright loathing. Christianity had a reputation for inflaming family tensions and
wrecking homes. This would occur when a husband or a wife or a child began to follow Jesus in a family where
no one else did. Tacitus (Tas-a-tuss) accused the Christians of “hatred of the human race.” He assumed their
way of doing life abandoned commitments to family and society. Nothing could be further from the truth.
-Paul is not looking to destroy the 1st century Greco-Roman world. He is looking to eventually transform it. He
knows that will take a long time. He is trying to give the followers of Jesus in the first century churches
guidance on how to embrace their identity in Jesus in a way that respects their culture and furthers the gospel.
Those two things were often in tension.
-What Paul does is kind of brilliant. He adopts the standard household code formula for the churches. He
acknowledges that a well-ordered household that somewhat mirrors the ones in their culture will build good
will and a good name. It will further the gospel. But he does not just cut and paste secular household codes.

He modifies the code and embeds within it seeds of transformation that will
one day bring new life. These seeds of transformation will begin to subvert
domination and exploitation and lead to freedom and equality in Jesus.
Paul could have simply dropped the truth of the gospel, but he wisely chose to
introduce the truth of the gospel like a Trojan horse. The Trojan horse was the
well accepted household codes. But within that Trojan horse were seeds of
transformation that would eventually revolutionize the Roman Empire and the
entire world.
-Paul comes along and drops the truth of the gospel into the well-established order of the 1st century world. In
his first letter to the Galatian church almost years before his letter to the Ephesians, he writes, ‘There is
neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.’
(Galatians 3:28) The believers in Asia Minor knew this incredibly liberating news. But now what? How do
followers of Jesus live in their new equality in Jesus in a way that respects their culture and furthers the gospel?
We are going to look at each of the 3 relationships in the household code. For each relationship, we will
consider original context, show how Paul is planting seeds of transformation, and give modern applications.
Wives and husbands (5:21-33)
Ancient Context
-In the 1st century Ancient Near East, women were largely considered to be inferior to men in intellect and
character. Women did not have any legal standing. Women did not receive any formal education except in
domestic arts. Women were the legal possession of their husbands. Women had to rely on their husbands for
virtually everything. There was no such concept as feminism or liberal democracy in the Roman Empire.
Seeds of Transformation
-How is Paul planting seeds of transformation in the wife and husband relationship? First, it is important to
recognize that in each of the three pairings, Paul addresses the more powerless and subordinate of the pair
first. In this heavily patriarchal world, Paul declares that all men and women, husbands and wives are equal in
Jesus and are commanded to mutually submit to one another in the Lord. People inside and outside of the
church must have thought he was crazy. But this equality did not mean the destruction of the household
order. If the way of Jesus was going to make inroads in the surrounding culture, it had to maintain an ordered
household. That meant the legal heads of households needed to be respected by their wives.
-With that in mind Paul’s words don’t seem that radical. Paul writes, ‘Wives, submit to your own husbands as
to the Lord.’ But note that Paul is not telling wives to submit to their husbands because they were their
husbands. He asks them to submit to their husbands as to the Lord.
-Paul then compares the relationship between wives and their husbands to the relationship between the
church and Jesus. Paul says that just as Jesus is the head of the church, so husbands are the head of their
wives. On first reading, this is offensive to modern ears. But on a closer look, it is a radical teaching especially
given the context. Paul doesn’t command the wives to obey their husbands like he does in the next two
relationships. Paul invites voluntary submission. Paul wanted the wives to realize that using their equality to
dishonor their husbands would bring disorder and division to their homes and would dishonor the name of

Jesus in the community. Peter even wrote that Jesus-following women who voluntarily submitted to their
husbands could win their husbands to Jesus without a word.
-Paul then turns his attention to the husbands in the church who had positions of authority and power. Paul
notes that husbands were the heads of their families. Paul is simply acknowledging that reality. This is just how
things worked in the 1st century. But Paul steps into this understanding and transforms it.
The term head was also used for political or military leaders. Emperors were the head of the people. But
Emperors were never expected to love the people. The people were expected to love the Emperors. And
Emperors were never expected to die for the people. The people were expected to die for the Emperor.
The gospel flips this on its head. Paul calls husbands to model themselves after Jesus, not Emperors. Jesus, the
Head of the church, loves the church. Paul tells the husbands to love their wives as Christ loves the church.
Most people in the ancient world did not expect a marriage to be grounded in love. The purpose of marriage
was to reproduce. In fact, we have yet to discover another code in the ancient world that calls for a husband
to love his wife.
Paul also reminds husbands that Jesus died for the church. Husbands, as the head of wives, were called to die
for their wives. This was crazy talk in the 1st century! But the gospel causes crazy talk. Because of Paul’s words
the way of Jesus was the first significant movement to champion and liberate women. May it be so today.
Children and parents (6:1-4)
Ancient context
-In the first century, Ancient Near Eastern children were seen as property. They had the same status as slaves.
The lives of children were tenuous. 1 in 5 babies died at birth. 35% of toddlers died in the first few years. 50%
of children died before the age of 10. Those who survived often worked in fields and shops starting at age
seven. Infanticide was common. If a family did not want a child or couldn’t provide for a child, they would
leave the child outside to die from the elements or from wild animals. This was common with female babies.
Sexual exploitation of children was also widespread. Simply put, children in the ancient world were given little
dignity or worth.
Seeds of transformation
-How does Paul plant seeds of transformation? The first seed of transformation is that Paul even addresses
children. It was highly unusual for anyone to address the needs of a child in a household code.
-Paul reminds the children in the churches to obey their parents. But again, Paul does not just tell the children
to obey their parents. He tells them to obey their parents in the Lord. Their obedience to Jesus is reflected in
their obedience to their parents.
-Paul’s challenge also pertains to adult children. Adult children were expected to honor and care for their
parents until their death. It can be assumed that some of these adult children were exercising their freedom in
Jesus to disobey their parents. This would have brought division to the home and dishonor to the name of
Jesus. Paul wanted those children to know that the best way to live out the gospel was to honor their parents.
-Then Paul addresses the fathers. He tells the fathers to ‘not exasperate their children but to bring them up in
the training and instruction of the Lord.’ The word exasperate means to make angry. Paul addresses only

fathers because they were seen as the legal heads of the household. Certainly, mothers are to be included in
the command to not anger their children.
-Parents, we are told to not provoke our kids to anger. Paul is challenging us to parent in a way that does not
add burdens to our children. Our interpretive key applies here. We are called to submit to our children. That
means we parent them in a way that says – you first. This may not seem like radical stuff, but it was radical
stuff. In a world where children were seen as property, used for pleasure and discarded like trash, Paul
proclaims that children, even the smallest children, even children who are slaves, have dignity and are on
equal footing with their parents in Jesus. The way of Jesus was the first significant movement to champion and
liberate children. May it be so today.
Slaves and masters (6:5-9)
Ancient context
-Slavery in the 1st century Ancient Near East was different from slavery in America. In the 1st century:
•

Slavery was common and accepted. 10% of the population was probably enslaved, a higher number in
cities; they were the workforce. No ancient writers or thinkers questioned slavery. By the 2nd century,
the majority of free citizens of Rome had slaves in their family history.

•

Slavery was not based on race.

•

Slaves were often losers in wars. Julius Caesar shipped 1 million prisoners to Rome to become slaves.

•

Slavery was sometimes voluntary, to pay off debts.

•

Slaves were often highly educated: artists, actors, teachers, poets, architects, philosophers, doctors.

•

Slaves could be set free.

•

Slavery varied: household, agriculture, urban services, mining, slave-owned slaves. Paul is only giving
instruction for household slaves.

Seeds of Transformation
-How did Paul plant seeds of transformation? About 20% of the Gentile churches consisted of slaves. Perhaps
more in places like Rome. As Paul does in the relationship between wives and husbands, and children and
parents, he reorients the relationship towards Jesus. In 6:9 he tells the earthly masters that they have the
same Master that their slaves have. Paul uses the same Greek word. He is reorienting both slave and master to
a higher Master.
But Paul does something even more radical. After telling the slaves in the churches to serve their earthly
masters wholeheartedly because of their heavenly Master, then turns the tables and tells the earthly masters
to do the same thing. Paul is telling the earthly masters to serve their slaves. It is hard to convey how radical
that advice was to ancient ears.
-To understand Paul’s instructions for masters and slaves we must understand another Biblical letter Paul
wrote that is called Philemon. Onesimus was a runaway slave from Philemon’s household who had stolen from
him. Onesimus had become a follower of Jesus and had cared for Paul in Rome. Paul called Onesimus his son
and his very heart. Onesimus returns with a letter to Philemon—the household he had run away from and had
stolen from. That could mean imprisonment and even death.

The game-changer was that Onesimus was returning as a follower of Jesus. Philemon, his earthly master, was
also a follower of Jesus. The church met in his home. Paul asks Philemon to welcome Onesimus back as a
brother in Jesus, to welcome him as Philemon would welcome Paul himself. Paul tells Philemon that he will
cover any debt that Onesimus owes. Paul does not tell Philemon to set Onesimus free, although one could
read that into the letter. He pointed Philemon to the rule of love and to the equality he had with Onesimus in
Jesus. Paul is planting seeds of transformation. Obviously, the return of Onesimus and Paul’s letter would have
caused aftershocks in Philemon’s household, in the church, and in the broader community. Paul reoriented
the slave-master relationship towards Jesus.
-There’s another question, though. While 1st century slavery was quite different than modern slavery, slavery
is slavery. Why didn’t Paul condemn it outright? This is a significant question that has caused many people to
question the goodness of Scripture and reject the way of Jesus.
-Here are a couple of reasons Paul didn’t condemn slavery outright. Slave rebellions did not end well for
slaves. There were so many slaves in the Roman Empire that Rome reacted quickly and violently to any hint of
a slave rebellion. We know of one case where one slave rebelled in a household and all 400 slaves in that
household were killed. Paul knew that he didn’t have the power to set all the slaves free. If he attempted to
do so in the name of Jesus, then Rome likely would have just killed all the Jesus-following slaves. It would be
like us telling the followers of Jesus in North Korea to rebel against their government. The Romans were
already suspicious that the way of Jesus was encouraging rebellion. They would have had zero pause to
exterminate the church if they had reason to believe Paul was advocating a slave rebellion.
-Why didn’t Paul just command all the Jesus-following owners to release their slaves? Again, this might not
have been best for the slaves. Let’s say Paul demands Philemon release Onesimus. Let’s say Onesimus lands
on the street. Someone else in a position of power could enslave Onesimus and he would have been in a way
worse spot. Paul leaves it up to Philemon to do what is best for Onesimus, in love, as a fellow brother in Jesus.
Paul is always thinking about what is best for the powerless and most vulnerable. Paul gives the very best
advice he can to protect the most vulnerable, respect the culture and advance the gospel. He plants seeds of
transformation. It is interesting to note that tradition holds the Philemon’s slave Onesimus one day became
the bishop of Ephesus.
-Within this context it is radical that Paul is telling masters and slaves that they are brothers and sisters in
Jesus serving the same Master. He addresses slaves, not as animated machines, but as children of God. He
tells masters to do what is just. Aristotle wrote that justice was not an appropriate topic in master/slave
relationships because slaves were just property. It would have been mind-boggling that masters and slaves
attended the same church and ate at the same table. It was possible that there were churches that had slaves
as elders in spiritual authority over their earthly masters.
-The biblical case against slavery is strong. Slavery, is evil and the antithesis of the way of Jesus. Abolitionists
used the Bible as the foundation of seeking freedom for slaves. But Paul is writing to slaves and masters in a
church in one real-world situation. He is not attempting to write a treatise on the morality or immorality of
slavery. Paul was attempting to undermine the basis of slavery, while protecting slaves withing the church. He
was also planting seeds of transformation that would one day end the practice of slavery in many places
around the world.

-It is remarkable how Paul’s seeds of transformation have sprung to life since the first century, especially in
the area of combating slavery. Most of the major abolitionists in history have been followers of Jesus who
took the words of Jesus and Paul and did what they could in their time and space to bring liberation to the
enslaved. Without followers of Jesus like William Wilberforce, John Newton, Harriett Beecher Stowe, Abraham
Lincoln, John Wesley, and Frederick Douglass, the world would not be where it is today. The way of Jesus was
the first significant movement to champion and liberate slaves. May it be so again today.
Closing
You First
-In Paul’s revised household code there were new levels of mutuality, limitations on power, and dignity for all.
These seem like no-brainers to us, but in Paul’s day these ideas were revolutionary. Paul would have been
seen as a crazy liberal in his day. Keep that in mind as we consider each relationship.
Some of you will think Paul didn’t go far enough. I want you to realize how far he was going. I want you to
understand that if he pushed it too far, it could have meant danger for the people in the church and additional
barriers for the way of Jesus. Paul was working within culture to change culture. Paul was attempting to
equip first-century churches to follow Jesus and live out the story of the gospel in their specific first-century
context. Paul plants seeds of transformation that are still changing the world.
-I want to challenge us to put Ephesians 5:21 to practice in our lives this week. What would it look like for us to
submit to one another out of reverence of Christ? Do we take God seriously? Consider your closest
relationships – those you live and work with. What would it look like to relate to them not on the basis of your
horizontal relationship, but on the basis of your relationship to Jesus? What would it look like to not jostle for
position or exert our position or power, but to say, “You first”? I am convinced it would absolutely transform
our relationships and our churches and, ultimately, our world.
-Here’s the deal. We can all fake Christlikeness. We can show up on Sunday saying and doing all the right
things and people might think we are super-Godly. We can’t fake it at home. We probably can’t fake it in the
workplace. Do you want to know if someone is really following Jesus? Ask their family, their coworkers and
their close friends.
-My pastor is the late Eugene Peterson. I seek to model much of who I
am as a pastor after his remarkable life. I recently came across a book of
compiled letters he wrote to his son Eric when Eric was a young pastor.
Eric wrote the forward to the book. To be honest, I was anxious about
what he might say about his dad. Was I about to have my soul crushed by
discovering another hero of the faith lived differently in private than he
lived in public? At the end of the Foreword, Eric states, “My dad was the
holiest man I have ever known.” When I read those lines in bed late one
night, I wept. I wept tears of gratitude that Eugene walked the talk in public and private.
And I wept because I so deeply desire that one day, when I am with the Lord, the people that know me best
might say something like that about me. Not yet. But I still have time. We are all works in progress. And we
have the certain hope that our relationship with Jesus transforms our relationship with one another.

