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“The Substance and Direction of the Spirit Filled Life – Part 4”   Text – Ephesians 5:21       
OT Reading – Genesis 13

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
In the providence of the Lord, the preaching schedule for the next few weeks means that we will not be returning to Ephesians until the second week of April.  

And so it’s timely that we arrive today at Ephesians 5:21 for this is a significant intersection on the road map of Ephesians.  
Here Paul ties up the repeated call to live the life worthy of our calling that he has been making since the start of chapter 4.  
And as we have seen in recent weeks he does so by describing this life as the Spirit filled life.  
And v21 is the last of four aspects of this Spirit filled life.  

But v21 not only looks back, it also looks forward by serving as an introduction to the next section of this epistle.  
From v22, Paul moves on to some specific instructions about relationships between husbands and wives, parents and children, and slaves and masters. 
And he knows that only Spirit filled believers will be able to understand and act on the things he sets before them. 
And a critical aspect of all he will say is the concept of submission that is spelt out here in v21.  

So, let’s look then at this key linking verse and see that here 
Paul completes his definition of the substance and the direction of the Spirit filled life. 

Now, just as with the other three aspects of the Spirit filled life, we are going to begin by looking at the substance of submission, and then end by noting the dual direction of this submission.

Firstly then, the substance of submission.

	Now, the Greek word here translated as “submit” is a word drawn from the military world.  It has to do with rank.  
	And if you have any familiarity at all with the military world you will know that rank is absolutely critical.  It is simply not possible for an army or a company or a platoon or a squad to function if rank is not in place and strictly adhered to.  
	So, in terms of the New Zealand Army, for example, at the top you have the marshal, then the general, then the lieutenant general, then the major general, then the brigadier, then the colonel, then the lieutenant colonel, then the major, then the captain, then the lieutenant, then the 2nd lieutenant, then the officer cadet, then the warrant officer, then the staff sergeant, then the sergeant, then the corporal, then the lance corporal, and finally, right down the bottom, you have the private.  
	And each of these ranks must submit to the rank above.  
	When an order is given it must be obeyed.  
	The moment privates or sergeants or colonels become unsubmissive to those who rank higher than them, the end is nigh for that squad or platoon or company or army.  


	So what Paul is calling believers to here is this willingly submissive attitude.  
	To the person sitting besides me on the pew, in front of me, or behind me; in fact to all believers, I am to consider myself as ranking below them.  
	They are the general, I am the private.  They are the master, I am the servant.  They are the greater, I am the lesser.  
	Regardless of whether they are male or female or young or old, my attitude towards them is one of ranking below.  


	A number of times in Ephesians we have recalled the story of Jesus washing the feet of His disciples in John 13.  
	After He had done this, He said, “You also should wash one another’s feet.”  
	In other words, submit to one another.  
	In Philippians 2:3, the apostle says, “In humility consider others better than yourselves.”  


	Now, I want you to think about this for a moment.  Just in terms of the people in this room this morning, and ask yourselves if this is your attitude towards them?  
	Do you consider yourself inferior to them in terms of the Lord’s army?  

Would you gladly, lovingly, and submissively wash their feet?  
Are they welcome in your home?  Would you visit them in hospital?  
	Would you listen to them if they came to you with a word of rebuke?  


	And if your answer to these types of questions is “With most of them, yes, but not him or her, because, well, they have hurt me too often in the past, or because I don’t like his or her views on this or that, or because …”, then let me remind you that Jesus washed the feet of Judas Iscariot.  
	And He did so knowing the state of Judas’ heart in a way that you can never know in relation to the heart of your brothers and sisters.  And Jesus calls us to imitate Him by submitting to one another out of reverence for Him.


	Well, let’s further try and flesh out the detail of the submissive life by seeing firstly what it is not.  
	And to do this, please turn with me to Matthew 20.  And I want us to consider these words to hear how Jesus Himself addresses the submissive life.  

To begin with, Jesus tells the parable of the vineyard workers.  
	Perhaps you boys and girls will remember this curious story?  A man hires some workers early in the morning for 1 denarius or $1, let’s say.  Later on he hires more workers, and later on some other, and eventually some others just to work for the last hour.  And then he pays them all $1.  But those who worked the whole day think this is unfair and that they should get more because they worked longer.  To which the boss says in v15, “Don't I have the right to do what I want with my own money?  Or are you envious because I am generous?'  16 "So the last will be first, and the first will be last."  

	Congregation, can you see the way that the Lord basically turns the world upside down?  
	He cuts through the worldly notions of rights and fairness to demand submission and voluntary servitude and a willingness to forgo and miss out as characteristics that define the citizens of His kingdom.  

Jesus’ words are words that call for a revolution of attitude.  
	His kingdom will triumph through humility, selflessness, service, and a willingness to suffer.  

His people will be those who walk the pathway of submission.

	And then, as Matthew continues in vv17-19, Jesus goes on to tell His disciples that He will soon perform the ultimate act of submission by being unjustly crucified.  

Unbelievably however, note what happens next.  Verse 20: “Then the mother of Zebedee's sons came to Jesus with her sons and, kneeling down, asked a favor of him.  21 "What is it you want?" he asked.  She said, "Grant that one of these two sons of mine may sit at your right and the other at your left in your kingdom."  22 "You don't know what you are asking," Jesus said to them. "Can you drink the cup I am going to drink?" "We can," they answered.  23 Jesus said to them, "You will indeed drink from my cup, but to sit at my right or left is not for me to grant.  These places belong to those for whom they have been prepared by my Father."  24 When the ten heard about this, they were indignant with the two brothers.”  

	Now, before I read this section from v20, I described this story as unbelievable in light of what Jesus had just been saying.  But really, people of God, if we honestly examine our own hearts in relation to the call to submission, there is nothing unbelievable about this story at all, is there.  
	For whether we are like the sons of Zebedee who may well have asked our mother to ask this question on our behalf, whether we are like the mother of the sons of Zebedee seeking a place of honour for those we love, or whether we are like the ten who were indignant that these other two had asked for something they all secretly wanted, each of us spends a lot of time seeking to be the master rather than the servant.  

Is this not the case brothers and sisters?  

	We too act like this when we are selfish.  
	Like Lot, as we read earlier, we too make choices that further our interests.  
	And this all starts, boys and girls, when we take the biggest piece of cake for ourselves, and when we refuse to share.  
	We engineer situations that work to our advantage.  
	We excuse whatever mistakes we make or hurt we may cause others because the end result suits us.  


	It happens also when we are individualistic.  
	We consider a choice and give little or no thought to how it affects others.  
	We hold to certain practices or doctrines without regard for others.  


	It happens also when we are opinionated.  
	We hold our opinions in a proud way and parade them around for all to admire sharing them with anyone willing to listen.  
	We love to talk about these opinions with like minded brothers and sisters so that we can look down our collective noses at those who don’t share our views.  

We don’t try and understand the opinions of others, because we just know that they are wrong.  

	It happens also when we are dictatorial or tyrants or bossy.  
	And this is a particular temptation that comes to office-bearers in the church.  
	It’s why they are repeatedly told in God’s Word to be Christ-like; gentle; servants; and those who avoid lording it over the flock.  

And brothers, the more clear you are about what you believe, the more you will be exposed to this temptation to just throw the weight of office around.  
	“We have decided.  This is how it is.  You must submit to our ruling.  You’ll just have to trust us.”  


	It happens also when we place ourselves above the criticism or teaching of others.  
	We are offended that others would dare to criticize our point of view.  
	We do not want to be critiqued.  
	We are so firmly convinced in our minds that we are right, that we are impatient with the views of others.  


	And finally, it happens when rather than submit to one another when we don’t agree we resign or rebel or walk out or just refuse to obey.


	All of these demonstrate an unsubmissive attitude.


	And brothers and sisters, the utter deceitfulness of the unsubmissive attitude is that right now, some of you will be thinking that what I have just described suits brother or sister so and so down to a tee!  I sure hope that he or she is listening because they really need to hear this!  You see when we think like this we have ranked ourselves above, rather than under, our fellow believer.


	In contrast to all of this, however, note what Jesus says to His disciples from v25, He “called them together and said, "You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials exercise authority over them.  26 Not so with you.  Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant,  27 and whoever wants to be first must be your slave--  28 just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life as a ransom for many.”
	And what these words of Jesus teach us is that on the positive side of the coin, the submissive life is the humble life.  
	Others; their needs, their views, their well-being, their ease, all these things become our chief concern rather than self.  
	It’s not about whether going to camp or the district meeting or prayer meeting suits me, primarily, but about others. 


	And rather than be individualistic, we remember as we have already seen in Ephesians that “we are all members of one body.”  
	So it’s not what do I want or what best suits me, but how do my views or my choices affect the body?  

Could I forgo this, even if it is legitimate, even if I think it is the best and wisest thing to do for the sake of the body?  

	In addition, we walk the pathway of submission by recognizing that others too have opinions and ideas.  
	We are always ready to learn from others, interested in what they say and think, prepared even to give them the benefit of the doubt and rejoice in the truth in what they say even if we are not convinced of what they say.  
	We make a point of reading books that argue against our opinions in case there is something we can learn about our opinions.  
	We are teachable.  We have opinions but are not opinionated.  
	And if we are called to positions of leadership, we shepherd God's flock, willingly ... [as those] eager to serve … being examples to the flock,” restoring he who has fallen into sin gently, and welcoming the questions or opinions of those who disagree with our decisions because they hold the Christ given office of prophet, priest, and king.  


	And unless the very cause of Christ is in danger of being injured; a threshold that is far above that which normally upsets us, we stay in the group, in the committee, in the church, or in the denomination, and we obey and submit cheerfully to whatever decisions are made. 


	Now, just in case you are wondering if this is all going a bit too far; if submission really demands all this of us, then listen to what Peter says to slaves in chapter 2 of his first epistle.  
	There he calls slaves to submit to their masters.  
	And not only are they to submit to masters who are good and considerate, they are also to submit to those who are harsh.  
	He says, “How is it to your credit if you receive a beating for doing wrong and endure it?  But if you suffer for doing good and you endure it, this is commendable before God.”  Submission, says Peter, means being prepared to take an unjust beating for the sake of Christ.  


	Brothers and Sisters we have got to see how radical and counter culture the Bible’s call to submission is.  

If we want to make any progress in the gospel in terms of relationships between brothers and sisters in the church, as a married couple, as parents, or in the workplace, we must understand the nature of the submissive life.  
	You must see how low you must go in your estimation of yourself and how high you must hold everyone else.  

And you must be this person and live the submissive life because, as Peter went on to say to these slaves, “Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in His steps.”

And it is here that we turn from the substance of the submissive life to the dual direction of the submissive life as we close.  

“Submit,” says Paul, “to one another out of reverence for Christ.”  

Our submission, as we have already seen in the substance of submission is to be towards one another.  
As the Spirit joins us increasingly to Christ through His Word, we increasingly develop an other focus.  
We constantly weigh things up and assess things with others in view.  
1 Peter 5 again, “All of you, clothe yourselves with humility toward one another, because, "God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble."  6 Humble yourselves, therefore, under God's mighty hand, that He may lift you up in due time.”

But this humility; this ‘other focus,’ only comes about in proportion to the attention we give to the other half of the direction of submission; “Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ.” 
And in the first place this call to reverence Christ puts the limits on submission.  
You see, submission does not mean that we can never disagree, disobey, or leave.  
When told by the Sanhedrin to stop preaching about Jesus, Peter and John did not submit to this command.  No, they said, “We must obey God rather than men!”  
And so, our submission to one another must always be out of reverence for Christ.  
It must always be with Him in view.  
We constantly need to be asking ourselves this question, “Does my submission at this moment, or in this case, serve the cause of Christ or injure it?”  
Not my cause, or my comfort, or my profit, but the cause of Christ.  
“Can I give in, can I obey, can I submit, can I lose on this thing, can I suffer here, can I let this go, and still show reverence for Christ?”  
Even though I am convinced otherwise, even though I believe we should do it this way, even though this will hurt me, even though this will cost me, ought I to do this out of reverence for Christ?

In this connection, I heard once about a ladies’ Bible study made up of Southern Baptist women who all were firmly convinced that it was wrong for Christians to drink any alcohol at all.  And they were biblically convinced of this.  Well, one day, one of the women had invited a work colleague to come along to the Bible study.  And when this friend arrived, she brought along with her a bottle of wine as a gift.  Now, she could have launched into an explanation of the evils of alcohol.  She could have said, “Thank you, but as a Christian, I don’t drink alcohol.”  But do you know what she did instead?  She decided to share a glass of wine with her.  And you might think to yourself, but isn’t it wrong to do something you are not biblically convinced of?  And you would be right in this, except for the fact that what she was even more biblically convinced of was that out of reverence for Christ and love for this guest, she needed to set aside her personal conviction, for now, for the sake of the gospel.  Ands so she walked the pathway of submission.

And the pathway of submission looks to the example and teaching of Christ.  
Recall those words from 1 Peter: “Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in His steps.”  
Philippians 2:5ff: “Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus:  6 Who … humbled Himself and became obedient to death-- even death on a cross!”  Think of Him washing the feet of His disciples.  
Hear Him say, “By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.”

The pathway of submission is motivated also by gratitude.  
Many times we read in the newspapers stories about those whose lives have been saved by life guards or neighbours or even strangers.  And if it was your life that had been saved, would you not be extremely grateful to your saviour?  
Well, Jesus Christ has saved you from eternal death in the fires of hell.  And He asks you to show your thankfulness by submitting to one another out of reverence for Him.

But the pathway of submission is motivated also by its witness to unbelievers.  
All day and every day unbelievers are surrounded by those who are proud, selfish, individualistic, opinionated, and inconsiderate.  
Do they see something noticeably different in you?  Do they see Jesus Christ in you?  

But beyond all of these, the pathway of submission is motivated also by love for Christ.  
Just think of the lengths that a man will go to because of the love he has for his fiancé or for his bride!  
Well, Ephesians 2 reminds us that we “were dead in [our] transgressions and sins … But because of His great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy,  5 made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions-- it is by grace you have been saved.”  
And Titus 3 says similar things, “At one time we too were foolish, disobedient, deceived and enslaved by all kinds of passions and pleasures. We lived in malice and envy, being hated and hating one another.  4 But when the kindness and love of God our Savior appeared, He saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of His mercy.”  
Well, says Jesus, “If you love me, you will keep my commandments.”  
And His commandment today is “submit to one another out of reverence for Christ.”

May God grant us this reverence for Christ.  Amen?  Amen.

