Sermon for 08.30 29th Aug 2010 ‘Relationships’ – Ephesians 5:1-21

Have you noticed the recent upsurge in interest in researching family trees? My father began exploring his own family tree when he retired over 20 years ago… so we were tramping around old graveyards long before it became the trendy thing to do on a Sunday afternoon… The BBC series that has been pretty responsible for this burgeoning interest is entitled ‘Who Do You Think You are?’ And in our passage it is as if Paul is writing to the Ephesians asking this young church the same question… Who do you think you are? …Because who you think you are affects your hopes, your dreams and how you live… 

God has set each of us in relationships and of these, often our first formative relationships are those of our family – those people who have helped to shape and form us – and we tend to take on their attributes… I’m a good mixture of my Mum and Dad, but, like my 3 half brothers we have a number of things in common with our father. We all have this gap between our teeth, we all have gone grey ridiculously early, and we always think we’re right… of course, that’s because we are…!!! Obviously! Now similarities like that don’t just occur with blood relations, I shared a house with someone for years and after a while you couldn’t tell us apart on the phone – we began to morph into one another and to take on each other’s characteristics.

And so Paul is keen to remind the Ephesians that they are all God’s children… this is what they have in common, and as such they should aim to take on the attributes of God… So, he begins this passage ‘Be imitators of God, therefore, as dearly loved children, and live a life of love, just as Christ loved us…’ In the middle he has that word again – children – ‘Live as children of light…’ And later he reminds them that God is their Father and deserves their constant thankfulness. 

Paul is very clearly reminding them of their family links – it is as if by becoming believers, they have been suddenly adopted into this family and even though they don’t know the family, or one another particularly well they are having to learn how to live in this new understanding of who they are. Paul teaches them that their family likenesses should mean that they need to live lives epitomised by both love and of wisdom. 

To live such a life is to walk a challenging journey because it makes great demands of us. This passage begins with a call to love one another and ends with the call to submit to one another. The word ‘submission’ in this passage is the Greek word – hupotasso – which has two meanings. When used in a military context, it meant “to arrange troop divisions in a military fashion under the command of a leader". Whereas in non-military use, as here, it was used to indicate "a voluntary attitude of giving in, cooperating, assuming responsibility, and carrying a burden" on behalf of another.
 This is a big ask of a disparate group of people, unless they are committed to one another. 

And so, Paul hands the Ephesians and us this task – to live a life of love and wisdom that puts others’ needs before our own. In order to undertake this way of living, they and we are going to need some help. Paul reminds us that guidance for our journey has already been given through the example of Jesus – as if he is a map to follow – he has gone ahead of us and marked out the way. However in order to follow the map, other aids might be useful. What might we be glad of to help us? (Compass? Even better than that – to have someone who has done the route before and knows what to look for). 

So that we might read the map and have courage to follow Jesus in his way of living, Paul reminds his readers that they have to be constantly filled with the Holy Spirit who is our companion for the journey. Besides all this we have the constant reminder that no matter how it goes, God our Father is rooting for us and we have our fellow children of God beside us. Because the love we are called to is all about relationship, we are called to love as Christ loves us – and as we read earlier, this is love that changes the way we treat others and the way we treat ourselves. Love that affects the way we look at and talk about other people, love that peppers our language and our lives with thanks, rather than moans. 

The love and wisdom of God is risky and brave, and should mean that our lives become lives of light, not darkness. Light that should illuminate all aspects of our lives, whether we are at work, at home, at college or with our friends. I say that it is risky and brave, because of course, the love that Christ had for others was so powerful and strong that it was more important to him than anything else – it was so important that he put it before his own life. It demands real courage, and that’s why we need to have the Holy Spirit helping and guiding us. But that is also why we are here together-as family… 

Not only are these attributes to be ours individually, they are to be ours together – because we are all dearly loved children of the same heavenly father and we all aspire to take after him. And because we know he doesn’t have favourites, we don’t need to be competitive; we can walk alongside one another – helping each other to persevere. We can encourage each other with the words that we use, and pray for each other when the journey is hard. We can also learn together how best to emulate God, studying God’s word together, so that we get to know Him better – for we can’t copy someone we don’t know. 

I’ve noticed that as my brothers have got older they have started to think more and more about how much they are like Dad, often commenting on it, and sometimes actually asking me how strong I think the similarities are. I think we should aspire to have similar conversations – as family we have a role in helping one another become more like Jesus. When was the last time you talked to someone else about where you are at with your faith? When you could be honest about how well you know God… Are you part of a home group, or a prayer partnership or close friendship where you can ask of each other how you are getting on with your family traits? If not, might I recommend that you could think about developing those areas of your life. 

You see, as I’ve mentioned, Paul isn’t just addressing his readers as individuals – we don’t learn to love alone. Throughout this passage, his admonishments are plural, and I think that is why it is so key that church is ‘family’, we learn together. But being family isn’t easy – even when our relationships don’t involve blood ties – I have friends I consider to be family… And as with all family the rubber only really hits the road when we’re together. Family gatherings make for interesting times and just like them, the early church would have been a pretty disparate gathering of people thrown together because of their commitment to Christ. Imagine if we were to meet together in people’s homes as much of the early church did, and as many churches across the persecuted world do today. Squeezed into a home to worship – children under your feet, sitting close against one another, having to make room for people to walk in and out – there would be no avoiding one another, no option for sitting in splendid isolation. Community and family in that context has a visceral edge to it; no wonder Paul suggests that they sing spiritual songs to each other and reminded them to give thanks at all times. 

In such a close-knit situation it would be easy to be distracted, to be annoyed by others, or to focus on things that divide rather than unite… the only way to transcend all that is to remember the over-arching truth – that we are all children of God – we are all trying to find our way, trying to learn how best to love as Jesus loved, how to live wisely as disciples and how to do that together. 

That is why we gather – drawn to worship the Father, sharing the model of Christ, seeking the filling of the Holy Spirit – together. There are many challenges that we face now and will in the future – that is the nature of family – but I believe that there is something in our togetherness that is embodied in this family orientation that we need to hold onto. For myself, I find this helpfully reflected in the proposed re-shaping of our seating into a gathering of people, shaped like an embrace in such a way that reminds us of how we as children have been gathered into the father’s embrace. At the moment because we are blessed enough to live in a country where we can worship without fear of persecution, it is unlikely that we will experience regularly the need to gather squashed together into a home. Yet we are still called to be family, with all its charms and challenges; helping one another to be a blessing to those around us, and to live with Christ as our role model in a world crying out for the love and wisdom of God, living as Children of light and Children of God – nothing more and nothing less. 

Questions: 

· Is there an interest in the family tree in your family? If so, how far back have they gone? 

· Do you share particular traits with either family members or friends you know well? If so, could you share them? 

· in what ways (if at all) can you relate to the Ephesians being adopted into a new family of believers – does church feel like that to you?

· Do you agree that living a life of love is a challenging journey? Why?

· Submission has been defined in this context as “a voluntary attitude of giving in, cooperating, assuming responsibility, and carrying a burden", what might submission look like in our everyday lives together?

· It is stated that we need to have the constant filling of the Holy Spirit for our journey (see vs. 18, where the original tense means not a once-only filling, but a command to keep on being filled) – what do you understand this to mean for you today?

· In this whole passage, (esp. 3-7, 15-20) Paul is very specific about what loving and wise conduct looks like in relationship with others – how do you feel about these? Are there any you are prepared to admit struggling with in particular? How might the support of others help you in moving on in these areas?

· Looking around the group – can you take a moment to affirm in others the traits of God that you see there?

· Can you imagine how different the challenges of church might be if we were to meet as the early church did and as many brothers and sisters do around the world… in each others homes? Has anyone experienced regular worship like that, and how does it differ from what we experience at St Mark’s? What could we learn from those different practices? 

· How does this passage help us look to the future together? What have we learnt that is most helpful about living lives of love and wisdom? Where do we most need prayer as individuals and as a family? 
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