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There are, it seems, two muses: the Muse of Inspiration, who gives us inarticulate visions and 
desires, and the Muse of Realization, who returns again and again to say, ‘It is yet more difficult than 
you thought.’  
 
This is the muse of form.  
 
It may be then that form serves us best when it works as an obstruction, to baffle us and deflect our 
intended course.  
 
It may be that when we no longer know what to do  
we have come to our real work, 
 
and that when we no longer know which way to go 
 we have come to our real journey. 
 
The mind that is not baffled is not employed. 
 
The impeded stream is the one that sings. 
 
Introduction 
 
1. I am now 49 years old. I was a young adolescent in the early 1970’s and our family had a color 

television set that looked something like this Gold Star TV… 
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…that has one single dial to let you switch through about a dozen channel numbers to get to only 
four television station options: ABC, NBC, CBS, and PBS. And, the non-network channels treated 
you to small visual dots and very loud static. The most amazing innovation that came with this 
television set was a remote control that looked something like this… 

  

 
 

…that almost gave our family tendentious because you had to press the large button really hard 
so that it would then “click” an ultrasonic sound through the mesh front such that the TV console 
would then react to by mechanically rotating the physical dial on the television. For all of the 
Millennials in the room: This is origin of the term “clicker” and, I know you’re all going to want one 
because it was a wonder! And, the clicker exchange had a major design flaw in that other sounds 
similar to the clicker could also trigger a channel change. I did a quick internet search this last 
week to see if anyone else remembered this phenomenon, and there were dozens who described 
rattling key chains and opening soda cans triggering a channel change and sometimes turning off 
the TV entirely.1 

 
2. When I was a young adolescent my parents owned a small town grocery store and on a fairly 

regular basis my father would bring to us a pile of loose pennies, nickels, dimes and quarters to 
sort, count and put into paper coin rolls for him to take to the bank. The bargain we struck was that 
me and my two siblings would agree to work for nothing and break child labor laws if we were 
allowed to watch TV while doing the work. And, while sorting and dropping coins the sound of 
coins hitting other coins triggered the television to change channels. We eventually figured out 
that it wasn’t all of the coins causing the problem, only one kind: Pennies. The pennies were the 
culprit. They were the least valuable and causing the most unwanted interruptions to our TV 
session! There was something about the copper and composition of pennies that most mimicked 
the clicker.  

 
3. This is going to be a great illustration, I promise, for our yearlong teaching series on the shorter 

letters of the New Testament and today as the final segment of our teaching series on the letter of 
Ephesians. In our Ephesians study we have covered several themes surrounding the larger idea 
of “Grace being for Everyone.” We went a little out of sequence with our new Theologian in 
Residence, Andrea Hollingsworth, speaking to the last half Ephesians 6 two weeks ago. Today’s 
text is very challenging as it has been a key Scripture used in support of a theology of wrath, male 
supremacy, slavery and religious social control.  
 
Scripture is as much a revelation of God for our lives as it is a multi-form mirror to the larger 
human experience, and so it is our discipline at First Covenant to use difficult texts to open 

                                                
1 http://rebrn.com/re/til-early-zenith-tv-remotes-changed-channels-by-sound-when-you-p-677967/ (accessed 1-16-18) 
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important conversations that help us develop a more holistic and life giving relationship to our holy 
texts while we also wrestle with the complexities of applying grace to everyday life. 

 
And, true to my promise: like me as a child sorting coins and realizing that it was the pennies that 
changed the channel when it shouldn’t have…today’s teaching is a great example of why we are 
invited to read Scriptures and be aware of unnecessary triggers that can cause us to miss the 
main points of our texts. Even more, today’s text affords us the opportunity to learn how to read 
holy Scripture and discern the difference between timeless wisdom and time bound convention.  

 
4. Hold these thoughts in your mind as we read Ephesians 5:1-6:9. 
 

1 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. 
3 But among you there must not be even a hint of sexual immorality, or of any kind of impurity, 
or of greed, because these are improper for God’s holy people. 4 Nor should there be 
obscenity, foolish talk or coarse joking, which are out of place, but rather thanksgiving.5 For of 
this you can be sure: No immoral, impure or greedy person—such a person is an idolater—has 
any inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and of God. 6 Let no one deceive you with empty 
words, for because of such things God’s wrath comes on those who are 
disobedient. 7 Therefore do not be partners with them. 
8 For you were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Live as children of light 9 (for 
the fruit of the light consists in all goodness, righteousness and truth) 10 and find out what 
pleases the Lord. 11 Have nothing to do with the fruitless deeds of darkness, but rather expose 
them. 12 It is shameful even to mention what the disobedient do in secret. 13 But everything 
exposed by the light becomes visible—and everything that is illuminated becomes a 
light. 14 This is why it is said: 

“Wake up, sleeper, 
    rise from the dead, 
    and Christ will shine on you.” 
 
15 Be very careful, then, how you live—not as unwise but as wise, 16 making the most of every 
opportunity, because the days are evil. 17 Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the 
Lord’s will is. 18 Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery. Instead, be filled with the 
Spirit, 19 speaking to one another with psalms, hymns, and songs from the Spirit. Sing and 
make music from your heart to the Lord, 20 always giving thanks to God the Father for 
everything, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. 
21 Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ. 
22 Wives, submit yourselves to your own husbands as you do to the Lord. 23 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.24 Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit to their 
husbands in everything. 
25 Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her26 to 
make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word, 27 and to present her 
to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and 
blameless. 28 In this same way, husbands ought to love their wives as their own bodies. He 
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who loves his wife loves himself. 29 After all, no one ever hated their own body, but they feed 
and care for their body, just as Christ does the church— 30 for we are members of his 
body. 31 “For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and 
the two will become one flesh.” 32 This is a profound mystery—but I am talking about Christ 
and the church. 33 However, each one of you also must love his wife as he loves himself, and 
the wife must respect her husband. 

6 Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. 2 “Honor your father and mother”—
which is the first commandment with a promise— 3 “so that it may go well with you and that you 
may enjoy long life on the earth.” 
4 Fathers, do not exasperate your children; instead, bring them up in the training and 
instruction of the Lord. 
5 Slaves, obey your earthly masters with respect and fear, and with sincerity of heart, just as 
you would obey Christ. 6 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. 7 Serve wholeheartedly, as if you were 
serving the Lord, not people, 8 because you know that the Lord will reward each one for 
whatever good they do, whether they are slave or free. 
9 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. 

Ephesians 5:1-6:9 
New International Version (NIV) 

 
5. Yes, its all here: profound love, joy, and admonition to live a Christ-like life. Awakening to Christ, 

thoughtful actions, mutual submission, and holiness as connection. And, as well, wrath, gender 
hierarchy and reinforcement of patriarchy (or male dominance), reinforcing support for systems of 
slavery, and shades of dualistic theology asserting you’re either absolutely in the kingdom of God 
or you are absolutely out of the kingdom of God, everything is either all evil or all good. 

 
So, as Christ followers committed to a high view of Scripture how are we to sort through todays text to 
discern between timeless wisdom from the Creator of all things and time bound convention from an 
authors that thought and wrote in a specific time and place? Let’s look first at a historic and Covenant 
framework for Scripture interpretation that we work through in this community and a class intensive 
called “Living the Book with Humility.” 
 
A. An Historic Framework for Scripture Interpretation 
 
1. As Protestant and Covenant Christians we are committed to “The Centrality of the Word of God” in 

life and our Christian formation. And, because scripture is central it must be handled with great 
care and humility because:  

 
• The Bible is a complex written revelation that is inspired and authoritative. 
• The Bible is not more important or a replacement for God. (It was Catholic and Franciscan 

thinker Richard Rohr who pointed out that a sin of the Catholic Church is to give scriptures 
very little authority and a sin of the Protestant movement is to give specific systematic 
Scripture interpretations total authority above even God.2) 

                                                
2 From A Teaching on Wondrous Encounters (webcast) (CD/DVD/MP3) (accessed 2-29-12) 
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• The Bible is instructive library of wisdom books that informs us in the ways of God. 
• The Bible is not a technical blueprint or step-by-step instruction manual designed to provide 

definitive answers for every question and dilemma that we face.  
 
2. A few other reminders about interpreting and applying Scripture to our lives are: 
 

• Being very careful to remember that we all bring cultural and worldview biases to our reading 
of Scripture. 

• Remaining committed to the Protestant ethic of “in essentials, unity; in secondary matters, 
liberty; and in all things, charity.” 

• And, while being very careful to not create unnecessary conflicts between biblical voices, 
recognize there are diverse theological streams in the Canon of Scripture and it is Jesus who 
helps to save us from fray because Jesus’ ethics and teachings are paramount and we must 
recognize and honor an interpretive hierarchy in the Bible that can be illustrated in the 
following way.  

 
As the writer of the New Testament of Hebrews said so profoundly: Jesus, and Jesus’ teachings 
are the basis for all other truths in Scripture.3 Those closest to Jesus, the Apostle’s and their 
writings, interpretations and theologies are the next voice of authority.  

 
The Gospel biographers and the Apostle Paul wrote most of the New Testament. But, there are a 
few others as well. Then there are the authors of the Hebrew texts: 

 
 

                                                
3 Hebrews Chapter 1 
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The Hebrew authors are significantly reframed in the New Testament writings and especially with 
Jesus who often said “you have heard it said…I tell you…”4 Those are the three layers of voices. 
Then there are the three crosscutting levels of import with the first and highest being Christ’s 
unconditional New Covenant.   

 

 
 
Grace and unmerited favor is the basis here. God’s agreement through Christ with humanity is 
clear--there is nothing that can separate us from the love of Christ.5 The other two levels are 
important to recognize and grow in as well with “principles” being next. 

 

 
 

Principles are comprehensive assumptions such as the Ten Commandments that say: “Take a 
day off a week,” “don’t make an idol before God” and “don’t covet your neighbors stuff,” and the 
teachings of Jesus such as “love your neighbor and your enemy”, “forgive,” “be generous,” “pray 
often,” and so forth. Failing to keep these principles is like accepting second best, missing out on 
being our best selves, and sometimes just making our lives much worse off. In all cases, though, 
the Covenant of God’s love holds us none-the-less. Then, finally, there are the rules we find in the 
Bible. 

 

                                                
4 Matthew 5. 
5 Romans 8. 
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The rules are tricky business. They are prescribed actions. Some very practical and some flowing 
from the cultural conventions at the time of the authors writings. Some bound to Hebrew and early 
cultural Christian tradition and not relevant for all time. Some based upon personal conscience like 
not eating meat, or avoiding pork. Or like having permission to eat meat and including pork. As in 
all of life and all institutions in our world: rules are constantly being evaluated and changed, or 
given freedom, as discernment over time deems them so. Jesus largely disengaged and 
sometimes rebuffed rule keeping religion in favor of Covenant and principles. 
 

3. One more model and image that has guided the Protestant Christian method for theological 
interpretation is this: 

 

 
 

Named after John Wesley, a famous American Protestant pastor and theologian in the 18th 
Century--this is called the “Wesleyan Quadrilateral” because it has four points of methodology: 
Scripture, Reason, Experience and Tradition. It is in all four of these points of emphasis that we 
have traditionally determined which scriptures’ point toward timeless truths and which are time 
bound. The more fundamentalist Christian religious traditions tend to reject reason and experience 
as being too subjective to offer spiritual authority. And yet the pressure of that which is real in the 
lived human experience becomes harder and harder to refute as time passes and that which is 
real informs and updates Christian tradition, particularly in the space where social and identity 
oppressions have marginalized people groups.  
 
2,000 years of Christian religious history across tens of thousands of Christian traditions tell us 
that, as I read it summarized so beautifully recently, “spiritual authority lies not just in ancient texts 
but in the living Christ of history, church, community, creation, and our own experience confirming 
its truth.”6  

 
 
 
 
 

                                                
6 Richard Rohr Devotions, Weekly Summary for January 14-19, 2018. 



The Complexities of Applying Grace to Everyday Life  © 2017 Dan Collison,  Page 8 

B. Interpreting Ephesians 5-6 
 
1. Holding these many constructs and illustrations in mind we are then equipped to read Ephesians 5 

and 6 and carefully draw out some important considerations. You can scan the full text on the 
screen while I bring forward a few key summarized considerations: 

 
[ONSCREEN BUT NOT READ] 

 
1 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. 
3 But among you there must not be even a hint of sexual immorality, or of any kind of impurity, 
or of greed, because these are improper for God’s holy people. 4 Nor should there be 
obscenity, foolish talk or coarse joking, which are out of place, but rather thanksgiving.5 For of 
this you can be sure: No immoral, impure or greedy person—such a person is an idolater—
has any inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and of God. 6 Let no one deceive you with empty 
words, for because of such things God’s wrath comes on those who are 
disobedient. 7 Therefore do not be partners with them. 
8 For you were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Live as children of light 9 (for 
the fruit of the light consists in all goodness, righteousness and truth) 10 and find out what 
pleases the Lord. 11 Have nothing to do with the fruitless deeds of darkness, but rather expose 
them. 12 It is shameful even to mention what the disobedient do in secret. 13 But everything 
exposed by the light becomes visible—and everything that is illuminated becomes a 
light. 14 This is why it is said: 

“Wake up, sleeper, 
    rise from the dead, 
    and Christ will shine on you.” 

 
15 Be very careful, then, how you live—not as unwise but as wise, 16 making the most of every 
opportunity, because the days are evil. 17 Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the 
Lord’s will is. 18 Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery. Instead, be filled with 
the Spirit, 19 speaking to one another with psalms, hymns, and songs from the Spirit. Sing and 
make music from your heart to the Lord, 20 always giving thanks to God the Father for 
everything, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

 
Ephesians 5:1-20. NIV 

 
• To live every day of our lives like Jesus is to walk in the way of sacrificial love. 
 
• Sexual sin, greed, substance abuse and denigrating others neither reflect the love of Christ, nor is 

us being our best selves. Sometimes we do such things to ourselves and others because we were 
taught to hate ourselves. And other times we sin and play to our shadow side because we have 
not awakened to Christ and the inexhaustible Covenant of God that grounds us in a re-creating 
and re-defining love for ourselves and others. All such instruction is here in this text.  

 
• And, while we also read here about the author claiming we or others might lose some kind of 

kingdom inheritance because of the wrath of God coming on “the disobedient” (and, we are all 



The Complexities of Applying Grace to Everyday Life  © 2017 Dan Collison,  Page 9 

going to be disobedient at one time or another) we must keep the clarion teachings and ethics of 
Christ at hand at all times to be reminded while reading today’s Scripture that no one is too far 
away to be loved. And, we also keep other New Testament Scriptures in our mind such as what 
the Apostle Paul wrote to the church in his letter to the early Roman church : “Nothing can 
separate us from the love of Christ.”7 These are balancing texts to keep in mind when reading 
Ephesians 5 and 6. 

 
The second half of today’s text is even more fraught with time bound cultural convention: 

 
[ONSCREEN BUT NOT READ] 

 
21 Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ. 
22 Wives, submit yourselves to your own husbands as you do to the Lord. 23 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.24 Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit to their 
husbands in everything. 
25 Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her26 to 
make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word, 27 and to present 
her to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and 
blameless. 28 In this same way, husbands ought to love their wives as their own bodies. He 
who loves his wife loves himself. 29 After all, no one ever hated their own body, but they feed 
and care for their body, just as Christ does the church— 30 for we are members of his 
body. 31 “For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and 
the two will become one flesh.” 32 This is a profound mystery—but I am talking about Christ 
and the church. 33 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. 2 “Honor your father and mother”—
which is the first commandment with a promise— 3 “so that it may go well with you and that 
you may enjoy long life on the earth.” 
4 Fathers, do not exasperate your children; instead, bring them up in the training and 
instruction of the Lord. 
5 Slaves, obey your earthly masters with respect and fear, and with sincerity of heart, just as 
you would obey Christ. 6 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. 7 Serve wholeheartedly, as if you were 
serving the Lord, not people, 8 because you know that the Lord will reward each one for 
whatever good they do, whether they are slave or free. 
9 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. 

Ephesians 5:21-6:9. NIV 
 
2. When we read the author of Ephesians speaking to the sacred practice of mutual submission and 

then taking a turn into the social convention of their time with men in control and making decisions 

                                                
7 Romans 8:31-39.  
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and women as subservient, it is our responsibility to recognize that such powerful cultural 
construct statements and teachings were likely an attempt to correct and improve abuses that 
exists within that framework in that time. The same is true with the instructions for slaves and 
slave owners at the beginning of chapter six.  

 
As a side note: In the Hebrew texts of the first five books of the Bible Moses spoke to abuses 
within the construct of slavery and the ownership of women as property—seeking to correct and 
improve the horrific ethics of his day. And yet it is very clear that he did not at all challenge the 
structural systems as being unjust in themselves.8 Likewise, the author of Ephesians may have 
been speaking to some dysfunctional aspects of marriage in their day that made these comments 
to improve but not in any way challenge convention.  
 

3. So, when Christ followers challenge biblical convention because slavery does not reflect Christ 
and Christ’s teaching in any measure, Moses’ text and today’s text gets appropriately reframed as 
time bound, and not even addressing the question of whether slavery as an institution should exist 
or not. We know owning another human being is wrong. Oppressing another human is wrong. 
Creating false anthropologies that place one race above another is nothing short of evil. We know 
these things now. And have no need to be confused or get angry at today’s text as if it somehow 
purports to be the will of God for human beings. It’s not, and as Christians we are responsible to 
point that out to other Christians and anyone who gives inquiry to this text. 
 

4. And, regarding women and the question of hierarchy—the sheer brilliance of women and their 
ability to lead—and the need for women to lead in all vocational environments from legislators and 
non-profits to corporations and churches (and including in families and homes!) has applied 
compelling and critical pressure to many in our society and some of our religious institutions to 
remove the shackles of conventional and culture exclusions and establish a more redemptive and 
authentic created order of things where, like imitating the construct of God as Trinity, everyone is 
equal in standing.  
 
In Christ we are invited and free…I would say we are even held responsible to challenge our 
culturally biased assumptions as to what today’s text says for us today. And at the same time sort 
through each line of the text to draw wisdom that points none-the-less to the mysteries and 
challenges of marriage, family and children, and such important instruction as “don’t exasperate 
your children,” “serve one another,” and “submit to one another” which is a powerful means to 
activate egalitarianism in action between spouses in specific, and between genders overall.  

 
5. It works so well to “out prefer” one another. That is the heart of submission to one another and we 

can do it with every human being with which we have interaction. My spouse Holly and I interact 
with this all of the time in as simple a moment as going out for a dinner date. “Well, what do you 
want, no what do you want?” With more serious, complicated and conflicted matters, it takes 
significant time and effort to determine whose opinion should be the decider, or neither, or if the 
best wisdom is some combination of what we both believe in our disagreement. We don’t always 
do this well. Speaking for myself, I tend to enter disagreement by powering up and beginning 
conversations with emphatic statements— and God’s gift to me is Holly matching my intensity and 
saying something like (spoken with high pitched intensity) “here’s what you sound like, do you 
want me to talk at you like you are talking at me?!?”  
 

                                                
8 Leviticus 25:39-46; Exodus 21:2-11, 21. 
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I need this. And, I am certain that out preferring one another in our relationships while at the same 
time leaning in with our convictions (with an appropriate tone of voice!) is some of the best 
timeless wisdom we can be given from Scriptures. And, we couldn’t learn of it if we didn’t take the 
time to sort through all of the layers and mirrors to the human experience that the Bible has to 
offer. 

 
Conclusion 
 
We now bring our Ephesians teaching series to a close and turn to the next shorter letter in our 
lineup: Paul’s letter to the church in Philippi. Ephesians is a remarkable letter helping us remember 
that Grace is for everyone. And Ephesians is a letter with difficulties and complexities as well. Yet, 
this letter has no more difficulties and complexities than what we see and experience in the rest of our 
lives.  
 
And as my opening illustration of me and my young siblings counting coins with the pennies giving us 
the most trouble—it is important to remember that when we think we have come across teachings 
and statements in Scriptures that are telling but not timeless, to slow down and study what’s there 
and what the Christian movement has been and is saying about it. And consider if there is something 
in ourselves, or our cultural bias, religious tradition bias that is falsely triggering a channel change 
away from the essential, beautiful and timeless truths that our Creator has given us in our living Christ 
and through the Living Word of God in Scripture. 

 
Prayer 
 
God of every living thing on this planet and this universe, and human beings in particular—we pray 
that you help us to hold the complexities of Scripture with humility and live in the tensions we find 
there, even as they mirror our day to day lives. Holy Spirit illuminate our minds and give us the 
courage to live like Christ every day of our lives. 
 
In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen. 
 
Benediction 
 
As our week begins, may we read Scriptures with an ability to discern the difference between 
timeless wisdom and time bound convention. And, be willing to sort through Scripture’s multiple 
theological perspectives, tensions, and paradoxes to arrive at a more life giving understanding of 
Jesus Christ and the ways the movements of God took shape thousands of years ago and now. 
 
Go in Peace. Amen.  
 
 


