Spiritual Formation

Lecture 13 Study Notes – November 25, 2008
Discipline of Submission

1.  Our discussion tonight is about something very important in the Christian life. I’ve always thought that the Apostle Paul left out one very important characteristic of the Christian life when he did not include humility in his trilogy faith, hope, and love in 1 Corinthians 13.   The greatest bondage of the flesh that we all suffer from is hubris or pride.  Richard Foster, in his book “Celebration of Discipline,” says that purpose of Spiritual Disciplines is freedom (page 110).  That the aim of everything we do is freedom in Christ Jesus.  Perhaps there is no greater sin to free from than the sin of hubris.  

2. The freedom to lay down the terrible burden that we all have of wanting to get our own way.  If the truth is known, most of what we got through in the church and in our own homes is a terrible lust to satisfy the incredible cravings of our pride or honor.

3. One’s honor is another word for the power and status of personal and national pride.   Honor defined “is the general, abstract word for the worth, value, prestige, and reputation which an individual claims and which is acknowledge by others” (Honor and Shame:  In the Gospel of Matthew, by Jerome H. Neyrey, page 15).  

4. Pitt-Rivers says “Honor is value of a person in his own eyes, but also in the eyes of his society.  It is the estimation of his own worth, his claim to pride, but it is also the acknowledgement of that claim, his excellence recognized by society, his right to pride” (Neyrey, page 15).  Honor is the preservation and elevation of the capital “I” in the eyes of the individual and especially in the opinion of one’s peers. 

5. How does one achieve honor?  According to anthropologists there are two sources:  One, ascribed honor which refers to the granting of respect to individual from family or state—kinship or politics.  

6. The other source of honor is by achievement or merits. It refers to the reputation and fame an individual earns by his own efforts in civil recognition, military exploits, athletic games, physical beauty, intelligence, and wealth, etc.

7. The ancients believed that the “love of honor” was what separated mankind from the animals. Xenophon wrote:  “In this man differs from other animals—I mean, in this craving for honor.  In meat and drink and sleep and sex all creatures alike seem to take pleasure; but love of honor is rooted neither in the brute beasts nor in every human being.  But they in whom is implanted a passion for honor and praise, these are they who differ most from the beasts of the field, these are accounted men and not mere human beings” (page 17, Neyrey).  

8. Along with honor comes shame.  The simplest definition of shame is to say that it is the reverse of honor, that is the loss of respect, regard, worth, and value in the eyes of others. According to Neyrey: “People feel shame when they suffer such things as contribute to dishonor and censures and shame is imagination about loss of reputation.”

9. I believe that the problem that Jesus ran into in the Gospels and tension that contributed greatly to His crucifixion was honor and shame.   In fact, Neyrey says that every time Jesus appears in public people engaged Him in honor challenges.  Challenges of two kinds: one, positive in which they put the recipient on the spot but were no way meant to be ugly, hostile, or demeaning just enquiring minds.  Two, many were negative where someone deliberately seeks to humiliate, show up, and shame the person that is challenged.  Jesus came making claims about God, God’s kingdom, Himself, and how all should relate to one another.  In doing so, His claims and Himself became a lightening rod of honor challenges.  

10. How do our claims about God and His Kingdom become a source of honor challenges to us?  How do we respond? How do they respond?  In what ways can that get us in trouble?  

11. I believe this, most problems we incur as ministers in our local congregations are the twin issues of “honor and shame.”  Whether or not someone is acting shameful or not, or whether someone is challenging our honor or not, nine times out of ten whether they walk away offended or not depends on honor and shame—not on the truth.   

12. If you and I can develop a sense of trust between our people and ourselves that conveys our love for them and they for us then honor is less likely to be the issue.  Because they know that we love them and don’t really want to hurt or shame them, if it is at all possible.  I say “if all possible” because some attitudes and behaviors are shameful and have to be named as such.  Truth is important but it is not the primary reasons that so many in our churches do not get along.  Usually, it is an honor issue. 

13. If the purpose of the Spiritual Disciplines is to free us from the things that keep us from being transformed into the image of Christ, and offer us a clearer path to that means, then the discipline of submission is the pathway if not the cure for pride.  Because submission, mutual submission, is the way to lay down the terrible load of always having one’s own way.

14. As I’ve said, most of all fights and battles in churches occur because people do not have the wisdom and the freedom to give in to one another.  I know that some will say that a part of the problem is that too many people do give in and the right people, who need to, don’t.  Maybe they do, and maybe the problem is that the wrong people are the ones who always give in to the bullies, while the bullies never seem to back down. 

15. But a healthy congregation realizes when they are standing on sacred principles, and when just battling because they don’t want to give in.   Spiritual babies don’t have the wisdom or the freedom to realize the difference.

16. Only submission and corresponding spirit of Christ can free us from this demon to compete and win the battle of honor and pride.  

17. The touchstone for the biblical understanding of submission is Jesus’ statement in Mark 8:34: “If any man would come after me, let him deny himself and take up the cross and follow me.”  Biblical submission is based on the mark of practicing self-denial.  The type of self-denial that Jesus practiced despite His defending His honor.  Why did Jesus defend His honor when the Apostle Paul wrote that Jesus emptied Himself and humbled Himself to become a human being? See Philippians 2:5-11. Because the honor of Christ stands upon sacred principles in which the Kingdom of God and the fate of the salvation of the world undergirds.  If you shame and dishonor Christ, then who He and what He says, and what He stands for falls. 

18. Our honor (except we dishonor God) does not usually rest on such a lofty pedestal. 

19. Self denial is not self-hatred and many people have twisted it to mean that.  Self-denial is simply a way of coming to understand that we do not always have to have our own way.  Our happiness is not dependent on always getting what we want, in or out of church.  Our personal challenge in such cases is not to let issues in our church become issues in which our personal pride and honor are at stake.

20. In fact, self-denial, according to Jesus, is the only way we really can love ourselves.  Matthew 10:39 states: “He who finds his life will lose it, and he who loses his life for my sake will find it.”  Self-denial is the freedom to love.  It is the freedom to give way to others.  When we live outside of self-denial, we demand that things have to go our way. 

21. Jesus’ teachings are radical because they turn everything upside down.  Life is found by losing it.  The first shall be last and the last shall be first.  “If anyone would be first, he must be last, and the servant of all” (Mark 9:35). The cross itself is Jesus living out His teachings, whereby Paul reminds us in Philippians 2:8 that Jesus “humbled himself and become obedient unto death, even death on a cross.”  

22. According to Foster and of course the Apostle Paul, Christ not only died a “cross-death,” but he lived a “cross-life.”

23. Jesus commanded that kind of life for us to live when He said in Mark 8:34 “If any man would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.” What does taking up the cross mean to you?

24. The cross life is voluntary submission and death for the sake of freely accepted servant-hood.  As ministers, we forget that God has called us to be servants, instead of bosses.  I was once asked how does it feel to be the boss of a Baptist church?  My response was and still is: “Are you kidding; I am not the boss of our church, instead I have 140 bosses, plus my divine boss who I am trying to serve.”  That is the nature of servant-hood.

25. According to Foster (page 117), “Submission is an ethical theme that runs the gamut of the New Testament.  It is the posture obligatory upon all Christians: men as well as women, fathers as well as children, masters as well as slaves. We are commanded to live a life of submission because Jesus lived a life of submission, not because we are in a particular place or station in life.  Self-denial is a posture fitting for all those who follow the crucified Lord.”

26. Paul says this in Philippians 2:3-4, “Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves.  Each of you should not only look after your own interests, but also the interests of others.”

27. Perhaps the most interesting and controversial teachings of Paul when it comes to submission are found in Ephesians 5.  Let’s look at that for a moment; the heading “Wives and Husbands” in most of our Bibles is at a terrible place to divide subject matter. You realize that verses and paragraphs are not in the original language. For example, when most people start reading about wives and husbands, or for that matter submission, that begins at verse 22.  However, they should begin with verse 21 where Paul gives everyone at Ephesus the commandment to “Submit to one another out the reverence for Christ.”  To me, everything that follows has to do with submission, if not mutual submission.

28. The command for women “to submit” is obviously very clear, especially to men who are tired of women bossing them at home and the work place.  I am confident that many men in our churches have bosses who are women at home and at work, and they feel like they must draw the line at church. 

29. However, what they don’t realize and often fail to think clearly through is the ramifications of Paul’s commandment to the men to love their wives like Christ loved the church.  I believe what you love is exactly what you serve, and vice a versa. Furthermore, the very thing that you love the most is what you are going to submit yourself, your time, and your energy to.   That’s the reason many wives who feel neglected because of the lack of time and presence with their husbands feel unloved.  No time, no attention, no commitment, and no accountability leaves anyone feeling like they are not cared for.  But how far does submission go?  According to Foster, what he calls “revolutionary subordination commands us to live in submission to human authority until it becomes destructive.”  Married couples until one is harming or destroying the other…. Divorce I believe can become the lesser of the two evils.
