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INTRODUCTION

The war of the sexes goes all the way back to the Garden of Eden.  In Genesis chapter 3 we
see the fall of man in sin.  We see the first sins of the first husband and wife.  Adam 
tolerated the serpent questioning God, and passively allowed the serpent to mislead his wife
failing to defend her.  Eve presumptuously taught the serpent taking the lead not deferring 
to her husband’s authority.  Adam failed to lead, teach, defend and punish.  Eve failed to get
permission, clarification and help.  Both wanted to be like God; both questioned God and 
both abandoned their God given roles.  After they sinned they both felt guilt and shame and
attempted to cover their nakedness.  They sensed the vulnerability and threat where once 
they had security in one another.  They felt alienated from each other and defensive towards
the other and no longer felt safe.  Both hid from God as they hid from each other.  

God came looking for the man of the house 3:9 and then confronted and cursed them for 
their sins.  There are so many wonderful things to behold in these curses that we have to 
overlook but let me draw your attention to one verse that foretells the war of the sexes for 
all of history.  3:16, ‘To the woman he said, "I will surely multiply your pain in childbearing; 
in pain you shall bring forth children.  Your desire shall be for your husband, and he shall 
rule over you."’  There we see God prophesying the conflict sin will introduce into marriage, 
the wife will ‘desire’ her husband.  To understand the word desire you need to turn to Gen. 
4:7 where sin is described, ‘If you do well, will you not be accepted? And if you do not do 
well, sin is crouching at the door. Its desire is for you, but you must rule over it."’  This is 
prophesying the women’s desire to rise up from her role as a helper and usurp her 
husband’s role.  The other part of the verse describes men domineering and ruling over their
wives.  Submission in the hands of sin will be distorted, and headship in the hands of sin will
become distorted.  The words submission and headship are now hated words and robbed of
their beauty and meaning.  But Christian marriage is God restoring the original beauty of 
what men and women ought to be in a marriage.  

As we continue our study of Ephesians 5 we turn now to look at Paul painting the picture of 
restored submission and headship.  That which God originally made in Creation and was 
ruined by sin is now restored in redemption.  The intended roles are outlined as they are 
imaged in the relationship between Christ and the church, the fulfilment of what Adam and 
Eve marriage pointed to.  We will begin by looking at the role and responsibility of wives.  



Definition of submission

Our verses begin, v22, ‘Wives submit to your own husbands, as to the Lord.’  The word 
‘submit’ is ‘hupotasso’ and means ‘to arrange oneself under’.  Like most words in the bible it 
is not slavishly defined by a dictionary and then only ever used in one sense.  The word will 
mean different things depending on what relationship is being described.  For example, 
although the same word would be applied to children, the wife is not under the husband’s 
authority in the same way and must be punished for disobedience.  The same word is used 
in Romans 13:1 to describe our submitting to the ruling authorities; to church authorities 1 
Cor. 16:16; slaves to masters Titus 2:9; demons being subject to the disciples Luke 10:17; 
Romans 8:20 creation being subjected to futility; Romans 10:3 Jews refusing to submit to 
the righteousness He provides in Christ; the spirit of the prophet being under his own rule 1 
Cor. 14:32; all things being subjected to Christ 1 Cor. 15:27; Christ’s subjection to the Father
1 Cor. 15:28, and was often used to describe soldiers submitting to authority in the army.  
Submission when it applies to marriage is most certainly to be distinguished from the 
subjection of slaves and demons.  In fact Paul himself defines the type of submission a wife 
gives being like that of the church.  As Bryan Chapell puts it, it is a ‘voluntary yielding in 
love’ not to be confused with subservience/suppression.  

In our day, especially in NZ where egalitarianism is the air we breathe, there is a knee jerk 
reaction to cast off this biblical truth.  Any implications that a woman has to play the role of 
the submissive wife is taken as an insult and demeaning.  Let’s establish that this is indeed 
what the Scripture teaches and then define what submit does and does not mean.  We must
note that our bibles tell us that a wife must submit two times once here in v22 and in v24.  
This is further enforced by the role of the husband as head in v23, the example of the 
church as a parallel, as well as the call to submit in everything v24.  The command is 
repeated in Col. 3:18, ‘Wives, submit to your husbands, as is fitting in the Lord.’  And 1 Peter
3:1, Tit. 2:5.  The principle of the husband being the head is referred to again in 1 Cor. 
11:3, ‘But I want you to understand that the head of every man is Christ, the head of a wife 
is her husband, and the head of Christ is God.’  Please note that the inspired apostles are 
writing these things not me, the authority for these statements comes from God’s word.  
Secondly, notice that Paul roots the logic for this in creation not culture.  This is not a 
passing fad as Paul adapts things to suite ancient culture but a timeless principle to be 
applied across culture.  In other words it is not our job to make the bible conform to society 
but vice versa.  The shock of this command in our day will force you to reckon with the 
reality of whether you accept God’s word as authoritative for your life or something optional 
you will take on board when you agree with it.  

There may be many who are willing to submit to God’s word but who struggle to accept 
something that appears to be so terrible, it almost seems as if it is a call to a depriving and 
painful martyrdom and not the wise blessed life God has designed you for.  So then what we
need to do is define what we mean by submit.  R Kent Hughes writes about how many men 
have misled many in their interpretation of submission:
‘God’s word in the hands of a religious fool can do immense harm.  I have seen ‘couch 
potatoes’ who order their wives and children around like the grand sultan of Morocco—



adulterous misogynists with the domestic ethics of ‘Jabba the Hut’ who cow their wives 
around with bible verses about submission—insecure men whose wives do not dare go to 
the grocery without permission, who even tell their wives how to dress.  But the fact that 
evil, disordered men have perverted God’s word is no reason to throw it out.’1

Firstly, we need to stress the submission is not the right for sinful men to spiritualise their 
disobedience and dress up their language in biblical terms to disguise an insecure and self-
serving tyranny.  It is true in a fallen world that all bestowal of authority runs the risk of 
abuse, John Piper writes:
‘I realize that at this point—no matter how I come at this—I am treading on dangerous 
ground. I could be playing right into the hands of a selfish, small-minded, controlling 
husband who has no sense of the difference between enriching differences between him 
and his wife and moral and spiritual weaknesses or defects that should be changed. Such a 
man may distort what I am saying into a mandate to control every facet of his wife’s 
behavior, and the criteria of what he seeks to change will be his own selfish desires cloaked 
in spiritual language.  This is no laughing matter. I have had to deal with husbands who 
were pathological in their understanding of a wife’s submission. One woman told me, as we 
were sorting through their dysfunctional relationship, that her husband demands that she 
get permission for going to the bathroom. I’m not making that up. Certain kinds of minds 
seem unable to bring many truths to bear on a relationship at one time. They are small, 
narrow, sick minds. They oversimplify. They distort. They ruin. I pray that nothing I say will 
be used by them to justify their sin.’2  Ladies if you are in a relationship with a man who 
abuses the command to submit, then comes and speak to the elders, he may be liable for 
church discipline.  God has given this command for human flourishing not to cause suffering.
The call to submit like all calls to service is one of deep blessedness not a curse.  I might 
just elaborate a little on this sin because it is so serious.  If a man uses God’s word to serve 
himself he is putting himself in the place of God.  To dare to use your wife’s responsibility to 
submit as a way of getting what you want and not what God wants is a usurping of God’s 
throne, a very serious sin.  It is like the priests who stole from the worshippers getting fat 
off their sacrifices.

Submission does not mean obeying your husband when he asks you to sin.  Just as church 
elders, governments, parents and employers have no legal right to ask a Christian to sin, in 
the same way a husband’s authority that is legitimised by God only applies as long as the 
husband is leading the wife in accordance with God’s will.  A wife must not obey her 
husband at the cost of her conscience.  When Paul says that ‘wives should submit in 
everything to their husbands’ in v24.  He says this after comparing the wife to the church 
who obeys Christ in the pursuit of holiness.  

Submission does not mean that the wife is now to be treated with disrespect and treated 
like one of the children.  The wife is an equal heir of grace and equally made in the image of
God.  

1 Quoted in Bryan Chapell, p34.

2 John Piper, p66.



Submission does not equal suppression.  There are husbands that are envious of their wives
who are extremely gifted and talented and they suppress them and cut them down in a 
wicked way.  Bryan Chapell calls this ‘evil math’.  He writes, ‘Some evil math in us seems to 
reason that when we have reduced another’s sense of worth, then our own value increases.’3

Positively speaking submission is the use of all the gifts that God has given and applying 
them in a serving role in marriage.

Submission does not mean agreeing with your husband in everything but respecting him in 
everything.  This means that there will be times when a wife will speak up and question her 
husband.  Every imperfect form of government needs to have an openness for appealing 
decisions.  Parents must allow children to plead their case before punishment is applied.  
Governments need to have accountability and not unilateral power that goes unchallenged.  
Husbands too must allow for wives to disagree and respectfully voice their reasons.  Kent 
Hughes writes:
‘That fact that a wife wants to honor her husband’s leadership if possible does not mean she
will sit in mute silence.  Questioning his reasoning or acquainting him with his error is not 
evidence of a rebellious spirit, but rather of love.  Refusing to support his moral folly is not 
sin.  A Christian wife can stand with Christ against her husband with a humble, loving spirit 
which indicates her longing to honor his headship.  The attitude is of course key.’4 
This means that decisions about the children or the finances can be opened for discussion 
by the wife without her being unsubmissive.  Any wise husband would want this input 
because every man should know that he is not omniscient and will want the input of a wise 
wife.  In ethics we talk about submissively being unsubmissive, or respectfully disagreeing.  

Submission does not mean that your wife is now automatically to submit to all men.  The 
text clearly says that wives are to submit to their own husbands.

Submission does not mean getting permission for every decision.  Like any good managing 
director you give authority to an individual to use their initiative and talents to reach certain 
goals.  Micro-management that tries to control every step in any decision is controlling and 
stifling.  A wife’s submission in ‘everything’, as v24 says, does not mean that every minor 
decision has to be approved.  A wife should be free to decorate the house, dress the kids, 
and do all the things that relate to her role unhampered by a controlling view of headship.  

Submission does not mean servile fear.  Many may have the picture of a wife who cowers 
under her husband’s authority cringing and quaking, anxious and fearful of his anger.  This is
a situation of abuse and any woman in this position should approach the elders of the 
church because the man is acting in an extremely cowardly fashion by intimidating someone
weaker with his strength and controlling with fear.  The bible’s teaching on submission 
condemns and does not condone this behaviour.  

3 Chapell, p47.

4 Chapell, p108.



Submission does not mean what psychology calls ‘co-dependency’.  Some woman have not 
found their wholeness in God, and they seek their fulfilment in being needed by a man, or 
being protected, or even controlled by the strength of a man.  Submission is not the word 
used to describe someone who would die if their husbands left them because they cannot 
look after themselves.  Submission is not something for the weak but something for the 
healthy and strong.  It is not a condition for the broken but a happy service from the whole. 
A wife who has found her fullness in God, who is comfortable in His love, who has peace 
and joy and satisfaction because of salvation in Christ, submission is her glad offering of 
thanksgiving to God from an overflow not a lack.
 
Submission is not a demeaning or undignified thing.  Paul tells us in 1 Cor. 11 that Christ 
submits to the Father yet we know that in the Trinity, Father, Son and Spirit are all equally 
God.  None is any less God than the other, all are to be worshipped, yet the Son submits 
Himself to the Father.  A wife’s submission, just like the many other forms of submission, are
natural and good.  Submission abides in the perfect relating of God to Himself in the Trinity. 
Submission existed in the marriage relationship before the fall and was distorted by sin but 
not eradicated.  In Christ we have an opportunity to see God’s original plan for marriage 
restored in part.  A Christian wife’s submission is a Christlike thing and not demeaning.  

Submission is an act of worship.  Our text tells us that a wife is to submit ‘as to the lord’.  
We have already clarified that this does not mean that the husband rivals Christ’s place of 
authority in the wife’s life.  However, this also means that the wife gladly embraces her life 
as her husband’s helper as an act of worship to the Lord.  Submission is not something that 
a wife does when she agrees, when she feels like it, when it costs nothing to do so, but a 
service she renders to God.  Remember submission is not something you do for your 
husband because he is worthy, he will make himself unworthy of sacrificial service every day,
but wives are called to submit as an act of worship to the Lord.  God is always worthy to 
receive your heartfelt service, and this honour we offer to God should never depend on 
whether husbands deserve it or not.  Ultimately it is God you are submitting to not your 
husband.  Slaves are told to submit to their masters in the same way.  If we read Ephesians 
6:6-8 we will see what service to God and not man looks like, ‘not by the way of eye-
service, as people-pleasers, but as servants of Christ, doing the will of God from the heart, 7
rendering service with a good will as to the Lord and not to man, 8 knowing that whatever 
good anyone does, this he will receive back from the Lord, whether he is a slave or free.’  
Not only when people are watching, not merely to please people, doing God’s will, with 
heartfelt service, and confident that God will repay.        

Submission does include obeying.  We must make explicit the point of the text, that 
submission does mean that the man is the head of the home and will take the leadership 
role which means that there will be times when the wife will have to obey her husband.  
When we were married our pastor asked us about our vows, we opted to go for the 
traditional ones because they included the word ‘obey’.  We have clarified that this does not 
degrade the wife to the level of one of the children.  Instead she is more like a manager 
with delegated authority and powers to execute the managing director’s will, who in turn 
submits to the owner of the company.  So let’s take an example, I like to use the example of



the children’s education, because both parents will have strong ideas.  The husband wants 
his sons to go to an all-boys school like he did, and the wife wants the children to go to a 
co-ed school like she did.  The husband being a good leader listens carefully and 
considerately to all the wife’s reasoning and honestly ponders the value of her points.  He 
tries to persuade her to his view.  She still disagrees and so does he.  He being the head has
the right to make the decision, and the wife even though she does not fully agree, seeing 
that she does not have to submit to sinning can gladly allow the husband to make the call 
knowing that he will also be liable for the damages if and when they come.         

Submission is fulfilling.  God designed us and we will be most satisfied when we are doing 
what we are made for.  God created women to be helpers to their husbands.  In other 
words, in the home there are not two careers, two wills, and two heads but one.  The 
husband’s role is to lead the wife’s role is to support her husband.  They are a team playing 
complimentary parts for a single goal defined by the husband and supported by the wife.  
Women unless called to the single life will find their deep satisfaction in fulfilling this 
supporting role.  They serve by helping where the husband also serves but in leading.  Like 
offence and defence in a team they need and complete each other.  It’s in this role of 
submitting that a woman’s gifts and talents, and her feminine qualities will be nurtured and 
flourish.  She will know the truth of Christ’s words, ‘it is more blessed to give then receive.’  
Eve was created for a life of perfection and being a helper is not a part of the fall but part of
paradise.  In Christ women are restored to God’s plan for humanity.      

Submission displays the gospel.  Finally we must say that female submission displays the 
gospel. Here is one of the main reasons why the world will never be able to fully embrace 
the beauty of submission.  Paul clearly tells us that marriage, the one flesh union is a picture
of the one Spirit union between Christ and His bride.  Every Christian wife who gladly 
embraces the role of helper to her husband and submits to him is putting on display the 
proper posture of all mankind before Christ.  Every time a wife submits to her husband she 
is a picture of what every human being is to be before Christ.  Marriage displays the grace of
God that comes down to unworthy sinners in Christ where a holy God unites an unholy bride
to Himself.  The husbands love and care and service of her wife is a picture of Christ’s love 
and sacrifice, and the wife’s glad submission is a picture of our love to Christ.  The reason 
why the world rejects what a wife is to be is because our sinful hearts reject what we are to 
be before God.  Our pride, our autonomy, our disgust that God would have to condescend to
save us, the implication that we cannot define ourselves, rule ourselves and save ourselves 
rankles.  As a wife embraces her role we are to embrace submission before God. As she 
accepts the offer of marriage from a man we are to accept the offer of union with Christ and
eternal life.       

                     
  


