Submission of Women to their Husbands

This paper was a clas report for for Exegetical Method and Practice, NE 502X, submitted on November 27,1995.
All formal foo tnotes and formating have been omitted to shortenits length.

Introduction

This paper explores the Apostle Paul’s teaching on
the submission of wives to their husbands as statedin
Ephesians 5:2224 and Colossians 3:1819. The paper
begins by observing the text of these two passages and
asking questions. A study of key words is then done
followed by an overview of the book in which each
passageappearsto esablish the context.This is followed
by a brief summary of related issuesand a summary of
the findings of all the preceding sections in the
conclusion.

Observations about the Text

The verses thatdeal directly with the submission of
women as they are translated by the New International
Versionof the Bible are as follows.

Ephesians 5:2224

22 Wives, sibmit to your husbands as tothe Lord.
23 For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ
is the head of thechurch, 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.

Upon looking atthese verses, s@eral questionscome
to mind: 1. What does submission mean?2. What does it
mean to submit “as to the Lord?” 3. What does Paul
mean when he says “the husband is the headof the wife
as Christ is the head of the church;” what is his concept
of “headship?” 4. What does Paul mean when he says
that wives need to submit “a s the church submits to
Christ?” 5. What is the relationship between the
instructions for the wife’s “submission” and the
instructions given to husbands thatfollow in verses 25-
33?2

Colossians3:18-19

18 Wives, submit to your hu sbands, as is fitting in
the Lord. 19 Husbands, love your wives and do not
be hash with them.

This passage appears to be asomewhat more
condensedversion of the Ephesians passageln addition
to the previous questions, one might ask: 1. Is this mply
a restatement of the previous passage or does
submission here have a diffeeent meaning? 2. Here the
phrase “as is fitting in the Lord” is used. How do es this
relate to submitting “as to the Lor d?” 3. In addition to
stating that husb ands should lov e their wives, Paul tells

them, “do not be harsh with them.” How does this relate
to the submission described in Ephesians?

What Does “Submission” (UJpOtaVSSW
Mean?

In each of the above passages, the Greek word
translated as “submit” is the verb, uJpotagw. This verb
appears thirty-one times in twenty-eigh t versesin the
New Testament (see Appendix 1 br a listing of these
versesin Greek and English). In Ephesians 5:22 itdoes
not actually appear but is implied from verse 21,
“Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ,”
where uJpotasw appears as, upotassovmen, a
masculine,nominati ve, plural, present passive participle .
Later, in Ephesians 5:24 it appearsas, uJpotagetai, a
third person singular, present, passive, indicative. In
Colossians, 3:18 it appears as, uJpotavssesgea second
plural, present, pas$ve, indicative.

According to Kittel, the v erb, uJpotagw, does not
have any pre-Hellenistic examples. However, he notes
that in Greek, non-bibli cal writings the active form
means a. “to place under”, in pap ers “to affix u nder” in
a writing, and b. “To subordinate”. The active form
means a. “To subject oneself out of fear, “to be
subservient,” of a servile disposition, “to acknowledge as
lord,” andb. “To submit voluntarily.” In commenting on
the active form, Kittel notes that, “In the first instance,
then, uJpotagomaidoes not mean so much “to obey” —
though this may result from self-subordination — or to
do the will of some one, but rather, “to lose or surender
one’s own rights or will.”

Turning to the Septuagint, Kittel states hat, “the
verb is not very common, but it stands for 10 Hebrew
equivalents. In 13 instances ther is correspondence of
content, while in 5 others the relation is looser.” In the
LXX, the acive form means “to place under” such as
“subord inate” fighting groups or “subordinate” officials;
it can also mean “to overcome,” as Mosesovercame
Pharaoh while the active passive form means “to be
subjed,” or “to become a subject.” The midd le form in
the LXX (with passive aorist) means “to subject oneself,”
“to acquiesce in”, “to acknowledge someone’s dominion
or power,” “to surre nder to God,” or “to humb le oneself
before him.”

Turning to the New Testament, uJpotagw is found
in Luke, the Pailine oorpus, Hebrews, James 4:7. Kitel
notesthat the verb has a cansiderable range of meaning,
especially inthe middle mood. Of special importance to
our study is his comment that, “O riginally it i s a
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hierarchicalterm w hich stresses the relation to sup eriors.
But one should note that the subordination expressed
may be either mmpulsory or volunt ary. In the former
case the main idea may be that of either power or
conqueston the one sde or lack of freedom on the other.
In the NT the verb d oes not immediately carry with itthe
thought of obedience. To obey or to have to obey, with
no emphasis, isa signof subjecion or subordination. The
latter is decisive as regards th e content of the w ord.”

Since the verses for this paper all occur in the
Pauline Epistles, it will now focus on Paul’'s use of
uJpstavssw. Paul uses this verb nineteen times in
seventeen verses.In five of the verses Rom. 8:20, 1 Cor
14:32,15:27; Eph 1:22Php 3:21) it is used in the sense of
“forceful submission” as is typified in 1 Corinthians
14:32,“T he spirits of the prophets are subject to the
control of prophets.” In each of the oher twelve verses
(Rom. 8:7, 10:313:1, 13:51 Co 14:34, 16:16Eph 5:21,
5:24;Col 3:18;Tit 255, Tit2:9,Tit 3:1), which include the
two that this paper addre sses,uJpostasw is used in the
sense of “voluntary subm ission” as is typified in
Ephesians5:21, “Subm it to one anotherout of reverence
for Chr ist.”

What Does “Head” (kefalh\/) Mean?

The reason for w ives to submit to their husbands is
given in Ephesians 5:23/For the husband is the head of
the wife as Christis the head ofthe church, his body, of
which he is the Savior.” In this verse “head” is the Greek
word kefalhv. This word is much more common in the
New TestamentthanuJpotagw occurring ninety timesin
sixty-seven verses. Kittel describesthe primary use of
kefalhv outside of the New Testament as meaning the
“head” of a man or animal in many different
connections, but also for the “point ,” “top,” “end, " or the
“point of departure.” In terms of its theological
significance it is used outside of the New Testament
literature to denote what is first, supre me, or extrem e.

Within the New Testament, kefalhv often simply
means the “head” of a man or animal as in Matthew
27:29,"and then twisted together a crown of thorns and
set it on his head.” Focusing on the Pauline Corpus,
kefalhvtakeson a distinctive theological meaning when
used to describe the relationship of Christ and the
Church in Ephesians 1:22f; 4:15f.;5:23 and Colossans
1:18;2:10; 2:19 fee Appendix 2 for a listing of these
verses in Greek and English).

Ephesians 1.22-23 is agood example of this
theological use of kefalhy, “And God placed all things
under his feet and appointed him to be head ove

everything for the church, 23 which is his body, the
fullness of him wh o fills everything in ev ery way .” In

this passageChrist is the “head ” whic h “fills everything

in every way.” Th is idea is alsoexpressed in Ephesans
4:15-16where it is from the head that “th e whole body,

joined and held together by every supporting ligam ent,

grows and builds itself up in love, as each part does its
work.” Colossians2:18-19 als@mphasizes thisaspect of
headship where the man who “d elights in false hum ility

and the worship of angels” has “lost connecton with the

Head, from whom the whole body, support ed and held

together by its ligam ents and sinews, grows as God
causesit to grow.” From these passageswe can see that
the “head” is the source of Ife.

Throughout his epistles, Paul emphasizeshe role of
servantfor believ ers suchasin Romans15:1-4, “We who
are strong ought to bear with the failings of the weak
and not to please our®lves. 2 Eachof us should please
his neighbor for his good, to build him up. 3 For even
Christ did not plea se himself but, as it is writte n: ‘The
insults of those who insult you have fallen on me.’” 4 For
everything that was written in the past was writt en to
teach us, o that through endurance and the
encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope.”
Likewise, Paul frequently make s statements swh as,
“Instead, make up your mind not to put any stumbling
block or obstacle in your broth er’'s way,” (Romans 1413)
and “. . . serve one another in love” (Galatians 5:13).
Thus, the idea of headship for P aul can be defined asa
function of selfgiving, nurturing love rather than
autocratic rule.

Ephesians 5:21-24 Within its Context

Let us now consider the context of each of these
verses. Looking first at Ephesians Ephesians was
probably a circular letter intended for other churches
since the usual personal greetings are absent and since
the word s “in Ep hesus” are omitted in som e early
manuscripts. In this letter P aul is not addressing any
specific heresies, but is writing to help believers
understand God’s eternal purpose and grace and how
they are to take part in this p lan.

The letter opens with a beautiful prayer where Paul
describesthe blessingsof God’s eledion, adoption and
unification with Him through Christ’'s blood. (1:3-14)
After a prayer for knowledge and understanding of the
believers (1:15-23) he desribes how we have moved
from death to life (2:1-1Q and are now one in Christ
(2:11-22).Paul then describes how the my stery of God'’s
plan has been revealed m Christ and offers another
prayer for the believers. Paul then exhorts believers to
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live in unity as mature believers (4:1-17)xand as children
of light who are “imitator s of God” (4:17-520). He then
gives an overarching principle, “Submit to one another
out of reverence for Christ,” (5:21) and proceeds to
discuss how this ap plies to different relationships (5:21-
6:9). He then paints a powerful picture of the spiritual
conflict in which we are engaged (6:10-®) and offers his
final greetings and benediction. (6:21-24)

Ephesians 5:21-24 must be seerin the context of
believers who are mutually submitting to one another.
From our previou s discussion this means that both the
husband and wife are voluntarily placing the good ofthe
other first (Eph. 5:21).1t is important to keep in mind
that this mutual submission is based on the example of
Christ. Atthe same time, husbands aretold in Ephesians
5:25-33,“25 Husbands, love your wive s, just as Christ
loved the church and gave himself up for her 26 to make
her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water
through the word , 27 and to present her to himself asa
radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or a ny other
blemish, but holy and blameless. 28In this same way,
husbandsought to love their wives as their own bodies.
He who loves hiswife loves himself. 29 After all, no one
ever hated his own body, but h e feeds and cares for it,
just as Christ does the ciurch— 30 for we are members
of his body. 31 ‘For this reason a man will lea ve his
father and mother and beunited to his wife, and the two
will  become one flesh.” 32 This is a profound
mystery—but | am talking about Christ and the church.
33 However, each one of you abo must love his wife as
he loves himself, and the wife must resped her
husband.”

In these instructions we see that wives are
voluntaril y submitting themselves to a “headshp” that
is charactkerized by the same loveasChrist shows for the
Church. A love that does nothave asit’s goal the selfish
meeting of one’s personal needs,but the maturity, and
holiness of the wife. This, then, is not a submission of a
servile nature, but a mutual submission ofequalsin love.

Colossians 3:18-19 Within its Context

The theme of Colossians is the complete adequacy
and suprem acy of Christ as compared to theemptiness
and inadequacy of human traditions, philosophies,and
rituals. The nature of Paul’s instructions in Colossians
indicatesthat he isaddressing severl heresies. While the
specific heresies are not stated directly, they can hbe
deduced by the d octrinal messagewhich emphasized the
supremacy of Christ and the first part of the instructions
given to the Colossians. These heresies include: 1) the
depreciationof Christ and rkance onhuman wisdom and

knowledge(1:15-20,2:2-4)— Paul’s expanation of the
supremacy of Christ asthe one “in w hom are hidd en all
the treasures of wisd om” (v s 2:3) isprobably a refutation
of Gnosticism that emphasized secet knowledge as the
means of salvation; 2) ceremonialisn{2:16-17)which h eld
strict rules about what was permissible to eat or drink,
religious festivals, and circumcision; 3) angel waship
(2:18) 4) asceticism(2:18, 2123). The® heresés can be
divided into two types: Jewish (ceremonialism and
asceticism) and Gnosticism (depreciation of Christ and
reliance on human wisdom as w ell as angel worship).

Paul progresses towards this goal by first
presenting a doctrinal message that sates thatChrist is
the image of God (1:15), the creator of all things (1:16),
and preexistent(1:17), he head of thechurch (1:18) the
first to be resurrected (1:18), indwelt with the fullness of
God (1:19), andthe reconcier of all things (1:20) On the
other hand, the Colossian heresiesdescribed above were
“hollow and deceptive philosophies” (2:8) that “lack any
value in restraining sensual indulgence” (2:23).

After addressing these heresies, Paul gwves
guidelines for holy living (3:1-4:6which are followed by
closing remarks (4:7-18). It is in his guid elines for holy
living that our passage appears. It is important to note
that Paul begins by emphasizing the need to put off the
old self and put on the new selfwhich is being renewed
in the image of its Creator. (3:1-11) Pau then exhorts the
readers to live as God’s chosen people (3:12-15) with
compassion,kindness, humility, gentleness and patience
while bearing with each other in perfect unity. It is the
word of Christ that needs to teachand admonish. (3:16)

Within this context we again seethat wiv es should
submit totheir hus band s and husbands should love th eir
wives. Seen in the preceding instructions this reflects a
symmetrical harmony of mutual submission. It is
interesting to note the added emphasis to husbands that
they should not become embittered against their wives.
This underscores he fact that the headship of the
husband is onebased on love and service as is Christ’s
headship of the church. It is also important to note that
wives are to submit “as is fitting in the Lord” (3:18). This
presupposesthe mutual C hristian respon sibility of both
partners to behavetowards each other as Christians in
the body of Christ as outlined in the Colossians 3:1-17.
Seen in this light, this passageis essenially the same as
the one in Ephesians.

Related Issues

There are two important issues related to the
submission of wives to their husbands that need to be
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mentioned but which canna be addressedat length as
each would require a paper of its own. The first is the
issueof whether there isa hierarchical structure inherent
in creation in which women are subordinate to men. The
second is he issue of whatis the proper role of women
in the church.

While itis somewhat of anoversimplification, many
hold that “men and women must always exist n a
hierarchical relationship in which men have authority
over women. According to this view , male headship is
God’s plan in both the home and the church.Itis God’s
will always and everywhere that women not occupy
positions in whic h they have authority over men or
preach to men.” Passages tha are used to sup port this
position include Gen. 218-25, 3:161 Cor. 117-10, 11:7-
16, 14:33-35Eph. 5:22-24; Cal 3:18-191 Tim. 2:9-15.

On the other 9de of the argument are those who see
that “th e Bible teadhes the full equality of men and
women in Creation and in Redemption (Gen. 125-28;
2:23;5:12; 1 Cor 11:111-2, Gal 3:13, 28; 5:1) Other
points that are made are thatthe Holy Spirit came on
men and women alike at Pentecost. Furthermore, the
Holy Spirit indwells women and men and distribut es
spiritual gifts without preference asto gender (Acts2:1-
21;1Cor 12:7, 11; 181). Additional arguments are that
men and women are called b develop their spiritual

gifts and use them to serve others and adm inister God'’s
grace (1 Peter 4:10-11)In addition, men and women are
divinely gifted and empowered to minister to the whole
Body of Christ under His authority (Acts 1:14;18:6;21:9;
Rom. 16:1-7; Luke 81-13 John 20:17-18)In support of
their view of doctrinal statements they cite passages
where women exercise theprophetic, priestly, and royal
functions in both the Old and New Testament such as
Ex. 15:20, Num 12:2, Jdg 4%, 2 Chr 34:22, Acts 2t7-18,
18:26,21:9; Rom. 16:1#; 1 Cor 11:5;1 Tim. 3:11, 1 Peé¢r
2:9-10; and Rev1:6, 5:10.

Conclusion

From the above discussion it can be seen that he
instructions of Paul for wives to submit to their
husbands does not mean thatthey are to play a servile,
non-assetive role under an autocratic authority. Instead,
it appears in a context wh ere it is assumed that boththe
husband and wife are believers. Within this context the
relationship is based on Chrst where there is mutual
submission (Eph.5:21) to one anoher for the purpose of
edifying eachother and building each other up in Ch rist
(Rom 14:19, 155:2; 1 Cao 14:12). Furthermore, this
submissionis to be “as is fittin g the Lord” (C ol. 3:18) and
a submission to a headship that follows the example of
Christ’s love for the church.



