
SUBMISSION AS PRESENTED IN EPHESIANS 5:20-33

In order to understand what Paul is saying about submission, the context is crucial. In v 4:17, Paul begins an

exhortation for the Ephesians to put off the old self and put on the new and live as children of light. Here is

a brief outline of Ephesians 4 :17-6:20 that includes the section on w ives, husbands, children and slaves.

I. Be imitators of God and live as children of light (4:17-6:20)

A. Do not live as the gentiles who have lost all sensitivity. (4:17-19)

B. Put off the old and put on the new (4:20-25)

C. Tell the truth, do not “sin in your anger,” and do not steal (4:25-28)

D. Do not allow unwholesome talk and be compassionate. (4:29-32)

E. Be imitators of God with no sexual immorality, obscenity, etc. (5:1-7)

F. Once you were darkness, now you are light (5:8-14)

G. Be wise and filled with the spirit (5:15-6:20)

1. Do not get drunk but give thanks (5:15-20)

2. Submit to one-another (5:21-6:9)

a. Wives to husbands

b. Husbands to wives

c. Children to parents

d. Slaves and masters to the Lord

When examining the Greek text, one notes that verses 5:18-20 (possibly 5:18-22) are actually one long

sentence. The main verb for this section is expressed in verse 18, “Do not get drunk but be filled with the

Spirit.” All of the other verbs in 18-19 are participles. This means they are examples of how one is filled with

the spirit: “(18) be filled with the Spirit . . . (19) speaking . . . singing . . . making melody . . . (20) being thankful

. . . (21) being submissive to one another”. The problem in translation is how to view the participle,

“submitting” in verse 21. Modern translations often view the final participle as though it was functioning as

a finite verb and serving as an im perative: “Submit to one another!” However, this is an extremely rare usage

of participles. As Wallace notes (Daniel Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics p. 651) “. . . many, including

recent editions of the Greek NT, would consider the last participle as imperatival. Such is doubtful . . .” After

presenting reasons for this, he notes, “Although there is an obvious connection between vv 21 and 22, v 21

can just as easily function as a hinge between the two sections. The thought of vv 15-21 flows right into 5:22-

6:9. This section on the (extended) family, whether it starts at v 21 or v 22 , is the only m ajor section in the body

of Ephesians to begin without a conjunction. It is as if the instruction in the former section is meant to be

“ringing in the ears” of the hearers as they turn to the issue of the family. Consequently, any dramatic break

between the tw o is overdrawn. . . . To view any of these participles as imperatival is to view the passage from

the English point of view only, ignoring the Greek.

From the above, Ephesians 5:21-24 must be seen in the context of believers w ho are  mutually submitting to

one another . Both the husband and wife are voluntarily placing the good of the other first (Eph. 5:21). The

connection between verses 21 and 22 is especially clear when it is noted that in Greek there is no verb in v 22.

Instead, the verb is understood from v. 21. It is also important to keep in mind that this mutual submission

is based on the example of Christ. Wives are to fear (which has the connotation of revering or respecting) the

husband while husbands are to love and sacrifice themselves for their wives as Christ loves and sacrificed

himself for the Church. Wives are submitting to a “headship” love that does not have as it’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 of equals in love.

Another point to note when reading this section is that Paul seems to be selecting the aspect of submission

that is most difficult for each group. One of the m ost difficult things for wives to do is to submit to their

husbands. One of the most difficult things for husbands to do is to love their wives. Likewise, children find

obeying their parents difficult, and slaves found it difficult to submit to their masters, especially when the

masters were unkind.



Ephesians 5:18-33

18 kaiV       mhV mequvskesqe            oi[nw/,          ejn w| /     ejstin    ajswtiva,     ajllaV   plhrou'sqe   ejn pneuvmati,

    and    do not become drunk   with wine,   in which     is     debauchery,  but      be filled   with the spirit

19 lalou'nte"     eJautoi'"       (e jn) yalmoi'"   kaiV   u{mnoi"   kaiV   wj/dai'"   pneumatikai'",   a[/donte"

     speaking   to one another    in psalms     and    hymns    and   songs2      spiritual1,      singing   

kaiV   yavllonte"                         th '/ kardiva /     uJmw'n   tw'/ kurivw/, 20 eujcaristou 'nte"  pavntote  uJpeVr   pavntwn

and  psalming (making music)   in the heart2   your1  to the Lord,     giving thanks        always  for everything

ejn   ojnovmati   tou' kurivou  hJmw'n   jIhsou ' Cristou'   tw' / qew' /   kaiV   patriv. 21  JUpotasso vmenoi    ajllhvloi"

in  the name  of the Lord2   our1    Jesus   Christ       to God   also   Father.        submitting      to one another 

        ejn fo vbw/                    Cristou', 22 AiJ gunai'ke"   toi'" ijdivoi"      ajndravsin   wJ"   tw '/    kurivw/, 

in fear/reverence/respect   of Christ,          wives          to your own    husband    as     to   the Lord,

23 o{ti     ajnhvr      e jstin     kefalhV   th'"   gunaikoV"            wJ"  kaiV  oJ CristoV"  kefalhV    th'" e jkklhsiva",

    for   the husband   is       the head   of    the wom an (wife)  as  also    Christ     [is] head     of the church

   aujtoV"   swthVr  tou'   swvmato":  24 ajllaV  wJ"  hJ ejkklhsiva    uJpotavssetai   tw ' / Cristw' /,    ou{tw" kaiV

he himself  savior   of    the body        but   as    the church         subm its         to Christ         thus   also

 aiJ  gunai'ke" toi'"    ajndravsin    e jn   pantiv.   25 OiJ a[ndre",   ajgapa'te   taV" gunai'ka",   kaqwV" 

the     wives     to   the husbands  in   all things.    Husbands,      love         the wives.         Just as

kaiV  o J CristoV"  hjgavphsen   thVn e jkklhsivan   kai V    e JautoVn    parevdwken    u Jpe Vr au jth'", 

also     Christ         loved          the church        and   him self2    he gave1    on behalf of/for    it.

26 i{na         aujthVn          aJgiavsh/                         kaqarivsa"  tw ' /   loutrw ' /   tou' u{dato"     ejn rJhvmati,

in order that    it2     he might purify/make holy1  cleansing    by the washing   of water   by/through the word

27 i{na             parasth vsh/     aujto V"   eJautw '/      e[ndoxon   thVn e jkklhsivan,   mh V   e[cousan  spivlon    h ] 

in order that   might present2   he1   to himself4   glorious5   the church3   not   having    spot       or

rJutivda    h[   ti    tw'n toiouvtwn,    ajll j  i {na         h\/          aJgi va   kaiV     a[mwmo".       28 ou{tw" 

wrinkle  or  any    such things but   that   it might be   holy   and   unblemished     Thus, so

ojfeivlousin       (kaiV)     oiJ a[ndre"   a jgapa 'n   taV" eJautw'n    gunai'ka"   wJ"   ta V eJautw'n    swvmata. 

should/ought   also   the husbands   love        their own         wives       as    their own       bodies

    o J a jgapw'n          thVn e Jautou'   gunai'ka   e JautoVn      a jgapa'/.    29 oujdei V"   gavr   pote  thVn e Jautou'   savrka 

the one who loves   their own       wife      himself    (he) loves     no one2      for1    ever    his own        flesh

ejmivshsen   ajllaV    ejktrevfei               kaiV    qavlpei   aujth vn, kaqw V"   kaiV   o J Cristo V"

  hated        but   he nourishes/cares   and   cherishes   it.     Just as  also   Christ    [nourishes and cares for] 

thVn   ejkklhsivan,  30 o{ti      mevlh       ejsmeVn   tou'   sw vmato"   au jtou'.  

   the    church     because  members   we are    of        body2      His1

31 ajntiV   touvtou   kataleivyei   a[nqrwpo"   (toVn)  patevra   kaiV   (thVn) mhtevra   kaiV      proskollhqhvsetai 

   for this reason    shall leave2      a man1        the    father   and       mother         and    shall cleave/be united

proV"  thVn   gunai'ka  aujtou',  kaiV       e [sontai       oi J duvo    ei j"    savrka mi van.   32 toV musthvrion   tou'to 

to        the      wife2        his1     and   they shall be    the two  into     flesh one.               a mystery4        this1

   me vga   ejsti vn:   ejgwV   deV              levgw                                    ei j"                   Cristo Vn   kaiV    

a great3     is2         I2     but1  am talking/speaking     concerning/with regards to   Christ     and

     ei j"     thVn   e jkklhsivan.           33 plhVn                  kai V  u Jmei '"    oi J kaq j e {na,   e{kasto"     thVn e Jautou'

concerning   the church.    Nevertheless/however        also  you       to each one        one         of his own

gunai'ka   ou{tw"   a jgapavtw  wJ"  e Jautovn,      h J de V gunhV       i {na              fobh'tai                   toVn a[ndra.

   wife         thus       love        as   yourself.    and the wife   that   should fear/revere/respect  the husband



Ephesians 5:18-33 

Note the difference in how this section is handled in each of the following translations.

New International Version

18 Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to
debauchery. Instead, be filled with the Spirit.
19 Speak to one another with psalms, hymns
and spiritual songs. Sing and make music in
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 to your husbands as 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 her 26 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 his own body, but he feeds and cares
for it, 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. 

New American Standard Version

18 And do not get drunk with wine, for that
is dissipation, but be filled with the Spirit, 19
speaking to one another in psalms and hymns
and spiritual songs, singing and making
melody with your heart to the Lord; 20
always giving thanks for all things in the
name of our Lord Jesus Christ to God, even
the Father; 21 and be subject to one another in
the fear of Christ.

22 Wives, be subject to your own
husbands, as to the Lord. 23 For the husband
is the head of the wife, as Christ also is the
head of the church, He Himself being the
Savior of the body. 24 But as the church is
subject to Christ, so also the wives ought to
be to their husbands in everything. 25
Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also
loved the church and gave Himself up for
her; 26 that He might sanctify her, having
cleansed her by the washing of water with
the word, 27 that He might present to
Himself the church in all her glory, having no
spot or wrinkle or any such thing; but that
she should be holy and blameless. 28 So
husbands ought also to love their own wives
as their own bodies.  He who loves his own
wife loves himself; 29 for no one ever hated
his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it,
just as Christ also does the church, 30 because
we are members of His body.  31 For this
cause a man shall leave his father and
mother, and shall cleave to his wife; and the
two shall become one flesh. 32 This mystery
is great; but I am speaking with reference to
Christ and the church.  33 Nevertheless let
each individual among you also love his own
wife even as himself; and let the wife see to it
that she respect her husband.
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