Ephesians 5: Role of Women in Ministry
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Eph 5:18-24 …always giving thanks for all things in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ to God, even the
Father; and submitted yourselves to one another in the fear of Christ, wives, to own (dative, pl.) husbands as
to the Lord. For a husband is head of the wife as even Christ is head of the church, Himself Savior of the
body. Therefore, as the church subjects itself to Christ so even the wives to the husbands in everything.
“It is as if the instruction in the former section is meant to be ‘ringing in the ears’…as they turn to the issue of
the family.” --Wallace’s Greek Grammar, p. 651
The former section included instructions for being controlled by the Spirit, the final participle of which
instructed all believers to submit to one another in the fear of Christ.
Eph 5:22: “The wives (submitting yourselves) “to the own” (pl.) husbands as to the Lord.”
This major section of Ephesians…
begins with a dependent clause—in the middle of a sentence
borrows its implied verb from a middle/passive participle (submitting yourselves) in the
previous verse
Has an understood gentle imperative force
Includes no main verb. While some manuscripts have a main verb added here, the
oldest, most reliable readings exclude it.
Eph 5:25-27 “Husbands love your wives, just as Christ also loved the church and gave Himself up for her that
He might sanctify her…that He might present to Himself the church in all her glory, having no spot or
wrinkle, but that she should be holy and blameless…”
Paul avoids talking directly with the wives, while not holding back with the men. Proportion of space
devoted to instructing husbands compared to wives shows Paul is comparatively very easy on wives
here.
What does “Submit” mean?
When marriage is the topic, we find this in the Bible:
“Submit” appears 4x in reference to wives, zero times in reference to husbands (other than the general
“submitting” we see in Eph 5:21, which is women and men in the church)
“Love” appears 3x in reference to husbands, once for wives
“Submit” does not occur frequently in the LXX
It occurs rather often in the New Testament
The original Greek word is hupotasso which means “to rank under,” or “to come under authority”
Often used in military contexts to describe soldiers who are “under rank” or troops in a support
position
However, a fundamental principle of interpretation: The way a word is used reveals its meaning.
Words have meaning in context. Therefore, we need to study usage and context every bit as much as a
dictionary.

Strong’s: “Non-military use of ‘submit’ is different.” In such cases it was “a voluntary attitude of
giving in, cooperating, assuming responsibility, and carrying a burden.”
Grammatical structure supports this.
Marriage context further supports this.

Contexts for Submission
Oppressive

Benefits ruler

Dominative

Harms subordinate; benefits ruler

Caretaking/
patron

Benefits subordinate

Unifying

Benefits both; exists for unity, higher cause
--Source: Stephen Clark Men and Women in Christ

Which of these four contexts best fits marriage and the Christ/church submission?
Kittel: “[It] does not mean so much ‘to obey’—though this may result from self-subordination—or to
do the will of someone but rather ‘to lose or surrender one’s own rights or will.’”
Some samples from non-Pauline use:
Jesus is submissive to his parents (Luke 2:51)
Spiritual powers submit to Jesus (1 Peter 3:22)
Demons submit to disciples (Luke 10:17)
In Pauline use:
Son submits to the Father (1 Cor. 15:28)
Citizens to government ( Rom. 13:1,5)
Congregational members to church leaders (1 Cor. 16:15–16)
Members to each other (Eph. 5:21)
Church to Christ (Eph. 5:24)
Wives to their own husbands (Eph. 5:24)
“The nature of a relationship determines the expression of submission… Marriage is not a military or business
relationship, but a one-flesh relationship based on mutual love and self-giving. Marital submission is not like
military submission.” –DTS grad, Dr. Gary Inrig, Whole Marriages in a Broken World
Some observations about this Ephesians passage:
Submit (verb) is not the counterpart to the head (noun).
The body (noun) is the counterpart to the head (noun).
Submit (verb) is not the counterpart to head (noun) but to “phileo" (verb).
Not a lead/follow picture. A self-emptying mutuality picture (for both).
Quiz: Match up the parts from Paul’s words in this passage:
1. Body

a. Sacrifice

2. Submit

b. Love

3. Respect

c. Head

Answers:
1-c; 2-a; 3-b
Assess the SBC Statement based on these answers:
“A wife is to submit herself graciously to the servant leadership of her husband.”
They answered 2-c.

Result:
Bodyless head
Submission without sacrifice as counterpart
Respect/love left out
We lose the husband’s picture of Christ’s sacrifice.
We also lose the picture of a peer voluntarily letting go of the rights of equality. That picture exchanged for a
leader/follower picture. Thus losing Phil 2 imagery about what Christ did for the church.
In both cases, we lose the picture of Christ and the church that Paul intended, and which he said is what
marriage is to picture.
What we could do with the leftover pieces: The husband is to sacrifice for the bodyship of his wife...?
Some observations:
Head does not mean leader here. It means head on a physical body. It’s a savior, not a leader
illustration
Remember...Kittle (p. 45): describes submission as a “readiness to renounce one’s own will for the
sake of others”
Submission/respect and sacrifice/love = two pictures of self-emptying
Jesus and Submission:
“…Christ Jesus, who did not regard equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied Himself, taking the
form of a bond-servant, and being made in the likeness of men. And being found in appearance as a man, He
humbled Himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross…” (Phil 2).
Peer equality
Voluntarily put self under will of the Father for His glory and our good
Requires more humility than in a hierarchy
What marital submission is NOT:
The sum total of what a wife is.
The wife’s role…any more than these roles:
Co-ruler (Gen 1)
Helper (Gen 2; ezer) to one needing help
Woman of valor (Prov 31)
Strong (Prov 31:25)
Co-inheritor (1 Pet 3:7)
To picture how the church relates to Christ (Eph 5:22)
Submission is NOT:
Obedience, though it may look like it
Complying with all the husband’s preferences
Being fearful, timid, dainty - Victorian
Enabling or tolerating abuse, sin
Paul goes out of his way to use a different word from “obey” as the imperative for the wife. When he does use
“obey,” it is descriptive, not prescriptive in describing what a woman chose to do:
Eph. 5; Col. 3
Wives submit
Children obey
Slaves obey
1 Peter 3
Wives submit (imperative)
Sarah obeyed (descriptive)
Submission is…

Giving away power
Voluntary humbling
Respecting, honoring, self-sacrificing
Part of a unity picture, not a power picture
A picture of how the church relates to Christ
Libanius, a fourth century pagan rhetorician: “What women these Christians have!”
So…what does head/Savior mean?
“For a husband is head of the wife as even Christ is head of the church, Himself Savior of the body” (5:23).
Paul uses the appositive “Himself Savior of the body” to qualify what head represents:
Husband = head

Christ = head

Savior

Wife = body

Church = body

Body

Dr Gordon Fee: “Savior” = the most common designation for the emperor. Used of God in the Old
Testament (as God my Savior).
Back up a chapter in Ephesians to see how this has played out:
Eph 4:15-16 Speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in all into Him, who is the head, even Christ, from
whom the whole body, being fitted and held together by that which every joint supplies, according to the
proper working of each individual part, causes the growth of the body for the building up of itself in love.
The application for the husbands is parallel to how Christ is head as described here. Both use metaphor
of a human body.
Both God’s purpose for the church and for marriage (the Christ-picture of the husband with the wife)
is to bring the body, tenderly to maturity in the development of itself.
In the same way Christ sacrifices to the point of death, the husband sacrifices himself to the point of
death to purify his wife and present her in glory. The remaining context goes on to elaborate on this
exact point with “loving” and “giving” being key verbs.
“Because members we are of His body. For this reason, the man shall [not commanded but gnomic]
leave behind the father and the mother and he shall be cleaved [passive] to his wife and shall become
the two into flesh one.”
Note final emphasis on oneness.
Paul continues: “This mystery is great; but I am speaking into Christ and into the church.”
Lest we think his emphasis is about marriage, Paul clarifies: he is now revealing something that was
before hidden.
God created marriage to picture the unity of Christ and the church.
The entire book of Ephesians has emphasized unity.
Whereas earlier in the book it was Jews and Gentiles united in Christ (“one new man”), here we see
husbands and wives united to picture God’s love.
Marriage is not an end in itself; rather, its ultimate end is to picture the relationship of Christ
and the church.
“The main point: even you (all) as one, each his own wife should love as follows: Love as himself. And the
wife see to it that she fear the husband.”
Again, husband gets the imperative
Wife’s instruction is toned down
Thus the wife submits as to the Lord. And the husband nourishes, cherishes, knits and joins her to himself, as
a head does to a body. Ultimately he gives up his life for her. Put this all together and the marriage pictures
Christ and the church. Thus, it is built up in love, and ultimately grows and matures. Paul seems to have
neither the ideas of “leadership” nor “sourceship” in mind when he uses the word kefalh (head).
Egalitarians via mutual submission as marital ideal lose the picture of Christ laying down His life.
Traditionalists by a leader/authority picture lose the one-flesh picture of Christ nourishing and growing
the body, as well as sacrificing himself.
Both lose the picture of what the husband is to model about Christ.
Marriage is a stunning picture of Christ and the Church.

