
Ephesians 5:21-6:9 
Submit to one another 

Introduction to series 
This is a three-week mini-series on relationships in the light of the gospel. These 
relationships follow what is called the “household code”. This goes back as far as the 
philosopher Aristotle, as recorded by Plato. They were described as Husband-Wives; 
Parents-Children and Masters-Slaves. The more important relation was always first. This was 
seen in the Greco-Roman world as a rights-responsibilities; the rights of the first person and 
the responsibilities of the second. These were not equal relationships.  

Paul does two very interesting things firstly, he begins with an overriding principle. This is 
found in Ephesians 5:21. “Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ.” This is based 
on the first two verses of this chapter.  

“Follow God’s example, therefore, as dearly loved children 2 and walk in 
the way of love, just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a 

fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.” 

So these relationships are based on our love for Christ and therefore our reverence for Him. 
Submission is not the same as in wrestling where the person submits under duress. This is a 
radical choice that all members of the community make “in reverence for Christ”, who 
“loved us and gave himself for us”. Therefore, our mutual submission is based upon Christ’s 
sacrifice 

The second interesting things is Paul reverses the order of the relationships; i.e. Wife first 
then husbands; children and parents and slaves first and masters. This is destroys the rights-
responsibilities dynamic ALL have the responsibility to submit to one another. One does not 
have rights and the other responsibilities; both are residing under grace. The responsibility is 
the same for all, to submit to each other. The way each submits may be different but the 
submission is the same. 

 

  



Ephesians 5:21-33 
Wives and Husbands 
Read the passage 

 Share how this makes you feel as a woman or as a man 
 

 In the Roman world, the context in which this was written, women had no status or 
rights. They were virtually the property of the man. The following quote is from the 
Greek Philosopher, Aristotle, 
 

Of household management we have seen that there are three parts—one 
is the rule of a master over slaves… another of a father, and the third of a 

husband. A husband and father rules over wife and children…although 
there may be exceptions to the order of nature, the male is by nature 
fitter for command than the female, just as the older and full-grown is 

superior to the younger and more immature… 

This was Paul’s context.  

 In the light of this, how does this change your view of what Paul says? 
 

Submission is not as in wrestling that somebody submits under duress. Verse 22 does not 
contain the word “submit”. It simply says, “yourselves to your own husband” This is a 
voluntary act to be done “in reverence to Christ” (vs. 21) 

Note: “Head” does not have to do with direction in the sense of a “source”. This means that 
the husband should be the source of life of the wife. This is further emphasised in the 
husband’s role of loving the wife (vss. 26b-27). 

 
 The husband also has the responsibility to submit to his wife. The way he does so by 

loving her as Christ loved the church (vs. 25).  
 

In both cases it is Christ’s relationship to the believer. Paul doesn’t say, “wife submit to your 
husband because he deserves it!” 

 
  



Ephesians  6:1-4 
Children and parents 
Read the passage 

Share how this makes you feel as a parent or a child.  

In contrast to respect that the wife is to have, the children’s submission is to ‘obey’. The 
obedience, however, is ’in the Lord’. This phrase connects the submission to the Gospel. It is 
right to obey parents, ‘in the Lord’. This relates back to 5:21 and the phrase ‘out of 
reverence for Christ’. Again, the injunction is not ‘because the parents deserve the 
obedience’. 

 How do these phrases change the environment of the child’s submission? i.e. in the 
child’s attitude towards their obedience.  

Paul then quotes from Exodus 20:12, saying the to ‘honour your father and mother’ is the 
first commandment with a promise. Although the second commandment has both a threat 
and a promise (Exodus 20:5b-6) Paul must mean first in importance in regard to obedient 
children. The promise is that ‘you will live long in the land.’ This is not a promise of longevity 
for each obedient child but for the society as a whole but ‘social stability to a community’ 
(Stott) for a society that has a strong family life. 

 In what ways can you see the stability of a community undermined by a broken 
family life? 
 

 What does this mean for us, in what every situation we find ourselves in [single, 
married without children, with children, divorced, widowed, etc]? 

In a Roman family the father had complete control over the children. He even could have 
them executed if the disobeyed! Here there is mutual submission to be fostered. The father 
has a responsibility; not to exasperate the children. The word in Greek is related to the word 
to ‘provoke to anger’. It is the responsibility of the parent to foster the environment where 
children will want to obey, not out of fear but because ‘it is right.’ 

 How do you this can be achieved by parents? 

The final instruction is to ‘bring them up in the training and instruction of the Lord’. The 
word translated ‘bring them up’ means to ‘nourish’. It can be used for physical nourishment 
but here it is to nourish and nurture in the Christian faith. 

 The relationships between parents and children is one of mutual responsibility, not 
just obedience and ordering. How can we, practically, nurture this in our own 
families? 

 

 



Ephesians 6:5-9 
Slaves and masters 
Background to slavery in the Greco-Roman World 

It was estimated that 85-90% of the inhabitants of Rome and the provinces were slaves. 
Ephesus was built on the backs of the slaves and as an important port between Rome and 
the east, it was a center of commerce, bureaucracy and religion. Slavery was one of the 
most important institutions for maintaining the structure of society. They worked within the 
system but they were victims of the system.  

Aristotle called slaves "human tools, not people," their children were not free but the 
master's property (the largest source of slaves were sometimes raised as animals), they 
were also prisoners of war or piracy taken from their countries, sometimes moved 
thousands of miles and denied their freedom.  

All this, for ancient society, was considered the natural state of the world. One is born free 
and another a slave. It's how the world was created. The most natural thing.  

 What systems of injustice exist today? 

This passage can also be applied to the powerful and the powerless. 

 In your experience, do feel powerful like the master or powerless like the slave? 
 
This service that the slave has to perform for the master is not because the master has a 
right to it or because it is your destiny to be a slave or it is the nature of the world or that 
the master is a good guy but you fear and respect the Lord. The slave is told, he or she must 
serve the master well because he is really serving the Lord Jesus Christ. The “human tool” 
has become God’s servant. 
 

 This a hard word for the slave. How does this change the relationship between 
master and slave? 

 
The master is called to (1) act towards the slave as God acts towards slave or free who 
rewards impartially (6:8); and (2) recognise that the master also has a master (6:9).  
 

 How do you think that this would change the relationship between the powerful and 
powerless? 

 
“Do not threaten them” takes away the main way in which masters could make slaves work. 
The master must trust the righteousness of God in this situation; that he will reward 
impartially. 
 
“In civil law, the slave has no rights as against his master, but under Christianity the 
obligations are reciprocal.” (Beare)  
 

 What does this passage say about how God wants us to act if we are powerless? 



 What does this passage say about how God wants us to act if we are powerful? 
 
In commenting on these verses and slavery, John Stott said that the gospel with its teaching 
on equality and justice, “lit a fuse which at long last led to the explosion which destroyed it.” 
(John Stott) 
 

 Are there systems of oppression today that could be transformed by the way, we 
Christian act as powerful and powerless people? 

 How do we apply this for our own lives today? 
 
 


