
Submit to One Another
Ephesians 5:21

I plan two more sermons in this series of one another 
commands, today and next Sunday.  That will total twenty 
sermons, going back to the beginning of last August.  I hope that 
length of time and breadth of topics has given you a sense of how 
comprehensive these one another commands really are, how 
much a priority the Bible gives to us in terms of living out our 
relationships with one another within the church, as believers.  

I have organized these sermons with some sense of flow and 
progress, beginning with the foundational emphasis upon the 
reality that we are members of one another.  We belong to one 
another.    In the explicit words of,

Eph. 4:25  “…we are members of one another.”

Also,
Rom. 12:5  “…so we, being many, are one body in Christ, and 

individually members of one another.” 

With that sense of belonging comes many responsibilities, and 
that’s been our focus these several months.  For example, serve 
one another.  Encourage one another.  Bear with one another.  
Bear one another’s burdens.  Forgive one another.  Pray for one 
another.  Then two more general applications of God’s law, be 
truthful to one another and be kind to one another.  Now, in 
conclusion, I come to two one another commandments that seem 
to encompass all the others, a summary, a comprehensive 
summary.  Next week that focus will be “love one another.”  I 
mentioned early on in this series that would be the conclusion, for 
all of these sermons, all of these one another commands, are but 
the exposition and application of Jesus’ definition of the second 
great commandment,

Matt. 22:37 “‘You shall love the LORD your God with all your 
heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ 38 This is the first 
and great commandment. 39 And the second is like it: You shall 
love your neighbor as yourself.’ 40 On these two commandments 
hang all the Law and the Prophets.” 

Today I have an additional summary statement for these one 
another commands, complementary to the command to love, but 
distinct and well worth our focus.  So to summarize all that the 
Bible teaches us about our relationships to one another, I 
proclaim to you the exhortation of,

Eph. 5:21 “…submitting to one another in the fear of God.”

That exhortation comes in this broad context of Paul’s 
instructions to Christians,

Eph. 5:15  “See then that you walk circumspectly, not as fools 
but as wise, 16 redeeming the time, because the days are evil.17 
Therefore do not be unwise, but understand what the will of the 
Lord is. 18 And do not be drunk with wine, in which is dissipation; 
but be filled with the Spirit, 19 speaking to one another in psalms 
and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody in 
your heart to the Lord, 20 giving thanks always for all things to 
God the Father in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, 21 
submitting to one another in the fear of God.”

Walk circumspectly.  Wisely.  Cautiously.  Carefully.  
Thoughtfully.  And what does that mean?  Well, don’t be drunk…
Rather, give praise to God, “speaking to one another in psalms 
and hymns and spiritual songs.”  And then, as if Paul were 
referring to the first great commandment there to love God with all 
your heart, he then addresses the responsibilities of the second 
great command to love your neighbor with those words, 
“submitting to one another in the fear of God.”
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So that’s our summary for today.. submitting to one another in 
the fear of God.  But what does that mean?  Let me start with an 
explanation and exposition of,

I. THE BIBLICAL CONCEPT OF SUBMISSION.
Submission means that you recognize the authority of 

someone else, that you honor and respect that authority; that you 
submit, giving preference to the one in authority over you rather 
than exercising your own independent and autonomous will, 
which, if you did, would then rightly be called rebellion.  That’s a 
serious thing, a grave offense.  As Ephesians 5 continues from 
those verses I have read, we certainly see that,

A. Submission is prescribed within specific examples of 
our human relationships.

There are other places in the Bible that this is taught as well, 
but consider this context.  We read in,

Eph. 5:22  “Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to the 
Lord. 23 For the husband is head of the wife, as also Christ is 
head of the church; and He is the Savior of the body. 24 
Therefore, just as the church is subject to Christ, so let the wives 
be to their own husbands in everything.”  

Then we read,
Eph. 6:1  “Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is 

right. 2 “Honor your father and mother,” which is the first 
commandment with promise: 3 “that it may be well with you and 
you may live long on the earth.”

The categories of relationships requiring submission goes on,
Eph. 6:5  “Bondservants, be obedient to those who are your 

masters according to the flesh, with fear and trembling, in 
sincerity of heart, as to Christ.”

So in the family, there are relationships that call for 
submission, which defines both a godly wife and godly children.  
In relationships of service, which admittedly meant a form of 
slavery in Roman times, there was also to be submission.  I 
believe the best applications of that principle today is in the area 
of employment, when you choose to be a servant of an employer.  
That requires a recognition of authority.

The Bible also prescribes the exercise of authority with 
corresponding submission in two other categories, with respect to 
the civil government and with respect to the government of the 
church.  So we read,

Rom. 13:1  “Let every soul be subject to the governing 
authorities. For there is no authority except from God, and the 
authorities that exist are appointed by God.”

And then, with reference to those who exercise the authority of 
government in the church, we read,

Heb. 13:17  “Obey those who rule over you, and be 
submissive, for they watch out for your souls, as those who must 
give account. Let them do so with joy and not with grief, for that 
would be unprofitable for you.”

All of those examples define well-ordered life, life in the family, 
life in the church, and life in general society.  Without that practice 
of submission, life will fall apart—life in the family, life in the 
church, and life in general society.  I want to rightly and 
appropriately emphasize all of that.  And yet, those examples of 
submission are examples of a broader subject, a broader context 
of submission.  One that Paul identifies as mutual, submit to one 
another.  Thus,

B. Submission must also be understood in a broad and 
mutual context.
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Look at Ephesians 5 carefully.  I already read verses 15 
through 20.  The context is as broad as it could be, referring to 
the whole of life, the whole of your life on earth, as many days 
and years as the Lord allows you to live, limited, of course, by our 
own mortality.

v.15  “See then that you walk circumspectly, not as fools but 
as wise, 16 redeeming the time, because the days are evil.  17…
understand what the will of the Lord is.”

Those verses trace back to what Paul has written in,
Eph. 4:1  “I, therefore, the prisoner of the Lord, beseech you to 

walk worthy of the calling with which you were called.”

So this is how we are to live as Christians.  This is how we 
redeem the time.  With respect to one another, it means that you 
submit to one another.  What follows, beginning with verse 22 in 
Ephesians 5, is a subcategory of that.  An specific example under 
that broad category, and there should not be a paragraph break 
with verse 22, as if some new topic were being introduced.  The 
broad subject is mutual submission, submit to one another.  
Underneath that concept are the specific examples of wives and 
then children.  

In verse 22, the Greek word “submit” is not even repeated.  
The sentence just picks up where verse 21 left off, the governing 
verb to submit in verse 21 is simply implied in verse 22, with the 
sense of, “and also, wives, to your own husbands.”  So submit to 
one another.  Then, as a tangible example of that broader 
principle, wives to your own husbands and children to your 
parents.  Thus the broader context remains the emphasis, the 
broader category is stressed, the category of mutual submission.  
With that stress, there is, then, these necessary and important 
categories within the family and society which Paul sees fit to 
note for our instruction.

My point is that the biblical concept of submission is, at is root, 
a broad and mutual obligation of God’s people.  I affirm all those 
specific examples, and believe them to be essential to life, but the 
concept of submission is greater than those particular examples.  
The biblical concept of submission those particular, specific 
relationships is grounded in this broad and mutual submission we 
are to exercise toward one another.  So what does that mean?  
What is,

II. THE EXPRESSION OF MUTUAL SUBMISSION.
Well, we’ve been answering that question through this whole 

series of sermons.  All these sermons have emphasized an 
aspect of what mutual submission is all about, hence my 
declaration that this subject today is one of a summary of all that 
has gone before.  Thus,

A. Your responsibilities to one another are 
comprehensive.

There isn’t just a short list of simple duties that you can 
perform outwardly and externally in order to fulfill this 
commandment.  Submitting to one another includes those 
particular categories I’ve mentioned, in the family, in the church, 
with the civil authorities, and in the context of your service as an 
employee.  But there is much more to it than merely those things.  
We’ve been looking at what it means throughout this whole series 
of sermons, and I certainly could have added more.  

We came back to Romans 12 repeatedly during these 
sermons, and that chapter certainly addresses the 
comprehensive duties of mutual submission.  For example,

Rom. 12:10  “Be kindly affectionate to one another with 
brotherly love, in honor giving preference to one another….16 Be 
of the same mind toward one another.”
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Let me go a step deeper, however, in terms of your own 
character.  Not just the performance of your duties to one another, 
but where that comes from.  And the consistent emphasis is this,

B. Your responsibilities to one another are grounded in 
your own humility.

So what is required in this mutual submission is not just a list 
of duties and obligations.  Not just a list of rules, things you have 
to do.  Rather, what is required is the godliness of your heart.  
And the biblical emphasis of that godliness is upon humility.  It is 
not a minor matter, but at the very essence of what it means to be 
a Christian, to live as a Christian.  Going back to,

Eph. 4:1  “I, therefore, the prisoner of the Lord, beseech you to 
walk worthy of the calling with which you were called, 2 with all 
lowliness and gentleness, with longsuffering, bearing with one 
another in love, 3 endeavoring to keep the unity of the Spirit in the 
bond of peace.”

How do you walk worthy of your calling as a Christian?  With 
lowliness and gentleness.  In other words, with humility.  
Lowliness of mind, a willingness to view yourself with that sense 
of sincere and genuine humility.  Peter says the same thing in,

1 Peter 5:5  “Likewise you younger people, submit yourselves 
to your elders. Yes, all of you be submissive to one another, and 
be clothed with humility, for “God resists the proud, But gives 
grace to the humble.”

Do you see the connection there between submission and 
humility?  And the comprehensive call of humility, be clothed with 
humility, covered with it.  And then only will you know and receive 
his grace, for “God resists the proud, But gives grace to the 
humble.”

There is, of course, much in the Bible to warn us about pride.  

What a deadly vice it is, and what a danger to human 
relationships.  The pride of life, which, as John puts it in 1 John 2, 
“is not of the Father but is of the world.”  It is of the devil.  Thus 
we read in,

Prov. 8:13  “The fear of the LORD is to hate evil; Pride and 
arrogance and the evil way And the perverse mouth I hate.”

Prov. 16:18  “Pride goes before destruction, And a haughty 
spirit before a fall.”

So, in order to give preference to one another, there must be 
in you, by the work of God’s grace, a humble spirit.  “Whoever 
exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will 
be exalted.”

So all of these things with regard to your responsibilities to 
one another depend upon your own exercise and practice of 
humility.  To review a bit from previous sermons in this series, let 
me explain and expound just a bit further about what that humility 
is all about.  Specifically,

C. Your responsibilities to one another are the evidence           
of your willingness to give honor and preference to others.

If you push me to define very specifically what mutual 
submission is all about, it would be here.  The willingness to give 
honor and preference to others.  And the Scripture is pretty plain 
and straightforward about that.

Rom. 12:10  “Be kindly affectionate to one another with 
brotherly love, in honor giving preference to one another.”

In honor, giving preference!  That’s mutual submission.  It 
means I am willing to honor you.  I am willing to give preference 
to you, to defer to you.  And you are willing to do the same with 
me.
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So we read very plainly,
Phil. 2:3  “Let nothing be done through selfish ambition or 

conceit, but in lowliness of mind let each esteem others better 
than himself. 4 Let each of you look out not only for his own 
interests, but also for the interests of others.”

Esteem others better than yourself, in your own humility.  Give 
preference to one another.  Look out for the interests of others, 
not those of yourself.  That’s the radical demand of the gospel 
upon the lives of God’s people.  And there is reason to give such 
honor and preference to others, based upon the conviction of the 
equality you share with others.

D. Your responsibilities to one another are the   
outworking of your essential equality with one another.

The relationships in which we are called to submit don’t define 
and essential inferiority, there is no superiority in the one 
responsible to exercise authority.  There is equality, ontological 
equality, as it is often well put that we share with our fellow human 
beings.  So we read,

Gal. 3:26  “For you are all sons of God through faith in Christ 
Jesus. 27 For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have 
put on Christ. 28 There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither 
slave nor free, there is neither male nor female; for you are all 
one in Christ Jesus.”

So even when you are held responsible by God to exercise 
authority, you do it with the reality of equality in our essential 
nature.  Husbands, parents, elders, rulers, and employers.  
Authority doesn’t render you superior to the one under your 
authority, it simply invests you with responsibility which God 
assigns to you with that authority.  And yet, the emphasis in 
Scripture remains these one-another commands, these 
commands of mutual submission and mutual honor.  And our own 

catechism well understands this, when it identifies not only the 
duties of the one who exercises authority and the one who 
submits to it, but also the duties we owe to our equals.  Question 
131 of the Larger Catechism is this, “What are the duties of 
equals?”  And the answer, “The duties of equals are, to regard the 
dignity and worth of each other, in giving honor to go one before 
another; and to rejoice in each others' gifts and advancement, as 
their own.”

So we note that all of these one another commands, 20 of 
them in this series of sermons, all these duties are those ways in 
which we are to related to our equals.  Thus in that broadest 
sense, we exist as humans beings created in the image of God 
and live together as equals. “There is neither Jew nor Greek, 
there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female; 
for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” 

I could, of course, continue with that list with good and 
appropriate emphasis.  There is neither rich nor poor, there is 
neither intelligent and not-so-intelligent, there is neither beautiful 
and not-so-beautiful, there is neither old nor young, there is 
neither educated nor uneducated, there is neither athletic nor 
clumsy, there is neither extrovert nor introvert, there is neither 
outgoing nor shy, tall or short, strong or weak, married or 
unmarried.  “You are all one in Christ Jesus.”  What a marvelous 
perception of who we are as God’s people.  We are all one in 
Christ Jesus, equal in essence.  Equal in standing before God, for 
we all stand before him on exactly the same basis—that you have 
Jesus.

Let me tie all of this together with one final point, a reminder 
about the man Jesus, Jesus with reference to his humanity, his 
human nature.  And the point is this, that,
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E. Your responsibilities to one another were perfectly 
exemplified by Jesus.

Let me go back to Philippians 2.  “In lowliness of mind let each 
esteem others better than himself.”  That’s what we read.  But let 
me read what follows that exhortation to us as God’s people.

Phil. 2:5  “Let this mind be in you which was also in Christ 
Jesus, 6 who, being in the form of God, did not consider it robbery 
to be equal with God, 7 but made Himself of no reputation, taking 
the form of a bondservant, and coming in the likeness of men. 8 
And being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself 
and became obedient to the point of death, even the death of the 
cross.” 

You, if you think that there is some sort of inherent contraction 
between the call to exercise authority or submit to that authority, 
with the call to mutual submission, then you don’t understand 
Jesus.  Jesus had all authority in heaven and on earth, it was 
given to him, as he expressed it to his disciples when he gave 
them the great commission to go into all the world and makes 
disciples.  We read in Ephesians 1 that God the Father…   

Eph. 1:20  “…raised [Jesus] from the dead and seated Him at 
His right hand in the heavenly places, 21 far above all principality 
and power and might and dominion, and every name that is 
named, not only in this age but also in that which is to come.  22 
And He put all things under His feet, and gave Him to be head 
over all things to the church, 23 which is His body, the fullness of 
Him who fills all in all.”

And what do we read about that same Jesus, the one who 
truly was equal with God?  “He made Himself of no reputation, 
taking the form of a bondservant, and coming in the likeness of 
men.  And being found in appearance as a man, He humbled 
Himself and became obedient to the point of death, even the 
death of the cross.” 

He became a servant to those he came to save.  He refused 
to exercise his rights and his authority as the son of God, and 
chose instead to consider others more important than himself.  
Beloved, “Let this mind be in you which was also in Christ Jesus.”

This is how you redeem the time, how you make the best use 
of the days and years of life which God gives to you on this earth.  
Not just by giving thanks and praise to the God of your salvation, 
but also by “submitting to one another in the fear of God.”
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