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Ephesians 5:22-24 
 

The word “submission” has become the focus of the feminist movement and is quite possibly one of 

the most despised words among women today. But that’s because the meaning of submission has 

been become grossly distorted. The psalmist tell us, “As for God, His way is perfect; the word of the 

Lord proves true” Psalm 18:30. What Paul does in our text this morning is apply the principle of 

mutual submission (relational harmony v.21) to husbands and wives (5:22-33), parents and children 

(6:1-4), and masters and servants (6:5-9). Here, Paul instructs husbands and wives with respect to 

their God-given roles. Wives are to humbly submit to their husbands, and husbands are to 

sacrificially love and lead their wives. Let’s turn our attention to our text for this morning. Paul, 

writing under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, pens the following words: 
 

Submitting to one another out of reverence for Christ. Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to 

the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife even as Christ is the head of the church, his 

body, and is himself its Savior. Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit 

in everything to their husbands.  Ephesians 5:21–24  

 

I. IN GOD’S WISDOM, HE ORDAINED A DIVINE ORDER IN THE MARRIAGE RELATIONSHIP (v.22a) 

Wives, submit to your own husbands,  

 

WHAT DOES “SUBMIT” MEAN 

 

The word "submit or subject" is the word, (uJpota¿ssw) hupotasso. Hupotasso is a compound word 

from two Greek words, the word “hupó,” which means “under,” and “tasso,” which means to “set in 

place” or “arrange in an orderly fashion”. In other words, the word means to place under in an 

orderly fashion. God is a God of design, purpose, and order. In God’s unerring wisdom, He has 

ordained an ordered equality in the marriage relationship. Husbands and wives are equal in the sight 

of God - both are image bearers. Paul isn’t saying that husbands are elevated and wives are 

oppressed. There is absolute equality of value, but at the same time there is absolute uniqueness of 

role. There is a designed distinction in the way which a husband and wife are to relate with one 

another.  

 

 

 

 



WHEN DID SUBMISSION BEGIN 

 

Wayne Grudem says: 

 

The idea of headship and submission existed before creation. It began in the relationship between 

the Father and Son in the Trinity. The Father has eternally had a leadership role, an authority to 

initiate and direct, that the Son does not have. Similarly, the Holy Spirit is subject to both the 

Father and Son and plays yet a different role in creation and in the work of salvation.  

 

When did the idea of headship and submission begin then? The idea of headship and submission 

never began! It has always existed in the eternal nature of God Himself. And in this most basic of 

all authority relationships, authority is not based on gifts or ability (for the Father, Son, and Holy 

Spirit are equal in attributes and perfections). It is just there. Authority belongs to the Father not 

because he is wiser or because He is a more skillful leader, but just because he is the Father.  

 

Authority and submission between the Father and the Son, and between both Father and Son 

and the Holy Spirit, is the fundamental difference between the persons of the Trinity. They don’t 

differ in any attributes, but only in how they relate to each other. And that relationship is one of 

leadership and authority on the one hand and voluntary, willing, joyful submission to that 

authority on the other hand.1 

 

SUBMISSION APPLIES TO ALL BELIEVERS 

 

It’s important that we note that the theme of submission in Scripture, though it is focused on wives in 

our present text, is not isolated to wives. Submission is something all Christians are called to do. 
 

• We are all called to submit to the governing authorities (cf. Romans 13:1-7, 1 Peter 2:13–17).  

• Children are to obey their parents (cf. Ephesians 6:1-3, Colossians 3:20).  

• Within the Body of Christ, all believers are to submit to one another (Ephesians 5:21).  

• The Centurion in Matthew 8:9 told Jesus, “I to am a man under authority…” 

• Jesus yielded to the will of His Father when He laid down his life for us. He said, “Father, if 

you are willing, remove this cup from me. Nevertheless, not my will, but yours, be done” 

Luke 22:42. 

 

Ray Stedman says, “We must remember that this is an application of [a] general principle. Subjection, 

therefore, is not merely to be on the part of one alone, but, in the case of Christian husbands and 

wives, is to be done by both. The husband is to subject himself to the wife as much as the wife is to 

                                                             
1 Wayne Grudem, The Key Issues in the Manhood-Womanhood Controversy, and the Way Forward, p.51. 
 
2 John Piper, This Momentary Marriage (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 2009), 95.  



the husband. The method will differ according to the sex, but the principle is the same for each. It is 

well to bear this in mind. What the apostle will now go on to spell out for us is what, exactly, this 

means for each one. How does the wife subject herself to the husband, and how does the husband, 

on the other hand, subject himself to the wife, out of reverence for Christ?” 
 

WIVES, SUBMIT TO YOUR OWN HUSBANDS   (Singularity of submission) 

 

Notice that Paul says, “ Submit to your own husbands…” This means that there is a uniquely fitting 

submission to your own husband that is not fitting in relation to other men.2 Ladies, you are not 

called to submit to all men the way you do your husband. You are called to be submissive to the 

man that God has gifted you with. What does submission mean for a wife in marriage? John Piper 

helpfully defines submission as “the divine calling of a wife to honor and affirm her husband’s 

leadership and help carry it through according to her gifts. It’s the disposition to follow a husband’s 

authority and an inclination to yield to his leadership.”3 That is the beauty of God’s design. 

Unfortunately, the beauty of God’s design has been misapplied in more than a few marriages.  

 

WHAT SUBMISSION DOESN’T MEAN 

 

1. Submission doesn’t mean subservient. It’s not synonymous with inferior, less important, or lacking 

dignity and value.   

2. Submission doesn’t mean that a wife becomes a slave. Quite the opposite is true. A wife who is 

humbly submissive to her husband is never freer, because it is only then that she is able to 

become everything God intended her to become.  

3. Submission doesn’t mean that you follow blindly and absolutely. Ultimately, Christ is the wife’s 

final authority. As a part of Christ’s church, she is His bride chiefly. As a wife follows her calling to 

submit in marriage, she is ultimately submitting to Christ. 

4. Submission doesn’t mean you are called to submit to every man.  

5. Submission doesn’t mean putting the will of your husband above and before the will of Christ. 

6. Submission doesn’t mean that a wife is dependent exclusively on her husband for spiritual growth.  

7. Submission doesn’t mean that a wife should act out of, or live in, a state of fear towards her 

husband.  

8. Submission isn’t a call to follow your husband into sin (cf. Acts 4:19-20).  

9. Submission doesn’t mean that a wife never has a say or isn’t able to express her opinion. Solomon 

says, “She opens her mouth with wisdom, and the teaching of kindness is on her tongue”  

Proverbs 31:26. 

10. Submission doesn’t mean that a wife shrivels up and allows her gifts and abilities to become 

dormant. (Proverbs 31 wife is industrious)4 
                                                             
2 John Piper, This Momentary Marriage (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 2009), 95. 
3 John Piper, This Momentary Marriage (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 2009), 101. 
4 A few helpful resources: 
John Piper, Six Things Submission is Not (http://www.desiringgod.org/articles/six-things-submission-is-not) 



WHAT IF MY HUSBAND IS NOT A BELIEVER 

 

For those of you ladies who are married to an unbeliever, you have a unique opportunity. It’s not an 

opportunity that Scripture ever tells us to seek out, but it’s a reality that some wives find themselves 

in. If you are married to an unbelieving husband, Peter has some helpful counsel for you. He says, 

“Likewise, wives, be subject to your own husbands, so that even if some do not obey the word, they 

may be won without a word by the conduct of their wives, when they see your respectful and pure 

conduct” 1 Peter 3:1-2. I think this text can be interpreted in two ways: 1. The wife who is married to 

a believer who is momentarily acting in disobedience toward God’s Word and, 2. The wife who is 

married to an unbeliever who is perpetually acting in disobedience to God’s Word.   

 

WHY ISN’T SUBMISSION EASY 

 

Wives, you need to know that following your husband won’t always be easy – Amen? Sin has taken 

what God designed for good and has distorted it. Turn to Genesis 3:16 for a moment. Moses, 

recounting God’s curse of sin wrote, “To the woman he said, “I will surely multiply your pain in 

childbearing; in pain you shall bring forth children. Your desire shall be for your husband, and he 

shall rule over you.”   

 

The word “desire” is usually connected to emotions, but that’s not what God is talking about here. 

The word “desire” has a root that means to “seek control” or to “master”. The same word is used in 

Genesis 4:6-7. Cain had brought an offering that consisted of the fruit of the ground and God didn’t 

accept it. Moses writes, “[Then] the Lord said to Cain, “Why are you angry, and why has your face 

fallen? If you do well, will you not be accepted? And if you do not do well, sin is crouching at the 

door. Its desire is for you, but you must rule over it” Genesis 4:6–7   

 

 In other words, sin’s desire is to master you, but you must master it. The word “desire” in Genesis 

3:16 means that because of Adam, wives, you have a hard-wired disposition or desire to rule over 

your husband. That’s why Paul addresses wives first in these verses.   

 

You will be tempted at times to be discontent, dissatisfied, and rebellious toward God’s design for 

you as a helper and follower of this man. If your mind strays from God’s truth, it will become easy to 

revert to the world’s view that differing roles means that you are less valuable. In these moments of 

temptation, be quick to remind yourself that the Lord Jesus Himself, though He is Himself God, 

willingly submitted Himself to the Father’s will. Being submissive to your husband requires death to 

self. It means that you will have to wake up every morning and put your own will and your own 

ways in the grave. And husbands, lest you think your wife is the only one who has to wake up each 

day and die to herself, let me remind you of Jesus’ call to, “lay down your life for your wife” (cf. 

Ephesians 5:25).  
                                                                                                                                                                                                                           
Wayne A. Mack, Strengthening Your Marriage (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 1999), 15-30. 



 

Ladies, when you are tempted to look at other wives and think to yourself, “If my husband were even 

remotely like her husband, it would be a whole lot easier to live out God’s call to be submissive,” 

think about this simple truth: 

 

When you look at someone else’s life,  

Thinking that it’s better than your own,  

Just remember what God’s given you  

Was designed for you alone. —Hess  
 
APPLICATION FOR UNMARRIED LADIES 

 

A couple practical thoughts for you unmarried ladies. 1. Until you have a husband, Christ is your 

husband. Submit yourself whole-heartedly to Him. 2. Choose your husband wisely. The man you 

choose is the man that you will be called to submit to for life!  

 

 

A. A SUMBMISSIVE WIFE IS MOTIVATED BY THE WORSHIP OF CHRIST (v.22b)  

as to the Lord. 

 

Look at the last phrase in verse 22. Paul says that a wife is to submit to her husband “as to the Lord”. 

Some have mistakenly interpreted this phrase to mean that a wife is treat her husband as she treats the 

Lord. Paul isn’t saying, “Treat your husband as a Lord,” but rather, “Your submission to your husband 

should be carried out as worship to the Lord. In other words, humbly submit to your husband as an act 

of love to the Lord. Jesus said, “Whoever has my commandments and keeps them, he it is who loves 

me” John 14:21. Ladies, consider this, it’s not the worth of the husband, but rather the worth of the 

Savior that calls for submission. 

 

Wives, you will struggle to be humbly submissive to your husband if you are not first daily 

submitting to the authority of Christ in your life. It’s only when you are daily dying to self (cf. 

Galatians 2:20), gratefully presenting yourself as a living sacrifice to God (Romans 12:1), and 

yielding to the indwelling Spirit of Christ (cf. Ephesians 5:18), who gives us both the desire and the 

power so that you can carry out the call to willingly put yourself under your husband’s authority. 

Warren Wiersbe notes, “When a Christian wife submits herself to Christ and lets Him be the Lord of 

her life, she will have no difficulty submitting to her husband.5  

  
 

 

                                                             
5 Warren W. Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary: Vol. 2 Ephesians – Revelation (Colorado Springs, CO: David C. 
Cook, 1989), 50.  



B. A SUBMISSIVE WIVE HAS THE HONOR OF REFLECTING THE BEAUTY OF CHRIST AND THE 

CHURCH (v.23-24) 

For the husband is the head of the wife even as Christ is the head of the church, his body, and is 

himself its Savior. Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit in everything 

to their husbands. 

 

GODLY SUBMISSION BEAUTIFULLY REFLECTS THE GOSPEL 

 

Paul tells us that the purpose of marriage is to reflect the gospel. Look at verses 23-24. He says, “For 

the husband is the head of the wife even as Christ is the head of the church, his body, and is himself 

its Savior. Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit in everything to their 

husbands.” 

 

A husband’s call to lead and a wife’s call to submit reflect the relationship between Christ and the 

Church. The unique, God-given roles that husbands and wives have in marriage serve as a living 

representation of the gospel. The husband models the love that Jesus portrayed in laying down his 

life for the Church and a wife models the Church’s submission, truth and respect to her Bridegroom. 

Just as the Church follows Jesus as her Head and uses her gifts to carry out His mission in this world, 

so wives are called to respect and yield to their husband’s headship as they use their gifts to 

complement his leadership in their marriage and family. 
 
No other relationship this side of eternity so fully mirrors God’s purposes in the universe as the 

marriage relationship. When a wife is willingly, lovingly, and gratefully submitted to her husband, 

and a husband is laying down his life in sacrificial leadership for his wife and family; something of 

the nature of the gospel is made clear both in the family and to a watching world. When they are 

functioning in light of their design, a husband and wife shine like a bright light in this dark world, 

pointing others to the grace of God.  

 

GODLY SUBMISSION IS AN ACT OF FAITH 

 

Submission also reflects the gospel in that it’s an act of faith. When a wife humbly submits to her 

husband, she is in effect placing her trust in God, because there is an inherent danger in submitting 

to others. It’s the danger that the party being submitted to might take advantage of the one who is in 

submission to them. You see, a wife’s willing submission to her husband requires faith in the 

sovereignty of God over her marriage. She must trust that God is working in the life of her husband 

and that he is walking in humble submission to Christ. Husbands, is that you? Are you walking in 

humble submission to Christ? Are you yielded to Him? Are you growing as an imitator of God (5:1)? 

Are you walking in the light (5:8)? Are you walking in wisdom (5:15)? If so, you’ll never have to coax 

your wife into submission. She will gladly follow. Husbands, you have the weighty responsibility of 

leading and loving in such a sacrificial way as makes it your wife’s greatest joy to submit to your 



headship over your home. The husband who demands his wife’s submission but does not 

recognize his own obligation to submit to Christ, distorts God’s standard for the marital relationship 

and cannot function optimally as a Christ-like, godly husband. Godly submission is an act of faith for 

both a wife and a husband, and that faith mirrors the faith the redeemed Church has in her 

Bridegroom – Jesus Christ.  

 

WHAT DOES GODLY SUBMISSION (IN EVERYTHING) LOOK LIKE 

 

Paul says, “As the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit in everything to their 

husbands.” We’ve talked about what submission means and what it doesn’t mean. We’ve talked 

about the fact that a wife’s submission must be motivated by worship. We’ve talked about the fact 

that a wife who willingly and lovingly submits to her husband’s sacrificial leadership is a reflection 

of the gospel. Let me take the time we have left this morning and try to paint a picture of what godly 

submission should practically look like in your home.  

 

1. Godly submission looks like a heart that honors and respects your husband.  

Wives, you have a high calling from God to your husband. You need to know that your husband 

has a deep-rooted need to be respected by you. He needs to know that you trust his leadership; 

he needs to know that you are willing to follow him as he follows the Lord. He needs you to 

encourage, champion, respect, and honor him, to be his biggest fan, and never to degrade or 

belittle him.  

 
 
 

a. Respectful Thoughts� 

What comes into your mind when you think about your husband? I pray that you will never 

have a lack of God-honoring thoughts toward him. Don’t forget that as you think, so you will 

speak and act. In other words, the way you think about your husband will directly influence the 

way you speak to him and act towards him. Though he is undoubtedly imperfect, let me 

encourage you to dwell on his strengths and God-given giftedness rather than on his 

weaknesses. As often as he comes to mind, take a moment and thank God for the wonderful gift 

He has given to you in your husband.  
 

b. Respectful Words  

�Wives, let me encourage you to commend your husband and encourage him whenever and 

wherever you can. Never belittle him or speak ill of him – not to him and not to others. There is 

scarcely a greater lie than the old adage, “Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words 

will never hurt me.” There is great power in your words. Paul reminds us in Ephesians 4:29 that 

there is no such thing as a neutral word. Every word that we speak will either serve to build up 

or tear down. Champion your husband when you see evidences of God’s grace in his life – 



generally speaking, he won’t receive that in the workplace. Remind him often, and specifically, 

how thankful you are for him. Gently remind him of God’s Word when he loses perspective.  

 
c. Respectful Deeds�  

Not only have you been called to respect your husband with your thoughts and words, but also 

in your actions. Be intentional in looking for way that you can serve him. Be the Proverbs 31:12 

wife who does her husband good, and not harm, all the days of her life. Be creative in thinking 

of ways you can bless him. Leave him notes of encouragement. Ask him how you can pray for 

him. Love him loud and clear. Follow him with a surrendered heart!  

 

2. Godly submission looks like a heart that willingly follows your husband.  

Wives, you have been called by God to follow your husbands loving and sacrificial leadership in 

your life. Submission and headship are not theological words for inferiority and superiority. Wives, 

you are not lesser than your husband, but rather distinctly different in your God-given role. You 

have been given the wonderful privilege of following your husband as he follows Christ (1 

Corinthians 11:1).  

 

Nowhere is the husband commanded to force his wife into submission. Rather, the wife is 

commanded to willingly make herself submissive. It’s interesting to note that the word “submit” is 

in the middle voice in the original language. We only have two voices in the English language – 

the active voice and the passive voice. The active voice is used when the subject performs an 

action. Example: She loved him. The passive voice is used when the subject undergoes an action. 

Example: She was loved. But Koine Greek, unlike English, has a third voice referred to as the 

middle voice. It’s between the active and passive. The middle voice is used to refer to an action 

that is carried out by oneself to oneself. That is the voice Paul uses here in Ephesians 5:22-24. The 

emphasis of the text is, “Wives, (willingly) submit yourselves to your own husbands.” So the 

meaning of submission is not an inferior to a superior. It is of two equals. But the wife humbly 

chooses, for the sake of God’s design, to do what honors Him and her husband, and is good for 

herself.   
      

Many of you have probably referenced a Matthew Henry commentary at some point in your 

Christian life. If not, add him to your list Godly men to read! Henry, as a poor young man, met a 

young lady of nobility in London. He fell in love with her and she, despite her prominent status, 

fell in love with him. When she went to her father to tell him about Henry, he tried to discourage 

her saying, “That young man has no background. You don’t even know where he came from.” 

She answered, “You’re right, I don’t know where he came from, but I know where he’s going and 

I want to go with him.” Likewise, wives, humbly, willingly, lovingly, freely, and excitedly follow 

your husband’s leadership in your home.   

 



3. Godly submission looks like a heart that wants to do your husband good always (cf. Proverbs 

31:12).  

Not only only is the word “submit” in the middle voice, signifying an action done willingly by 

oneself to oneself, but it’s also in the present tense. This means that humble submission to your 

husband is to be a continuous action – a lifestyle. Wives, God is calling you to live in a state of 

submissiveness to your husband. Not when you feel like it, or when you think he deserves it.  

 

God hasn’t only called you to live in humble submission to your husband when things are going 

well. God didn’t say, “Submit to your husband when you feel like it.” He didn’t say, “Submit to 

your husband when your marriage is happy.” He didn’t say, “Submit to your husband when it’s 

easy.” He didn’t say, “Submit to your husband when he is leading and loving you like Christ.” 

Though he should be striving for that as a man whom will one day give an account. That’s not 

what Paul is saying here. Rather, he is saying in all things, in all ways, in all seasons, in all 

attitudes, in all dispositions, there should be a yielding - a glad-hearted submission - to the 

husband that God has sovereignly given you.  

 

4. Godly submission looks like a heart that comes alongside your husband with a joyful attitude. 

Think about Christ… how did He serve the Father? Was it in a spirit of resignation, servility, or 

heaviness? No, He served the Father with overflowing gladness. He delighted to do the Fathers 

will. David recorded these words concerning Christ, “Behold, I have come; in the scroll of the 

book it is written of me: I delight to do your will, O my God; your law is within my heart” Psalm 

40:7–8. Wives, is your attitude toward your husband – though he fails often – one of joy and 

gladness. Do you see him and his leadership as an undeserved grace of God in your life? Ladies 

your husband, warts, failures, flaws and all, is a gift of God to you. I know you may not always 

feel that way.  

 

Do you thank God for the gift he has given you in your husband? Let me encourage you to ask 

God for a spirit of thankfulness for your husband. A thankless wife is a bitter wife and a thankful 

wife is a joyful wife. To the degree that you are thankful, you’ll have a joyful attitude and 

disposition toward following your husband’s lead. Make no mistake about it, living out our unique 

God-designed roles in marriage isn’t easy, but it’s glorifying to God and good for you.  

 

CLOSING BENEDICTION: 

As we bring our corporate worship to a close this morning, hear this benediction from Psalm 18:30, 

“As for God, His way is perfect; the word of the Lord proves true.” And all God’s people said, 

“Amen!” Go in peace. 

 


