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4.7   “BE SUBJECT TO ONE ANOTHER” (EPHESIANS 5:21)
M E A N S  T H E R E  I S  N O  H E A D S H I P  OR
SUBORDINATION AMONG GOD’S PEOPLE

The quotation in Ephesians 5:21 reads: “Submit to one another out of reverence for
Christ. Wives submit to your husbands . . . “ (NIV). The AV and RV translate as
“subjecting/submitting yourselves to another.” There is a world of difference in saying “to
one another” which is reciprocal, and saying “to another” which implies one party
submitting to another party. That is one problem. The second is to give the verb two
different meanings (1) “submit,” or (2) “be thoughtful and considerate, act in love.”1 Which
translation is correct?

If the verb “subjecting/submitting” always has the connotation of one party
submitting to another party in the sense of a lower rank submitting to a higher, then the
AV/RV is correct. However, if the verb can sustain the meaning “considerateness,
thoughtfulness, an attitude of love toward one another, putting the other person’s interests
above your own,” then the NIV is correct, and the sense would be of “mutual voluntary
submission.”2

Unfortunately for those who wish to give the Greek word “submit” (uJpotassovmenoi)
the meaning “be thoughtful and considerate, act in love” there is no positive support in any
first century Greek document for this meaning, for the term always implies a relationship of
submission to an authority.3

But just suppose for a moment that the Greek word could have the meaning “be
thoughtful and considerate, act in love” while it might “fit” the context of Ephesians 5:21,
this meaning would be nonsense in other texts. Take, for example, Luke 10:17, “The seventy-
two returned with joy, and said, “Lord, even the demons submit to us in your name.” Now, try
substituting the new meaning of “act in love, be considerate” in place of “submit” in the
sentence. It would read:  “The seventy-two returned with joy, and said, “Lord, even the
demons act in love and are considerate to us in your name.” It does not fit.

The verb “to submit” (uJpotassw) occurs 38 times in the New Testament (see Appx E).
In the AV it is translated in the following ways: put under (6x); be subject unto (6x); be
subject to (5x); submit (one’s) self unto (5x); submit (one’s) self to (3x: Eph 5:21; Jas 4:7; 1Pet
2:13); be in subjection unto (2x); and the following occur only once each, “put in subjection
under; be made subject to; subject; be subject; be under obedience; be in subjection to; be made
subject unto.” It can be seen from this variety that a reciprocal meaning is never connected
with the verb “to submit.” As Grudem points out, one thing is constant in every use of the
word in all these relationships: the submission is never “mutual” in its force: it is always
one-way in its reference to submission to an authority.

But all is not lost if we go back to the first problem. If it can be shown that the word
ajllhvloi"  “one another” always has a reciprocal meaning (everyone to everyone), then we
can retain the meaning “submit” but envisage Paul advocating mutual subjection.
Unfortunately always cannot be used with the translation “one another,” in the reciprocal
sense. Grudem has shown it is a fallacy to argue that because ajllhvloi" means “everyone to
everyone” in some verses, it must mean that in all verses. The word must be translated in
two distinct senses according to the context, (1) “one another,” which is two-way, and (2)
“one to another,” which is one-way. The examples of its one-way use are numerous.4 For
example, in Revelation 6:4, “to make men slay one another,” means, “so that some would
                                                                        
1 Mary J. Evans, while agreeing that there is an element of subordination in the term hypotassõ sees the main idea as

‘mutual adaptation and co-ordination’ (“A Response to L. Birney’s ‘The Role of Women in the New Testament
Church,’” Journal of the Christian Brethren Research Fellowship 33 [December, 1982] 33-40, esp. p. 39).
Unfortunately, she does not give any contexts in classical or biblical literature where this meaning occurs.

2 This concept is unambiguous in 1 Cor 10:24 (eJautou' . . . eJtevrou). Paul illustrates how an apostle can be all things
to all men without losing his authority as an apostle in the context of 1 Cor 9:19-23.

3 See Grudem,Wayne, “The myth of ‘mutual submission,’” Council for Biblical Manhood and Womanhood News,
October, 1996, Vol. 1 No. 4, pp. 1-4.

4 I am indebted to Grudem’s article (op. cit.) for the following examples.
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kill others” (not “so that every person would kill every other person,” or, “so that every
person being killed would “mutually” kill those who were killing them,” which would
make no sense. In Galatians 6:2, “Bear one another’s burdens” does not mean “everyone
should exchange burdens with everyone else,” but rather, “some who are more able should
help bear the burdens of others who are less able.” In 1 Corinthians 11:33, “when you come
together to eat, wait for one another” means, “some who are ready early should wait for
others who are late.” There are many other examples where the word “one another” simply
cannot mean that “everyone does something to everyone else,” because the sense of the
context simply will not allow that meaning (see Mt 24:10; Lk 2:15; 12:1; 24:32, etc.). In these
verses “one another” means, “some to others.” So the AV/RV is correct in the translation of
1 Corinthians 11:33 as  “wait/tarry  one for another,” and in Eph 5:21, “submitting
yourselves one to another” is the only coherent translation given that the verb “submit” is
always one-way, and the word ajllhvloi" permits a one-way meaning of “to another.” Since
Paul is aware that good order in the church at Ephesus is dependent on its members
rendering to some in their midst due respect and reverence his meaning, then, is “submitting
yourselves to another [some to others] in the fear of Christ.”

Grudem’s arguments for this translation are very convincing. He strengthens it by a
second line of  exegesis, namely, if everybody is to submit to everybody, then why go on to
list pairs of persons between whom there is an existing authority relationship? And why
always put the weaker member first: wife-husband; child-parent; slave-master? Why did
Paul not tell the parent to obey the child, the husband to obey the wife, the master to obey
the slave, if the Greek really meant “mutual submission”? Also why, after he has asked
the weaker member of the pair to submit to the stronger, does he then address the stronger
member in a manner that reminds them not to abuse their stronger position in the
relationship? If the word does not mean “submit” but “be considerate,” the logic of the
context is lost. It only makes sense once we recognise that the pairing shows that authority
structures are in view.

Another argument used to support the idea of equality between all believers is the
priesthood of all believers.5 This has been answered by L. Wm Countryman.6
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5 See Stephen F. Townsend, “Women in the Church—Ordination or Subordination?” Evangel 15 (1997) 10-21.
6 L. W. Countryman, “Christian Equality and the Early Catholic Episcopate,” ATR 63 (1981) 115-138, esp. pp. 128-

136. It is sometimes argued that if women have a call from God the church has no business in closing the door on
her vocation (see Ursula Roberts, “The Ordination of Women to the Priesthood,” Church Quarterly Review 117
[1933/1934] p. 6). Lord Cecil Hugh replied: ‘I cannot believe in the reality of a vocation which is contrary to the
teaching of the Bible and the church’ (“The Ordination of Women to the Priesthood,” Church Quarterly Review
117 [1933/1934] p. 23).


