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THE PRISON EPISTLES 



EPHESIANS 5:18-33



The Setting of Ephesians
The general attitude toward family in Ephesus at the time of Paul’s writing was that the 
husband led the family with absolute authority, and the wife and children were understood 
to be the husband’s possessions (Marshall, 2004).

During the time of Paul, Ephesus was the fourth largest city in the world, with a 
population of 250,000 people. It was the leading city in the province of Asia. At the center 
of cultic life in Ephesus was the Temple of Artemis. Women priestesses oversaw the 
worship of the Artemis shrine. This empowered some of the women in Ephesus to be 
independent and live outside the general social norms of Greco-Roman society. Exactly 
how large this segment of the female population was during the first century is debated 
(see Baugh).
Also, walking onto the scene in Ephesus (and other cities in the East) was the “new 
Roman woman.” She was an independent woman who had no desire to submit to her 
husband or follow the social mores of the Roman Empire. She did not see herself as the 
property of any man, and she wasn’t afraid to express her freedom in public.



Paul was working in the culture of his day. His ideas 
were subversive to the current norms of his day; 
however, they fell short of calling for an open 
revolution. Paul’s ideas of a husband loving his wife, a 
father not exasperating his children, and all disciples 
submitting to one another out of reverence for 
Christ were subversive.



However, one fact, to be applied to all of Paul's 
statements, must be noted: He expected the 
imminent return of Christ. All his 
pronouncements on social relationships and other 
ethical issues are flavored by this conviction that 
Christ would soon return and earthly history 
would be culminated. We must always view Paul 
against this, his eschatological horizon.



ENCOURAGEMENT TO SUBMIT TO AND 
LOVE ONE ANOTHER



EPHESIANS 5:18-21
And do not get drunk with wine, for 
that is debauchery, but be filled with 
the Spirit, 19 addressing one another 
in psalms and hymns and spiritual 
songs, singing and making melody to 
the Lord with your heart, 20 giving 
thanks always and for everything to 
God the Father in the name of our 
Lord Jesus Christ, 21 submitting to 
one another out of reverence for 
Christ.



EPHESIANS 5:22-24
Wives, submit yourselves to your 
own husbands as you do to the 
Lord. 23 For the husband is the 
head of the wife as Christ is the 
head of the church, his body, of 
which he is the Savior. 24 Now as 
the church submits to Christ, so 
also wives should submit to their 
husbands in everything.



SUBMISSION?



Submission is best explained by Mark 8:34-35
“Then he called the crowd to him along with his 
disciples and said: "Whoever wants to be my 
disciple must deny themselves and take up their 
cross and follow me. 35 For whoever wants to 
save their life will lose it, but whoever loses their 
life for me and for the gospel will save it.”



Self-denial is the willingness to consider the needs 
of others above our own self-interest. It is a 
commitment to live in relationships where the 
worth of all persons is valued and where "getting 
my own way" gives way to considering the 
concerns, needs, and interests of others.



We are commanded (not just women, but all 
persons—men and women, parents and children, 
masters and slaves) to live a life of submission not 
because of our station in life, but because Jesus 
lived a life of submission and showed that such is 
the only way to "find life."



Wives were to be subject to their husbands not because that 
was a part of the natural order, but because submission is the 
style of all Christians. When wives and others began to live this 
way, the status quo was deprived of its divine sanction, of its 
inherent rightness and permanence, and a revolution of mutual 
respect, affirmation, and service began. As will presently be 
seen in Paul's admonition to husbands, there are no "high" or 
"low" positions in Christian marriage and home, nor in the 
entire Christian family. A new order has been born in which all 
participants regard themselves as servants of one Master, Jesus 
Christ, and give themselves in mutual service to one another 
because of Him.



EPHESIANS 5:23

23 For the husband is the head of 
the wife as Christ is the head of the 
church, his body, of which he is the 
Savior. 



Kephalḗ Examined
First, much has been written to support the view that kephalḗ here means “source” or “origin” (Kroeger, 
1993), (Padgett, 2011), (Mickelson, 1986), (Payne, 2009). If this view is accepted, then the husband is not the 
head of the wife as the authoritative head, but he is the “source” or “origin” of the wife.
Supporters of this view note the following:
1. They point to other metaphorical uses of kephalḗ (1 Corinthians 11:3; Colossians 2:19; Ephesians 
4:15–16), which reads better as “source” or “origin.” This is stated as proof that kephalḗ should not always 
mean “head” or “authority.”
2. They prefer the Lidell & Scott lexicon to Bauer’s lexicon because it does not give “authority” as a 
translation for kephalḗ.
3. The Septuagint translated the same metaphor of head as leader/authority using a different word (archon) 
109 times compared to kephalḗ 9 times.
4. In Ephesians 5:21–33, Jesus is the head of the church by taking care of her, not by lording it over her.
5. “Submit to one another” in verse 21 virtually reduces the direction for the husband in verse 22 to 
mutual submission.
6. Spiritual leadership in the Bible is always presented as servant leadership, not as hierarchal or 
authoritarian leadership.
7. The admonition for a husband to submit, while not explicitly stated, is implicit in verses 21, 25, 28, and 
33.



Kephalḗ Examined
Second, there are others who support the view that kephalḗ here 
means, “head, leader, or one bearing authority” (Marshal, 2004), 
(Knight, 1991), (Grudem, 2002 & 1991), (Tucker, 1986). This view 
states that “headship” implies authority. Wayne Grudem is a major 
advocate of this view. He states that kephalḗ can mean “authority 
over” (Piper & Grudem, Appendix 1).
However, it is possible for someone to hold this position of 
“headship” and maintain that marriage works as a partnership where 
both partners have equal input and both partners work together for 
the benefit of the marriage. Even if kephalḗ means “authority over,” 
one still has to look at the type of authority described in the passage, 
i.e., the authority of Jesus, who came as a servant.



Kephalḗ Examined
1. The wife is called to submit to her husband as to the Lord (v. 22). This is authoritative.
2. Christ is the head of the church (v. 23) and exercises authority over her (Ephesians 
1:22), so the husband, as head, must also be recognized as the authority over his wife.
3. The wife is called to submit to her husband in everything. This is absolute. This directive 
is consistently taught in Scripture (Ephesians 5:22; Colossians 3:18; 1 Peter 3:1; Titus 2:4).
4. The focus throughout this passage is one of submission, especially of the wife to her 
husband as her head (vv. 22–24).
5. The other uses of kephalḗ in Ephesians are more aligned to “authority” or “first in rank” 
versus “source.”
6. The evidence to support that kephalḗ means “source” is weak and unpersuasive. Wayne 
Grudem has found that there are only two examples from ancient literature that support 
this view (and both are inconclusive). The evidence to support kephalḗ as “authority over” 
is substantial. Forty-nine specific ancient texts have been cited. (Piper & Grudem, 
Appendix 1)



Kephalḗ Examined

The other uses of headship in Paul’s writings are consistent with the view that kephalḗ 
means “authority.”
The reference to the headship of Jesus over the church is used in 1 Corinthians 11:3; 
Ephesians 1:22, 4:15; and Colossians 1:18. The passages in Ephesians illuminate the meaning 
of “headship.” For example:
• Ephesians 1:22 – “And God placed (hupotássō) all things under his feet and appointed 
him to be head (kephalḗ) over everything for the church.” (NIV2011)

God has placed all things (v. 21, “all rule and authority, power and dominion, and every 
name that is invoked, both the present age and in the one to come”) under Jesus’ feet. 
This means that Jesus has authority over everything (Matthew 28:18) including the church. 
Thus the church submits to the headship of Jesus (Dawes, 1998). Boles (1993) agrees that 
Paul’s usage of headship in Ephesians 1:22 is conclusive in supporting the idea of “head” or 
“leader” in Ephesians 5.



EPHESIANS 5:25-30
Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the 
church and gave himself up for her 26 to make her 
holy, cleansing her by the washing with water 
through the word, 27 and to present her to 
himself as a radiant church, without stain or 
wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and 
blameless. 28 In this same way, husbands ought to 
love their wives as their own bodies. He who 
loves his wife loves himself. 29 After all, no one 
ever hated their own body, but they feed and care 
for their body, just as Christ does the church— 30 
for we are members of his body.



Husbands (v. 25) are to love their wives just as Christ loved 
the church and gave himself up for her. Paul draws another 
parallel here. As Christ is to the church, the husband is to 
be to his wife. Note that this directive does not allow the 
husband to be domineering or excessive in his use of 
authority in the relationship. In fact, the path of the love of 
Christ is the way of submission, subordination, self-sacrifice, 
humility, and servant leadership. There is no hint of 
oppressive patriarchy or domineering hierarchy in the way a 
husband relates to his wife, because he loves her with agape 
love just like Christ loves the church.



II. Inaugurated Eschatology: The Now and the Not Yet
 There have been different approaches to the understanding of biblical 
eschatology in the past, but the standard position with respect to what 
Christians experience today and what was experienced in the New 
Testament, is what can be called “inaugurated eschatology.” 
Inaugurated eschatology embraces the idea that the future kingdom of 
God and his salvation was brought into the world with the first coming of 
Jesus Christ. While this part of redemptive history has been “realized” in 
Christ (i.e., the securing of salvation, Christ’s sacrifice for sins,
etc.), there is still a “still-to-be-realized” aspect of Jesus’ “redemptive 
work”. There is what is understood as a “now” and “not yet” with respect 
to the fulfillment of the kingdom of God and the end of the age.



II. Inaugurated Eschatology: 

There is a New Creation that has begun but which is
overlapping with the Old Creation in dynamic tension. This new age 
invaded the world in Jesus Christ and continues to do so through the 
Church.

This overlapping of the ages began with Christ’s first coming and will end 
with Christ’s second coming. The first age (the age of the Old Creation) 
will end at the second coming and the new age (the age of the New
Creation) will be consummated at the second coming.



II. Inaugurated Eschatology: 

 To illustrate this “already but not yet” concept a bit let us consider the 
following:

Rom. 8:15 states that sonship has already come (“the Spirit you received 
brought about your adoption to sonship”)21 yet in Rom. 8:23 it says that 
“we wait eagerly for our adoption to sonship”. In 2 Cor 1:21c-22 it states 
“He . . . set his seal of ownership on us, and put his Spirit in our hearts as a 
deposit, guaranteeing what is to come.” Note how sonship is present but 
not complete (cf., Eph 1:14). 



Eph. 1:7 says redemption is already here (“In him we have 
redemption through his blood . . .”) but in Eph. 1:14 and Eph. 
4:30 it talks about a coming day of redemption for us and is 
thus not yet here (cf., Col. 1:14 and Rom. 8:23). So, we are 
redeemed but not yet fully redeemed. 

Canham succinctly states it this way: “The kingdom of God 
is both present (Rom 14:17; 1 Cor 4:20; 10:11; Col 1:13) 
and yet to be consummated (1 Cor 6:10-11; 15:50; Gal 5:21; 
Eph 1:21; 2:7).”



Over and Under-Realized Eschatology 

While there does exist the already/not 
yet aspect of eschatology in the New 
Testament there also can be found what 
might be called instances of 
“over-realized eschatology” as well as 
“under-realized eschatology”. 



Eschatologically, marriage will end at the termination of this Old 
Creation. During the overlapping of the ages before the New 
Creation is consummated, however, marriage in Christian lives, as 
part of inaugurated eschatology in this present age, is to be 
transformed by imitating Christ in his husbandship with the 
Church. The figurative marriage relationship with Christ and the 
Church will be what continues into the fully realized New Creation 
while marriage as we know it today in this present Old Creation 
age will cease. It is interesting how the “now and the not yet” of 
the New Creation invades this age but is not complete during the 
Old Creation age. 



” So, while there is an invasion of the New Creation into 
the Old Creation, this does not dissolve relational
order in marriage in the “now and the not yet” intersection 
with the Old Creation. Hence, while marriage is part of the 
Old Creation and will pass away, that does not happen until 
the consummation of the new age. In like manner, headship 
of man in marriage relationships is not dissolved until the 
consummation of the age because marriage continues until 
the end of the Old Creation.



To dissolve it would seem to be taking part in what is called 
“over-realized eschatology.” To not embrace the commands 
in this passage in a Christian marriage with respect to those 
given to both husbands and wives as well as to not embrace 
the modified understanding of headship authority during 
this present Old Creation age would be an act of
“under-realized eschatology.”





EPHESIANS 5:31-33
"For this reason a man will leave his 
father and mother and be united to his 
wife, and the two will become one 
flesh." 32 This is a profound 
mystery—but I am talking about Christ 
and the church. 33 However, each one 
of you also must love his wife as he 
loves himself, and the wife must 
respect her husband.



In verse 33, Paul concludes his discussion on marriage. The 
marriage relationship must be one of love and respect. The 
husband must love and care for his wife as he lovingly cares 
for his own body, and the wife must respect and submit to 
her husband. The primary beneficiary of each command is 
the other spouse. The husband benefits when the wife 
submits to him, and the wife benefits when the husband 
loves her. Thus, each role in marriage fulfills the direction to 
submit to one another out of reverence for Christ.


