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EPHESIANS 5:21 –INTRODUCTION 

In Ephesians 5:15-20, we have five main verbs (imperatives).  

1. Be careful how you walk. 
2. Do not be foolish (not thinking). 
3. Understand what the will of the Lord is. 
4. Do not get drunk with wine. 
5. You be filled in spirit. 

The participles in verses 19-20 are supportive of the instruction to be filled in spirit: speaking, singing, 
making melody to yourselves, in the inner recesses of your mind, while giving thanks for all things. 

In verse 21, we have another participle; however, the form changes and the direct object changes from 
“yourselves” to “one another.” It does not fit grammatically or theologically that “being subject” is the 
means for being filled in spirit. This is connected as a contemporaneous action to being filled but leads 
into 22-24. 

Before we can understand the instruction in verses 22-24, we need to examine verse 21. 

EPHESIANS 5:21 – ANALYSIS 

This is an introductory, general statement, and the specific instruction is given later. In other words, this 
verse is the basis for the next section, specifically verse 24 where the church is subject to Christ, also the 
wives to their husbands in everything.  

The direct object of the action of being subject is “to one another.” This ought to cause a pause in our 
minds as we read this. The reason is the typical definition of subject (as a verb) is: 

1. to bring under domination, control, or influence (usually followed by to). 
2. to bring under dominion, rule, or authority, as of a conqueror or a governing power (usually 

followed by to). 
3. to cause to undergo the action of something specified; expose (usually followed by to): to subject 

metal to intense heat. 

The typical use of be subject is to be under the control of another, to obey without question. When wives 
are told to be subject to their husbands, this is typically understood as wives must obey their husbands 
unconditionally. 

In verse 21, it states being subject to one another. How do you do that? This leads us to reexamine “being 
subject”. 

ὑποτάσσω hupotassō – this is a compound word “ὑπό hupo” and “τάσσω tassō.”  

ὑπό - in composition, this preposition typically means “under.” In this word, the understanding of 
“under” remains. 

τάσσω – to bring about an order of things by arranging, arrange, put in place; to give instructions as to 
what must be done, order, fix, determine, appoint 
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Etymology suggests “to come under that which is arranged, put in place, or determined.” 

Looking at “ὑποτάσσω” in various contexts allows us to make some observations: 

Luke 2:51 – Jesus as a youth perpetually placed Himself under the responsibility of His parents. 

Luke 10:1, 8-9, 16-20 – Under the authority of Jesus, when the 70 were sent out, they exercised the 
authority God gave them. When they did that, the demons followed the instructions given to them. 

Romans 13:1-7 – Believers are called to come under the authority of governments, specifically the 
authority that God has commissioned them to exercise.  

They are commissioned to punish evil, charge taxes, and rule without sedition.  While looking 
at “ὑποτάσσω,” we can see that being subject to government is not doing whatever they tell you, 
rather to be under the authority of the government as designated by God. 

1 Corinthians 16:13-18 – Here, Paul, in his final words in this letter, tells the believers in Corinth to 
do all things in love. Then Paul recognizes Apollos and the household of Stephanas who devoted 
themselves to serving the saints. What does Paul tell them to do in response to these men? 

Be subject to such men. Why? They have given rest to both my spirit and yours. It does not say 
because they have authority over them, rather it is because they served them. 

1 Peter 5:5 – Being subject is used in conjunction with humility.  

Questions: 

Are demons under the authority of people? 

Are believers commanded to unquestioningly obey all that governments tell them? 

Do believers unconditionally follow the instructions of men who dedicate themselves to service? 

What then is “ὑποτάσσω?” 

Based upon the etymology, definitions, and observations in the text, we understand “ὑποτάσσω” as 
recognizing the roles and responsibilities of each other and letting each other function in that role and 
following their lead if they have that responsibility. It is vital to understand that this is different than 
obedience (Romans 12:9-13; Philippians 2:1-8). 

We can observe that Jesus’ parents, governments, husbands, and elders are all servant leaders. 
Therefore, submission is not to the person, rather it is recognizing the roles and responsibilities they 
have and following the lead of those who have been given a service by God through Jesus Christ. 

In the fear of Christ – the reason we recognize the roles and responsibilities and follow the lead of those 
who have been given a service by God through Jesus Christ is that we are doing it as to the Lord. It is our 
respect for Jesus that motivates us to serve one another and follow the lead of those who serve. 


