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Submission 

 

  The spiritual exercise of submission stands a good chance of being misunderstood.  

To be sure, it is one of those principles which has been abused and misused through the 

years in a good many marriages, in religion and in families.  Furthermore, it could not be 

more counter-cultural to today’s “Have it Your Way” culture where the ultimate offense is 

in having to accept something against one’s desires.  However, there could not be a more 

“freeing” practice than the purposeful practice of submission as it relates to spiritual 

growth.  How could submitting one’s will be freeing?  Richard Foster writes…  

“[Submission] is the ability to lay down the terrible burden of always needing to get 
our own way.  The obsession to demand that things go the way we want them to go is 
one of the greatest bondages in human society today.  People will spend weeks, 
months, even years in perpetual stew because some little thing did not go as they 
wished.  They will fuss and fume.  They will get mad about it.  They will act as if their 
very life hangs on the issue.  They may even get an ulcer over it.  In the Discipline of 
submission, we are released to drop the matter, to forget it.  Frankly, most things in life 
are not nearly as important as we think they are.  Our lives will not come to an end if 
this or that does not happen.” 
 

 One of the ways this idea of submission is misunderstood in our culture is in the 

concept hierarchy and authority.  That is, we are accustomed to submitting to those in 

authority over us.  Scripture affirms this in several places, especially as it relates to the 

government authorities who have a responsibility over us (Rom. 13) and also to church 

leaders who have a spiritual responsibility to us (Heb. 13:17).  However, it is the idea of 

mutual submission that is most striking.  Paul writing to the Ephesians mentions the 

marriage relationship and says, “Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ.”  He 

continues the teaching by emphasizing wives submitting to husbands but also husbands 

loving their wives as Christ loved his church, by giving himself up for her.  The idea is 

mutual submission to one another, serving one another, not “Who’s the Boss?” 

 The key verse for the biblical understanding of submission is Jesus’ astounding 

statement, “If any man would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his 

cross and follow me.” (Mark 8:34)  We in today’s world almost instinctively react 

strongly against such a statement.  We are much more comfortable talking about self-

fulfillment or self-actualization.  The thought of self-denial just doesn’t sound like a lot of 



fun.  Yet it was exactly this kind of self-denial and submission to God that allowed Jesus to 

give his life for us that we might live.  His attitude is described profoundly by Paul in Phil 2. 

Phil 2:2-8 
 3 Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better 
than yourselves. 4 Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the 
interests of others. 5 Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: 6 Who, being in 
very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, 7 but made 
himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. 8 And 
being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death- 
even death on a cross! NIV 
 
And in the garden as he submitted himself to God. 
Matt 26:39 
 "My Father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken from me. Yet not as I will, but as you will." 
NIV 

 
What does this concept of submission look like in your life?  Foster calls us to 

consider what submission to God looks like for us?  … to Scripture?   … to our family, as in 

our spouse and our children?  … to our church family, the community of believers to which 

we belong?  … to our world and to our community?  What purposeful choices can we make 

to surrender our will in order to serve those area of our lives?  How might that free us from 

the burden of always having to have our own way? 

 
Discuss: 

 
Read Mark 8:34 

1. What stipulations did Jesus call for in the one who would choose to become a 
follower?   

2. How are these ideas contrary to popular thought today? 
 
Re-read Phil 2:2-8 

1. Vs. 6 states that Jesus did not consider equality with God something to be “grasped.”  
The word translated ‘grasped’ is the word harpagmos and was the idea of being 
‘seized’ or ‘held onto tightly.’  In other words, Jesus was equal with God but willingly 
let it go in order to submit.  Here’s the question:  Why did Jesus do it?  Did he have 
to?  Was he compelled to by God?  Why did he submit to God’s will? 

2.  Vs. 7 states he ‘made himself nothing’.  Literally the original word kenosis there 
means that he ‘emptied himself’.  What did Jesus empty himself of?  His submission 
cost him something! 

 
Read Ephesians 5:21-33; Rom. 13:1-6; Hebrews 13:17&18 

1. What difference would this idea of purposeful submission look like in the areas 
identified by the verses above?  … in your marriage?  … in our nation?  … in the 
church? 

 
  


