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Preface  
 
This paper is an extended defense of my claim made at the end of chapter 7 in From Genesis to Junia, 
where I briefly argued that Paul wrote his household code (Eph. 5:21-6:9), in part, “to defend the 
early church against outside accusations that they were a seditious movement seeking to completely 
overturn Roman household values.”1 I go on to suggest:  
 

Paul and Peter were deeply concerned with the church’s reputation with outsiders, 
specifically how it was affected by household relationships. I think Paul had this concern in 
mind in Ephesians 5. He didn’t completely ditch Greco-Roman expectations for household 
relations. Rather, he adopted a form of household management familiar to his culture—
husbands are the head, and wives are called to submit—but he reconfigured what these 
concepts mean through the lens of the gospel.2 

 
Understanding Paul’s Ephesian household code along these lines suggests that he chose his language 
of headship and submission, in part, to stave off suspicions that the church was a seditious 
movement seeking to completely overturn Greco-Roman household values.   
 
 

Introduction  
 
The phrase “household code” (from the German Haustafel) refers to an ancient literary trope, which 
described ethical guidelines and expectations for relationships within the ancient household. 
Aristotle, who is believed to be the main catalyst for the household code, delineated relational 
expectations between master/slave, husband/wife, and father/children—the former are to rule the 
latter in light of their ontological superiority.3  
 
This trope is reflected in several New Testament passages—Ephesians 5:21–6:9 being the longest.4 
Paul and his audience are no doubt aware of other household codes, and Paul pens Ephesians 5 with 

 
1 From Genesis to Junia: An Honest Search for What the Bible Really Says about Women in Leadership (Colorado Springs: David C. 
Cook, 2026), 191. 
2 From Genesis to Junia, 191. 
3 See Aristotle, Politics 1.1253b; cf. 1.160a. 
4 See also Colossians 3:18–4:1; 1 Peter 3:1–7; cf. Titus 2:1–7 and possibly 1 Timothy 2:9–15. For surveys of household 
codes in the Greco-Roman world, see David Balch, Let Wives Be Submissive: The Domestic Code in 1 Peter (Society of Biblical 



 

 

these in mind. It seems clear that Paul was aware of how different his code was from others in his 
surrounding culture—indeed, Paul’s code appears to intentionally challenge other household codes. 
This raises the question:  Why did Paul write his code in ways that still reflect some of the themes 
and literary topos of other codes? Why mimic Greco-Roman household codes at all?  
 
Several scholars argue that Paul did so in order to defend against pagan claims that the Christian 
movement subverted Roman family values.5 David Balch, for instance, argues extensively in his 
work on 1 Peter that Peter’s domestic code (1 Pet. 3:1-7) is a social apologetic against attacks from 
the surrounding culture, and other scholars have argued the same for Paul’s household codes.6 Balch 
argues that there is much continuity between Peter and Paul’s code and other Greco-Roman codes; 
the values driving the two are largely the same. 
 
Tim Gombis, however, argues for much more discontinuity between Paul’s Ephesian code and his 
Greco-Roman counterparts.7 Not only is there “little evidence within Ephesians that an apologetic 
thrust is present,” but it’s “hardly credible to claim that Paul is attempting to find common ground 
between Christian communities and the surrounding culture.” Paul doesn’t minimize the stark 
differences between the old humanity (Eph. 4:22) and the new humanity (Eph. 2:15; 4:24); rather, he 
stresses “the absolute incompatibility of the two spheres.”8 Paul’s code is therefore not a social 
apologetic. 
 
I will argue for a mediating position, which maintains that Paul’s code is written, in part, as a social 
apologetic; Paul is purposefully framing his household code in a way that will resonate with the 
broader Greco-Roman perspective. And yet, Paul subtly subverts the underlying values of the 
Greco-Roman codes with the radicality of the gospel, where household relations are not structured 
upon ontological hierarchies.9 Paul’s resonance with other Greco-Roman codes are therefore 
missional in nature, as Craig Keener writes:  
 

[M]embers of the Roman elite suspected Christianity, like several other non-Roman 
religions, of subverting Roman family values. By upholding what was honorable in Roman 
values, the Christians could try to protect themselves from undue persecution and from 
misunderstandings of the gospel.10 

 
Literature, 1981), 25–80; David Verner, The Household of God: The Social World of the Pastoral Epistles (Society of Biblical 
Literature, 1983), 27–81; James Hering, The Colossian and Ephesian Haustafeln in Theological Context: An Analysis of Their 
Origins, Relationships, and Message (Peter Lang, 2007), 203–62.  
5 Messing with Roman marriage values was viewed as an act of political subversion, since the household was an essential 
part of the city. The stoic Epictetus, for instance, attacks the Epicureans for discouraging marriage. “In the name of 
God, I ask you, can you imagine an Epicurean state (polis)? One man says, ‘I do not marry’. ‘Neither do I’, says another, 
‘For people ought not to marry’. ‘No, nor have children, nor perform the duties of a citizen’. And what do you suppose 
will happen then? Where are the citizens to come from? Who will educate them?...Your doctrines are bad, subversive 
(anatreptika) of the state (polis), destructive to the family (oikos), not even fit for women” (3.7.19-20, cited in Verner, The 
Household of God, 78). 
6 Balch, Wives; idem., “Household;” Alan Padgett, “The Pauline Rationale for Submission: Biblical Feminism 
and the Hina Clauses of Titus 2:1–10,” Evangelical Quarterly 59 (1987): 39–52; P.H. Towner, “Households and Household 
Codes,” DNTB 419. 
7 Timothy Gombis, “A Radically New Humanity: The Function of the Haustafel in Ephesians,” JETS 48 (2005): 317-30.  
8 Gombis, “New Humanity,”318. 
9 See Carolyn Osiek and Margaret MacDonald, A Woman’s Place: House Churches in Earliest Christianity (Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 2006), 118-43 for a compelling defense of this perspective.  
10 Craig Keener, Paul, Women & Wives: Marriage and Women’s Ministry in the Letters of Paul 
(Hendrickson, 2004), 133. 



 

 

 
 

Christian Household Code As a Social Apologetic 
 
There is much evidence in the New Testament and the 1st century context for a social apologetic.  
Rome was very suspicious of movements that disrupted the social hierarchy of the household, 
especially ones that elevated the status of women. The cults devoted to Dionysus and Isis were 
targets of attack, since they “assisted women in attainting more freedom in the Greco-Roman 
world.”11 As David Balch has pointed out, “Greco-Roman society criticized both these cults, 
particularly their evil effects on women.”12 Both Josephus and Tacitus describe banishments or 
persecutions of these cults, and the “central problem again was the involvement of Roman ladies 
with foreign cults, and characteristic slanders resulted.”13 
 
Greco-Roman writers were quick to defend their household values against perspectives that 
challenged these. The Greek historian Dionysius defends against certain “slanders” against Rome by 
celebrating Roman values of the household: husbands rule their wives, wives obey their husbands, 
and children honor and obey their parents in all things.14 According to Dio Cassius, Octavian (later 
Caesar Augustus) gave a speech to his soldiers before the battle of Actium, “to maintain the renown 
of your forefathers, to preserve your own proud traditions, to take vengeance on those who are in 
revolt against us, to repel those who insult you, to conquer and rule all mankind, to allow no woman 
to make herself equal to a man.”15 The battle of Actium was waged against Mark Antony and his 
Egyptian lover Cleopatra. It was well known that Egyptians elevated the status of women much 
more than the Romans, and Cleopatra was evidence of this.16 Octavian, according to Dio, took the 
opportunity to highlight the superior values of Rome over the Egyptians; namely, that their 
husbands rule over their wives, while the Egyptian wives rule over their husbands.  
 
Judaism and, later, Christianity were included in these kinds of attacks.17 In fact, Josephus’ remark 
that “The woman…is in all things inferior to the man…[l]et her accordingly be submissive” was 

 
11 Balch, Wives; 65. 
12 Balch, Wives, 65. 
13 Balch, Wives, 66, citing Tacitus, Annuls II.85; Josephus, Ant. 18.65-80. 
14 Rom. Ant. II.25.4-5; II. 26.1-4; II.27.1); Balch, “Household,” 28. 
15 Roman History 50.28.3. 
16 Several authors mock Egyptians for their elevation of women. “Among them [Egyptians], the women buy and sell, the 
men abide at home and weave” (Herodotus, Histories II.35). “You gave the women the same power as the men” 
(Oxyrhnchus Papyrus 1380 lines 214-216). It was believed that the he cult of Isis, “…ordained that the queen should have 
greater power and honour than the king and that among private persons the wife should enjoy authority over her 
husband, the husbands agreeing in the marriage contract that they will be obedient in all things to their wives” (Diodorus 
Siculus, Library of History I.27.1-2; cf. the parallel account of Egyptian customs in Sophocles, Oedipus at Colonus 337-358; 
cf. Talmud, b.Sota 11b). While these perspectives are inflated, Balch shows evidence that in ancient Egypt, women were 
considered equal to men during several eras (esp. during the 18th dynasty, 1580-1341 BC, and possibly the twenty-sixth 
dynasty, 663-525 BC) (Balch, Wives, 72). 
17 Balch, Wives, 66, referring to Valerius Maximus, Memorable Deeds and Sayings I.3, where Judaism is lumped in with the 
cults of Dionysus and Isis. Valerius specifically was outraged that men, from his perspective, were allowing women to 
rule over them: “But even more effeminate was the male population of Cyprus, who patiently allowed their queens to 
climb into their chariots on top of their women’s bodies, which were arranged as steps so that they might tread more 
softly. It would have been better for those men—if they were in fact men—to die than to submit to such a delicate 
dominion” (Valerius Maximus, Memorable Sayings and Doings 9.1.ext.7, cited and translated by Williams, Roman Sexuality, 
137, Cited in Osiek and MacDonald, A Woman’s Place, 135). Pliny the Younger provides an example of suspicion toward 



 

 

made in the context of false accusations against Judaism. Josephus is essentially arguing that while 
Judaism has its differences from paganism, when it comes to a well-run household, where the 
husband rules over his wife—they actually agree.  
 
Several passages in the New Testament suggest they were written, in part, as a social apologetic, 
especially in places where its writers were giving instructions to the Christian household.18 For 
instance, Paul’s instruction to Titus that older women should teach younger women “to love their 
husbands and children, to be self-controlled and pure, to be busy at home, to be kind, and to be 
subject to their husbands” is followed by an explicit purpose: “so that no one will malign the word of 
God” (Titus 2:4-5). When he follows this by giving instructions to younger men, the purpose is 
again: “so that those who oppose you may be ashamed because they have nothing bad to say about 
us” (2:8). The final exhortations for slaves to be submissive to their masters is “so that in every way 
they will make the teaching about God our Savior attractive” (kosmosin, 2:10). All three purpose 
clauses in Paul’s code in Titus 2 show that he is deeply concerned with the church’s reputation with 
outsiders, specifically in household relationships.  
 
We see similar concerns throughout 1 Timothy, especially 5:1-6:2, which “resembles the household 
codes.”19 Throughout this passage, Paul’s interests appear to be just as much missional as they are 
theological. That is, Paul encourages Christians to honor certain social expectations, while subtly 
challenging the Greco-Roman values that undergird such codes of conduct. In doing so, “Paul 
quietly subverts the values of his society from inside the structure itself.”20 For instance, Paul says “I 
would have younger widows marry, bear children, manage their households, and give the adversary no 
occasion for slander” (1 Tim 5:14). The “adversary” Paul has in mind is most likely Satan, who “would 
use the behaviour of the women…to possibly goad unbelievers to speak against the believers and 
the gospel.”21 Paul expresses a similar missionary concern in his instructions to slaves: “All who are 
under the yoke of slavery should consider their masters worthy of full respect, so that God’s name and 
our teaching may not be slandered” (1 Tim 6:1). While Paul subverts the moral rationale of slavery (i.e. 
that slaves were ontologically inferior to their masters), he still encourages slaves to respect their 
masters to protect the church’s social reputation, as Philip Towner writes: “Christian slaves who are 
held to be disruptive or insubordinate could damage the church’s witness.”22 
 
1 Peter as a whole, and the household code (1 Pet. 3:1-7) in particular, also shows social apologetic 
concerns. The letter frequently mentions outsiders slandering Christians: “Conduct yourselves 
honorably among the Gentiles, so that when they slander you as evildoers, they will observe your good 
works and will glorify God on the day he visits” (2:12). By submitting to governing authorities, 
Christians will “silence the ignorance of foolish people by doing good” (2:15). Christians are to “give a 

 
Christianity based on their elevation of women. After referring to the interrogation and torture of two Christian slave 
women, he refers to Christianity as “depraved and excessive superstition. As Osiek and MacDonald observe: “In 
drawing attention to some kind of female leadership in the group—to the exclusion of references to male leaders—Pliny 
was implying that the ideals of masculinity were being compromised. Women were in control” (A Woman’s Place, 135). 
While this example of Pliny is from the second century, “there is good reason to believe that such accusations occurred 
before they became embodied in the texts that come down to us as the first Greco-Roman impressions of the rise of 
Christianity” (Osiek and MacDonald, A Woman’s Place, 136).  
18 See Padgett, “The Pauline Rationale for Submission.” 
19 Padilla, The Pastoral Epistles, 125. 
20 Padilla, The Pastoral Epistles, 138.  
21 Padilla, The Pastoral Epistles, 130; see too Towner: “‘the enemy’ here is apparently Satan, who operates against the 
community in concert with the criticism of those outside (as in 1 Tim 3:7; cf. Rev 12:10)” (Timothy and Titus, 357). 
22 Towner, Timothy and Titus, 382. 



 

 

defense to anyone who asks you for a reason for the hope that is in you…so that when you are accused, 
those who disparage your good conduct in Christ will be put to shame” (3:15-16).  
 
Peter’s words about wives married to unbelieving husbands (1 Pet. 3:1-7) makes much sense in light 
of the cultural context. In that culture, wives were not only expected to submit to and obey their 
husbands; they were also expected to worship the same gods as her husband.23 A wife who worships 
another God would be seen as unsubmissive and disrupting the household. Moreover, Peter seems 
to be addressing women with a good deal of wealth and status (3:3-4), which already may have 
challenged the authority of the husband. The fact that she also refuses to worship the gods of her 
husband added to the suspicion that she was an unsubmissive wife. This is why immediately after 
giving his household code, Peter encourages the household to be “harmonious”—a word often used 
by Greco-Roman writers to describe the proper subordinating relationship between husband and 
wife.24 According to Balch, “The author’s term ‘harmonious’ or ‘like-minded’ in the summary of the 
code in 1 Peter expresses the purpose of the ethic: slaves and wives converted to Christianity are to 
maintain harmony in pagan households by remaining submissive to their non-Christian masters and 
husbands, even if they are harsh.”25 Peter’s concerns throughout his letter makes sense as a response 
to suspicions about Christians “subverting Roman family values.”26  
 
 

Summary  
 
In summary, it was not uncommon for Greco-Roman elites to be suspicious of any religion or 
movement that advocated for a complete overturning of their household values. This was not simply 
different parenting styles. The household was the fundamental building block of society. If these 
social structures were undone, this would threaten the political fabric of the empire. Christianity 
clearly elevated the status of women more than what was typical within Greco-Roman culture, and 
the conversion of wives to Christianity would have posed a particular challenge to a society that 
expected wives to worship the gods of their husband. These tensions very well could lie behind Paul 
and Peter’s frequent concern about maintaining good repour among outsiders.  
 
Interpreted along these lines, Paul’s household codes were driven, in part, by missionary concerns, 
similar to how a modern missionary might abide by certain social codes of conduct of the culture it’s 
trying to reach. For instance, a western missionary planting churches in a patriarchal culture might 
abide by certain social practices that prioritize male superiority over females. In Afghanistan, for 
instance, certain practices (referred to as “Purdah”) restrict women’s presence in public and limit 
their interaction with unrelated men. While the values underlying these cultural practices do not 
resonate with Christianity’s view of ontological equality between men and women, an effective 
missionary will still respect these cultural practices, in order to protect the church’s reputation with 

 
23 Plutarch, Advice to Bride and Groom 140D: “a wife ought not to make friends of her own, but to enjoy her husband’s 
friends in common with him. The gods are the first and most important friends.” Dionysius Halicarnassus said that 
husbands and wives should share “all possessions and sacred rites” (Rom. Ant. II.25.1.) and that wives should accept the 
husband’s rule over them (Rom. Ant. II.25.4-5) (Balch, Wives, 84). 
24 Balch, Wives, 88, citing Xenophon, Memorabilia IV.4.16; Antiphon, Concerning Harmony; Dio Chrysostom Dis. 38.15-16; 
Stobaeus, On the Harmony of a Woman, 144,5-6; 145,3-5; 145,5-6; among others. 
25 Balch, Wives, 90. 
26 Keener, Paul, 133. 



 

 

outsiders and, in Paul’s words, “give the adversary no occasion for slander” (1 Tim 5:14) and “so 
that God’s name and our teaching may not be slandered” (1 Tim 6:1). This does not mean the 
missionary and the nascent Christian community affirms the values that undergird these social practices. 
Indeed, the Christian community will be discipled in the values of the gospel, where men and 
women are both equal in value and worth (Gen 1:27; Gal 3:28). They respect social norms in order 
to maintain a good reputation with outsiders, dispel suspicions that Christianity is a seditious 
movement, and “to protect themselves from undue persecution and from misunderstandings of the 
gospel.”27 
 
 
 

 
27 Keener, Paul, 133. 


