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On the Compatibility of Ontological Equality, Hierarchy 
and Functional Distinctions

Alan Myatt

It has become evident in the recent debate over the nature of the 
Son’s subordination to the Father in the Trinity that important 
issues are involved. Most recently the claim has been made that 
this doctrine has implications for how Christians may pray. Dr. 
Bruce Ware has encouraged us not to pray directly to Jesus, but 
rather to pray only to the Father, through Jesus, in the Spirit.1 
If he is correct, then many of us will need to change how we 
approach God in the most intimate areas of our devotional life. 
This is not an arcane discussion of how many angels can dance 
on the head of a pin. It goes to the core doctrines of our faith. 
It defines the nature of the God we serve. Significant practical 
issues of prayer and worship are involved.

My purpose in this article is to examine the notion of 
hierarchy, ontological equality, and functional subordination 
from the standpoint of worldview. By this I mean to do three 
things; first, to raise the question as to how this issue may or 
may not be coherent from the perspective of developing a 
consistent worldview; second, to evaluate the presuppositions 
and worldview issues that seem to underlie notions of 
hierarchy; and finally, to ask whether or not these points are 
consistent with a biblical view of God and creation.

Hierarchy and worldview

All worldviews either include or imply the answers to questions 
in four distinct areas of discourse; knowledge (epistemology), 
being (ontology or metaphysics), value (ethics) and purpose 
(teleology). The question of functional subordination arising 
out of ontological equality touches especially the areas of 
ontology and ethics, the theories of being and action. But 
exactly how are these to be related to one another?

The organic unity of worldviews 

A worldview is like a mobile. It hangs from a support, its 
foundational presuppositions, connecting its parts in a delicate 
balance. Unless we adhere to some type of irrationalism, it is 
difficult to deny the interdependence of the parts as they balance 
each against the others to maintain a cognitive and emotional 
equilibrium. Like any system, when we jiggle one section, the 
others move as well. If we remove a weight on one side, the system 
attempts to adjust in order to maintain the balance of consistency. 
This is a psychological as well as an intellectual truism. 

Psychologists speak of the notion of cognitive dissonance; that all 
things being equal, people will tend to alleviate feelings of discomfort 
caused as a result of holding mutually exclusive ideas through such 
strategies as modifying one of them, adding additional ideas that 
appear to reconcile the two, changing relevant behaviors and so 

forth.2 David K. Clark has pointed out that the internal arguments 
which people tend to generate to achieve cognitive consistency are 
the ones they find the most powerful.3 While such arguments may 
actually lead toward more consistency, it is clear that this does not 
necessarily eliminate contradictions within one’s beliefs. It does imply 
either becoming more consistent or devising a means of convincing 
oneself that no inconsistency exists.  

This inherent drive toward at least perceived, if not true, 
consistency in worldview is instinctive. It is reasonable to assume 
that since consistency is itself a virtue reflecting the rational 
character of the mind of God, then God has created this drive as 
an essential part of our noetic structure. The doctrine of creation 
indicates that there is a correspondence between our minds and 
the structure of the created order. If one looks at an elephant 
one sees an elephant, not a giraffe or a banana. It is plausible, 
therefore, to conclude that the unity of the worldview categories 
of ontology, epistemology, ethics and teleology is not merely a 
human construction. Rather, this unity reflects the necessary 
coherence of the created order itself.

The necessary unity of ontology and ethics is a well-known 
and useful tool in our apologetics. We refuse to allow our atheist 
neighbors the fantasy of imagining that a rational ethic can be 
derived from the cosmology of Richard Dawkins or Bertrand 
Russell. Atheists can certainly be decent, law-abiding folks. 
They just have no intellectually defensible reason for being so. 
All they have, in the end, is mere personal preference. We insist 
on pressing this point because we are convinced of the unity of 
worldview; that there is no disjunction between ontology and 
ethics. Decisions made in each of the four worldview areas 
determine the structure and content of the others. There is a 
necessary logical and psychological connection that pursues this 
type of unity, just as a mobile maintains its balance by adjusting 
itself back to equilibrium when one side is poked or modified.

Is it rational to separate ontology from teleology and 
ethics? Can there be a disjunction between ontology, the 
essence of an entity, and its ethical relationships with other 
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entities? No, the theory of action and value is necessarily 
linked to ontology. Therefore, a necessary hierarchy in one 
area logically implies a necessary hierarchy in the other. A 
hierarchy of function necessarily points to a hierarchy of 
being. Given the coherence of worldviews, an eternally 
necessary functional hierarchy would be incompatible with 
ontological equality between the members of the hierarchy.4 

The coherence of ontology and function in the Trinity

This brings us to the case of the claims being currently made 
in favor of just such an eternal hierarchy in the ordering of the 
Persons of the Trinity. Is it possible to make sense of such a 
notion? Is it coherent, either in its logic or practice? Or does it 
involve an inner dissonance that causes it to be permanently 
out of balance, in spite of the best efforts of its proponents? 

Bruce Ware offers two reasons why there is no conflict 
between ontological equality and functional subordination in 
male and female relationships. The first is the analogy of that 
between parents and children. “But is it not also clear that 
parental authority does not make parents superior to their 
children or children inferior to their parents? Both parents 
and children are fully human, fully made in the image of 
God, and fully deserving of the dignity and rights accorded 
to all human beings.”5  

The second reason offered by Ware is simply a restatement 
of the assertion that “authority and subordination do not 
compromise the complete equality of the Triune Persons of the 
Godhead.”6 Therefore, the same must be true in human relations 
as well. Since he thinks his view is taught in Scripture, the 
question of its coherence is assumed but never demonstrated.

Rebecca Groothuis has responded to this type of discourse 
in her discussions of how complementarians ground gender 
role distinctions in the nature of masculinity and femininity.7  
Reviewing complementarian sources, she shows that the 
logic of the hierarchical view requires that the difference  be 
in the nature or being of each as male and female.8 This is the 
case since the woman’s subordination is both necessary and 
permanent. She then asks whether the relationship between 
being and role as defended by complementarians is logically 
possible. Though the doctrine of the Trinity is not the focus 
of her discussion, the logical problem she highlights is the 
same. If one’s eternal and necessary unequal role entails 
one’s unequal being, then this would obtain in the case of the 
Father and Son as in any other relationship.

Indeed this seems to be the case. The English suffix “-ness” 
denotes the condition or state of being of a thing.9 If the 
basic “-ness” of a thing, i.e. its “femaleness” or its “sonship” 
(or “sonness”) is the sufficient condition of its subordination, 
then this subordination is unavoidably a function of its being. 
It is grounded in its nature as female or son. If this were not 
the case, then there simply would be no reason why any such 
a distinction should be both necessary and permanent.

That such an understanding applies to recent arguments 
of some complementarians concerning the Trinity is to be 
confirmed by Ware’s insistence that the roles in the economic 
Trinity are not ad hoc. The Son’s submission is not for the 
purpose of carrying out the process of redemption. Rather it 
is a fundamental expression of his “sonship.” The Son is not 
the Son unless he is eternally submissive to the Father and 
this relationship is grounded in God himself. It is difficult to 
see what this groundedness could be if it is not an aspect of 
God’s being. Therefore, it follows that something in the being 
of the Son suits him for a subordinate role while the being of 
the Father suits him for supremacy.10 

Wayne Grudem agrees. Headship and submission are 
eternal realities rooted in the nature of God the Trinity. 
However, it is not based on any distinction in competencies 
between the three Persons. “It is just there,” he writes.11 The 
Father has authority just because he is the Father and this is 
most likely the fundamental difference between the Persons 
of the Trinity. However, he states that, “They don’t differ in 
any attributes, but only in how they relate to each other.”12  

The problem here is to understand what it could mean for 
each to be suited for one role or another, by virtue of what 
they are as Father and Son, if it is the case that their natures 
are identical, which they must be if they share the one unique 
divine nature. How can it be that they do not differ in attributes 
and competencies, if their roles are necessarily related to who 
they are? If this fitness for authority entails the supremacy of 
one party, then it necessarily entails the inferiority of the other 
party. How, then, is this not due to a difference in nature? Their 
roles are necessarily linked to the being of each. If the roles are 
unrelated to any distinction in attributes, as Grudem affirms, 
then why exactly is the authority-submission relationship both 
necessary and one-way? To say that the Father is in authority 
because he is the Father, and that it is his authority that makes 
him the Father is circular. It does not explain why or how, 
much less prove, that this is the case.

Millard Erickson has noted that if authority and 
submission are essential and not accidental attributes of 
the Father and Son, then the essence of the Father and the 
essence of the Son are different. This “is equivalent to saying 
that they are not homoousious with one another” and so he 
concludes that there seems to be an internal contradiction in 
their formulation of this doctrine.13 

It is important to note that Grudem admits that authority is 
related to the being of God. “Within the being of God, you have 
both equality and authority,” he says. Since this is the case, he 
believes that egalitarians should just agree that such relations are 
possible.14 But why should egalitarians admit to any such thing? 
His use of the term “being” to describe the locus of both equality 
and subordination in God is a sign of the very incoherence that 
egalitarians are complaining about. This becomes even clearer as 
we look at Ware’s analogies offered in defense of this view.
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Parents and children are equal in dignity, Ware writes. Yet 
parents properly have authority over their children. However, 
he fails to note that, in fact, children are inferior to their parents 
in respect to the characteristics that make their submission 
necessary. Children lack the wisdom, experience and physical 
capability that parents possess to make their own decisions 
and survive. This is why the law 
recognizes that children do not 
share fully in the rights of adult 
humans until they reach the age 
of majority. They do not have the 
right to decide not to go to school, 
to live on their own, to enter into contracts and to do many 
other things that adults do. It is for their protection and well-
being that children must submit to their parents because they 
lack, by virtue of their being, the competence to fully care for 
themselves. In this respect they are not equal to their parents, 
although it is certainly the case that they are equally in God’s 
image and thus of equal value and dignity. Once they become 
adults, and are thus judged responsible for themselves, then it 
is not necessary they submit to their parents. The crucial point 
here is that if there were no difference in attributes and being 
regarding the ability to care for one’s self, there would be no 
reason for the submission. The analogy appears to actually 
support the incoherence of the hierarchical view.

In the case of children, subordination is clearly not related 
to any defect in their humanness, but rather the changing 
state of their maturity. However, as Groothuis contends, 
“When subordination follows necessarily and justifiably from 
the subordinate person’s unalterable nature, the subordinate 
is inferior in at least some aspect of her being; in this case, 
the scope and duration of the person’s subordination will 
reflect the extent and significance of the inferiority.”15  
More specifically, she argues that if the subordination is 
“permanent, comprehensive and ontologically grounded,” 
then the subordinate person is inferior.16  

In a recent article, Steven B. Cowan attempts to refute 
Groothuis and establish the coherency of the complementarian 
position. Can he save ontological equality and functional 
hierarchy from its apparent inherent irrationalism? I do not 
believe so. Space does not allow a full scale discussion, but a 
few remarks, are in order. 

Cowan frames the issue between the two sides as a dispute 
over “whether the property of being equal in value and dignity 
to X can be had by an individual who also has the property 
having a subordinate role to X.”17 However, the point at issue is 
not necessarily a question of value, per se, though egalitarians 
tend to believe that this is implied. Rather it is a question of 
ontological inferiority in respect to the qualities that make one 
fit for authority or leadership. The only coherent reason for one 
to have necessary authority, leadership, teaching and decision-
making primacy is that one is better fitted for such tasks by 

one’s nature. The subordinate may be equally valued as properly 
fulfilling a necessary role, but this is not the same thing as being 
ontologically equal. Ontological inferiority persists regardless 
of complementarian efforts to make it go away. 18

The result is that the subordinate party is viewed as 
inferior in the sense of being less suited for carrying out the 

functions and responsibilities 
of authority. Cowan uses an 
unusual illustration that actually 
reinforces this point. He speaks 
of a hypothetical alien creature 
with two independent faculties 

enabling it to live both in water and on land. Its fitness for each 
environment is related to ontological factors appropriate to 
each. He supposes that women could likewise have qualities 
that suit them for subordination in the present that would not be 
expressed in the future new heavens and earth.19 These would 
be qualities of their being. Now if we apply this reasoning to the 
Trinity it would seem that the Son is subordinate to the Father 
because in his nature, he is less fit for supreme authority. The 
clear implication is that the Son has a different nature, inferior 
in at least some respects to that of the Father.

It appears that in spite of statements to the contrary, there 
is a drift in hierarchicalist interpretations of the Trinity toward 
moving beyond a merely functional subordination to ground 
the obedience of the Son in the nature, or ontology, of the 
Persons of the Trinity. This is to be expected if the notion of 
ontological equality and permanent functional subordination 
is incoherent, as I believe it to be. 

As I argued at the outset, there is both a logical and 
psychological tendency for worldviews to reach as much 
consistency as possible. A stable worldview must have 
equilibrium and consistency between its ontology and 
its ethics. Action that is eternal and necessary to a thing is 
logically grounded in its nature. It does what it does because 
of what it is, and what it is, is a function of its being. The 
notion of the eternal subordination of the Son introduces 
an artificial disjunction between the ontology and ethic of 
the hierarchicalist worldview that is inherently unstable. 
This element of irrationalism will press for resolution, either 
by denying eternal subordination or denying ontological 
equality in the Trinity.

The Great Chain of Being: the ontological basis  
of hierarchy

Throughout the bulk of Christian history, the hierarchical 
stratification of human relations extended beyond male-female 
relationships in the church and home to persons at all levels of 
society. Scholars have documented the caste system of medieval 
Christendom and linked it to an underlying worldview known 
as the Great Chain of Being. The assumptions of the Chain of 
Being have their roots in the West in Aristotelian and Platonic 

A stable worldview must have equilibrium and   

consistency between its ontology and its ethics. 
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thought, in which the natural division of society into superiors 
and subordinates was taken for granted. This perspective was 
developed into an all-encompassing philosophy and worldview 
in neo-Platonist thought. As Greek philosophical notions were 
appropriated by early Christian apologists in their defense of 
the faith, it eventually became entwined with the theology of 
the church and set the agenda for its theory of society.20

The influence of Greek hierarchicalism on the doctrine of God 
is evident in Origen’s theory that the Father imparts to the Son his 
existence and therefore the Son is less than the Father.21 This is 
very similar to the kind of emanation theories emerging from neo-
platonic thought. For Plotinus, all of the diversity in the universe 
originates in a series of emanations from the being of the One, 
who is beyond being itself. The resulting Chain of Being forms a 
hierarchy from the higher spiritual realms to the lower creatures.22  

Neo-Platonic notions of hierarchy continued to find their 
way into the church’s theology through such writings as those 
of Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite. This vision of society 
became basic to Western thought.23  

 In the Middle Ages, this concept translated into the division of 
society into “Three Estates,” each stratified according to the Chain 
of Being. The first estate consisted of church officials beginning 
with the pope, archbishops, bishops, and priests. The second estate 
included the ruling classes of kings, nobility and knights, while the 
peasants and merchants made up the lower estate. Any violation 
of the established authority within each estate was seen as a threat 
to the creation order and subversive to the state and to the stability 
of Christian culture. Any attempt to leave one’s place in the chain 
was therefore an act of rebellion. It is critical to note that in the 
family there was a hierarchical ordering of husband, wife, children 
and servants.24 Each was subordinate to the previous due to their 
immutable places on the Chain of Being.

It is important to understand that the philosophy of the Great 
Chain of Being is a non-Christian solution to a philosophical 
problem that arises out of the denial of a biblical worldview. The 
question as to whether or not reality is ultimately one or many is 
derived from the assumption that the universe is ultimate, and is 
thus founded on a denial of the Creator-creature distinction. From 
a biblical standpoint, only the Triune God is ultimate, and in him 
both unity and diversity are equally ultimate. The unity of his nature 
is not prior to the diversity of Persons and neither is the diversity 
of Persons prior to the unity of his nature. There is an absolute 
ontological equality, except for their personal consciousness, 
between the three Persons.25 Since he is the Creator, God’s sovereign 
plan accounts for both the unity and diversity of the creation. There 
is no need to posit a hierarchy or Chain of Being to hold everything 
together. The diversity and unity of the universe finds its resolution 
in the will and creatorial acts of the One-and-Many Trinity.26  

The notion of the Chain of Being is, hence, the fruit of an 
essentially pagan worldview. Yet it is this view that became 
definitive for defining hierarchical relationships in Western 
Christendom. Relations of political, ecclesiastical and gender 

authority were explicitly based on this type of thinking. Its 
influence on biblical interpretation can even be seen in the 
commentaries of Calvin, who argued that the woman

by nature (that is, by the ordinary law of God) is formed to 
obey; for … (the government of women) has always been 
regarded by all wise persons as a monstrous thing; and, 
therefore, so to speak, it will be a mingling of heaven and 
earth, if women usurp the right to teach. Accordingly, he 
bids them be “quiet,” that is, keep within their own rank.27  

Elsewhere he argues

He (Paul) establishes by two arguments the pre-eminence, 
which he had assigned to men above women. The first is, 
that as the woman derives her origin from the man, she is 
therefore inferior in rank. The second is, that as the woman 
was created for the sake of the man, she is therefore subject 
to him, as the work ultimately produced is to its cause. That 
the man is the beginning of the woman and the end for 
which she was made, is evident from the law.28 

Notice the language. The woman is inferior in rank. She 
is formed to obey. This is Chain of Being language, subtly 
imposed on the biblical text.

The influence of the Chain of Being continued to play a leading 
role in attempts of 19th century Christians to use the Bible to justify 
the continuation of slavery. Theories of the lower rank of Africans on 
the Chain of Being abounded and were used to argue that there was 
nothing immoral in the arrangements of antebellum slavery in the 
southern United States.29 After all, according to the Chain of Being 
doctrine, each person’s role is indispensable to the functioning of 
society. In a sense, all are of equal value, though, to quote George 
Orwell, “some are more equal than others.”30 The subordination of 
some to others appears to be an evil, they admitted, but once it is 
understood as a necessity of the order of creation (the Great Chain 
of Being), it is argued that subordination is not an evil at all.31 

The similarities in the chain of authority in the Trinity and in 
male-female relations to the non-Christian theory of the Great Chain 
of Being are no coincidence. Such notions were derived from the 
infusion of the Chain of Being philosophy into Christian thought, 
forming the presuppositional lens through which medieval and 
early modern Christians read their Bibles. The ontology of hierarchy 
is derived from this presupposition, a metaphysic at odds with the 
Christian doctrine of creation and the notion of the self-contained 
Triune God as presented in Scripture. It places the value and limits 
the function of things according to their position in the hierarchy of 
Being. Current attempts to define the Trinity as an eternal hierarchy 
of authority and submission may be understood, then, as examples 
of reading the Great Chain of Being back into the biblical text. The 
motive for this seems to be the preservation of an understanding of 
male-authority in the home and church.32 

It should be noted that this hierarchical understanding of these 
relations, indeed of the universe itself, is virtually ubiquitous in 
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non-Christian, pagan thought throughout the world, both ancient 
and modern. Ancient mystery religions of the Near East, as well as 
Hindu pantheism among others, show this tendency to structure 
the universe in a hierarchy of Being, 
with rigid social structures. In its 
more pure forms, unimpeded by 
any biblical influence, the tendency 
is for some type of cosmic evolution 
through which humans eventually 
become divine. Common factors are a hierarchy of divinities and 
a hierarchy of male over female. Patriarchy has been so universal 
in human society that it could be said to be the default mode of 
human existence.33 

While complementarians persist in accusing egalitarians 
of yielding to the pressure of non-Christian culture in their 
handling of Scripture, it appears that just the opposite is true.34 It 
is the complementarian position that grows out of non-Christian 
presuppositions. This has important implications. Traditional 
hierarchical biblical interpretation has been filtered through the 
lens of a cultural vision of human relations compromised by a pagan 
worldview grounded in the Great Chain of Being. This effectively 
blinded it to the egalitarian implications of the biblical text. 

Contrary to being a capitulation to culture, the egalitarian 
impulse is a historical development running against the tide 
of these assumptions. It surfaced in Britain and America as the 
implications of Reformation theology began to saturate the 
culture in the wake of the Great Awakenings of the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries.35 It came into full bloom among evangelicals 
in the abolition and suffrage movements of the nineteenth 
century. Under pressure from egalitarian readings of Scripture, 
the hierarchical vision has been in a steady retreat ever since. The 
Bible’s teachings of the ontological equality of all persons has done 
away with the rule of kings in favor of democracy, the enslavement 
of Africans in favor of equal civil rights for all races, and the 
political and social subordination of women in favor of suffrage 
and the rights to education and careers. 

One place where the Chain of Being still seems to hold power is 
in the church.36 It should be a matter of concern that its influence 
remains entrenched. At the outset of this article, it was noted that 
at least one prominent proponent of the eternal submission of the 
Son to the Father has encouraged us to cease praying directly to 
Jesus. This is because the Father is seen to be supreme.37 A recent 
booklet that I received expresses a quite similar sentiment:

Jesus taught his followers to pray to “our Father in the 
heavens.” (Matthew 6:9). Our prayers, then, must be 
directed only to Jehovah God. However, Jehovah requires 
that we acknowledge the position of his only-begotten 
Son, Jesus Christ … He is appointed High Priest and Judge. 
(John 5:22; Hebrews 6:20) Hence, the Scriptures direct us 
to offer our prayers through Jesus. For our prayers to be 
heard we must pray only to Jehovah through his Son. 

That this quote, which obviously comes from the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, sounds so similar is a cause for concern. I am not 
suggesting that the author mentioned shares their Arianism. This 

would be an unfair accusation. 
Nevertheless, it seems that when 
we are exhorted to pray only to the 
Father and not to the Son as well, 
some sort of Rubicon has been 
crossed. One wonders what the 

impact of this will be on worship as its implications are worked 
out. Could it be described as Jesus’ lesser glory? The fact is that 
Jesus taught us to pray to himself as well as to the Father (John 
14:14). This is completely appropriate. The perichoretic unity 
of the Trinity simply does not allow for any type of essential 
supremacy or subordination amongst the three Persons. They 
must share one identical divine nature as the Scriptures teach. 

Millard Erickson has warned that the hierarchicalist 
interpretation of the Trinity is a detour in the wrong direction. 
He contends that this position is unstable. I must agree. If 
my argument at the beginning of this paper is correct, then 
this instability will attempt to resolve itself, returning to 
equilibrium just as a hanging mobile does when it is bumped. 
The dissonance between equality and subordination will lead to 
one or the other being given up. In this case, that may very well 
mean that some will eventually follow the logic of hierarchy 
toward Arianism. I would like to join Dr. Erickson in a plea for 
the hierarchicalists to rethink their position and turn back. 
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