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Pentecost 20 ~ Series B ~ October 22, 2006

God’s Blessing of Marriage


The text for today is our Old Testament reading, Genesis 2:18-24, which has already been read.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

A teacher asked her students to draw a picture of what they wanted to be.  Little hands got busy.  Pictures emerged of cowboys, doctors, sports figures, nurses, and so on.  As the teacher looked around the room she noticed one little girl just sitting and dreaming.  She walked over and asked how the picture was going.  The girl responded, “I’m having a hard time drawing what I want to be.”  

“What is it you want to be?” asked the teacher.  

She responded, “I want to be happily married, but I don’t know how to draw that.”  (Pause) In this day and age there is such a bewildering array of marriage “models” for kids to see and emulate it’s no wonder that the little girl was having a hard time picturing a happy marriage.  How should a marriage look?  


It’s no secret that many of the traditional values, moral absolutes and standards of decency we Christians hold dear or take for granted are under constant attack in our increasingly secular, permissive society.  The latest institution to be besieged and jeopardized is that of marriage.  “Same-sex marriage” is the law of the land in Belgium and the Netherlands.  Canada may be leaning that way.  Court cases in our own country have the potential to redefine “marriage.”  



This prompted Dr. Gerald B. Kieschnick, the president of The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod to issue a memo.  While reminding us “that God loves all people, including homosexuals” and “So does the church, not least The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, which has a history of concerned, heartfelt outreach to homosexuals,” Dr. Kieschnick went on to write, “the church cannot accept or approve homosexual activism sympathetic to the agenda of redefining marriage as we have always known it.”  He urged the support of the Federal Marriage Amendment to the U.S. Constitution.


Amendment C, which is on our general election ballot this November, would make similar changes to our state constitution.  It defines marriage as a union between one man and one woman, and prohibits the government from granting the rights and privileges of marriage to similar or quasi-marital relationships, such as “homosexual marriage,” “civil unions,” and “domestic partnerships.”  As a citizen of South Dakota, you have the right and privilege to help protect the legal definition of marriage with your vote. 


But there are other, more socially acceptable models for marriage that are at least as dangerous.  Whether you euphemistically call it “living together” or the more crass term, “shacking up,” cohabitation is forbidden for Christians, based upon God’s Word.  Marriage, with the exercise of the sexual privilege, is ordained by God to be a one-way street, no backing out!  Living together breaks the Sixth Commandment, violates the love we should give to our neighbor, and tells God that we have a greater wisdom about marriage and sexual relations than He does.


It also happens to be a bad idea from a practical standpoint.  While many couples try to justify such living arrangements for economic reasons or as a trial to see if they are compatible, recent statistics show that 80 percent of all marriages begun as cohabitation fail.  Why?  They fail because there is a lack of moral conviction (which may lead to infidelity), along with a lack of commitment.


Jesus addresses another miserable model for marriage in our Gospel reading.  Some Pharisees challenged Jesus: “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife?”  The Pharisees were trying to trap Jesus into something they could use to discredit Him.  The divorce question was made to order, since they themselves were not agreed on the proper interpretation of Moses’ words in Deuteronomy 24:1-4.  

Those who followed Rabbi Shammai said the only reason for divorce was moral indecency; those who followed Hillel said anything in a wife that did not please the husband was grounds for divorce.  They expected Jesus to side with one or the other, and then they would have the opportunity to criticize Him publicly.


Rising to the challenge, Jesus first told them that Moses’ regulation was simply a concession to their hardness of heart.  It was an attempt to keep reasonable order in society, but certainly not a statement whereby God approved of divorce.  In fact, the Lord had said through Malachi, “I hate divorce” (2:16). 


Next, Jesus referred to the principles God established for marriage at creation.  “At the beginning of creation God ‘made them male and female.’  ‘For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh.’  So they are no longer two, but one.  Therefore what God has joined together, let man not separate.”


Marriage is not a human arrangement.  It is God who joins husband and wife together.  The Greek word actually means “yoked together as a team.”  God wants marriage to be “as long as you both shall live” or “till death us do part.”  Marriage is not just a temporary convenience, but a lifelong commitment.


In His words to the disciples, Jesus repeated what He had already said to the Pharisees, but added a new element they had not heard before.  A man who divorces his wife and marries another woman commits adultery against his wife.  A woman who divorces her husband and marries another man is an adulteress.    

Jesus’ words were strong, because in those days men or women who divorced their spouses simply did not think they were doing anything wrong or displeasing to God.  Human nature has not changed.  Divorce is a problem today’s church must face.  C.S. Lewis writes: 

“All (Christian churches) regard divorce as something like cutting up a living body, as a kind of surgical operation.  Some of them think the operation so violent that it cannot be done at all; others admit it as a desperate remedy in extreme cases.  They are all agreed that it is more like having both your legs cut off than it is like dissolving a business partnership or even deserting a regiment.  What they all disagree with is the modern view that it is simple readjustment of partners to be made whenever people feel they are no longer in love with one another, or when either of them ‘falls in love’ with someone else.”

  I say these things, knowing full well some of you have been involved in a divorce yourself.  If not, you’ve probably got family members who have.  I don’t say this to judge you or to make you feel guilty.  There are scriptural grounds for divorce; and you already know, better than I, the pain that any divorce brings.  I also don’t want you leaving here without reminding you that God’s grace in Christ covers all sins, including unscriptural divorce.  In His cross, there is forgiveness and healing and new life.  But I say this, especially, to let everyone know that God’s plan for marriage is to bring blessings.    

Jesus went all the way back to Genesis to speak about God’s plan for marriage, so we’ll do the same.  After each day of creation, God had pronounced it “good,” even “very good.”  But in the first verse of our text the Lord God makes a startling pronouncement: “It is not good for the man to be alone.”  “Good,” in this context, is that which fulfills God’s will.  God’s intention of one humanity comprised of two kinds of persons was unfulfilled until the creation of woman.

So God proposed His own solution: “I will make a helper suitable for him.”  “Helper” means “supporter, enabler.”  The word does not imply inferiority, as if God made women to be slaves to men or solely to improve men’s quality of life.  As a matter of fact, God Himself is said to supply “help” for us in Psalm 121:1-2 (using the same Hebrew root), and God certainly is not inferior to man!  

The help provided by the woman is complementary.  The words “suitable for him” in the NIV, or “meet,” that is, “fitting, appropriate for him” in the King James implies that the two will fit together like pieces of a puzzle.  His strengths correspond to her weaknesses, and her strengths correspond to his weaknesses.  

With the crafting of man’s companion/helper, the “not good” has been rectified.  What is good is the creation of life, the ongoing procreation established in the union of man and woman, and all that sustains, upholds, enriches, and embraces life.  In this way, Yahweh had already spoken of the light, the seas and waters, the plants and fruit-bearing trees as being good, not because of any moral aspect (for there is yet no knowledge of good and evil), but because those things support and enrich life for the man and woman who are God’s image.

This, then, shows what is not good.  Not good is anything that does not bring and embrace life.  It is not good for the man to be alone, because, alone, the man brings forth no life.  While he is without his counterpart, no life will come from him.  But with his companion counterpart, his wife, there is the bringing forth of children, and all creation can now be seen as good in that it provides food and sustenance and beauty to man and woman and their descendants.

In the beginning, God created woman for man and man for woman.  Both were created equally in the image of God.  Matthew Henry described their relationship like this: “The woman was made of a rib out of the side of Adam; not made out of his head to rule over him, nor out of his feet to be trampled on by him, nor out of other dust to be independent of him, but out of his side to be equal to him, under his arm to be protected, and near his heart to be loved.”


To add to the joy of both Adam and Eve, the Lord enabled them to raise children with the love that flows between parent and child, and between children.  God intended that the life of every human would be happy—perfectly happy—and that is why He could say everything was very good.


But man did not stay in this perfect state for long.  The next verse begins the record of the fall into sin.  The man and the woman acted selfishly—seeking their own gain, attempting to become wise like God.  This disobedience caused them to fear, and in a sense, to hate the God who had made everything so good, who gave life.  Self-centeredness and fear of God’s judgment corrupted God’s perfect creation and ended the state of peace and happiness in the Garden of Eden.

This diseased condition was inherited by the children and spread: “Sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned” (Romans 5:12). The first sin was in the garden.  Sin spread to the field as Cain killed Abel.  Sin spread to the world as the sons of God took the daughters of men.  Sin grew so great, God regretted that He had made man, and decided to wipe them from the face of the earth.  Even after the flood, sin assaulted heaven as mankind built the tower of Babel.  

Indeed, sin permeates every marriage and family today.  We see the evidence of that not only with issues like “same-sex marriage,” cohabitation, divorce, but in day-to-day sins like anger, impatience, disrespect, and selfishness. 

But God has not abandoned His original good and gracious purpose for humankind.  He sent His Son to seek a bride and so He established the Christian church on earth.  Here people become acquainted with God’s gracious gifts through His Word and Sacraments.  In the church, God provides for us a wholesome family setting for man and woman and child.  

God’s creation was very good in the beginning, and He begins to restore it again in Christ.  He enables His people to live out His design for marriage.  As Luther says, “God daily and richly forgives all sins, to me and all believers.”  

In this way He is daily renewing us and continually building His kingdom among us.  As fast as Satan works to destroy God’s kingdom, the Lord works to establish it in our hearts and in our homes.  God is concerned first of all about the relationship we have with Him, our vertical relationship.  God is also concerned about our horizontal relationships, the richness and fullness of our interpersonal relationships in this world.  Foremost among those relationships is marriage, the closest, most intimate, and most important relationship in life.


Actually, there is a picture the little schoolgirl in our opening story could have drawn to picture a happy marriage.  It goes like this…+.  The vertical line speaks of God’s love in Christ coming to you.  The horizontal line speaks of His enabling power to help you in your human relationships.


In Christ, God has truly blessed marriage.  One of those blessings of marriage is for the establishment of a household of faith.  The most important purpose in life for every human being is to have faith in God through Jesus Christ.  God has blessed us with marriage and families for this very purpose.


The husband is the spiritual head of the family.  It is his responsibility to guide his family in Christ-like humility, love, and service.  He is to lead the family in worship, to see to it that he, his wife, and children know Scripture, that the children are taught how to pray, and that all attend church regularly.  The Christian wife also has profound responsibility of spiritual care for her husband, and this means encouraging and assisting him in being a Christian father.


The central teaching of the Bible—one that should be constantly taught—is the Gospel of God’s love for sinners, the forgiveness of sins God gives us through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  A house of faith should therefore be a place where family members treat each other with kindness, love, and respect, put up with each other, tolerate faults, confess their sins to one another, and forgive one another’s sins again and again and again.


A second blessed purpose of marriage is to provide a way for a man and woman to love each other.  God created man and woman to be attracted to each other.  These feelings are important, particularly when they grow into genuine love as commitment.  By God’s grace, such love will lead to an atmosphere of harmony, affection, humor, courtesy, and good manners in the home.


Marriage is also a blessing that provides a legitimate and God pleasing outlet for sexual desire.  Human sexuality is a good gift of God, an expression of the love that a man and a woman have for each other.  Within marriage this good gift is to be enjoyed, though outside of marriage it is forbidden.  Indeed, sexual desire provides a powerful incentive to marry and take on adult responsibilities.


God has also blessed us with marriage to provide for the procreation and nurturing of children.  In the normal course of nature, the union of man and wife will produce children.  Here pleasure is tempered by duty: late night feedings, illnesses, diapers, and bills, bills, bills.  And then… teenagers!  Yet the labor has its reward as parents see their children grow physically, mentally, and spiritually.


Finally, marriage is a blessing as it provides for the lifelong mutual care of husband and wife.  In the marriage rite, a man and woman take a solemn vow “to have and to hold from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, until death parts us.”  
This shows that there is more to marriage than feelings of love and sex.  Marriage is a commitment come what may, built upon God’s action, command, and promise: What God has joined, let no man break apart!  


What a wonderful blessing God has given us in marriage!  By God’s grace, may we daily thank Him for the parents who brought us into this world and cared for us as children and the spouses He has joined us with.  May we work diligently to uphold the sanctity of this fine estate.  May our marriages all be reflections of Christ’s love for His bride, the Church.  May God grant this to us all!  Amen.  


Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen. 
