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The Marriage of Ryan & Nicole Schrock ~ September 26, 2009

The Perfect Couple


Ryan and Nicole, your family and friends gathered together for this special occasion: 

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

Some of the people here have referred to you, Ryan and Nicole, as “the perfect couple.”  “The perfect couple”—that’s a cliché, yes, but it’s more than a cliché.  It’s a compliment too, a way of saying that you are not only wonderful people for us to be around, but also people who seem to be ideally suited for each other.  This despite the fact that each of you is different from the other in many ways.  

But that, in itself, does not disqualify you from “the perfect couple” compliment.  Because there’s another marriage cliché, “opposites attract,” to keep you eligible.  No, what disqualifies you, if we want to get technical about it, is the thing called sin.  However sincere the compliment “You’re a perfect couple,” it’s hyperbole, an exaggeration.  Let’s face it: no bride and groom are the perfect couple.  No husband and wife, not even those who have been happily married for 25 or 50 or even 75 years, are the perfect couple.  Not if we take the word perfect in its absolute, literal sense.

Actually, there has been only one couple in the course of human history that we could honestly call the perfect couple, and that was Adam and Eve.  And you know why?  Not because they had compatible backgrounds.  Not because they shared the same hobbies or interests.  And most certainly not because they went through a prescribed number of pre-marriage counseling sessions.

No, the reason Adam and Eve qualified as the perfect couple is the thing our text for today, Genesis 1:27, tells us.  “God created man in His own image, in the image of God He created him; male and female He created them.”  

There’s our answer.  God gave Adam and Eve the image of God, a gift He intended for the whole human race for all time.  Adam and Eve were like God: holy the way God is holy, loving the way God is loving, righteous in the way God is righteous.  Adam and Eve were perfect for each other because they were perfect—period!  That is why they were the perfect couple.

But unfortunately, it didn’t last.  Adam and Eve blew it.  They sinned, and by doing so they lost the image of God.  They were no longer the perfect couple for the simple reason they were no longer perfect.  The rest, as we say, is history.  Imperfection has been the story ever since, right down to this moment, a few minutes after 5:00 p.m., Saturday, September 26th, the year of our Lord 2009.

Because, you see, it wasn’t just history, his-story, Adam’s story (nor, for that matter, “herstory,” Eve’s story).  The rest, sad to say, is our story, too.  When Adam and Eve lost the image of God, we lost it too.  We’re not like God anymore either.  Holy?  Not by a long shot!  Loving?  Not always!  Not unconditionally!  

I’m sure that you have discovered this about each other in your courtship.  If I didn’t think so, I wouldn’t be doing this wedding.  It would mean that you were entering marriage inadvisedly or lightly, with your eyes still filled with the stars of puppy love.  

The hard, cruel reality is that each marriage is the union of two sinners.  If a person is expecting perfection or near perfection from their spouse, then one has a superficial view of sin—one’s own sin, as well as that of one’s spouse.  Each person in the marriage is, as the ancient liturgy sets forth, “a poor miserable sinner.”  

Ryan, as my nephew, I can say quite confidently that this is an accurate description of you.  Nicole, I don’t know you near as well, but I’m certain it is the case for you, too.  St. Paul reminds us: “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”  St. John tells us, “If we say we have no sin we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us.”

But I’ve got Good News for you both, Ryan and Nicole.  In fact, I’ve got Good News for everyone here.  Let me play off that word “history” one more time.  The Good News is His-story, God’s story, the thing we call the Gospel.  You see, God didn’t leave us floundering in our sin with no place to go but down—into hell.  He arranged to give us the image of God once again.  In fact, He promised it way back in the Garden of Eden as He foretold the Seed of the Woman Who would crush Satan under His heel (Genesis 3:15).

This is where Jesus Christ, God’s Son, comes into the picture.  Jesus went Adam and Eve one better: He wasn’t created in the image of God—He is the image of God.  Jesus was not a facsimile—He is the thing itself.  He was not copy—He is the original, the very “image of the invisible God,” as St. Paul writes in Colossians 1:15.

But here’s the surprise.  This Jesus, in the very image of God, took on our image also—in two different ways.  First, He took on the image of our flesh and blood and skin and bone.  He became a human being.  Like one of us, but without sin.  That happened in a manger in Bethlehem.  No, actually it happened about nine months earlier—when He was conceived in the womb of the Virgin Mary.

Second, after living a perfect, obedient life for thirty-three years, even as the image of God, Jesus bore our sin.  That happened in its fullest on a cross outside of Jerusalem.  You heard it right: “God made Him who had no sin, to be sin for us” (2 Corinthians 5:21).  When God the Father looked at His crucified Son, bearing the sins of the world—your sin and mine, included—He poured out His righteous wrath for sin.  In the image of fallen man regarded He Him.  The outcome for Jesus?  Hell, literal hell.

As He cried out on Calvary, “My God, My God!  Why have You forsaken Me?”  Christ was not only enduring the physical suffering and psychological shame of the cross, He was enduring an eternity of hell.  That was our hell.  It’s all been taken care of.

That’s the meaning of Jesus’ bodily resurrection.  God says to us now, “Because Jesus took on your sinful image and all its consequences, you have received His image, the image of God, and all its blessings.”  Theologians call this “the happy exchange.”

Oh, I know, you and I don’t see it that way—at least if we examine ourselves honestly in the mirror of God’s Law—we just see sin and more sin.  But God always sees it that way so long as He looks at us through the filter of Jesus Christ.  Tonight this means that God looks at you, Ryan and Nicole, and He says, “You are in the image of God.”  God says, “You are indeed the perfect couple.”  That’s what grace is all about, isn’t it, that God sees in us what we can’t see—and on that basis, mind you, lets us live with Him forever in heaven?  

Of course, this won’t be fully realized in this life.  For now, each of us, who are Christians, is a combination of sinner and saint.  We have, indeed, been declared righteous by grace through faith in Jesus Christ, but each of us still carries around our old sinful nature.  We will until the day we die.  When Christ raises us on the Last Day, we will then be fully restored to the image of God—body and soul for eternity.

But until then, the two of you can tap into God’s pleasantly peculiar way of looking at things.  When you are wronged by each other, you have a choice: either to see a sinner or a saint… either to see a poor, miserable sinner or to see a person whom Jesus has clothed in His righteousness.  This strange way of looking at people, even in their worst moments, goes by another name.  It’s called forgiveness.

Dr. Billy Graham once said, “The key to a good marriage is two good forgivers.”  I agree.  And the source of this forgiveness is God Himself—the living God Who delights in forgiving us because of what His Son did for us on the cross!

Dr. Martin Luther once remarked, “The forgiveness of sins is the chief part of Christian teaching and I am completely steeped in, and saturated with, the article of the forgiveness of sins.”  Forgiveness of sins ranks as both our greatest gift and greatest resource.  

Through His lifelines of love, His Word and Sacraments, God brings us the gift of forgiveness.  As we receive that forgiveness, it motivates us and empowers us to forgive one another as we have been forgiven.  As we see one another as forgiven by God for Jesus’ sake and clothed in Christ’s righteousness, it helps us to see the image of God in our spouse.

And you know what?  This isn’t just a game of make-believe.  Or if it is, the make-believe becomes the real thing.  God’s incredibly kind act of seeing His image in us actually starts to manufacture that image in us—for real.  His saying it’s so begins to make it so.  

God’s image in us is restored—though only partially so for now.  We’re no longer slaves to sin—although there are many relapses also.  The restoration of God’s image in us won’t be perfect in this life, to be sure.  But who knows—given the power of Jesus—how thrillingly far it can go, even this side of heaven. 

It is my prayer for you, Ryan and Nicole, that your marriage will be a reflection of the perfect love that Christ has for His bride, the Church.  May you continue to receive God’s grace and forgiveness through the lifelines of love—His Word and Sacraments.  May you continue to be restored in the image of God each and every day as you put to death your old sinful nature through contrition and repentance, that your new man may rise to live in righteousness and purity forever.  As the Holy Spirit works in your lives, may you continue to grow to be “the perfect couple.”  Amen.

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

