

The Wedding of Meghan Slowey and Chad Ketcham ~ June 6, 2009

“I Will”


Dear friends in Christ, especially Megan and Chad,

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

What a beautiful day!  It’s a day full of beauty.  The church is decorated beautifully.  Your attendants are beautiful.  The groom looks good.  The bride is radiant.  But what is most beautiful is not something to see, but something to be heard.  In just a moment, you’ll speak the most beautiful words of love to one another that can be imagined.  You’ll commit yourselves, wholeheartedly, unreservedly, to God and to one another.  You will speak the words of a beautiful covenant with each other—the covenant of marriage.  

And those promises are summed up in two little words: “I will.”  Will you live in holy marriage according to the Word of God?  Will you comfort, honor, respect, and keep each other until death?  Those two words—“I will”—sum up that beautiful commitment.

Some are cynical of those words and that commitment.  “Impossible,” they say.  “Just wait until reality hits.”  And most certainly this promise is not easy to keep.  How do fallible people commit themselves to such things?  Shouldn’t you just promise to try?

No, that “I will” is what today is all about.  

They are words for the future.  You are defining your life hereafter.  With those words, Chad, Megan becomes your future.  Megan, with your “I will,” Chad becomes your future.

They are words of commitment: “I will be this way.  I will do these things.”  You affirm that every new day will be another day in which you are committed to comforting, honoring, respecting, keeping, and loving, according to the Word of God.

They are words of forgiveness.  Because they focus always on the present and the future, they forget the past, where there may be failures to love as God teaches us to love.

But these words, “I will,” are one more thing… one more beautiful thing.  Because they are spoken to and in the presence of God, the words “I will” are words of prayer.  You speak to God, and as you speak to one another, you speak before God.  Your chief witness today is God.  The chief officiant is God.  All that we do is done in prayer, especially your beautiful, godly promises.  Without that fact, the cynics are probably right.  The promises are too much for any of us sinful people.  But with the God who has shown Himself to us in Jesus Christ, these promises are completely beautiful and totally right.  

But it is the promises of God that are most beautiful—the Father’s promises concerning His Son Jesus Christ and His work of salvation.  Therefore it is not your words we most need to hear today, but the Word of the Lord.  Under inspiration of the Holy Spirit, St. Paul begins our text from the fifth chapter of Ephesians with these words: “Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to the Lord.  For the husband is the head of the wife even as Christ is the head of the church, His body, and is Himself its Savior.  Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit in everything to their husbands.”

Over the last few decades these words have been misunderstood.  Paul has been called a “misogynist,” “a male chauvinist pig,” and even less flattering terms by those who have not learned what the apostle really meant.  Paul was nothing of the sort.  In fact, Paul and the Church did much to influence our culture to understand the God-given equality of men and women.  But equality does not mean that men and women are interchangeable.  Each has a unique God-given role, particularly in marriage. 

To properly understand these verses, we need to first understand what it means to “submit.”  All our English verbs tend to convey some negative connotations.  The root meaning of the Greek verb means simply “to place people or things in order under some specific pattern.”  It does not imply lesser value, as our English verbs too easily suggest.  

All comparisons fall short, but a situation from the sports world can perhaps bring us a step closer to grasping the meaning of “submit.”  Take the case of a pitcher and catcher of 
a baseball team.  Both are on the same side and have the same objective; both want to make their contribution to winning the game.  But the things they do are quite different!  Usually it’s the catcher who decides what pitch should be thrown.  The pitcher submits to that decision.  That doesn’t mean he can’t ever shake off a pitch or that there won’t be an occasional conference at the mound, but usually, the catcher calls the pitches.

Does that mean the pitcher is inferior because he submits to the catcher’s selection of pitches?  Not all all!  That’s simply the way things work best.  They both recognize that each can’t be doing his own thing if they want to win the ball game.  Somebody has to decide whether a fastball or change-up is more likely to strike Casey out.  It’s a matter of assigned roles, a designated order of things.  That’s the essence of team play.

Marriage is certainly a team project.  The God of order who instituted it has designated the manner in which it will be most harmonious and function with the greatest blessing.  In His wisdom He has delegated headship, or a leadership role, to the husband.  Submission on the wife’s part is simply acknowledging that God-given role relationship.

But notice, this submission is done “out of reverence for Christ.”  Just as the Church’s submitting to Christ is not a demeaning thing, but something that brings great blessing, so it is in a marriage where the wife accepts the headship of her husband.

St. Paul goes on: “Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave Himself up for her, that He might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word, so that He might present the church to Himself in splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that she might be holy and without blemish.” 
As it is the wife’s duty to recognize the leadership role of her husband, so it is the husband’s duty to love and serve her.  The kind of love spoken of here is Christian love—agape, the unselfish, unconditional kind of love that has its source in God.  God’s agape moved Him to give us great and precious blessings, not because we could return and requite His love but simply out of His boundless goodness and mercy.

Christ showed the ultimate in unselfish love by what He was willing to do for the Church.  He gave up His life for her.  However, He not only purchased her for Himself at the price of His lifeblood, but He raised her to a most enviable position.  He “cleansed her by the washing of water with the Word.”  Through the means of grace—Word and Sacrament—He cleansed her of her many transgressions, forgave her sin, quieted her conscience, gave her peace with God, and assured her of security in His protecting hand.  But what He has done for her on earth is only a small foretaste of what He still has in mind for her.  On Judgment Day He will present her as a bride—not to someone else, but to Himself.  Then she will be a splendorous Church, without any spot or wrinkle, but “holy.”

With Christ’s love for the Church serving as a backdrop, Paul says, “In the same way husbands should love their wives.”  Christlike headship leaves absolutely no room for a husband to be a dictator or tyrant.  As he looks to Christ’s example of headship over the Church, the husband will find no basis to be selfish or domineering.  Nor will he be unconcerned about his wife’s needs or unappreciative of what she brings to the marriage.

It is obvious that if a husband is to fulfill his leadership role as Paul outlines it, he has his work cut out for him!  Fortunately, Christ’s love is not only the pattern and example, but it also provides the motivation to do what God asks and the strength to put that resolve into practice.  To be sure, every husband—sinner that he is—will be imperfect.  But Christ’s love will compel him daily to strive for the ideal illustrated by our Savior’s love for the Church.  With God’s help husbands can begin to approximate that.

Christ’s unselfish love is certainly the compelling argument here.  But it’s interesting to see Paul add a second argument, one on a somewhat lower level.  “In the same way husbands should love their wives as their own bodies.  He who loves his wife loves himself.  For no one ever hated his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it, just as Christ does the church, because we are members of His body.  ‘Therefore a man shall leave his father and mother and hold fast to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh.’”

Paul quotes Genesis 2:24 to make the point that when two marry, they don’t remain separate entities any longer.  The two have essentially become one, a oneness that will be symbolized when you each light the unity candle.  Since the two are in essence one, “husbands should love their wives as their own bodies.”  It’s just the natural thing to do.  All people look after their own needs.  So its natural for a husband to show the same kind of devoted care and concern for his other “self,” or as we might say, for the rest of himself.

St. Paul admits this will not be easy: “This mystery is profound, and I am saying that it refers to Christ and the Church.  However, let each one of you love his wife as himself, and let the wife see that she respects her husband.” 

In quiet awe Paul reflects on the mystery of Christ and the Church—and on the fact that there can be in the human experience something that reflects this divine unity and even approximates it.  That something is a Christian marriage in which the husband loves “his wife as he loves himself,” and his wife respects him as her husband.  Although that ideal is not fully attainable in our sinful world, it is a goal for which all should diligently strive.

Chad and Megan, it is my prayer that your marriage will be built upon God’s love and forgiveness for you in Christ Jesus.  May you always come together to “the lifelines of love,” God’s Word and Sacraments, for in these means of grace alone you will find the strength and motivation that will enable you to forgive and love and keep your promises.  “I will.  I will be faithful to you.  I will love you.  I will be your husband.  I will be your wife.  Until death separates us.”  

May God sustain you in this love—His own love—until life’s end.  Amen.

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