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“Profound Mystery”

Ephesians 5:21-33


This morning, we are taking another wayside detour on our journey through John for a crucial remembrance: the newly instituted Northwest Marriage Week, oriented around what has become an increasingly superficial Valentine’s Day. God’s perspective on “holy matrimony” is of utmost importance for us to recapture, for our society—and the church—has largely lost its way. So, I would like to speak to the sanctity of that foundational relationship via that classic text on Christian marriage, or rather what marriage was designed from the beginning to be.

Scripture.


Most of you are likely aware of last week’s decision of the Massachusetts state Supreme Court granting the full rights of traditional marriage to gay couples. This is a current and hotly debated and divisive issue in our culture, and will continue to be so for some time (and the end verdict is unclear). But, regardless of what our society does, Christian marriage will always stand apart as unique, for it speaks beyond itself; it is a living picture of Christ and His church. That is why so-called “gay marriage” can never truly be such, why easy and no-fault divorce is an equal abomination (!), and why abusive or self-absorbed relationships within the marital state cannot rightly exist without true repentance. And so we are called, each of us, to examine our hearts, to examine our lives, and through our life together as husband and wife (or as contemplating such in the future) to humble ourselves anew to the wonder of God’s grace that we reflect, and resolve by His strength to do so.
I.
Theory.

A.
Society. When we come to speak of marriage, we come to something sacred. But it is not so, or no longer, in our society. 


1.
Our society, at least recently, has tended to trivialize the institution of marriage. On our televisions, it is characteristically decried and devalued: we view divorce fueled by cruel and petty strife, and adultery fueled by intense and yet fickle passion. And so it is no wonder that our generation in general no longer holds it in high esteem—or even understands what it is and what it means. It holds some nostalgia, yes, but it is something to fall in and out of, as we fall in and out of love (as some have even begun to substitute in their vows “as long as our love shall last,” in lieu of “till death do us part,” which almost guarantees an early demise to what is intended for a lifetime). Or, in the case of many same-sex activists, its identity is gutted as something to seize for the status and benefits that accrue.


2.
But marriage is not some nostalgic fancy, or some nebulous union of love that the state can redefine at society’s whim, but a concrete covenant that points beyond itself. In marriage, we approach something wondrously—yet soberingly—profound. As the apostle Paul demonstrates, drawing all the way back to the beginning, to the joining of Adam and Eve, it is a new unity, a new entity; it is a profound mystery, for it is an image of Christ and the church (5:31-32).

B.
Design.


1.
In the beginning, God created man, male and female, equally in His image, with equal worth and responsibility, and yet different and complementary. And this was paradise, until sin. Sin ruined paradise, and sin ruins relationships. The consequent curse eats at each role and relationship in marriage. Each gender’s tendency in relationship toward sin and destruction—wives not to submit but to subvert and husbands not to love but to leverage—is countered by these commands given to us here. For the husband’s fundamental need is the honor of respect, and the wife’s is that of a truly cherishing love. And these are the fundamentals emphasized here in the text before us.


2.
Embrace these words as God’s design; seek to counter the curse and echo Christ and His church in your marriage. For it is a tangible testimony for the world to see. It is a profound mystery, for it is an image of Christ and the church.
II.
Practice.

A.
Wives. Our Lord’s words through the apostle Paul: as the wife in your marital relationship, you are fundamentally called to submit yourself to your husband as the church submits to Christ (5:22-24).


1.
Now, submission is a difficult word; and it can be, and often has been, twisted and perverted. But it need not be, ought not be, and truly isn’t—properly understood. For without submission, life in all its facets and functions invariably breaks down (society as society cannot exist without it). Even the model of our Lord was one of submission to the Father—even to the cross. And we all are called to submit to God, usually in ways we don’t “want,” but which in the end are blessed. But in some special way, submission is to be the wife’s thoroughgoing attitude and action: not begrudging or manipulative, but willing and respectful. Now, what that looks like in each individual relationship will often vary (and widely); but the principle itself cannot be compromised without compromising marriage as it was designed to be. It is a profound mystery; for wife, you are an image of the church to your husband.


2.
So, when conflict arises in your relationship (as it inescapably does), ask not first (as is your tendency): “Why doesn’t he love me?” but rather “How can I honor him?”

B.
Husbands. Our Lord’s words through the apostle Paul: as the husband in your marital relationship, you must learn to love your wife as Christ loves the church (5:25-29).


1.
This command is perhaps the more difficult of the two, and scary. It is not “love” as we are used to the term. It is much more than a feeling: it is a humble and steadfast vow (keeping your word even when you don’t feel like it, even when she is “unlovable”). As depicted here, this involves several uncomfortable fundamentals, contrary to our nature. You must love your wife fully, sacrificing your “rights” for her welfare; this is “living the cross” for her (!), daily. You must gently lead her into holiness and honor her as radiant and clean; this is spiritual leadership. And you must cherish and care for her as your equal, consciously holding her up as precious and beautiful. These are echoes of the incomparable love of Christ for us. For you, husband, are an image of Christ to your wife; it is a profound mystery.


2.
So, when conflict arises (as it periodically does), ask not first: “Why doesn’t she honor me?” (as is your tendency) but rather “How can I love her?”
The joining of husband and wife as “one flesh” (illustrated even in our physical design) is not just the foundation of any good and lasting society (which it is), nor merely the satisfaction of our longings for intimacy and legacy (which it is, preliminarily, and in part). Marriage is more than that: it is a living analogy of our relationship with our Lord and Savior—that centers on the cross (His enacted vow of love for us) and points us to our “home” in heaven. For there we all will join in the wedding supper of the Lamb as His bride, in the wonder of unhindered intimacy with God: eternally “naked, with no shame” (we catch a glimpse of this beauty in the marriage bed). Marriage is not for personal privilege or as society’s toy. It is a profound mystery; for it is an image of Christ and His church. May each of us, in our day-to-day marriage relationships, grow to reflect that relationship more and more. 
Let us pray . . . (into “Immanuel’s Land”).
