Sacred Marriage by Gary Thomas — Chapter 2

Finding God in Marriage - Marital Analogies Teach Us Truths About God

“[Marriage] is the merciless revealer, the great white searchlight turned on the
darkest places of human nature.” — Katherine Anne Porter

EVERY YEAR NINE OF MY COLLEGE BUDDIES GET TOGETHER FOR A WEEKEND RETREAT. Several
years ago one of my friends pulled me aside and mentioned that he was considering returning
home that night; he and his wife were hoping to conceive another child, and the time was right,
by his wife’s calculations.

“Doit,” I urged him.

“You can be back by breakfast.”

“I'don’t know ...” he hesitated.

“Do it,” | said more strongly, and another friend weighed in with his support.
Later he assented and went home. That night a child was conceived.

I look at that child now and smile, wondering if he’ll ever know how close he came to not being
(and how much he owes me!). There are few more dizzying realities of life than cooperating
with God to produce another human being. If my friend and his wife had waited another
month, perhaps they would have had a girl, or a shorter boy, or a boy with darker hair. It’s
amazing.

This aspect of the marital experience — cooperating with God to bring children into being —
should be particularly meaningful for Christians (and a key reason why having difficulty
conceiving can be so painful to so many couples). The picture of God as Creator is central to his
authority, identity, and purpose. In fact, the Bible is framed around the fact that God is Creator.
The first thing we learn about God in the book of Genesis is that he created the heavens and
the earth (see Genesis 1:1); the last image of the New Testament shows God creating a new
heaven and a new earth. When God says, “I am making everything new!” (Revelation 21:5), the
word “making” is in the present tense — it’s an ongoing process. God walks into eternity
creating.



This is just one of several analogies that connect various aspects of marriage with our
understanding of God. A giant thread runs throughout Scripture comparing God’s relationship
to his people with the human institution of marriage. In this chapter, we’re going to explore
how these various analogies use the experience of marriage to teach us valuable truths about
the nature of God. Through the experience of being married, we can come to know God in new
ways.

Divine Romance

Hosea leads us into a startling reality — God views his people as a husband views his wife: “'In
that day,” declares the LORD, ‘you will call me “my husband”; you will no longer call me “my
master.” ... | will betroth you to me forever'” (Hosea 2:16, 19a). Think about the difference
between “husband” and “master” — and all that these images conjure up in your mind. God
wants us to relate to him with an obedience fueled by love and intimacy, not by self-motivated
fear, and with a loyalty to a divine-human relationship, not a blind adherence to “principles.” A
husband harbors a passion toward his wife that is absent in a master toward his slave.

How do you view God—as master, or as husband?

Isaiah uses marital imagery to stress how God rejoices in his people: “As a bridegroom rejoices
over his bride, so will your God rejoice over you.” (Isaiah 62:5b) We live in a world where many
people are simply too busy or too preoccupied to notice us. But God delights in us. We make his
supernatural heart skip a beat.

At times, Jesus himself employed this marital imagery, referring to himself as the “bridegroom”
(Matthew 9:15) and to the kingdom of heaven as a “wedding banquet” (Matthew 22:1 — 14).
This picture is carried over into the culmination of earthly history, as the book of Revelation
talks about “the wedding of the Lamb” in which “his bride has made herself ready” (Revelation
19:7).

The breakdown of spiritual fidelity is often depicted with marital analogies as well. Jeremiah
compares idolatry with adultery: “I gave faithless Israel her certificate of divorce and sent her
away because of all her adulteries” (Jeremiah 3:8). Jesus picked up on this same imagery,
referring to an “adulterous” generation (Mark 8:38). In context, Jesus is not attacking human
sexual foibles; he is agonizing over a spiritually unfaithful nation that is violating its divine
marriage to God.

Throughout Christian history, teachers have explored the similarities between the marital union
and the various mysteries of faith that also involve a union: Besides the Trinity there is the
joining of divinity and humanity in the person of Jesus Christ; the Eucharist, in which the bread



and the wine are joined to signify the body and blood of Christ; Christ’s union with his church;
and other similar analogies.

Ruminating on these analogies is not merely amusing wordplay. For Christians seeking to gain
spiritual insight from their marriage, these analogies provide the necessary ingredients for
serious, contemplative reflection. The reason God became flesh was so that we might know
him; correspondingly, God did not create marriage just to give us a pleasant means of
repopulating the world and providing a steady societal institution for the benefit of humanity.
He planted marriage among humans as yet another signpost pointing to his own eternal,
spiritual existence.

As humans with finite minds, we need the power of symbolism in order to gain understanding.
By means of the simple relationship of a man and a woman, the symbol of marriage can call up
virtually infinite meaning. This will happen only when we use our marriage to explore God. If we
are consumed with highlighting where our spouses are falling short, we will miss the divine
mysteries of marriage and the lessons it has to teach us. In the next section we’re going to
accent one particular analogy to showcase how these life-pictures can bring together our
marriage and our faith as well as teach us about the purpose of marriage. While future chapters
may seem more “practical,” it's important that we briefly explore the doctrine behind Christian
marriage, and what makes the marriages of believers different from the marriages of
unbelievers. This difference is showcased in the preeminent marital analogy of Christ and his
church.

Reconciliation

There’s an old rabbinical story about how the spot was chosen for God’s holy temple. Two
brothers worked a common field and a common mill. Each night they divided whatever grain
they had produced and each took his portion home.

One brother was single and one was married with a large family. The single brother decided
that his married brother, with all those kids, certainly needed more grain than he did, so at
night he secretly crept over to his brother’s granary and gave him an extra portion. The married
brother realized that his single brother didn’t have any children to care for him in his old age.
Concerned about his brother’s future, he got up each night and secretly deposited some grain
in his single brother’s granary.

One night they met halfway between the two granaries, and each brother realized what the
other was doing. They embraced, and as the story goes, God witnessed what happened and
said, “This is a holy place—a place of love—and it is here that my temple shall be built.” The



holy place is that spot where God is made known to his people, “the place where human beings
discover each other in love.”1

Marriage can be that holy place, the site of a relationship that proclaims God'’s love to this
world, but Christian thinkers haven’t always elected to look at marriage this way. For all their
ambivalence about whether marriage is an inferior state, the early church fathers at least
recognized that the analogy of reconciliation is the highest aim of marriage, pointing as a sign
to the union of Christ with his church. Paul explores this theme in his letter to the Ephesians
(5:22 - 33).

One of these early thinkers, Augustine (a.d. 354 — 430), suggested that there are three benefits

of marriage: offspring, faith (fidelity), and sacrament. Of the three benefits, he clearly points to

the latter (sacrament) as the greatest. This is because it is possible to be married without either
offspring or faith, but it is not possible to be (still) married without indissolubility, which is what
a sacrament points toward. As long as a couple is married, they continue to display — however

imperfectly — the ongoing commitment between Christ and his church. Thus, simply “sticking it
out” becomes vitally important.

Centuries after Augustine, Anglican Reformers responded to these three blessings with three
“causes.” An early (1549) prayer book suggests that marriage is for procreation, a remedy
against sexual sin, and mutual comfort.2 This last element unfortunately replaced the
sacramental aspect of marriage (namely, showcasing Christ and his church) with something
much more pedestrian (namely, relational comfort).

Knowing why we are married and should stay married is crucial. This will lead us into a
discussion brilliantly argued by Maryland pastor C.J. Mahaney in an audiotape series on
marriage titled According to Plan. The key question is this: Will we approach marriage from a
God-centered view or a man-centered view?3 In a man-centered view, we will maintain our
marriage as long as our earthly comforts, desires, and expectations are met. In a God-centered
view, we preserve our marriage because it brings glory to God and points a sinful world to a
reconciling Creator.

More than seeing marriage as a mutual comfort, we must see it as a word picture of the most
important news humans have ever received — that there is a divine relationship between God
and his people. Paul explicitly makes this analogy in his letter to the Ephesians. You’ve probably
read these words (or heard these words quoted) dozens, if not hundreds, of times: “Husbands,
love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her to make her holy,
cleansing her by the washing with water through the word, and to present her to himself as a
radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless”
(Ephesians 5:25 — 27).



Though theologically | am on the “side” of the Protestants, | must declare to my medieval
Anglican brothers that | believe it is unfortunate and sad when something so profound as living
out an analogy of Christ and his church is reduced to experiencing this relationship as merely
something that will help us avoid sexual sin, keep the world populated, and provide a cure for
loneliness.

In fact, both the Old and New Testaments use marriage as a central analogy — the union
between God and Israel (Old Testament) and the union between Christ and his church (the New
Testament). Understanding the depth of these analogies is crucial, as they will help us
determine the very foundation on which a truly Christian marriage is based. If | believe the
primary purpose of marriage is to model God’s love for his church, | will enter this relationship
and maintain it with an entirely new motivation, one hinted at by Paul in his second letter to
the Corinthians: “So we make it our goal to please him” (2 Corinthians 5:9).

What Makes God Happy?

Paul answers a lot of questions for us when he says, “We make it our goal to please him.” Ask
ten people on the street what their goal in life is, and you’ll get an amazing variety of answers.

For the Christian, Paul couldn’t be clearer — his “consuming ambition, the motive force behind
all he does,”4 is to please God. But Paul doesn’t just say pleasing God is his “consuming
ambition,” he assumes it will be ours as well: “We make it our goal to please him.”

When something is the motive force behind all we do, it becomes the driving force for every
decision we make. And Paul is crystal clear: The first question we should ask ourselves when
doing anything is, “Will this be pleasing to Jesus Christ?”

The first purpose in marriage — beyond happiness, sexual expression, the bearing of children,
companionship, mutual care and provision, or anything else — is to please God. The challenge,
of course, is that it is utterly selfless living; rather than asking, “What will make me happy?” we
are told that we must ask, “What will make God happy?” And just in case we don’t grasp it
immediately, Paul underscores it a few verses later: “Those who live should no longer live for
themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again” (2 Corinthians 5:15).

I have no other choice as a Christian. | owe it to Jesus Christ to live for him, to make him my
consuming passion and the driving force in my life. To do this, | have to die to my own desires
daily. I have to crucify the urge that measures every action and decision around what is best for
me. Paul is eloquent regarding this fact: “We always carry around in our body the death of
Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be revealed in our body” (2 Corinthians 4:10).



Just as Jesus went to the cross, so | must go to the cross, always considering myself as carrying
around “the death of Jesus” so that his new life—his motivations, his purposes, his favor—
might dominate in everything | do.

This reality calls me to look at my spouse through Christian eyes: “So from now on we regard no
one from a worldly point of view ...” (2 Corinthians 5:16a). The reason is clear: “If anyone is in
Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!” (5:17). Part of this new
identity is a new ministry, one that is given to every Christian, as it is inherent in the person of
Jesus Christ: “All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the
ministry of reconciliation” (5:18).

Think about this. The very nature of Christ’s work was a reconciling work, bringing us together
again with God. Our response is to become reconcilers ourselves. C. K. Barrett defines
reconciliation as “to end a relation of enmity, and to substitute for it one of peace and
goodwill.”5

Clearly Paul is talking about carrying the message of salvation. But we cannot discuss with any
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integrity the ending of “a relation of enmity” and the dawning of “peace and goodwill” if our
marriages are marked by divorce, fighting, and animosity. Everything | am to say and do in my
life is to be supportive of this gospel ministry of reconciliation, and that commitment begins by

displaying reconciliation in my personal relationships, especially in my marriage.

If my marriage contradicts my message, | have sabotaged the goal of my life: to be pleasing to
Christ and to faithfully fulfill the ministry of reconciliation, proclaiming to the world the good
news that we can be reconciled to God through Jesus Christ. If my “driving force” is as Paul says
it should be, | will work to construct a marriage that enhances this ministry of reconciliation —
a marriage that, in fact, incarnates this truth by putting flesh on it, building a relationship that
models forgiveness, selfless love, and sacrifice.

The last picture | want to give the world is that | have decided to stop loving someone and that |
refuse to serve this person anymore, or that | have failed to fulfill a promise | made many years
before. Yet this is precisely the message many Christians are proclaiming through their actions.
According to pollster George Barna, self-described “born-again” Christians have a higher rate of
divorce than nonbelievers (twenty-seven percent to twenty-three percent). Those who adopt
the label “fundamentalist Christian” have the highest divorce rate of all (thirty percent).6 We
can’t carry a message well if we don’t live it first.

How can | tell my children that God’s promise of reconciliation is secure when they see that my
own promise doesn’t mean a thing? They may get over it, but in that case | will have presented
a roadblock rather than a stepping-stone to the gospel.



What most divorces mean is that at least one party, and possibly both, have ceased to put the
gospel first in their lives. They no longer live by Paul’s guiding principle, “I make it my goal to
please him,” because the Bible is clear in its teaching. God says, “I hate divorce” (Malachi 2:16).
If the goal of the couple was to please God, they wouldn’t seek a divorce.

| know there are exceptions. Paul allows divorce when the other spouse isn’t a believer and
abandons the believer; Jesus considers marital unfaithfulness as possible grounds for divorce.
Certainly, exceptions are to be assumed—at least in the realm of separation—if one’s kids are
in danger by continuing to live with a particular parent; but most of the cases of divorce among
Christians do not involve such situations. They are far more likely to involve two Christians who
have distorted their priorities in life.

One of the reasons | am determined to keep my marriage together is not because doing so will
make me happier (although | believe it will); not because | want my kids to have a secure home
(although | do desire that); not because it would tear me up to see my wife have to “start over”
(although it would). The first reason | keep my marriage together is because it is my Christian
duty. If my life is based on proclaiming God’s message to the world, | don’t want to do anything
that would challenge that message. And how can | proclaim reconciliation when | seek
dissolution?

This analogy of reconciliation does more than merely provide the purpose for our marriage. It
also helps us live out this purpose, even when “lightning strikes.”

When Lightning Strikes

There is something mesmerizing to me about standing beneath a tree that is seven hundred
years old. “What was happening here when this tree first started growing?” my daughter asked
me as we hiked the western slope of the North Cascades in the state of Washington.

“Not much,” | laughed, stunned by the realization that this tree was nearly two hundred years
old when Martin Luther was born.

One of the reasons the trees on the western slope of the Cascades survive so long is quite
simple: The Washington forests are so wet that lightning strikes cause relatively few fires.
Whereas the traditional forest, if left alone, might face a lightning-initiated fire every fifty or
sixty years, in this part of the Cascades it would be about once every two hundred years.
Lightning strikes still come, but they’re not as devastating, so trees have had a much longer
time to take root and grow.

| think that’s a good picture of a marriage that is based on the ministry of reconciliation. Strong
Christian marriages will still be struck by lightning — sexual temptation, communication



problems, frustrations, unrealized expectations — but if the marriages are heavily watered with
an unwavering commitment to please God above everything else, the conditions won’t be ripe
for a devastating fire to follow the lightning strike.

If ’'m married only for happiness, and my happiness wanes for whatever reason, one little spark
will burn the entire forest of my relationship. But if my aim is to proclaim and model God’s
ministry of reconciliation, my endurance will be fireproof.

Practicing the spiritual discipline of marriage means that | put my relationship with God first.
Just sticking it out is a victory in and of itself and creates a certain glory. The only real claim to
fame in a forest full of trees is being seven hundred years old. As far as pure aesthetics go, you
couldn’t even see the very top of this particular tree in the Washington forest. From where we
stood, it was just a straight and enormously wide trunk, covered with spider webs. We were
walking in a forest filled with trees, but the National Parks Service put a sign in front of this tree
for one reason, and for one reason only: It had survived for seven centuries. It had simply gone
the distance, and in so doing it commanded attention.

In a society where relationships are discarded with a frightening regularity, Christians can
command attention simply by staying married. And when asked why, we can offer the platform
of God’s message of reconciliation, followed by an invitation: “Would you like to hear more
about that good news of reconciliation?”

In this sense, our marriages can be platforms for evangelism. They can draw people into a truth
that points beyond this world into the next. Just by sticking it out in our marriages, we can build
a monument to the principle and the practice of reconciliation.

Years ago Paul Simon wrote a best-selling song proclaiming “Fifty Ways to Leave Your Lover.” A
Christian needs just one reason to stay with his or her “lover”: the analogy of Christ and his
church.
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