
The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Proper 22, Year B  

The Text: Genesis 2:18-24 

Preaching a sermon on this text - the foundational text on marriage – can be rather daunting. The reason is that in any congregation at any time, there will likely be people who are single, widowed, divorced, or experiencing troubles in marriage, and therefore not currently experiencing the blessings of marriage as God intended. Some of you might feel uncomfortable because you’re not married, no longer have your wife or husband, or feel that your own marriage isn’t the source of blessing you hoped it would be.

But despite this, it is important to look at God’s original plan for marriage, highlight some of the problems we face in marriage because our world is corrupted by sin, and seek to offer some hope through the grace and forgiveness of Jesus Christ.

So, with God’s help, let’s look at God’s original plan and the first marriage.

In the beginning, God looked at his creation and saw it was not good. It wasn’t good, desirable, pleasing or joyous for God to see the man isolated and alone. While there may be blessings for short periods of solitude, God designed human beings to be in relationship. 

Now, even though the first man had a good relationship with God, and all humans are to ultimately find their fulfillment and joy with God, God decided the man needed a counterpart. In an effort to find a suitable being as his matching counterpart, God brought the animals and birds he had created to the first man so that the man could see if any of them offered a perfect match. As they were presented to him, the man also named them. By naming them, he asserted his God-given authority over them.

Yet, despite the wonderful mix of animals and birds being brought before him, none of them were suitable companions for him. Sure, many animals would later become domesticated so we can enjoy their company and working abilities, but none of them were designed to be the perfect match for the man.

So God caused this first man to go into a deep sleep and performed a very special operation where he removed one of his ribs or part of his side, closed up the flesh, and then fashioned another being from that rib or side and brought her to the man. What a wonderful picture - the first One to give the bride away was God himself! And the man wasn’t disappointed! He showed his delight at God’s handiwork and announced her to be the perfect match for him because she comes from the same bone and flesh. His name for her beautifully describes their match as he acknowledges she came from his own body.

God made the woman from the man’s side to be his match and to stand by his side as his equal. God made woman from the man’s side, from a rib which was close to his heart, so that a woman belongs in that same place; protected under his arm and close to his heart. 

But this has often been misinterpreted to mean the woman is to submit completely to the man as if he’s the boss and she’s his slave. But the woman isn’t just to be a passive helper who cleans and washes and attends the man’s every desire. That’s not the type of helper or partner God intended. 

Shamefully, many men have abused women, but this is a corruption of the male’s role in the relationship, not a fault of God in what he established. By doing this, a man sins against the woman and God. Similarly, a woman who sins against a man through shameful gossip or emotional manipulation, or other forms of abuse or unfaithfulness, would also be sinning against him and God.

The man and woman have been designed to stand at each other’s side as an integral part of their lives. The man and the woman are only biblically complete when they stand side by side as equals who work together within God’s given order.

God’s word then says this joining of a man and a woman in the Garden of Eden is the reason a man leaves his parents to be united in one flesh with his wife. But this seems counter-cultural, because usually it’s the woman who leaves her parents to move in with the man. So, what’s God saying here? Should the man be the one who moves in with the woman?

Well no, not necessarily, because God’s trying to make an important point which emphasizes how marriage between a man and a woman has a huge impact on family relationships. 

You see, when a man and a woman marry, even though they may still have strong ties to their families of origin, their first priority is now to be to their husband or wife. It’s not so much a leaving, but a forsaking of the old priorities and making new ones in their place. Sure, old family ties will still need to be nourished and valued, but a husband and wife’s first priority is now to be to their spouse.

In this way, their becoming one flesh is not just a sexual union, or for the purpose of producing children, or having a strong emotional or spiritual bond, but their union forms a kinship relationship that’s to be just as strong, or stronger, than their kinship with their blood relatives. Therefore marriage is much more than a marriage certificate on a wall, because somehow and mysteriously, two previously unrelated people become so intimately connected through the bond of marriage they become as closely related to each other as their own blood relatives. 

Of course, this is all God’s plan and intention, but through sin God’s perfect plan for marriage between a man and a woman has been corrupted, and none of us experience the perfect marriage that God intended. Instead of our marriages being havens of peace, harmony, love, faithfulness, and equality as God intended, many people experience a very distorted version.

Too many distort God’s plan for marriage by seeking to gain control over each other through abusive and neglectful relationships. Too many sever what God has joined together in marriage because their abuse of their partner means separation and divorce is the only safe way the abused can live. Others choose separation because things outside of their marriage seem so more appealing, and they seek separation and divorce without any real meaningful attempts to forgive and reconcile. Too many try to steal some of the benefits of marriage through sexual encounters and living arrangements without committing themselves to each other and promising to stand together side-by-side as God intended. Too many are unfaithful and unloving to each other. Not only this, but these days many ignore God’s original plan of men and women being the only complementary counterparts in marriage, asserting that a man should stand beside a man, and a woman should stand beside a woman.

Much of this brokenness and pain is as a direct result of sin entering our world to distort and corrupt every good gift God gives us. It’s in the very next chapter of Genesis we hear Satan’s deceptive whispers which lead us to doubt God’s word and his plans. We hear the humans giving in to their desires to be like God and take what wasn’t intended for them, and we also hear the almost endless blame-shifting game as to who’s truly at fault. When they sinned, the original man and woman hid from God and hid from each other, and we’ve been doing the same ever since.

It shouldn’t come as a surprise that sin separates and isolates us. Our selfishness, greed, and desires isolate us from each other through shame, guilt, fear, hate and resentment. Our unfaithfulness to each other fractures the bonds of marriage and Satan delights to see us become easy targets through our enforced or self-imposed isolation.

But God looks and sees it’s not good for us to be alone, so he put his plan in place to heal his creation, to heal our broken and distorted relationships, and to restore us into community by sending his Son Jesus Christ as the man who suffered, died, and rose again from the dead so he can now forever stand side by side with his bride the church. 

No matter whether you’re married or not, you’re part of this church, and therefore Christ’s bride. God saw it wasn’t good for you to be alone, so he called you into his bride - the church - so that through this community you experience some of what he originally intended through his grace, mercy, forgiveness, love and life. So much so, that even if you’re unfaithful, Jesus is still faithful to you. And God gives each of us the opportunity to experience the oneness he intended through the healing forgiveness of Christ.

Therefore, even though sin separates and isolates us, then the antidote for strained, fractured or broken relationships is the forgiveness of sins through faith in Jesus Christ who suffered and died in order to forgive us and restore us and our relationships with him and each other.

For married couples, but also for single people, the blood of Jesus washes your guilt and shame away. Through faith in Jesus Christ, the abuser and the abused are forgiven and cleansed. As Jesus forgives you, hate and fear is replaced by love and trust. By the power of God’s forgiveness for you, you’re able to forgive each other. Through the love and forgiveness of Christ working within marriages, those who currently experience tension, anxiety, bitterness, and defilement, can receive healing, cleansing, reconciliation, and restoration.

It’s sad there are some who don’t get to experience marriage at all, no matter how much they desire it, and it’s also sad those who do marry don’t experience marriage as God first intended. However, both married people and single people do get the opportunity to experience the love and faithfulness of Christ for his bride through the church. This is one union we can’t break because it totally relies on Jesus Christ who remains faithful so that we may never be alone.

For those who are married, may God bless your marriage so it may reflect some of the love between Christ and his church. For those who are single, widowed, or divorced, may God bless you so you know you’re never truly alone and that you’ll experience the love and faithfulness of Christ for you. Amen.


