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Editors® Note: This sermon was furst preached in the Stadtkirche in
Lutherstadt-Wittenberg, Germany, under the auspices of the Wit-
tenberg English Munistry, as part of the annual celebration of the
Luthers’ wedding. The sermon first appeared on lutheranforum.org

hen I was invited to come to Wittenberg for these

two weeks, the fellow doing the inviting told me that
this was by far the best weekend of the summer. I now know
he’s right! What a blast it’s been to be part of all this!

There’s obviously lots of stuft being celebrated here this
weekend: beer, brats, and a free market economy. But at the
heart of it all, what we’re really here to celebrate is the gift
of marriage. And not just the marriage between Martin
Luther and Katherine von Bora. But also, for those of you
who are married, your own marriages as well.

And for all of us, whether married or not, we’re here
tonight in this house of worship to celebrate the marriage
described in our second lesson this evening; the marriage
between Christ and his church.

I don’t know if you noticed it or not, but our first and
second lessons tonight are like
bookends to the Bible: Genesis 2
and Revelation 21. One’s at the
very beginning, the other’s at the
very end. In between these two les-
sons, God often uses the image of
a marriage to describe his relation-
ship with us. And so one could eas-
ily say that the whole story of the
Bible is the story of a marriage: the marriage between God
and His people.

The story of Adam and Eve sets the stage for everything
else to come. The Bible begins with the union between
Adam and Eve and ends with the union of Christ and his
church. And in the same way as Genesis tells us that a man
will leave his father and mother to become one flesh with
his wife, so then does the rest of the Bible tell the story of
how the Son of Man left his Father in heaven to become
one flesh with us.

In the same way Adam was made to sleep for a time so
that Eve might be born, so too was Christ laid to rest for a
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time—three days, in fact—so that we might be born again.
And just as Eve was created out of the sleeping Adam’s
opened side, so was the church created from the open side
of the crucified Christ.

After Jesus was dead, John tells us, a centurion pierced
his side. And at once there was an issue of water and blood,
the symbols of birth and life, the marks of the church, bap-
tism and communion. Through these symbols, the water
and the blood, Christ gives life to his church. Eve’s life was
given to her from the flesh and bone of Adam. Our life
comes from the body and blood of Christ.

The joy Adam expressed in our first lesson this evening
when he was finally united with his wife is a foretaste of
the joy we’ll experience as Christ’s bride when the scene
described in our second lesson becomes a reality.

When the bride and the lamb are finally and fully
united, God will make His home among us. This is the
great wedding feast—the great Hochzeit—we look forward
to as the church. And in the meantime, the joys of mar-
riage we experience now, including the joy we’re sharing
here together during the Luthers’
Hochzeit, 1s just a foretaste of the
joy to come.

But as we look forward to that
feast to come, we must never for-
get the amazing sacrifice that’s
allowed us to be a part of it. For
if the Bible is the story of God’s
marriage, then it’s also the story
of how we’ve been His unfaithful spouse, the adulterous
bride.

Our relationship with the bridegroom was broken
through our sin, but thankfully it’s been fully and gra-
ciously restored through the life, death, and resurrection
of Jesus Christ. And so as we celebrate the gift of mar-
riage this weekend, let us do so with a sense of gratitude
and humility, realizing that the only reason our marriage
to Christ hasn’t ended in a messy divorce is because he’s
remained committed to us even when we failed to commit
ourselves to him. He remained faithful to us, even when we
were unfaithful to him.



“You did not choose me,” Jesus
reminds us in John 15:16, “but I chose
you.” In other words, “You were a
disobedient bride,” he tells us, “an
adulterous wife. And yet even when
you wouldn’t choose me, I chose you.
I chose to sacrifice myself for you, so
that from my opened side you may
have life.”

And so the Bible tells us in I John
4:10: “This is love, not that we loved
God, but that He first loved us and
sent His Son as an atoning sacrifice
for our sins.”

God’s love for us is revealed in the
choice He made for us. The choice to
commit Himself to us even when we
wouldn’t commit ourselves to Him. To
sacrifice for us, when we wouldn’t sac-
rifice for Him. To die for us, when we
weren’t even willing to live for Him.
He chose to be the faithful bride-
groom, even while we chose to be the
adulterous bride. While we were busy
seeking separation, Christ was busy
making possible our reconciliation.

Which leads us to our gospel lesson
where Jesus tells us: “As the Father has
loved me, so I have loved you. Abide
in my love... and love one another as
I have loved you.”

Certainly that’s a general com-
mand for all Christians living together
as Christ’s disciples. But it’s also a
unique command for husbands and
wives. Because more than in any other
relationship, the marriage relationship
allows us both to express and experi-
ence the fullness of God’s uncondi-
tional love.

In the same way Christ chose to
commit himself to us, so too do hus-
bands and wives choose to commit
themselves to each other. You might
even say that in marriage we com-
mit ourselves to loving one sinner
the way Christ committed himself to
loving a world of sinners. And as we
do that—as we learn to love another
sinner—we begin to understand just
how much grace it took for Christ to
commit himself to loving us.

Because the simple fact of the mat-
ter is, if we’re going to stay married
for any length of time, that is, if we’re
going to take our commitment to our
spouse as seriously as Christ takes his
commitment to us, then we’re going to
have to learn to love what, at times,
may seem unlovable. And forgive what
sometimes may seem unforgivable.

But as we learn to do that—as we
learn to love our spouse the way Christ
loved us—we begin to learn the true
meaning of his suffering and sacrifice
as we suffer and sacrifice for the sake
of our spouse.

But now, before I make marriage
out to be nothing more than a labo-
rious chore, let’s shift to the flip-side
of this equation. Because not only
does marriage teach us how to express
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Christ’s love to a sinner, it also allows
us, as sinners ourselves, to experience
Christ’s love.

Because when both spouses take
the marriage
ously—that is, when both choose to
love their spouse the way Christ first
loved them—then not only do they
learn through self-sacrifice to express
Christ’s love, they also get to experi-
ence his love through the sacrifice their
spouse 1s willing to make for them.

More than any other relationship,
a marriage allows us to experience the
humbling joy of having our spouse
love and forgive all those parts of our-
selves that we’ve always thought were
unlovable and unforgivable. Because
eventually all those dark corners that
we try to keep hidden are going to
be exposed in a marriage. And what
grace we find when our spouse stum-

commitment seri-

bles into those dark corners and loves
us just the same! To experience that
love is to experience Christ’s love.

But now the question we’re left ask-
ing is: is this kind of unconditional
love between spouses really possible?
And the answer, in good Lutheran
fashion, is: yes and no.

No, it’s not possible for us. It’s not
possible if we rely only on our own
sinful efforts. But it zs possible when
the power of God’s Holy Spirit is at
work in us. It’s possible when by His
grace He enables spouses to love one
another the way Christ first loved
them. And as they grow in their love,
and mature in their faith, something
amazing begins to happen. They
begin to look more and more like
Christ. And ever so slowly his grace
becomes their grace. His patience,
their patience. His forgiveness, their
forgiveness. And his unconditional
love for them becomes their uncondi-
tional love for each other.

‘“Abide in my love,” Jesus tells us
tonight, “and love one another the
way I've loved you.”

To those of you who are about to
renew your vows of marriage here
tonight: I hope the Holy Spirit will be
poured out for you in new and abun-
dant ways. And I pray that Christ
would enable you to love one another
as he first loved you.

And for those of you who aren’t
married, or who once were but aren’t
any more, my prayer is that Christ
would pour out his Spirit on all of you,
too. So that where there are wounds,
he’d bring healing. Where there is sad-
ness, comfort. Where there’s doubt,
faith. Where there’s despair, hope.

But most especially, I pray he’d
allow us to abide in his love so that
his love might prevail in all our earthly
relationships. In Jesus’ name.

Amen. Iy

ROBERT SPICER is the pastor at Grove-
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) The hymns contained in this recording constitute a “little canon”

—Professor Robert Bergt, Choir Director
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