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Love Your Husband/Wife * Ephesians 5:25-33; Titus 2:1-5

How do you know for sure that you are really
in love? Simple — get an MRI of your brain and find
out for sure. It probably isn’t covered by health in-
surance, but it might actually work.

On November 7, 2000, a paper was presented
at the New Orleans meeting of the Society for Neu-
roscience. Reported by the Associated Press, the
paper came out of the research of a doctoral stu-
dent, Andreas Bartels, at University College Lon-
don. Through functional MRIs (brain scans show-
ing the brain over time instead of a still picture)
seventeen students who said they were truly in
love—and whose statements were backed up by
psychological tests—were shown a series of pic-
tures. When the picture of the person they were in
love with appeared, four brain areas lit up showing
extra brain activity. Not only did these show with
whom they were in love, but other areas of the brain
that typically report anxiety were dormant when the
person they loved was shown on the photograph.

Solove is good. But love and marriage are even
better. A few years ago an ex-

when love is missing, when divorce is common.
Living together is the rule rather than the excep-
tion. Selfishness and sexual promiscuity overtake
love and faithfulness. When it seems as if every
marriage is a bad or sad marriage, how does one
find love and happiness?

Perhaps the worst of times was the first cen-
tury Roman Empire. During the first five hundred
years of the Roman Republic there was not one re-
ported case of divorce. The first divorce of record
was in 234 BC. But then the numbers began to in-
crease until, by the first century, divorce was so ram-
pant that the institution of marriage itself was sig-
nificantly at risk. Divorce was so easy and com-
mon in Palestine that young girls were refusing to
get married in the first place. The Greeks were so
frivolous about marriage that one writer says that
“home and family life were near to being extinct
and fidelity was completely non-existent.” The
Romans were no better. They dated the years not
by numbers but by the names of their husbands and

wives. One woman was

tensive study was reported to
the American Sociological
Association meeting in Wash-
ington, D.C. According to so-
ciologist Patrick McKenry of
Ohio State University, “Mar-
riage apparently is the best
tonic for mental health. Over

Imagine a love for each other that
is so strong and so committed that
she will do anything for him and
he will do anything for her...

married to her twenty-
third husband and she
was his twenty-first
wife.

In the midst of these
worst of times St. Paul
wrote about the Chris-

tian approach to love and

afive-year period, getting mar-
ried or staying married reduces symptoms of de-
pression far more than being single or divorced.”
But it must be marriage—living together won’t
work. According to the research, “Co-habiting of-
fers no improvement in mental health over being
single.” Even unhappy marriages can be mentally
healthful. “Unhappily married partners get less of a
mental health boost than the happily wed, but they
still fare better, overall, than the single or divorced.”
According to researcher McKenry, “Feelings of
emotional support, stability and commitment may
account for spouses’ greater sense of well-being.”
Love and marriage are a good and powerful combi-
nation. Together they can make you healthier, hap-
pier and more effective. But they don’t always go
together.

The worst of times is when marriages crumble
throughout society, when few marriages are happy,

marriage. It was a radi-
cally different approach. It called Christians to sac-
rificial, beneficial, caring and exclusive relation-
ships. It was a message of purity rather than pro-
miscuity, of love rather than lust, of one person be-
ing devoted to a marriage partner rather than sim-
ply using a marriage partner for convenience and
dumping that person when it became inconvenient.
So a revolution began to take place as Christians
adopted a totally different paradigm. Couple by
couple, year-by-year, generation-by-generation,

eventually the entire Empire was transformed.
Here’s what St. Paul wrote in Ephesians 5:25-

33:

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
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church, without stain or wrinkle or any other
blemish, but holy and blameless. In this
same way, husbands ought to love their
wives as their own bodies. He who loves
hiswifeloveshimself. After all, no one ever
hated his own body, but he feeds and cares
for it, just as Christ does the church—for
we are members of his body. “For thisrea-
son aman will leave his father and mother
and be united to his wife, and the two will
become oneflesh.” Thisisaprofound mys-
tery—but | am talking about Christ and the
church. However, each one of you also must
love his wife as he loves himself, and the
wife must respect her husband.

When | was a graduate student in Denver,
Charleen worked for the Mountain States Bank. One
of her responsibilities was to watch out for coun-
terfeit currency. | remember a conversation we had
about a story | read on the training of Secret Ser-
vice agents to identify counterfeit bills. The article
indicated that the primary focus of training is not
on the counterfeits but on the genuine article, the
assumption being that you could spend the rest of
your lifelooking at al the variations of counterfeit-
ing. What you really need to know well isthe genu-
ine article. Charleen told me that when you look at
the real thing all day it's easier to spot afake. On
the other hand, you could study the variety of coun-
terfeitsforever and never really know what the genu-
ine currency looks like.

It's the same with love in marriage. We could
spend forever talking about the potential problems,
the celebrity calamities and the tragic counterfeits
but never know what the best of marriages looks
like. So let’s take alook and see what it looks like
for a Christian to love your husband or wife.

The words that were first spoken to husbands
can be applied to Christian wives, as well—"“love
your spousejust as Christ loved the church and gave
himself up for her.” The model is Jesus Christ who
stepped down from the glories of heaven and self-
sacrificed for us. In the same way, husbands and
wives are to self-sacrifice for each other. This may
sound as revolutionary to some today as it did in
thefirst century. It isthe opposite of selfishnessand
self-seeking. Instead of asking what she can do for
me | ask what | can do for her.

In extreme cases this may mean life itself, but
that is exceptionally rare. One couple committed
that they would always seek to meet the other’s

smallest need. If she wanted adrink of water dur-
ing the night, he would get up and bring it to her. If
he forgot to turn off the porch light, she would get
up and shut it off for him. Often the most important
sacrifices are the smallest sacrifices. It's sacrific-
ing an opinion or an opportunity to get even or a
personal convenience. It isbased upon anotion that
in marriage Christians are to seek the desires and
pleasure and happiness of the other person. That's
certainly truein what the Bible teaches about sexual
relationships. Itisamarital love where the greatest
sexual joy is in pleasing your partner. In |
Corinthians 7:4-5 the sexual relationship is de-
scribed:

Thewife’'s body does not belong to her
alone but also to her husband. In the same
way, the husband’s body does not belong to
him alone but also to his wife. Do not de-
prive each other. . . .

Imagine alove for each other that is so strong
and so committed that shewill do anything for him
and hewill do anything for her—not just in theory,
but in practice; alove strong enough to make sacri-
ficesfor the other person. The sacrifice may betime
at work, giving up smoking, getting help to stop
drinking, getting up early in the morning to pray
together or go for awalk even though you would
rather sleep late.

The true lover is aways asking, always think-
ing, always choosing on the basis of “What can |
do for her?” “What can | do for him?” And thisis
not a painful sacrifice. This is a joyful sacrifice.
There is an indescribable pleasure in giving to the
one that you love.

A sacrificefly ball in baseball helps your team
towin. A vacation day sacrificed to attend your son
or daughter’s graduation is a joyous highlight of
life. The sacrifice of $100 to buy a special gift for
your best friend isafun thing to do.

What could you do to love your wife . . . to
love your husband . . . sacrificially? Just be sureto
understand that it is never sacrifice simply for
sacrifice’s sake. Christian love is sacrifice that is
beneficia to the other person. St. Paul wrote:

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 theword,
and to present her to himself as a radiant
church, without stain or wrinkle or any other
blemish, but holy and blamel ess.
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In Christian marriage we are to follow the ex-
ample of Jesuswho sacrificed himself for our ben-
efit. He died so that we can be Christians who are
clean and radiant and holy and good. That’swhat a
loving husband doesfor hiswife. That'swhat alov-
ing wife doesfor her husband. She encourageshim
to grow in hisfaith. He helps her learn how to pray.
They push each other to follow Jesus Christ. Lov-
ing husbands and wives lead each other into holi-
ness, not sin.

The number one reason couples grow spiritu-
ally, worship regularly, live righteously and endure
adversity faithfully isthat they love one another in
a way that is spiritually beneficial. Every couple
faces problems, discouragement and defeats.
Blessed are those couples who

you need?’ and then you do what you can to meet
those desires.

USA Today reported an interview with best-
selling author Stormie Omartian. When you hear
her story you decide that her name, Stormie, de-
scribes multiple chapters of her life. Her mentally
ill mother locked her in acloset for hours at atime
when she was a girl. In young adulthood she got
into drugs, acohol, Eastern religions and the oc-
cult. She went through a disastrous first marriage,
two illegal abortions, severe depression and con-
templated suicide. Now she is a Christian having
been married for over 25 years with three grown
children. Sheexplainsthat one of thewayssheloves
and caresfor her husband isthat sheregularly prays

for him. “Something

help each other overcome those
adversities with grace and come
out the other side stronger than
they were before. I’ ve seen mar-
ried couples go through bank-
ruptcy, unemployment, cancer,
extra-marital affairsand the death
of achild and make it because of
sacrificia love that benefited the
other. The question at the end of
every day and on every anniver-
sary is, “Have | loved my hus-

Thereis something special, su-
pernatural, unexplainable,
mysterious and wonderful
about theexclusiverelationship
of Christian marriage. Itisa
permanent relationship spe-
cially sealed by God.

amazing happens to
our hearts when we
pray for another per-
son. The hardness
melts. Webecomeable
to get beyond the hurts
and forgive.”

Thebest Christian
loveinmarriageissac-
rificial, beneficia, car-
ing and exclusive.
When St. Paul finished

band/wife into a better person
than he/she would otherwise have been without my
love?’

Thethird mark of Christian love for a husband
or wifeiscaring. Ephesians 5:29 saysthelovefor a
spouse isto be like the love for our own bodies—
caring for the person you' re married to just the way
Jesus cares for Christians. Caring runs the gamut
from providing physically to being nice. Love
means going to work, earning a living, providing
clothes and food and shelter. (The Bible uses harsh
wordsfor those who don't properly providefor their
families.)

But caring also includes kind words, saying
“thank you”, laughing at the other person’s jokes
even if you've heard them before, remembering
birthdays, waiting for the other person before you
start eating and athousand other considerations. If
you care for someone you focus on their needs and
desires and do your best to fulfill them. You make
her feel secure. You listen to his problems before
telling about your problems. You call each other on
the phone. You ask, “What do you want? What do

writing hisrevolution-
ary wordsabout Christian marriage he quoted aline
from the beginning of the Old Testament. It's ex-
plained in greater detail by Jesusin Mark 10:6-9:
“But at the beginning of creation God
made them male and female. For this rea-
son aman will leave his father and mother
and be united to his wife, and the two will
become oneflesh. Sothey arenolonger two,
but one. Therefore what God has joined to-
gether, let man not separate.”

St. Paul called the marriage relationship of a
man and awoman a “profound mystery”. Thereis
something special, supernatural, unexplainable,
mysterious and wonderful about the exclusive re-
lationship of Christian marriage. It is a permanent
relationship specialy sealed by God. In its perma
nency and exclusivity there can be a safety, secu-
rity and vulnerability unlike any other human rela-
tionships. Here he can be who he is and be loved.
She can be herself and be fully accepted and sup-
ported. Here there can be secrets that no one else
ever knows—not even a court of law will breach
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spousal privilege. Herel can grow and be grown as
in no other place or way or relationship.

While there may be parents and children and
family and friends swirling around a Christian mar-
riage they can never fully know or understand. It is
for just two people—no one else knows you like
the person to whom you are married, no one else
loves you like your husband or wife. There is an
intimacy herethat isyour secret for therest of time.

Christian love in marriage protects this exclu-
sivity with a passion. There is commitment and
faithfulness to each other that keeps everyone el'se
outside. Whether the actual words are spoken or
not there is the secret bond that says, “My heart,
my body, my love belongsto you and to you alone—
for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sick-
nessand in health, for therest of our lives.” Thisis
an exclusive Christian love.

One amazing reality about this Christian love
for a marriage partner is that it is not strongest at
marriage and then diluted through the years of life
together. It can and should grow stronger withtime.
When a couple first marries they beautifully pro-
fess their love and allegiance for one another—as
they should! But it is only the beginning. As they
journey through the varied terrain of life together,
they are given the opportunity to love each other in
new and different ways that they never could have
been imagined on their wedding day. Paying bills,
medical crises, changing of addresses, birthing chil-

dren and spending ten thousand nights together in
the same bed can grow afar stronger and morewon-
derful love than when it al began.

Near the end of the Bible there is an obscure
but very interesting linewritten by St. Paul. In Titus
2:4 older women are encouraged to “train the
younger womento lovetheir husbands.” It assumes
that love grows stronger and better with age. It as-
sumes that Christian love doesn't just happen but
that it is learned and practiced. It teaches that the
best isyet to come.

Christian husband, may your lovefor your wife
be sacrificial, beneficial, caring and exclusive.

Christianwife, may your lovefor your husband
be sacrificial, beneficial, caring and exclusive.

And Christians, one and all:

“Love the Lord your God with all your
heart and with all your soul and with all your
mind. Thisisthefirst and the greatest com-
mandment. And the second islikeit: ‘Love
your neighbor as yourself.” ” (Matthew
22:37-39)
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