God’s Blueprint for the Home #3

“The Route to Oneness”

Genesis 2:24

When I was in sixth or seventh grade, I watched a film at school on U.S. Route 1.  Beginning at Fort Kent, Maine—on the Canadian border—this historic road runs down the eastern United States for 2,390 miles to Key West, Florida.  On the way, Route 1 takes the traveler through the cities of Boston, New York, Philadelphia, Baltimore, Washington, Richmond, and Miami.  Being a bit of a history buff, I was fascinated to see so many significant sites all connected by one highway.


I was reminded of this as I prepared for this message today.  Last week we considered the original design for marriage as seen in Genesis 2.  I mentioned at that time that Genesis 2:24 serves as a divine commentary on marriage as Moses wrote, “Therefore shall a man leave his father and his mother, and shall cleave unto his wife: and they shall be one flesh.”  Neil Anderson and Charles Mylander, in their book The Christ-Centered Marriage, list three criteria for a successful marriage:

•
First, both the husband and wife need to leave Mom and Dad—physically, emotionally, mentally, spiritually and financially.

•
Second, they need to bond together in such a way that they become one.

•
Third, they need to have no unresolved issues between themselves and God, so

that intimacy and transparency are the norm for their relationship.


How does this verse remind me of an east coast highway?  Let’s take the verse in reverse: the last phrase—”and they shall be one flesh,”—is the goal of marriage; the two phrases before that—”leave his father and his mother, and cleave unto his wife”—is how that is done.  These two actions form the route to oneness.

The Desire for Oneness


The desire for oneness, then, is the ultimate goal of marriage.  “The two shall be one flesh,” Genesis 2:24 tells us.  While the obvious interpretation of this phrase refers to physical intimacy, there is more to it than that.  Warren Wiersbe writes,

The Hebrew word translated “one” (ehad) can also mean “a unity” as well as “numerical oneness.” It’s used that way in Genesis 2:24, describing the oneness of Adam and Eve, and also in Exodus 26:6 and 11 to describe “unity” of the curtains in the tabernacle (see niv). The word also carries the idea of “uniqueness.”
 

In marriage there is a uniqueness that no other human relationship can attain.  We have friendships, partnerships, and other associations with people, but nothing comes close to the marriage bond.


I realize that the word “bond” is not far removed from “bondage,” and that is many people’s view of their marriages!  In his Screwtape Letters C. S. Lewis says that each time a man and a woman enter into a sexual relationship a spiritual bond is established between them which must be eternally enjoyed or eternally endured.
  I don’t believe God wants us to simply “endure” married life, but that we should “enjoy” it to the fullest.


This desire for oneness is both a fact and a process.  Once the wedding ceremony takes place and the marriage is consummated, the husband and wife are, in fact, one.  You will never be any more married that you are on your wedding day. But I would hope that over the years you have grown closer to your spouse.  There is an old saying that the longer couples are married, the more they look like each other.  I don’t know if that’s always true, but hopefully the longer a couple is married, the more they become one.
The Direction to Oneness


How is that done?  The Bible provides the direction to oneness in our text this morning.  Becoming one flesh requires two steps: leaving and cleaving (to use the old King James Version terminology).  These two activities are closely related to each other—in fact, we could call them two sides of the same coin.  One without the other is either impossible or incomplete.


The first step in the direction to oneness is to “leave father and mother.”  In this verse, the husband is addressed—”a man shall leave his father and his mother,”—but in reality this must be done by both bride and groom.  


Our first thought on this phrase might be geographical—to move away from Mom and Dad. While that is a good idea, it was not the original intention.  In the ancient world, the groom would build a room onto the house of his parents, and when the room was completed, he would come and get his bride.  (This is the cultural background to several of Jesus’ parables.)  Leaving must be done not only geographically: it must be done psychologically.
  Chuck Swindoll puts it this way:
In order for the new relationship between bride and groom to flourish and their home to begin correctly, the cord must be cut with the parents. This does not mean abandoning our parents or ignoring or mistreating or cutting off all contact with them. To “leave father and mother” means to break the parent-child bond, to sever the tight, emotionally dependent strings that once provided security, protection, financial assistance, and physical needs. All or any of those ties, if brought over into a marriage, will hinder the bond of marri​age from sealing. So God mentions this first, even before He talks about “cleaving” to each other.

In fact, as another author puts it, “Leaving permits cleaving.”
  This is why I characterized these steps as two sides of the same coin: Unless you have one you cannot have the other.  Yet this is one of the fatal errors couples make as they enter marriage.  One or both are unwilling to “leave” their parents, and problems develop immediately.

If the word “leave” seems too negative, replace it with the word “launch.”  When a boat launches from the dock, what must be done beforehand?  The rope or ropes tying it to the dock must be released.  If not, the dock and the boat will be damaged!  Last year a movie entitled “Failure to Launch” focused on an adult who could not leave his parents’ home—and they were ready for him to go!  Some couples try to “launch” their married lives together without releasing the ties to Mom and Dad, and disaster develops fast!

How do you know if this is a problem?  Consider these questions:

· Does the approval of relatives (or any people) mean more to you than the approval of your spouse?

· When a question or problem arises, where do you turn, and whose advice do you usually follow?

· Are you still trying to live up to the expectations of your parents?

· Would you be willing to sever any other relationship that would threaten your relationship with God or your spouse, even if it included members of your immediate family?

These answers may go a long way to tell if a couple has truly left their parents.


Before we think that such leaving is cruel or heartless, listen to the interchange between Jesus as and adult and His mother, Mary, in a public setting, as recorded in John 2:1-5,

On the third day a wedding took place at Cana in Galilee. Jesus’ mother was there, and Jesus and his disciples had also been invited to the wedding. When the wine was gone, Jesus’ mother said to him, “They have no more wine.” 

“Dear woman, why do you involve me?” Jesus replied. “My time has not yet come.”  

His mother said to the servants, “Do whatever he tells you.” 

Jesus was not being impertinent here. “Dear woman” was a term of respectful address, but He was also saying to His mother that He was no longer subject to her, but rather to His Heavenly Father. She immediately stepped back and told the servants to obey Jesus.
  Even though this is not in a marriage setting, it demonstrates the transference of responsibility and authority that comes with a child becoming an adult.


Leaving, then, is the essential first step in the direction toward oneness.  Parents, this is sound advice for parents to heed just as much as it is for those getting married.  Swindoll writes,

Release your child! That is perhaps the best wedding gift you can give. Ideally, verbalize your willingness to sever those ties. I know of some parents who actually wrote their feelings and decision on a piece of paper, giving it to the bride and groom on the wedding day. Good idea! 

 


Once the “leaving” is done, the next step is “cleaving.”  The Hebrew term, dābaq, translated “cleave” means “to glue” or “to cling” to someone in affection and loyalty.
 Those terms used in the definition of “cleaving” are important to understand and practice: love and loyalty.  Unfortunately too many marriages lack both of these qualities.


Love is something that every married couple claims to have from the outset.  After all, who marries someone they don’t love?  (True, there are other reasons people tie the knot, but there is usually some aspect of love between the two!)  Yet over half of all marriages end in divorce, with neither partner being able to stand the other one.  How can this be?


Maybe it is because we have the wrong idea about love. Our society has a concept of love that is capsulated in the timeless lyrics, “Yummy, yummy, yummy, I’ve got love in my tummy—and I feel like loving you.”  The key word there is feel.  Love, we are told, is that overwhelming feeling of attraction, and when that feeling comes on, you’ve got to be with that other person.  The problem is that when that feeling leaves, you’ve got to get away from that person!  That is why so many marriages fail.  I’ve heard people explaining their failed relationship with the words “People change.”  I think it would be more accurate to say “Feelings change.”


“But what’s wrong with the feelings of love?” someone might object.  The answer is that feelings of love are too often tainted by selfishness.  We are attracted to someone because of what they do (or can do) for me.  As long as that person makes me happy, I love them.  But when they don’t do anything for me anymore, it’s time to move on—to someone else who will!


This is diametrically opposed to the biblical concept of love.  In the Bible’s definition of love—1 Corinthians 13—Paul writes, “…love is not self-seeking” (v. 5).  John writes in 1 John 4:10, “This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins.”  God’s love was not selfish—He did not love us because we first loved Him—but was sacrificial, demonstrated in the sending of His Son to die in our place.  Then he adds in verse 11, “Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one another.”  We should love others in the same way God loves us.


Such love is necessary in the marriage relationship as well.  In the greatest love song ever written, we read in Song of Solomon 6:3, “I am my lover’s and my lover is mine…”  Later, in Song of Solomon 7:10, we read, “I belong to my lover, and his desire is for me.”  Nowadays that bride would probably wear one of those t-shirts that says “Property of: My Lover.”


This concept gets very specific in 1 Corinthians 7:3-4, as Paul writes,

The husband should fulfill his marital duty to his wife, and likewise the wife to her husband. The wife'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.


Did you catch that?  Our own bodies do not belong to us in the marriage relationship, but to our mate.  Wouldn’t that revolutionize the sexual mindset of so many today?  Instead of sex being self-gratifying, it becomes all about pleasing the other person.  The wonderful part of this is that, when both husband and wife have this viewpoint, both are satisfied.  But it is never done selfishly.


Paul also writes about this in Ephesians 5:25-33, in which he quotes our text today:

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. In this same way, husbands ought to love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. 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 this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh.”  This is a profound mystery—but I am talking about Christ and the church. However, each one of you also must love his wife as he loves himself…


True love, then, is all about self-sacrifice and service to the one loved.


Another important aspect of cleaving is the concept of loyalty.  We use that word in a lot of contexts even in our own world, but not often do we think about it with regard to marriage.  Are you loyal to your spouse?  What does that mean?


The first thing that probably comes to mind when loyalty within marriage is mentioned has to do with being faithful sexually.  Certainly this is what the Bible means, as the seventh commandment prohibits adultery.  One of the only legitimate causes to break the marriage bond in God’s eyes is marital unfaithfulness—and God says He hates divorce!  Obviously faithfulness is important to the Lord.


Loyalty in a marriage goes beyond that, though.  There is an emotional aspect to loyalty that we often overlook.  We need to support one another, to build each other up in the relationship, because there are so many things in life that try to tear us down.  Unfortunately, in many homes the greatest wrecking balls do their destruction from the inside.  Criticism, sarcasm, and even hateful words do more to tear down our mates than anything said or done outside the home.  And when the partners are demolished, so is the partnership.


Thirdly there is a spiritual aspect to loyalty.  We ought to continue to grow spiritually.  That will do more to improve our marriage relationship than any other single activity.  The more Christlike we become, the better husband or wife we will be.

Leaving and cleaving provide the direction toward oneness.  These steps are not easy, nor are they once-for-all facts, but ongoing processes.  As Gordon MacDonald writes,
The result of cleaving in relationship is that two human beings pro​gressively overcome the barriers that sin has erected and recover more and more of the one-flesh experience…. It is a word describing a continuum, a growth experience. In marriage one is always cleaving—holding on and advancing against forces which would seek to divide the loyalties and fidelities that marriage has to have.


This will take us a lifetime to accomplish.  It is not impossible—though at times it may seem that way—but it will require our steadfast effort and commitment to make it work.

The Demands of Oneness


As we wrap up this message, I want to point out the demands of oneness—the necessities that must be present if we are going to make this whole thing work. 


The key is maturity.  I have had, for a number of years, a little paperback book in my library entitled Marriage Is For Adults.  In it the author explains, 

This does not mean that having reached the age of 21 guarantees readiness for marriage. The key to adulthood is emotional maturity, which does not result merely from having lived a certain number of years. Emotional maturity involves personal stability and, the ability to love another in a self-giving way.


In other words, as Paul writes in Philippians 2:3-4, 

Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with humility of mind let each of you regard one another as more important than himself; do not merely look out for your own personal interests but also for the interests of others.


True love is selfless.  True love is sacrificial.  True love is more concerned that the other person’s needs are met than it is that my own needs are met.  True love can only be done by someone mature enough not to be self-oriented.  As MacDonald puts it,

Biblical marriage in its most profound sense is a stepping off into the recovery of the original state of humanness, when men and women were not exploiters of one another but helpers of one another.


Maturity also involves security and stability.  Yes, we find security in the love our mate has for us, but we must first be secure enough in ourselves that we are not emotionally reliant upon the other person.  Otherwise the relationship becomes more of a parent/child dependency than a husband/wife partnership.


Finally, maturity has a spiritual aspect to it.  The goal of marriage is oneness.  Two lives are bonded together as one.  An essential ingredient for a successful marriage is oneness. But bonding is not a given. Two people can live together and be legally married according to the government, but they are just two people living together.  Anderson and Mylander note, 

The glue that holds the two together is the relationship that each spouse has with God. The strongest architectural design is an equilateral triangle (i.e., all three sides are equal)… Should either side of the triangle be broken or weakened, it dramatically affects the strength of the marriage. That is why we are not to be unequally yoked.

Perhaps you have heard of that phrase “unequally yoked” before.  It comes from Scripture, as Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 6:14-15,

Do not be yoked together with unbelievers. For what do righteousness and wickedness have in common? Or what fellowship can light have with darkness? What harmony is there between Christ and Belial? What does a believer have in common with an unbeliever? 


The ideal marriage features a husband and a wife, committed to God and to each other, growing closer together as each grows closer to God.  When one of the partners has no commitment to God, the bonding will be secondary at best.


The route to oneness, if I may use another highway image, is a one-way street.  There is only one way to experience God’s original design for marriage, and that is for both husband and wife to be fully committed to God and to each other.  How is that commitment in your home today?  Does it need to be reaffirmed?  No matter how long you’ve been married, those commitments need to be revisited from time to time and reestablished.


Then we will be on the route to oneness.
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