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      Marriage

      A Matrix for Christian Hedonism

      The reason there is so much misery in marriage is not that husbands and wives seek their own pleasure but that they do not seek it in the pleasure of their spouses. The biblical mandate to husbands and wives is to seek their own joy in the joy of their spouses. Make marriage a matrix for Christian Hedonism.

      To Make a Wife of Splendor

      There is scarcely a more hedonistic passage in the Bible than the one on marriage in Ephesians 5:25–30:

      Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her, that he might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word, so that he might present the church to himself in splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that she might be holy and without blemish. In the same way husbands should love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. For no one ever hated his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it, just as Christ does the church, because we are members of his body.

      Husbands are told to love their wives the way Christ loved the church. How did he love the church? He “gave himself up for her.” But why? “That he might sanctify her” and cleanse her. But why did he want to do that? “That he might present the church to himself in splendor”!

      Ah! There it is! “For the joy that was set before him [he] endured the cross” (Heb. 12:2). What joy? The joy of marriage to his bride, the church. Jesus does not want a dirty and unholy wife. Therefore, he was willing to die to “sanctify and cleanse” his betrothed so he could present to himself a wife “in splendor.”

      Pursuing Joy in the Joy of the Beloved

      And what is the church’s ultimate joy? Is it not to be cleansed and sanctified and then presented as a bride to the sovereign, all-glorious Christ? So Christ sought his own joy, yes—but he sought it in the joy of the church! That is what love is: the pursuit of our own joy in the joy of the beloved.

      In Ephesians 5:29–30, Paul pushes the hedonism of Christ even further: “No one ever hated his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it, just as Christ does the church, because we are members of his body.” Why does Christ nourish and cherish the church? Because we are members of his own body, and no man ever hates his own body. In other words, the union between Christ and his bride is so close (“one flesh”) that any good done to her is a good done to himself. The blatant assertion of this text is that this fact motivates the Lord to nourish, cherish, sanctify, and cleanse his bride.

      By some definitions, this cannot be love. Love, they say, must be free of self-interest—especially Christlike love, especially Calvary love. I have never seen such a view of love made to square with this passage of Scripture. Yet what Christ does for his bride, this text plainly calls love: “Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church.” Why not let the text define love for us instead of bringing our definition from ethics or philosophy?

      According to this text, love is the pursuit of our joy in the holy joy of the beloved. There is no way to exclude self-interest from love for self-interest is not the same as selfishness. Selfishness seeks its own private happiness at the expense of others. Love seeks its happiness in the happiness of the beloved. It will even suffer and die for the beloved in order that its joy might be full in the life and purity of the beloved.

      But Did Not Jesus Say, “Hate Your Life”?

      When Paul says, “No one ever hated his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it,” and then uses Christ himself as an example, is he contradicting John 12:25, where Jesus says, “Whoever loves his life loses it, and whoever hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life”? No! There is no contradiction. On the contrary, the agreement is remarkable.

      The key phrase is “in this world”: he who hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life. This is not an ultimate hating because by doing it, you keep your life forever. So there is a kind of hating of life that is good and necessary, and this is not what Paul denies when he says no one hates his life. This kind of hating is a means to saving and is therefore a kind of love. That’s why Jesus has to limit the hating he commends with the words in this world. If you take the future world into view, it can’t be called hating anymore. Hating life in this world is what Jesus did when he “gave himself for the church.” But he did it for the joy set before him. He did it that he might present his bride to himself in splendor. Hating his own life was the deepest love for his own life—and for the church!

      Nor is Paul’s word here a contradiction of Revelation 12:11: “And they have conquered him by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony, for they loved not their lives even unto death.” They were willing to be killed for Jesus, but by hating their lives in this way, they “conquered” Satan and gained the glory of heaven: “Be faithful unto death, and I will give you the crown of life” (2:10). This “not loving life unto death” was indeed a loving of life beyond death.

      Everyone Seeks Happiness

      No man in this world ever hates his own flesh in the ultimate sense of choosing what he is sure will produce the greater misery. This has been the conclusion of many great knowers of the human heart. We cited Blaise Pascal to this effect in the introduction.

      Jonathan Edwards ties this truth to the word of Christ: “Jesus knew that all mankind were in the pursuit of happiness. He has directed them in the true way to it, and He tells them what they must become in order to be blessed and happy.”1 Edward Carnell generalizes the point: “The Christian ethic, let us remember, is premised on the self’s love for the self. Nothing motivates us unless it appeals to our interests.”2

      For a husband to be an obedient person, he must love his wife the way Christ loved the church—that is, he must pursue his own joy in the holy joy of his wife.3 “In the same way husbands should love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself” (Eph. 5:28).

      This is clearly Paul’s paraphrase of Jesus’s command, which Jesus took from Leviticus 19:18: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Matt. 22:39). The popular misconception is that this command teaches us to learn to esteem ourselves so we can love others. This is not what the command means.4 Jesus does not command us to love ourselves. He assumes that we do—that is, he assumes, as Edwards said, that we all pursue our own happiness; then he makes the measure of our innate self-love the measure of our duty to love others: “As you love yourself, so love others.”

      Paul now applies this to marriage. He sees it illustrated in Christ’s relationship to the church. And he sees it illustrated in the fact that husbands and wives become “one flesh” (Eph. 5:31). “Husbands should love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself” (5:28). In other words, husbands should devote the same energy and time and creativity to making their wives happy that they devote naturally to making themselves happy. The result will be that, in doing this, they will make themselves happy. For he who loves his wife loves himself. Since the wife is one flesh with her husband, the same applies to her love for him.

      Paul does not build a dam against the river of hedonism; he builds a channel for it. He says, “Husbands and wives, recognize that in marriage you have become one flesh. If you live for your private pleasure at the expense of your spouse, you are living against yourself and destroying your joy. But if you devote yourself with all your heart to the holy joy of your spouse, you will also be living for your joy and making a marriage after the image of Christ and his church.”

      The Pattern for Christian Hedonism in Marriage

      Now what does this love between husband and wife look like? Does Paul teach a pattern for married love in this text?

      Ephesians 5:31 is a quotation of Genesis 2:24: “Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and they shall become one flesh.” Paul adds in Ephesians 5:32, “This mystery is profound, and I am saying that it refers to Christ and the church.” Why does he call Genesis 2:24 a “profound mystery”?

      Before we answer, let’s go back to the Old Testament context and see more clearly what Genesis 2:24 meant.

      The Old Testament Context

      According to Genesis 2, God created Adam first and put him in the garden alone. Then the Lord said, “It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him a helper fit for him” (2:18). This is not necessarily an indictment of Adam’s fellowship with God or proof that care for the garden was too hard for one person. Rather, the point is that God made man to be a sharer. God created us not to be cul-de-sacs of his bounty but conduits. No man is complete unless he is conducting grace (like electricity) between God and another person. (No person who is single should conclude that this can happen only in marriage!5)

      It must be another person, not an animal. So in Genesis 2:19–20, God paraded the animals before Adam to show him that animals would never do as a “helper fit for him.” Animals help plenty, but only a person can be a fellow heir of the grace of life (1 Pet. 3:7). Only a person can receive and appreciate and enjoy grace. What a man needs is another person with whom he can share the love of God. Animals will never do! There is an infinite difference between sharing the northern lights with your beloved and sharing them with your dog.

      Therefore, according to Genesis 2:21–22, “The Lord God caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man, and while he slept took one of his ribs and closed up its place with flesh. And the rib that the Lord God had taken from the man he made into a woman and brought her to the man.” Having shown the man that no animal would do for his helper, God made another human from man’s own flesh and bone to be like him—and yet very unlike him. He did not create another male. He created a female. And Adam recognized in her the perfect counterpart to himself—utterly different from the animals:

      This at last is bone of my bones

      and flesh of my flesh;

      she shall be called Woman,

      because she was taken out of Man. (Gen. 2:23)

      By creating a person like Adam yet very unlike Adam, God provided the possibility of a profound unity that otherwise would have been impossible. A different kind of unity is enjoyed by joining diverse counterparts than is enjoyed by joining two things just alike. When we all sing the same melody line, it is called unison, which means “one sound.” But when we unite diverse lines of soprano, alto, tenor, and bass, we call it harmony; and everyone who has an ear to hear knows that something deeper in us is touched by great harmony than by mere unison. So God made a woman, not another man. He created heterosexuality, not homosexuality.6

      Notice the connection between 2:23 and 2:24, signaled by the word therefore:

      Then the man said,

      “This at last is bone of my bones

      and flesh of my flesh;

      she shall be called Woman,

      because she was taken out of Man.”

      Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and they shall become one flesh.

      In 2:23 the focus is on two things: objectively, the fact that woman is part of man’s flesh and bone; and subjectively, the joy Adam has in being presented with the woman. “At last, this is bone of my bones / and flesh of my flesh”! From these two things, the writer draws an inference about marriage in 2:24: “Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and they shall become one flesh.”

      In other words, in the beginning, God took woman out of man as bone of his bone and flesh of his flesh, and then God presented her back to the man to discover in living fellowship what it means to be one flesh. This verse draws out the lesson that marriage is just that: a man leaving his father and mother because God has given him another; a man holding fast to this woman alone and no other; and a man discovering the experience of being one flesh with this woman.

      The Great Mystery of Marriage

      Paul looks at this and calls it a “profound mystery.” Why?

      He had learned from Jesus that the church is Christ’s body (Eph. 1:23). By faith, a person is joined to Jesus Christ. Thus a person becomes one with all believers so that we “are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28). Believers in Christ are the body of Christ. We are the organism through which he manifests his life and in which his Spirit dwells.

      Knowing this about the relationship between Christ and the church, Paul sees a parallel with marriage. He sees that husband and wife become one flesh and that Christ and the church become one body. So in 2 Corinthians 11:2, for example, he says to the church, “I feel a divine jealousy for you, for I betrothed you to one husband to present you as a pure virgin to Christ.” He pictures Christ as the husband, the church as the bride, and conversion as an act of betrothal that Paul had helped bring about. The bride’s presentation to her husband will happen at the Lord’s second coming, referred to in Ephesians 5:27 (“that he might present the church to himself in splendor”).

      It looks as though Paul uses the relationship of human marriage, learned from Genesis 2, to describe and explain the relationship between Christ and the church. But if that were the case, marriage would not be a mystery, as Paul calls it in Ephesians 5:32; it would be the clear and obvious thing that explains the mystery of Christ and the church. So there is more to marriage than meets the eye. What is it?

      The mystery is this: God did not create the union of Christ and the church after the pattern of human marriage—just the reverse! He created human marriage on the pattern of Christ’s relation to the church.

      The mystery of Genesis 2:24 is that the marriage it describes is a parable or symbol of Christ’s relation to his people. There was more going on in the creation of woman than meets the eye. God doesn’t do things willy-nilly. Everything has a purpose and meaning. When God engaged to create man and woman and to ordain the union of marriage, he didn’t roll the dice or draw straws or flip a coin as to how they might be related to each other. He patterned marriage very purposefully after the relationship between his Son and the church, which he had planned from all eternity.7

      Therefore, marriage is a mystery—it contains and conceals a meaning far greater than what we see on the outside. God created man male and female and ordained marriage so that the eternal covenant relationship between Christ and his church would be imaged forth in the marriage union. As Geoffrey Bromiley has written, “As God made man in his own image, so he made marriage in the image of his own eternal marriage with his people.”8

      The inference Paul draws from this mystery is that the roles of husband and wife in marriage are not arbitrarily assigned but are rooted in the distinctive roles of Christ and his church. Those of us who are married need to ponder again and again how mysterious and wonderful it is that God grants us in marriage the privilege to image forth stupendous divine realities infinitely bigger and greater than ourselves.

      This is the foundation of the pattern of love that Paul describes for marriage. It is not enough to say that each spouse should pursue his or her own joy in the joy of the other. It is also important to say that husbands and wives should consciously copy the relationship God intended for Christ and the church.9

      The Wife Takes Her Special Cues from the Church

      Accordingly, wives are to take their cues from the purpose of the church in its relation to Christ: “Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife even as Christ is the head of the church, his body, and is himself its Savior. Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit in everything to their husbands” (Eph. 5:22–24).

      To understand the wife’s submission, we need to understand the husband’s “headship” because her submission is based on his headship (“Wives, submit . . . for the husband is the head”). What is the meaning of head in Ephesians 5:23?

      The Greek word for head (kephalē) is used in the Septuagint (Greek Old Testament) sometimes to refer to a chief or leader (Judg. 10:18; 11:8–9; 2 Sam. 22:44; Ps. 18:43; Isa. 7:8). But it is not at first obvious why head should be used to refer to a leader. Perhaps its position at the top of the body gave the head its association with high rank and power.

      For some ancients, the leading faculty of thought was in the heart, not in the head, though according to Charles Singer in the Oxford Classical Dictionary, Aristotle’s opinion that intelligence is in the heart “was contrary to the views of some of his medical contemporaries, contrary to the popular view, and contrary to the doctrine of [Plato’s] Timaeus.”10 The most pertinent Greek witness for the meaning of head in Paul’s time would be his contemporary Philo, who said,

      Just as nature conferred the sovereignty of the body on the head when she granted it also possession of the citadel as the most suitable for its kingly rank, conducted it thither to take command and established it on high with the whole framework from neck to foot set below it, like the pedestal under the statue, so too she has given the lordship of the senses to the eyes.11

      This was the popular view in Paul’s day, according to Heinrich Schlier, as is evident from Stoic sources besides Philo.12 Therefore, contemporary critics are wrong when they claim that “for Greek speaking people in New Testament times, who had little opportunity to read the Greek translation of the Old Testament, there were many possible meanings for ‘head’ but ‘supremacy over’ or ‘being responsible to’ were not among them.”13

      “Supremacy” is precisely the quality given to the head by Philo and others. But most important is that Paul’s own use of the word head in Ephesians 1:22 “unquestionably carries with it the idea of authority.”14

      In Ephesians 1:20–22, Paul says,

      [God] worked in Christ when he raised him from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly places, far above all rule and authority and power and dominion, and above every name that is named. . . . And he put all things under his feet and gave him as head over all things to the church.

      Even if the word head could mean “source” as some claim,15 this would be a foreign idea here where Christ is installed as supreme over all authorities. Nor is it at all likely that this idea was in Paul’s mind in Ephesians 5:23, where the wife’s “subordination” suggests most naturally that her husband is “head” in the sense of leader or authority.

      But let’s suppose that “source” were the sense of head in this passage. What would that mean in this context? The husband is pictured as the head of the wife, as Christ is pictured as the head of the church, his body (5:29–30). Paul is very specific with what kind of “head” he has in mind. It is the head connected to a neck on top of a “body.”

      Now if “head” means “source,” what is the husband the source of? What does the body get from the head? It gets nourishment (that’s mentioned in 5:29: “No one ever hated his own flesh but nourishes it and cherishes it, just as Christ does the church”). And we can understand this because the mouth is in the head, and nourishment comes through the mouth to the body. But that’s not all the body gets from the head. It gets guidance because the eyes are in the head. And it gets alertness and protection because the ears are in the head.

      In other words, if the husband as head is one flesh with his wife, his body, and if he is therefore her source of guidance and food and alertness, then the natural conclusion is that the head, the husband, has a primary responsibility for leadership and provision and protection.

      So, even if you give head the meaning “source,” the most natural interpretation of these verses is that the husband is called by God to take primary responsibility for Christlike servant leadership and protection and provision in the home. And wives are called to honor and affirm their husbands’ leadership and help carry it through according to their gifts.

      Therefore, when Paul says, “Wives, submit to your own husbands . . . for the husband is the head of the wife,” he means a wife should recognize and honor her husband’s greater responsibility to lead the home. She should be disposed to yield to her husband’s authority and should be inclined to follow his leadership.

      The reason I say a disposition to yield and an inclination to follow is that no submission of one human being to another is absolute. The husband does not replace Christ as the woman’s supreme authority. She must never follow her husband’s leadership into sin. But even when a Christian wife may have to stand with Christ against the sinful will of her husband, she can still have a spirit of submission. She can show by her attitude and behavior that she does not like resisting his will and that she longs for him to forsake sin and lead in righteousness so that her disposition to honor him as head can again produce harmony.

      Another reason for stressing the disposition and inclination of submission, rather than any particular acts, is that the specific behaviors growing out of this spirit of submission are so varied from marriage to marriage. They can even appear contradictory from culture to culture.

      The Husband Takes His Special Cues from Christ

      So in this mysterious parable of marriage, the wife is to take her special cue from God’s purpose for the church in its relation to Christ.16 And to the husbands Paul says, “Take your special cues from Christ”: “Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her” (Eph. 5:25). If the husband is the head of the wife, as 5:23 says, let it be very plain to every husband that this means primarily leading out in the kind of love that is willing to die to give her life.

      As Jesus says in Luke 22:26, “Let . . . the leader [become] as one who serves.” The husband who plops himself down in front of the TV and orders his wife around like a slave has abandoned the way of Christ. Jesus bound himself with a towel and washed the apostles’ feet. Woe to the husband who thinks his maleness requires of him a domineering, demanding attitude toward his wife. If you want to be a Christian husband, you become a servant, not a boss.

      It is true that Ephesians 5:21 puts this whole section under the sign of mutual submission: “submitting to one another out of reverence for Christ.” But it is utterly unwarranted to infer from this verse that the way Christ submits himself to the church and the way the church submits herself to Christ are the same. The church submits to Christ by a disposition to follow his leadership. Christ submits to the church by a disposition to exercise his leadership in humble service to the church, especially by dying for her life and holiness.

      When Christ said, “Let the leader become as one who serves,” he did not mean let the leader cease to be a leader. Even while he was on his knees washing their feet, no one doubted who the leader was in that room. Nor should any Christian husband shirk his responsibility under God to provide moral vision and spiritual leadership as the humble servant of his wife and family.

      I address the men directly for a moment: do not let the rhetoric of unbiblical feminism cow you into thinking that Christlike leadership from husbands is bad. It is what our homes need more than anything. For all your meekness and all your servanthood and all your submission to your wife’s deep desires and needs, you are still the head, the leader.

      What I mean is this: you should feel the greater responsibility to take the lead in the things of the Spirit; you should lead the family in a life of prayer, in the study of God’s word, and in worship; you should lead in giving the family a vision of its meaning and mission; you should take the lead in shaping the moral fabric of the home and in governing its happy peace. I have never met a Christian woman who chafes under such Christlike leadership. But I know of too many wives who are unhappy because their husbands have abdicated their God-ordained leadership and have no moral vision, no spiritual conception of what a family is for, and therefore, no desire to lead anyone anywhere.

      Back in the day when cigarettes could be advertised, there was an ad that pictured a curly-headed, bronze-faced, muscular macho with a cigarette hanging out of the side of his mouth. The ad said, “Where a man belongs.” That was a lie then, and it is a lie now. Where a man belongs is at the bedside of his children, leading in devotion and prayer. Where a man belongs is leading his family to the house of God. Where a man belongs is up early and alone with God, seeking vision and direction for his family.

      Forms of Submission

      To the wife, it should be said that the form your submission takes will vary according to the quality of your husband’s leadership. If the husband is a godly man who has a biblical vision for his family and leads out in the things of the Spirit, a godly woman will rejoice in this leadership and support him in it. You will no more be squelched by this leadership and support than the disciples were squelched by the leadership of Jesus.

      If you think your husband’s vision is distorted or his direction is unbiblical, you will not sit in dumb silence but query him in a spirit of meekness, and you may often save his foot from stumbling. The husband’s headship does not mean infallibility or hostility to correction. Nor does a wife’s involvement in shaping the direction of the family involve insubordination.

      There is no necessary correlation between leadership and intelligence or between submission and the lack of intelligence. A wife will always be superior in some things and a husband in others. But it is a mistake to ignore that God-ordained pattern of husband leadership on the grounds that the woman is a more competent leader. Any man with zeal to obey the word of God can be a leader, no matter how many superior competencies his wife has.

      A small example: suppose the husband has a hard time reading. When he tries to read the Bible aloud, he gets it all twisted and pronounces the words wrong. His wife, meanwhile, is a gifted reader. Leadership does not require that he do all the reading during family devotions. Leadership may consist in this one announcement: “Hey, kids, come on into the living room. It’s time for devotions. Let’s pick up where we left off last time. Mama will read for us.” Dad may even be an invalid and still be recognized as the leader. It has to do with the husband’s spirit of initiative and responsibility and with the wife’s open support for this spirit.

      But what if a Christian woman is married to a man who provides no vision and gives no moral direction, takes no lead in the things of the Lord? First Peter 3:1 makes plain that submission is still the will of God. (“Wives, be subject to your own husbands, so that even if some do not obey the word, they may be won without a word by the conduct of their wives.”) Yet the form of submission in this case will be different.

      Under the lordship of Christ, she will not join her husband in sin even if he wants her to since she is called to submit to Christ, who forbids sinning (Eph. 5:22). But she will go as far as her conscience allows in supporting her husband and doing with him what he likes to do.

      Where she can, she will give a spiritual vision and moral direction to her children without communicating a cocky spirit of insubordination to her unbelieving husband. Even when, for Christ’s sake, she must do what her husband disapproves, she can try to explain in a tranquil and gentle spirit that it is not because she wants to go against him but because she is bound to Christ. Yet it will do no good to preach at him. At the root of his being, there is guilt that he is not assuming the moral leadership of his house. She must give him room and win him in quietness by her powerful and sacrificial love (1 Pet. 3:1–6).

      Redeeming Fallen Headship and Fallen Submission

      I have argued that there is a pattern of love in marriage ordained by God. The roles of husband and wife are not the same. The husband is to take his special cues from Christ as the head of the church. The wife is to take her special cues from the church as submissive to Christ. In doing this, the sinful and damaging results of the fall begin to be reversed. The fall twisted man’s loving headship into hostile domination in some men and lazy indifference in others. The fall twisted woman’s intelligent, willing submission into manipulative obsequiousness in some women and brazen insubordination in others.

      The redemption we anticipate at the incarnation of Christ is not the dismantling of the created order of loving headship and willing submission17 but a recovery of it. This is precisely what we find in Ephesians 5:21–33. Wives, redeem your fallen submission by modeling it after God’s intention for the church! Husbands, redeem your fallen headship by modeling it after God’s intention for Christ!

      The point of all of this has been to give direction to those who are persuaded that married love is the pursuit of our own joy in the holy joy of our spouses. I find in Ephesians 5:21–33 these two things: (1) the display of Christian Hedonism in marriage and (2) the direction its impulses should take.

      Wives, seek your joy in the joy of your husband by affirming and honoring his God-ordained role as leader in your relationship. Husbands, seek your joy in the joy of your wife by accepting the responsibility to lead as Christ led the church and gave himself for her.

      Not that my personal testimony could add anything to the weight of the word of God, yet I would like to bear witness to God’s goodness in my life. I discovered Christian Hedonism the same year I got married in 1968. Since then, Noël and I, in obedience to Jesus Christ, have pursued as passionately as we can the deepest, most lasting joys possible. All too imperfectly, all too half-heartedly at times, we have stalked our own joy in the joy of each other. And we can testify together: for those who marry, this is the path to the heart’s desire. For us, marriage has been a matrix for Christian Hedonism. As each pursues joy in the joy of the other and fulfills a God-ordained role, the mystery of marriage as a parable of Christ and the church becomes manifest for his great glory and for our great joy.18
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        17  Headship and submission did not originate with the fall, as so many people claim, but in their pure form were part of God’s intention from the beginning of creation before the fall. See Raymond C. Ortlund Jr., “Male-Female Equality and Male Headship: Genesis 1–3,” in Recovering Biblical Manhood and Womanhood, 95–112.

      

      
        18  See my fullest effort to flesh out the beauties and hardships of marriage in John Piper, This Momentary Marriage. I have also tried, with others, to give explanation and justification for the vision of manhood and womanhood in this chapter. See also Recovering Biblical Manhood and Womanhood.

      

    



    
      10

      Suffering

      The Sacrifice of Christian Hedonism

      Sitting at the Feet of a Suffering Saint

      I have never been the same since sitting at the feet of Richard Wurmbrand. It was literally at his feet. He took off his shoes and sat in a chair on the slightly raised platform at Grace Baptist Church in south Minneapolis. (I learned later it had to do with damage to his feet during the torture he had received in a Romanian prison.) Before him—and below him—sat about a dozen pastors. He spoke of suffering. Again and again he said that Jesus chose suffering. He chose it. It did not merely happen to him. He chose it: “No one takes [my life] from me, but I lay it down of my own accord” (John 10:18). He asked us if we would choose suffering for the sake of Christ.

      Wurmbrand died in 2001. But his impact continues. His devotional book Reaching Toward the Heights introduces him like this:

      Richard Wurmbrand is an evangelical Lutheran pastor of Jewish origin who was born in 1909 in Romania. When the Communists seized his native land in 1945, he became the leader in the underground church. In 1948 he and his wife, Sabina, were arrested, and he served fourteen years in Red Prisons, including three years in solitary confinement in a subterranean cell, never seeing the sun, the stars, or flowers. He saw no one except his guards and torturers. Christian friends in Norway purchased his freedom for $10,000 in 1964.1

      How Beautiful Is Sacrifice?

      One of the stories he tells is about a Cistercian abbot who was interviewed on Italian television. The interviewer was especially interested in the Cistercian tradition of living in silence and solitude. So he asked the abbot, “And what if you were to realize at the end of your life that atheism is true—that there is no God? Tell me, what if that were true?”

      The abbot replied, “Holiness, silence, and sacrifice are beautiful in themselves, even without promise of reward. I still will have used my life well.”

      Few glimpses into the meaning of life have had a greater impact on my contemplations about suffering. The first impact of the abbot’s response was a superficial, romantic surge of admiration. But then something got stuck. It did not sit well. Something was wrong. At first I could not figure it out. Then I turned to the great Christian sufferer, the apostle Paul, and was stunned by the gulf between his view and the abbot’s.

      Paul’s answer to the interviewer’s question was utterly contrary to the abbot’s answer. The interviewer had asked, “What if your way of life turns out to be based on a falsehood, and there is no God?” The abbot’s answer in essence was, “It was a good and noble life anyway.” Paul gave his answer in 1 Corinthians 15:19: “If in Christ we have hope in this life only, we are of all people most to be pitied.” This is the exact opposite of the abbot’s answer.

      Why did Paul not agree with the monk? Why didn’t Paul say, “Even if Christ is not raised from the dead, and even if there is no God, a life of love and labor and sacrifice and suffering is a good life”? Why didn’t he say, “Even without the reward of resurrection, we are not to be pitied”? Why did he say instead “If our hope in Christ proves false in the end, we are to be pitied more than anyone”?

      Does Life Go Better with Christ?

      This is an utterly crucial question for the Christian church, especially in prosperous, comfortable lands like America, Western Europe, Korea, and Australia. How many times do we hear Christian testimonies to the effect that becoming a Christian has made life easier? I once heard the quarterback of a professional football team say that after he prayed to receive Christ, he felt good about the game again and was proud of their 8–8 record because he was able to go out every Sunday and give it his best.

      It seems that most Christians in the prosperous West describe the benefits of Christianity in terms that would make it a good life, even if there were no God and no resurrection. Think of all the psychological benefits and relational benefits. And of course, these are true and biblical: the fruit of the Holy Spirit is love, joy, and peace. So if we get love, joy, and peace from believing these things, then is it not a good life to live, even if it turns out to be based on a falsehood? Why should we be pitied?

      What’s wrong with Paul, then? Was he not living the abundant life? Why would he say that if there is no resurrection, we are of all men most to be pitied? It does not seem to be pitiable to live your threescore and ten in a joyful and satisfying delusion, if that delusion makes no difference whatever for the future. If delusion can turn emptiness and meaninglessness into happiness, then why not be deluded?

      The answer seems to be that the Christian life for Paul was not the so-called good life of prosperity and ease. Instead, it was a life of freely chosen suffering beyond anything we ordinarily experience. Paul’s belief in God and his confidence in resurrection and his hope in eternal fellowship with Christ did not produce a life of comfort and ease that would have been satisfying even without resurrection. No, what his hope produced was a life of chosen suffering. Yes, he knew joy unspeakable. But it was a “rejoicing in hope” (Rom. 12:12 NASB). And that hope freed him to embrace sufferings that he never would have chosen apart from the hope of his own resurrection and the resurrection of those for whom he suffered. If there is no resurrection, Paul’s sacrificial choices, by his own testimony, were pitiable.

      Yes, there was joy and a sense of great significance in his suffering. But the joy was there only because of the joyful hope beyond suffering. This is the point of Romans 5:3–4: “We exult in our afflictions, knowing that affliction produces endurance, and endurance produces proven genuineness, and genuineness produces hope” (author’s translation). So there is joy in affliction. But the joy comes because of the hope that affliction itself is helping to secure and increase. So if there is no hope, Paul is a fool to embrace this affliction and an even bigger fool to rejoice in it. But there is hope. And so Paul chooses a way of life that would be foolish and pitiable without the hope of joy beyond the grave. His answer to Richard Wurmbrand’s question was yes, he chose suffering.

      Is There a Difference Between Conflict and Cancer?

      Let’s take a brief detour for a moment. Someone may ask at this point, “What about suffering I do not choose? Like cancer. Or the death of my child in a car accident? Or a severe depression? Is this chapter about any of that?” My answer is that most of this chapter is about the suffering Christians accept as part of a choice to be openly Christian in risky situations. And all situations are risky, one way or the other.

      The most significant difference between sickness and persecution is that persecution is intentional hostility from someone because we are known to be Christians but sickness is not. Therefore, in some situations, to choose to be public Christians is to choose a way of life that accepts suffering, if God wills (1 Pet. 4:19). But suffering may result from living as a Christian even when there is no intentional hostility from unbelievers. For example, a Christian may go to a disease-ridden village to minister, then contract the disease. This is suffering as a Christian, but it is not persecution. It is a choice to suffer, if God wills, but not from the hostility of others.

      But then, when you stop to think about it, all of life, if it is lived earnestly by faith in the pursuit of God’s glory and the salvation of others, is like the Christian who goes to the disease-ridden village. The suffering that comes is part of the price of living where you are in obedience to the call of God. In choosing to follow Christ in the way he directs, we choose all that this path includes under his sovereign providence. Thus, all suffering that comes in the path of obedience is suffering with Christ and for Christ—whether it is cancer or conflict. And it is “chosen”—that is, we willingly take the path of obedience where the suffering befalls us, and we do not murmur against God. We may pray—as Paul did—that the suffering be removed (2 Cor. 12:8); but if God wills, we embrace it in the end as part of the cost of discipleship in the path of obedience on the way to heaven.

      All Suffering in a Christian Calling Is with Christ and for Christ

      All experiences of suffering in the path of Christian obedience, whether from persecution or sickness or accident, have this in common: they all threaten our faith in the goodness of God and tempt us to leave the path of obedience. Therefore, every triumph of faith and all perseverance in obedience are testimonies to the goodness of God and the preciousness of Christ—whether the enemy is sickness, Satan, sin, or sabotage.

      Therefore, all suffering of every kind that we endure in the path of our Christian calling is a suffering “with Christ” and “for Christ.” With him, in the sense that the suffering comes to us as we are walking with him by faith and in the sense that it is endured in the strength he supplies through his sympathizing high-priestly ministry (Heb. 4:15). For him, in the sense that the suffering tests and proves our allegiance to his goodness and power and in the sense that it reveals his worth as an all-sufficient compensation and prize.

      Satan’s and God’s Design in the Same Suffering

      Not only that, but the suffering of sickness and the suffering of persecution also have this in common: they are both intended by Satan for the destruction of our faith and governed by God for the purifying of our faith.

      Take the case of persecution. In 1 Thessalonians 3:4–5, Paul describes his concern for the faith of the Thessalonians in the face of persecution:

      When we were with you, we kept telling you beforehand that we were to suffer affliction, just as it has come to pass, and just as you know. For this reason, when I could bear it no longer, I sent to learn about your faith, for fear that somehow the tempter had tempted you and our labor would be in vain.

      What is plain here is that the design of the “tempter” in this affliction is to destroy faith.

      But Satan is not the only designer in this affair. God rules over Satan and gives him no more leash than can accomplish his ultimate purposes. Those purposes are the opposite of Satan’s, even in the very same experience of suffering. For example, the writer of Hebrews shows his readers how not to lose heart in persecution because of God’s loving purposes in it:

      Consider [Christ] who endured from sinners such hostility against himself, so that you may not grow weary or fainthearted. In your struggle against sin you have not yet resisted to the point of shedding your blood. And have you forgotten the exhortation that addresses you as sons?

      “My son, do not regard lightly the discipline of the Lord,

      nor be weary when reproved by him.

      For the Lord disciplines the one he loves,

      and chastises every son whom he receives.”

      It is for discipline that you have to endure. . . . For the moment all discipline seems painful rather than pleasant, but later it yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness to those who have been trained by it. (Heb. 12:3–7, 11)

      Here is suffering that is coming from the hostility of sinners. This means that Satan has a hand in it, just as he did in the suffering of Jesus (Luke 22:3). Nevertheless, this very suffering is described as governed by God in such a way that it has the loving and fatherly design of purifying discipline. So Satan has one design for our suffering in persecution, and God has a different design for that very same experience.

      But persecution is not unique in this. The same is true of sickness. Both the design of Satan and the design of God are evident in 2 Corinthians 12:7–10:

      To keep me from exalting myself, there was given me a thorn in the flesh, a messenger of Satan to torment me—to keep me from exalting myself! Concerning this I implored the Lord three times that it might leave me. And He has said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for power is perfected in weakness.” Most gladly, therefore, I will rather boast about my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may dwell in me. Therefore I am well content with weaknesses, with insults, with distresses, with persecutions, with difficulties, for Christ’s sake; for when I am weak, then I am strong. (NASB)

      Here, Paul’s physical suffering—the thorn in the flesh—is called “a messenger of Satan.” But the design of this suffering is “to keep [Paul] from exalting [himself],” which never would have been Satan’s design. So the point is that Christ sovereignly accomplishes his loving, purifying purpose by overruling Satan’s destructive attempts. Satan is always aiming to destroy our faith, but Christ magnifies his own power in our weakness.

      Are Suffering from Persecution and Sickness Distinguishable?

      Another reason for not distinguishing sharply between persecution and sickness is that the pain from persecution and the pain from sickness are not always distinguishable. Decades after his torture for Christ in a Romanian prison, Richard Wurmbrand still suffered from the physical effects. Was he being “persecuted” as he endured the pain in his feet thirty years later? Or consider the apostle Paul. Among the sufferings that he listed as a “servant of Christ” was the fact that he was shipwrecked three times and spent a night and a day in the water. He also says his sufferings for Christ included “toil and hardship, through many a sleepless night, in hunger and thirst, often without food, in cold and exposure” (2 Cor. 11:27).

      Suppose he got pneumonia from all this work and exposure. Would that have been “persecution”? Paul did not make a distinction between being beaten by rods or having a boating accident or being cold while traveling between towns. For him, any suffering that befell him while serving Christ was part of the “cost” of discipleship. When a missionary’s child gets diarrhea, we think of this as part of the price of faithfulness. But for any parent walking in the path of obedience to God’s calling, it is the same price. What turns sufferings into sufferings with and for Christ is not how intentional our enemies are but how faithful we are. If we are Christ’s, then what befalls us is for his glory and for our good, whether it is caused by enzymes or by enemies.

      Is Gluttony the Alternative to Resurrection?

      Now we turn from our brief detour to Paul’s amazing statement in 1 Corinthians 15:19 that the life he has chosen is pitiable if there is no resurrection. In other words, Christianity, as Paul understands it, is not the best way to maximize pleasure if this life is all there is. Paul tells us the best way to maximize our pleasures in this life: “If the dead are not raised, ‘Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die’” (1 Cor. 15:32). He does not mean a life devoted to gluttony, drunkenness, or debauchery. That is not the best way to maximize your pleasures in this life, as anyone knows who has followed the path of alcoholism and gluttony or a life with sexually transmitted disease. Drunks and gluttons are to be pitied just like Christians if there is no resurrection.

      But what he does mean by the phrase “Let us eat and drink” is that without the hope of resurrection, one should pursue ordinary pleasures and avoid extraordinary suffering. This is the life Paul has rejected as a Christian. Thus, if the dead are not raised and if there is no God and no heaven, he would not have pummeled his body the way he did. He would not have turned down wages for his tentmaking the way he did. He would not have walked into five whippings of thirty-nine lashes. He would not have endured three beatings with rods. He would not have risked his life in deserts, rivers, cities, and seas, and at the hands of robbers and angry mobs. He would not have accepted sleepless nights and cold and exposure. He would not have endured so long with backsliding and hypocritical Christians (2 Cor. 11:23–29). Instead, he would have simply lived the good life of comfort and ease as a respectable Jew with the prerogatives of Roman citizenship.

      When Paul says, “If the dead are not raised, let us eat and drink,” he does not mean, “Let’s all become lechers.” He means that there is a normal, simple, comfortable, ordinary life of human delights that we may enjoy with no troubling thoughts of heaven or hell or sin or holiness or God—if there is no resurrection from the dead. And what stunned me about this train of thought is that many professing Christians seem to aim at just this—and call it Christianity.

      Paul did not see his relation to Christ as the key to maximizing his physical comforts and pleasures in this life. No, Paul’s relation to Christ was a call to choose suffering—a suffering that was beyond what would make atheism meaningful, beautiful, or heroic. It was a suffering that would have been utterly foolish and pitiable to choose if there is no resurrection into the joyful presence of Christ.

      Christianity: A Life of Chosen Suffering

      This was the thing I finally saw in pondering Wurmbrand’s story about the Cistercian abbot. In Paul’s radically different viewpoint, I saw an almost unbelievable indictment of Western Christianity. Am I overstating this? Judge for yourself. How many Christians do you know who could say, “The lifestyle I have chosen as a Christian would be utterly foolish and pitiable if there is no resurrection”? How many Christians are there who could say, “The suffering I have freely chosen to embrace for Christ would be a pitiable life if there is no resurrection”? As I see it, these are shocking questions.

      “If in Christ we have hope in this life only, we are of all people most to be pitied” (1 Cor. 15:19). The Christian life for Paul was a life of chosen sacrifice on earth that he might gain the joy of fellowship with Christ in the age to come. Here is how he put it:

      Whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ. Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things and count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ . . . and may share his sufferings . . . that by any means possible I may attain the resurrection from the dead. (Phil. 3:7–8, 10–11)

      I say it again: the call of Christ is a call to live a life of sacrifice, loss, and suffering—a life that would be foolish to live if there were no resurrection from the dead. This is a conscious choice for Paul. Listen to his protest: “If the dead are not raised. . . . Why are we in danger every hour? I protest, brothers, by my pride in you, which I have in Christ Jesus our Lord, I die every day!” (1 Cor. 15:29–31). This is what Paul has chosen. He “protests” because he does not have to live this way. He chooses it: “In danger every hour!” “Dying every day!” This is why he says he should be pitied if there is no resurrection from the dead. He chose a path that leads to trouble and pain virtually every day of his life: “I die every day.”

      Why? Why Does He Do It?

      This is not normal. Human beings flee suffering. We move to safer neighborhoods. We choose milder climates. We buy air conditioners. We take aspirin. We come out of the rain. We avoid dark streets. We purify our water. We do not normally choose a way of life that would put us in “danger every hour.” Paul’s life is out of sync with ordinary human choices. Virtually no advertising slogans lure us into daily dying.

      So what is driving the apostle Paul to “share abundantly in Christ’s sufferings” (2 Cor. 1:5) and to be a “fool for Christ’s sake” (1 Cor. 4:10)? Why would he make choices that expose him to “hunger and thirst . . . [being] poorly dressed . . . buffeted . . . homeless, . . . reviled . . . persecuted . . . slandered, . . . like the scum of the world, the refuse of all things” (1 Cor. 4:11–13)?

      “I Will Show Him How Much He Must Suffer”

      Perhaps it was simple obedience to Christ’s commission expressed in Acts 9:15–16. When Jesus sent Ananias to open Paul’s eyes after he was blinded on the road to Damascus, he said, “Go, for [Paul] is a chosen instrument of mine to carry my name before the Gentiles and kings and the children of Israel. For I will show him how much he must suffer for the sake of my name.” In other words, suffering was simply part of Paul’s apostolic calling. To be faithful to his calling, he had to embrace what Christ has given him—much suffering.

      “Has given” is the right verb. Because when writing to the Philippians, Paul, incredibly, calls suffering a gift, just like faith is a gift: “To you it has been granted [echaristhē, “freely given”] for Christ’s sake, not only to believe in Him, but also to suffer for His sake” (Phil. 1:29 NASB). But this would mean that the “gift” given to him as part of his apostleship is not viewed by Paul as limited to apostles. It is “granted” to the Philippian believers, the whole church.

      Others have made the same strange discovery that suffering is a gift to be embraced. Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn speaks of his time in prison, with all its pain, as a gift:

      It was granted to me to carry away from my prison years on my bent back, which nearly broke beneath its load, this essential experience: how a human being becomes evil and how good. In the intoxication of youthful successes I had felt myself to be infallible, and I was therefore cruel. In the surfeit of power I was a murderer and an oppressor. In my most evil moments I was convinced that I was doing good, and I was well supplied with systematic arguments. It was only when I lay there on rotting prison straw that I sensed within myself the first stirrings of good. Gradually it was disclosed to me that the line separating good and evil passes not through states, nor between classes, nor between political parties either—but right through every human heart—and through all human hearts. . . . That is why I turn back to the years of my imprisonment and say, sometimes to the astonishment of those about me: “Bless you, prison!” I . . . have served enough time there. I nourished my soul there, and I say without hesitation: “Bless you, prison, for having been in my life!”2

      Solzhenitsyn agrees with the apostle Paul that suffering is—or can be—a gift not just for apostles but for every Christian.

      To Show He Was Simply a Christian

      Which raises the question, Did Paul, then, embrace his suffering because it would confirm that he was simply a faithful disciple of Jesus? Jesus had said, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me. For whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will save it” (Luke 9:23–24). So there is no true Christianity without cross bearing and a daily dying—which sounds very much like Paul’s “I die every day” (1 Cor. 15:31). Moreover, Jesus had told his disciples, “‘A servant is not greater than his master.’ If they persecuted me, they will also persecute you” (John 15:20). So something would be amiss if Paul did not share in the sufferings of Jesus. Jesus gave his disciples an ominous image of their ministry: “Behold, I am sending you out as lambs in the midst of wolves” (Luke 10:3). And so he promised them, “You will be delivered up even by parents and brothers and relatives and friends, and some of you they will put to death. You will be hated by all for my name’s sake” (Luke 21:16–17; cf. Matt. 24:9).

      Evidently, Paul did not consider these promises of suffering as limited to the original twelve apostles because he passed them on to his churches. For example, he strengthened all his converts by telling them, “Through many tribulations we must enter the kingdom of God” (Acts 14:22). And he encouraged the suffering Thessalonian believers by exhorting them not to be “moved by these afflictions. For you yourselves know that we are destined for this” (1 Thess. 3:3). And when he wrote to Timothy, he made it a general principle: “Indeed, all who desire to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted” (2 Tim. 3:12). When he spoke of his sufferings, he did not treat them as unique but said to the churches, “Be imitators of me” (1 Cor. 4:16). So it would be understandable if Paul embraced a life of suffering because it would simply confirm that he was a Christian: “If they persecuted me, they will also persecute you.”

      Weaning Christians Off the Breast of Self-Reliance

      Since he believed that suffering was part of faithful Christian living, Paul probed into why this might be so. His own experience of suffering drove him deep into the ways of God’s love for his children. For example, he learned that God uses our suffering to wean us from self-reliance and cast us on himself alone. After suffering in Asia, Paul says,

      We do not want you to be ignorant, brothers, of the affliction we experienced in Asia. For we were so utterly burdened beyond our strength that we despaired of life itself. Indeed, we felt that we had received the sentence of death. But that was to make us rely not on ourselves but on God who raises the dead. (2 Cor. 1:8–9)

      This is God’s universal purpose for all Christian suffering: more contentment in God and less satisfaction in self and the world. I have never heard anyone say, “The really deep lessons of life have come through times of ease and comfort.” But I have heard strong saints say, “Every significant advance I have ever made in grasping the depths of God’s love and growing deep with him has come through suffering.”

      Malcolm Muggeridge, the Christian journalist who died in 1990, speaks for almost all serious biblical Christians who have lived long enough to wake up from the dreamworld of painlessness when he says,

      Contrary to what might be expected, I look back on experiences that at the time seemed especially desolating and painful, with particular satisfaction. Indeed, I can say with complete truthfulness that everything I have learned in my seventy-five years in this world, everything that has truly enhanced and enlightened my existence, has been through affliction and not through happiness, whether pursued or attained. In other words, if it ever were to be possible to eliminate affliction from our earthly existence by means of some drug or other medical mumbo jumbo . . . the result would not be to make life delectable, but to make it too banal or trivial to be endurable. This of course is what the cross [of Christ] signifies, and it is the cross more than anything else, that has called me inexorably to Christ.3

      Samuel Rutherford says that when he was cast into the cellars of affliction, he remembered that the great King always kept his wine there. Charles Spurgeon says that “they who dive in the sea of affliction bring up rare pearls.”4

      To Magnify Christ as a Superior Satisfaction

      The pearl of greatest price is the glory of Christ. Thus Paul stresses that in our sufferings the glory of Christ’s all-sufficient grace is magnified. If we rely on him in our calamity and he sustains our “rejoicing in hope,” then he is shown to be the all-satisfying God of grace and strength that he is. If we hold fast to him “when all around our soul gives way,” then we show that he is more to be desired than all we have lost. Christ says to the suffering apostle, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” Paul responds to this: “Therefore I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest upon me. For the sake of Christ, then, I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities. For when I am weak, then I am strong” (2 Cor. 12:9–10). So suffering is clearly designed by God not only as a way to wean Christians off of self and onto grace but also as a way to spotlight that grace and make it shine. That is precisely what faith does; it magnifies Christ’s future grace.

      The deep things of life in God are discovered in suffering. So it was with Jesus himself: “Although he was a son, he learned obedience through what he suffered” (Heb. 5:8). The
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