
What is Marriage?
Michael C Sherrard

(My sermon manuscripts are not guaranteed to be free of grammatical or other weird 
errors. You assume all the risks associated with reading them in their “as in” condition.)  

Intro 

Western civilization is confronted, for the first time in it’s history, with the need to define 
the meaning of the terms “marriage” and “family”. I have an old and giant Webster’s 
encyclopedic dictionary, written just twenty years ago, and in it a family is defined as “a 
group consisting of parents and children.” Today in Webster’s, a family is defined as “a 
group of people living together and functioning as a single household, usually consisting 
of parents and their children.” You see the subtle change, don’t you? 

The emphasis has left from being on parents and children, to being on people just living 
together. So small that if you read that definition on your own you likely would not have 
thought twice. I wonder how long until the phrase “usually consisting of parents and 
their children” is removed.

I actually have an answer to that question. The two above paragraphs and the question 
therein are actually a part of article I wrote 5 years ago. So it took five years at most for 
Webster to remove the phrase. The primary definition now reads “a group of individuals 
living under one roof and usually under one head.” 

I don’t think this comes as a surprise to any of us. We are aware of the cultural battle 
over marriage and the family. We are right in the middle of it. And it has brought much 
confusion and pain to many. 

So this morning I hope to offer a bit of clarity and hope by showing God’s good design 
for marriage. My hope is that we all will see the goodness of God’s ways and the 
rightness of following them. 

Now I will not answer every question you have nor can I talk about this subject to the 
degree that is warranted. This is for two reasons. One, we simply don’t have enough 
time today. And second, to talk about this fully would be to talk about things that might 
not be appropriate for our entire audience this morning. We welcome young and old in 
our service, but sometimes that means we can’t say all that we would like to say. 
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What is Marriage? 

I want you to take a second to write down your definition of marriage. How did it go? 
Was it an easy exercise? We did this in a staff meeting recently. It was more painful 
than we would have liked. 

Marriage isn’t something we define very often is it? But it is something the media and 
the entertainment industry are defining for us everyday. So when we sit down to think 
what marriage is, we have a lot of competing ideas floating around in our heads. 

But defining it is very important. It is step one. 

I hadn’t though about this until recently, but how many sermons have you heard or how 
many books have you read about how to have a good marriage? How many of you are 
getting ready to get married? Shouldn’t have a good understanding of what it is before 
you choose a spouse? And what about dating? Shouldn’t we know what marriage is 
before we enter into any romantic relationship.

It seems that in regards to marriage we have skipped step one. But having a good 
marriage, and finding the right spouse, and treating dating in an appropriate manner 
depends upon knowing what a marriage is in the first place.

It’s like this, let’s take another kind of relationship, suppose you thought friendship was 
primarily about people using each other, with occasional good will and cooperation. 
Basically, you thought friendships were relationships were you used another person to 
get some kind of personal fulfillment. 

We would say, like the great Inigo Montoya in the Princess Bride, “You keep using that 
word, I do not think that word means what you think it means.”

Could you have a good friendship if you had the wrong understanding of what a 
friendship was? Of course not. You, in fact, could never actually have a true friendship. 
You wouldn't have the real thing in your life because you chased something else. 

So it is with marriage. Many are chasing something that is not marriage because we 
have lost the understanding of What a Marriage is.

So again, What is Marriage? I will answer that in two ways. First, I will show us what the 
Bible says Marriage is. Second I will contrast a revisionist view of marriage with the 
traditional view of marriage that has been held by virtually every civilization ever. And 
then after answering the question “What is Marriage?”, I will ask us to consider if we 
have been faithful with it.  
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A Biblical Defintion 

Turn to Matthew 19,

[3] And Pharisees came up to him and tested him by asking, “Is it lawful to 
divorce one's wife for any cause?” [4] He answered, “Have you not read that he 
who created them from the beginning made them male and female, [5] and said, 
‘Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, 
and the two shall become one flesh’? [6] So they are no longer two but one 
flesh. What therefore God has joined together, let not man separate.” [7] They 
said to him, “Why then did Moses command one to give a certificate of divorce 
and to send her away?” [8] He said to them, “Because of your hardness of heart 
Moses allowed you to divorce your wives, but from the beginning it was not so. 
[9] And I say to you: whoever divorces his wife, except for sexual immorality, and 
marries another, commits adultery.” (Matthew 19:3-9 ESV)

In a very short statement Jesus says a lot about marriage. 

He roots it in God’s act of creation, 

says it is between a man and a woman, 

says that the man and woman become one flesh, 

says that God has joined them together, 

says that man should not separate them, 

and shows how sin has affected marriage in his answer to the Pharisees 
questions about divorce.

And in this short statement, we see Biblically what marriage is. Marriage is a union 
designed by God to be the exclusive and permeant joining of a man and a women as 
one entity. 

We see that marriage is not just a social or religious convention or custom. Societies 
and religions can discover this God made institution, but they do not create it. They can 
even make amendments to it. We can make changes regarding how to get out of 
marriage, or changes regarding who is allowed into it. But in so doing we are not 
revising marriage, we are not creating a new version of it, we are creating something 
entirely different.

Marriage is a natural institution rooted in creation that is inherently good with an 
objective nature. We don’t actually define it. We discover it. 
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A Part of Creation 

Knowing what something is can be helped by knowing what something is for. And so let 
us look to the creation account in Genesis and see if we can’t get an understanding of 
what marriage is for. In other words, what is the purpose of marriage? Is it, as the 
revisionist say, for the emotional satisfaction of consenting adults? Or is it for something 
more than just an intense emotional bond?

In the first three chapters of Genesis, marriage is shown to be rooted in God’s creative 
act of making mankind in his image as male and female. The fact that man and woman 
are created in the likeness and image of their creator gives them tremendous worth, 
dignity, and significance. But what does it mean to made in the image of God. 

Many of our notions are influenced by concepts of personality? We think that being 
made in God’s image means that like God we have things like intelligence, a will, and 
emotions. And these things are perhaps implied in Genesis, but the immediate context 
develops the notion of the divine image of man and woman in terms of their 
representative rule.  1

The phrase made in the image of God, has more to do with our purpose than it does our 
personality. God made man and woman to rule the Earth for Him. He has assigned to 
us the mandate of representative rule.  

There are two passages in Genesis that show this. (Genesis 1:26-28; 2:15-25 ESV)

[26] Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness. And let 
them have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens 
and over the livestock and over all the earth and over every creeping thing that 
creeps on the earth.” [27] So God created man in his own image, in the image of 
God he created him; male and female he created them. 28] And God blessed 
them. And God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and 
subdue it, and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the 
heavens and over every living thing that moves on the earth.” (Genesis 1:26-28 
ESV)

[15] The LORD God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to work it 
and keep it.

 See Köstenberger, Andreas J., and David W. Jones. God, Marriage & Family: Rebuilding the 1

Biblical Foundation. Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2004. p.33-34
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[18] Then the LORD God said, “It is not good that the man should be alone; I will 
make him a helper fit for him.” [19] Now out of the ground the LORD God had 
formed every beast of the field and every bird of the heavens and brought them 
to the man to see what he would call them. And whatever the man called every 
living creature, that was its name. [20] The man gave names to all livestock and 
to the birds of the heavens and to every beast of the field. But for Adam there 
was not found a helper fit for him. [21] So 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. [22] And the rib that the LORD God had taken from the man he 
made into a woman and brought her to the man. [23] 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.”

[24] Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his 
wife, and they shall become one flesh. [25] And the man and his wife were both 
naked and were not ashamed. (Genesis 2:15-25 ESV)

What I want to point out here is not just that God created man and woman but that he 
created them for something. And that something was work. Specifically the work of 
ruling the Earth in God’s place. 

Though man was made first, he was not able to achieve his God given purpose alone. 
God saw this and knew that it was not good. So he made for Adam a suitable helper. 
And together as equal partners made in God’s image men and women would be able to 
rule the Earth.

But mankind could not rule the earth without filling it. And so a part of ruling the earth is 
procreation. An act that only man and woman can fulfill. And more than just a 
reproductive act, it is an act of oneness. Men and women function as one flesh through 
sex. And only men and women can be joined in oneness in this way. 

Biologically all of our organs work tougher as one unit, one system. Organs, require 
other organs to function as one. And this is part of what it means to be one flesh. When 
men and women come together in sex they function as one system. I hope you 
understand what I am saying here, because I don’t want to say to much because of our 
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young audience. But when men and women come tougher in this way there is a 
biological oneness, a oneness that only men and women can achieve. 

And so we see that marriage is designed with men and women and the family in mind. 
Through the rearing of healthy children and their work, mankind would have dominion 
over the earth. 

So in the creation account we see that marriage is for something and that something is 
not primarily the emotional fulfillment of adults as many are claiming today. Marriage 
was created for the good of others, for the good this world, and all its societies that 
would develop. Marriage and the family was to be the foundation for healthy 
civilizations. And even today in the midst of confusion, we still see through sociological 
research the benefits of traditional natural marriage. 

Studies show that children raised by both their biological parents have better:2

• Educational achievements - their literacy and graduation rates are higher.

• Emotional health - they have lower rates of anxiety, depression, substance abuse, 
and suicide

• Familial and Sexual Development - they possess a good sense of identity, have a 
normal onset of puberty, lower rates of teenage pregnancy, and even lower rates of 
sexual abuse.  

• Behavior - they have lower rates of aggression, attention deficit disorder, 
delinquency, and incarceration. 

Even organizations that are seeking to change the meaning of marriage agree. The left 
leaning institution Child Trends said, “Research clearly demonstrates that family 
structure matters, and the family structure that children thrive the most is a family 
headed by two biological parents in a low conflict marriage.”

They go on to say, “It is not simply the presence of two parents… but the presence of 
two biological parents that seems to support children’s development.”3

When the family is healthy the world is healthy. And families are the most healthy when 
children are raised by their Mom and Dad. We as a society are trying to get away from 
talking about family when we talk about marriage. But this was God’s design from the 

 Girgis, Sherif, Ryan T. Anderson, and Robert P. George. What Is Marriage?: Man and Woman: 2

A Defense. New York: Encounter, 2012. p 42-43

 ibid.3
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beginning and even a part from a biblical appeal we see the goodness for this world that 
natural marriage brings.

What About Love 

Now all of this doesn’t mean that love has no place in marriage. Romantic attraction and 
the fulfillment of those desire are good. But we have it backwards. We ask, is my love 
strong enough to support a marriage?

But it is the other way around. 

Marriage is the institution that upholds your love and directs it toward something greater 
than itself. It channels love and passion and makes it a powerful force for the good of 
others.

And I’m sure you see why it must be this way. If marriage were only about the emotional 
bond of consenting adults, what happens when the emotions change?

The marriage is over.

But marriage is more sacred that our ever changing emotions. It is a covenant. We 
choose to give ourselves to another person even if we are not fulfilled. What a beautiful 
thing. 

So tell me which view is better. The view that aims at satisfying the ever changing 
emotions of adults, or one that has the good of other people in mind, the good of 
children and society in mind the one that brings a compressive oneness and fulfillment 
and satisfaction, not just sexual?

The Freedom in knowing what marriage is. 

There is freedom in knowing what marriage is. This message has deepened my 
understanding of marriage and given it a newness and beauty. 

First, I have been reminded that living and working for something greater than merely 
my own emotional and sexual satisfaction. Marriage has become even more sacred for 
me in these last two weeks. 

Second, I am not threatened by arguments. In the Biblical view of marriage an argument 
is merely and argument. In the revisionist view an argument is a threat to the bond the 
holds us, our emotional connection. Knowing what marriage is can help save your 
marriage today.
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So have you been faithful with God’s design. In your marriage are you actively seeking 
the good of your spouse and your children, or are you merely seeking to find personal 
fulfillment. Turn to Jesus and repent and allow him to create something amazing in your 
marriage. Let it not merely satisfy you, let it bring health to this world. 

We offer hope today, not condemnation. Ask God to forgive you of your sins and trust 
him to make your marriage beautiful and pleasing to both him and you.

Further Reading 

In light of what is happening culturally, you need to read these three books.

God, Marriage & Family: Rebuilding the Biblical  Foundation by Andreas J. Köstenberger, 
and David W. Jones. (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2004.)

Same-sex Marriage: A Thoughtful Approach to God's Design for Marriage by Sean 
McDowell and John Stonestreet. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2015)

What Is Marriage?: Man and Woman: A Defense by Sherif Girgis, Ryan T Anderson, 
and Robert P. George. (New York: Encounter, 2012.)
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