
The Spirit Filled Marriage 9: The Priority of Holiness

OUTLINE

Holiness in marriage 
Holiness by marriage

INTRODUCTION

When Lynn and I got married, we asked our pastor to not skimp on the preaching of God’s 
word and give us a full sermon.  We still remember the points of that sermon.  He spoke 
about the purpose of marriage and had 4 ‘P’s to answer.  Marriage is for procreation, 
partnership, pleasure and perfection.  It is this last purpose of marriage, perfection that we 
will be considering this morning.  Paul has commanded husbands to love their wives, v25.  
This action is not self-determined and defined but Paul tells us Christ’s self-giving in 
sacrificial love is the example we are to follow, v25.  In v26 Paul points out that Christ did 
His immeasurable act of sacrifice because He sought to sanctify Himself a bride.  Christ’s 
purpose is saving us was to make us a holy people for Himself, as Paul says in another 
place, ‘who gave himself for us to redeem us from all lawlessness and to purify for himself a 
people for his own possession who are zealous for good works,’ Titus 2:14.  Listen to this 
emphasis carefully, this will determine the shape of our message this morning.  Jesus 
suffered to make us holy.  He began this process of making us holy by washing us with the 
water of the word, v26.  When we heard the word of truth, when we heard that we are 
sinners who cannot clease ourselves from sin, or even stop sinning, and that God offers us a
new legal status being willing to offer us the gift to dress us in Jesus righteousness, we 
believed the God who cannot lie and we trusted in the free gift.  God washed us, He gave us
a clean slate, He planted us in His Son who now represents us with His holiness.  And verse 
27 sets before us the end goal that Christ’s suffering was serving, ‘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.’  Jesus is seeking a people who are not only justified, but who 
are sanctified and one day glorified.  He seeks a people who will be free from all the guilt 
and pollution of sin.  

The love of marriage is defined by Christ’s love which seeks our highest good in holiness.  
This is a distinctive of Christian marriage, this is one of the things that makes it totally 
different to the marriage of unbelievers.  Today there will be those who will speak of 
marriage as a way of bettering oneself.  Modern marriage is judged a success if two people 
find mutual benefit and who mature and develop one another as people.  Christian marriage
can sound similar but is totally different.  The success of Christian marriage is not judged by 
how many of your selfish desires are satisfied or how many selfish desires you can satisfy 
for your spouse.  Christ, the Second person of the Trinity, condescended an infinite amount 
that our puny minds cannot fathom, in order to love, wash the feet, and pay the price to win
adoption for His enemies who deserve nothing but eternal hell.  Not in order for us to have 
everything our sinful desires and finite perspectives can contrive, but to make us holy.  We 
were made in the image of God in Eden, as man and wife they were made in God’s image, 



but sin came into the world and Christ has come to restore the glory of God in humanity.  
Marriage must then have at its heart the same desire for holiness that Christ has for His 
Church.  Is the willingness to sacrifice all for the holiness of your spouse and family what 
drives you?  Is this the heart that lies behind the love you show in marriage?  Today we are 
going to remind ourselves that holiness is a priority in marriage, and marriage is a means of 
holiness as well.  

Holiness in marriage

What is holiness?  Holiness is to be fully human, law keeping, love fulfilling, Christlike, Spirit-
filled, separated for possession, dependently striving, full time.  Let me unpack this 
definition to remind us what holiness is.
Fully human: God created man in his image; both men and women are made in God’s 
image.  To be human is to be made in the image of God and this is what distinguishes us 
from the animals.  We are made to reflect His perfection in a small and creaturely way.  This
is a gift of beauty and identity and purpose bestowed on us.  Also when we fulfil the 
purposes that God made us for, when we be what God made us to be as human beings, 
then we are being holy.  Being the men and women God made us to be, embracing the 
activities God made us for, be it prayer, worship, childbearing or sexual intimacy, this is part 
of holiness.  The point of this emphasis is to offset true humanity against the animal desires 
people so often encourage as natural but that are nothing more that our human drives 
hijacked and used illegitimately, and to highlight that many monastic notions of holiness are 
wrong for leaving out marriage and other God given activities.  
Law keeping: holiness is not merely avoiding sin but walking in the ways of God’s 
commandments.  Holiness is not merely sinlessness but law keeping.  Being Reformed 
Christians we believe that all the Ten Commandments apply.  We do not keep the ceremonial
law that pointed forward to Christ and is fulfilled; we do not keep the civil law of Israel, we 
are no longer a theocracy living on a piece of land, but the moral law still applies.  There is a
ceremonial aspect to the fourth commandment where the seventh day aspect, the day of 
Saturday is no longer in force, but the creation ordinance of 1 day in 7 for worship still 
applies and was practiced by the early church and called the Lord’s Day.  
Love fulfilling: Love fulfils the law, the whole law can be summed up in the two great 
commands of loving God and our neighbour.  The first four of the 10 commandments are 
about our duty to God and the last six about our duty to man.  But love is also the passion 
that fills our obedience so that we do not serve out of doubt to try and win God’s love, or 
fear in order to avoid hell, but love because He has loved us and saved us with so great a 
salvation.  
Christlike: our walk of holiness is not in imitation of Buddha or Muhammad, but God become
man, love incarnate in Jesus Christ.  Love then is flavoured not by the detachment of 
Buddha or the war mongering Jihad of Islam but is flavoured with grace as we serve the 
unworthy and self-sacrifice at the highest cost.
Spirit-filled: all attempts at holiness are futile unless we are born of the Spirit.  Holiness is 
not a culturally defined thing but defined by the one who is Holy and who bears the fruits of
the Spirit in our lives.



Separation for possession: the Pharisees separated themselves from all people and practices
that they thought would defile.  They had a false notion of worldliness thinking that it came 
from the outside and not the heart.  True holiness understands this difference.  It can enjoy 
creation as a gift from God pouring out praise to God, not falling into monkish asceticism.  
But it also avoids excess and is brought under the power of anything but is a slave to God 
alone.  True holiness is not separation for separation’s sake but in order to be more fully 
consecrated and busy about the Lord’s work.  
Dependently striving: holiness is effort, but not futile confidence in the flesh-filled effort, 
rather effort that is trusting in God to add His power to our feeble but dependent efforts.  It 
is not passive but active in character, but it is confident in God not self.
Full time: holiness is not something for Sundays or quiet times, but all of life is lived to God. 
There is no secular and sacred but all things are done for the glory of God.

Is this the driving heart of your marriage?  Are you as committed to your holiness and the 
holiness of your marriage as Jesus is?  Will you die, will you pay the highest price, will you 
go every mile needed to secure this high goal?  Do you value your personal holiness as 
much as Jesus does?  Do you cheapen your holiness by treating sin lightly?  
And what about the holiness of your spouse?  Will you join Jesus mission to make your 
spouse holy?  Bad company corrupts good habits, are you bad company?  Are you a help or 
a hindrance, are you a stumbling block to your trying spouse?  

There are sins particular to the sexes.  Men can make idols of work and their career, women 
can make idols of their homes.  Men compromise their personal holiness and fulfilling the 
commitment of helping their families be holy by seeking significance in accomplishment and 
honours from work.  Women can be slave drivers who put demands on their families to give 
her that dream house and security.

Let me make a few comments about the sin of unfaithfulness in marriage.  Ashley Madison 
has been in the news of late.  As of July 2015 this on line dating service with the slogan, ‘life
is short, have an affair’ had a membership of 39 million people in 53 countries.  This website
was hacked and in America alone 400 Christian workers of one form or another were on the 
list.  Men and women are both guilty of the sin of lust and not keeping the marriage bed 
undefiled, Hebrews 13:4, ‘Let marriage be held in honor among all, and let the marriage bed
be undefiled, for God will judge the sexually immoral and adulterous.’  Jesus tells us that to 
look at someone else besides your spouse with lust is a violation of the 7th commandment.  
Pornography is a growing problem and Christians are not keeping the marriage bed 
undefiled.  Men are the usual offenders in this area, however, there is also what is known as
mommy porn, this is erotic books and romances with explicit and racy sections.  Both are 
violations of the 7th commandment.  Add to this flirting with the opposite sex, emotional 
attachments to people other than your spouse, too much texting, facebooking and intimate 
conversation with the opposite sex and you are crossing the line.  Keep the marriage bed 
undefiled! 



Holiness by marriage

When our pastor Leigh Robinson preached our marriage sermon to us, when he spoke about
perfection one of the main things he meant was the fact that marriage after the fall, in the 
hands of a holy Father is a gymnasium which God uses to make us more holy.  In other 
words, not only is God’s will holiness in marriage, but holiness by marriage.  Lynn and I 
were discussing a particular question this week about this.  We all have difficulties in our 
marriages.  Those differences that once attracted us become things that annoy.  Those 
character flaws which were not evident when we were putting our best foot forward in the 
early days are daily observed.  Patterns of selfish behaviour that don’t seem to be changing 
grate on us.  Disappointments we have caused and deep hurts we have inflicted humiliate 
us.  In light of all this the question we were discussing was, ‘knowing all that you know now,
would you marry me again?’  The Christian should always be able to answer, yes!

The reason why we should always be able to say yes is not because we can look over our 
relationship and see that the good times outweigh the bad times.  There will be many who 
have relationships that are deeply hurtful and more full of bad than good.  It is not by 
weighing the amount of joy that should determine whether we can commit to remarry a 
person who does not give us joy all the time.  It is only the Christian who believes in the 
sovereignty of God and His good purposes through suffering that give the Christian the 
ability to look at their marriages and can willingly and gladly embrace a difficult marriage.  
The Christian who believes in the sovereignty of God does not believe that God makes 
mistakes. The person we married was under God’s control.  Now some might want to argue 
with me here and say, ‘But what if I married for sinful and selfish reasons, is that God’s will?’
I will say to you what Joseph said to His brothers, ‘you intended it for evil but God intended 
it for good.’  Your sinful intentions, or your spouse’s sinful intentions do not replace God’s 
will that He has predestined from eternity.  He predestined you for salvation, and Ephesians 
2:10 tells us that God also predestined good works for us before we were born and is 
working out that plan in our lives, through our marriages, ‘For we are his workmanship, 
created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should 
walk in them.’  God is not responsible for your sin, you are, God does not approve of your 
sins, but God is also in control and your marriage is not a mistake.  

Many have measured the goodness of their marriages by the happiness they get out of 
them, or the ease of success.  God’s strength is made perfect in weakness and there is a 
long history of God using failures, stutterers, criminals, self-pitying complainers, and every 
other form of sinner to bring about His purposes.  Seeing that God ordained you to marry 
this person you are with, even though it is difficult, should make you realise that God had a 
purpose in it.  God is wiser than us, we can’t teach Him anything, He knows how to put us 
with someone who will be perfect for the effect He desires.  You may think that you know 
better, that you can create a better plan for yourself with more obvious successful outcomes,
but this is where I urge you to put down your wisdom for God’s and submit in faith, trusting 
that God is a good Father who has chosen more wisely than you, for a better plan than you 
can purpose.  



Basically it all comes down to what you define as good.  The bible has some very strange 
advice on what is good and worthy of rejoicing in.  James 1:2-3, ‘Count it all joy, my 
brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds, 3 for you know that the testing of your faith
produces steadfastness. 4 And let steadfastness have its full effect, that you may be perfect 
and complete, lacking in nothing.’  Romans 5:3-4, More than that, we rejoice in our 
sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, 4 and endurance produces character,
and character produces hope.’  1 Peter 1:6-7, ‘In this you rejoice, though now for a little 
while, if necessary, you have been grieved by various trials, 7 so that the tested genuineness
of your faith---more precious than gold that perishes though it is tested by fire---may be 
found to result in praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ.’  

The difficulties that you face in your marriage are a sovereignly ordained school of faith.  
Your spouse has been hand made with their particular characteristics just for you, and 
likewise you for them.  Now the Hollywood honeymoon infatuation that began the 
relationship evaporated in the heat of the friction that resulted from all those sinful edges 
catching on all those sinful edges in your spouse.  You felt anger, disappointment, pain, 
betrayal and many other emotions.  You no longer felt the love and perhaps thought to 
yourself I have married the wrong person.  Wrong.  God is sovereign and you are with 
someone that He has chosen just for you, to personally push all the buttons that only they 
can push to expose your sins and progress your sanctification.  This stage of revelation 
where you learn about the sinner you are the sinner your spouse is, this is not the sign of 
marriage falling apart, but the necessary reality stage which lies at the infancy stage of any 
true improvement.  

You find it hard when your selfish desires are resisted.  Rejoice because your selfishness is 
being exposed, marriage as a way of progressing your dreams to being dashed ready to be 
replaced with God’s plan which is marriage as a way of sanctifying you, to make you holy.  
Remember the text we started with, Jesus wants you to be holy so bad He died to make it 
happen.  Your marriage is another tool in His hand for this purpose.  Stop holding onto the 
romantic myth that marriage is all about your wildest dreams coming true and get on board 
God’s reality that marriage is a gymnasium for your perfection.  

All the texts we quoted earlier are saying the same thing, pain is good.  So if your spouse 
comes to you after a fight and asks you, ‘knowing all that you know now would you marry 
me again?’  You can answer yes because your values are finally being shaped by God’s 
priorities.  Those things that rile you, those things that cause frustration to your selfish 
desires, those things that make your legitimate desires take a back seat as you have to 
serve out of pure grace and selflessness, those times you have learnt to forgive when you 
were the victim, those times you have had to receive forgiveness when you have been the 
sinner, all of these situations and more don’t sell movie tickets but they do work out your 
holiness and are good and we rejoice in them.  

Can you praise God for your spouse who reveals an area of selfishness that is exposed when
you get angry when you did not get what you want?  Can you accept their weakness which 
brought your weakness to light and kiss it as the martyrs used to kiss the sword that would 



cut their heads off and bring them home to Jesus.  Forgive me for comparing your spouse to
a thorn in the flesh but this is the exact thing Paul learnt when he had to come to terms 
with God’s sovereign determination for him to be humbled, 2 Cor. 12:7-10, ‘So to keep me 
from becoming conceited because of the surpassing greatness of the revelations, a thorn 
was given me in the flesh, a messenger of Satan to harass me, to keep me from becoming 
conceited. 8 Three times I pleaded with the Lord about this, that it should leave me. 9 But 
he said to me, "My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness." 
Therefore I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may
rest upon me. 10 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.’  

If you are not aware of your own deep sinfulness that needs these strong measures to 
sanctify you then your trials will seem unfair and unnecessary, but if you see yourself as a 
sinner, and you believe that God is in control you will embrace the pain, and choose the 
spouse with that pain in mind a second time, not despite the pain, but because of it, you will
choose God’s good not yours.  If you come to me for marriage counselling because you are 
not happy with your spouse because they make you unhappy in so many ways.  It may be 
that there are sins in their lives that need addressing, but it may also be that you are failing 
to see marriage as God’s tool for holiness and embracing the process.  

Jesus wants you to be holy so much that He died to get it, are you cooperating with His 
purpose?  Is your marriage a help to your spouse’ s holiness or are you a hindrance?  Are 
you keeping the marriage bed undefiled?  Do you embrace the difficulties of marriage as 
God’s good for sanctification?  Let us make holiness a priority as it was for Christ that we 
can answer yes to all these questions.
  
                         


