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Modern Christians often have difficulty in their relationships, both marital and ecclesiastical. This paper considers Jonathan Edwards's views of the proper roles, responsibilities, and responses that fall into the "husband" or "wife" category: both in our marriages and church relationships. We also learn through Edwards, what our proper responses and duties are to Christ as His bride. 

Jonathan Edwards considers certain physical relationships as reflections -- images or shadows -- of the true spiritual relationship between Christ and His people. We can uncover Jonathan Edwards' view of the Biblical duties of the husband and wife, based upon the duties of a minister as the "husband," i.e. head of the church, and the church's duties as the "bride,". Though Jonathan Edwards did not necessarily directly address the Biblical Christian marriage, indirectly Edwards discusses the duties of husbands and wives to each other and to God. In Edwards' sermons, which reveal the Church as the Bride of Christ or instruct ministers as to their role of headship over the Church, the duties of the husband and wife are revealed. In using these metaphors, Edwards both teaches spiritual truths and gives practical advice to his congregation. 

They [Puritan ministers] used the metaphor of the marriage bond to describe the nature of believer's union with Christ through faith, but at the same time they intended to convey to their congregations a social and moral message on the proper domestic relations within the Puritan household.{1} 

Jonathan Edwards' sermon "The Church's Marriage to Her Sons and to Her God," based upon the Scripture Isaiah 62:4-5, reveals that marriage most aptly describes or represents the relationship between Christ and the Church. 

Of all the various kinds of union of sensible and temporal things that are used in Scripture to represent the relation there is between Christ and his church; that which is between bridegroom and bride, or husband and wife, is much more frequently made use of both in the Old and New Testament. The Holy Ghost seems to take a particular delight in this, as a similitude fit to represent the strict, intimate, and blessed union that is between Christ and his saints.{2} 

The earthly relationships of pastor and church, and husband and wife merely reveal part of the hidden mystery of the heavenly, spiritual relationship between Christ and the Church. The imagery of the husband and wife becoming `one flesh' simply illustrates how we are one in Christ, for "we are members of Christ's body . . ."{3} Our relationships on earth are simply shadows or images of the true and very real unbreakable bond between Christ and the Church. 

Christ is the true husband of the church, to whom the souls of the saints are espoused indeed, and to whom they are united as his flesh and bones, yea, and one spirit; to whom they have given themselves in an everlasting covenant, and whom alone they cleave to, love, honour, obey, and trust in, as their spiritual husband, whom alone they reserve themselves for as chaste virgins, and whom they follow whithersoever he goeth.{4} 

As the true Bridegroom, a union with Christ is superior and incomparable in value to an earthy union.{5} Christ embodies the attributes of the perfect Husband, giving example to ministers and husbands, who are to be earthly representations to reveal to His Bride His perfect love for her. Edwards lays out attributes of the relationship between Christ and His Bride. There is mutual joy, for Christ rejoices over His bride, and the bride rejoices in Him.{6} Christ's choice of His wife from among the multitudes results in joy. 

The mutual joy of Christ and his church is like that of bridegroom and bride, in that they rejoice in each other as those whom they have chosen above others, for their nearest, most intimate, and everlasting friends and companions.{7} 

Christ's love for His bride inspires her love in return.{8} His love for her is the source of His willingness to redeem her. Christ redeems His bride -- freeing and cleansing her -- He rejoices in her, and these are the expressions of His love for her.{9} Christ covers His Bride in beauty; His bride cannot help but glory in His beauty. 

The perfections and virtues of Christ are as a perfumed ointment poured forth . . . . And Christ delights and rejoices in the beauty of the church the beauty which he hath put upon her . . . . And he is spoken of as greatly desiring her beauty, Ps 45:11.{10} 

Each exults in the others words as they converse together.{11} At the Second Coming, the Bride will be glorified and the rejoicing of Christ and the church will be perfected.{12} 

And they both shall in that relation and union, together receive the Father's blessing; and shall thenceforward rejoice together, in consummate, uninterrupted, immutable, and everlasting glory, in the love and embraces of each other and joint enjoyment of the love of the Father.{13} 

Christ has done much to secure His marriage to His bride, the Church. He created the universe and all in it, including mankind. But even more amazing He became a man -- not just of power, but lowly as a servant, did He come to serve and to lead His people to Himself.{14} "For the Creator to make the creature was a great thing; but for him to become a creature was a greater thing."{15} He did not stop with merely making mankind, but He redeemed His bride by dying in her place and conquering sin and death. 

. . . he fought alone with the powers of darkness, and all the armies of hell; yea, he conflicted with the infinitely more dreadful wrath of God, and overcame in this great battle; and thus he obtained his spouse.{16} 

Therefore Edwards calls to the church the Bride to submit to Him joyfully and willingly, for "Christ alone is most excellent and truly beautiful. In comparison with him, all other lovers `are base and vile in their nature.'. . . `He is the great possessor of heaven and earth,' . . . and if you will yield to his suit and your soul becomes his spouse, his riches shall be yours.' He has `wherewithal to clothe you;' if you marry him, he will adorn you in `glorious robes.'"{17} 

The union of Christ and the Church is such, as the Christian marriage should strive to imitate.{18} Ava Chamberlain draws this conclusion in her summary of Edwards' sermons on Matthew 25:1-12: 

Edwards characterizes the relation between Christ and the church as one not simply of willing subjection but of mutual companionship. Christ perfectly and eternally loves his spouse. The church in return `loves Christ above all, sets him on the throne of her affections' and `gives up herself to be his and his only, and that forever or as long as they both live.' Their union is one of mutual communion, cohabitation and enjoyment as friends and companions.' Between them is a `mutual great love' of both `benevolence' and `complacence'; however, it is not a relation of equality. `The husband is companion of his wife, but yet has authority over her.' Christ condescends to accept `a little feeble poor insect to be his bride,' and she responds by depending on him `for guidance, protection and provision.' . . . `The king shall bring [the church] into his chamber,' writes Edwards, paraphrasing the Song of Solomon, `to behold his glory and to enjoy his love forever and to enjoy the most free and intimate converse with [him].'{19} 

Edwards suggests from his text of Isaiah 62:4-5, that ministers are a type of husband to the church, as they are Christ's representatives. 

"These words in the text, `As a young man marrieth a virgin, so shall thy sons marry thee,' I choose rather, with others to understand as expressive of the church's union with her faithful pastors, and the great benefits she should receive from them."{20} 

The grounds for a faithful minister to be seen as a husband are based upon his position of headship over the church to present her to the Lord. The duties and responsibilities of a pastor for his church are similar to that which is a husband's responsibility to his bride and to Christ. 

It is only with reference to Christ, as the true bridegroom of his church, that there is any union between a faithful minister and a Christian people, that is like that of a bridegroom and a bride . . . . a faithful minister espouses a Christian people, not in his own name, but as Christ's ambassador: he espouses them, that therein they may be espoused to Christ. He loves her with a tender conjugal affection, as she is the spouse of Christ, and as he, as the minister of Christ, has his heart under the influence of the Spirit of Christ . . . . It was for his sake he loved her, and it was for him that he desired her.{21} 

Just as the husband of a bride is responsible to his Lord to deliver his bride to her Beloved Lord, as a holy and pure virgin, so also is the minister responsible to Christ to deliver the church to Him, spotless and without wrinkle. Ministers and husbands are called as "highly dignified servants, as stewards of his [Christ's] household . . . as his ambassadors. . .[yet] Christ employs us not as mere servants, but as friends of the bridegroom."{22} As such, ministers are to woo the souls of the bride (the church).{23} They are to do this by means of preaching,{24} and by serving the people as Christ exemplified the way to lead.{25} Therefore, a leader is one who serves, as Edwards summaries: "The works and business of ministers of the gospel is as it were that of servants. . ."{26} 

As a servant, ministers are to serve their church, the people of Christ, the Bride. A minister is to guide his church towards their Lord.{27} The goals of this earthly union of a minister and church, just as the union of a husband and wife, are towards the "more glorious union" of Christ and His glorified church,{28} and to bear fruits that reveal the sanctification taking place.{29} 

Towards this end, Edwards sets forth duties and responsibilities (actions) which the minister should perform towards the church. "[I]n a holy manner: with sincere upright aims and intentions, with a right disposition" is a faithful minister united to a faithful church. Edwards says of the minister: 

He is under obligation, as a minister of the Christian church, beyond other men, to love the church, as Christ her true bridegroom hath loved her, and to prefer Jerusalem above his chief joy, and to imitate Christ. . . .{30} 

The minister is to give himself for the church, spending himself in love that he may guard and defend them.{31} Edwards called to himself and other ministers to fulfill their role towards the church. 

Let us see to it that our hearts are united to them, as a young man to a virgin that he marries, in the most ardent and tender affection; and that our regard to them be pure and uncorrupt, that it may be a regard to them, and not to what they have . . . . as those that are devoted to their good; being willing to spend and be spent for them; joyfully undertaking and enduring the labour and self-denial that is requisite in order to a thorough fulfilling the ministry. . . . spending our whole lives in diligent care and endeavor to provide for, nourish, and instruct our people. . . .{32} 

Edwards relates the proper response of the church, the Bride, to the minister who "gives himself to the church, to be hers, in that love, tender care, constant endeavor, and earnest labour for her provision, comfort, and welfare, that is proper to his office as a minister of Providence, as long as he lives; as a young man gives himself to a virgin when he marries her."{33} The church is to submit in love to their pastor as unto Christ, whom he is representing.{34} They are to honor and help their ministers as help-meets.{35} 

The people receive him, unite themselves to him in covenant, honour him, subject themselves to him, and obey him, only for Christ's sake, and as one that represents him. . . . All this love and honour, and submission, is ultimately referred to Christ.{36} 

Out of their love and respect for him, they are to care for his needs and comfort him in difficulty through encouragement.{37} 

Edwards can provide the Modern Church with a Biblical perspective on the responsibilities and duties of each of its members, when they realize that they in some form come under the title either of "husband" or "bride" (wife) - or both - when walking according to God's precepts in the Christian life. 

The result of the union of a faithful minister and church is mutual joy, and benefit,{38} helpfulness, working towards the good of the other.{39} Another result is "spiritual offspring."{40} 

A proper perspective of marriage can be gained as to the duties and responsibilities of the husband and wife towards each other and Christ, from a study of ministers as representatives of Christ, the Holy and True Bridegroom, and the Church's proper response to both. They are to "have a mutual sympathy with each other, a fellow-feeling of each other's burdens and calamities, and a communion in each other's prosperity and joy."{41} 

The husband is to seek the well-being - physically, but especially, spiritually - of his wife. As he does this, he may be required to defend her and strengthen her. He is to comfort her through care, nourishment, and instruction. All he does is to be for her good that he may present her to her True Bridegroom - Christ. All the actions on his bride's behalf arise from a deep love and affection for her. 

In response to this love, the bride - wife - is to love in return, expressed through her honoring his words, strengthening his hands, encouraging his heart, and submitting in cheerful love and obedience to his leadership as unto Christ. 

These actions on each other's behalf bring mutual love, benefit, encouragement, communion, and joy, in Christ their Lord, for whose glory all things are wrought. When the Modern Church begins to practice these duties, the world will observe the witness revealed by God's Church, of their Father and Husband and of His love, which has ordained these relationships, and God will be glorified. 
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