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Jesus, Our Temple

When I’m travelling, or even just on days when I’m working in the office all day, one
of the things I enjoy is FaceTiming my family. I’m so thankful that I get to be a dad
in an era when technology lets me not only hear their voice, but actually see their
faces as we talk to each other.

It’s so much better than just a phone call.

But as great as it is, it’s still not the same as actually being there with them. That
becomes plain when the conversation draws to a close, and my very affectionate
daughter wants to give me a hug. So she grabs the iPad and embraces the cold glass
and aluminum.

It’s awfully cute, but all I see is her ear taking up my whole screen. You still can’t
hug over FaceTime. And it goes to show that as wonderful as this communication
is, nothing replaces really being there.

The Story of His Presence

That’s true in our lives, and it’s certainly true in the story of the Bible. As we’ve
looked at the big story of the Bible over the past several months, God’s presence—
God’s being with His people—has been one of the themes that’s been woven all
throughout. it.

In the beginning, God created Adam and Eve for relationship with Him. He came
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in the cool of the day to walk with them in Eden (Genesis 3:8). And when they
rebelled against Him, they were sent out of the garden, away from the place God
had created for them, and away from the presence of God. Adam and Eve
experienced exile.

And from that point forward, each time God stepped into the story to redeem and
save and make a covenant, His presence is a major factor. One of the best examples
of this is the exodus from Egypt.

As God brought His people out of Egypt, He was with them in the pillar of cloud
and fire. And one of the first priorities after the covenant had been established was
to build the tabernacle, where God’s presence would be manifest.

In relation to the tabernacle, God said to Moses in Exodus 29, “I will dwell among the
people of Israel and will be their God. And they shall know that I am the Lord their God,
who brought them out of the land of Egypt that I might dwell among them” (Exodus
29:45–46)

It’s just like He said later on in Leviticus 26: “I will make my dwelling among you, and
my soul shall not abhor you. And I will walk among you and will be your God, and you
shall be my people” (Leviticus 26:11–12). It’s important to note that the word for “walk”
that’s used there is the very same word used in Genesis 3:8 to describe God walking
in the the garden.

So in the tabernacle, God was bringing His people a step closer to Eden. And this is
further explained by the connections between the tabernacle and Eden, like the
cherubim guarding the presence of God or the golden lamp stand that paralleled
the Tree of Life. These are some of the reasons why some theologians have
described the tabernacle as a mini-Eden, the place where God once again walks
with His people.

Being Near God

And the tabernacle was really the centrepiece of their life as a nation. As the people
settled in the promised land, they were to go up to the tabernacle three times a year
to “appear before the Lord GOD,” in the words of Exodus 23:17. If they wanted to be
near God, they had to go to the place where He was.

We see hear of this longing to be in the presence of God all throughout Israel’s
hymnbook, the Psalms. Psalm 84:1-2 says, “How lovely is your dwelling place, O Lord of
hosts! My soul longs, yes, faints for the courts of the Lord; my heart and flesh sing for joy to
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the living God.” That’s talking about the temple, which replaced the tabernacle as
God’s permanent residence.

Similarly, Psalm 42:1-2 says, “As a deer pants for flowing streams, so pants my soul for
you, O God. My soul thirsts for God, for the living God. When shall I come and appear
before God?” That language of “appearing before God” is taken from Exodus 23 and
speaks of going up to the Jerusalem temple to worship.

Psalm 43 says, “Send out your light and your truth; let them lead me; let them bring me to
your holy hill and to your dwelling! Then I will go to the altar of God, to God my
exceeding joy, and I will praise you with the lyre, O God, my God” (Psalm 43:3–4).

And then there’s a whole collection of 15 Psalms, from 120-143, called the Psalms of
Ascent, which are all songs for the journey going up to Jerusalem.

This is something we often miss: that in the Old Covenant, the people’s
relationship with God was directly connected to their ability to go appear before
God, be near God, in the temple.

Exile

And so, when the people were finally cast into exile by the Babylonians, and the
temple was destroyed, the sharp edge of the whole experience was really losing
access to the presence of God.

And that’s why we see, for example, Daniel praying towards Jerusalem three times a
day (Daniel 6:10). The great hope of the exiles was that God would bring them out
of these foreign lands and bring them back to Himself at a new temple in
Jerusalem.

Isaiah prophesied about this return from exile, and it’s interesting to read how he
described it like a second exodus (Isaiah 43:16–19). Just like God led His people out
of Egypt in order to dwell among them, so He was going to lead them out of
Babylon in a great second exodus so that He might dwell among them again.

And so, after the 70 years had passed, we read in Ezra chapter one how Cyrus king
of Persia made a decree allowing the Jews to go back to their land, and… do what?
Rebuild the temple (Ezra 1:1–4). Just like in the first exodus, where they left Egypt and
built the tabernacle right away, so a second time, God’s people leave the place of
captivity and begin to build a dwelling place for God.

But something was different about this second temple. We read in Ezra chapter 6
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about the day it was finished, and the celebration the people had, and that’s about
it (Ezra 6:15-16). It’s so different from when the tabernacle had been completed in
front of Mt. Sinai, and God came in a visible way, filling up the place in a cloud of
glory (Exodus 40:34). He did the same thing when Solomon finished the temple (1
Kings 8:10-11). God was showing them in a very visible way that He was there and
would dwell there with them.

But when that second temple was finished after the exile, nothing like that
happened. There was no glory. God’s presence never came and filled the place like
it had before.

This just confirmed the suspicions that while the people had returned to
Jerusalem, God hadn’t returned with them. They were still in exile, still without the
presence of God, even within their own land. The people were still waiting for God
to be with them.

Prepare the Way of the Lord

So, can you imagine the excitement in the hearts of the people, centuries later,
when a wild-haired prophet named John began to call people to repent out in the
Judean desert? And when the religious leaders asked him who he was, “He said, “I
am the voice of one crying out in the wilderness, ‘Make straight the way of the Lord,’ as the
prophet Isaiah said’” (John 1:23).

Now here’s what’s so important about this. John is quoting from the prophet Isaiah,
chapter 40, from one of the very prophecies that spoke about the second exodus,
where God promised to come and be with His people again.

By quoting this verse, and applying it to himself, John is saying: the second exodus
is finally going to happen for real. The exile is about to end. The Lord is finally
coming to be with His people.

What John may or may not have known is that the Lord was already there. And He
was there in a way more real and more precious than perhaps anyone would have
dared to guess.

Would anyone have guessed that God was already there, walking among them as a
man?

The clues were there all along. Isaiah himself had told us: “Behold, the virgin shall
conceive and bear a son, and shall call his name Immanuel” (Isaiah 7:14), which means
“God with us.”
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He also told us that “to us a child is born, to us a son is given,” and that this child shall
be called “mighty God” (Isaiah 9:6).

And so it was that when God returned to His people, He didn’t come in cloud or
smoke and thunder. He came as a baby.

“And the Word Tabernacled Among Us”

I love how the Apostle John describes this in the passage we read earlier. John
begins by introducing us to the Word who was with God and is God. The second
Person of the Trinity, through Whom all things were created. And then verse 14 tells
us these incredible words: “And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we
have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth” (John
1:14).

The divine word because flesh. You may remember from our series in 1 John how
mind-boggling this would have been to many of John’s readers. They thought that
these bodies, this flesh, was a bad thing, and the best thing will be when we die and
finally cast them off, and all that’s left is our soul.

But this divine Word, the light and life of men, became flesh. He took on a body. He
became an embryo, and then a fetus, and then He was born.

And so, verse 14 says that He “dwelt among us.” The word that’s used here for
“dwell” is so rich. In the original Greek this word actually literally means “pitched
his tent.” I’m not making this up: you can go look it up. And so verse 14 is really
saying, “The word became flesh and pitched his tent among us.” Or, as I’ve heard it
put, “The word became flesh and tabernacled among us.”

God walked among His people in the tabernacle, and now He walked among His
people in flesh. In a body.

So I hope now the title for today’s message makes sense. When the Word became
flesh, Jesus replaced the temple. He became the way in which God dwelt with His
people. Not in a building, but in a person.

This is what’s going on in those words we read earlier from John chapter 2. “Jesus
answered them, ‘Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.’ The Jews then
said, ‘It has taken forty-six years to build this temple, and will you raise it up in three
days?’ But he was speaking about the temple of his body” (John 2:19–21).

Jesus’ body, His flesh, was the new and true temple. It was the place where God’s
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presence really was, where God really dwelt with His people.

And throughout His ministry Jesus made repeated references to the truth that it
was through Him, not just though a building in Jerusalem, that people would meet
with God and experience His presence and grace.

It shows up in places we might not see it at first—for example, in the familiar story
of the paralytic who was lowered down in front of Jesus through a hole in the roof.
And what did Jesus say to him?

“Son, your sins are forgiven” (Mark 2:5). And then we read “Now some of the scribes
were sitting there, questioning in their hearts, ‘Why does this man speak like that? He is
blaspheming! Who can forgive sins but God alone?” (Mark 2:6–7).

There’s another layer to the story here. Only God would forgive sins, and where did
He do that? Where is the place you would go to receive God’s forgiveness for your
sins?

The temple.

And here, in a crowded house miles away from Jerusalem, Jesus does something
that could only happen at the temple. He forgives sins. In other words, He is saying,
“I am the true temple.”

Not Just His Body

I hope you see how rich this is. And yet I also hope you see how disappointing this
would be if this is where the story ended.

If Jesus’ body replaced the temple, and that was it, you and I would still be in a
really tough spot. Because we’d still need to travel to be near Jesus in order to
experience the presence of God. And now that Jesus, in His flesh, isn’t even here on
Earth anymore, we’d be in essentially the same place as the people were before He
came in the first place.

But we know this is not the end of the story. Because Jesus Himself told us that He
was going to do something that would open up access to God in a bigger and
greater way than anyone could have imagined.

We hear about this in His conversation with the woman at the well in John 4. “The
woman said to him, ‘Sir, I perceive that you are a prophet. Our fathers worshiped on this
mountain, but you say that in Jerusalem is the place where people ought to worship.’ Jesus
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said to her, ‘Woman, believe me, the hour is coming when neither on this mountain nor in
Jerusalem will you worship the Father’” (John 4:19–21).

You see what He’s saying? The time is approaching where it won’t matter where you
worship God. You won’t need to be in a specific place to worship God and access
His presence. That hour is coming.

And that hour came when Jesus went to the cross for us. Because there on the
cross, Jesus paid for our sins.

The whole reason why God’s presence was kept locked away in the temple behind a
curtain with priests as the go-betweens is because of our sin. God is holy and if we
entered His presence we would die.

And so there on the cross, Jesus died to make us holy. He took our place and
suffered the full punishment for our sins. And as He did, He cried out, “My God, my
God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matthew 27:46).

Do you know what Jesus suffered on the cross? Exile. Jesus was cast out from the
presence of God. Jesus experienced the depths of spiritual exile for us.

And He did it so that we would never need to again. Jesus suffered our exile so that
we would be counted righteous in Him and could experience the presence of God
forever.

And so, when Jesus “cried out again with a loud voice and yielded up his spirit… the
curtain of the temple was torn in two, from top to bottom” (Matthew 27:50–51).

The curtain of the temple is what separated God’s presence from the rest of us. You
and I could never go behind there. But God ripped it in half. Not needed anymore.
Because our sins have been paid for, and we’ve been counted righteous in Christ
through faith, we have access to the Father.

“For Christ also suffered once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous, that he might
bring us to God” (1 Peter 3:18). “Therefore, since we have been justified by faith, we have
peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ” (Romans 5:1).

Because of the death of Jesus, we have access to God at all times and in all places.
Just listen to these words from Hebrews chapter 10:

“Therefore, brothers, since we have confidence to enter the holy places by the blood of Jesus,
by the new and living way that he opened for us through the curtain, that is, through his
flesh, and since we have a great priest over the house of God, let us draw near with a true
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heart in full assurance of faith, with our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and
our bodies washed with pure water” (Hebrews 10:19–22).

Oh, there’s so much there for us to see. Do you hear these temple references?
Wherever we are, we can enter into the holy places—we can draw near to the
presence of God—through Jesus and the way that He purified us when He died for
us on the cross.

Is This It?

This is so rich. But this is also a spot where it’s easy for us to trip up. Because we
hear these words about holy places and drawing near, and it might be easy for us to
ask, “Have I ever experienced anything like that? Have I ever felt like I ‘entered the
holy places’? Am I missing out on something?”

I’ve spent some time in churches that used these words to try to seek the presence
of God through mystical experiences. The whole church service was one big
hyped-up journey and we would try to arrive at some kind of experience where it
“felt” like we had been in the presence of God. And if we had a good enough
experience or felt the right things, then we had encountered the presence of God.
But if not, we’ll try again next week.

But friends, please listen: what Hebrews chapter 10 is describing is something that
we experienced here already this morning. Just think about what happened when
we prayed. You and I—small, insignificant people—approached our holy God and
confessed our sin to Him and asked Him to forgive us. And then we made our
requests known to Him and asked Him to help us with those things.

Do you realize how incredible that is? That we just get to do that? In Nipawin? We
can draw near to God, and ask for His grace and His help, and experience His
forgiveness, without having to hop on a plane and take a trip to the Middle East.

It’s absolutely mind-blowing. The Old Testament saints would be awe-struck at
what we get to experience.

But there’s even more than that. Because God is actually with us here today through
His spirit.

The Holy Spirit is the one who is here, convicting us of sin (John 16:8) and helping
us see the truth about Jesus (John 16:14) and opening our eyes to the wonders of His
love (Romans 5:5). Even right now, as I’m preaching His word, if you’re
understanding it and it’s resonating in your heart and it’s causing you to treasure
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Jesus more, this is the work of the Holy Spirit. This is the work of God with us.

And so the presence of God is just what we call the normal Christian life. Reading
the Bible and understanding it. Praying. Receiving forgiveness. Experiencing joy in
the truth of God’s word. Growing in our love for Jesus. Having fellowship with
God’s people. The normal Christian life. All of it enabled by the presence of God.

And it’s anything but normal. The Old Covenant saints would have lined up to
trade places with you any day. They would gladly have given up walking through
the Red Sea or eating manna from heaven to experience what we get to experience
every single day.

The End of the Story

But let’s pause again and be honest: as wonderful as our present experience is, don’t
we still long for more? Don’t we long for a closer experience of the presence of
God? Don’t we feel the truth that for as much as we already have, there’s still some
not yet that we’re longing for?

I feel that way. And that’s where 1 Corinthians 13:12 is so comforting: “For now we see
in a mirror dimly, but then face to face.” A clearer and more perfect experience of
God’s presence is coming to His people.  When we flip to the back of the book and
see how this biggest story ever told finishes up, we’ll see that God coming to dwell
with us in person, here on earth, fully and finally forever.

“Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had
passed away, and the sea was no more. And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming
down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. And I heard a
loud voice from the throne saying, “Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man. He will
dwell with them, and they will be his people, and God himself will be with them as their
God” (Revelation 21:1–3).

That’s our hope, folks. That’s what we’re still looking forward to.

The baby in the manger was pointing forward to this. The presence of Jesus with us
today by His Holy Spirit is pointing forward to this. God with us. Fully and finally,
forever.

We Are the Temple

Now, what does all of this this mean for us today as we head out into our weeks?
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What do we do with this now?

We’ve already seen one answer, which is that we recognize and appreciate and
enjoy all of the ways that God is with us. That we do that Hebrews 10 tells us to do:
we draw near to God through Jesus. We take full advantage of what Christ has done
for us.

But there’s one more piece to this whole picture which says a lot about us today.
And it’s this: if God’s Holy Spirit is with us, dwelling in us, then that means that we
are also His temple.

1 Corinthians 3:16 says, “Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit
dwells in you?” And in Greek, those are both plural verbs. You, plural, you as a
church, are God’s temple because God’s Spirit dwells in you.

2 Corinthians 6:16 says, “For we are the temple of the living God; as God said, ‘I will make
my dwelling among them and walk among them, and I will be their God, and they shall be
my people’” (2 Corinthians 6:16).

And that means we have the mission and responsibility to represent God in the
world. It means that when people encounter us, they should be encountering God.

And it means that Christmas isn’t just some event that we get to look back on and
celebrate as if it happened, and that’s it.

Because Jesus has commissioned His church to carry on the work of representing
Him to the world (John 17:20-23). As the Father sent Him into the world, so He has
sent His followers out into the world (John 17:18).

In a very real sense, when Jesus ascended to heaven, He passed the baton of
embodying the presence of God to us.

And so Christmas should remind us of our mission. Just like Jesus left heaven and
brought the presence of God into a painful and uncomfortable world, so we must
do likewise.

And we might even have opportunities to do that this week. Maybe you’re not
looking forward to this week of celebration. Maybe your Christmas isn’t going to
look like a Normal Rockwell painting and you’re tempted to feel sad about that. Or
maybe you need to spend time this week with some difficult family members, and
you’re struggling with that.

What would change if you embraced the mind of Christ? If you embraced your
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mission to represent God into those painful and uncomfortable circumstances?

Maybe you are just looking forward to a good time with your family this week. But
what might change for the better, even there, if you embraced the mind of Christ?
That might mean something like inviting someone to join you in your celebration
who would be alone otherwise.

Jesus spent His first Christmas with perfect strangers, and that means that
Christmas is the perfect opportunity to show uncomfortable hospitality and
generosity.

These are just some examples, but I guarantee you that if you keep your eyes open
this week, you’ll have opportunity to represent God. You’ll have opportunity to play
your part as a member of God’s temple.

And you’ll certainly have many opportunities to enjoy and take advantage of all
that Christ did for us on the cross. Every time we pray, every time we open up our
Bibles, every time we experience forgiveness, every time we draw near, we get to
enjoy access to the Father through Jesus, our real temple.

And as we do that, we look to the day of His return, the day when He’ll be with us
in Spirit and body forever.
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Marriage

Today, as we continue in our journey of seeing how the big story of the Bible
impacts our lives, we are talking about marriage. We started two weeks ago with
work because that was one of the first things Adam encountered after he was
created.

And then last week we jumped ahead in the story and talked about money and
possessions, mostly because that is so connected to work for us today. But now
we’re going back and loosely following along as these themes appear in the story.
And as we’re going to see today, marriage was the very next major life event that
Adam and Eve encountered. And so that’s why we’re here today.

I don’t think I need to say much more than that by way of introduction. We all
know that marriage is a big deal. We all know that marriage is important. We also
all know that marriage is difficult. It’s hard to do well. And in general, marriages
and marriage itself is not doing so well in our world today. And so I hope that
nobody here needs to be convinced that it’s a good idea for us this morning to listen
in on what God has to say about marriage.

And as we survey marriage in the big story of the Bible, I think that each one of us
—whether we’re married, were married, or have not been married—will find
something important for us to take home and apply.

Marriage in Creation
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So our first stop this morning as we consider what the big story of the Bible has to
say about marriage is Genesis chapter 2. We spent time in this chapter two weeks
ago, when we heard how the Lord God created Adam, and then “put him in the
garden of Eden to work it and keep it” (Genesis 2:15).

Adam was created for a job. He was given a mission. And it’s only after he’s been put
to work on that mission that God says, in verse 18: “It is not good that the man should
be alone.” And then we hear of God’s solution to this problem: “I will make him a
helper fit for him.”

And so God performs the very first surgery. He knocks Adam out and creates the
first woman, not from the dirt like Adam, but from the side of Adam himself. And
when he meets her for the first time, he says, “at last” (Genesis 2:23).

Marriage Is About the Mission

There’s a couple of things I want us to notice right away at this point in the story.
First thing: did you see how God did not create Adam and Eve as a married couple
and then give them work to do? The mission of working and keeping the garden
came first. And after that, God created Eve, because Adam wasn’t able to do this job
on his own. He needed a helper to be able to fulfill the work God had given him to
do.

From the very beginning, marriage was never an end unto itself. Marriage was
about the mission.

I highlight this because it’s common for many people, even many Christians, to
view marriage as an end unto itself. The life goal of so many people is just to get
married, and what comes after that is a whole lot less important. But that’s not the
way God designed things. The mission that God gave Adam was the most
important thing, and marriage was created to help that happen.

The second thing we should notice here is that romantic love is not the ultimate
purpose of marriage.

Isn’t it true that it’s very common for us to view marriage as the culmination of
romantic love between two people? That’s why “fall in love and get married” is a
phrase that doesn’t sound strange to us. It’s what happens in all the movies, all the
“Christian” romance novels. It’s why so many weddings these days are just big
celebrations of romantic love.

But God did not create Eve because Adam needed a little romance in his life. God
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didn’t say that He would make a lover fit for Adam. He said that He would “make
him a helper fit for him” (Genesis 2:18). According to Genesis 2, the main purpose of
marriage is not romance, but work.

Marriage is about the mission. And I believe one reason so many marriages today
are struggling and failing is that people have forgotten this. Far too many people
build their whole lives on the goal of getting married, and when marriage turns out
to be less exciting then they were expecting, they just get a divorce and find
someone else to fall in love with.

We’re going to say some more about this at the end of the message, so I’ll leave it at
that for now. But don’t miss the point that that marriage is about the mission.

One Flesh

Let’s look now at verse 24, which comes after Adam met Eve and named her
“Woman.” It says, “Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to
his wife, and they shall become one flesh” (Genesis 2:24).

This verse is really important, because it tells us that what God did with Adam and
Eve wasn’t just a one-off. Instead, He was establishing a pattern for others to follow.
He was creating the institution of marriage.

This is why courts and governments and even churches don’t get to redefine
marriage. It was never theirs to define in the first place. This was God’s idea.

Now look at verse 24 more carefully. It tells us that when a marriage takes place,
there’s two main things that need to happen. First, each person leaves their families.

I always wince when I go to a wedding reception and hear the phrase “welcome to
the family.” That’s not biblical. When two people get married, they are not joining
each other’s families. They are leaving their families to start a whole new family
unit.

The second thing we see in verse 24 is that a husband and wife hold fast to each
other. That might sound like a long hug, but “hold fast” a phrase that’s used
elsewhere in the Old Testament to talk about being faithful to someone within a
covenant (Deuteronomy 10:20). And so this phrase helps us to understand that
marriage is a covenant.

When I do remarriage counselling, I ask the couple what the most important part
of their wedding day is. And the right answer is the vows. When they pledge, in
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front of witnesses, to be faithful to each other no matter what until they die. It’s
those public covenant vows that actually make them married.

There’s one more thing to notice from verse 24: a man and his wife are united in a 
covenant, and then—and only then—do they become one flesh. This helps us
understand the Bible’s teaching that physical union is a reenactment and a
reminder of covenantal union. And this is why the covenant of marriage must
always come before physical intimacy. Physical intimacy outside of this covenant is
not just wrong, it’s unthinkable—or at least it should be.

There’s so much more that we could say here, but I trust this gives us a little picture
of God’s design for marriage in creation.

Marriage in the Fall

Now let’s move on to the next big event in the storyline of the Bible, which is the
fall. We don’t have to look very far to see that the fall of Adam and Eve into sin
caused devastation to everything in their lives, including their marriage.

You remember in Genesis 3 how God pronounced words of curse on Adam and Eve
for their sin. And a part of what He said to Eve is in verse 16: “Your desire shall be
contrary to your husband, but he shall rule over you” (Genesis 3:16).

Adam having authority over Eve wasn’t a new idea. That was in place before the
fall, as seen by the way that he names her, for example. But after the fall, that whole
relationship and authority structure will be shot through with tension. Sin causes
marriages to become power struggles, war zones of conflicting desires. Sin causes
marriages to become tense and painful and loveless. Sin causes couples to break
their covenant vows and be faithless to each other. Sin makes marriages end.

Some of us don’t need to look very far to witness the destruction of marriage
because of human sin. My parents split up when I was eight and divorced when I
was twelve. I know that many of you have seen or experienced varying levels of
pain because of difficult marriages. We all know what this is like.

Marriage in Christ

And so, we need Jesus. We need the fresh breeze of the New Creation to transform
the way that we understand marriage, think about marriage, and do marriage.

We read Ephesians 5:22–33 together a few minutes ago, and there is so much in this
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passage that shows us the way that marriages are transformed and redeemed in
Christ. But for the sake of our time together this morning, we’re just going to focus
in on one key theme.

And it’s this: in Christ, we discover that marriage is about something so much
bigger than just two people. Marriage is actually all about Jesus and us.

We see hints of that from verse 22 down to 30, where husbands are called to
emulate Christ, and wives are called to emulate the church. There’s a connection
here between marriage and Christ’s relationship with the church.

And that connection goes really, really deep—deeper than you might realize. And
we discover this when we get to verse 31, where Paul quotes from the main marriage
passage in the whole Bible, Genesis 2:24: “Therefore a man shall leave his father and
mother and hold fast to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh.”

And then he says in verse 32, “This mystery is profound.” Now, stop right there. When
you hear the word “mystery,” what comes to mind? In English, this word usually
means something that’s hard to understand or which nobody knows. But in the
New Testament, in the Greek language, this word refers to something which was
once hidden, but now has come to light. That’s why Paul often speaks of the
“mystery of Christ” (Ephesians 3:4). It doesn’t mean that Jesus is hard to
understand, but rather that the truth of Christ was once hidden in the shadows but
has now become visible and plain.

And so Paul is saying that Genesis 2:24 is a mystery. These words about a man and a
woman holding fast to each other speak of a truth which was once hidden but is
now out in plain sight.

So what is that truth? Verse 32: “I am saying that it [—that this mystery, that Genesis
2:24—] refers to Christ and the church.”

Just think about what this means: all the way back in the garden, when God
designed marriage, He was already thinking about Christ and the church. And
when He inspired these words in Genesis 2:24 about a man leaving his home to
come and hold fast to his wife, He was actually talking about Jesus, who would
come from heaven to seek and save give Himself up for His bride to and purify her
name make her beautiful and who would holding fast to her in covenant
faithfulness.

This is telling us that God intentionally created human marriage to be a little
picture, a little reflection, of Christ and the church.
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Marriage in the New Creation

And so we shouldn’t be surprised to get to the end of the Bible, and see it finish up
with a marriage. Revelation 19 speaks about the great marriage of Christ.
Revelation 21 tells us about the “new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God,
prepared as a bride adorned for her husband” (Revelation 21:2).

And then in Revelation 22, the last chapter in the Bible, Jesus promises to come
soon. And in verse 17, the fifth-last verse of the whole Bible, we read, “The Spirit and
the Bride say, ‘Come.’” That’s where the Bible ends. With us, the church, the Bride,
saying to our Groom, “come.”

It’s this big story that helps us understand why human marriage will not exist when
we get to the New Creation. See, many people—especially newlyweds—have been
deeply saddened when they’ve read Jesus’ words in Matthew 22:30: “in the
resurrection they neither marry nor are given in marriage, but are like angels in heaven.”
It sounds like we’ll really be missing out.

But we will not be missing out. We will not need marriage in the New Creation
because we will be fully experiencing the reality of which marriage was only a
picture.

Can you imagine going to a Major League Baseball game, and you’re sitting front
row seats, and it’s the middle of the game, and you look over and the guy beside
you is looking through his baseball card collection? You’d want to say, “Put your
little pictures away! The real thing is going on in front of you right now!”

Marriage is a baseball card, and we’re not going to miss it when we get to fully
experience the real thing.

Marriage Today

So that’s where we are in this biggest story ever told. We are the bride, and we’re
waiting for our groom. And we look to the day when human marriage will pass
away and be fully replaced by the real thing.

But today, in this season of already-but-not-yet, human marriage hasn’t been done
away with yet. Christians still get married. Many of you are married. So what does
the big story of the Bible say about our marriages here and now today?

I want to suggest that when we step back and survey everything we’ve seen today,
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there’s three big ideas that come to bear on each of us today, whether we are
married or not.

1) Marriage Is About the Mission

First, we all need to remember that marriage has always been about the mission
God gave us to fulfill. And like I said earlier, we need to stress this, because many
Christians have been swept up in the way that our culture worships romantic love,
and worships marriage as the culmination of that romantic love. I just think about
all of those Christian romance novels about two unrealistic people falling head
over heels in love with each other and getting married. There are very few novels
being written about already married couples staying married through a hard
season. That’s the kind of story we need more of.

These cultural blinders impact the way we read the Bible. Think about the story of
Ruth for a moment. Almost every single preacher or author I’ve ever heard talk
about that story turns it into a romance between Ruth and Boaz. Where they fall in
love and have all of this chemistry. But none of that is actually in the Bible.

We really need to recalibrate here.

Now please understand. I’m not against romance. Speaking personally, romance is
a wonderful part of my relationship with my wife. I fell in love with her on
Christmas Eve 2009, and stayed up late that night writing lame poetry for her. But
by that point, I had already begun to realize that she was the kind of person that I
could serve Jesus with more effectively than I could on my own.

And even after that point, I didn’t just follow my heart. I remember one specific
conversation we had as things were getting more serious. And I asked her, “If we get
married, and God calls me to do ministry in a really hard part of the world, would
you go with me?” And if she had said “no,” we would have been finished. Because
my life was about serving God, and I wasn’t going to sacrifice my life’s mission just
because I fell in love with the wrong girl.

I remember a missionary friend once warning me in the most solemn tones not to
marry the wrong person. And he told me about how many young men he had seen
get all fired up for Jesus, and go off to Bible college so that they could become a
missionary, only to fall in love with someone there, and get married, and settle in to
a comfortable suburban lifestyle, all the while being cheered on by a church
culture that prizes marriage above almost everything else. And I was determined to
not let that happen. So while I thoroughly enjoyed falling in love with Aimee, there
was a lot of hard work and deliberate conversations with her and with others
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before I asked her to marry me.

So young people, please listen up: never marry someone just because you’re in love
with them. That’s like buying a restaurant just because you like the food there. You
need a lot more in place before you make a massive decision like that. Never marry
someone unless you know, and the wise and mature people around you know, that
you will be able to serve Jesus more effectively with that person than you would
without them.

Now a word to those of you who are already married. Just like getting married is
not about falling in love, so staying married is not about staying in love. Many
couples, when they fall out of love with their spouse, give up on their marriages.
Some get a divorce. Others just stop caring and stop working and stop trying.

But please hear this morning: there is so much more to being married than being
in love. Not that there’s anything wrong with staying in love or cultivating romance
in marriage. Once again, I can testify here. After the better part of a decade, I am
still completely bonkers about my wife. She can sometimes just look at me and
reduce me to a drooling fool. We really, really like each other. Just the other day she
was in the kitchen and I walked up towards her and I’m pretty sure I heard our
daughter making kissing noises, because she knew what was coming next.

But we don’t feel those romantic feelings all of the time, and that’s OK. We
understand that romance is the gravy. The meat and potatoes of our marriage is
our commitment to helping each other serve Jesus and others more effectively. And
romance is just the gravy that goes on top if that meal that helps it all taste so much
better.

And you know what? You can eat meat and potatoes without gravy. It’s not as fun,
but it’s possible. And it’s a lot better than having just gravy and nothing else, or
worse, gravy on top of something terrible like rotten meat or roadkill.

So if you’re married today, whether or not you still feel in love, the most important
thing you can do for your marriage is to make it about the mission. Use your
marriage to serve each other so that you can serve Jesus and others as effectively as
possible. And what you’ll probably find is that recalibrating your marriage to make
it mission-focused will make it a lot more fun and maybe make you fall in love
again.

All of this is our first point of application. Marriage is about the mission.

2) Remember the Gospel
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The second thing we all need to remember is that marriage is about Christ and the
church. Marriage is about the gospel. If you are married, a major part of your
mission is to so love and respect each other that you give the world a living,
breathing picture of what Jesus and the church are like.

And the way we start to do that is by obeying the commands of Ephesians 5:22-33.
Husbands, I hope you know you have the bigger responsibility in this department.
The buck stops with you, and it’s your job to so love your wife that other people see
your marriage and say “If that’s how Jesus loves His church, I want in.” Make your
marriage preach the true gospel by loving your wife well.

Your standard of love is Jesus, who—verse 25—gave Himself up for her. I spoke to a
man once who was about to leave his wife and was doing nothing but complain
about her. And I pointed him to this verse and said, “Until she takes out nails and a
hammer and physically crucifies you, you have not loved her to the extent that
Christ has loved the church. So press into Jesus, and be strengthened by Him, and
live out the gospel by loving your wife.”

Wives, you live out the gospel in your marriage by submitting to your husband, and
respecting him. I understand that much of the time, this doesn’t come naturally.
Your husband is not always respectable and deserving of your respect.

But that’s the whole point. God tells you to submit to and respect him not because
you feel like it or because he thinks he needs it, but because your marriage is not
about you: it’s a picture of Christ and the church.

So think about how you talk about your husband in front of your children, or to
your friends when he’s not around. Do you complain about him or belittle him or
roll your eyes? If you do that, what does it say about the gospel? What sort of
picture of Christ and the church are you portraying?

And at this point I just want to add that I know marriages are hard and they take a
lot of work. They need a lot of regular maintenance. And often what can really help
with that is some input and perspective from others. That can take many forms, but
I just want you to know that there is no shame in sending me a note and coming to
sit down and talk about your marriage. Even if your marriage is good, and you want
to make it better, that would be a great thing to do.

3) Marriage Is Not Ultimate

For all of us in the room today, married or not, the third truth we must remember is
that marriage is not ultimate. Marriage is not permanent. Marriage is just one way
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that some people get to glorify Jesus with this stretch of their life.

But if you know Christ, then if you are married or not, you are a part of the reality
to which marriage only points. And that’s a truth we’re going to pick up on more
next week when we talk about singleness, which is another way that some people
get to glorify Jesus with their life. And what the big story of the Bible has to say
about singleness might really surprise you.

But we’re going to end today by singing a wonderful song that celebrates the reality.
As the church, we are the bride that Jesus came from heaven to rescue. We are all a
part of this wonderful, eternal relationship, where there will be no death to do us
part.
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Singleness

Last Sunday we looked at marriage in the big story of the Bible. And what we saw is
that the big story of the Bible, from beginning to end, is really about marriage—or
rather, is about one particular marriage, the marriage between Christ and His
people. And we saw that human marriage is just a temporary picture of that great
reality. When we get to the New Creation, we won’t need human marriage anymore
than you need a baseball card at a baseball game. The picture becomes
unnecessary when you’re living in the real thing.

Last week we also spoke about some of the implications of this view for us today.
We live in this time of already-but-not-yet, when human marriage hasn’t yet been
abolished, and when it still can be a good thing. And so those of you who are
married were challenged to make your marriage about the mission. And one of the
big ways we do that is by obeying Ephesians 5:22-33 so that our marriages reflect the
gospel.

We ended last week by reflecting on the fact that, because human marriage is not
ultimate or permanent, and we know that it’s on its way out, it makes sense that it
should not be the most important thing in our life. We shouldn’t build all of our
life, all of our hopes and dreams, on it.

Today we’re really just going to pick up where we left off and see how this big-
picture view of marriage applies to those who are not married. Today, we’re talking
about singleness.
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And in some ways my message this morning is very simple: that passage we just
read from 1 Corinthiansis 7 is in your Bible. It’s God’s word. Deal with it!

But of course I need to say more than that. And so we’re going to begin by going
back and revisiting some of the big moments in the Bible’s story and and reflect on
how singleness fits in to this whole thing.

Singleness Prior to the New Covenant

You’ll remember that the storyline of the Bible is built on the covenants, beginning
with Adam and Eve and moving through Noah and Abraham and Israel and David.
And as we read the Bible it’s clear that being married was the normal, default
position for adults within those covenants. Everyone was supposed to grow up and
get married.

But marriage was more than just normal. It was required. God told Adam and Noah
to be fruitful and multiply (Genesis 1:28, 9:1). God promised Abraham many
offspring (Genesis 17:6), and fertility was one of the blessings He promised to Israel
(Deuteronomy 7:13). And in all of this you had the promise of an offspring who
would come and crush the serpent and bless the nations and rule the world. And
so getting married and having children was absolutely crucial if you were going to
be blessed by God and play a part of His redemptive plan.

That’s why there’s that story in Judges about Jephthah’s daughter, who went out and
mourned for two months when she realized she’d never be married. And it says
that afterwards, the young women would go lament for her for four days every year
(Judges 11:37–40). Not being married was a really big deal.

We’re going to pick up on some of these themes next week when we talk about
family, but the idea here is that marriage was absolutely necessary in each of these
covenants. To be single was essentially to be cursed.

Singleness in the New Covenant

And that’s why Isaiah chapter 56 comes as such a surprise. Let me read these words
for you from Isaiah 56:3-5:

“Let not the foreigner who has joined himself to the Lord say, ‘The Lord will surely
separate me from his people’; and let not the eunuch say, “Behold, I am a dry tree.’ For thus
says the Lord: ‘To the eunuchs who keep my Sabbaths, who choose the things that please
me and hold fast my covenant, I will give in my house and within my walls a monument
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and a name better than sons and daughters; I will give them an everlasting name that
shall not be cut off’” (Isaiah 56:3–5).

A eunuch was a man who had been rendered physically incapable of having
children. And that meant he could play no part in fulfilling God’s covenant
promises. There’s a law in Deuteronomy that even would have barred him from
gathering with God’s people in worship (Deuteronomy 23:1). And he would have
had no children to bear his name after him. When he died, no-one would
remember him. Talk about a sad life.

But here in Isaiah 56, God is promising something totally new and totally different.
He is promising that to the eunuchs who obey Him and are faithful to His
covenant, He will give them a monument and a name within His house not just as
good as children, but better then children, because it is an everlasting name that will
never be cut off.

It shouldn’t surprise us that this passage comes in a larger section of Isaiah that is
pointing towards the coming of Jesus and His work in the New Covenant. It comes
just three chapters after Isaiah 53, which speaks of the Suffering Servant. And it’s in
this context, looking to the New Covenant, that God promises an eternal reward
better than children to these men who previously had no hope of anything like that.

Isaiah is pointing us towards a day when being married and bearing children will
not be the most important things for us. Isaiah is pointing us towards a day when
the unmarried and childless will be able to be just as honoured, and even more
honoured, then the married and fruitful.

And these promises came into fulfillment with the coming of Christ. There’s so
much I want to say right here about the bearing of children in the New Covenant,
but it’s going to have to wait until next week. But what we can say now is that with
the coming of Christ, the days in which we need to be married and bear children
are behind us. In Christ, being single now stands alongside of being married as a
good way to spend our life and be useful to our master.

And we see this in the New Testament in a number of ways. The first one is
obvious: Jesus was a single man. I think we often blow past this one too easily. We
think, “of course Jesus was single.” But we can’t forget how radical this is.

Do you remember our study in 1 John? Jesus wasn’t just a disembodied spirit. He
really came in the flesh—He was really, fully, a man. He “in every respect has been
tempted as we are, yet without sin” (Hebrews 4:15). And He was never married.
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This makes Christianity very unique among other religions. We worship a single
man.

And next to Jesus, arguably the most influential person in the founding of
Christianity was the apostle Paul. And guess what? He, too, was single. And we
can’t just say, “well of course he was single.” Because other Apostles were married (1
Corinthians 9:5). But the man whom God used in those early decades to plant the
most churches and write most of the New Testament was a single man.

Are you beginning to see how affirming of singleness the New Covenant is? And we
haven’t even gotten to our main text this morning.

But let’s do that now. Our passage comes in a chapter in which Paul has been
answering some very specific questions about marriage and relationships. In the
beginning of the chapter, he actually had to defend marriage against some people
in the Corinthian church who thought that everybody should be single. And if you
read the first nine verses, you’ll hear Paul saying that marriage is not inherently bad
and can be a good thing for some people.

But then he goes on to give the Corinthians some good reasons to consider not
marrying and remaining single like he himself was. And that’s what we find in our
passage today. So just take that in for a moment. There is a whole section of God’s
that suggests reasons for why single people should remain single.

Living a Simpler Life

The first one of these reasons is introduced in verses 25-28. It begins with these
words “Now concerning the betrothed.” That word “betrothed” is really interesting,
because it literally just means virgins. If you have an ESV Bible, you’ll see a little
number beside that word, and at the bottom it will tell you that.

So why does the ESV translate it as “betrothed?” Well, when Paul uses this word
down in verses 36-38, it sounds like he’s talking about people who are engaged to be
married. But up here, it makes much more sense to understand that he’s just
speaking to virgins—in other words, people who have never been married.

And so in verse 26 Paul says to these people that “in view of the present distress it is
good for a person to remain as he is.” And yes, that means remaining single. See what
he says at the end of verse 27: “Are you free from a wife? Do not seek a wife.” And then
he gives the reason for this counsel in the second half of verse 28: “Those who marry
will have worldly troubles, and I would spare you that.”
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Here’s what Paul is saying: The single life is a simpler life. It’s freer. Marriage is a lot
of work and brings “troubles” with it. And so why would you bring that on
yourself?

This sounds so counter-intuitive that many people try to explain it away. Some do
that by zeroing in on those two words in verse 26—“present distress.” And they say
that there was a particular problem at Corinth, like a famine. And so in that
particular situation, marriage wasn’t the best idea. But for the rest of us, these
words don’t really apply, and we should all aim for marriage just like they did in the
Old Testament.

Now there is a little bit of evidence that there may have been some food shortages
in Corinth at that point in history. And so perhaps it makes sense that Paul would
encourage them to refrain from marriage in the middle of that specific crisis.

But not all scholars are convinced by that line of reasoning. “This present distress”
could just be talking about the pressure that all of us Christians face at this stage of
redemptive history.

But even if “this present distress” does refer to a specific issue at Corinth, we should
still notice that marriage is something they could live without. It’s not the be-all-
and-end-all of life. And we should also pay attention to the fact that marriage does
bring its own troubles with it. And this becomes especially true if that marriage
produces children.

I’ve been at many weddings where someone has said something like “marriage
halves your burdens and doubles your joys.” I’m sorry to burst your bubble, but
that’s simply not true. This passage advocates the single life as a way to reduce at
least some of life’s burdens.

The World is Passing Away

Paul gives us some more reasons to consider singleness in verses 29-31, and we
should notice that what he says here has nothing to do with the situation at
Corinth. Verse 29: “This is what I mean, brothers: the appointed time has grown very
short.” Verse 31: “For the present form of this world is passing away.” Paul is not talking
about a local famine here: he’s reminding them that the Age to Come has broken
into our age, and so this present age is on its way out and will disappear entirely
when Jesus returns.

And if we know this, then we just can’t keep living life like everybody else. That’s



2020-01-13, 4:33 PMSingleness – Emmanuel Baptist Church

Page 6 of 11https://ebcnipawin.ca/sermons/singleness/

the point of these phrases in verses 29-31, where he says things like “let those who
have wives live as though they had none,” “and those who deal with the world as though
they had no dealings with it” (1 Corinthians 7:29–31). We can’t be as invested in all this
stuff as everybody else is.

It’s kind of like when you play Monopoly or some other board game. You play hard,
and you want to win, but at the same time you recognize that none of it is really
real. That money won’t have any value when the game is over. In a few minutes
everything goes back in the box and your real life will continue.

And you know what? That’s actually true about what we call our “real life.” The
things around us, including our marriages, are so temporary. It’s all just Monopoly
money.

If you’re married, this doesn’t give you an excuse to neglect your marriage, but it
certainly means you shouldn’t worship your marriage and make it the center of
gravity for your heart and life. Your marriage should be a platform for good works
instead of a dead-end for your selfishness.

But if you’re not married, and you know that all of this is passing away and you
have just a short amount of time to invest in eternity, then should you even
consider diverting attention and energy into a temporary relationship like
marriage? That is the very good question this passage is pushing us to ask.

A Life of Serving

Finally, Paul introduces us to a third set of reasons for singleness in verse 32: “I want
you to be free from anxieties.” And he goes on to say that a married person has
divided interests. They want to serve the Lord and serve their spouse, and it’s hard
to do both well. Something’s gotta give.

We can look at Paul’s life for proof of this. He was free to fully invest his life in the
kingdom because he wasn’t married. He could go anywhere and do anything and
had a freedom that someone with a spouse and children simply wouldn’t have had.
And Paul is interested in others having that same privilege. Like he says in verse 35,
he wants “to promote good order and to secure your undivided devotion to the Lord” (1
Corinthians 7:35).

Making the Choice

So what should we do with all of that? It sounds like there’s some good reasons for
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singleness, but how do you know if that’s the right thing for you or not?

That question comes into focus in verses 36-40, which speak directly to those in the
Corinthian church who apparently were already engaged to be married—
betrothed. And these people, knowing what they now know, have a decision to
make. What should they choose?

Here’s the advice he gives them. In verse 36 he says that if they are not “behaving
properly” with each other, or if their “passions are strong”, and if “it has to be,” then
they can go ahead and get married. And he adds, “it is no sin.” That’s for all of you
married people in the room. It’s ok, you didn’t sin when you got married.

But then verse 37 is the other side of the fiddle. If those engaged people have
determined in their heart to remain single, and if they have their desire under
control—which doesn’t mean they don’t have any desire, but simply that it’s under
control—then they do well to remain single.

And verse 38 is there to sum the whole thing up and absolutely shatter our North
American way of seeing things: “So then he who marries his betrothed does well, and he
who refrains from marriage will do even better” (1 Corinthians 7:38).

Yes, you heard that right. Singleness is to be preferred.

Gift of Singleness

Now some of you might have noticed as I’ve walked through this passage that I’ve
said nothing about the “gift of singleness.” Maybe you’ve never heard that phrase
before, but it’s a popular idea that comes up when people talk about this topic.

The idea is that there is a spiritual gift that of singleness which gives people the
special ability to be single. And if you have that gift, then you should be single, but
if you don’t, then forget 1 Corinthians 7 was written and go find a spouse.

I don’t believe that this idea is Biblical. In 1 Corinthians 7:7, marriage and singleness
themselves are the gift, not some special ability to do either. I’m going to post more
on the blog this week about the “gift of singleness,” so you can read it there if you’re
interested, but I hope you can already see that the whole way Paul argues in this
chapter points us away from seeing the gift of singleness as some special ability,
and instead towards seeing singleness itself as a gift. And it’s a gift because it gives
the freedom to invest yourself more fully in the good works for which you have
been created (Ephesians 2:10).
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Application

So let’s sum all of this up: 1 Corinthians 7 tells us that the single life is a unique gift
from God, and many Christians should thoughtfully embrace singleness as the best
way for them to glorify God in this short life we’ve been given.

There is a good chance that this idea is brand new to you. I know how counter-
cultural this is. Haven’t we all been taught, either by word or by example, that
adulthood equals marriage? That getting married is what all of the normal grown-
ups do? That singleness is a problem to be fixed instead of a gift to be invested?

Isn’t it true that in our church culture, if a couple gets married, even if they just use
their marriage to settle down and get comfortable in a materialistic North
American lifestyle, they will still be celebrated and looked on as if they’ve arrived
way more than the single person who is quietly and busily investing their life and
time and talents into the kingdom of God?

I want to suggest this morning that most of us have done with marriage what the
Prosperity Gospel has done with money. We’ve taken these Old Testament
Scriptures about marriage and children and haphazardly applied them to our lives
today without stopping to recognize that we are in the New Covenant, and many
things have changed. Our relationship with money and possessions has changed,
and so has our relationship with marriage.

It doesn’t help that we live in a culture which worships romantic love. Every song,
every movie, every story, assumes that a good and happy life includes being in a
relationship with another person. Many of us don’t have many role models of
normal, healthy, spiritually fruitful singleness.

Except, you know, there’s Jesus. And the Apostle Paul. So maybe we don’t have an
excuse. Maybe we’ve let ourselves be conformed to this world instead of being
transformed by the renewal of our minds (Romans 12:2).

So what can we do about this? I’m going to end here with some specific
encouragements for different groups of people that might be represented among us
today.

Parents

First of all, parents. You have a huge role here in shaping your children’s
expectations concerning marriage. Let me give you an example. Do you know how
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many times I’ve prayed with my two boys for their future wives?

Zero times.

Why would I do that? I don’t know if my boys are going to best serve God as married
or as single men. So why would I pray with them for someone who might not exist,
and train them to expect marriage for themselves, and then to feel let down by God
if that doesn’t happen?

I certainly talk to my boys about marriage. But I say things like “If God wants you to
get married, here’s the kind of husband you should be and the kind of woman you
should marry. But God doesn’t give marriage to everybody. The most important
thing is that you use your life for Jesus.”

Parents, be careful about your kids’ media intake. Be careful about the way that
even innocent movies and stories can reinforce the stereotype that adulthood
equals marriage. Point your kids towards a life of service to God, whether that
includes marriage or not.

For the Young People

Next, let me talk to you older children and teenagers and college students. I’d guess
that most of you hope to be married someday. Some of you will. Maybe some of
you shouldn’t. But regardless, can I please encourage you to make the focus of your
life something bigger than just getting married?

For some of you, especially you college students, finding a boyfriend or a girlfriend
and eventually a husband or a wife is the number one drive in your life right now.

But I’ve talked to enough people who get to their later 20s and 30s and say “I wish I
hadn’t been so focused on a relationship in my younger years.” Because whether
you get married or not, by the time you get to your later 20s you start to gain
perspective and realize that life is so much bigger than a relationship, even a
relationship like marriage.

And if everything you’ve heard these last two weeks is true, then the number one
question you should be asking is not, “Who should I marry?" but rather, “What part
will I play in the great mission of God? How and where can I best use my life to
fulfill my mission of good works for the glory of God?

Focus on that, and only ever marry someone if they will help you do that better
than you can on your own.
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I was single until I was 26. And you heard me share last week how I pursued Aimee
and then married her because I knew that I could serve Jesus in my particular
ministry with this particular woman more effectively than I could on my own.

But that won’t be true of all of you. Or it might not be true for a number of years.
And that’s ok. In fact, it might even be better, in Paul’s words. So put the mission first
in your life, and put marriage in its proper place, and use your season of singleness,
however long it will last, for God’s glory.

For the Married

For those of you who are married, really listening to 1 Corinthians 7 might make
you ask, “Should I have gotten married in the first place?” Perhaps you did pursue
marriage because you thought you needed to, and you fell in love, and that was
that.

Well, you are married now, and like we read in verse 36, you didn’t sin when you got
married. So instead of second-guessing your decision, turn instead to Ephesians 5
and focus on making your marriage about the mission. Live out the gospel, and link
arms with your married and single brothers and sisters here in the church, and
throw your life into the mission of God.

And please, married people, be aware of those who aren’t married here in our
church fellowship. Please know that they face certain unique challenges by living
in a culture that is oriented around marriages and families. Singleness is a gift, but
that doesn’t mean it’s not a lonely gift and even a painful one.

So let’s stop asking people why they’re not married, or when it’s their turn. Let’s
remember that holidays and long weekends Sunday afternoons—times that you
get to relax with your family—can be really hard and lonely when you don’t have a
family to default to. Simple things like vehicle problems become bigger deals when
you don’t have a spouse to pick you up from the mechanic’s.

So let’s take care of each other, single and married. We need each other. I think we
do a good job of this here at EBC, but let’s keep pressing in to love each other better.

Now I’m going to wrap up here. I know that this is a lot to take in, especially if this
is new and challenges some ways that you’ve previously thought.

So we’re going to end together by singing “By Faith.” All of us, married or not, are
children of the promise. At this stage in the story, married or not, we walk by faith
and not by sight as we trust and obey Christ and invest our lives in the gospel. Let’s
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determine to do that well together today and always.
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Family

Years ago I had some friends who were missionaries in a country where the culture
surrounding marriage was very different from Canada. In that country men would
often marry women much younger then them, and they viewed their wives as little
more than property. And so these missionaries often found themselves teaching
seminars to the new believers about the biblical vision for marriage.

So they were doing some of this marriage teaching one weekend, and during a
break of the local men came up to ask my friend a question: “Can I beat my wife?”
And my friend just wanted to bury his face in his palms, because he’d just been
teaching all morning about how husbands needed to cherish and protect and lay
their lives down for their wives. And this guy just wasn’t making the connection. So
he patiently repeated many of these things to this man, explaining once again how
beating your wife has no place in a Christian marriage.

The man stood there, listening thoughtfully. But then when my friend had finished
speaking, he asked him one more question: “But what if she needs it?” In other
words, “I know everything the Bible says about not beating my wife, but what if she
needs it?”

This story has always stuck with me as a perfect example of how our culture
conditions us to think a certain way. Our culture trains us to think that certain
things are as normal as the air that we breathe. And so when we encounter
something in Scripture that is out of step with our culture, it’s very easy for us to
just not notice it, or if we do notice it, to not take it very seriously
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It takes a lot of work to submit ourselves to Scripture and allow Scripture to
reshape the way we think, especially if we’ve been thinking that way our entire life.

In the past several weeks, we’ve been studying how the storyline of the Bible
impacts our lives today, and I hope you’ve noticed how many times the truth of
Scripture is so very different, so very out of step, with the messages of the Canadian
culture that each of us is surrounded by.

We’ve learned that work is not a necessary evil we need to pay for our weekend
hobbies, but instead is the thing we’ve been created for—especially as we think
about good works (Ephesians 2:10).

We’ve learned that money and possessions are things we should be very careful
with, even suspicious of. Rather than being a sign of God’s blessing, piles of money
and stuff will actually pull our hearts away from heaven.

We’ve learned that marriage is not about falling in love and endless romance.
Instead, marriage is about work—about the mission. And in the New Covenant,
marriage is about putting the gospel on display for others to see.

And last week we heard that just like marriage is a gift, so singleness is also a gift. 1
Corinthians 7 tells us that if someone is able to keep their desire under control,
they should seriously consider remaining single and using their singleness for the
kingdom of God. In other words, singleness is not a problem to be fixed, but—for
many people—it is a privilege to be invested for the Kingdom.

And I know that as we’ve heard these different messages, there’s often something
inside of us that says “No, really? That doesn’t feel normal to me.”

But we need to remember that just like that man asking “Can I beat my wife? What
if she needs it?”, so also we have each been conditioned to think in certain ways by
our culture.

And so when we hear these things from the Bible, it’s tempting to ask “Does this
seem right to me? Does this fit with my experiences?” But those are not the kinds of
questions we should be asking first. Instead, we should be asking, “Is this in the
Bible? Is this clearly what the Bible teaches?” Because if it is what the Bible teaches,
then we need to change the way we think, as painful of a process as that can be.

Romans 12:2 describes it this way: “Do not be conformed to this world, but be
transformed by the renewal of your mind” (Romans 12:2).

And I hope you know that is an ongoing process. The world is always trying to



2020-01-13, 4:33 PMFamily – Emmanuel Baptist Church

Page 3 of 10https://ebcnipawin.ca/sermons/family/

conform us to itself. And so all of us, no matter what stage of life we’re in, are
always in need of further transformation of our minds, further transformation into
God’s image. We never get done, this side of heaven.

And so, once again we’re going to turn to God’s word this morning and allow it to
renew our minds as we see what the storyline of Scripture has to say about family.

In our Canadian culture today, I think we see two basic kinds of messages about the
family. And the first one is that family is everything. I’m sure you’ve heard that
phrase before; maybe even seen it hung on someone’s wall. For many Canadians
and especially many Canadian Christians, their immediate and extended family
relationships are the most important relationships on the planet, and they will do
whatever they can to protect and maintain them. Family is everything.

But in the other hand, in much of our culture today, family is under siege. Satan
has been hard at work trying to attack God’s design for the family, and we’ve gotten
to the point where many people see the traditional family as a negative thing. And
so on the one hand we’ve got “family is everything,” and on the other hand we’ve
got “family is nothing.”

And in contrast to each of these messages, we need God’s word to speak into our
cultural understandings and to shape how you and I think and how we feel.

Family in the Adamic and Abrahamic and Mosaic Covenants

So what does the big storyline of the Bible have to say about family? You might
remember that last week we spent a bit of time reviewing how important family
was in the covenants God made with Adam and Noah and Israel and David.

And to understand why, we need to remember that, especially from Abraham
onwards, God’s people was an ethnic people group. The literal children of
Abraham. The Jewish people.

The way you became a member of God’s people was just to be born into one of
those familes. And God had promised to Abraham that He would give Him many,
many offspring (Genesis 15:5).

And that’s why getting married and having babies was so important, because you
were participating in the growth of God’s people and the fulfillment of His
promises to give Abraham many offspring.

Having babies was further important in the covenant with Israel, because God
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promised that if they obeyed Him, He would bless the fruit of their womb, and
there would be no one barren among them (Deuteronomy 7:14, 28:4). So children
were a sign that you had been faithful to the Lord. That’s why Psalm 127:3-5 says
“Behold, children are a heritage from the Lord, the fruit of the womb a reward. Like arrows
in the hand of a warrior are the children of one’s youth. Blessed is the man who fills his
quiver with them!” In that covenant, that was true.

This is also why Samuel’s mother Hannah was so distraught at not being able to
bear children (1 Samuel 1:1-20). Here she was, a righteous woman, and yet she was
not able to bear children. And it must have seemed like God had just forgotten to
keep His promises to her.

So within the covenants with Abraham and with Israel, when having children was
how the people of God grew, and belonging to a family was how you found your
place in God’s people, it's safe to say that family pretty much was everything.

Family in the New Covenant

But then Jesus showed up. And there should be no surprise to us by now that Jesus
changed things. Jesus challenged the categories and upset the status quo. Jesus
announced the arrival of the Kingdom of God, and He established the New
Covenant, and within this New Covenant Kingdom, our relationship with family
has changed. The very definition of family has changed. And these are the things
we’re going to explore this morning.

1. The New Covenant People of God Grows Spiritually, Not Physically

The first truth we’re going to explore is that within the New Covenant, God no
longer grows His people primarily through his people having babies.

This shouldn’t be a surprise to us, because we know that God’s New Covenant
people is more than just one single ethnic people group. We Gentiles have been
welcomed in (Ephesians 2:11-22), and on the cross Jesus died for people from every
tribe, language, people and nation (Revelation 5:9). And so we no longer become a
part of the people of God just by being born to the right parents. Instead, people
become a part of the people of God as they are born again and are joined to Christ
by faith.

We read about this truth together from John 1:11-13: “He came to his own, and his own
people did not receive him. But to all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he
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gave the right to become children of God, who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the
flesh nor of the will of man, but of God.”

Jesus clarified this truth with Nicodemus in John 3. “Jesus answered him, ‘Truly, truly,
I say to you, unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God’” (John 3:3). In
other words, it’s not good enough to just be born the first time into a particular
family. You need to experience the inner, spiritual rebirth through the Holy Spirit.

Paul speaks about this truth when he writes in Galatians, “…for in Christ Jesus you are
all sons of God, through faith.” (Galatians 3:26).

This is how God grows His new-covenant people. Now of course, having physical
children can still be a very good thing and a very good way to grow God’s kingdom.
Not because our kids are automatically a part of God’s New Covenant people, but
because we get years with them to teach and instruct them in God’s truth. And very
often, God uses this godly parenting as a means of bringing our children to faith.
There is no guarantee that our children will be born again and follow the Lord, but
it is something God seems to do often enough.

However, God also uses many other ways of bringing people to faith in Christ. How
many of you were led to faith in Christ by someone other than your mom or dad?
We don’t need to have children of our own to be a part of growing the people of
God. And in fact, like we saw last week, not having children of your own might
actually free you up to be more fruitful in growing the kingdom of God.

Paul is the classic example of this. He never had a physical child. And yet he was
the spiritual father to so many. “For though you have countless guides in Christ, you do
not have many fathers. For I became your father in Christ Jesus through the gospel” (1
Corinthians 4:15).

Men, you don’t need kids to be a dad. And even if you have kids of your own, there’s
nothing stopping you from being a spiritual father to more. It comes as we share
the gospel and make disciples.

So I hope you see how this first truth has big implications for all of us. It has
implications for parents of small children, because it encourages them to build
their homes around the gospel and bring up their children “in the discipline and
instruction of the Lord” (Ephesians 6:2). But this also has implications for couples
who don’t have children, or whose children have already grown. And it has big
implications for singles. We all get to play a part in growing the people of God as we
share the gospel and make disciples, and those of you without physical children
have no disadvantages.
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2. The Church is Our Real Family

Now there’s a second major way that the New Covenant changes our
understandings of family. And it’s this: in the New Covenant, this group of people
who have been spiritually reborn—in other words, the church—they are our true
family.

One significant passage where Jesus teaches this is Mark 3:31-35, which we read
together earlier. Jesus’ mother and brothers come for him and are waiting outside
for him. Someone tells him this, and they would have assumed that Jesus is going
to go be with His family, because in that culture that’s what you would have just
done.

But instead, Jesus looks around him and says, “Here are my mother and my brothers!
For whoever does the will of God, he is my brother and sister and mother” (Mark 3:31–35).

Please notice something here: Jesus does not disagree with the principle that He
should be with His family. But what He does do is completely redefine who His
family is. Who is His true family? It’s not the people standing outside with whom
he had at least a partial blood relationship.

No, His family was the people sitting around Him: those who were hearing and
doing the will of God. This community of Jesus-followers. That was His true family.

3. We Often Need to Choose Between the Two

We’re going to come back to this idea at the end and discuss some of its
implications for us today, but there’s a third truth we need to consider first, which is
that very often in this life, we will need to make a choice between our physical
family and our true, spiritual family.

Wee see this right in that passage from Mark. The background, which you can read
earlier in the chapter, is that Jesus’ family didn’t believe in him at that point. And
the reason they have come to see him is to stop him from doing what he’s doing,
because they thought he was out of his mind (Mark 3:21).

And so Jesus was in a situation where He had to male a choice between His birth
family or His true, spiritual family. And that is a choice which God’s people have
had to make over and over again. And it’s a choice which Jesus actually told His
disciples they should expect to have to make.
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We read this passage together earlier, but it’s important enough for us to hear the
words of Matthew 10:34-37 again: “Do not think that I have come to bring peace to the
earth. I have not come to bring peace, but a sword. For I have come to set a man against his
father, and a daughter against her mother, and a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-
law. And a person’s enemies will be those of his own household. Whoever loves father or
mother more than me is not worthy of me, and whoever loves son or daughter more than
me is not worthy of me.”

Just take that in. Jesus is saying about as clearly as possible that one of the effects of
His coming is that families will be divided. When we choose to follow Jesus, that
will bring division between us and those members of our family who do not follow
Jesus.

And therefore, the only people who are able to follow Jesus are those who love Him
more than their father and mother and son and daughter.

Please understand how counter-cultural this would have been to Jesus’ hearers. In
the 1st Century, both for the Jewish people and many of the Gentile nations, people
tended to make decisions as a family. You didn’t just decide on your own what you
wanted to do, you sat down with your family and you all did what your father
decided you were going to do.

But here, Jesus turns all of that over. He says that He must be #1. People were not
supposed to wait around and only come to Jesus if the rest of their family did it.
Instead, people had to choose, right off the bat, that they would love Jesus more
than their families. Children had to choose to follow and obey Jesus regardless of
what their parents did. Parents had to choose to follow and obey Jesus regardless of
what their children did. And strife would ensue. But this was the cost of following
Jesus.

And Jesus was not shy about this. He said it even more directly in Luke 14:25-26:
“Now great crowds accompanied him, and he turned and said to them, ‘If anyone comes to
me and does not hate his own father and mother and wife and children and brothers and
sisters, yes, and even his own life, he cannot be my disciple.’”

That’s a hard word, isn’t it? Bible commentators freak out over this word “hate.”
Some say it was just a common expression that means “love less.” Others make the
point—which I think is very valid—that when we say yes to Jesus, and our families
don’t, it will seem to our families that we have suddenly began to hate them, when
really, all we are doing is choosing to follow Jesus and they are not.

But we shouldn’t miss, as one commentator said, the “offensiveness of this saying in
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a society where honor of parents was considered virtually the highest obligation
and one’s family was usually one’s greatest joy.”1

Jesus says that we must choose to love and obey Him first and foremost, even if that
means upsetting and disturbing and dividing and even saying goodbye to our
families. And this isn’t  something that only a few Christians might have to deal
with: Jesus says that we can’t even begin to follow Him unless we’re willing for this.

Application

Now there’s a lot more we could say here at this point, but for this morning we need
to sew this all up and make some application to ourselves.

We’ve already made some application points from the first truth we explored,
which is that God grows His people through the gospel, through being born again,
instead of just being born the first time.

And I just want to repeat it again lest anyone misunderstand me: this truth does not
discourage us from having children. Married couples have many good reasons to
consider having children, and God often uses parents to lead their children to faith.

But it’s also important to see that having physical babies is no longer a command for
us in the New Covenant. And it’s no longer our number one priority. The church’s
number one priority is having spiritual offspring through proclaiming the gospel
and making disciples. Here’s one way of putting it: in the New Covenant, our
version of “be fruitful and multiply” is “go therefore and make disciples of all nations,
baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Matthew
28:19).

And so the application for us this morning is this: let’s all make sure we’re a part of
this work. Kids or no kids, let’s all join together in this great work of evangelism and
missions. And we’ll be hearing more about this in the weeks ahead.

Secondly, let’s just soak in the truth that our church family is our true family. I went
to a church for a while where we sang “I’m so glad I’m a part of the family of God”
every week. But it always felt kind of second-rate. I called my church my family, but
really, they came nowhere close to my real family in terms of my priorities and
loyalties.

But according to Jesus, our church family, this community of the redeemed—that’s
our real family. We should show just as much love and care and concern for each
other as we do with our physical families. There should be no such thing as a



2020-01-13, 4:33 PMFamily – Emmanuel Baptist Church

Page 9 of 10https://ebcnipawin.ca/sermons/family/

lonely Christian.

So here’s a way to apply this to our lives at the nitty-gritty level. What are your
family traditions? What are the things that in your thinking are “just for family”?
Are you willing to include your brothers and sisters in Christ into those things, or
not?

I grew up in a family where certain celebrations were totally off-limits to anybody
else. Birthdays and Christmas were for us, and that was that. But in more recent
years, Aimee and I and my two sisters have had so much joy opening up those
events to our church family. And why not? That is our real family.

Maybe for you it’s something different. But the question we can all ask ourselves is:
“What would it look like if I really believed that my church family was really my
family? And what can I do to make my life look like that?”

A third reflection this morning, coming out of our third truth: we should expect
that we will need to chose between Jesus and our families. It should not be a
surprise when we find ourselves in a situation where we love Jesus and our family
doesn’t. I’m not downplaying how painful that experience is, but Jesus told us to
expect this.

It’s wonderful when we don’t need to choose between our physical family and our
spiritual family. When our physical family does love and follow Jesus. But when
our family doesn’t follow Jesus, and when we have to choose between meeting their
expectations or obeying Jesus, then there should be no contest. Jesus should win
every time.

But isn’t it true that here in North America, Christians very often choose to satisfy
our families and do things to make them happy first, and honour Jesus second?
And many Christians seem quite content to even disobey the clear commands of
God’s word for the sake of their families.

We need to hear this morning that if we are following Jesus, then family is not
everything. It can’t be. Jesus needs to be everything.

In a recent article, pastor and author Kevin DeYoung had this to say, and I think it
fits in really well with what we’re saying today:

In a world hellbent on redefining marriage and undermining the fundamental
importance of the family, Christians would do well to honor and support all
those trying to nurture healthy families.
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And yet, virtually every pastor in America can tell you stories of churchgoers
who have functionally displaced God in favor of the family.

Parents who go missing from church for entire seasons because of Billy’s
youth soccer league or Sally’s burgeoning volleyball career.
Committed Christians who would never dare invite a college student or
international over for Thanksgiving or Christmas because "the holidays
are for family."
Longtime members who can’t be bothered to serve on Sundays or reach
out to visitors because the whole family always gathers at grandma’s for
lunch…
Churches that implicitly (or explicitly) communicate that marriage is a
necessary step of spiritual maturity.
Christians of all kinds who will jettison their theology of marriage or their
convictions about church discipline once their children come out of the
closet or embrace other kinds of (unrepentant) sin.
The idolatry of the family can be a real problem, either from the church
that ignores singles and gears everything toward married couples with
children, or from the individual whose practical commitments underscore
the unfortunate reality that blood is usually thicker than theology.

Please understand there is so much more that we could say here today. My wife and
I just spent an hour this past week at Moms and Tots teaching on parenting, and I
wish we could spend a whole other hour up here talking about that kind of stuff.

But we can’t miss that the things we’ve touched on today are things which Jesus and
the New Testament authors pointed to and spoke on repeatedly, and they are the
important starting place for all of our other New Covenant thinking about family.
And so the question we all need to ask again as we end is this: is family everything?
Or is Jesus everything? What does it look like for you this week, maybe even this
day, to really embrace that truth?

May the Holy Spirit help and guide you into answering that question in a way that
honours Jesus as your everything.




