Married to the Church: Falling in Love with the Bride
Ephesians 5:25-33
Preached by Minister Jason Tarn at HCC on September 9, 2012
Introduction
¢ In one of his books, author and pastor Joshua Harris shares a story about Jack and Grace.
“Jack and Grace met through a mutual friend. From day one they seemed to be the perfect
match. Grace was everything Jack always wanted. She was beautiful, outgoing, and caring —
always there when Jack needed her. For the first five months they were inseparable. Jack
could hardly think of anything but Grace. He didn t need to look further, he told his friends,
“She’s the one”. Now almost three years have passed. Jack still enjoys the comfort and
familiarity of being with Grace, but the spark is gone. Grace's flaws seem more obvious. He's
not sure he finds her as attractive as he once did. And he's beginning to resent all the time
she wants to spend with him. One night when she asks if they can define the nature of their
relationship, Jack blows up. “We 're together, aren’t we?” he asks angrily. “Why isn t that
enough for you? !
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Let me pause and ask you: What would you think about a guy who dated a girl for years but
refused to exclusively commit? Who would get upset every time she brought up the idea of
taking that next step? What would you think about a guy who tells a girl, “I want the benefits
of dating you, but I don’t want to make any formal commitments that might tie me down”?
» What would you think about a guy like that? Harris finishes his story with these
words, “You need to know something about this couple. There are millions of Jacks
walking around today. And Grace isn't a girl. Grace is a church.”
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Every so often a book comes around that just nails it — that really gets at what’s wrong with
contemporary Christianity. I believe this book is one of them. It was originally published
under the title Stop Dating the Church, but now it's called Why Church Matters.

» It’s a shame they changed the name because I really like this analogy of dating the
church. I think it’s a perfect description of Christians today who want all the
benefits of a relationship with a church but without the responsibilities and
obligations that accompany an exclusive commitment. They would rather
casually date the church than to formally marry her.

* So you hear people say things like: I’'m religious, but I don’t go to church. I'm
into Jesus, but I'm not really into church. Sadly statements like that makes
sense to us because they're so common.

¢ To be honest, that would pretty much describe my attitude towards the church for a good part
of my Christian life, especially my first few years of college. [ was a church-dater. I had a
casual relationship. I would come and go. No deep involvement. No real commitment.
» That’s how you can spot a church-dater. Harris goes on to provide us with three
particular characteristics you can look out for.

! Joshua Harris, Why Church Matters, 1-2.
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First, he says a church-dater tends to be critical. Someone who is quick to point out
what’s wrong with a church — it’s the preaching, the music, the programs, etc. — but slow (or
even resistant) to commit himself and become part of the solution.

» Second, a church-dater is typically me-centered. That means just like a consumer,
we approach the church asking, "What can you do for me?" What does the church
have to offer me or my family?

* Third, a church-dater is noncommittal. We go to church because that’s what
Christians are supposed to do, but it’s not a priority. Things like schoolwork,
or our kid's soccer game, or just sleeping in take on greater precedence.
There's no deep, active commitment to a particular local church.

I’ve heard of Christians who go to one church on certain Sundays if they know the preacher
they like is speaking. Otherwise they'll attend another church across town because the
worship team over there is amazing.
» Don't be surprised. If we’re dealing with me-centered individuals with a consumer
mindset and without any real commitment to a particular congregation, then this kind
of casual church-dating comes at no surprise.

So I want to speak into this culture and to challenge all of us to assess our relationship to the
church and ask whether or not we’ve just been dating. Can my relationship to the church be
characterized as casual dating?

» That’s the overarching question for us to consider as I introduce a four-part series this
month called “Married to the Church”. No it's not about workaholic pastors. It's
about challenging all Christians to embrace a formal and active commitment to
one particular local church, like you would expect in a marriage.

Now you might be thinking, "Great, the pastor is going to spend the next four Sundays
making us feel bad for not going to church more or getting involved more." Trust me, that’s
not my intent. I’'m not here to guilt-trip you. My intent is to demonstrate that there is
something better than merely dating the church.

» My intent is to cast a New Testament vision for the church’s central, soul-
shaping role in the life of every believer. My desire is to show that being “married
to the church” is not a burden. It won’t smother your passion for God or his mission.

* In fact I’'m convinced that a deep commitment to a local church is God’s very
means of growing us in Christ, and the means by which he’ll accomplish his
mission for the world. And I hope to convince you of the same.

I realize I’m mainly preaching to the choir. There’s a good chance the church-daters who
need to hear this aren’t here today. Most of you have stopped dating years ago. You got
married to this local body. So you don’t need to be convinced. But I hope to equip you in
knowing how to encourage the church-daters that you personally know to take that next step.



< But perhaps, for some of you, all of this is new. Perhaps you’re just now coming back to
church after years of keeping your distance. I understand if you’re a bit skeptical of where
this is going. But I urge you to stick with us, hear us out, and see if what is said in the course
of the next few weeks truly reflects what God is teaching in his Word.

0,
°o

Now this morning I want to start off by laying out what I believe to be the strongest reason
for why Christians should fall deeply in love with the church and get married. I want to
show you how much Jesus loves the church whom he calls his Bride.

» I believe nothing can inspire you more to fall in love with the church than
grasping just how much Jesus loves her. If we claim to be his followers, how can
we not love what Jesus loves? How can we not love his Bride? So in this morning’s
text, I want to show you just how much he loves her.

The mystery of marriage
% Look with me at Ephesians 5 starting in v25. You’re probably familiar with this text as a
popular passage that describes how the gospel affects the relationship between Christian
husbands and wives, and in context that was the Apostle Paul’s main point.
» But what I want you to see in our passage, in vv25-33, is that there is another
relationship in view. A relationship that undergirds and defines the union between

husband and wife.

% 1It’s the relationship between Christ and the church. We see it clearly in v25,“Husbands, love
your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her." Or in v29 "For no one
ever hated his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it, just as Christ does the church.”
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* What Paul is saying is that marriage — the union of husband and wife — is ultimately
about Jesus. But for thousands of years nobody knew that. In the beginning, marriage was
designed by God and defined by Genesis 2:24, which Paul quotes in v31. “A man shall leave
his father and mother and hold fast to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh.”
» But the meaning of marriage remained a mystery for God’s people, until Jesus came,
lived, died, and rose again. Look at v32. “This mystery is profound, and I am saying
that it refers to Christ and the church.” Marriage refers to Christ and the church.

% Soit’s not as if God was trying to find an analogy to explain the relationship between Christ
and the church, and one day he came across marriage and realized it was the perfect example.
» Rather it’s as if God always had in mind — from before the world began — a plan to
communicate this beautiful relationship between Jesus and the church, and he

purposely designed marriage as a means to do so in a very real and relatable way.

% Why did God create marriage? So we'd have categories to understand Christ and church.
Or we could ask, why did God design every person to have a father? So we'd have the
category to grasp the Fatherhood of God. Why did he create such things as brothers and
sisters? So we'd know how we ought to relate to fellow members of the family of God.



% We often treat our marriage or our family relationships as more significant, as greater in
priority, than our relationship to the church, to the family of God. But we’re told marriage
and the family are earthly shadows designed to point to a greater, heavenly reality.

» I'mnot trying to denigrate marriage and the family, but we should place these
relationships in proper perspective. My point is that Christ and the church is the
one relationship that remains for eternity, and all these other relationships
ultimately serve to explain this one. And that’s why Paul, in this passage, takes this
heavenly reality and applies it to what marriage ought to look like.
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But this morning my intent is to focus solely on Christ and the church, and I’ll leave it to
husbands and wives to apply this to their own marriages.
» The question I'm posing is this: How much does Jesus love his Bride? As | said, the
more we grasp his great love for the church, the greater our love for the church will
likewise grow.

What Jesus has done to show his great love

% From our passage I want to answer that in three ways. I want to show you what Jesus has
done in the past, what he is doing in the present, and what he’ll do in the future to show his
great love for the church. How much does Jesus love his Bride?

» 1) He loves her so much he gave himself up for her. Look at v25. “Husbands, love
your wives, as Christ loved the church”. And how we may ask did Christ demonstrate
this love? It says he “gave himself up for her”.

* Now the way Paul constructed that sentence is significant. He doesn't just say
Christ died for her. He says Christ “gave himself up” for her. That signifies a
self-willingness. It implies Christ took the initiative to give himself up to

death for his Bride.

% Brothers and sisters, this is the height of his great love for us. “Greater love has no one than
this, that someone lay down his life for his friends.” (Jn. 15:13) “For one will scarcely die
for a righteous person—though perhaps for a good person one would dare even to die — but
God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” (Rom.
5:7-8) “In this is love, not that we have loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be
the propitiation for our sins.” (1 Jn. 4:10)
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< It was love for the Church that motivated God, before the foundation of the world, to
choose a people in Christ to save and not to condemn (Eph. 1:4). It was love for the Church
that moved the Father to send His Son into this darkened and fallen world. It was love for
his Bride that propelled Christ in his earthy life to endure the mocking and rejection from
his own. It was out of love for his Church, those whom the Father had given him (Jn.
17:2), that led Christ to endure the cross and despise its shame.
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I love the song “How Deep the Father’s Love”, and I love when we sing it here. But I have
one little beef with the lyrics. There’s a stanza that goes: Behold the Man upon a cross, my
sin upon His shoulders. / Ashamed, I hear my mocking voice / Call out among the scoffers. /
It was my sin that held Him there until it was accomplished.
» And that’s where I would want to tweak the lyrics. “It was my sin that held him
there”? That’s not true. Yes, he died on the cross for my sins, but it was not my sins
(or our sins) that held him on that cross.
» It was love. Love for the glory he shared with his Father and love for his
Bride, the Church of the Redeemed. I know a church that changed the lyrics
to: It was his love that held Him there until it was accomplished / His dying
breath has brought me life / I know that it is finished.

That’s more like it. Because with just a whisper Jesus could have commanded twelve legions
of angels (Mt. 26:53) to whisk him off that cross but he didn't. Instead he remained and
endured the agony. Why? Because of love.
» And we're not talking about some sort of abstract, conceptual idea of love. We're not
talking about warm fuzzy feelings for a generalized population of the human race.
No, we're talking about a demonstrable love for a particular people made
evident not just through words but through action, through self-sacrificial
action. He gave himself up for her. He bought her with his blood.

Now this is where we, who call ourselves followers of Jesus, need to be challenged. We may
say we love the church but is it demonstrated through self-sacrificial action? It’s so easy
for us to keep each other at a comfortable distance where we’re close enough to call what we
do “fellowshipping” but distant enough that it doesn’t cost us much.

» To perpetually date is convenient. To marry is costly. So if you're going to love the
church, if you’re going to commit to one another in a covenantal relationship,
then it means giving up something — perhaps that precious autonomy of yours, that
freedom from any attachments, any duty or obligation towards another, or perhaps its
your time, your convenience, your comfort. It’ll cost you something.

This is what happens in marriage, and it's no different when you commit to a church. Do you
love the church in this way? Jesus does. And if he’s your master, if you’re his disciple, then
imitate him in this kind of self-sacrificial, costly love.

What Jesus is doing now to show his great love
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How much does Christ love his Bride? So much that he sacrificed his own life to gain her as
his Bride. And this love in the past continues into the present, and so the second answer to
our question goes like this: 2) He loves her so much he is preparing her right now for
glory.
» Jesus doesn’t just save the church from her sins, give her a clean slate, and tell her to
do better next time. No, his love for her is so great that he is presently and actively
working to prepare her for their wedding day.



% We see this in vv26-27. Christ loved the church and gave Himself up for her, “that he might
sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word, so that he might
present the church to himself in splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that she
might be holy and without blemish.”
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So having cleansed his Bride, Christ aims to sanctify her. What does it mean to sanctify her?
It means to make her holy, which Paul says is the final goal “that she might be holy and
without blemish”. In sanctifying his Bride, Christ is conforming her into his own holy
image. The church will be free of sin, morally pure, perfectly reflecting the image of Christ.
» Now remember this is a process. This work of sanctifying the Bride is an ongoing,
present-day process. The church is in no way perfect in her present form.

» Presently she is filled with sinners who have been forgiven, who have been
born again, who have received God’s Spirit, but we’re not yet holy. And so the
church is still filled with sin and brokenness. She can still be mean, selfish,
and hypocritical. Just think of any criticism commonly thrown at the church,
and for the most part it’s probably true.
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But the point is that Jesus loves the church even in her sin, and what's more is he loves
her too much to let her stay there. So he makes every effort to personally prepare his Bride
for that day when she walks down the aisle. He makes the effort to cleanse her, to sanctify
her. V29 says he nourishes and cherishes her. He feeds and cares for her. He loves her too
much to leave her in her present condition.

» Do we love the church like this? We usually fall short in one of two ways. On one
hand, our love for the church (our zeal) could result in unrealistic expectations for her
to be holy and blameless right now. But when we confront her imperfections, we end
up disillusioned.

*  On the other hand, our love for the church could blind us and lead us to make
excuses for her. So that we end up settling for her imperfections and no longer
pursue or expect her holiness.

% But to love the church as Jesus loves her means to love each other in spite of our sin and
brokenness, and at the same time, pursuing our holiness together as a people. Never
settling until we reach that glorious wedding day.

What Jesus will do to show his great love
% Which leads to the third answer to our question: How much does Jesus love his Bride? In the
past, he gave himself up for her. In the present, he is making her holy, preparing her for glory.
And now all of this will culminate in a future day. 3) He loves her so much he will present
her to himself one day fully arrayed in glory.
» Let me read v27 again, “so that he might present the church to himself in splendor,

without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that she might be holy and without
blemish.”



% Notice that it is Christ who will present the Bride ready to himself. Just as his great love
drives him to prepare the church for glory by making her holy, that great love drives him to
personally guarantee that his Bride will be ready for the wedding dressed in splendent glory.

» And in the book of Revelation we get a glimpse of that moment. “And I saw [her]
coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her
husband.” (Rev. 21:2) “Then I heard what seemed to be the voice of a great multitude,
like the roar of many waters ... crying out, “Hallelujah! for the Lord our God the
Almighty reigns. Let us rejoice and exult and give him the glory, for the marriage of
the Lamb has come, and his Bride has made herself ready; it was granted her to
clothe herself with fine linen, bright and pure.” (Rev. 19:6-8)
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But again, until that glorious day comes, the Bride is simply not ready. There are still some
glaring blemishes she has yet to address, a number of spots and lots of wrinkles. So what we
see now is the church without a beautiful dress, without her hair done, and without her
makeup. Today she is the Bride in Preparation. But one day she will be the Bride in Glory.

Do | have Jesus’ heart for the church?

% Well there you have it. This is how much Jesus loves his Bride the church. We’ve seen what
he’s done in the past to prove it, what he’s doing in the present to demonstrate it, and what he
will do in the future to complete it. So let’s search our hearts and ask ourselves: Do I love His
Bride? Do I have Jesus’ heart for the church?

» We often talk about having Jesus’ heart for the lost or for his heart for poor. But what
about his heart for the church? And as we’ve seen, Jesus is madly in love with the
church.

* Next to his Father in heaven, there is nothing Jesus loves more in the
universe than his church, his Bride. He went to hell and back again to
rescue her and win her hand in marriage.
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% Again I ask, “If we claim to be his followers, how can we not love what Jesus loves?” As one

author put it, “Is a friend really your friend if you can’t stand his wife?”?> Can we really
claim to be friends with Jesus if our attitude towards his Bride is one of indifference or mild
interest or at worst a critical spirit?

» Let us repent for all the times we've spoken ill of his Bride, for all the times we've lost
patience with her. Let us repent for all the times we expected from the church a level
of perfection that we don’t even demand of ourselves.

*  We know we won’t be perfect until the final day, and so we readily extend
ourselves grace in spite of our imperfections. Shall we not extend the same to
Jesus' church? Today she is the Bride in Preparation, but soon she will be the
Bride in Glory — in radiant, splendent glory.

2 Kevin DeYoung and Ted Kluck, Why We Love the Church, 11.



% Now having confessed our failure to love the church as Jesus loves her, we should then ask

ourselves: How can I express a greater love for the church? How should I show it?

» This is an important question because it's clear from our passage that Jesus' Bride is
referring to all Christians who ever lived or will live from all over the world. He's not
just going to marry one particular local church. He's going to marry what we call the
universal Church.

* Now I want to love as Jesus loves, but how in the world do I show love to a
faceless, nameless, unidentifiable, invisible body of believers that spans
space and time? How do I love a mystical union of saints?

% I think the answer is fairly simple. According to Scripture, the primary way to love Jesus'
Bride is to commit yourself to a local church and fall in love with it. And we’re not just
talking about showing up on Sundays and warming a pew. We’re talking about an active,
living commitment. We’re talking about a marriage.

»  Wives, what would you think if your husband were to say to you, "Honey, I may not
talk to you, serve you, sacrifice for you, but I sure am in attendance quite regularly at
our house.” Do you feel the love? That doesn’t look like love.
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% Love is a costly commitment in action. Love is where you are willing to revolve yourself
around the lives of fellow members in your local church. Love is serving one another and
caring for each other’s needs. Love is not neglecting to meet together. It’s worshiping
together, learning together, laughing together, mourning together. Love is sharing in each
other's joys and carrying each other's burdens.

» All this lofty theology about Jesus' great love for the church is concretely lived out in
the everyday lives and week-to-week gatherings of Christians in the local church.
*  How do you love Jesus' Bride? Answer: Commit yourself formally, actively,
and exclusively to a particular local body of believers.

% Let me conclude with a really good Charles Spurgeon quote that just nails it. “Give yourself

to the Church. You that are members of the Church have not found it perfect and I hope that

you feel almost glad that you have not. If I had never joined a Church till I had found one
that was perfect, I would never have joined one at all! And the moment I did join it, if I had
found one, I should have spoiled it, for it would not have been a perfect Church after I had
become a member of it. Still, imperfect as it is, it is the dearest place on earth to us.”

*,

3 Charles Spurgeon, “The Best Donation”, Sermon No. 2234.



