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[Pray] 
 
In the opening pages of his book Joshua Harris tells the story of a young couple 
in love: 
 

Jack and Grace met through a mutual friend.  From day one they seemed 
to be the perfect match.  Grace was everything Jack… 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 friends. ‘She is 
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?2 

 
This of course isn’t all that surprising a story for our times.  In fact there are 
millions of Jacks walking around in relationships that want all the benefits of 
marriage but without having to be tied down by the vow.  In fact I have a few 
friends who have dated their girlfriends for years, some close to a decade without 
being willing to commit to marriage.   
 
My mind boggles with why a woman would put up with this kind of treatment.  But 
with Jack and Grace Harris tells us things are a bit different because Grace isn’t 
a girl; Grace is a church. 
 
We start a new 4 week series today entitled “Stop Dating the Church”, and my 
premise this morning is that the dating relationships that are so visible in our 
culture are also evident in other relationships including our relationship with the 
church. 
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So my question today is what does a church dater look like?  There are a few 
characteristics that I think identify people in this camp – and I’d have to admit that 
some of them have been true of me at certain stages in my past: 
 

1.) First, we’ve lacked commitment.  Far from being priority one, we’ve 
gone to church when it hasn’t conflicted with our work, school or 
leisure activities. 

2.) Second, we’ve attended church with a consumeristic attitude.  We’ve 
gone to one place for the music, another for the preaching, perhaps a 
third for its community groups or programs.  It isn’t unheard of for 
people today to attend half a dozen churches and yet refuse to really 
join any one of them. 

3.) Third, we’ve taken a critical stance on the church.  Wherever we go the 
faults jump out at us.  Whether it is a lack of depth in preaching or 
stuck up people or poor music there is always something that makes 
each church less than ideal. 

 
Now you might think with these kinds of characteristics church daters don’t really 
take their faith seriously, but that isn’t the case at all. 
 
In 2005, George Barna, a Christian statistician, published a book entitled 
“Revolution” in which he talks about the current trends in North American 
Christianity. 
 
One of his chief findings in the book is that there is a strong belief, especially 
among younger people today, that they are “not called to attend or join a church.  
[Rather they are] called to be the Church.”3 
 
Do you see the difference? 
 
The thinking here is that the institutional church has been corrupted and turned 
into little more than a nice people’s club, such that it is not only possible, but 
actually beneficial for people to follow Christ apart from the church. 
 
My first response to the “Revolution” movement when I encountered it right here 
in Prince George, was that there is a lot it has to be commended for.  These 
young people are serious about their faith. 
 
Many in Prince George have opted to live in community housing in dangerous 
neighbourhoods for the sole purpose of bringing the light of Christ to the people 
around them.  Their lives have changed because of what they believe. 
 
But at the same time something is missing.  By choosing the community they 
fellowship with, and restricting it to primarily people they get along with, people 
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who think the same as they do, they have cut themselves off from the very thing 
they were pursuing – to be the church.   
 
But before we get into the details of what this looks like over the next 3 weeks, 
this week we need to look at the reason why church is still valuable. 
 
And I am going to argue that despite being full of hypocrisy and lack of action the 
church is still essential to the life of the Christian.  And the reason why is that to 
be a follower of Christ means to care about the things He cares about.  And 
second only to magnifying His Father’s glory, the thing Jesus cares most about is 
His church.   
 
And so today I would like to look at one of many passages that talk about Christ’s 
heart for the church – Ephesians 5. 
 
In the past this text has primarily been used to talk about how wives and 
husbands should relate to each other, but as we will see that is actually its 
secondary meaning.  Its primary meaning has to do with Jesus’ thoughts about 
His church.  So if you don’t have your Bibles open already please open and 
follow along in Ephesians 5. 
 

I should say as we get started in this series that I owe the outline and 
some content of these sermons to Pastor Barton Priebe, the pastor I did 
my internship under in Vancouver.  

 
In 2006 he preached a series titled “Stop Dating the Church” and it 
radically transformed my own beliefs and practices about what it means to 
be a Christian.  If you would like a copy of those messages come and talk 
to me and I will give you the internet link.4 

 
Ok, so first the context: 
 
For this we have to start by looking at verse 21 which is a linking verse between 
two sections of text; however it doesn’t appear this way in most English 
translations.  The NIV and the ESV for example separate the text right after verse 
21 and start verse 22 off with the title “Wives and Husbands”; the NASB comes 
up with a slightly better title “Marriage like Christ and the Church” but also 
separates the text here between verse 21 and 22. 
 
The problem with this is that verse 21 and 22 are one sentence in the Greek.  If 
you know anything about grammar you know that a sentence requires a subject a 
verb and an object, but there is no verb in verse 22.  The verb “submit” or “be 
subject to” that we see in the English is actually carried over from verse 21. 
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So verse 21 and 22 actually read: 
 

21Be submissive to one another in the fear of Christ, 22wives to your own 
husbands as to the Lord. (Ephesians 5:21-22 my translation) 

 
The main point of the text then is the “be submissive to one another in the fear of 
Christ” part, and then the wives and husbands section that follows is an example 
of how this works itself out practically –but whatever this text says about the 
relationship between husbands and wives it says it based on our fear or 
reverence for Christ which comes from our understanding how much Jesus loves 
His church – that’s the main point. 
 
And this primary theme gets repeated throughout the passage as you can see 
with the different colored text I’ve put up.  The red text is the backbone of the 
passage and the white text is the extrapolation or application of this main theme.  
And we see by Paul’s concluding remarks in verse 32 that this in fact is the case: 
 
 “This is a profound mystery, but I am talking about Christ and the church.” 
 
And so as the passage goes along, while it is interlaced with practical thoughts 
on how husbands and wives should relate to each other, at its heart are Christ’s 
thoughts about the church.  And the point we see is that Jesus loves the church 
as His bride. 
 
1.) So let’s look now at how this unpacks itself and to do that I want to look at 
three time frames Jesus’ love exists in – past, present and future.  So let’s start 
with Jesus’ past love for the church and verse 25. 
 
[Read Ephesians 5:25] 
 
The incredible love that husbands are supposed to emulate is the love Jesus had 
for the church in that He gave Himself up for her. 
 
I’ve often said, and perhaps you have too, that Jesus’ death paid for my sin.  But 
here we get a little different picture. 
 
Notice how non-individualistic the language is here.  Jesus’ death was not for you 
or me, but for the church.  An entity that didn’t even exist yet when He died! 
 
As He walked the road to the cross Jesus’ thoughts weren’t only on the handful 
of disciples that currently followed Him, but on the entity that would bind believers 
together in all generations. 
 
As Jesus prayed in John 17: 
 



 5 

“My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in Me through their 
message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as You are in Me and I am in You.  (John 
17:20-21) 

 
As Jesus hung on the cross He knew He was fulfilling a plan that had 
been set in motion from before time began to gain the church as His bride. 

 
Friends it wasn’t the nails that held Jesus on the cross, not when a simple 
whisper from His lips could have called legions of angels to His aid; it was His 
love for the bride He was saving that held Him to that cross. 
 
Why?  Why endure the cross, death, being mocked by humanity and even 
forsaken by His Father?  Why?  For His bride, that’s why.   
 
2.) But that insane act of love for His church was something that happened in the 
past.  What are Jesus’ present plans for His love?  Look with me at verse 26 
 
[Read Ephesians 5:26] 
 
The purpose of Jesus’ incredible sacrifice on the cross did not end with salvation, 
but continues through the sanctification process of the church which is ongoing 
today. 
… 
One of the major criticisms levied against the church is that it is currently full of 
hypocrisy.  In fact this same thing could be said of every generation of the church 
right up from the very first one.   
 
But when I hear that criticism I know that the person who is saying it doesn’t 
understand what the church is.  Pauline Phillips the creator of the “Dear Abby” 
radio show got it right when she defended the existence of sin within the church 
by saying: “The church is a hospital for sinners, not a museum for saints.”   
 
And verse 26 implies this.  The church needs cleansing because it doesn’t start 
off that way.  And this is a great comfort to all imperfect Christians.  Jesus didn’t 
choose us to be the church because we were beautiful, He chose us to make us 
beautiful. 
 
And we are currently in the period where this beautification process is at work.  
 

Now recently I’ve had the opportunity to be part of several weddings – it’s 
one of the perks of the job.  And one of the things that never ceases to 
amaze me is how much work goes into taking a woman who is already 
good looking and turning her into a bride.  Hours and hours of hair doing, 
makeup applying, dress poofing, and who knows what else goes into this 
beautification process. 
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Guys on the other hand crawl out of bed, put some goop in their hair, slide 
into the tux they rented and clip on their ties – the whole process takes 30 
minutes if you are going slow – and then they are left nervously standing 
at the front waiting for the women to show up – beautification takes work 
and time! 

 
Now look at how the cleansing process of the church takes place.  Paul says 
“Christ loved the church and gave Himself up for her to make her holy, cleansing 
her by the washing with water through the word.” 
 
There are two components to this process – washing with water and the Word.  
Now there has been some debate over exactly what the two images mean here, 
but I think the best picture is that they refer to baptism and submitting to teaching 
from the Scriptures. 
 
Let’s look first at baptism…  When talking with Nicodemus Jesus said: 

“I tell you the truth, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born 
of water and the Spirit.” (John 3:5) 

 
When we go under the waters of baptism it is a picture of us dying to the old 
desires of our flesh; and then when we come back up out of the water it is a 
picture of rising again into new life – having been purified by the blood of Jesus.    
And we do this in obedience to Christ’s command.  This is why Baptists hold to 
baptism by emersion – because it most closely symbolizes the burial and 
resurrection images we see in Scripture. 
 
And then we get the reference to the Word as the agent through which the Holy 
Spirit works to transform us into Christ’s image.  In John 17 Jesus prays:  
 “Sanctify them by the truth; Your Word is truth.”  (John 17:17) 
 
The Word of God is His sanctifying agent.  And James adds 

“[God] chose to give us birth through the Word of truth, that we might be a 
kind of firstfruits of all He created.” (James 1:18) 

 
And so it is through baptism and the Word that Christ is cleansing, protecting, 
and purifying His bride right now.  She isn’t perfect– she is a work in process, but 
the Creator has invested Himself in this process and He is causing it to come to 
fruition. 
 
3.) And this leads us to the ultimate purpose of Christ’s love for the church which 
we get in verse 27: 
 
[Read Ephesians 5:27] 
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This is the ultimate vision that Jesus had as He walked the road to Calvary – He 
saw a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle – He saw His bride the way it will 
look when His sanctification process is finished.   
 

One of my favorite things about weddings is when everyone is standing 
and the doors finally open and the bride appears on the arm of her father.  
At this point all the beautification process is finished.  And everyone’s 
necks are craned in her direction to get a glimpse.   
 
But that’s not where I look.  When you have seen your own bride between 
those doors all the rest pale in comparison anyway.  I look at the groom.  
And from my vantage point I look through his eyes as his pupils dilate in 
amazement as He sees his bride in all her glory.   

 
This is what Jesus saw as He walked to the cross.  Jesus looked forward to the 
marriage supper of the Lamb and saw His radiant bride come through those 
doors and that was enough to strengthen His resolve to endure Calvary – Next to 
His Father’s glory Jesus’ greatest passion is for His radiant bride. 
 
And there you have it, Christ’s past present and future love for His bride, the 
church.  But what does this mean for us? 
 
What does it mean for us to be more than church daters? 
 … 
Often I have heard people talk about having Christ’s heart for missions, or 
Christ’s heart for the poor of the city, but I don’t often hear people talk about 
having Christ’s heart for the church. 
 
But for Jesus His church was an absolute commitment.  It is a commitment He 
died to make reality, and it is a commitment He continues to live for, to fight for to 
bring to completion.  In fact we have His commitment that to the best of His 
ability – which is infinite – even the gates of hell will not prevail against His 
church – Jesus gives that promise to no other entity. 
 
Is this a commitment that you share as well?  Are you in love with the church like 
Jesus is?   Or has your heart towards the church been one of casual interest, or 
perhaps even criticism? 
 
I know I have certainly had periods in my life where my heart has been less than 
pure in this regard.  But friends, how can we claim to love Jesus if we don’t love 
what He loves?   

 “Jesus forgive me for not loving your people as you do.  Forgive 
me for not being dedicated to what you have dedicated yourself 
to.  Forgive me for dating your church when you treat her as your 
bride.  Have mercy on me o God” 
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So where to now?  Having confessed our past failures how are we supposed to 
practically go about loving Jesus’ church?  
 
As we will see the New Testament is very clear on this point and we are going to 
unpack this over the next three weeks.  But let me give you a short answer today. 
 
 We love Jesus’ church by thinking globally, and loving locally. 
 
Over the past few years there has been a huge environmental cry out to care 
about the globe by eating local food.  It’s the same with the church.  We need to 
care about the global church.  Our hearts need to break with what is going on in 
countries like Iran and China and North Korea where people are dying every day 
for their faith.  And there are many ways that we can show our care whether it is 
by supporting missions, giving money or praying. 
 
But according to the New Testament the primary way that we love the church is 
by joining ourselves to it. 
 
Now I’m not talking merely about filling a pew – we aren’t called to that at all, but 
we are called to give ourselves in holistic commitment to what Jesus cares so 
much for.  And this happens as a local level.   
 
 Notice that the passage we were reading today is not written to the global 
church, but rather to a select group of people in one location – in this case to the 
church in Ephesus.  Everything Paul said here is dependent on a person being 
part of this local church. 
 
And this was always the way it was in New Testament times.  When a person 
gave their life to Christ and was baptized they immediately joined a local church.  
There were no lone ranger Christians in the first century.  And “joining” meant 
total devotion whereby these people would serve and love and give themselves 
to each other even selling their stuff to provide for one another. 
  
This certainly is a lot different than what it means to be a church dater today.  
These people didn’t just show up and sit in pews, they married themselves to the 
church. 
 
As we wrap this up ask yourself today “Am I dating the church or have I fully 
embraced Christ’s heart for His radiant bride?” 
 
Now this isn’t meant to be a chore.  Husbands love their brides because they are 
enamored with them.  And when they love them they reap the rewards of a great 
marriage.  And the same things is true about the church.  As we embrace Christ’s 
heart for the church we will encounter true joy – this is where we become like 
Christ! 
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Friends, I need your commitment to me.  You need my commitment to 
you.  We need the grace and love of God poured out to us through this 
church.  And contrary to what Hollywood thinks, true love only happens 
within the commitment of marriage. 

 
Brothers and sisters, today is the day.  Stop dating the church.  Give yourself to 
those around you.  Make this your priority so that you do not miss being part of 
the body.  Start loving that which Jesus loved enough to give His life for.  Stop 
dating the church – fall in love with the family of God. 
 


