
2/23/20 The Church is… (Week 4) - A Spouse 

(The heavenly multitude sang), “Hallelujah! For the Lord our God the Almighty reigns. Let us rejoice, 
praise, and give Him the glory, for the marriage of the Lamb (Christ) has come, and His bride has made 
herself ready. To her it has been granted to be clothed with fine linen, bright and pure”— and these fine 
linen are the righteous deeds of the saints. (Revelation 19.6b-8) 

According to several contemporary scholars, this may well be the most neglected biblical image of what the 
church is: we talk about church as the body of Christ or a family of faith, but rarely as being Jesus’/God’s 
spouse. There may be no more emotional or intimate metaphor for church than this one; it connotes both 
passion and fidelity.   

Here in Revelation 19, we’re given a way to frame our present and future: we are currently preparing 
ourselves for our heavenly Spouse, and we eagerly await the great celebration feast of our mutual love and 
commitment that is to come. We ready ourselves through our “righteous deeds” (19.8), that is, our own 
personal transformation into divine goodness, and then how that flows outward in what we do and say to 
other Christians and our world.  

Being “pure” conveys a sense of singular faithfulness and loyalty to God/Christ: as St. Paul says it in 2nd Cor. 
11.2, “I (Paul) feel a divine jealousy for you (the Corinthian Christians), because I promised you in marriage to 
only one husband, Christ.” This is similar to the church at Ephesus who is warned about losing their love for 
God amidst all their activity in His name (Rev. 2.1-7). Why does it matter so much that God/Christ hold an 
unchallenged place in our hearts? Answer - “What you love will decide everything for you,” writes Rose Mary 
Dougherty. And all of this leads naturally into what follows… 

Oholah (northern Israel) was unfaithful over and over again while she was Mine…She bestowed her love 
upon…and defiled herself with all the idols of Assyria and other nations for whom she lusted. This is 
what she’s done since the time of her captivity in Egypt long ago…Therefore I (God) delivered her into 
the hands of her very lovers, into the hands of the Assyrians, whom she craved. They enslaved her sons 
and her daughters, and they killed her with the sword. Judgment was executed upon her, and she 
became a warning to all others. (Ezekiel 23.5, 7-10) 

The biblical usage of the spousal metaphor for God’s people is predominantly negative (or, more precisely, 
negative followed by a positive), and is most commonly found in the Old Testament prophetic literature. And, 
to be quite frank about it, a lot of these passages would qualify as R-rated movies; they are ribald, they feel 
raw, like an open wound. 

In texts like these, God’s people are constantly cheating on Him and their marriage vows. They are serially and 
historically unfaithful; He is the repeatedly-jilted divine Lover. This speaks to something seemingly 
fundamental to the human race: we are “perpetual idol-making factories” (John Calvin) that like to make good 
things into ultimate things (Tim Keller) or worship that which we should only use (St. Augustine).  

In Hosea 2.5-9, God’s people often seek their soul’s sustenance and security from these other lovers, 
forgetting that both really only come from God Himself. For ancient Israel, these affairs were with foreign 
powers that promised protection and economic vitality, and with more exciting foreign gods, more easily 
appeased and manipulated, more congruent with the surrounding cultures. For us, our philandering could 
include the prevailing priorities of our own society, climbing the career ladder, our retirement plans, ongoing 
good health, etc. Jeremiah 2.13 likens this misguided cavorting to the digging of broken cisterns: “For My 
people have committed two evils. They have forsaken Me, the fountain of living water, and have made 
cisterns for themselves, which are cracked and can hold no water.” The last tragedy that befalls our 
continually-wandering hearts is that these substitute devotions, in whom we’ve put our trust, turn on us and 
eat us alive (Ezek. 23.7-10).   

Glad to say, this is not the end of the story. In each prophetic use of this metaphor, God doesn’t stay angry nor 
sulk in His betrayal, but forgives, seeks out, and rescues His estranged unfaithful bride. And as Jeff Blodt notes, 
there is no extent to which He won’t go to get us back, and the proof of that is the gift, death, and 
resurrection of Jesus.  

Suggested Scripture Reading this Week: 

Ezekiel, chapters 16 and 23; Hosea, chapters 1-3; 2nd Corinthians 11.1-6 

- Remember, the majority of these passages are exceedingly stark, even risqué or indecent to our tamer 
American Christian sensibilities; prepare to have your hair blown back… 

 


