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Covenant - Part 3 
 

 
 
Over several weeks now we have been discussing a very, very important word in the 

Bible, and that word is the word “Covenant.” And the reason I say it is a very, very 

important word is that it is one of the building blocks in what we have determined to be 

the sound gospel message of the Bible from front to back. And that message is: 

 

THE GOOD NEWS OF ABUNDANT LIFE IN JESUS CHRIST IF WE SUBMIT TO 

HIM AS LORD BEFORE SAVIOR IN THE RELATIONSHIP OF COVENANT. 

 

And that, as I said, is what we have determined to be the Sound Gospel message of the 

Biblical text from front to back. And as we see, this term “Covenant” is a big part of it, 

which is why I call it a main building block. It is a part of this good news offer of 

abundant life in Jesus Christ, which means that if we are going to possess that offer, we 

need to possess this relationship of Covenant which is a part of it, which means, also, 

then, understanding exactly what that word means. And there were three additional words 

that I have given to you over the past couple of weeks to help you do that, and those 

words are “contract,” “commitment,” and “community.” We finished the first of these 

last week: “contract.” 

 

A. A covenant is a contract between us and God.  

 

And since we have finished that particular point and our discussion of it, we’re not going 

to return to it today but move immediately into the second word.  

 

B. A covenant looks like a marriage in its commitment. 

 

Though we saw under that first point that covenants are, indeed, contracts, and as a result, 

they have very real obligations and very real consequences if we don’t fulfill those 

obligations, it is not something that we commit ourselves to out of necessity only. In 

other words, we don’t do it just because we don’t want to go to hell or we don’t want God 

to be against us in this life. Nor do we do it just because of what we can get out of it, in 

other words, all those abundant life blessings that we talk about. In other words, it’s not a 

business contract, this contract that we make with God or Christ. It is, instead, established 

by or in love, God’s love for us and our love for God. 

 



1 John 4:16 says that “we have come to know and to believe the love that God has for 

us.” Which is why John can say just a couple of verses later in verse 19, “We, too, now 

love Him” – why? – “because we know and have come to believe the love that He has for 

us. We love Him because He first loved us,” which means that what this contract looks 

like in its commitment is more like a marriage than anything else. That is why God uses 

this particular covenant, the marriage covenant, to illustrate for us in the Bible His 

covenant with us, and why, then, we find God so incredibly upset when those who are in 

covenant relationship with Him are unfaithful. It is like an unfaithful wife, which is what 

God’s first wife, the people of Israel, was. And I want to show you that in establishing 

this point as well.  

 

So if you would, please, turn in your Bibles to Jeremiah chapter 2. And we will see here 

not only the fact that God uses the marriage covenant to illustrate His covenant with us 

but also the fact that He gets angry when those who are in covenant with Him are 

unfaithful. That is, indeed, what the people of Israel were in their devotion to God. They 

were unfaithful or undevoted.  

Jeremiah 2:2 – Here you pick up the idea of them being a bride or God’s wife, Israel, 

those who were in covenant or under the Old Covenant with God. “The word of the LORD 

came to me, saying, 
2 

‘Go and proclaim in the hearing of Jerusalem, Thus says the LORD, 

“I remember the devotion of your youth, your love as a”’” – notice – “‘“as a bride.”’” 

They were a bride. God saw that covenant people, that covenant community Israel, those 

He had made the Old Covenant with at Sinai, as his bride.  

Skip over to verse 32. “Can a virgin forget her ornaments or a bride her attire? Yet my 

people have forgotten me days without number.” They are His bride and yet they are 

forgetting him. 

Skip down to chapter 3, verse 1. “‘If
 
a man divorces his wife and she goes from him and 

becomes another man's wife, will he return to her? Would not that land be greatly 

polluted? You have played the whore with many lovers; and would you return to me?’ 

declares the LORD.” There again referring to her as His wife, and God’s upset with the 

fact that she’s not being faithful as such. 

Skip over to verse 20. We see more of this. “‘Surely, as a treacherous wife leaves her 

husband,’” – again how God views the covenant relationship, just like a marriage – “‘so 

have you been treacherous to me, O house of Israel,’ declares the LORD.” 

Skip over to Ezekiel chapter 16. Here the prophet Ezekiel, speaking God’s word to the 

people of Israel, depicts that relationship when God brought them out of Egypt and made 

them His own or made covenant with them, and again it’s likened to the marriage 

covenant. And again we see God upset with the fact that they have been unfaithful to that 

relationship. Starting in verse 1, “Again the word of the LORD came to me: 
2 ‘

Son of man, 

make known to Jerusalem her abominations, 
3 

and say, Thus says the Lord GOD to 

Jerusalem: Your origin and your birth are of the land of the Canaanites; your father was 

an Amorite and your mother a Hittite. 
4 

And as for your birth, on the day you were born 



your cord was not cut, nor were you washed with water to cleanse you, nor rubbed with 

salt, nor wrapped in swaddling cloths.’” You were born of pagans, in other words. You 

are not mine. You are of the world. “‘No eye pitied you, to do any of these things to you 

out of compassion for you, but you were cast out on the open field, for you were 

abhorred, on the day that you were born. And when I passed by you and saw you 

wallowing in your blood, I said to you in your blood, ‘Live!’ I said to you in your blood, 

‘Live!’ 
7 

I made you flourish like a plant of the field. And you grew up and became tall 

and arrived at full adornment. Your breasts were formed, and your hair had grown; yet 

you were naked and bare. When I passed by you again and saw you, behold, you were at 

the age for love, and I spread the corner of my garment over you and covered your 

nakedness; I made my vow to you and entered into a covenant with you, declares the 

Lord GOD, and you became mine.” What is He talking about there? Marriage, right? 

“You were at the age for love.” Some of you dads believe that your daughters won’t be at 

that age until around 50, right?  “And I spread the corner of my garment over you and 

covered your nakedness; I made my vow to you.” It’s the marriage vow.  “And I entered 

into the marriage covenant.” That’s what He’s speaking of. “With you, declares the Lord 

GOD, and you became mine. Then I bathed you with water and washed off your blood 

from you and anointed you with oil. 
10 

I clothed you also with embroidered cloth and 

shod you with fine leather. I wrapped you in fine linen and covered you with silk. 
11 

And 

I adorned you with ornaments and put bracelets on your wrists and a chain on your neck. 
12 

And I put a ring on your nose and earrings in your ears and a beautiful crown on your 

head. 
13 

Thus you were adorned with gold and silver, and your clothing was of fine linen 

and silk and embroidered cloth. You ate fine flour and honey and oil. You grew 

exceedingly beautiful and advanced to royalty. 
14 

And your renown went forth among the 

nations because of your beauty, for it was perfect through the splendor that I had 

bestowed on you, declares the Lord GOD. But you trusted in your beauty and played the 

whore
 
because of your renown and lavished your whorings

 
on any passerby; your beauty

 

became his. 
16 

You took some of your garments and made for yourself colorful shrines, 

and on them played the whore. The like has never been, nor ever shall be.
” 

By the way, you notice there who your beauty, women, is supposed to be for? For your 

husbands, right? Not for the world.  

“You also took your beautiful jewels of my gold and of my silver, which I had given you, 

and made for yourself images of men, and with them played the whore. 
18 

And you took 

your embroidered garments to cover them, and set my oil and my incense before them. 
19 

Also my bread that I gave you— I fed you with fine flour and oil and honey—you set 

before them for a pleasing aroma; and so it was, declares the Lord GOD. 
20 

And you took 

your sons and your daughters, whom you had borne to me, and these you sacrificed to 

them to be devoured. Were your whorings so small a matter 
21 

that you slaughtered my 

children and delivered them up as an offering by fire to them? 
22 

And in all your 

abominations and your whorings you did not remember the days of your youth, when you 

were naked and bare, wallowing in your blood. And after all your wickedness (woe, woe 

to you! declares the Lord GOD), 
24 

you built yourself a vaulted chamber and made 

yourself a lofty place in every square. 
25 

At the head of every street you built your lofty 

place and made your beauty an abomination, offering yourself
 
to any passerby and 



multiplying your whoring. 
26 

You also played the whore with the Egyptians, your lustful 

neighbors, multiplying your whoring, to provoke me to anger. 
27 

Behold, therefore, I 

stretched out my hand against you and diminished your allotted portion and delivered you 

to the greed of your enemies, the daughters of the Philistines, who were ashamed of your 

lewd behavior.” 

And so on and so forth. Verse 32: “Adulterous wife, who receives strangers instead of her 

husband!” There’s no doubt, based on these verses and the verses we looked at prior in 

Jeremiah, that God saw the covenant relationship that He had made with the Israelites 

there at Mount Sinai back in Exodus chapter 19 as well as Exodus 24 like the marriage 

covenant, which is why He calls them His wife and why also, in Exodus 34:14, God says, 

“I am a jealous God. My name is jealous.” What man, what husband, is not jealous for 

his wife? So it is with God and the marriage covenant relationship that He makes with us. 

And so it is the case and why, then, God has taken to Himself a new bride in the New 

Covenant. 

Revelation 21:2 and 9, the Bride, the wife of the Lamb, the New Jerusalem, “a bride 

adorned for her husband.” He has put off the old unfaithful wife and taken to Himself in a 

New Covenant, a new marriage covenant, a new wife. We serve a divorced God, a God 

who has been married twice, once to an unfaithful bride, and this time to a faithful bride.  

Don Garlington, speaking about this, says, “The old marriage is dissolved and the Lord 

marries a new wife who enters into a New Covenant with Him.” And so, again, this 

marriage covenant is used to depict our covenant with God and the commitment therein. 

And this is why, then, the Bible begins with a marriage. Genesis 2:23-24, Adam and Eve, 

it begins with their marriage, and it ends with one, as well. In Revelation 19:7 we have 

the marriage supper of the Lamb. All of that is there, those being the bookends, and 

everything in between is there to teach us bout God’s salvation, that it is like a marriage, 

and, therefore, also then to remind us of the commitment of that marriage. 

As a means, then, to illustrate this point, allow me to recall an analogy that I have used 

here before in our prior discussions from royalty. We discussed this in the past.  

Salvation is a lot like becoming royalty. We cannot earn or work our way to royalty 

status. Unless you’re born that way, you can’t do anything to gain it. If we do receive it, it 

is only because of the amazing grace of the king, who allows us to enter into a marriage 

covenant with the prince or princess to whom we must remain faithful in love and 

obedience for the rest of our lives.  

Well, the same is true as it relates to our salvation.  

We cannot earn or work our way to salvation. We can’t do that. If we do receive it, it will 

only be because of the amazing grace of the King, who allows us to enter into a marriage 

covenant with the Prince of princes and the King of kings, Jesus Christ, to whom we must 

remain faithful in love and obedience for the rest of our lives.  



So, then, the covenant, again, is like a marriage relationship, which means that it 

demands faithfulness from us in our commitment, but not as the means to earning 

something, rather as something that is motivated by our love, just as it is in our marriages 

now. The last time I checked, no one was earning their wives kisses. It doesn’t work that 

way. Yet, as husbands, we understand that if we are to continue to receive those kisses, 

we must remain faithful to her. So, we are motivated to just that, to remain faithful 

because we love and we cherish that relationship so much.  

Do we love and cherish the relationship, beloved, which we have with Jesus Christ in the 

same way? Is there that fear there that says, “I don’t want to do anything to destroy it!” 

and at the same time love there that says, “I’m motivated to be careful so that I don’t 

destroy it.”  

Just as a matter of putting this into perspective, think about the relationship that you have 

with Jesus Christ and the carefulness that you have to be obedient in that. Would you say 

that it’s the same as the carefulness that you show in the relationship to your wife? Is it 

more or is it less? What is it? What is that relationship like with your wife? Are you 

careful in your faithfulness to her? Are you motivated in your commitment to her to say, 

“I want to be as faithful as I possibly can to my wife, I love her so much.” At the very 

least, it should be no less with the Lord Jesus Christ. Do we really think that if it is less, 

when we stand there on that day, that we will hear, “Well done thou good and faithful 

servant”? Didn’t Jesus say that we have to love Him more than we love our wives? 

Luke 14 does say that. Actually, what it says is that if you don’t hate them, and we’re 

going to talk about what that exactly means here in just a moment. But, nonetheless, 

we’re to love Christ far more than our spouses.  

Well, what is our commitment to our true spouse, Christ? Is it more than that to our 

spouses here on earth or is it less? Do we play around, in other words? “Well, I know 

Jesus wants me to do that, but I really don’t want to.” 

We talked about tithing today. I’ll use that as an example. Do we play around with our 

money? We know that Jesus says, “You’re to give that money to Me.” We saw today 

from Hebrews 7 that our tithe goes to Christ. Which one of you – just raise your hand, 

and be honest, husbands – which one of you would steal from your wife? Or if you knew 

there was an amount of money that you were to give to your wife every month, let’s say, 

and that amount was a certain percentage of your take-home, how many of you would 

fudge that number with your wife and make excuses for it because you want new tools or 

whatever? How many of you would do that? Now, you’re not going to raise your hand 

because you wife is here, right? But how many of you would in your heart? I don’t 

believe there’s a man in this sanctuary right now who’s married to a woman who would 

do that because I know all of you, and I know that you love your wives. You wouldn’t 

dare do that, would you? It would hurt you as much as it would hurt her to do that, right? 

So why would you ever dream of doing it with Christ? Or anything, for that matter.  



Our commitment to Him is one of love, and because we cherish that relationship, we fear 

doing anything that might destroy it. It’s the marriage covenant that we’re to use to 

picture that relationship and what our commitment should look like. 

And that leads me, then, to our final word that we use to define or describe or delineate 

this word “covenant,” and that is: 



C. A covenant exists now only within the church community. 

Contract, commitment, community. Meaning this: there were times when this wasn’t the 

case. Adam, Abraham, Noah, David. They all had covenants with God, personal 

covenants, we might say, which did not require some form of community. However, like 

the Mosaic or Old Covenant, the New Covenant is a covenant which exists within 

community, and that community is the church. This means we must be a part of a church 

community to be in covenant with God and therefore also possessing Christ as Savior 

and Lord.  

In other words, to have a saving relationship with Jesus includes also a sound relationship 

with His church. One hundred percent of the time, the word “church” in the Biblical text 

means local, visible communities just like the one we’re in right now. So the idea that 

people have today that, “Well, I am a part of the church because I believe in Jesus Christ, 

and so I’m a part of the invisible church,” does not exist in the pages of Scripture 

anywhere. Even when Jesus in Matthew 16:18, where Jesus says to Peter – you know the 

words – “Upon this rock I will build my church” – even there, what Jesus is talking about 

is visible, local communities just like this one here today. “I tell you, you are Peter, and 

on this rock
 
I will build my church, and the gates of hell

 
shall not prevail against it.” 

How do I know that He’s speaking about visible, local communities there? Well, the 

exact same way of referring to the church singular but referring to plural visible 

communities is used in Acts 9:31. “So the church throughout all Judea and Galilee and 

Samaria” – so multiple churches used under the singular church, all visible communities 

– “had peace and was being built up. And walking in the fear of the Lord and in the 

comfort of the Holy Spirit, it multiplied.” So “church” always, even when Jesus uses it 

there in the singular, refers to a plurality of visible, local communities just like the one 

that we are in now. And you can’t be a part of the heavenly community – because there is 

a term that is used in Hebrews 12, “assembly, the heavenly assembly” – unless we’re a 

part of the earthly assemblies, the earthly, local, visible communities of the church. And 

so to have a saving relationship with Jesus includes a sound relationship with His church. 

And there are several texts which make this abundantly clear. The first is Matthew 18. 

And a lot of this is going to be review for you because we have gone over this before, but 

it is germane to what it is we’re talking about today, and so we do need to cover these 

again.  

Matthew 18, verses 15 and following, here you have the steps, if you will, or kind of the 

way to go about dealing with sin in the church. “If your brother sins against you, go and 

tell him his fault, between you and him alone. If he listens to you, you have gained your 

brother.” In other words, you don’t need to make his dirty laundry public unless he 

refuses to listen. “
 
But if he does not listen, take one or two others along with you, that 

every charge may be established by the evidence of two or three witnesses.” This goes 

back to the Old Testament where God commanded that you would bring witnesses into 

play. Deuteronomy 19 speaks about this as a means to not falsely accuse somebody else. 

This is why even in Jesus’ trial – it was a setup – they still were falsely accusing him, but, 



nonetheless, they had paid witnesses come in and lie. It was a mock trial in that way 

because they were following the rules that God had laid down, but the witnesses 

themselves were false. But the point, God’s point in doing that is so that you’re not 

falsely accusing another. And so it is here. The witnesses are there, and those witnesses 

include, even as John 5 says, the Scripture itself as a witness as it relates to these things. 

So it’s not necessarily human beings or the event, if it’s public, had other witnesses, so 

it’s not like if somebody does something publicly and everybody sees it that we then have 

to bring in other witnesses. The point is you establish this as, “Hey, what you did is sin. 

We know that it’s sin. Other people saw you do it. We know that you did it. You know 

that it’s sin. The Scripture says it’s sin. It’s obvious it’s sin.” 
 
If they refuse to listen, “tell 

it to the church.” Now you tell the church their dirty laundry. This is one of the 

motivations to not let it go that far. You’re going to tell it to the church. “And if he 

refuses to listen even to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector.” 

We know that those terms are used throughout the Bible to refer to unbelievers. “Let 

them then be unbelievers,” which means what? It’s the church that is determining who 

and who is not Christian, which means at the very least it’s not the individual.  

We have this mindset today in the American church that’s been put into our minds that 

I’m the one that decides whether or not I’m a Christian. If that’s the case, then why do 

you have to interview to be baptized? Why don’t you just baptize yourself? If that’s the 

sign that I’ve come to Christ and I’ve entered into covenant with Him, and we’ve already 

seen that that is the sign, why is it that you need others to determine whether that’s the 

case or not? Because it’s not you who determines whether you’re a Christian. 

The audacity of a person – this is the sign of apostasy, right? – is the person clings to the 

fact that they are something that the covenant community tells them that they’re not. 

That’s apostasy. Actually, it’s one of the marks of final apostasy.  

Look at the verses here, continuing on. And again in the context here, “Tell it to the 

church. Let it be to the church,” the corporate community, not one individual. I’m not the 

church. If I say you’re not a Christian, that doesn’t mean you’re not a Christian. It’s the 

church, corporate. “Tell it to the church.” He says, “Truly, I say to you, whatever you 

bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose” – who’s the “you” 

there? The church – “shall be loosed
 
in heaven.” 

So the church is saying, “Nope, that person we believe is still bound in their sin.” This is 

why you can’t be a Christian and have so-called addictions. All of us have addictions in 

the sense that addiction is just a term that ultimately just means dependency. We’re all 

dependent on food and water and air and all those things. We’re dependent on Jesus. We 

all have dependencies. Addictions, usually how that term is used, is dependencies which 

keep us from fulfilling the things that God calls us to do. And so that can include food 

and water. This is why if the government, let’s say, came to you and said, “You need to 

renounce Christ or we’re going to remove your food and your water and maybe even 

your air,” you need to say, “No way, Jose. I’ll never renounce Christ,” and you need to go 

without those things even though you are dependent upon them, because to say, “No, I 

need my food. I need my water. I need my air to live,” that now becomes an addiction. 



It’s a dependency that’s in violation to following Christ, and we’re never to renounce 

Christ, right? 

And so, the whole point in this is not that. That was somewhat of a tangent, but the point 

is to notice who is doing the binding and the loosing here. The church says, “No, we still 

believe that person is in their sin,” and if I’ve come to Christ, if I’ve truly come to Christ, 

what happens in my justification? I am set free from sin. Romans 6 says I have died to 

sin. I am free from it. I am no longer bound by it. It is no longer master over me. And so 

the church says, “I believe that that’s true in relation to that person because they’ve put 

faith in Christ,” which is why what we look for is not the evidence of the life so much, 

because they’re just beginning this new life, but we’re looking for what it is that they 

claim to have faith in, or who they claim to have faith in. Make sure, because it’s only 

Christ that can do that. So we have to make sure that they really know who Christ is, 

right? 

But, again, notice it’s the church who determines those things. It’s not the individual, 

which means this: my identity as a Christian is tied directly to the church, and the church, 

then, is the covenant community, which means, again, everything we already said. You 

can’t have a saving relationship with Christ outside of covenant. Well, now that we know 

that the covenant is a covenant community, you can’t have a saving relationship with 

Jesus Christ without being in a sound relationship with the covenant community, the 

church. 

This verse here on the negative side of things tells us that they’re the ones who determine 

those things. Hebrews 10, another text that we’re familiar with, I’ve said this many times 

before. The writers of the Bible could not even comprehend the idea of somebody 

claiming to be a Christian and not in relationship with a visible, local community, a 

church. And now, let me just give you really quickly the definition of what constitutes a 

church. It’s not you sitting around with your buddies in the living room. The church, 

according to Acts 11, is a group of professing believers in Jesus Christ who have at least 

one Biblically qualified elder among them and they are committed to two things, the very 

things that Barnabas tells them to be committed to: faithfulness to the Lord, which means 

obedience to His commands, and steadfastness in purpose. They are committed to the 

purpose of making disciples. They are steadfast in that purpose. That’s what the church is 

to be committed to, obedience to Jesus Christ and making disciples, the great 

commission. And what do we teach them to do, those disciples, once they come in and 

become one of us? To obey all that He has commanded, to be obedient and, then, guess 

what? To go out and make more.  

And so, any group that’s willing to do that, who says, “We’re committed to do everything 

that Jesus says, every jot and tittle. We’re going to do what Jesus says, and we’re 

committed to making disciples.” That’s how we make decisions on what we do in life. 

You’ve all been called into ministry just as I’ve been called into ministry. And so every 

decision is based on how that affects my call to ministry. Everything is based on that. 

And that’s a church, and the church determines who’s in on that and who’s not, who’s a 

part of us and who’s not.  



Hebrews 10:24: “Let us consider how to stir up one another to love and good works.” – 

Us, a community group, the church – “
25 

not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of 

some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day drawing near.” 

Meet together, assemble together, and this idea here of meeting together is just what we 

see in Acts 2. It’s the idea of always being together. It isn’t just on Sundays, but that we 

are one, that we are a body, and that that’s what characterizes our life. What characterizes 

our life is that we are together as God’s people. And then notice what he says. “
 
For if we 

go on sinning deliberately after receiving the knowledge of the truth.” Well, the 

knowledge of the truth is everything that he just gave you there, which includes the 

verses before where I began there, but nonetheless it does include this. So whatever sin is 

here that he’s talking about, it would include this, that we would forsake to do that. Well, 

if we go on doing that, sinning deliberately after receiving the knowledge of the truth, 

“there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins.”  

Do you know why the author probably wrote those words in there? The context here is 

that the persecution under Nero is coming, and you have these Hebrews here that realize 

that if they’re associated with Christians or assembling with Christians, then they stick 

out like a sore thumb, and they’ll be the first to be killed. And so, what are they doing? 

They’re disassociating all of a sudden because they don’t want to be killed. They’re 

going back to their old communities among the Jews at this point, which are still safe. It’s 

a legal religion versus an illegal religion, which is what Christianity had become. And so 

they’re separating themselves, and he says, “You do that, you’re done. You can’t separate 

yourself. I don’t care if it means losing your life. You can’t separate yourself from doing 

it, and if you go on doing that after receiving this knowledge of the truth, there no longer 

remains a sacrifice for sins.” As we’ve talked about, there’s the loss of justification. What 

is the sacrifice of sins for? Justification. “But a fearful expectation of judgment, and a 

fury of fire that will consume the adversaries. 
28 

Anyone who has set aside the law of 

Moses” – so under the Old Covenant – “dies without mercy on the evidence of two or 

three witnesses. 
29 

How much worse punishment, do you think, will be deserved by the 

one who has spurned the Son of God, and has profaned the blood of the” – notice – 

“covenant by which he was sanctified, and has outraged the Spirit of grace?” 

Well, what does that say? Again, your assembling with or in sound relationship with the 

body of Christ determines whether or not you’re a Christian. You can’t get away from 

that. Everyone who says, “I don’t have to be a part of a church and I can still be a 

Christian,” violates everything that he says here and can expect to get everything he says 

here, the judgment of God. You are spurning the Son of God. You are profaning the 

blood of the covenant, which, by the way, tells us where the blood of the covenant is 

found. Where? In the covenant community that you forsake. 

Another text that makes this abundantly clear, at least I think so, is Acts 20:28.  And, by 

the way, as we’ve put all this together, starting back with a contract between us and God 

and how that contract needs blood and needs a mediator, and where the blood is, and all 

that, if you’re remembering and recalling all that, then this makes perfect sense. Verse 28, 

Paul speaking to the elders of the Ephesian church, “Pay careful attention to yourselves 

and to all the flock, in which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to care for the 



church of God, which he (Christ) obtained with his own blood.” Who did Jesus obtain 

with His Blood? The church. Which means what? Jesus died for the church, which means 

if you want His blood, you must belong to her, plain and simple. What do we need blood 

for? For washing, for justification. 

If I want to be justified, I need to be a part of the church. I need to belong to the church. 

Why? That’s the covenant community. I need to be in covenant with God. Why? Because 

that’s where the blood is. You want part in Christ; you need to be washed by Christ. The 

only way to be washed by Christ is to be in covenant with Christ. Again, recalling 

everything that we’ve talked about thus far as it relates to this issue of covenant. 

In light of this truth, then, there are several accompanying truths that I would like to have 

you consider with me this morning, truths, again, that we’ve looked at before. We’ve 

discussed these things before. But they’re, again, things that we definitely need to be 

reminded of not only because they are also germane to what we are talking about now but 

also because when it comes to how Christians view the church, these things are some of 

the most overlooked and neglected truths today. And none more so than the first one of 

these, which is this: 

1. The church community is portrayed in Scripture as our new family. 

For sake of time, let me just call to your remembrance some texts that speak this way. 

But language or titles that are used in Scripture when relating to others in the church, 

what are those titles? Brother and sister. Well, those are familial terms. Those are family 

terms. Romans 16:1, we have the first Scriptural example of a transfer letter. When 

someone leaves one covenant community to go to another, they go with the 

commendation of that church that they’re leaving. Otherwise, they don’t go. Paul gives 

commendation to a woman by the name of Phoebe. “I commend to you our sister Phoebe. 

Welcome her in a way worthy of the saints.” Our sister, Phoebe. Family. Familial terms 

being used. 

Philemon 1:2, “Apphia our sister.” James 2:15, “If a brother or sister is poorly clothed,” 

telling us what to do with those kinds of people. He’s going to say later if all you ever say 

to them is, “Be warm and be well fed,” your faith is worthless. Why? Because they are 

our brothers and sisters. They’re our family.  1 Corinthians 1:1, “our brother Sosthenes.” 

2 Corinthians 1:1, “Timothy our brother.” Ephesians 6:21, “Tychicus our brother.” 

Revelation 1:9, “I, John, your brother,” the term that we use in this congregation, 

“brother” and “sister.”  

And, so, this is the language that the Bible uses. Why? Because the church is portrayed as 

our family, our new family. As a matter of fact, that title, “brethren,” appears 160 times 

in the epistles alone.  

The titles that we now use in relation to God also tell us that the church is a family. What 

is a term that we use in relation to God? Father. Romans 8:15, “we cry, ‘Abba! Father!’” 

Matthew 6, we pray, “Our Father.” Those in the church, this is how we pray. 



Joseph Hellerman says, “Paul’s point is not simply that God is my Father and I am now 

his son. God, in Jesus’ great work of redemption, was not just establishing a series of 

isolated personal relationships with his individual followers. He was creating, rather, a 

family of sons and daughters, siblings who are now all one in Christ Jesus. The saving 

work of Christ, therefore, has a corporate as well as an individual dimension. For Paul, 

the church is a family.”  

In contemplating this truth, consider also the fact that Paul explicitly calls every church a 

family in Ephesians 3:15. He says, “I bow my knees before the Father, 
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from whom 

every family in heaven and on earth is named.” Consider also the fact that Jesus 

recognizes His followers as family. Remember when His mother and His brothers come 

to His house, and they want to speak to Him, and there are all these people inside, all His 

disciples, and what does Jesus say? “Who are my mother and brothers and sisters? Those 

who do the will of my Father.”  

So Jesus regards His followers as family. So this is who the church is. We are a new 

family, one that has been created by God. 

And that brings me, then, to #2. Knowing that the church is to be considered our new 

family and that we are, therefore, to consider one another as brothers and sisters, what is 

also important to know is that: 

2. The sibling/family relationship of the church community is considered the strongest 

and most important by God. 

The fact that God chose, beloved, to use familial terms when speaking of our relationship 

to one another and Him carries far more weight than most of us with our American 

individualist mindsets realize. Because of that mindset that we’ve all been born and bred 

into, we fail many times to understand that God chose those terms because they represent 

the most important and the strongest human bonds on planet Earth. At least that was the 

case in the 1st Century when the words of the New Testament were penned. 

You see, people in the 1st Century were more loyal to their families than anybody else on 

planet Earth, especially those who were their brothers and sisters, those that we call our 

siblings. And this, then, is the lens through which we are to be reading the New 

Testament. We’re to be reading it through that 1st Century lens, and we understand what 

they meant when they used those terms, even though we today don’t see those 

relationships in the same way. Because, unless we do, we miss the force, really the 

meaning, of what is being said in the Biblical text.  

And before I share some passages with you that will drive that home, allow me to support 

what I’ve just said about the 1st Century by sharing with you some more from Joseph 

Hellerman. He is the one that wrote the book, and we’ve talked about this, again, before, 

When the Church Was a Family. And he’s done extensive research on the 1st Century, 

the Mediterranean world, and the family relationships that existed during that time, as 

well as the terms that were used during that time and what they meant. And the thesis of 



his work during this time, what we would call Early Christianity, is essentially this: the 

Christianity established by Jesus and His apostles existed within what he calls a strong 

group society which followed three principles.  

1. The group takes priority over the individual. 

So we’re always thinking in light of the group, not the individual, meaning each of us as 

individuals are thinking of the group. 

2. The most important group to whom you were to show undying loyalty was your 

family. 

3. The bond between siblings (brothers and sisters, not husband and wife) was the 

strongest familial bond, making the most treacherous act anyone could commit not 

disloyalty to one’s spouse but to one’s sibling. 

So to your brother or to your sister, the worst thing that anyone could ever do was to be 

disloyal to their brother or their sister. And since God designates the church as our new 

family, those within the church as our brothers and sisters are those who are to be seen as 

our greatest priority. The church now is my family. You are my brothers and sisters. 

Therefore, you are the group that I am to show priority to. You, as brothers and sisters, 

are those that I am to be most loyal to.  

Quoting again from his book, he says it this way: “What this means is this: first of all, 

that a person perceives himself or herself to be a member of a church and to the church 

for his or her actions, destiny, career, development, and life in general. The individual 

person is embedded in the life of the church and is free to do whatever he or she feels 

right and necessary only if in accord with the church family’s norms and only if the 

action is in the church’s best interests. The church has priority over the individual.” 

Immediately after saying this, he then asked the question. “How many of us would sign a 

covenant of church membership that looked like that?” The reason he says that, and 

hopefully you’re connecting the dots, is that he knows the American mindset. He knows 

how we’re going to react to something like that, right? It’s going to be, “That’s got to be 

a cult! You mean that everything I do, my destiny, how I work a job, where I work a job, 

everything that I do has to be run through that grid? What’s best for the church, what the 

church thinks, what the corporate body of Christ, my family thinks?” 

Now, you put it in the context, even in America, of physical family, and we don’t have so 

much of a problem with that, right? People make decisions all the time based on their 

family. I hear this all the time. You talk to somebody and you say, “Why did you move to 

Denver?” and they say, “We moved back because my family lives there.” Well, the Bible 

has told you that your family now, who you’re to consider that way, is your church. And 

this is the way that the 1st Century church, when they read the language in Scripture and 

the language that Jesus uses and the way that Jesus behaved, understood exactly what He 



was doing. He was removing that loyalty from physical family and placing it upon the 

Spiritual family, the family that God has created in the church. 

This, again, is how the 1st Century world, the New Testament world, we might say, is 

how they thought. And it is the context, then, in the thinking of the New Testament 

writers as well as how churches operated. This is once more what Jesus expected, and 

before we look at some Biblical examples to support that, allow me to continue by 

sharing some other things from Hellerman’s research. He gives several examples from 

church history. I spoke of one last time we went through this, but I want to give you 

another one just to drive this point home. This is the example of Mark Antony and his 

wife Octavia. Just listen to what is said here. This took place during the 1st Century.  

“Roman history offers another striking example of what happens when a strong group 

person is forced to choose between a spouse and a sibling.” He is assuming here that 

most of us would be more loyal to our wives than we would our brothers and sisters, 

physically speaking, right? And that would be true. “Many of us are familiar with the 

love story of Antony and Cleopatra. Events leading up to the tragic demise of the couple 

reveal once again the priority of the sibling bond for people in the ancient world. A 

generation or so before Jesus appeared on the scene in Palestine, an epic power struggle 

in Rome had left two leaders each with half of the imperial pie. Octavian, later known as 

Caesar Augustus, ruled in the west and Mark Antony ruled in the east. Civil wars had 

torn Italy apart and disrupted life and commerce empire-wide for nearly a century. To 

satisfy the demands of the people who were weary of chaos and who assumed that 

Octavian and Antony would soon be at each other’s throats, the two generals brokered a 

marriage alliance. Antony would marry Octavian’s half sister Octavia, thus uniting the 

two families. The hope was that Octavian would never attack a fellow who was married 

to his sister and that Antony would not go to war with his wife’s brother. Antony and 

Octavia married, but animosity between east and west only continued to increase. 

Octavia, now married to her brother’s mortal enemy, was caught in the middle. The 

Roman historian who relates the tragic course of events tells us that Octavia appealed to 

her brother Octavian with tears and passionate entreaties not to make her the most 

wretched of women after having been the happiest” – so she had a good marriage with 

this guy. “As it was, she told him, the eyes of the whole world were upon her since she 

was the wife of one of its masters, Antony, and the sister of the other, Octavian. ‘If the 

worst should happen,’ she said, ‘and war breaks out between you, no one can say which 

of you is fated to conquer the other but what is quite certain is that my fate will be 

miserable.’ 

“Notice that Octavia claims to be the happiest,” he says, “of women in her present 

relations with Antony. We would expect her to stay and support, therefore, her husband. 

But what happens in the ensuing narrative is wholly predictable from the perspective of 

strong group family values in the 1st Century. When Octavia is ultimately forced to 

choose, she leaves her husband Antony and returns to the side of her brother Octavian. 

Again, blood runs deeper than marriage and the bond between siblings must take 

priority.” 



And so there it is: an example of the very things we’re talking about now. Sibling, family, 

or brother and sister relationships, those relationships ruled supreme in the New 

Testament world, which means, again, that is the lens through which we’re to be reading 

the New Testament. So when it says, “You’re my brother,” or “You’re my sister,” I’m to 

understand the allegiance that went along with that kind of relationship. Which means the 

most treacherous thing that anyone could do – and a matter of fact, Hellerman speaks 

about this – is that we would be disloyal to one another or that we would leave one 

another. That was the worst thing that could happen. 

That is, again, the reason for God choosing such words and titles as He does in the New 

Testament in relation to the covenant community of the church, because this is the place 

and these are the people that God wants us to put first, to make the priority as one of the 

ways that we make Christ our priority. People say all the time, and this is not uncommon 

for Christians today to say, “Jesus is #1 in my life.” But here’s the question that I have. 

How do you serve and demonstrate that unless you are serving and demonstrating that in 

the body of Christ? 

Jesus is in heaven. How do you serve Him? How do you demonstrate your service to 

Him? Hey, here’s a novel idea! By serving His body, the body of Christ. If I say, “I serve 

my wife’s body,” that’s kind of weird, but, nonetheless, you would understand that it 

means I serve her. So it is with the body of Christ. To serve the body of Christ means to 

serve Christ, and, likewise, to not serve the body of Christ means to be one on that day 

who did not serve Christ, and in proportion to your service to the body of Christ you have 

served Christ. How many of you on that day, in all honesty, want to stand there knowing 

that in your service in this life, you served Christ more than anyone else? I know I want 

that. I think that’s pretty basic stuff. 

Well, turn with me to Matthew chapter 25. I want to show you that everything I just said 

to you is absolutely what Jesus Himself teaches. In Matthew 25, Jesus talks about the 

final judgment, that time when we will stand before Him, and we will be assessed as to 

who it is that we served, whether or not we served Him or we served something else. 

Notice verse 31. “When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, 

then he will sit on his glorious throne. 
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Before him will be gathered all the nations, and 

he will separate people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the 

goats.” By the way, you don’t want to be the goats. You want to be the sheep. “And he 

will place the sheep on his right, but the goats on the left. 
34 

Then the King will say to 

those on his right, ‘Come, you who are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom 

prepared for you from the foundation of the world.’” You’re blessed! You’ve got the 

abundant life! Why? “‘For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you 

gave me drink.’” Notice, Jesus is saying, “You did this to me. You gave me food. You 

gave me drink. When I was a stranger, you welcomed me. When
 
I was naked, you 

clothed me. When I was sick, you visited me, and when I was in prison, you came to 

me.” “Then the righteous will answer him, saying, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry 

and feed you, or thirsty and give you drink? 
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And when did we see you a stranger and 

welcome you, or naked and clothe you? 
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And when did we see you sick or in prison and 



visit you?’ 
40 

And the King will answer them, ‘Truly, I say to you, as you did it to one of 

the least of these my’” – what’s the term there? – “‘brothers,
 
you did it to me.’” 

In proportion that you did it to them, you did it to me. Every time, beloved, you serve one 

of the brothers and sisters in this congregation, you are serving the Lord Jesus Christ. 

Jesus says you’re laying up treasure in heaven in Matthew 6. This is the way you do it. 

That’s what makes it not burdensome, right? I mean, and it’s a good thing, I’m getting 

something out of it when I serve you, when I give to you, when I put the steak on the grill 

when you come to my house. It isn’t just all for you. I’m gaining some points in heaven 

because I’m doing it for Jesus. When you serve the least of these – I love it, again plenary 

inspiration. We don’t have to guess as to who the least of these are. It’s my brothers, the 

church community. When you do it unto them, you did it unto me.  

Again, this is Judgment Day. This is how Jesus is determining who are the sheep and who 

are the goats. It will be determined by who you served, among other things. Who did you 

serve in this life? When you’re on your death bed and you think about that, who did I 

serve? If I’m to calculate up, am I going to stand up here if I’m doing your funeral and 

say, “He was a brother who served the church. He was committed to the church. He knew 

that was his purpose and he was steadfast in his purpose.” Or was it, “Well, we saw him 

now and then. He never gave a dime when there were needs in the church to clothe the 

poor, and we had other needs in the church, he never gave anything. He had it, but he 

didn’t use it for the church. He served self. He didn’t serve Christ. He spent all his money 

on himself and showed up on Sunday with a nice wave and a smile and said, ‘Be warm 

and be well fed,’ but did nothing about their needs.” That’s James 2, right? Jesus says 

there’s going to be coming a time – you see it right here in the text – and what’s going to 

determine whether you stand on the right or you stand on the left is going to be who you 

served. 

You say, “Well, I do serve Christ.” Well you serve Christ if you serve the body of Christ. 

It says so right here. And the contrast to that, verse 41, “Then he will say to those on his 

left, ‘Depart from me, you cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his 

angels. 
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For I was hungry and you gave me no food, I was thirsty and you gave me no 

drink, 
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I was a stranger and you did not welcome me, naked and you did not clothe me, 

sick and in prison and you did not visit me.’ 
44 

Then they also will answer, saying, 

‘Lord,’” – notice, they call Him Lord, too, just like the Matthew 7 group. They think 

they’re saved. They call themselves Christians. “‘Lord, when did we see you hungry or 

thirsty or a stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and did not minister to you?’ 
45 

Then he 

will answer them, saying, ‘Truly, I say to you, as’ – I love this, as, in proportion to – ‘as 

you did not do it to one of the least of these, you did not do it to me.’” And there is a 

form of ellipsis. The “these” there is we’re to go back to verse 40 to pick that up to 

understand it. To the least of “these,” to “my brothers,” you did not do it to me. “And 

these will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life.” 

Real simple, right? It doesn’t take a lot of deep theology to get that. You just read that 

and you go, “Jesus says if I’m going to be sheep, then I need to serve the other sheep. 

Okay.” Right? Okay. And you do that, and you realize that at the end of the day, you 



served Christ Himself, which means, to modify just slightly the words of Cyprian that 

I’ve talked about before, “You cannot have Jesus as your Savior without the Church as 

your family.” And that includes, then, serving that community. 

Think about that this week, and hopefully you’re encouraged by what it is we have 

covered thus far. We will pick up next week and continue to move through this. But, 

beloved, this is your family, and as brothers and sisters in Christ, that’s the most 

important relationship, our relationship as brothers and sisters in Christ, our loyalty, and 

our service to one another, because as we serve one another, we serve the One that we 

claim to love and are committed to more than even our own spouses, and that is the Lord 

Jesus Christ. 


