
Series: The Mystery and the Masterpiece 
March 5, 2017 
Message One: 

The Portrait & The Pattern 
Ephesians 5:31-32 

Mention Growth Track Step 1 - Know God - this message is a great 
introduction to Knowing God -  

“Save the Date” invitations for the final Sunday.  

Intro: In 1891 Oscar Wilde published his book, The Picture of Dorian 
Gray. It is the story of an incredibly attractive young man who had his 
portrait made. As he looked upon the portrait, he lamented that while he 
would grow old the portrait would remain forever young. He said, “If only 
it were the other way around. For that, I would give my soul.”  

In the story Dorian Gray made a deal with the devil. Dorian would stay 
young while the portrait would change and reveal the true nature of his 
soul. As the years went by, Dorian lived like the Prodigal Son (see Luke 
15). He partook of every kind of sin and debauchery you can imagine, 
and he stayed young and attractive. Dorian’s worldview was that of many 
in our culture today: that beauty and sensual pleasure are the only things 
worth pursuing in this life. While this took place, the portrait changed. 
What was originally a painting of a handsome young man became a 
picture of a monster, because that is what Dorian Gray’s soul truly was.  

In the end his lifestyle of pursuing pleasure left him empty. He became so 
sick of himself he killed the man who painted the portrait and he 
attempted to destroy the painting. People who were in the house 
downstairs heard screaming coming from upstairs. They ran into the 
room and found the painter dead. They found the painting of Dorian Gray 
in its’ original form where he appeared young and beautiful. But lying 
dead on the floor was a crumpled, shriveled old man they didn’t 
recognize, wearing the rings of Dorian Gray.  

Interestingly enough the author of the book, Oscar Wilde, married and 
had two children but also lived a homosexual lifestyle, which was against 
the law in England at the time. He was convicted for gross indecency 
with other men, sent to jail, and suffered horrible consequences there. 
He died at the young age of forty-six. It seems there was some 
biography in The Picture of Dorian Gray.  

A quote attributed to Oscar Wilde is, “The only way to get rid of a 
temptation is to yield to it.”  



I believe God has painted a picture and, because of humanity’s pursuit of 
self-pleasure, the picture God painted is becoming even more disfigured 
than Dorian Gray’s portrait.  

Big Idea: Marriage is a Masterpiece Painted by God, the 
Master Artist 

Ephesians 5:31-32 - “For this reason a man will leave his father and 
mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh.”  
This is a profound mystery—but I am talking about Christ and the 
church.  

Marriage is the picture God painted to portray and reveal the kind of 
relationship He desires to have with mankind. He painted this picture in 
the beginning and this has been His intent from the beginning.  

I have heard many teach about marriage. I have read many books on 
marriage. The vast majority of them miss the main point of God’s 
purpose for marriage. It seems to me, in most teachings today, the main 
purpose of marriage and human sexual behavior is completely absent.  

We are taught marriage is a Biblical way to release sexual desires. We 
are taught marriage is for procreation (having children). We are taught 
marriage is between a man and a woman only because the Bible says so 
– but rarely is it explained why the Bible says so.  

The culture at large has rejected the Biblical definition and practice of 
marriage in part because followers of Christ have not rightly and fully 
explained its number one purpose. To name any other arrangement or 
practice “marriage,” other than the Biblical definition, is a rejection of 
what the Bible says. The culture’s rejection of the historic Biblical view of 
marriage has happened largely because Christians themselves have 
missed the main point of the Bible’s teachings.  

I heard one very prominent pastor say God gave women the gift of 
sexuality and God gave men the need for sex. He said God gave women 
sexuality to glorify God through having children and pleasing her 
husband in marriage. There is some truth there, but then he said, “That’s 
the only reason your sexuality exists.” He missed it completely! There is 
another reason sexuality exists, and it is a huge reason – it is the biggest 
reason! This reason is found throughout the Bible, though Paul did call it 
a mystery (Ephesians 5:32).  

The first brushstroke in God’s great portrait of marriage begins with man 
being made in the image of God. Our marriages are intended to be an 
illustration of the relationship God wants with us! He made us in His 
image. We are to show forth His picture.  
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Marriage, as God describes it in the Bible, is intended to be the greatest 
picture of the relationship He wants with us … with you!  

As John Piper wrote in This Momentary Marriage -   

“God made us powerfully sexual so that he 
would be more deeply knowable. We were given the 
power to know each other sexually so that we might 
have some hint of what it will be like to know Christ 
supremely.  

“Therefore, all misuses of our sexuality (adultery, 
fornication, illicit fantasies, masturbation, pornography, 
homosexual behavior, rape, sexual child abuse, 
bestiality, exhibitionism, and so on) distort the true 
knowledge of God. God means for human sexual life to 
be a pointer and foretaste of our relationship with him.”  1

Throughout the Old Testament, God refers to Himself as a male.  Some 
today wonder why God cannot be female. They wonder why we should 
not refer to God as our Mother, as well as or instead of our Father.  You 
can refer to God however you want to refer to God. But if the Bible is the 
Word of God, then the manner in which God chose to refer to Himself 
was as a male.  

God is not a male in the same sense as human males are male. God 
does not have a body. God is a spirit (John 4:24). He is not limited to a 
physical body. So, God does not have male body parts as a human male 
does. Why then did He refer to Himself as a male? He was painting this 
picture!  

Throughout the Old Testament, as God paints this picture, He refers to 
Israel as His “bride” and He refers to Himself as her “husband”.  

When Israel turned their back on Him and began to worship other gods – 
false gods created from man’s own imagination - God referred to their 
actions as prostitution. In fact, most of the gods the Israelites began to 
worship instead of Him - the gods of the Canaanites - were “fertility 
gods”. The people worshiped them thinking in so doing they would be 
fertile, have many children, and their crops would also be fertile, bringing 
great prosperity.  

The worship of these gods involved sexual activity! In fact, there was a 
great annual celebration. The king of the land would lead a parade and 
on his head would be the head of a bull. It was a costume parade! (Think 
Mardi Gras). Each year a virgin would be alongside the king in the 
parade wearing the head of a cow or calf. The king represented the god, 



Baal. The virgin represented the goddess, Asherah (a goddess often 
depicted in statues with an emphasis on her breasts and sexuality). 

All the people would parade along. The parade would culminate at the 
Temple of their god, Baal, called a Ziggurat. There was an inner room in 
the Ziggurat, just like there was an inner room in God’s Temple. In God’s 
Temple the innermost room was called “The Holy of Holies,” or “The 
Most Holy Place”. Once in the inner room of the Ziggurat, the king and 
the virgin would have sex. Someone would watch them and as the 
sexual act culminated they would shout out from a balcony, “Let Baal 
live!” All the people then would begin to have a mass orgy in the streets. 
This was a big annual celebration. Throughout the year the people could 
“worship” these gods and goddesses by going to the Ziggurat and pay 
money to partake in a “sacred vow” or receive a “blessing” and have sex 
with a temple prostitute. They believed this was worship that would result 
in blessings on them and their property.  2

When Israel began to worship these gods, the Temple of God was turned 
into a Ziggurat. The fantastic facility built by Solomon, dedicated to the 
pure worship of the One True God, became a place of ritual prostitution. 
Imagine what happened in what was the “Holy of Holies” where God’s 
presence once met with the High Priest. Does that now give you an idea 
why God refers to Israel’s sin as prostitution? He was to be their 
husband! They were to be His bride! They were to be joined only to one 
another!  God found His bride with another in their bedchamber! 

This picture was a foundation and pattern for the relationship God would 
reveal in the New Testament, or the New Covenant. These were the 
initial brushstrokes of God’s painting. It is a Masterpiece.  

Imagine what would happen if you were in a great art museum admiring 
one of Rembrandt’s most beautiful paintings. Yet, as you observed the 
painting you began to think you could improve upon it. You could make it 
better. You could paint something more beautiful than Rembrandt. So, 
since you have modern sensibilities and tastes, you take a can of spray 
paint and begin to spray over Rembrandt’s painting.  

Now imagine Rembrandt walks up to you in the museum while you are 
doing this! What is Rembrandt going to think about what you are doing to 
his masterpiece? I would not be surprised if Rembrandt would take the 
can of spray paint out of your hand and begin to beat you over the head 
with it!  

Marriage and sexuality is God’s painting. It is a great masterpiece 
depicting the kind of relationship He wants to have with mankind. When 
we make it into something other than what He painted, we are destroying 
His masterpiece. We are saying we can paint better than God. Often this 
is in ignorance, because some have never been told of this purpose of 



marriage and sexuality. If messing up a painting would bother 
Rembrandt, imagine how God views us altering His masterpiece. 

The Pattern 
Biblical Marriage Reveals how God Desires to Connect with People 

Have you ever heard someone say to their spouse, or someone they 
love very deeply, “I worship you!”? Do you realize that is a perfect pattern 
for God’s intent for our relationship with Him?  

Have you ever thought of marriage and sexuality as an act of worship? 
Sexual activity between a man and a woman, within the holiness of 
marriage, is a picture of Christ the Bridegroom entering into His bride, 
leaving part of Himself (the Holy Spirit) and giving us new life.  

Many emphasize in their teaching that marriage is a covenant. That is 
true as I will explain in more detail later, but marriage and sex within 
marriage are both intended to be acts worship.  

When we follow Christ, we enter into a number of acts of worship that 
are sacred moments. In these sacred moments we use common objects 
to portray powerful spiritual truths.  

- Water … baptism  
- Bread & juice … communion  

Doing this kind of makes the invisible spiritual reality become visible for 
us.  

This is also what marriage is like. Marriage is one of the greatest sacred 
moments, so it is an act of worship.  

From the Christian viewpoint, who to marry is not an individual decision. 
If Jesus is the Lord of our lives, He should have something to do with the 
decision. If our marriage is to reflect to the world the relationship Jesus 
wants to have with us, He should be the One to guide us in the decision. 
We are not guided simply by our emotions and desires, nor solely by 
what we like and/or dislike about another person.  

Our culture today, even among those who claim to be followers of Christ, 
has made sexual relations commonplace and marriage an option. Why 
should we still follow the teachings of the Bible, anyway? Isn’t the Bible 
outdated? Are we teaching something that would take us all the way 
back to the Twentieth Century?  

Many people would say, “Yes!” A lot of people know what the Bible says, 
but believe that the Bible is outdated – it no longer applies.  

Whether one thinks the teaching of the Bible applies today or is 
outdated, I would like people to think about the question, “Why?” If the 



Bible says this, wouldn’t it help us if we understood why the Bible says 
what it says? Why does the Bible hold the standard it does? For one 
reason, marriage is an act of worship. For another, God’s picture of 
marriage is the masterpiece portrait of how He wants to relate to 
humanity.  
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There are many relationships in our lives, but marriage is unlike any 
other. Marriage is the most intimate relationship of human life.  

In our culture, divorce has become commonplace. Many see marriage 
simply as a legal contract between two people. If that is the case, why 
then cannot the contract be made between any two people, regardless of 
their gender, and why cannot the contract be broken by either party?  

In the Biblical view, marriage is more than a contract, it is a covenant. 
What is the difference?  

The Old Testament describes a covenant as two parties making a 
solemn agreement between them. They would seal this deal between 
them by each taking an animal and cutting it into two pieces. The halves 
of the animals would be laid on the ground with the blood of the animals 
running between. The two parties would walk through the blood. By this 
action they were saying, “May what happened to these animals happen 
to me if I break my part of this covenant.” (See Jeremiah 34:18). This 
does seem to make a covenant much more serious and binding than a 
simple contract!  

In Genesis 17 God asks Abraham, and all those who would be in a 
relationship with God under the Old Covenant (Old Testament), to bind 
themselves to this covenant with God by marking their bodies. The mark 
was circumcision… 

Can you imagine 99-year-old Abraham’s response: “You want me to do 
what? You want someone to take a knife and cut me there? Are you 
kidding me? And ask all the men in this camp to do the same?” But the 
Bible tells us this is exactly what Abraham did. This was their sign of 
blood that they were in right relationship with God. A female would be 
considered to be in right relationship with God if her father or her 
husband had entered into covenant with God this way.  

Again, “Why?” Why did God choose such a seemingly strange custom as 
a sign of coming into covenant with Him? You want us to shed blood? 
Can’t we just nick our fingers or wrists like boys in the backyard and 
become “blood brothers”? Why do you have to cut me there?  

Remember - the Bible’s teaching of marriage and sexuality is a beautiful 
masterpiece illustration of God’s desired relationship between Himself 



and humanity. Remember also that marriage is worship. Not just a 
temporary contract between two people. Circumcision in the Old 
Covenant is part of the picture. The part of the man’s body that is cut and 
required to bleed enters into a woman in the act of sexual intercourse 
(which according to the Bible is to only happen in marriage). This part of 
the husband’s body enters his bride in an act intended to be an 
expression of great love, not something he is due, and by this act he 
leaves part of his very essence in her. This often results in birth – new 
birth - new life!  

Here’s another beautiful brushstroke of God’s Masterpiece: Jesus is the 
part of God that was cut and bled, and enters into us, leaves part of 
Himself in us, and creates new life! Jesus came to initiate a New 
Covenant. This New Covenant God makes with us is through Jesus’ 
blood. No longer are we required to shed blood. Jesus paid the price. 
Jesus bled. How do we come into relationship with God? Through Jesus 
Christ. We invite Jesus to enter into us. As a bride to her husband, we 
open ourselves up and yield ourselves to Christ. Jesus enters into us 
and leaves the Holy Spirit within us as a “deposit”, thus giving us new 
life!  

So, when a husband makes love to his wife, he is the picture of Jesus 
loving His Church: entering into His people, becoming one with them and 
giving them new life! When a woman receives her husband into herself, 
allows him to leave part of himself in her (thus creating unity between 
them and new life), she is the picture of the Church receiving Jesus and 
His Spirit. We allow Jesus to become one with us!  

God never forces Himself on anyone who will not willingly receive Him in 
the covenant.  

If this is the first time you have ever thought of sexuality in this way, you 
may think this is very weird and may think I’m very crazy. But if you look 
throughout the Scripture, this is the picture that is drawn for us … by 
God. This is why the act of sexual intercourse should only take place in 
marriage. Any sexual activity without a covenant of marriage is wrong, 
whether it is heterosexual or homosexual, and only heterosexual 
relations within marriage can possibly reflect the picture God designed to 
reveal the relationship He wants to have with us as a male husband 
entering into His female bride.  

If heterosexual intercourse takes place and there is no marriage 
covenant between the man and woman, God’s masterpiece is distorted. 
It is not the picture God painted, because what He painted is the sign of 
the covenant between Him and us. This happens when Jesus enters into 
us as the Bridegroom and we receive Him as a bride.  

The Scriptures clearly teach that there is only one way to God and that is 
through Jesus Christ –  



John 14:6 – Jesus told him, “I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one 
can come to the Father except through me.  

Acts 4:12 – There is salvation in no one else! God has given no other 
name under heaven by which we must be saved. 

When we receive this bloody One into us, He leaves His Holy Spirit in us, 
and we have new life in the New Covenant. Having multiple sexual 
partners outside of a covenant relationship doesn’t give the picture of 
one relationship with God. Seeing sexual relationships in this way, 
multiple partners would be a parallel to a message of there being many 
ways to God. It’s a wrong practice because that is the wrong message.  
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If sexual activity takes place between two men, or two women, there is 
no way anyone could see the picture of God (who spoke of Himself as a 
male groom) coming into His people (whom He spoke of as a female 
bride) and creating new life. Without male and female in covenant the 
picture is not only distorted, it is destroyed.  

The Bible says, “God hates divorce.”  

He hates divorce because it messes up the picture He painted!  

God is not opposed to heterosexual fornication or homosexual activity 
because He is somehow disgusted by the behavior. He painted a picture. 
God is opposed to any sexual activity outside of marriage between a 
man and a woman because it destroys the painting He designed to show 
the world the kind of relationship He desires to have with mankind.  It’s 
really that simple!  

Do you see that God has painted a picture? Our relationships, in 
particular sexuality in marriage, are the paint for this picture! To use it any 
other way destroys God’s intended picture!   

Do you want to become one with Christ? He’s proposing!  

Bow heads - nobody move - sacred moment -  
- It doesn’t matter how you’ve messed up the picture - Jesus can 

fix it! He came to fix it! He loves you and He wants to fix your 
picture and fix you.  

- This is not a message of condemnation - there may be some 
correction and conviction - but this message is not meant to 
condemn.  

- Jesus loves you, just as you are - you’re going to see that more 
and more as this series continues. There is no perfect bride. 



There is no perfect person. No matter how far you are from this 
picture, He wants you.  

- No matter how much your life may be like Dorian Gray’s he 
wants you!  

- He’s proposing -  

Pray  

Growth Track Today – Step One – Knowing God  

Communion 

Further prayer: Do you want your marriage to reflect this picture? 

 (Piper, 2005, p. 33)1

 (Dusing, 1982)2


