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Upton F/98…Mens’ Group Mum. F/98

John 14:1-4

The passage we just read is a very familiar one. Many of us have committed it
to memory. When we read about many mansions and our Father’s house we think
we know what it is saying to us.

But this is a passage which is locked up tightly to our Western minds without an
understanding of the culture and customs of Jesus’ time.

Jesus spoke in a Jewish cultural setting to a Jewish audience. If we understand
that setting and that culture the passage opens up before us in a very wonderful

way. We gain new insights and a deeper understanding of what Jesus said and
meant.

The Hebrews always thought in word pictures. Every story or concept brought
a vivid mental picture to their minds. We with our Western minds tend to describe

things in abstract terms. We use descriptive words to tell what someone or
something is like. The dictionary defines “abstract” as theoretical, not practical or
applied, not easy to understand.

The Eastern mind is very different. It thinks in images and pictures which

illustrate the subject with a brilliant clarity! To illustrate this, allow me to ask you
a question:

Describe God to me!
Western minds (us) will probably say things like:

omnipotent, omnipresent, powerful, loving, kind, good
These are abstract terms describing to us what God is like.
If you were to go to Israel and ask an Eastern Oriental to describe God, his

reply would be quite different. He thinks in pictures so his instant answer would be

something like:
God is like a rock…He sees a vivid picture of a huge rock in a burning desert

providing cool shade and shelter to the desert traveler.
He might say…God is like a shepherd….He would see a gentle, tender, leader of

the flock, one who supplies all the sheep’s needs, intimately communes with them
and tenderly cares for them.

He might say…God is like an eagle….Strong, free, powerful.
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God is like a tower—place of safety, security.
God is like a strong right arm.

When Jesus spoke these words, the disciples instantly “connected” with two vivid
mental pictures that told them what Jesus was talking about. I’d like to share them
with you today.

1st picture is in v. 2, where Jesus says, “In my Father’s house are many
mansions.”

Modern translations describe “many dwelling places” or many rooms.
What the Jewish listeners “saw” when Jesus said this is centered around a word

they were very familiar with. It is the word “insula”.
The word describes a large “house” with many rooms, built around an enclosed

courtyard. In the land of Israel archaeologists have discovered many of these
foundations. The word “insula” translates roughly as “house” or “household”.

The insula would house extended families over many generations. Here
Grandpas and dads, moms and daughters, aunts and uncles, cousins and nephews
would live together as family. An insula could hold as many as 120 people. Great-
great granddad would build the first house and as sons married they would add on

to the insula by building rooms for their families.
The NT writers pick up on this powerful word image. Paul writes in Gal 6:10,

“As we have therefore opportunity let us do good unto all men especially unto
them who are of the household of faith (3609 from 3624).

…and in Eph. 2:19 – “Now therefore ye are no more strangers and foreigners,
but fellow citizens with the saints and of the household of God (3609).”

The Hebrew writer is also familiar with the concept of the insula or household.
Heb. 3:6 – “But Christ as a son over his own house (3624) whose house (3624) are

we if we hold fast the confidence and the rejoicing of the hope firm unto the end.”
Peter writes in 1 Peter 2:5, “Ye also as lively stones, are built up a spiritual

house (3624) a holy priesthood to offer up spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God by
Jesus Christ.

And in 1 Peter 4:17, “For the time has come that judgement must begin at the
house (3624) of God.
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We see these NT writers using the words house and household to describe to

their readers how the church should be like the intimacy, love and community of

the insula. They knew that the home and the church should be places where there
is warmth, protection, closeness, love and sharing.

The root meaning of the Greek words translated house and household is:
“A Dwelling, (more or less extensive) a Family, (more or less related) Home,

House(hold) Temple, Domestic, A Relative, Adherent, (those) of (his) (own)
house(hold).”

So the first “picture” the disciples saw was the warmth, love and caring of the
family unit living at the “insula”. The second picture they saw is in v. 2 & 3 where

Christ says…
“I go to prepare a place for you and I will come again and receive you.”
This picture is rooted in the Jewish wedding customs. Marriage and family were

very sacred to the Jews. The single life was not well thought of. A Jewish rabbi

commented, “A bachelor is not truly a man at all.” The most conservative rabbis
said, “Cursed is the man who at twenty years is not married.” Marriage was usually
early. Most men were married between 16-20. A girl was considered ready for
marriage at 12 ½ yrs. old plus one day. Albert Edersheim writing in Sketches of

Jewish Social Life says, “A Jewish girl 12 yrs. old plus one day could be betrothed or
given away by the father. Most girls were married between 13 and 14 years of
age.”

The Hebrews didn’t just go out and pick a bride. When the Jewish son was ready

to marry, there was an important family council in the insula. The purpose of the
meeting was to decide on the proper bride for the son. The input of the parents
was much more important than the feelings of the young man.

In this meeting the family considered far more than just the future bride. She

needed to be pure, good, wholesome and chaste. But in addition to this the family
considered things like

Character…Ironic in light of today’s Washington capers and America’s almost
total disinterest in character…The family was concerned about the character of

both the girl and her family.
They considered:
Reputation, Moral purity, Community standing, Kindness, Attitude…
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These things were much more important than wealth or beauty.
You see, the community of the insula was very concerned with its reputation.

None of them wanted to bring home a bride who would bring dishonor to the
standing / reputation of the family unit at the insula.

When the family had reached a decision a party set off to the young lady’s
home. The members of the party were…

the young man,
the young man’s father,
and probably a trusted friend of the bridegroom. This friend of the

bridegroom functioned very much like our best man. He was in charge of

communication between the young man and his future bride during the betrothal
period.

In Judea there were two, a friend of the bride and a friend of the bridegroom.
At the wedding they offered gifts, waited upon the bride and groom and attended

them to the bride chamber. They were responsible for guaranteeing the bride’s
virgin chastity.

Paul picks up this word-picture when he tells the Corinthians, “I am jealous over
you with Godly jealousy. For I have espoused you to one husband, that I may

present you as a chaste virgin to Christ.”
He uses this image of acting as a friend of the bridegroom guaranteeing the

purity of the bride.
When they reached the home of the bride, the girl’s father followed the ancient

Eastern custom of hospitality. He tried to entertain the guests with choice food
and drink.

The visitors would refuse any refreshments until they had conducted their
business.

The first order of business was to announce the desire of the family to take the
young lady’s hand in marriage to their son.

Then negotiations for a dowry price were conducted. The friend of the
bridegroom was very much involved in these negotiations. His job was to act as

intermediary between the two fathers. Sort of like a real estate agent. He was
responsible to the groom and tried not to negotiate a higher dowry price than
necessary, but he was also interested in treating the bride’s family fairly. The
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dowry was money, goods or services paid by the groom’s family to the bride’s
family to compensate them for the loss of her services.

It was a society in which women weren’t highly thought of as persons. They
were seen more as property. They were valued for their skills and abilities rather
than as equal and important persons.

The dowry price varied according to the means of the families involved, but it

could be a very substantial sum. Sometimes as much as the price of a house!
(Jacob, Rachel, Leah)

When a dowry price was agreed upon there was a little ceremony. The father of
the groom would solemnly pour a glass of wine from a skin he had carried. He

poured it, gave it to his son who took it to the girl and offered it to her. As he
handed it to her, he said,

“This cup is the covenant in my blood”
He was saying to her,

“I love you, I want you to be my wife, I pledge to provide for you and to defend
you with my very life if necessary. Will you be my bride?”

At that moment the young lady had a decision to make. If she refused the cup
she was saying, “No thank you. I don’t want to become your wife.” But if she

reached out and took the cup she was saying to the young man, “I love you,” “I
accept your proposal,” “My life will be for you,” “I will be your wife.”

If the young lady accepted the proposal the young man would say in the words
of our text,

“I am going, back to the insula, to prepare a place for you. I will come again as
soon as I can get it ready.”

Then the little party would return to the insula and the young man would
spend every spare, waking moment building a new room on the father’s house for

his bride.
It took a long time. Besides the building of the room there were lots of other

things to prepare for. This period of waiting was called the betrothal. The Jewish
mishnah tells us the writings of betrothal stipulated mutual obligations, the dowry

amount, and all other points to which the parties agreed. During the betrothal the
young couple were considered as husband and wife in the eyes of the law. A young
lady whose betrothed died before the wedding ceremony was considered a widow.
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The young man was excused from military service. The couple saw each other
only occasionally. The number of visits varied with the distance and amount of

time available to them. It was not like our engagement where there was very
frequent visitation. There was no physical relationship until the marriage was
consummated on the wedding day.

A Jewish wedding would have many guests and they would stay for a 7-day

wedding feast. Everything needed to be prepared and gotten ready. Everyone was
invited, all relatives, all friends, and friends of friends. It was not unusual for the
entire village to be invited. It was considered a great insult to refuse a wedding
invitation. Christ uses this word-picture in Matthew chapter 22 where he told the

parable of the king who gave a wedding feast for his son. When he sent for the
guests they were unwilling to come.

The father had total control of when to go for the bride. The son would never
think of making a move to go for his bride without his father’s permission. When

the house was almost finished the son might go to him and say, “Is it time yet?”
Dad would say, “Not yet, son!”

It usually took about a year but one evening the father said, “Son we are ready.
Go get your bride.”

A wedding party would be formed. The members of the wedding party would
accompany the groom through the narrow streets, bearing flaming torches. The
groom would wear particularly splendid clothing. Many times he would wear a
crown. He would be dazzling in his appearance. The bride was never told exactly

when the wedding party was coming. So she had to be ready.
During the year she had been busy learning domestic skills and accumulating

supplies she would need. When the time drew near her female friends would
gather to help her. They took part in the bathing, dressing, and perfuming of the

bride. She had to be ready to go at a moment’s notice. When all was in readiness
they waited with her. They talked, laughed, and socialized. As the hours grew late
they often grew sleepy and sometimes went to sleep. Jesus’ parable of the 10
virgins is based on this time of waiting for the bridegroom.

As the wedding party came into hearing distance of the bride’s house, a shofar
was blown. The notes of the ancient ram’s horn announced to the bride and her
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party that the groom was coming. The girls began to fill and trim the lamps they
would carry in the procession.

The bride was lifted on a chair and carried back to the insula.
In a ceremony that sounds strange to our Western ears, the bride and groom

went into the new house and consummated their physical relationship. The friend
of the groom stood by the door and listened for the groom’s announcement of its

completion. Then the friend of the bridegroom announced this to the guests who
began a 7-day wedding celebration.

Edersheim relates some interesting comments about the woman’s creation…

Quote
God had not formed woman out of the head, lest she should

become proud; nor out of the eye, lest she should lust; nor out
of the ear, lest she should be curious; nor out of the mouth, lest

she should be talkative; nor out of the heart, lest she should be

jealous; nor out of the hand, lest she should be covetous; nor
out of the foot, lest she be a busybody; but out of the rib, which

was always covered. Modesty was therefore a prime quality.

End of quotation

Quickly a few applications for us…

Our bridegroom has come to ask us to enter into betrothal with him. Do you
remember what Christ said to the disciples at the last supper?

“This cup is the new covenant in my blood.” As those shocked men heard him
say that, they realized that he was proposing to them!

Of course we understand that he was proposing to the church—
The God of the universe wants us to be his bride!

And unlike the Jewish groom who usually didn’t have to pay the price of the
covenant, our bridegroom knew full well the awful price he would pay at
Gethsemane and Calvary. And even with this knowledge his love for us was so
strong that he offered the cup signifying his love for us. And did you know that

every time we take the cup of the Lord’s table we are saying to Christ, “I love you; I
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give myself to you; My life will be lived for you alone”? How are we doing at
keeping that promise?

How we need to remember the image of the closeness and community of the
insula. I think sometimes so many of us are insulated instead of connected to our
brothers and sisters in the church. Many times we don’t reach out to help those
who are hurting. Many times we don’t reach out for help if we are hurting. We

are too proud to admit we have a need. Sometimes we are arrogant toward those
who express their needs to us. It’s as if sometimes we feel is isn’t very spiritual to
express our needs and struggles.

When we act in this way we short circuit God’s blessing which he intends for us

to receive from each other in the community of the church. The scriptures are full
of commands to share each other’s burdens, bear each other’s loads and show our
love and concern for each other. We are told to rejoice with those who rejoice and
weep with those who weep. But sometimes there is just a formal coolness in our

relationships with each other.
Sometimes we aren’t even nice to each other. An anonymous child prayed,

“Lord make the bad people good and the good people nice.” Someone has
commented on that prayer, Quote, “I think we all empathize with that prayer. So

often it seems that being religious has a souring effect. We all know people who
are undeniably “good” in the sense that they are moral, honest, upright and
truthful, but so often they are cold, rigid and unpleasant to be with, not nice at
all.” End of quotation. Christ said that the world will know us by the love we have

for each other. It is amazing to me how glibly some Christians can rationalize the
plain commands of Scripture. We know we are commanded to love each other
“but” there is always a reason why it doesn’t apply to us. In our homes and in our
church fellowship we need to be known for our love.

How many blessings do we as a congregation miss because sometimes we don’t
really act like we are each other’s brothers and sisters? The members of the insula
were loyal to each other, supported each other, were, transparent with each other
and defended each other. How we need to learn the lesson of showing genuine

Godlike agape love for each other!
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Remember it was the Jewish father who controlled when the son would go to

get the bride. Do you remember that the Bible says—“…no one but the father

knows the day or the hour when the Son of Man will come”?
Let’s be sure we are ready.
Remember the friend of the bridegroom who was responsible for arranging the

details of the betrothal, dowry and communication between the couple. Our friend

of the bridegroom is God the Holy Spirit. We are betrothed to Jesus Christ. The
Holy Spirit is responsible for helping us to communicate while we are apart.
Scripture says he helps us with groanings which cannot be uttered.

The friend of the bridegroom was a helper. He attended to details that were

necessary. The Holy Spirit is our helper. He comes alongside of us and gives us
direction, correction and conviction. He is our divine helper. He will be with us
‘til we are safely with our bridegroom.

Remember how hard the young man worked while he was preparing the house?

And how diligent the young lady was to learn and obtain the things she would
need?

What a lesson for us to “occupy ‘til he comes”. Remember how urgent the
business of proposal was. The young man and his party even refused food until the

business had been transacted.
How we need to keep a grip on proper priorities during our Christian walk.

There are so many things, and so much stuff competing for our time. We need to
make our living for Christ, our remaining true to him, our obedience to him, the

number one issue in our lives.
Just like all were invited, aren’t you glad that the gospel invitation is for

whosoever will. Our precious bridegroom has provided salvation for the whole
world but only if we accept it and remain faithful to him. What a great insult it is

to our precious Savior if we reject that salvation.
Just like the Jewish bride and groom were usually very young we need to

remember that Christ will receive more honor from a young life lived fully for him
throughout a lifetime than from an old person accepting salvation shortly before

their death. Salvation can happen at any age, but statistics tell us that it is very
unlikely for a person to be saved in older life. How this should challenge you young
people to give your life to Christ and live for him while you are young.

PDF Creator - PDF4Free v2.0                                                    http://www.pdf4free.com

http://www.pdfpdf.com/0.htm


10
There was a great stress placed on faithfulness and chastity for the bride-to-

be. She would be separated from her beloved for long periods of time. There may

be other young men who tried to entice her to sin. But she was required to be
faithful. She kept herself pure for her bridegroom alone. When she heard the
shofar sounding on the wedding night, she could look forward with joy to her
bridegroom’s coming.

We are waiting for our bridegroom. He is expecting us to remain pure in our
devotion to him.

We need to be sure we don’t allow other interests and concerns to crowd out
our love and devotion for our beloved. We need to cultivate the relationship with

Christ through communion and fellowship with him.
Remember the “insula’s” concern for the reputation of the bride. Let’s be

careful that we conduct our lives in such a way that they will never bring dishonor
to the household of faith”.

It is so simple for us to undo years of witnessing by a small amount of
inconsistent, unholy behavior. We need to guard against deeds that would bring
dishonor to the church we are part of.

How we need to guard our thoughts, deeds, and attitudes in order that those

around us will see Christ and him crucified.

And of course our bridegroom has gone back to his father’s house to prepare a
place for us. John tells us in Rev. 19 that his eyes will be as a flame of fire. On his

head will be many crowns. He will be clothed with a vesture dipped in blood. His
attendants will be clothed in fine linen white and clean. And out of his mouth will
go a sharp sword.

He hasn’t told us when he is coming back for us, but he expects us to be busy

working for him ‘til he comes.
And some day soon, when his Father says, “OK son, go get your bride”, he will

come to take us to his Father’s “insula”. He will blow the trumpet and carry us
triumphantly home.

Do you love him?
Have you told him today?
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Are you working?
Are you watching?

Are you ready?
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