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CHAPTER ONE: SOME BUILDING WORDS 
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The story of the two houses and their builders told by the Lord Jesus to illustrate the importance of hearing and doing His word is easily and universally understood though its message is often forgotten (Matt.7:24-27, Lk.6:46-49). It appeals to a deep-rooted and universal human experience that begins with the building-blocks and games of childhood and ends with the adult struggle for shelter and home. So widespread is the experience that it readily lends itself to various metaphors especially involving mankind itself. 

For example in the language of both Old and New Testaments as well as in the English language the word 'house' may refer to a man's descendants as well as a building. Thus the house of David embraces the descendants of that monarch (1 Chr.17:24, Lk.1:27). His house, however, was part of the house of Judah descended from the fourth son of Jacob or Israel which in turn embraces the descendants of that patriarch (2 Sam:2:10, Heb.8:8). Thus this use of the word 'house' refers to a collection of people united by a common ancestry. 

Again in English, Hebrew and Greek the word 'house' may refer to a group of people, including not only immediate family but also retainers, coming under the jurisdiction of one family head. Such a group, commonly called a 'household', may be exemplified by the households of Abraham and Cornelius (Gen.14:14-15: 2-3, Acts 10:1-8). 

Of necessity such a group must live contemporaneously and thus unlike 'house' as used of man's descendants, 'house' when used of a household has a limited extension in time. It is limited by the life of the head of the house. For example, the household of Abraham existed during his life but upon his death passed to Isaac. Similarly the household of Israel was dispersed into the households belonging to his heirs upon his death. 

In addition to such relatively common similes, 'house' is used colloquially in the sense that the rings of the table of Shewbread 'housed' the staves (Ex.25:27) or boxes, perfume (Is.3:20, 'house of breath'—Young). Indeed its first use in the Scriptures describes the interior lining or 'housing' of the ark built by Noah (Gen.6:14) and it is similarly used to describe the golden lining of the Ark of God (Ex.25:11) which housed its contents. Though all of these have quite different associated teachings there is a similar root thought of 'containing' or separating that which is within from that which is without. 

As well as such relatively straight-forward descriptive similes, 'house' and its associated building language are used in a number of specialised ways to describe spiritual things of the greatest importance. Unlike the uses outlined above, which can be understood by anyone with a knowledge of language, the specialised uses can only be understood by those who are born again and who have divine enlightenment. But these things are themselves foreshadowed or typified by the conventional uses of the terminology and so it is necessary for the disciple to have the latter in mind while seeking to understand the deeper things of the Spirit. Unquestionably the most important related subject in the whole of the Scriptures is the house of God. 

This distinction between natural and spiritual is clearly shown when Jacob first came to Bethel. To the natural man there was nothing in sight to which the term 'house' could be remotely applied. Yet to this apparently vacant place Jacob gave the name 'house of God' (Gen.28:17,19). Nor did Jacob, a man of considerable experience of God, first recognize the place as such. He only did so when its nature had been divinely revealed to him. Here was a unique place, within limits defined by God, unknown to the natural man, where God dwelt. Again, Jacob called the stone 'the house of God'. Here was an action equally incomprehensible to the natural mind that symbolised to men, especially spiritually minded men, that this was the house of God, the gate of heaven.  
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CHAPTER TWO: SOME BASIC BUILDING-BLOCKS  
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Both the Hebrew and Greek Scriptures make the same distinction between rock (tsur, sela and petra) and stone (eben and lithos) as may be found in any elementary textbook of geology. Rock refers to the in situ, solid, apparently permanent crags and bed-rock, whereas stone though also naturally produced is derived from the original and is separate and moveable. In addition, in Hebrew, brick (lebenah), as in modern English, refers to that which is man-made and not naturally occurring (Gen.11:3). These distinctions amongst natural things appear to be fairly consistently applied by the Spirit of God to spiritual things. 

Thus numerous Old Testament Scriptures describe God as the Rock, the place of security and salvation, the source of life-giving streams or the immutably perfect One (e.g. Ex.17:6, Num.20:10-12, Deut.8:15, 32:4,15,18, 1 Sam.2:2, 2 Sam.22:2-3, Neh.9:15, Ps.18:2, 31:2-3, 71:3, 78:35, 95:1). Likewise in the New Testament, e.g. Matt.27:51-60, and indeed Paul (1 Cor.10:4) refers to the life-giving and life-sustaining Rock, so identifying the Lord Jesus Christ, of whom it speaks, as of the Godhead. Thus we may see that the house built by the wise man (Matt.7:24-25) refers initially to that obedience to the word of God that results in eternal salvation although, of course, the same principle applies to all who obey the word of God. 

Perhaps the most celebrated New Testament use of Rock is when the Lord Jesus referred to Himself in agreement with Peter's confession “Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God”.   He immediately stated that this Rock was the One upon which He would build His church (Matt.16:13-20). Thus those who are in this Church are eternally secure for they are built upon the eternal, unmoveable and impregnable bed-rock of Christ. An entirely different teaching, however, is associated with the moveable stones. The first reference to them per se is to those occurring at the house of God or Bethel when one of them was set up to be a pillar of testimony and itself called the house of God (Gen.28:11,18,22, see also Gen.35:14). Elsewhere they are built up or aggregated to form pillars of testimony or witness (Gen.31:45,46) or indeed to form the house of God as built by Solomon and others (2 Chr.1-9, Lam.4:1, Ezra 5:8, Hag.2:15, Zech.4:7) which was a testimony to all who saw or even heard of it that God dwelt among Israel. (A second principal kind of stone are the semi-precious stones worn by the high Priest of Israel and associated with services, again, of the house of God. These tell of the people of God, that people associated with the house of God, and of God's valuation of them). 

This connection between moveable stone and the Place is used metaphorically to speak of the Lord Jesus Christ (Ps.118:22; Is.8:14, 28:14-18). Here again the Stone has to be set up, built up, or laid in its place as a standard to replace the corrupt standards set up by the rulers of Israel. These scriptures are interpreted for us in Acts 4:11, Romans 9:33; Matthew 21:42, Mark 12:1-12, Luke 20:9-18 and 1 Peter 2:6-8. It is shown to speak of the Lord Jesus Christ and His being laid in the heavenly Zion (Heb.12:22) in rejection of the leaders and builders of Israel who had rejected Him. In confirmation of the teaching of the 'Rock' as outlined above, in those scriptures which speak of the leaders' refusal of Him He is described as a 'rock of offence' showing that their rejection of Him was not only disobedience as regards His status in Israel but was as deep-rooted as to stem from their rejection of Him as Saviour. 

Thus when spoken of as a 'stone', a 'corner-stone', a tried stone' or a 'foundation stone' the Lord Jesus is not viewed as illustrating the same position of impregnability and security that makes a certainty of eternal salvation, but as the ultimate divine standard to which God's spiritual dwelling place on earth must essentially be related. Else, as in a past day, the building will not stand. The Lord Jesus is again spoken of as the foundation of God's building, that is the church of God in Corinth (1 Cor.3:9-11) where the context is the possible impermanence of that building. Similar language is used as regards Him and the church of God in Ephesus, and indeed the force of the word also (Eph.2:22) is that He is the 'chief corner-stone' of the aggregate of all such buildings. Similar language is used by Peter (1 Pet.2:3-5) again in the context of the need for continual maintenance of the building where the individuals who need continually to refer to Him are appropriately described as 'living stones'. 

Thus under the New Covenant, as elsewhere in the Old Testament Scriptures, the teaching associated with the 'stone' has to do with the provision for human failure in building the house of God. But, in following this line of instruction, 'stone' is used in a number of different kinds of speech. In the scriptures in Genesis and in the building of the Temple, ordinary lithological stones are spoken of, whereas, in regard to Israel, the Lord Jesus is a 'stone' in metaphor. The living stones off the churches of God, also, are not lithological but metaphorically describe a spiritual reality, and denote the divine view of their spiritual position as part of a spiritual building in the present dispensation. 

Likewise when the Lord Jesus is spoken of as being 'laid in Zion' this is also a metaphor, describing a spiritual reality enacted in heaven. We are at present content to rejoice in the close connection between Him and the churches of God today, and to acknowledge that in His being laid as the foundation of such churches or 'buildings' the will of God is being done on earth as it is in heaven. As a postscript it can be seen, by contrast, that 'brick' which is entirely man-made was used at Babel (Gen.11:3) where it was a substitute for stone. It was also used in Egypt, the world-centre of its day (Ex.5) and its use in divine service was a sore provocation to God (Is.65:3). In contrast to the divine centre it has always been the practice of the men of this world to bring and to build something 'man-made' in attempting to serve God. Like men of a past day because they seek “not by faith, but as it were by works they stumbled at the stone of stumbling; even as it is written, Behold, I lay in Zion a stone of stumbling and a rock of offence: And he that believeth on Him shall not be put to shame” (Rom.9.32-33). 
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