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Matthew 5:31-32; 19:1-9

Divorce is a terribly difficult subject.  But the Bible deals with it, so we shall too.  Before we begin, for those of you who don’t know, I have been through a divorce.  I live is a glass house, so I won’t be throwing stones.  I will admit that at one point in my life I truly believed that there was no excuse for a divorce; I believed that everything could be worked out.  However, once it happened to me, I have become much more compassionate toward those who have gone through one.

Divorce is a reality in our society.  The statistics for Christians are pretty close to what they are for non-believers.  Having said these things, we still need to deal with what Jesus and the Bible say about divorce.  And we also need to keep in mind that the words of the Bible are true.  

In Matthew 5, Jesus is teaching His disciples; remember that we are His disciples.  Jesus begins with a quote that is attributed to the Old Testament; and while the quote is basically there, the religious leaders have taken it out of context and misapplied it.  “It was said, ‘WHOEVER SENDS HIS WIFE AWAY, LET HIM GIVE HER A CERTIFICATE OF DIVORCE’”.  This rendering was at the heart of the Pharisee’s question in Matthew 19 when they asked: “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife for any reason at all?”  

All this actually comes from Deuteronomy 24:1-4, “When a man takes a wife and marries her, and it happens that she finds no favor in his eyes because he has found some indecency in her, and he writes her a certificate of divorce and puts it in her hand and sends her out from his house, and she leaves his house and goes and becomes another man’s wife, and if the latter husband turns against her and writes her a certificate of divorce and puts it in her hand and sends her out of his house, or if the latter husband dies who took her to be his wife, then her former husband who sent her away is not allowed to take her again to be his wife, since she has been defiled; for that is an abomination before the LORD, and you shall not bring sin on the land which the LORD your God gives you as an inheritance.”  

As you can see, Moses never really commanded to give a certificate of divorce as the Pharisees had indicated in chapter 19.  The crux of this passage is that if a man does give his wife a certificate, he is not to remarry her after she has been married to another man.  As usual, the Pharisees were looking for the easiest way to follow the law, regardless of what it was actually getting at.  

Another thing in the background at the time of Jesus was two schools of thought regarding proper reasons for divorce.  These schools were led by two rabbis; Shammai and Hillel.  They had very different views of acceptable reasons for divorce according to their interpretation of Deuteronomy 24; all hinging on the phrase “he has found some indecency in her”.  What constituted an indecency?

Shammai took a rather strict view and interpretated indecency as some sexual sin: adultery, the discovery of fornication before marriage, or some other sexual perversion.  Hillel, on the other hand, had a very lax definition of indecency.  It included things like her burning her husband’s meal, or even if the man found someone else more attractive.  This offers us another insight as to what Jesus was dealing with.

It comes into play in part of His response in chapter 19, “Because of your hardness of heart Moses permitted you to divorce your wives.”  And that’s what Jesus was dealing with, the hardness of heart of the religious leaders.  Unfortunately, hardness of heart came about with sin right from the Garden of Eden.  Consider how Cain showed no remorse for killing his brother Abel.
Hardness of heart still exists today.  Even among Christians who are supposed to have a heart of flesh given to them are still sinners in this life.  With that, a lot of marriages could be saved if both parties would put aside their hardness of heart and deal with each other in humility and willingness to forgive.  Having said that, I realize that it is not possible for one spouse to make the other soften their heart.  And it is certainly a fact that that can often happen.

Of course, the Pharisees were trying to trap Jesus.  Which ever school He agreed with, they could argue the other one.  But as always, Jesus wasn’t about to be caught in their trap.  After making it clear that divorce was not a divine commandment but a divine concession, He went right back to the beginning of creation and the creation ordinance of God.

God made them man and woman, husband and wife; they would no longer be two individuals but become one.  It is a mystery to us exactly how this works, but there is no question that it is truly the case.  As Jesus pointed out from Genesis chapter 2, “FOR THIS REASON A MAN SHALL LEAVE HIS FATHER AND MOTHER AND BE JOINED TO HIS WIFE, AND THE TWO SHALL BECOME ONE FLESH”  He followed this up with a command, “What therefore God has joined together, let no man separate.”  

This shows the horrendous problem with divorce: mankind has taken it upon themselves to undo something that almighty God did.  God put marriage in place right from the beginning as something sacred and as the proper means to fulfill the command to be fruitful and multiply.  The Bible is clear that any sexual intercourse outside of marriage is sin; so marriage is the way for God’s command of fruitfulness to be carried out.

Even more mysterious is that marriage is an image of the relationship between Christ and His church.  A good marriage is the closest representation of that relationship we can experience until Jesus comes back.  It is a great comfort to know that Jesus will never divorce His true church.  Some church bodies may turn against Christ themselves and that is called apostasy; but they were never the bride of Christ in the first place.  The basis for this is 1 John 2:19, “They went out from us, but they were not really of us; for if they had been of us, they would have remained with us; but they went out, so that it would be shown that they all are not of us.”  

Jesus made His view of divorce very clear when He pointed out the sinfulness of it.  He wasn’t playing the Pharisee’s game of trying to justify it.  In chapter 5 Jesus says that any man who divorces his wife makes her commit adultery and that any man who marries a divorced woman commits adultery.  In chapter 19 Jesus said that any man who divorces his wife and married another commits adultery.  

The whole idea of adultery comes from what God joined together was supposed to be permanent.  The couple is still considered to be one flesh; to still be married.  When a man divorced his wife, she really had no choice but to get remarried in order to survive.  So she was forced into an adulterous relationship by marrying another while still one flesh with her first husband.

If a man married a divorced woman, it would be an adulterous relationship because she would still be considered one flesh with her first husband.  And if a man divorces his wife and marries another, he is committing adultery because he is still viewed as being married to the wife he divorced.  All in all, Jesus makes it clear that divorce; and also remarriage, is nothing to be trifled with.  It involves serious sin.


Now Jesus does give one exception and that is marital unfaithfulness.  If adultery has already been committed, then the other spouse is free from the marriage bond.  But notice that Jesus doesn’t say that a couple must get divorced in this case.  Many couples are able to heal after one partner has been unfaithful.  But that is still a painful journey and certainly not worth the momentary pleasure an affair might bring.

Paul brings up another acceptable reason for divorce in chapter 7 of 1 Corinthians.  This is the case of a Christian being married to a non-believer.  What Paul says is that the Christian is not to divorce the non-believing spouse.  But if the non-believing spouse choses to divorce, then let them go.  

This is primarily directed at a married couple who hear the Gospel and one of them accepts Christ for salvation while the other one does not.  If they can still live together in marriage, that is a wonderful thing because the believing spouse may convert the unbeliever.  But the Gospel is divisive.  The unbelieving spouse may want nothing to do with Christianity or Christians.  If this is the case, then let them leave.  

This leads to a very good application for all of us today.  A Christian should never marry a non-believer.  No matter how nice they are, no matter how good looking, no matter what, it is a bad idea and will lead to heartache.  The unbeliever does not have the moral foundation given by God which allows them to do things a Christian would consider wrong.  Additionally, as mentioned before, the Gospel is divisive.  It will be a point of contention between the two.  As God commanded in Deuteronomy 22:10, “You shall not plow with an ox and a donkey together.”  While superficially the problem is that the ox is much stronger than the donkey and he will get hurt, spiritually speaking the Christian should not allow themselves to be unevenly yoked.  It will not work.

Jesus’ words are hard and sharp, and He means what He says.  Without trying to soften His words, let us also consider other important parts of the Bible.  I would like to look at John chapter 8: “Early in the morning He came again into the temple, and all the people were coming to Him; and He sat down and began to teach them.  The scribes and the Pharisees *brought a woman caught in adultery, and having set her in the center of the court, they *said to Him, “Teacher, this woman has been caught in adultery, in the very act.  Now in the Law Moses commanded us to stone such women; what then do You say?”  They were saying this, testing Him, so that they might have grounds for accusing Him. But Jesus stooped down and with His finger wrote on the ground.  But when they persisted in asking Him, He straightened up, and said to them, “He who is without sin among you, let him be the first to throw a stone at her.”  Again He stooped down and wrote on the ground.  When they heard it, they began to go out one by one, beginning with the older ones, and He was left alone, and the woman, where she was, in the center of the court.  Straightening up, Jesus said to her, “Woman, where are they? Did no one condemn you?”   She said, “No one, Lord.” And Jesus said, “I do not condemn you, either. Go. From now on sin no more.”  

Divorce and remarriage and even adultery are not the unforgivable sin.  Paul tells us in Romans 8:1, “Therefore there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.”  While this doesn’t give us license to sin or let us off the hook, it gives us a way out when we do sin; we turn to our Saviour.  He has already paid the price for every sin we commit.

When I experienced divorce, I spent a lot of thought on whether or not I was justified in what had happened; if I somehow fit into the exceptions the Bible offers.  But I gave up that line of thinking when I realized that what I needed to do was simply turn to Christ in confession and seek forgiveness.  I am justified in His blood and no other way.  
Part of Malichi 2:16 reads, “For I hate divorce,” says the Lord, the God of Israel.”  Now God’s wisdom is far above mine, so I don’t know all the reasons for this; but I can share a few.  First, it goes against God’s creation ordinance.  Second, it tears apart what God has joined together.  And third, it is a terribly painful thing for God’s beloved creation to go through.  

Divorce causes pain, not only for the couple involved, but for children and parents and friends.  Like the ripples caused by a rock thrown in a pond, the effects spread out and touch many.  I admonish everyone to keep this in mind when dealing with someone who has been divorced or is going through one.  They are in pain and unless there is some blatant sin involved we need to offer them comfort and support.  

Galatians 6:1-2 tells us: “Brethren, even if anyone is caught in any trespass, you who are spiritual, restore such a one in a spirit of gentleness; each one looking to yourself, so that you too will not be tempted.  Bear one another’s burdens, and thereby fulfill the law of Christ.”  The word burden here means something very heavy, like a divorce.  While not excusing sin, Christian fellowship is meant to help our brothers and sisters who are caught in it, or who are experiencing its effects.

When Paul talked about true love in 1 Corinthians 13, he said that love bears all things.  As we love each other in Christian fellowship, we do our best to love by helping to bear other’s burdens.  But of course, the greatest show of love ever was Jesus going to the cross; and there bearing all things on our behalf.  





Prayer

O Lord God, so many of us have fallen short of remaining true to our marriage covenant.  We confess that we have sinned and thank You for Your mercy and forgiveness.  Our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ has made these things possible.  Our justification is in His blood and our salvation is in His work on the cross.  

We know that You hate divorce and Jesus made it very clear that it is not pleasing to You.  These are hard things for us.  Marriage is something wonderful that You created and we are drawn to it.  Sadly, we are sinful people, and we don’t always hold marriage as You intended.

Lord, I ask Your blessings on each and every marriage that is here today.  I ask Your strength and comfort for any whose marriage is no longer, whether by death or divorce.  I pray that each of us would hold a very high view of marriage as You ordained it.  And I pray for any who might be having trouble in their marriage; bless them and keep them; give them the comfort that can only come from You.

We pray these things in the name of Jesus our Saviour
Amen
