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1. The S.O.M. > Deepest Places of our Hearts
a.  Deepest Questions

b.  Deepest Pain

c.  Deepest Sins

d.  Deepest Failures

e.  Deepest Longings

f.  No wonder then, Jesus > speak on Marriage & Divorce
2. Marriage in Jesus’ Time: ~ Good.
a.  Ideally, the Jew abhorred divorce. "I hate divorce" (#Mal. 2:16).

· "The very altar sheds tears when a man divorces the wife of his youth."
b.  But, under Jewish law: Woman had become a Thing/ Possession

1. At absolute disposal of father or husband; virtually no legal rights.

2. "A woman," said the Rabbinic law," may be divorced with or without her will; but a man only with his will."

3. The Greeks & Marriage in Jesus’ Time: 

· In Greece we see a whole social system based on relationships outside marriage; these relationships were accepted as natural and normal, and not in the least blameworthy… These relationships could, in fact, become the dominant thing in a man's life. …Greek men kept their wives absolutely secluded in a compulsory purity, while they themselves found their real pleasure and their real life in relationships outside marriage.
4. The Romans & Marriage in Jesus’ Time: 

· Began Strong (no recorded divorce in first 500 years)… But by the 2nd century B.C. Greek morals had begun to infiltrate into Rome, & the descent was catastrophic. The Romans won the military wars, but Greeks won the Culture Wars.

· Divorce became as common as marriage. Seneca… tells of women who identified the years not by the names of the consuls, but by the names of their husbands.
5. Matthew 5:20: Unless your Righteousness exceeds S & R… No > Heaven
(Psg: including Mat. 5:31-32; Mat. 19:3-9)  Some Pharisees came to Jesus, testing Him and asking, "Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife for any reason at all?"  And He answered & said, "Have you not read that He who created them from the beginning made them male & female,  & said, 'for this reason a man shall leave his father & mother & be joined to his wife, & the two shall become one flesh '? "So they are no longer two, but one flesh. What therefore God has joined together, let no man separate."  They said to Him, "Why then did Moses command to give her a certificate of divorce and send her away?" He said to them, "Because of your hardness of heart Moses permitted you to divorce your wives; but from the beginning it has not been this way. "And I say to you, whoever divorces his wife, except for immorality, & marries another woman commits adultery."
6. The U.S.A. & Marriage Now… > “Don’t need Marriage because we can Cohabit
· Must beware of fatalistic statistics!  God's Grace trumps Statistics!
· God Can Redeem all This where there is Repentance: Leave/ Marry!
· From 1965 to 1974, only 10% of marriages were preceded by cohabitation. From 1990 to 1994 that number had increased to 56% and remains there today.2
· Couples that cohabit before marriage have anywhere from 50 to 100 percent higher divorce rates than those who do not. 17
· Much higher occurrence of domestic violence among cohabiting couples than married. 
· A 1997 study concluded that “cohabitation increased young people’s acceptance of divorce, but other independent living experiences did not.”1
 
· After 5 - 7 years, 39% of all cohabiting couples have broken up, 40% have married (but the marriages are often brief), and only 21% are still cohabiting.3
 
· Studies find that women in cohabiting relationships experience violent aggression at two to five times the rate that married women do. 
· No positive contribution of cohabitation to marriage has ever been found.4
7. Until now, Jews, Greeks, Romans; Now, Jesus… & Marriage… (= “WHY MARRIAGE?”)

Pharisees came to Jesus, testing Him & asking, "Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife for any reason at all?"  He answered & said, "Have you not read that He who created them from the beginning made them male & female,  & said, 'for this reason a man shall leave his father & mother & be joined to his wife, & the two shall become one flesh '? "So they are no longer two, but one flesh. What therefore God has joined together, let no man separate."
·  Marriage is God's Domain, Not Mine
· Divorce = Never “Good”… Always a tragedy… 

·  No Innocent Parties/ If Leslie divorced me today: I not innocent.

· In Extreme times… the least evil option.
8.  After Divorce… What next?

(Now… this gets tricky!) "And I say to you, whoever divorces his wife, except for (porneia) immorality, & marries another woman commits adultery."
A. Last Week: “I can destroy someone with anger so long as I keep the commandment, “Thou shalt not murder.”

B. = I use the Law to “Legally” get what flies in face of the Law’s intent.

C. Ignores foundation of Law, which is “Love neighbor (wife) as self.”
· “You cannot use the Law, to help you “Legally” commit adultery.” CANNOT: “l want to be with a woman other than my wife, but I can’t because that is adultery. SOOOOOOO…….

· Jesus: “If you divorce your wife so that you can be with the other woman, thus honoring the Letter of the Law, and not the Spirit, which is, “Love your spouse as yourself,” Then That’s Adultery!

9.  The Dual Calling of the Church:

a.  #1: To Uphold the Kingdom Pattern of Marriage: Nature & Permanency of marriage.

1. Nature: “This is an honorable estate, instituted by God, & signifying unto us the mystical union, which exists between Christ & his Church” 
· 2 Cor. 11:2:”For I am jealous for you with a godly jealousy; for I betrothed you to one husband, so that to Christ I might present you as a pure virgin.
· Rev. 19:9: Blessed are those who are invited to the marriage supper of the Lamb.'"  Through the Lord’s Supper, we proclaim nature of Marriage!
· Shows World: Jn. 3:16 Aga’pe Love: Hesed/ Forgiveness/ Faithfulness 
2. Permanency: I take you, to be my wedded ___, to have & to hold, from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love & to cherish (NOT “Survive”), till death us do part…
· Jesus: “Let not man put asunder.”   “Take up your Cross & follow Me.”
· Letter From Eternity Magazine, Feb. 1981
Several months earlier, article written on marriage & divorce. This letter in response:

“3 years ago I could have written a letter on divorce very similar to Alice Rylings in the Oct. issue. Today I am reflecting upon what she wrote, with tears.

My 27-year-old marriage ended in divorce several months ago. Our children, parents, family, church, & neighbors thought our marriage was, by in large an ideal one, among those marriages least likely to end in divorce. Yet, here I am, with my former wife hundreds of miles away from here. I am emotionally battered, barely functioning as a person, unsure, confused, hurting, & alone. All around are fellow Christians… and Eternity Magazine &who knows who else, trying to lay a guilt trip on me. Hey, I tried all your suggestions, formulas, & more. They didn’t work. Now there is no place left for me in your spiritual systems.

Despite all the disclaimers and the pseudo understanding, my sin is unpardonable in the depths of many Christians’ hearts. As one woman was quoted in, Jesus Was A Single Adult, it would have been better if I had killed my husband. The church would have forgiven me for murder before they will forgive me for divorce.”
b. #2: Redemption & Grace. We respond to Divorce with these and not with Condemnation or Judgmentalism.
1.  > Gospel > Good News! > Repentance, (which I, Gene as married need as well. No “Innocent party” sinners!

2. Thus, “Innocence:” NO…. “Forgiveness:” YES!
c. 2 Cor.5:17 “If anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new!
1. What has passed away? ALL THINGS!  
2. Divorce/ Nor Cohabiting the Unforgivable Sin! (Rejecting Christ is)
d. Consequences of Newness? 
1.    Healing, Forgiveness, 
2.    Freedom, Restoration (virginity), 
3.    NEW BEGINNING! > Whole future open!
e. After coming to X, Is This New Creation a Divorced Person?
f. We do ~ w/hold from Xns that which is available to new Xns

10.  Lord’s Supper… Invitation to Newness  
· 1 Cor. 11:25 “ This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me."
· Rev. 21:5   5 And the one who was seated on the throne said, "See, I am making all things new." "
Notes: Used and Unused
2. MARRIAGE AMONGST THE GREEKS

#Matt 5:31,32 (continued)
We have seen the state of marriage in Palestine in the time of Jesus, but the day was soon to come when Christianity would

go out far beyond Palestine, and it is necessary that we should look at the state of marriage in that wider world into which

the teachings of Christianity were to go.

First then, let us look at marriage amongst the Greeks. Two things vitiated the marriage situation in the Greek world.

A. W. Verrall, the great classical scholar, said that one of the chief diseases from which ancient civilization died was a low

view of woman. The first thing which wrecked the marriage situation among the Greeks was the fact that relationships

outside marriage carried no stigma whatsoever, and were in fact the accepted and the expected thing. Such relationships

brought not the slightest discredit; they were part of the ordinary routine of life. Demosthenes laid it down as the accepted

practice of life: "We have courtesans for the sake of pleasure; we have concubines for the sake of daily cohabitation; we

have wives for the purpose of having children legitimately, and of having a faithful guardian for all our household affairs."

In later days, when Greek ideas had penetrated into, and had ruined Roman morality, Cicero in his speech. In defense of

Caelius says, "If there is anyone who thinks that young men should be absolutely forbidden the love of courtesans he is

indeed extremely severe. I am not able to deny the principle that he sates. But he is at variance, not only with the license of

his own age, but also from the customs and concessions of our ancestors. When indeed was this not done? When did anyone

every find fault with it? When was permission denied? When was it that that which is now lawful was not lawful?" It is

Cicero's plea, as it was the statement of Demosthenes, that relationships outside marriage were the ordinary and the

conventional thing. The Greek view of marriage was an extraordinary paradox. The Greek demanded that the respectable

woman should live such a life of seclusion that she could never even appear on the street alone, and that she did not even

have her meals in the apartments of the men. She had no part even in social life. From his wife the Greek demanded the most

complete moral purity; for himself he demanded the utmost immoral license. To put it bluntly, the Greeks married a wife for

domestic security, but found their pleasure elsewhere. Even Socrates said, "Is there anyone to whom you entrust more

serious matters than to your wife, and is there anyone to whom you talk less?" Verus, the colleague of Marcus Aurelius in the

imperial power, was blamed by his wife for associating with other women. His answer was that she must remember that the

name of wife was a title of dignity, not of pleasure.

So, then, in Greece an extraordinary situation arose. The Temple of Aphrodite at Corinth had a thousand priestesses, who

were sacred courtesans; they came down to the streets of  Corinth at evening time so that it became a proverb: "Not every

man can afford a journey to Corinth." This amazing alliance of religion with prostitution can bee seen in an almost

incredible way in the fact that Solon was the first to allow the introduction of prostitutes into Athens and the building of

brothels, and with the profits of the brothels a new temple was built to Aphrodite the goddess of love. The Greeks saw

nothing wrong in the building of a temple with the proceeds of prostitution.

But apart altogether from the practice of common prostitution there arose in Greece an amazing class of women called the

hetairai. They were the mistresses of famous men; they were easily the most cultured and socially accomplished women of

their day; their homes were nothing less than salons; and many of their names go down in history with as much fame as the

great men with whom they associated. Thais was the hetaira  of Alexander the Great; on Alexander's death she married

Ptolemy, and became the mother of the Egyptian royal family. Aspasia was the hetaira of Pericles, perhaps the greatest ruler

and orator Athens ever had; and it is said that she taught Pericles his oratory and wrote his speeches for him. Epicurus, the

famous philosopher, had his equally famous Leotinium. Socrates had his Diotima. The way in which these women were

regarded can be seen from the visit that Socrates paid to Theodota, as Xenophone tells of it. He went to see if she was as

beautiful as she was said to be. He talked kindly to her; he told her that she must shut the door against the insolent; that she

must care for her lovers in their sicknesses, and rejoice with them when honor came to them, and she must tenderly love

those who gave their love to her.

Here, then, in Greece we see a whole social system based on relationships outside marriage; we see that these relationships

were accepted as natural and normal, and not in the least blameworthy; we see that these relationships could, in fact,

become the dominant thing in a man's life. We see an amazing situation in which Greek men kept their wives absolutely

secluded in a compulsory purity, while they themselves found their real pleasure and their real life in relationships outside marriage.

The second thing which vitiated the situation in Greece was that divorce required no legal process whatsoever. All that a

man had to do was to dismiss his wife in the presence of two witnesses. The one saving clause was that he must return her

dowry intact. It is easy to see what an incredible novelty the Christian teaching regarding chastity and fidelity in marriage was in a civilization like that.

The Bond That Cannot Be Broken
3. MARRIAGE AMONGST THE ROMANS

#Matt 5:31,32 (continued)
The history of the development of the marriage situation amongst the Romans is the history of tragedy. The whole of Roman

religion and society was originally founded on the home. The basis of the Roman commonwealth was the patria potestas,

the father's power; the father had literally the power of life and death over his family. A Roman son never came of age so

long as his father was alive. He might be a consul; he might have reached the highest honor and office the state could offer

but so long as his father was alive he was still within his father's power.

To the Roman the home was everything. The Roman matron was not secluded like her Greek counterpart. She took her full

part in life. "Marriage," said Modestinus, the Latin jurist, "is a life-long fellowship of all divine and human rights."

Prostitutes, of course, there were, but they were held in contempt and to associate with them was dishonorable. There was,

for instance, a Roman magistrate who was assaulted in a house of ill-fame, and who refused to prosecute or go to law about

the case, because to do so would have been to admit that he had been in such a place. So high was the standard of Roman

morality that for the first five hundred years of the Roman commonwealth there was not one single recorded case of divorce.

The first man to divorce his wife was Spurius Carvilius Ruga in the year 234 B.C., and he did so because she was childless

and he desired a child.

Then there came the Greeks. In the military and the imperial sense Rome conquered Greece; but in the moral and the social

sense Greece conquered Rome. By the second century B.C. Greek morals had begun to infiltrate into Rome, and the descent

was catastrophic. Divorce became as common as marriage. Seneca speaks of women who were married to be divorced and

who were divorced to be married. He tells of women who identified the years not by the names of the consuls, but by the

names of their husbands. Juvenal writes: "Is one husband enough for Iberina? Sooner will you prevail upon her to be content

with one eye." He cites the case of a woman who had eight husbands in five years. Marital cites the case of a woman who

had ten husbands. A Roman orator, Metillus Numidicus, made an extraordinary speech: "If, Romans, it were possible to

love without wives, we would be free from trouble; but since it is the law of nature that we can neither live pleasantly with

them, nor at all without them, we must take thought for the continuance of the race rather than for our own brief pleasure."

Marriage had become nothing more than an unfortunate necessity. There was a cynical Roman jest: "Marriage brings only

two happy days-the day when the husband first clasps his wife to his breast, and the day when he lays her in the tomb."

To such a pass did things come that special taxes were levied on the unmarried, and the unmarried were prohibited from

entering into inheritances. Special privileges were given to those who had children, for children were regarded as a

disaster. The very law was manipulated in an attempt to rescue the necessary institution of marriage.

There lay the Roman tragedy, what Lecky called "that outburst of ungovernable and almost frantic depravity which followed

upon the contact with Greece." Again it is easy to see with what a shock the ancient world must have heard the demands of

Christian chastity.

We shall leave the discussion of the ideal of Christian marriage until we come to #Matt 19:3-9 . At the present we must

simply note that with Christianity there had come into the world an ideal of chastity of which men did not dream

#Matt 19:1-9 
When Jesus had finished these words, he left Galilee, and came into the districts of Judaea which are on the far side of the

Jordan.  Many crowds followed him, and he healed them there.

Pharisees came to him, trying to test him.  "It is lawful," they said, "for a man to divorce his wife for any cause?"  He

answered, "Have you not read that from the beginning the Creator made them male and female, and he said, 'For this cause a man shall leave his father and his mother, and shall cleave to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh'?  They are therefore no longer two, but one flesh.  What, then, God has joined together, let no man separate."  They said to him, "Why, then, did Moses lay it down to give her a bill of divorcement, and to divorce her?"  He said to them, "It was to meet the hardness of your heart that Moses allowed you to divorce your wives; but in the beginning that was not the state of things which was intended.  I tell you that whoever divorces his wife, except on the ground of fornication, and marries another, commits adultery; and he who marries her who has been divorced commits adultery."

Here Jesus is dealing with what was in his day, as it is in our own, a vexed and burning question.  Divorce was something

about which there was no unanimity among the Jews; and the Pharisees were deliberately trying to involve Jesus in controversy.

No nation has ever had a higher view of marriage than the Jews.  Marriage was a sacred duty.  To remain unmarried after

the age of twenty, except in order to concentrate upon the study of the Law, was to break a positive commandment to "be

fruitful and multiply."  He who had no children "slew his own posterity," and "lessened the image of God upon earth."

"When husband and wife are worthy, the glory of God is with them."

Marriage was not to be entered into carelessly or lightly.  Josephus outlines the Jewish approach to marriage, based on the

Mosaic teaching (Antiquities of the Jews 4. 8. 23 ).  A man must marry a virgin of good parentage.  He must never corrupt

another man's wife; and he must not marry a woman who had been a slave or a harlot.  If a man accused his wife of not being a virgin when he married her, he must bring proofs of his accusation.  Her father or brother must defend her.  If the girl was vindicated he must take her in marriage, and could never again put her away, except for the most flagrant sin.  If the accusation was proved to have been reckless and malicious, the man who made it must be beaten with forty stripes save one, and must pay fifty shekels to the girl's father.  But if the charge was proved and the girl found guilty, if she was one of the ordinary people, the law was that she must be stoned to death, and if she was the daughter of a priest, she must be burned alive.

If a man seduced a girl who was espoused to be married, and the seduction took place with her consent, both he and she

must be put to death.  If in a lonely place or where there was no help present, the man forced the girl into sin, the man alone was put to death.  If a man seduced an unespoused girl, he must marry her, or, if her father was unwilling for him to marry her, he must pay the father fifty shekels.

The Jewish laws of marriage and of purity aimed very high.  Ideally divorce was hated.  God had said, "I hate divorce"

(#Mala 2:16 ).  It was said that the very altar wept tears when a man divorced the wife of his youth.

But ideal and actuality did not go hand in hand.  In the situation there were two dangerous and damaging elements.

First, in the eyes of Jewish law a woman was a thing.  She was the possession of her father, or of her husband as the case

might be; and, therefore, she had, technically, no legal rights at all.  Most Jewish marriages were arranged either by the

parents or by professional match-makers.  A girl might be engaged to be married in childhood, and was often engaged to be

married to a man whom she had never seen.  There was this safeguard-when she came to the age of twelve she could

repudiate her father's choice of husband.  But in matters of divorce, the general law was that the initiative must lie with the husband.  The law ran:  "A woman may be divorced with or without her consent, but a man can be divorced only with his consent."  The woman could never initiate the process of divorce; she could not divorce, she had to be divorced.

http://www.citizenlink.org/FOSI/marriage/cohabitation/
This is an honorable estate, instituted by God, and signifying unto us the mystical union, which exists between Christ and his Church; which holy estate Christ adorned and beautified with his presence in Cana of Galilee. It is therefore not to he entered into unadvisedly, but reverently, discreetly, and in the fear of God. Into this holy estate, these two persons come now to be joined. 

I WILLIAM, take you, MARIA, to be my wedded wife, to have & to hold, from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, till death us do part, according to God's holy ordinance; and thereto I pledge you my faith.

In token and pledge of our constant faith and abiding love, with this ring I thee wed, in the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

14 Jesus’ Teaching on Divorce Matthew 5:31-32
The February 1973 issue of McCall’s magazine carried an article entitled, “Is Anyone Faithful Anymore?” in which the author included the following story. A young wife was at lunch with eleven of her friends, who had been meeting together regularly to study French since their children had been in nursery school. As they conversed, one of the women, the group’s leader, asked, “How many of you have been faithful throughout your marriage?” Only one woman at the table raised her hand. That evening when the young wife told her husband about the conversation, she revealed that she was not the one who had raised her hand. He was shocked and devastated. “But I have been faithful,” she added. “Then why didn’t you raise your hand?” She replied, “I was ashamed.”1
Times have changed, have they not? It used to be that most people would go to extremes to hide their infidelity, but today many people are ashamed of their fidelity. We live in a day when some experts speak of “healthy adultery” and the married faithful are less vocal than the unfaithful in promoting their ways.

I think no one would disagree that our contemporary culture is not intrinsically receptive to Biblical teaching regarding sexual relationships, marriage, and divorce. Because of this hostility, some preachers seem reluctant to speak out on these issues. Other ministers hesitate to address these topics because there is major disagreement about divorce in the church. Because there are numerous opinions as to what the Bible means, because the subject is complex, and because contemporary marital relationships are often incredibly tangled mazes, the subject becomes overwhelming. Sadly, we sometimes find it easier to just leave it unaddressed.

Some surveys indicate that eight of ten people are either directly or indirectly affected by divorce. The mere mention of the word divorce is painful to some. Many have been deeply wounded by broken marriages, and a discussion of the subject brings up memories and feelings they would like to forget. For these reasons preachers find little joy in preaching on the subject. But since Jesus brought it up right in the middle of the Sermon on the Mount, the greatest sermon ever preached, he obviously thinks it is an important subject, one we dare not ignore. To see this matter through Jesus’ eyes is good for us as individuals, good for the church, and good for society.

What is to be the Christian’s attitude regarding divorce? Is divorce always forbidden? Or is it sometimes allowable? What is the Christian position amidst the marital tragedy that surrounds us? As we answer these questions, I will try to be sensitive to those who are hurting. But at the same time I will do my best to be Biblical. The bottom line in all of this is, what does God’s Word say?

To understand our Lord’s statements on divorce, we must know something of the controversial social and theological context in which he made them. The controversy centered over the interpretation of a phrase in Deuteronomy 24:1, the stated ground of divorce: “If a man marries a woman who becomes displeasing to him because he finds something indecent about her, and he writes her a certificate of divorce . . .”

That verse taught that a husband could divorce his wife if he found “something indecent” in her, and that is where the controversy lay. The burning question in Jesus’ day was, what does “something indecent” mean?” Those in the very liberal rabbinical school of Hillel interpreted “indecent” in the widest manner possible. They said a man could divorce his wife if she spoiled his dinner! They also extended “indecent” to mean a wife’s walking around with her hair down, speaking to men in the streets, or speaking disrespectfully of her husband’s parents in his presence. A wrong word about a mother-in-law and a woman could be out on the street! Rabbi Akiba, who was of this school of thought, went even further, saying that the phrase “becomes displeasing to him” (“she find no favor in his eyes,” kjv) meant that a man could divorce his wife if he found a woman who was more beautiful. Such husbands were bigoted and arrogant.

Fortunately, they were opposed by the school of Shammai, which limited “indecent” to offenses of marital impropriety short of adultery. “Indecent” did not refer to adultery, which was punished by execution, but rather suggested other types of sexual misconduct such as shameful exposure.2
This conservative-liberal controversy over the meaning of “indecent” as a grounds for divorce was the backdrop of the Pharisees’ coming to Jesus about this matter. Matthew 19:3 describes the situation: “Some Pharisees came to test him. They asked, ‘Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife for any and every reason?’” They were obviously trying to draw Jesus into the long-standing debate and then exploit his response for their own ends. Some even think they were hoping to use Jesus’ answer to get him in trouble with Herod because a negative answer would publicly align him with the point of view that caused John the Baptist to be beheaded. Significantly, Jesus did not begin by directly answering their question but took the conversation back to God’s creation design, giving us the most extensive teaching on divorce in the New Testament.

Jesus’ Teaching On Divorce (Matthew 19:4-12)

Jesus began by stating the ideal:

“Haven’t you read,” he replied, “that at the beginning the Creator ‘made them male and female,’ and said, ‘For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh’?” (vv. 4, 5)

In the beginning divorce was inconceivable — and impossible. Jesus quoted lines from Genesis 2:23, 24 to emphasize two things. First, the intimacy of the marriage relationship. He says “the two will become one flesh.” There is no other intimacy like it. It is deeper than one’s relationship to one’s own children. When my children were born, there was an amazing bonding that took place when I saw those babies. In the ensuing months and years the bonding increased, and my wife and I are close to our children, interwoven with them. But we are not one flesh with them. The Scripture says that a man becomes “one flesh” with his wife. Marriage is the deepest human relationship.

After intimacy, the emphasis is on permanence. There was no thought of divorce — ever! God’s ideal was, and is, monogamous, intimate, enduring marriage. This is what he approves of. Anything less is a departure from the divine model. And the Fall did not change that ideal. We all know that some things possible before the Fall were not possible afterward. But regarding divorce, God’s standard did not change. We not only see this in the very first book of the Old Testament but also in the very last one:

“Why has God abandoned us?” you cry. I’ll tell you why; it is because the Lord has seen your treachery in divorcing your wives who have been faithful to you through the years, the companions you promised to care for and keep. You were united to your wife by the Lord. In God’s wise plan, when you married, the two of you became one person in his sight. And what does he want? Godly children from your union. Therefore guard your passions! Keep faith with the wife of your youth. For the Lord, the God of Israel, says he hates divorce. . . . (Malachi 2:14-16, tlb)

God hates divorce! Whenever divorce occurs, it is an aberration. It is something that was not meant to be. All of this talk about “creative divorce” is pseudoscientific and pseudo-liberated baloney. Those who become tired of their marriage because it is solid, predictable, and not very exciting should cast away their fantasies. Besides, there is nothing more boring than evil and its fruit.

The conversation between the Pharisees and Jesus is most enlightening. The Pharisees have alluded to the controversy in Deuteronomy 24, asking if a man may divorce his wife for any reason at all. Jesus has responded by saying divorce is not God’s ideal. Now the Pharisees respond with another reference to Deuteronomy 24: “‘Why then,’ they asked, ‘did Moses command that a man give his wife a certificate of divorce and send her away?’” (Matthew 19:7). The idea is this: “Moses made provision for divorce in Deuteronomy 24:1. How then can you say it is not part of the ideal?” Note Jesus’ answer in verse 8: “Jesus replied, ‘Moses permitted you to divorce your wives because your hearts were hard. But it was not this way from the beginning.’”

Jesus’ answer corrects the Pharisees, for Moses only permitted divorce — he didn’t command it as the Pharisees asserted. What Moses did command was the granting of a divorce certificate for the woman’s protection. Without a certificate she could be subject to exploitation, even recrimination. The certificate also prevented the man from marrying her again. Thus she could not be treated like chattel. Marriage was not something one could walk in and out of. The reason God allowed divorce was the hardness of heart to which the men of Israel had succumbed. It was a divine concession to human weakness — reluctant permission at best!

Understanding this, we come to the very center of Christ’s teaching and the heart of our study — Jesus’ explanation as to when and why divorce is permitted: “And I say to you, whoever divorces his wife, except for immorality, and marries another woman commits adultery” (Matthew 19:9, nasb, emphasis mine).

Here everything rests upon the correct interpretation of the phrase “except for immorality” — and especially the single word, “immorality.” The Greek word here is porneia, from which we derive the English word pornography. The Greek dictionaries tell us that porneia means unchastity, fornication, prostitution, or other kinds of unlawful intercourse. When porneia is applied to married persons, it means marital unfaithfulness, illicit intercourse that may involve adultery, homosexuality, bestiality, and the like. We should note (and this is very important!) that all these offenses were originally punished by death under Mosaic Law. These sins terminated marriage not by divorce but by death. However, by Jesus’ time the Roman occupation of the country and its legal system had made the death sentence very difficult to obtain. Jewish practice had therefore substituted divorce for death. Thus the rabbinical schools of Hillel and Shammai were not discussing whether divorce was permissible for adultery. That was taken for granted by everyone. The point is, Jesus was far stricter than Hillel and Shammai because he superseded the teaching of Deuteronomy 24 and said that the only ground for which one may divorce his or her spouse is marital unfaithfulness.3 This is the simple, plain meaning of Jesus’ words in verse 9: “And I say to you, whoever divorces his wife, except for immorality, and marries another woman commits adultery.” That is, divorce is allowed if your mate is guilty of marital unfaithfulness. But if you divorce for any other reason and remarry, it is you who commits adultery. This is likewise the meaning of Jesus’ similar statement in the Sermon on the Mount:

“But I tell you that anyone who divorces his wife, except for marital unfaithfulness, causes her to become an adulteress [if she remarries], and anyone who marries the divorced woman [a woman who has been divorced for something short of unchastity] commits adultery.” (Matthew 5:32)

Jesus’ teaching is clear. Some of the interpretations of these texts are unbelievably convoluted, but we must hold to the plain, unadorned sense of the text. Jesus meant what he said!

Some object that these exception clauses don’t jibe with Jesus’ teaching in two other Gospel passages, Mark 10:11, 12 and Luke 16:18, which contain no exception clauses. For instance, Mark records:

He answered, “Anyone who divorces his wife and marries another woman commits adultery against her. And if she divorces her husband and marries another man, she commits adultery.”

No exception clauses! Because of this, some have argued that Mark represents the earlier and pure teaching of Jesus, but Matthew contains a scribal addition of the exception clause and is thus unauthentic. However, we must hold that it is authentic because none of the ancient manuscripts omit it — all of them have it. Why the difference between the Gospels of Matthew and Mark then? John Stott gives the answer:

It seems far more likely that its [the exception clause’s] absence from Mark and Luke is due not to their ignorance of it but to their acceptance of it as something taken for granted. After all, under the Mosaic Law adultery was punishable by death (although the death penalty for this offense seems to have fallen into disuse by the time of Jesus); so nobody would have questioned that marital unfaithfulness was a just ground for divorce.4
The Lord Jesus Christ permitted divorce and remarriage on one ground and one ground only — marital unfaithfulness.

But notice that he permitted it — he did not command it. If you learn that your mate has been having an adulterous affair, it does not follow that you have license to seek a divorce. Too often men and women eagerly pounce on the infidelity of their mates as the opportunity to get out of a relationship they wanted to end anyway. It is so easy to minimize one’s own behavior and to maximize the sins of the other party. Many look for a way out instead of a way through the problems. I want to be careful not to minimize the sin of adultery like the man who said to his wife, “I don’t understand why you’re so disturbed. All I did was have an affair.” Yet I believe (this is my personal opinion) that we should not regard a one-time affair in the same way as a mate who persists in his or her adulterous ways and refuses to repent. Jesus’ exception clauses should be viewed like this: No matter how rough things are, regardless of the stress and strain, whatever is said about compatibility and temperament, nothing allows for divorce except unfaithfulness — and even then it is not to be used as an excuse to get out of the relationship.

The Radicalness of Jesus’ Teaching 
(Matthew 19:10-12)

Jesus’ teaching was radical. He had done away completely with the Mosaic divorce provision (Deuteronomy 24:1). This was revolutionary. The disciples’ response indicates just how radical Jesus’ teaching was: “The disciples said to him, ‘If this is the situation between a husband and wife, it is better not to marry.’” They were blown away. If the only ground for divorce was unfaithfulness, if none of the exceptions suggested by Hillel and Shammai were valid, it was better to stay single! The radicalness of what Jesus taught is further underlined in Matthew 5 by its being one of the six statements that begin with variations of “You have heard it said, but I tell you,” demonstrating the superior righteousness of Christ. The point of these statements is: This is the way a righteous person lives! Thus his or her marital relationship is supremely sacred. Nothing can sever it but unrepentant unfaithfulness — and then it is not an excuse for ending the marriage but is the sorrowful ground of divorce.

Such teaching is radical today. It is out of sync with our culture. Today even Christian counselors are recommending divorce and remarriage on grounds that are in opposition to the clear teachings of Christ. The sanctity of marriage has been corrupted by Christ’s own church and his authority flouted. Marriage has been trivialized into a provisional sexual union that dissolves when our puny love gives out. But this is not the way the righteous person approaches marriage. According to Christ, marriage demands total commitment that only death or the most flagrant, ongoing sexual infidelity can bring to an end.

Having seen Christ’s teaching, the question now is, does the Bible say anything else about divorce? The answer is yes.

Jesus’ Teaching and Paul’s (1 Corinthians 7:8-16)

In 1 Corinthians 7:8-16 the Apostle Paul gives consecutive advice, first to the unmarried (vv. 8, 9), then to married believers (vv. 10, 11), and finally to those who have mixed marriages — when one’s spouse is not a believer (vv. 12-16). It is on this final category that we will focus.

Paul begins his teaching by saying in verse 12, “To the rest I say this (I, not the Lord) . . .” which has been misunderstood by some as meaning that Paul is saying that his teaching is not as authoritative as Christ’s. What he really means, however, is that what he is going to say was not said by Jesus in his earthly ministry but is now being said by Paul as part of his apostolic teaching. “He is saying in effect, ‘I am now going to deal with cases on which the Lord Himself did not give a verdict.’”5 Paul speaks with full apostolic authority. Notice what he says:

To the rest I say this (I, not the Lord): If any brother has a wife who is not a believer and she is willing to live with him, he must not divorce her. And if a woman has a husband who is not a believer and he is willing to live with her, she must not divorce him. (vv. 12, 13)

Paul knew that in Corinth there were many marriages in which either the husband or wife had become a Christian after marriage, thus producing a spiritually mixed marriage. His advice was that the Christian must not leave his or her pagan spouse — it was not permitted. Then in verse 14 he gives the reason:

For the unbelieving husband has been sanctified through his wife, and the unbelieving wife has been sanctified through her believing husband. Otherwise your children would be unclean, but as it is, they are holy.

The reason for staying together is that the unbeliever and the children will be influenced toward Christ by the life of the believer. I find this fascinating because we often think of the believer being corrupted by the unbeliever, and indeed sometimes this happens. But Paul lays down that it is generally otherwise! If you are in an unequal union, take heart! The general thrust is that you and your faith will prevail — though, sadly, not always.

Then in verse 15 we have Paul’s new teaching: “But if the unbeliever leaves, let him do so. A believing man or woman is not bound in such circumstances; God has called us to live in peace.”

The sense is, if the unbeliever deserts and is determined not to come back, let him or her go. The Christian is “not bound in such circumstances,” which means that the believer is free from the marriage because the unbeliever has broken the marriage bond. The result is that the believer is free to divorce and remarry. The consistent use of the word “bound” in this passage and others means “is not bound in marriage.”6 There is no need to seek some other interpretation. This is the plain sense — this is what it means.

A Summation of Biblical Teaching

So we see that the Bible allows divorce for two reasons — marital unfaithfulness such as adultery and homosexuality, and the desertion of a believer by an unbelieving spouse.

As to the question of remarriage, the Scriptures allow it in three instances. First, if one’s mate is guilty of sexual immorality and is unwilling to repent and live faithfully with the marriage partner, divorce and remarriage are permissible. Second, when a believer is deserted by an unbelieving spouse, divorce and remarriage are again permitted. And third, as an extension of the allowance for divorce and remarriage when deserted by an unbeliever, I personally believe that when someone has been married and divorced before coming to Christ, remarriage is allowed. Second Corinthians 5:17 says, “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!” “New” here (kainos) means new in quality. “New” means what it says — really new, as contrasted to the old. The same word is used of the “new man” in Ephesians 2:15 and the “new self” in Ephesians 4:24. Not only are believers really new, but Paul says that “the old has gone, the new has come.” A new believer is completely forgiven. I believe that among the old things that have passed away are all sins, including divorce prior to salvation. If it were otherwise, divorce would be the only sin for which Christ did not atone, and that would be inconceivable.

I hope no one misunderstands me, for divorce is not the ideal. It is a divine concession to human weakness. God hates divorce! We must realize that divorce (and remarriage) according to the Biblical guidelines is not sin — though it is due to sin. We must mourn every divorce!

How foreign to the Biblical mind are phrases like “creative divorce” or “the magic of divorce” or the ad that appeared on the back of a TV Guide: “Order your DIVORCE RING BAND today. . . . Now is the time to celebrate your new beginning.”7
We have discussed the issues primarily with the non-offending party in view. What advice is there for the offending party? Here I can do no better than quote the concluding words of Dr. Martyn Lloyd-Jones:

“Have you nothing to say about others?” asks someone. All I would say about them is this, and I say it carefully and advisedly, and almost in fear lest I give even a semblance of a suggestion that I am saying anything that may encourage anyone to sin. But on the basis of the gospel and in the interest of truth I am compelled to say this: Even adultery is not the unforgivable sin. It is a terrible sin, but God forbid that there should be anyone who feels that he or she has sinned himself or herself outside the love of God or outside His kingdom because of adultery. No; if you truly repent and realize the enormity of your sin and cast yourself upon the boundless love and mercy and grace of God, you can be forgiven and I assure you of pardon. But hear the words of our blessed Lord: “Go and sin no more.”8
Finally, what do we say to the church, to ourselves? First, we must resist the permissiveness of our culture and solidly take our stand against divorce or remarriage on any grounds other than those taught in God’s Word. Next, we must refrain from self-righteous judgmentalism. All of us are adulterers in heart. We must exercise our dealings with those who have fallen, realizing that we are ourselves under Christ’s omniscient dictum: “But I tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart” (Matthew 5:28). Finally, toward those who have fallen to or suffered divorce, we must be forgiving, like our Lord. We must not call unclean that which he has called clean (Acts 10:15). We must endeavor to share the suffering of those ravaged by divorce. And lastly, the church should make provision for the remarriage of those who have Biblically divorced.

The Bond Which Must Not Be Broken
1. MARRIAGE AMONGST THE JEWS

#Matt 5:31,32
It has been said: Let every man who divorces his wife give her a bill of divorcement. But I say to you that every one who

divorces his wife for any other cause than fornication causes her to commit adultery; and anyone who marries a woman who

has been so divorced himself commits adultery.

When Jesus laid down this law for marriage he laid it down against a very definite situation. There is no time in history

when the marriage bond stood in greater peril of destruction than in the days when Christianity first came into this world. At

that time the world was in danger of witnessing the almost total break-up of marriage and the collapse of the home.

Christianity had a double background. It had the background of the Jewish world, and of the world of the Romans and the

Greeks. Let us look at Jesus' teaching against these two backgrounds.

Theoretically no nation ever had a higher ideal of marriage than the Jew had. Marriage was a sacred duty which a man was

bound to undertake. He might delay or abstain from marriage for only one reason-to devote his whole time to the study of the Law. If a man refused to marry and to beget children he was said to have broken the positive commandment which bade men to be fruitful and to multiply, and he was said to have "lessened the image of God in the world," and "to have slain his posterity."

Ideally the Jew abhorred divorce. The voice of God had said, "I hate divorce" (#Mala 2:16 ). The Rabbis had the loveliest

sayings. "We find that God is long-suffering to every sin except the sin-of unchastity." "Unchastity causes the glory of God to

depart." "Every Jew must surrender his life rather than commit idolatry, murder or adultery." "The very altar sheds tears

when a man divorces the wife of his youth."

The tragedy was that practice fell so far short of the ideal. One thing vitiated the whole marriage relationship. The woman in

the eyes of the law was a thing. She was at the absolute disposal of her father or of her husband. She had virtually no legal

rights at all. To all intents and purposes a woman could not divorce her husband for any reason, and a man could divorce his

wife for any cause at all. "A woman," said the Rabbinic law," may be divorced with or without her will; but a man only

with his will."

The matter was complicated by the fact that the Jewish law of divorce was very simple in its expression and very debatable

in its meaning. It is stated in #Deut 24:1 : "When a man takes a wife and marries her, if then she finds no favor in his eyes

because he has found some indecency in her, and he writes her a bill of divorce and puts it in her hand and sends her out of

his house." The process of divorce was extremely simple. The bill of divorcement simply ran:

"Let this be from me thy writ of divorce and letter of dismissal and deed of liberation, that thou mayest marry whosoever

man thou wilt." All that had to be done was to hand that document to the woman in the presence of two witnesses and she stood divorced.

Clearly the crux of this matter lies in the interpretation of the phrase some indecency.  In all matters of Jewish law there

were two schools. There was the school of Shammai, which was the strict, severe, austere school; and there was the school

of Hillel which was the liberal, broad-minded, generous school. Shammai and his school defined some indecency as

meaning unchastity and nothing but unchastity. "Let a wife be as mischievous as the wife of Ahab," they said, "she cannot be

divorced except for adultery." To the school of Shammai there was no possible ground of divorce except only adultery and

unchastity. On the other hand the school of Hillel defined some indecency in the widest possible way. They said that it

meant that a man could divorce his wife if she spoiled his dinner by putting too much salt in his food, if she went in public

with her head uncovered, if she talked with men in the streets, if she was a brawling woman, if she spoke disrespectfully of

her husband's parents in his presence, if she was troublesome or quarrelsome. A certain Rabbi Akiba said that the phrase, if

she find no favor in his sight, meant that a man might divorce his wife if he found a woman whom he considered to be more

attractive than she.

Human nature being such as it is, it is easy to see which school would have the greater influence. In the time of Jesus divorce

had grown easier and easier, so that a situation had arisen in which girls were actually unwilling to marry, because marriage

was so insecure.

When Jesus said this, he was not speaking as some theoretical idealist; he was speaking as a practical reformer. He was

seeking to deal with a situation in which the structure of family life was collapsing, and in which national morals were

becoming ever more lax.

The Bond That Cannot Be Broken
2. MARRIAGE AMONGST THE GREEKS

#Matt 5:31,32 (continued)
We have seen the state of marriage in Palestine in the time of Jesus, but the day was soon to come when Christianity would

go out far beyond Palestine, and it is necessary that we should look at the state of marriage in that wider world into which

the teachings of Christianity were to go.

First then, let us look at marriage amongst the Greeks. Two things vitiated the marriage situation in the Greek world.

A. W. Verrall, the great classical scholar, said that one of the chief diseases from which ancient civilization died was a low

view of woman. The first thing which wrecked the marriage situation among the Greeks was the fact that relationships

outside marriage carried no stigma whatsoever, and were in fact the accepted and the expected thing. Such relationships

brought not the slightest discredit; they were part of the ordinary routine of life. Demosthenes laid it down as the accepted

practice of life: "We have courtesans for the sake of pleasure; we have concubines for the sake of daily cohabitation; we

have wives for the purpose of having children legitimately, and of having a faithful guardian for all our household affairs."

In later days, when Greek ideas had penetrated into, and had ruined Roman morality, Cicero in his speech. In defense of

Caelius says, "If there is anyone who thinks that young men should be absolutely forbidden the love of courtesans he is

indeed extremely severe. I am not able to deny the principle that he sates. But he is at variance, not only with the license of

his own age, but also from the customs and concessions of our ancestors. When indeed was this not done? When did anyone

every find fault with it? When was permission denied? When was it that that which is now lawful was not lawful?" It is

Cicero's plea, as it was the statement of Demosthenes, that relationships outside marriage were the ordinary and the

conventional thing. The Greek view of marriage was an extraordinary paradox. The Greek demanded that the respectable

woman should live such a life of seclusion that she could never even appear on the street alone, and that she did not even

have her meals in the apartments of the men. She had no part even in social life. From his wife the Greek demanded the most

complete moral purity; for himself he demanded the utmost immoral license. To put it bluntly, the Greeks married a wife for

domestic security, but found their pleasure elsewhere. Even Socrates said, "Is there anyone to whom you entrust more

serious matters than to your wife, and is there anyone to whom you talk less?" Verus, the colleague of Marcus Aurelius in the

imperial power, was blamed by his wife for associating with other women. His answer was that she must remember that the

name of wife was a title of dignity, not of pleasure.

So, then, in Greece an extraordinary situation arose. The Temple of Aphrodite at Corinth had a thousand priestesses, who

were sacred courtesans; they came down to the streets of  Corinth at evening time so that it became a proverb: "Not every

man can afford a journey to Corinth." This amazing alliance of religion with prostitution can bee seen in an almost

incredible way in the fact that Solon was the first to allow the introduction of prostitutes into Athens and the building of

brothels, and with the profits of the brothels a new temple was built to Aphrodite the goddess of love. The Greeks saw

nothing wrong in the building of a temple with the proceeds of prostitution.

But apart altogether from the practice of common prostitution there arose in Greece an amazing class of women called the

hetairai. They were the mistresses of famous men; they were easily the most cultured and socially accomplished women of

their day; their homes were nothing less than salons; and many of their names go down in history with as much fame as the

great men with whom they associated. Thais was the hetaira  of Alexander the Great; on Alexander's death she married

Ptolemy, and became the mother of the Egyptian royal family. Aspasia was the hetaira of Pericles, perhaps the greatest ruler

and orator Athens ever had; and it is said that she taught Pericles his oratory and wrote his speeches for him. Epicurus, the

famous philosopher, had his equally famous Leotinium. Socrates had his Diotima. The way in which these women were

regarded can be seen from the visit that Socrates paid to Theodota, as Xenophone tells of it. He went to see if she was as

beautiful as she was said to be. He talked kindly to her; he told her that she must shut the door against the insolent; that she

must care for her lovers in their sicknesses, and rejoice with them when honor came to them, and she must tenderly love

those who gave their love to her.

Here, then, in Greece we see a whole social system based on relationships outside marriage; we see that these relationships

were accepted as natural and normal, and not in the least blameworthy; we see that these relationships could, in fact,

become the dominant thing in a man's life. We see an amazing situation in which Greek men kept their wives absolutely

secluded in a compulsory purity, while they themselves found their real pleasure and their real life in relationships outside marriage.

The second thing which vitiated the situation in Greece was that divorce required no legal process whatsoever. All that a

man had to do was to dismiss his wife in the presence of two witnesses. The one saving clause was that he must return her

dowry intact. It is easy to see what an incredible novelty the Christian teaching regarding chastity and fidelity in marriage was in a civilization like that.

The Bond That Cannot Be Broken
3. MARRIAGE AMONGST THE ROMANS

#Matt 5:31,32 (continued)
The history of the development of the marriage situation amongst the Romans is the history of tragedy. The whole of Roman

religion and society was originally founded on the home. The basis of the Roman commonwealth was the patria potestas,

the father's power; the father had literally the power of life and death over his family. A Roman son never came of age so

long as his father was alive. He might be a consul; he might have reached the highest honor and office the state could offer

but so long as his father was alive he was still within his father's power.

To the Roman the home was everything. The Roman matron was not secluded like her Greek counterpart. She took her full

part in life. "Marriage," said Modestinus, the Latin jurist, "is a life-long fellowship of all divine and human rights."

Prostitutes, of course, there were, but they were held in contempt and to associate with them was dishonorable. There was,

for instance, a Roman magistrate who was assaulted in a house of ill-fame, and who refused to prosecute or go to law about

the case, because to do so would have been to admit that he had been in such a place. So high was the standard of Roman

morality that for the first five hundred years of the Roman commonwealth there was not one single recorded case of divorce.

The first man to divorce his wife was Spurius Carvilius Ruga in the year 234 B.C., and he did so because she was childless

and he desired a child.

Then there came the Greeks. In the military and the imperial sense Rome conquered Greece; but in the moral and the social

sense Greece conquered Rome. By the second century B.C. Greek morals had begun to infiltrate into Rome, and the descent

was catastrophic. Divorce became as common as marriage. Seneca speaks of women who were married to be divorced and

who were divorced to be married. He tells of women who identified the years not by the names of the consuls, but by the

names of their husbands. Juvenal writes: "Is one husband enough for Iberina? Sooner will you prevail upon her to be content

with one eye." He cites the case of a woman who had eight husbands in five years. Marital cites the case of a woman who

had ten husbands. A Roman orator, Metillus Numidicus, made an extraordinary speech: "If, Romans, it were possible to

love without wives, we would be free from trouble; but since it is the law of nature that we can neither live pleasantly with

them, nor at all without them, we must take thought for the continuance of the race rather than for our own brief pleasure."

Marriage had become nothing more than an unfortunate necessity. There was a cynical Roman jest: "Marriage brings only

two happy days-the day when the husband first clasps his wife to his breast, and the day when he lays her in the tomb."

To such a pass did things come that special taxes were levied on the unmarried, and the unmarried were prohibited from

entering into inheritances. Special privileges were given to those who had children, for children were regarded as a

disaster. The very law was manipulated in an attempt to rescue the necessary institution of marriage.

There lay the Roman tragedy, what Lecky called "that outburst of ungovernable and almost frantic depravity which followed

upon the contact with Greece." Again it is easy to see with what a shock the ancient world must have heard the demands of

Christian chastity.

We shall leave the discussion of the ideal of Christian marriage until we come to #Matt 19:3-9 . At the present we must

simply note that with Christianity there had come into the world an ideal of chastity of which men did not dream

#Matt 19:1-9 
When Jesus had finished these words, he left Galilee, and came into the districts of Judaea which are on the far side of the

Jordan.  Many crowds followed him, and he healed them there.

Pharisees came to him, trying to test him.  "It is lawful," they said, "for a man to divorce his wife for any cause?"  He

answered, "Have you not read that from the beginning the Creator made them male and female, and he said, 'For this cause a man shall leave his father and his mother, and shall cleave to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh'?  They are therefore no longer two, but one flesh.  What, then, God has joined together, let no man separate."  They said to him, "Why, then, did Moses lay it down to give her a bill of divorcement, and to divorce her?"  He said to them, "It was to meet the hardness of your heart that Moses allowed you to divorce your wives; but in the beginning that was not the state of things which was intended.  I tell you that whoever divorces his wife, except on the ground of fornication, and marries another, commits adultery; and he who marries her who has been divorced commits adultery."

Here Jesus is dealing with what was in his day, as it is in our own, a vexed and burning question.  Divorce was something

about which there was no unanimity among the Jews; and the Pharisees were deliberately trying to involve Jesus in controversy.

No nation has ever had a higher view of marriage than the Jews.  Marriage was a sacred duty.  To remain unmarried after

the age of twenty, except in order to concentrate upon the study of the Law, was to break a positive commandment to "be

fruitful and multiply."  He who had no children "slew his own posterity," and "lessened the image of God upon earth."

"When husband and wife are worthy, the glory of God is with them."

Marriage was not to be entered into carelessly or lightly.  Josephus outlines the Jewish approach to marriage, based on the

Mosaic teaching (Antiquities of the Jews 4. 8. 23 ).  A man must marry a virgin of good parentage.  He must never corrupt

another man's wife; and he must not marry a woman who had been a slave or a harlot.  If a man accused his wife of not being a virgin when he married her, he must bring proofs of his accusation.  Her father or brother must defend her.  If the girl was vindicated he must take her in marriage, and could never again put her away, except for the most flagrant sin.  If the accusation was proved to have been reckless and malicious, the man who made it must be beaten with forty stripes save one, and must pay fifty shekels to the girl's father.  But if the charge was proved and the girl found guilty, if she was one of the ordinary people, the law was that she must be stoned to death, and if she was the daughter of a priest, she must be burned alive.

If a man seduced a girl who was espoused to be married, and the seduction took place with her consent, both he and she

must be put to death.  If in a lonely place or where there was no help present, the man forced the girl into sin, the man alone was put to death.  If a man seduced an unespoused girl, he must marry her, or, if her father was unwilling for him to marry her, he must pay the father fifty shekels.

The Jewish laws of marriage and of purity aimed very high.  Ideally divorce was hated.  God had said, "I hate divorce"

(#Mala 2:16 ).  It was said that the very altar wept tears when a man divorced the wife of his youth.

But ideal and actuality did not go hand in hand.  In the situation there were two dangerous and damaging elements.

First, in the eyes of Jewish law a woman was a thing.  She was the possession of her father, or of her husband as the case

might be; and, therefore, she had, technically, no legal rights at all.  Most Jewish marriages were arranged either by the

parents or by professional match-makers.  A girl might be engaged to be married in childhood, and was often engaged to be

married to a man whom she had never seen.  There was this safeguard-when she came to the age of twelve she could

repudiate her father's choice of husband.  But in matters of divorce, the general law was that the initiative must lie with the husband.  The law ran:  "A woman may be divorced with or without her consent, but a man can be divorced only with his consent."  The woman could never initiate the process of divorce; she could not divorce, she had to be divorced.

The Realization of the Ideal
#Matt 19:10-12 

His disciples said to him, "If the only reason for divorce between a man and his wife stands thus, it is not expedient to

marry."  He said to them, "Not all can receive this saying, but only those to whom it has been granted to do so.  There are

eunuchs who were born so from their mothers' womb; and there are eunuchs who have been made eunuchs by men; and there are eunuchs who have made themselves eunuchs for the sake of the Kingdom of Heaven.  Let him who is able to receive this saying, receive it."

Here we come to the necessary amplification of what has gone before.  When the disciples heard the ideal of marriage

which Jesus set before them, they were daunted.  Many a rabbinic saying would come into the mind of the disciples.  The

Rabbis had many sayings about unhappy marriages.  "Among those who will never behold the face of Gehinnom is he who

has had a bad wife."  Such a man is saved from hell because he has expiated his sins on earth!  "Among those whose life is

not life is the man who is ruled by his wife."  "A bad wife is like leprosy to her husband.  What is the remedy?  Let him

divorce her and be cured of his leprosy."  It was even laid down:  "If a man has a bad wife, it is a religious duty to divorce her."

To men who had been brought up to listen to sayings like that the uncompromising demand of Jesus was an almost

frightening thing.  Their reaction was that, if marriage is so final and binding a relationship and if divorce is forbidden, it is

better not to marry at all, for there is no escape route-as they understood it-from an evil situation.  Jesus gives two answers.

(i)  He says quite clearly that not everyone can in fact accept this situation but only those to whom it has been granted to do

so.  In other words, only the Christian can accept the Christian ethic.  Only the man who has the continual help of Jesus

Christ and the continual guidance of the Holy Spirit can build up the personal relationship which the ideal of marriage

demands.  Only by the help of Jesus Christ can he develop the sympathy, the understanding, the forgiving spirit, the

considerate love, which true marriage requires.  Without that help these things are impossible.  The Christian ideal of

marriage involves the prerequisite that the partners are Christian.

Here is a truth which goes far beyond this particular application of it.  We continually hear people say, "We accept the

ethics of the Sermon on the Mount; but why bother about the divinity of Jesus, and his Resurrection, and his risen presence,

and his Holy Spirit, and all that kind of thing?  We accept that he was a good man, and that his teaching is the highest

teaching ever given.  Why not leave it at that, and get on with the living out of that teaching and never mind the theology?" 

The answer is quite simple.  No one can live out Jesus Christ's teaching without Jesus Christ.  And if Jesus was only a great

and good man, even if he was the greatest and the best of men, then at most he is only a great example.  His teaching

becomes possible only in the conviction that he is not dead but present here to help us to carry it out.  The teaching of Christ

demands the presence of Christ; otherwise it is only an impossible-and a torturing-ideal.  So, then, we have to face the fact

that Christian marriage is possible only for Christians.

(ii)  The passage finishes with a very puzzling verse about eunuchs.  It is quite possible that Jesus said this on some other

occasion, and that Matthew puts it here because he is collecting Jesus's teaching on marriage, for it was always Matthew's

custom to gather together teaching on a particular subject.

A eunuch is a man who is unsexed.  Jesus distinguishes three classes of people.  There are those who, through some physical

imperfection or deformity, can never be capable of sexual intercourse.  There are those who have been made eunuchs by

men.  This represents customs which are strange to western civilization.  Quite frequently in royal palaces servants,

especially those who had to do with the royal harem, were deliberately castrated.  Also, quite frequently priests who served

in temples were castrated; this, for instance, is true of the priests who served in the Temple of Diana in Ephesus.

Then Jesus talks about those who have made themselves eunuchs for the sake of the Kingdom of God.  We must be quite

clear that this is not to be taken literally.  One of the tragedies of the early Church was the case of Origen.  When he was

young he took this text quite literally and castrated himself, although he came to see that he was in error.  Clement of

Alexandria comes nearer it.  He says, "The true eunuch is not he who cannot, but he who will not indulge in fleshly

pleasures."  By this phrase Jesus meant those who for the sake of the Kingdom deliberately bade farewell to marriage and to

parenthood and to human physical love.

How can that be?  It can happen that a man has to choose between some call to which he is challenged and human love.  It

has been said, "He travels the fastest who travels alone."  A man may feel that he can do the work of some terrible slum

parish only by living in circumstances in which marriage and a home are impossible.  He may feel that he must accept some

missionary call to a place where he cannot in conscience take a wife and beget children.  He may even find that he is in love

and then is offered an exacting task which the person he loves refuses to share.  Then he must choose between human love

and the task to which Christ calls him.

Thank God it is not often that such a choice comes to a man; but there are those who have taken upon themselves voluntarily

vows of chastity, celibacy, purity, poverty, abstinence, continence.  That will not be the way for the ordinary man, but the

world would be a poorer place were it not for those who accept the challenge to travel alone for the sake of the work of Christ.

Marriage and Divorce
#Matt 19:10-12 (continued)

It would be wrong to leave this matter without some attempt to see what it actually means for the question of divorce at the

present time.

We may at the beginning note this.  What Jesus laid down was a principle and not a law.  To turn this saying of Jesus into a

law is gravely to misunderstand it.  The Bible does not give us laws; it gives principles which we must prayerfully and

intelligently apply to any given situation.

Of the Sabbath the Bible says, "In it you shall not do any work" (#Exod 20:10 ).  In point of fact we know that a complete

cessation of work was never possible in any civilization.  In an agricultural civilization cattle had still to be tended and

cows had to be milked no matter what the day was.  In a developed civilization certain public services must go on, or

transport will stand still and water, light, and heat will not be available.  In any home, especially where there are children,

there has to be a certain amount of work.

A principle can never be quoted as a final law; a principle must always be applied to the individual situation.  We cannot

therefore settle the question of divorce simply by quoting the words of Jesus.  That would be legalism; we must take the

words of Jesus as a principle to apply to the individual cases as they meet us.  That being so, certain truths emerge.

(i)  Beyond all doubt the ideal is that marriage should be an indissoluble union between two people, and that marriage

should be entered into as a total union of two personalities, not designed to make one act possible, but designed to make all

life a satisfying and mutually completing fellowship.  That is the essential basis on which we must proceed.

(ii)  But life is not, and never can be, a completely tidy and orderly business.  Into life there is bound to come sometimes the

element of the unpredictable.  Suppose, then, that two people enter into the marriage relationship; suppose they do so with

the highest hopes and the highest ideals; and then suppose that something unaccountably goes wrong, and that the relationship which should be life's greatest joy becomes hell upon earth.  Suppose all available help is called in to mend this broken and terrible situation.  Suppose the doctor is called in to deal with physical things; the psychiatrist to deal with psychological things; the priest or the minister to deal with spiritual things.  Suppose the trouble still to be there; suppose one of the partners to the marriage to be so constituted physically, mentally or spiritually that marriage is an impossibility, and suppose that discovery could not have been made until the experiment itself had been made-are then these two people to be forever fettered together in a situation which cannot do other than bring a lifetime of misery to both?

It is extremely difficult to see how such reasoning can be called Christian; it is extremely hard to see Jesus legalistically

condemning two people to any such situation.  This is not to say that divorce should be made easy, but it is to say that when

all the physical and mental and spiritual resources have been brought to bear on such a situation, and the situation remains

incurable and even dangerous, then the situation should be ended; and the Church, so far from regarding people who have

been involved in such a situation as being beyond the pale, should do everything it can in strength and tenderness to help

them.  There does not seem any other way than that in which to bring the real Spirit of Christ to bear.

(iii)  But in this matter we are face to face with a most tragic situation.  It often happens that the things which wreck marriage

are in fact the things which the law cannot touch.  A man in a moment of passion and failure of control commits adultery and

spends the rest of his life in shame and in sorrow for what he did.  That he should ever repeat his sin is the least likely thing

in the world.  Another man is a model of rectitude in public; to commit adultery is the last thing he would do; and yet by a

day-to-day sadistic cruelty, a day-to-day selfishness, a day-to-day criticism and sarcasm and mental cruelty, he makes life a

hell for those who live with him; and he does it with callous deliberation.

We may well remember that the sins which get into the newspapers and the sins whose consequences are most glaringly

obvious need not be in the sight of God the greatest sins.  Many a man and many a woman wreck the marriage relationship

and yet present to the outer world a front of unimpeachable rectitude.

This whole matter is one to which we might well bring more sympathy and less condemnation, for of all things the failure of

a marriage must least be approached in legalism and most in love.  In such a case it is not a so-called law that must be

conserved; it is human heart and soul.  What is wanted is that there should be prayerful care and thought before the married

state is entered upon; that if a marriage is in danger of failure every possible medical, psychological and spiritual resource

should be mobilized to save it; but, that if there is something beyond the mending, the situation should be dealt with not with rigid legalism, but with understanding love.

Divorce: Bible-Belt Style 

Amy Grant's on No. 2. Newt, No. 3. While liberal activists on both coasts are attempting to radically redefine marriage, what's happening in fly-over country is just as dire. 

By Glenn T. Stanton 

The hardest thing Nashville baker Leland Riggan faced in getting ready for the big wedding was crafting a six-tier almond amaretto cake, festooned with 2,500 miniature white-chocolate grapes, all on a two-and-a-half week deadline. But that was nothing compared to the hurdles the bride and groom overcame in preparation for their special day.
Christian music megastar Amy Grant and country crooner Vince Gill both had to dispose of existing marriages before their latest nuptials could take place. The couple was married earlier this year in an outdoor service, with an intimate gathering of friends and family, on a rural piece of Grant-owned property near Nashville.
The cake was perfect.
Grant's theology of marriage was not.
Grant said she recognized that God hates divorce, but she also realized a more personal and freeing truth. In August 1998, after undergoing what she called "tons of marital counseling," she went to the pastors with whom she had sought guidance and to her then-husband, singer/songwriter Gary Chapman, and told them all, "I believe and trust that I've been released from this [marriage]. And I say that knowing that even the Bible says the heart is deceitful."
She further explained how she knew this was God's will, and "to the best of my level of peace, I had a very settled, unshakable feeling about the path that I was going to follow."
Some advice from another counselor added to her blessed assurance. Amy recalled her counselor's words: "He said, 'Amy, God made marriage for people. He didn't make people for marriage. . . . He provided this so that people could enjoy each other to the fullest. I say if you have two people that are not thriving healthily in a situation, I say remove the marriage.' "
A fine counselor, don't you think? One who views marriage as a life enhancement, a mere adornment or utility, rather than a sacred institution to be honored and worked at.
Promises, promises
In 1992, a United States congressman from Atlanta, Ga., jotted a note to himself detailing his plan to become the primary advocate of Western civilization, a teacher of the rules of civilization and a leader of its civilizing forces. This vision, scrawled on a scrap of paper, would propel him to his perch as Speaker of the House, the architect of the Republican Revolution of 1994 and the "Contract with America."
On Jan. 4, 1995, the biggest day of his life, his historic installation as the first Republican speaker of the House in 40 years, Newt Gingrich honored his wife, Marianne, by focusing the country's attention upon her as she sat proudly in the balcony. He praised her as his "best friend and closest adviser."
Fast-forward to May 1999: Gingrich phoned his best friend and closest adviser, who was visiting her mother's house on her birthday. His mother-in-law answered the phone and he dutifully wished her a happy birthday, then asked to speak to Marianne. He calmly announced that their 18-year marriage was over and he wanted out.
The marriage was over because Newt had been conducting an affair since 1993 with a congressional staffer young enough to be his daughter. (Details are sketchy on whether "Get a girlfriend!" was one of the agenda items on his 1992 civilization-molding memo-to-self.)
Marianne couldn't have been completely in the dark about the speaker's ability to honor a marriage vow. After all, she was once the "other woman." In 1981, Gingrich served Jackie, his first wife and the mother of his two daughters, with divorce papers as she lay in a hospital bed recovering from ovarian cancer. This cleared the way for a 30-year-old Ms. Marianne Ginther to become Mrs. Marianne Gingrich a few months later.
As The Weekly Standard's David Brooks facetiously observed, "Why should the leader of the civilizing forces worry about anything as puny as a marriage vow?" Indeed.
In the world, of the world
It is more than coincidental that these two high-profile marital betrayals feature high-profile, "pro-family" citizens (one Christian, the other a political conservative) residing in the so-called Bible Belt. Recent data from several leading demographic agencies indicate that no region of the nation has a higher divorce rate than the Bible Belt.
The American Southeast is loaded with churches, and flush with conservative values, but for some reason, overflowing with divorce. At this news, the left-leaning, online magazine Salon took delight in sarcastically quipping that the Bible Belt is "where families pray together, but apparently can't stay together."
This sad reality grows darker under the light of a major study released late last year by the Barna Research Group. Barna found that professing Christians have at least moderately higher divorce rates than the general population, including atheists and agnostics. Twenty-seven percent of those describing themselves as "born-again Christians" are currently or have previously been divorced compared to 24 percent of the general population.
Baptists and nondenominational Protestant churches (which dominate the Bible Belt) included more adults who had been divorced (29 percent and 35 percent respectively) than any other Christian denomination, mainline or otherwise. Lutherans and Catholics had the lowest divorce rates at 21 percent. By contrast, the rate among atheists and agnostics was just 21 percent.
Certainly there are methodological problems; were the survey respondents Christians at the time of divorce, or did they make post-divorce professions of faith? The survey doesn't say. And besides, how is "born-again Christian" defined in the poll, as Christ meant it or as our culture currently understands it?
But there's no doubt that many churches have failed to prepare their flocks for marriage. And this is not news.
"While it may be alarming to discover that born-again Christians are more likely than others to experience a divorce, that pattern has been in place for quite some time," said George Barna, the group's president.
Marital radon 
What should the Body of Christ in America make of these reports? Bible-believing Christians have been very concerned about threats to the sanctity of marriage launched from homosexual activists who seek to turn the definition of marriage on its head. They're arguing for "civil unions" or outright marriage. These are substantial threats and must be defeated.
But are we ignoring an even more substantial threat to marriage? Like radon gas seeping undetected into a home and threatening its inhabitants, has the church allowed a phantom leak into this glorious mansion called marriage (as G.K. Chesterton described it) that more fundamentally undermines its health and well-being?
Maybe Rep. Barney Frank, D-Mass., got it at least half right when he complained, "They're saying that my ability to marry another man somehow jeopardizes heterosexual marriage. Then they go out and cheat on their wives. That doesn't jeopardize heterosexual marriage?"
This is precisely what William Bennett, author of The Book of Virtues, recognized back in 1994 in a speech to the Christian Coalition's national convention.
"When the breakdown of marital commitment and fidelity starts with people who are supposed to be the model for other people, they allow the whole thing to spread as a conflagration through society," he explained. While recognizing the significant threat the homosexual agenda poses for our culture, Bennett challenged his audience to look at the issue in perspective.
"If you look in terms of damage done to the children of America, you cannot compare what the homosexual movement has done to what divorce has done to this society. In terms of consequences to children, it is not even close!"
Lost theology
There is a substantive and convincing body of research over the last couple decades supporting Bennett's claim that divorce harms children like nothing else. But he didn't take it far enough. The acceptance of divorce by our culture and the church has done damage at a far deeper level. Divorce redefines marriage! That's one reason why God hates it.
Dr. Albert Mohler, president of Southern Baptist Theological Seminary in Louisville, Ky., cited an Anglican leader's observation of his denomination's decline as evidence of divorce's corrosive effects.
"This man explained that the decision in the Anglican Church to ordain divorced men was the decision that cleared the way for them to ordain homosexuals." Mohler told Citizen, "The wisdom in what this man said was that once you decide that the integrity and sanctity of the marriage covenant doesn't really matter, you have redefined marriage yourself and then anything is possible."
Mohler said one reason why many churches have been such poor caretakers of marriage is because their leaders have lost the theology of marriage. Without such a theology, Mohler said, evangelical efforts to defend marriage against same-sex marriage and other perversions will be woefully inadequate.
"If we cannot explain why marriage really matters theologically, why maleness and femaleness have real meaning and how marriage is God's way of 'completing' these two sides of humanity," Mohler said, "then the only posture we will have to stand against the homosexual onslaught is one of personal prejudice."
Dr. Rick Perrin, senior pastor of Cornerstone Church (PCA) in Columbia, S.C., agreed with Mohler.
"A theology of marriage must be more than a sundry list of Scripture verses on the topic," Perrin said. "We must develop and draw from a comprehensive understanding of God's creation of male and female, why and how 'the two become one flesh' and how this 'mystery,' as Paul calls it, is so significant as to represent Christ's relationship with His church. If we do not live from this position, we are no different from the world around us, and maybe worse when it comes to divorce."
Me first
Sociologists attribute the Bible Belt's high divorce rate to lower household incomes in the South and couples marrying at younger ages. David Popenoe, co-director of the National Marriage Project at Rutgers University, pointed out that divorce rates are lower in the northeastern states, where household incomes are higher, a bit of data that seems to confirm the sociologists' views.
But Popenoe said many of his sociologist colleagues overlook the factor of theology. Catholic and Lutheran populations are larger in the Northeast and Midwest, both of which have the lowest divorce rates of all Christian denominations. Each possesses belief systems that are less tolerant of divorce than the Protestant denominations that populate the South.
What is it about Christians in the Bible Belt that makes them more vulnerable to divorce than those in the general population who do not seek to live their lives by biblical principles? Perrin's answer: antinomianism.
This $20 theological word simply means that once we are justified by faith in Christ, we no longer have an obligation to the moral law, because Christ freed us from that. We are not bound by the law, but rather led by the Holy Spirit, which God gives us as a guide. This heresy holds that when the direction of the Spirit appears to conflict with God's law, this "Spirit-led guidance" trumps the law. Paul addressed this problem among the Corinthian Church (1 Corinthians 5-6).
"Not only do we believe that God's law does not bind us in any moral sense, we often discern God's direction by asking: 'Will it make me happy?' " Perrin said. "This is a discipleship of self-fulfillment rather than self-sacrifice, a pursuit of happiness rather than holiness. It is very individualistic, rampant in today's church and is the opposite of what Christ taught."
Mohler observes the same thing. "Unfortunately, we have accommodated ourselves to the spirit of the age where the highest good is the fulfillment of the individual," he said. "Most questions of moral decision-making revolve around the self without regard for the larger covenant community where believers are mutually accountable for their lives."
Perrin's observations echo those of author and sociologist Robert Bellah in his 1985 bestseller Habits of the Heart. As he examined American evangelical commitment and individualism in the 1980s, Bellah found "a visible tendency in many evangelical circles to thin the biblical language of sin and redemption to an idea of Jesus as the friend who helps us find happiness and self-fulfillment."
Compare these observations with Amy Grant's account of her divorce experience. While she recognized that God hates divorce, she also claimed He had exceptionally and personally released her from the relationship, even against the advice of her pastors. And how did she know this? She just felt it-and besides, her counselor had told her that God made marriage to serve her own happiness and fulfillment. And by the irresistible logic of a consumer society, if it's not meeting your desires, you get rid of it and find another one that will. Satisfaction guaranteed, right? 
Grant knew this was God's will because, as she explained, she felt a peace, "a very settled, unshakable feeling" about the decision. In addition, her counselor told her "God did not make man for marriage," but rather, her marriage was a servant to her own happiness and fulfillment.
The very image of God
What should marriage look like? Well, it should be, as Sarah Hinlicky wrote in the journal First Things, "the very image of God. It is, for Christians, inherently trinitarian, a dynamic embodiment of love between man, woman and God. . . . Neither man nor woman alone is the complete image of God."
That's the message of Genesis 1:27,28:
And God created man in His own image, in the image of God He created him; male and female He created them. And God blessed them.
Just a few verses later, we read about God's motivation for creating women:
It is not good for man to be alone. I will make a helper suitable for him. (Genesis 2:18)
God created beasts of the field and birds of the air for Adam, but they were not suitable helpmates. Eve was perfectly suitable because she alone fully completed Adam as an image bearer of God.
What's more, Adam's maleness meant nothing until it was completed in Eve's femaleness and vice versa. The two find their purpose and completion in the other. Homosexuals redefine marriage when they say maleness and femaleness don't matter.
And this union is not temporary, based on fleeting feelings of happiness or romance. It is permanent. Consider the words of both Genesis and Christ: "Man shall cleave to his wife," "The two shall become one flesh" and "What God has put together, let no man put asunder." (Genesis 2:24; Matthew 19:5,6). Marriage is an exclusive, lifelong union. Heterosexuals redefine marriage when they say this doesn't matter.
In Ephesians, Paul says the mystery of marriage is "great" and that the union between husband and wife is so sacred, so significant, so exclusive and so permanent that it represents nothing less than Christ's relationship with His church. This relationship is not disposable nor does it exist directly for the benefit of the self. It is established for the glory of God and His creation. It also exists for the benefit of the spouse and the children they share. Christians redefine marriage when they tolerate anything less than this holy ideal.
Whether they realize it or not, this is why our nation's leading researchers consistently find that as the ideal of marriage breaks down in society, people (adults and children) break down. Their communities break down also. Amy Grant's counselor got it wrong. God did create man and wo-man for marriage and humanity works and lives best when marriage is, as Hebrews tells us it should be, "honored by all." 
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