This morning we’re going to look at a passage from Matthew’s gospel where Jesus talks about something that, in one way or another, affects every one of us. And that’s the issue of marriage and divorce and singleness. Jesus on Marriage, Divorce and Singleness
Matthew 19:1-12


And those issues can be so sensitive or tender or raw in our lives, or those we love, can’t they? Maybe you have a wonderful marriage and wake up every morning thanking God for your spouse, or may be you’re living amidst the wreckage of broken promises and deep hurts – or if you’re not at either end of the spectrum, maybe your marriage is just struggling. Or, if you’re single, may be you thank God for that, for all your singleness enables you to do, or may be you dread the thought that you might stay single all your life and it’s a constant struggle not to let this absorb you and define you.

And I say all that just to say, ‘I get that’. Before my father died, my parent’s marriage was very difficult and the constant conflict hung like a dark shadow over our lives. Or even up to today, some of my closest friends – and I’m not talking about anyone here – are dealing with the deep hurt and pain of a marriage that’s collapsing, or are struggling with the longing to be something other than single. So, as far as I can, I get it. But more importantly, Jesus gets it. He knows us better than we know ourselves – he knows our joys and our sorrows. He knows our hopes and our fears. The Psalmist says he collects our tears in his bottle (Ps 56:8) – those tears you’ve shed over your marriage, or your past, or your hurts or your unfulfilled dreams. So as we read this, even the bits that might sound hard, are the words of the one who really loves us and wants the best for us, and knows what that best is.

Matthew 19:1-12

Three points: What’s behind divorce? – which is what divorce is about; then what’s behind marriage – or what marriage is about; and then, single of married, living for a higher purpose.

What’s behind divorce? – What’s divorce about?
Jesus is just beginning his journey from up north in Galilee, and is heading south to Jerusalem. And Matthew tells us that somewhere along the way, v3, ‘Pharisees came up to him and tested him.’ And they want to catch Jesus out. They want him to say something that will either incriminate him, and show that he really doesn’t believe the Bible after all, or that damages his reputation with the crowd. And the topic they pick, divorce and remarriage, is the very one that cost John the Baptist his life – as he challenged Herod and his second wife Herodias, on exactly this. And maybe they’re hoping that Jesus will say something, and they’ll catch him out, and he’ll meet the same fate as John.

So v3 again, they test him by asking, “Is it lawful to divorce one’s wife for any cause?” Now, if you’re a pastor, the moment you start talking about relationships and sex and marriage and divorce, and what is or is not permitted inside or outside the bedroom you are walking into a minefield. And they’re inviting Jesus into that minefield. But they heap on the pressure by trying to pit Jesus against two schools of thought among the Pharisees – so that however he answers he’s damaged.

You see in the Old Testament law, Deuteronomy 24:1 says, “When a man takes a wife and marries her, if then she finds no favour 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 of his house….” And the Pharisees disagreed among themselves as to what the grounds were that Moses was saying a man could divorce his wife: what does that phrase ‘some indecency’ mean? And the school of Shammai held the conservative position and put the emphasis on the word indecency, and a man could divorce his wife only if there had been some sexual indiscretion on her part. Now that wouldn’t have been only adultery, because adultery was punishable by death, not divorce. But something she’d done in the relational or sexual sense could be used for divorcing her. But the school of Hillel took a much more liberal stance, and they said some indecency could mean anything – I mean sure if she looks at another man you can divorce her, but you can also divorce her if she burns your dinner, or doesn’t make it the way your mum did, or isn’t as pretty as this new girl in your office who’s caught your eye. In other words, you could divorce your wife for any cause.

So these Pharisees are asking Jesus, ‘which one is it, Jesus?’ When it comes to sexual ethics, are you with us or with them, are you a conservative, or a liberal? Because either way, you’re going to upset people. Can a man divorce for any reason, or for only a limited number of reasons?

And Jesus refuses to side with either camp, and in a minute we’re going to look at what he actually says. But before, just look at their response to what he says, and then Jesus’s response to their response.

You see, once Jesus spells out what he thinks the Pharisees come back at him and say, v7, “Why then did Moses command one to give a certificate of divorce and to send her away?” I mean, if God is so opposed to divorce why did he command it in the first place? Well, look at Jesus’ response. Verse 8, “Because of your hardness of heart Moses allowed you to divorce your wives.”

So, the Pharisees ask ‘why did Moses command it?’ and Jesus says, ‘no, Moses allowed it’ – and there’s a gulf of difference between the two. I mean you can command a child to do something and you can allow them to do something, and there can be an ocean of difference between how you feel about each one. And the reason God allowed divorce was because of your hardness of heart, Jesus says.

Now, think: what does it mean to be hard of heart? When we first moved here we tried to hang pictures on the walls of our apartment, and I’d take a hammer and bang the nail in and it would go in so far and then… I’d carry on hitting it with the hammer and the nail would bend and fall out. So I got my English drill out and began drilling holes in the wall to put screws in, instead. But the drill would go so far but then stop, and just spin, because Swiss walls are hard. Without an SDS drill you just can’t get anything in. And that’s what a hard heart is like. It’s impervious, it is as unreceptive and unforgiving as a Swiss wall – nothing goes in.  It won’t hear helpful words from others, it’s not open to correction, it’s not moved by love and compassion, and most importantly it’s resistant to God’s word - it’s just hard. And hard hearts aren’t melted by love for God and love for another.

And Jesus is saying that divorce was never part of God’s design, and there is no such thing as a no-fault divorce. God allowed divorce on limited grounds because of humanity’s sinful heart; because men would simply have abandoned their wives with no provision and no protection. And so divorce was made a legal possibility to protect women from the hardness of man’s heart. 

Now today either a husband or wife can initiate the divorce, but Jesus’ diagnosis about what’s behind divorce remains valid, doesn’t it? You see when a marriage hits the wall and the lawyers start getting consulted, somewhere in the background, or maybe standing very obviously in the foreground, is hardness of heart. Maybe the husband has committed adultery and for the last however many months he has been hardening his heart and defending his actions to himself and he’s been shutting out those warnings, ‘don’t go there.’ Or maybe a wife has become emotionally attached to some other guy at the office, and she begins to harden her heart to what she once promised on her wedding day. Or maybe a husband has become increasingly angry, abusive even, and his heart is hard, and there’s no love, or compassion, or self sacrifice to his wife and kids. Somewhere, someone has hardened their heart.

Now if that was all Jesus had to say it might make for grim reading. But whereas the Pharisees want to talk about divorce, Jesus wants to talk about marriage.

What’s behind marriage? – What’s marriage about?
And in answer to their question, v3 again, “is it lawful to divorce one’s wife for any cause?” – are you conservative or liberal, with us or with them? Jesus refuses to take either side. Instead, he goes back to creation. He goes back to the maker’s instructions – you want to talk about divorce, well let me tell you about marriage. Because if you want to talk about ending marriage, you’ve got to first understand how and why it started.

Verse 4, ‘He answered, “Have you not read [first chapter of the Bible, Genesis 1] that he who created them from the beginning made them male and female.’ So the first thing Jesus has to say about marriage is that God has created, by design, two different, but complementary, sexes, male and female. So in all our brokenness of sex and attraction and gender identity and relational breakdown, we don’t get to define who or what we are, Jesus says. That’s our Creator’s job. 

But if the first thing Jesus says is that we’re male and female by God’s design, the second thing he says is that marriage is also God’s idea. Verses 4-5, “Have you not read that he who created them from the beginning made them male and female, and said [Genesis chapter 2:24] ‘Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and the two will become one flesh.”

So marriage is God’s idea and just like the sexes, it’s designed to be complementary. You see, that word, ‘therefore’ refers back to the Genesis account of the woman being formed from the side of man. So, given that she was made from him, to stand beside him, as equal with him, but different from him, a man shall leave his father and mother and marry her. 

And that marriage, Jesus says, is exclusive. A few days ago I noticed a new apartment for rent in our village, just down the road from our house. And the next time I was driving the car with Lukas, my son-in-law, next to me, and we approached the sign ‘apartment for rent’, I slowed the car down and said, ‘look Lukas, you and Naomi (my eldest daughter), you could move in next to us!’ To which Lukas responded, in his understated German way, ‘I think a certain distance between us Martin is good for our relationship.’ And sadly, Jesus would agree! A man leaves his father and mother, and now his attention is fixed on his wife. And the two of them transfer their loyalties and their allegiance from their original families to one another. And there’s no going back – they leave, Jesus says. No mother-in-law telling you how to do things; no father-in-law wanting his daughter back. Instead, now, if you’re married, your first loyalty is to your husband or wife and no-one else.

And as they leave their father and mother, they cleave to one another – and Jesus says, v6, ‘they are no longer two but one flesh.’ Now think about that. In some way, this coming together of a man and a woman in marriage ends their individualism. Now that doesn’t mean they have to always think the same or do the same – it’s not like they lose their individual characters – but somehow, now, they’re one. As the apostle Paul says later, there’s a sense in which the husband owns his wife’s body – it belongs to him, but so too his body belongs to her – they’re one. And that’s why divorce can be so devastating because it’s like you’re taking a blunt, rusted knife and cutting into your own flesh.

Which is why Jesus says, v6, “What therefore God has joined together, let not man separate.” Now, sometimes when a couple is going through a hard time and their dreams of a perfect marriage are turning into more of a nightmare, and it dawns on them that this person they’ve married isn’t Mr or Mrs Perfect, they begin to wonder, ‘have I married the wrong man?’ Or, ‘maybe she isn’t the one God had for me; maybe the real Mr or Mrs Right is still out there, and maybe I’m out of God’s will and I’m married to the wrong person.’ And Jesus says, ‘no, the person you are married to is the right person.’ Because it’s God who does the joining. It’s he who has changed your status from two to one. So, the one you are with is Mr or Mrs Right, for life.

And when you realise that it’s God who’s joined you, you realise that marriage is not simply some kind of mutual agreement between the two of you, and if it’s not working the way you want you can end it. It’s God who joined you together, exclusively and permanently. And to divorce would be us attempting to undo God’s work.

It’s why Jesus says what he says in v9, “Whoever divorces his wife, except for sexual immorality, and marries another, commits adultery.” In other words, the only thing that can break this one flesh union, is sexual immorality, because it’s that that strikes at the very heart of what marriage is about. In any other case there are no grounds for remarrying after divorce. 

But what if you have? What if you’ve been divorced, you’ve remarried and you’re thinking, ‘is Jesus saying my new marriage is adulterous?’ And to that I’d say two things. Firstly, it depends on why you got divorced. If it’s because your previous partner committed adultery against you, then no, it was ok to remarry. But what if your divorce was for other reasons? Well, again it depends. You see the apostle Paul seems to add one further grounds for divorce and remarriage in 1 Cor 7, and that is when a non-believing partner abandons a believing husband or wife. But in every other case, then yes, your new marriage began with adultery. But notice that Jesus still calls it a marriage – he says you have married this other person. It may have begun with adultery, and therefore definitively ended your first marriage, but it doesn’t continue in adultery. It’s not an on-going, adulterous affair, and now, if you were to end your second marriage, that would be to multiply sin further. 

But with that one, maybe two exceptions, when marriage gets hard instead of us thinking about divorce, instead of us trying to prise apart what God has joined, what we really need is confession, repentance, forgiveness, restoration, and a new beginning.

But before we get there, if marriage is rooted in creation, and is God’s idea, and is complimentary and permanent and exclusive, and it’s God who does the joining – it’s also not for everyone.

Single or Married – living for a greater purpose.
Jesus disciples hear what Jesus has to say about marriage, that it’s life-long and exclusive and say v10, “If such is the case of a man with his wife, it is better not to marry.” They sound like commitment phobic 21st century 20 or 30 something young men sat in their mother’s basement playing video games, don’t they? Woh… who would want to marry if there’s no escape hatch called divorce? I mean what happens when she gets old, or the sex isn’t great, we discover we’re incompatible? Who would want to be stuck in an unhappy marriage? I’d rather stay single and keep swiping on Tinder!

But Jesus doesn’t say, ‘yeh, you’re right, what was I thinking, you can divorce for any cause.’ Instead he talks to them about singleness. And he says not everyone can accept what you’ve just said about it being better to be single. V12, “Some are eunuchs from birth” so won’t marry; “and there are eunuchs who have been made eunuchs by men” for example to serve in royal palaces and harems; “and there are eunuchs who have made themselves eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of God.” In other words – Jesus says there are only two possible situations when it comes to sex: and one of them isn’t you go from one partner to the next hoping to find the perfect one. You either marry, or you stay single just like Jesus did.

And that’s not a singleness that can’t rest until it’s married – Jesus says it’s the gift of singleness, that you receive, and it’s for ‘the sake of the kingdom of heaven.’ In other words, you see your life in a far greater picture than just sex and intimate or romantic relationships. You see how you’ve been chosen by the King to serve him and his plans and purposes in the world; you see how it’s not by finding a soul-mate that you’re made complete, but that in Christ you are all he has made you to be; and how you can devote yourself to him and his service in ways that those who are weighed down by marital issues, or raising kids, or pleasing the other one, just can’t.

But to see your life in that bigger picture is not the reserve of those of us who are single. It’s also the call for those of us who are married. You see, after Jesus death and resurrection, Paul takes the same verse from Genesis 2:24 that Jesus quotes here, “Therefore a man shall leave his father and mother and hold fast to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh” and says that all along this ‘refers to Christ and the church’ (Eph 5:32).

That all along marriage hasn’t just been about finding a soul-mate for life, or enjoying sex, or having kids, or building up society. Marriage has been painting a picture of Jesus’ love for his people and their worship of him. That as a husband lovingly lays down his life in sacrificial service and leadership of his wife, and as a wife joyfully and willingly responds to that, they get to play out in a little mini-drama something of the incredible self-sacrificial love of Jesus for you and me, of how he left his Father’s home to pursue his bride, and lay down his life for us, despite our failure and unworthiness, and how we respond to his love and grace in worship.

And when you know that’s what marriage is about you begin to understand why adultery, or abuse, or coldness and hardness of heart, and the divorce that might follow, are so alien to God’s intention for our marriages. And you can begin to see that if Christ loved me like that, and as a result my heart is filled with his love and his Spirit, I can find the resources I need to love or forgive my wife or husband. Because you know that when he died he paid for their sins against you, so you don’t need to make them pay. And you realise that Christ’s resurrection from the dead unleashes the power of new life, and a new day, and a new beginning: and that Jesus has the power to change your angry, hard heart that lashes out at your wife. That Jesus can melt your heart with love for your husband who you long since stopped loving. And that it’s only life-long, exclusive, tender, loving, sacrificial, forgiving, worshipful, covenant-keeping marriage that can ever hope to put something of Christ’s love for us, his people, on display.

[bookmark: _GoBack]But as you try and walk that path of living for God’s glory and his kingdom either single or married, there are going to be times when you fail and fall. When you don’t love your husband or wife as you should; when you don’t love Christ and his kingdom as you should. When you realise again just how broken you are. Well, look back at the start of this passage, v2, ‘Large crowds followed [Jesus], and he healed them there.’ And it’s in Jesus that you’ll find the healing you need for your past hurts; it’s in him that you’ll find the strength to pick yourself up and get back in the race; it’s in him that all of us can find the healing and the hope we need for our broken lives and broken marriages that, single or married, everyone of us can live as an example of his restoring and redeeming grace.
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