Sermon on the Mount #16

“The Divorce Debate”

Matthew 5:31-32


Americans are accustomed to finishing first in just about everything.  It may come as a surprise to learn that in one category the United States does not come in first, but actually eighth: in divorce rate.  True, most of the nations ahead of the U. S. are much smaller—only second-ranked Russia joins America as major nations in the top ten—but recent statistics show that the divorce rate among Americans is actually going down.  Just this past week MSNBC reported:

The U.S. divorce rate is 3.70 per 1,000 population.  After climbing for 60 years along with the marriage rate, the U. S. divorce rate peaked in 1981 at 5.3 per 1,000 population.  Broken marriages are more common in the South and among the nonreligious, poor, and young.

Before we begin celebrating, though, some additional facts put our situation in a more accurate light.  One reason the divorce rate is going down is that the marriage rate is also declining; cohabitation outside of marriage has increased by 443 percent since 1970, and the number of married adults make up the lowest percentage (58%) in American history.  As the Christianity Today Institute concludes, marriage is “changing from a relationship of commitment to one of convenience.”

Divorce is still a terrible tragedy, tearing apart families at a rate of around fifty percent.  Despite the assertions of the MSNBC numbers, divorce among professing Christians is very close to the rate among the society at large.  One study ranked divorces by profession: doctors and lawyers topped the list, with ministers coming in third!  The people of God are not immune to this problem.

Wherever divorce strikes, the aftermath is always devastating.  As John Stott observes, 

There is almost no unhappiness so poignant as the unhappiness of an unhappy marriage, and almost no tragedy so great as the degeneration of what God meant for love and fulfilment into a non-relationship of bitterness, discord and despair.

Heated Debate about Divorce

Along with the heartbreak and despair brought about by divorce, many churches and Christians find themselves at odds with one another on the subject.  Chuck Swindoll quips,

I’m convinced that there is no way any group of Christians picked at random would ever come to unanimity on this subject. I’ll go further. I don’t believe a busload of American evangelical theologians would be in unan​imous agreement on divorce and remarriage even if they toured the United States an entire summer!

Questions about dealing with divorced and/or remarried Christians threaten to split and bring down congregations all across our land.  Some churches face a crisis of leadership as few (if any) men in the local body qualify for any form of leadership.  Pastors and teachers are permanently banned from ministry if they have been divorced—or if their spouse has been previously divorced.  Church members are disciplined, demoted, or even excommunicated because of divorce.  At a time when these folks are emotionally and spiritually distraught, many are treated like “second-class Christians.”  

Sadly, for many divorced people caught in this turmoil of mind and soul, biblical churches are the last places they would go for help.  They may be lonely, spiritually hungry and burdened with shame and guilt.  Nevertheless, divorced people often avoid the company of Christians.  They feel, with some justification, that they could not endure the rejection, the condemnation, and the hopelessness expressed in certain Christian teachings regarding divorce.

This is not a new problem facing God’s people.  Divorce dates back thousands of years, and is addressed in both the Old and New Testaments.  As we continue in our study of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, we come to Matthew 5:31-32,

It hath been said, “Whosoever shall put away his wife, let him give her a writing of divorcement.” But I say unto you, that whosoever shall put away his wife, saving for the cause of fornication, causeth her to commit adultery: and whosoever shall marry her that is divorced committeth adultery.

It may help to know that when Jesus spoke of divorce, He addressed a hot issue that was often debated among religious leaders in His day.  A fuller discussion is recorded in Matthew 19:3-9,

The Pharisees also came unto him, tempting him, and saying unto him, “Is it lawful for a man to put away his wife for every cause?”

And he answered and said unto them, “Have ye not read, that he which made them at the beginning made them male and female, and said, ‘For this cause shall a man leave father and mother, and shall cleave to his wife: and they twain shall be one flesh’?  Wherefore they are no more twain, but one flesh. What therefore God hath joined together, let not man put asunder.”

They say unto him, “Why did Moses then command to give a writing of divorcement, and to put her away?”

He saith unto them, “Moses because of the hardness of your hearts suffered you to put away your wives: but from the beginning it was not so. And I say unto you, Whosoever shall put away his wife, except it be for fornication, and shall marry another, committeth adultery: and whoso marrieth her which is put away doth commit adultery.”
Contradictory positions were taught in rival rabbinic schools, Shammai and Hillel. Rabbi Shammai, the conservative, took a rigorous approach. He founded his teaching on Deuteronomy 24:1, which he felt allowed divorce strictly on the basis of some grave marital offense or indecent act of impurity. This austere po​sition grew out of Shammai’s extremely strict interpretation of Scripture. Rabbi Hillel, on the other hand, adopted a much more lax position. Josephus, a well-known Jewish historian, states that Hillel applied the Mosaic provision to a man who “desires to be divorced from his wife for any cause whatsoever.”
  We are talking super-liberal here. For example, a man could divorce his wife,

• if she spoiled his dinner by adding too much salt,

• if she were seen in public with her head uncovered,

• if she talked with other men on the street,

• if she spoke disrespectfully to her husband’s parents,

• if she became plain-looking compared with another woman who seemed more beautiful in her husband’s opinion.

Sounds like today’s society, doesn’t it?  The proliferation of “no-fault” divorce laws has made it easy to walk away from the marriage commitment.  “It must be okay,” some would argue, “it’s legal, isn’t it?”

But is it moral?  Is it godly?  That is the question Jesus faced. 

Heavenly Attitude about Divorce

As expected, Jesus provides the heavenly attitude about divorce.  As usual, Jesus does so with strong language.

The first aspect brought out in these texts is that God abhors divorce.  I know that is a strong word, but the Bible does not pull punches on the subject.  Malachi 2:16 simply states, "I hate divorce," says the Lord God of Israel, “and I hate a man's covering himself with violence as well as with his garment," says the Lord Almighty [niv].  It was never His original design that homes be de​stroyed.  He likens divorce to violence, a ripping apart of husbands and wives, parents and children, even brothers and sisters.

Why does God take such aversion to divorce?  He hates it because it destroys what He has ordained to be unbreakable.
  Remember, marriage was God’s idea, not man’s.  Jesus appeals to the divine design of marriage in His response to the Pharisees.  Furthermore, Scripture often likens the relationship between God and His people to the marriage partnership.  As John MacArthur puts it, “The sacredness of the church is wed to the sacredness of marriage. Your marriage is either a symbol or a denial of Christ and His church.”
  Divorce is a bad testimony to an unbelieving world.
Yet while He abhors it, we must admit that God allows divorce.  The principle referred to by Jesus and appealed to by the Pharisees is found in Deuteronomy 24:1–4, 

When a man hath taken a wife, and married her, and it come to pass that she find no favour in his eyes, because he hath found some uncleanness in her: then let him write her a bill of divorcement, and give it in her hand, and send her out of his house. And when she is departed out of his house, she may go and be another man's wife. And if the latter husband hate her, and write her a bill of divorcement, and giveth it in her hand, and sendeth her out of his house; or if the latter husband die, which took her to be his wife; her former husband, which sent her away, may not take her again to be his wife, after that she is defiled; for that is abomination before the Lord: and thou shalt not cause the land to sin, which the Lord thy God giveth thee for an inheritance.

Jesus points out, thought, that this text does not bestow any divine approval, or even an implied approval, on divorce as such. John Stott writes, 

To begin with, the whole paragraph hinges on a long series of conditional clauses. This may be brought out in the following paraphrase: ‘After a man has married a wife, if he finds some indecency in her, and if he gives her a divorce-certificate and divorces her and she leaves, and if she marries again, and if her second husband gives her a divorce-certificate and divorces her, or if her second husband dies, then her first husband who divorced her is forbidden to remarry her…’ The thrust of the passage is to prohibit the remarriage of one’s own divorced partner. The reason for this regulation is obscure. It appears to be that if her ‘indecency’ had so ‘defiled’ her as to be a sufficient ground for divorce, it was also a sufficient reason for not taking her back. It may also have been intended to warn a husband against a hasty decision, because once made it could not be rescinded, and /or to protect the wife against exploitation. For our purposes here it is enough to observe that this prohibition is the only command in the whole passage; there is certainly no command to a husband to divorce his wife, nor even any encouragement to do so. All there is, instead, is a reference to certain necessary procedures if a divorce takes place; and therefore at the very most a reluctant permission is implied and a current practice is tolerated. 

Thus even the divine concession was in principle inconsistent with the divine instruction.

Deuteronomy 24:4 is more concerned about protecting the woman from exposure to the whims of a fickle or vindictive husband, who, without putting his declaration of divorce in writing, could resume or drop his married state—depending on what his sexual needs, laundry pile or desires for a good meal were!

Jesus gives only one legitimate reason for divorce in this passage: marital unfaithfulness.  The marriage relationship is described by God as “one flesh.”  Paul reiterates this in 1 Corinthians 6:16, “Do you not know that he who unites himself with a prostitute is one with her in body? For it is said, ‘The two will become one flesh’” [niv].  Whenever a spouse cheats in their marriage, the bond and union are broken.  This is a legitimate cause for divorce.  Consider Jeremiah 3:8, where God “gave faithless Israel her certificate of divorce and sent her away because of all her adulteries.” In effect, God divorced Israel.
  (Let that sink in before you become to judgmental toward the divorced!)

Though God hates divorce, there are times when it is the lesser of the evils and would prevent a future and even greater spiritual catastrophe.
  In addition to adultery mentioned here, 1 Corinthians 7:10–16 indicates that desertion is another valid cause for divorce.  Some scholars also include abuse (physical or mental, to either the spouse or to the children) in this passage on desertion.  I’m not sure Paul had that in mind, but I do believe the reality or serious threat of physical and psychological harm is sufficient to take action in order to protect the innocent.

Finally, God advises against divorce.  There is no marital problem so great that He cannot solve it. Rebuilding and re​kindling are a recurring theme in Christianity. No marriage—no matter how weak or scarred—need end.
  Where there is true repentance, there can be restoration.
  As Swindoll says, “Two pro​cesses ought never be entered into prematurely: embalming and divorce.”

The sides of this heated debate are clear:

a). The Pharisees were preoccupied with the grounds for divorce; Jesus with the institution of marriage. 

b). The Pharisees called Moses’ provision for divorce a command; Jesus called it a concession to the hardness of human hearts. 

c). The Pharisees regarded divorce lightly: Jesus took it so seriously that, with only one exception, he called all remarriage after divorce adultery.
 

Rather than seeing how far away from God we can get and still be saved, we ought to see how close to God was can get and still be human.  Instead of focusing on divorce, we ought to concentrate on the divinely-instituted relationship of marriage.

Helpful Applications about Divorce

Before we leave this subject, though, let’s conclude with some helpful applications about divorce.  

First, if you are married and have considered divorce, don’t.  No Christian should aggressively seek the dissolution of his or her marriage bond. Some of the very best things God has to teach His children are learned while working through marital difficulties.
  Even though divorce is legal and even allowable by God under certain circumstances, it should be the final option, not the first option.
  There is something much worse than living with a mate in disharmony. It’s living with God in disobedience.

Second, if you have been divorced and/or remarried, don’t let it keep you down.  Many a divorced person is grinding out his or her life under an enormous load of unnecessary guilt.
  Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 5:17, “Therefore if any man be in Christ, he is a new creature: old things are passed away; behold, all things are become new.”  D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones comments, 

Even adultery is not the unforgivable sin. It is a terri​ble 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 be​cause 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.’

Certainly I am not suggesting that we take divorce lightly—it is still something God hates—but I am stating that divorce is forgiven just as every other sin: by the blood of Jesus Christ.

Third, if you know those who have been divorced, don’t be judgmental.  Maybe you haven’t been stained by the sin of divorce yourself.  Jesus proclaimed that anyone divorced illegitimately and subsequently remarries is guilty of adultery.  But He also said in the preceding paragraph that anyone with lustful thoughts is guilty of adultery.  As Jesus said in John 8:7, “He that is without sin among you, let him first cast a stone.”  Leave the judging to God.

As a church, let us radiate the gospel of forgiveness, restoration, and reconciliation.  I agree wholeheartedly with the words of Michael Braun, 
The church, which should be a place of hope and help, a place where problems can be faced openly and solved, so easily becomes a fearful place where we dare not admit to difficulties for fear of critical, even hostile opinions of others. This has to change.
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