God’s Blueprint for the Home #6

“Rules for the Remarriage”

2 Chronicles 6:19-31

“…and they lived happily ever after.”


That’s how fairy tales end, right? How many times do we refer to a wedding as a “fairy tale” story?  Unfortunately, in our day and age, the “fairy tale” story doesn’t have the “fairy tale” ending.  The overall divorce rate in America today in around 50 percent. The Enrichment Journal breaks it down even further:

· The divorce rate in America for first marriage is 41%

· The divorce rate in America for second marriage is 60%

· The divorce rate in America for third marriage is 73%

Far from “getting better at it” with experience, the rate increases as the number of marriages rises.

Before we shake our heads and think how terrible the rest of the world is, we should know that the divorce rate among Christians is virtually the same as the world.  The Barna Research Group, one of the nation’s leading polling company, found that among married born again Christians, 35% have experienced a divorce. That figure is identical to the outcome among married adults who are not born again: 35%.
  President and founder George Barna comments: 
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. Even more disturbing, perhaps, is that when those individuals experience a divorce many of them feel their community of faith provides rejection rather than support and healing. But the research also raises questions regarding the effectiveness of how churches minister to families. The ultimate responsibility for a marriage belongs to the husband and wife, but the high incidence of divorce within the Christian community challenges the idea that churches provide truly practical and life-changing support for marriages.


I agree with Barna, and I think this is reflected in how preachers approach the subject.  Sermons abound about marriage and the responsibilities of the husband and the wife within that relationship, and most ministers are quick to point out the scriptural teaching against divorce.  Yet Christian marriages still end in divorce.  What is done then?  What happens when a divorced Christian remarries?  As Barna points out, in many churches, these Christians feel “rejection rather than support and healing.”  Some are all but driven out of the church fellowship.


I don’t believe that is the right way to address this subject.  If one out of three Christians have been divorced, why do we ignore it?  One reason pastors don’t preach on the subject (from a positive perspective) is that Scripture doesn’t directly address the subject, and neither do popular writers.  It is challenging to find biblical truth to apply to a remarriage situation.


Challenging…but not impossible.


Turn with me to our text today, from an Old Testament book most Christians rarely read: 2 Chronicles chapter six.  In this passage King Solomon is praying at the dedication of the Temple.  In verses 19-21 he says,

Yet give attention to your servant’s prayer and his plea for mercy, O Lord my God. Hear the cry and the prayer that your servant is praying in your presence. May your eyes be open toward this temple day and night, this place of which you said you would put your Name there. May you hear the prayer your servant prays toward this place. Hear the supplications of your servant and of your people Israel when they pray toward this place. Hear from heaven, your dwelling place; and when you hear, forgive. 


What does the dedication of an ancient temple have to do with remarriage?  While the connection is not a direct one, the principles found here do apply the a marriage in which one or both of the partners has been married before.


Before we get into the specifics, what I am calling “Rules for the Remarriage,” it is important to point out that this entire passage we consider this morning is a prayer directed to God.  Prayer must completely surround any marriage for it to succeed.  When dealing with a remarriage, this is even more the case.  It begins with a commitment—not only to my new spouse, but to God and to His Word.  

We Must Learn


The initial “rule for the remarriage” is found in 2 Chronicles 6:22-23,

When a man wrongs his neighbor and is required to take an oath and he comes and swears the oath before your altar in this temple, then hear from heaven and act. Judge between your servants, repaying the guilty by bringing down on his own head what he has done. Declare the innocent not guilty and so establish his innocence.


This text deals with the declaration of guilt and innocence.  In this principle we see the importance of learning.  When it comes to our past it is easy to sweep everything under the rug and try to forget about it.  That is a mistake for a number of reasons.

We ought to evaluate the past and ask, “What did I do wrong?  What could I have done better?  What should I have not done?”  We are not trying to lay blame against someone else, but to determine where we were wrong and where we were right. We need to also ask, “What was not my fault?  What was outside of my control?”


This is important because Satan will try to immobilize us with false guilt.  This can be true for the death of a spouse as well as the death of a marriage.  Satan loves to use false guilt to keep us from moving forward in our lives.


In the process of learning, though, we will discover things that we did wrongly, or things we should have done that we didn’t.  When God convicts us that we were guilty of something in our previous relationship, confess it and commit to do what’s right.


This brings us to another important step in the process.  We read in 2 Chronicles 6:26-27,

When the heavens are shut up and there is no rain because your people have sinned against you, and when they pray toward this place and confess your name and turn from their sin because you have afflicted them, then hear from heaven and forgive the sin of your servants, your people Israel. Teach them the right way to live, and send rain on the land you gave your people for an inheritance.

The beginning of the last phrase is the key: “teach them the right way to live.”  We are not to dwell in the past, to brood over failures and mistakes.  This brings our focus into the present, and on to a positive perspective.  Time and experience are not necessarily great teachers.  Experience may tell us what not to do, but not necessarily what to do.  And if time and experience alone brought expertise, we would see later marriages fare better than earlier ones, but the statistics show just the opposite!

This is not an easy process.  As Proverbs 24:32 puts it, “I applied my heart to what I observed and learned a lesson from what I saw.”  We must apply ourselves to learn from our past, and that takes some time, effort, and mental energy.  It may cost us some pride, it may reopen old wounds, but it is worth it.


The problem with some marriages (or remarriages) is that we don’t deal with problems as they arise, but we think, “Things will be just like before.”  Usually that’s right; we repeat the same mistakes and failures of the past.  Unfortunately, when that happens, things usually end just like before as well.

We Must Leave


In verses 24-25, Solomon asks God for reconciliation and forgiveness.  We must learn from the past, but we cannot live in the past.  The second rule for the remarriage is leaving the past behind.  There must be forgiveness and the reestablishment of trust.

When your people Israel have been defeated by an enemy because they have sinned against you and when they turn back and confess your name, praying and making supplication before you in this temple, then hear from heaven and forgive the sin of your people Israel and bring them back to the land you gave to them and their fathers. 


Sin has been acknowledged, confession has been made, and forgiveness has been obtained.  In Jeremiah 31:34, the Lord promises to forgive sins and “remember them no more.”  Elsewhere in the Scriptures we learn that God truly does “forgive and forget” our sins when we confess them.

However, as human beings we cannot “forgive and forget” because it is humanly impossible to forget what we want to forget.  When we try to forget, we only remind ourselves of what we are trying to forget!  Unfortunately, many Christians have heard that cliché “forgive and forget” and try to do it.  When it doesn’t happen, they believe that they cannot forgive at all.

Forgiveness does not equal forgetfulness; it means not holding something against the other person.  It is an act of the will by which we remember but do not hold a grudge.  We release the debt—that person does not owe us because of the wrong they did to us.  That is forgiveness.

But in many marriages, forgiveness is not the rule.  This is illustrated by a conversation a minister had with a man in his congregation.


“When we have an argument, my wife gets historical,” the man complained.


“Don’t you mean hysterical?” the pastor asked.


“No, I mean historical,” the man replied, “she brings up the past all the time and beats me up with it!”


This is particularly true in a remarriage situation, where we either anticipate that our mate will repeat the things they have done in the past, or we transfer the sins of our former spouse to our current one, and hold those things against them.  Instead, we need to leave the past in the past and live in the present.


Leviticus 19:18 reads, “Do not seek revenge or bear a grudge against one of your people, but love your neighbor as yourself. I am the Lord.”  I like this verse because it not only gives us the negative—no revenge or grudge—but it also gives us the positive—love your neighbor as yourself.  (Are you surprised to hear that well-known phrase here in Leviticus?)


According to this verse, holding a grudge and seeking revenge is the opposite of love.  When Paul defined love in 1 Corinthians 13, we wrote in verse five, love “keeps no record of wrongs.” Some of us can be excellent bookkeepers when it comes to the wrongs others have done against us!  But in forgiveness we wipe the books clean, and that person owes us nothing.


Why should we do this?  Colossians 3:13 states, “Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you.”  We are to show the same forgiveness we received from God as we deal with those who wrong us. 


Jesus illustrated this truth in Matthew 18:21-35,

Then Peter came to Jesus and asked, “Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother when he sins against me? Up to seven times?” 

Jesus answered, “I tell you, not seven times, but seventy times seven.   

“Therefore, the kingdom of heaven is like a king who wanted to settle accounts with his servants. As he began the settlement, a man who owed him ten thousand talents was brought to him. Since he was not able to pay, the master ordered that he and his wife and his children and all that he had be sold to repay the debt. 

“The servant fell on his knees before him. ‘Be patient with me,’ he begged, ‘and I will pay back everything.’ The servant’s master took pity on him, canceled the debt and let him go. 

“But when that servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii. He grabbed him and began to choke him. ‘Pay back what you owe me!’ he demanded. 

“His fellow servant fell to his knees and begged him, ‘Be patient with me, and I will pay you back.’ 

“But he refused. Instead, he went off and had the man thrown into prison until he could pay the debt. When the other servants saw what had happened, they were greatly distressed and went and told their master everything that had happened. 

“Then the master called the servant in. ‘You wicked servant,’ he said, ‘I canceled all that debt of yours because you begged me to. Shouldn’t you have had mercy on your fellow servant just as I had on you?’ In anger his master turned him over to the jailers to be tortured, until he should pay back all he owed. 

“This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother from your heart.”  


An important rule for the remarriage is leaving the past behind.  We must forgive ourselves, forgive others, and remember that our present partner is not the previous one!

Loving


The final rule is seen in 2 Chronicles 6:28-31,

When famine or plague comes to the land, or blight or mildew, locusts or grasshoppers, or when enemies besiege them in any of their cities, whatever disaster or disease may come, and when a prayer or plea is made by any of your people Israel—each one aware of his afflictions and pains, and spreading out his hands toward this temple—then hear from heaven, your dwelling place. Forgive, and deal with each man according to all he does, since you know his heart (for you alone know the hearts of men), so that they will fear you and walk in your ways all the time they live in the land you gave our fathers.


Here the key phrase is “fear God and walk in His ways.”  What does that mean? The apostle John uses this imagery of “walk” many times in his letters.  In 1 John 1:6-7 he writes, 

If we claim to have fellowship with him yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not live by the truth. But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin. 

Later, in 1 John 2:6 we read, “Whoever claims to live in him must walk as Jesus did.”  Obviously this does not mean that we need to go buy sandals and literally walk the same way Jesus did, but it is a synonym for the word “live.”  This is used in this way in 3 John 3-4,

It gave me great joy to have some brothers come and tell about your faithfulness to the truth and how you continue to walk in the truth. I have no greater joy than to hear that my children are walking in the truth. 

Once again, “walk” is a way of saying “live.”  Now with that in mind, turn back to 2 John 6, “And this is love: that we walk in obedience to his commands. As you have heard from the beginning, his command is that you walk in love.”  The Christian “walk” is comprised of obeying Christ’s commands, and at the top of that list is to love.  To “fear God and walk in His ways” means to live a life of love.


Love takes on a new meaning in the remarriage.  In that setting you are dealing with a person with a past, and they are going to have difficulties at times.  Give them space.  As Paul writes in Ephesians 4:2, “be patient, bearing with one another in love.”

We’ve talked about those who have come from a broken marriage, but the same principles apply to those coming from a good marriage that ended in the death of their spouse.  They tend to idealize the former mate—and the present spouse will never measure up to the larger-than-life comparison.  Once again, we must give them extra patience and love as they make than transition.

I would like to close with an illustration from the Scriptures that incorporates all three of these rules for the remarriage.  I know I said earlier that the Bible does not address this issue to a large degree, but this situation is probably the closest to what we are talking about today.


Turn to the Old Testament book of Hosea.  In the opening verses of chapter one we are introduced to this most unlikely couple—the preacher and the prostitute.  Sounds like a bad idea for a sitcom on television, but this is a true story.  Whether Hosea’s wife Gomer was a prostitute before they married or became one afterward is not clear.  Before long once they were married, though, Gomer began to be unfaithful.  She bore three children, and as one author puts it, “Any resemblance between those children and Hosea was purely coincidental.”  You get the picture.


Eventually Gomer walked out on Hosea and the children, running off with one of her many boyfriends.  She eventually became a prostitute (or one like a prostitute).  In Hosea 3:1-3 the Lord gives the prophet a difficult challenge:

The Lord said to me, “Go, show your love to your wife again, though she is loved by another and is an adulteress. Love her as the Lord loves the Israelites, though they turn to other gods and love the sacred raisin cakes.” 

So I bought her for fifteen shekels of silver and about a homer and a lethek of barley. Then I told her, “You are to live with me many days; you must not be a prostitute or be intimate with any man, and I will live with you.” 


Hosea goes to the local auction, where his wife is being sold as a common slave.  How humiliating that must have been to buy his wife like this!  But notice verse three.  Gomer is reinstated as Hosea’s wife, but Hosea sets down some rules so that history doesn’t repeat itself.  She may have been placed under a sort of house arrest, not even allowed to leave the home so that she would not be unfaithful again.


Here we see all three rules for the remarriage at work.  Hosea learns from the past, and takes the necessary steps to keep history from repeating itself.  However, Hosea does not live in the past, for promises to be her husband (“I will live with you”).  He leaves the past behind in that Gomer is forgiven and reinstated.  (Notice, he does not forget her past sins, but he does not hold them against her, either.)  This entire passage demonstrates the love Hosea was to show Gomer, loving her even as the Lord loves His people, despite their unfaithfulness to Him.


Marriage is not an easy relationship, which is why the divorce rate is so high in our society—even among Christians.  The facts are that Christians do get divorced and many of them do remarry.  Obviously this is not God’s ideal, but it is reality.  Just like John writes in 1 John 2:1, “My dear children, I write this to you so that you will not sin. But if anybody does sin, we have one who speaks to the Father in our defense—Jesus Christ, the Righteous one.”  His goal is that we do not sin, but when we do (reality sets in), we have Christ on our side.  So we cannot ignore the reality of remarriage within the church.


Remarriage presents even more difficulties than the first marriage.  One or both spouses come into the relationship with the emotional baggage of their previous experience.  Many come with destructive habits that contributed to the demise of their former relationships.  It is going to take even more effort and more patience and more love to make that marriage work.


I don’t believe it can be done successfully without Jesus Christ being the Lord of both parties.  We cannot hope to live a life of love without the love of God living inside of us, flowing through us.  That is where we must begin, particularly in a remarriage situation.  Build this new relationship of the foundation of Christ.


Then we must learn from the past so that we don’t repeat it.  We must leave the past by forgiveness and the re-establishment of trust.  And all of this must be done in an atmosphere of love for each other.  Only then can we beat the odds of our society and make the remarriage run right.

�http://www.divorcerate.org/


�http://www.barna.org/FlexPage.aspx?Page=BarnaUpdateNarrow&BarnaUpdateID=170


�http://www.religioustolerance.org/chr_dira.htm





