A Teacher Like No Other #12

“Consulting the Architect”

Matthew 19:1-12
Christians affirm that our adversary Satan is a defeated foe, one whom we should take seriously but should never fear. In his age-old war against God, Satan was dealt a fatal blow when the battered, bloodied corpse of Jesus Christ was raised from the dead, triumphant over death.

This does not mean, however, that Satan has stopped fighting. For a time he has been allowed to continue his war against all things good. And occasionally it seems that he is winning the battle.

His all-out assault on marriage, family, and the home is one case in point.

Some years ago, in its “Universal Declaration of Human Rights,” the United Nations describes the family as “the natural and fundamental unit of society.” Historians Will and Ariel Durant call the family “the nucleus of civilization.” Strong families begin with strong marriages, a man and a woman who love each other and want to live each for the other and both for the Lord. Anything less than that is less than God’s will.

Yet marriage has come under what I see as a three-pronged attack in our society: first there is the splitting of marriage by divorce; then there is the skipping of marriage as more and more couples opt to live together without going through a marriage ceremony, and then there is the substitution of marriage by redefining the very relationship itself. 

I won’t bore you with the latest statistics on the divorce rates in our culture, even among Christians, which sadly is not far behind the rest of society.
 Someone has commented that couples “are married for better or for worse, but not for long.”
 I agree with George Mallone who writes, “Divorce statistics have a way of dulling our responses to the tragedy of marital failure.” He goes on to observe, 

No one benefits in divorce, everyone loses. For an adult, divorce is akin to the death of a spouse. Grief and resent​ment follow in the wake of disengagement. But children are the greatest losers. I once heard the head of a chil​dren’s psychiatric unit describe the trauma in this manner: “For a child, divorce is the explosion of his world. It is equivalent to the devastating effects of Hiroshima or Naga​saki. The scale is different, but the impact is similar.”

The problem of divorce is not new, though. Jesus dealt with the subject, one of the hop topics of His day. The base camp of Christ’s teaching on divorce is found in Matthew 19, where we will spend our time this morning.

Jesus Avoids the Religious Trap

The first three verses set the tone for the passage.

When Jesus had finished saying these things, he left Galilee and went into the region of Judea to the other side of the Jordan. Large crowds followed him, and he healed them there. Some Pharisees came to him to test him. They asked, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife for any and every reason?”
Once again Jesus’ ministry is attracting large crowds, much to the displeasure of the Pharisees. Like the cartoon character Wile E. Coyote who tries furiously (and fruitlessly) to capture the Roadrunner, the Pharisees tried time and time again to capture Jesus in a dilemma in order to make Him look bad. This usually came in the form of a question, as it does here, but they were not genuinely looking for information; they were testing Jesus, posing a question that they hoped He would not answer satisfactorily.

The question, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife for any and every reason?” was the subject of a heated debate among the Jewish rabbis. It was accepted throughout Judaism that a man had the right to divorce his wife, (though a woman had no such right to divorce her husband). The husband was given the right by an express provision of the Law, found in Deuteronomy 24:1, “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, gives it to her and sends her from his house…” The question was not whether a man had the right to divorce his wife, but rather what grounds justified him in proceeding to divorce her. The question in the rabbinic schools revolved around the meaning of “because he finds something indecent about her.”  The term “indecent” is not defined in this passage, but it is unlikely that adultery was in mind since the penalty for adultery under the Mosaic Law was death. However, the strict school of Rabbi Shammai understood the passage to refer to adultery; they saw that as the only ground that justified divorce. But the more lenient school of Rabbi Hillel interpreted the words more widely; they held that the words about indecency were fulfilled, for example, if a wife did no more than spoil her husband’s dinner. A little later Rabbi Akiba interpreted the words “if she finds no favor in his eyes” to mean that if he found someone prettier he could proceed to divorce her. With such a variety of opinions the subject of divorce was a veritable minefield; thus the Pharisees may well have thought that it did not matter which way Jesus answered; He would offend many people whatever He said.

Jesus saw through their strategy, though, and did not side with either rabbinic school of thought. He avoided their religious trap. Rather than being pulled into the fray, He proceeded to align Himself with the prophet Malachi, who recorded God’s own words on the matter when he wrote in Malachi 2:16, “I hate divorce.” 

Jesus Addresses the Real Topic

Instead of being sucked into what the Pharisees hoped would be a no-win situation, Jesus addressed the real topic: marriage. Instead of debating human opinions, He consulted the divine architect. And when they tried to appeal to the Law of Moses, He referred them back to the opening chapters of Genesis, drawing their attention to the fact that human sexuality is a divine creation and human marriage a divine ordinance. For the same God who “from the beginning made them male and female” also “said (in the biblical text) ‘For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife and the two shall become one.’” “So,” Jesus added, “they are no longer two, but one. Therefore what God has joined together [literally, “yoked together”], let man not separate.”  The teaching is plain. The marriage bond is not merely a human contract but a divine covenant.

I’ve heard it said, “Marriage is nothing but a piece of paper, an institution made up by men.” That is simply untrue! Holy Scripture depicts mar​riage as a lifelong human male-female covenant relationship established by God in creation.
 What God did when He established the first marriage teaches us positively what He had in mind for a man and a woman. If we build a marriage after God’s ideal pattern, we will not have to worry about divorce rates and restrictions.
 Rather of debating about divorce, Jesus first defined and then defended the marriage relationship.

Jesus defined marriage

Jesus defined marriage in verses 4-5 by quoting two texts from Genesis: 

“…at the beginning the Creator ‘made them male and female’ [Gen. 1:27], 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’ [Gen. 2:24].”
The pattern for marriage was not devised by Adam; as the traditional marriage ceremony states it, “Marriage was born in the loving heart of God for the blessing and benefit of mankind.” No matter what the courts may decree, or what society may permit, when it comes to marriage, God had the first word and He will have the last word. His original plan was that one man and one woman be one flesh for one lifetime.
 After this Jesus stated, “What God has joined together, let man not separate.” I would add to that, “What God has defined, let man not redefine.” Philip Yancey writes, “Marriage as a social construct is arbitrary, flexible, and open to redefini​tion. Marriage as a sacrament established by God is another matter entirely.”
 God established marriage, and therefore only God can control its character and laws. No court of law can change what God has established.

By going back to the first union of Adam and Eve, Jesus reminded His listeners of the true characteristics of marriage. If we remember these characteristics, we will better know how to build a happy and enduring marriage. 

It is a physical union. The man and woman become “one flesh.” While it is important that a husband and wife be of one mind and heart, the basic union in marriage is physical. 

It is a permanent union. God’s original design was that one man and one woman spend one life together. God’s Law knows nothing of “trial marriages.” God requires that the husband and wife enter into marriage without reservations. 

It is a private union between one man and one woman. God did not create two men and one woman, two women and one man, two men, or two women. “Group marriages,” “gay marriages,” and other variations are contrary to the will of God, no matter what some psychologists and judges may say.

Jesus teaches that marriage is more than a casual arrangement for the convenience of the two parties. It is the closest of earthly unities, and must be understood so. When a couple marries, they are entering into a new and very intimate relationship that takes precedence over all previous ties. To leave one’s parents in the ancient world was considered a most unnatural thing to do; family ties were of the greatest importance. But the creation ordinance put the marriage tie above all other relationships, even parent/child relationships. One must abandon one’s home and family as a new home is set up. Man and wife belong together, bound more closely together than any other two persons.
 Many marriages falter and flounder when these basic characteristics are rejected.

Jesus defended marriage

“Wait a minute!” the Pharisees objected in verse seven. “Why then,” they asked, “did Moses command that a man give his wife a certificate of divorce and send her away?”  They were not about to give up in their attempt to trap Jesus in their religious debate. Once again they tried to shift the emphasis onto divorce.

Jesus didn’t even blink. Instead, Jesus defended marriage. In His answer to that follow-up question Jesus offered three critical clarifications, two of which are found in verse 8. He said, “Moses permitted you to divorce your wives because your hearts were hard.”  Jesus first corrected the Pharisees: Moses didn’t command divorce, he permitted it. Second, Jesus reiterated that divorce was not in God’s original plan when He said, “But it was not this way from the beginning.” Finally, in verse nine Jesus specified the meaning of “something inde​cent”—the controversial passage from Deuteronomy 24:1, “I tell you that anyone who divorces his wife, except for marital unfaithfulness, and marries another woman commits adultery.” 
The Greek term Matthew uses, translated “marital unfaithfulness,” is porneia. We get our English word pornography from that original term. It is not limited to adultery, though it includes that. It refers to a sustained lifestyle of sexual misconduct outside the marriage bond. “Sustained” is key. It seems doubtful that Jesus was giving permission for couples to divorce over a one-night stand. That’s not the force of porneia. Using this word, Jesus emphasized a continued willingness on the part of the marriage partner to remain sexually unfaithful.

Notice that the faithful partner is never commanded to leave. God (who hates divorce) desires that the faithful partner stay long enough to allow God the opportunity for the fractured marriage to work, to heal, to restore. The one who has not committed the series of indecent acts is encouraged to remain faith​ful and to allow God to work. I’ve watched people like that who later say, “Staying together was the best thing we ever did. I decided to forgive him (or her). I understood that it was a failure, a breaking of our intimacy. And I don’t know that we’ll ever fully get past this point. But I’ve determined that the children, the marriage, and our future are worth going on beyond this.” We’ve heard of “tough love.” I call that response “rugged commitment.” And I applaud it.

A word we don’t use much any more is “covenant.” At the heart of the Hebrew concept of marriage is the notion of covenant—a legally binding agreement with spiritual and emotional ramifications.
 The concept of a covenant is threaded throughout both the Old and New Testaments, weaving a tapestry of unending love and loyalty between God and His people. Marriage vows mirror the same faithful devotion…the expression of a lifetime commitment between two people and God.

Unfortunately, marriage has been devalued in the eyes of society. Whereas it was once held in the highest honor, now it is viewed as “take it or leave it.” Couples live together without being married, “to see if it will work out.” While that might sound like it makes sense, ultimately it diminishes the whole concept of marriage. Others enter into marriage lightly, thinking, “Well, if it doesn’t work, we can always divorce and try again with someone else.” In ancient Rome, a man married a woman in order to have children and continue the family line, but thought nothing of engaging in sex outside of that bond, with men, women, and even boys or girls. (I’m not so sure we are not heading the same direction in America.) As Dwight Small says, “People would not get divorced for such trivial reasons if they did not get married for such trivial reasons.”

The Pharisees wanted to argue divorce; Jesus addressed the real topic of marriage as God originally established it. He defined marriage as one man and one woman united for a lifetime. He defended marriage against the easy-come, easy-go attitudes of society. 

Jesus Applies the Relevant Truth

Usually any teaching or preaching on this text ends in verse nine, but I think we need to include verses 10-12, as Jesus applies a relevant truth regarding marriage.

The disciples said to him, “If this is the situation between a husband and wife, it is better not to marry.” 

Jesus replied, “Not everyone can accept this word, but only those to whom it has been given. For some are eunuchs because they were born that way; others were made that way by men; and others have renounced marriage ﻿[or, have made themselves eunuchs] because of the kingdom of heaven. The one who can accept this should accept it.”
The Pharisees were not the only ones shocked by Jesus’ teaching. “If there is no way to get out of a bad marriage, then you are better off staying single!” was their argument. They probably had no intention of making use of the provision for divorce, but they found it comforting that the provision was there in case of need.
 Jesus did not want them to consider divorce as an “out” because then they would not have a serious attitude toward marriage.

Verse eleven confuses many—even the scholars. What does Jesus mean by “this word,” and to whom is He referring by “those to whom it has been given”? Without going into all the arguments, I believe the key to understanding verse eleven is to keep it together with the end of verse twelve: “The one who can accept this should accept it.” The Greek words are the same in both phrases.
 Some, Jesus teaches, cannot accept “this word,” but those who can, should.

What, then, is “this word”? I believe it refers to Jesus’ teaching on marriage. God established marriage because “it is not good for man to be alone.” Marriage ought to be the rule, not the exception. We read in Hebrews 13:4, “Marriage should be honored by all, and the marriage bed kept pure, for God will judge the adulterer and all the sexually immoral.” 
This does not mean, however, that marriage is for everyone. Jesus speaks of three kinds of people in verse twelve that cannot be married (i.e., “accept this word”). He refers to “eunuchs” here. “Eunuch” us another word rarely used these days. Literally, the term applies to anyone who does not have the physical ability to engage in sex. Jesus refers to three types: eunuchs by creation (“born that way”); eunuchs by castration (“made that way by men”); and eunuchs by choice (“those who have made themselves eunuchs”). 

The first category deals with those who, through some physical imperfection or deformity, are not capable of sexual intercourse.
 However, it has become popular in recent times for this to be interpreted another way. “Jesus said some are born gay,” one website advocating gay marriage announces in a bold headline, quoting this verse and stating, 

Here Jesus refers to “eunuchs who have been so from birth.” This terminology (“born eunuchs”) was used in the ancient world to refer to homosexual men. Jesus indicates that being a “born eunuch” [meaning “born homosexual”] is a gift from God.

Whether a person is born with an attraction to his or her own sex may be debated, but this is absolutely not what Jesus is suggesting here! If a person is born with such a tendency, that is a temptation to sin, not a gift from God! And the idea that the phrase “born eunuchs” was used in the ancient world to refer to homosexual men is an outright lie. There is no evidence of this in any literature in or around the first century.

The second category are those “who were made that way by men.” This speaks of the practice of castration in royal palaces—especially those who had to do with the royal harem—and also priests who served in pagan temples, such as in the Temple of Diana in Ephesus.
 We are unaccustomed to such practices in our culture.

The third category includes those who “make themselves eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom.” This is to be taken figuratively; Jesus was referring to celibacy.
 Paul refers to this in 1 Corinthians 7:6-7, since an unmarried person can devote themselves more fully to the Lord’s work. This is the exception, however, not the rule. Some believe such celibacy for the sake of the Kingdom is a spiritual gift, given to some but not to all.

Let’s wrap this up. I believe this teaching of Jesus is very relevant for today. We live in a day when marriage is viewed as cheap (if not altogether unnecessary) or to be redefined by political correctness and public opinion. As Christians we tend to focus more on divorce than on marriage itself. Jesus teaches that is a mistake.

From the beginning, God created one man and one woman, and He brought them into an exclusive, lifelong relationship called marriage. Yes, marriage was created as the cornerstone of civilization, the family as the foundation for society. Through the husband and wife relationship come children who are raised within a happy, healthy environment. This is God’s idea, and it cannot be improved upon!

Since marriage is God’s creation, He alone is qualified to establish the definition and the boundaries of marriage. Just because something is legal doesn’t make it right! God’s commands are not to be altered, abridged, or amended—they are to be obeyed. The Christian has no right to make up his or her own rules for living.

Sadly, not all marriages live up to God’s intended ideal. We are, after all, human, and as human, we fail. Divorce—though not designed by God—was permitted to protect the rights of the innocent or helpless. As Christians we should not embrace divorce as an easy way out of an unpleasant situation. But we should embrace those who have been the victims of divorce and not treat them as “second-class Christians” within the church family.

Instead of focusing on the negative, why not work to enhance and enjoy our marriages? Christian couples ought to be living examples of what God intended—and we need not be perfect to pull it off! Be humble, be forgiving, be selfless…and show the upcoming generations—inside as well as outside the church walls—what God has called us to be!
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