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“Handbook for Practical Holiness (2)”

Hebrews 13:4

Marriage is under attack today…perhaps more so than ever before in history.

That statement neither shocks nor surprises anyone here. We’re all too aware of how the world—including our own country—has sought to marginalize marriage in a variety of ways. What may startle you, however, is to discover where some of these attacks have launched. As it turns out, some of the heavy hits marriage has taken could be classified as “friendly fire.” Yes, marriage has been subtly undermined from within the church…and I don’t just mean those liberal churches going along with the world’s standards. 

I mean us.

We may not be able to stop the world from assaulting God’s initial institution on earth, but we can stop adding our own fuel to the fire. I must admit, as I prepared this message, my heart was convicted as I realized how I have unknowingly contributed to the growing offensive on the fundamental relationship among humankind.

Our text for this evening is one verse from the final chapter of Hebrews. Under the broader heading of “A Handbook for Practical Holiness,” 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.” In the original Greek, two commands appear in verse four, both beginning with the word “Let.”
 With that in mind, I like how the English Standard Version translates this verse: “Let marriage be held in honor among all, and let the marriage bed be undefiled, for God will judge the sexually immoral and adulterous.” The author of Hebrews is not merely stating a fact about marriage; he is issuing commands about what Christians ought to do regarding marriage.
Keeping Marriage Honorable

The first command deals with keeping marriage honorable. The idea of “honor” means to cherish, to respect, and to value highly. The Holman Christian Standard Version renders this phrase, “Marriage must be respected by all…” I like that.

Of course, our culture is doing none of that when it comes to marriage; if anything they are doing the opposite. A similar situation existed when this letter was first written, as well. Under Roman law and customs of the first century, four types of marriage were recognized, from the marriage of slaves over which the slave owner had total control to arranged marriages where the father sold his daughter to a prospective husband, to what we would call “common law” marriage, recognized after a couple had lived together for a certain length of time, to the more traditional marriage of a man and a woman.

In addition to this confusion, Roman society tolerated fornication (sex between unmarried persons), adultery (sex between married persons, though not married to each other), polygamy, homosexuality, pedophilia (sex with children), and bestiality (sex between a human and an animal).
 Roman men had a wife to bear children and continue the family line, but thought nothing of having multiple women, girls, or boys on the side for sensual pleasure.

Even amongst the Jews, attitudes were changing. A debate between two respected rabbis, Hillel and Shammai, pitted liberal views of marriage, divorce, and remarriage against the traditional view that held God’s original design.
 These divided opinions were evident when Jesus was asked by the Jewish leaders in Matthew 19:3, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife for any and every reason?” On the other extreme were those who advocated extreme asceticism, regarding marriage as defiling and insisted on celibacy in order to be truly spiritual. Paul warns against such in 1 Timothy 4:3, “They forbid people to marry and order them to abstain from certain foods, which God created to be received with thanksgiving by those who believe and who know the truth.” It is possible that the Hebrew Christians to whom this letter was sent were being influenced by such doctrines of asceticism involving the denunciation of marriage as a state detrimental to the attainment of godliness. Or it may be that they were situated in a social environment in which the marriage bond was lightly esteemed or even regarded as unnecessary and sexual license of every kind condoned, and which therefore was in conflict with the Christian ideal of marriage and holiness.

Between these extreme views (both of which are wrong, as most extreme views are), the author of Hebrews commands, “Let marriage be held in honor by all.” Marriage was created and designed by God Himself, and does not need to be altered, abolished, or abandoned.

We find ourselves in a similar society today. The United States has now joined several other nations around the globe in legalizing same-sex marriage…and some are seeing this step as a precedent for the legalization of polygamy and pedophilia, if not the complete abolition of marriage altogether. More and more perversions are being flaunted in books, magazines, and on movie and television screens—not to mention the Internet, where nearly anything one wants is only a click or two away.

Even within the traditional concept of marriage there is a shift. Instead of one man and one woman “til death do us part,” marriage is often less an emotional bonding and more a breakable alliance between self-seeking individuals.
 The attitude of “we’ll try it for a while, and if it doesn’t work, we’ll split and try again with someone else” seems to prevail. This was poignantly demonstrated in the pawnshop sign displayed years ago in California: “We rent wedding rings.”
 Many young couples, even Christian couples, disillusioned by the breakup of so many marriages, have decided to skip the wedding and simply live together. “You can’t get divorced if you’re never married!” they claim.

Why is this happening? I would suggest that such takes place when marriage is not held in honor. And that must begin in the church.

“But we do hold marriage in honor!” you might object. “We have not caved in to the world’s view. We stand for what the Bible says!” And, for the most part, that is true. But I wonder if our actions and attitudes deny our assertions. 

This past week I was listening to a sermon by Chuck Swindoll on this very text. In it he said, “God’s method is: Hold marriage in highest honor. He invented it; it is His design. Don’t attack it; don’t deny it; don’t defy it. Stand in its honor; defend it. Speak about it with honorable words.”
 That last line really got me: “Speak about [marriage] with honorable words.” I had to ask myself, “Do I?”

It has become fashionable to bash marriage. We say things like, “Married people don’t really live longer; it just seems like it.” Or we jokingly send a sympathy card to a newly married man or woman. Married couples themselves refer to spouses as “the old man,” “the old lady,” or “the ball and chain.” And everybody laughs.

I’m not against having a sense of humor. I don’t know many people who enjoy laughing more than me. But the more we laugh at something (or someone, in the case of our spouse), the less we take them seriously. The more we verbally jab at each other, the more erosion takes place in the foundation of our marriage.

Marriage is about mutual trust and mutual love. We are the most vulnerable to our husband or wife. We hurt the ones closest to us because we have the access to them—their flaws, their failures, their fears. When we make light of them, we violate that trust and love. 

The author of Hebrews says, “Let marriage be held in honor by all.” 

I say, “Let it begin at home.”

Keeping Marriage Holy
The second command deals with keeping marriage holy. “Let the marriage bed be undefiled,” the author writes. He moves from the institution of marriage to the intimacy of marriage. Certainly there is more to marriage than sex, but God designed sex to be kept within the confines of marriage. Purity in the marriage, the husband honoring the wife, and the wife reverencing her husband, should be the norm for every Christian home.
 In these days, when sexual sins are paraded as entertainment in movies and on television, the church needs to take a stand for the purity of the marriage bond. A dedicated Christian home is the nearest thing to heaven on earth, and it starts with a Christian marriage.

Often in the Old Testament, the opposite of “holy” was “defiled.” In order for marriage to be kept holy, then, it must be “undefiled.” That means marriage is to be free from contamination, corruption, or confusion. Don’t cheat on your mate. Don’t play around on the side. Don’t have sexually intimate relationships with other people—same or opposite sex—and think that you can keep your marriage strong. God says, “Don’t cheat on your marriage!”

Two types of sexual sin is mentioned in the end of verse 4: many English versions use the terms “fornicators and adulterers.” Years ago I was taught that “fornication” meant sex before marriage, while “adultery” was sex between married persons not married to each other. In fact, the Greek word rendered “fornicators” is pornos, coming from the term porneia (from which we get the English “pornography”) that includes all forms of sexual immorality.
 This designates all persons who indulge in sex outside the marriage bond, both heterosexual and homosexual, as well as other forbidden practices common in the Roman era, as mentioned previously.

This was a novel view to many in the first century. For them sexual purity was an unreasonable demand to make.
 The same could be said about many in the twenty-first century as well. The publisher of a leading pornographic magazine maintains that, “﻿Sex is a function of the body, a drive which man shares with animals, like eating, drinking and sleeping. It’s a physical demand that must be satisfied. If you don’t satisfy it, you will have all sorts of neuroses and repressive psychoses. Sex is here to stay; let’s forget the prudery that makes us hide from it. Throw away those inhibitions, find a girl who’s like-minded and let yourself go.﻿”
 

That attitude may not surprise us when we hear it from the world, but more and more these same views are being taken by those who claim to be Christian. Kyle Idleman shares this story in his book, AHA,
A number of years ago, I was talking to a young man who had grown up in my church and was home on college break. When I ran into him, I asked him how his freshman year was going, and he asked if we could sit down and talk for a few minutes.

Here’s how he began the conversation: “Hey, I wanted to talk to you, because over the last few months, I’ve been studying Scripture, and I have come to the conclusion that sex before marriage is not a sin.”

He was intelligent and articulate, and he attempted to give me his reasoning. Then I pointed him to a few passages of Scripture from Thessalonians and Hebrews about honoring marriage and the intimacy of marriage, and we talked about some Greek words and some different meanings of sex and the oneness God had in mind for marriage.

After we talked for a while, he finally said, “Look, maybe that is what it meant for the people in that time, but a lot of things have changed, so the meaning of this has changed. I don’t think what was true for them is true for us anymore. It’s just a cultural difference.”

Even though this kid knew what was biblical and right, he wanted to couch his decision to sin in the context of a disagreement about how to interpret the text. I finally said, “Look, I don’t know you all that well, and I don’t know much about your life, but let me make a guess here. You grew up being taught that sex outside of marriage is against God’s will. Is that true?”

He said, “Yeah, that’s true. I grew up thinking it is a sin. But I don’t believe that anymore. I don’t think it’s a sin.”

I said, “Okay, let me make one other guess—if that’s okay. My guess is that you’ve gotten yourself a girlfriend…and you’re sleeping with her. Is that true?”

Silence.

Finally he said, “Yeah, but that doesn’t have anything to do with this.”

That’s denial.

We tell ourselves a lie, because the lie is more convenient to believe.

As Blaise Pascal is purported to have said, “People almost invari​ably arrive at their beliefs not on the basis of proof but on the basis of what they find attractive.” In other words, we’re willing to lie to ourselves about our reality and about what we believe if it means we can have something we want.

The chilling part of that story is that this young man grew up in church, still read his Bible and maintained that he was a Christian! The world’s attitudes about sex have crept into the church, and our young people are buying it! 

Perhaps part of the reason for that is our failure as a church and as Christian parents to impress upon our children God’s views of sex and marriage. It is a very uncomfortable subject to talk about—believe me, it’s not easy to preach about! We don’t want to come across as “lame” or “judgmental,” so we tend to not say anything at all. 

In Hosea’s words, we have “sown the wind and reaped the whirlwind.” Now we have Christian young people engaging in sex before marriage, living together unmarried, supporting homosexuality and same-sex marriage, and treating marriage as disposable if they’re not happy with the way things turn out. 

The New Testament writers were not ashamed to tackle this issue, though. Verse four concludes with one of the most severe warnings in all the New Testament: “for God will judge the adulterer and all the sexually immoral.”
 God is serious about sexual purity. Men and women may play around with illicit sex and be perfectly within their rights in the eyes of most people—and even the laws of the land. But in the eyes of God, it is always sin and will always be judged.
 Paul writes in Ephesians 5:3-7,

But among you there must not be even a hint of sexual immorality, or of any kind of impurity, or of greed, because these are improper for God’s holy people. Nor should there be obscenity, foolish talk or coarse joking, which are out of place, but rather thanksgiving. For of this you can be sure: No immoral, impure or greedy person—such a man is an idolater—has any inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and of God. Let no one deceive you with empty words, for because of such things God’s wrath comes on those who are disobedient. Therefore do not be partners with them. 

He goes on to write in 1 Thessalonians 4:3-8,

It is God’s will that you should be sanctified: that you should avoid sexual immorality; that each of you should learn to control his own body in a way that is holy and honorable, not in passionate lust like the heathen, who do not know God; and that in this matter no one should wrong his brother or take advantage of him. The Lord will punish men for all such sins, as we have already told you and warned you. For God did not call us to be impure, but to live a holy life. Therefore, he who rejects this instruction does not reject man but God, who gives you his Holy Spirit.

Notice that we are not called to judge the immoral, for God will take care of that! His judgment on sexual immorality is severe, though it is not always the same for every situation. Consider the most famous act of adultery in the Bible: David and Bathsheba. What were the consequences of that act? We read Nathan’s words in 2 Samuel 12:9-14,

“Why did you despise the word of the Lord by doing what is evil in his eyes? You struck down Uriah the Hittite with the sword and took his wife to be your own. You killed him with the sword of the Ammonites. Now, therefore, the sword will never depart from your house, because you despised me and took the wife of Uriah the Hittite to be your own.” 

“This is what the Lord says: ‘Out of your own household I am going to bring calamity upon you. Before your very eyes I will take your wives and give them to one who is close to you, and he will lie with your wives in broad daylight. You did it in secret, but I will do this thing in broad daylight before all Israel.’“ 

Then David said to Nathan, “I have sinned against the Lord.”

Nathan replied, “The Lord has taken away your sin. You are not going to die. But because by doing this you have made the enemies of the Lord show utter contempt, the son born to you will die.” 
The exact same consequences may not follow every act of immorality, for God knows how to tailor His judgment to fit each sin and each sinner. For some, it may come in the form of a sexually transmitted disease; for others, it may be the loss of a child; yet others experience the loss of a marriage, a job, a reputation, a testimony, a ministry, or half of everything they own in a divorce. Sex before marriage can lead to a lifetime of mistrust, insecurity within intimate relationships, or just a gradual cheapening of sex until it is virtually meaningless. Often times this boredom with sex leads to perversions and abuses involving violence, subjugation, and humiliation in attempts to regain the thrill that was lost. The beauty of sex becomes a hideous distortion of the divine design, and rather than fulfilling it becomes an endless chase of frustration.

Let’s get back to the original design for marriage: one man and one woman becoming one flesh for one lifetime. Marriage is the foundation of the home, the home is the foundation of the community, and the community is the foundation of the nation. How much better off would we be if we would follow the instructions provided for us by our Creator?
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