God’s Answers to a Skeptical Generation #4

“Breaking Faith”

Malachi 2:10-16

Upon leaving the Presidency in January 1981, Jimmy Carter spent the next year writing his memoirs of his term in office. The resulting book was entitled Keeping Faith, reflecting not only his endeavors in leading his nation but also his own personal faith in Christ. Whether you agreed with his politics or not, Jimmy Carter was an honorable man whose main downfall as President may have been that he was too honest. Friends and foes alike agree that Jimmy Carter was the most successful former President in history.

I cannot say for sure, but I wonder if the title of President Carter's memoir was not inspired by the words of Paul in 2 Timothy 4:7, “I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.” I’m sure we would all like to be able to say that at the end of our earthly journey.

As we return to our study of the book of Malachi, however, the theme reflects the opposite thought. Five times in Malachi 2:10-16 the phrase “breaking faith” or "broken faith" appear.
 
Have we not all one Father? Did not one God create us? Why do we profane the covenant of our fathers by breaking faith with one another? 

Judah has broken faith. A detestable thing has been committed in Israel and in Jerusalem: Judah has desecrated the sanctuary the Lord loves, by marrying the daughter of a foreign god. As for the man who does this, whoever he may be, may the Lord cut him off from the tents of Jacob—even though he brings offerings to the Lord Almighty. 

Another thing you do: You flood the Lord’s altar with tears. You weep and wail because he no longer pays attention to your offerings or accepts them with pleasure from your hands. You ask, “Why?” It is because the Lord is acting as the witness between you and the wife of your youth, because you have broken faith with her, though she is your partner, the wife of your marriage covenant. 

Has not the Lord made them one? In flesh and spirit they are his. And why one? Because he was seeking godly offspring. So guard yourself in your spirit, and do not break faith with the wife of your youth. 

“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. 

So guard yourself in your spirit, and do not break faith. 

Sometimes we think of the phrase “keeping the faith” as dealing with what we believe—staying true to the Christian faith. This section of Malachi though deals more with how the people behaved, not so much toward God but toward each other.

On first reading this passage may seem a bit disjointed. It may be that themes from three different sermons have been put together in this section, for the prophet begins with a question that bears on the nation as one family. He continues to see the nation as a spiritual family, and then turns to individual family life within the nation. Alternatively the theme may have been covenant loyalty, the sermon being prompted by the specific examples of unfaithfulness.
 Hence the emphasis on “breaking faith.” 

This evening I would like for us to work our way through the text verse by verse and then summarize with three conclusions at the end. Let’s turn our attention to the text.

Verse 10 reads, “Have we not all one Father? Did not one God create us? Why do we profane the covenant of our fathers by breaking faith with one another?” The niv capitalizes “Father,” indicating this refers to God as the "one father." Some have thought this referred to Abraham or Jacob, but as the next line says, "Did not one God create us?" the parallelism points to the father being our Heavenly Father.

Verse 11 reads, “Judah has broken faith. A detestable thing has been committed in Israel and in Jerusalem: Judah has desecrated the sanctuary the Lord loves, by marrying the daughter of a foreign god.” In verses 10 and 11, the nasb uses the phrase “deal (or dealt) treacherously" while the niv uses the phrase "break (or broken) faith." “Treachery” is used in Scripture to the breaking of a covenant, usually the marriage covenant. Since the marriage relationship is used often of God and Israel, husband-wife terminology is as suitable as the parent-child analogy in Malachi 1. Jeremiah 3:20 reads, “As a woman treacherously departs from her lover, so you have dealt treacherously with Me, O house of Israel.” Now the nation again betrayed God by breaking the covenant.

Apparently (given the context of later verses) the Jewish men were divorcing their Jewish wives and marrying pagan women. In doing so they were guilty of treachery as they broke their vows to God and to their wives.
 The issue was not so called interracial marriages; instead, it was a mixing of religions and spiritual commitments that was being objected to here.
 The reference to “the daughter of a foreign god” means Jewish men were marrying non-Jewish women who worshiped pagan deities and brought their foreign gods into the Lord’s sanctuary.
 This was expressly prohibited in Exodus 34:11–16. Yet through the nation’s history these pagan relationships had wrecked havoc to the spiritual welfare of the people. The relationship with Moabite girls paved the way to idolatry in Numbers 25, and Solomon succumbed in similar fashion. A few decades before Malachi, both Ezra and Nehemiah wrestled with the same problem, discovering that many Jews had taken Canaanite wives after returning from Babylon.

By the way, the word to “deal treacherously” is from the Hebrew verb related to “garment.”
 This will come into play later in the text.
In verse 12 Malachi says, “As for the man who does this, whoever he may be, may the Lord cut him off from the tents of Jacob—even though he brings offerings to the Lord Almighty.” God’s response to this violation of his covenant is that such individuals will eventually find their family wiped out, for the Lord will “cut off…all such, root and branch.” This last idiom is almost impossible to translate. Some suggest “everyone who awakes and answers”; others “teacher and student,” or “watcher and respondent.” The general intent is clear: the idiom meant that the entirety of the transgressor’s family would be involved in the “cut[ting] off.”
 The English Standard Version translates this, “May the Lord cut off from the tents of Jacob any descendant of the man who does this…” The offender, left with no one belonging to him in his old age, would discouraged others from following his example, and no children of his would perpetuate his sin.

According to verses 12-13, after committing these sins, the men then brought offerings to the Lord and wept at the altar, seeking His help and blessing. Perhaps they had the idea that they could sin blatantly and then come to God for forgiveness. They were guilty of hypocritical worship that had nothing to do with a changed heart.

In verse 14, for the first time since 1:13, the people ask, “Why, Lord? Why don’t you respond?”
 It’s the same word translated, “Wherein?” earlier. I sense that same skeptical attitude from the people who feel entitled to God’s blessings even as they spit in His face with their lifestyles. Since they disregarded the marriage covenant, God wasn’t answering their prayers or accepting their worship! Some people think marriage is just a piece of paper, but God does not. To Him, marriage is a spiritual and covenantal matter.
 That marriage is viewed as a covenant as can also be seen from Proverbs 2:17 and Ezekiel 16:8. The Proverbs passage condemns a woman “that leaves the companion of her youth, and forgets the covenant of her God.” The parallel would indicate that this woman is violating the marriage agreement made before God with her husband. In Malachi the reverse is true, with the husband being the guilty party.

Verse 15 harkens back to creation, when God first created man and woman to be  “one flesh” in Genesis 2:24. The thought would then run like this: Why did God make Adam and Eve only one flesh, when he might have given Adam many wives, for God certainly had more than enough of the Spirit, or his creative power, in reserve to furnish many partners? However, God was seeking a godly offspring, and such plurality would not have been conducive to this result.
 Furthermore, the family was intended to be the school in which God’s way of life was practiced and learned (Exo. 20:12; Deut. 11:19).

Tony Evans notes, “Happiness is a benefit of marriage, not its purpose. The purpose of God’s covenants is always the expansion of his kingdom. Through marriage, God seeks godly offspring. That means that having a child isn’t about gaining a ‘mini-me.’ God wants us to have and raise children in the knowledge of the Lord so that His image is spread worldwide for his glory.”

Verse 16 is about as clear a statement as God can make. “‘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.” Some people are surprised that a God of love could hate anything, but Proverbs 6:16–19 lists seven things that God hates, as well as Psalms 5:5 and 11:5; Amos 5:21; Zechariah 8:17; and Revelation 2:6 and 15. Psalm 97:10 states, “You who love the Lord, hate evil!”

In God’s opinion, divorce is a terrible thing, something He hates. Yes, Moses did make provision for husbands to divorce their wives in Deuteronomy 24:1–3, but Christ attributed this to the hardness of man’s hearts and not to divine design in Matthew 19:7–8.
 Jesus’ priority was to preserve marriages, and to limit unnecessary or trivial divorces. However he did allow the possibility of divorce in Matthew 19:9, “I tell you that anyone who divorces his wife, except for marital unfaithfulness, and marries another woman commits adultery.” Paul also allowed divorce if a believer is married to an unbeliever, and the unbeliever wants to end the marriage in 1 Corinthians 7:10–16. Many Christians today hold that divorce is permitted in these two cases, and none other. Others hold that irretrievable breakdown or domestic violence or abuse are other legitimate grounds for divorce. None believe that marriages should be ended lightly.
 Call it what you like, but getting a “no-fault” divorce and separating for “irreconcilable differences” is not a covenantal option. In God’s eyes, it’s a treacherous act with spiritual consequences.

God’s hatred is further expressed in these words, “one who covers his garment with violence.” Remember when I said earlier that the Hebrew terms for “treachery” and “garment” were closely connected? Here it comes into play. The word “garment” refers to the ancient custom of spreading a garment over a woman, as Boaz did over Ruth, to claim her as a wife in Ruth 3:9.
 In modern Western society, a man puts an engagement ring on a woman’s finger to propose marriage, but in ancient Israel, he placed a corner of his garment over her. If a man divorces his wife, instead of having a garment that symbolized love, he had a garment that symbolized violence. He wrenched apart that which God said is one; by his infidelity, he made the marriage bed a place of violence.

Even today, no one benefits in divorce, everyone loses. For an adult, divorce is akin to the death of a spouse. Grief and resentment follow in the wake of disengagement. But children are the greatest losers. I once heard the head of a children’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 Nagasaki. The scale is different, but the impact is similar.”
 God hates divorce because of what it does to His creation—the institution of marriage—as well as the souls He made.

This section concludes with a warning, “So guard yourself in your spirit, and do not break faith.” This is a repetition of the warning in verse 15.
 Breaking faith is a big deal to God. He is the faithful one. He wants His children to reflect that faithfulness.
 

Allow me to draw three inferences from our study of this passage.
A Concrete Crisis 

First, there is a concrete crisis in Malachi’s day. Marriage was under attack in the land of Judah. God values marriage very highly; so should we. God hates divorce, so we should lament the premature end of marriages. And we should hate the kind of divorce found here in Malachi, in which wives were dismissed simply because husbands wanted to marry other women.

This may reflect something deeper. When Malachi asks, “Why then are we faithless?” he implies a general tendency to disregard promises and agreements of all kinds, in business, marriage or social affairs generally.
 Is our world any different today?

Sadly, the divorce rates among Christians today are not much better than among the general population. More and more Christian young people are avoiding marriage by living together, just like our society. Faithfulness or trustworthiness is a great virtue: God’s people are to keep their words. It is a tragedy when people are unreliable, untrustworthy and faithless to each other: “Many proclaim themselves loyal, but who can find one worthy of trust?” (Proverbs 20:6). So, in Malachi, the faithful God calls his people to be faithful to him, and to be faithful to each other.

A Conceptual Counterpart 

Beyond the concrete crisis regarding marriage and divorce, there is a conceptual counterpart in this passage that is echoed throughout Scripture. Physical and spiritual adultery are often linked together, just as the marriage relationship is often used as an illustration of God’s relationship with His people.

“So what?” you might be wondering. (Add an eye roll and you’ll be just like the people Malachi addressed!) Here’s what: People can’t see God and can’t understand or relate to what a relationship with God is like. So He uses marriage—something people can see and understand—to reflect this spiritual connection. Anything that tarnishes or cheapens of the marriage relationship tarnishes and cheapens the spiritual association with God.

A Cautionary Conclusion 

Finally, a cautionary conclusion emerges. While it is true that God hates divorce, we should not therefore assume that God hates divorced people. Unfortunately there are those in the Christian community who seem to think that getting a divorce, even if it was not your choice, is the unpardonable sin for a Christian, especially a leader or minister.
 In some churches, divorcees are not allowed to take communion, join the congregation, or participate in any of the ministries of the church. They are “benched” from any meaningful involvement, treated (as in the title of one book) as “second-class Christians.”

I don’t believe this is warranted. In fact, I want to turn to two verses so that you won’t think I’m making this up. The first is Isaiah 50:1, “This is what the Lord says: ‘Where is your mother’s certificate of divorce with which I sent her away? Or to which of my creditors did I sell you? Because of your sins you were sold; because of your transgressions your mother was sent away.’” The other is Jeremiah 3:8, where the Lord says, “I gave faithless Israel her certificate of divorce and sent her away because of all her adulteries.” What does this mean? Our God knows the pain of divorce because He divorced His bride, the nation of Israel! The prophet Hosea may also have divorced his wife temporarily because of her adulterous behavior (Hosea 2:2 and 3:1-3), thus empathizing with God’s agony over Israel.

Am I downplaying marriage or encouraging divorce? No way! But we must acknowledge that, while God never accommodates or compromises His principles, He does redeem and restore any who seek His forgiveness—even for the sin of divorce.

Without condoning sin, the church must still love a divorced or divorcing couple and seek to minister to them. We must remember that the justice and love of God are to be wedded in that experience also (no pun intended). In Romans 6, the apostle Paul tried to explain the forgiveness of God in the face of the law of God. We do not invite sin that grace may abound. But neither must we hold that divorce is the unpardonable sin for which there is no healing and forgiveness from God.

Christians should be known for keeping faith, not breaking faith. We ought to be trustworthy in all our interactions with others, especially the highest relationship God ever created. We should do all we can to preserve our own marriages and to encourage other marriages. But let’s also remember that, as fallen humans, life does not go as planned or intended. Let’s uphold God’s holy standards while extending God’s grace to those who fall short of His standard…which includes us all.
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