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1 Corinthians 7:10-16, Matthew 19:3-12
It would have been easier to skip this one, but here we have Jesus mentioning divorce in the Sermon on the Mount. Read Matthew 5:31,32. It is a topic that touches most people in some way or other. Many of you have experienced divorce personally, have parents, family members or friends who have been divorced.  How do we respond to divorce? Scripture faces these difficult life issues head on. 

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?” The background to this is that there were two schools of thought. The Shammai were more strict and only allowed divorce for a significant reason. The Hillel were more liberal and allowed divorce for every reason no matter how trivial. This was the basis for Moses’ certificate of divorce, to protect the women from this hardness of heart. Today you still have that divide. When I was ordained over thirty years ago, one could not serve in ministry and be divorced. Yet not long after that, I remember a SA Bishop who visited the USA and came back shocked at how some Bishops were not only onto their second, but third marriages. Back to the Pharisees question. Jesus doesn’t directly answer the question and responds by pointing back to God’s original intention for marriage. Haven’t you read...that at the beginning the Creator made them male and female...a man will be united to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh. God’s intent is a permanent lifelong monogamous union between a man and woman. The Pharisees want to find a reason that justifies divorce. Jesus corrects and redirects the focus to where it should be, the nature of marriage. He closes his argument with the words which we use at the wedding ceremony, that which God has joined together, let not man separate.
God takes marriage so seriously, that he personally takes the responsibility for joining husband and wife as one. God has joined. So “man” cannot just decide to “unjoin” and separate what he has done. God makes his will very clear, I hate divorce (Malachi 2:16). Paul expands on why as he gives the spiritual consequence in relation to promiscuity. Do you not know that he who unites himself with a prostitute is one with her in body...the two become one flesh 1 Corinthians 6:16. The application is true with every sexual relationship, which results in a sort of emotional and spiritual “schizophrenia,” as a person is splitting part of themselves off at each sexual encounter. It is impossible to unscramble scrambled egg. This is why remarriage after divorce is considered adultery. I tell you that anyone who divorces his wife...and marries another woman commits adultery.  Every person will be answerable to God for their marriage. Husbands will face God and have to answer for how he cared for his wife. Ephesians 5 amplifies this. In his responsibility to his wife, how did he give himself up for her...make her holy...by the washing with water through the word...present her...without stain wrinkle or any other blemish? And a wife will have to answer for how she respected, served and met her husband’s needs. Even more, marriage between a husband and wife is a symbol of the relationship between Christ and his Church (5:22-33). We don’t have the right to mess with it or decide to tear apart, unjoin, divorce what God has blessed in union. 

Wow, that sounds tough. For the disciples it sounded impossible, so much so that they wondered whether it is better not to marry. What happens when marriages fail? Is divorce the unforgivable sin?

The reality is that because of our hard hearted nature we do fail, including in marriage. We are all sinners who fall short of God’s expectations and mess up all the time...all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. Are there extenuating circumstances that allow for a divorce? Jesus shuts the door on the easy divorce. Over many years I have listened to people rationalising and justifying themselves with really flimsy reasons for breaking their vows. Everyone will have to answer for their choices before God and He knows our hearts, but divorce is not an excuse to run away from problems or trade in the old model. However, Jesus does mention an exception, except for adultery/ marital unfaithfulness. As we have seen, marriage is a union of two lives at every level. Adultery breaks that union, the marriage bond. And as we know, the consequences are far reaching, with a spiraling impact on many lives. 

Here are three other A’s which destroy marriages and families. Abuse, particularly physical, but also emotional. And addictions. These behaviours are particularly destructive. They break trust, abuse power, and endanger not only their own lives, but those of their family. This kind of A behaviour shows the opposite of love and wanting the best for their partner. The fourth is abandonment, when someone deserts their marriage and breaks the vow of commitment. Paul tells believers that they should remain married to unbelieving partners and not divorce them simply because they are not believers. He goes onto say, But if the unbeliever leaves, let him do so. A believing man or woman is not bound in such circumstances (1 Corinthians 7:15). These four A’s contravene the intent of marriage and the consequence is destruction. 

When one is the victim of these types of behaviour, what should be done? The starting point is what does God want. He wants marriage not divorce. He wants us to love our sinful partners as He loves us. God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us. (Romans 5:8). He wants us to see our husbands/wives as the person with whom we are joined together as one, by Him. 

When we are in trouble, in each case one should try and seek counsel, healing and reconciliation. This can be painful, will try perseverance and patience, and will need all the qualities of grace and forgiveness of the Holy Spirit. Paul’s instruction is: A wife must not separate from her husband. but if she does...be reconciled to her husband. And in case this sounds tough on wives, a husband must not divorce his wife (1 Corinthians 7:11).

However, there may come a time when someone contravenes all that marriage means, all resources have been depleted, and divorce becomes the lesser of two evils and the healthiest course of action for all concerned. Divorce is only a last resort that should be taken only when all attempts at reconciliation have failed, and in consultation with mature spiritual counsel. 

For those who have been hurt by divorce, it is not the end of the world. There is life after divorce. The consequences are often extreme and leave people broken hearted and crushed in their spirit, in darkness and captivity. However, God is in the redemption business. The Lord is close to the brokenhearted, and saves those who are crushed in spirit (Psalm 34:18). He has sent me to bind up the broken hearted, to proclaim freedom for the captives, and release from darkness for the prisoners (Isaiah 61:1). Paul reminds us, there is no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus and that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose (Romans 8: 1,28). God’s part was accomplished on the Cross. Jesus took our sin onto himself so we could be free to experience his love, forgiveness, healing and restoration. The Holy Spirit is our Comforter and Counsellor, who comes to bring us His peace. 

Once we have received God’s love, our part is to give what we have received. The starting point of healing for those who have been hurt is to forgive those who were the cause. This can be tough and the only way is through the power of the Holy Spirit. For those who have fallen by failing a marriage partner, there is redemption as well. It does require asking for forgiveness from God and from the person or persons who were hurt by your actions. Psalm 51 is an example of the prayer of a forgiven sinner, David the adulterer and murderer. Have mercy on me , O God...Wash away all my iniquity and cleanse me from my sin...Create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me...
The challenge for all of us is on the one hand to uphold God’s perfect will and intention for marriage, which are clearly stated. On the other, we have to balance this with compassion and grace when we fail to live up to his will. And then to offer restoration and recovery for those who have been affected in every way. It is my hope that we do all three well. 

Let’s pray together. To those who are:

Single, invite the Lord to be your companion, receive his comfort in loneliness, his guidance in your hopes, and entrust your future into his care, knowing that He has a plan for your life.

Divorced, invite the Lord to heal the memories, the hurt, the past. Offer forgiveness, receive forgiveness. Pray recovery and restoration for those impacted, especially children.

Married, give thanks and receive the Lord’s grace, patience, love for your partners.  May your marriages reflect the intentions of God and the love of Christ for us his church. May your homes be a haven of peace and blessing. 

Questions
Read Matthew 19

v.4-6  How does divorce undermine God’s intention for marriage?

Why does God hate divorce (Malachi 2:16)?

v.8 Are there ever grounds for divorce? Share why? Can you remember the four A’s?

Also read Matthew 5:32, 1 Corinthians 7:10,15.

Read Ephesians 5:22-23

What does God expect from husbands and how they treat their wives...and wives and how they treat their husbands?

If we are the bride of Christ, what does this say about the way we live as the church?

Read Romans 5:8. How can we love fellow sinners as God loves us? 

Share of your personal experiences of divorce. How has this impacted your life?

How does God offer His recovery and restoration, comfort and peace?

Read Psalm 34:18, Isaiah 61:1, Romans 8:1,28.

Pray for one another - for singles, divorcees, marrieds and marriage. 
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