MATTHEW 5:31-32
(Readings: Mat.19:1-12; Deut.24:1-4; Mat.5:27-32)

It’s No Piece of Paper!


Congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ…

	The Roman Catholic church has a certain image in regards to marriage.
		They are known as being strongly pro-family.
			The ceremony of marriage is even one of their seven sacraments.

	If you’re rich or powerful enough, though, you can always get around that.
		Then you can often get marriage annulled, and be free to marry someone else.
			While it would need the permission of an important cleric – perhaps even the Pope himself – it can be arranged.
	Princess Caroline of Monaco got one.
		Even though she had been married in an official church service!

	The Roman Catholic church has a whole list of things which can be used as ground to gain an annulment.
		You would be surprised what some of those things are!

	In the same way, while it is commonly thought the Jews of the 1st century A.D. took marriage seriously, there was another side.
		A side which actually shows the disregard they have for marriage.
			And especially for the wife in the marriage!

	One commentator says that the time Jesus spoke these words of our text was the time in history when the marriage bond was almost destroyed.
		And that’s saying something! 
			For marriage was a sacred duty to the Jews. 
	A duty you couldn’t get out of except to devote your whole life to studying the Law of God.
		It was considered a curse if a man didn’t marry and so have children.

	In the Jewish traditions we find further evidence that divorce is abhorred.
		The words of Malachi 2 verse 16 where the Lord says, “I hate divorce,” are reflected in the ancient sayings.
	One of the Rabbi quotes said, “We find that God is long-suffering to every sin except the sin of unchastity.”
		Another quote is even more descriptive: “The very altar sheds tears when a man divorces the wife of his youth.”

	The reality in Jesus’ time was far from this ideal, however.
		And it all revolved around the same factor as the Roman Catholics have shown through the ages.
			Because the woman in their eyes is a thing.

	She was nothing more than a possession.
		She had no legal rights.
			She was completely dependent for her place in society upon her husband.
	But not so he.
		In fact, the Rabbinic law said, “A woman may be divorced with or without her will; but a man only after his will.”

	In this way, congregation, we come to the first aspect we see in the text.
		We note here, WHAT WAS THEN THE ESTABLISHED BELIEF.

	Now, we have read Deuteronomy 24, the verses 1 till 4.
		That spelt out the process of divorce.
			A simple process.
				The standard bill of divorcement consisted of these words: “Let this be from me your writ of divorce and letter of dismissal and deed of liberation, that you may marry whatsoever man you wish.”

	All that had to be done was to hand that document to the woman in the presence of two witnesses.
		Then she would be divorced.

	The difficulty was in its interpretation.
		What did the “something indecent” refer to?

	There were two sides to how this was to be understood.
		There was a conservative school of thought – the school of Shammai.

	This was a strict view.
		Shammai and his followers defined “something indecent” as meaning unchastity and nothing but unchastity.
			Chastity is the old English word for sexual faithfulness or purity.
				So “unchastity” would be anything that spoils the sexual faithfulness and purity of marriage.

	This is shown in one of their sayings.
		It goes, “Let a woman be as mischievous as the wife of Ahab, she cannot be divorced except for adultery.”

	So to them there could be no grounds for divorce except for adultery or unchastity.
		And unchastity of course is closely related to adultery.
			
	Then there was a liberal school of thought – the school of Hillel.
		They defined “something indecent” in the broadest possible way.
	That meant a man could divorce his wife if she spoiled his dinner by putting too much salt in his food.
		If she went in public with her head uncovered, he could divorce.
			Also if she spoke with men in the streets, if she argued too much - even if he found someone he thought more beautiful than his wife.

	So, which one do you think was most popular?
		Not hard to guess, is it?
			The liberal school won hands down!

	Congregation, Jesus spoke at a time when marriage was in a mess.
		Family life was collapsing and immorality was everywhere, especially in the church.

	It was actually a lot like our time!
		For which view on divorce has the Christian church largely taken on?
		
	You can tell that from the figures.
		The divorce rates amongst Christians is the same as within general society.
			
	And you can soon spot those few churches that haven’t taken on this view.
		They are the narrow-minded, unpopular churches.
			They are the churches people leave as soon as they know they won’t get their own way.
				For these churches have the same view as the Shammai school regarding Deuteronomy 24.

	As indeed did Jesus!
		Those churches are in the best company with this view.

	This is the right view because this is about the root of the matter – the heart.
		Those churches that remain faithful to this word of Christ have to continually penetrate there.
			The lust of the heart must be exposed through the preaching. 
				Because, as it is right now, the view Jews had then that they could marry a more attractive woman if they so desired is very much in the church.

	Those liberals then and now think marriage is just a piece of paper.
		Well, it’s not!
			This is nothing less than a creation ordinance and what God has joined together man is not to separate!

	They’re strong words from our Lord in Matthew 19 verse 6.
		But this is where we need to move on to the second aspect.
			For here we see WHAT THIS IN PRACTICE ACTUALLY DID.

	Now, we have heard of the liberalism of the 1st century A.D..
		We have seen the sorts of excuses men used to divorce their wives for someone else.
			We have realised that women are treated just like chattels to be traded around.

	Well, at the end of verse 32 Jesus really gives it to them.
		While confirming that Scripture supports the Shammai school, He goes even further to say that by so divorcing their wives they are making adulterers of them!

	The difficulty many have here, though, is that by the interpretation Jesus uses it’s the man who should be the adulterer.
		If he has divorced his wife unlawfully and married another woman, he and that other woman are committing the adultery!

	True, that’s what they would be doing.
		But remember what’s happening to the little lady in all this!

	You see, what they had forgotten in all this, as the church today has forgotten, is that Moses was actually putting a restriction on divorce.
		He wasn’t loosening it up at all.
			Because it had been so much abused before by the Israelites, the Lord used him to stop the chaos. 
	It was really about granting rights to the most defenceless.
		The whole range of excuses they had used before were done away with!
		
	Oops!
		You won’t hear mega-church pastors saying that!
			Upsetting their audiences like this would make them quite unpopular.
	Their next book definitely wouldn’t be on the best-seller list!
		Besides, some among them are into their second or third marriages! 

	You see, under Deuteronomy 24 you had to have a legitimate reason for divorce.
		A reason related to “something indecent.”
			And that’s related directly to adultery or within the area around it called “unchastity.”

	I mean, we use the same expression today – “indecent behaviour.”
		It’s all related to sexual deviancy of one kind or another.

	This is where the Greek and Roman influences also have a strong part to play in the 1st century.
		Just like secularism has a major influence among us today.

	Because the Greeks downgraded marriage.
		Many of their most admired women were the mistresses of their leaders, not their wives!
			And the Romans had become sucked into that as well.
	While at it’s beginning Rome was strongly pro-marriage by the time of Christ it had become nothing more than a convenience.
		There was a cynical Roman jest which was very popular.
			It said, “Marriage brings only two happy days – the day when the husband first clasps his wife to his breast, and the day when he lays her in the tomb to rest.”

	Because marriage was so unpopular, and so the number of children went down, the Romans had to pass severe laws.
		Just like families having children today get special tax benefits, Rome gave special privileges to those who had children.
			Those not marrying were specially taxed.
				And the unmarried were also prohibited from inheriting. 

	So you can see why Jesus stood out from the crowd over this one.
		Just like the faithful church stands out from many other churches today over this.

	Which is how we come back to Jesus’ statement that the wives so divorced would be committing adultery.
		Because that’s not what He actually said, is it?
			Rather, He said that those who subsequently married them would be committing adultery.
	But that makes those women adulterers too!
		They’ve been turned into prostitutes!

	Do you see?
		Selfishness has impacted right throughout.
			It’s all about “lust” not “love.”
	For it’s lust that is called love in our world today.
		Forget faithfulness, commitment, and self-sacrifice!
			This is all about me!
				This is about my right to be happy!

	There is a light shining in this darkness, though.
		It’s shining even brighter because of how dark it was in Jesus’ time.
			And it’s shining brightly now too because of how dark it is.

	You see, the Gospel has really got them in its headlights.
		Like that possum caught in its glare so this world and many Christians are caught out.
			But what will they do?

	We have come to the third aspect in connection with the text.
		We now see, WHAT THE WORD MUST BRING OUT.

	The Lord makes it clear there can be no divorce.
		He comes down as hard as He does because He doesn’t even want us thinking of its possibility!
			As indeed Moses did by putting in the regulation in Deuteronomy 24.
	A regulation which actually comes down to only allowing one ground for divorce.
		Because the word Jesus uses here for marital unfaithfulness has the same meaning as the expression “something indecent.”

	The only way which pleases God and so blesses man is to remain faithfully married.
		And if you have sinned through divorce you must lay that before the Lord in sincere sorrow.
			
	It will probably mean you’ll also need wise Christian counsel.
		That counsel might be needed to correct you in the error of your ways. 
			Or it may have to convict you of the error of knowingly going against His way!
				If the Lord hates divorce then you should to!

	And imagine what a witness that would be to this world.
		Also what a witness to the rest of Christianity!
			Because they’ve become taken in by the spirit of the age.

	You see, we are the last people who should be tearing apart!
		In fact, we are those who should united in the Lord’s way!
			
	That’s why even though adultery is mentioned as the only grounds for divorce, even that should be avoided.
		The Lord wants reconciliation.
			He loves it when two of His children are humbled before Him and look up to Him together.

	In fact, one survey showed that where a husband and wife pray sincerely together every day, the divorce rate is 1 in 10,000.
		You compare that to the 1 in 3 that applies to the people who say they’re Christians!

	There was a situation in a congregation when a husband and wife had separated.
		The man had quite clearly committed adultery.
			The family saw no hope in any counselling.
	They didn’t want a bar of it.
		The guy was a real loser!
			The sooner she divorced him and got on with her life the better.

	Then they heard the minister was having counselling with them.
		That got them incensed.
			They told him to get off the case.
				And they told him so in no uncertain terms!
							
	He was quite firm, though.
		His ministry was Christ’s ministry.
			And that was all about reconciliation.
				“The Lord hates divorce,” he told the family.

	Well, the Lord blessed that work.
		His Spirit performed a miracle in the lives of those two.
			As His Spirit does every time someone turns to Him in repentance.

	How can you stay faithfully married?
		By being committed from the heart.
			That’s what the verses 27 till 30 are all about.

	You see, marriage is a covenant.
		You say some very serious vows.
			
	We heard that just a week ago.
		It was a life-long promise “in accordance with God’s holy will, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better for worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish [or obey] as long as we both shall live or the Lord shall come..”
	
	If you don’t keep that promise you live a lie before God and man.
		That’s why you have to bind it on your heart.
			Be determined that nothing will break it.
	Instead, strengthen it by genuinely ‘having and holding’ your spouse, loving and cherishing them by God’s grace.
		And if anything comes in the way, gouge it out!
			Don’t let it stay!

	That’s why a faithful church won’t allow the remarriage of someone who has already married in the Lord.
		Instead, she will point that believer back to the Word.
			That’s the Word they promised to keep!
	That’s the Word the Lord gave them every resource to be able to obey.
		This is the place you have to stay!
			Don’t give it away!
				Amen.


PRAYER:
Let’s pray…
	O LORD God, we have been struck by Your Word once again.
		It has gone deep into our souls.
			We are left so very exposed.
	We are the guilty.
		We sinned in our thoughts, our words, and our actions.
	
	Please forgive us.
		Turn us again to You, through Your Word.
			And so may You be pleased to find in us what You have given us every strength and encouragement to be – Your people.
				Through Christ our Lord, we pray, Amen.


	

