18 March 2012 : Matthew 19 : 1-15
As you may have noticed, if you like nice gentle uncontroversial teaching, you should stay well away from Matthew 18 & 19. Last week we heard all about unforgiveness as a blessing-blocker. The couple of weeks before, it was about watching what comes out of your mouth, because you have what you say. Today it’s a leisurely stroll through the straightforward matters of divorce, the nature of marriage, and baptism. Nae bother! Anyone wanting to bale out now and head home, too bad, we’ve locked the doors! 
You would have thought the Pharisees, by this time, would have learned that a battle of wits with Jesus was something they would lose. Yet here they go again, with another silly question : Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife for any and every reason? Silly question, that is, because it exposed the silly thinking some of their number had on this. 

The Old Testament teaches, in Deuteronomy 24.1 : If a man marries a woman who becomes displeasing to him because he finds something indecent about her, he can write her a certificate of divorce, give it to her and send her from his house.

Most Pharisees and rabbis understood indecent the way you and I would understand it, to mean plainly immoral. No need, I think, to elaborate on that. But there was a school of thought, headed by a rabbi called Hillel, who took a different view. If the husband decided he didn’t like the colour of his wife’s hair, or if she burned the toast, or she didn’t iron his shirts or hoover the carpet, that counted as indecency, and out she went.

I might add that this relaxed view of the marital bond cut only one way. The wife had no such escape clause if her husband didn’t go out to work but lay on the couch all day drinking beer and watching Sky Sports, or left his toenail clippings on the floor – if you don’t understand that reference, ask someone who was here last week.

This radical spin on indecency favoured by Hillel and his cronies was plainly wrong, but understandably popular among the menfolk of Jesus’ time, so this question was a far-from-subtle attempt to trap Jesus into saying something that would affect the level of support He enjoyed. Jesus, as we see, responded to the Pharisees exactly the same way He responded to the devil in the wilderness. What does that tell us? Hmm!
Jesus took His answer straight from the Word of God. Haven’t you read, He replied – ouch, that would have stung these religious leaders, that at the beginning the Creator made them male and female, 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' So they are no longer two, but one. Therefore what God has joined together, let man not separate.  

Let me just make one or two comments on this before we move on. The Creator made them male and female. At risk of stating the blindingly obvious, marriage is between one man and one woman, and no other combination, arithmetically or biologically. As my son-in-law is wont to say, God made Adam & Eve, not Adam & Steve.

I am aware that some in government are presently trying to ram through legislation to redefine radically the concept of marriage, and that there are some in the church who appear supportive of this. I believe the Word of God shows them to be 100% wrong. However, we need to be very careful to make a clear distinction between a Bible-based disagreement with someone’s actions, and the Bible-based command of God to practise grace, and to love that person unconditionally, irrespective of those actions.
God does not reject people, or stop loving people, because they get some things wrong. And you and I know we have very good reason to be grateful for that. It does no harm to remind ourselves every so often of the attitude of Jesus in John 8.1-11. He didn’t condone wrong behaviour, but His acceptance of that woman as a person empowered her to move on. I do not condemn you. Go on your way and from now on sin no more.

Let me quote briefly from the submission your Kirk Session made in March 2010 to the Special Commission of the General Assembly : The uncomfortable truth is that, so far as the Bible is concerned, the person who drives at 31 mph in a built-up area is as much of a sinner as Adolf Hitler or Peter Sutcliffe! Sin is sin is sin. “ALL have sinned and fall short of the glory of God … [Romans 3.23]

But the Good News of the Christian gospel is that the unconditional love of God, the fullness of forgiveness and reconciliation in Christ, and all the promises of His word, are open to ALL, including child abusers, drug dealers, serial killers, and parkers-on-double-yellow-lines. ALL sin finds its comprehensive solution in the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ. Romans 3.23 must be read in the context of Romans 3.24 : 
ALL have sinned and fall short of the glory of God AND are justified freely by His grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. The finished work of Jesus is more than sufficient to release ANYONE from ANY bondage, including any form of sexual immorality, by confessing their sin, and receiving by faith what He has done by grace – which is complete forgiveness, complete healing, complete restoration.
Right. Moving decisively on. Jesus goes on to point out that marriage isn’t a contract, but a covenant, and there’s a big difference. Footballers and football managers have contracts, and a lot of good they are. They contain all sorts of get-out clauses, and are drawn up in the full expectation that they’re not going to work, long-term. 

But marriage is different. When people stand up here before me to take their wedding vows, they do so with every good intention of keeping them. No couple yet has come to discuss a wedding with me clutching a per-nup agreement in their hot sticky mitts, and if they did, I’d chase them out the door so fast their backsides would be a blur. In my 20-odd years’ ministry, I’ve not known any couple getting married expecting it to fail.
A covenant, in effect, takes two and makes them one. It is a Biblical model, based on promises each one makes in good faith to the other, for the benefit of the other, not on rights that one demands from the other, with legal penalties for default – like a contract.

In Christian marriage, there are three parties to the covenant – the husband, the wife, and the Lord. In wedding services, I often quote Ecclesiastes 4.12 : a threefold cord is not easily broken. Mind you, the cord may be stretched at times! When Jesus says : the two will become one flesh, the becoming is a process that’s often very different in practice from the rosy glow of the wedding day. Making things work in the mundane realities of everyday life, adjusting to one another, unlearning selfish habits, making compromises to please each other – these don’t always come easy. Anyone noticed?? 

And I don’t wish to be overly dramatic about this, but I believe the devil has assigned a whole host of demons specifically to attack and destroy Christian marriage because it is so precious and beautiful to God when it is upheld, and so painful to all concerned when it isn’t. Paul wrote that marriage was, in fact, a picture of Christ and His church.

Marriage, then, isn’t something to be abandoned the first time something doesn’t work out the way the glossy magazines say. And certainly not with the cavalier attitude some of those Pharisees had to it! But does that mean it is always wrong and sinful to leave a marriage? Does this mean that a broken marriage is a sign of failure and inadequacy as a Christian? The devil will try and tell you it is. But, as ever, he’s lying.
Jesus acknowledges that if one of the parties to a marriage is unfaithful – and we’ll look at what that means in a moment – then the covenant is broken, and the “offended” party has the right to choose whether or not they want to pick up the pieces and try again, or not. Unfaithfulness would obviously include playing away from home, but I think we would also want to say that a husband or wife who habitually abuses their spouse – be that abuse physical or any other form – is also being unfaithful to the covenant, yes?

Jesus does not lay upon anyone an obligation to hang around in a marriage from which the other party has effectively checked out already. Nor, however, does He insist that such a marriage must be broken up if the “injured party”, as it were, has prayed through the situation and is willing to start again. There is no sin leaving, there is no sin staying, but whatever it is, choose prayerfully – and, even if there is to be no reconciliation, there must, as we said last week, be no unforgiveness nor resentment either. All right?

I am, of course, aware that a number of people find themselves in a situation of a failed marriage where it hasn’t been as clear-cut as infidelity, but for whatever reason it didn’t work out and, on hearing the words of Jesus, it might leave you feeling inadequate or uncomfortable. Let me address that right now. First question. Are you born again? 

I love the story Andrew Wommack tells about a meeting he conducted, after which a woman asked him to pray for her marriage, which was in trouble. She admitted right out she wasn’t saved, she didn’t believe Jesus was the Son of God, but she just wanted her marriage fixed. Andrew replied : Let me get this straight. You’re not born again. You don’t want me to pray with you to receive Jesus, just to sort your marriage, right?
She nodded in agreement. Andrew answered : Listen, lady, if you died tonight without Jesus, you’d spend eternity without Jesus, and after a couple of thousand years in hell, you won’t give a rip whether you were ever married or not. Now, let me ask you again. Are you sure you don’t want me to pray with you to receive Jesus as Lord of your life!
She saw sense, got saved, and got her marriage fixed! Not a bad package deal. And I’m telling you that to say that your life is not defined by one area that hasn’t worked out. By now, I hope, you will all know Romans 8.1. There is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. So, if you’re born again, if you’ve made Jesus the Lord of your life, you have no problem. And if you’re not yet born again, you know exactly how to get out of the problem. In Christ, no condemnation. Amen. End of story.
Does that mean it’s all right to get married again? Well, marriage is one of these fairly big decisions in life that the smart person will pray over! Don’t get out of one lousy marriage one week, then shoot off to Las Vegas the next weekend and get hitched in an Elvis themed chapel! When you meet that new person, ask God what He thinks about it, and ask Him what lessons need to be learned from experience first time round. He is a thorough and patient teacher, and when the time is right, you will have peace about it. 

And here’s another scripture you should know by now to back up this advice – it’s in    2 Corinthians 5.17 : anyone who belongs to Christ has become a new person. The old life is gone; a new life has begun! Remember this is our God, who forgives and does not condemn, whose mercies are new and fresh every morning, whose speciality is new life to be enjoyed in abundance, to the full, till it overflows. Comfortable with that?
And, by the way, it is perfectly all right not to marry at all but to live a celibate life if that is your choice. In these verses, Jesus makes it clear that celibacy isn’t for everyone, but for those who voluntarily embrace it, it’s an honourable a way of life, and indeed the only way of life other than Christian marriage that God approves and blesses. 

One last defiant gesture. Jesus says : Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of heaven belongs to such as these. As a congregation, we practise a very open policy on baptising children. Quite intentionally, we go beyond the requirements of church law to welcome families who may not have a clear idea in their own minds as to all the theology of Christian baptism, but there is something inside them, I like to think some move of the Holy Spirit, that brings them to the font.
We choose to honour that. In this day and age, it takes faith – maybe not informed faith, but faith nonetheless – to present your bairn to God in front of a congregation, and even if not all parents end up fulfilling the vows, who are we to deny them the opportunity at least to have a crack at it, the opportunity to be welcomed by the people of God, to hear the Word of God preached? It is our responsibility under the Lord Jesus actively to practise grace ; and to keep on praying for these young families that they will find the love of God meeting them and helping them to build a home with Jesus at its heart. 
