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I. Introduction

As we saw a couple of weeks ago, because of His rejection by the Jewish religious leaders and the general population in Galilee, Jesus had gone north to Caesarea Philippi to be alone with His disciples.  But Jesus didn’t come just to be a great teacher and collect a following of disciples.—Romans 5:8 says, “But God demonstrates His own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”  Now it was time for Jesus to leave Galilee where He had been teaching and living for the last 2 years or so.  His work there and the periodic, uninterrupted, in-depth training sessions with His disciples were done.  So, Jesus made His way to the southern part of Israel—to Judea in the region across the Jordan called Perea.  Here He would minister until the time came for Him to enter Jerusalem and be crucified. 

Mark wrote in Mark 10:1 that “Again crowds came to him, and as was his custom, he taught them.” (The crowds consisted of both Jews who lived in that region and Galilean Jews traveling through Perea to avoid Samaria.)  Matthew added that “he healed them there.”  Because Jesus countered their false teachings and exposed their hypocritical living, the Pharisees despised Him.  So, as Jesus began to make His way to Jerusalem in time for Passover and His death, the Pharisees intensified their attacks.  This time they chose a very controversial issue—divorce.   Seeking to discredit Him, “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?’”  In today’s Scripture, we see Jesus’ response to the Pharisees’ question.

II. The Pharisees’ Question

When the Pharisees came to test Jesus, they were hoping He would fail publically.  They wanted to discredit Him in the eyes of the people who followed Him.  This way He would lose His popularity and make it easier for the Pharisees to destroy Him.  So, badgering Him, they said “Is it legal for a man to divorce his wife for any reason?”
Even within the group of the Pharisees, the teachings regarding divorce were varied.  On one extreme was a small group of Pharisees who followed the teachings of Rabbi Shammai who maintained that divorce was never permissible.  On the other extreme there were those who followed the liberal Rabbi Hillel who had died about 20 years before Jesus began His ministry.  Those who belonged to the school of Hillel taught that a man could divorce his wife for the most trivial things; things such as taking her hair down in public, talking to other men, burning the bread, putting too much salt in the food, or just finding another woman more attractive than the first.  For this reason, Hillel’s teachings were very popular, and the majority party of the Pharisees was the leading proponent of easy divorce.
III. Jesus’ Answer: “It was never part of God’s plan.”
The Pharisees already knew Jesus’ teachings on divorce.  They had heard and, most likely, remembered Jesus’ teaching on the Sermon on the Mount—turn to Matthew 5:31-32.  The Pharisees had had time to work on their argument and they felt they were ready to turn the people as well as King Herod, who had divorced and remarried, all against Jesus.  But Jesus didn’t go back to Moses’ writing in 
Deuteronomy 24 to support His teaching.  Jesus’ approach was to take things back to the very beginning, back to Genesis and creation where Jesus gave the answer: Divorce was never part of God’s plan.

To see the basis for Jesus’ answer, turn to Genesis 1:27-28—now to Genesis 2:20-24.  Jesus was really saying that their argument wasn’t with Him; it was with God and His Word.  So, back in Matthew 19, Jesus gave 4 reasons why divorce was never part of God’s plan.

     A. First, it is the union of one man and one woman.  God didn’t create 2 men and 1 woman or 2 women and 1 man or 2 men or 2 women.  Group marriages, gay marriages, or any other variation were not possible.  By creating only 1 man and 1 woman in the beginning, God was demonstrating His plan for marriage.  Divorce and remarriage were not an option—there was only 1 man and 1 woman!
     B. Second, it is a permanent union.  God’s original design was that one man and one woman spend one life together.  They are to “be united” or as the KJV says, “A man shall leave his father and his mother, and shall cleave unto his wife.”  It’s as if they had been glued or cemented together with an unbreakable bond.  Marriage is the total commitment and dedication of a husband and a wife to each other in the presence of God.  It even trumps the parent-child relationship—“A man shall leave his father and mother.”  God’s plan requires that the husband and wife enter into marriage totally and completely without reservation.  It’s permanent—there’s no such thing as a “trial marriage.”  
     C. Third, it is a physical union.  In 1 Corinthians 7:4 Paul wrote, “The wife's body does not belong to her alone but also to her husband.  In the same way, the husband's body does not belong to him alone but also to his wife.”  As Jesus said, “the two will become one flesh.”  In God’s eyes they become the total possession of each other, one in mind and spirit and will, in goals and direction.  They are one.  When they have a child, that child becomes a perfect demonstration of their oneness.  That one child carries the combined traits of two people in one flesh—just as does their marriage.
     D. Finally, it is a divinely appointed union.  Jesus said that to destroy a marriage is to destroy a creation of God.  Divorce is like cutting a leg or arm off of a person.  “What God has joined together, let man not separate.”  God established marriage and no court of law can change what God has established.  In 
Malachi 2:16 God said, “I hate divorce.”  God hates divorce because it tears apart what should be a permanent union.  God, also, hates divorce because, throughout both the Old and the New Testaments, the relationship between God and His children is often represented by marriage and God doesn’t want anything to sever that relationship—nothing is to come between God and His children.
IV. The Pharisees’ Rebuttal

The Pharisees had set their trap and they must have felt that Jesus had finally made a mistake.  They were ready to spring the trap.  They knew that they had THE passage in the Law that supported their view that contradicted Jesus—divorce was permissible for any reason.  “’Why then,’ they asked, ‘did Moses command that a man give his wife a certificate of divorce and send her away?’”  They based their rebuttal on the Jewish law of divorce that is found in Deuteronomy.  Turn to Deuteronomy 24:1-4.

The Pharisees had twisted these verses to say something other than Moses’ original intent.  Moses didn’t command divorce; he only permitted or tolerated it.  Moses only gave one command: “The divorced wife could not return to her first husband if she was put away by the second husband or if the second husband dies.”  It is a commandment regarding remarriage, not a commandment to divorce.
V. Jesus’ Reply


In His reply, Jesus told the Pharisees that divorce was not commanded by Moses but “Moses permitted you to divorce your wives because your hearts were hard.”  God’s original law of marriage left no room for divorce, but that law was laid down before man had sinned.  Rather than having two people living together in constant conflict, with one or both of them seeking fulfillment elsewhere—sometimes leading even to physical or emotional abuse—God permitted divorce.  Divorce was never part of God’s original plan for mankind in marriage or in mankind’s relationship with God and never will be.

Jesus went on to say that a divorce on any grounds other than immorality by one of the spouses is always unlawful regardless of which one initiates the divorce.  Any divorce which does not result from “marital unfaithfulness” results in adultery if there is remarriage.


In these verses and in Matthew 5 Jesus allowed remarriage by the innocent spouse in order that he or she might have opportunity to enjoy again the blessings of marriage that were destroyed by the other partner’s adultery.  The qualification “except for marital unfaithfulness”  allows the innocent party who marries another to do so without committing adultery.
VI. The disciples


When the Pharisees left Jesus, they must have been more upset and angrier than they had been before.  Jesus had used their own Scriptures and teachings to condemn them for their illegitimate divorces and accompanying adulteries.  But the disciples were also confused.  This went against everything they had been taught.  They had been taught with sayings from the Talmud (a collection of ancient rabbinic writings on Jewish law); statements like: “A bad wife is like leprosy to her husband.  What is the remedy:  Let him divorce her and be cured of his leprosy.”  “If a man has a bad wife, it is a religious duty to divorce her.”

Jesus had changed things again!  He was saying that marriage is a lifetime commitment that could be broken only by death or adultery.  And even adultery didn’t require divorce.  The idea of “for better or worse” was more than the disciples could accept.  “If this is the situation between a husband and a wife, it is better not to marry.”

In reply to their confusion, Jesus made it clear that each man and woman must consider God’s will concerning marriage.  Some people should not get married because of physical or emotional problems from birth.  Some had been physically made into eunuchs by man.  Others were eunuchs for other reasons— like an only child who must take care of aged parents.  Still others, like Paul, stay single so that they might better serve the Lord (1 Corinthians 7:7).  But nowhere in Scripture is celibacy seen as a higher form of spirituality than being married.  Neither marriage nor celibacy (remaining unmarried) should be entered without much prayer and consideration.
VII. Blessing the little children


It was fitting that Jesus’ teaching about marriage should be followed by His blessing some children—for children are the happy results of those who are married.  Jesus didn’t look at the children as a curse or a burden.  “Two shall become one flesh” is fulfilled in the birth of children and the love of parents is deepened and matured as it is shared with others in the home.


Placing hands on children for a blessing had a long history in Israel, but the disciples were irritated by the whole thing.  They probably thought there were more important matters than being interrupted by children.  Jesus reminded the disciples, and us, that a child’s dependence, faith, and trust in others are the characteristics of a member of the kingdom of heaven.  Like a child, a disciple of Jesus Christ must depend upon God for the purpose, power, and direction of his life.
VIII. Conclusion

Jesus’ teaching is that there is only one Scriptural basis for divorce and that is sexual sin.  If two people are divorced on any other basis and marry other mates, they are committing adultery.  Later, in the New Testament, another permissible reason for divorce and remarriage is given.  Turn to 1 Cor. 7:10-16.  If an unbeliever doesn’t want to remain married to a believer, divorce is also permitted.

Jesus didn’t teach that the offended spouse must get a divorce.  There can be forgiveness, healing, and restoration of a broken relationship between a husband and wife just as there is between God and a wandering Christian.  But because of the hardness of hearts, it is sometimes impossible to heal the wounds and save the marriage.  However, divorce is to be the final option, not the first.


Happy marriages are not accidents.  They are the result of commitment, love, mutual understanding, sacrifice, and hard work by both the husband and wife.  If a husband and wife are fulfilling their marriage vows, they will enjoy a growing relationship that will satisfy them and keep them true to each other.  By the power of the Holy Spirit, God expects His redeemed people in Christ to model the original beauty and support of a marriage relationship as well as the grace of forgiveness.  Turn to Ephesians 5:21-33.  The 2 keys of a successful marriage—and for that matter any Christian relationship—are self-denial and self-giving, both of which are contrary to human nature but are made possible to Christians through the power and indwelling of the Holy Spirit.  The husband and wife who are walking in the Spirit will be walking in unselfish humility and forgiving love that always puts the other first.

The Bible doesn’t address spousal abuse—physical or emotional, but this is obviously the result of sin in a person’s life.  Abuse would seem to be the consequence of a spouse loving someone or something more than they love their spouse so, in a sense, abuse is a form of adultery and adultery is grounds for divorce.  As brothers and sisters of fellow Christians, we have a serious responsibility to support those marriages which are going through difficulties.  We need to help those who have sinned to repent and seek forgiveness and restoration—first with God and then with one another.  If, after much prayer, reconciliation isn’t possible, other steps may be necessary.
 


Finally, since the relationship between a Christian and God is a model of marriage, how is your relationship with God?  Where is your heart?  Are you devoted heart and soul to Jesus Christ—like He is to you or are you committing adultery by putting other things before Him?  Is your relationship with God flourishing like a loving marriage or is it reaching a point of separation?  Joshua said in Joshua 24:15, “Choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve.”  What is your choice?
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