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Congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ, marriage has fallen on hard times.  Where holy matrimony used to be viewed as something special- sacred in a sense.  Now it is shunned and avoided by many.  The national divorce rate is somewhere around 30 percent- but what is more striking is that there are so many young people that have chosen not to get married at all.  Approximately 35% of young people do not plan on getting married at all!  It is safe to say that we are facing somewhat of a marriage crisis in our country.  So our teaching on marriage and divorce is very timely.  Let’s start with a definition for marriage.  Basically, what is God’s design for marriage?  Marriage is a God ordained union between one man and one woman designed to be a lifelong covenant that blesses both members.  But because we live in a fallen world- and because those who enter into marriage are sinners- God has also given us specific guidelines that are designed to protect those who are marriage.  To be clear, in Malachi 2 God says that He hates divorce.  But He also allows divorce in certain circumstances.  So God not only protects marriage as an institution; but He also seeks to protect those who are in that marriage.  In our context of Matthew 5, last time we saw that lust and adultery are warned against.  These sins must be battled against- for the sake of your own salvation but also for the sake of your marriage.  Next time in Matthe 5:33 Jesus will reveal the need to be truthful and keep our promises.  Once again- if marriage is a promise of faithfulness given to your spouse, the need to keep your oath is part of being faithful in your marriage.  So today we consider the Biblical teaching on divorce.  With this theme: Jesus Christ reveals the specific circumstances in which divorce is allowed in order to defend marriage.  
I.  The Cultural View of Divorce 
In our first point, we consider the cultural view of divorce.  What was the view of marriage in Jesus’ day- and how did the culture view divorce?  What was a valid ground for divorce in this setting?  Well, Jesus begins in 5:31- it was also said.  Jesus continues- you have heard that it was said.  Here Jesus was pointing to an OT teaching that had been interpreted widely.  The OT Bible passage and Law in view is found in Dt. 24:1- “when a man takes a wife and marries her, if she then finds no favor in his eyes because he has found some indecency in her, and he writes her a certificate of divorce and puts it in her hand and sends her out f his house.”  So the law of Moses in Dt. 24 is that a man can write a certificate of divorce if his wife has some indecency in her.  So the question before us is this- what is this “indecency”?  If indecency is given as a ground for divorce in Dt. 24- what is that indecency specifically.  Well, over the years this law of Moses had been turned into a blanket statement to cover a whole host of sins and situations.  The Jewish scholars of Jesus day taught that anything that spoiled the woman in the man’s eyes was something that made her indecent.  The idea is that some action or trait of the woman would make the woman unclean or undesirable.  So divorce had become fairly common.  Divorce made formal with a written certificate, and the following remarriage were a normal and accepted part of society.  Usually instigated by the man- this certificate of divorce would at least given the woman the opportunity to be married to someone else.  This certificate would state that you are legally released and now you are free to marry again.  But what kind of actions were of such significance that they would make the woman indecent or polluted in the eyes of her husband.  Well, there were two extremes in Jesus’ day. The first extreme was called the school of Hillel.  These Jewish scholars and their teaching had turned Dt. 24 into a very permissive statement.  In their own words, if a wife spoils a dish, she has become indecent in her husband’s eyes.  So if the wife burns the toast or messes up a recipe- or if the husband simply does not like the food she cooks- this has spoiled the wife in her husband’s eyes.  Basically, being a bad cook would be grounds for divorce in this the teaching of Hillel.  The second school of thought is that of Rabbi Akiba.  In the teaching of Akiba, if the husband sees another woman who is prettier than his own wife, his wife has now become indecent in his eyes.  When the wife no longer finds favor in the eyes of her husband, he is free to write a certificate of divorce and send her away.  It is important to remember that only a scribe or rabbi- some elder or teacher in Israel could write a letter or certificate of divorce.  So the husband had to have some grounds for his divorce.  But as we see with the school of Hillel and the instruction of Rabbi Akiba- these grounds were very broad.  So if you wife was a bad cook or if you saw a prettier woman, you had grounds to divorce the wife of your youth and send her away.  This is the context in which Jesus is speaking.  We find the same thing in Matthew 19:3- where the Pharisees asked Jesus if it was lawful to divorce one’s wife for any cause.  For any cause or for any reason at all.  So the cultural norm was to treat divorce as trivial- that divorce was no big deal.  We find the very same thing in our culture today.  There is an overly permissive view of divorce.  With in introduction of “No Fault” marriage in 1969; you no longer need any valid reason or grounds to divorce.  As I was reading this past week, I found this advice given.  In an article called “The Only Eight Times It's Excusable to Leave Someone You Truly Love” the number one grounds given is this:  You can leave your spouse if “you’re unhappy and it’s clearly because of the relationship.”  So our world says- if you are unhappy, you can leave your marriage and get a divorce.  But divorce rips fabric that has been sown together.  Divorce hurts those who are torn apart.  It is into this context that Jesus speaks today.  Jesus is going to confront this overly permissive view of divorce by restoring marriage to its place of honor.  
II.  Restoring Marriage to a Place of Honor
So in order to shake off this carte blanche view of divorce, Jesus is going to give us very specific and limited grounds for divorce.  Marriage is a covenant- a lifelong monogamous union.  As a picture, it is supposed to point us to Christ and His love for the church.  Jesus is going to protect and restore marriage to its place of honor but also recognize that sin has and continued to wreck relationships.  As Jesus says in Matthew 19- a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife.  And the two shall become one flesh.  What God has jointed together, let not man separate.  So marriage is a joining together- by God.  Breaking this union should not be done lightly!  Jesus gives a very narrow reason that could be ground for divorce.  Again, divorce is not commanded but it is permitted in specific situations because of the presence of sin.  The first grounds for divorce given by Jesus is that of sexual immorality- as 5:32 states.  Divorce on the grounds of sexual immorality.  Jesus uses the word “pornea” meaning a sexually indecent act.  This “pornea” includes the act of adultery, prostitution, fornication and other sexual sins. So a grave, sexual sin is given as a biblical ground for divorce.  This is because sexual sins strike at the heart of marital union.  Where in marriage, two become one flesh.  Sexually indecent behavior pollutes and breaks down this union by introducing others into the relationship.  What God created good and to be enjoyed in the context of marriage is polluted and sullied.  So here Jesus is making it clear- as He points back to Dt. 24.  The indecency that Moses spoke of is sexual impurity.  He reiterates this again in Matthew 19- sexual immorality is grounds for divorce.  
But in order to get a full picture, we are going to add one more Bible passage to our consideration.  I want to read from I Cor. 7:12-16.  Here Paul states that if a parter refuses to live with the other in peace, then the one who is sinned against is not enslaved.  If one of the members of the marriage acts like an unbeliever- refusing to support or live in peace with the other- then the one who is injured, neglected or harmed is not bound to stay in that marriage.  Here Paul gives us what we call the grounds of desertion.  Abandonment by an unbelieving spouse is another Biblical ground for divorce.  So if one of the parters separates- refusing to support and live with their spouse in peace- that is acting like an unbeliever.  To treat your spouse like a stranger- to refuse to give them what they need- refusing to render the support that is their due.  This principle is also found in the OT- specifically in Ex. 21:11.  If a man takes a wife and does not provide the food, clothing and marital rights that she deserves, then that wife is free to go.  So building upon Ex. 21, if the husband is putting his wife’s life in danger.  If the husband refuse to support this wife- either by neglect or abuse- then the Bible says that the wife is free to depart.  She need not stay in a dangerous situation.  For as Paul says, you are not enslaved in these situations.  God has called you to peace.  Now we have to be careful not to make these permissions too expansive either.  These Biblical grounds are to be rare and reserved for severe cases.  Sexual immorality and desertion have to be more than a mean word or occasional wondering eye.  Not to make an excuse for sin, but to recognize that we all fall short and we all struggle in these areas.  However, if a pattern emerges or a significant, serious offense takes place.  The offended party does have Biblical grounds for divorce.  There is a means of escape from this destructive situation.  Jesus the gentle and lowly in heart is near to those who find themselves in situations like this.
But lets not forget the purpose of this passage!  Jesus is seeking to restore marriage to its place of honor and respect.  Even as Heb. 13:4 puts it, the marriage bed is to be respected by all!  Honored by all the people!  Jesus would have us honor marriage by respecting its significance!  Don’t enter into it without due consideration and do not be rush to break it either.  Jesus gives us very narrow and specific grounds for divorce in order to protect this institution!  Those who enter marriage have every right to expect that marriage to be upheld by their spouse!  That their partner in this covenant will keep their word as we will see next time- and remain pure in their body and chaste in their hearts.  A wife has every right to expect support from her husband- and a wife’s body belongs to her husband as well!  The benefits of marriage for those who enter into it are safety, love, service and support!  But let us not forget that marriage is never an end to itself.  Marriage is designed to point to something greater- something beyond itself!  Marriage is not only a gift from God- a pre-fall ordinance that celebrates the union of a man and his wife.  Eph. 5:25 makes it clear that marriage itself is a mysterious sign- a portent given by God to point the church to Jesus Christ her savior, lord and loving husband. This is another reason why divorce is a serious thing- because marriage is a picture of our salvation. Divorce speaks lies about Christ- because Christ would never abandon, forsake or cheat on His bride the church.  Jesus would never break His covenantal vow that He has made to His people!  And today- we have a wonderful reminder of our Savior’s commitment to us.  The Lord’s Supper is a fellowship meal- a celebration of our Savior loving service!  Our heavenly host feeds us, His bride, with His own body and blood!  Indeed, the Lord’s Supper is a foretaste of the marriage supper of the Lamb!  So may our hearts be glad- may we rejoice that our loving husband will never leave us and never forsake us!  
