10/04/09  Sermon:   “ Marriage Made By Heaven! ”  

( Texts:  Genesis 2:18-24;  1st Corinthians 7:10-16;  Mark 10:2-12 )

************************************************************************

     Last Sunday I concluded an 18 part sermon series on the Book of Acts.  As you’ve probably noticed in the 4+ years I’ve been here, I like to preach sermon series on various topics and books of the Bible.  

     However, since I’ve done several sermon series in the past year, I recently decided that starting in October I would preach on the assigned Scripture readings for a few months.  

     Of course, the problem that pastors face in preaching on the assigned readings is that every so often you are confronted with a text of Scripture which deals with a very difficult subject.  

     For example, in preparation for this Sunday’s sermon I looked up the assigned Gospel reading for today and discovered that it was Mark 10:2-12.  Now, let me confess something to you.  When pastors look at a text like Mark 10:2-12 that’s when we’re tempted to simply pick another text that deals with a less difficult subject.  
     However, I have a hard time doing that.  You see, part of my duty as a pastor is to preach God’s Word to you – and that includes those parts of God’s Word that deal with sensitive issues and make us feel uncomfortable.

     The Apostle Paul once gave the following advice to a young Pastor named Timothy – Paul said:  “Preach the Word … in season and out of season.”  In other words, we pastors are to preach God’s Truth when it’s popular, and especially when it’s NOT popular.   
     The fact is, I would not be showing very much love for you if I avoided the subject matter of our Gospel reading.  Jesus teaches us some very important things about marriage and divorce.  So, if I love you, then I need to preach on this Gospel reading – no matter how difficult it may be.

     Of course, some might say to me:  “But Pastor!  I don’t think you should preach on the topic of divorce.  There may be people sitting in the pews who have been through a divorce.  You might make them feel uncomfortable.”  But if I took that advice, where would it end?

     Should I stop preaching about gossip simply because some of our members struggle with that sin?  Should I stop preaching about the sins of lust or premarital sex simply because some members have done that?  Should I stop preaching about greed since most American Christians struggle with that sin?  Should I avoid preaching about the 4th Commandment since we have children here who do not always honor their parents?  Should I stop preaching about the 3rd Commandment simply because we’re guilty of not attending Services or studying Scripture as often as we should?  Should I stop preaching about the 2nd Commandment since most of our members have probably used the Lord’s name in vain at least once?  

     I think you get the point.  If I should avoid preaching about divorce simply because some people in the pews have been through a divorce, I would then have to avoid preaching about any and all forms of sin lest I possibly make someone feel uncomfortable.  No.  God calls me to address the issues found in the Scripture readings – and today’s Gospel reading is Mark 10:2-12, where Jesus deals with the topic of marriage and divorce.

     One final thing needs to be said before I get into our Gospel reading.  Simply put, there is an inherent danger that exists whenever a pastor preaches about a particular sin – such as divorce.  The danger is that those of us who are not guilty of that particular sin can be tempted to become self-righteous and wrongly conclude that we’re just a little bit better than those other Christians who HAVE been divorced.

     My brothers and sisters, one thing in Scripture is clear:  We are ALL sinners who fall short of the glory of God.  No one particular sin is worse than another.  Before God, ALL sin is worthy of eternal damnation.  But thanks be to God, he has given us a Savior!  He has given us His Son who died on the cross in our place of damnation so that we might be forgiven.
     Therefore, when we read sections of Scripture like our Gospel reading for today – which deal with particular sins – we must be sure to read them in humility and remember that even if we have not committed that particular sin, we are still guilty of many other sins and, therefore, we need Jesus just as much as everyone else.

     In fact, those of us who are married and have never been through a divorce – we must be honest and admit that our marriages are far from perfect.  Even though you may try to love and serve your spouse the way God intends, you know that you fall short.  Therefore, we dare not stand in self-righteous judgment over those who have gone through divorce.  Instead, we must all focus on Jesus and learn from Him about His will for our marriages and how His forgiveness can bring healing to all the ways that we fall short of His loving will for our lives.

     You see, we must remember that those who have been through divorce have experienced much pain, guilt and sorrow.  No one ever gets married with the intention of getting a divorce.  But sometimes bad things happen, because we are sinners.  People who have problems in their marriages as well as people who have been through divorce need to know that Jesus is there for them to provide forgiveness, healing and hope.  With said, let’s examine our Gospel reading for today.   
     Our Gospel reading begins with Mark telling us that the Pharisees came up to Jesus in order to “test” Him.  In other words, they wanted to rebel against Him and put Him in a difficult situation.  They asked Jesus this question:  “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife?”  Now, why would they ask that question?  Well, the Jews agreed that divorce was allowed.  Where they disagreed was on the REASON for a divorce.  

     Those who followed the teaching of a Rabbi known as “Shammai” believed that sexual immorality was the only valid reason for divorce.  Those who followed a Rabbi known as “Hillel” believed that a man could divorce his wife for any reason – even if he didn’t like her cooking.
     So, they waited for Jesus’ answer.  They expected Jesus to take the side of either Shammai or Hillel.  If Jesus sided with Shammai, they would get Him in trouble with the liberals.  If Jesus sided with Hillel, they would get Him in trouble with the conservatives.  However, Jesus was not a people-pleaser.  Therefore, Jesus gets Himself in trouble with EVERYONE!

     Jesus answers their question with another question:  “What did Moses command you?”  Jesus forces them to leave behind their Rabbis and consider the teaching of Scripture!  So, the Pharisees answer this way:  “Moses allowed a man to write a certificate of divorce and send her away.”  

     This was a reference to Deuteronomy chapter 24 where Moses teaches that if a man divorces his wife he must give her a certificate of divorce which gave her gave her certain rights under the law.

     The Pharisees interpreted this passage by saying that divorce itself was o.k. as long as you followed the proper legal procedures.  But then Jesus gives them HIS interpretation – a teaching that humbles them all!  Jesus says:  “Because of your hardness of heart [Moses] wrote you this commandment.  But from the beginning of creation, ‘God made them male and female.’  Therefore a man shall leave his father and mother and hold fast to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh.’  So they are no longer two but one flesh.  What therefore God has joined together, let man not separate.”  Did you hear what Jesus said?  
     First, He clearly teaches that the only reason Moses commanded the certificate of divorce was to protect a woman who was being wrongly divorced by her husband.  In other words, this passage from Deuteronomy does NOT teach that divorce itself is o.k. – contrary to what the Pharisees thought.  

     Second, Jesus then takes us back to the first two chapters of Genesis where we can read about God’s creation before Adam and Eve rebelled.  Jesus shows that marriage is GOD’S institution and creation, and therefore we humans should not break apart what God has joined together.

     In other words, you should NOT ask God this question:  “What legal procedures and rules can I follow to make divorce permissible?”  Wrong question!  Instead, you should ask God this question:  “Help me to keep my marriage vows.  Help me to honor, love and serve the spouse you have given me.”
     You see, if both a husband and a wife are focusing on Jesus and His love for them, they will be moved to love, serve and forgive each other.  Marriage is filled with blessing, peace and joy when both husband and wife are focused on how they can love each other, put the other first, and bring joy to the life of the other.  Sadly, our sin and selfishness gets in the way of God’s loving plan for our marriages.

     After Jesus says what He does to the Pharisees, He later meets with His own disciples in a private setting.  At this point they ask Jesus to explain more clearly what He has just taught the Pharisees.  Jesus says:  “Whoever divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery against her, and if she divorces her husband and marries another, she commits adultery.”  

      What is Jesus saying?  Simply put, if you divorce your current wife or husband just so you can be with another man or woman you like better – then you are guilty of adultery.  This is true even if your divorce is done legally with all the proper paper work in place.
Now, I admit that these words of Jesus are quite harsh.  But we shouldn’t avoid these words just because they convict us, because Jesus Himself spoke these words for our good.  

     Jesus is teaching us that divorce is never a good thing – even though sometimes divorce is necessary because at least one spouse refuses to repent.  When a divorce does take place, at least one person is breaking his or her marriage vows.  It takes two to make a marriage, but it takes only one person to break a marriage.  
     That means that sometimes there are victims of divorce – a husband or wife who was forced into divorce because of the sin of his or her spouse.  But the fact is that both husbands and wives are guilty of sin to some degree.  No husband or wife is sinless or perfect.  We all need to repent and trust in Jesus for mercy.  
     In fact, even a person who remains married to his or her original spouse can be condemned by Jesus’ words.  Many couples are legally married, and yet they treat each other as though they were divorced.  We’re ALL guilty of falling short of God’s plan for what marriage was meant to be – husbands and wives loving, serving and forgiving each other until death parts them.
     So, what are we to do?  Some people here today have been divorced – either by their own choice or because they were forced into a divorce because of the sin of their ex-spouse.  Some others here may be thinking about getting a divorce.  And those of us who intend on staying married to our original spouse – we must admit that we are also guilty of breaking our marriage vows in more ways than we can imagine.  The answer to our sin problem is JESUS!  Jesus confronts us with our sin so that we will repent and come to Him with our broken lives.  
     First, know that Jesus forgives you!  Jesus went to the cross and suffered for ALL your sins – including the sin of divorce.  You can confess your sin and know that you are forgiven because Jesus suffered and died for the sin of divorce and for all the ways we break our marriage vows.  
     You can know that you are holy in God’s sight because Jesus has given you His holiness.  You see, Jesus was completely faithful to His bride, the Church.  He will never leave us or forsake us.  He has clothed you with His own holiness, and you are righteous in God’s sight.

     So, now that we have received that Good News, what’s next?  If you have been divorced, ask God to help you to reconcile with your ex-spouse.  I know of couples who were divorced and then were married again later after their lives were healed by Jesus.  
    Of course, for various reasons, it is not always possible for a person to get back together with his or her ex-spouse.  In such cases you must trust in God’s forgiveness and also ask God to help you forgive your ex-spouse.  
     Some people choose to remain single after a divorce – and sometimes that’s best.  However, for others it is best for them to remarry – but then they must marry a Christian and strive to build their marriage on Christ’s love and God’s Word.
    In closing, Jesus is teaching us that marriage is made by heaven!  In other words, marriage is God’s gift to us!  When husbands and wives love, serve and forgive each other as God intends, we experience great blessing and peace.  And when our sin does break apart what God has joined together – Jesus is there to pick up the pieces and give us healing and forgiveness.  As we husbands and wives keep our focus on Jesus and His faithfulness to us, we will be moved to love, serve and forgive each other and remain faithful to our marriage vows.  Amen!

