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Mark 10:1 - 16
Pew Research Center reports that only half of adult Americans are married today, down from 72 percent in 1960.  While many people avoid the commitment and responsibility of marriage, there is plenty of modern research that shows married people are wealthier, healthier and happier.  Purity and faithfulness have been rejected in our culture for the lure of promiscuity and self-gratification.  This hyper sexualized culture has resulted in broken homes, pandemic level disease, and abortion rates equal to birth rates. Contributing factors include widespread drug abuse, availability of pornography, easily accessed abortions, and public acceptance of immoral lifestyles.  Many churches have waffled on standing for Biblical principles which govern marriage by approving and even ordaining homosexuals, often advocating divorce, and not teaching against the practice of living together without being married.  Purity before marriage and fidelity in marriage are rare and even frowned upon as unhealthy, personally stifling, and ignorant.  But, what does God say?
Mark 10:1-16

Jesus teaches on marriage


Also   Matt. 19:1-12
As these verses begin, Jesus is in Judea on the eastern side of the Jordan River.  This is very late in His three-year ministry and He is on His way to Jerusalem.  As usual, large crowds are following Him and He is teaching and healing those who are sick and infirm.  The Pharisees are also following, and they are determined to discredit Jesus' claims and teachings.  Their questions were insincere and meant to cause Jesus to contradict the Law of God or incite the Romans.  In the Sermon on the Mount, Matt. 5:31-32, Jesus had taught against divorce and the dangers of adultery.  
The Pharisees' question was, "It is lawful for a man to divorce his wife for any reason at all?" Matt. 19:3   Perhaps this question was motivated by a difference of interpretation between two factions of the Pharisees:  one side, followers of Shammai, interpreted the Law rigidly and permitted divorce only in the case of sexual immorality, while followers of Hillel allowed divorce indiscriminately (any reason at all).  Sexual immorality is fornication, not adultery.  Adultery, by definition, is committed only by a person who is married.  The divorce or separation for fornication would have occurred before the marriage was consummated.  This was the issue faced by Joseph because of Mary's premarital pregnancy.  Matt. 1:18-25   Jesus' answer addresses their misconceptions about what Moses said and what God said.  The issue is not rabbinical interpretations but the teaching of Scripture.  And therein lies the tension.  Let's go back to the beginning and see what God commanded concerning marriage.

Gen. 2:20-25  The setting was perfect.  In the Garden of Eden everything was very good, and man had all he needed including perfect fellowship with God.  However, it was not good for the man to be alone, and God created a suitable helper for him.  This is a familiar event:  woman was made from the side of the man, bone of his bones and flesh of his flesh. This defined a primary family:  a man and his wife, separate from their own parents.  They were joined as one flesh, one unit, and it was an honorable union because they were both naked and unashamed.  This was God's work and intention, therefore man was not to change what God had created.
Deut. 24:1-4  The setting was imperfect.  About 2500 years had passed, the children of Israel were free from 400 years of slavery in a pagan land, and they had followed Moses into the wilderness unsure of their future.  The generation who left Egypt would die there and not enter the Promised Land because of their unbelief.  Jude 1:5  Unbelief comes from a hardened heart.  Whether permitted or commanded, Moses' action was intended to protect the wife's rights and reputation, while also protecting her from accusations of adultery.  Also, Moses sought to regulate remarriage.  Remember, the penalty for adultery was death, not divorce.  Lev. 20:10; Deut. 22:22
Perhaps another consideration is that Moses was not perfect.  When he was quoting God, he was "spot on."  However, he listened to a pagan priest (his father-in-law Jethro) and appointed judges from all the tribes   Ex. 18:13-27   when, through the prophetic blessing of Jacob, Danites were designated judges   Gen. 49:16.  As a result, Moses diluted his authority over the people, and they would not follow him into the Promised Land.  Num. 13:30 - 14:10    Moses also disobeyed God in striking the rock twice, and God did not let Moses lead the people into the Land, Deut. 32:48-52,  but buried him in an unmarked grave in the wilderness.  Deut. 34:5-6
So, why is marriage such a big deal?  Short answer:  because it defines the relationship of God with His people.  God identifies Himself as the husband of Israel.  Isa. 54:4-8,  Jer. 31:32, Hosea 2:19-20     The first commandment demands faithfulness to God, reinforced by the second commandment.  When Israel was unfaithful to God by serving idols, it was spiritual adultery.  Jer. 3:6-10; Ezek 6:9 23:37-39    And that violates another commandment.  Ex. 20:14    This adultery caused separation, and God hates it.  Mal. 2:16  Israel's adultery resulted in God giving them a write of divorce and exile in Assyria.  Jer. 3:8  However, Judah's separation into Babylon was temporary and there was no writ.  Isa. 50:1
The Church is the bride of Christ.  That relationship cannot be clearer than as described in Eph. 5:22-33, and particularly in verse 32.  A wife's attitude and actions to her own husband are to be consistent with her attitude and actions toward Jesus.  Her husband is her "head" and his head is Christ.  1 Cor. 11:3   As head he has both authority and responsibility.  God is the one who established authority in the family, just as there is an orderly authority among the Godhead.  We must be sure about what these verses in Ephesians do NOT say:  that all women are to be subject to all men, or that husbands are to dominate their wives.  Submission by a wife to her own husband is a voluntary act as a testimony of her submission to her own Lord.  While a wife's primary need is to be loved, a husband's primary need is respect.  Meeting these needs is made specific in verse 33.

Husbands are to demonstrate Jesus.  Motivated by His love for the Church, Jesus died for her.  Jesus sanctifies the Church to present her holy and blameless, and husbands are instructed to love their wives, nourish and cherish them.  These qualities are essential because a marriage is a picture of the way that Christ loves the church.
Marriage is a covenant, a binding contract.  Vows are made and must be kept.  Earthly marriages are binding until the death of one of the parties.  Rom. 7:2-3, 1 Cor. 7:39    God's relationship with His people is eternal because He never dies and those who are His are given eternal life.  No death = permanent covenant. The Roman Catholic Church historically has been a leader in upholding the sanctity and permanence of marriage, although there are currently so many loopholes that the practice has lost its punch.  The Church of England separated from Rome over this issue (remember Henry VIII).   

Believers’ marriages should be a witness to the world of how God loves His people and Jesus loves the church, as well as how the church submits to and honors the Lord.  Therefore, if marriage is an earthly picture of God’s relationship with His people, and of Jesus’ relationship with the church, then whatever is true of those relationships should be true of marriage.  That is an impossible standard for even the most devout Christians, and we all fail in some way and to some degree.  Jesus clarified that it is not just actions that count, but the intentions of our heart.  Matt. 5:27-28    In this marriage relationship, children born into or adopted are to be loved and taught, picturing how the church is to minister to new believers who are born again and adopted.  Mark 10:13-16
The disciples who heard this teaching by Jesus immediately recognized the difficulty.  Matt. 19:10-12  "If  the relationship of the man with his wife is like this, it is better not to marry."   Jesus' answer was pretty much to agree with them.  Not everyone is able to accept this teaching, only those to whom it is given.  In other words, some people are enabled by God to understand and practice covenant marriage.  Everyone cannot handle celibacy:  some are physically unable to consummate a marriage, and some are victims of the violence of other men.  Others may find there are pragmatic reasons not to marry, even those who would not marry for the good of the Kingdom.  1 Cor. 7:7-9    In no way, however, does Jesus suggest that celibacy is superior to marriage.  1 Tim. 4:3-4
Paul's letter to the church in Corinth addressed the issue of separation caused by the unbelief of one of the spouses.  1 Cor. 7:10-16   Peter also gave instructions to wives of unbelieving husbands.  1 Pet.3:1-2
God dictates what is righteous, and righteousness is absolute.  What else do we need to know!  Legal separation may be allowed in situations impossible to reconcile, but the covenant stands.  God’s will for us is that we be holy, not necessarily happy.  There is possibly no refining fire more effective in producing holiness than a difficult marriage.  God honors covenant, and so should we.  Also, whatever God requires, He enables.  Divorce is not the unforgivable sin, and just as all other sins it should be taken to His altar for forgiveness.  1 John 1:9.  We should be very careful to not deviate from what God has revealed as truth.  Those who teach contrary to the whole counsel of God are warned.  “Woe unto those who call evil good, and good evil.”  Isa. 5:20
God's commands for marriage should be taught from the earliest age.  A good marriage begins with choosing the person to marry.  Scriptures teach not to marry an unbeliever.  There are only two spiritual families:  children of God and children of the devil. 1 John 3:10   Marrying an unbeliever ensures spiritual warfare.  Christian marriages are maintained and enriched by the blessing of God and the work of the Holy Spirit.  However, sometimes it is difficult to be certain someone is a believer since many church members are not saved, and even they may be deceived to believe they are saved.
What are churches to do?  The divorce rate among evangelical Christians is equal to those of the general population, about 50 percent.  Churches recognize the hardness of heart that leads to separation.  Like with Moses, certain circumstances and/or behaviors seem to justify separation for the protection and reputation of the believer.  Generally accepted reasons would be adultery, abandonment or abuse.  Perhaps the most difficult consequence of this separation is that God does not dissolve the covenant, and the separated person is not free to marry until the covenant is ended by the death of the other person.  The goal is always reconciliation.
We should pray for marriages.  As Christians we have a responsibility to portray the love, faithfulness, blessings and hope of God's covenant with His people.  We are not to be conformed to the world or to live by cultural standards or expectations, but we are to be holy as God is holy.  Let us love and encourage one another, forgiving ourselves for our own failures, and forgiving and restoring those who are faced with their own shortcomings and those of others.
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