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We live in a day when marriage is greatly under attack. Singapore is ranked 16th on 
World’s Highest Divorce Rate. Over 7000 marriages end in divorce now each year. That 
figure is over 30% of the total number of annual marriages year. Marital breakdown is a 
real problem in our society.  

Families are the building block of society. Even secular governments recognise 
this. J.C. Ryle rightly observed,  “Nations are nothing but a collection of families.” 
Families are also the building block of the church so it is important that we get this right.  

Christian parents need to be able to guide their children into what constitutes 
marriage. They cannot simply give their opinion. They must be able to back up their view 
of marriage with God’s infallible authority. God’s law and God’s grace must shape and 
guide our understanding of marriage. Marriage is God’s gift to the world. We are not free 
to change it as and when we like. The Creator made the rules for marriage. These 
standards have never changed and will never change. 
 

(1) MAN’S VIEW OF MARRIAGE 
 
The world has a competing view of marriage from the Bible. Some of this is seen in the 
focus and words of the Pharisees in Mark 10. They come to Christ to debate the 
question of divorce.  

BACKGROUND – It is vital to understand the context leading up to this discussion. 
The Pharisees were divided at this time into two main schools of thought which followed 
the opinions on divorce espoused by two great rabbis: Hillel and Shammai.  

(i) HILLEL – He was more liberal in his interpretation of the OT law set forth in 
passages like Deuteronomy 24:1-4. He believed that “some unc leanness” could be 
broadly interpreted. This could mean that if a husband felt that the wife was poor in 
cooking that she could be divorced. Or if he saw a woman that he felt was more 
attractive then he could divorce her. In Jesus’ day there was a problem with lax divorce, 
just like today. Malachi tells us that divorce was even rampant amongst the priests in his 
generation (cf. Mal. 2:14).  

(ii) SHAMMAI – He took a more conservative approach and argued that divorce should 
be generally restricted on the grounds of sexual immorality. The followers of both men 
had lively and vigorous debates on their respective opinions.  

Mark 10 tells us that as Christ entered the region of Judea a group of the Pharisees came 
to test Him on this issue. They asked, “Is it lawful for a man to put away his wife? tempting 
Him” (v2). The Pharisees were hoping that Christ would take sides with one of the 
rabbinical schools and enter their fleshly debate. Their whole focus was on establishing 
the grounds to legitimately divorce. That has always been man’s attitude and focus since 
sin entered the world. I think they also wanted to show Christ out to be hard-line and 
discredit His popularity. Remember they are in the area of Israel ruled by Herod Antipas 
that John had confronted on his adulterous relationship with Herodias.  

Even the disciples were dismayed at how narrow Christ defined the parameters 
of marriage in Matthew 19. They argued that it was better not to marry, “His disciples say 
unto him, If the case of the man be so with his wife, it is not good to marry” (Matt. 19:10). That is 
how lax the view of marriage was even amongst the very disciples of Christ.  
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(2) GOD’S VIEW OF MARRIAGE 

 
The Lord Jesus never cited any famous Rabbi to back up His views on marriage. He 
went right back to the creation account in Genesis to outline God’s perfect plan for 
marriage. What saith the Scripture was His approach. I find it also very interesting that 
Christ’s focus was on the permanence of marriage and God’s sovereign involvement. By 
contrast, the Pharisees focus was on a debate about the extent of divorce. That is where 
their real heart was.  

Christ knew that His views on marriage would be unpopular with the prevailing 
views of His day. Indeed, His own disciples were dismayed at how narrow they were. 
Jesus Christ had a very high view of marriage. And He wants us to have it also.  
 
There are four things that you need to note about God’s plan for marriage in the first 
family.  
 
(1) CHOICE – God chose the parameters of the union – it was between a man and a 
woman. Christ cited Genesis 1:27 and said, “But from the beginning of the creation God made 
them male and female. ” (Mark 10:6). Their union was complete and was established as a 
pattern for all to follow. 

God is also involved in bringing the first couple together (cf. Gen 2). He led and 
He chose the right life partner. Christ affirmed this, “What therefore God hath joined together, 
let not man put asunder” (Mark 10:10). That’s a very significant statement because it tells us 
that marriages really are made in heaven. This is not mere sentimentalism. It is a solemn 
recognition that God is truly the Unseen Guest at every wedding ceremony.  He brings 
couples together and He notes their vows.  
 
(2) CUTTING OFF & CLEAVING – This couple start a new family. This means they 
cut off their previous family ties and form a new family. There is no living together and 
see how it works out! Citing Genesis 2:24 the Lord Jesus said, “For this cause shall a man 
leave his father and mother, and cleave to his wife; And they twain shall be one flesh: so then they are no 
more twain, but one flesh” (Mark 10:7-8). The verb “cleave” here has the idea of a permanent 
gluing together. This expression “one flesh”  is more than simply physical intimacy. It 
indicates an indivisible picture – you cannot divide one! However, it must be noted that 
God ordained that ordain sexual relationships must be within the boundaries of marriage 
alone. There is no cleaving until there is a leaving to form a marriage bond! 
 
(3) COVENANT OF COMMITMENT (Malachi 2:14-16) – Too many want “for 
better or for better” rather than “for better or for worse.” God takes our wedding vows 
seriously. When you stand before a minister and pledge to be faithful “till death do us 
part,” (cf. Rom. 7:2-3) God notes and holds you to it. He is the witness of the marriage 
covenant (Mal. 2:14). Those who break their vows will have to face the consequences, 
either in this life or the next. 

You have no right to walk out of your marriage because you are unhappy. We are 
to pursue holiness rather than what simply makes us feel happy. The Bible never presents 
marriage as perpetual sunshine. Romantic feelings ebb and flow over time because of 
factors like selfishness, ageing, ill health, finances, etc. But commitment of the will 
should remain constant. Romantic love is wonderful in a marriage (and helps) but it is 
the icing on the cake. The substance of the cake is the vow of commitment! That 
commitment is the glue that holds the marriage together during the inevitable times of 
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stress. You must be committed to the spouse you have, not to the spouse you wish you 
had. 

In the past divorce simply was not considered an option for a believer. Prayer 
and compassion within the marital home were used to work out problems. Marriage was 
truly “for better or for worse.” The Reformed theologian, BB Warfield married his wife 
Annie in 1876. On their honeymoon, she underwent a nervous breakdown in a storm. 
For the rest of her life she lived as an invalid. Warfield remained devoted to her needs 
despite the limitations it placed on his illustrious academic career. He would read to her 
several hours each day. Students at Princeton marvelled at the tender care of the great 
professor to his wife. Warfield left the confines of Princeton only one time during a ten-
year period. Providentially the Lord used this limitation to give Warfield more time to 
write to defend the faith against the encroachments of liberalism.	   
 
(4) COPY OF CHRIST’S RELATIONSHIP TO CHURCH  – Malachi 2:16 is the 
only time in Malachi that God is called “the God of Israel.” That designation needs to be 
noted carefully. In the OT marriage is a metaphor to describe the relationship between 
Israel and God. This is a relationship built on God’s covenant love for His people (cf. 
Isa. 54:5-8). In the NT the same marriage metaphor is used to picture the relationship 
between Christ and the Church. For instance, in Ephesians the apostle Paul reminds 
husbands to love their wives just as Christ loved the church and gave Himself for her 
(Eph. 5:25-33).  

Therefore, a Christian marriage should testify visually of the eternal covenant 
love of Jesus Christ for the church. A divorce in a Christian marriage disfigures that 
testimony to the world of God’s great love. That is one of the critical reasons the devil 
assaults marriage and encourages divorce. He hates what it signifies of the eternal love of 
Christ and the church.  
 

DIVORCE (MATTHEW 19) 
 
We must face this question of divorce. I am aware that when I teach on this subject I 
must be careful of: 
 
(a) Only saying what the Bible says on this and go no further. 
(b) Speaking the truth in love – this is a subject that involves real people with real 
problems.  
 
The principles that we need to note are these: 
 
(1) Divorce is not part of God’s ideal plan for marriage - “What therefore God hath joined 
together, let not man put asunder.” (Mark 10:10) This verse teaches us that God brought 
couples together. Sinful man alone is the one who tears marriages apart. There was never 
supposed to be an easy exit for an unhappy spouse to get out. It was not part of God’s 
original plan for mankind. Divorce is an indicator that at least one person, and almost 
always two, has a hard heart (Matt. 19:8). Divorce is the fruit of sin.  
(2) God hates divorce (Malachi 2:16). 
(3) God permits divorce in only two distinct categories, but it is not encouraged. Divorce 
is permitted, but not required, on the ground of: 
 

(i) Sexual immorality (Matt 19 – Greek word translated “fornication” is “porneia” 
meaning sexual uncleanness such as adultery, homosexuality). 
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(ii) Desertion by an unbelieving spouse (1 Cor. 7:15). To be married to an 
unbeliever is not grounds for divorce.  

 
Putting these principles together, we must have a balanced view of the subject. We are to 
approach this subject in light of God’s teaching on His hatred of divorce and His 
commands on forgiveness. I personally believe that divorce should always be the last 
desperate step to be taken when the marriage vows are broken irretrievably by 
immorality and/or desertion. Spurgeon commented on this, 
 

Marriage is for life, and cannot be loosed, except by the one great crime which 
severs its bond, whichever of the two is guilty of it. Our Lord would never have 
tolerated the wicked laws of certain of the American States, which allow married 
men and women to separate on the merest pretext. A woman divorced for any 
cause but adultery, and marrying again, is committing adultery before God, 
whatever the laws of man may call it. This is very plain and positive; and thus a 
sanctity is given to marriage which human legislation ought not to violate. Let us 
not be among those who take up novel ideas of wedlock, and seek to deform the 
marriage laws under the pretense of reforming them. Our Lord knows better 
than our modern social reformers. We had better let the laws of God alone, for 
we shall never discover any better. 

 
ADULTERY/DESERTION 
 
Even in the extreme cases of adultery/desertion, the Lord does not encourage divorce. 
My view is that the greatest glory to God is when a sinning spouse repents and the 
innocent spouse forgives and reconciles. It is not a light thing to tear asunder what God 
joined together. A love that forgives and restores is a dimension of love that surpasses 
the love that does not have to do that. Restoring trust and fidelity in those circumstances 
is very hard but we can never say it is biblically impossible. With God’s grace and power, 
it is possible.  
 
A person may have the right under Matthew 19 to divorce but that does not mean it is the 
right thing to do in his or her situation. He or she should prayerfully seek God’s guidance in 
this matter. He or she should seek godly counsel from the church leadership and mature 
believers as well. Don’t make significant decisions in a hurried manner. Proceed with 
caution.  
 
FACTORS TO BE CONSIDERED 
 
(1) Repentance – In Luke 17:3-5 we are told that when a Christian brother or sister 
(includes spouse) sins against us we are to rebuke and if there is repentance we are 
commanded to forgive. The word “forgive” here is in the imperative mood signifying this 
is a direct command of Jesus Christ. This action is patterned after God’s great 
forgiveness to us. Some believers argue that they do not wish to forgive those who have 
repented. However Christ warns that if a believer refuses to forgive a truly repentant 
spouse there are consequences (Matt. 6: 14-15; cf. Psa. 66:18). 

Adultery is not the unpardonable sin and no believer should seek to insist upon 
this. Remember God forgave David his adultery and murder. The Apostle Paul ordered 
the repentant adulterer to be re-admitted into the fellowship of the church in 2 
Corinthians. That doesn’t mean lowering the standard, but it does mean having the heart 
of a forgiving God. A broken heart and a contrite spirit the Lord will never reject. 
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Neither should we! I believe divorce should be the last resort when there is a state of 
consistent, unrepentant immorality. There should always be a way back for reconciliation 
in a Christian marriage. 

Remember the words of Christ to the confessed adulteress in John 8:11, “Go, and 
sin no more.” He didn’t ignore her past, but he urged her not to dwell on it either once she 
was forgiven. The Saviour treated her with dignity and compassion. He gave her a new 
start and then called her to live a new life. Christ even used the adulterous woman of 
John 4 after she was confronted by her sin, and then converted to reach many with the 
gospel. 

Samuel Colgate (1822–1897), the founder of the Colgate business empire, was a 
devout Christian. At a gospel meeting he attended a well-known prostitute was 
wonderfully converted. After she was converted the woman requested to become a 
member of the church. Many of the church were reluctant to grant this. Samuel Colgate 
arose and said,  
 

I guess we blundered when we prayed that the Lord would save sinners. We 
forgot to specify what kind of sinners. The Holy Spirit has touched this woman 
and made her truly repentant, but the Lord apparently doesn’t understand that 
she’s not the type we want him to rescue.  

 
Colgate’s wise words convicted the other members of his church. Immediately, a motion 
was unanimously approved granting the woman’s application for church membership.  
 
(2) Testimony of Jesus Christ – A Christian marriage is patterned after the relationship 
between Christ and His Church. Divorce distorts that beautiful picture. This distorted 
testimony brings shame to Christ before unbelieving friends, neighbours, and relatives.  
 
(3) Children – God intended children to be brought up in a home with a father and a 
mother as a godly legacy (cf. Deut. 6:6-7). When that pattern is willfully violated there 
will always be consequences in the lives of children.  
 
(4) Emotional/Physical pain – Divorce seldom brings happiness to the innocent party. 
It often carries great feelings of emotional and even physical pain. There will be scars. It 
is not a pain-free solution. For a believer they have to face the pain and humiliation of 
facing church members with the awful news that your marriage is not going to make it. 
James Dobson of Focus on the Family Ministries summarises the benefits of solid marriages: 
 

In short, marriage, when it functions as intended, is good for everyone—for 
men, for women, for children, for the community, for the nation, and for the 
world. Marriage is the means by which the human race is propagated, and the 
means by which spiritual teaching is passed down through the generations. 
Research consistently shows that heterosexual married adults do better in 
virtually every measure of emotional and physical health than people who are 
divorced or never married. They live longer and have happier lives. 

 
(5) Examine Motives – We all by nature tend to gloss over or excuse our own sin, and 
then blame it on others. Is the real reason you are seeking a divorce that you simply want 
out of an unhappy marriage? Is it because you have a hard heart rather than a broken 
heart? Holiness of choice is better than your feelings of personal happiness. Let God’s 
word and not your emotions guide you. We have duty to obey God’s word with the 
promise that if you are obedient God will bless that obedience. 
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(6) Honest Self-Appraisal – Marriage is a union between two perpetual sinners. The 
first thing to do in all conflict situations is to consider your sins in the marriage. Every 
partner has the failed the other on many occasions. It is just a matter of degree.  
 

CONCLUSION 
 
TO THE MARRIED – Remember that marriage is a marathon; not a sprint. A healthy 
marriage is the work of a lifetime. The Bible does not represent an enduring Christian 
marriage as impossible, but as extremely difficult. Guard your marriage. Don’t think you 
are above falling or temptation. Pray together, as it is God’s power that will keep you 
together. Times may change, but the effect of God’s presence remains the same.  

A marriage will never be perfect here on earth because neither of the two 
partners is perfect! We all battle the flesh on a moment-by-moment basis (cf. Romans 7). 
James tells us, “For in many things we offend all” (James 3:2a). It is notable that James 
includes himself as being prone to sin! We are saints that sin in many ways.  

You put two sinners in the closest possible earthly relationship and sooner or 
later you will run into problems. Just look at the problems in the marriages of the 
choicest of God’s saints like Abraham and David. Marriage is not the way it is presented 
in the movies or romance novels! Many times we do not like the way we are so it is 
reasonable to expect our behaviour to frustrate our spouse!  
 
TO THE UNMARRIED - Do not consider getting married unless you are willing to 
follow God’s standards. If your reaction were similar to the disciples in Matthew 19:10, 
then you would be better to never marry.  
 
TO THOSE WHOSE MARRIAGES ARE IN TROUBLE – Seek God’s grace to 
conduct your life so that others will know that you did everything possible to save your 
marriage. If you have wronged your spouse, do everything in your power to seek 
reconciliation and healing. Pray together as a couple that God will restore your marriage. 
If your marriage is on the rocks seek the ROCK of Jesus Christ to help!  

If you have a hard heart today toward your spouse – run to Christ and plead for 
His heart for him or her. Jesus Christ is the great lover of souls and He can give you a 
new heart. However, remember, when all men fail, His love prevails. 

 
TO THE DIVORCED - God hates divorce but He does not hate divorced people. We 
cannot undo the past. I have no desire to add to your pain. Seek to live the rest of your 
life for the Lord (Philp. 3:13-14). The Westminster standards set forth the only grounds 
for remarriage, “In the case of adultery after marriage, it is lawful for the innocent party 
to sue out a divorce, and after the divorce to marry another, as if the offending party 
were dead.” (Westminster Confession, chapter 24:5). If there are biblical grounds for 
remarriage, then it should be done only after much prayer and waiting on God.  

If you are a sinner, humbly come to Jesus Christ, repent of your sins and trust him as 
your Lord and Saviour. Remember the words of Christ to the confessed adulteress in 
John 8:11, “Go, and sin no more.” 
 In the late nineteenth century a man called James Nicholson worked as a clerk in 
the Philadelphia post office. One day he composed a gospel song based on Psalm 51:7 
when David pleaded to be made whiter than snow. This hymn became very popular 
during the campaigns of D. L. Moody.  
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Lord Jesus, before You I patiently wait;  
Come now and within me a new heart create.  

To those who have sought You, You never said “No”  
Now wash me and I shall be whiter than snow. 

 
Whiter than snow, yes, whiter than snow  

Now wash me and I shall be whiter than snow. 
 
This hymn sums up a wonderful truth, “To those who have sought You, You never said 
“No” ” - Christ is always willing and able to forgive the sinning believer and unbeliever. 
He will never says NO! David discovered the truth of that all those years ago. So can you 
today.  
 
 
 
	  

	  


