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Matthew 19

Read vv. 1-3


The Pharisees asked Jesus this question in order to trip him up, for in Jesus’ day there were two popular rabbi “schools” that taught two very different views of divorce.  The Pharisees were thinking that whichever “school” Jesus sided with he’d make the followers of the other “school” angry.  Let’s see how Jesus did.


The first “school” was led by a rabbi named Shammai who taught that the only reason that a Jewish man (Jewish women were never permitted to get a divorce) could legally (in God’s eyes) get a divorce was if his wife had cheated on him.  She could be the worst wife in the world otherwise, she could be mean-spirited, back biting and totally unsupportive of her husband.  But unless she committed adultery the husband had no legal right to divorce her.


The second “school” was led by a rabbi named Hillel who taught that a Jewish man could divorce his wife for any reason at all:  if she spoiled his dinner, if she spoke disrespectfully of his parents, if she argued too loudly, or if the man found a woman that he liked better or considered more beautiful than his wife.  The rabbis of the Hillel school taught that a Jewish husband could divorce his wife for any reason whatsoever.


Most Jews in Jesus’ day followed the more liberal teachings of the Hillel school.  (See 2Tim. 4:3)  As a result, divorce had become very common in Israel by the time that Jesus was born.


The Pharisees were really asking Jesus, “Rabbi, are you of the Shammai school, or the Hillel school, when it comes to views on divorce?”  Whichever way Jesus answered he was bound to make a lot of people angry at him.


Read vv. 4-6


We learn a couple of things in these verses:


a.  Marriage was meant by God to be a covenant between a man and a woman – not between a man and a man, or a woman and a woman.  The best argument against homosexuality (in my opinion) is to go back to the beginning of creation and rediscover God’s original purpose for marriage – to bring a man and a woman together in covenant love.

b.  When a man and a woman get married they “become one flesh”.  A married couple, over time, become like one person, walking hand in hand in unity of purpose, unity of love, unity of thought and faith.  


c.  God is the one who brings married people together, and God doesn’t make mistakes.  So no “man” (remember, Jewish wives had no legal right to get a divorce) has the right on his own to “separate” those whom God has brought together.  If they separate it must be for a reason that God has provided.

Given this answer, was Jesus of the Shammai school, or the Hillel school?  Shammai.  


Seeing that, the Pharisees are quick to pounce on Jesus and ask him the question that anyone from the Hillel school would have asked him.  (You know that if Jesus answered their question the other way that they would have pounced on him with a question from the Shammai school.  They’re not really seeking the truth.  They’re only seeking to make Jesus look bad.)  And here’s that question.  Verse 7.


Read v. 7


Now, to understand this question, the margin reference in your Bible leads you where?  Deuteronomy 24:1-4.  Let’s go there.


Read Deut. 24:1-4


What was Moses saying here about divorce?


a.  It is permissible for a man to divorce his wife.  (But not vice versa.)


b.  The only permissible reason for divorce is if the husband finds “something indecent” about his wife.  


c.  The husband must write out a “certificate of divorce” and give it to his wife, as legal notification of his decision to divorce her.

d.  The divorced woman may remarry.  (This was a huge concession to women in that day, as women were almost totally dependent on their husbands for economic security.  By the way, her ability to remarry was the whole reason for the “certificate of divorce”.  It gave her legal proof to show another man, to prove that she is legally eligible for marriage.  The certificate wasn’t for the ex-husband’s benefit, but for the ex-wife’s benefit to prove that she is no longer bound to her marriage contract.)


e.  The divorced man may also remarry, but never to his ex-wife.  (Again, this law was to protect the woman.  Can anyone guess how it did that?  It made certain that husbands weren’t divorcing their wives on a whim, knowing that they could re-marry them later if they changed their minds.  If you knew that you could never re-marry your wife once you divorced her, you’d think twice about casually sending her away.)


Now, the problem with these verses in Deut. 24 is that the word “indecent” is not defined.  What does it mean for a wife to be “indecent”?  God didn’t say, and different people had different opinions.  And that’s why there were two schools of thought on divorce with Judaism.  The conservative school of Shammai taught that the word “indecent” only meant unfaithfulness.  The liberal school of Hillel taught that the word “indecent” meant that a husband could divorce his wife for anything that the husband decided was “indecent” (i.e. bad cooking, talking to other men in public, etc.).  Because of this confusion in his day, Jesus is going to give God’s  interpretation of what “indecent” means.  We’re back in Matthew 19 now, and verse 8.


Read Mt. 19:8-9


We learn a couple of things in these verses:


a.  Divorce was not a part of God’s original design for marriage.  Instead, “from the beginning” God intended for marriages to be permanent.  And, Jesus is suggesting, this is still God’s intention for marriage.  In the last book of the Old Testament God says clearly, “I hate divorce.” (Mal. 2:16)

b.  Moses only “permitted” divorce, as a concession.  He did not command a husband to divorce his wife if he found “something indecent about her”.  Indecency on the wife’s part, no matter how the word is defined, did not automatically require her husband to divorce her.  Divorce is an option, but not a requirement.  Just because the husband finds “something indecent about her” doesn’t mean he has to get a divorce.  God intended for marriages to be permanent.  God hates divorce.  He’d rather that the couple work things out and stay married, because it was God who brought them together in the first place.  And God doesn’t make mistakes.


c.  Moses only “permitted” divorce because of husbands’ and wives’ hard hearts, because husbands were not willing to forgive their wives, or to overlook their wives indecencies, or because wives were not willing to change whatever was found to be indecent in their lives.  Divorce is never God’s “Plan A”.  It’s always only a “Plan B”, made necessary because of peoples’ hard hearts.  God hates divorce.


d.  The only “indecency” in a wife that would warrant a divorce in God’s eyes is “marital unfaithfulness”.  Nowhere in the whole Old Testament is this taught.  This is a new “law” that Jesus was laying down for his disciples, one that the rabbis of the conservative Shammai school had been teaching for years.

But Jesus’ answer to the “indecency” question resulted in yet another question:  what does “marital unfaithfulness” mean?  The answer to that question is complicated:

a.  Many scholars believe that “marital unfaithfulness” simply means adultery on the part of the wife, as in when a wife cheats on her husband with another man.  


b.  Other scholars acknowledge that “marital unfaithfulness” in the  Greek refers to any form of sexual immorality on the part of the wife – including adultery, as well as prostitution, fornication, pornography and incest.

c.  Is it possible that we can take the meaning of “marital unfaithfulness” a step further?  Could it also mean being not living up to any of the marriage vows that either person took on their wedding day?  When we get married we make promises, vows, to our spouse.  Not being faithful to any of those vows is to engage in marital unfaithfulness, isn’t it?  


Let me add a couple of other things to consider.  First, if Jesus were teaching today, I think he would also permit women to divorce their husbands for the same reason, “marital unfaithfulness”.  Second, Jesus’ words on divorce only make divorce permissible in the face of “marital unfaithfulness”.  But divorce is still not a requirement, even when “marital unfaithfulness” occurs.  God still hates divorce.  God is still on the side of reconciliation.  Third, if Jesus were teaching today, I think he’d add one other legitimate reason for divorce beyond “marital unfaithfulness”:  abuse, physical or emotional.  Fourth, just as Jesus wasn’t “soft” on divorce, the Church shouldn’t be either.  God still hates divorce and wants hurting marriages to be healed.  You and I need to be doing all that we can to help hurting marriages.  Fifth, while divorce for any reason other than “marital unfaithfulness” (and I would add physical or emotional abuse) is sin, it is not the “unforgivable sin”.  Those who get divorced are not worse sinners than those who lie, or gossip, or steal, or let anger dominate them.  And none of us are in a position to throw stones.  We are all sinners, saved by grace and divorce is not the “unforgivable sin”.  


Well, Jesus’ disciples hear Jesus’ teaching and they get a little scared.  They had probably grown up with the liberal view of divorce taught by the rabbis in the liberal Hillel school.  But now their rabbi is teaching that there’s only one reason for divorce, “marital unfaithfulness”.  And you can tell by their state in verse 10 that they’re a little bit in shock.  Verse 10.


Read v. 10


What are they afraid of?  They’re afraid that they might get into an unhappy marriage and, because they are following Jesus, they would be “stuck” there forever.  Yet Jesus doesn’t back down from his statement.  Instead, he tells them that they may not be spiritually mature enough to follow what he was teaching.  Verse 11.


Read vv. 11-12

 
A “eunuch” is a man who has been castrated and is, therefore, incapable of having sex – celibate forever.  (The word “eunuch” has an interesting history.  It comes from the Greek word “eunouchos”, which means “guarding the couch”.  Any idea what that refers to?  It refers to the man that a king put in charge of his harem.  What kind of a man do you want in charge of your harem?  One who won’t be tempted to have sex with your women, right?  There you go.  Eunuchs were men who were castrated so that they could “guard the couch” of the women in the king’s harem, without worrying the king that the guard himself would need guarded.  See what interesting things you learn in Bible study?)


So, what’s Jesus saying here?  Is he telling them, “If you think you can’t be a faithful husband then you should castrate yourself and become a eunuch?”  I don’t think so!  (Unfortunately, one of the great early church theologians, a man named Origen, took these words literally and had himself castrated – eventually understanding  after the fact that Jesus didn’t mean to be taken literally.  Ouch.  Too late for him.)


So what is Jesus saying here?  He’s saying that marriage isn’t for everyone.  He’s saying that if you’re not entering marriage for the “long haul” then you shouldn’t enter it at all.  And, in that case, it might be possible that God is calling you to live a single and celibate life, dedicated to him – to be a spiritual eunuch as it were.  (This is the scriptural justification for celibacy, and for priests not marrying.  But, notice, it is not a command.)

But why would a person choose to remain single?  What do Jesus’ words mean here:  “renounced marriage because of the kingdom of heaven”?  Will you write next to v. 12 “1Cor. 7:32-35”.  Let’s go there.


Read 1Cor. 7:32-35


If God is calling a person to do this, and has been given grace/power by God to do this, then both Jesus and Paul are saying that it is a holy thing for a person to “renounce marriage” and give their time, instead, to the work of the kingdom of God.  I’ve known many Protestant lay people who have done this very thing – and their churches are blessed for it.  They are always at the church, always in their community working for the Lord.  And they are happy – because God has given them the grace to live in celibacy. 

Let’s go on.  Verse 13.


Read vv. 13-15


We can’t be too hard on Jesus’ disciples for trying to stop parents from bringing their kids to Jesus.  They were just reflecting the values of their culture, which taught them that kids aren’t important.  They just assumed that Jesus felt the same way about kids, and would rather spend his precious time helping adults than to waste his time with children.


But Jesus came here to turn the values of our cultures upside down in so many ways.  To Jesus, (and to God), children were just as important as adults – and he was the ONLY one saying that in his day!


Verse 16 begins a section on the cost of following Jesus.  Could you put your Bibles down?  Before we read this section, I’d like us to think on these two questions:

#1 – Why didn’t God make it easy to follow his Son?  (Why are there “costs” to being a Christian?)

#2 – Can you name five specific “costs” of following Jesus?


Why don’t we get together with the 4-5 people who are around us and come up with answers to these two questions?

[Small group discussions.]


What did your group come up with?


Let’s look at this story.  Verse 16.


There’s a very good chance that whenever we get into discussions with pre-Christians they will ask us this same question.  Only they might word it like this:  “What do I have to do to be a Christian?”  And it’s a great question because there are so many opinions in the world as to what it takes to be a Christian.  Let me name a few and see if you can come up with others:


- To be a Christian you have to go to a certain church.


- To be a Christian you have to dress a certain way.


- To be a Christian you have to read a certain translation of the Bible.


What are some others you’ve heard?


Would you know how to answer anyone who asked you this question:  “What do I have to do to be a Christian?”  Write down your answer on your study notes . . .


Let’s read on.  Verse 17.


Read v. 17


Now that’s a fascinating answer.  Is Jesus saying that a person can “get eternal life” by obeying the Old Testament laws?  (This is kind of a trick question, so be careful.)  Is Jesus saying in Matthew 19:17 that a person can “get eternal life” by obeying the Old Testament laws?  Yes, he is!  But how can that be?  Aren’t we saved “by faith alone”, faith that Jesus died for our sins on the cross?  Yes, we are.  Then, how can both be true?  Who can make sense of this?

[If they struggle, consider getting them in small groups again to work on the answer.]


Both are true because we CAN get to heaven by obeying the OT laws, but no one WILL get to heaven that way because our sins will weigh us down.  It’s like saying, “You CAN get to Canada by walking across the wet waters of Lake Erie.  But no on WILL because our bodies will weigh us down and we will sink.”  


Our sinfulness stops us from following the OT laws.  THAT’S why faith in the blood of Christ is necessary.  The OT laws were given to us to show us the way to heaven AND to show us that we are totally incapable of following that way due to our sin.  (See Galatians 3:15-25.)  That’s why we need someone to help us.  That’s why we need Jesus.

Do you think that’s what Jesus had in mind when he answered this man’s question (“What good thing must I do to get eternal life?”) by listing five of the Ten Commandments?  I’m pretty sure it was what he had in mind.  He was trying to show this man that he’ll never be good enough to follow the Law 100%.  Verse 18.


Read vv. 18-19


Jesus was trying to show this man that he CAN “get eternal life” by following the Old Testament laws, but that he never will because of his sinfulness.  But this man may have surprised Jesus with his reply!  Verse 20


Read v. 20


Uh oh.  Assuming this man was telling the truth . . . “Uh oh, Jesus!”  Maybe this guy is an exception to the rule.  Maybe this guy IS good enough to get to heaven without needing faith in the blood of Christ.  

But not so fast.  Each of us has a weakness.  Each of us has an “idol” in our lives.  Do you remember the definition of an “idol”?  It’s any person, thing or activity that receives the devotion, time, money or talent from us that should only be given to God.  And Jesus is about to uncover this man’s idol.  What was it?  His possessions and wealth.  Look at verse 21.


Read vv. 21-22


Jesus got to the heart of the matter for this man.  I always picture men like Donald Trump when I read this story.  I mean, imagine if Donald Ttmp were to meet Jesus today and ask him, “What must I do to get eternal life?”  And imagine if Jesus told Donald Trump, “Donald, do you know all of those buildings and golf courses you’ve built?  Do you know all of the real estate you’ve bought?  Sell them all and give the money to soup kitchens all around the world.  Then you will have eternal life.”


Why tell someone this?  Because each of us has a weakness, an “idol” in our lives.  And that idol is coming between us and God.   But the idols are different for each of us.  All of us have someone, something, or some activity that receives the devotion, time, money or talent from us that should only be given to God.  For this man it was his possessions and his wealth.  He could not give them up, even though his reward was eternal life.  His possessions and wealth were his idol.


Before we go any further tonight, who or what is your idol?  Would you have the courage to write down your answer on your study notes?  Feel free to write it in code, just in case someone else reads it, if you want to do that.  This is private stuff!  What person, thing or activity receives the devotion, time, money or talent from you that should be given to God alone?


To help you answer that question, ask yourself these questions:


1.  Do you return back to the Lord a full 10% of your income?


2.  Is there any person with whom you associate that you always end up sinning whenever you’re with them?


3.  Do you hold on to anger for more than one day?


4.  Is there any TV show, book, website or DVD that you would be embarrassed for Jesus to come to your home and see you watching?


5.  Do you harbor thoughts of having sex with anyone other than your spouse?


6.  Is there a place that you go to that nearly every time you are there you end up sinning?


7.  Is there anyone in your life whom you have not forgiven?


8.  Do you eat more than you should?

9.  Are there objects that you like so much (i.e. your home, car, gun collection, jewelry, etc.) that you spend way more money than you should to purchase and maintain them?


10.  Do you spend money on vacations, yet you do not return 10% of your income to the Lord?


11.  Do you have a hobby, or a sport, that you enjoy so much that you spend  most of your free time doing?


12.  If God asked you to sell all of your possessions and give the money to the poor what would be the hardest thing for you to give up?

Okay, given those kinds of tough questions, here’s the one question we all need to answer for ourselves:  What person, thing or activity receives the devotion, time, money or talent from you that should be given to God alone?


Now, notice something really interesting in this story.  How did the man walk away from Jesus at the end of verse 22?  He walked away sad.  Why?  Jesus didn’t take away any of his possessions!  His “idol” was still in place.  He still had his home, his furniture, his camel, his wardrobe.  He still owned everything that he had when the conversation began.  So why did he walk away sad?  What DID he lose that day?  He lost his eternal life.  And he knew it.  So he walked away sad.


Really?  But he didn’t HAVE to!  He could have done what Jesus asked him to do.  But, no.  This is the kind of hold that idols have over us.  Even when we KNOW that we should let them go, even when we KNOW that holding on to them will make us ineligible for heaven, we often can’t let them go.  How many people over the years have I known who started coming to church for the first time in their lives, all happy, all fulfilled, until the day when they hear a sermon, or Bible study, that uncovers their idol.  And they realize that church isn’t all just happy, happy, happy.  They realize that church uncovers idols, and forces us to choose whom we will serve:  God, or our idol?  And how many people have I seen choose their idols instead of God?  Hundreds.  It’s so sad to see.  We’re looking at the seven deadly sins this Lent.  And you might have your idol uncovered in one of these messages.  (Maybe last week’s message on sloth already uncovered yours.)  If that happens you will have a tough choice to make, the same choice that this man had to make.  Will you choose to let go of your idol:  sloth, anger, pride, gluttony?  Or will you choose to let go of Jesus?

In verse 16, the man asked, “What good thing must I do to get eternal life?”    


Do you know what I think the answer is?  I think the answer is this, and it’s in 4 steps:


1st – Don’t let any person, thing or activity receive the devotion, time, money or talent that should be going to God.  (The definition of an “idol”.)  That’s why Jesus told the man to sell all of his possessions.  He was showing the man what his idol was.

2nd – When you fail at this, have faith in the blood of Jesus to wash away your sin of idolatry.  This gives you a fresh new start in God’s eyes.  It’s like wiping the hard drive clean on our computer. Yeah!  Our sins are forgiven!  Yeah!  We’re fit for heaven!

But wait.  You’re still here.  You're not in heaven yet.  Drats.  And your idol is still in you.  Double drats.  You still have a desire in your heart to give your devotion, time, money or talent to some person, thing or activity other than God.  And God will not take second place to any person, thing or activity that we love more than him.  Tripple drats.  What can you do? 


3rd – Use the means of grace more than you are right now to find God’s power that will enable you to put God ahead of every idol in your life.  This is where sloth kills so many Christians.  They’re just too lazy to take the medicine that will make them well.  They’re too lazy to pray regularly.  They’re too lazy to read their Bible daily.  They’re too lazy to worship God in church each Sunday.  They’re WAY too lazy to fast from food each week.  And they’re too lazy to fellowship with other Christians.  As a result, the idol living in their heart stays alive.  And it crowds God out.  And they lose the salvation they had. 

But if we can overcome sloth and use the means of grace more than we are right now then God will give us the power to kill each idol that’s living in our heart.


4th – Keep repeating steps 2 and 3 until you get to heaven.    
