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Concerning Commitment 
and the Kingdom of God 
Sermon on the Mount Series – November 6, 2020 

Recap 

We are continuing our study through the Sermon on the Mount, which is a block of passages 

in Matthew 5-7 where Jesus, speaking to the crowds, is describing the nature of the Kingdom 

of God. Specifically, He is describing the nature of the people who follow Him as citizens of 

the Kingdom of God – people who live by God’s ideals, which can often look different from 

the values of our human systems and feel contrary to our instincts of what feels right and fair. 

And yet, it is living by the values of the Kingdom that generates life and blessing in us and in 

our communities. But to do so requires renovated hearts, new natures that we can only 

receive day-by-day as we follow Jesus and rely on His power and love to work change in us. 

Matthew 5:31-32 – A Difficult Passage 

That doesn’t mean it’s easy, and we’ve already seen how the things Jesus teaches should be 

the character of people that follow Him can be difficult – even offensive – to the way we are 

wired to think and behave right now. Today’s passage is especially difficult: 

It has been said, ‘Anyone who divorces his wife must give her a certificate of divorce.’ 
But I tell you that anyone who divorces his wife, except for sexual immorality, makes 
her the victim of adultery, and anyone who marries a divorced woman commits 
adultery (Matthew 5:31-32). 

This is a tough passage for a number of reasons: for one, we live in a time where divorce is 

common – it is predicted that nearly half of all marriages will end in divorce. More so, Jesus’ 

words are difficult because the reasons why people get divorces are varied and complex, with 

many of the cases having some extremely good reasons for divorce, such as abuse and 

adultery. For those of us that have lived through the divorce of our parents, we know that the 
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breakdown of marriages – and the reasons for their breakdown – are not easy, often leaving 

us with trauma, tension in our relationships, and (for children of divorce) a sense of 

uncertainty and insecurity in our homes and in our personal sense of self-worth and identity. 

What makes this passage of the Sermon on the Mount difficult as well is that it – and the 

Bible as a whole – is clearly not attempting to be an exhaustive guide to divorce and the 

marriage relationship. Jesus is saying what He is saying in the midst of a larger context about 

the Kingdom of God – so how ought we to interpret and apply the wisdom of these verses to 

the way we relate to God and one another? 

I am by no means a great Bible scholar, and the last thing I want to do is mislead anyone as to 

God’s intentions and character, nor do I want to be insensitive to the realities people must 

navigate (where what’s right doesn’t always fit neat and tidy categories). Yet I don’t want to 

perpetuate a mindset that we simply avoid talking about these topics, or that it is wrong to 

have doubts or questions about the application of the Bible’s wisdom to our day-to-day lives. 

So I will do my best to explain Jesus’ words and draw wisdom from them for the kind of 

character we are meant to have as followers of Jesus – with the disclaimer that this is simply 

where I am at in my study and understanding of this passage right now. 

Understanding the Context 

First, let’s understand the context: in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus is teaching about the 

character and values that define people that love and follow God. This character is 

summarized in Jesus’ teaching on the greatest commandments: 

Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your 
mind.’ This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: ‘Love 
your neighbor as yourself.’ All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two 
commandments (Matthew 22:37-40). 

The overall point, then, to Jesus’ teachings in the Sermon on the Mount is that we live and 

relate to one another by principles that reflect the heart and nature of God. In the case of 

Jesus teaching here on divorce, Jesus is saying that people who follow in His footsteps to 
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elevate the value of others, put others’ needs above their own, and love with authentic self-

sacrifice do not lightly entertain or act on the idea of breaking their marriage commitments. 

Allow me to unpack the train of thought that leads me to say this, because we have to 

appreciate that Jesus is speaking in an ancient middle-eastern context and is addressing issues 

that may not be readily apparent to us as modern readers: 

1. Jesus lays out the significance of marriage 

Jesus lays out the significance of marriage in a discussion He has with some Pharisees: 

Some Pharisees came to him to test him. They asked, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce 
his wife for any and every reason?” “Haven’t you read,” he replied, “that at the 
beginning the Creator ‘made them male and female,’ and said, ‘For this reason a man 
will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become 
one flesh’? So they are no longer two, but one flesh. Therefore what God has joined 
together, let no one separate.”  “Why then,” they asked, “did Moses command that a 
man give his wife a certificate of divorce and send her away?” Jesus replied, “Moses 
permitted you to divorce your wives because your hearts were hard. But it was not this 
way from the beginning. I tell you that anyone who divorces his wife, except for 
sexual immorality, and marries another woman commits adultery” (Matthew 19:3-9). 

Jesus explains that marriage is rooted in God’s creation, and many other sections of the Bible 

liken the marriage relationship to God’s covenant faithfulness and love for His people. 

Therefore, marriage was not intended for eventual separation. However, God (through 

Moses and the giving of the Law) made provision for divorce on the basis that people, in our 

hard-hearted brokenness, could find ourselves in circumstances where divorce was 

preferable in the long run. 

2. Jesus is calling for love in the face of flippant attitudes towards divorce 

We need to recognize that the context of marriage and divorce were different in the ancient 

middle-east than in modern day North America. In Jesus’ time and context, marriage and 

family were the primary support networks (there was no welfare as we have it today). 

Without them, you lacked financial security and the means for survival. This was especially 

true for women, who would be the most vulnerable and have few options outside of marriage 

by which to survive in the harsh world. And yet, in those times and cultures a man could 
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easily divorce his wife and leave her without the support of family, putting her in that 

vulnerable and compromised position. The provision for divorce Jesus talks about, then, was 

actually a safeguard God allowed, on the basis of our hard-heartedness, in order to protect 

people by preventing them from casually being divorced. 

At the time Jesus is teaching these things, societal attitudes towards divorce had strayed from 

the heart intent behind the Scriptures – that is, that marriage wasn’t intended to be divorced. 

A Bible scholar comments on the reigning opinions of the day: 

In mainstream Palestinian Judaism, opinion was divided roughly into two camps. 
Both the school of Hillel and the school of Shammai permitted divorce (of the woman 
by the man; the reverse was not considered) on the grounds of… (“something 
indecent,” Dt 24:1), but they disagreed on what “indecent” might include. Shammai 
and his followers interpreted the expression to refer to gross indecency, though not 
necessarily adultery; Hillel extended the meaning beyond sin to all kinds of real or 
imagined offenses, including an improperly cooked meal. The Hillelite R. Akiba 
permitted divorce in the case of a roving eye for prettier women (D.A Carson, 
Expositor’s Bible Commentary on Matthew 19:3). 

So where we tend to read Jesus’ teaching on divorce solely as a condemnation of breaking off 

a marriage, the context of these passages is a challenge to followers of Jesus to take to heart 

the principles of loving God and loving people and applying them to our attitudes towards 

marriage and divorce. Specifically, it is a call to adopt the mindset that, as followers of Jesus, 

we do not look at the marriage relationship as something we break lightly. Rather, we are to 

apply the same love, forgiveness, self-sacrifice, and faithfulness to our husbands and wives as 

we are to apply them to anyone and everyone we come into contact to. Because that is the love 

of God. To Jesus’ listeners, this would be a new way of thinking about our commitment to 

our spouse in love. This seems clear when you consider the Sermon on the Mount as a whole 

– the kind of character it asks us to have – and ask, “What would it look like to bring those 

principles into my marriage?” 



5 
 

Wisdom from Jesus’ Teaching for Today 

So what does this mean for us today – especially for those who aren’t married? I think there’s 

some wisdom we can apply to how we relate to one another and think about our 

relationships: 

1. We are to approach our relationships with love, faithfulness, and self-

sacrifice 

Followers of Jesus are to apply to all of their relationships – marriages included – a desire to 

elevate the value of people, care for them with faithfulness, and adopt an attitude of 

sacrificial love towards them. Just as this means choosing to not nurture anger, bitterness, or 

lust in our hearts towards others, neither are we to look at our relationships (again, marriage 

included) as something that we break away from when things get difficult. Relationships 

with people are hard – we all wrestle with hurts, baggage, biases, blind-spots, bad habits, and 

selfishness; these things will come out eventually when we connect with people on a deep 

and honest level. Sometimes we are too quick to run away from these sorts of problems when 

they come up, because that seems easier than actually confronting and working through 

them. But rather than disconnect from people when we experience hurt, disappointment, or 

difficult circumstances, we are meant to pursue one another even more, applying grace and 

forgiveness and working things out with one another in love and unity. At least, I believe that 

is the ideal that God would desire us to live by. There are marriages that fall apart because one 

or both partners don’t really try to live by the great commandments of loving God and loving 

people; there are marriages that are tragically unhappy because one or both partners don’t 

seek to live by those values. 

2. Divorce is not the ideal, but may be the only way to preserve a person’s life 

and well-being 

If people take the last point to heart, then they are going to seek to elevate the value of their 

spouse and overcome personal struggles and difficult circumstances together. However, 

reality has shown us that not all marriages play out that way. For many reasons, couples can 
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grow bitter and resentful of one another. People can be ruled by addictions and insecurities 

and other personal struggles and sin, and those lead them to neglect or actively abuse their 

partner (and it is predominantly women that are being abused). Some of those people, when 

confronted, are genuinely remorseful and do everything in their power to seek help and to 

change for the better. Yet there are many that do not – either because they do not want to, or 

do not believe, they have a problem (or what they are doing to their spouse is just fine), or 

because they do not believe they can actually change. Some are simply unwilling to commit to 

the difficult process of healing and growing as a person. So there are some people (again, 

primarily women) who find themselves in marriages where they may be willing to continue 

to work on the marriage, yet their partner is unwilling, or says they are willing but doesn’t 

actually do anything to work towards change. When this leaves people in a position where 

they suffer abuse and their life and well-being are at risk, what are we to recommend they do? 

This is the difficulty of figuring out how exactly we ought to feel about divorce. But here’s 

my best effort to apply wisdom from the Bible to these situations: God does not want divorce 

to be in our future, just as I, as a father, do not hope my kids will find marriages one day that 

will end in pain and divorce. There’s a verse in the Bible (Malachi 2:16) where God says He 

hates divorce – not because He’s going send you to Hell if you get a divorce, but because He 

hates the pain and destruction that divorce can wreak in people’s lives when His ideal for 

marriage was that it would generate life and blessing. Yet God also highly values the lives and 

well-being of people, and so I think that, in the complexities and pain of many marriages, 

divorce is the unfortunate yet preferable option to abusive marriages where someone’s well-

being is at stake and there seems to be no hope for real change. At the very least, I think that 

the difficulty of these situations should lead us to look on with grace and compassion when 

we see people going through a divorce – because it’s easy to have black and white answers 

backed up by Bible verses when we’re sitting comfortably outside of those broken marriages; 

we don’t really know or understand the pain and turmoil that people are living in every day 
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under abuse, nor do we know the pain they’ve gone through just to finally decide to act on the 

idea of divorcing their spouse. 

3. We must change our attitudes about romantic relationships and why we 

are getting married 

Here is my last point, and I think it will be the most applicable to the lives of teens: our 

attitudes towards why we enter romantic relationships and get married can often be selfish 

and flawed. For a long time, our culture has trained us to think that the highest good and state 

of value and being loved is to be in a romantic relationship, get married, and maybe have kids. 

For a long time (and likely this is still the case), the idea of having a girlfriend or boyfriend 

has been an important part of social identity and worth in school. So for many of us – even 

the best intentioned of us - we look at romantic relationships and marriage with a bias 

towards how will this relationship satisfy me, meet my needs, make me happy?  Not that 

those are necessarily bad things, but it’s when we look to relationships to be our salvation and 

sense of self-worth that it becomes a problem. It becomes selfish. We tend to forget that 

healthy relationships are about two people who love and sacrifice for one another, seeking to 

support and meet one another’s needs. And we forget that, whether you are in a relationship 

or not, you have value. You’re not less of a person because you’re not romantically involved, 

and getting married won’t make you more valued. God has already made you in His image 

and loves you deeply. So if you’re entering into a relationship or marriage because you think 

you need it to be happy, then you run a risk of using your partner to satisfy your own 

insecurities. 

I’m not telling you dating is bad or anything like that, or don’t get married, just don’t pretend 

like they’re what’s going to make you feel OK about yourself. Partner with God and let Him 

deal with your baggage and insecurities so that, if you’re wanting to be romantically involved, 

you’re already finding freedom from your struggles to be able to love that person 

authentically and selflessly. 
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Conclusion 

Here’s the bottom line: if you’re a follower of Jesus, then you’re called to live by the Kingdom 

ideal of loving God and people fully. That kind of love is all about elevating the value of 

others, putting their needs above your own, and being willing to commit to God and to 

people even when there are seasons that we need to make sacrifices, and even when the going 

gets tough, and even when we and the people we love are broken and have a lot of flaws. 

Translated into marriage, it means we partner with God to be the kind of people who don’t 

look at our marriages wondering what our exit strategy is, but look at them with a 

commitment to selflessly loving one another through the good and bad times, through 

personal successes and personal struggles. But when it comes to circumstances where a 

person is being abused, we turn to the higher ideal that everyone is made in the image of God 

and their life and well-being matter. 

I would like to end on this point: as in everything Jesus teaches in the Sermon on the Mount, 

it can be easy for us to think, “But how on earth can I actually love someone that way? How 

can I be that person?” Don’t be discouraged. The answer is that Jesus is the one who 

renovates our hearts and empowers us to actually be people who love Him and others so 

much that we can actually have relationships and marriages that are healthy and generate life 

and blessing in ourselves and in everyone around us. 

Reflection Questions 

 What has raised questions or made you uncomfortable about the topic of divorce? 

 What are your personal feelings about divorce and this interpretation of the Bible’s 

instructions on the topic? 


