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Matt 19:1-15 “The Community of the King: Marriage, Singleness, and Children” July 12, 2015  

Deuteronomy 23:1-24:4 

Psalm 127 

 

Deuteronomy 23-24 sets us up very nicely for what Jesus says in Matthew 19. 

 Moses is talking about what it means to be the assembly of the LORD – 

  the community of faith – the people of God – in the Promised Land. 

 In Matthew 19 Jesus is talking about what it means to be the community of the King – 

  the people of God – the assembly of the LORD – in this age. 

 

And Jesus will cover much of the same ground as Moses, 

 showing how the scribes and Pharisees have misunderstood the point of the law 

  because they have misunderstood who Jesus is. 

 

Our Psalm of response, Psalm 127, 

has that famous line, 

 “Blessed is the man who fills his quiver” with children. 

In the same way that Jesus is the “blessed man” of Psalm 1 – 

 Jesus is also the blessed man of Psalm 127. 

Yes, “children are a heritage from the LORD” – 

 but you don’t have to get married and make babies to have a quiver full. 

Rolf Caylor never married – but he had 143 spiritual grandchildren! 

 And so he was not put to shame when he spoke with the last enemy, death. 

 

Sing Psalm 127 

Read Matthew 19:1-15 

 

Introduction: The Community of the King: From Galilee to Judea 

Now when Jesus had finished these sayings, he went away from Galilee and entered the region of 

Judea beyond the Jordan. 
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And large crowds followed him, and he healed them there. 

 

In one sense, Matthew 19:1 signals a shift – 

 away from Galilee and into Judea. 

 

But then Matthew 19:2 shows us continuity – 

 as large crowds follow him, and he heals them. 

 

And as you look at the teaching that follows in Matthew 19, 

 it is clear that Jesus continues to set forth a picture of what his community will look like. 

 

1. Marriage and Divorce: God’s Purpose from the Beginning (v3-9) 

 a. Divorce for Any Cause? Understanding the Question (v3) 
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And Pharisees came up to him and tested him by asking, “Is it lawful to divorce one's wife for 

any cause?” 

 

This is a politically charged question, because John the Baptist just had his head removed 
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 because he took a hard line against Herod, 

  who had divorced his wife in order to marry his brother’s wife! 

 (And she had divorced his brother in order to marry him!) 

 

Will Jesus side with John the Baptist – and put himself at risk with Herod? 

 Or will Jesus side with Herod against John the Baptist? 

 

So yes this is a test! 

 

As we read earlier,  

Moses had said in Dt 24 that if a man marries a woman, 

  and she finds no favor in his sight 

   “because he has found some indecency in her” 

    he may divorce her. 

 But Moses also spoke of how her second husband hated her, and sent her away. 

 

 Is Moses giving one ground for divorce (indecency) or two (indecency and hate)? 

 

There were two main schools of thought among the Pharisees. 

 The school of Shammai taught that the only ground for divorce was “indecency”  

which referred to a variety of sexual sins. 

 The school of Hillel said that “hate” was a broad term that could refer to anything. 

  If his wife burned his dinner – or even if he just found someone prettier – 

   he could divorce his wife and marry another. 

 

 We often think of the Pharisees as strict conservatives – 

  but both positions were common among the Pharisees. 

 And so when the Pharisees ask “Is it lawful to divorce one’s wife for any cause,” 

  they are asking him to take a position in this intramural debate. 

 

If they are from the school of Hillel, 

 they may very well want him to say yes. 

 

Not surprisingly, however, Jesus replies that they have missed the point of the law: 

 

 b. The Two Shall Become One Flesh: A Radical Answer (v4-6) 
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He answered, “Have you not read that he who created them from the beginning made them 

male and female, 
5 

and said, ‘Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast 

to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh’? 
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So they are no longer two but one flesh. What 

therefore God has joined together, let not man separate.” 

 

Divorce for any cause (what we, today, call “no-fault” divorce) 

 completely misses the point of marriage. 

 

Marriage is not just a social contract for utilitarian purposes. 

 For that matter, marriage is not about “my happiness and fulfillment.” 
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 If marriage is about me and my happiness, 

  then “divorce for any cause” makes sense. 

 I don’t like what he did – I’ve found someone who makes me happy – 

  I’m out of here. 

 

If you want to understand what Moses was saying in Deuteronomy 24, 

 then you need to go back to Genesis 1-2, 

when God created man male and female. 

 

Jesus says, in effect, 

 “Imagine that sin had never entered the world. 

  What is marriage about?” 

 

 We are so used to talking about marriage and divorce in a fallen context 

  that we have forgotten what God established marriage to be! 

 

Marriage was ordained by God. 

 This is why God made them male and female. 

 

God created man, male and female. 

 Do you remember how he did that? 

  He made the man of dust, Adam, from the ground. 

  And then he built the woman from the side of the man. 

 

  This is architectural language – 

   language that is used of the building of the temple later. 

 

 Eve’s body is portrayed as a sort of temple built out of Adam. 

 If you look at the law of Moses – 

  and how women’s menstrual cycles are regulated – 

  and how the birth process is dealt with in terms of “clean and unclean,” 

   you can see further evidence  

for this way of thinking about sexual relations in spiritual terms. 

 

 After all, all throughout the prophets, what is the chief metaphor for idolatry? 

  Adultery! 

 

It is precisely in the reunion of male and female in the sexual relation  

that we see the image of God. 

 

After all, it requires male and female in order to reproduce the image of God. 

 

From the beginning, God’s purpose in marriage was that male and female  

should become one flesh in the sexual act, 

 and thus reproduce the image of God (“be fruitful and multiply”). 
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And from this, it should be clear that  gay marriage is simply impossible. 

 Two men cannot marry. 

  The two are incapable of becoming one flesh. 

  The only way that two can become one flesh is if one is male,  

and the other is female. 

 

 Ask an engineer. 

 Ask a plumber. 

 Ask an electrician. 

  If you have two male attachments, or two female attachments, 

   can you have a proper union? 

  No! 

  

 You need one male and one female. 

 

When God said, “the two will become one flesh,” 

he was referring to sexual intercourse. 

 

Paul points out in 1 Corinthians that if a man has sexual relations with a prostitute 

 he becomes “one flesh with her.” (1 Cor 6:16) 

 

The two will become one flesh should mean more than a one-night stand. 

 It should include the merging together of two lives – 

  so that husband and wife become one in the way that they do life together. 

 

 But the sexual act is all it takes to become one flesh. 

 

Think carefully about how Jesus says this: 

 

Jesus starts with Genesis 1:27 and blends it together with Genesis 2:24 – 

 

“Have you not read that he who created them from the beginning made them male and female 

(Genesis 1:27), 
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and said, ‘Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast 

to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh’? (Genesis 2:24) 

 

There is a one-flesh relation between your father and your mother. 

 You are the product – the reproduction of the image of God – of that one-flesh relation. 

 When you marry, you leave your father and your mother – you cling to your wife – 

  and you and she become one flesh in the sexual relation, 

   reproducing the image of God in your children. 

 

Then in verse 6, Jesus explains the implication of this for marriage and divorce:  
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So they are no longer two but one flesh. What therefore God has joined together, let not man 

separate.” 
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This is God’s purpose for sex. 

 Notice that I did not say “this is God’s purpose for marriage.” 

 After all, in the beginning, there was no difference! 

 

What did “marriage” look like back in Genesis 1-2? 

 God brought Eve to Adam. 

 They didn’t need a ceremony. 

 They didn’t need the state to give them a license. 

 God himself gave them the “license” – the command  

  “be fruitful and multiply.” 

 

So off they went… 

 

What therefore God has joined together, let not man separate. 

 

This has led some people to say that if two people have sex,  

they are “married in the eyes of God.” 

 

That’s not helpful. 

 They are one flesh. 

 That much is clear from the fact that they had sex 

  (and remember that Paul says that the man who has sex with a prostitute  

is one-flesh with her!) 

 But they are not married. 

 

It’s true that in the beginning sex and marriage were identical. 

 But because of sin, things are not the way they were meant to be. 

 

But this statement of the original purpose of marriage catches the Pharisees off guard. 

 They are used to thinking of the Law of Moses as the “original.” 

 

 c. Not the Way It Was Meant to Be: An Important Exception (v7-9) 
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They said to him, “Why then did Moses command one to give a certificate of divorce and to 

send her away?” 

 

They were used to thinking of Deuteronomy as the “original” pattern for creation. 

 But Jesus shows them that Deuteronomy is not identical to the moral law. 

  The moral law was written on the heart of Adam and Eve. 

  That does not mean that the Law of Moses was written on their hearts! 
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He said to them, “Because of your hardness of heart Moses allowed you to divorce your wives, 

but from the beginning it was not so. 

 

In other words, divorce is not part of God’s original plan for marriage. 

 Indeed, Jesus corrects the Pharisees. 

  They said that Moses commanded divorce.  
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  Jesus points out that Moses permitted divorce. 

 Divorce was allowed by Moses – because of the hardness of your hearts. 

  If all people were soft-hearted towards God, 

   then there would never be a divorce! 

  Divorce only exists because people refuse to worship and serve the Lord. 

 

Jesus says that the Mosaic laws related to divorce and remarriage  

 are a mark of divine condescension – 

  not God’s approval of divorce, but a recognition that because of human sin, 

  sometimes things are not the way they are supposed to be. 

 

I would add that you could easily apply the same principle to polygamy. 

 The Mosaic law regulated polygamy –  

  that does not mean that polygamy was a good thing – 

   rather, it meant that for the “hardness of your hearts” 

  God permitted it. 

 

But then in verse 9 Jesus uses his standard phrase  

 that he uses whenever he is claiming to speak not just as a new Moses, 

but as Israel’s God: 
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And I say to you: whoever divorces his wife, except for sexual immorality, and marries 

another, commits adultery.” 

 

The word translated “sexual immortality” is porneia. 

 It is a different word than the broad term “indecency” in Deut 24. 

  The Greek word in Dt 24:1 is aschema – 

   which means something “misshapen, unseemly, or shameful.” 

  In other words, the LXX had taken Dt 24:1 in the direction of Hillel. 

   “Divorce for any cause.” 

 But Jesus takes “indecency” the opposite direction. 

  

 Porneia – sexual immorality – is the term used for “fornication” 

  (when two unmarried people have sex). 

 But the point of porneia here is that the only ground for divorce 

  is that the marriage relation is already broken. 

  

 The two have become one flesh. 

 The only way to dissolve the marriage relation is if that one-flesh bond is already gone. 

 And porneia – sexual immorality – breaks that bond. 

 

So, after giving a strong statement of the permanence of marriage, 

 “what God has joined together, let not man separate,” 

  Jesus accepts the principle of divine condescension. 

 

 There are times when things are not as they should be. 
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 The community of the King – the church of Jesus Christ – 

  should be a place where the marriage bed is held in honor. 

 But sometimes it is not. 

 

So Jesus firmly and totally rejects Hillel’s “divorce for any cause.” 

 But he also shows that Shammai’s “divorce for unchastity” is missing the point. 

 

I realize that at this point, many of you have questions. 

 Let me answer a few right up front. 

 

Q1) Why does Jesus just talk about men? What about women? 

 In Jewish culture, only men could initiate a divorce. 

 It would have made no sense to talk about women. 

 

 But in 1 Corinthians 6, Paul attempts to apply Jesus’ teaching to Roman culture, 

  in which women could divorce. 

 And Paul says that the same rules apply to women as to men. 

 

Q2) Does this mean that adultery is the only ground for divorce? 

 No. 

 Jesus does not say “adultery.”  

 He says “porneia” – sexual immorality. 

  He uses the word adultery in the same sentence, 

   so if he meant adultery, he would have said that. 

 Porneia is a broader category than adultery. 

  

 Paul seems to have wrestled with this same question. 

 In 1 Corinthians 6-7, Paul recognizes that Jesus taught that divorce  

is not the way God made things. 

  

 But Paul applies the teaching of Jesus  

to the situation of a believer who is married to an unbeliever. 

 And Paul says that if the unbeliever consents to live with the believer, 

  the believer should not divorce the unbeliever. 

  

 But if the unbelieving partner separates, let it be so. 

In such cases the brother or sister is not enslaved (1 Cor 7:15). 

 (In other words, the believer may remarry). 

 

 What is Paul’s logic here? 

  Go back to Jesus’ basic teaching on marriage. 

  What is the point of marriage? 

 

  The two shall become one flesh. 

  The sexual relation is at the heart of what it means to be husband and wife. 
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 If the unbeliever separates – if the unbeliever is not willing to live with the believer – 

  then the one flesh relation is broken. 

 

Divorce is never the way things should be. 

Divorce only becomes an option when the one flesh relation is already broken. 

 

Certainly Jesus’ disciples understood that Jesus was saying something radical: 

 

2. Eunuchs: Singleness for the Sake of the Kingdom (v10-12) 
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The disciples said to him, “If such is the case of a man with his wife, it is better not to marry.”  

 

The NT was written in a time when divorce was easy. 

 It was not uncommon for a man to work his way through 3-4 wives, 

  divorcing one in order to marry another. 

 

The disciples understand that Jesus is calling them to live with the same woman for a lifetime! 

 It’s why the Christian marriage vows  

include the language, “as long as we both shall live.” 

 But they respond by saying, “this is crazy!” 

 It would be better not to marry! 

 

C. S. Lewis says well: 

“Chastity is the most unpopular of the Christian virtues.  

There is no getting away from it; the Christian rule is,  

‘Either marriage, with complete faithfulness to your partner,  

or else total abstinence.’  

Now this is so difficult and so contrary to our instincts,  

that obviously either Christianity is wrong  

or our sexual instinct, as it now is, has gone wrong.  

One or the other.  

Of course, being a Christian, I think it is the instinct which has gone wrong.” 

C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (New York: HarperOne, 2001), 95.  

 

But this was no more less challenging in the first century! 

 

I don’t think we realize how radical it is for a Jew to say “it is better not to marry”? 

 There is no tradition of singleness in the OT or Second Temple Judaism. 

 Some of the Essenes may have practiced celibacy, 

  but among the mainstream of Jewish thought, 

   marriage and children (Land and Seed) 

was at the heart of what it meant to love God. 

  

 Jeremiah had been commanded not to marry, 

but the promise that the Seed of the Woman would crush the serpent’s head 

meant that marriage and children was at the heart of Jewish identity. 
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 So when a group of Jews says, “it is better not to marry,” 

  you know that they have been jolted to the core! 

 

But Jesus – who himself never married – takes the opportunity to show them a new way: 
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But he said to them, “Not everyone can receive this saying, but only those to whom it is given.  

 

What saying is Jesus referring to? 

 Well, from what he says in v12, it is clear that the saying is what the disciples have said: 

  “it is better not to marry.” 

 

Jesus says, yes, that is true – but only for some. 

And he describes three kinds of people for whom it is true: 
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For there are eunuchs who have been so from birth, and there are eunuchs who have been 

made eunuchs by men, and there are eunuchs who have made themselves eunuchs for the sake of 

the kingdom of heaven. Let the one who is able to receive this receive it.” 

 

A eunuch is someone who is physically incapable of sexual relations. 

Some are eunuchs from birth. 

 For whatever reason, they are incapable of sexual relations, and must remain single. 

Some are made eunuchs by men. 

 It was a common practice in the ancient world to castrate certain servants 

  in order to guarantee that they would not propagate. 

 A eunuch could be a very trustworthy servant because he had no descendents, 

  and therefore his future legacy depended on his service to you! 

And some have made themselves eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven. 

 Jesus is not recommending that people castrate themselves! 

 Rather, he is saying that some people should deliberately remain single, 

  so that they can be more profitable for the kingdom of heaven. 

 

R. T. France puts it like this: 

 “To us the use of ‘eunuch’ language seems unhelpfully extreme  

when talking about those who could marry but choose not to do so….  

But the word would have been no less offensive in first-century Jewish culture,  

in which eunuchs were the object of pity if not of horror.” (724) 

 For them, there was no middle ground between the “married” and the “eunuch.” 

 

In our day, we are just as obsessed with sex as they were in the first century. 

 Indeed, for too many today, the assumption is that all Christians need to get married, 

  and so our first instinct is to try to “set up” all Christian singles. 

 For many churches, “singles’ ministry” is oriented toward the goal of marriage. 

 

 This is one benefit of the current gay marriage debate. 

  It is forcing the church to talk seriously again about celibacy. 

  It simply will not do to say “gays need to be celibate,” 
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   if we continue to push all “straight” singles to marry. 

  Indeed, I would agree with Rosaria Butterfield 

   that no Christian should “identify” as homosexual or heterosexual. 

  I am not defined by my “sexual orientation.” 

  I am not called to be “oriented” towards women in general. 

  I am not defined by my “lusts”! 

  I am a man who is called to love my wife. 

 

I know a man (who is married to a woman) who struggled with same-sex attraction. 

 In fact, he married her in order to try to “cure” his same-sex attraction. 

 It didn’t work. 

 He had to learn the same thing I had to learn. 

  He is not defined by his sexual orientation. 

  He is not called to be “oriented” towards women in general. 

  He is not defined by his lusts. 

  He is a man who is called to love his wife. 

 

You’ll hear “gay rights advocates” say that he is not being true to himself! 

 But Jesus said that the one who would come after him must deny himself. 

 I don’t get to be “true to myself” either! 

  What if I get tired of my wife? 

   “Deny yourself, take up your cross, and follow me.” 

  What if she gets tired of me?! 

   “Deny yourself, take up your cross, and follow me.” 

 The community of the King must be characterized by the humility of obedience! 

  When the King says “follow me,” we must follow. 

  

 Now, here’s the good news! 

  Jesus promises that the way of the cross leads to the resurrection! 

  There is glory on the other side of the cross! 

 And he gives us pictures and glimpses of that glory even in the cross, 

  so that we might persevere. 

 

But how do you know if you are called to be a eunuch for the sake of the kingdom? 

 The same way that you know that you are called to be married! 

 “There are eunuchs who have made themselves eunuchs  

for the sake of the kingdom of heaven.  

Let the one who is able to receive this receive it.” 

 

 It is not that God removes your sex drive. 

 It’s that you decide to ‘make yourself a eunuch.’ 

 It is a voluntary renunciation of marriage. 

 

 Now, if you are not able to receive that – if you say, “No way could I do that!” 

  then you should probably continue to pursue marriage! 

 But the “gift” of celibacy is like the gift of marriage – 
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  it doesn’t come naturally! 

  It is a gift that you have to pursue. 

 

 Now, I have no objection to helping singles find spouses. 

  (I’ve been known to try my hand at match-making!) 

 But we should be equally interested in helping singles pursue the Lord’s call to celibacy. 

 

God calls every Christian to deny yourself, take up your cross, and follow Jesus. 

 He may call you to deny yourself in relation to a spouse. 

 Or he may call you to deny yourself by refraining from marriage altogether. 

 

At least for the last 20 years of his life (maybe longer – I didn’t know him back then),  

Rolf Caylor received this teaching. 

 

It is important for the church to recognize and value the contributions of single Christians – 

 and I am delighted that you have done this: 

 

 For 12 years we had an elder who was single. 

 Four of our twelve deacons were single when they were ordained. 

 We have a single woman on our women’s ministry leadership team. 

 

That’s not bad. 

 

But we need to be careful to continue to develop in this area! 

 For you who are married: 

  how do you integrate singles into your daily life? 

  Do you invite them over – even just one at a time – 

   and include them in what you do? 

  Do you seek out conversations with singles – about things that matter to them? 

 And for you who are single: 

  how do you seek to connect with families? 

  Do you invite them over (you might think that your place is too small – 

   but our whole family fit just fine into Deborah’s place…)? 

  Do you seek out conversations with married folk –  

about things that matter to them? 

 

If we are focused on loving and serving one another – 

 denying ourselves, taking up our cross, and following Jesus – 

  then we will avoid the peril that the disciples fell into in verses 13-15: 

 

3. Little Children: The Kingdom Belongs to Such (v13-15) 
13 

Then children were brought to him that he might lay his hands on them and pray. The disciples 

rebuked the people, 
14 

but Jesus said, “Let the little children come to me and do not hinder them, 

for to such belongs the kingdom of heaven.” 
15 

And he laid his hands on them and went away. 

 

What possessed the disciples to rebuke people who brought their children to Jesus? 
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 Maybe they are thinking about Jesus’ teaching on eunuchs, 

  and they think that the importance of singles  

means that children are now irrelevant? 

 But if that is the case, then they have already forgotten what Jesus said in 18:2-4, 

  when he called a child to himself and said  

“unless you turn and become like children,  

you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.” 

 

Laying on hands and praying is the traditional form of blessing in the OT. 

It was often done by a father to his children – or a grandfather to his grandchildren. 

But you also find Simeon blessing the child Jesus in the temple. 

And in Jewish tradition it was common to bring children to the elders 

 “for blessing, strengthening, and prayer” (France, 727). 

 

 I think that it is safe to say that Rolf Caylor blessed every child  

that was brought to him on his deathbed – and rightly so! 

 

Baptists will appeal to this passage on behalf of “infant dedication,” 

 but infant dedication only happens once. 

There is nothing in this passage that suggests that a child could only be blessed once! 

 I would suggest that this passage would be better used  

to support the practice of having the elders bless children  

who are not yet communicants.  

 You may have seen this practice in some churches – 

  where non-communicants are encouraged to come forward for a blessing. 

 

But the central point of what Jesus is saying is that his disciples should welcome children 

 and encourage them to come to Jesus – 

  because the kingdom of heaven belongs to such. 

 Or, to put it more literally, “to such is the kingdom of heaven.” 

 The kingdom of heaven is for such. 

 

This is why we encourage children to remain in the worship service. 

 We provide a staffed nursery, because we realize that not everyone is ready for this! 

 But Jesus says to bring your children to him. 

  When we gather together in corporate worship,  

   we gather together with the Triune God. 

  We gather in the heavenly Holy of holies – 

   that’s what Hebrews 12 says! 

 In the preaching of the Word, Jesus himself speaks to you. 

 In the prayers of the saints, God the Father listens to you. 

 And when he hears you, he sends his Holy Spirit with fire from heaven 

  in order to bring comfort and grace to his people! 

 And by his Spirit, God feeds us with the body and blood of Christ in the Lord’s Supper. 

 

And that is also why we baptize them. 


