The Faithfulness of God

Psalm 128, Matthew 19:1-15 August 20, 2000

“Have you not read that he who made them from the beginning made them male and
female, and said, ‘For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his
wife, and the two shall become one flesh’? So they are no longer two but one flesh. What
therefore God has joined together, let not man put asunder.” In late twentieth century America,
this may seem quaint or downright incredible. After the pill, after the sexual revolution, after our
culture’s glorification of indiscriminate coupling, how odd to hear one not only champion
faithful marriage but even claim that its origin lies in the will of God (not our love) and that its
reality is accomplished by the act of God (not our commitment)! When perhaps half of all
marriages, including many celebrated in the church, end in divorce, and when we in the church
want to be loving, to be caring, to be accepting, and to help pick up all the pieces, how can we
hear the hard words of Jesus Christ?

Some of you may remember a hamburger ad in which a woman asked: “Where’s the
beef?” When I read today’s scripture, I ask: Where’s the grace? Where’s the gospel? Where’s the
good news? Where are the words of faith and forgiveness, the words of encouragement and new
life?

They are here. They are here for us all. I assure you that even in these hard sayings of
Jesus, there are words of grace and hope for all of us. On the very surface of the passage, in the
midst of our pain and of the brokenness, loneliness, and estrangement of all our lives, we learn
that God intends for us to be in good and healthy and faithful relationships with each other. A
little below the surface, in answer to the deepest yearning of our hearts, we learn that God also
intends for us to be in a good and healthy and faithful relationship with God. And below that,
even while we all confess and mourn our faithlessness before God, we learn that God is
still—and is always—faithful to us. Let us begin with the good news at this deepest level.

Even while all we confess and mourn our faithlessness before God, we learn from this
passage that God is still—and is always—faithful to us. This is the foundation upon which
today’s passage is built. God is faithful. God is faithful to us even when we are not faithful to
God. God is a rock: sure, firm, steadfast, unmoving, and unwavering. In Chicago, people say, “If
you don’t like the weather, stay around an hour.” The point is, it will change by then. God is not
like that. God is steady and constant. Every weekday evening we can get the news about the
stock market: sometimes up, sometimes down, sometimes mixed, going in different directions at
the same time. God is not like that, either. God is stable, the same yesterday, today, and
tomorrow. The faithfulness of God is the premise upon which is based the expectation that we in
turn will be faithful to God.

That being said, we need to move up to the next level. In answer to the deepest yearning
of our hearts, which is to say the aching that we have to be right with God, we learn from this
passage that God intends for us to be in a good and healthy and faithful relationship with God.
The ultimate purpose of human existence is to glorify God and to enjoy him forever. This is the
goal of my life, and this is the goal of your life. God made us to be oriented toward God and to be
in relationship with God. In fact, God thought of us by name before the creation of the world and
then created the universe as a place within which to create us for himself! So not only is God
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faithful to us, but also God calls upon us to respond with faithfulness to him. And the
faithfulness of God to us is also the premise upon which is based the additional expectation of
our faithfulness to each other.

This brings us closer to the explicit content of the passage. In the midst of our pain and of
the brokenness, loneliness, and estrangement of all our lives, we learn from this passage that God
intends for us to be in good and healthy and faithful relationships with each other. When asked a
trick question about the law, Jesus looks beyond the giving of the law to the very beginning, to
the creation. God created us, Jesus says, male and female, for life together. This statement of
God’s intent would be good news for us even if it stood alone—which it does not, and I will get
to that additional component in a moment—because it states God’s intent for the monogamous
marriage of a man and a woman. God did not create two women for every man, or three, or more,
nor the other way around, with more men than women; instead, God created an equal number of
men and women for monogamous marriage. Moreover, God did not create us all male or all
female; there is no divine intention for same sex relationships or unions, despite the state of
Vermont.

Now, when we hold up before this statement of God’s intent for our marriages, and we
look into it like a mirror, and we see how bad and unhealthy and faithless so many of our
relationships are—and I am talking about all kinds of legitimate human relationships, not just
marriage—when we do that, we may feel that this statement of God’s intent is a terrible
judgment upon our lives and a burden too heavy for us to bear. Hard words. After all, even the
disciples said that it would be better not to get into those relationships at all than to get into them
and not be able to get out easily. And yet, there is something more here. If God intends for us to
be in good and healthy and faithful relationships with each other, then all the hurt and pain and
confusion we experience in life are not the way things are meant to be. They are not the way God
wants them to be. There is reason to believe that life can be better. We have good hope that God
is bringing in his kingdom where our relationships will be better. This is good news. This gives
us the power and the courage to keep on going.

Where’s the grace? Where’s the gospel” Where’s the good news? Today’s reading
contains a lot of good news. At the deepest level is the affirmation that God is still—and is
always—faithful to us. This gives us good hope even while we confess and mourn our
faithlessness to him. At the next level, God intends for us to be in a good and healthy and faithful
relationship with God. This speaks to that deepest yearning of our hearts, our need to be in right
with God. Building on these two, we reach the third level, where we learn that God intends for us
to be in good and healthy and faithful relationships with each other. This good news addresses
the pain and the brokenness and loneliness of our lives. So even in these hard sayings of Jesus
about marriage and divorce, there are words of grace and hope for us all.

Now, given this good news, what is the situation in which we find ourselves? We may or
may not be in good and healthy and faithful relationships with each other or with God who is
faithful to us. We have all sinned and fallen short of the glory of God. Not one of us has trusted
God as we ought. Not one of us has loved neighbor as himself or herself. Not even the best
marriage among us is perfect. There is no room for any of us to look down on any other. So then
what? Then we realize that Jesus Christ came to set right the gonewrongness of human life. That
is why Jesus was teaching and healing the crowds and why he was blessing the children.

It has been one of the hallmarks of Presbyterian belief that we have a strong doctrine of
sin matched by a strong doctrine of grace. If you think the problem of sin is small or is a simple
matter to solve, you do not need a strong doctrine of grace or, for that matter, of Jesus Christ or
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God. If the problem is not very bad, humans can solve it and get along on their own. But, if you
think the problem of sin is a terrible and profound problem, an act of ingratitude to God and
rebellion against God, a compounding and inextricable predicament, then you need a high
doctrine of grace, a strong doctrine of forgiveness, a powerful doctrine of the renewal of life, and
a strong doctrine of Jesus Christ as Savior and of a merciful God. This is what Presbyterians have
believed, historically. We have known both the seriousness of our sickness and the strength of
the cure. A deep awareness of sin without an uplifting knowledge of God’s grace would be
oppressive. But a strong doctrine of grace apart from an acute awareness of the problem of
human sin would make no sense; indeed, it would not even be possible. Only an unflinching
realism about the human predicament can begin to appreciate the graciousness of the divine
solution. So here we are, trying to listen to the hard words this passage says about human life,
and about our lives, so we can hear also the words of grace. If we ignore the

hard words, we will miss the healing words.

So what are the hard words here? The obvious ones are: “divorce,” “let not man put
asunder,” “unchastity,” “adultery,” and “eunuch,” which literally means one who is castrated, and
which by extension can also mean one who refrains from having sex. Yet in many ways these
hard words are but symptoms. There is another, deeper, harder word here about human life that
we need to hear. When the Pharisees gleefully confronted Jesus with what they called the
“command” of Moses about divorce, Jesus said it was not a command at all but a concession to
the weakness of humanity: “For your hardness of heart,” Jesus said. Divorce was allowed
because we are so hard-hearted. Now we have arrived at the center of the problem. God created
us with living hearts, but we have turned them into hearts of stone. God created our hearts to
worship him, but deep in our heart of hearts we have become interested in promoting ourselves,
and we have pushed God aside. God created us with hearts to love and care for and be faithful to
each other, but our hearts have become hard and cold, so humanity is a mass of hate and
suspicion and betrayal. “For your hardness of heart,” Jesus said. Here we are at the root of the
human predicament.

Now what? Where do we go next? It is not enough to say, Be good. Even when we want
to be good—which is not all the time—even when we want to be good, we are not always able to
do so. Simple commandments—do this, do not do that—are not sufficient to guide and govern
human life. Why? Because they do not touch and do not pierce the hardness of the human heart.
What do we need? We need new and living hearts! We need a release from the past. And we
need a new life. These are the things that Jesus Christ gives us by his life, death, and resurrection.
These are the gifts of grace which make up salvation. Although we cannot defossilize our hearts
ourselves, the willing sacrifice and undeserved suffering of Jesus Christ on the cross captures our
attention, lifts our concerns above ourselves, melts our hardened hearts, turns us around, and
restores us to right relationship with God. Although we cannot lift ourselves, the words of Jesus
Christ lift and sustain and carry us. Although we cannot make ourselves new by trying hard, the
bright and shining resurrection of Jesus Christ holds out to us the promise and the gift of new
life. Although we are unable to overcome the animosities that divide humanity, in Jesus Christ
we have been made one, brothers and sisters. And so Jesus blesses the little children, for it is to
such as these that the kingdom of heaven belongs. The good doctor, the Great Physician, has
found the root of the problem in the hardness of our hearts, and he has provided the only cure.
These are the words of grace imbedded in our passage, words which we can hear only after we
listen to the hard words.
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So where do these words of grace lead us today? First, we are encouraged to believe in
God and to trust in the goodness of God. This is the foundation upon which all else rests. God is
faithful and dependable. We can count on that when we cannot count on anything else.

Second, we are called upon to live our lives in relation to God, and to the people of God,
and to God’s church. We were created for fellowship with God and with each other. Though
human history has gotten side-tracked in this regard, the work of Jesus Christ has provided again
for this intent to be fulfilled. Though our own lives have not been what we would have wanted
them to be, we offer up the broken pieces of our lives to God who makes us whole again. We are
grateful for God’s grace, we are thankful for forgiveness, we are glad to make a new beginning.

Third, in our most personal relationships, we seek to be obedient to the will of God and
attentive to the gifts God gives us. Jesus does not command that we marry, although that was the
expectation of the Jewish community in which he grew up. On the other hand, Jesus does not
command that we not marry, although that became the expectation of some portions of later
Christian communities. Instead, Jesus leaves us free to respond to the grace and guidance of God.
He thinks that in most cases the will of God is for marriage, and that in all marriages God’s will
is for faithfulness in marriage. Yet in some cases the will of God is for remaining single and
celibate. Either of these two ways—fidelity in marriage or chastity in singleness—can be a
faithful way for us to serve God. By God’s grace, we are given freedom and responsibility. At the
same time, Jesus makes it clear that unchastity and adultery lie outside the will of God. He also
states that divorce lies outside the intent of God but is permitted in certain circumstances, as is
remarriage after divorce. And, by his silence, Jesus makes it clear that same sex relationships and
unions are not even to be considered.

There are hard words here. That is undeniable. It is not easy to be told about the hardness
of our hearts. Where’s the grace? Where’s the gospel? Where’s the good news? Jesus came to
heal our hardened hearts. Jesus came to revive our breathless souls. Jesus came to give us new
life. Today’s reading tells us that God is still—and is always—faithful to us, even while we are
faithless to him. It tells us that God intends for us to be in a good and healthy and faithful
relationship with God, which is what our wounded hearts need more than anything else. And it
tells us that God intends for us to be in good and healthy and faithful relationships with each
other. These are words of grace and hope for us all.

To God be the glory, forever and ever! Amen.
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