Is Matthew 19:9 That Hard To Understand?





     Recently I re-read some articles that were advertised as being about how unity exists among the followers of Christ.  Most of these articles (there were sixteen articles in all) dealt with many things brethren have disagreed on in the past, yet maintained some lines of communication and fellowship.  These articles presented a mostly historical perspective that, I am sure, all will readily grant as actually happening in years gone by.  This agreeing to disagree was what was attempted in regard to instruments of music in worship.  However, this “unity” soon vanished only to replaced with full scale division.  Why this happened is easy to understand.  You either have instrumental music or you don’t.  There is no middle ground or agreeing to disagree when it comes to practice.  


     The author of these articles stressed that our troubles over divorce and re-marriage could be handled in this same historical fashion—agreeing to disagree and somehow stay together.  Sounds good, I suppose, but sooner or later there comes an application of the teaching on this subject and then what?  I feel safe in saying that some will soon part ways when things are put into practice.


     Well, one more thing was claimed by the author.  His observation on this subject is that many outstanding students of the Bible among brethren do not agree on the teaching of Matthew 19:9.  So, this tells the author that the teaching of Matthew 19:9 must be unclear.  Since it is unclear, brethren ought not to divide over it.  They ought to agree to disagree and just go on.  The author offered nothing in any of the sixteen articles as what to do in practice with this passage.  I might point out that many outstanding students of the Bible also disagreed about mechanical instruments of music and that didn’t help matters either. 


     History is interesting and we can certainly learn something from it.  However, it is not some panacea on how to handle tough Bible teaching.  Taking the position to virtually ignore a teaching is not the answer either.  I have heard, since I left denominationalism, that we ought to follow God not men.  If I take a historical approach to unity, whom am I following?  The authority of the New Testament, does it come from history or from God?


     Folks, let’s set aside this “unity based on history” business and take a look at this allegedly unclear verse:





   “And I say unto you, Whosoever shall put away his wife, except it be 


   for fornication, and shall marry another, committeth adultery: and 


   whoso marrieth her which is put away doth commit adultery.”





     The problem seems to be with the exception (“except it be for fornication”) and to what or whom it applies.  There is a simple way of reaching an understanding on this verse.  Notice the passage without the exception:





   “And I say unto you, Whosoever shall put away his wife and shall 


   marry another, committeth adultery: and whoso marrieth her which 


   is put away doth commit adultery.”





     Here we would have a teaching (without the exception) that would not allow any re-marriage after a divorce (cf. Mk. 10:11-12).  I do not think that anyone would have a problem seeing this.


     Now you add the exception and this would allow someone to re-marry where previously there was no re-marriage.  The exception is for the innocent party whose mate has committed fornication (or sexual immorality, NKJV).  Thus, we should have a clear understanding.


     Notice a couple of other cases of an exception being used:





   1)  In Acts 8:1 the church was driven from Jerusalem because of 


        persecution.  Everyone left town except for the apostles.  Do we have a 


        problem understanding this?


   2)  In Revelation 2:22 those who had followed the teaching of Jezebel (v. 21) 


        will be punished except for those who repent. Do we have a problem 


        understanding this?


     Try this illustration from everyday life:  I was at the License Branch to get a license plate for a pick up truck.  I had taken a number (17).  Others had other numbers.  When a number was called, one came forth, everyone else stayed put.  In other words, you sat still except when your number was called.  Your number was the exception to waiting in your seat (for what seemed like an eternity).  If you know how this works, and I am sure you do, then you know how an exception works.  Folks it’s not that hard to understand.


     Of course, there are those who interject other things that cloud the simplicity of the teaching.  Things like:


   1)  Who does this apply to—Jews, Gentiles, everyone, no one?


   2)  Is this just an explanation of the Law of Moses?


   3)  Is this part of the Old Testament and not the New Testament?


   4)  Why didn’t the apostles ever repeat this?


   Etc. etc. etc.


     Please understand that many times these interjections are not in the interest of providing light, they are designed to produce doubt in the hope that the teaching of Matthew 19:9 can be changed to teach something other than what it teaches.  If this doesn’t work, we can always ignore it because it is unclear





~Terry~





