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Adultery is in the news. Perhaps it has never been away. Recent reports about Tiger Woods are just the latest in a long line of celebrity scandals concerning their marital infidelities. As I was starting to think about this sermon, the newspaper headed an article about marriage with the title, “Cheating husband helps marriage, says female writer.” The story outlined the view of a French female psychologist that wives should welcome their husbands’ extramarital affairs  as a sign of a healthy marriage. The following day there was another article headed “It’s time to stand up for adultery.” The gist of the article was that adultery is not a new phenomenon, quoting the diary of Samuel Pepys at the time of Restoration England as support for this view, and encouraging it today as a healthy and honest practice within marriage.


The problem with this view is that it assumes that each person is autonomous, an individual whose actions have no effect on those around them. We would like to think that this is the case, but experience shows that it is not. What we do as individuals has effects that ripple outwards, to affect the lives of many others, particularly in the case of marital infidelity. Adultery and the  marriage break-up that often follows, affects not just the three people concerned, but the children, brothers and sisters, parents and wider family. I know, having experienced the effect on the wider family on more than one occasion. In the society that my parents and grandparents grew up in, divorce was not an option financially, and so families, on the whole were more stable. That is not necessarily the same as saying they were happier. My maternal grandmother, for example, had a drunken and abusive father. The divorce laws of the late sixties and early seventies, made divorce much easier, for very commendable reasons. The unintended consequences, however, have been insecurity and unhappiness for many children. I can remember discussing the effect of this social upheaval on discipline in the classroom with Kath Walley at some stage, and commenting that “we have sown the wind and reaped the whirlwind”, to quote the prophet Hosea. 


This is the cultural situation in which we find ourselves. As Christians, what is our response, how are we to live? The Bible is very clear. The seventh of the Ten Commandments says unequivocally, “You shall not commit adultery.” A clear prohibition. The God of the Israelites is the same God we worship today and his commandments have not changed over the millennia. No amount of rationalisation can get around it. To break the marriage vow of lifelong fidelity, is to break the command of God. Not only that, but the Bible is equally clear that divorce is allowed only as a last resort, when all else has failed to resolve the situation.


There is another side to the subject of adultery. The Old Testament prophets took the marriage concept and applied it to the relationship between the people of Israel and God. God’s covenant with Abraham was to make his descendants into a great nation, a people who would demonstrate and model what it would be like to serve and honour God. Over the years, the people went away from the plan and purpose of God for them. The Prophets described this as spiritual adultery. This idea finds its clearest expression in the book of Hosea, whose own tortured marriage relationship was an acted parable of the spiritual betrayal and adultery of the nation of Israel. It highlights just how seriously God expects people to take their relationship with God.


Let us be more positive. Marriage is mentioned in both of our lectionary readings this morning. The passage in John chapter 2 tells us that on the third day there was a wedding at Cana in Galilee. The mother of Jesus, along with Jesus and his disciples were invited. By his attendance and action in rescuing the wedding celebrations from potential disaster and embarrassment, Jesus gave his support and commendation to marriage. The view of Jesus on marriage is expounded more fully in the gospels of Mark and Matthew, where in answer to a question about divorce, Jesus cited the verses in Genesis about marriage. “From the beginning of creation, God made them male and female. Therefore a man shall leave his father and mother and hold fast to his wife and they shall become one flesh. So they are no longer two but one flesh. What therefore God has joined together, let not man separate.” Marriage is a creation ordinance; that is, it is God's purpose and plan for the whole of humankind, not just the part of it that calls itself Christian or religious. The words that Jesus quoted from Genesis, make it clear that the physical, one flesh, aspect is a vital part of what it means to be married, as is the leaving of the childhood home. Leaving and cleaving. Economic and physical commitment to each other. How different to the practice that has developed in our own culture. The cleaving bit, sex, is seen as something that is an end in itself and not part of a larger emotional, physical and all embracing whole, with the security that comes from the one man/one woman relationship. The leaving bit is no better. Young, and not so young, adults dither and prevaricate over the commitment needed to enter into a partnership with another that is for life. You only have to be aware of the way that this is portrayed in films such as Bridget Jones’ Diary and TV programmes such as Friends to see how it has become the normal way to approach relationships between the sexes. 

I would like to issue a triple challenge this morning. To those of us who are married, does our marriage relationship reflect God’s standard and purpose for marriage? Are we committed to our partners when things are going well and when things are more testing, in times of economic difficulty and times of plenty, when we are both feeling physically well and when one or both face ill health? Are we in it for the long haul, till death parts us? Those of us who are married are to be salt and light to our society, preventing it from going entirely to the dogs and demonstrating to it the standards and purposes of God for all in  the one man/one woman relationship that He ordained in creation for all men and women.

To those who are not married, but who are or may be thinking that marriage will be part of God’s purpose for us in the future, the challenge is to act counter to the prevailing culture, to see the physical, sexual side of any relationship with someone of the opposite sex as reserved solely for marriage. Wait patiently for the direction of God in any consideration of a future partner. He promises to guide and instruct us in every aspect of our lives, how much more then in a decision that will have an impact upon the rest of our lives. Don’t be afraid of commitment, either the commitment to follow and serve Christ as Lord and Saviour, or the commitment to share your life with another servant of Christ as He directs.

To those who are single, a special word. It may be that you have been married and are now single because of the death of a partner, or through the trauma of a broken relationship. As we will see later, our God is a God of  recreation and restoration and offers to bring substantial and significant healing to our lives where we have experienced pain and hurt. You may have sensed the call of God to remain single, or have never had the opportunity of marriage. Whatever your situation, God knows and understands. Jesus knew the single state from the inside. He never married, which was unusual for a man in his culture. It did not prevent him from enjoying close and meaningful relationships with his friends of both sexes. John Stott, single for all his life, in his book “The Contemporary Christian,” picks out our capacity for relationships of love, as one of the distinctive features of our humanity. 

I would recommend again the book by Rob Bell, “Sex God” as a readable and informative introduction to Biblical thinking and teaching about the whole topic of relationships, singleness, marriage and sex.

The marriage relationship is a picture, a metaphor, for the relationship that should exist between God and his people. The Old Testament account tells how God promised to save and care for and sustain the nation of Israel. To this end, he brought them out of Egypt and established them in the land of Israel. For their part, they were to be the light of God to the nations. In order to fulfil this responsibility, they were to remain faithful to the one true God, who had called and chosen them. 

May we look now at our first reading, Isaiah 621-5? The writer is giving his prophecy from a situation of exile. The relationship between God and his people had deteriorated over the years so that the only solution was for judgement and exile in Babylon, until the lesson had been learned and they were able to return to their homeland. The condition that led to this drastic chain of events was described by the prophets as one of spiritual adultery, a description that highlights just how seriously God viewed the sin and disobedience of his people. Doing their own thing, following the practices and behaviour of the nations around them, worshipping other gods, was no light matter, but cut right across the relationship that God intended there to be between him and his people. Now at the end of the period of exile, God speaks to his people through the prophet to tell of restoration, of a renewal of the relationship, so that they may once more be the people God intended them to be. 

Look at the language used. God has to speak through his prophet. For the sake of Jerusalem he cannot remain silent. The message is so important. The restoration that is coming to the people is pictured as shining brightness, reminding us of the Shekinah glory that descended on the Temple in Jerusalem when it was first built, salvation like a burning torch, flaming out to illuminate all around. Why is God doing this? So that the righteousness that comes from a right relationship with him will be seen clearly by all around, a recall to the reason for their existence as a nation in the first place. Look how special they are to be, given a new name by the Lord himself, regal imagery is invoked to underline this, as they are described as being like a crown of beauty and a royal diadem in the hand of the Lord. Forsaken in exile, and their land Desolate no more, the new name is revealed as Hephzebah, “My delight is in her” and Beulah, “Your land is married,” pictures of the renewed relationship that they are to enjoy. Verse 5 emphasises the picture of marriage as God rejoices over his bride Israel, just like a young man rejoices to see the bride he is to marry coming down the isle. My bride burst into tears as she arrived at the front of this Church, thirty nine years ago, tears, I assume, of joy and relief that the day had arrived. Read the rest of the chapter when you have time to see what the whole of the prophecy contains.

The Lord continually calls and recalls us to a relationship with Him, both as individuals and as a congregation. Marriage is a description, a metaphor, of what that relationship is meant to be like. He has chosen us to be his special people. Although we are disobedient sinners by nature, He has dealt with that sin and disobedience by the death of his Son Jesus on the cross. He holds out the offer of a renewed relationship in his resurrection to new life,  through the gift of his Holy Spirit to all who put their trust in him for this life and the next. His work is to make our lives a shining example of what it means to be fully and truly human, as we exhibit his righteousness and model the salvation that he brings. No longer forsaken and desolate, we are his delight and his bride, the ones over whom he rejoices.

Our service this morning is one that has as its focus, prayer for healing. In closing I would like simply to relate what we have considered to that aspect of our worship. God is a God who loves to restore and renew. The prophecy from Isaiah 62 makes that very clear. It may be that we have come this morning feeling forsaken and desolate for any number of reasons. The good news cannot be suppressed, it has to be told and proclaimed and not kept quiet. God wants to delight in you; he wants to take you to himself as a bridegroom takes the bride to himself and cares for and cherishes her. His love is such that, although he does not overlook and condone past failures, sin and disobedience, he has dealt with that in his Son, Jesus. There is the free offer of a new or renewed relationship with him. Come to the wedding.

It may be that in talking of marriage and mentioning divorce,  raw nerves have been touched and deep hurts have been exposed. I would reiterate, God is a God who loves to restore and renew. His healing power is not restricted to physical hurts, but embraces this sensitive area of human relationships. Come for his healing, so that “You shall no more be termed Forsaken, and your land shall no more be called Desolate, but you shall be called “My delight is in her,” and your land “Married,”, for the Lord delights in you.” 

