Discovering the Truth - Discussion Bible Studies for Today

3. Divorce

written by Shirley Davis
www.imofinc.org
1)  Definitions 

The term "divorce" can be defined as "the ending of a marriage by a legal process". But it has also been defined as "any formal separation of husband and wife according to established custom."  Around the world marriage, and therefore divorce, is sometimes viewed differently according to the local culture and religion. Marriage may be seen as a "contract" or as a vow and commitment before God. Marriage also determines "status" in the community, and has significant consequences (such as legitimizing the birth of children) as well as requiring obligations to the new family. The term "annulment" means "the declaration of a marriage as being null and void" and usually means it is as if the marriage never existed.
Contract - Where it is seen as a contract, in some countries the contract can actually be made between the parents of the marrying couple (especially in cases where marriages are still arranged, or girls are often given into marriage at a very young age, even as young as 10 years old!). Though many countries have outlawed child marriage (usually considered as under the age of 18), it is still very prevalent in rural areas in many Muslim, Asian and African countries, and other areas of the world where old traditions abound (even in parts of the USA!). Women in such marriages may have little or no power (legally or otherwise) to change their situation.* (see more below) 

Where it is seen as a contract, the refusal or inability of one spouse to perform the obligations stipulated in the contract may constitute a ground for divorce for the other spouse.
Vow - Where marriage is seen as a vow and commitment before God, obviously an additional religious or spiritual factor must be considered. We must remember that in other religions there are sometimes different "religious" laws regarding divorce.

Status - The status of a married person (especially a woman) is sometimes of greater importance, respect and influence in a society, than that of a single person. Legal status is the position held by that person with regard to law. It is a set of rights, obligations, powers or restrictions that a person has which are declared by the laws of that country.
2) Influence of local culture*

Since marriage is such a huge life-changing event in one's life, it is important to consider some of the effects of differing cultures around the world regarding marriage. In areas where women's rights are severely restricted (legally and/or culturally) or where marriage is often seen as a contract, the choice of a marriage partner may be very limited.
Marriage contracts can be made for political or even peace-keeping reasons - especially in tribal regions. 

They can be made for financial reasons - such as to settle a debt or reduce the size of a poor family.

Marriage partners can also be chosen by the parents (so-called "arranged marriages") in cultures where there is traditionally great respect for the wisdom of age.
Then, in every country, there are those marriages that come about in order to avoid legal prosecution. This may be to obtain legal entry into a country, or to prevent charges of statutory rape when an adult man has had sex with an underage girl (usually leading to her becoming pregnant).

For newly committed Christians who have grown up in such a culture, this may present a huge challenge as they wrestle with wanting to obey the Word of God rather than just following the local culture. They may find themselves trapped in a prison of marriage beyond their own control. Their only choices may be to stand up against the culture as they express their faith (usually fighting alone and often suffering severe consequences) or to submit to their situation as they try to live out their Christian faith (much as a slave would have to do). Discuss any stories you have heard about this. Do you know of any similar situations in your area? Consider and discuss the difficulties for someone caught up in such a situation.
The reality is that it takes decades, even generations, for a Christian movement to impact a culture and bring about effective change through broad acceptance and appropriate legislation. Though this would obviously be the ultimate goal, we must consider the best way to help and encourage those caught up in difficult situations right now.
For fascinating but reliable information about marriage laws around the world check this link: http://www.pewresearch.org/files/2016/09/FT_Marriage_Age_Appendix_2016_09_08.pdf


3) Legal divorce around the world 
Every nation around the world now has laws allowing its citizens to divorce, except for the Philippines (where only Muslims are allowed to divorce as most people are Catholic) and the Vatican City which is the Roman Catholic city-state. These two only allow annulments under certain conditions - such as in the case of forced marriage, bigamy, incest or child marriage. Note that annulments are also legal in most other countries under similar circumstances.
However it is only in recent years that some countries have enacted legal divorce laws - such as Ireland in 1997; Chile in 2004; and the island of Malta in 2011.

In most countries, divorce laws require that a couple be separated for a number of years (often between 1 and 4) before applying for a divorce. In most cases it can be a very expensive process involving lawyers and paying court costs, even before consideration of paying child support and even possibly alimony to support the wife. Because of this, in many countries where women's rights are lacking or women have few personal finances, it is virtually impossible for a woman to consider a divorce.
However in Japan there are several types of divorce, one being by mutual consent, in which case the couple only needs to fill out and submit a form. But as they do not even both have to be present when submitting it, it is difficult to ensure against forgery of signatures and could lead to many problems!  

In Portugal the law allows two people without children or property to file for an electronic divorce, which can become effective in a matter of hours!

Muslim laws on divorce vary greatly around the world, but one such traditional "law" is still prominently used and is known as "talaq". The Arabic word literally means "repudiation" (or rejection) and a Muslim man need only say it or write it three times to his wife for the divorce to be immediate and permanent!! Although frowned upon by many Muslims, it is still not uncommon in many places, including India (which was the subject of a New York Times article on May 28, 2017).
In countries where polygamy is still legal, the divorce of the husband and one of his wives, can be extremely complicated as the family assets are divided up. In Tanzania, apparently any wife remaining with the husband is not considered a party to the divorce, but may later find that many of the family's assets have been lost, greatly affecting her and her children!  

4) Reasons for divorce
In past years much importance was given to the reasons (or "grounds") for a divorce petition - such as adultery, cruelty, abandonment.....and this is still the case in many countries. However this led to long and expensive (and often very ugly) court sessions, and so over the past 45 years or so, more and more countries have adopted the term "no-fault divorce". This is where the reason is given that there are "irreconcilable differences", and the court often does not look into the facts. The divorce decree is considered in writing and usually has specified how the communal property and debts will be divided, and the financial support of the spouse and any children. The court usually does investigate more in order to determine custody of any children involved, to ensure their safety and well-being. 

5) Consequences of divorce
As divorce has become more and more common around the world, it is unlikely that ANY of us has not already had some kind of personal experience with its effects - either by being personally affected or by having close friends who were. The consequences are many, and long-lasting. To name just a few: 


broken home - often the family home must be sold and everyone move to new locations


divided family - children may only visit one parent infrequently, or under specific conditions, causing much instability and frustration


loss of finances - it is a costly experience and may mean difficulty and hardship for years


loss of family and friends - extended family members are forced to take sides or at least often must lose touch with one side of the divorced family


psychological hurts - lack of understanding (especially by children) can often cause them to lose faith or respect of their parent(s) and drastically affects their own development into adulthood

remarriage - brings many challenges as new blended families are formed, often leading to jealousy or resentment


repeated divorce - sadly it is not uncommon for a divorced person to remarry only to later divorce again, causing even more hurt and making matters even worse

As so many of us today have relevant personal experiences, it might be good to spend a short time sharing and discussing some without exercising judgment. It is important to remember that not even the family members directly involved ever know the whole story, and the purpose of this study is to recognize how damaging divorce can be in order to do everything possible to avoid it personally, and help those going through it to turn to the Lord for help.
6) What the Bible says about divorce
a) First a note must be made about what the Bible says about marriage being between a man and one wife.

Genesis tells us that when God created mankind, He created Adam and gave him ONE wife (Eve) - not 2, 3 or more wives! Reading through the Old Testament we find that a number of the men to whom God chose to reveal His Will, were affected by their local culture and did actually have more than one wife: 

Abraham chose a 2nd wife to give him a son before Isaac - but that didn't turn out well! 

Jacob wanted to marry Rachel, but because local culture called for her older sister to marry first, he ended up having two wives (and later, two more) which led to problems and jealousy among his children. 

According to 2 Samuel 3:2-5, David had at least 6 wives even before he became king and married Bathsheba - but we read how there was much conflict between the resulting children, especially to be his successor. 


Finally King Solomon - 1 Kings 11:3 tells us he had 700 wives and 300 concubines in spite of his great wisdom!! Quite possibly many of these marriages could be considered as contract marriages in order to secure peace with neighboring lands (thus enabling Israel to become the great and prosperous nation it was under King Solomon). However we read in the verse above that "....his wives led him astray" - even though this very fact had been warned about through Moses in Deuteronomy 17:17.

In the New Testament, the teaching was clearly put forth in 1 Timothy 3:2 and Titus 1:6 that marriage to one wife was one of the qualifications for a man being appointed as a deacon or overseer in the church.
b) In the Old Testament there is just one passage teaching about divorce: Deuteronomy 24:1-4. "Suppose a man marries a woman but she does not please him. Having discovered something wrong with her, he writes a document of divorce, hands it to her, and sends her away from his house. When she leaves his house, she is free to marry another man. But if the second husband also turns against her, writes a document of divorce, hands it to her, and sends her away, or if he dies, the first husband may not marry her again, for she has been defiled. That would be detestable to the Lord. You must not bring guilt upon the land the Lord your God is giving you as a special possession." (NLT). 
Clearly this accepts the practice of divorce, but seems to focus more on the double-mindedness and instability of the decisions being made in some cases. Discuss if this is comparable to some cases today.
God, speaking to Jeremiah in Jeremiah 3:1, makes reference to the above passage while rebuking Israel for repeatedly turning from God to sin and worship other gods.
In Ezra 10 we read the intriguing story of how the Jewish people, who had newly returned to Israel after their exile in Babylon, were moved to repentance after being convicted by Ezra's speech concerning their intermarriage with heathen women. After prayer and fasting, it was decided that they should all "divorce" and separate themselves from their heathen wives, as they no longer wanted to sin and grieve God. "Let our leaders act on behalf of us all. Let everyone who has a pagan wife come at a scheduled time, accompanied by the leaders and judges of his city, so that the fierce anger of our God concerning this affair may be turned away from us.” Ezra 10:14 (NLT)
Clearly this was a unique situation in order for the nation of Israel to start anew with God. We cannot help but wonder what happened to the "pagan women" who were sent away, but this story illustrates the great importance of obeying God. 
In areas of the world where polygamy is still found, this could be used to suggest that upon becoming a Christian, such a man should divorce all but one wife. However, as we study more of the New Testament and Jesus' teachings, we learn that God loves and cares for EVERYONE, offering each of us the chance to be "born again" and start over. In some societies, divorced women would be cast aside with no hope of being able to provide for themselves (or their children). God wants us to accept responsibility for our actions, and so in such situations, if we turn to God for guidance and wisdom, He will surely show the right way to make changes and resolve the issues so the whole family can serve God in a way that is also in obedience to His Word.  
c) Jesus himself clearly addressed the issue of divorce on several occasions: 
In Matthew 5:31-32 in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus said: "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." (NIV) 

Later when asked by the Pharisees, Jesus went on to give a much more detailed teaching about divorce, in Matthew 19:3-12: "Some Pharisees came and tried to trap him with this question: “Should a man be allowed to divorce his wife for just any reason?”
 “Haven’t you read the Scriptures?” Jesus replied. “They record that from the beginning ‘God made them male and female.’”  And he said, “‘This explains why a man leaves his father and mother and is joined to his wife, and the two are united into one.’ Since they are no longer two but one, let no one split apart what God has joined together.”
“Then why did Moses say in the law that a man could give his wife a written notice of divorce and send her away?” they asked.
Jesus replied, “Moses permitted divorce only as a concession to your hard hearts, but it was not what God had originally intended. And I tell you this, whoever divorces his wife and marries someone else commits adultery—unless his wife has been unfaithful.”
Jesus’ disciples then said to him, “If this is the case, it is better not to marry!”
“Not everyone can accept this statement,” Jesus said. “Only those whom God helps. Some are born as eunuchs, some have been made eunuchs by others, and some choose not to marry for the sake of the Kingdom of Heaven. Let anyone accept this who can.” (NLT)
There is much to consider and discuss in this passage. Jesus clearly says that the ONLY valid reason (in God's eyes) for divorce is when one partner has been unfaithful and committed adultery. From the first lesson in this Bible study series (on sexual immorality) we can understand how sexual immorality is directly in opposition to serving and pleasing God. It is a sin and therefore breaks our relationship with God until we repent and change. Similarly, since marriage is viewed by God as "the joining of two to make one", such sexual immorality will also break the marriage relationship - hence a divorce is really a formality resulting from what has already happened. (Unless of course there is true repentance.)
Jesus makes it clear that divorce for any other reason actually CAUSES adultery if either of the couple goes on to remarry, as in God's eyes the original couple is still already married.
YET the Old Testament law permitted divorce because God knows men's (and women's) hearts. The key here is at the end of the passage: Jesus said "Not everyone can accept this statement......Let anyone accept this who can."
So the question is: Do we want to end our marriage in divorce because of what we think are legitimate reasons, since God will allow it? Or do we accept God's Word that there is no valid reason to divorce (apart from adultery) - and ask for God's help to fix the marriage?
Of course, once again it comes down to whether or not each individual is truly committed to serve God in every area of their life. If both partners are, then I believe there is much guidance in God's Word to overcome the problems, and with prayer and help from the Holy Spirit (and possibly other faithful Christians), the marriage can be restored and even become better! However if one partner (or both) is not truly committed to seeking God's help and wants to pursue the divorce, there will be many trials ahead - but remember that there is always hope with God and Jesus can still help you get through all the resulting consequences!
d) Paul bluntly summed up the teaching on marriage and divorce in his first letter to the Corinthian church:

1 Corinthians 7:27 "If you have a wife, do not seek to end the marriage. If you do not have a wife, do not seek to get married." (NLT)
But he explained it more fully in this passage:
1 Corinthians 7:10-16 "But for those who are married, I have a command that comes not from me, but from the Lord. A wife must not leave her husband. But if she does leave him, let her remain single or else be reconciled to him. And the husband must not leave his wife. Now, I will speak to the rest of you, though I do not have a direct command from the Lord. If a fellow believer has a wife who is not a believer and she is willing to continue living with him, he must not leave her. And if a believing woman has a husband who is not a believer and he is willing to continue living with her, she must not leave him. For the believing wife brings holiness to her marriage, and the believing husband brings holiness to his marriage. Otherwise, your children would not be holy, but now they are holy. (But if the husband or wife who isn’t a believer insists on leaving, let them go. In such cases the believing husband or wife is no longer bound to the other, for God has called you to live in peace.) Don’t you wives realize that your husbands might be saved because of you? And don’t you husbands realize that your wives might be saved because of you?" (NLT)

The central part of this passage gives great hope for those believers finding themselves in a marriage relationship with a spouse who is not following Christ (whether just temporarily due to circumstances or because the spouse has never accepted Christ). We should never underestimate the power of God working through our lives! (Romans 8:28)
One final point needs to be made here about some specific situations such as in marriages where there is physical abuse or endangerment of one partner or the children. Although there may not be any precise bible verse confirming it, I believe that as we get to understand more about the "spirit" of God's laws, we can presume that it is His will for a person to be allowed to be separated or divorced from a spouse putting them in constant danger. Whether a "battered wife" or an enslaved Christian wife of a Muslim, their situation needs special consideration and ministry. 
7) How we should handle divorce as Christians
a) If we find ourselves in a marriage contemplating divorce, hopefully much of what has already been shared will encourage us to make the decision to turn to God for guidance and encouragement. Of course it also depends on the decision our spouse makes in that respect! Marriage counseling is beyond the scope of this bible study however, so we will refrain from sharing the many encouraging Bible verses that could be considered.
b) If we are in the position of being in a family that is experiencing the divorce of the parents, it may be difficult to understand the reasons given. As mentioned earlier, it is wise to remember that no-one other than the couple actually involved knows the true situation, and so it is best not to be tempted to judge or take sides. It is sufficient to remember that everyone in the family will be suffering in different ways, and there will continue to be challenges for years to come. As a Christian, it is hoped that the Bible will bring many words of comfort and encouragement - personally, as well as to share with other family members. Since the decision to divorce is NOT ours to make, we are forced to pray for the ones doing so, trusting that God will heal their hearts and bring hope and forgiveness to help everyone move on.
c) If children are involved and being affected by the divorce, they are a priority to help, as of course they will be hurt and understand even less than we do. Reassuring them of our love, and the love of other family members is very important, as well as helping them see that the divorce is NOT THEIR FAULT! If old family traditions must end, it is helpful to begin establishing some new ones to enjoy. If they want to talk about it all, it is good for them to do so - although be prepared that they may only want to do so for a few minutes at the time, before moving on to something else, so keep all comments and answers short and simple! It is wise to never talk bad about either of the parents, but instead admit that they were going through a time of being confused and upset. Children are used to not understanding everything so to say you don't know something is acceptable! But you can give encouragement by reminding children that Jesus knows what is happening and wants to help them get through it. He will not leave them and will work everything out in the end.
d) Finally, if it is happening to your friend or another person, much of the above is still relevant. As your friend talks and shares details with you, PLEASE respect their confidentiality and do not repeat anything to other people! Remember that they may be especially biased, or at least they are hurting, so be kind and patient and just listen, without making any judgments or giving specific advice. As time passes, they may change their opinion or even regret some of what they have said to you, so make it easier for them by not making an issue out of it.

e) Finally I want to share one Bible passage that I have found helpful in EVERY circumstance where love is needed. It is always helpful because it talks about OUR attitude and how WE should remember to behave if we want to follow the example of Jesus (regardless of how others may behave!):
1 Corinthians 13:4-8

Love endures long and is patient and kind; love never is envious nor boils over with jealousy, is not boastful or vainglorious, does not display itself haughtily.
5 It is not conceited (arrogant and inflated with pride); it is not rude (unmannerly) and does not act unbecomingly. Love (God’s love in us) does not insist on its own rights or its own way, for it is not self-seeking; it is not touchy or fretful or resentful; it takes no account of the evil done to it [it pays no attention to a suffered wrong].
6 It does not rejoice at injustice and unrighteousness, but rejoices when right and truth prevail.
7 Love bears up under anything and everything that comes, is ever ready to believe the best of every person, its hopes are fadeless under all circumstances, and it endures everything [without weakening].
8 Love never fails [never fades out or becomes obsolete or comes to an end].... (AMPC)
