
Summer of Lies 

LIE #10:  GOD HATES DIVORCED PEOPLE 

 

 1 

LIE#1:  God uses shame to correct me and change me. 

LIE#2:  God is not concerned with my everyday life, only the things I do for Him. 

LIE#3:  Women are not Created to be Leaders 

LIE#4:  You MUST be Married to Please God  

LIE#5:  All I Need is God, Who Needs Friends. 

LIE#6:  God Doesn’t Speak to People Today.  It was just for Biblical Times. 

LIE#7:  A Man is the Priest of His Home and a Covering for His Family.  All a Woman needs to do is be Submissive. 

LIE#8:  God is angry. 

LIE#9:  I Have to Earn God’s Love 

It is our perception of love that causes us to disbelieve God’s love for us… 

The sin underneath all our sins is to trust the lie of the serpent that we cannot trust the love and grace of Christ and must take matters 

into our own hands.—Martin Luther 

 

July 20th   LIE #12:  God doesn’t care what I do with my money. 

 

Lie #10: GOD HATES DIVORCED PEOPLE 
 
List on white board: 

• S2:  What does God hate? 

• S3:  What have you heard that God hates: 
       Cheaters – Laziness – Sinners – Cl (“Separate but Equal”…like really possible.) – G  

 

What God “Hates”according to Scripture (Note:  36 Hates listed in scripture 29 = describing what man hates):   
S4:   
Deuteronomy 1:27and you complained in your tents, and said, ‘Because the Lord hates us, He has brought us out of the land of Egypt to deliver us 
into the hand of the Amorites, to destroy us. 

Deuteronomy 7:10 
and He repays those who hate Him to their face, to destroy them. He will not be slack with him 
who hates Him; He will repay him to his face. 

Deuteronomy 12:31 
You shall not worship the Lord your God in that way; for every abomination to the Lord which He hates they 
have done to their gods; for they burn even their sons and daughters in the fire to their gods. 

Idol worship Deuteronomy 16:21-22 
Psalm 11:5 
The Lord tests the righteous, But the wicked and the one who loves violence His soul hates. 

 
S5:Proverbs 6: 
16 These six things the Lord hates, 

Yes, seven are an abomination to Him: 
17 A proud look, 
A lying tongue, 

Hands that shed innocent blood, 
18 A heart that devises wicked plans, 

Feet that are swift in running to evil, 
19 A false witness who speaks lies, 
And one who sows discord among brethren. 

 
S6:Malachi 2:16 
“For the Lord God of Israel says That He hates divorce, For it covers one’s garment with 

violence,” Says the Lord of hosts. “Therefore take heed to your spirit, That you do not deal 

treacherously.” 
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Referencing Malachi…. 
We would never say it out loud, but we make decisions based on this “HATE” belief: 

• Decisions to stay in an unhealthy marriage. 

• Decisions to stay in an abusive marriage. 

• Decisions to advise others to do the same. 

• Deciding that Divorce is a sin. 

• Deciding this is the unforgiveable sin. 
Because God Hates divorce, those who get divorced He hates as well. 
 
To examine whether the conclusion that GOD HATES DIVORCED PEOPLE is truly a lie, we need to 
take a journey through: 
S7: 

• What does God say through Scripture about Divorce. 

• What does God say through Scripture about Marriage. 

• The Seduction of Intent Diagnosing. 
 

I. What does God say through Scripture about Divorce. 
S8: 
Leviticus 21:7:  They shall not take a wife who is a harlot or a defiled woman, nor shall they take a 
woman divorced from her husband; for the priest is holy to his God. 
Leviticus 21:24:  A widow or a divorced woman or a defiled woman or a harlot—these he shall not marry; 
but he shall take a virgin of his own people as wife. 
Leviticus 22:13:  But if the priest’s daughter is a widow or divorced, and has no child, and has returned to 
her father’s house as in her youth,she may eat her father’s food;but no outsider shall eat it. 
Numbers 30:9:  “Also any vow of a widow or a divorced woman, by which she has bound herself, shall 
stand against her. 
Deuteronomy 22:19:  and they shall fine him one hundred shekels of silver and give them to the father of 
the young woman, because he has brought a bad name on a virgin of Israel. And she shall be his wife; he 
cannot divorce her all his days. 
Deuteronomy 22:29:  then the man who lay with her shall give to the young woman’s father fifty shekels of 
silver, and she shall be his wife because he has humbled her; he shall not be permitted to divorce her all his 
days. 
 

S9: 

A. Deuteronomy 24:1-4:  “When a man takes a wife and marries her, and it happens that 

she finds no favor in his eyes because he has found some uncleanness in her, and he writes 

her a certificate of divorce, puts it in her hand, and sends her out of his house, 2 when she 

has departed from his house, and goes and becomes another man’s wife, 3 if the latter 

husband detests her and writes her a certificate of divorce, puts it in her hand, and sends her 

out of his house, or if the latter husband dies who took her as his wife, 4 then her former 

husband who divorced her must not take her back to be his wife after she has been defiled; 

for that is an abomination before the Lord, and you shall not bring sin on the land which 

the Lord your God is giving you as an inheritance. 

 
DIVORCE:  3748. ִריתּות  keriyṯûṯ fem. Noun – CUT DOWN OR CUT OFF כְּ

(divorce) Deut. 24:1, 3; Isa. 50:1; Jer. 3:8.1 

 
1 Baker, W. (2003). The complete word study concordance: Old Testament (p. 1666). AMG Publishers. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/wsotconc?ref=Page.p+1666&off=206&ctx=+%0a~3748.+%D7%9B%D6%BC%D6%B0%D7%A8%D6%B4%D7%99%D7%AA%D7%95%D6%BC%D7%AA+keriyt%CC%B1u%CC%82t%CC%B1+fem.+noun
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24:1, 2 uncleanness: The nature of the problem is not specified, though it would have been clear in the 

original context. It could have been a physical problem, such as the inability to bear children. The 

certificate of divorce was a legal document that provided rights to the divorcee (Lev. 21:7, 14; 22:13; 

Num. 30:9; Matt. 19:3–9). Such a certificate allowed the woman to remarry.2 
 

S10:Unclean =  
Got Questions Ministries. (2002–2013). Got Questions? Bible Questions Answered. Logos Bible Software. 

• First, in order for a divorce to be granted, there had to be a problem related to “indecency.” Verse 

1 reads, “If then she finds no favor in his eyes because he has found some indecency in her …” 

(ESV). The Hebrew phrase used here was generally a reference to sexual indecency such as adultery 

(Leviticus 18:6–18) or indecent exposure (Deuteronomy 23:14). Jewish leaders would long debate 

what was considered “indecent,” but the original wording clearly referred to indecent sexual 

behavior.  
[WOULDN’T THIS WOMEN BE STONED?] 

S11: 
• The Mosaic law prescribed death for adultery (Lev 20:10; Deut 22:22). And when adultery was 

only suspected, but not proved, there were specified ways to handle such situations (Num 5:11–

31-Bitter Water/Belly&Thigh rot.).  Kaiser, W. C., Jr., Davids, P. H., Bruce, F. F., & Brauch, M. T. (1996). Hard 

sayings of the Bible (pp. 175–177). InterVarsity. 
 

Reasons for Divorce: 
Kaiser, W. C., Jr., Davids, P. H., Bruce, F. F., & Brauch, M. T. (1996). Hard sayings of the Bible (pp. 175–177). InterVarsity. 

• Rabbis: 
Rabbi Shammai: [from a man’s point of view] 

 a leading rabbi who lived a generation or so before Jesus, said that a man was authorized to divorce his 

wife if he married her on the understanding that she was a virgin and then discovered that she was not. 

There was, in fact, an enactment covering this eventuality in the law of Deuteronomy (Deut 22:13–21), and 

the consequences could be very serious for the bride if the evidence was interpreted to mean that she had 

had illicit sexual relations before marriage. This, then, was one school’s understanding of “some 

indecency.”[NO!  STONING!!] 
Kaiser, W. C., Jr., Davids, P. H., Bruce, F. F., & Brauch, M. T. (1996). Hard sayings of the Bible (pp. 431–435). InterVarsity. 

 

Rabbi Hillel: [from a man’s point of view] 

 held that “something indecent” might include more or less anything which her husband found offensive. 

She could cease to “find favor in his eyes” for a variety of reasons—if she served up badly cooked food, for 

example, or even (one rabbi said) because he found her less beautiful than some other woman. It should be 

emphasized that the rabbis who gave these literal interpretations were not moved by a desire to make 

divorce easy; they were concerned to state what they believed to be the meaning of a particular Scripture. 
Kaiser, W. C., Jr., Davids, P. H., Bruce, F. F., & Brauch, M. T. (1996). Hard sayings of the Bible (pp. 431–435). InterVarsity. 

 

S12: 
divorce 

(Heb. keritut) (24:1, 3; Is. 50:1; Jer. 3:8) Strong’s #3748: This legal term signifies “a bill of divorce” and is 

related to the verb karat which means “to cut down” or “to cut off.” The Old Testament teaches that God 

hates divorce because it severs the oneness of the marriage relationship and the covenant between the 

husband and wife (Mal. 2:14–16). Jesus indicates that God permitted divorce in Old Testament times only 

because the people were stubborn and sinful (Matt. 19:8). The divorce regulations in the Old 

Testament protected the divorced woman. They allowed her to return to her parents with 

dignity or to seek a legal remarriage, instead of resorting to slavery or prostitution for her 

livelihood. 
Radmacher, E. D., Allen, R. B., & House, H. W. (1997). The Nelson Study Bible: New King James Version (Dt 24:1–2). T. Nelson 

Publishers. 

 
2 Radmacher, E. D., Allen, R. B., & House, H. W. (1997). The Nelson Study Bible: New King James Version (Dt 24:1–2). T. Nelson Publishers. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/gotqdatabase?art=topic2014.25.39
https://ref.ly/logosres/hardsay?ref=Bible.Dt24.1-4
https://ref.ly/logosres/hardsay?ref=Bible.Dt24.1-4
https://ref.ly/logosres/hardsay?ref=Bible.Dt24.1-4
https://ref.ly/logosres/hardsay?ref=Bible.Mk10.11-12&off=11826
https://ref.ly/logosres/hardsay?ref=Bible.Mk10.11-12&off=11826
https://ref.ly/logosres/tncstbib?ref=Bible.Dt24.1
https://ref.ly/logosres/tncstbib?ref=Bible.Dt24.1
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So from Deuteronomy:   WHAT was the SIN?   IS Divorcing someone a sin? 

WHO is telling me WHAT? 
S13: 
Isaiah 50:1:  HABITUAL SIN IDOLATRY Thus says the Lord: “Where is the certificate of your mother’s divorce, Whom I 

have put away? Or which of My creditors is it to whom I have sold you? For your iniquities you have sold yourselves, And 

for your transgressions your mother has been put away. 

Jeremiah 3:1:  HABITUAL SIN IDOLATRY “They say, ‘If a man divorces his wife, And she goes from him And becomes 

another man’s, May he return to her again?’ Would not that land be greatly polluted? But you have played the harlot with 

many lovers; Yet return to Me,” says the Lord. 

Jeremiah 3:8:  HABITUAL SIN IDOLATRY Then I saw that for all the causes for which backsliding Israel had committed 

adultery, I had put her away and given her a certificate of divorce; yet her treacherous sister Judah did not fear, but went 

and played the harlot also. 

Ezekiel 44:22:  PRIESTHOOD They shall not take as wife a widow or a divorced woman, but take virgins of the 

descendants of the house of Israel, or widows of priests. 

 

S14: 

B. Malachi 2:15-17 NKJV 
15 But did He not make them one, Having a remnant of the Spirit? And why one? 

He seeks godly offspring. Therefore take heed to your spirit, And let none deal treacherously with 

the wife of his youth.  16 “For the Lord God of Israel says 

That He hates divorce, For it covers one’s garment with violence,” 
Says the Lord of hosts. 

“Therefore take heed to your spirit, That you do not deal treacherously.” 
17 You have wearied the Lord with your words; 

Yet you say, “In what way have we wearied Him?” 

In that you say, “Everyone who does evil Is good in the sight of the Lord, And He delights in them,” 

Or, “Where is the God of justice?” 

 

S15:CEB 

You should do this as well: 

        cover the altar of the Lord with tears, weeping, and groaning because there is still no divine favor for your offering 

or favorable regard for anything from your hand. 
14 But you say, “Why?” 

    Because the Lord testifies about you and the wife of your youth against whom you cheated. 

    She is your partner, the wife of your covenant. 
15 Didn’t He make her the one and the remnant of His spirit?  

    What is the one? The one seeking godly offspring. 

You should guard your own spirit.  Don’t cheat on the wife of your youth 
16         because He hates divorce, says the Lord God of Israel, 

            and He also hates the one covering His garment with violence,  

says the Lord of heavenly forces. 

        Guard your own life, and don’t cheat. 

 
From LIE#5 MUST BE MARRIED TO PLEASE GOD 

Examining Divorce:  [Abuse.  Addiction.  Adultery.  You cannot reconcile without accountability.] 
 

Reminder:   2:15–16 is “notoriously difficult” text. 

• New theme of the rûaḥ (“spirit”), both divine and human, emerges here (first 
time?)...Natural world with Supernatural world. 
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Why does God hate divorce: 

• The direct negative effect of divorce on Him:  Marriage is defined not only as a relationship 
between husband and wife but also as a relationship in which Yahweh is directly involved 
as a “witness” (ʿd). A COVENANT. 

• How long is a godly covenant supposed to last? 
 

• Lasting marriages  = Godly offspring. 
Commitment:  We are committed to the covenant of our marriage as much as God is. 

 

• The cost of divorce on the woman:   
o She loses her tribe, safety, support, $, future… 

 

• The cost of divorce on the man: 
o Why is he divorcing her after all this time? “to whom you have been faithless” 

o “Violencing” his wife’s life  
o “Violencing” the upbringing of his children 
o Insults the tribe/community (a violent action) 

the problem of divorce is analyzed not only in terms of how it negatively affects the woman and Yahweh but also in 
terms of how it negatively affects the man himself (v. 16). He lets himself be subject to the disaffection that can happen 
as a couple grows older, and the love that generally characterizes a husband’s attitude toward the “wife of his youth” 
(ʾēšet nʿr) thus gives way to “hate” (śnʾ). When a man divorces his wife for this reason, he “covers his garment with 
violence” (v. 16a). This figure is obscure, but it can probably be compared with other texts in which clothes 
metaphorically become the emblem of an attitude that a person assumes (Pss 73:6; 109:18; Jer 2:34; Hugenberger, 73–
76).  

 

• WHY would a husband do this? 
o Long term marriages…why now divorce?  Land rights. 

• Does not condemn all divorce 
Mal 2:13–16 seems to assume that divorce of some sort is a legal option, and neither prohibits nor condemns 
divorce outright. It rather attempts to persuade the people of Judah to take care of their marriages and not 
to let the bonds of affection between husband and wife deteriorate, so that they will not resort to divorce 
lightly. It attempts to deter divorce not by making it a punishable offense but by describing its negative 
effects on the parties directly involved—including Yahweh himself—and on the community at large.  

S16: 

• The Intention of Malachi:  Reconsider what you use divorce for. 
This unit urges the people of Judah to reconsider the practice of divorce not from the perspective of its legality (right 
or wrong) but from the perspective of its negative effects on all concerned, including Yahweh and the community at 
large.  Floyd, M. (2000). Minor Prophets: Part 2 (Vol. 22, pp. 606–610). William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company. 
 
Two key words dominate this text: the word one (which occurs four times in Mal 2:10, 15) and the word breaking/broken faith (which appears five times in Mal 2:10, 11, 14, 15, 16). 

The identity of the “one” in Malachi 2:10 is not “Abraham, your father” (Is 51:2), as Jerome and Calvin thought, or the patriarch Jacob, whom Malachi did mention elsewhere very frequently (Mal 1:2; 2:12; 3:6). Instead, it is God, who 

created Israel (Is 43:1). Thus those who have the same Father should not be dealing so treacherously with each other. Kaiser, W. C., Jr., Davids, P. H., Bruce, F. F., & Brauch, M. T. (1996). Hard sayings of the Bible (pp. 349–351). 

InterVarsity. 

 

S17: 
Exodus 21:7–11 
7 “And if a man sells his daughter to be a female slave, she shall not go out as the male slaves do. 8 If she does not 

please her master, who has betrothed her to himself, then he shall let her be redeemed. He shall have no right to sell her 

to a foreign people, since he has dealt deceitfully with her. 9 And if he has betrothed her to his son, he shall deal with 

her according to the custom of daughters. 10 If he takes another wife, he shall not diminish her food, her 

clothing, and her marriage rights. 11 And if he does not do these three for her, then she shall go out free, 

without paying money. 

 

https://ref.ly/logosres/frmotlit34na?ref=BibleBHS.Mal2.13-16
https://ref.ly/logosres/hardsay?ref=Bible.Mal2.16&off=1&ctx=2~:16++God+Hates+Divorce%0aIn+all+Scripture
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So from O.T.,WHAT was the SIN?   IS Divorcing someone a sin? 

WHO is telling me WHAT? 
 

We not me. Us not I.  Living in Covenant with God. 

C. MT 19 
But in Deuteronomy 24 it is assumed that a man may divorce his wife, and that he may do so on account of “something 

indecent” or “something shameful” (NEB) that he has found in her. The interpreters of the law around the time of 

our Lord, who were concerned not only with deciding what it meant but with applying it to contemporary life, 

paid special attention to this phrase.  

 

What, they asked, might be indicated by this indecency or unseemliness which justified a man in 
divorcing his wife? 
 
Matthew 5:31-32:   
“Furthermore it has been said, ‘Whoever divorces his wife, let him give her a certificate of divorce.’ But I say to you 
that whoever divorces his wife for any reason except sexual immorality causes her to commit adultery; and whoever 
marries a woman who is divorced commits adultery. 
Matthew 5:21-30 
Murder Begins in the Heart 
21 “You have heard that it was said to those of old, ‘You shall not murder, and whoever murders will be in danger of the 

judgment.’ 22 But I say to you that whoever is angry with his brother without a cause shall be in danger of the judgment. 

And whoever says to his brother, ‘Raca!’ shall be in danger of the council. But whoever says,  ‘You fool!’ shall be in danger 

of hell fire. 23 Therefore if you bring your gift to the altar, and there remember that your brother has something against 

you,24 leave your gift there before the altar, and go your way. First be reconciled to your brother, and then come and offer 

your gift. 25 Agree with your adversary quickly, while you are on the way with him, lest your adversary deliver you to the 

judge, the judge hand you over to the officer, and you be thrown into prison. 26 Assuredly, I say to you, you will by no 

means get out of there till you have paid the last penny. 

Adultery in the Heart 
27 “You have heard that it was said to those of old, ‘You shall not commit adultery.’ 28 But I say to you that whoever looks 

at a woman to lust for her has already committed adultery with her in his heart. 29 If your right eye causes you 

to sin, pluck it out and cast it from you; for it is more profitable for you that one of your members perish, than for your 

whole body to be cast into hell. 30 And if your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off and cast it from you; for it is more 

profitable for you that one of your members perish, than for your whole body to be cast into hell. 

 
Mark 10:11-12:   
Then He arose from there and came to the region of Judea by the other side of the Jordan. And multitudes gathered to 

Him again, and as He was accustomed, He taught them again. 
2 The Pharisees came and asked Him, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife?” testing Him. 
3 And He answered and said to them, “What did Moses command you?” 
4 They said, “Moses permitted a man to write a certificate of divorce, and to dismiss her.” 
5 And Jesus answered and said to them, “Because of the hardness of your heart he wrote you this precept. 6 But from the 

beginning of the creation, God ‘made them male and female.’ 7 ‘For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother 

and be joined to his wife, 8 and the two shall become one flesh’; so then they are no longer two, but one flesh.9 Therefore 

what God has joined together, let not man separate.” 
10 In the house His disciples also asked Him again about the same matter. 11 So He said to them, “Whoever divorces his 

wife and marries another commits adultery against her. 12 And if a woman divorces her husband and marries another, 

she commits adultery.” 

 
 
 

• Jesus is now being asked to weigh in on Deuteronomy – Hebraic Law 

• And the blending of Natural/Supernatural in Malachi 
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• And cultural application – Cultural Law 

S18: 

Matthew 19:1-12:  Now it came to pass, when Jesus had finished these sayings, that He departed from 

Galilee and came to the region of Judea beyond the Jordan. 2 And great multitudes followed Him, and He healed 

them there. 
3 The Pharisees also came to Him, testing Him, and saying to Him, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife 

for just any reason?” 
4 And He answered and said to them, “Have you not read that He who made them at the beginning ‘made them 

male and female,’ 5 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’? 6 So then, they are no longer two but one flesh. Therefore what God has 

joined together, let not man separate.” 
7 They said to Him, “Why then did Moses command to give a certificate of divorce, and to put her away?” 
8 He said to them, “Moses, because of the hardness of your hearts, permitted you to divorce your wives, but from 

the beginning it was not so. 9 And I say to you, whoever divorces his wife, except for sexual immorality, and 

marries another, commits adultery; and whoever marries her who is divorced commits adultery.” 
10 His disciples said to Him, “If such is the case of the man with his wife, it is better not to marry.”[WHAT?2hard!] 

Jesus Teaches on Celibacy 
11 But He said to them, “All cannot accept this saying, but only those to whom it has been given: 12 For there are 

eunuchs who were born thus from their mother’s womb, and there are eunuchs who were made eunuchs by men, 

and there are eunuchs who have made themselves eunuchs for the kingdom of heaven’s sake. He who is able to 

accept it, let him accept it.” 
Luke 16:18:  “Whoever divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery; and whoever marries her who 
is divorced from her husband commits adultery. 
 

So from JESUS, WHAT was the SIN?   IS Divorcing someone a sin? 

WHO is telling me WHAT? 
V.S. 10 
Why get married if you are not up to upholding why God created the union in the first place? 
 

• The law was unequally balanced to the disadvantage of women, and Jesus’ ruling, with its appeal to the 

Creator’s intention, had the effect of redressing this unequal balance.  

 

• Jesus reminds them of the biblical account of the institution of marriage. The marriage law must conform 

with the purpose for which marriage was instituted by God. It was instituted to create a new unity of two 

persons, and no provision was made for the dissolving of that unity. Jesus does not idealize marriage. He does 

not say that every marriage is made in heaven; he says that marriage itself is made in heaven—that is, 

instituted by God. To the question “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife?” his answer, in effect, is “No; not 

for any cause.” 
Kaiser, W. C., Jr., Davids, P. H., Bruce, F. F., & Brauch, M. T. (1996). Hard sayings of the Bible (pp. 431–435). InterVarsity. 

 

 
Paul ADDS: What to do with the Gentile believers: 
 

S19: 
1 Corinthians 7:12-15 
12 But to the rest I, not the Lord, say: If any brother has a wife who does not believe, and she is 

willing to live with him, let him not divorce her. 13 And a woman who has a husband who does not 

believe, if he is willing to live with her, let her not divorce him. 14 For the unbelieving husband is 

sanctified by the wife, and the unbelieving wife is sanctified by the husband; otherwise your 

children would be unclean, but now they are holy. 15 But if the unbeliever departs, let him depart; a 

brother or a sister is not under bondage in such cases. But God has called us to peace. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/hardsay?ref=Bible.Mk10.11-12&off=11826
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• Certainly the Gentile mission introduced problems that were not present in the context of Jesus’ 

ministry. One of these problems cropped up in Paul’s mission field, and Paul introduced his own “exceptive 

clause” to take care of it, although in general he took over Jesus’ prohibition of divorce among his followers. 

Some of Paul’s converts put to him the case of a man or woman, converted from paganism to Christianity, 

whose wife or husband walked out because of the partner’s conversion and refused to continue the marriage 

relationship. In such a situation, said Paul, let the non-Christian partner go; do not have recourse to law or any 

other means to compel him or her to return. The deserted spouse is no longer bound by the marriage tie which 

has been broken in this way. Otherwise, he said, “To the married I give this command (not I but the Lord): A 

wife must not separate from her husband. But if she does, she must remain unmarried or else be reconciled to 

her husband. And a husband must not divorce his wife” (1 Cor 7:10–11). 
                  Kaiser, W. C., Jr., Davids, P. H., Bruce, F. F., & Brauch, M. T. (1996). Hard sayings of the Bible (pp. 431–435). InterVarsity. 

 
We not me. Us not I. Living in Covenant with God. 
Gal. 5:24 And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires. 

 

• What does God say through Scripture about Divorce. 

• What does God say through Scripture about Marriage. 

• The Seduction of Intent Diagnosing. 

 
II. What does God say through Scripture about Marriage. 

 
S20:Hebrews 13:4a 
4 Marriage is honorable among all 

 
A. Why Marry? 
The Israelite kinship system was both patrilineal and patrilocal. That is, descent and lineage 

were traced through the father, and married couples lived near the husband’s father rather than 
the wife’s father (Frymer-Kensky, “Patriarchal Family Relationships,” 211). 

Types of Marriage 
• Endogamy—marriage within the kinship group. The goal of this type of marriage was to produce an 

heir and a lineage. This type of marriage provided the benefit of keeping women and property 
within the family (Hiebert, “Whence Shall Help Come to Me,” 134–35). In early Israel, endogamy 
was limited to the “extended family”—members of the same tribe. However, by the late postexilic 
period, the family was extended to include the whole family of Israel. This redefinition of “family 
marriage” served to solidify the communal identity of the postexilic community in opposition to its 
many non-Judaean neighbors (e.g., Ezra 9–10; Neh 13). 

• Exogamy—marriage outside the kinship group. The goal of this type of marriage was to form 
personal relations and alliances with other kinship groups. The biblical story of Shechem and Dinah 
(Gen 34) provides an example of this type of marriage, as Shechem and Dinah’s brothers claim that 
the marriage will make the people of Shechem and the family of Jacob “one people” (Gen 34:16). 
Many of Solomon’s marriages were designed to expand the kingdom and avoid military conflict. 

Raccah, W. (2016). Sociology and the Old Testament. In J. D. Barry, D. Bomar, D. R. Brown, R. Klippenstein, D. Mangum, C. Sinclair Wolcott, L. 

Wentz, E. Ritzema, & W. Widder (Eds.), The Lexham Bible Dictionary. Lexham Press. 
 
 

https://ref.ly/logosres/hardsay?ref=Bible.Mk10.11-12&off=11826
https://ref.ly/logosres/lbd?art=sociologyoftheoldtestament.social_organization.tribes&off=1782
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Why Marry? 

Children 

1. Bound women, which includes minor daughters, wives, and Levirate widows. The women in this category are 
bound to some man due to their procreative potential: The minor daughter is bound to her father; a wife is 
bound to her husband; and a Levirate widow is bound to her dead husband’s kinsmen (Raccah, Widows at the 
Gates, 326–35). 

2. Emancipated women, which includes emancipated daughters, divorcées, and widows with children. The 
women in this category had control over their own procreative potential because they were not bound to a 
man. However, these women often lived in poverty, especially if their children were too young to support 
them and they had no other kin ties. Prostitution was often the only source of income available to an 
emancipated woman (Raccah, Widows at the Gates, 18–23). 

Men had two main concerns regarding procreation that had an impact on the Israelite understanding of kinship: 

1. Men needed heirs—particularly male heirs—to pass on their seed (“the spark of life”). 
2. Men desired to keep outsiders off their land and thus prevent the family estate from being broken into 

increasingly smaller units (Raccah, Widows at the Gate, 286–91). 
Raccah, W. (2016). Sociology and the Old Testament. In J. D. Barry, D. Bomar, D. R. Brown, R. Klippenstein, D. Mangum, C. Sinclair Wolcott, L. 

Wentz, E. Ritzema, & W. Widder (Eds.), The Lexham Bible Dictionary. Lexham Press. 

• Marriage/PROPERTY RIGHTS 
Marriage in Bible times was essentially the exchange of property rights:  
The groom’s family gave a bridewealth or indirect dowry to the bride’s family in exchange for access to her 
reproductive potential.  
Once the bridewealth was paid, the woman was considered married. Prior to consummation she was betrothed, and 
after she was a wife (Raccah, Against But For, 17–20). 

1. Primary wives were those who brought property into the marriage in the form of a dowry, which was a form of 
indirect inheritance. The property fell under the husband’s control, but it could not be alienated from the wife 
without her permission. The property went to the woman’s children after her death. The woman also lived off this 
property if her husband died. If her husband divorced her, she took the property with her—except in the case of 
adultery, in which case she forfeited her property (Raccah, Against But For, 73–74; Schereschewsky, “Dowry,” 
185). 

2. Secondary wives were women who brought no property into the marriage (Falk, Hebrew Law in Biblical Times, 
127). The Bible often refers to such women as “concubines” (ֶגׁש  ,pilegesh; Falk, Hebrew Law in Biblical Times ,ִפֶלֶ֫
192; Raccah, Against But For, 21–23). A man typically took a secondary wife when his primary wife was unable to 
bear children. However, if he did so, he could not neglect or alienate his primary wife. 

 

• A wife’s status in the family depended primarily on her ability to produce an heir.  

• The property a wife brought into the family also partially determined her status  

• In general, a husband showed loyalty first to his mother, then his sisters, and finally to his wife, according to 
the degree of blood relatedness.  

• A mother gave her most devoted attention to her son, who provided her with status within the family and 
would provide for her in her old age (Raccah, Widows at the Gates, 271–336).  

• The son also grew up defending and protecting the honor of his sisters, and he was involved in selecting 
husbands for them. In contrast, the son likely only knew his wife through the reputation of her family. 
Raccah, W. (2016). Sociology and the Old Testament. In J. D. Barry, D. Bomar, D. R. Brown, R. Klippenstein, D. Mangum, C. Sinclair 

Wolcott, L. Wentz, E. Ritzema, & W. Widder (Eds.), The Lexham Bible Dictionary. Lexham Press. 
 
Is this THE biblical model?  Is this A cultural model? 
 

 

https://ref.ly/logosres/lbd?art=sociologyoftheoldtestament.social_organization.tribes&off=1782
https://ref.ly/logosres/lbd?art=sociologyoftheoldtestament.social_organization.tribes&off=1782
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What is the biblical model of Marriage? 
 

S21:Genesis 2:24-25 
24 Therefore a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and they shall 

become one flesh. 25 And they were both naked, the man and his wife, and were not ashamed. 

Matthew 19 – Cannot get divorced for ‘any reason’.  Immorality[Sexual.Abuse.] 
Abandonment[Addiction?].   
 

S22: 
Is THE purpose of marriage to please God? 
Is THE purpose of marriage to have and raise children to know God? 
Is THE purpose of marriage to WORSHIP God? 
 
S23:Ephesians 5:17-31 
17 Therefore do not be unwise, but understand what the will of the Lord is. 18 And do not be drunk with wine, 
in which is dissipation; but be filled with the Spirit, 19 speaking to one another in psalms and hymns and 
spiritual songs, singing and making melody in your heart to the Lord, 20 giving thanks always for all 
things to God the Father in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, 

 21 submitting to one another in the fear of God. 
Marriage—Christ and the Church 
22 Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to the Lord. 2 

3 For the husband is head of the wife, as also Christ is head of the church; and He is the Savior of the body. 24 Therefore, just as the 
church is subject to Christ, so let the wives be to their own husbands in everything. 
25 Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also loved the church and gave Himself for her,  
26 that He might sanctify and cleanse her with the washing of water by the word, 27 that He might present her to Himself a glorious 
church, not having spot or wrinkle or any such thing, but that she should be holy and without blemish. 28 So husbands ought to love their 
own wives as their own bodies; he who loves his wife loves himself. 29 For no one ever hated his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes 
it, just as the Lord does the church.  
30 For we are members of His body, of His flesh and of His bones. 31 “For this reason a man shall leave his 
father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh.” [Natural and 
Supernatural] 
32 This is a great mystery, but I speak concerning Christ and the church. 33 Nevertheless let each one of you in particular so love his own 
wife as himself, and let the wife see that she respects her husband. 

 

The “normal” American marriage process looks like what? [All natural, rare spiritual.] 
 

• We take it lightly – live together to see if we are compatible. 

• We didn’t take care of it – busy with life, we will get used to one another.  No devotional life 

together, random church attendance.  

• We take the “easy” way out…divorce. 

• And then, We were surprised by the residue.  

• Then, our “safe & supportive” Christian friends began to treat us differently.  Some, like we 
were broken dishes that needed repair.  Others, held us with disdain through the continual 
reminder of the residue divorces has left around us.  (the whatever “is left” in our life as we 
have lost so much).  

 

Because:  God hates divorce and now you have ‘chosen’ divorce so He can 

barely tolerate you. 
 

• What does God say through Scripture about Divorce. 

• What does God say through Scripture about Marriage. 

• The Seduction of Intent Diagnosing. 



Summer of Lies 

LIE #10:  GOD HATES DIVORCED PEOPLE 

 

 11 

III. The Seduction of Intent Diagnosing  
S24:I CAN:  Ascertain. Form. Determine. Assign the intent of God. 
[Involved in the foundation of every lie?] 

 

• LGBTQ 

• God sees women as men’s servants. 

• Sinners 

• This is the HOUSE OF GOD…so walk carefully/holy in church. 

• God prefers Pentecostal Christians over everyone else 

• God loves holiness so much that we need to revert back to living as in biblical times so…. 
Women should not cut their hair.  Men should be clean shaven.   

• The MORE Jewish our Worship/Practice = MORE Spiritually pleasing to God. 

• God doesn’t want us to mess up our thinking with worldly ideas so: 
 College.NO. 
Only Christian friends 
Only listen to Christian music 

 

USE???  S25:Romans 5:6-8 
6 For when we were still without strength, in due time Christ died for the ungodly. 7 For scarcely for a righteous man will one die; yet 

perhaps for a good man someone would even dare to die. 8 But God demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while we were still 

sinners, Christ died for us. 

 

S26:Romans 8:38-39 
38 For I am persuaded that neither death nor life, nor angels nor principalities nor powers, nor 

things present nor things to come, 39 nor height nor depth, nor any other created thing, shall be able 

to separate us from the love of God which is in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

 
What would happen if we focused on Discipleship instead of Diagnosing the Intent? 
 
S27:DISCIPLESHIP:  Sharing of TIME, Sharing of RESOURCES,  Sharing of SCRIPTURE.   
[MATTHEW  28] 
 

S28:1 PETER 3:8-12 
8 Finally, all of you be of one mind, having compassion for one another; love as 

brothers, be tenderhearted, be courteous; 9 not returning evil for evil or reviling for reviling, but on 

the contrary blessing, knowing that you were called to this, that you may inherit a blessing. 10 For 

“He who would love life 

And see good days, 

Let him refrain his tongue from evil, 

And his lips from speaking deceit. 
11 Let him turn away from evil and do good; 

Let him seek peace and pursue it. 
12 For the eyes of the Lord are on the righteous, 

And His ears are open to their prayers; 

But the face of the Lord is against those who do evil.” 

 
GOD HATES DIVORCED PEOPLE:  DIAGNOSING THE INTENT OF GOD 
What actions show we believe this? 
What outcomes reside when we diagnose the intent of others? 
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What other attitudes/intent do we assign to God?  What is a yellow flag in our life we can identify 
to stop us from this dangerous practice? 
 
 

 
 
 
 
NoTES: 

 
Why did God make Adam and Eve only one flesh when he could have given to Adam many wives or to Eve 

many husbands? Certainly God had more than enough creative power to furnish multiple sex partners! So why 

only “one”? Because God was seeking a godly offspring, a process incompatible with multiple partners. 

The two examples of faithlessness this passage raises are divorce and being unequally married to unbelievers. Both 

violate God’s holy law. Marriage’s covenant status is seen in other Old Testament passages, such as Genesis 31:50, 

Proverbs 2:17, Ezekiel 16:8 and Hosea 1–2. Genesis 2:24 most clearly defines marriage: It consists of “leaving” one’s 

parents and “cleaving” to one’s wife. The leaving and cleaving go together and in that order. Marriage, then, is a 

public act (leaving), in order to establish a permanent relationship (cleaving), and is sexually consummated 

(becoming one flesh). Any violation of this covenant is a breach of promise made in the presence of God and each 

other. Kaiser, W. C., Jr., Davids, P. H., Bruce, F. F., & Brauch, M. T. (1996). Hard sayings of the Bible (pp. 349–351). InterVarsity. 

 

John 3:20 For everyone practicing evil hates the light and does not come to the light, lest his deeds should be 
exposed. 
John 7:7 The world cannot hate you, but it hates Me because I testify of it that its works are evil. 
John 12:25 He who loves his life will lose it, and he who hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life. 
John 15:18 “If the world hates you, you know that it hated Me before it hatedyou. 
John 15:19 If you were of the world, the world would love its own. Yet because you are not of the world, but I 
chose you out of the world, therefore the world hates you. 
John 15:23 He who hates Me hates My Father also. 
1 John 2:9 He who says he is in the light, and hates his brother, is in darkness until now. 
1 John 2:11 But he who hates his brother is in darkness and walks in darkness, and does not know where he 
is going, because the darkness has blinded his eyes. 
1 John 3:13 Do not marvel, my brethren, if the world hates you. 
1 John 3:15 Whoever hates his brother is a murderer, and you know that no murderer has eternal life abiding 
in him. 
1 John 4:20 If someone says, “I love God,” and hates his brother, he is a liar; for he who does not love his 
brother whom he has seen, how can he love God whom he has not seen? 

 

Kinship in Ancient Israel 
Kinship, which refers to the social and cultural patterns placed on the biological features of procreation, concerns four 
fundamental areas of human life: 

1. selection of marriage partners 
2. marriage bond 
3. family of procreation 
4. extended family 

https://ref.ly/logosres/hardsay?ref=Bible.Mal2.16&off=1&ctx=2~:16++God+Hates+Divorce%0aIn+all+Scripture
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The social and cultural patterns of kinship are distinct for each cultural group. Modern Western cultural views of the 
family do not correspond to the ancient Israelites’ view of the family. Thus an understanding of Israelite kinship is 
crucial to understanding the many biblical references to the family. The biblical and ancient Near Eastern laws relating 
to marriage and family can also contribute to knowledge of Israelite kinship. Analyzing the kinship features of the 
biblical stories and using cross-cultural models of kinship that correspond to these data can also help shed light on 
Israelite kinship. 

The Israelite kinship system was both patrilineal and patrilocal. That is, descent and lineage were traced through 
the father, and married couples lived near the husband’s father rather than the wife’s father (Frymer-Kensky, 
“Patriarchal Family Relationships,” 211). 

Procreation 
In ancient Israel, a woman was primarily valued for her procreative potential. Israelite women fell into one of two 
classes: 

1. Bound women, which includes minor daughters, wives, and Levirate widows. The women in this category are 
bound to some man due to their procreative potential: The minor daughter is bound to her father; a wife is bound 
to her husband; and a Levirate widow is bound to her dead husband’s kinsmen (Raccah, Widows at the Gates, 
326–35). 

2. Emancipated women, which includes emancipated daughters, divorcées, and widows with children. The women 
in this category had control over their own procreative potential because they were not bound to a man. 
However, these women often lived in poverty, especially if their children were too young to support them and 
they had no other kin ties. Prostitution was often the only source of income available to an emancipated woman 
(Raccah, Widows at the Gates, 18–23). 

Men had two main concerns regarding procreation that had an impact on the Israelite understanding of kinship: 

1. Men needed heirs—particularly male heirs—to pass on their seed (“the spark of life”). 
2. Men desired to keep outsiders off their land and thus prevent the family estate from being broken into 

increasingly smaller units (Raccah, Widows at the Gate, 286–91). 

Types of Marriage 
The Israelites practiced two different types of marriage, depending on the purpose of the marriage relationship. The 
most common strategy of marriage was endogamy—marriage within the kinship group. The goal of this type of 
marriage was to produce an heir and a lineage. This type of marriage provided the benefit of keeping women and 
property within the family (Hiebert, “Whence Shall Help Come to Me,” 134–35). In early Israel, endogamy was limited 
to the “extended family”—members of the same tribe. However, by the late postexilic period, the family was 
extended to include the whole family of Israel. This redefinition of “family marriage” served to solidify the communal 
identity of the postexilic community in opposition to its many non-Judaean neighbors (e.g., Ezra 9–10; Neh 13). 

The other marriage strategy practiced among the ancient Israelites is exogamy—marriage outside the kinship 
group. The goal of this type of marriage was to form personal relations and alliances with other kinship groups. The 
biblical story of Shechem and Dinah (Gen 34) provides an example of this type of marriage, as Shechem and Dinah’s 
brothers claim that the marriage will make the people of Shechem and the family of Jacob “one people” (Gen 34:16). 
Many of Solomon’s marriages were designed to expand the kingdom and avoid military conflict. 

Relationship between Spouses 

The Israelites predominately practiced endogamous marriages, often between paternal parallel cousins. This “father’s-
brother’s-daughter” form of marriage aimed to keep daughters and property within the narrowest limits of the family 
(Altuntek, “Bone and Flesh,” 59). All paternal cousins were viable candidates for marriage. Maternal parallel cousins 
(or “cross-cousins”) were also acceptable, but not preferable. In ancient Israel, a cousin was essentially any relative 
who was not a member of one’s natal family. 

Leviticus 18 and 20 outline family members one cannot marry (or have sexual relations with). The list includes 
both blood relatives between whom sex would be improper, and relations where one would be infringing on the 
procreative rites of another (Raccah, Widows at the Gates, 18–22; Goody, Comparative Studies in Kinship, 64–81). This 
list does not specify that relations with one’s own daughter are forbidden. It is possible to assume that a daughter was 
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also “off limits,” but because her procreative potential belonged to her father, the law could not legislate against her 
father “taking” her. 

Marriage 

Marriage in Bible times was essentially the exchange of property rights: The groom’s family gave a bridewealth or 
indirect dowry to the bride’s family in exchange for access to her reproductive potential. Once the bridewealth was 
paid, the woman was considered married. Prior to consummation she was betrothed, and after she was a wife 
(Raccah, Against But For, 17–20). 

The goal of marriage might necessitate multiple wives. Wives fell into two categories: 

1. Primary wives were those who brought property into the marriage in the form of a dowry, which was a form of 
indirect inheritance. The property fell under the husband’s control, but it could not be alienated from the wife 
without her permission. The property went to the woman’s children after her death. The woman also lived off this 
property if her husband died. If her husband divorced her, she took the property with her—except in the case of 
adultery, in which case she forfeited her property (Raccah, Against But For, 73–74; Schereschewsky, “Dowry,” 
185). 

2. Secondary wives were women who brought no property into the marriage (Falk, Hebrew Law in Biblical Times, 
127). The Bible often refers to such women as “concubines” (ֶגׁש  ,pilegesh; Falk, Hebrew Law in Biblical Times ,ִפֶלֶ֫
192; Raccah, Against But For, 21–23). A man typically took a secondary wife when his primary wife was unable to 
bear children. However, if he did so, he could not neglect or alienate his primary wife. 

Status of Wives 
A wife’s status in the family depended primarily on her ability to produce an heir. The property a wife brought into the 
family also partially determined her status (Schereschewsky, “Dowry,” 185). In general, a husband showed loyalty first 
to his mother, then his sisters, and finally to his wife, according to the degree of blood relatedness. This loyalty could 
be traced to the son’s socialization as a child. A mother gave her most devoted attention to her son, who provided her 
with status within the family and would provide for her in her old age (Raccah, Widows at the Gates, 271–336). The 
son also grew up defending and protecting the honor of his sisters, and he was involved in selecting husbands for 
them. In contrast, the son likely only knew his wife through the reputation of her family. 

A wife would herself show primary allegiance to her son and was devoted to his needs above all else—even over 
the needs of her husband. In families with multiple wives, the women fought on behalf of their sons’ status. Each wife 
wanted her son to be the favored and the heir of the father, which would grant her greater status (Raccah, Against But 
For, 21–22). 

Inheritance 
All children received some inheritance from the total family property, with sons receiving a direct inheritance. Younger 
sons could receive their share before the father died, often at the time of their marriage. Their share of the 
inheritance was usually in the form of moveable property. The land was usually reserved for the eldest son. All 
nonheirs would eventually move away from their father, though usually not far (Raccah, Widows at the Gates, 286–
91). 

The eldest son carried on his father’s lineage and received a double portion of the inheritance: his share and his 
father’s share. He often did not receive his inheritance until his father died. When he married, he brought his wife into 
his father’s house, usually to live in an adjoining room. After his father’s death, the eldest son would move into the 
main part of the house (Raccah, Widows at the Gates, 289). 

Daughters received an indirect share of the inheritance in the form of a dowry. The dowry remained bound to the 
woman but could be used by her husband. Numbers 27 and 36 indicate that daughters with no brothers could also 
receive property as heirs, but only if they married within the kin group. 

Children would receive a share of their mother’s dowry but had to split their father’s property with children from 
other mothers. Children from primary wives thus received greater inheritances than children from secondary wives. 
Inheritance customs provided a financial disincentive against polygyny, since children of secondary wives reduced the 
overall size of an individual’s inheritance. 

If a father died with no heirs, his nearest male kin—whether a brother, nephew, or cousin—became his heir. If the 
man had no sons, his widow became the wife of the nearest male relative, thus becoming a “levirate widow.” The first 
child born to the levirate widow from her union with her husband’s male kin was considered the heir of her dead 
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husband. However, if the nearest male relative refused to accept her, he could release her to another, more distant, 
male relative (e.g., Ruth 4; Raccah, Widows at the Gate, 326–35).3 

MARK 10:11–12  No Divorce and Remarriage? 

This was felt to be a hard saying by the disciples who first heard it; it is no less a hard saying for many of their present-

day successors. 

Jesus was asked to give a ruling on a point of law which was debated in the Jewish schools. In Deuteronomy 

24:1–4 there is a law which says in effect, “When a man divorces his wife because he has found ‘some indecency’ in 

her, and she is then married to someone else who divorces her in his turn, her former husband may not take her back to 

be his wife again.” This, forbidding a man who has divorced his wife to marry her again after she has lived with a 

second husband, does not lay down the procedure for divorce; it assumes this procedure as already in being. 

Nowhere in the Old Testament law is there an explicit command about the divorce procedure, but in this context it is 

implied that to divorce a woman a man had to make a written declaration that she was no longer his wife: “he writes her 

a certificate of divorce, gives it to her and sends her from his house” (Deut 24:1). Elsewhere in the Old Testament 

divorce is disparaged as something unworthy: “ ‘I hate divorce,’ says the LORD God of Israel,” according to the prophet 

Malachi (Mal 2:16). 

But in Deuteronomy 24 it is assumed that a man may divorce his wife, and that he may do so on account of 

“something indecent” or “something shameful” (NEB) that he has found in her. The interpreters of the law around the 

time of our Lord, who were concerned not only with deciding what it meant but with applying it to contemporary life, 

paid special attention to this phrase. What, they asked, might be indicated by this indecency or unseemliness which 

justified a man in divorcing his wife? 

There were two main schools of thought: one which interpreted it stringently, another which interpreted it more 

broadly. The former school, which followed the direction of Shammai, a leading rabbi who lived a generation or so 

before Jesus, said that a man was authorized to divorce his wife if he married her on the understanding that she was a 

virgin and then discovered that she was not. There was, in fact, an enactment covering this eventuality in the law of 

Deuteronomy (Deut 22:13–21), and the consequences could be very serious for the bride if the evidence was interpreted 

to mean that she had had illicit sexual relations before marriage. This, then, was one school’s understanding of “some 

indecency.”[NO!  STONING!!] 

The other school, following the lead of Shammai’s contemporary Hillel, held that “something indecent” might 

include more or less anything which her husband found offensive. She could cease to “find favor in his eyes” for a 

variety of reasons—if she served up badly cooked food, for example, or even (one rabbi said) because he found her less 

beautiful than some other woman. It should be emphasized that the rabbis who gave these literal interpretations were not 

moved by a desire to make divorce easy; they were concerned to state what they believed to be the meaning of a 

particular Scripture. 

It was against this background that Jesus was invited to say what he thought. The Pharisees who put the 

question to him were themselves divided over the matter. In Matthew’s account of the incident, they asked him, “Is it 

lawful to divorce one’s wife for any cause?” (Mt 19:3 RSV). If his answer was yes, they would want to know for what 

cause or causes, in his judgment, divorce was permissible. He gave them his answer and then, in private, expanded it for 

the benefit of his disciples who had heard it. 

As usual, he bypassed the traditional interpretation of the rabbinical schools and appealed to the Scriptures. “What 

did Moses command you?” he asked. “Moses,” they replied (referring to Deut 24:1 RSV), “allowed a man to write a 

certificate of divorce, and to put her away.” They rightly said “Moses allowed,” not “Moses commanded”; the 

enactment to which they referred, as we have seen, took for granted the existing divorce procedure and wove it into a 

commandment relating to a further contingency. But Jesus told them that it was “because your hearts were hard that 

Moses wrote you this law.” Then, as with the sabbath law, so with the marriage law, he went back to first principles. 

“At the beginning of creation,” he said, “God ‘made them male and female.’ ‘For this reason a man will leave his father 

and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh.’ So they are no longer two but one. Therefore 

what God has joined together, let man not separate” (Mk 10:2–9). 

Jesus reminds them of the biblical account of the institution of marriage. The marriage law must conform with 

the purpose for which marriage was instituted by God. It was instituted to create a new unity of two persons, and no 

provision was made for the dissolving of that unity. Jesus does not idealize marriage. He does not say that every 

marriage is made in heaven; he says that marriage itself is made in heaven—that is, instituted by God. To the question 

“Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife?” his answer, in effect, is “No; not for any cause.” 

 
3 Raccah, W. (2016). Sociology and the Old Testament. In J. D. Barry, D. Bomar, D. R. Brown, R. Klippenstein, D. Mangum, C. Sinclair Wolcott, L. 

Wentz, E. Ritzema, & W. Widder (Eds.), The Lexham Bible Dictionary. Lexham Press. 
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There is a feature of Jesus’ answer to the Pharisees that could easily be overlooked. The stringent interpretation of 

the school of Shammai and the “liberal” interpretation of the school of Hillel were both given from the husband’s point 

of view. In the stringent interpretation it was the bride’s virginity that had to be above suspicion; the bridegroom’s 

chastity before marriage did not enter into the picture. As for the “liberal” interpretation, it was liberal in the husband’s 

interest, in that it permitted him to divorce his wife for a variety of reasons; so far as the wife’s interest was concerned, 

it was most illiberal, for she had little opportunity of redress if her husband decided to divorce her within the meaning of 

the law as “liberally” interpreted. What was true of these interpretations was true of the original legislation which they 

undertook to expound: it was because of the hardness of men’s hearts that divorce was conceded. The law was 

unequally balanced to the disadvantage of women, and Jesus’ ruling, with its appeal to the Creator’s intention, 

had the effect of redressing this unequal balance. It is not surprising that women regularly recognized in Jesus one 

who was their friend and champion. 

We may observe in passing that, in referring to the creation ordinance, Jesus combined a text from the creation 

narrative of Genesis 1 with one from the narrative of Genesis 2. In Genesis 1:27, when “God created man in his own 

image,” the “man” whom he so created was humanity, comprising both sexes: “male and female he created them.” And 

in Genesis 2:24, after the story of the formation of Eve from Adam’s side, the narrator adds: “For this reason a man will 

leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and they will become one flesh.” That may be the narrator’s 

comment on the story, but Jesus quotes it as the word of God. It is by God’s ordinance that the two become one; men 

are given no authority to modify that ordinance. 

When the disciples asked Jesus to clarify his ruling, he reworded it in the two statements quoted at the head of this 

section. The second of the two statements refers to a situation not contemplated in the Old Testament law, which made 

no provision for a wife to divorce her husband and marry another man. It has therefore been thought that this second 

statement is a corollary added to Jesus’ original ruling when Christianity had made its way into the Gentile world. In a 
number of Gentile law codes it was possible for a wife to initiate divorce proceedings, as it was not under Jewish law. 

But at the time when Jesus spoke there was a recent cause ceélébre in his own country, to which he could well have 

referred. 

Less than ten years before, Herodias, a granddaughter of Herod the Great, who had been married to her uncle Herod 

Philip and lived with him in Rome, fell in love with another uncle, Herod Antipas, tetrarch of Galilee and Perea, when 

he paid a visit to Rome. In order to marry Antipas (as Antipas also desired), she divorced her first husband. She did so 

under Roman law, since she was a Roman citizen (like all members of the Herod family). For a woman to marry her 

uncle was not a breach of Jewish law, as it was commonly interpreted at that time, but it was certainly a breach of 

Jewish law for her to marry her husband’s brother. John the Baptist was imprisoned by Herod Antipas for insisting that 

it was unlawful for him to be married to his brother’s wife. Jesus named no names, but any reference at that time, either 

in Galilee or in Perea, to a woman divorcing her husband and marrying someone else was bound to make hearers think 

of Herodias. If the suggestion that she was living in adultery came to her ears, Jesus would incur her mortal resentment 

as surely as John the Baptist had done. 

But it was his words about divorce and remarriage on a man’s part that his disciples found hard to take. Could a 

man not get rid of his wife for any cause? It seemed not, according to the plain understanding of what Jesus said. No 

wonder then that in the course of time the hardness of men’s hearts modified his ruling, as earlier it had modified the 

Creator’s original intention. 

In Matthew’s version of this interchange, Jesus’ ruling is amplified by the addition of a few words: “anyone who 

divorces his wife, except for marital unfaithfulness, and marries another woman commits adultery” (Mt 19:9). The same 

exception appears in another occurrence of his ruling in this Gospel, in the Sermon on the Mount: “Anyone who 

divorces his wife, except for marital unfaithfulness, causes her to become an adulteress, and anyone who marries the 

divorced woman commits adultery” (Mt 5:32). The ruling in this latter form appears also in Luke 16:18, but without the 

exceptive clause; the exceptive clause is found in Matthew’s Gospel only, and found twice over. 

What is to be made of the exceptive clause? Is it an addition reflecting the hardness of men’s hearts? Or is it an 

expansion stating the obvious—that if something is done which by its very nature dissolves the marriage bond, then the 

bond is dissolved? Is it an attempt to conform Jesus’ ruling to Shammai’s interpretation—that if the bride is found to 

have had an illicit sexual relation before her marriage, her husband is entitled to put her away? All these suggestions 

have been ventilated. Most probable is the view that the exceptive clause is designed to adapt the ruling to the 

circumstances of the Gentile mission. If this is so, the term “marital unfaithfulness” or “unchastity” (RSV) has a 

technical sense, referring to sexual unions that, while they might be sanctioned by use and wont in some parts of the 

Gentile world, were forbidden by the marriage law of Israel. It is a matter of history that the church’s traditional 

marriage law, with its list of relationships within which marriage might not take place, was based on that of Israel. What 

was to be done if two people, married within such forbidden degrees, were converted from paganism to Christianity? In 

this situation the marriage might be dissolved. 
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Certainly the Gentile mission introduced problems that were not present in the context of Jesus’ ministry. 

One of these problems cropped up in Paul’s mission field, and Paul introduced his own “exceptive clause” to take care 

of it, although in general he took over Jesus’ prohibition of divorce among his followers. Some of Paul’s converts put to 

him the case of a man or woman, converted from paganism to Christianity, whose wife or husband walked out because 

of the partner’s conversion and refused to continue the marriage relationship. In such a situation, said Paul, let the non-

Christian partner go; do not have recourse to law or any other means to compel him or her to return. The deserted 

spouse is no longer bound by the marriage tie which has been broken in this way. Otherwise, he said, “To the married I 

give this command (not I but the Lord): A wife must not separate from her husband. But if she does, she must remain 

unmarried or else be reconciled to her husband. And a husband must not divorce his wife” (1 Cor 7:10–11). 

Plainly Paul, a considerable time before Mark’s Gospel was written, knew what Jesus had laid down on the subject 

of marriage and divorce, and knew it in the same sense as Mark’s account. Like his Master, Paul treated women as 

persons and not as part of their husbands’ property. But the disciples who first heard Jesus’ ruling on the subject found 

it revolutionary, and not altogether welcome; it took them some time to reconcile themselves to it. 

Is it wise to take Jesus’ rulings on this or other practical issues and give them legislative force? Perhaps not. The 

trouble is that, if they are given legislative force, exceptive clauses are bound to be added to cover special cases, and 

arguments will be prolonged about the various situations which are, or are not, included in the terms of those exceptive 

clauses. It is better, probably, to let his words stand in their uncompromising rigor as the ideal at which his followers 

ought to aim. Legislation has to make provision for the hardness of men’s hearts, but Jesus showed a more excellent 

way than the way of legislation and supplies the power to change the human heart and make his ideal a practical 

possibility.4 

 
Got Questions Ministries. (2002–2013). Got Questions? Bible Questions Answered. Logos Bible Software. 

What Does Deuteronomy 24 Teach about Divorce? 

Deuteronomy 24:1–4 discusses the Mosaic Law related to divorce in ancient Israel. Several observations on this passage 

follow: 

COMPARE TO BELOW… 

First, in order for a divorce to be granted, there had to be a problem related to “indecency.” Verse 1 reads, “If then she 

finds no favor in his eyes because he has found some indecency in her …” (ESV). The Hebrew phrase used here was 

generally a reference to sexual indecency such as adultery (Leviticus 18:6–18) or indecent exposure (Deuteronomy 23:14). 

Jewish leaders would long debate what was considered “indecent,” but the original wording clearly referred to indecent 

sexual behavior. [WOULDN’T THIS WOMEN BE STONED?] 

Second, a formal divorce certificate was required: “He writes her a certificate of divorce [and] gives it to her” (verse 1). 

A husband could not simply express his desire to be divorced and move on with his life. He was required to provide a 

written legal certificate, which would have required witnesses to the event. 

Third, the divorced couple was no longer to live together: the husband “sends her from his house” (verse 1). Living 

together as an unmarried couple was not acceptable, and a divorced couple was considered unmarried. 

Fourth, the divorced woman could remarry another man: “After she leaves his house she becomes the wife of another 

man” (verse 2). The text does not explicitly teach the woman must remarry, but neither does it prohibit a divorced woman 

from doing so. In that society, a single woman would have had few other options than to seek another husband or to return 

to her father’s household. 

Fifth, the divorced spouse could not later remarry the first partner, if that partner had remarried: “Her first husband, who 

divorced her, is not allowed to marry her again” (verse 4). 

The New Testament teachings regarding divorce offer additional insight into this topic. Jesus reminded the religious 

leaders that God never intended divorce: “Moses permitted you to divorce your wives because your hearts were hard. But 

it was not this way from the beginning” (Matthew 19:8). The “beginning” refers to Adam and Eve as one man and one 

woman in lifelong marriage—God’s original design. 

Jesus also taught that sexual immorality was one legitimate reason for divorce: “I tell you that anyone who divorces his 

wife, except for sexual immorality, makes her the victim of adultery” (Matthew 5:31). The apostle Paul added, “A wife 

must not separate from her husband. But if she does, she must remain unmarried or else be reconciled to her husband. 

And a husband must not divorce his wife” (1 Corinthians 7:10–11). Another instruction is also provided for Christians 

with an unbelieving spouse: “If the unbeliever leaves, let it be so. The brother or the sister is not bound in such 

circumstances” (1 Corinthians 7:15). 

Though divorce was not part of God’s original plan for marriage, sinful humanity demanded it, and the Mosaic Law 

addressed occasions when it was permissible. Jesus and the New Testament teachings affirm the original intent of 

 
4 Kaiser, W. C., Jr., Davids, P. H., Bruce, F. F., & Brauch, M. T. (1996). Hard sayings of the Bible (pp. 431–435). InterVarsity. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/gotqdatabase?art=topic2014.25.39
https://ref.ly/logosres/hardsay?ref=Bible.Mk10.11-12&off=11826


Summer of Lies 

LIE #10:  GOD HATES DIVORCED PEOPLE 

 

 18 

marriage as being a lifelong relationship between a man and woman while specifying limited occasions when divorce is 

acceptable.5 
 

Kaiser, W. C., Jr., Davids, P. H., Bruce, F. F., & Brauch, M. T. (1996). Hard sayings of the Bible (pp. 175–177). 

InterVarsity. 

24:1–4  Is Divorce Permitted? 

Does Deuteronomy 24:1–4 assert that a man must give a certificate of divorce to his wife if she displeases him? If not, 

why do the AV (the King James), the ASV of 1901 and the ERV say, “He shall write a bill of divorcement”? 

Was divorce an intrinsic “right” or prerogative that had divine approval and legitimation in Old Testament times? 

What becomes then of the teachings of Jesus in Mark 10:2–12 and the apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians 7:10–16? All these 

questions continue to make Deuteronomy 24:1–4 a hard saying that demands some solid answers. 

First of all, Deuteronomy 24:1–4 does not bestow any divine approval, or even an implied approval, on 

divorce as such. It sought, rather, to soften some of the hardships and injustices that divorce caused for women 

in a society that persisted in this practice. 

Unfortunately, the translators of the three above-mentioned English versions of this text failed to notice that 

Deuteronomy 24:1–3 constitutes a protasis (or conditional clause) whose apodosis (or resolution) comes only in 

Deuteronomy 24:4. The significance of this syntax is that Moses did not make divorce mandatory. This passage 

does not authorize husbands to divorce their wives. 

Rightly understood, the rule simply prohibits a husband from returning to a wife whom he had divorced after she 

has married a second time—even if her second husband has died in the interim. 

The most difficult part of this Deuteronomy passage is the phrase “something indecent.” Literally it means 

“nakedness of a thing.”[compare to above…] 

The offensive act of the wife against her husband, which he is using as his grounds for a divorce, can hardly 

be adultery. The Mosaic law prescribed death for adultery (Lev 20:10; Deut 22:22). And when adultery was only 

suspected, but not proved, there were specified ways to handle such situations (Num 5:11–31). And this phrase 

cannot refer to a case where the wife was charged with previous sexual promiscuity, for that too had been 

anticipated (Deut 22:13–21). In none of these other cases does the phrase “something indecent” appear, nor is 

divorce set forth as the appropriate punishment for any of them. 

The rabbis held vastly different opinions on the meaning of “something indecent.” Rabbi Hillel taught that it 

referred to something repulsive—a physical defect, or even ruining a meal!  

Rabbi Akiba interpreted it even more liberally: divorce could be “for any and every reason” (Mt 19:3), such 

as a man’s finding another woman more attractive than his own wife. Others have believed that the phrase refers 

to some type of illness, for example, a skin disease. 

Whatever the indecency was, it is clear that the common law allowed considerable latitude. The conclusion we are 

left with is that “something indecent” refers to some kind of improper behavior, short of illicit sexual intercourse. 

But the precise definition actually matters little, since the law is not prescribing divorce as a punishment here, only 

assuming that some divorces were being carried out on the basis of common law. The reason for divorce is not the point 

that this legislation aims to address. Deuteronomy 24:4 is more concerned about protecting the woman from 

exposure to the whims of a fickle or vindictive husband, who, without putting his declaration of divorce in 

writing, could resume or drop his married state—depending on what his sexual needs, laundry pile or desires for 

a good meal were! 

What is taught here is not God’s final word, even in the Old Testament, about divorce. Malachi 2:16 condemns 

divorce in the strongest of terms. Many have tried to say that God didn’t actually “hate” divorce, but that is what the 

text says. The New Testament texts (Mt 5:31–32; 19:7–9; Mk 10:4–12; Lk 16:18; 1 Cor 7:10–11) make the same point, 

permitting divorce only in the cases of irreconcilable adultery and unalterable abandonment. 

When Jesus was questioned about this passage (Mk 10:2–12; Mt 19:1–9), he explained to the Pharisees that Moses 

had recorded this word “because your hearts were hard,” but that the principles of Genesis 2:24 were still normative for 

all marriages. The two were to become one flesh. What God had joined together, no person was to separate. 

Deuteronomy 24:1–4, however, deals only with the situation in which a former partner wishes to return to a 

previous marriage partner after one or the other has been married to a different person in the meantime and then 

divorced. There are three reasons the first husband, then, could not take back his wife after she had married another: (1) 

“she has been defiled,” (2) remarriage “would be detestable in the eyes of the LORD,” and (3) it would “bring sin upon 

the land.” The logic here is the same as that found in the incest laws of Leviticus 18 and 20. Remarrying a woman one 

had divorced would be like marrying one’s closest relative, for that is what she had become by virtue of being of one 

flesh. Because the husband and wife are “one flesh” (Gen 2:24), to be physically intimate with one partner was 

 
5 Got Questions Ministries. (2002–2013). Got Questions? Bible Questions Answered. Logos Bible Software. 
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equivalent to exposing the other half of that marriage team who was not present in the illicit sexual relationships (Lev 

18:6–20). 

In Hebrew thinking, marriage made the bride not just a daughter-in-law, but a daughter of her husband’s parents 

(see Ruth 1:11; 3:1). She became a sister to her husband’s brother. 

The results of our investigation are the following. The main clause and actual prohibition are found in verse 

4 of Deuteronomy 24. The certificate or bill of divorce was for the woman’s protection (against an on-again, off-

again marriage) rather than the salving of the divorcing husband’s conscience. And what the “something 

indecent” means matters little, since it was based not on Scripture and divine principle, but on common law and 

the custom of the day. For example, the most recent attempt to define “something indecent” views it as a 

euphemism for menstrual irregularities that would render a woman perpetually unclean and thus prohibit her 

from intercourse (Lev 15:14). Such a condition created a convenient excuse for the first husband to get out of a 

marriage not to his liking. 

See also comment on MALACHI 2:16; MARK 10:11–12.6 

 

 

 

MALACHI 2:16  God Hates Divorce 

In all Scripture, Malachi 2:16 is at once one of the most succinct and most contested statements on the permanence of 

marriage. The difficulty comes, in part, from the Hebrew text, which some have pronounced the most obscure in the Old 

Testament. Further problems come from trying to fathom the Old Testament’s position on marriage and divorce. Many 

have (wrongly) assumed that Malachi voiced an opinion that contradicts earlier statements in Scripture. 

The section opens with a double question that amounts to a double premise: (1) all Israel has one Father—God, and 
(2) God created that nation (Mal 2:10). Sadly, however, the population was dealing treacherously with each other and 

thereby profaning the covenant God had made with their fathers. Malachi 2:10–16 discusses Israel’s disloyalty to 

their national family (Mal 2:10), spiritual family (Mal 2:11–12) and marriage partners (Mal 2:13–16), evidenced 

by spiritual harlotry, mixed marriages with unbelieving partners, adultery and, finally, divorce. 

In Malachi 2:11–12, Israelites are charged with unashamedly marrying women who worshiped other gods. Such 

religiously mixed marriages flew right in the face of warnings to the contrary (Ex 34:12–16; Num 25:1–3; Deut 7:3–4; 1 

Kings 11:1–13). But there were more accusations: “Another thing you do” (Mal 2:13). They had caused the Lord’s altar 

to be flooded with such tears and mourning that the Lord refused to accept further sacrifices. The tears resulted from 

broken marriage vows to which the Lord was a party, being a witness at every wedding. Put very simply, God said, “I 

hate divorce” (Mal 2:16). 

Two key words dominate this text: the word one (which occurs four times in Mal 2:10, 15) and the word 

breaking/broken faith (which appears five times in Mal 2:10, 11, 14, 15, 16). 

The identity of the “one” in Malachi 2:10 is not “Abraham, your father” (Is 51:2), as Jerome and Calvin thought, or 

the patriarch Jacob, whom Malachi did mention elsewhere very frequently (Mal 1:2; 2:12; 3:6). Instead, it is God, who 

created Israel (Is 43:1). Thus those who have the same Father should not be dealing so treacherously with each 

other. 

But who is the “one” in Malachi 2:15? Again it is not Abraham (as if the sentence read: “Did not one, that is to say, 

Abraham, do so [take a pagan Egyptian named Hagar to wife]?” with the prophet conceding the point and replying, 

“Yes, he did!” But Abraham is never called the “one,” nor could his conduct in “putting away” Hagar be the 

issue here, since the divorced wives in Malachi’s context were covenant wives, not pagan wives. 

The subject of Malachi 2:15 must be God, and “the one” must be the object of the sentence, not its subject. 

As such, the “one” would parallel the “one flesh” of Genesis 2:24, for returning to God’s original instructions 

would be a natural way to dispute covenant-breaking divorces. In a similar manner, our Lord referred to 

Genesis in Matthew 19:4–6: “‘Haven’t you read,’ he replied, ‘that at the beginning the Creator “made them male 

and female,’ and said, ‘For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the 

two will become one flesh”?’” (see also Mk 10:7–9). 

Even though the Hebrew does not explicitly indicate that the first clause of Malachi 2:15 is an interrogative or that 

he refers to God, both possibilities fit the context, previous Scripture and normative Hebrew grammar and syntax 

observed in other passages. 
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The resulting thought would be as follows: Why did God make Adam and Eve only one flesh when he could 

have given to Adam many wives or to Eve many husbands? Certainly God had more than enough creative power 

to furnish multiple sex partners! So why only “one”? Because God was seeking a godly offspring, a process 

incompatible with multiple partners. 

The two examples of faithlessness this passage raises are divorce and being unequally married to unbelievers. Both 

violate God’s holy law. Marriage’s covenant status is seen in other Old Testament passages, such as Genesis 31:50, 

Proverbs 2:17, Ezekiel 16:8 and Hosea 1–2. Genesis 2:24 most clearly defines marriage: It consists of “leaving” one’s 

parents and “cleaving” to one’s wife. The leaving and cleaving go together and in that order. Marriage, then, is a 

public act (leaving), in order to establish a permanent relationship (cleaving), and is sexually consummated 

(becoming one flesh). Any violation of this covenant is a breach of promise made in the presence of God and each 

other. 

So fundamental and inviolable is the union created by this marriage covenant that nothing less than a rupture in 

sexual fidelity can begin to affect its durability (note Mt 5:31–32; 19:3–12). That such a rift may lead to one of the two 

grounds for breaking the marriage covenant (1 Cor 7 treats the other one) is hinted at in Jeremiah 3:8, where God “gave 

faithless Israel her certificate of divorce and sent her away because of all her adulteries.” In effect, God divorced Israel. 

But note the grounds! 

Accordingly, the Bible is not silent, either on divorce or on the reasons it may be granted. But when God still says 

that he hates divorce, we gather how strongly he desires to see marriage covenants succeed. 

The Mosaic legislation never encouraged, enjoined or approved of divorce in Deuteronomy 24:1–4. Instead, it 

merely prescribed certain procedures if and when divorce tragically took place. The main teaching of Deuteronomy 

24:1–4 forbids a man to remarry his first wife after he had divorced her and either he or she had remarried in the 

meantime. Unfortunately, the AV (King James), the ERV, the ASV and some others have adopted a translation of 
Deuteronomy 24:1–4 that adds to the confusion. On their incorrect rendering, divorce is not just permitted or tolerated, 

it is commanded when some “uncleanness” is present! But in fact the conditional if which begins in Deuteronomy 24:1 

continues through verse 3 with the consequence of the conditional sentence coming in verse 4 (contrary to all the 

incorrect renderings noted above). No Old Testament law instituted divorce; Hebrew law simply tolerated the 

practice while condemning it theologically. 

Those objecting that the absolute statement of Malachi 2:16 precludes all arguments for a biblically permissible 

divorce do not take Scripture holistically. God is certainly able to qualify his own teaching with further revelation in 

other contexts. For instance, in Romans 13:1–7 God states that citizens must obey the civil powers that be, yet he 

qualifies that absolute in Acts 5:29: Citizens should obey God rather than any sinful civil law. 

God’s hatred of divorce is further expressed in the statement “one who covers his garment with violence.” The 

“garment” refers to the ancient custom of spreading a garment over a woman, as Ruth asked Boaz to do to claim her as 

his wife (Ruth 3:9; see also Deut 22:30; Ezek 16:8). Thus to cover one’s bed with violence was to be unfaithful to the 

marital bed and one’s nuptial obligations. The symbol of wedded trust, much like our wedding ring, became the agent of 

violence toward these wives. 

See also comment on DEUTERONOMY 24:1–4.7 

 

 

What God Has Joined 

What does the Bible really teach about divorce? 

by David Instone-Brewer illustrations by Polly Becker 
 

I was being interviewed for what would be my first church pastorate, and I was nervous and unsure 
what to expect. The twelve deacons sat in a row in front of me and took turns asking questions, 
which I answered as clearly as I could. All went smoothly until they posed this question: “What is 
your position on divorce and remarriage? Would you remarry a divorcee or divorced man?” 

I didn’t know if this was a trick question or an honest one. There might have been a deep-seated 
pastoral need behind it, or it might have been a test of my orthodoxy. Either way, I didn’t think I 
could summarize my view in one sentence; when I thought about it further, I couldn’t decide exactly 
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what my view was. I gave a deliberately vague reply. “Every case should be judged on its own 
merits.” 

It worked; I got the job. But I made a mental note to study the subject of divorce, and to do it 
quickly. 

It’s a good thing I did. As it turned out, I was surrounded by people who needed answers to 
questions raised by divorce and remarriage. My Baptist church was located near an Anglican 
congregation and two Catholic churches. Divorced men and women from these congregations came 
asking if we would conduct their weddings, having been denied in their local churches. Then I found 
that some of my deacons had been divorced and remarried. Should I throw them out of church 
leadership? If I did, I would lose people I considered some of the most spiritual in the church, people 
with exemplary Christian homes and marriages. 

WHAT DOES THE BIBLE SAY? 

The New Testament presents a problem in understanding both what the text says about divorce and 
its pastoral implications. Jesus appears to say that divorce is allowed only if adultery has occurred: 
“Whoever divorces a wife, except for sexual indecency, and remarries, commits adultery” (Matt. 
19:9). However, this has been interpreted in many different ways. Most say that Jesus allows divorce 
only for adultery. But some argue that Jesus originally didn’t allow even that. Only in Matthew does 
he offer an out from marriage: “except for sexual indecency.” Beyond what Jesus says, Paul also 
allows divorce. He permits it for abandonment by a nonbeliever (1 Cor. 7:12–15). Many theologians 
add this as a second ground for divorce. 

Yet some pastors have found this teaching difficult to accept, because it seems so impractical—
even cruel in certain situations. It suggests there can be no divorce for physical or emotional abuse, 
and Paul even seems to forbid separation (1 Cor. 7:10). 

As a result, some Christians quietly ignore this seemingly “impractical” biblical teaching or find 
ways around it. For example, they suggest that when Jesus talked about “sexual immorality,” 
perhaps he included other things like abuse. Or when Paul talked about abandonment by a 
nonbeliever, perhaps he included any behavior that is not supportive of the marriage or 
abandonment by anyone who is acting like a nonbeliever. Many have welcomed such stretching of 
Scripture because they couldn’t accept what they believed the text apparently said. 

But does the literal text mean what we think it does? While doing doctoral studies at Cambridge, 
I likely read every surviving writing of the rabbis of Jesus’ time. I “got inside their heads” enough to 
begin to understand them. When I began working as a pastor and was confronted almost 
immediately with divorced men and women who wanted to remarry, my first response was to re-
read the Bible. I’d read the biblical texts on divorce many times in the past, but I found something 
strange as I did so again. They now said something I hadn’t heard before I read the rabbis! 

‘ANY CAUSE’ DIVORCE 

The texts hadn’t changed, but my knowledge of the language and culture in which they were written 
had. I was now reading them like a first-century Jew would have read them, and this time those 
confusing passages made more sense. My book, Divorce and Remarriage in the Church 
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(InterVarsity Press), is a summary of several academic papers and books I began writing with this 
new understanding of what Jesus taught. 

One of my most dramatic findings concerns a question the Pharisees asked Jesus: “Is it lawful to 
divorce a wife for any cause?” (Matt. 19:3). This question reminded me that a few decades before 
Jesus, some rabbis (the Hillelites) had invented a new form of divorce called the “any cause” divorce. 
By the time of Jesus, this “any cause” divorce had become so popular that almost no one relied on 
the literal Old Testament grounds for divorce. 

The “any cause” divorce was invented from a single word in Deuteronomy 24:1. Moses allowed 
divorce for “a cause of immorality,” or, more literally, “a thing of nakedness.” Most Jews recognized 
that this unusual phrase was talking about adultery. But the Hillelite rabbis wondered why Moses 
had added the word “thing” or “cause” when he only needed to use the word “immorality.” They 
decided this extra word implied another ground for divorce—divorce for “a cause.” They argued 
that anything, including a burnt meal or wrinkles not there when you married your wife, could be a 
cause! The text, they said, taught that divorce was allowed both for adultery and for “any cause.” 

Another group of rabbis (the Shammaites) disagreed with this interpretation. They said Moses’ 
words were a single phrase that referred to no type of divorce “except immorality”—and therefore 
the new “any cause” divorces were invalid. These opposing views were well known to all first-
century Jews. And the Pharisees wanted to know where Jesus stood. “Is it lawful to divorce your 
wife for any cause?” they asked. In other words: “Is it lawful for us to use the ‘any cause’ divorce?” 

When Jesus answered with a resounding no, he wasn’t condemning “divorce for any cause,” 
but rather the newly invented “any cause” divorce. Jesus agreed firmly with the second group that 
the phrase didn’t mean divorce was allowable for “immorality” and for “any cause,” but that 
Deutermonomy 24:1 referred to no type of divorce “except immorality.” 

This was a shocking statement for the crowd and for the disciples. It meant they couldn’t get a 
divorce whenever they wanted it—there had to be a lawful cause. It also meant that virtually every 
divorced man or women was not really divorced, because most of them had “any cause” divorces. 
Luke and Matthew summarized the whole debate in one sentence: Any divorced person who 
remarried was committing adultery (Matt. 5:32; Luke 16:18), because they were still married. The 
fact that they said “any divorced person” instead of “virtually all divorced people” is typical Jewish 
hyperbole—like Mark saying that “everyone” in Jerusalem came to be baptized by John (Mark 1:5). 
It may not be obvious to us, but their first readers understood clearly what they meant. 

Within a few decades, however, no one understood these terms any more. Language often 
changes quickly (as I found out when my children first heard the Flintstones sing about “a gay old 
time”). The early church, and even Jewish rabbis, forgot what the “any cause” divorce was, because 
soon after the days of Jesus, it became the only type of divorce on offer. It was simply called divorce. 
This meant that when Jesus condemned “divorce for ‘any cause,’ ” later generations thought he 
meant “divorce for any cause.” 

REAFFIRMING MARRIAGE 

Now that we know what Jesus did reject, we can also see what he didn’t reject. He wasn’t rejecting 
the Old Testament—he was rejecting a faulty Jewish interpretation of the Old Testament. He 
defended the true meaning of Deuteronomy 24:1. And there is one other surprising thing he didn’t 
reject: Jesus didn’t reject the other ground for divorce in the Old Testament, which all Jews accepted. 
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Although the church forgot the other cause for divorce, every Jew in Jesus’ day knew about 
Exodus 21:10–11, which allowed divorce for neglect. Before rabbis introduced the “any cause” 
divorce, this was probably the most common type. Exodus says that everyone, even a slave wife, 
had three rights within marriage—the rights to food, clothing, and love. If these were neglected, 
the wronged spouse had the right to seek freedom from that marriage. Even women could, and did, 
get divorces for neglect—though the man still had to write out the divorce certificate. Rabbis said 
he had to do it voluntarily, so if he resisted, the courts had him beaten till he volunteered! 

 

These three rights became the basis of Jewish marriage vows—we find them listed in marriage 
certificates discovered near the Dead Sea. In later Jewish and Christian marriages, the language 
became more formal, such as “love, honor, and keep.” These vows, together with a vow of sexual 
faithfulness, have always been the basis for marriage. Thus, the vows we make when we marry 
correspond directly to the biblical grounds for divorce. 

The three provisions of food, clothing, and love were understood literally by the Jews. The wife 
had to cook and sew, while the husband provided food and materials, or money. They both had to 
provide the emotional support of marital love, though they could abstain from sex for short periods. 
Paul taught the same thing. He said that married couples owed each other love (1 Cor. 7:3–5) and 
material support (1 Cor. 7:33–34). He didn’t say that neglect of these rights was the basis of divorce 
because he didn’t need to—it was stated on the marriage certificate. Anyone who was neglected, 
in terms of emotional support or physical support, could legally claim a divorce. 

Divorce for neglect included divorce for abuse, because this was extreme neglect. There was no 
question about that end of the spectrum of neglect, but what about the other end? What about 
abandonment, which was merely a kind of passive neglect? This was an uncertain matter, so Paul 
deals with it. He says to all believers that they may not abandon their partners, and if they have 
done so, they should return (1 Cor. 7:10–11). In the case of someone who is abandoned by an 
unbeliever—someone who won’t obey the command to return—he says that the abandoned person 
is “no longer bound.” 

Anyone in first-century Palestine reading this phrase would think immediately of the wording at 
the end of all Jewish, and most Roman, divorce certificates: “You are free to marry anyone you 
wish.” 

Putting all this together gives us a clear and consistent set of rules for divorce and remarriage. 
Divorce is only allowed for a limited number of grounds that are found in the Old Testament and 
affirmed in the New Testament: 

• Adultery (in Deuteronomy 24:1, affirmed by Jesus in Matthew 19) 
• Emotional and physical neglect (in Exodus 21:10–11, affirmed by Paul in 1 Corinthians 7) 
• Abandonment and abuse (included in neglect, as affirmed in 1 Corinthians 7) 

Jewish couples listed these biblical grounds for divorce in their marriage vows. We reiterate 
them as love, honor, and keep and be faithful to each other. When these vows were broken, it 
threatened to break up the marriage. As in any broken contract, the wronged party had the right to 
say, “I forgive you; let’s carry on,” or, “I can’t go on, because this marriage is broken.” 

Therefore, while divorce should never happen, God allows it (and subsequent remarriage) when 
your partner breaks the marriage vows. 
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Reading the Bible and ancient Jewish documents side-by-side helped me understand much more 
of the Bible’s teaching about divorce and marriage, not all of which I can summarize here. Dusty 
scraps of parchment rescued from synagogue rubbish rooms, desert caves, and neglected scholarly 
collections shone fresh light on the New Testament. Theologians who have long felt that divorce 
should be allowed for abuse and abandonment may be vindicated. And, more importantly, victims 
of broken marriages can see that God’s law is both practical and loving. 

David Instone-Brewer is senior research fellow in rabbinics and the New Testament at Tyndale House, Cambridge. 

He is married with two daughters.8 

DIVORCE (ה רּוׁשָׁ ִריֻתת ;gerushah ,גְּ  ;kerithuth; ἀποστάσιον, apostasion; ἀπολύω, apolyō ,כְּ
ἀφίημι, aphiēmi; χωρίζω, chōrizō). The legal dissolution of a marriage. In the Bible—and in the 
cultures that produced the Bible—divorce was usually instigated by the husband. 

Etymology 
There are a number of words in Hebrew and Greek that are translated as “divorce” in English 

versions of the Bible. Of the list given in the definition, only two, ִריֻתת  and (kerithuth) כְּ
ἀποστάσιον (apostasion), are nouns. Both translate as “certificate of divorce” (Deut 24:1, Matt 
5:31 NRSV). The remaining words are verbs with connotations not necessarily implied by their 

translation as “divorce.” The Hebrew verb form ה רּוׁשָׁ  ,implies casting out. In Greek (gerushah) גְּ
the verb ἀπολύω (apolyō) implies letting loose or setting free, while χωρίζω (chōrizō) means “to 
separate” and ἀφίημι (aphiēmi) indicates sending off or abandoning. 

Divorce in the Bible 

Divorce in the Pentateuch 
Most references to divorce in the Bible involve the legal code and its interpretation. Levitical 
priests are restricted from marrying a divorced woman, or any woman who is not a virgin (Lev 
21:7, 21:14; also Ezek 44:22). A priest’s daughter who is divorced, however, is allowed to return to 
her father’s home and eat his food (Lev 22:13). These two rulings about a priest’s household signal 
that divorce is in some ways an impure state, but not to the extent that divorced women are cast 
out from the society altogether. These laws also assume that divorce is practiced. In Numbers, 
divorced women are held accountable to any oaths that they take. Unlike married women or 
unmarried daughters who live in their fathers’ houses, the oaths of divorced women are not 
subject to the approval of the male head of household (Num 30:9). 

Deuteronomy protects some rights of women, preventing a man who falsely accuses his wife 
of not being a virgin at the time of marriage from ever divorcing her (Deut 22:19). If the 
accusations prove to be true, however, the woman is to be stoned to death (Deut 22:21). If a man 
is found to have had sex with a virgin, he must pay her father and marry her, and he is not allowed 
to divorce her during his lifetime (Deut 22:28–29). A first husband cannot remarry a woman he 
divorced after she has married another man (Deut 24:1–4). 

 
8 Instone-Brewer, D., & Becker, P. (2007). What God Has Joined: What Does the Bible Really 

Teach about Divorce? Christianity Today, 51(10), 26–29. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/ctmag51?ref=VolumeNumberPage.V+51%2c+N+10%2c+p+26&off=10268
https://ref.ly/logosres/ctmag51?ref=VolumeNumberPage.V+51%2c+N+10%2c+p+26&off=10268
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Divorce as a Metaphor in the Prophets 
The prophets tend to use images of divorce to describe a broken relationship between God and 
Israel/Judah. Israel is represented as God’s transgressive wife who needs to be put away or cast 
out from Him (Isa 50:1; Jer 3:1–8). Prophecy tends to use female imagery to represent faithless 
Israel, and such representations of female sexuality have been critiqued (e.g. Brenner, Feminist 
Companion). Malachi, however, associates unfaithfulness with the masculine priesthood of Judah. 
In this case, the priests are accused of turning away from their “wife by covenant” (Mal 2:14), 
which likely represents the knowledge and worship of God. 

Divorce in the Historical Books 
The author of Ezra calls for the people of Israel to separate themselves from their foreign wives 
and children (Ezra 10:3–19) in an effort to renew the covenant with God. In this case, divorce 
seems to serve the purpose of purification. 

Jesus’ Teaching about Divorce 
Jesus rejects literal divorce, not just metaphorical divorce. In the Sermon on the Mount (Matt 
5:31–32) and when he is challenged by Pharisees to interpret the law (Matt 19:3–9; Mark 10:2–12; 
Luke 16:18), Jesus asserts that anyone who divorces his wife and marries another commits 
adultery, except in the case of unchastity. In Matthew and Mark, the Pharisees mention that 
divorce is allowed in the law of Moses (presumably Deut 24:1–4), but Jesus counters with Genesis, 
arguing that in marriage the two become one. The passages in Deuteronomy that the Pharisees 
reference do not designate when divorce is allowed, but rather concern remarriage after divorce. 
In fact, in the passages from the Hebrew Bible associated with divorce, divorce is presumed but 
not prescribed as a practice in Israel. 

In almost all the passages discussed so far with, divorce is initiated only by men, not by 
women. The implication is that women lacked the legal rights to divorce husbands. The hard line 
that Jesus takes against divorce can be understood as protective of women, who in the first 
century would have been subject to poverty and abuse without the guardianship of a man. 
However, Mark 10:2–12 presents both men and women as capable of divorcing their spouses. 

Divorce in Paul’s Letters 
In 1 Corinthians 7, Paul writes about divorce in a relatively symmetrical way. Although he states 
that a man should not divorce (ἀφίημι, aphiēmi) his wife, he also charges that a woman should not 
separate (χωρίζω, chōrizō) from her husband. Both parties evidently had rights to divorce, which 
became the case in the Roman Empire as women’s rights improved (Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 
442–43). Paul is the only biblical author who uses aphiēmi in the context of divorce, and he uses it 
in the same passage as chōrizō (1 Cor 7). Separation and divorce were equal legal statuses in the 
Graeco-Roman world, and the two terms could indicate the difference between a Jewish divorce 
and a Graeco-Roman one. Paul also might have chosen aphiēmi to emphasize the seriousness of 
the obligation of marriage (Instone-Brewer, “1 Corinthians 7,” 108). 

Paul instructs believers (men and women) to not divorce an unbelieving spouse. He claims that 
the holiness of the believer will make the household holy, and he hopes that by staying together 
the believing spouse might save the unbeliever. If the unbeliever leaves the believer, however, the 
believer is not held accountable for the separation (1 Cor 7:12–16). 
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Biblical Interpretation about Divorce 
Augustine interpreted the need to issue a bill of divorce (Deut 24:1; Matt 5:31) as a means to calm 
down an impulsive husband, since the husband would need to go to a scribe to have such a 
document written. The scribe could then counsel the husband against the separation (Augustine, 
Reply to Faustus, XIX.26). 

Debates concerning the morality of divorce sometimes reflect translation differences. Deut 
24:1, for instance, contains an odd phrase for the justification of divorce. The NRSV translates the 
phrase as “because he finds something objectionable about her,” but the original Hebrew literally 

reads “because he found in her a naked thing” ( א צָׁ ָ֤ ה ּ֙ כי־מָׁ ַ֣ת בָׁ ו  ר ֶערְּ בָָׁ֔ דָׁ , ky-matsa' vah erwath 
davar). “Naked thing” has been interpreted as sexual organs, shameful acts, or in a broad sense 
any failing that could embarrass a husband (Fleming, “Christ and Divorce,” 106–07). In the New 
Testament, this is the verse that Pharisees ask Jesus to interpret. While Mark and Luke assert that 
anyone who divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery, Matthew contains an 
“exception clause” in 5:32 and 19:9. In most translations, Jesus allows divorce only in the case of 
marital infidelity, though the NAB reads “unless the marriage is unlawful” (Matt 5:32, 19:9). Again, 
at the heart of the debate lies a difference in translation—this time involving the Greek word 
πορνείᾳ (porneia). Friberg’s Analytical Greek Lexicon defines porneia as: 

1. any kind of extramarital, unlawful, or unnatural sexual intercourse; 
2. when distinguished from adultery, extramarital intercourse, sexual immorality, fornication; 
3. a synonym for adultery; 
4. metaphorically as apostasy from God through idolatry. 

Since another Greek word, μοιχεία (moicheia), more precisely means “adultery,” why does 
Matthew’s Jesus use the broader term porneia? One view is that Jesus is referring to the period of 
betrothal before marriage (practiced in Judaism in the first century), and that any sexual 
immorality during this time frame would constitute reasons for dissolving the contract. After 
marriage, however, there were no exceptions. Modern proponents of this view tend to hold 
conservative opinions that do not condone divorce (Jones, “Betrothal View”). The broad meaning 
of porneia, however, opens up the possibility that Matthew’s Jesus is allowing for divorce in more 
circumstances than only premarital intercourse. 
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MICHELLE J. MORRIS9 

What are Biblical grounds for divorce? 

When discussing what the Bible says about divorce, it is important to keep in mind the words of 
Malachi 2:16, “I hate divorce, says the Lord God.” Whatever grounds the Bible possibly gives for 
divorce, that does not mean God desires a divorce to occur in those instances. Rather than asking 
“is ______ a grounds for divorce,” often the question should be “is _______ grounds for forgiveness, 
restoration, and/or counseling?” 

The Bible gives two clear grounds for divorce: (1) sexual immorality (Matthew 5:32; 19:9) and (2) 
abandonment by an unbeliever (1 Corinthians 7:15). Even in these two instances, though, divorce is 
not required or even encouraged. The most that can be said is that sexual immorality and 
abandonment are grounds (an allowance) for divorce. Confession, forgiveness, reconciliation, and 
restoration are always the first steps. Divorce should only be viewed as a last resort. 

Are there any grounds for divorce beyond what the Bible explicitly says? Perhaps, but we do not 
presume upon the Word of God. It is very dangerous to go beyond what the Bible says (1 Corinthians 
4:6). The most frequent additional grounds for divorce that people inquire about are spousal abuse 
(emotional or physical), child abuse (emotional, physical, or sexual), addiction to pornography, drug 
/ alcohol use, crime / imprisonment, and mismanagement of finances (such as through a gambling 
addiction). None of these can be claimed to be explicit biblical grounds for a divorce. 

That does not necessarily mean, though, that none of them are grounds for divorce which God 
would approve of. For example, we cannot imagine that it would be God’s desire for a wife to remain 
with a husband who physically abuses her and/or their children. In such an instance, the wife should 
definitely separate herself and the children from the abusive husband. However, even in such a 
situation, a time of separation with the goal of repentance and restoration should be the ideal, not 
necessarily immediately beginning divorce proceedings. Please understand, by saying that the above 
are not biblical grounds for divorce, we are definitely not saying that a man/woman whose spouse 
is engaging in such activities should remain in the situation. If there is any risk to self or children, 
separation is a good and appropriate step. 

Another way to look at this issue is to differentiate between biblical grounds for divorce and biblical 
grounds for divorce and remarriage. Some interpret the two biblical grounds for divorce mentioned 
above as the only grounds for remarriage after a divorce, but allow for divorce with no remarriage 
in other instances. While this is a plausible interpretation, it seems to come too close to presuming 
upon the Word of God. For more information, please read the following two articles: 
What does the Bible say about divorce and remarriage? 
I am divorced. Can I remarry according to the Bible? 

 
9 Morris, M. J. (2016). Divorce. In J. D. Barry, D. Bomar, D. R. Brown, R. Klippenstein, D. 

Mangum, C. Sinclair Wolcott, L. Wentz, E. Ritzema, & W. Widder (Eds.), The Lexham Bible 

Dictionary. Lexham Press. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/lbd?hw=Divorce&off=8069
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In summary, what are the biblical grounds for divorce? The answer is sexual immorality and 
abandonment. Are there additional grounds for divorce beyond these two? Possibly. Is divorce ever 
to be treated lightly or employed as the first recourse? Absolutely not. God is capable of changing 
and reforming any person. God is capable of healing and renewing any marriage. Divorce should 
only occur in instances of repeated and unrepentant heinous sin. 

What constitutes marriage according to the Bible? 

This is a difficult question to answer because the Bible nowhere explicitly states at what point God 
considers a couple to be married. There are three common viewpoints: 1) God only considers a 
couple married when they are legally married. 2) A couple is married in God’s eyes when they have 
completed some kind of formal wedding ceremony. 3) God considers a couple to be married at the 
moment the marriage is consummated with sexual intercourse. Let’s look at each of the three views 
and see what strengths and weaknesses each has. 

1) God only considers a couple married when they are legally married. The scriptural support 
typically given to this view is the verses that advocate submission to the government (Romans 13:1–
7; 1 Peter 2:17). The argument is that if the government requires certain “paperwork” to be 
completed before a marriage is recognized, a couple should submit themselves to whatever process 
the government requires. It is definitely biblical for a couple to submit to the government as long as 
the requirements do not contradict God’s Word and are reasonable. Romans 13:1–2 tells us, 
“Everyone must submit himself to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except that 
which God has established. The authorities that exist have been established by God. Consequently, 
he who rebels against the authority is rebelling against what God has instituted, and those who do 
so will bring judgment on themselves.” 

There are some weaknesses and potential problems with this view. First, there were marriages 
before any government was organized. For thousands of years, people were getting married with 
no such thing as a marriage license. Second, even today, there are some countries that have no 
governmental recognition of marriage, and/or no legal requirements for marriage. Third, there are 
some governments that place unbiblical requirements on a marriage before it is legally recognized. 
As an example, there are countries that require a wedding to be held in a Catholic church, according 
to Catholic teachings, and overseen by a Catholic priest. Obviously, for those who have strong 
disagreements with the Catholic Church and the Catholic understanding of marriage as a sacrament, 
it would be unbiblical to submit to being married in the Catholic Church. 

2) A couple is married in God’s eyes when they have completed some kind of formal wedding 
ceremony. Similar to the way—in many cultures—a father gives away his daughter at the wedding, 
some interpreters understand God’s bringing Eve to Adam (Genesis 2:22) as God’s overseeing the 
first wedding “ceremony.” In John chapter 2, Jesus attended a wedding ceremony. Jesus would not 
have attended such an event if He did not approve of what was occurring. Jesus’ attending a 
wedding ceremony by no means indicates that God requires a wedding ceremony, but it most 
definitely does indicate that a wedding ceremony is acceptable in God’s sight. Nearly every culture 
in the history of humanity has had some kind of formal wedding ceremony. In every culture there is 
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an event, action, covenant, or proclamation that is recognized as declaring a man and woman to be 
married. 

3) God considers a couple to be married at the moment the marriage is consummated with sexual 
intercourse. There are some who argue that if any man and woman have sex, God considers the two 
of them to be married. Such a viewpoint is not biblically sound. The basis for this argument is the 
fact that sexual intercourse between a husband and wife is the ultimate fulfillment of the “one flesh” 
principle (Genesis 2:24; Matthew 19:5; Ephesians 5:31). In this sense, sexual intercourse is the final 
“seal” on a marriage covenant. However, if a couple is legally and ceremonially married, but for 
some reason are unable to engage in sexual intercourse, the couple is still considered married. 

It is not biblical to consider a couple who have had sexual intercourse—but who have not observed 
any of the other aspects of a marriage covenant—to be married. Scriptures such as 1 Corinthians 
7:2 indicate that sex before marriage is immorality. If sexual intercourse causes a couple to become 
married, it could not be considered immoral, as the couple would be considered married the 
moment they engaged in sexual intercourse. There is absolutely no biblical basis for an unmarried 
couple to have sex and then declare themselves to be married, thereby declaring all future sexual 
relations to be moral and God-honoring. 

So, what constitutes marriage in God’s eyes? It would seem that the following principles should be 
followed: 1) As long as the requirements are reasonable and not against the Bible, a couple should 
seek whatever formal governmental recognition is available. 2) A couple should follow whatever 
cultural and familial practices are typically employed to recognize a couple as “officially married.” 3) 
If possible, a couple should consummate the marriage sexually, fulfilling the physical aspect of the 
“one flesh” principle. 

What if one or more of these principles are not fulfilled? Is such a couple still considered married in 
God’s eyes? Ultimately, that is between the couple and God. God knows our hearts (1 John 3:20). 
God knows the difference between a true marriage covenant and an attempt to justify sexual 
immorality. 

What does it mean to be one flesh in a marriage? 

The term “one flesh” comes from the Genesis account of the creation of Eve. Genesis 2:21–24 
describes the process by which God created Eve from a rib taken from Adam’s side as he slept. Adam 
recognized that Eve was part of him—they were in fact “one flesh.” The term “one flesh” means 
that just as our bodies are one whole entity and cannot be divided into pieces and still be a whole, 
so God intended it to be with the marriage relationship. There are no longer two entities (two 
individuals), but now there is one entity (a married couple). There are a number of aspects to this 
new union. 

As far as emotional attachments are concerned, the new unit takes precedence over all previous 
and future relationships (Genesis 2:24). Some marriage partners continue to place greater weight 
upon ties with parents than with the new partner. This is a recipe for disaster in the marriage and is 
a perversion of God’s original intention of “leaving and cleaving.” A similar problem can develop 
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when a spouse begins to draw closer to a child to meet emotional needs rather than to his or her 
partner. 

Emotionally, spiritually, intellectually, financially, and in every other way, the couple is to become 
one. Even as one part of the body cares for the other body parts (the stomach digests food for the 
body, the brain directs the body for the good of the whole, the hands work for the sake of the body, 
etc.), so each partner in the marriage is to care for the other. Each partner is no longer to see money 
earned as “my” money; but rather as “our” money. Ephesians 5:22–33 and Proverbs 31:10–31 give 
the application of this “oneness” to the role of the husband and to the wife, respectively. 

Physically, they become one flesh, and the result of that one flesh is found in the children that their 
union produces; these children now possess a special genetic makeup, specific to their union. Even 
in the sexual aspect of their relationship, a husband and wife are not to consider their bodies as 
their own but as belonging to their partner (1 Corinthians 7:3–5). Nor are they to focus on their own 
pleasure but rather the giving of pleasure to their spouse. 

This oneness and desire to benefit each other is not automatic, especially after mankind’s fall into 
sin. The man, in Genesis 2:24 (KJV), is told to “cleave” to his wife. This word has two ideas behind it. 
One is to be “glued” to his wife, a picture of how tight the marriage bond is to be. The other aspect 
is to “pursue hard after” the wife. This “pursuing hard after” is to go beyond the courtship leading 
to marriage, and is to continue throughout the marriage. The fleshly tendency is to “do what feels 
good to me” rather than to consider what will benefit the spouse. And this self-centeredness is the 
rut that marriages commonly fall into once the “honeymoon is over.” Instead of each spouse 
dwelling upon how his or her own needs are not being met, he or she is to remain focused on 
meeting the needs of the spouse. 

As nice as it may be for two people to live together meeting each other’s needs, God has a higher 
calling for the marriage. Even as they were to be serving Christ with their lives before marriage 
(Romans 12:1–2), now they are to serve Christ together as a unit and raise their children to serve 
God (1 Corinthians 7:29–34; Malachi 2:15; Ephesians 6:4). Priscilla and Aquila, in Acts 18, would be 
good examples of this. As a couple pursues serving Christ together, the joy which the Spirit gives will 
fill their marriage (Galatians 5:22–23). In the Garden of Eden, there were three present (Adam, Eve, 
and God), and there was joy. So, if God is central in a marriage today, there also will be joy. Without 
God, a true and full oneness is not possible. 

What does the Bible say about a trial separation in a marriage? 

When a couple enters into the covenant of marriage, the Bible tells us that God joins them together 
into one flesh. “Since they are no longer two but one, let no one separate them, for God has joined 
them together” (Matthew 19:6, NLT). Marriage is intended to be a lifelong commitment, not a 
temporary solution for loneliness or other emotional needs. God hates divorce (Malachi 2:16) and 
never intends for a couple to separate once they are married (Matthew 19:8). 

Because separation, whether it is legal or physical, involves the division of a married couple, it 
displeases God. First Corinthians 7:10–11 says, “A wife must not leave her husband. But if she does 
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leave him, let her remain single or else go back to him. And the husband must not leave his wife.” 
Separation is never an ideal situation, but because of sin, it is sometimes necessary. If a spouse or 
child is being physically abused, for example, he or she should immediately seek help outside the 
home and separate from the abuser until he or she has gotten help from a Christian psychologist 
and/or willingly taken anger management classes. Prayer and counsel from their pastor are also 
necessary for the restoration of the marriage and family. 

Marriage vows should not be taken lightly, and separation should not be undergone casually. Far 
too many couples decide to have a “trial separation” in order to discover what they truly want out 
of life, but do so without any attempts at rebuilding the marriage during this time. Instead of 
reconstructing the family on a foundation of faith in Christ, they drift farther apart until they 
eventually divorce. This is not in God’s perfect plan for marriage and family, even if it has become 
acceptable in our culture. “Live happily with the woman you love through all the meaningless days 
of life that God has given you in this world. The wife God gives you is your reward for all your earthly 
toil” (Ecclesiastes 9:9). 

What does the Bible say about divorce and remarriage? 

First of all, no matter what view one takes on the issue of divorce, it is important to remember 
Malachi 2:16: “I hate divorce, says the LORD God of Israel.” According to the Bible, marriage is a 
lifetime commitment. “So they are no longer two, but one. Therefore what God has joined together, 
let man not separate” (Matthew 19:6). God realizes, though, that since marriages involve two sinful 
human beings, divorces are going to occur. In the Old Testament, He laid down some laws in order 
to protect the rights of divorcees, especially women (Deuteronomy 24:1–4). Jesus pointed out that 
these laws were given because of the hardness of people’s hearts, not because they were God’s 
desire (Matthew 19:8). 

The controversy over whether divorce and remarriage is allowed according to the Bible revolves 
primarily around Jesus’ words in Matthew 5:32 and 19:9. The phrase “except for marital 
unfaithfulness” is the only thing in Scripture that possibly gives God’s permission for divorce and 
remarriage. Many interpreters understand this “exception clause” as referring to “marital 
unfaithfulness” during the “betrothal” period. In Jewish custom, a man and a woman were 
considered married even while they were still engaged or “betrothed.” According to this view, 
immorality during this “betrothal” period would then be the only valid reason for a divorce. 

However, the Greek word translated “marital unfaithfulness” is a word which can mean any form of 
sexual immorality. It can mean fornication, prostitution, adultery, etc. Jesus is possibly saying that 
divorce is permissible if sexual immorality is committed. Sexual relations are an integral part of the 
marital bond: “the two will become one flesh” (Genesis 2:24; Matthew 19:5; Ephesians 5:31). 
Therefore, any breaking of that bond by sexual relations outside of marriage might be a permissible 
reason for divorce. If so, Jesus also has remarriage in mind in this passage. The phrase “and marries 
another” (Matthew 19:9) indicates that divorce and remarriage are allowed in an instance of the 
exception clause, whatever it is interpreted to be. It is important to note that only the innocent 
party is allowed to remarry. Although it is not stated in the text, the allowance for remarriage after 
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a divorce is God’s mercy for the one who was sinned against, not for the one who committed the 
sexual immorality. There may be instances where the “guilty party” is allowed to remarry, but it is 
not taught in this text. 

Some understand 1 Corinthians 7:15 as another “exception,” allowing remarriage if an unbelieving 
spouse divorces a believer. However, the context does not mention remarriage, but only says a 
believer is not bound to continue a marriage if an unbelieving spouse wants to leave. Others claim 
that abuse (spousal or child) are valid reasons for divorce even though they are not listed as such in 
the Bible. While this may very well be the case, it is never wise to presume upon the Word of God. 

Sometimes lost in the debate over the exception clause is the fact that whatever “marital 
unfaithfulness” means, it is an allowance for divorce, not a requirement for it. Even when adultery 
is committed, a couple can, through God’s grace, learn to forgive and begin rebuilding their 
marriage. God has forgiven us of so much more. Surely we can follow His example and even forgive 
the sin of adultery (Ephesians 4:32). However, in many instances, a spouse is unrepentant and 
continues in sexual immorality. That is where Matthew 19:9 can possibly be applied. Many also look 
to quickly remarry after a divorce when God might desire them to remain single. God sometimes 
calls people to be single so that their attention is not divided (1 Corinthians 7:32–35). Remarriage 
after a divorce may be an option in some circumstances, but that does not mean it is the only option. 

It is distressing that the divorce rate among professing Christians is nearly as high as that of the 
unbelieving world. The Bible makes it abundantly clear that God hates divorce (Malachi 2:16) and 
that reconciliation and forgiveness should be the marks of a believer’s life (Luke 11:4; Ephesians 
4:32). However, God recognizes that divorce will occur, even among His children. A divorced and/or 
remarried believer should not feel any less loved by God, even if the divorce and/or remarriage is 
not covered under the possible exception clause of Matthew 19:9. God often uses even the sinful 
disobedience of Christians to accomplish great good.10 
 

 

 

Civil Law and Justice. Civil law deals with private disputes between individuals occasioned by debt, 
divorce, inheritance, or other relationships. In contrast, criminal law deals with crimes, that is, 
actions the state prohibits and takes steps to punish, such as murder, treason, or theft. In civil cases 
the guilty party is asked to compensate the victim in an appropriate way. 

This distinction between civil and criminal law is quite foreign to biblical thinking. Nearly all 
offenses were matters for private prosecution. If someone was murdered, his relatives were 
responsible for killing the murderer or chasing him to the nearest city of refuge, where a trial would 
be held. All offenses in Israel had a religious dimension: theft or adultery was not merely an offense 
against one’s neighbor but was a sin against God. This meant that in theory every Israelite would be 
shocked by such behavior and would want it punished. If such acts continued, God himself might 
step in to punish the individual, his family, or even the whole nation. This religious dimension gave 
an aura of criminality to every offense, even though in most cases prosecution was left in the hands 

 
10 Got Questions Ministries. (2002–2013). Got Questions? Bible Questions Answered. Logos Bible 

Software. 
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of individuals. Some religious offenses, such as sabbath breaking (Nm 15:32–36) or idolatry (Dt 13), 
were regarded as so heinous that the whole nation was responsible for prosecuting and punishing 
the offenders. They thus correspond most closely to the modern understanding of a crime, though 
few modern states would prosecute those particular sins. 

Ownership of Property. Basic to the OT view of property was the conviction that God had given 
Israel the land in fulfillment of his promise to Abraham and the other patriarchs (Gn 15:18; 28:13; 
Ex 3:17). Furthermore, each tribe had been allocated its territory by lot, symbolizing the fact that 
God chose where each tribe was to live and how much land each was to hold. Within each tribe 
every family was assigned a plot of ground to own and work in perpetuity. That family land could 
not be sold or given to any person outside the family, but had to be passed on from father to son. 

The inalienability of family land is illustrated in various laws. Deuteronomy 19:14 says, “You shall 
not remove your neighbor’s landmark, which the men of old have set” (see also Prv 22:28; 23:10). 
People who fell into debt could sell their land, but the sale was valid only until the next jubilee year 
occurred, a maximum period of 50 years. Then the land went back to the original owner without 
payment. In effect, the owner could only rent his land out for a maximum of 50 years (Lv 25:8–31). 
Naboth refused to sell his land to King Ahab, claiming it as “the inheritance of my fathers” (1 Kgs 
21:3). 

The eighth commandment, “You shall not steal,” expresses the same idea that personal property 
is a gift from God and therefore should not be taken by someone else (Ex 20:15). When theft 
occurred and the thief was caught, restitution had to be made to the person robbed. The amount 
repaid depended on the thief’s actions and attitudes. The thief who later repented and confessed 
voluntarily simply had to restore the stolen goods plus 20 percent and offer a sacrifice (Lv 6:1–7). 
Someone who had been entrusted with a neighbor’s property and then decided to keep it had to 
make double restitution. If anyone stole an animal and killed it or sold it, four- or fivefold restitution 
had to be made (Ex 22:1–9). Some of these penalties seem severe, but in Israel property offenses 
were treated more leniently than in other ancient societies. The laws of Hammurabi, for example, 
provide for up to thirtyfold restitution or even death for stealing state or religious property. 

In general, the Hebrew law of restitution is stated in Leviticus 24:19, 20. The penalties laid down 
were actually for the protection of the offender, since the punishment was not allowed to exceed 
the crime. The humanitarian nature of Hebrew civil law is seen in a prohibition against charging an 
impoverished fellow Israelite interest on a loan (Lv 25:36, 37). Under Hammurabi’s code, by 
contrast, interest rates could be as much as 20 percent. Israel was more concerned about offenses 
against religion or the family, and punished them more severely than did many ancient societies. 

Inheritance. Fixed rules governed the distribution of the family estate when the head of the 
household died. As far as we know, no wills were made. If a man wished to give his favorite child 
something extra, he had to make the gift before he died. On his death, family property was normally 
divided between his surviving sons. Daughters usually did not share in the inheritance because they 
would have taken the land out of the family when they married, conflicting with the principle of the 
inalienability of family land. However, the same law did provide specifically for the inheritance rights 
of daughters where no son had been born into the family (Nm 27:8–11). The so-called “levirate law” 
(Dt 25:5–10), which provided for the needs of a widow who had not borne a son, had similar 
considerations in view. 
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When family land was divided among a man’s surviving sons, the eldest son received a double 
portion (Dt 21:17). That may have reflected his responsibility to look after a widowed mother. The 
double portion of the eldest son is also mentioned in Assyrian law. 

Biblical law does not explicitly mention what widows inherited from their husbands. Babylonian 
law distinguished between childless widows and those who had borne children, and there are hints 
in the Bible that Israel did the same. A childless widow returned to her father’s home, and her 
husband’s property reverted to his nearest relatives (see Lv 22:13). Widowed mothers received a 
portion of property equal to a son’s share, unless husbands had previously presented them with 
property. Naomi, the widowed mother of two deceased sons, sold to relatives a piece of land that 
had belonged to her husband, Elimelech (Ru 4:3). 

If a man died childless, his land passed to his brother or, failing that, to his father’s brother or 
the next nearest relative (Nm 27:8–11). 

Marriage and Property. The property rights of most women in ancient times were tied up with 
their marriages, and these financial arrangements did much to stabilize unions and prevent 
capricious divorce. As in the case of the laws governing inheritance, the Bible does not give many 
details about these payments; but whenever they are mentioned, they appear to be more or less 
the same as those of Mesopotamia and Israel’s other neighbors. 

When a man wished to marry a girl, he or his parents had to seek the consent of her parents. 
Then he had to make them a betrothal gift or engagement present. This is referred to as the 
“marriage present” or “dowry” in Exodus 22:16, 17. Comparison with Deuteronomy 22:29 suggests 
that 50 shekels was a typical payment. (In the 2nd millennium BC a laborer could expect to earn 
about 10 shekels a year.) Those who did not have such funds available could enter their father-in-
law’s service, as Jacob did. He worked seven years for Leah and another seven for Rachel (Gn 29:20–
30). 

Another important gift was made at the time of the wedding: the bride was given a dowry by 
her father. This was generally an even larger present than the betrothal gift. Among the generous 
dowries mentioned in the Bible are servant girls (Gn 29:24, 29), land (Jos 15:17–19), and the city of 
Gezer (1 Kgs 9:16). Usually dowries were smaller gifts of land, money, jewelry, or furnishings. The 
dowry always belonged by law to the woman, but her husband could use the property as long as 
the marriage lasted. When her husband died, a widow could claim the dowry because it did not form 
part of the husband’s estate. A dowry would be shared by any sons at a mother’s death. If a woman 
was divorced, she could take the dowry back with her to her father’s house, a tradition common to 
most ancient Near Eastern peoples. 

Under Babylonian law a third payment associated with marriage was the optional “settlement.” 
That was a gift from the husband to his wife, designed to maintain her in her widowhood in case he 
should die before her. If no settlement was made, the widow was entitled to a share in her 
husband’s estate. Presumably the Hebrews made similar provision for widows, though exactly what 
these were is uncertain. 

The size of these various wedding gifts had profound consequences. Though polygamy and 
divorce were permitted in OT times, both were rare in practice. Only rich patriarchs and kings could 
afford the betrothal gift for more than one wife. An exception was Elkanah, father of Samuel, who 
took a second wife (1 Sm 1:2) because his first was barren. There are no stories of divorce in the OT 
(save for religious reasons) though the law evidently permitted it. One reason may be that the dowry 
was too valuable to dispense with for most husbands. 
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Choice of Marriage Partner. Genesis suggests that marriages between cousins were regarded 
with special favor in Israel. 

Israelites were forbidden to marry foreigners because of the danger of accepting their foreign 
gods. Except for prohibitions against incestuous relationships, Israelites could intermarry as they 
pleased. Consanguineous unions were encouraged in Egypt, but Leviticus 18 and 20 give lists of close 
relatives with whom marriage was regarded as incestuous and therefore prohibited. Deuteronomy 
25:5–10 recommends one exception to this: if a man died leaving a childless widow, his brother was 
encouraged to marry the woman “so that his name will not be forgotten.” 

Divorce. The only law governing divorce in the OT is Deuteronomy 24:1–4, which is concerned 
with remarriage after divorce rather than divorce itself. It states that if a woman was divorced by 
her husband, married again, and then was divorced a second time (or widowed), she could not 
return to her first husband. 

Deuteronomy 24:1 suggests infidelity may be a reason for divorce, but not necessarily. A 
husband could probably divorce his wife for any cause he liked, but the mandatory loss of the dowry 
meant that divorce would be the last resort in very desperate marriages. Babylonian law required 
heavy extra payments besides the refund of the dowry when the wife’s behavior had been 
blameless. Biblical law also mentions the “bill of divorce” (Dt 24:1) that the husband had to give his 
wife. This was a letter stating that he had divorced her and she was free to marry another man. 
Without such a document a woman could have been charged with adultery, which was a capital 
offense in ancient times. It is interesting to note that whereas Hammurabi’s law code allowed 
women equal rights of divorce, this privilege was not even mentioned in Hebrew law (see Dt 24:1–
4). 

Sexual Offenses. OT law exacts the death penalty for adultery and incest (Lv 20:10–21). Other 
ancient peoples also rejected such practices and often exacted the death penalty as well. The 
Hebrews, unlike the Hittites and some Canaanites, also rejected the practice of homosexuality (Lv 
20:13). 

The OT definition of adultery was somewhat narrower than ours. Sexual relations between a 
married woman and a man who was not her husband were considered adulterous, while relations 
between a married man and an unmarried girl were not. This imbalanced definition of adultery is a 
corollary of permitting polygamy. It does not mean that the OT approved of extramarital sex by 
husbands; in fact, husbands could be heavily penalized, but they could not be accused of adultery 
with its punishment of death. 

The death penalty was only imposed when a couple was caught in the act—“If a man is found 
lying with the wife of another man, both of them shall die” (Dt 22:22). If the circumstances suggested 
that the woman was an unwilling victim, only the man was put to death (Dt 22:25–27). As in other 
ancient Near Eastern countries, intercourse with an engaged girl by someone who was not her fiancé 
also counted as adultery (Dt 22:23, 24). It seems likely that in Israel, as among its neighbors, the 
death penalty was not mandatory for adultery; but if a man wished to pardon his wife, he had to let 
her lover off too. Proverbs 6:35 warned a would-be adulterer not to count on buying off an angry 
husband, implying that the death penalty was not always demanded. 

Two laws dealt with the suspicious husband who believed his wife or fiancée had been unfaithful 
but could not prove it. Numbers 5:11–31 describes the ritual that a wife could be asked to undergo 
in such circumstances. She was brought to the priest, who made her curse herself if she had been 
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guilty and drink water into which the curses had been sprinkled. If she was guilty, the water would 
make her body swell and her thigh rot; if she was innocent, it would have no effect. Deuteronomy 
22:13–21 deals with an accusation of unfaithfulness by a husband against his bride. The girl’s parents 
were required to “bring out the tokens of her virginity” to prove she had not committed adultery 
while under their care. What these tokens were is uncertain: possibly the girl’s underwear or 
bedclothes stained with blood from first intercourse. 

Intercourse with an unbetrothed girl was heavily penalized, but it never demanded the death 
penalty. The proper thing to do was for the pair to marry and the man to give his father-in-law the 
normal betrothal gift (Ex 22:16). Deuteronomy 22:28, 29 fixes this at 50 shekels and removes the 
man’s right of divorce. The girl’s father, however, could refuse to let them marry and still insist that 
the betrothal gift be given (Ex 22:17).11 
 

5675 

divorce 

The legal dissolution of a marriage. Though not part of God’s original intention for marriage, 
divorce is permitted under certain circumstances, especially marital unfaithfulness. In general, 
properly divorced parties are free to remarry. 

5676 

divorce, in OT 

Usually initiated by the husband who issued his wife with a certificate of divorce and sent her from 
his home, divorce broke the marriage bond and allowed parties to remarry. It was not part of 
God’s original purpose for marriage, and is permitted only because of human sinfulness. God is 
depicted as taking divorce proceedings against adulterous Israel. 

The nature of divorce 
Divorce dissolves a marriage Mk 10:4 pp Mt 19:7 The certificate of divorce was a legal document 
ending the marriage. See also Lev 22:12-13 Divorce ends the restrictions on a priest’s daughter 
which were the result of her marriage; Nu 30:9 Following divorce a husband is no longer 
responsible for his wife; Dt 24:1-2 Divorce properly entered into allows the parties to remarry; Hos 
2:2; Mt 5:31 

Divorce was not God’s original intention Mal 2:10-16 God’s displeasure at those of his people who 
divorced their Jewish wives to marry foreigners, thus breaking faith with their partners and with 
God; Mt 19:4-8 pp Mk 10:5-9 The Law of Moses did not command divorce, but regulated an 
existing practice, particularly to protect the wife. See also Ge 1:27; 2:24 

Circumstances permitting divorce 
Displeasure Dt 24:1 See also Dt 21:13-14; Mt 19:3 

 
11 Wenham, G. J. (1988). Civil Law and Justice. In Baker encyclopedia of the Bible (Vol. 1, pp. 

473–476). Baker Book House. 
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Returning exiles were required to divorce their foreign wives Ezr 10:10-11 See also Ezr 10:2-3 

Circumstances where divorce was not allowed 
Dt 22:13-19 where a husband makes false accusations about his wife’s virginity; Dt 22:28-29 where 
the marriage is contracted following the rape of a virgin 

Restrictions on remarriage after divorce 
Former partners who marry others Dt 24:3-4 See also Jer 3:1 

Priests could not marry divorcees Lev 21:7,14; Eze 44:22 

The divorce between God and Israel 
It was due to Israel’s unfaithfulness Jer 3:6-10 See also Isa 50:1; Jer 31:32 

God’s desire for reconciliation Isa 54:4-8 See also Isa 62:4-5; Eze 16:60-63; Hos 2:14-16 

See also 
5375 law 
5662 certificate of divorce 
5708 marriage 
5740 virgin 
6243 adultery, spiritual 
8248 faithfulness 
8839 unfaithfulness 

5677 

divorce, amongst believers 

Jesus Christ challenged the liberal approach to divorce taken by some rabbis of his day, and upheld 
the idea of marriage as a lifelong commitment. Remarriage after divorce is generally classed as 
adultery and, where possible, divorced parties should seek reconciliation. There are 
circumstances, however, where remarriage is permissible. 

The liberal attitude to divorce 
Mt 19:3 See also Dt 21:14; 24:1 

The undesirability of divorce 
God’s plan for marriage Mt 19:4-6 pp Mk 10:6-9 See also Ge 1:27; 2:24; Mal 2:15; Eph 5:31 

Divorce is permitted because of human sinfulness Mt 19:8 pp Mk 10:5 

Christians should not seek divorce 1Co 7:10 This command, echoing Jesus Christ’s words, applies 
where both parties are believers. See also 1Co 7:12-14 

Remarriage after divorce 
Believers should seek reconciliation 1Co 7:11 See also Dt 24:2-4 Marriage to another after divorce 
prevents reconciliation. 
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Remarriage after divorce is classed as adultery Lk 16:18 pp Mk 10:11-12 This is a general rule, 
though there may be exceptions (see below). See also Ro 7:2-3; 1Co 7:39 

Remarriage may be permissible 1Co 7:27-28 “unmarried” means literally “freed from a wife” and 
thus may be applied to those widowed or properly divorced. It is no sin for them to (re)marry. 

Possible grounds for divorce and remarriage Mt 19:9; 1Co 7:15 See also Jer 3:8 God divorced 
Israel because of her adultery; Mt 1:18-19; 5:32 

See also 
6242 adultery 
6658 freedom 
6718 reconciliation, believers12 
 

 

Divorce. Perversion of the marriage institution. Marriage was ordained by God as an intimate and 
complementing union between a man and a woman in which the two become one physically, in the 
whole of life, in its purpose to reflect the relationship of the Godhead, and to serve God. With the 
fall of humankind the divine purpose and function of marriage were damaged by sin, and the 
marriage relationship often destroyed. 

Effect of the Fall on Marriage. The fall of humankind (Gen. 3) caused human hearts to become 
hard toward God and toward each other. The relational aspect of God’s image, reflected in marriage, 
became marred. Satan tempted Eve to rebel against male leadership (Gen. 3:1–6, 17; contra. Eph. 
5:33; 1 Peter 3:1). Men tended to become dominant and harsh in their leadership (cf. Col. 3:19; 1 
Peter 3:7). Sin brought polygamy, concubinage, incest, adultery, rape, prostitution, and all kinds of 
immorality (cf. Lev. 18; 20; Rom. 1:26–32) that have damaged or destroyed the marriage 
relationship. Marriage covenants have been violated (cf. Mal. 2:14). 

Termination of the marriage relationship is caused by sin that entered the world after Genesis 
2:21–24. Death itself, which terminates marriage (Rom. 7:1–3), came by Adam’s sin. Because of sin 
divorce arose, and Moses sought to regulate it (Deut. 24:1–4; Matt. 19:8). Divorce is not instituted 
or ordained by God; rather it is generated by sin and is contrary to God’s ideal for marriage (cf. Mal. 
2:14). 

Divorce in the Old Testament. Divorce is first mentioned in the Mosaic covenant (cf. Lev. 21:14; 
Deut. 22:13–19, 28–29), but it was already occurring in Israel. Under the Mosaic covenant divorce 
was regulated in situations in which it might become common. It was not permitted (1) when false 
accusations were made about a bride’s virginity; and (2) when marriage occurred because a man 
had forcibly violated a woman sexually. A high priest was not to marry a divorcee. Deuteronomy 
24:1–4 prohibited remarriage of a woman to her first husband after the death or divorce of her 
second husband. These texts present legal policy whereby quick and frequent divorce is restrained 
and discouraged. Divorce is not commended, commanded, or approved by God in these passages, 
but failure to forbid divorce, especially in Deuteronomy 24, de facto means that God’s law tolerated 
divorce to the extent that no civil or ecclesiastical penalty was imposed. 

 
12 Manser, M. H. (2009). Dictionary of Bible Themes: The Accessible and Comprehensive Tool for 

Topical Studies. Martin Manser. 
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The basis for divorce in Deuteronomy 24:1 is “some indecency” (ʿervat dābār). The precise 
meaning of this phrase is uncertain. When the rest of the Old Testament and New Testament are 
examined, it appears that “some indecency” probably had sexual overtones—some lewd or immoral 
behavior including any sexual perversion, even adultery. The imagery of spiritual adultery, resulting 
in God’s “divorcing” Israel (Isa. 50:1; Jer. 3:8), is based on a real referent. Divorce was socially 
permissible for adultery. Although adultery was punishable by death (Deut. 22:22–24), it could still 
be included in the broad concept of ˓ervat dābār. It is likewise possible that Jesus employed the 
general term porneia (Matt. 5:32; 19:9) to refer to ʿervat dābār in Deuteronomy 24:1. However this 
phrase is understood, the text implies that this continued “indecency” was so vile that divorce was 
preferred by the husband. To protect the wife, however, he must provide her a certificate of divorce. 

This text also recognizes and allows, without condemnation, the remarriage of the wife. In that 
culture remarriage would be expected since it was difficult for a woman to survive in life unless she 
was married or remained single in her father’s house. This does not necessarily mean that God 
approves of the remarriage in this text. The text prohibits remarriage to the first husband since the 
woman has already been defiled. Defilement is best understood contextually as the “indecency” of 
verse 1, not “defilement” of adultery because of marrying the second husband. Adultery would have 
been punishable by death of the woman and the second husband, if such had been the case. The 
second marriage is not condemned, nor is a third marriage forbidden. 

Deuteronomy 24:1–4, therefore, is a concession made by God to the fallen condition of 
humankind. It does not approve of or encourage divorce or remarriage, although it allows for both, 
except for remarriage of a woman to her first husband. These Deuteronomic texts, therefore, 
regulate divorce. 

In Ezra 9–10 intermarriage with foreigners is viewed as a defilement of the holy race and as 
unfaithfulness to God (9:2; 10:2, 10). Shecaniah proposed sending away these foreign wives and 
children (10:3). Ezra concurred (10:11), so the people “divorced” the foreign wives and their 
children. The problem centers around Israelites marrying unbelieving foreigners. The “putting away” 
was to be “according to the law,” but no specific command of this nature can be found in the Law. 
Although Deuteronomy 7:1–4 commands Israelites not to make covenants or to intermarry with the 
people in Canaan when they enter that land, this principle is not normative since the Old Testament 
permits marriage to believing foreigners (cf. Rahab, Ruth, and Christ’s genealogy in Matt. 1:5). The 
principle of not marrying unbelievers pervades the Scriptures and appears to be the major concern 
of Ezra 9–10. It was feared that the holy seed would be defiled. 

The dissolving of the marriages is problematic. This is de facto divinely approved divorce in order 
to preserve the holy people. We have already observed that God did not ordain divorce, and Malachi 
2:14 clearly states that God hates divorce. We can only conclude that divorce is permitted in some 
situations. This particular situation related to Israel at that time and appears not to be normative. 

Malachi rebukes Israel for profaning the Mosaic covenant (Mal. 2:10–16). One example is the 
breaking of the marriage covenant by divorcing (“breaking faith with”) the wives “of their youth” (v. 
14). God declares that he hates divorce! This is the most direct statement of God’s feeling about 
divorce. 

Therefore, although the Old Testament presents God’s ideal for marriage as monogamous, 
permanent, and exclusive, the Old Testament likewise recognizes that divorce and remarriage are 
present because of sin and must be regulated. 
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Divorce in the New Testament. In Matthew 5 Jesus discusses the true intent of the Mosaic Law 
by emphasizing that righteousness issues from the heart, not from external compliance. Illustrating 
from the seventh commandment (vv. 27–32), Jesus argues that lust, as well as divorce, are the moral 
equivalents of adultery. Divorce is wrong because it produces adultery in the remarriage, except in 
the case of fornication (porneia). The exception clause (v. 32) most naturally implies that adultery is 
not caused by divorce when the sexual sin of fornication (porneia) has already been committed by 
one spouse. Rather, in this event divorce is permitted because of the fornication. The great question 
in Matthew 5:31 (and Matt. 19:9) is the meaning of “fornication” (porneia). Porneia is a broad term 
for many kinds of sexual impropriety. The early usages referred to prostitution, fornication, and 
extramarital intercourse. Greek translations of the Old Testament use this term to translate zānâ, 
“to prostitute.” In later Judaism and New Testament times the word broadened to include adultery, 
incest, sodomy, unlawful marriage, sexual intercourse in general, and any sexual behavior that 
deviates from accepted social and religious norms. Usage in New Testament contexts does not 
change these options. The argument of Matthew 5 (and Matt. 19) does not provide sufficient data 
to limit the usage of porneia in this context to one specific meaning. Porneia is perhaps broad in its 
reference to illicit sexual intercourse in keeping with the breadth of the Hebrew phrase ʿervat dābār 
(cf. Deut. 24:1). Some form of illegitimate extramarital sexual intercourse is conveyed by the term. 
Therefore adultery in a real sense has already transpired, and Jesus states that this is a permissible 
ground for divorce. Divorce, however, is not required. Some argue that porneia cannot mean 
adultery since the Old Testament penalty for adultery was death, not divorce (cf. Lev. 20:10; Deut. 
22:22–24). However, in New Testament times Jews were unable to impose the death penalty 
without Roman permission. Therefore, adultery severs the marriage relationship in the New 
Testament as did the adulterer’s death in the Old Testament. 

Therefore, Matthew 5:31–32 is stating that divorce is equivalent to adultery since the divorced 
person normally remarries. However, if illegitimate extramarital sexual intercourse is practiced by 
one spouse, adultery has already transpired, and this breaks the oneness of the marriage 
relationship. Divorce, therefore, is permissible, although never required. 

In Matthew 19:1–12 and Mark 10:1–12 some Pharisees test Jesus by asking whether it is lawful 
for a man to divorce his wife for any reason. Jesus reminds them of God’s original ideal for marriage 
in Genesis 2:24: a male and a female were created to become a permanent “one flesh” union. 
Humankind should not separate (divorce) what God has joined together. Unsatisfied with his 
answer, the Pharisees raise the issue of the divorce statement in Deuteronomy 24:1–4. Jesus states 
that Deuteronomy 24:1–4 permitted divorce solely because of man’s hard (sinful) heart, but this 
was not God’s original plan for marriage (Matt. 19:8). In Matthew 19:9 (cf. Mark 10:10–12) he 
reiterates the principle of Matthew 5:31–32: divorce generates adultery “except” in the case of 
fornication (porneia) where adultery has already transpired. The husband (or the wife in Mark 
10:11–12) who initiates divorce for any reason other than spouse porneia, and marries another, 
commits adultery. Luke 16:18 looks at the situation from both directions: the one initiating divorce 
and the one marrying a divorced person have each committed adultery. For some reason in Mark’s 
argument of the same event as in Matthew (and Luke’s separate argument), the exception clause is 
omitted. The reason for this is uncertain. However, one must accept the exception clause as 
genuine, valid, and original in Matthew. 

Jesus’ teaching confirms and elaborates the Old Testament concepts of marriage and divorce. 
God’s ideal for marriage is a monogamous, permanent, and exclusive union. Because of 
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humankind’s sin divorce arose, and Moses permitted a certificate of divorce to regulate it. Divorce, 
however, is equivalent to adultery because it generates adultery. So the one initiating divorce and 
the one marrying a divorced person commit adultery. The only exception to this rule is when one of 
the marriage partners has committed fornication (porneia), which itself is adultery. When this 
occurs, the other spouse may legitimately divorce the partner who has committed fornication. Such, 
however, is not required and should be a last alternative. 

First Corinthians 7:1–16, 39 argues that married people should stay married. First, spouses 
should not leave/divorce (chōrizo) their marriage partners (v. 10). This is the ideal (v. 39). If a spouse 
should leave/divorce a marriage partner, he or she has only two options: (1) remain unmarried or 
(2) be reconciled. Remarriage is not an option. Second, a believer should not divorce an unbelieving 
spouse (vv. 12–13). However, if the unbeliever leaves, the believing partner is not bound to the 
principle about maintaining the marriage. The marriage is thereby dissolved. Paul says nothing 
about the issue of remarriage. 

Conclusion. God-ordained marriage is a monogamous, permanent, and exclusive union. The 
entrance of sin into the world brought divorce. God hates divorce because it is contrary to his ideal. 
Understanding the sinfulness of humankind, he graciously tolerates divorce while establishing 
regulations to curb it. Jesus upheld the ideal of permanent marriage, making clear that divorce is 
equivalent to adultery in breaking the oneness of marriage. Initiating divorce and/or marrying a 
divorced person produces adultery. The only exception to this principle, and, therefore, the only 
legitimate ground for divorce is illegitimate extramarital sexual intercourse on the part of a spouse. 
Divorce is permitted for this reason, but not demanded. Reconciliation should always be sought 
when fornication or separation has occurred. It is also permissible to dissolve a marriage if an 
unbelieving spouse departs/deserts the believer. Believers should, however, always love and accept 
divorced people and seek to encourage them in reconciliation and godly ways. 

RALPH H. ALEXANDER 

See also FAMILY LIFE AND RELATIONS; MARRIAGE. 

Bibliography. D. J. Atkinson, To Have and to Hold; H. W. House, ed., Divorce and Remarriage: Four 
Christian Views; W. F. Luck, Divorce and Remarriage: Recovering the Biblical View; J. Murray, Divorce; J. H. 
Olthhuis, I Pledge You My Troth. 

Doctrine. (Gk. didaskalia). Act of teaching or that which is taught. The use of the term in Scripture, 
however, is broader than a simple reference to information passed on from one person to another 
or from one generation to the next. Christianity is a religion founded on a message of good news 
rooted in the significance of the life of Jesus Christ. In Scripture, then, doctrine refers to the entire 
body of essential theological truths that define and describe that message (1 Tim. 1:10; 4:16; 6:3; 
Titus 1:9). The message includes historical facts, such as those regarding the events of the life of 
Jesus Christ (1 Cor. 11:23). But it is deeper than biographical facts alone. As J. Gresham Machen 
pointed out years ago, Jesus’ death is an integral historical fact but it is not doctrine. Jesus’ death 
for sins (1 Cor. 15:3) is doctrine. Doctrine, then, is scriptural teaching on theological truths. 

Doctrine is indispensable to Christianity. Christianity does not exist without it. The New 
Testament repeatedly emphasizes the value and importance of sound doctrine, sound instruction 
(1 Tim. 6:3), and a pattern of sound teaching (2 Tim. 1:13–14). The apostles defended the faithful 
proclamation of the gospel (Gal. 1:8). They formulated Christian faith in doctrinal terms, then called 
for its preservation. They were adamant about the protection, appropriation, and propagation of 
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doctrine because it contained the truth about Jesus Christ. Knowing the truth was and is the only 
way that a person can come to faith. So the apostles delivered a body of theological truth to the 
church (1 Cor. 15:3). They encouraged believers to be faithful to that body of information they had 
heard and received in the beginning (1 John 2:7, 24, 26; 3:11), that “faith that was once for all 
entrusted to the saints” (Jude 3). Believers, in general, were instructed to guard the faith, that is, to 
stand firm in sound doctrine (2 Tim. 1:13–14). Pastors in particular were admonished to cleave to 
sound doctrine so that they could be good ministers of the gospel (1 Tim. 4:6). 

The use of the term “doctrine” in Scripture is important for at least three reasons. First, it affirms 
that the primitive church was confessional. The first generation of believers confessed apostolic 
teaching about the significance of the life of Christ. They delivered a body of information that 
included facts about Christ with interpretation of their importance. Second, the use of the term 
reflects development of thought in the primitive church. Didaskalia is used in the Pastorals with 
reference to the sum of teaching, especially of that which had come from the lips of the apostles. 
Doctrine plays a small role in Judaism and in the New Testament apart from the Pastoral Epistles, 
and yet is very important in the latter. By the time of the Pastorals the apostolic message had been 
transformed into traditional teaching. Third, it affirms the indispensable link between spirituality 
and doctrine. Christianity is a way of life founded on doctrine. Some disparage doctrine in favor of 
the spiritual life. Paul, however, taught that spiritual growth in Christ is dependent on faithfulness 
to sound doctrine, for its truth provides the means of growth (Col. 2:6). The apostle John developed 
three tests for discerning authentic spirituality: believing right doctrine (1 John 2:18–27), obedience 
to right doctrine (2:28–3:10), and giving expression to right doctrine with love (2:7–11). Faithful 
obedience and love, then, are not alternatives to sound doctrine. They are the fruit of right doctrine 
as it works itself out in the believer’s character and relationships. 

SAM HAMSTRA, JR. 

Bibliography. J. G. Machen, Christianity and Liberalism; D. F. Wells, No Place For Truth: Or Whatever 

Happened to Evangelical Theology; TDNT, 2:160–63.13 
 

 

Lesson 5—Domestic Difficulties 

(7:1–40) 

The cartoon showed a woman talking to a marriage counselor. She said, “I was looking for an 
ideal, I married an ordeal, and now I want a new deal!” 

 
13 Alexander, R. H. (1996). Divorce. In Evangelical dictionary of biblical theology (electronic ed., 

pp. 183–186). Baker Book House. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/evdictbt?ref=Page.p+183&off=15736
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We live in an age of “disposable relationships.” Marriages are not as permanent as they once 
were in our society. Recent U.S. Census Bureau statistics suggest that 36% of all first marriages end 
in divorce. Approximately 80% of those eventually remarry—75% within five years after their 
divorce. Thirty percent of the second marriages eventually dissolve as well. 

Christians are not immune from the heartache of domestic difficulties either. Current studies 
indicate there to be as high a rate of divorce among proclaiming Christians as among the rest of 
society. 

And the effects of these difficulties and divorces ripple for decades through the lives of 
children and grandchildren. Family wealth and inheritances have been disrupted and distributed in 
a different manner than had been planned and developed for decades. School districts and state 
welfare programs struggle to adjust to the practical dilemmas domestic difficulties dump on 
society. 

GUIDELINES FOR MARITAL INTIMACY 

(7:1–9) 

In the first six chapters of 1 Corinthians Paul responded to certain reports of confusion 
and misconduct among the Christians at Corinth. Beginning in chapter 7, he turns his 
attention to the questions he has received in a letter from someone in the Corinthian church 
(v. 1). The Corinthians probably did not expect such a long response to their correspondence, 
but Paul felt these were major issues, especially in light of the morally corrupt city from which 
the communication came. 

He began by responding to various questions pertaining to marriage, human sexuality, and 
personal relationships. He did not attempt to develop his entire doctrine of marriage in this 
relatively brief response. That is really only found by studying all of his epistles together. Only 
when this chapter is taken by itself does misunderstanding and misstatement of his personal and 
apostolic positions occur. 

These were new Christians in a new church saved out of a pagan society. Their entire thinking 
to this time had been centered in the sinful practices of their ancient religion which was based on 
immorality. It is not surprising that some other believers were affected by the prevailing practices 
of their licentious society and desired freedom to express themselves sexually in any way they 
pleased. They reasoned the spiritual and physical were two mutually exclusive realms or 
compartments of life. Such a playboy philosophy regarded women as men’s playthings and 
excused the incestuous relationship Paul condemned earlier. 

Paul quickly corrected the misapplication of his statement of personal preference by making it 
clear that marriage was the human norm. He said sexual expression exclusively among married 
partners was meant by the Creator to counter the temptations and problems of sexual immorality. 
He completely ruled out any form of extramarital relationships, such as polygamy, homosexuality, 
adultery, and lesbianism when he specifically said a man was to have his own wife, and a woman 
was to have her own husband (7:2). 
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 BIBLE EXTRA 

Sex within the bounds of marriage is to be considered beautiful, healthy, and right. One of the 
reasons people are to marry is to express their sexual nature. But beyond the marriage 
commitment and without proper self-control, sex is destructive and harmful. The Old Testament 
laws were very clear about proper sexual relations. Sexuality is to be directly connected to marriage 
and not to be expressed outside of it (Lev. 18:1–24). 

 
Why should “each man have his own wife”? (1 Cor. 7:2) 

What obligations does a Christian wife have toward her husband? (7:4) 

To whom does a Christian’s body belong if he or she is married? (7:4) 

Within marriage there is to be a mutuality of sexual submission (7:3–5). Intimate expression 
between a husband and wife is, in fact, a Christian duty or mutual obligation; a husband is to be 
available sexually to his wife, and she to him. There should be no sexual selfishness in Christian 
marriages. Nor is sex to be “used” as a reward or in a manipulative manner. 

 
The physical body is not sinful of itself. The Bible has nothing negative to say about sexual 

expression between married partners (Song 5:4, 5). Sexual intimacy for Christian couples should be 
a “holy habit” except for brief periods of time, on condition of common consent and for the sake 
of special times of fasting or devotion to the Lord. Paul insisted that prolonged abstinence led only 
to Satanic temptation for one or both partners in sexual fantasy or fact with someone else (1 Cor. 
7:5). 

 BIBLE EXTRA 

Sexual intercourse is an intimate expression of affection between a husband and wife. The 
apostle underscores its importance in marriage by declaring that it is in fact a duty: a husband is to 
be available for his wife at her request, and a wife for her husband at his request. 

It is more than an act of biological mating. The Bible calls it a privileged “mystery” by which two 
people, a man and a woman, become one (Eph. 5:32; see Gen. 2:24). The privilege is abused when 
people not married to each other have intercourse (1 Cor. 5:1; 6:16): then that which God meant 
for blessing becomes a cause of judgment (see Eph. 5:5). 

Marriage is the one and the only place that God has provided for sexual union to take place. In 
that setting it becomes a powerful symbol of the love between Christ and the church, a pure 
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sharing of joy and delight in one another that is a gift from the hand of God. Outside those 
boundaries, it eventually becomes destructive. 

 
The human sex drive is not sinful but natural. Paul wished all singles and widows could be 

celibate as he was (v. 8), but he knew that was unrealistic. Being married or being single is an 
individual and relative matter depending in part on one’s “gift from God” (v. 7) and his or her 
ability to control sexual passion (v. 9). He told the Thessalonians that it was “the will of God, your 
sanctification: that you should abstain from sexual immorality; that each of you should know how 
to possess his own vessel in sanctification and honor, not in passion of lust, like the Gentiles who 
do not know God” (1 Thess. 4:3–5). 

People remain unmarried for different reasons (Matt. 19:11, 12), and each one must know the 
will of God for them in that season of their life. Remaining unmarried holds no superior moral 
virtue or value. Everyone did not have that “gift” (v. 7). So, rather than men and women 
frustrating their normal sexual drives, it was better to be married. 

Marriage is God-ordained (Gen. 2:18–25) and designed to meet the physical and psychological 
needs as constituted by the Creator. That, in part, is why Paul told Timothy that he desired “the 
younger widows marry, bear children, manage the house, and give no opportunity to the 
adversary to speak reproachfully” (1 Tim. 5:14). Yet, under certain circumstances, Paul told the 
Corinthians the unmarried person would be freer to serve the Lord by not having the 
responsibilities which go along with married life (7:29–35). 

 BEHIND THE SCENES 

Paul’s own marital state has been a matter of considerable speculation. It is clear from verse 8 
that Paul was not married. However, some have suggested that he may have been a widower, who 
lost his wife while yet young. There are perhaps three reasons for this speculation. 

First, in Paul’s defense before Agrippa (Acts 26) he told of his role in persecuting the believers 
in Jerusalem. He readily admitted a zeal and madness which resulted in many being imprisoned, 
persecuted, and even killed. He did this under the authority of the chief priests, “and when they 
were put to death, I cast my vote against them” (v. 10). The fact that he voted in the Sanhedrin 
indicates to some that he was married, since that was a prerequisite for that position. 

Second, chapter 7 seems to be subjective, that is, it seems to have been written by one who 
knew something of the intimacies and demands of married life. See verses 3–5, 9, 32, 33. 

Third, the context of verse 8 is Paul’s counsel on the purity of marriage. The “unmarried” who 
are here paired with the widows, may, in fact, be “widowers” in modern language. It has been 
observed that there is no word for “widower” in the Greek language. A “widow” (chera) was a 
person “without” or “left without.” While a woman might be “left without” a husband and have to 
await the social functioning of her kinsmen or the affection of a new man, a man could quite easily 
take steps to obtain a new spouse. A Greek woman left without a spouse was left a “widow,” a 
“person without a source of support.” A man in a comparable state was simply a man who chose 
not to remain “unmarried.” Paul’s “as I am” in verse 8 may then indicate that he, too, had lost his 
spouse to death. 

 
Having responded to their questions on the relative morality of marriage and singleness, Paul 

then turned to the questions of religiously mixed marriages and the possibility of divorce (7:10–
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16). Because of their desire to serve Christ, some Corinthian Christians thought they ought to 
divorce their pagan spouses and marry other Christian believers. 

Paul affirmed the priority and permanence of the marriage commitment when he said, “A wife 
is not to depart [separate] from her husband. But even if she does depart, let her remain 
unmarried or be reconciled to her husband. And a husband is not to divorce his wife” (vv. 10, 11). 

 PROBING THE DEPTHS 

God’s original plan was for one man and one woman to separate from their parents and be 
joined together in a permanent and exclusive union throughout their earthly lives. Divorce was 
never designed nor desired in the original blueprint for the home. Jesus told the hypocritical 
Pharisees that “Moses, because of the hardness of your hearts, permitted you to divorce your 
wives, but from the beginning it was not so” (Matt. 19:8). 

 
If the divine ideal is to create “one flesh” between a husband and wife, is this to be temporary 

or permanent? ( Gen. 2:18–25; Matt. 19:5, 6) 

How long are the marriage partners bound to each other? (Rom. 7:2, 3; 1 Cor. 7:39) 

If Moses allowed divorce “because of the hardness of your hearts” (Matt. 19:8), are there 
similar “hardnesses” today? Explain. 

According to Paul in 1 Corinthians 7:11, what are a husband and wife to do if marital problems 
develop and separation or divorce occurs? 

KEEP YOUR MARRIAGE VOWS 

(7:10–16) 

In this section, Paul moved from his advice concerning why a man should get married, to 
some thoughts on Christian marriage in general and the dilemma of divorce among believers. 
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He endorsed sexual relations within marriage. He heatedly warned against sexual 
involvement outside of marriage. 

First, Paul carefully applied Jesus’ prohibition of divorce (Matt. 19:9), stating that a husband 
and wife should not separate. God’s ideal for marriage is that no marriage should be broken. But 
realizing the reality of human selfishness and societal stresses, he goes on to say that if they do, 
they should not marry someone else, but rather seek to be reconciled (7:10, 11). Marriage is a 
sacred bond, and God wants husbands and wives to do nothing to destroy the possibility of 
reconciliation and restoration of that union. 

 BIBLE EXTRA 

Both Jesus and Paul cited specific circumstances for which divorce is restricted among 
believers. The primary reason divorce would be allowed is if a believer’s mate is guilty of sexual 
immorality and is unwilling to repent and live faithfully with the marriage partner (Matt. 19:1–9). 

The offense of fornication (Gr. porneia, from which we get the word “pornography”) is used 
repeatedly in Scripture as a term to describe unlawful, shameful sexual activity. It is an umbrella 
word denoting intimate sexual involvement, whether that be heterosexual or homosexual, with 
someone other than one’s lawful spouse. If one is married, the sex sin is termed adultery (Ex. 
20:14). Sexual sin between singles is included in the larger term of fornication. 

Paul made it clear that neither fornicators nor adulterers will enter the kingdom of heaven (1 
Cor. 6:9, 10). He saved the good news for the next verse when he reminded the Corinthian saints, 
“Such were some of you. But you were washed, but you were sanctified, but you were justified in 
the name of the Lord Jesus and by the Spirit of our God.” 

 
It is important to note that even regarding the offense of adultery, divorce is not commanded. 

It is an option where an unfaithful spouse is not willing to repent and remain faithful to the 
innocent partner. Yet, in hurt or broken Christian marriages, attempts at reconciliations are always 
in order. Christians, who do not deserve God’s forgiveness in the first place, should be the first to 
offer human forgiveness to an offending partner who is sincerely repentant. 

Paul then went on to give his apostolic advice “to the rest” (of the believers) by applying the 
Lord’s principle to a new area. He, by inspiration of the Holy Spirit, instructs believers on this side 
of Calvary how to live out what Jesus taught before Calvary (vv. 12–16). God’s standards are 
essentially for believers. The Christian ethic concerning marriage and divorce is only fully possible 
for those who have the Spirit of Christ helping them in making their marriages succeed. 
 

What is the one essential requirement Paul gives for a Christian in marriage? (7:39) 

What is his admonition in 2 Corinthians 6:14? Does it apply to marriage? 
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What does Ephesians 5:21–33 teach as the best defense against divorce? 

Paul’s personal applications extend to the failures of religiously mixed marriages. The Christian 
husband should not leave—literally “separate from” or “divorce”—his non-Christian wife, and the 
Christian wife should not leave her non-Christian husband (7:12, 13). To Paul, the reason is simple: 
the holy influence of the believer’s life on the unbelieving partner. It might be that the Christian 
can lead the unsaved mate—and the entire household—to the Lord. (See Gen. 30:27; 39:5; 1 Pet. 
3:1, 2.) 

DIVORCE FOR DESERTION 

But what if the unsaved partner does not want to stay with the one who becomes the 
Christian? What if he or she prefers pagan ways and wants to leave? Paul says a believer may 
acquiesce to (not initiate, encourage, or cause) the desertion of an unbelieving partner 
resulting in irreconcilable separation or divorce (v. 15). The believing partner is a victim of 
willful desertion or abandonment and not “bound” to the marriage vows in such a case. 

The point is that the Christian wife or husband should not attempt to keep a marriage to an 
unbeliever going if it is continually torn by strife, tension, arguing, and even physical abuse. In such 
conditions, the non-Christian mate is “departing” or “deserting” the marriage vows (“to love, 
honor, and cherish”). If the unbeliever wants out of the marriage, the believer is to release 
him/her, for God has called us to live in peace. “When an unbeliever initiates divorce beyond a 
believer’s control, the believer is free from the relationship, and is not under bondage to keep it 
intact. Paul is silent concerning remarriage in such a situation.” 

LIVE AS GOD CALLED YOU 

(7:17–24) 

The key point in all decisions is in verse 17. The Christian should seek to put his past “in 
the past” and continue in the same condition of life as when he was called to God’s service (vv. 
17–24). “Be sure, in deciding these matters,” Paul seems to be saying, “that you are living as 
God intended: marrying or not marrying in accordance with God’s direction and help and 
accepting whatever situation in which God has placed you.” No circumstance of life is beyond 
God’s transforming power. A believer’s presence may be the purifying element needed to 
effect kingdom purposes in lives, marriages, and even work environments. 
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This is Paul’s rule for all the churches (v. 17b). He echoes the clear teaching of Christ as he 
makes it plain that God’s ideal for marriage is that no marriage should be broken. 

 PROBING THE DEPTHS 

Have you developed personal convictions about these delicate matters? Do you believe the 
Bible allows for divorce? If so, under what circumstances? What about remarriage? What about 
after we are Christians? What does the Scripture say about issues such as marriage, separation, 
divorce, and remarriage? Use the following references as a separate study to probe the depths of 
these crucial scriptures. Come to your own conclusion as a result of this study: Genesis 2:18–25; 
Deuteronomy 24:1–4; Malachi 2:10–16; Matthew 5:31, 32; 19:3–12; Mark 10:2–12; Romans 7:1–6; 
1 Corinthians 7:10–24, 39; Ephesians 5:22–33; 1 Peter 3:1–7. 

 
Never underestimate the power of prayer to change troubled marriages. Prayer is often the 

only way to discover God’s answer to an unhappy marriage. 
Reality forces one to acknowledge—especially with today’s “no-fault” divorce laws—that even 

Christian marriages are often legally dissolved for very subjective reasons rather than the biblical 
bases of adultery (Matt. 19:9) or desertion (1 Cor. 7:15). In such cases, the unwilling partner has 
few scriptural options. What are they? 
 
Matt. 5:32 

1 Cor. 7:10 

1 Cor. 7:39, 40 

DEALING WITH THE DIVORCED 

Some would treat divorce as the “unpardonable sin.” Murderers, thieves, and felons can be 
accepted as forgiven sinners and integrated into the life and service of the church, but—all too 
often—not the divorced. This is especially true if it is obvious that the divorce was obtained 
on other than biblical grounds, or if the divorced person has since married someone else. Such 
persons are sometimes seen to be “living in a state of adultery.” 
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On the other hand, some would treat divorce lightly as a matter of personal choice. Some 
professing Christians have even deluded themselves to think they could divorce their respective 
mates and marry each other, because “God understands, and will forgive us.” This presumes on 
the grace and mercy of God. His standards are not to be toyed with! (See Matt. 5:31, 32; 19:4–9.) 
There should be neither divorce nor cause for divorce in a Christian home—or church. 

In some instances the local church may be to blame for divorces. Paul has earlier taken the 
Corinthian church to task for winking at sexual sin within their ranks and failing to discipline the 
failing party. When divorce occurs between professing believers, someone is in clear disobedience 
to God’s Word and will. The Christian marriage was meant for life (1 Cor. 7:39). It is to illustrate to 
the world the commitment and love of Jesus for His bride, the church (Eph. 5:24, 25, 32). Society’s 
rejection of God’s standards for marriage, and willing accommodation of divorce by the church, 
have allowed the enemy a foothold in many Christian fellowships. Church discipline (as in 1 Cor. 
5:9–6:10) is clearly called for to restore confidence and credibility in many local churches and their 
leadership. 

Divorce, even when on biblical grounds, is always occasioned by someone’s sin. At best then, 
divorce always brings misery and hurt. That is one of the reasons God hates it (Mal. 2:14–16). 
However, this strong statement of hatred is directed neither at the divorced one nor at the 
divorcing one. It is directed solely at divorce itself. 

REMARRIAGE AFTER DIVORCE 

Moses permitted divorce (and remarriage) because of hardness of heart (Deut. 24:1–4; 
Matt. 19:8). The practice of divorce and remarriage among God’s people is a tragic reality that 
carries through to our present day. 

As has been observed earlier, the biblical dissolution of marriage may come about in any of 
three ways according to the Word of God: (1) death of a spouse (1 Cor. 7:39, 40); (2) sexual 
immorality, porneia  (Matt. 5:32; 19:9); (3) desertion or abandonment (1 Cor. 7:15). God only 
acknowledges the dissolution of the marriage vows on His terms. 

 BIBLE EXTRA 

 
• “But what about divorce prior to salvation?” 
• “Or marital infidelity after salvation?” 
• “Or what if professing believers get divorced for non-biblical reasons?” 
• “What role or ministry can a divorced person have within a local church?” 

 
These are the kinds of questions which have separated believers and divided churches for 

centuries. Often, there are no easy answers. Truth must frequently be sought and expressed with 
great compassion on a case by case basis. 
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Consider the following verses along with the scriptures in the “Probing the Depths” section 
earlier, and try to come to your own biblical convictions on these matters. See 1 Corinthians 6:9–
11; 7:20; 2 Corinthians 5:17; and 1 John 1:9, 10. 

Above all, seek the counsel of your pastor and church leaders on these and other life-issues of 
this consequence. 

 
A church, as a fellowship of forgiven sinners, should provide a model of redemption for those 

who are hurt and torn by the tragedy of divorce, whether they are innocent victims, guilty parties, 
or the families of either. Showing genuine love (which sometimes must be evidenced as “tough 
love”), acceptance, and forgiveness, congregations should do all they can to seek to help build 
strong marriages. Biblical principles for marriage and sexual ethics should be taught in sermons 
and lessons, at seminars and retreats, as well as modeled by the church staff and leadership. 

Relationships will get whole when people get whole. Many believe that through the healing 
work of the Holy Spirit, the forgiveness and grace of God can, in time, open the doors to potential 
remarriage. 

 PROBING THE DEPTHS 

The Mosaic writing of divorcement completely severed the marriage “bond” (Gen. 2:24) and so 
dissolved the marriage relationship that the woman was allowed to go and become another man’s 
wife (Deut. 24:4). Jesus approved the Jewish divorce only for the cause of fornication (Matt. 19:9). 
He did not abolish divorce nor introduce a new kind of divorce. He did correct the abuse of the 
divorce privilege by the clear restriction “for fornication.” 

A subsequent remarriage after a Jewish divorce was assumed, and indirectly approved, by both 
Moses and Jesus (Deut. 24:1–4; Matt.19:9). There are those who likewise see the scriptural 
possibility of remarriage for a believer who has faced the devastating realities of divorce today. 
Some have even called the possibility of remarriage after divorce a “healing gift from God.” 

 
No remarriage should be rushed. Emotional and psychological healing may be needed over a 

period of time after a divorce. Even the “innocent” partner in a divorce needs to review the roots 
of the broken relationship and take responsibility for any failure on their part in fulfilling God’s 
ideal. Lack of an intimate relationship with God and certain selfish tendencies may have 
contributed in some degree to the marriage failure. 

Prayerful counsel from elders in the local church and a reasonable period of time for emotional 
healing are wise prerequisites before any thoughts of remarriage. All the while, the “suddenly 
single” will be faced with resisting the temptations of the flesh while focusing new time and 
energy on serving Christ and His church. (See 1 Cor. 7:214 
 

 

 

LEAVING A COLLECTIVE FAMILY: DIVORCE 

 
14 Hayford, J. W., & Curtis, G. (1997). Pathways to pure power: learning the depth of love’s power, 

a study of first Corinthians. Thomas Nelson. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/pathpowr?art=pathpwr0.L4.S3&off=1777
https://ref.ly/logosres/pathpowr?art=pathpwr0.L4.S3&off=1777
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Not all marriages endured. Divorce was common by New Testament times, and just as marriage was 
a collective matter, so was divorce. In the West, we sometimes pretend that divorce affects only the 
couple and it is a private, individual matter. The children of divorced parents might well dispute that 
claim. Their parents’ divorce affects them. The parents’ divorce also affect grandparents. Divorce is 
a family matter. In the biblical world, divorce severed the relationship and responsibilities between 
a man and wife and those kinship ties between their two families. Land and other benefits had to 
be reorganized between the kinship groups involved so they were no longer joined. When a woman 
was divorced, she had to be given a certificate and was then free to remarry. 

It appears that most Jews of Jesus’ day followed the teachings of Rabbi Hillel, who allowed a 
man to divorce his wife for any reason (Josephus, Jewish War 1.432). Sometimes the reasons were 
not even that the marriage relationship was bad. For example, Herod the Great divorced his wife 
Doris for political reasons. He wanted to marry Mariamme the Hasmonean to form an alliance with 
a Hasmonean priestly family and so build his honor and status. He divorced Doris and banished her 
son Antipater to strengthen his allegiance by avoiding questions about which of them was queen 
and which son would inherit. A minority of Jews followed the teachings of Rabbi Shammai, who 
allowed divorce only for serious transgressions. Jesus of course says that a man cannot divorce his 
wife except for sexual immorality (Mt 19:9). 

The Samaritan woman at the well. Divorce is often mentioned in commentaries on the story of 
the Samaritan woman in John 4. Christians over the centuries have not been kind to this woman, 
often painting her as “a promiscuous vixen bent on seducing unsuspecting men, and who therefore 
becomes the village pariah.” We can’t be so sure, especially when we take into account her world 
rather than ours. First, the story never says she is immoral, and she is certainly not portrayed as a 
pariah. In fact, the villagers accept her word as trustworthy (Jn 4:42). Second, there are no ancient 
texts that suggest a woman appearing at a well alone at noon meant anything other than someone 
needing water. Third, her previous five marriages were likely ended by a combination of widowhood 
and divorce. John 4 does not suggest she was a young woman, and the Herodian princess Berenice 
was widowed twice with two children by age twenty-two. Women often married in their early to 
late teens, allowing for lots of young widows. 

Fourth, we import our modern situations. A story today of a woman divorced five times often 
has moral overtones. Yet, divorce was more commonly initiated by the husband. If she is the victim 
of multiple divorces, she is not to blame. Barrenness was a common reason for divorce. If she were 
guilty of immorality, who would have married her the third or fourth time? As we just read, Hillel 
allowed any reason for divorce. Fifth, what of the statement, “The man you now have is not your 
husband” (Jn 4:18)? There were lots of ancient explanations. If there were no dowry involved, 
villagers often didn’t file (and pay for) official marriage papers. This practice persisted in America 
until fairly recently; it was called a common-law marriage. Indonesians in the more remote islands 
still practice it. 

There were also several kinds of Greco-Roman marriage that Jews did not recognize as 
legitimate. She could have been a second wife. She could have been a concubine. If her husband 
had Roman citizenship, he might not have been allowed by his family to marry someone of lower 
rank. Romans had marriages where the property of each remained with their respective families. 
This was more common when older adults married. Their children from a previous marriage 
inherited family property and didn’t want the property subdivided further by future children from a 
different marriage. In other words, there were several kinds of marriage that Jesus as a Jew would 
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consider “not your husband.” As Lynn Cohick concludes, “The Samaritan is a woman of her times.” 
While our presumptions may slander her character, John’s Gospel does not. It is good for us to be 
cautious of simply assuming she was immoral. 

Joseph’s (planned) divorce of Mary. We have seen that in the New Testament world marriage 
was a collective decision and involved family throughout the process. First, the families agreed on 
the marriage, and then the man and woman were engaged with much celebration. While the woman 
was now legally considered the man’s wife, she remained in her own household. Later, her husband 
returned and took her to his own home, where the marriage was consummated. This is more 
understandable when we remember that many marriages were arranged while they were children. 
This marriage process goes without being said in Matthew’s story of Joseph pondering whether to 
divorce Mary. 

Nazareth was a small village, with a population of likely no more than four hundred people. 
There was likely a celebration at Mary’s family home. The town would know they were engaged. 
Joseph was considered Mary’s betrothed, her husband (Mt 1:16). But before Joseph takes Mary 
home and consummates the marriage, he hears she is pregnant. Matthew tells us, “Because Joseph 
her husband was faithful to the law, and yet did not want to expose her to public disgrace, he had 
in mind to divorce her quietly” (Mt 1:19). What did Joseph mean by quietly divorcing her? You 
couldn’t hide it. Eventually, people would see the marriage was off, meaning he had divorced her. 
If they wondered the reason for the divorce, it would appear obvious to all that Joseph had divorced 
Mary because she was pregnant by someone else. She could tell the story of the angel and of still 
being a virgin, but that story would be as believable then as it would be if you heard it from your 
neighbor’s daughter. (Mary’s vindication likely didn’t come until the resurrection. She paid a dear 
price for being the Lord’s handmaiden.) 

So, what does Joseph hope to do by divorcing her quietly? The term “to expose her to public 
disgrace” means more than it might to individualists, where it is personal embarrassment. It is used 
for Jesus mocking the powers (Col 2:15) and for apostates mocking Jesus (Heb 6:6). It’s a shaming 
term to make a public example of someone. Joseph decides to divorce Mary because he is 
“righteous” and will follow Jewish law on such matters. At the same time, he decides not to do it in 
a way that would make a public spectacle of Mary. In the first century, Jewish divorce could be 
conducted as long as there were two witnesses present, and as we have seen, Jewish men did not 
need to give a reason. Joseph could take two trusted friends to Mary’s household and declared he 
divorced her without giving the reason why. Surely questions would later be raised as the bump 
appeared, but Mary would not be exposed to public shaming. 

Then the angel tells Joseph: “Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your 
wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will give birth to a son, and you 
are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins” (Mt 1:20–21). We 
should not assume, though, that the matter was swept under the rug or that some honorable 
solution was reached. Mary (and Joseph!) endured a lifetime of shaming comments. Even as an 
adult, Jesus was still hearing snide comments about his parentage. When Jesus talks about his father 
(meaning his heavenly Father), the leaders retort: “We are not illegitimate children” (Jn 8:41). Then 
(and still today) marriages, unwed pregnancies, and divorces could be public knowledge and people 
treated badly as a result. The Rome Daily News (the Acta) reported both official news and local 
gossip; marriages, divorces, and unwed pregnancies fell into both categories. 
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What an amazing, but unexpected and difficult, beginning Jesus had. Regardless of one’s 
parentage and the circumstances involved in one’s parents’ lives, it is never the child’s fault. Yet, 
children are often shamed for it. Jesus understands the challenges of many who are part of complex 
family situations.15 
 

 
15 Richards, E. R., & James, R. (2020). Misreading Scripture with Individualist Eyes: Patronage, 

Honor, and Shame in the Biblical World (pp. 55–59). IVP Academic. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/msrdngscrptrnys?ref=Page.p+55&off=9405
https://ref.ly/logosres/msrdngscrptrnys?ref=Page.p+55&off=9405
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