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Lesson #4 – Divorce – Matthew 5:31-32 

 

Review of Previous Weeks 

• What are interpretive additions?  The extrapolations and examples of how to best 

follow the law that God gave Moses.  These were handed down through generations of 

rabbis. 

• What is the difference between “you have heard it said” and “it is written?” 

o “You have heard it said” does not refer to Old Testament law.  It refers to the 

oral teachings / traditions / interpretive additions of the Pharisees. 

o When Jesus says, “It is written,” he is referring to Old Testament law. 

• What is adultery? 

o Unfaithfulness to one’s spouse or accommodating another person’s 

unfaithfulness to that person’s spouse. 

o Adultery typically applied to sexual relations between a married person and a 

partner other than his or her spouse. 

• What did Jesus mean when he said, “If your right eye causes you to sin, tear it out and 

throw it away?”   

o We are to take drastic actions to steer clear of sin in our lives. 

o What are some examples of this? 

• According to Ravi Zacharias, what is the problem with humanity?  The problem with 

humanity is inside us.  Your heart and my heart are desperately wicked.” 

 

 

Opening 

• Today, we are going to be continuing our discussion of adultery; however, we will be 

looking at a different form of adultery:  divorce. 

o I have been fortunate to have never personally been through a divorce.   

o My parents have been married for over fifty five years. 
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o Despite many of the stupid things I’ve done, my wife Michelle and I are still 

married. 

§ We don’t take it for granted though, because we have seen marriages far 

older than ours disintegrate in divorce in a relatively short timeframe. 

• Stats on Facebook / Divorce51 

o Almost 50% of all marriages in the United States will end in divorce or 

separation. 

o Almost 41% of first marriages end in divorce. 

o 60% of second marriages end in divorce. 

o 70% of third marriages end in divorce. 

o The United States has the sixth highest divorce rate in the world. 

• Why are Americans getting divorced? 

o Lack of commitment – 73% 

o Argue too much – 56% 

o Infidelity – 55% 

o Married too young – 46% 

o Unrealistic expectations – 45% 

o Lack of equality in the relationship – 44% 

o Lack of preparation for marriage – 41% 

o Lack of trust due to social media – 30%52 

o Domestic violence or abuse – 25% 

• Jesus knows about divorce.  He’d seen it all.  Let’s look at what he had to say about it: 

 

Scripture 

• Matthew 5:31-32 – ““It was also said, ‘Whoever divorces his wife, let him give her a 

certificate of divorce.’ 32 But I say to you that everyone who divorces his wife, except on 

 
51 https://www.wf-lawyers.com/divorce-statistics-and-facts/ 
52 https://www.divorcemag.com/articles/what-you-need-to-know-about-facebook-and-divorce 
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the ground of sexual immorality, makes her commit adultery, and whoever marries a 

divorced woman commits adultery.” 

• Again, as in previous weeks, we will begin with a study of the text.  We will look at Jewish 

culture and divorce. 

• We will then look at three points of application:  

o  The dangers of divorce 

o  What are Biblical grounds for divorce? 

o  How are we to respond to divorce? 

 

Introduction 

• As far as topic goes, these two verses follow the previous antithesis quite well. 

o Jesus has equated lust and adultery in the eyes of the law. 

o He continued that line of thought by addressing the topic of divorce. 

§ Sexual sin frequently leads to divorce. 

• Matthew 5:31 – “ “It was also said, ‘Whoever divorces his wife, let him give her a 

certificate of divorce.’” 

o Much of the Jewish divorce law was based on Deuteronomy 24:1-4. 

§ Deuteronomy 24:1-4 – “When a man takes a wife and marries her, if then 

she finds no favor in his eyes because he has found some indecency in her, 

and he writes her a certificate of divorce and puts it in her hand and sends 

her out of his house, and she departs out of his house, 2 and if she goes and 

becomes another man's wife, 3 and the latter man hates her and writes her 

a certificate of divorce and puts it in her hand and sends her out of his 

house, or if the latter man dies, who took her to be his wife, 4 then her 

former husband, who sent her away, may not take her again to be his wife, 

after she has been defiled, for that is an abomination before the LORD. And 

you shall not bring sin upon the land that the LORD your God is giving you 

for an inheritance.” 

§ What is the purpose of these divorce laws? 
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• Some postulate that the purpose of these laws is to put a stop to 

hasty divorces and remarriages. 

• However, there are some who suspect that these laws were 

intended to preserve the second marriage. 

o Once a woman had remarried, her first husband could not 

reclaim her. 

§ The first thing to note is that the phrase “he has found some indecency in 

her” cannot refer to adultery.  Adultery in Deuteronomic times was 

punishable by the death penalty. 

§ When addressing divorce, was Jesus weakening the authority of the 

Mosaic law? 

• Jesus, in this antithesis (Matthew 5:31), does not say, “but I say 

unto you.”  Instead, he is merely clarifying a point of Old Testament 

law that the Pharisees had twisted around for their own purposes. 

• Jesus’ “purpose was not to lay down the law, but to reassert an 

ideal and make divorce a sin, thereby disturbing then current 

complacency.”53 

• Jesus, in quoting Deuteronomy 24:1 was merely citing the passage 

that the Pharisees used to justify their lax attitude toward divorce. 

• In stating that divorce was tantamount to adultery, Jesus is saying 

that both divorce and adultery are violations of the seventh 

commandment. 

• What is interesting is that in modern society, we take Jesus’ 

statement about divorce far more seriously than we do his 

statements about lust.  Why is that?  (That will be a discussion 

question for later.) 

o Hosea was a prophet who was commanded by God to marry a prostitute. 

 
53 Davies, W.D. and Dale C. Allison, Introduction and Commentary on Matthew 8-18.  ICC.  (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 
1988) 532. 
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§ When she was unfaithful to him, he refused to divorce her. 

§ According to Deuteronomy 24:1-4, he was thus allowed to take her back 

when he found her. 

§ God was faithful to Israel (and us as well) despite her (and our) 

unfaithfulness. 

o The Old Testament points toward the fact that lust and divorce are the moral 

equivalent of adultery.54 

• Jewish Culture and Divorce 

o It is important to examine divorce in the Jewish culture at the time of Christ.  That 

way we will know if we are comparing apples to apples. 

o Palestinian Jewish law in the time of Matthew allowed men to marry more than 

one wife, whereas the sharing of a woman always involved adultery.55 

§ However, a married Jewish man could sleep with a virgin as long as he 

married her. 

§ Jewish men were also allowed to sleep with prostitutes, and that would 

not be considered adultery. 

§ It was acceptable to have more than one wife as long as you did not share 

one of your wives with another man. 

§ A husband could not commit adultery against his own wife.  He could only 

commit it with another man’s wife.56 

• According to the Mishnah, divorce, or the disposing of a wife, 

functioned like a property transaction.57 

o What is interesting is that despite the frequency in which adultery occurred in 

Greco-Roman society, it has always been considered a shamefully immoral act, a 

breach of the marital covenant that constituted the theft of another man’s most 

prized possession – the sole affection of his wife. 

 
54 Longman & Garland, 186. 
55 Keener, 120. 
56 Judith Romney Wegner.  Chattel or Person? The Status of Women in the Mishnah.  (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1988), 45-50. 
57 ibid. 
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§ In both Jewish and Roman law, an adulterous wife forfeited her dowry. 

o In the Old Testament, divorce was never banned. 

§ Divorce in the time of Jesus was rampant throughout all areas of society. 

• There was no formal procedure for divorce.  All that was necessary 

was a written or oral notification. 

o Men could leave a note for their wives that they were 

divorced, and that would be sufficient. 

§ Can you imagine how that would change the 

dynamic of a marriage? 

o Imagine going to the market and coming home to a sticky 

note informing you that since you burned the toast, you are 

now divorced! 

• As a result, in 1st century Palestine, men were divorcing their wives 

for any and all reasons.58 

• If the wife was a terrible cook and burned her husband’s food or if 

he was no longer attracted to her, he could write her a certificate 

of divorce and terminate the marriage. 

§ Most cultures at the time of Christ agreed that lawful divorce allowed 

individuals the right to remarry.59 

• The very term for legal divorce meant freedom to remarry.60   

§ When a woman was divorced in 1st century Palestine, it was devastating 

to the wife.   

§ Perhaps the biggest deterrent to divorce in the ancient Near East was 

financial in nature. 

• The husband would have to forfeit the dowry. 

• In some cases, he had to make payments to his former wife. 

 
58 Flavius Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews. 4.253. 
59 Blomberg, 111. 
60 Easton, Burston Scott.  Divorce and the New Testament.  Anglican Theological Review (1940) 22:82. 
    Keener, Craig.  …And Marries Another:  Divorce and Remarriage in the Teaching of the New Testament.   
    (Peabody: Hendrickson, 1991), 35, 47-48. 
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§ Jesus was setting the record straight about abuse of the law.  This had 

consequences on the lives of those who were being divorced. 

• Jesus, in verses 31-32 was saying that when a divorced person 

remarries, they and their spouse are guilty of adultery. 

• In the eyes of God, divorce and remarriage were held in the same 

category as adultery. 

• Remarriage is adulterous in principle, because God rejects the 

validity of divorce. 

o “Jesus declares that God does not accept divorce; hence a 

divorced woman remains married in God’s sight to her first 

husband, making her remarriage adulterous.”61 

• Jesus was emphasizing the point that marriage is sacred and is not 

to be betrayed. 

• The aim of marriage, according to Genesis 1:27 and 2:24 as 

lifelong fidelity between one man and one woman was God’s 

intention.62 

o Jesus addresses the topic of divorce in a little more detail later in the book of 

Matthew. 

§ Matthew 19:3-9 – “And Pharisees came up to him and tested him by 

asking, “Is it lawful to divorce one's wife for any cause?” 4 He 

answered, “Have you not read that he who created them from the 

beginning made them male and female, 5 and said, ‘Therefore a man shall 

leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and the two shall 

become one flesh’? 6 So they are no longer two but one flesh. What 

therefore God has joined together, let not man separate.” 7 They said to 

him, “Why then did Moses command one to give a certificate of divorce 

and to send her away?” 8 He said to them, “Because of your hardness of 

 
61 Keener, 119. 
62 J.A. Thompson.  Deuteronomy: An Introduction and Commentary.  TOTC (Downers Grove: IVP, 1974), 245. 
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heart Moses allowed 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.”  

§ Note the difference in perspectives on marriage and divorce between 

Jesus and the Pharisees. 

• The Pharisees were focused on the legality of divorce while Jesus 

was focused on the sanctity of marriage. 

o According to Genesis 2:24, marriage was to be both 

exclusive and permanent.63 

o Genesis 2:24 – “Therefore a man shall leave his father and 

his mother and hold fast to his wife, and they shall become 

one flesh.” 

• The Pharisees considered Moses’ allowance for divorce a command 

rather than a concession to the hardness of their hearts. 

• The Pharisees took divorce lightly.  Jesus considered it so important 

that he called all remarriage after divorce adultery.64 

§ It is quite likely that the Pharisees asked Jesus this question on divorce 

because of the debate between Shammai and Hillel.   

o Two of Jesus’ contemporaries, Shammai and Hillel (who were both prominent 

Pharisees) frequently debated legal grounds for divorce. 

§ Hillel allowed divorce for any reason whatsoever. 

§ Shammai allowed for divorce only in the case of adultery. 

§ (We will take a closer look at Biblical grounds for divorce later) 

 

The Dangers of Divorce 

• Jesus explicitly prohibits divorce. 

o The marriage covenant is sacred and is not to be violated. 

 
63 Stott, 94. 
64 Stott, 95. 
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o Jesus, in verse 32 declares that God does not accept divorce, and therefore a 

divorced person is still married to their original spouse in God’s eyes, thus 

making the second marriage adulterous. 

o The moral issue at hand is not remarriage, but the validity of divorce. 

• The takeaway point of this text is that we love and serve our spouse. 

o Only in the security of marriage, can individuals share the depth of their souls 

with another. 

o In all divorces, one or both parties are unfaithful to this tenet of marriage. 

o “If I am to love my neighbor as myself, how much more should I love my wife as 

my own body, to sacrifice myself for her willingly as Christ offered himself for the 

church?”65 

§ Ephesians 5:25 – “Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church 

and gave himself up for her.” 

o “In warning against the sin of abandoning one’s marriage, Jesus is defending 

rather than oppressing those divorced against their will.”66 

• Things to do to protect your marriage from divorce: 

o Marry the right type of person – if you are a Christian, marry a Christian.  How 

can you ensure that you marry a Christian?  Date only Christians.  All 

relationships end by either breaking up or getting married.  If you date only 

Christians, you will only marry a Christian. 

§ Even while you are dating, spend time together reading the Bible and 

praying together.  Continue this practice after marriage. 

§ A couple that prays together stays together. 

o Marry for the right reason – while there are many bad reasons why you should 

get married, ultimately, you should get married because you have found 

someone who is compatible with you, is mutually ready for a lifetime 

commitment to you, and fills your heart with joy and love. 

 
65 Keener, 121 
66 ibid 
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o Don't dwell in the past – Sever relationships with exes.  Resolve bad habits and 

disagreements you have had. Take those things out of the equation of your 

marriage and it will last longer. 

o Fight fairly - Couples who solve their problems together will last longer than 

ones who use fights as a way to express their anger. Establish rules for fighting 

with each other. 

§ In our marriage, Michelle and I have forbidden the mentioning of divorce 

when having a disagreement.  We have done this for two reasons: 

• We feel that when divorce is mentioned, the door is opened for 

that to become a reality. 

• We don’t want our children to fear that their parents are getting a 

divorce any time they disagree with each other. 

§ John Stott refuses to counsel people about divorce until he has discussed 

the topics of marriage and reconciliation with them.  “Sometimes,” Stott 

says, “a discussion on these topics makes a discussion of the other 

unnecessary.”67 

o Forgive each other readily and freely - when you or your spouse makes a 

mistake, be forgiving to each other. Holding a grudge will damage your 

marriage.  

o Commit to each other -  When you commit to what you promised your spouse 

in your wedding vows, they won't easily give up on the marriage.  Commitment 

implies that you are both determined to stay together, even when things are 

painful. 

o Be best friends with your spouse - most couples who have been married for 

decades say that the secret to a happy marriage is being married to their best 

friend. Physical and sexual attraction will fade, but companionship will last way 

longer.  Invest in friendship. 

 
67 Stott, 99. 
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o Establish trust – trust issues are one of the main reasons people got divorced. 

Transparent relationships have a much higher survival rate in the long run.  

o Maintain intimacy - There are many ways to show love and intimacy, from 

holding hands in public, laughing at each other's jokes, preparing their favorite 

meal, or simply saying 'good night' to each other before going to bed. These 

intimate actions will nurture your relationship, keep the spark alive and be a 

constant reminder of the true love between you and your spouse. 

 

What Are Biblical Grounds for Divorce? 

• Jesus only allows for one legitimate exception for divorce:  sexual immorality.  

o Sexual immorality is best defined as any type of sexual misconduct that violates 

the marriage bed. 

§ Sexual immorality is based on the Greek word, porneia, which refers to 

sexual sin of all kinds. 

§ Porneia, in the Septuagint (Greek Old Testament) is used to refer to 

Israel’s unfaithfulness to God, as shown in Hosea’s wife Gomer. 

o This exception can be found in Matthew 5:32 and 19:9. 

§ Matthew 5:32 – “But I say to you that everyone who divorces his wife, 

except on the ground of sexual immorality, makes her commit adultery, 

and whoever marries a divorced woman commits adultery.” 

§ Matthew 19:9 – “And I say to you: whoever divorces his wife, except for 

sexual immorality, and marries another, commits adultery.” 

o Jewish law actually required divorce in the case of adultery.68 

o Jesus is exegeting Deuteronomy 24:1.   

o He is saying that the Old Testament is still pertinent. 

• Verse 32 does not likely reflect a consideration of every legitimate or illegitimate ground 

for divorce. 

 
68 M. Bockmuehl, “Matthew 5:32, 19:9 in the Light of Pre-Rabbinic Halakhah,” NTS 35 (1989): 291-295. 
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o Jesus is responding to the currently debated topic between Shammai and Hillel. 

o Paul did not view Jesus’ words as all-inclusive, since in 1 Corinthians 7:15, he 

introduced an additional reason for divorce – desertion (abandonment) by an 

unbelieving spouse. 

§ 1 Corinthians 7:15 – “But if the unbelieving partner separates, let it be so. 

In such cases the brother or sister is not enslaved. God has called you to 

peace.” 

o Two forms of desertion 

§ Physical – when the unbelieving spouse physically abandons the believing 

spouse 

§ Physical abuse – when the unbelieving spouse physically abuses the 

believing spouse 

• These two exceptions comprise two thirds of the New Testament teachings on divorce, 

and both exceptions are similar in that they refer to someone whose marriage was 

ended against their will. 

o Jesus’ exceptions do not provide us with an easy way out of a difficult marriage, 

but they serve to absolve those who wished to save their marriage but were 

unable to do so. 

 

How Are We to Respond to Divorce? 

• There are four distinct views on divorce within the church today: 

o There are some who believe that the Bible indicates that marriages are always 

intended to be permanent, that there is never a need for divorce and that 

remarriage is never permissible after divorce.  

o Others believe that while there are legitimate biblical grounds for divorce, there 

are no legitimate grounds for remarriage after divorce.  

o A third position is that Scripture allows for divorce and remarriage in cases of 

adultery or desertion.  
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o The fourth view maintains that remarried Christians must break up and reconcile 

with their first spouse. 

§ However, this would lead to the committing the sin of a second divorce 

to try to resume relations with a previous spouse. 

§ It would be better for those individuals to begin anew in observing God’s 

standards by remaining faithful to their current partners. 

o The fifth view, while decrying divorce and the pain it causes, points to a God of 

grace who will not condemn those who divorce and remarry. 

• How do we handle divorce? 

o For those that are considering divorce, 

§ We need to pray for them. 

• Not just tell them we will pray for them; we need to plead before 

the throne of God for the salvation of the marriage. 

• God has repeatedly worked wonders in my marriage.  He can and 

will do the same in the marriages of others as well. 

§ We need to encourage them to seek counseling. 

• Counselors teach people how to better communicate with their 

spouses, so that the marriage will last longer. 

• Counselors often bring in a perspective to the marriage that the 

husband and wife are not aware of. 

§ We need to support them. 

• Take one (or both) of them out for coffee. 

• Take the children for a day. 

• Do things that will support their marriage. 

o For those who are already divorced, 

§ We need to pray for them 

• Each party in the divorce will have plenty of pain to work through. 

• The Great Physician can help them through their pain. 

§ We need to encourage them to seek counseling. 
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• Since they are divorced, they will still need counseling. 

• Counselors will help them work past their divorce. 

§ We need to support them. 

• Take one of them out for coffee. 

• Take their children for a day. 

• Shower them with the love of Christ. 

 

Discussion Questions 

• How was ancient Jewish divorce similar to divorce today? 

• What are the Biblical exceptions for divorce? 

• Why is it that in modern society, we take Jesus’ statement about divorce far more 

seriously than we do his statements about lust?   

• What are some ways to protect your marriage from divorce? 

• How are we to respond to those who are divorced? 

 

 

  


