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Divorce and Remarriage in the Teaching of Christ 

I. Preliminary Comments
A. A controversial subject.

B. Some people we might talk about this will be offended.

C. We pass no judgment of our own. 

D. Our goals:

1. (it is not our goal to offend.)

2. To understand what the New Testament teaches regarding divorce and remarriage, without bias and without prejudice. 

3. To have our conclusions not be the judgments of man, but the teaching of the Word of God. 

4. To examine our conclusions in light of the early Church writers on this subject.

II. Preliminary Summary of the Jesus’ teaching on Divorce and Remarriage 

A. Basics:

1. there are two potential ways to interpret the exception clause given by Jesus

a. an exception to the prohibition against divorce when illegal acts (such as adultery) are committed by one part during a legal marriage

b. an exception to the prohibition against divorce when the current marriage itself is inherently illegal

2. both interpretations would prohibit all second marriages when the original, legal spouse is still alive 
3. for parties involved in second marriages, repentance requires ending the second marriage and remaining either single or if possible, being restored to the original spouse. 

4. Also the death of a spouse legitimately dissolves a marriage allowing the surviving spouse to remarry if they so choose. 

B. Clarification

1. it is not the idea of being married to more than one person over the course of one's lifetime that God finds unacceptable. 

2. Both the New Testament and the Old Testament are quite clear that in cases where one spouse dies, the other spouse is free to remarry. 

3. This is perfectly acceptable in God's eyes. 

4. *Death legitimately dissolves a marriage. 

III. Divorce in the Old Testament and Divorce in the New Testament 

A. We will show:

1. Moses taught that virtually any reason was permissible for divorce. 

2. Jesus amended and exceeded Moses' teaching and tightened the restrictions 

a. second (third, fourth, fifth, etc.) marriages are wrong when the first spouse is still alive 

B. The question: 

1. Other than death, what if anything can legitimately dissolve a marriage under the New Testament? (the teaching of Jesus, not the teaching of Moses)

2. What does God require as long as both spouses are still alive?

IV. Grounds for rejecting conclusions

A. some may argue that our conclusions are wrong because they are "too difficult" and would "wreak havoc" on people’s lives 

B. such objections are based more on emotional or practical concerns and not on Biblical evidence

C. conclusions must be established or rejected based upon biblical evidence, not emotional or practical objections 

V. Objections from the Law of Moses

A. Deuteronomy 24:1 When a man hath taken a wife, and married her, and it come to pass that she find no favour in his eyes, because he hath found some uncleanness in her: then let him write her a bill of divorcement, and give it in her hand, and send her out of his house. 2 And when she is departed out of his house, she may go and be another man's wife. 3 And if the latter husband hate her, and write her a bill of divorcement, and giveth it in her hand, and sendeth her out of his house; or if the latter husband die, which took her to be his wife; 4 Her former husband, which sent her away, may not take her again to be his wife, after that she is defiled; for that is abomination before the LORD: and thou shalt not cause the land to sin, which the LORD thy God giveth thee for an inheritance. 

B. according to the Law of Moses

1. a man may divorce his wife if she finds no favor in his eyes. 

2. the Pharisees were cite this passage when they questioned Jesus in Matthew 19:3-7

a. (this fact which will become more significant momentarily.) 

3. it is an abomination for a man to remarry his original wife AFTER 

a. he has given her a certificate of divorce 

b. AND she has become the wife of another men


C. Suggested Complication to our Conclusions

1. we argued that unless a marriage is ended BECAUSE OF adultery, God's will is for the original husband and wife to end their second marriages and either remain single or to be reconciled to their original spouse

2. However, here in Deuteronomy 24, Moses clearly taught that for a man to remarry his original spouse after she has married another is an abomination before God. 

D. do these suggested complications refute our conclusions? 

1. No.

2. the obvious 

a. This statement from Deuteronomy is part of the Law of Moses

b. the Law of Moses was in effect up until it was replaced by the teachings of Jesus Christ, which is the Law of Christ and the basis of the New Covenant. 

c. The fact that Jesus Christ did fulfill and remove the Law of Moses is sufficiently and thoroughly established in our articles on the subject of Redemption. 

d. *the rules for legitimate divorce under the Law of Moses MAY NOT NECESSARILY be the same as the rules for legitimate divorce under the teaching of Christ Jesus. 

e. *And what is at issue here is what can legitimately dissolve a marriage under the teaching of Christ, not under the teaching of Moses. 


E. Clarification

1. under the Law of Moses, a divorce was legitimate for virtually any reason so long as papers of divorce were given and the woman was put out of the husband's house

2. as the woman or man entered the second marriage, their first marriage was considered legitimately and lawfully divorced and ended in the eyes of God

3. As such, the second marriage was not adultery, given that the original marriage had been legitimately ended in the eyes of God according to the rules for divorce and remarriage in Law of Moses

4. This gave legitimacy to the second marriage, which made it reconciliation of the first marriage an abomination


F. Question: 

1. Were the requirements for the legitimate dissolution of a marriage the same under the Law/teaching of Christ as they are under the Law of Moses? 

2. Or were the requirements for the legitimate dissolution of marriage different or possibly even stricter under the teaching/Law of Christ?

VI. General Comparison of the Law of Moses to the Teaching of Christ

A. Jesus in many ways took what was a "bare minimum" in the Law and expanded it, creating a standard for morality that was higher than the Law of Moses. 

B. famous Sermon on the Mount 

1. Notice the phrases “you have heard that it was said by them of old time” and “but I tell you” 

a. “you have heard that it was said by them of old time” = Law of Moses


b. “but I tell you” = the new Law/teaching of Christ

C. examples

1. Matthew 5:21 Ye have heard that it was said by them of old time, Thou shalt not kill; and whosoever shall kill shall be in danger of the judgment: 22 But I say unto you, That whosoever is angry with his brother without a cause shall be in danger of the judgment: and whosoever shall say to his brother, Raca, shall be in danger of the council: but whosoever shall say, Thou fool, shall be in danger of hell fire. 

2. Matthew 5:27 Ye have heard that it was said by them of old time, Thou shalt not commit adultery: 28 But I say unto you, That whosoever looketh on a woman to lust after her hath committed adultery with her already in his heart. 

3. Matthew 5:31 It hath been said, Whosoever shall put away his wife, let him give her a writing of divorcement: 32 But I say unto you, That whosoever shall put away his wife, saving for the cause of fornication, causeth her to commit adultery: and whosoever shall marry her that is divorced committeth adultery. 
4. Matthew 5:33 Again, ye have heard that it hath been said by them of old time, Thou shalt not forswear thyself, but shalt perform unto the Lord thine oaths: 34 But I say unto you, Swear not at all; neither by heaven; for it is God's throne…37 But let your communication be, Yea, yea; Nay, nay: for whatsoever is more than these cometh of evil. 

5. Matthew 5:38 Ye have heard that it hath been said, An eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth: 39 But I say unto you, That ye resist not evil: but whosoever shall smite thee on thy right cheek, turn to him the other also. 

6. Matthew 5:43 Ye have heard that it hath been said, Thou shalt love thy neighbour, and hate thine enemy. 44 But I say unto you, Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them that hate you, and pray for them which despitefully use you, and persecute you; 

D. Analysis

1. In each of these sections, Jesus begins by stating what was said or taught as part of the Law of Moses and the traditions of the Pharisees. 

2. Then, Jesus immediately gives his own teaching in contrast to these Old Testament traditions. 

3. In all cases, Jesus takes the instruction a step further, going beyond what they had been taught as part of the Law of Moses. 

4. And, of course, included in this series of statements, Jesus makes 2 separate references concerning adultery and divorce. 

5. *What is quite clear is that Jesus has a pattern and habit in his teaching of going farther than what was written by Moses and raising the moral standard higher than what was set by Moses. 

E. Conclusion: 

1. *it is incorrect to assume that Jesus' teaching regarding divorce doesn't create a higher standard for what constitutes the legitimate dissolving of a marriage than the standard for divorce in the Law of Moses. 

2. Additionally, we can see that Jesus' teaching regarding what constituted adultery was broader than that of Moses. 

a. Jesus clearly considers as adulterous and unacceptable some behaviors that the Law of Moses permitted.

VII. Comparing Divorce in the Law of Moses and in the Teaching of Christ

A. Matthew 19:3 The Pharisees also came unto him, tempting him, and saying unto him, Is it lawful for a man to put away his wife for every cause? 4 And he answered and said unto them, Have ye not read, that he which made them at the beginning made them male and female, 5 And said, For this cause shall a man leave father and mother, and shall cleave to his wife: and they twain shall be one flesh? 6 Wherefore they are no more twain, but one flesh. What therefore God hath joined together, let not man put asunder. 7 They say unto him, Why did Moses then command to give a writing of divorcement, and to put her away? 8 He saith unto them, Moses because of the hardness of your hearts suffered you to put away your wives: but from the beginning it was not so. 

B. Ground rules for analysis of Matthew 19

1. We must pay careful attention to the Pharisees initial question

2.  We must pay careful attention to the logical progression of this discussion.

3. We must remember that the primary goal of Christ’s teaching on divorce is to discourage people from divorcing their current spouse to marry another person

a. *so, when we examine possible interpretations of his teaching, we must ask whether or not those interpretations will either discourage or enable people to divorce in order to marry someone new

C. Analysis of Matthew 19

1. *In verse 8, Jesus acknowledges that it was the case that marriages were legitimately ended for virtually any reason under the Law of Moses.

2. The Pharisees initial claim is that it lawful under the Law of Moses for a man to put away his wife for any cause or reason. 

3. As a test, they ask Jesus to either confirm or deny this claim. 

4. in verses 4-6, Jesus clearly responds in such a way as to contradict their initial claim. 

a. Their initial claim is that a man can divorce his wife for any reason. 

b. Jesus' counterclaim is that what God has joined in marriage, let no man put asunder. 

5. the Pharisees themselves clearly perceive that Jesus is disagreeing with them as well. 

a. This is why they continue in verse 7 to offer further evidence to support their initial claim and refute Jesus' counterclaims. 

b. If they had perceived Jesus' comments were agreeing with their own, there would have been no need to pursue the issue further by offering further evidence. 

c. In fact, the nature of their follow-up question demonstrates that Jesus' comments were a rejection of their claim. 

6. the Pharisees counter Jesus’ response with the question, "why did Moses command to give a writing of divorce?" 

a. Clearly they are quoting from Deuteronomy 24

b. the fact that they ask Jesus why Moses allowed a man to divorce his wife with merely a certificate, demonstrates clearly that they perceived Jesus' stated counterclaim was in denial of this portion of the Law of Moses. 

c. they thought Jesus' previous comments in verses 4-6 contradicted Moses' instruction and they asked him to explain or reconcile his contradiction with Moses' Law. 

7. The key is how Jesus responds to this follow-up question posed by the Pharisees. 

a. Does he deny that Moses taught this? 

b. Does he deny that Moses allowed for a man to divorce his wife for any reason? 

c. *No. 

i. Even in verses 4-6, Jesus doesn't disagree with how they are interpreting Moses' teaching. 

ii. In verses 4-6, Jesus doesn't appeal to the text of Deuteronomy to show how they are interpreting it incorrectly. 

iii. Instead, he appeals to Genesis 2, in order to supercede the Law of Moses with the prior standard of God. 

iv. (This same manner of argument by demonstrating which standard came earlier is also employed by Paul in Galatians 3:17-26 where Paul states that the Law of Moses cannot nullify the promise to Abraham, which came before it.) 

8. Irenaeus also explains this answer given by Jesus. 

a. (Irenaeus was a second century disciple of Ignatius, a disciple of John the Apostle, who wrote a five-volume work entitled Against Heresies.)

b. – 2. And not only so, but the Lord also showed that certain precepts were enacted for them by Moses, on account of their hardness [of heart], and because of their unwillingness to be obedient, when, on their saying to Him, "Why then did Moses command to give a writing of divorcement, and to send away a wife?" He said to them, "Because of the hardness of your hearts he permitted these things to you; but from the beginning it was not so;"(6) thus exculpating Moses as a faithful servant, but acknowledging one God, who from the beginning made male and female, and reproving them as hard-hearted and disobedient. And therefore it was that they received from Moses this law of divorcement, adapted to their hard nature. [Irenaeus, Against Heresies, Book IV. CHAP.XV.] 
9. Our assessment is in agreement with Irenaeus. 

a. Jesus' answer did several things. 

i. First, it acknowledged Moses as a faithful servant. 

ii. Second, it acknowledged that Moses did indeed permit a man to divorce for any reason. 

iii. Third, it explained this loose standard for divorce as an accommodation of the hardness of the people's hearts. 

iv. Jesus doesn't take issue with their interpretation of Moses. 

v. *Jesus’ agreement with the Pharisees interpretation of the Law of Moses is clear when he states that Moses permitted a man to divorce his wife in the way the Pharisees claimed because of the hardness of the people's hearts. 

vi. Jesus' clearly acknowledges that Moses did allow men to put away their wives for any cause by merely giving her a certificate of divorce. 

10. The basis of Jesus' teaching here is not a better interpretation of Moses' instructions in Deuteronomy 24. 

11. The basis of Jesus' teaching here was not that the Pharisees were interpreting Deuteronomy 24 incorrectly. 

12. The basis of Jesus' teaching was that there was a prior standard of God revealed in nature in the union of Adam and Eve. 

13. *And it was this higher standard that Jesus was restoring beyond what was written in the Law of Moses, 

a. (just as before the Law of Moses, faith was the basis of righteousness for Abraham, and Jesus restored that standard as well - Romans 4:1-3, 9, 12-13, 16 and Galatians 3:1-9.) 

D. INTERPRETATION 1: Jesus’ requirements for dissolving a marriage (while both parties were alive) 

1. Scriptures
a. Matthew 5:32 But I say unto you, That whosoever shall put away his wife, saving for the cause of fornication, causeth her to commit adultery: and whosoever shall marry her that is divorced committeth adultery. 

b. Matthew 19:9 And I say unto you, Whosoever shall put away his wife, except it be for fornication, and shall marry another, committeth adultery: and whoso marrieth her which is put away doth commit adultery. 
c. Mark 10:11 And he saith unto them, Whosoever shall put away his wife, and marry another, committeth adultery against her. 12 And if a woman shall put away her husband, and be married to another, she committeth adultery. 
d. Luke 16:18 Whosoever putteth away his wife, and marrieth another, committeth adultery: and whosoever marrieth her that is put away from her husband committeth adultery. 



2. Analysis

a. *according to Jesus’ teaching/Law a marriage was legitimately dissolved in God’s eyes ONLY if it was dissolved BECAUSE adultery/fornication committed by one of the spouses

b. *according to Jesus’ teaching/Law, in any case where there was no adultery, any second marriage is adultery against the first marriage

c. *since a second marriage to be considered adultery against the first marriage, that means that the first marriage is NOT dissolved in God’s eyes and so remains in effect

d. *as long as the first marriage has not been dissolved in God’s eyes (which can only occur if there was adultery), then the second marriage adultery for the entire duration of time that the first marriage remain un-dissolved and in effect

E. Head to head comparison of Matthew 19 to Deuteronomy 24

1. requirements for divorce

a. Under the Law of Moses – divorce was legitimate for virtually any reason

b. Under the teaching of Christ – divorce was ONLY permissible in cases of adultery

2. first marriages legitimately dissolved

a. Under the Law of Moses – 

A.) a certificate of divorce is given



B.) the divorced spouse is put out of the house

b. Under the teaching of Christ – ONLY if adultery occurs within the first marriage

3. remarrying the original spouse after a second marriage

a. Under the Law of Moses – this is an abomination, since the first marriage has been legitimately dissolved by simply giving a certificate of divorce AND the second marriage is considered a legitimate marriage 

b. Under the teaching of Christ – since the first marriage has NOT been legitimately dissolved and the second marriage is adultery NOT a legitimate marriage, the reconciliation of the two original spouses is NOT an abomination, but allowed and if possible preferred



4. Conclusion:

a. In the Law of Moses reconciliation was not allowed because the original marriage had been dissolved in God’s eyes 

b. but in the Law of Christ reconciliation is allowed and preferred since the original marriage remain in effect in God’s eyes (unless the original divorce was because of adultery)

i. Jesus is raising the standard for what makes a divorce legitimate to a level higher than Moses. 

ii. Jesus' new, higher standard makes all divorces illegitimate unless adultery occurred before the divorce had been sought. 

iii. since all divorces where adultery had not previously occurred are illegitimate, the second marriage is adultery and illegitimate. 

iv. since all such second marriages are illegitimate and the original marriage has not been legitimately dissolved, it is not an abomination for the original marriage to be reconciled since in God's eyes the original marriage is still in effect.


F. Confirmation from Tertullian

1. demonstrates that our interpretation is again shared by early orthodox Church leaders

2. Quotes: 

a. I maintain, then, that there was a condition in the prohibition that He now made of divorce, the case at hand was that a man put away his wife for the express purpose of marrying another…That is, [she was put away] for the reason for which a woman should not be dismissed-to obtain another wife…Permanent is the marriage that is not rightly dissolved. Therefore, to marry while marriage is undissolved is to commit adultery. Since, therefore, His prohibition of divorce was a conditional one, He did not prohibit it absolutely. And what He did not absolutely forbid, He permitted on some occasions-when there is an absence of the cause why He gave His prohibition. [Tertullian (c. 207 AD.)]
b. Christ plainly forbids divorce; Moses unquestionably permits…Even Christ, however, when He commands "the wife not to depart from her husband, or if she departs, to remain unmarried or be reconciled to her husband," both permitted divorce (which indeed is he never absolutely prohibited) and confirmed marriage (by first prohibiting its dissolution). If separation had taken place, He wished the marriage bond to be resumed by reconciliation. [Tertullian (c. 207 AD.)] 
3. Conclusions from Tertullian

a. the first marriage is permanent and ongoing in God's eyes 

b. But he also concludes that since the first marriage is not legitimately dissolved, Jesus desires that original marriage to be reconciled. 

c. Unlike under the Law of Moses, according to the teaching of Jesus the original marriage has never legitimately been dissolve and is still in effect in God's eyes, so its reconciliation is not an abomination but a preference. 

G. *Under the teaching of Christ, original marriages can and should be reconciled – the reconciliation is not an abomination in all cases where the original marriage has not been legitimately dissolved in God’s eyes

VIII. Ex Post Facto Adultery

A. “Ex Post Facto” is a Latin phrase meaning “after the fact” or “that which is done afterward”


B.  the question:

1. When there is no adultery BEFORE a divorce, does adultery AFTER the divorce legitimately dissolve the marriage?

2. Practical Application: 

a. A marriage can be legitimately dissolved by adultery.

b. A second marriage is adultery if there was no adultery in the first marriage.

c. Because it involves adultery, does the second marriage allow for the first marriage to be legitimately dissolved thereby making the second marriage itself allowable?


C. the obvious

1. if the second marriage provides grounds for the dissolving of the first marriage, then second marriages become a self-validating act

2. if someone is unhappy in their marriage they can get a divorce illegitimately, marry someone new, which is adultery, which allows them to dissolve their first marriage legitimately, which allows their second marriage to be legitimate and no longer adulterous

3. in this way, second marriages become the means of dissolving the original marriage legitimately

4. this would reverse Jesus’ teaching about divorce 

a. instead of discouraging people from divorcing their spouse to marry another, this interpretation would actually provide people a way to legitimately divorce their spouse and marry another

5. *This type of thinking is nothing more than a self-justifying loophole


D. scripture

1. Matthew 5:32 But I say unto you, That whosoever shall put away his wife, saving for the cause of fornication, causeth her to commit adultery: and whosoever shall marry her that is divorced committeth adultery. 

2. Matthew 19:9 And I say unto you, Whosoever shall put away his wife, except it be for fornication, and shall marry another, committeth adultery: and whoso marrieth her which is put away doth commit adultery. 
3. Mark 10:11 And he saith unto them, Whosoever shall put away his wife, and marry another, committeth adultery against her. 12 And if a woman shall put away her husband, and be married to another, she committeth adultery. 
4. Luke 16:18 Whosoever putteth away his wife, and marrieth another, committeth adultery: and whosoever marrieth her that is put away from her husband committeth adultery.

E. Analysis

1. since Jesus considers the second marriage to be adultery against the first marriage, we can and should assume that the adultery of the second marriage does not provide any legitimacy "after the fact" for the original divorce

2. As such, the original marriage still stands in God's eyes and is not legitimized by any adultery after the fact, including the second marriage itself

F. Cause and Effect

1. in order for a divorce to be legitimate, it must be issued on the grounds of adultery committed BEFORE the divorce is issued, not afterward. 

2. This is simple cause and effect. 

3. God will not be made a fool of. 

4. You can't get divorced for some reason other than adultery and then claim some adultery, which occurs after the divorce, is the cause for that divorce. 

5. God knows good and well that the adultery after the divorce was not the cause for the divorce. 

6. So, any adultery after an illegitimate divorce does not provide legitimate grounds for that divorce. 

7. Thus, adultery "after the fact" does not legitimately dissolve the marriage. 

8. The original marriage still stands in God's eyes, making any additional marriages adultery against the original marriage until or unless the original marriage is legitimately dissolved.


G. Examples

1. (NOTE: We could just as easily take the reverse roles of the wife and husband in the following example. It doesn't matter which party initiates the divorce in order to remarry someone new. Both scenarios are addressed adequately by Jesus' remarks on the subject.) 

2. Scenario 1: 

a. Suppose a man divorces his wife for some other reason apart from adultery. 

b. She commits no adultery but is entirely faithful to him. 

c. Yet he divorces her in the eyes of the civil law and then marries another woman. 

d. According to the teaching of Jesus, under these conditions, this man's second marriage is adultery. 

e. Could this man then claim that the adulterous nature of this second marriage actually legitimizes his previous divorce from his first wife? 

f. In other words, such a man would effectively be saying, "My adultery with my second wife provides legitimate grounds for my original marriage to be dissolved legitimately and so my second marriage is not adulterous." 

g. This would be an absurd conclusion. 

i. *Effectively, such a doctrine would mean that the second marriage (under these conditions) is NOT adultery because it IS adultery. 

ii. Such an interpretation creates a loophole in which a man's own adultery actually makes that very same adultery permissible. 

iii. The result is that any man would be able to free himself from his original marriage to marry another simply by committing adultery. 

3. Scenario 2: 

a. the same basic premise, let's examine the other side of this illustration – from the woman’s point of view

b. Suppose a man divorces his wife for some other reason apart from adultery. 

c. She commits no adultery but is entirely faithful to him. 

d. Yet he divorces her in the eyes of the civil law. 

e. She (the original wife) does not marry someone else, but remains single. 

f. Then he marries someone else. 

g. In doing so, he commits adultery against her. 

h. Given that his second marriage is adultery, can she (the original wife) then use his second marriage as grounds for her divorce and then legitimately marry someone else herself?


i. Jesus has already answered the question for us

i. Scripture

i. Matthew 5:32 But I say unto you, That whosoever shall put away his wife, saving for the cause of fornication, causeth her to commit adultery: and whosoever shall marry her that is divorced committeth adultery. 

ii. Matthew 19:9 And I say unto you, Whosoever shall put away his wife, except it be for fornication, and shall marry another, committeth adultery: and whoso marrieth her which is put away doth commit adultery. 
iii. Mark 10:11 And he saith unto them, Whosoever shall put away his wife, and marry another, committeth adultery against her. 12 And if a woman shall put away her husband, and be married to another, she committeth adultery. 
iv. Luke 16:18 Whosoever putteth away his wife, and marrieth another, committeth adultery: and whosoever marrieth her that is put away from her husband committeth adultery. 
j. Analysis

i. In Matthew 19:9, Jesus clearly states that any man who divorces a wife for a reason other than adultery commits adultery against her if he marries another. 

ii. However, having depicted the husband marrying someone else, Jesus goes on to say that even though the husband commits adultery by marrying another, any man who marries the divorced woman commits adultery with her. 

iii. This means that a second marriage for the woman is still adultery EVEN IF her original husband has already remarried. 

iv. It is a presumption in Jesus' commentary here that the man is divorcing his wife for the very purpose of marrying another woman. 

v. It could not be more clear – the adultery inherent to such second marriages does not legitimize the original divorce 

vi. if the adultery inherent in the second marriage legitimized the dissolution of the first marriage, then the woman would be free to marry again after her original husband remarries

vii. the fact that the woman’s remarriage is still considered adultery AFTER her husband remarries demonstrates that his adultery “after the fact” doesn’t provides grounds for her to remarry

ix. In short, His adultery does not free his original wife to marry a second time, nor does it free him to do so. 

x. *The first marriage still stands in God’s eyes even if one of the original spouse's gets married to someone else. 




j. Summary:





i. The clear teaching of Jesus on this point is simple. 

ii. A marriage can be legitimately dissolved IF and ONLY IF there is adultery BEFORE the divorce and that adultery is the grounds for the divorce (or if one spouse dies). 

iii. Any adultery after the illegitimate divorce does not free either spouse to marrying someone new 

IX. INTERPRETATION 2: An Alternate, Superior Interpretation of the Exception Clause
A. Above we discussed the exception clause in terms of illegal actions within legal marriages. 
a. In other words, Jesus’ provides an exception to his prohibition of separation so as to allow a spouse to separate from their legal spouse when that legal spouse is engaged in illegal sexual activities. 
b. Under this interpretation, the purpose of the exception was to prevent a faithful spouse from joining or participating (even indirectly) in the illegal unions that are being committed by the other spouse. 
B. However, there is another interpretation of the exception clause that may be more accurate for several reasons. 
a. Now we will discuss the idea that the exception results from illegal marriages, not from illegal actions within legal marriages. 
b. Under this alternative interpretation, Jesus acknowledges that persons currently involved in an illegal marriage should divorce one another. 
C. Our examination begins by considering the Greek words that Jesus’ uses for “fornication” and “adultery” (designated by the Strong’s Numbers and definitions below).  

Matthew 5:31 It hath been said, Whosoever shall put away his wife, let him give her a writing of divorcement: 32 But I say unto you, That whosoever shall put away his wife, saving for the cause of fornication (4202), causeth her to commit adultery (3429): and whosoever shall marry her that is divorced committeth adultery (3429).
Matthew 19:3 The Pharisees also came unto him, tempting him, and saying unto him, Is it lawful for a man to put away his wife for every cause? 4 And he answered and said unto them, Have ye not read, that he which made them at the beginning made them male and female, 5 And said, For this cause shall a man leave father and mother, and shall cleave to his wife: and they twain shall be one flesh? 6 Wherefore they are no more twain, but one flesh. What therefore God hath joined together, let not man put asunder. 7 They say unto him, Why did Moses then command to give a writing of divorcement, and to put her away? 8 He saith unto them, Moses because of the hardness of your hearts suffered you to put away your wives: but from the beginning it was not so. 9 And I say unto you, Whosoever shall put away his wife, except it be for fornication (4202), and shall marry another, committeth adultery (3429): and whoso marrieth her which is put away doth commit adultery (3429).

4202 porneia 

from 4203; TDNT-6:579,918; n f 

AV-fornication 26; 26 

1) illicit sexual intercourse 

1a) adultery, fornication, homosexuality, lesbianism, intercourse with animals etc. 

1b) sexual intercourse with close relatives; Lev. 18 

1c) sexual intercourse with a divorced man or woman; #Mr 10:11,12 

2) metaph. the worship of idols 

2a) of the defilement of idolatry, as incurred by eating the sacrifices offered to idols

3429 moichao 

from 3432; TDNT-4:729,605; v 

AV-commit adultery 6; 6 

1) to have unlawful intercourse with another’s wife, to commit adultery with

D. It is important to note that the word for “adultery” is clearly a subclass within the larger category of “fornication.” 
a. Thus, by using two different terms, Jesus is not describing two different things. 
b. The second term he uses simply refers to a specific type of the first term. 
c. So, right away there is no conflict between these two words that Jesus uses. 
d. And in addition to adultery, there may be other reasons why the current marriage is unlawful. 
e. The most obvious example would be a marriage that is unlawful because it is incestuous. 
E. In fact, in Smith’s Bible Dictionary, more than half of the description of illegal or “prohibited” marriages pertains to incest. 
a. Smith’s also lists marriages to non-Israelites as another category of illegal or prohibited marriage. 

b. Interestingly, just as we will see that John the Baptist required the divorce of Herod’s illegal marriage because it was incest according to the Law, in the Book of Ezra, God’s people were required according to the Law to put away the pagan wives that they had illegally married.

i. Consequently, it would appear from both Ezra and John the Baptist that divorce was required in any situation where the marriage itself was illegal in God’s eyes.

“Marriage. …2. The conditions of legal marriage. – In the Hebrew commonwealth marriage was prohibited (a) between an Israelite and a non-Israelite. There were three grades of prohibition… (b) between an Israelite and one of his own community. The regulations relative to marriage between Israelites and Israelites were based on considerations of relationship. The most important passage relating to these is contained in Lev. 18:6-18, wherein we have in the first place a general prohibition against marriage between a man and the “flesh of his flesh,” and in the second place special prohibitions against marriage with a mother, stepmother, sister or half-sister, whether ‘born at home or abroad,’ granddaughter, aunt, whether by consanguinity on either side or by marriage, stepgranddaughter, or wife’s sister during the lifetime of the wife. An exception is subsequently made, Deut. 25:5-9, in favor of marriage with a brother’s wife in the event of his having died childless. The law which regulates this has been named the ‘levirate,’ from the Latin levir, ‘brother-in-law.’” – Smith’s Bible Dictionary, p. 382

F. Consequently, Jesus’ use of the larger category of “fornication” during the exception clause would stipulate that divorce is not condemned in any case where the current union is unlawful, whether because it is adulterous or incestuous, etc. 
a. As a result, Jesus’ use of two separate Greek words does nothing to dispel that the exception clause applies to the very same adulterous marriages described by Jesus in the passage. 
b. The exception would include adulterous marriages as well as other unlawful marriages. 
G. The following facts support this interpretation.
a. The prohibitions making certain marriages inherently illegal from their inception are declared by God in Leviticus 18:6-18. 
b. Notice from verse 16, that marriage to a brother’s wife is included among the marriages prohibited on the grounds of incest.

Leviticus 18:6 None of you shall approach to any that is near of kin to him, to uncover their nakedness: I am the LORD. 7 The nakedness of thy father, or the nakedness of thy mother, shalt thou not uncover: she is thy mother; thou shalt not uncover her nakedness. 8 The nakedness of thy father’s wife shalt thou not uncover: it is thy father’s nakedness. 9 The nakedness of thy sister, the daughter of thy father, or daughter of thy mother, whether she be born at home, or born abroad, even their nakedness thou shalt not uncover. 10 The nakedness of thy son’s daughter, or of thy daughter’s daughter, even their nakedness thou shalt not uncover: for theirs is thine own nakedness. 11 The nakedness of thy father’s wife’s daughter, begotten of thy father, she is thy sister, thou shalt not uncover her nakedness. 12 Thou shalt not uncover the nakedness of thy father’s sister: she is thy father’s near kinswoman. 13 Thou shalt not uncover the nakedness of thy mother’s sister: for she is thy mother’s near kinswoman. 14 Thou shalt not uncover the nakedness of thy father’s brother, thou shalt not approach to his wife: she is thine aunt. 15 Thou shalt not uncover the nakedness of thy daughter in law: she is thy son’s wife; thou shalt not uncover her nakedness. 16 Thou shalt not uncover the nakedness of thy brother’s wife: it is thy brother’s nakedness. 17 Thou shalt not uncover the nakedness of a woman and her daughter, neither shalt thou take her son’s daughter, or her daughter’s daughter, to uncover her nakedness;  for they are her near kinswomen: it is wickedness. 18 Neither shalt thou take a wife to her sister, to vex her, to uncover her nakedness, beside the other in her life time.

c. The only exception to these prohibitions occurred in cases where a brother had died. This is spelled out in Deuteronomy 25.

Deuteronomy 25:5 If brethren dwell together, and one of them die, and have no child, the wife of the dead shall not marry without unto a stranger: her husband’s brother shall go in unto her, and take her to him to wife, and perform the duty of an husband’s brother unto her. 6 And it shall be, that the firstborn which she beareth shall succeed in the name of his brother which is dead, that his name be not put out of Israel. 7 And if the man like not to take his brother’s wife, then let his brother’s wife go up to the gate unto the elders, and say, My husband’s brother refuseth to raise up unto his brother a name in Israel, he will not perform the duty of my husband’s brother. 8 Then the elders of his city shall call him, and speak unto him: and if he stand to it, and say, I like not to take her; 9 Then shall his brother’s wife come unto him in the presence of the elders, and loose his shoe from off his foot, and spit in his face, and shall answer and say, So shall it be done unto that man that will not build up his brother’s house.

d. What is even more important to this examination is the fact that after verse 18 finishes the definition of incest, the next five verses of Leviticus 18 describes other illegal forms of intercourse, including adultery, homosexuality, and bestiality. 

Leviticus 18:19 Also thou shalt not approach unto a woman to uncover her nakedness, as long as she is put apart for her uncleanness. 20 Moreover thou shalt not lie carnally with thy neighbour’s wife, to defile thyself with her. 21 And thou shalt not let any of thy seed pass through the fire to Molech, neither shalt thou profane the name of thy God: I am the LORD. 22 Thou shalt not lie with mankind, as with womankind: it is abomination. 23 Neither shalt thou lie with any beast to defile thyself therewith: neither shall any woman stand before a beast to lie down thereto: it is confusion. 

e. In other words, this passage from Leviticus is one of the Old Testament passages defining fornication, the broad category of illegal unions that Jesus refers to in the exception clause in Matthew. 
f. Consequently, it would seem that Jesus had illegal unions such as incest in mind when Jesus states an exception in which putting away a spouse is not condemned. 
H. While these laws on fornication certainly referred to sexual activity outside of legal marriages, the New Testament also asserts that fornication included illegal marriages. 
a. This is proven by the account of John the Baptist. 
b. Notice from both of the following passages that John considered Herod’s marriage to his brother’s wife to be against the Law of Moses. 
c. In saying this, John is clearly referring back to the fornication laws in Leviticus 18, which declared intercourse with a living brother’s wife to be illegal. 
d. And consequently, John the Baptist understood that the fornication laws included illegal marriages, such as Herod’s marriage to his brother’s wife.

Matthew 14:3 For Herod had laid hold on John, and bound him, and put him in prison for Herodias’ sake, his brother Philip’s wife. 4 For John said unto him, It is not lawful for thee to have her.

Mark 6:17 For Herod himself had sent forth and laid hold upon John, and bound him in prison for Herodias’ sake, his brother Philip’s wife: for he had married her. 18 For John had said unto Herod, It is not lawful for thee to have thy brother’s wife.

I. Also notice, that Mark specifies that Herod had “married” his brother’s wife. And in both Matthew and Mark, the text plainly specifies John’s criticism. 
a. John had said that according to the Law Herod should “not have” his brother’s wife. 
b. Obviously, John was calling for Herod to end his unlawful marriage. 
c. Here John’s demand to Herod seems to either preview or conform to Jesus’ exception clause in Matthew 5 and 19, that divorce is not condemned in such cases where the current marital union itself is illegal. 
d. The point is highlighted by the following fact. Since Herod was married and John had demanded putting away the current wife, John’s teaching would have conflicted with Jesus’ condemnation of divorce if Jesus had not stipulated an exception in the case of illegal marriages. 
e. Consequently, John’s demand for Herod to divorce strongly argues that Jesus’ exception clause was recognition that John’s demand for divorce in certain cases was correct. 
J. Moreover, it is sometimes suggested that the exception clause, particularly as structured in Matthew 19, allows for not only divorce in some cases but also for marrying someone else. 
a. If this alternate interpretation of the exception clause as a pertaining to illegal marriages is correct, then it would explain this issue as well. 
b. Specifically, in cases where the current marriage is itself inherently illegal from its inception, there are several scenarios in which after the divorce both spouses would be free to marry someone else. 
c. And even more specifically, scenarios exist in which marriage to a new spouse after divorce from an illegal marriage would not constitute adultery or consequently another illegal marriage. Let’s look at some examples.
K. The first example is a scenario in which the current marriage is actually the second marriage for both spouses. 
a. This is the type of marriages that Jesus calls “adultery” in Matthew 5, Matthew 19, Mark 10, and Luke 16. 
b. It is illegal and invalid because in God’s eyes both spouses are still married to their original spouse. 
c. For that reason, the current spouses should divorce one another and, in such a scenario, would be free (if not required) to remarry their original spouse. 
d. In this case, marriage to a different person than the current spouse is clearly not illegal or adulterous in God’s eyes because the new marriage is actually to the original and legitimate spouse. 
L. The second example is a scenario in which only one spouse in the current marriage has been married previously. 
a. This type of marriage would also be “adultery” under Jesus’ definition. 
i. And in such cases, the other spouse (having never been married legitimately before) would be free to marry anyone after the current illegal, adulterous marriage is ended. 
M. The third example is a scenario in which the current marriage is unlawful for some reason such as incest (rather than because it is an adulterous second marriage). 
a. While this is unthinkable in modern times, it makes complete sense in the original historical context (the Jewish commonwealth) in which Jesus’ gave this command.
b. This is proven by the case involving John the Baptist and Herod. 
c. In this scenario, both spouses would be free to remarry anyone because neither one has ever been in a valid marriage in God’s eyes. 
N. Consequently, there are at least three separate scenarios in which a subsequent marriage to a different party after the divorce of an adulterous marriage would not constitute any kind of adultery. 
a. As such, it would make perfect sense for Jesus to allow divorce and marriage to a different party in cases where the current marriage is itself illegal and invalid in God’s eyes. 
O. In conclusion, the interpretation of the exception clause (as applying only to cases in which the current marriage is illegal) seems…

a. to make the most sense of the content of the statement, both in its construction and its primary intent, 
b. to make the most consistent and enforceable rule in accord with that primary intent, and 
c. to explain the internal vocabulary in light of historical context, including John the Baptist in particular.

X. What is required for those in second marriages?

A. Questions: 

1. What should the original couple do in such circumstances where one or both spouses have married someone else? 

2. Should they divorce their second spouse or can they simply acknowledge the sinful behavior, say they are sorry, and continue in their second marriage with God's acceptance of it? 

B. Possible Objections

1. Here again, some would argue that second marriages are not a lifelong sin. 

2. It might be argued that the offense is a one-time act and one can repent of it without divorcing the second spouse. 

3. But this gets into two fundamental Biblical questions. 

a. First, what makes the second marriage adultery in the first place? 

b. And second, what is repentance? 

C. What makes the second marriage adultery in the first place? 

1. It is NOT the failure to say, "I did wrong and I'm sorry" that makes the second marriage adultery. 

2. as can be seen from the words of Jesus himself, the second marriage is adultery precisely and only because the original marriage has NOT been legitimately dissolved in God's eyes. 

a. Therefore, the original marriage is still in effect in God's eyes. 

3. Since the original marriage is still in effect in God's eyes, one cannot make the second marriage permissible simply by acknowledging that you were wrong to enter a second marriage in the first place. 

4. Nor can one dissolve the first marriage simply by acknowledging that you were wrong to enter a second marriage in the first place. 

5. *Such an idea fails to deal with the real problem. 

a. The real problem is that in God's eyes, you are still married to the original spouse. 

b. any second marriage will never be legitimate until the requirements are met for legitimately dissolving the original marriage

6. simply acknowledging that your past sinful behavior was sinful, does not make your continued practice of that same sinful behavior acceptable. 

D. What is repentance? 

1. In a New Testament standard, repentance necessarily includes changing the behavior and the lifestyle of sin. 

2. Simply acknowledging that certain parts of our lifestyle are sinful is not sufficient. 

3. Simply saying we are sorry for parts of our lifestyle that are sinful is not sufficient either. 

4. In all cases where it is within our physical ability to actually change what we have done, we must do so. 

5. While we can't physically undo a murder, a punch, or an insult, we can give back stolen money and we can stop engaging in marital or sexual behavior with someone who is not our spouse in God's eyes. 

E. Summary

1. So, the only option available is for those involved in second marriage to divorce the second spouse. 

2. If their original spouse is single, then they should be reconciled, or at the very least live the rest of their lives as single persons. 

3. If their original spouse is not single, but remains in a secondary marriage, then they should remain single themselves for the rest of their lives, while leaving open the possibility for reconciliation with the original spouse. 

F. More Possible Objections

1. some might object to our conclusions because they lead to a moral standard that is "too hard" or "unreasonable." 

2. But there are some glaring problems with such objections. 

a. First, doctrines and interpretations of scriptural teaching must be based upon the scriptural text itself, not our independent notions of what is "too hard" or "unreasonable." 

b. Second, it would be a mistake to assume or believe that God determines what to consider right and what to consider wrong entirely depending on whether or not it will be "sufficiently easy" or "reasonable" for humans to go along with that standard. 

c. Third, it is Jesus' teaching that the standard in the Law of Moses regarding divorce was determined by what man would reasonably be able to go along with and live with. 

i. For this reason, in the Law of Moses, God permitted men to divorce their wives for any reason. 

ii. However, the clear reality of Jesus' comments in Matthew 19:3-12 demonstrate the strict contrast

A.) between the Law of Moses on the one hand, which was made in light of the hardness of men's hearts

B.) and on the other hand, the teaching of Jesus and the standard of God, which transcended considerations for the hardness of men's hearts. 

iii. In other words, according to Jesus, consideration for what men's hearts could accept and follow resulted in the Law of Moses' teaching regarding divorce, but God's standard requires what man's hearts find extremely difficult to accept. 

iv. Thus, according to Matthew 19, with regard to divorce, the teaching of Christ differs from the Law of Moses PRECISELY BECAUSE Christ's teaching was NOT determined by what man would find reasonably acceptable to live with (while the Law of Moses was). 

d. Fourth, there can be little doubt that God's standard concerning divorce is for our own benefit. 

i. This is not to say that God's standard is what philosophy calls "utilitarian." 

A.) It would be irresponsible to depict God's standards of right and wrong as though they are arbitrarily determined by what will be good for us or what will be bad for us. 

B.) God's standards are instead based upon his own unchanging divine character of righteousness. 

ii. Nevertheless, God's standards are for our benefit. As such, the teaching of Christ concerning divorce is for our benefit as well. 

A.) no doubt part of the difficulty that God wants us to avoid is the difficulty that comes along with broken marriages, one-parent households, and awkward relationships with stepparents, etc. 

B.) Not only that, but ultimately, God is trying to keep us from the temptations that will keep us out the kingdom of his Son. 

C.) In 1 Corinthians 6:9-10 and Galatians 5:19-21, Paul is quite clear that those who commit adultery will not inherit the kingdom of God. 

iii. Therefore, God's standard on divorce is designed to keep us from falling into this dilemma in which our hearts fall into either love or lust for someone who is adulterous for us as we try to pursue God. 

iv. *Therefore, since God's standard in part will protect and keep us from such difficulties, it is absurd to argue that God wants us to stay in second marriages because leaving them would be difficult. 

A.) We are in such difficulty precisely because we ignored the standard of God, which would have kept us from those difficulties. 

B.) Would we now use those very difficulties to justify not keeping the standard? 

C.) Through our sinful behavior, we have come to the temptation God had sought for us to avoid, will we then ask to continue because it's too difficult to stop now? Of course not. 

D.) *The difficulty we bring on ourselves as a result of our sins in no way makes allowances for us to continue in those same behaviors. 

E.) There are many circumstances in which it is easier and less disruptive to our lifestyle and the lifestyle of those around us to remain in sin. 

F.) But the difficulties and often uprooting aspects of repentance do not justify continuation in the sin, which may be much more convenient. 

e. And fifth, to those who would argue that our interpretation of Jesus teaching is incorrect because it results in a standard that is "too hard" or "unreasonable," let them consider that this is precisely how the apostles themselves responded to his teaching. 

i. Their reaction to Jesus' teaching with regard to divorce and remarriage can only be explained if the standard he was raising was exceedingly difficult and hard to accept. Consider their words. 

ii. Matthew 19:3 The Pharisees also came unto him, tempting him, and saying unto him, Is it lawful for a man to put away his wife for every cause? 4 And he answered and said unto them, Have ye not read, that he which made them at the beginning made them male and female, 5 And said, For this cause shall a man leave father and mother, and shall cleave to his wife: and they twain shall be one flesh? 6 Wherefore they are no more twain, but one flesh. What therefore God hath joined together, let not man put asunder. 7 They say unto him, Why did Moses then command to give a writing of divorcement, and to put her away? 8 He saith unto them, Moses because of the hardness of your hearts suffered you to put away your wives: but from the beginning it was not so. 9 And I say unto you, Whosoever shall put away his wife, except it be for fornication, and shall marry another, committeth adultery: and whoso marrieth her which is put away doth commit adultery. 10 His disciples say unto him, If the case of the man be so with his wife, it is not good to marry. 11 But he said unto them, All men cannot receive this saying, save they to whom it is given. 12 For there are some eunuchs, which were so born from their mother's womb: and there are some eunuchs, which were made eunuchs of men: and there be eunuchs, which have made themselves eunuchs for the kingdom of heaven's sake. He that is able to receive it, let him receive it. 

iii. Analysis

A.) In verses 4-6, Jesus offers evidence from Genesis 2 that man should not put asunder what God has joined through marriage and 

B.) thus, he negates the Pharisees' claim that a man can put away his wife for any reason. 

C.) The Pharisees indeed take Jesus comments in verses 4-6 as a rebuttal to their original claim and so they question his teaching farther, offering additional evidence for their claim from the Law of Moses. 

D.) This follow-up question of theirs assumes that Jesus' previous comments were incompatible with Moses' teaching on divorce and, therefore, that Jesus needed to explain the discrepancy between his teaching and the Law of Moses. 

F.) Finally, Jesus asserts that the discrepancy between his teaching and the Law of Moses is caused by the fact that Moses made an allowance out of recognition of what the people would be willing to accept and live with. 

G.) Then, Jesus reinforces that the standard of God (a standard evidenced by the nature of Adam's union with Eve) is higher than that of the Law of Moses. H.) Furthermore, in verse 9, Jesus states that God's standard is stricter than the Law of Moses in that God's standard only allows for marriages to be dissolved if adultery has occurred prior to the divorce and functions as the grounds for the divorce. I.) Thus, God's standard from the beginning supercedes and exceeds the Law of Moses, which permitted divorce for a much broader range of reasons. Jesus is restoring the original and stricter standard of God. 

iv. Apostles reaction to Jesus new teaching on divorce and remarriage

A.) The key to our current point is verse 10, where the apostles respond to Jesus' standard regarding divorce.

B.) Their response clearly indicates that they think Jesus is lifting up a standard that will be extremely hard for men to keep or even accept. 

C.) In particular, Jesus' very last statement before they respond comes in verse 9, where Jesus teaches that original marriages are not dissolved except for adultery and that all second marriages in those circumstances are adulterous. 

D.) With the idea in mind that all such second marriages are adulterous, the apostles quickly respond that it would be better never to marry. 

E.) And more to the point, their reaction is that Jesus' teaching that all such second marriages are adulterous, prompts them to conclude it would be better for a man to remain unmarried than to risk ending up in a difficult and sinful situation where he has married into an adulterous relationship. 

F.) Now, if the apostles perceived that the adulterous second marriage could be made acceptable simply by acknowledging it was wrong and saying "sorry" for it, would they have responded so strongly as to conclude that it is better never to marry? 

G.) What is so difficult about that? You admit you did wrong. You say you are sorry. You keep your second spouse. Your kids from the second marriage get to stay with both their parents. What is so hard about this that would make remaining unmarried an easier choice? 

v. Conclusions: 

A.) The fact is, upon hearing that such second marriages are adulterous, the apostles immediately realized that to rectify the adultery would require divorcing the second spouse, a choice they thought was so difficult that it would be easier for a man to remain unmarried than find himself in such a situation. 

B.) That’s how hard and impossible they thought Jesus’ standard on divorce and remarriage was

C.) One cannot object to our interpretation of Jesus' teaching on divorce on the grounds that our conclusions create a standard that is "too hard," "unreasonable," or "impractical." 

D.) The apostles themselves thought that Jesus' teaching on this subject was so hard that remaining single was preferable to getting married and having to abide by Jesus' teaching on divorce and remarriage. 

E.) Given the fact that the apostles themselves thought that Jesus' teaching on divorce was hard for men to live with, one cannot object to our conclusions on the basis that they are "too hard." 

XI. Possible New Testament Objections

A. John 4

1. John 4:5 Then cometh he to a city of Samaria, which is called Sychar, near to the parcel of ground that Jacob gave to his son Joseph. 6 Now Jacob's well was there. Jesus therefore, being wearied with his journey, sat thus on the well: and it was about the sixth hour. 7 There cometh a woman of Samaria to draw water: Jesus saith unto her, Give me to drink…13 Jesus answered and said unto her, Whosoever drinketh of this water shall thirst again: 14 But whosoever drinketh of the water that I shall give him shall never thirst; but the water that I shall give him shall be in him a well of water springing up into everlasting life. 15 The woman saith unto him, Sir, give me this water, that I thirst not, neither come hither to draw. 16 Jesus saith unto her, Go, call thy husband, and come hither. 17 The woman answered and said, I have no husband. Jesus said unto her, Thou hast well said, I have no husband: 18 For thou hast had five husbands; and he whom thou now hast is not thy husband: in that saidst thou truly. 19 The woman saith unto him, Sir, I perceive that thou art a prophet. 20 Our fathers worshipped in this mountain; and ye say, that in Jerusalem is the place where men ought to worship. 21 Jesus saith unto her, Woman, believe me, the hour cometh, when ye shall neither in this mountain, nor yet at Jerusalem, worship the Father. 
2. Analysis:

a. In verses 17-18, Jesus confronts this woman about the fact that she has been married five times and is currently living with a man she is not even married to. 

b. Yet at no point in this discussion do we find Jesus making any statements that she needs to change her lifestyle or go back to her original husband. 

c. Nor do we find any indication that she does these things. 

d. The argument from the opposition is that since we have no record of Jesus telling her to give up her current lifestyle and go back to her original husband, Jesus therefore must have found secondary marriage acceptable. 

e. But this is quite a ridiculous argument. 

i. First of all, there is nothing in the text one way or the other that explicitly deals with whether or not divorce and remarriage is acceptable. 

ii. In fact, the oppositions' whole argument depends on that fact. 

iii. The argument is that because nothing is said, it must be acceptable for this woman to remain in her current situation and her adultery is forgiven even though she does not change her lifestyle, which was adulterous. 

iv. This is nothing more than an argument from silence. Nothing is said, so it must be OK. 

v. However, the problem is that we have this passage in which there is no explicit statement one way or the other about remarriage and then we have four clear passages in Matthew 4:32, Matthew 19:9, Mark 10:11, and Luke 16:18 in which Jesus very explicitly condemns second marriages as adulterous. 

A.) While this passage may be silent on the matter, these other passages are not. 

B.) So, we are deprived of our argument from silence given the fact that the New Testament as a whole does not remain silent on this issue even if John 4 does. 

f. Furthermore, in John 8:4-11, Jesus is confronted with the issue of a woman caught in the very act of adultery. 

i. And in that passage, Jesus' response to that woman is to "go and sin no more," which is another clear indication that Jesus did not permit adultery. 

ii. It is also a further indication that Jesus' remedy for adultery was repentance that involved no longer committing the behavior that is adulterous. 

g. It would be one thing if we had a passage in which Jesus explicitly says second marriages are acceptable and another in which he explicitly says that second marriages are adultery. 

i. If that were the case, we'd have to reconcile the two statements. 

ii. But, in the current scenario, we have one account where there is no statement made compared to four other places where a direct statement is made. 

iii. You cannot override four direct statements simply because another passage doesn't comment at all either for or against an idea. 

iv. In light of the explicitly clear quality of Matthew 4:32, Matthew 19:9, Mark 10:11, Luke 16:18, and John 8:4-11 the absence of any such assertion in John 4 is meaningless. 

h. And there is another problem with appealing to John 4. 

i. The woman at the well is not currently married. 

ii. She is living with a man she is not married to. 

iii. So, if Jesus' lack of comments telling her to change are meant to indicate his acceptance of her current lifestyle situation, we'd be forced to conclude that Jesus accepted intercourse with those we aren't married to. 

iv. Therefore, we can't use John 4 as support for the notion that Jesus accepted secondary marriages. 

v. Instead, we must simply conclude that John 4 does not provide for us any explicit teaching whatsoever regarding the issue of divorce and remarriage, in which case we must return to relying upon other passages such as Matthew 4:32, Matthew 19:9, Mark 10:11, and Luke 16:18.

XII. God NEVER wills to break up families, (even “second-marriage” families)

A. God has placed such a priority on the family unit that maintaining the family unit overrides all other considerations, including adultery.

1. And as such, keeping a family together trumps any requirement to divorce from a second marriage

Additionally, some might argue that it is never God's will to break apart a family
B. However, the basis of this objection is plainly not true.

1. There are certainly exceptions in the Old Testament in which maintaining the family unit was made subordinate to other principles and moral standards. 

2. Genesis 21:9 And Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian, which she had born unto Abraham, mocking. 10 Wherefore she said unto Abraham, Cast out this bondwoman and her son: for the son of this bondwoman shall not be heir with my son, even with Isaac. 11 And the thing was very grievous in Abraham's sight because of his son. 12 And God said unto Abraham, Let it not be grievous in thy sight because of the lad, and because of thy bondwoman; in all that Sarah hath said unto thee, hearken unto her voice; for in Isaac shall thy seed be called. 13 And also of the son of the bondwoman will I make a nation, because he is thy seed. 14 And Abraham rose up early in the morning, and took bread, and a bottle of water, and gave it unto Hagar, putting it on her shoulder, and the child, and sent her away: and she departed, and wandered in the wilderness of Beersheba. 

3. Analysis

a. Notice here from this episode with Abraham that although it is Sarah who originally asks Abraham to send Hagar and her son Ishmael away, God himself tells Abraham to do as Sarah has asked. 

b. And God gives his own reason.

c. God is not simply trying to please Sarah, but God clearly asserts that sending Hagar and Ishmael away is necessary in order to preserve the promise and intention of God to have Abraham's offspring reckoned solely through Isaac. 

d. In verse 13 God acknowledges that Ishmael is Abraham's seed and in recognition of this fact, God will make Ishmael into a great nation. 

e. However, despite the fact that Ishmael is Abraham's son, God's primary concern here is not to keep the son with the father. 

f. Nor is God concerned with keeping the child's mother and father together and for both of them to raise him in the same household. 

g. Clearly, in this famous account, we cannot say that God's priority to preserve the family unit and keep father, mother, and child together in the same household. 

h. God had higher priorities that took precedent over maintaining the family unit. 

4. Ezra 9: 1 Now when these things were done, the princes came to me, saying, The people of Israel, and the priests, and the Levites, have not separated themselves from the people of the lands, doing according to their abominations, even of the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Perizzites, the Jebusites, the Ammonites, the Moabites, the Egyptians, and the Amorites. 2 For they have taken of their daughters for themselves, and for their sons: so that the holy seed have mingled themselves with the people of those lands: yea, the hand of the princes and rulers hath been chief in this trespass. 3 And when I heard this thing, I rent my garment and my mantle, and plucked off the hair of my head and of my beard, and sat down astonied. 4 Then were assembled unto me every one that trembled at the words of the God of Israel, because of the transgression of those that had been carried away; and I sat astonied until the evening sacrifice…9 For we were bondmen; yet our God hath not forsaken us in our bondage, but hath extended mercy unto us in the sight of the kings of Persia, to give us a reviving, to set up the house of our God, and to repair the desolations thereof, and to give us a wall in Judah and in Jerusalem. 10 And now, O our God, what shall we say after this? for we have forsaken thy commandments, 11 Which thou hast commanded by thy servants the prophets, saying, The land, unto which ye go to possess it, is an unclean land with the filthiness of the people of the lands, with their abominations, which have filled it from one end to another with their uncleanness. 12 Now therefore give not your daughters unto their sons, neither take their daughters unto your sons, nor seek their peace or their wealth for ever: that ye may be strong, and eat the good of the land, and leave it for an inheritance to your children for ever. 13 And after all that is come upon us for our evil deeds, and for our great trespass, seeing that thou our God hast punished us less than our iniquities deserve, and hast given us such deliverance as this; 14 Should we again break thy commandments, and join in affinity with the people of these abominations? wouldest not thou be angry with us till thou hadst consumed us, so that there should be no remnant nor escaping? 15 O LORD God of Israel, thou art righteous: for we remain yet escaped, as it is this day: behold, we are before thee in our trespasses: for we cannot stand before thee because of this. 
5. Analysis

a. Notice the problem is given in the first two verses. 

b. The people of Israel had intermarried with the Gentile nations around them. 

c. Notice also that Ezra assembles with those who "tremble at the words of God." 

d. This shows us that Ezra and this particular assembly were mindful of the commandments given to Israel. 

e. In verses 10-12, Ezra clearly states that the problem is that God commanded his people not to intermarry with the Gentile nations around them, yet this is precisely what the people were doing. 

f. And what is Ezra's conclusion in verse 15? 

g. Ezra concludes that the result of their disobeying this command against intermarriage is that they "cannot stand before" God "because of this" sin. 

h. Ezra is serious about how much this sin will disrupt their relationship and favor with God. 

i. In fact, in verse 14, Ezra indicates that this sin endangers them of being "consumed" by God's anger until there is "no remnant" left of them. 

j. But is this actually a command from God, or is Ezra just going above and beyond what is required? 

k. Certainly, Ezra believes this is the command of God given by the prophets, for he says so in verse 11. 

l. But we can also look back in the scriptural record before Ezra to find out where Ezra is getting this command. And we find the command in Deuteronomy. 

m. Deuteronomy 7:2 And when the LORD thy God shall deliver them before thee; thou shalt smite them, and utterly destroy them; thou shalt make no covenant with them, nor shew mercy unto them: 3 Neither shalt thou make marriages with them; thy daughter thou shalt not give unto his son, nor his daughter shalt thou take unto thy son. 4 For they will turn away thy son from following me, that they may serve other gods: so will the anger of the LORD be kindled against you, and destroy thee suddenly. 
n. Amazingly, Ezra's words are a very precise parallel of this command from Moses. 

o. Not only is Ezra clearly quoting verses 2-3 in Ezra 9:11-12, but his conclusion that for this sin God may indeed destroy the people is also taken directly from verse 4. 

p. Ezra is certainly not raising the standard or going beyond what God required. He is simply keeping the commandments of God as it was written and delivered through Moses. 

q. So, what does Ezra require to be done in order to rectify this disobedience, keep the Israelites from being destroyed, and restore them to proper fellowship and favor before God? 

r. Ezra 10 continues the story. 

6. Ezra 10: 1 Now when Ezra had prayed, and when he had confessed, weeping and casting himself down before the house of God, there assembled unto him out of Israel a very great congregation of men and women and children: for the people wept very sore. 2 And Shechaniah the son of Jehiel, one of the sons of Elam, answered and said unto Ezra, We have trespassed against our God, and have taken strange wives of the people of the land: yet now there is hope in Israel concerning this thing. 3 Now therefore let us make a covenant with our God to put away all the wives, and such as are born of them, according to the counsel of my lord, and of those that tremble at the commandment of our God; and let it be done according to the law. 4 Arise; for this matter belongeth unto thee: we also will be with thee: be of good courage, and do it. 5 Then arose Ezra, and made the chief priests, the Levites, and all Israel, to swear that they should do according to this word. And they sware…10 And Ezra the priest stood up, and said unto them, Ye have transgressed, and have taken strange wives, to increase the trespass of Israel. 11 Now therefore make confession unto the LORD God of your fathers, and do his pleasure: and separate yourselves from the people of the land, and from the strange wives. 12 Then all the congregation answered and said with a loud voice, As thou hast said, so must we do. 
7. Analysis

a. Notice from verses 2-3 that the guilty persons acknowledged that they had to put away their wives and the children born by them. 

b. However, these guilty persons also state that putting away these wives and children was done according to the counsel of Ezra and the leaders and according to the law, which is the Law of Moses. 

c. Then in verse 5, Ezra makes the guilty swear to put away their wives and children. 

d. And even more clearly in verse 11, Ezra states that to please God, the guilty persons must separate themselves from their strange wives and children. 

e. So, it is quite evident that not only did the Law of Moses prohibit the Israelites from intermarrying, but according to Ezra the Law also required them to put away their wives and children in order to appease God's wrath in this matter and comply with the Law. 

f. Therefore, this is a very blatant example where God's moral standards for his people supercede the notion of keeping fathers, mothers, and children together in an intact family unit. 

g. Instead, the opposite was necessary. In order to keep God's moral requirements and avoid being cast out and even destroyed by God, the Israelites were required to break up their family units and separate from their spouses and children. 

h. Now, we do not mean to imply that the Law of Moses is still binding on Christians today or that Christians should dissolve their second marriages because of the Law of Moses. 

i. Our point is simply this. These examples from the Old Testament books of Genesis and Ezra demonstrate that we, as Christians, cannot justify maintaining second marriages by appealing to an assumption that God never wants to break up any family unit. 

j. God does indeed sometimes require a family unit to be broken in order for his will to be done or his moral standard to be kept. 

XIII. Was Jesus’ teaching on divorce and remarriage only for those who could accept it?

A. Jesus teaching about divorce and remarriage was only binding on those who could accept it

1. For those for whom his teaching was too hard, they were not required to keep it

B. Matthew 19:9 And I say unto you, Whosoever shall put away his wife, except it be for fornication, and shall marry another, committeth adultery: and whoso marrieth her which is put away doth commit adultery. 10 His disciples say unto him, If the case of the man be so with his wife, it is not good to marry. 11 But he said unto them, All men cannot receive this saying, save they to whom it is given. 12 For there are some eunuchs, which were so born from their mother's womb: and there are some eunuchs, which were made eunuchs of men: and there be eunuchs, which have made themselves eunuchs for the kingdom of heaven's sake. He that is able to receive it, let him receive it. 

C. Analysis

1. A clear examination of Matthew 19:9-12 indicates that such an opposing argument is clearly in error. 

2. Jesus is not saying that his teaching about divorce and adultery only applies to those who are willing to accept it. 

3. Rather, Jesus makes this statement in verse 11 in response to the disciples comment in verse 10. 

4. In verse 10, the disciples state that it is good for a man not to marry. 

5. And it is this idea, the idea that it is better to remain single, that Jesus is saying in verse 11, only applies to those whom it is given. 

6. The fact that Jesus goes on immediately in verse 11 to discuss this idea of those who remain unmarried demonstrates thoroughly that his comments in verse 11 are meant only to apply to the idea of remaining single. 

7. Jesus was in no way indicating that his teaching regarding divorce and remarriage was only for those who could accept it. 

8. Instead, he was simply stating that the idea of remaining single was only for those who could accept it. In this way, his teaching is identical to that of Paul in 1 Corinthians 7:25-40. To assert that second marriages are adultery only for those who can accept such teaching but not for those who reject it is a patently absurd interpretation of Jesus' instructions here. It reduces sexual morality to a matter of person opinion. 

XIV. Restatement of Conclusions

A. According to the teaching of Jesus Christ: 

1. there are two potential ways to interpret the exception clause given by Jesus

a. an exception to the prohibition against divorce when illegal acts (such as adultery) are committed by one part during a legal marriage

b. an exception to the prohibition against divorce when the current marriage itself is inherently illegal

2. both interpretations would prohibit all second marriages when the original, legal spouse is still alive 

3. for parties involved in second marriages, repentance requires ending the second marriage and remaining either single or if possible, being restored to the original spouse. 

4. Also the death of a spouse legitimately dissolves a marriage allowing the surviving spouse to remarry if they so choose. 

3. for parties involved in second marriages, repentance requires ending the second marriage and remaining either single or if possible, being restored to the original spouse. 

4. Also the death of a spouse legitimately dissolves a marriage allowing the surviving spouse to remarry if they so choose. 

B. Paul’s warning on adultery and adulterers 

1. Since second marriages under such circumstances continue to be adultery as long as the second marriage remains un-dissolved in God's eyes, Christians in such second marriages should consider Paul's warnings in 1 Corinthians 6:9-10 and Galatians 5:19-21 very seriously. 

2. 1 Corinthians 6:9 Know ye not that the unrighteous shall not inherit the kingdom of God? Be not deceived: neither fornicators, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor effeminate, nor abusers of themselves with mankind, 10 Nor thieves, nor covetous, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor extortioners, shall inherit the kingdom of God. 
3. Galatians 5: 19 Now the works of the flesh are manifest, which are these; Adultery, fornication, uncleanness, lasciviousness, 20 Idolatry, witchcraft, hatred, variance, emulations, wrath, strife, seditions, heresies, 21 Envyings, murders, drunkenness, revellings, and such like: of the which I tell you before, as I have also told you in time past, that they which do such things shall not inherit the kingdom of God. 
4. Closing Comments:

a. Our intent with these warnings is not to be hateful. 

b. Telling these scriptural warnings to Christians in second marriages is no more hateful than telling those who reject Christ that they are in danger of Hell if they do not repent and accept the Gospel. 

c. There is no hate in such actions. 

d. One is simply passing on the general judgments given to us all in the Word of God in the hope that others will avoid consequences outlined in scripture. 

e. Giving such warning is an act of love because you don't want to see someone under God's judgments, in the same way that we exercise love when we tell unbelievers that they must repent in order to be saved. 

f. And for those who think that God wouldn't actually ban Christians of second marriages from the kingdom of his Son, let them consider again the words of Moses and Ezra. 

g. Both of these men understood that those among God's people who failed to remove themselves from the spouses and children they obtained by transgressing God's law would certainly and ultimately be cut off and destroyed from God's people. 

h. The moral standard might be different between then and now. They obtained spouses and families by transgressing God's prohibition of intermarriage. 

i. Many today have obtained spouses and families by violating Jesus' teaching concerning divorce and remarriage. 

j. Nevertheless, we can see from those Old Testament examples that God does indeed hold accountable and even promises to punish those who fail to separate themselves from the spouses and families they obtain by violating his commands. 

k. We may no longer be under the commands given through Moses. But we are most certainly under the commands given through Christ Jesus. 

XV. Survey of orthodox early church writers on this issue of divorce and remarriage

A. Summary: 

1. If we find no comments made on this matter in their writings, then our interpretation of scripture stands on its own, unchallenged by their words. 

2. If we find comments on this topic, which contradict our own findings, then we will need to explain the difference. 

3. But, if we find a sufficient amount of comments in their works, which support our findings, then we will have yet one more reason to conclude that our interpretations of scripture on this topic are the teachings of the apostles. 


B. Quotes

Concerning chastity, He uttered such sentiments as these:…And, "Whosoever shall many her that is divorced from another husband, committeth adultery." …(5) So that all who, by human law, are twice married, (6) are in the eye of our Master sinners, and those who look upon a woman to lust after her. [Justin Martyr (c. 160 AD.)] 

That the Scripture counsels marriage and allows no release from the union is expressly contained in the law, "You will not put away your wife, except for the cause of fornication." And it regards as fornication the marriage of those separated while the other is alive… "He who takes a woman who has been put away commits adultery." [Clement of Alexandria (c. 195 AD.)] 
The Lord holds it more pleasing that marriage should never be contracted, than that it should at all be dissolved. In short, He prohibits divorce except for the cause of fornication. [Tertullian (c. 197 AD.)] 
Christ prohibits divorce, saying, "Whoever puts away his wife and marries another, commits adultery. And whoever marries her who is put away from her husband also commits adultery." In order to forbid divorce, He makes it unlawful to marry a woman who has been put away. [Tertullian (c. 207 AD.)] 
I maintain, then, that there was a condition in the prohibition that He now made of divorce, the case at hand was that a man put away his wife for the express purpose of marrying another…That is, [she was put away] for the reason for which a woman should not be dismissed-to obtain another wife… Permanent is the marriage that is not rightly dissolved. Therefore, to marry while marriage is undissolved is to commit adultery. Since, therefore, His prohibition of divorce was a conditional one, He did not prohibit it absolutely. And what He did not absolutely forbid, He permitted on some occasions-when there is an absence of the cause why He gave His prohibition. [Tertullian (c. 207 AD.)] 
Christ plainly forbids divorce; Moses unquestionably permits…Even Christ, however, when He commands "the wife not to depart from her husband, or if she departs, to remain unmarried or be reconciled to her husband," both permitted divorce (which indeed is he never absolutely prohibited) and confirmed marriage (by first prohibiting its dissolution). If separation had taken place, He wished the marriage bond to be resumed by reconciliation. [Tertullian (c. 207 AD.)] 
The reason why He abolished divorce, which "was not from the beginning," was in order to strengthen that thing which "was from the beginning"-the permanent joinder of two into one flesh…So He permits divorce for no cause, except one…To us, even if we do divorce them [i.e., adulterous spouses], marriage will not be lawful. [Tertullian, (c. 217 AD.)] 
She must necessarily persevere in that peace with him whom she will no longer have the power to divorce. Not that she would have been marriageable-even if she had been able to divorce him. [Tertullian (c. 217 AD.)] 
He who marries a woman divorced from her husband is an adulterer. So is he who divorced a wife for any cause other than adultery, in order to marry another. [Lactantius (c. 304-313 AD.)] 

C. Survey Notes

1. our conclusions certainly have quite prominent representation among the writings of the early Christians. 

2. Our views are shared by Justin Martyr, Tertullian, and even Clement of Alexandria and Lactantius. 

3. There is nothing but consensus among these authors that in all cases where the first marriage was not legitimately and properly dissolved, it is permanent in God's eyes, thereby making any secondary marriages adultery. 

4. And, since they all have agreement that first marriage is not dissolved in God's eyes, we may also conclude that it is no abomination in God's eyes for the first marriage to be reconciled. 


D. Study Closing Comments

1. Since the original marriage is still standing in God's eyes, one cannot make the second marriage permissible simply by acknowledging that you were wrong to enter a second marriage in the first place. 

2. Such an idea fails to deal with the real problem. 

3. The real problem is that in God's eyes, you are still married to the original spouse. 
i. Given that fact, simply acknowledging that your past behavior was sinful does not in any way dissolve the original marriage. 

4. So, the simple fact is that nothing you can say or do will dissolve that original marriage. 

5. And as long as the original marriage is still standing in God's eyes, any marital behavior you commit outside that marriage is adultery and remains adultery for the entire duration of the time that the original marriage remains without being legitimate dissolved. 
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a. an exception to the prohibition against divorce when illegal acts (such as adultery) are committed by one part during a legal marriage

b. an exception to the prohibition against divorce when the current marriage itself is inherently illegal

2. both interpretations would prohibit all second marriages when the original, legal spouse is still alive 

3. for parties involved in second marriages, repentance requires ending the second marriage and remaining either single or if possible, being restored to the original spouse. 

4. Also the death of a spouse legitimately dissolves a marriage allowing the surviving spouse to remarry if they so choose.
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