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[bookmark: _GoBack]JESUS SPEAKS ON MARRIAGE AND DIVORCE
MATHEW 5:31-32; SERMON ON THE MOUNT 9



Please turn in your Bibles to Matthew chapter 5.

Last week we saw where Jesus addressed the issue of adultery. At the heart of the matter, we saw the wisdom of Jesus as He continued to plumb the depths of Torah. He is building one block upon another. He went from speaking on murder, anger and insults to adultery. All of these have the basic sin/ fault of de-humanizing another person who also has innate value. In that sense, anger, insults and adultery are equivalent to murder. They also carried the same penalty of death in Torah. Therefore, we can see how serious God takes such things. In these first two cases, Jesus has pulled His teaching from the 10 commandments. But this time, He pulls his teaching from a more obscure part of the Torah. However, it is easy to follow the logic of moving from adultery to marriage and divorce. 

We also need to keep in mind just who Jesus addressed as heirs of the kingdom in the beatitudes. They were the vulnerable, those without status and/ or means. They were the underdogs of society – those on the fringe. This principle will continue through Jesus’ teachings. 

Let’s look at what Jesus has to say on the matter of divorce. 


Matt. 5:31   h“It was also said, n‘Whoever divorces his wife, let him give her a certificate of divorce.’ 32 oBut I say to you that everyone who divorces his wife, except on the ground of sexual immorality, makes her commit adultery, and pwhoever marries a divorced woman commits adultery.

What Jesus says here is quite strong, but it is also succinct. We aren’t given much context here, but if we look elsewhere in Matthew, we can gain some understanding into why He says what He says. 


Matt. 19:3   And Pharisees came up to him and rtested him by asking, s“Is it lawful to divorce one’s wife for any cause?” 4 He answered, t“Have you not read that he who created them from the beginning made them male and female, 5 and said, u‘Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and vthe two shall become one flesh’? 6 So they are no longer two but one flesh. wWhat therefore God has joined together, let not man separate.” 7 They said to him, x“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 yhardness of heart Moses allowed you to divorce your wives, but from the beginning it was not so. 9 zAnd I say to you: whoever divorces his wife, except for sexual immorality, and marries another, commits adultery.”

What we are reading here is the background to why Jesus says what He says and how He said it. 

Jesus did not enter into a vacuum. He entered a world that had morphed with all sorts of issues and interpretations on how to deal with these issues. 

In Jesus’ day, there was a massive debate over the issue of divorce. And Jesus stepped right into the mess of the matter. There were essentially two camps when it came to divorce. You can still read the debates on this in the Talmud (define – records of rabbinical debates on issues of Torah). Both sides of the debate were seen to be at two extremes. The school of Shammai, saw divorce as only permissible in the instance of an unfaithful wife. The school of Hillel saw divorce as permissible for virtually any reason the husband deemed fit. This is important in wading through the issue. As you just heard, it was the husband and the husband only who was able to initiate a divorce. The wife had to grin and bear it. There are two cases we know of where a Jewish woman was able to initiate a divorce, but they were both princesses in the Herodian dynasty. They had the money and status to circumvent, maybe even bribe officials in order to get a divorce, but this certainly wasn’t the norm. for the average woman, there was no option one was she was married. The husband had all the say in the matter. 

The debate stemmed from the interpretation of two Hebrew words in the Torah – Dt. 24:1.


Deut. 24:1   “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 ehe 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 fher 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.


We should note that of the 613 commands in the Torah, only two mention divorce. The Torah mainly deals with the ramifications or the aftermath of divorce. And as we can see, there are no stipulations like we see today. There was no splitting of any assets acquired after the marriage. The woman was put out of the house. If she had no extended family to take her in, she was in trouble. Her only hope of being able to feed herself without extended family or adult sons was to marry again. This was the purpose of the certificate of divorce. It allowed her to remarry – stating that she was no longer married. This was for her protection. 

Both sides of the divorce debate in Jesus’ day hinged their opinions on the same phrase found in these verses, “he has found some indecency in her”. The Hebrew here is “erwat davar.” This phrase is not found anywhere else in the Bible and is therefore somewhat ambiguous. It literally means, “the nakedness of a thing.” Shammai interpreted this phase to mean unfaithfulness. Hillel interpreted it to mean any fault the husband found in the wife. This could run the gambit from unfaithfulness to burning food, to aging, or anything else at all. You can see how this put the woman in a very precarious position. Now, let’s go back to the conversation in Matthew 19.

Matt. 19:3   And Pharisees came up to him and rtested him by asking, s“Is it lawful to divorce one’s wife for any cause?” 4 He answered, t“Have you not read that he who created them from the beginning made them male and female, 5 and said, u‘Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and vthe two shall become one flesh’? 6 So they are no longer two but one flesh. wWhat therefore God has joined together, let not man separate.” 7 They said to him, x“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 yhardness of heart Moses allowed you to divorce your wives, but from the beginning it was not so. 9 zAnd I say to you: whoever divorces his wife, except for sexual immorality, and marries another, commits adultery.”

If we are paying close attention, we can see that the Pharisees, who are concerned throughout the Gospels with the question of whether or not Jesus was being slack with Torah, ask Jesus this question in a public setting in order to “test” Him. This gets back to the honor/ shame culture. This is equivalent to a “gotcha question” in an interview or press conference in our day. No matter how He answers, He is going to make someone mad. The Pharisees were trying to pigeonhole Jesus and divide His followers on the one hand, and possible justify their own stance on the issue, on the other. So, first we see they are testing Him and trying to shame Him. 

If are paying attention to the question itself – how it is worded, we can see just how narrow the question is and how it fits into the debate of the day regarding divorce. They ask, “Is it lawful to divorce one’s wife for any cause?” They are not asking for Jesus’ views on the whole of marriage and divorce. They are asking a very specific question. Can a man divorce his wife for ANY REASON? 

It is important to understand this. Jesus doesn’t give a long tutorial on marriage. Instead He is reacting/ answering to this very specific question in this very specific long-running debate of the time. Therefore, we must understand that we can’t take His answer to cover every aspect of marriage and divorce. We are meant to see the wisdom in all of Torah and apply it to the issue. What I am saying is that the issue is much deeper than ‘when can I divorce my wife and on what grounds.’ We can see this is in Jesus’ answer. 

Jesus answers their question by framing it in a question. I love it. But He doesn’t go back to Dt. 24. Instead, He goes all the way back to creation, in Genesis – another, earlier part of the Torah. Jesus refers them back to the ideal of what marriage is supposed to be. In the ideal – the model, when a man and woman have entered into the covenant of marriage; and covenant is of the utmost importance, there was/ is to be no divorce. They are to be equally paired for the same mission, namely what we call the Dominion Mandate. They are to be fruitful and multiply, with all that entails in the biblical story. In creation, one human – Adam, became two, who then became one once again. Jesus is essentially saying, ‘how did we get to this point where you are obsessing with the details of getting out of something that was meant to be forever?’ This shows us that there is a heart problem at the core of the debate. And that is where Jesus takes them with His question. They take the bait and walk into the trap with their next question. But understand that Jesus has taken the conservative side of the debate. He has sided with Shammai on the issue. This would have made the Pharisees, (normally the more conservative faction) and virtually everyone else, (at least most men) angry. The majority opinion, in a male dominated society was that a man COULD put away his wife for any reason. Jesus has just separated Himself from the majority.

The Pharisees follow up the first question with another.

“Why then did Moses command one to give a certificate of divorce and to send her away?”

Pay close attention to how they frame this question. “Why did Moses COMMAND to give a certificate and put her away?” 

While it is true that the Torah commanded that a certificate be given, they seem to read it as their duty to put her away – and in their context, to do so for any reason. Jesus doesn’t shy away from His answer. He goes back to the heart of the matter. 

He said to them, “Because of your yhardness of heart Moses allowed you to divorce your wives, but from the beginning it was not so.

The whole idea of divorce was a concession due to the rampant issue of sin, selfishness and lack of loyalty. The Apostle Paul did the same thing once he was dealing with the issue of divorce among Gentiles. Many people were converting to Christianity – many of them were women. Some spouses couldn’t deal with this and just left their spouses. Paul gave the concession that in these cases of abandonment, one could get a divorce. Gentile women under Roman law could file for divorce. Paul made a concession, just as Moses did, due to the circumstances. Paul is the following the wisdom of both Jesus and Torah. More on this later. 

But what we are to see is that divorce; the breaking of covenant and disloyalty were never to be an accepted thing. These things come from the sin of the heart. This is why Jesus goes on to quote from Genesis two with the statements regarding the cleaving of husband and wife. The ideal is one man with one woman for life. Now, for those who have been through divorce, this isn’t an indictment. Life is hard. Marriage is hard. Life and marriage are complex. But what we are seeing is the ideal intended from the beginning. And in truth, if a divorce occurs, there is some hardness of heart in someone – the offending party, at least. Divorce has come about due to a breakdown in someone’s treatment of the covenant. Someone, at least one party has broken that covenant, not walking with God as one should. Someone has taken from the wrong tree. Jesus goes back to the ideal but doesn’t negate the concession of divorce that has been given in Torah. I believe God always desires reconciliation. That is in His character. That is a part of repentance. But sadly, there are times when one or both parties won’t give. But what about the issue of those who remarry being guilty of adultery? 

9 zAnd I say to you: whoever divorces his wife, except for sexual immorality, and marries another, commits adultery.”

And then in Mark, dealing with the same issue, we read this. 

Mark 10:10   And in the house the disciples asked him again about this matter. 11 And he said to them, k“Whoever divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery against her, 12 and lif she divorces her husband and marries another, she commits adultery.”

Why does Jesus say that the woman, who has legally remarried, is guilty of adultery?

First of all, let’s go back to the ideal. In a perfect world this wouldn’t be an issue. It was not supposed to be an issue. But it is. Looking at it from the ideal, a marriage where two became one, became two again and then, upon remarriage, became one again with someone else. That is where the adultery in this sense comes from. But once again, how is one to remarry, (especially a woman of the time who would have had no other means), without being guilty of adultery? The answer is in the Greek. First of all, the phrase is in the passive voice regarding the woman and infers that she has no part in the adultery. What is being said is that the man who has put her away made her the victim adultery by putting her in that position. By him divorcing her for any reason other than adultery, he has in a sense made her an adulterer. She is not committing adultery. He has put her in an impossible position. 

By not understanding this, women have been forced into staying in abusive marriages. As was said earlier in the message, this is not a complete teaching by Jesus on marriage, divorce and remarriage. It is Jesus’ answer to a very specific question. 

Once we read Torah the way Jesus does, we can see that there is much more to the issue than two allowances for divorce. The truth is that there needs to be much more thought put into entering marriage. It is a covenant that is meant to be for a lifetime. It cannot be entered into lightly. Torah is given for the flourishing of all humanity. Marriage is given for the same reason. If the heart of Torah is realized, then divorce won’t be an issue. As we have seen, Torah is for all human flourishing. It is for the betterment and benefit of all. It is not designed to bind someone into an abusive relationship. Torah doesn’t permit the physical abuse of anyone. It doesn’t permit the verbal abuse of anyone as we have seen in Jesus’ statements on insults. What Jesus is saying is so much more than giving reasons for divorce. There needs to be more covenant loyalty. There needs to be more love the way god defines it. And while God gives concessions, which are due to His love and grace for everyone – especially the vulnerable, these aren’t to be seen as loopholes. For: “from the beginning it was not so.” 

As children of God who are to live out the ideal, let’s repent and seek reconciliation. Let’s live out the ideal. For this is what it means to be an imager of God. 

