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Introduction and Methodology

Si nce 1960, the nunber of divorces occurring in the United
States has nore than doubled to nearly 1.2 mllion per annum*

Al though "the divorce rate is three tinmes greater for those who
never attend religious services than for those who attend at | east
two or three tines a nonth," the Church of Jesus Christ has not
been |l eft untouched by Anerica's epidemc of marital dissolution.?
Si nce new converts "who have al ready experienced shattered rel a-
ti onshi ps [ because of divorce] are comng to Christ daily, broken
rel ati onshi ps are an i ssue we nust confront all the tine."® As a
result, pastors are called upon regularly by those they shepherd
to elucidate a clear Christian ethic as it relates to the issue of
divorce. @Gven that the sayings of Jesus formthe groundwork for
gai ning God's perspective on divorce and renarriage, Christians
(especially those in church | eadership) would do well to have a

t horough grasp of their inport and proper application. This pa-
per, then, is concerned with acquiring a better understandi ng of
Jesus' teachings on the subject.

Only the Synoptic Gospels contain commentary from Jesus on di-
vorce and remarriage (Mark 10:1-12; Mtthew 5:31-32, 19:1-12; and
Luke 16:18). This paper will concentrate first on M. 10:1-12
with a verse-hby-verse exam nation, followed by an anal ysis of M.
5:31-32. H storical data which are gernmane to the topic (e.qg.
first-century Jewi sh and G eco-Roman custons concerni ng divorce
and remarriage) will be considered along with an exposition of im
portant Greek words and phrases which are key to understandi ng Je-

sus' words as his original hearers woul d have.



Matthew 5:31-32

31 “And i1t was
said, “Whoever
should divorce
his wife, let
him give her a
certificate of
divorce.’

32 “But 1 say to
you that every
one who divorces
his wife, except
in the matter of
sexual immorali-
ty, makes her to
commit adultery,
and whoever
should marry (a
woman who has
been divorced)
commits adul-
tery.

Matthew 19:1-12

1 And it happened that
when Jesus finished these
words, He departed from
Galilee and went into the
district of Judea, on the
other side of the Jordan.
2 And a large crowd fol-
lowed him, and He healed
them there.

3 And the Pharisees ap-
proached Him, tempting

Him and saying, “Is it
lawful for a man to di-
vorce his wife for any

and every reason?”

4 And He answered and —
said, “Have you not read
that the One who created
from the beginning made
them male and female?

5 “And for this reason a
man shall leave behind

his father and mother and
he shall be joined to his
wife, and the two shall
become one flesh.

6 “Therefore they are no
longer two, but one

flesh. Therefore what God
has joined together, let
not man separate.” —
7 They said to Him, “Why |
then did Moses command to
give a certificate of di-
vorce and to divorce

her?”

8 He said to them,
permitted you to divorce
your wives due to your
hardness of heart. But
from the beginning, it
had not been thus.

9 “And 1 say to you,
whoever should divorce
his wife (unless upon
sexual immorality) and
should marry another,
commits adultery.”

10 The disciples said to
him, “If the relationship
of a man with his wife is
thus, it is not profit-
able to marry.”

11 But He said to them,
“Not all receive this,
but those to whom it is
given.

12 “For there are eunuchs
who were born thus from
their mother’s wombs, and
there are eunuchs who
were made eunuchs by men,
and there are eunuchs who
made themselves eunuchs
on account of the kingdom
of heaven. He who is able
to receive it, let him
receive it.

“Moses |

Mark 10:1-12

1 And having arisen,

He went from there into
the district of Judea,

on the other side of the
Jordan. And again a crowd
flocked to him, and as
was His custom, He taught
them again.

2 And the Pharisees ap-
proached Him, and tempt-
ing Him they were asking,
“Is it lawful for a man
to divorce his wife?”

3 And He answered and
said to them, “What did
Moses command you?”
4 And they said, “Moses
permitted [a man] to
write a certificate of
divorce and to divorce
[his wife].”
5 And Jesus said to them,
“He wrote you this com-
mandment due to your
L hardness of heart.
| 6 “But from the beginning
of creation He made them
male and female.
7 “For this reason a man
shall leave behind his
father and mother
8 “And the two shall be-
come one flesh; therefore
there are no longer two,
but one flesh.
9 “Therefore what God
joined together, let not
~ man separate.

10 And in the house the
disciples were asking Him
again concerning this.

[ 11 And He said to them,
“Whoever should divorce
his wife and marry anoth-
er commits adultery
against her,

12 “And if a woman, hav-
ing divorced her husband,
should marry another, she

— commits adultery.”

Luke 16:18

18 *““Everyone
who divorces
his wife and
marries another
commits adul-
tery; and he
who marries one
who is divorced
from a husband
commits adul-
tery.”



Mark 10:1-12

And having arisen, He went from there into the district of Ju-

dea, on the other side of the Jordan. And again a crowd flocked
to Him, and as was His custom, He taught them again (v. 1).

By this pericope, Jesus and H s disciples have travel ed through
Galilee (M. 9:30) and entered "the district of Judea on the other
side of the Jordan."” Their eventual destination was Jerusalem --
Jesus had already told the Twelve that it was necessary for Hmto
"go to Jerusalem and suffer many things fromthe el ders and chi ef
priests and scribes, and be killed, and be raised up on the third
day" (M. 16:21=M. 8:31).

A crowd of people had gathered as He preached and taught themin

Judea.

And the Pharisees approached Him, and testing Him, they were
asking whether i1t was lawful for a man to divorce his wife (v. 2).
It was agai nst the backdrop of v. 1 that the Pharisees ap-

proached Jesus with a question about "whether it was lawful for a

man to divorce a wife." Mark's use of the circunstantial partici-
pl e mewpalovieg ("tenpting"” or "testing") illustrates that the Phar-
isees' intent was hostile -- the underlying purpose of their ques-

tion was to test Jesus "in the hope that He would fail publicly."*
The question arises: Wy would asking Jesus about divorce have
the potential to foster Hs downfall? There are two possible rea-

sons:
1. The Phari sees probably heard Jesus' earlier

pr onouncenent concerning divorce in M. 5, vv. 31-32:

And it was said, "Woever should divorce his
wife, et himgive her a certificate of
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divorce.” But | say to you that everyone who
divorces his wife, except for the matter of
sexual imorality, makes her to commt adul -
tery, and whoever should marry (a worman who
has been divorced) commts adultery.

This is the first statenent concerned w th divorce
anmong the sayings of Jesus; it includes a quotation
of Deuteronony 24:1, the only provision in the Msaic
Law whi ch speaks directly to divorce and renarri age.
In essence, it permts a man to "wite [his wfe]

a certificate of divorce” upon finding "some indecen-
cy in her." Having quoted the Law on divorce, Jesus
contrasts it with H's own pronouncenent on the issue
(nore will be said about this under the treatnent of
M. 5:31-32). |In asking Jesus specifically about di-
vorce while He was teaching a crowd in Judea, the
Phari sees may have sought to put Hmat odds with
Moses, "the great giver of CGod's Law," thereby dis-
crediting Hmin the eyes of H's hearers.”®

At the tine when Jesus spoke, it had only been a few
years since Herodias, granddaughter of Herod the

G eat, divorced her husband (and uncle) Herod Philip
in order to marry Herod Antipas (Philip's brother).?®
Wil e Jewi sh Law did not prohibit a worman from narry-
ing her uncle, it was certainly unlawful for a man
to marry his brother's wife.” John the Baptist was

i mpri soned and eventual |y beheaded because he dared
to point out the sinful ness of what Herod Anti pas and
Her odi as had done (M. 6:17-29). The opportunity to
see the sane fate befall Jesus was not |ost on the

Phari sees, who had al ready taken "counsel with the
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Her odi ans against Hm as to how they m ght destroy
Hm (Mark 3:6, NASB). Herod Antipas was Tetrarch
over the region of Judea east of the Jordan R ver
where the events of Mark 10:1-12 took place.® [If Je-

sus' answer to the Pharisees' question resenbled

H s assertion in M. 5:32 that "whoever should nmarry
[a woman who has been divorced] commts adultery,”
Her od woul d have been publicly inplicated as an
adulterer within his own jurisdiction. |In addition,
"the suggestion that [Herodias] was living in adul -
tery [wth Herod] . . . would incur her noral resent-
ment as surely as John the Baptist had done,"” no

doubt placing Jesus' life in peril.”®

And He answered and said to them, "What did Moses command you?"
And they said, ""Moses permitted [a man] to write a certificate of
divorce and to divorce [his wife].” And Jesus said to them, "He
wrote you this commandment due to your hardness of heart. But
from the beginning He made them male and female. For this reason
a man shall leave behind his father and mother and the two shall
become one flesh; therefore there are no longer two, but one flesh
(vv. 3-8).

In Hs answer, Jesus deftly points the Pharisees back to the Law
by aski ng what commands Mdses had gi ven t hem concerni ng di vorce.
Their response is a reference to Deuteronony 24:1, whereby a man
was permtted "to wite a certificate of divorce and to divorce"
his wife "because he had found sone indecency in her" (M. 10:4,
Deut. 24:1). Notice the nuance of word choice -- Jesus asks about

what is commanded (fromthe verb &viedopar), the Pharisees respond

with what the Law permits (fromthe verb gntpeno). Jesus is con-
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cerned with the will of God, whereas the Pharisees "[are] seeking
t he greatest possible advantage for [thenselves] within the limts
of what is permssible "™

H s opponents expect Jesus to bring the Law into question. |In-

stead, He alludes to the reason behind its all owance for divorce:

[ Moses] wote you this conmandnent due to your hardness
har dness of heart (M. 10:5).

Har dness of heart is of particular concern to Mark, who nentions
it more than any of the other evangelists. He expresses it either
by using oxinpoxapdia (" hardness of heart") as in M. 10:5, or a
verbal construct simlar to nvavtdvn kopda tenwpopevyn ("their hearts
were hardened”) as in M. 6:52. For Mark, hardness of heart is
the root cause of spiritual blindness and an attitude of hostility

towards the work of God. For exanple:

e M. 3:5-6 -- Jesus grieves at the hardness of the
Phari sees' hearts because they sought to accuse
H m of Sabbat h-breaking for healing a man with a
wi thered hand. Imediately after Jesus heals the
man's hand, the Pharisees consult with the Herodi ans
and begin to plot Jesus' dem se, plainly denonstrating
their spiritual inperceptivity and hostility towards
the work of Cod.

* M. 6:52 -- The disciples fail to gain "any insight"
fromthe feeding of the 5 000 (M. 6:33-44) because
"their hearts were hardened."

By attributing the raison d*"étre of the divorce |egislation con-
tained in Deut. 24:1-4 to the hardness of nen's hearts, Jesus has
made a distinction "between that which sets forth the will of Cod,
and those provisions which take account of nen's actual sinful ness
and are designed to limt and control its consequences."' Deut.
24: 1- 4 does not prescribe divorce, but by way of concession it ad-

mits the existence of divorce in a sinful world and seeks to check
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its proliferation and protect those who are victimzed by it.

Next, Jesus contrasts God's ideal for marriage and the divorce-
concession of Deut. 24:1 -- He appeals to God's original created
order, citing Gen. 1, v. 27 and 2, v. 24:

But fromthe beginning of creation He nade them nmal e and
female. For this reason a man shall | eave behind his
father and nother and the two shall becone one fl esh;
therefore there are no | onger two, but one flesh (M.

10: 6-8).

John MacArthur nmakes the foll owi ng observations on Jesus' quota-
tion of Gen. 1, v. 27:

In the Hebrew text . . . both "male" and "female" are in
t he enphatic position, giving the sense of "the one nale
and the one fenmale.” . . . God did not create a group of

mal es and fenmal es who coul d pick and choose nmates as it

suited them There was no provision, or even possibili-
ty, for multiple or alternate spouses. There were only
one man and one wonan in the beginning. *

In other words, only Eve was "a hel per suitable for [Adan]" (Gen.
2:18, NASB). It is for this precise reason, as Jesus proclains by
guoting Gen. 2:24, that "a nman shall |eave his father and not her
and the two shall becone one flesh; therefore there are no | onger
two, but one flesh." On these grounds, He concludes in M. 10:9,
"what God has joined together, let not nman separate.” Thus Jesus
advances Adam and Eve as the prototype of God's perfect will for
matri nony, rem nding the Pharisees that when the world was un-
marred by the sin of mankind, "marriage . . . was instituted to
create a new unity of persons, and no provision was nmade for dis-
solving that unity."* The unity between nman and wife is therefore
the work of God, and divorce the work of fallen man. Hardness of
heart either blinds fallen man to this truth or generates his ac-

tive refusal to recognize and abide by it.
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And iIn the house the disciples were asking Him again concerning
this. And He said to them, "Whoever should divorce his wife and
marry another commits adultery against her, and 1f a woman, having
divorced her husband, should marry another, she commits adultery”
(vv. 10-12).

Once the disciples are alone with Jesus, they ask himto explain
what He has just said to the Pharisees. H s reply is nore explic-
it, making two points of application. First, any man who di vorces
his wife and marries another woman commts adultery against his
former wife. Rabbinic |aw taught that it was possible for a man
to commt adultery against another married man; it was al so possi -
ble for a woman to commt adultery agai nst her husband, "but a
husband could not be said to commit adultery against his wife.""

I n goi ng beyond the Rabbinic teachings in this way, Jesus redress-
es an unequal bal ance between nen and wonen in the culture.*® If a
worman can conmmt adul tery agai nst her husband, a husband can com
mt adultery against his wife -- both husband and wife are equally
cul pabl e when they forsake their marriage covenant for the sake of
seeki ng another mate, thereby breaking the Seventh Comandnent
("Thou shalt not comnmt adultery,” Ex. 20:14). Jesus' assigns
precedence to the precepts of the Decal ogue over the divorce con-
cession in Deut. 24:1-4; since divorce by definition destroys what
CGod has bonded together in matrinony, the preservation of that
bond is paranount. *

The second hal f of Jesus' answer "refers to a situation not con-
tenplated in the Ad Testanent Law," which did not allowa wife to

di vorce her husband and renmarry:

And if a woman, havi ng divorced her husband, should mar-
ry another, she commits adultery (M. 10:12).%"
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Only in Geco-Roman rel ationships could a woman initiate divorce
proceedi ngs agai nst her husband.*® Jesus coul d have been all udi ng
to Herodi as, who had divorced her first husband Philip under Roman
law. Since it is generally accepted that Mark's audience is Gen-
tile (probably Roman), Jesus' comments about wonen initiating di-
vorce may have been included to instruct Gentile believers in the

matter of divorce and renarri age.

Matthew 5:31-32

And 1t was said, "Whoever should divorce his wife, let him give
her a certificate of divorce. But I say to you that everyone who
divorces his wife, except for the matter of sexual immorality,
makes her to commit adultery, and whoever should marry a woman who
has been divorced commits adultery"” (M. 5:31-32).

Context. This particular saying of Jesus is part of H s nmaster-
ful Sernon of the Mount. He begins in Matthew 5 by asserting that
God' s ki ngdom bel ongs to the poor in spirit, the neek, the nerci-
ful, the peacenakers, the pure in heart, etc., thus outlining the
"truly repentant, unselfish lifestyle"” which his foll owers nust
adhere to (M. 5:3-12).* Those who profess to follow Jesus but do
not live in this manner are as inpotent as "tasteless salt and in-
visible light" (M. 5:13-16).%* The next paragraph in Jesus' ser-
mon is a priner on howto properly understand the renai nder of
Matthew 5: "Jesus is going to interpret, not refute, the Law of
God" (M. 5:17-20).%

A series of "antithesis" statenents follows. Each of these

statenments uses the formula, "You have heard it said, but | say to



you," where Jesus cites a rabbinical tradition and contrasts it
with his owm interpretation and intensification of Ad Testanent
Law. Al though sone have suggested fromthese antitheses that Je-
sus i s against the Law of Mdses, H s hearers woul d not have under -
stood Hmthat way. Qher Jew sh teachers of the day often used
simlar formulas, such as "one (I or you) mght hear (i.e., mght
interpret a passage in a certain way)," followed by "a different
or nore conplete interpretation."? By interpreting the Law with-
out "citing any other authorities to confirmH s position,"” Jesus
authoritatively demands "an interpretation of the Bible that goes
beyond its face-value interpretation and understands the inspired

poi nt of the text."?®

Cultural background. |In Jesus' day, rabbinic opinion was divid-
ed on what grounds a man was permtted to divorce his wife. The
controversy centered around the proper interpretation of "sone in-
decency" (fromthe Hebrew ervath dabar) in the divorce |egislation
of Deut. 24:1-4. The basic "thrust of the passage is this: If a
man finds sone [indecency] in his wfe and divorces her, giving
her a certificate of divorce [and sending her out of his house],
and she then nmarries soneone else who in tine al so divorces her
[or dies], then her first husband cannot remarry her."? Over
tinme, the main feature of this provision (which prohibited arbi-
trary divorce and protected the rights of a divorced worman) was
increasingly neglected -- instead, the focus shifted toward the
"i ndecency" which enabled a husband to divorce his wife.?

Rabbi ni cal thought on the subject basically fell into one of two
canps: the conservative School of Shammi, and the nore |ibera
School of Hllel. The Jewish Mshnah, a conpilation of oral |aw

"devel oped by rabbis up through the second century [AD.],"?
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provides a glinpse of their opposing views:

The School of Shammai say [sic]: A man may not divorce
his wife unless he has found unchastity in her, for it
is witten, Because he hath found in her indecency in
anything [Deut. 24:1]. And the School of Hllel say
[sic]: [He may divorce her] even if she spoiled a dish
for him as it is witten, Because he hath found in her
i ndecency in anything. Rabbi Aki ba says: Even if he
found another fairer than she, for it is witten, And it
shall be if she find no favor in his eyes.?*

The Shanmaites' position was certainly nore stringent. However,
"those rabbis who argued that a man could divorce his wfe only
for the cause of unchastity [i.e., the Shammites] neant by this
any sort of indiscretion or unfaithful ness, including a woman go-
ing outside with her hair uncovered (which in that culture nmeant
t hat she was | ooking for another husband)."?* In other words, the
Shammai tes hel d that anything which coul d be construed as i Mmodest
or which "indirectly [led] to a suspicion of adultery" was grounds
for divorce.® The Shammuite approach to interpreting and applying
Deut. 24:1-4 enjoyed greater preval ence in Jesus' day, but there
is no question that husbands could easily divorce their w ves on
the nore liberal grounds espoused by the Hllelites.®* 1In sone in-
stances, rabbinic teaching even compelled nen to divorce their
W Ves:

Anong the Talnmudic witings of the rabbis is the state-

nment, "A bad wife is like leprosy to her husband. What

is the remedy? Let himdivorce her and be cured of his

| eprosy." Another rabbi wote, "If a nan has a bad
wife, it is areligious duty to divorce her."*

It is easy to see fromthe above rabbinic commentary that the
"[nmore] stringent interpretation of the School of Shammai and the

liberal interpretation of the School of Hllel were given fromthe
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husband' s point of view and were thus for his advantage and conven-
ience."*® For the Shamuites, "it was the bride"s [chastity] that

had to be above suspicion,” whereas the bridegroom®s was never
brought into question.*® The liberal stance of the Hllelites was
liberal in the husband®s favor, since (according to their view) it
was well within his right to divorce his wife for as trivial a
matter as a spoiled dinner.*

There can be little doubt that first-century Jew sh wonen were
often victimzed by a system of divorce | aw which so heavily fa-
vored the will and whinsy of nen.

Semantics. The exact neani ng of the infamous "exception clause”
in M. 5:32 (rapektogAoyov mopvelag, “except for the matter of sexual
imorality") hinges upon the issues of context and cul tural back-
ground whi ch have just been expl ored.

In M. 5:17, Jesus has prefaced H's series of antithesis state-
ments by saying that He "did not cone to abolish [the Law or the
Prophets], but to fulfill." He goes on to point out that "whoever

annul s one of the | east of these commandnents, and so
teaches others, shall be called |east in the kingdom of heaven;
but whoever keeps and teaches them he shall be called great in
t he ki ngdom of heaven" (M. 5:19, NASB). These statenents apply
directly to Jesus' quotation of Deut. 24:1 in M. 5:31. H's pur-
pose, then, it not to annul or debunk the divorce |egislation con-
tained in the Law, but to interpret and intensify the its original
inspired point. Al though the neaning of ervath dabar ("sone inde-
cency") in Deut. 24:1 was contested in rabbinical circles and of -
ten used to nake divorce licit in all sorts of trivial cases, it
was originally intended only as an exception. Jesus nmade this
clear in M. 10:5-9 when He attributed the existence of Deut.

24:1-4 to hardness of the human heart while contrasting it with
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CGod's ideal for marriage (which made no provision for its dissol u-
tion). Thus it is likely that mapektogAoyov mopvelog i s "nodel ed |in-
guistically on the Hebrew formul a [ ervath dabar]" in order to
clarify and reinforce the exceptive nature of Deut. 24:1.%

What does ervath dabar actual ly mean? Many peopl e believe that
it sinply refers to adultery. This is unlikely, because according
to the Law the punishnment for adultery was not divorce, but death
by stoning (Deut. 22:22-24). Qhers have advanced the theory that
it refers to fornication commtted by the woman before narri age. *
Again, this notion has little to commend itself because once a
worman' s sin was discovered (even after marriage), the Law pre-
scribed the death penalty (Deut. 22:13-21). Literally, ervath da-
bar neans "shane, disgrace, or nakedness."® The exact phrase
"occurs el sewhere only in Deut. 23:14, in reference to human excre-
ment."* On this basis, sonme have concluded that ervath dabar con-
not es sone i ndecency or behavioral inpropriety.* John Jefferson
Davi s nmakes the foll owi ng observati on:

In Ezekiel 23:18, it is said that a man's soul turns
away fromthe wi fe who exposes her nakedness. According
to the school of Shammi, a wife who went out with her
hai r unbound, spinning in the street, or talking to a
strange man, was guilty of indecent or immobdest be-
havior. This interpretation of . . . ervath dabar as

"i ndecent or immodest behavior" seens to fit the text

and the general A d Testanment outl ook on human sexuality
and personal nodesty.®

The Greek transliteration of ervath dabar whi ch Matthew enpl oys in
M. 5:32 (mapektogAoyov mopvelac) supports this view, but has nore pro-
nounced sexual overtones. The word mopvewo refers to "every kind of

unl awf ul sexual intercourse."* In New Testanent usage it can nean

fornication (M. 15:19, Jn. 8:41), or even incest (1 Co. 5:1); it
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can also refer netaphorically to unfaithfulness to God in the form
of apostasy or idolatry (Re. 14:8).*

Thus mopvewr i S a general termwhich can include adultery, but in
M. 5:31 it broadly refers to any sexual inpropriety or imorality
(e.g., honosexuality, bestiality, incest, rape, perhaps even the
persistent, unrepentant pursuit of an extramarital relationship
whi ch has not yet cul mnated in physical adultery) which defiles
t he bond between man and wife. In all likelihood, this is Jesus
interpretation of what Deut. 24:1 nmeans by "sone indecency."

Exposition. At first glance, Jesus' logic in M. 5:31-32 ap-
pears sinplistic: Unless the demands of the exception clause are
nmet (i.e., the woman is guilty of sonme sexual inmorality or inpro-
priety which defiles the marriage bond), a woman who has been di -
vorced by her husband commits adultery if she remarries, and to
marry a divorced wonman is to commt adultery. A superficial un-
derstandi ng of this text which does not account for the cul tural
and contextual concerns enunerated above will give rise to dognat-

ic interpretations which tolerate divorce, but forswear renmarriage

al t oget her:
There may be divorce for adultery, . . . but remarriage
never. *

I n essence, this view turns Jesus' statement on its head. |t has

al ready been shown that H s pronouncenent on divorce:

1. Was not nmeant to annul or contradict the divorce |eg-
islation contained in Deut. 24:1 (which nmade provision
for the divorcee to remarry), but rather to interpret
and intensify its original intended neaning, and

2. Came in the context of a culture where divorce was
ranpant, and divorce custons based on a twi sted inter-
pretation of Deut. 24:1 heavily favored nen. As a re-
sult, nmen were free to divorce their wives on highly
trivial grounds -- wonen had little choice but to sub-
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mt to such abuse.

I f Jesus i1s prohibiting remarriage, He is guilty of a glaring in-
consistency -- Hs claimto uphold a law that permts a divorced
woman to remarry (M. 5:17) nmakes little sense if H's purpose in
M. 5:32 is to prohibit remarriage. Moreover, given the pa-
triarchal slant of divorce law at the tinme and the lack of contro
worren had over divorce proceedings, it seens preposterous that Je-
sus woul d have felt conpelled to "point a finger" at those who
were helpless victins -- after all, a divorced woman was acti ng

wi thin the boundaries of God's Law when she remarried. H s focus,
rather, is on the one initiating the divorce. Hence the use of

t he passive voice when the divorcee is nentioned; as the one who

has been divorced (from armorelvuevnv, a perfect passive participle),

she is made to commt adultery (from poyevbnvar, an aori st passive
infinitive) when she renmarries. Jesus places the onus on men who
initiate divorce unjustly: Anyone who divorces his w fe when the
requirements of the exception clause are not net (i.e., she is not
guilty of any sexual inmmorality or inpropriety which defiles the
marriage) unl eashes a cascading tide of sin. Al though the Msaic
Law gi ves a divorced wonman the right to remarry, a divorce ini-
tiated on invalid grounds by her husband thrusts her and her new
mate into a sinful situation because there has been no true breach
of their marriage covenant (neither the demands of Jesus' excep-
tion clause nor of the Law have been net). This constitutes a
brazen violation of the divorce |egislation contained in Deut.
24:1-4, and Jesus places the blane for it squarely at the feet of
t he di vorci ng husband.

In M. 5:31-32, Jesus opposes unlawful divorce, counternmands the

prevailing rabbinic opinions on the issue, and restores the origi-
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nal spirit and intent of the Mbsaic Law. Both the School of Sham
mai and (especially) the School of HIllel were guilty of encourag-
ing men to divorce their wives on grounds not sanctioned by the
Law. As Jesus stated previously in M. 5:19, "Woever then annuls
one of the |east of these commandnents, and so teaches others,
shall be called least in the kingdomof heaven." These words are
followed by a call to a higher standard of righteousness, one
whi ch "surpasses that of the scribes and Pharisees" (M. 5:20).
Jesus wants H's hearers to fulfill "CGod' s radical requirenents for
t he people of the Kingdom by going beyond the pontifications and
prescriptions of the religious establishnment and seeking the wll
of God in all things, including matters of renarriage divorce.*
Legal force. Should Jesus' pronouncenent on divorce in M.
5:31-32 be taken as a law which is uniformy applicable to al
situations? It is inmediately apparent that, to a | arge degree,
the antithesis statenents in M. 5:21-48 nmake w de use of hyper-
bole. In order to "grab the attention"” of their audience, Jew sh
teachers in the tinme of Jesus often used hyperbol e, which was a
rhetorical exaggeration for effect.* Jesus H nself enpl oys hyper-
bole in the first antithesis statement, which is Hs interpreta-
tion of the Sixth Commandrment (Ex. 20:13):

You have heard it said that the ancients were told, "You
shall not commt nurder,” and, "Woever commts nurder
shall be liable to the court.” But | say to you that
everyone who is angry with his brother shall be guilty
before the court; and whoever shall say to his brother,
"Raca!" shall be guilty before the suprene court; and
whoever shall say, "You fool!" shall be guilty enough to
go into the fiery hell (M. 5:21-22).

He goes so far as to state that nerely calling soneone a fool ner-
its punishnent in hell. H's point is that "the sort of anger or

hostility that generates nurder is really illegal under CGod's
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[Law]."* Insulting words such as "Raca!" ("Enpty-head!") or "You
fool!" are nerely manifestations of this sane kind of anger.*
Interestingly, Jesus abrogates H's own injunction against insult-
ing words in M. 23:13-33 -- in addition to calling the Pharisees
hypocrites and blind guides, He actually calls themfools in M.
23: 17, using the sanme word (pwopoc) He has prohibited in M. 5:22.
It would be absurd to claimthat Jesus contradicted H nsel f or
that He deserved to go to hell for this. The only optionis to
view M. 5:22 as a hyperbolic statenment. It does carry some | eg-
islative force, but it is not neant to be applied in an unquali -
fied manner to all situations with rigid |egalism

The sane coul d be said of Jesus' teaching on divorce in M.
5:31-32. Although it is probably nore |egislative than hyperbolic
(owing to the fact that it is an exposition of divorce |aw con-
tained in Deut. 24:1-4), it is unlikely that Jesus neant it as a
strict legal formulation which covered all possible cases of di-
vorce. |If there are instances when it is not nurderous anger to
call soneone a fool, is it possible that divorce for reasons other
t han Xoyov mopvewag (e.g., physical abuse, child nolestation, alcohol-
ism can be licit? Such questions invariably generate visceral
and enotional responses. Any attenpt to answer themapart from
taki ng "the whol e counsel of God" into account is inadvisable --
Jesus' teachings, while authoritative and foundational, conprise
only a portion of what the Wrd of God has to say about divorce.
One thing is certain: Hs statenents about God's ideal for nar-
riage in Mark 10:1-12 irrefutably nullify a host of reasons which
are commonly cited as grounds for divorce today. Excuses such as
"W just don't get along,” or, "W had irreconcilable differenc-
es," are as trivial and invalid as the Hllelite notion that a

burned di nner was sufficient cause for a husband to divorce his
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wi fe.

In any case, this author is prepared to prayerfully consider the
possibility that there are exceptional circunstances where divorce
for reasons other than blatant sexual imorality (such as adul -

tery) is a biblically perm ssible (but never desirable) option.

Summary
In these two passages (M. 10:1-12 and M. 5:31-32), both the

i dealismand the pragmati sm of Jesus' teaching on divorce are evi-
dent. Wen the Pharisees approached Jesus with a question about
the legality of divorce in M. 10:2, He responded with God's idea
for marriage. Divorce (even when permtted by the Law) is the end
result of the hardness of the human heart. God never prescribes
di vorce, but rather He concedes that it will occur in a sinful
world. As Jesus says in M. 18:7, "We to the world because of
its stunbling blocks! For it is inevitable that stumbling blocks
come." Were there is sin there are hard hearts, and where there
are hard hearts the possibility for "the stunbling bl ock" of di-
vorce exists. Mirreover, this hardheartedness either dism sses or
fails to grasp God's intent for matrinony as seen in the exanple
of Adam and Eve; He fashi oned one man and one woman to becone
united in marriage with no possibility or provision for that union
to be broken. "Therefore," Jesus concludes in M. 10:9, "what God
has j oi ned together, let not man separate.”™ The goal of both hus-
band and wife should be to naintain the bond which God H nsel f has
establ i shed between themat all costs. To break this bond nerely
for the sake of taking a new mate is to conmt adultery agai nst
the fornmer spouse (M. 11-12).

Matt hew 5:31-32 affirns the idealismof M. 10:1-12 by way of
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its appeal to a higher standard of righteousness, but al so ad-
dresses practical concerns. Before Hs saying on divorce, Jesus
tells Hs hearers that "unless [their] righteousness surpasses
that of the scribes and Pharisees, you shall not enter the ki ngdom
of heaven" (M. 5:20). The scribes and Pharisees had tw sted the
divorce legislation of Deut. 24:1-4 into a | oophole which permt-
ted nen to divorce their wives for alnbst any and every reason.
Jesus recogni zes and upholds the validity of Deut. 24:1-4, but
calls his hearers back to its original nmeaning. Only in cases
where a woman is guilty of some sexual immorality or inpropriety
is a husband allowed to divorce her. Anyone who divorces his wife
for "any and every reason," as practiced and taught by sone rab-
binical factions, is guilty not only of his own sin as a | anbreak-
er, but also that of his former wife and the man she marries.

When the divorced wonan exercises her right to remarry (as guar-
anteed by the Law), her former husband forces her and her new nate
into an adul terous situation because there has been no valid
breach of their marriage covenant. Wereas M. 10:1-12 recogni zes
the inevitability of "the stunbling bl ock” of divorce in a sinful
world, M. 5:31-32 indicts the "man t hrough whom the stunbling

bl ock” of divorce conmes (M. 18:7) when it is not |awful.

Al though a certain anpbunt of tension exists between the idealis-
tic and pragmatic concerns of these two passages, there is no
guestion that Christians are called to uphold God's val ues when it
cones to divorce and renarriage. Divorce may be perm ssi bl e under
certain exceptional circunstances, but in God's econony it is nev-
er desirable. This nmeans that divorce is emnently preventable if
people will strive to seek Hs will within a marriage rel ati on-
ship. Together, husbands and wi ves can "di vorce-proof" their mar-

riages as they practice the selfless |love, humlity, forgiveness,
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and patience nodeled in the |life and teachings of Christ.
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