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Matthew 5:31-32 – Legitimate Divorce & Remarriage 
 

Introduction 

1. Today’s subject matter is a sensitive and uncomfortable topic 

a. Jesus and His disciples speak the truth in love 

2. Many have been wounded by a spouse they trusted and then re-

wounded by the church or friends who did not know what to do 

3. Many have sinned without Scriptural grounds to divorce, never 

called to repent by the body of Christ while the wounded was put 

away, suffering injury 

4. Jesus calls people to fidelity in marriage; Every divorce is the 

result of at least one person refusing to uphold their vows 

 

Key Concept: Marriage is sacred, created by God. Divorce, except for 

infidelity and abandonment by an unbelieving spouse, is not permitted. 

Divorce is only permitted in the Law because of a hardness of heart, 

NOT because God approves of it.  

 

It Was Also Said… The Jewish Teaching on Deuteronomy 24:1-4 (v 31) 

1. The Cultural Backdrop: The Jews had a broad teaching on divorce 

a. The main text used was Deuteronomy 24:1-4 

i. This is case law – can be confusing at first glance; the law 

prevents the casual attitude on part of the first husband 

and protects the interests of the wife 

ii. The text DOES NOT command divorce 

iii. Deut 24 was highly debated amongst the Jews: What does 

the phrase ר עֶרְוַת בָּ  translated indecency ,(Airvat Davar) דָּ

mean? (See also Deuteronomy 23:12-14) 

2. Divorce was common as it is today in the 1st Century for both 

Gentiles and Jews – indecency was interpreted in three ways 

3. The Mishnah – collection of the oral tradition from Jesus’ time 

(Reading from Gittin 9:10) 

a. The School of Hillel – sexual immorality AND any cause (See 

Matthew 19:3) – Hillel is similar to no fault divorce in the US 

b. The School of Akiva – anything that causes you to dislike 

your wife, including a better woman down the road 

c. The School of Shammai – only sexual immorality of any kind 

(He also included infertility and barrenness) 

4. Deuteronomy 24 as Case Law – Why did Moses write this? 

a. Man decides to leave his wife and children without divorcing 

her – leaving her to fend for herself and their children 

b. She either goes into prostitution or remarries 

c. What if the first husband comes back? No divorce was 

decreed… He has all the property rights, rights to the children, 

as well as the dowry given by the second husband 

d. This Case Law deterred illegitimate divorce and remarriage 

 

5. In cases of adultery, divorce was seen as commanded – it was 

obligatory with no room for forgiveness or reconciliation 

6. Jesus speaks into this context – It was also said (a misunderstood 

case law, three different schools of thought, and the 

demand/command for divorce if there was adultery) 

 

But I say to You… Jesus’ Teaching on Deuteronomy 24:1-4 (v 32) 

1. Jesus lands within the conservative interpretation of Deut 24:1  

a. Indecency is translated nakedness, sexual immorality 

b. The Greek word is porneia – sexual sin of any kind 
2. Jesus’ Logic  

a. The Bible permits legitimate reasons for divorce – sexual 

immorality, abandonment of an unbelieving spouse 

b. A legitimate divorce opens the door for a legitimate 

remarriage, but an illegitimate divorce causes adultery 

c. Jesus presumes the woman who is divorced will remarry, & 

that the marriage will be consummated – sexual union will 

occur with someone the individual should not have married 

d. Jesus places the responsibility squarely on the person who 

issues the certificate of divorce – In Jesus’ day, the husband 

3. The surprising shock – this was unheard of for no one was held 

responsible for divorce “for any cause” 

 

God’s Design for Marriage (See Matthew 19) 

1. Divorce is permitted, but this is not God’s ultimate plan or ideal 

2. We live in a fallen world of hardened hearts (Matthew 19:8-9) 

3. The reason Jesus gives for a Monogamous, One Man, One Wife, 

For Life Marriage (Matthew 19:4-6) 

a. God Created Marriage; it was not created by the traditions of 

men or the government 

b. A Man was to leave his parents and cleave to his wife 

c. The two were to become one flesh, more than sexually, but also 

emotionally and spiritually 

d. This oneness was based on covenantal vows – promises to 

create a new family unit – to be faithful to one another 

e. If there was violation to the covenant, one could have 

permission formally and legally to do what was done 

functionally – to break off the covenant 

4. Divorce is permitted, but not commanded in the Bible 
a. If the violator is repentant, forgiveness and restoration is 

warranted – it will and can be long and painful 

b. Just because God permits, does not mean He approves 

5. What about those who have illegitimate divorce and remarry? 

They should repent and be faithful in their current marriage 

6. God is serious about marriage – He joins together (Mark 10:9) 

7. Reading from The Book of Common Prayer, 1559 on Marriage 

 


