
Intro  
Good morning, church! Please begin turning in your Bibles to Matthew chapter 5.  I’m thankful for Taylor 
Cain and Scott Westfall for faithfully preaching the Word of the Lord in my absence the past couple of 
weeks. 

Today, we are looking at the next two verses in our extended study of the Sermon on the Mount.  We’re 
limiting ourselves to these two verses today because there is much here for us to unpack and this is a 
potentially emotional, hurtful, and even offensive topic. 

For the last two weeks we’ve seen Jesus interpretation of contemporary Jewish teaching on anger and 
adultery and today we get His interpretation and application of divorce and remarriage.   

Divorce has touched many in our church both directly and indirectly.  I’ve known this would be a difficult 
text for many of us on a variety of levels for quite some time.  I asked our deacons to begin praying over 
this sermon two months ago and I’m thankful they’ve been doing so.   

My hope is that we all leave today with a clear picture of specific Bible teaching in the area of divorce and 
remarriage.  In getting there I am acutely aware of the potential for both fresh hurt and the dredging up 
of painful memories, feelings, and attitudes.  If you’re affected in some way by something said during the 
sermon today I want to offer myself to you in advance to help you process this topic.  I’m in the office 
Monday through Thursday this week roughly from 8:30-4:30.  If you want to make an appointment you 
can do so, but there’s a good chance if you just show up I’ll be here.  I also want to say if you’re offended 
by something I say today I want to apologize in advance.  I never want to say something during a sermon 
that is unnecessarily offensive.  But at the same time if you’re offended by Scripture today, as all of us will 
be at some point by the Sermon on the Mount, I don’t apologize for that.  In fact, we want to be 
confronted by the truth of God’s Word because that is the only way we will ever truly change. 

With all that being said, let’s no go to the text.  We’re going to read Matthew 5:31-32, then we’ll pray for 
God’s guidance as we look to understand and apply Jesus’ teaching together. 

31 “It was also said, Whoever divorces his wife must give her a written notice of divorce. 32 But I 
tell you, everyone who divorces his wife, except in a case of sexual immorality, causes her to commit 
adultery. And whoever marries a divorced woman commits adultery. 
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Sovereign God, we bow before you this morning praising Your for Scripture.  We know this is a tender and 
personal subject you’ve placed before us today and we ask for your grace in causing our hearts to bow 
before Your truth today.  We need to recognize your authority particularly in these sensitive and painful 
matters because we know your teaching is ultimately for our good and even more importantly for Your 
glory.  Help us believe those truths as we open this difficult passage together.  We ask this for the sake of 
your Son in whose name we pray, Amen. 

God’s High View of Marriage 

Before we even begin to look at the implications of Jesus’ teaching today we need to spend just a couple 
of minutes being reminded of God’s extremely high regard for marriage, because God’s view of marriage 
is the foundation on which the Bible’s teaching on divorce and remarriage is built. 

Marriage was God’s idea and it was established from the very beginning of creation.  If you were to read 
the creation story in Genesis you’d see that as God created everything was declared good.  That is, until 
2:18 when we see “Then the Lord God said, “It is not good for the man to be alone. I will make a 
helper corresponding to him.”  

From there, God creates Even out of Adam and then ordains the first marriage.  Verse 24 tells us ‘This is 
why a man leaves his father and mother and bonds with his wife, and they become one flesh.’ 
  
God takes two individual creatures and unites them together physically as one.  He spoke marriage into 
existence.  Jesus expounds on this in Mark 10—6 But from the beginning of creation God made them 
male and female. 7 For this reason a man will leave his father and mother 8 and the two will become 
one flesh. So they are no longer two, but one flesh. 9 Therefore what God has joined together, let no 
one separate.” 

God puts marriage together, not as an arbitrary institution but as a symbol of something much greater.  
Ephesians 5:32 calls this symbol a profound mystery but one that clearly represents Christ and His 
Church.  The people of God are the bride for whom Jesus paid the dowry of his own blood.  He entered 
into covenant relationship with His people (Luke 22:20). 

Scripture makes it clear that God holds marriage in extremely high regard.  And so should His people.  
Yet, it seems to be true that both in the first century and today that that high regard is faltering. 

Culture’s Low View of Marriage 
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The meaning of marriage has been cheapened by our secular culture.  Obtaining a divorce is now a 
simple legal matter, though it should be encouraging to us that the best data available indicates that 
those who are active in the practice of their Christian faith have one of the lowest divorce rates in the US.  1

For Jesus’s original audience it was the religious culture that had cheapened the marriage covenant. 

Remember, Jesus isn’t changing the rules for God’s people in the Sermon on the Mount.  He’s returning 
them to the core truths that had always been in effect for God’s people.   

There was a prevailing school of thought among the Rabbis of Jesus’s day that for a man to obtain a 
divorce, all he had to do was give his wife a written notice of divorce.  This comes up again in Matthew 19.  
You can turn there or see it with me on the screen: 

3 Some Pharisees approached him to test him. They asked, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife 
on any grounds?”  
4 “Haven’t you read,” he replied, “that he who created them in the beginning made them male and 
female, 5 and he also said, ‘For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be joined to 
his wife, and the two will become one flesh’? 6 So they are no longer two, but one flesh. Therefore, 
what God has joined together, let no one separate.” 
7 “Why then,” they asked him, “did Moses command us to give divorce papers and to send her 
away?” 
8 He told them, “Moses permitted you to divorce your wives because of the hardness of your hearts, 
but it was not like that from the beginning. 9 I tell you, whoever divorces his wife, except for sexual 
immorality, and marries another commits adultery.” 

Both texts are similar, but this one begins with a question from the Pharisees.  The debate was this: if we 
want to get a divorce, what’s the bare minimum we have to do to keep the Law? 

You see that in the question in Matthew 19:3.  Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife for any reason?  Our 
translators phrased that in a way that, I think, preserves the original intent.  It’s not, “What are the reasons 
for divorce?”  It’s “Can we get divorced for any reason we want?” That’s really what they were asking.  
There were Rabbis that misinterpreted one passage in Deuteronomy 24 who taught a man could seek 
divorce for reasons as trivial as his wife burnt his food or he simply found a woman he liked better 
(Mishnah, GiTTin, 14 10). 

 https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/factchecker-divorce-rate-among-christians/1
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Here’s their justification for that teaching in the Old Testament: If a man marries a woman, but she 
becomes displeasing to him because he finds something indecent about her, he may write her a 
divorce certificate, hand it to her, and send her away from his house. (Deut. 24:1) 

The meaning of that word translated in our Bibles as ‘indecent’ is the issue.  And Jesus, both in Matthew 5 
and 19 gives us His interpretation of it.  He says the marriage covenant isn’t broken in God’s eyes if you 
end the marriage for any reason other than sexual immorality.  He sides with the more conservative 
Rabbis of the day who taught that breaking a marriage covenant required serious negligence by one of 
the spouses. 

The provisions made for divorce in Deuteronomy weren’t to make divorce easier.  They were primarily to 
provide protection for the woman after a divorce because she would lose her social standing and, likely, 
any means for financial gain if she was put out by her husband.  But if she had a certificate of divorce she 
would be accepted again by her family and perhaps the rest of the culture.   

This comes across even in Matthew 19:7-8.  Let’s see it again: 
7 “Why then,” they asked him, “did Moses command us to give divorce papers and to send her 
away?” 
8 He told them, “Moses permitted you to divorce your wives because of the hardness of your hearts, 
but it was not like that from the beginning. 

Look at the difference in the two statements.  The Pharisees say Moses commanded divorce.  Jesus says 
Moses permitted divorce because of the heartens of their hearts—but divorce is never God’s intent.  

God makes His position on divorce clear on a number of occasions in Scripture.  Listen to the way the 
NASB renders Malachi 2:16a: 

For I hate divorce,” says the Lord, the God of Israel, 

God takes both marriage and divorce extremely seriously.  He takes divorce so seriously because it is 
always the result of sin—on the part of one party or, in many cases both parties—and it has sinful 
consequences for extended families and children and churches and those consequences often extend for 
generations.  

Divorce is always the result of sin.  That’s why God takes it so seriously.  So how do we, as God’s people 
today, deal with divorce? 
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There are those who teach there are no acceptable reasons for a Christian to seek a divorce.  I don’t 
believe that’s the testimony of Scripture, though it is my hope to see God’s people become so much like 
their Savior that there are no Christians who need to seek a divorce. 

Two Biblical Grounds for Divorce 

Marriage is a covenant.  But I believe Scripture teaches it is not an unbreakable covenant.  We’re given 
two Biblical grounds for divorce in the New Testament.  We’ve seen the first—sexual immorality.  Let’s 
look at the second one.  It’s found in 1 Corinthians 7: 

10 But to the married I give instructions, not I, but the Lord, that the wife should not leave her 
husband 11 (but if she does leave, she must remain unmarried, or else be reconciled to her 
husband), and that the husband should not divorce his wife. 
12 But to the rest I say, not the Lord, that if any brother has a wife who is an unbeliever, and she 
consents to live with him, he must not divorce her. 13 And a woman who has an unbelieving 
husband, and he consents to live with her, she must not send her husband away. 14 For the 
unbelieving husband is sanctified through his wife, and the unbelieving wife is sanctified through 
her believing husband; for otherwise your children are unclean, but now they are holy. 15 Yet if the 
unbelieving one leaves, let him leave; the brother or the sister is not under bondage in such cases, 
but God has called us to peace. 16 For how do you know, O wife, whether you will save your 
husband? Or how do you know, O husband, whether you will save your wife? 
17 Only, as the Lord has assigned to each one, as God has called each, in this manner let him walk. 
And so I direct in all the churches.  

The first Biblical ground for divorce is sexual immorality, the second is spousal abandonment by an 
unbeliever.   

Paul is writing this letter into a context at Corinth where the church is very young.  And almost everyone 
who is a Christian in this city would have came to faith as an adult.  So what do we do when a person 
becomes a believer but their spouse does not? 

It was likely those early Corinthian converts had practiced polytheistic worship right along side their 
Roman counterparts.  They sacrificed food to idols, worshiped in temples to gods or goddesses, and a 
number of other things that went along with begin a pagan. 

So when one spouse comes to know Christ, they stop doing all those things.  Where does that leave the 
marriage?  Paul says that if the unbelieving spouse is willing to remain in the marriage, great! You have 
the opportunity to evangelize your spouse.   
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But if that person chooses to leave, if they want out, then they should be allowed to go. 

So we have two Biblical grounds offered to us for divorce in the New Testament, yet in the Old Testament 
we find that God hates divorce.  Are both of those things true?  Yes. 

If you’re here and you’re married, God’s Will for your marriage is that it lasts until one of you die.  That’s 
God’s Will for every marriage.  But in two very specific circumstances God grants Christians the freedom 
to break the marriage covenant for the protection of the offended spouse. 

Let’s look at those two circumstances and see how they apply to God’s people today. 

Sexual Immorality 

Scott did a great job last week of teaching us about adultery and so we don’t have to spend as much time 
on this one.  But we will look at it in terms of the covenant to help see why this is a Biblical ground for 
divorce. 

If you commit adultery, sex outside the marriage covenant, you have violated the one flesh union.  Sexual 
purity is a very serious matter for Christians, both married and single.  The Greek word used in Matthew 5 
is porneia, by the way, from which we get the word pornography. 56-percent of American divorces cite an 
‘obsessive interest’ in porn as an issue.   Porn is an epidemic in the world today and the church is not free 2

of it.  According to one survey 68-percent of church-going men view porn on a regular basis and women 
aren’t far behind.   Porn is a problem and there are men and women in our church who struggle with it.  I 3

can’t encourage you enough if you’re one of them to seek help.  I can talk with you about it or point you in 
the direction of someone who can but believe me when I say it will ruin your life.   

Sexual purity is a serious matter for Christians.  Listen to 1 Corinthians 6: 

9 Don’t you know that the unrighteous will not inherit God’s kingdom? Do not be deceived: No 
sexually immoral people, idolaters, adulterers, or males who have sex with males, 10 no thieves, 
greedy people, drunkards, verbally abusive people, or swindlers will inherit God’s kingdom. 11 And 
some of you used to be like this. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in 
the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God. 

 https://www.charismanews.com/us/73208-15-statistics-about-the-church-and-pornography-that-will-blow-your-2

mind

 ibid3
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So when your spouse looks at porn, or if they have sex with someone else you’re free, right?  Maybe.  
When we take all of Jesus’ teaching so far in the Sermon on the Mount we see that it’s not quite that cut-
and-dried. 

Remember what Kingdom people are like?  They’re merciful.  They’re peacemakers.  They rejoice in 
persecution.  Just because we have Biblical ground for divorce doesn’t mean that we should always seek 
one. 

If sexual immorality proves to be a persistent and unrepentant pattern over an extended period of time in 
the life of a spouse, then the other spouse is probably justified in seeking a divorce.  But we always want 
to pursue reconciliation until there is absolutely no hope of saving the marriage. . . and then we want to 
pursue it some more. . . before we seek a divorce even when we have Biblical grounds.  Why?  Remember 
what our purpose is, 1 Corinthians 10:31, do everything for the glory of God.  Is God more glorified by 
reconciliation or divorce?  I think it’s the first one. 

Pastor Chris Carr said it this way: 
Your spouse can never sin against you to the degree that you have sinned against God.  Therefore, if 
God can forgive you of your sin against Him, you can and should forgive your spouse of whatever 
sin they commit against you. 

Ok, Jesus cites sexual immorality as the first Biblical ground for divorce.  The second will perhaps require 
more explanation: 

Spousal Abandonment by an Unbeliever 

I’m thankful for Paul’s clarity in 1 Corinthians 7.  If an unbelieving spouse wants to remain in the marriage 
we remain together in the hope that they come to know the Lord.  This, by the way, is not justification for 
dating an unbeliever.  This text refers to those who came to belong to Christ after they were married.  
Many Christians have caused themselves and their families incredible heartache because they’ve 
knowingly united themselves with an unbelieving spouse and that began because they dated an 
unbeliever. 

If you’ll allow me a two-minute soapbox—dating is one of the primary areas that Christians have taken 
their cues entirely from a sinful society.  I dealt with this more as a youth pastor but I still see it in folks I 
spend time with now.  Most would say that dating is preparation for marriage but the way we treat it the 
only thing it is preparing us for is divorce.   
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God didn’t design your heart for a series of romantic relationships while you ‘practice’ for marriage.  He 
designed your heart for one romantic relationship and if you’re not prepared to enter into that 
relationship you really have no business dating.  The question parents I know have struggled with is how 
old should my kids be when they start dating?  If we think about what marriage means and how God has 
wired our hearts, really you should be old enough to consider marriage as a reality before you even start 
pursuing it.  If we treated it that way, I firmly believe divorce among Christians would plummet.  Ok, end 
of soap box rant.  There is one resource I’d recommend to anyone thinking about dating or parents who 
are preparing their teenagers to answer these questions.  It’s Not Yet Married: The Pursuit of Joy in 
Singleness and Dating by Marshal Segal. 

What is spousal abandonment by an unbeliever?  If the unbelieving spouse wants to remain in the 
marriage then you pursue them with the gospel.  If they want to leave, you allow them to do so.  For Paul’s 
original audience this would typically mean they physically leave the relationship.  That’s the easy one.   

But this gets more cloudy because it’s possible to abandon the marriage covenant while physically 
remaining present.  I need to move quickly here so let me put this as bluntly as I know how:  If you’re an 
abuser (physically, verbally, or mentally) and you’ve engaged in this behavior over an extended period of 
time and you’re unrepentant you are both violating your marriage covenant and you’re living as an 
unbeliever.  Remember, Paul specifically listed verbally abusive people among those who do not belong 
to God in 1 Corinthians 6.   

There are many spouses who have abandoned the marriage covenant while still remaining physically 
present in the marriage.  This is perhaps just as common as adultery when it comes to biblical reasons for 
divorce.   

Ethicist David Gushee wrote, “One cannot find a biblical text in which burning a child or a wife on the 
arm with a cigarette (or throwing them down the stairs or banging their heads against the wall or 
enlisting them in a murder plot) is listed as grounds for divorce. Such actions, however, constitute a 
fundamental assault on the meaning of the marriage covenant.”  4

And the main reason I don’t want to spend too much time here is because every one of these situations is 
unique.  We’ve laid some general guidelines here, but every time I’ve been pastorally involved in a 
situation like this the circumstances are different.  That is why it is so important to have a church family 
supporting you in your marriage.   

Zondervan,. Remarriage after Divorce in Today's Church (Counterpoints: Church Life) (p. 112). Zondervan. Kindle 4

Edition. 
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Divorce is serious business.  And if your marriage is struggling, I’m here for you. Your church is here for 
you.  And I believe God would have us walk through these difficult circumstances together. 

Before we close there is one more component of Jesus’ teaching in our text we need to examine.  
Matthew 5:32 ends this way: 

And whoever marries a divorced woman commits adultery. 

We need to look together for just a few minutes at remarriage in light of the Biblical concepts of covenant 
marriage and Kingdom character. 

We do see evidence in Scripture that some are free to remarry because they’ve been released from their 
covenant responsibilities.   

First, widows and widowers.  Romans 7: 

2 For example, a married woman is legally bound to her husband while he lives. But if her husband 
dies, she is released from the law regarding the husband. 3 So then, if she is married to another man 
while her husband is living, she will be called an adulteress. But if her husband dies, she is free from 
that law. Then, if she is married to another man, she is not an adulteress. 

If your spouse passes away you’re free to remarry and you’re not committing adultery.  Paul made a 
similar statement as we read through 1 Corinthians 7 earlier: 15 Yet if the unbelieving one leaves, let 
him leave; the brother or the sister is not under bondage in such cases, but God has called us to 
peace. 

Notice that phase there, not under bondage. Under bondage to what?  To the marriage covenant.  So if 
you divorce due to spousal abandonment by an unbeliever you’re not under bondage to the marriage 
covenant.  It follows that you’d then be free to remarry a believer.  That’s the logic Jesus used in Matthew 
19: 

I tell you, whoever divorces his wife, except for sexual immorality, and marries another commits adultery.” 

There’s the other Biblical ground for divorce.  If you’re divorced and because of sexual immorality (and 
remember—you’ve pursued reconciliation), and you remarry then you’re not committing adultery.   

Is this getting foggy for anyone else?  Remember, divorce is always caused by sin and sin always brings 
confusion.   
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Here are the three freedoms granted by Scripture to pursue remarriage after a divorce: 

Spousal death 
Spousal abandonment 
Spousal sexual immorality 

If you were divorced for any other reason, Scripture has not granted you the freedom to pursue 
remarriage.  You may not like to hear that, but it’s the testimony of the Bible.  God has not released you 
from your marriage covenant despite what you, your former spouse, or the State of Missouri have to say.  
Remember, God takes marriage very seriously.  And if you’ve been sinfully divorced God’s desire for you 
is that your marriage be reconciled or that you remain single while you hope for reconciliation.  Because, 
remember, God is all about reconciliation.  2 Corinthians 5:19 says That is, in Christ, God was reconciling 
the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and he has committed the message of 
reconciliation to us. 

There’s one more group of folks I’d like to address just our of pastoral concern in dealing with this topic.  
We have a number of couples in our church who are remarried.  I don’t know the circumstances of your 
remarriage, but I can tell you something about your current marriage.  Because you’re married God wants 
you to remain in the marriage.  Even if you examine Scripture now and realize you shouldn’t have gotten 
married in the first place God wants you to be in the marriage you’re in right now.  How can I say that?  
Remember God’s attitude toward divorce.  He wants your marriage to succeed.  You might have to repent 
of the sin that led to your marriage in the first place, but God is in the business of redeeming our sinful 
decisions even when we don’t know they’re sinful. 

In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus is concerned with the radical obedience of our hearts.  That is perhaps 
no more clear than in His teaching on marriage, divorce, and remarriage.  I know we’ve touched on some 
emotional areas today.  No matter your background, remember there are no second-class citizens in 
God’s Kingdom.  And there are no second-class members of this church.  Everyone who joins this church 
has sin in their past and we all have sin in our present.  We’re striving together to make progress in 
becoming like Christ.  And we can look forward to the day when we no longer have to deal with the 
consequences of our sins, amen?  Let’s pray. 
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