The Sermon on the Mount Study

Bible Study Session 08 Study By
) ] . Lorin
A Matthew 5:31-32 : Topic 8.0 :
cranfordville.com
Greek NT Gute Nachricht Bibel NRSV NLT

5.31 "Eppébn &€, "Os d
V dmo\Uon TNV yuvdlkad
avTov, 60Tw avTH d-
TooTdolov.  5.32 €yw
8¢ Myw Lpv OTL TAS
0 amo\iwv TNV yuvdlkad
avuTol TAPEKTOS AOYOU
Topvelas TOLEL aUTNV
potxevbnrat, kat 0s €av
ATONENVPEVTV  YAUNOT)
pouxaTat.

31 Bisher hiel3 es:
‘Wer sich von seiner Frau
trennen will, muss ihr
eine Scheidungsurkunde
ausstellen.” 32 Ich aber
sage euch: Wer sich von
seiner Frau trennt, aul3er
sie hat ihrerseits die Ehe
gebrochen, der treibt sie
in den Ehebruch. Und
wer eine Geschiedene
heiratet, wird zum Ehe-
brecher.

31 It was also said,
“Whoever divorces his
wife, let him give her a
certificate of divorce.’
32 But | say to you that
anyone who divorces
his wife, except on the
ground of unchastity,
causes her to commit
adultery; and whoever
marries a divorced wom-
an commits adultery.

31 You have heard
that the law of Moses
says, ‘A man can divorce
his wife by merely giving
her a letter of divorce.’ 32
But | say that a man who
divorces his wife, unless
she has been unfaith-
ful, causes her to com-
mit adultery. And anyone
who marries a divorced
woman commits adul-

tery.

The Study of the Text:'
1. What did the text mean to the first readers?

This very short passage proves to be one of the most difficult pericopes in the
entire Sermon! Unquestionably, it has occasioned the most in the history
of interpretation, i.e., die Wirkungsgeschichte des Textes. Also, it is unlike the other
pericopes in this section, Mt. 5:21-48, because Jesus’ contrastive declaration here
involves action rather than inner attitude and/or verbal expression. Thus instead of
the two or three dimensional idea expression,? we are dealing with a one dimensional perspective of action
only.

In order to adequately deal with the ideas in these two verses, the longer parallel text of Matt. 19:3-12,
together with the parallels of Mark 10:2-12 and Luke 16:18, must be considered. Added to that is also Paul’s
distinctive perspective in [I Cor. 7:1-20, 25-40. The Pauline teaching provides critical understanding of how
the Jesus’ tradition was understood in the early church, which is mostly different than the way this Jesus’
tradition is interpreted today. Only then can one come to solid conclusions about the intent of Jesus’ teaching
in Matt. 5:31-32.

Historical Context:

On the issue of divorce in the teaching of Jesus one must carefully consider the historical situation of
marriage and divorce in the first century world. The idea of marriage in that world was very different than in
modern western culture; also the idea of divorce was very different across the different cultures in the ancient
world. Because we have to give attention to both layers?® of target audiences by the gospel documents, these
backgrounds play an important role in the interpretive process.

and Divorce in the Greco-Roman world:

One aspect that is critically important to remember: a large age gap normally existed between the
husband and wife in the ancient world. In that world, marriages were arranged by the parents or guardians
of the individuals. In both Roman and Greek society the man was normally in his mid twenties or beyond,

"Berious study of the biblical text must look at the ‘then’ meaning, i.e., the historical meaning, and the ‘now’ meaning,
i.e., the contemporary application, of the scripture text. In considering the historical meanind, both elements of literary
design and historical aspects must be considered. In each study we will attempt a summary overview of these procedures
in the interpretation of the scripture text.

2Two dimensional structure: Action / Attitude. Three dimensional: Action / Attitude / Verbal Expression.

3Sitz im Leben Jesu: the almost exclusive Jewish audience who heard these words from Jesus in the late 20s in Palestine. Sitz
im Leben Kirche (or Sitz im Leben Verfassers): the target audience of the gospel writers which varied. Matthew’s audience was
dominantly Jewish Christian, while Mark’s and Luke’s audiences were overwhelmingly non-Jewish in the Greco-Roman culture in
the late 60s through early 80s in differing regions of the Mediterranean world. The shaping of the words of Jesus for each individual
target audience will become dramatically apparent with this topic.

An electronic copy of this study can be accessed at http://cranfordville.com/Cranfordville/Reources.htm. These are located

under IBC Cologne/Bonn Bible Studies. The study is free and provided as a ministry of C&L Puinshirijg, Inc. .
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and the woman was a beginning teenager who had passed through puberty recently. The Greek culture
determined marriageability for the male somewhere in his mid-twenties. But in Roman society, the father
determined the age of marriageability exclusive of the boy’s age. Typically it was from the late 20s to
middle 30s, as decided upon by the father. Likewise, the father of the girl normally tried to ‘marry off’ his
daughter as soon as she was physically able to bear children. Consequently, in the typical Greco-Roman
marriage the relationship began when the girl was in her early teens and the boy was in his late twenties.
That meant about a fifteen year age difference between the couple. Frequently, this difference could be
substantially greater. Given the fact that the man in Greco-Roman society did not ordinarily see his fiftieth
birthday, most marriages would not last more than fifteen to twenty years before the death of the husband.
Most wives were widowed before their thirtieth birthday.

Divorce in Greek and Romar}* customs took somewhat distinctive directions. In from
the classical era in the third century BCE onward, divorce was the option of the husband, but not of the
wife. In some instances the wife’s father might instigate a divorce process in order to get back the dowry
that had been put up in the wedding contract. In Roman society during the Empire era could
initiate divorce proceedings against their husband in the court system, but more commonly the man would
file for legal divorce from his wife. Women in higher social classes had considerably more freedom than
did those of the peasant class. Whereas the Greek woman pretty much was bound to stay inside the
home except for rare occasions, the Roman woman could move about outside the home more freely. In
both Greek and Roman traditions divorce involved going through a legal process with the court in order
to settle dowry claims etc. In both ancient Greece and especially in ancient Roman society, divorce was
very common, especially among the wealthier classes of people. In the earlier period some reasonably
serious reason had to be given as a basis for divorce, but by the beginning of the Empire at the start of
the Christian era most anything constituted as grounds for divorce.

Marriage and Divorce in the ancient Jewish world:

Jewish patterns in the ancient world had some things in common with
the Greco-Roman culture. But many significant differences were also present.
Marriages were also arranged by the fathers of the two individuals. Jewish
custom did not consider the male an adult, i.e., marriageable’, until his thirtieth
birthday. The female became eligible for marriage at puberty in her early teens
much like the rest of the ancient world. Thus the age gap between husband and
wife in a Jewish home was often wider than in the Greco-Roman society. The
life-expectancy of the Jewish male was generally the same as males in that
world in general. They seldom made it out of their 40s. Thus the usual length
of a marriage was less than twenty years before the death of the husband made the young wife a widow.
At her husband’s death the young Jewish wife went back under the care of her father, or oldest brother.
If possible, she would be married off again to someone else. One very distinct aspect of ancient Jewish
society was the provision for the community, namely the synagogue, to assume responsibility for the care

“Here are some of the Latin terms related to marriage and divorce: The Latin expressions for betrothal, marriage, and
divorce provide insight into the related Roman customs; for instance, just as in English, the Romans refer to ‘giving’ a daughter
in marriage. Unlike marriages in America, in a Roman marriage, a Roman man is said to ‘lead’ (ducere) his wife. Although a
dowry is brought into a marriage, the dowry is ‘given’ to the daughter. When a wife divorces her husband, she ‘repudiates’ him.
Although we may not be aware of this, that is what repudiate means, according to the Dnline Etymology Dictionaryl, which
defines repudiate as

1545, “to cast off by divorce,” from adj. meaning “divorced, rejected, condemned” (1464), from L. repudiatus, pp. of

repudiare “to divorce or reject,” from repudium “divorce, rejection,” from re- “back, away” + pudium, probably related
to pes-/ped- “foot.”

Here are some of the Classical Latin marriage-related expressions:

*filiam alicui despondere - to betroth one’s daughter to someone

*nuptias conciliare - to prepare a marriage

*uxorem habere - to have a wife

*dotem filiae dare - to give one’s daughter a dowry

*ducere uxorem - to marry (for the man)

*nubere alicui - to marry someone (for the woman) [Nubere literally means ‘to cover or veil’, so a woman marries by

putting on the veil.]

*repudium remittere alicui - to divorce someone
[Source: Latin Marriage Vocabulary]
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of widows when no family was available to care for her. In the non-Jewish society of that time, such a
widow was ‘on her own’ and often had to resort to prostitution or volunteer slavery in order to survive.

Divorce in ancient Judaism did not involve a court procedure. Instead, the husband, who alone had
the option of divorce, simply handed her a written statement declaring her to be divorced and sent her
packing. The document, called a Get in modern Judaism,® grows out of the declaration in Deuteronomy
24:1-4 (NRSV):

1 Suppose a man enters into marriage with a woman, but she does not please him
because he finds something objectionable about her, and so he writes her a certificate
of divorce, puts it in her hand, and sends her out of his house; she then leaves his house
2 and goes off to become another man’s wife. 3 Then suppose the second man dislikes
her, writes her a bill of divorce, puts it in her hand, and sends her out of his house (or the
second man who married her dies); 4 her first husband, who sent her away, is not permitted
to take her again to be his wife after she has been defiled; for that would be abhorrent to
the Lord, and you shall not bring guilt on the land that the Lord your God is giving you as a
possession.

Some of the details of this will be considered below since Jesus interacts with this Old Testament passage
in His discussion of divorce. At the beginning of the Christian era, divorce among Jews was very wide
spread, although the grounds for divorce coming out of Deut. 24:1 above were hotly debated. The primary
curb on divorce was the terms set up in the marriage contraci, called the , by the two fathers.
Often specific terms regarding a refund of the dowry in case of divorce were set up in the contract. This
increased the financial cost of divorce significantly and helped to limit the tendency. But the process of
divorce, by not requiring a court process, made divorce relatively simple for the Jewish husband in the
ancient world.

One side note about marriages in general throughout the ancient world. The most common pattern
was marriage between distant relatives, usually cousins. Marriage outside the larger clan was the
exception rather than the rule, especially in the Semitic cultures of the Middle East. In general, marriage
was a contract between two large family units and the producing of children represented a ‘mixing of the
blood’ of the two families, which was intended to bond them together in greater peace and harmony.

Also was common in the ancient world, especially among the Romans. From the time
of Augustus, Roman law mandated that widows remarry, if they wanted to be able to inherit property.®
Physical health and financial concerns lay behind this tradition.

Marriage, and subsequently divorce, in the ancient world had tones and
aspects that are dramatically different than in the modern world. Thus when one
; comes to the biblical texts much caution needs to be exercised in applying the
' concepts. The biblical texts are unquestionably addressing marriage as it was

understood basically in the Israelite and Jewish worlds of that ancient time.
~  Timeless truths emerge from these texts as objectives and expectations of God
upon His people for all times. But a one-to-one transfer of the surface meanings
of the texts is impossible and leads to twisted, false understandings.

Literary Aspects:

This pericope is the shortest of the six passages in this series of Premise / Antithesis declarations

found in 5:21-47. But the core form follows the usual pattern.

Literary Form:

The pattern here is similar to those in the other pericopes in 5:21-47, except no

SWithin Judaism today, particularly Orthodox Judaism, such a must be obtained from a qualified rabbi by individuals
wishing to divorce and remain in their Jewish faith. This is in addition to the legal processes required by the country where the
couple live. It is the husband’s responsibility to secure such a document and to gain the consent of his wife to the terms spelled
out in the document. Apart from this document a Jewish couple are considered to still be married, even though they may have
been granted a divorce by the civil authorities where they live. If the husband doesn’t wish to divorce, his wife may sue for
divorce in a rabbinical court and if found valid the court will require the husband to divorce his wife. The ancient Jewish wife
had no such option.

SAmong the Romans, “most instances of remarriage were optional for men but mandatory for women. Most wives were
encouraged to remarry after either the death of the husband or a divorce. Ancient physicians believed that a woman was liable
to get very sick if she was deprived of sexual activity and it could even lead to a women getting ‘hysteric uterine constriction’.
Women would also usually need financial assistance from a husband so she was encouraged to remarry for health and financial

reasons. There was even legislation passed during the rule of Augustus that required widows to remarry to be able to fully
inherit.“ [“Marriage in Ancient Rome: Remarriage and Widowhood,” ]
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Literary Setting:

The literary context
of Mt. 5:31-32 is important. It comes . folden ¥
as the third pericope in the two sets ol frelarionat)
of three pericopes in this passage. In
each set, the third pericope, vv. 31-
32 and vv. 43-47, becomes shorter
than the two preceding pericopes in
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passage of 5:27-30 by the common words for adultery, pouxetvw
/ pouxdw. The significance of these words will be treated in the
exegesis section below. The issue of adultery in the ancient world
was a major problem and needed addressing.” From the teaching
of Jesus in both the second and third pericopes here, we can
understand its importance in early Christian teaching as well. And
the Christian perspective built on the Jewish heritage but extended
it and called for a return to the idealized principle first set forth in
Gen. 2:24 of one man and one woman committed to each other in
a life-long relationship of marriage.

Literary Structure:
As in the previous sections, the block diagram of the Greek text translated into English
provides a helpful way to visually see the internal thought flow of these two verses.

5:31 And
46 It was said,
Whoever would divorce his wife
let him give her a certificate
of divorce.

’For a detailed condemnation of the widespread practice in the ancient world leading up to the beginning of the Christian era,

see the Jewish philosopher -, Spec. Laws, I11.8-75.
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5:32 But
47 I say to you that
everyone divorcing his wife
apart from immorality
causes her
to commit adultery,
and

whoever marries a divorced woman

commits adultery.
Exegesis of the Text:

Premise declaration from Deut. 24:1: “It was also said, “Whoever divorces his wife, let him give her a
certificate of divorce’” ("Eppéfn &€, "Os dv dmollor TNV yuvdika avTot, 86Tw avTi) dTooTdoLov).

In statement 46, Jesus alluded to Deuteronomy 24:1, “Suppose a man enters into marriage with a
woman, but she does not please him because he finds something objectionable about her, and so he writes her
a certificate of divorce, puts it in her hand, and sends her out of his house; she then leaves his house ...“. One
important aspect of this can be easily overlooked.? Jesus’ summation assumes an interpretation of the
OT text that was popular in the first century world. Hotly debated among the Jewish scribes of Jesus’ time
was whether or not divorce was required when the husband found “something objectionable about her” (cf.
Deut. 24:1).°

Additionally one must note the thrust of Deut. 24:1 in the context of verses 1-4.1°

1 Suppose a man enters into marriage with a woman, but she does not please him because he finds
something objectionable about her, and so he writes her a certificate of divorce, puts it in her hand, and
sends her out of his house; she then leaves his house 2 and goes off to become another man’s wife. 3 Then
suppose the second man dislikes her, writes her a bill of divorce, puts it in her hand, and sends her out of his
house (or the second man who married her dies); 4 her first husband, who sent her away, is not permitted to
take her again to be his wife after she has been defiled; for that would be abhorrent to the Lord, and you shall
not bring guilt on the land that the Lord your God is giving you as a possession.

Moses’ words about divorce in this context was given as a curb on reckless divorcing of wives and then
remarrying his ex-wife after she had passed through another man. The thrust of his words were to prevent
the remarrying of his ex-wife. The process of handing her a written document declaring her divorced
was explicitly to release her from obligations of her marriage so that she
would be eligible to remarry. The command aspect was the requirement to
provide the woman with a formal document freeing her from her marriage
for the purpose of remarriage. In that earlier day, women would normally
be sent packing by their husband without any formal statement of being
free from the authority of their husband. This made remarriage complex
if not impossible for her in that day. Thus Moses’ instructions served to
protect the woman and give her the possibility of remarriage.

24:1. Strictly speaking there is no command there; the regular divorce with a bill of divorce is mentioned only in connection
with the prohibition to the man against remarrying his divorced ex-wife (Deut 24:4).” [Ulrich Luz and Helmut Koester,
Matthew 1-7 : A Commentary, Rev. ed. (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2007), 249.]

°A comparison of the LXX text of Deut. 24:1 and Matt. 5:31 illustrates the issue:

Deut. 24:1, Edv 8¢ 11g AdPn yuvaika kai cuvoikrion adtf, kad €otar £av un e0pn xdptv évavtiov adtod, 81 ebpev év alTii
doxnuov mpdyua, Kai yoder avti] fifriov anootaaiov....

Matt. 5:31, "Os dv amoAdoT THY yuvdlkd avTod, S0Tw avT]] dmooTdoLov.

The future tense of the LXX text is changed to the Aorist imperative form in Matt. 24:1. Some of the scribes took the Hebrew
verb (:lljiﬂ) to carry a command to divorce, while others understood the matter to be optional, “if he does...”. Jesus’ statement
reflects the scribal position understanding this as a command. Thus he alludes not just to the Deut. 24:1 text, but more so to a
current interpretation of it in his day.

PLXX text: 1 ’Edv 8¢ Tig AdPn yuvaika kai cuvoikron adtf, kai Zoton v un ebpn xdprv vavtiov adtod, 8ti ebpev év
avti] doxnuov mpdypa, kal ypdper avtii fifAiov dnootaciov kai dwoet €1g Tag Xelpag avTiic kKol E€anooTeAel avTNV €k TG
oikiag avtod, 2 kal aneAOodoa yévnral avdpi Tépw, 3 kKal uiorjon avtrv 6 avip 6 €oxatog kai ypder avtfi PrpAiov drootaciov
kal dwoet €ig Tag xelpag avtiig kal €€anootelel avTNV €k Tfi¢ oikiag avtod, i arobdvn O avip o £oxarog, 8¢ EAafev avtrv
£0UTQ YUVATKA, 4 00 Suvroetal O Gvip 6 Tpdtepog 6 e€amooteilag avThy EnavactpéPag AaPelv abTAV EXVTH yuVaiKA UETA TO
pavOfjvar adthy, 8t OéAVYUd goTiv évavtiov kKupiov Tod Beol cov, kai o0 paveite Tv yiv, v k0p1og O Be6g LUV didworv
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When Matthew comes back to this topic in 19:3-12," more insight into what Jesus understood about
the Deut. text surfaces. The Pharisees who posed the divorce issue to Jesus reflected the command
understanding of Moses’ words (“Why...did Moses command”). Jesus’ response reflects another view of
Moses’ words: “Moses permitted you to divorce your wives because your hearts were hard” (Mwiofis Tpos TNV
oKkAnpokapdiar VUGV ETETPePer LY dTolloat Tas yuvdikas vuer). Moses didn’'t demand men to divorce,
but allowed it as a concession to the “hardness of the hearts” of the men (mpos ™ akAnpokapdiav Ludv).
And Jesus quickly presses the issue back to the divine ideal (But it was not this way from the beginning.)
stated in Genesis 1 - 2: ““Haven’t you read, he replied, ‘that at the beginning the Creator ‘made them male and female,’ 5
and said, ‘For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh’?
6 So they are no longer two, but one. Therefore what God has joined together, let man not separate.”” (Mt. 19:4-6).

One should note that the Matthean text deals only with the Jewish option of a man divorcing his wife.
In the Jewish setting of Jesus’ words, this would be logical, since only the man could divorce his wife.
Interestingly, Mark in Jesus’ response adds the option of a wife divorcing her husband, which would have
been common in the Roman society that Mark is writing to with his gospel.'?

What can we conclude about the issue of Moses’ words in Deut. 24 and Jesus’ use of them? Let me
suggest the following:

a) Moses attempted to curb reckless divorce in his day where women were being ‘passed around’
by men from one to another. He forbid such practice which appears to have been especially common in
the Canaanite culture the Israelites moved into in the Exodus.

b) The prescribing of a written document of divorce, i.e., the @ represents a concern to guarantee
the legal rights of the woman. In the Patriarchal era when polygamy was prevalent, no such requirement
was present, as the instance of Abraham sending Hagar away illustrates.” Thus Moses’ instructions
helped protect the Israelite woman against abuse.

c) Jesus acknowledged Moses’ guidelines as a concession to the sinfulness of humanity that
prompted the move to divorce. In his reaction to the Pharisaical testing of Him (Matt. 19:3-12; Mk. 10:2-
12), He pressed the issue back to the original intention of monogamous marriage of one man and one
woman in a life-long commitment. He refused to get involved in the scribal debates over the meaning of
Deut. 24:1 current in His day.

d) Given the widespread practice of divorce by Jews in Jesus’ day, the scribal debate centered
on two aspects of Deut. 24:1. First, did Moses require or permit divorce? In the gospel reflection of this
debate, Matthew and Mark reflect different perspectives. Matthew assumes the ‘requirement’ view, as
reflected in ““Whoever divorces his wife, let him give her a certificate of divorce’” (Mt. 5:31) and ““Why then,’
they [the Pharisees] asked, ‘did Moses command that a man give his wife a certificate of divorce and send her
away?’“ (Mt. 19:7). But Mark in recording the same event as Matt. 19 describes, assumes the permission
view by the Pharisees: “They said, ‘Moses allowed a man to write a certificate of dismissal and to divorce

Matt. 19:3-12 (NRSV): 3 Some Pharisees came to him to test him. They asked, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife
for any and every reason?” 4 “Haven’t you read,” he replied, “that at the beginning the Creator ‘made them male and female,’
5 and said, ‘For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one
flesh’? 6 So they are no longer two, but one. Therefore what God has joined together, let man not separate.” 7 “Why then,”
they asked, “did Moses command that a man give his wife a certificate of divorce and send her away?” 8 Jesus replied, “Moses
permitted you to divorce your wives because your hearts were hard. But it was not this way from the beginning. 9 | tell you
that anyone who divorces his wife, except for marital unfaithfulness, and marries another woman commits adultery.” 10 The
disciples said to him, “If this is the situation between a husband and wife, it is better not to marry.” 11 Jesus replied, “Not
everyone can accept this word, but only those to whom it has been given. 12 For some are eunuchs because they were born
that way; others were made that way by men; and others have renounced marriage because of the kingdom of heaven. The

one who can accept this should accept it.”

‘Z(NRSV): 2 Some Pharisees came, and to test him they asked, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife?” 3
He answered them, “What did Moses command you?” 4 They said, “Moses allowed a man to write a certificate of dismissal and
to divorce her.” 5 But Jesus said to them, “Because of your hardness of heart he wrote this commandment for you. 6 But from
the beginning of creation, “God made them male and female.” 7 “For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be
joined to his wife, 8 and the two shall become one flesh.” So they are no longer two, but one flesh. 9 Therefore what God has
joined together, let no one separate.” 10 Then in the house the disciples asked him again about this matter. 11 He said to them,
“Whoever divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery against her; 12 and if she divorces her husband and marries
another, she commits adultery.”

'3 (NRSV): 14 So Abraham rose early in the morning, and took bread and a skin of water, and gave it to Hagar,
putting it on her shoulder, along with the child, and sent her away. And she departed, and wandered about in the wilderness of

Beer-sheba.
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her’“ The reason for this difference in presenting the views of the Pharisees is not clear, although the
requirement view was the more dominant view among Jews of Jesus’ day.

Second, what was the objectionable thing that served as the basis for divorcing the wife in Deut.
24:1? Multiple views of Moses’ words were common in Jesus’ day, but two views were the primary ones.
The Jewish summarizes the debates in the section in tractate Gittin 9.20:

The School of Shammia say, A may may not divorce his wife unless he has found in her aught improper, as it is
said, because he had found some unseemly thing in her. But the School of Hillel say, Even if she spoiled a dish
for him, as it is said, because he had found some unseemly thing in her. R. Akiba says, Even if he found another
more beautiful than she is, as it is said, Then it cometh to pass if she find no favour in his eyes.
The references in the three views are to Deut. 24:1, and more specifically to “because he finds
something objectionable about her.“ The Shammian view understood this to mean adultery, but the Hillelian
school and Rabbi Akiba interpreted the words much broader. Their views were much more popular
because they allowed for divorce on almost any grounds by the Jewish man. In Matthew’s accounts, he
is narrating Jesus’ words against this Jewish backdrop to a initial readership that was also Jewish and
would have been very familiar with these debates. Mark, on the other hand, preserves the Jewish flavor of
Jesus’ treatment of Deut. 24:1 in describing the confrontation of Jesus with the Pharisees over the issue
of divorce. But he adds expanded perspective that would have made Jesus’ words more relevant to his
dominantly non-Jewish readership where the woman had the legal right to divorce her husband as well.

The relevance of this part of the Matthean text to our world is at least as much as this. Divorce
represents a failure in human relationships. Unquestionably, marriage is only between a man and a
woman. God’s intention in creation was monogamous marriage of one man and one woman in a life-long
commitment. The dissolution of that relationship represents a failure to live up to the divine ideal. Moses’
guidelines acknowledge that humanity doesn't live in an ideal world, and make concessions for this. But
at the same time they sought to protect the rights and value of the woman. Jesus’ acknowledged this in
His comments in Mt. 19:8 (// Mk. 10:5). In developing a Christian view of marriage and divorce, these
foundational principles are important, since they served as the foundation for Jesus’ teaching, and for the
apostles elsewhere in the New Testament.

Jesus’ Antithesis declaration: “But | say to you that anyone who divorces his wife, except on the ground
of unchastity, causes her to commit adultery; and whoever marries a divorced woman commits adultery” ( éyw 6¢€
Myw VPIY 6TL TAS 6 AToNIWY TNV yuvdlka aUToD TAPEKTOS AOYOU Toprelas ToLeEL avThy jLouxevdijvat, kal 0s
€AV ATONENVPLEVTV YANOT) LoLXATaL).

The formula introduction, “It was also said...But | say to you that...” ("Eppébn &€... €yn 6€ Méyw vplv 6TL)
follows the basic pattern of each of the six pericopes, although with an abbreviated premise introduction.
Jesus’ response is structured the exact same way as the other five passages. Jesus responded to each
of the topics essentially the same way.

His response has two aspects:

1) “Anyone who divorces his wife, except on the ground of unchastity, causes her to commit adultery” (was
0 ATOANVWY TNV Yuvdika auToD TapekTos Mdyou mopreias moLel avThy polxevdfval).

2) “whoever marries a divorced woman commits adultery” (6s €av dmole vpévny yapnon pouxarat).

In order to see the picture more clearly we need to get Jesus’ response in the Pharisee confrontation
on the table, along with Luke’s inclusion of this saying of Jesus (Lk. 16:18).

Matt. 19:9. “I tell you that anyone who divorces his wife, except for marital unfaithfulness, and marries
another woman commits adultery” (Aéyw 8¢ vplv 0Tt 6S dv dTOADOT TNV Yuvdika auTol pPn €l moprela Kat
Yapnon dANNY pouxaTat).

Mark 10:11-12. “He said to them, ‘Whoever divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery against
her; and if she divorces her husband and marries another, she commits adultery’” (kat AéyeL avTots, "Os dv
ATOAVOT TNV YUVALKA AUTOD KAl yapunor dAANY pouxdtat €m’ atTiv: Kal €dy avTr) dmoAloaca Tov dvdpa avThs
yapnon d\\ov pouxaTat).

Luke 16:18. “Anyone who divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery, and whoever marries a
woman divorced from her husband commits adultery” (ITas 6 amo\iwv THY yuvdika avTol Kal yapudyr €éTépav
HoLxeVeL, Kal O ATONENUPEVTY ATTO AVEPOS YARGY |LOLXEVEL).

The first segment addresses the husband divorcing his wife, while the second segment addresses
a man marrying a divorced woman. For him to divorce her apart from the one exception means that he
forces her into adultery. The assumption is that she will remarry since the Jewish bill of divorce allowed
her to remarry. For her to remarry means she enters into an adulterous relationship with her second
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husband. The different perspective in Mt. 19:9 is that the husband in remarrying commits adultery against
his first wife. Mark 10:11 and Luke 16:18 adopt a similar perspective.

The major difference between Mark and Luke from Matthew is the infamous ‘exception clause’ in
both of Matthew’s accounts: “except on the ground of unchastity” (Tapektos Aoyou mopreias) and “except for
marital unfaithfulness (un €m moprela). This has occasioned considerable discussion; a wide range of
suggestions have been put forth.™ In general, it means improper sexual activity outside of marriage by
the woman. Mark’s narrative is often considered most original and that Matthew has added this exception
clause to accommodate the situation of his target audience of Jewish Christians. Perhaps this is the case,
but not textual evidence exists in the manuscript copies to validate this claim. And both Mark and Luke
contain no exception clause and present Jesus’ teachings as setting forth the rigid ideal of Genesis 2 with
no provision for any other option.

The situation of the woman being divorced must be considered in the above interpretive scenario. The
Mosaic law required a formal document being given to her so she could remarry. This protected her from
the stigma of being considered ‘unclean’ and thus unfit for marriage. In the above interpretive scenario,
Jesus’ words removed this protection and made her situation worse by relegating her to a perpetual state
of ‘uncleanness’ apart from relationship with her first husband. Thus she becomes ‘untouchable’ and no
other man can marry a divorced woman (2 segment).

It's no wonder that in the controversy narrative of Matt. 19 and Mark 10, the disciples express
shock over Jesus’ words. Matt. 19:10, “The disciples said to him, ‘If this is the situation between a husband
and wife, it is better not to marry’” (Aéyovow aivT® ot padntal”avtov, El oUTws €0Tiv 1) aiTia Tob avbpumov
HeTa TAS yuvaikods, ou oupdépel yapfoar); Mark 10:10, “Then in the house the disciples asked him again
about this matter” (Kat els ™ otkiav Td\w ot pabnTat mept TovToL €TNpwTWY aLTOHV). They recognized the
impossibility of implementing such a strict demand.

Jesus’ reply to their concern provides important insight. Matt. 19:11-12, “Jesus replied, ‘Not everyone
can accept this word, but only those to whom it has been given. For some are eunuchs because they were born
that way; others were made that way by men; and others have renounced marriage because of the kingdom of
heaven. The one who can accept this should accept it.”” (6 8¢ eimev avTols, OV TdvTes Xwpolow TOV Aoyov

"ToUTOl AN’ 0ls 8éSoTaL. eloiy ydp ebvoxol ol Twes €k KolAlas pnTpos éyevvinoar olTws, kal eioiy ebvodyot
olTwes evvovxiohnoav Umo TGV AvBpwTwY, KAl €LoLY €DVODXO0L OLTWES €UvovXLoaV €auTovs SLa TN Bactielav
TOV oLpavdy. O duvdpevos xwpety xopelTw); Mark 10:11, “He said to them, ‘Whoever divorces his wife and
marries another commits adultery against her; and if she divorces her husband and marries another, she commits
adultery” (kat Méyel avtots, "Os dv amo\lor TNV yuvdika avTo Kal YAunon ANV potxdtal €m’ auTiy: Kat
€av avTT amoAloaca TOV avdpd aUTAS YAUNOT AANOV pouxaTat).

In Matthew, Jesus indicates awareness of the ‘concession of Moses’ in which not everyone is able
to live by this high ideal. But the Markan narrative sees Jesus affirming the ideal of Genesis 2 privately
to his disciples. In summary, this strongly suggests the idealism of Genesis 2 behind Jesus’ words. By
using hyperbolic statements, as often is the case in these six pericopes, the shock effect of Jesus’ words
to an audience, living in a time where divorce was rampant and the divine ideal largely lost, pushed the
people to rethink their approach to marriage. Consistent with the conceptual thrust
of discipleship in the Kingdom focused on building positive relations rather than
tearing down relations, this teaching of Jesus urges married couples to work hard
at building a strong, healthy relationship in marriage. Divorce represents a serious
failure at this point, even though situations will arise where it becomes the ‘lesser
to two evils”’

The apostle Paul recognized this in his teaching on divorce in 1 Cor. 7:10-

16. h
10 To the married | give this command — not | but the Lord — that the wife
should not separate from her husband 11 (but if she does separate, let her remain
unmarried or else be reconciled to her husband), and that the husband should not
divorce his wife. 12 To the rest | say — | and not the Lord — that if any believer -

’The general meaning of mopveia makes it impossible to define “unchastity” more narrowly. It cannot be defined
more precisely as unchastity during the betrothal,= as premarital sexual relations,3—7 as the wife’s ongoing unrepented adultery
or prostitution,=> as concubinage,—9 as “wild 1ibertinism,”@ or as flirtation with another man./— The exegete’s sexual morals
are almost always the progenitor of such attempts. [Ulrich Luz and Helmut Koester, Matthew -7 : A Commentary, Rev. ed.

(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2007), 249.] .
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has a wife who is an unbeliever, and she consents to live with him, he should not divorce her. 13 And if any
woman has a husband who is an unbeliever, and he consents to live with her, she should not divorce him. 14
For the unbelieving husband is made holy through his wife, and the unbelieving wife is made holy through
her husband. Otherwise, your children would be unclean, but as it is, they are holy. 15 But if the unbelieving
partner separates, let it be so; in such a case the brother or sister is not bound. It is to peace that God has
called you. 16 Wife, for all you know, you might save your husband. Husband, for all you know, you might save
your wife. 17 However that may be, let each of you lead the life that the Lord has assigned, to which God called
you. This is my rule in all the churches.
Particularly in the case of a Christian and non-Christian marriage, Paul offers the Christian the option of
divorce if the non-Christian partner desires it. He reflected understanding of the concession of Moses’ as
well as did Jesus. But he also understood the importance of the ideal of Genesis two and sought to uphold
it in his teaching.
The history of Christianityl is filled with the
struggle to adjust the ideal of marriage with the
reality of living in a sinful world.

2. What does the text mean to us today?
a) How important is marriage to you?

b) How much effort do you put forth to ‘make
your marriage work’?

c) Do you understand the impact of divorce
on a family?

d) How compassionate are you to those going through divorce?

e) How can our church minister to both the families, and to the divorcees in our church?
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