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“The Spirituality of the Law: Divorce 
(Matthew 5:31-32) 

 
Introduction 
 
 Marriage has been under assault ever since Satan entered the Garden of Eden to tempt our 
first parents.  In our day in America, this assault is seen very clearly in the push for the complete 
legalization of gay marriage.  Another way Satan attacks marriage in America is through divorce.  In 
every state in America people have access to a “no-fault divorce.”  Married couples can end their 
marriage by simply stating that they have “irreconcilable differences.”  No one bears the blame for the 
failure of the marriage.  It just “didn’t work out.”   

Our culture is marked by divorce.  About 50% of all marriages end in divorce.  If you have been 
divorced before, statistically speaking, you are more likely to divorce again.  In America, 41% of all first 
marriages end in divorce.  The rate of divorce among professing Christians is high as well.  According to 
the best statistics, 38% of regular church attenders have been divorced.1   

We need to remember these aren’t just numbers.  These statistics represent people who deal 
with the hurt and pain of divorce.  Divorce is a nuclear bomb in the life of a family.  While both 
marriage partners suffer from a divorce, the “fall-out” dramatically affects their children as well.   

This morning we are going to tackle this issue of divorce.  As we do so, we want to be sensitive 
to fact that several of you sitting here this morning have gone through a divorce.  For many of you there 
is a great deal of pain attached to that reality. Almost all of us have been touched by divorce in some 
way.  How should we think about divorce as Christians?  What does the Bible have to say on this 
issue?  Those are the questions I want us to address this morning as we look together at God’s word.      
 
Background 
  
 This morning we are continuing in our study through the Sermon on the Mount.  And we find 
ourselves confronted once again with the teaching of Jesus concerning the Law of God.  We have noted 
that Jesus’ purpose in preaching the Sermon on the Mount is to describe His followers—the citizens of 
the Kingdom.  Throughout this sermon, Jesus demonstrates that those who follow Him (Christians) are 
distinct.  They do not live for this passing world, but for the world to come.  They do not serve SELF and 
promote SELF.  Instead, they love God and love others (Matthew 22:37-40).   

At the same time, in this sermon, Jesus addresses His followers in order to instruct them 
about the Law of God.  Jesus doesn’t want anyone to think He had come to “abolish” or destroy the Law 
(5:17).  Instead, He came to fulfill the Law.  And it was His desire that His disciples would understand the 
Law of God so that they would live lives that honor God.     

The problem, as we have seen, was that the religious leaders of Israel, the “scribes and 
Pharisees” (5:20), were leading the people of Israel astray.  They were supposed to teach the people 
the Law of God, but instead, they had misinterpreted the Law.  The Law was “spiritual” (Rom. 7:14).  It 
dealt with the heart.  But the “scribes and Pharisees” were only focused on externals.  They had made 
the Law of God something purely outward and physical.  We saw this especially over the last two 
weeks as we studied Jesus’s teaching on murder and adultery.  The Scribes and Pharisees taught that as 
long as a person did not physically, unlawfully end the life of another, he had fulfilled the Law’s 
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command “You shall not murder” (5:21).  And as long as they did not have a physical, sexual relationship 
with another man’s wife, they had fulfilled the Law’s command “You shall not commit adultery” (5:27).   

But Jesus exposed the false teaching of the religious leaders by getting to the HEART of the 
Law.  In the eyes of a Holy God, anger in the heart is the same thing as murder and lust in the heart is 
the same thing as adultery.  The Law of God is meant to expose the sinfulness of our hearts, and it does 
its job well.   
 But the “scribes and Pharisees” had also perverted the Law in other ways as well.  Not only did 
they make the Law merely outward and external, but they also twisted the INTENT of the Law in order 
to justify their sin.  Through ingenious interpretations, they led people to do precisely the opposite of 
what God wanted them to do.  We will see this as we study Jesus’ teaching concerning divorce this 
morning. 
 
MIM: The strictness of Jesus’ teaching on divorce demonstrates the value of marriage. 
 
Matthew 5:31-32- “It was also said, ‘Whoever divorces his wife, let him give her a certificate of divorce.’ 
32 But I say to you that everyone who divorces his wife, except on the ground of sexual immorality, 
makes her commit adultery, and whoever marries a divorced woman commits adultery.”    
 
This morning, we are going to study what God’s word teaches about divorce by asking four questions: 

1. What does the Old Testament teach about marriage? 
2. What does the Old Testament teach about divorce? 
3. What were the scribes and Pharisees teaching about divorce? 
4. What does Jesus teach about divorce? 

 
I. What does the Old Testament teach about marriage? (Genesis 2:18-25) 

 
A. It is impossible to understand Jesus’s teaching on divorce without first understanding 

the teaching of the Old Testament concerning marriage.  That is the framework from 
which we must understand our Lord’s teaching this morning.   
 

B. In Genesis 2:18-25, we read the story of the first marriage.  God created Adam first and 
observed that it was “not good” for man to be alone (Gen. 2:18).  And so He created Eve 
from the rib of Adam and brought her to him.  Adam was quite pleased!  Then, in 
Genesis 2:24, we get the divine declaration concerning marriage.  “Therefore a man 
shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and they shall become one 
flesh.”   From this verse we see three truths about God’s design for marriage.   

 
a. Marriage involves leaving.  A man shall leave his parents in order to be joined 

to his wife.  The marriage relationship is to be the primary relationship for both 
husband and wife.  Neither parents nor children are to take the place of one’s 
spouse. 
   

b. Marriage involves “cleaving.”  The word for “cleave” here has the idea of 
permanent attachment, or gluing.2  The marriage relationship is intended by 
God to be a permanent life-long relationship. 
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c. Marriage involves a deep union.  The Bible says the man and wife become “one 
flesh.”  There is a physical union, but it is also a spiritual union (cf. 1 Cor. 6:16-
17).  In the eyes of God, the two have become ONE.  God now deals with a 
married couple as a unit rather than as separate individuals and encourages the 
married to couple to view themselves in the same way (cf. Ephesians 5:28-31). 

 
This is God’s good design for marriage:  one man and one woman for life in a covenant, “one-flesh” 
union.  This is the divine ideal.   
 
In marriage, men and women, both made in the image of God and both of equal worth before God, are 
called to glorify God better TOGETHER than they could have apart.     
 

C. But Satan soon attacked God’s good design for marriage.   Through Satan’s temptation, 
Adam and Eve fell into sin in the Garden.  Immediately after their sin, the peace and 
harmony of their relationship was broken.  “The man said, ‘The woman you gave to be 
with me, she gave me fruit of the tree, and I ate” (Gen. 3:12).   And men and women fell 
under the Curse of God.   

 
Genesis 3:16- “To the woman he said, “I will surely multiply your pain in childbearing; in pain you shall 
bring forth children. Your desire shall be for your husband, and he shall rule over you.” 
 

Part of the effects of the curse would be that the woman would “desire” to usurp 
authority from and control her husband, but he would “rule over” her sternly.  From this 
point on, there would be a fundamental brokenness and disharmony in the marriage 
relationship between a man and a woman.  Divorce springs from this fundamental 
brokenness of relationship.      
 

II. What does the Old Testament teach about divorce? (Deuteronomy 24:1-4)   
 

A. By the time that the Law was given to the people of Israel, divorce was a common 
practice and it clearly needed to be regulated.  Men would divorce their wives for any 
reason.  Those who suffered most from divorce were the women and children.  And so 
God gave regulations in the Law in order to control divorce.  The entire object of the 
Mosaic regulation concerning divorce was to control it. 3  Divorce is NEVER commended 
in the Old Testament.  In fact, in Malachi 2:16, God says that the one who does not love 
his wife but divorces her “covers his garment with violence.”     

 
B. So what did the Old Testament teach about divorce?  The answer to that question is 

found in Deuteronomy 24:1-4.  This is the only passage in the Law of God that gives 
regulations concerning divorce.4 
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Deuteronomy 24:1-4- “When a man takes a wife and marries her, if then she finds no favor in his eyes 
because he has found some indecency in her, and he writes her a certificate of divorce and puts it in her 
hand and sends her out of his house, and she departs out of his house, 2 and if she goes and becomes 
another man’s wife, 3 and the latter man hates her and writes her a certificate of divorce and puts it in 
her hand and sends her out of his house, or if the latter man dies, who took her to be his wife, 4 then her 
former husband, who sent her away, may not take her again to be his wife, after she has been defiled, 
for that is an abomination before the LORD. And you shall not bring sin upon the land that the LORD your 
God is giving you for an inheritance.”  
 

C. As you read this passage, you notice a few important realities:   
 

a. First, it doesn’t deal with the “rightness” or “wrongness” of divorce at all.  It 
only acknowledges that divorce was a reality in Israel and that it needed to be 
regulated.  God regulated divorce by requiring that the man give his wife a 
“certificate of divorce” (Deut. 24:1).  The “certificate of divorce” showed that he 
had released her as his wife and that she was free to remarry.  This certificate 
protected the woman who married another man after her divorce.  Otherwise, 
if she had no certificate, an evil first husband could accuse her of adultery.  In 
her defense, she could pull out the certificate and prove she had been legally 
divorced. 
 

b. Second, the regulation served to limit divorce.  The only kind of divorce that 
was acceptable under the Law was a divorce where the man has found some 
“indecency” in his wife. There is no permission in the OT for a “no-fault 
divorce.”  There had to be a cause and the man had to be able to demonstrate 
the cause to the judges of Israel.  Now it is important to note that the 
“indecency” could not have been adultery, because the penalty for adultery was 
death (Leviticus 20:10).  But whatever it was, ritual uncleanness, physical or 
mental illness, or some other defect, there had to be some cause of the divorce.   

 
c. Third, the regulation served to promote marriage by making the husband slow 

down and think before he divorced his wife.  If he divorced her and she 
married another man, he could never get her back, even if her second husband 
died.   

  
God took marriage seriously and He wanted His people to take it seriously as well.  Divorce was never 
God’s ideal, but, as Jesus later told the Pharisees, God permitted it because of the hardness of the 
people’s hearts (Matt. 19:8).      

 
III.  What were the scribes and Pharisees teaching about divorce? (Matthew 5:31)  

 
A. Now with this background in place, we can take a look at the false teaching of the “scribes 

and Pharisees” regarding divorce.  In Matthew 5:31a, Jesus says, “It was also said.”  Jesus 
has been just been exposing the false teaching of the “scribes and Pharisees” regarding 
adultery in 5:27-30.  And in 5:31, it is as if He says, “By the way, speaking of adultery…” 
and He launches into this teaching regarding divorce.   
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B. So what was the teaching of the Pharisees concerning divorce?   Jesus summarizes their 
teaching in 5:31. “Whoever divorces his wife, let him give her a certificate of divorce” 
(5:31b).  The “scribes and Pharisees” had taken the teaching of Deuteronomy 24:1-4 and 
boiled it down to this:  If you find “some indecency” in your wife, divorce her, but 
remember to give her a certificate of divorce.  There was a lot of disagreement among the 
rabbis about what “some indecency” might refer to.  But many rabbis, scribes, and 
Pharisees in Jesus’ day said that “some indecency” could be anything in the wife that 
displeased her husband (cf. Matthew 19:3-7).  For instance, if the man thought his wife was 
being disrespectful to him, the “scribe and Pharisees” taught that he could divorce her.  One 
rabbi taught that if the wife burned her husband’s dinner, he was justified in divorcing her.  
Another taught that a husband could divorce his wife if he “found another fairer than she.”5  
And so men were divorcing their wives for all kinds of silly and inadequate reasons.  
Because of the teaching of the religious leaders of Israel, women were forced to live in fear 
that they might somehow displease their husbands and be cast out.     

 
C. And the “scribes and Pharisees” had no problem with this because what mattered to them 

was not the sanctity of marriage, but the letter of the Law.  In their view, as long as the man 
gave his wife a certificate of divorce, he had kept the Law of God.  What this amounted to 
was a “no-fault” divorce for the husbands.  If you want a divorce, no problem.  Just give your 
wife a certificate of divorce and send her on her way.   

 
D. Do you see how the “scribes and Pharisees” twisted the intent of the Law with their 

teaching?  Moses gave the regulation concerning divorce in Deuteronomy in order to 
REGULATE and RESTRICT divorce, and to promote the importance of marriage.  But the 
“scribes and Pharisees,” by teaching that a man could divorce his wife for any reason as 
long as he gave a certificate of divorce, made divorce easy.  They INCREASED divorce by 
their teaching.    

 
The “scribes and Pharisees” completely failed to understand the importance of marriage.  They 
thought wrongly about marriage and made it largely a means for MEN to satisfy their own desires.  They 
didn’t uphold God’s standard of one man and one woman in a “one-flesh” relationship for life.  They did 
not value what God valued.  The issue for them wasn’t being faithful to the “wife of one’s youth” (Mal 
2:14).  They were only concerned that the letter of the Law be carried out and that men gave their wives 
a “certificate of divorce” (5:31).  From this we learn that… 
 
Wrong thinking about marriage leads to divorce.   
 
Now before we all throw stones at the “scribes and Pharisees” we need to check our own hearts.  The 
principle holds true for us as well: how we think about marriage matters.  Many in America 
misunderstand and devalue marriage.  Our culture makes marriage about me and meeting my needs as 
well.  And if we are honest, we are more influenced by our culture than we want to admit.   
 
Application:  Let me give you two common views of marriage in our own culture that lead to divorce:   
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1. “Marriage is meant to make me happy.”  This is so common.  To many, the ultimate thing is to feel 
happy.  That is the new morality.  If it feels good, it is right. So, if I stop being satisfied with my husband 
or wife, then I am justified in divorcing and looking for another husband or wife.  This happens all the 
time.  Many people are looking for ultimate happiness and fulfillment in their spouse, and they can’t 
find it. Even the best marriage isn’t good enough to satisfy the desires of a person’s heart.  Only God can 
satisfy the longings of our hearts.  Frances Schaeffer pointed out this reality in his book “True 
Spirituality.”  He wrote: 
 

Modern multiple divorce is rooted in the fact that many are seeking in human relationships 
what human relationships can never give.  Why do [people] have multiple divorce, instead of 
merely promiscuous affairs?  Because they are seeking more than merely the sexual 
relationship.  But they can never find it, because what they are seeking does not exist in a purely 
finite relationship.  It is like trying to quench thirst by swallowing sand.6 
 

Application:  Brothers and sisters, we need to be careful when we start to compare our spouses to other 
people.  “That person is more fun than my husband.”  “That person is prettier than my wife.”  “That 
person understands me better than my spouse does.”  All those are thoughts spring from the idea that 
my marriage exists to make ME ultimately happy.   They are satanic temptations.  And embracing those 
thoughts is the first step towards divorce.   
 
The ultimate purpose of marriage is not to make us happy.  God intends for our marriages to make us 
holy.  Marriage is one of the tools God uses to make us more like Jesus. 
 
Ephesians 5:25-28- “Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her, 
26 that he might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word, 27 so that he 
might present the church to himself in splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that she might 
be holy and without blemish. 28 In the same way husbands should love their wives as their own bodies. 
He who loves his wife loves himself.”   
 
It is only as we grow in holiness that we will experience the happiness we are seeking. 
 
“If you understand what holiness is, you come to see that real happiness is found on the far side of 
holiness, not the near side.  Holiness gives us new desires and brings old desires into line with one 
another.  So if we want to be happy in marriage, we will accept that marriage is designed to make us 
holy.”7     

-Tim Keller 
 
2. “Marriage is essentially a partnership that helps both of us achieve our individual goals.”  So the 
idea is that I am married to you because you help me get what I want in life.  “I’ll help you get through 
school and get a good job, if you will help me fulfill my dream of owning a nice home and having two 
kids and a dog.”  But what happens over time is that goals change.  If at any point in the future you 
aren’t helping me achieve my goals (“I want to live in Colorado and you don’t.”), then I am justified in 
divorcing you.  Again, the focus is on ME and fulfilling myself by living the kind of life I want.   
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Illustration:  One of the ways this idea of marriage as a partnership to achieve common goals plays out 
is through raising children.  Many couples stop loving and serving ONE-ANOTHER and instead begin to 
focus all their energies on raising well-balanced, educated, and successful children.  The problem is, 
once those children leave home, the husband and wife are left with no further common goal.  They have 
made children their primary relationship in the home as opposed to working on their marriage together.  
As a result, often after the children leave the husband and wife are little more than strangers.  Many 
divorce after the kids leave home because they no longer have shared goals. 
 
But God intends marriage to be a “one-flesh” relationship for life where we learn how to glorify God 
TOGETHER.  Our goal in our marriage should be help our spouse become more like Jesus, not to use 
our spouse to get the things we want in this life.   
 
The “scribes and Pharisees” thought wrongly about marriage and if we are not careful we can as well.  
God values marriage highly and takes marriage very seriously.  We see this in 5:32…  
 

IV. What does Jesus teach about divorce? (Matthew 5:32) 
 

A. In 5:32, we see Jesus respond to the false teaching of the “scribes and Pharisees” regarding 
divorce.  Matthew 5:32-“But I say to you…”  
 

B. Here again, we see Jesus’s divine authority, “But I say to you.”  Jesus is the Lawgiver who is 
going to correct the “scribes and Pharisees” twisting of the Law of God.  God’s intent in 
giving regulations concerning divorce in Deuteronomy was not to make divorce easier 
(“Just give her a certificate of divorce and send her on her way.”), it was to regulate the 
abuses that were occurring in divorce.  Really, God’s concern for marriage in the Law points 
towards the sanctity of marriage not its irrelevance. And so Jesus says… 

 
Matthew 5:32b- “everyone who divorces his wife, except on the ground of sexual immorality, makes her 
commit adultery, and whoever marries a divorced woman commits adultery.”   

   
C. Here Jesus is teaching that men could NOT divorce their wives for just any reason (cf. 

Matthew 19:3).  There is only one justification for a Christian to divorce his or her 
spouse—“sexual immorality.”  The word for sexual immorality speaks of adultery and 
unfaithfulness in a marriage—sexual sin involving someone other than one’s spouse.8  God 
intends marriage to be a “one-flesh” union for life, but adultery betrays that one-flesh 
union.  And we need to realize that NOTHING but adultery justifies a Christian in divorcing 
his or her spouse.  Commenting on this, Martyn Lloyd-Jones said: 

 
“Nothing is a cause for divorce save fornication.  It does not matter how difficult it may be, it does not 
matter what the stress or the strain, or whatever can be said about the incompatibility of temperament.  
Nothing is to dissolve this indissoluble bond save this one thing.”9  
 
         -Martyn Lloyd-Jones 
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In our day of easy, “no-fault” divorce, Jesus’s teaching that ONLY marital unfaithfulness justifies a 
Christian in divorcing his or her spouse is very hard to hear.   
 
Objection: What about 1 Corinthians 7:15 where an unbelieving spouse doesn’t want to stay married to 
a believing spouse?  Paul says to let him or her go.  And that is a command.  But do you notice in 1 
Corinthians 7:15, it is the non-Christian who is divorcing the Christian?  Paul’s words to the Christian is 
this:  
 
1 Corinthians 7:12b-13- “if any brother has a wife who is an unbeliever, and she consents to live with 
him, he should not divorce her. 13 If any woman has a husband who is an unbeliever, and he consents to 
live with her, she should not divorce him.” 
 
Because of the surpassing value of marriage, the principle all throughout Scriptures is that God’s 
people should stay married.  God’s glory being seen in our faithfulness in marriage is more important 
than our personal desires.   
 

D. But Jesus’s teaching on divorce contains another hard truth as well.  Because marriage is a 
“one-flesh” union for life in the eyes of God, if someone divorces his wife for any reason 
other than martial unfaithfulness, he “makes her commit adultery.”  In the eyes of God, an 
illegitimate divorce doesn’t break the “one-flesh” marriage union.  And so, when the 
woman remarries, as she would have had to in order to survive in the first century, she 
would be committing adultery.  The husband who wrongly divorces his wife wrongs her yet 
again by making her commit adultery.  But an illegitimate divorce leads to even more 
adultery.  Jesus says, “And whoever marries a divorced woman commits adultery.”  The new 
husband is guilty of committing adultery as well.  While the old marriage is dissolved when 
the new marriage takes place, the new marriage would have taken place through 
adultery.  And in Matthew 19:9, Jesus adds that “whoever divorces his wife, except for 
sexual immorality, and marries another, commits adultery.”  Everyone involved in 
remarriage after an illegitimate divorce is guilty of adultery in the eyes of God.     
 

E. Far from accurately teaching the Law of God, the “scribes and Pharisees” twisted the Law 
to in order to justify their own sin.  As John MacArthur put it, “Only a little paper work was 
required to legalize their lust.”10  But Jesus calls out their hypocrisy and declares them guilty 
of the sin of adultery.  And not only had they sinned, they were leading the people of Israel 
into sin as well.   

 
A word to those who have been divorced 
 

As I meditated on this passage this week, I felt like I needed to speak directly to those of you 
sitting here this morning who have lived through a divorce.  Am I saying that if you divorced your spouse 
for any other reason than marital infidelity and then subsequently remarried, you have committed 
adultery?  Yes.  According to Jesus, that is how God looks at this issue.  Illegitimate divorce is a sin that 
leads to adultery. 
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But I need to say this to you as well—it isn’t the unpardonable sin.  While it is less like this now than it 
used to be, divorced persons who are a part of the church often feel like they walk around with a 
“scarlet letter D” on their chests.  They feel as though they are second-class Christians.  But friends that 
is not the case.  If the Sermon on the Mount has done anything, it has destroyed our sense that ANY of 
us are somehow better than others.  We are all murderers (5:22). We are all adulterers (5:27).  None of 
us have a right to look down on anyone else in the church.  We are all second-class.  We are all “poor in 
spirit” (5:3).  This doesn’t mean that we excuse a sinful divorce, or that we think lightly of it.  If you are a 
member of Christ Fellowship and you seek to divorce your spouse without biblical cause you will face 
church discipline.  But nor does that fact that we have sinned in the past mean we despair.  Why?  
Because Jesus’ faithfulness covers our unfaithfulness. 
 
The Gospel 
 

Friend, if you have been unfaithful to a spouse through divorce, then you have sinned.  But the 
message of the Bible is that we have all sinned and fall short of the glory of God (Rom. 3:23).  We all 
need a Savior.  God is holy and if we were left to ourselves, we would all perish.  But Jesus came and 
lived a perfect life.  Because he was faithful, our faithlessness can be covered and forgiven.  Jesus died 
on the cross a death you and I deserve because of our unfaithfulness.  But then He rose from the dead 
demonstrating that God had accepted His sacrifice.  Jesus’ faithfulness covers our unfaithfulness.  And 
all who turn from their sins and trust in Jesus will be clothed with His perfect righteousness.  If you 
would like to know more about how you can be forgiven for your sins and be reconciled to God, we 
would love to talk with you more about that this morning.   
 
Conclusion--A word to those who are married 
 
 Those of us who are married (and remarried after a divorce!) need to learn a lesson from this 
passage as well.  God takes marriage very seriously.  He instituted marriage and He values marriage.  
Ultimately, we know from Ephesians 5:32 that marriage isn’t about us at all really.  Ultimately, marriage 
is a picture of the relationship between Jesus and the Church.  We want our marriages to be an 
accurate picture of that relationship.  So we need to work on our marriages.  We need to treasure and 
invest in our spouses.  We need to help our spouses prepare for the great wedding day to come.   
 
Revelation 19:6-9- “Then I heard what seemed to be the voice of a great multitude, like the roar of many 
waters and like the sound of mighty peals of thunder, crying out, “Hallelujah! For the Lord our God the 
Almighty reigns. 7 Let us rejoice and exult and give him the glory, for the marriage of the Lamb has 
come, and his Bride has made herself ready; 8 it was granted her to clothe herself with fine linen, bright 
and pure”— for the fine linen is the righteous deeds of the saints. 9 And the angel said to me, “Write this: 
Blessed are those who are invited to the marriage supper of the Lamb.” And he said to me, “These are 
the true words of God.”  
 
Friends, whether we are married or not in this life, this is the Marriage we are all looking forward to. 
May God help us honor Him this week as we live in the hope of heaven.  Let’s pray… 


