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N ot long ago I at­
tended a church 

board meeting that lasted for two and a half 
hours. Two hours were spent on two items: 
two cases of divorce. After these two hours 
of sometimes vigorous discussion, the board 
was unable to reach a conclusion and re­
ferred both cases to other committees (one 
of which it had to create) for further study. 
This situation is hardly atypical. Divorce 
and remarriage present the church with 
some of its most difficult dilemmas.

As local churches respond to the problem 
of divorce, they want to be consistent with 
what the New Testament counsels and 
requires. Consequently, it is relevant, in­
deed crucial, that the New Testament pass­
ages discussing divorce be examined. We 
will look briefly at the context and teaching 
of each passage before drawing several 
conclusions concerning their relevance for 
the church’s understanding and treatment of 
divorce. The most important of these con­
clusions is that in the New Testament, the 
presumption against divorce, while very 
strong, is not absolute. We will study the
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passages according to the generally accepted 
chronological order in which they were 
written.1

1 Corinthians 7 :1 0 -1 6 ___________

A s we will see, there 
are several difficul­

ties in fully understanding these verses, but 
it is clear from the passage that Paul knew a 
saying of Jesus forbidding divorce. In spite 
of this, Paul also recognized that divorce 
might occur (although we do not know in 
what context) and admonished against re­
marriage (verse 11). In addition and more 
remarkably, Paul was willing to advise 
divorce in one situation—that of the un­
believing spouse who wished to separate.

Paul’s advice concerning divorce appears 
within a longer discussion where Paul an­
swers questions relating to sexuality and 
marriage. Apparently there were Christians 
in Corinth who went to opposite extremes. 
Some believed that in sexual matters all 
things were lawful (Paul refutes them in 1 
Cor. 6:12-20), while others thought that 
even sexual relations in marriage were 
wrong (Paul refutes them in 7:1-7). The 
discussion on divorce follows Paul’s refuta­
tion of the latter and may even be related



to it; some may have felt that because 
sexual relations were wrong Christians 
should divorce.2

In 7:10-11 Paul argues that Christians 
should not divorce and bases his advice on a 
saying of Jesus.3 According to Jesus a wife 
should not separate from her husband, and a 
husband should not divorce his wife. Paul 
adds a parenthesis between these two pieces 
of advice, however, which says that if the 
wife does separate from her husband, she 
should remain single.

In verse 12 Paul moves from divorce in 
general to a specific, difficult marital situa­
tion. What should a Christian do who is 
married to an unbeliever? Paul answers that 
such mixed marriages are legitimate and 
therefore the Christian should remain with 
the unbelieving spouse, unless the unbeliev­
ing spouse wishes to leave. In the latter case 
Paul makes an exception. (Notice that the 
exception is Paul’s and is not a part of Jesus’ 
saying.) God has called us to peace; there­
fore, the Christian should not force the 
reluctant, unbelieving spouse to continue 
the marriage.

“ What is certain is that in these 
verses Paul makes an exception 
to the prohibition on divorce, 
and he does so on principle. 
God has called us to peace."

Several problems emerge from the pas­
sage. First, why does Paul sometimes use the 
word “ divorce” and sometimes use “ sepa­
rate” ? Is he attempting to make a distinc­
tion? Probably not; the two terms appear to 
be synonymous and interchangeable.4

Second, what is the meaning of the 
“ Pauline parenthesis” in verse 11? If the 
Lord said there should be no divorce, why 
does Paul seemingly allow for the possibility 
but then deny remarriage? A number of 
possibilities have been suggested:5 Paul is 
simply recognizing the reality that divorces 
will occur; he is thinking of a specific case in

the church where separation may have 
already occurred; he wants to leave open the 
possibility of divorce for sexual ascetics who 
cannot conscientiously remain married 
(even though Paul opposes that position 
himself); or the parenthesis is a later inter­
polation. The first of two possibilities are 
best, but it is impossible to answer this 
question with certainty.

The third problem in understanding this 
passage involves the meaning of the two 
questions in verse 16. Is Paul speaking to the 
positive possibility of saving the unbelieving 
spouse, or is he arguing that one should not 
hold the reluctant spouse in the relationship 
by emphasizing that the Christian cannot be 
certain of winning him or her? In other 
words, is he saying, “ Stay with the un­
believing spouse; you might convert him or 
her,” or is he saying, “ Let the reluctant 
spouse go; how do you know you can con­
vert him or her?” In a recent article 
Sakae Kubo has persuasively argued for the 
latter.6

Finally, does Paul allow remarriage for 
the Christian who has been divorced from 
an unbelieving spouse? Some point to verse 
11 and believe that it is decisive for this 
situation as well. Thus no remarriage is 
permitted.7 Others point to the words “ is 
not bound” in verse 15 and argue that Paul 
allows for remarriage.8 Paul is not explicit, 
and on this specific point no definite con­
clusion is possible.

What is certain is that in these verses Paul 
makes an exception to the prohibition on 
divorce, and he does so on the basis of 
principle. God has called us to peace. To 
compel an unbelieving spouse to continue in 
an undesired marriage violates this principle 
of peace.

Mark 1 0 :2 -1 2

W e now move to the 
gospel material, 

which is, in many ways, more difficult be­
cause of the differences between parallel 
accounts in different gospels. Several things



are clear from the passage, however. Jesus 
upholds an ideal, based on creation, that 
there should be no divorce. In addition, as 
the passage stands in Mark, there is a definite 
advancement of the standing of women. A 
man who divorces his wife commits adul­
tery against her. Finally, adultery is put at the 
point not of divorce but of remarriage.

Our analysis begins with Mark since it is 
generally assumed that it was written first. 
This passage provides the first explicit 
quotation of Jesus’ teaching on divorce, 
although it follows Paul’s reference to this 
teaching by more than a decade.

The Pharisees open the discussion with a 
question: “ Is it lawful for a man to divorce 
his wife?” Jesus responds by referring to 
Moses and pointing out that the certificate 
of divorce Moses allowed was given because 
of the hardness of their hearts; God’s ideal is 
that there should be no divorce. At marriage 
two people are joined by God into a per­
manent unity. Jesus appeals to the creation 
as the foundation for this ideal.

Jesus then privately gives further advice 
to his disciples. A man who divorces a wife 
and marries another commits adultery 
against her, and a women who divorces her 
husband and marries another commits adul­
tery.

The chief interpretive difficulties here 
involve the comparison of this passage with 
the parallel account in Matthew. We shall 
reserve comment on most of these diffi­
culties until we have surveyed the parallel.

There are several elements unique to 
Mark that have caused problems for some 
because they do not seem to reflect the 
milieu of Palestinian Judaism. The Phari­
see’s initial question, “ Is it lawful for a man 
to divorce his wife?” seems somewhat 
strange since the debate among Pharisees 
was not over divorce as such, but over the 
grounds for divorce. The School of Sham- 
mai argued that divorce was only per­
missible in cases of adultery while the 
School of Hillel countered that a man could 
send his wife away for any reason, even if 
she burned his dinner.9 As we shall see,

Matthew’s account reflects this Pharisaical 
debate.

The words “ against her” 10 are also not in 
keeping with usual Palestinian practice, 
where adultery was considered to be a sin 
against another man, whose property rights 
to his wife were violated by adultery.11 Is 
Jesus redefining adultery or does the Markan 
passage reflect later influence?

A similar question emerges when Mark is 
the only gospel in which Jesus speaks of a 
woman divorcing her husband. This was 
common in the Gentile world but was 
forbidden in a Jewish context. Does this 
element go back to Jesus, or does it reflect 
Mark’s Gentile milieu? Such questions are 
extremely difficult to answer with cer­
tainty. However, it is obvious that the 
passage hews closely to the prohibition 
against divorce, never acknowledging any 
exceptions. While the Pharisees speak of 
what is permitted and want to know about 
their rights, Jesus continually turns the 
discussion to God’s will and his ideal for 
marriage.12 Indeed, for Jesus marriage is so 
absolute that divorce does not necessarily 
end the marriage relationship. That re­
lationship continues on so that remarriage is 
considered a violation of the marriage com­
mitment.

Matthew 1 9 :3 -9

This is clearly an ac­
count of the same 

incident recorded in the previous passage. 
Yet there are several striking differences. 
The most important of these are:

1. The initial question by the Pharisees 
has to do with the grounds for divorce rather 
than divorce itself. (The words “ for any 
cause” are added.) This puts the discussion 
in the context of the Hillel-Shammai de­
bate.

2. There is no mention of a woman 
divorcing her husband or of adultery being 
against the woman.

3. An exception, not present in Mark (or 
Paul), is found. A man who divorces his wife



except for infidelity and marries another com­
mits adultery.

In each of these cases the Matthean ver­
sion more closely reflects a Jewish milieu. Is 
this because he is closer to the original 
situation or because he is writing in a Jewish 
context and modifies his material to suit it? 
Debate on this topic is complex, technical, 
and vigorous.13 At least for numbers one and 
two, it is probably impossible to say with 
certainty which is closer to the original.

In actual fact, if we believe that all the 
accounts are inspired presentations of God’s 
will, determination of which is the closest to 
Jesus’ actual words is unnecessary. But 
neither should we overlook the diversity 
among the accounts and engage in a sim­
plistic harmonization. It appears that the 
gospel writers, under inspiration, have 
modified their material to communicate 
God’s will to their particular audiences.

This seems to be the case where number 
three is concerned. There is good reason for 
believing that the so-called exception 
clause, “ except for infidelity”  is added by 
Matthew and does not reflect the original 
words of Jesus, since of the four writers who 
refer to Jesus’ saying, only Matthew men­
tions this exception. Apparently Matthew, 
writing under inspiration, makes an excep­
tion to the general negation of divorce that is 
particularly appropriate to the more strongly 
Jewish context in which he writes;14 just a 
quarter of a century earlier, Paul had made 
a different exception appropriate to a dif­
ferent social setting. In a sense, Matthew, 
with the words “ except for infidelity,” is 
adding a parenthesis within Jesus’ remarks. 
He, of course, had no punctuation marks 
with which to make this clear to us.

But what is the exception Matthew 
makes? This question is complicated by the 
fact that although some of our English 
versions read, “ except for adultery,” Mat­
thew does not use the regular Greek word 
for adultery. Instead he uses the word 
porneia, which is often translated “ fornica­
tion” and is used with a variety of meanings. 
Usually it refers to any illicit sexual activity

in a very general sense. Unfortunately, 
Matthew uses the term elsewhere only in 
15:19, where it is merely one of a list of 
vices, and there is no context to help us.

This use of porneia has led to a number of 
suggestions for the meaning of the exception 
clause. The most common view is that 
Matthew is referring to adultery.15 But it is 
also seen as referring to premarital sexual 
relations,16 or marriages that were not legal 
to begin with because kinship lines were too 
close and incest taboos had been violated.17 
Others, in one way or another, argue that 
Matthew is not really making an exception 
at all.18 While adultery is the most probable 
interpretation, it must be admitted that the 
meaning of porneia in this context cannot be 
definitely determined.

What is clear from the Matthean passage 
is that Jesus is again seen as holding up the 
ideal, based on creation, that there should be 
no divorce. But Matthew, writing under 
inspiration, adds an exception that is prob­
ably his own.

Matthew 5 :3 1 -3 2  _____

Since this passage 
from the Sermon on 

the Mount is both brief and closely related to 
the one we have just studied, we will not 
need to devote much attention to it. Here 
Jesus says that a man who divorces his wife, 
except for porneia, makes her an adulteress 
and that a man who marries a divorced 
woman commits adultery.

The chief difficulty is the phrase “ makes 
her an adulteress.” Some hold that this 
differs from the other gospel passages by 
putting adultery at the point of divorce 
rather than remarriage.19 Others are prob­
ably correct in holding that Matthew is pre­
suming that the divorced woman will either 
have to remarry or turn to prostitution, 
which in either case would be adultery.20

Here again the same exception appears 
with the same word, porneia. One new 
element is the teaching that a man who 
marries a divorced woman commits adul­



tery. As in other gospel passages, the marital 
union is seen as continuing beyond divorce.

Luke 16:18_____________________

The final passage
seems to be parallel 

to the previous one but with some varia­
tion.21 It omits the reference to making the 
divorced wife an adulteress and states that a 
man who divorces his wife and marries 
another commits adultery, and that a man 
who marries a divorced woman commits 
adultery. The former point has already been 
seen in Mark 10 and the latter in Matthew 5. 
Many view this as the most original form of 
Jesus’ saying.

Conclusions

U ndoubtedly this brief 
survey of the New 

Testament material on divorce is complex 
and confusing. What does it all mean for our 
attitude toward divorce and our actions 
with regard to it? I tentatively set forth the 
following conclusions.

First, no “ divorce policy” for the church 
can be attained from the New Testament 
material. Never does the New Testament 
explicitly connect divorce with church dis­
cipline. The New Testament writers did not 
intend to set down a church policy; rather 
they related Jesus’ teachings to various 
situations that their communities faced. As a 
result there is some degree of diversity of 
detail among the New Testament writers, 
which makes harmonization into a single 
“ biblical” policy impossible. In addition, 
the interpretive problems in these passages 
are too great to permit us to draw a detailed 
policy from them. There is simply too much 
that we don’t know. For example, we 
cannot be absolutely certain whether Paul 
allows for remarriage after the divorce he 
permits, or precisely what porneia means in 
Matthew. If we were to have a precise 
biblical policy, we would certainly need to 
have definite answers to both of these

questions. This is not to say that the church 
should have no policy, nor is it to say that it 
cannot be informed by the New Testament. 
But when we formulate a policy we will 
have to accept responsibility for its content. 
We cannot simply call it the biblical policy.

Second, although the material does not 
provide us with a policy, it is useful for us. It 
not only sets forth some things that are quite 
clear, in spite of interpretive difficulties, but 
also gives us examples of inspired, moral 
reasoning in relationship to the divorce 
issue. Close attention to the material is 
therefore helpful in allowing us as indivi­
duals and as a church to reflect on this issue. 
We need not despair simply because there are 
difficult elements in the text. We can con­
centrate on what is clear. The recognition 
that we cannot draw clear-cut policies from 
the material does not render it irrelevant.

Third, the New Testament presents a 
consistent and clear presumption22 against 
divorce. All of the New Testament writers 
agree that Jesus opposed divorce and that 
God’s ideal is that there should be no 
divorce. God intends that marriage should 
be permanent. He himself joins husbands 
and wives together, and humans are called 
upon to preserve his work and not undo it. 
This is the basic core of Jesus’ teaching on 
divorce. Divorce thwarts God’s will and 
misses his ideal.

This is by far the most important con­
clusion of the New Testament material on 
divorce, and it flies in the face of much of 
our contemporary culture. In an age when 
“ till death do us part”  all too often means 
“ as long as everything goes well,” the New 
Testament challenges us with God’s will 
from creation for the permanence of mar­
riage. Every attempt on our part to look for 
grounds that we might use to justify divorce 
misses the point. The goal is no divorce. 
When we truly listen to the NewTestament, 
we are responsible to do everything we can 
to reach that goal.

Fourth, in the New Testament, partic­
ularly in Paul and Matthew, there is a 
realization that in a less than ideal world



humans will not always meet God’s ideal. In 
fact, at times this ideal may conflict with 
other values and ideals, such as the ideal that 
God has called us to peace. The New 
Testament expresses a gracious realism that 
attempts to relate God’s will to actual 
circumstances that are sometimes less than 
ideal. This is most apparent in Paul.

Paul’s exception in the case of mixed 
marriages is based on a principle—God has 
called us to peace. This would seem to imply 
that Paul believes that other values, in 
addition to God’s ideal for the permanence 
of marriage, are important and must, in at 
least some cases, be considered. As Furnish 
says of Paul:

He would appear to be unwilling to sanction the 
idea that marriage is an end in and of itself that must 
be maintained at any cost. Here Paul shows a sensi­
tivity to the quality of a marriage relationship, for 
which he is seldom given credit.23

Thus Paul presents us with an inspired 
example of principled, moral reasoning in 
relationship to a specific marital situation. 
Rather than legalistically making Paul’s (or 
Matthew’s, for that matter) specific ex­
ception the only possible exception, it 
would seem more in keeping with the spirit 
of the New Testament material to engage in 
the same type of moral reasoning with 
regard to specific cases, asking, for example, 
what would be most in keeping with God’s 
ideal for marriage and his call to peace, and 
recognizing that the strong presumption 
against divorce would make any exception 
bear a very strong burden of proof.

Fifth, although no policy can claim to be 
the biblical policy, certain requirements 
would seem necessary for any church to be 
able to claim that its decisions concerning 
divorce were consistent with the New 
Testament. What would such a policy need 
to do?

It would affirm and give witness to God’s 
ideal that marriages are to be permanent. 
Anything less would dilute the clear and 
consistent teaching of the New Testament.

It would also attempt to mediate God’s 
redemptive grace and healing in those situa­
tions where this ideal is not met. This would 
include the same gracious realism found in 
the New Testament.

It would be sufficiently flexible to allow 
for principled moral reasoning, such as we 
find in Paul, to be applied to specific cases. 
All too often, in an attempt to be consistent, 
the Matthean exception has been absolu­
tized into a hard-and-fast law, with little if 
any reference to the Pauline approach. 
While this may satisfy our need to have cut- 
and-dried answers for every situation, it 
loses the richness of the New Testament’s 
moral thinking.

These criteria do not establish a policy, 
but they do aid in evaluating any policy’s 
consistency with the New Testament.

Finally, the affirmation of God’s ideal for 
marriages must be seen not only in the 
church’s divorce policy but in its total 
ministry. Even more important than how 
we treat cases of divorce and remarriage is 
what we do to promote good marriages and 
help troubled ones. More than once I have 
heard it said that it would be better if 
ministers did not know how to counsel, since 
they should spend their time in evangelism 
and not with people having marital diffi­
culties. While we recognize the importance 
of evangelism, if Adventist churches are to 
affirm God’s ideal for marriage, they must 
recognize that their evangelistic mission 
includes helping to establish and support 
good marriages. Only as we take this task 
more seriously will we reduce the tragic 
dilemmas that we so often face and move 
closer toward God’s ideal.
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