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I have three goals in this study:
1.	To learn all that God’s Word teaches about divorce and develop a biblical theology of divorce – that means to synthesize all the material on divorce into a coherent theological statement. 
 There is a large volume of scriptural statements that must be considered.  Scripture refers to divorce close to 50 times in a dozen different books.

(How do we reconcile God’s statement “I hate divorce” with other statements that point to a divorce as an act of righteousness?  
How do we reconcile statements that forbid divorce without exception with other passages that seem to include an exception?) 
  
2.	To answer common questions we have about how to apply that teaching in our circumstances.

(Is there a time when it’s not what God wants you to do, but it is permitted?  Is there a difference between God’s best and what God permits?  When, if ever, is remarriage permitted?)

3.	To determine what the consequence for divorce should be in the church.  (Are divorced people disqualified from leadership?  Should there be a stigma attached to divorce?  Are all divorces the same?)

If you are happily married, you may be thinking, “Great – a series on divorce.  This should really be uplifting!  Maybe now is a good time for us to take our vacation.”

This is going to be a good series for all of you, and I would like to give you five reasons why you shouldn’t tune out, and why you should eagerly look forward to this study:
1.	Someone you know is going to need this information.  There is absolutely no question about it.  Someone you know is going to face some hard questions about divorce, and will come to you for advice.  
When that happens, think of how important it is that you not steer them in the wrong direction.

People make extremely important life decisions based on what they believe about divorce.

Suppose a young person comes to you and says, “My husband left me after three months of marriage for another woman.  I’m 23 years old.  Do I have to remain single the rest of my life?”

“My husband is molesting our daughter.  She is in grave danger.  Can I leave him?”

“My wife is carrying on an affair that she won’t admit to or give up.  Can I leave her?  And even if I’m permitted to leave her, should I?  Is it wise?  Is it the most Christ-like thing to do?” 

“When I was an unbeliever, I just got tired of my wife and left her.  Now I’m a Christian, and she is remarried.  I have repented of my sin.  Can I remarry?”

When people come to you with these kinds of questions, don’t you want to give them good advice?  

You don’t want to influence them to do something God regards as adultery.

Nor do you want to forbid what God doesn’t forbid and cause someone to remain single for life when Scripture permits remarriage.

If you wait until you are facing some hard divorce issue in your life to learn what Scripture says, there is a danger you won’t think clearly because you will be bias toward as certain desired conclusion.

2.	All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work. (2Ti 3:16-17)

Everything that is revealed in the Bible teaches us about the character of God and reveals His mind to us.  It’s all precious, because it all His laws we see His character and we learn what He is like.  There is no higher pursuit. 

The ultimate standard for a sermon is not whether you can put it to use on Monday morning.  We want to show you how the Word of God is practical and helpful in life, and that is major part of what I strive for, but that’s not the most important test of a good sermon.

A good sermon is one that accurately portrays what the Bible says.  Any sermon that does that, reveals the mind of God, and has great value. 

Do you want to not only do good works, but be thoroughly equipped to do every good work?  Then you need to study all Scripture.  

Do you want to be taught, rebuked, corrected and trained in righteousness?  Then you need to study all Scripture.  
 
3.	When we learn the principles governing divorce, those principles have important implications regarding both marriage and singleness.  So if you are married or single, this study will help you in your present situation.  It will help you have a more godly perspective on your situation.

4.	Any time you study Scripture – any passage or any topic, you will have a far greater ability to understand if you understand the connections in the rest of Scripture.  

And so the better you get a handle on various subjects and passages of Scripture, the more ability you will have to interpret the Bible in general.

5.	One of the most critical skills in studying the Bible is the ability to identify principles that lie behind laws.  This study more than most will give you some great practice in doing that. 

Since there is not room in the Bible to address every possible scenario specifically, it’s crucial that we learn to apply principles.

What is Divorce?

Divorce is the dissolution of a marriage.  So to understand divorce, it is essential that we understand what constitutes a marriage.  

Marriage is a unique union of two people by God.  It begins at the moment a mutual life-commitment is made in an official way that is recognized by the civil government.  

Pr.2:17  
(the adulteress) has left the partner of her youth and ignored the covenant she made before God.

Mal.2:14
the LORD is acting as the witness between you and the wife of your youth, because you have broken faith with her, though she is your partner, the wife of your marriage covenant. 

So from the time you make the formal, legally binding contractual life-commitment to one another, and are recognized by the law of the land as being married, God considers you married.

Divorce is when that contractual agreement is dissolved, enabling both parties to legally remarry.  

The definition of divorce is the legal right to remarry.  That was the case in ancient times, and it remains the case today.

Many ancient divorce bills have been found by archeologists, and the one thing they all have in common is a statement “You are now free to marry any man.”  There were different formats, names, dates, a bunch of “legalese,” but they all had that statement in common, because that was the whole point.

Leviticus 22:10-13
10"`No one outside a priest's family may eat the sacred offering, nor may the guest of a priest or his hired worker eat it. 

12 If a priest's daughter marries anyone other than a priest, she may not eat any of the sacred contributions.

She is no longer part of the priest’s household.  She is now part of her new husband’s family, and if he is not a priest, then she is like any other person in a non-priestly family – she doesn’t enjoy the privileges of the priests.  

This is because the marriage relationship supersedes the parent-child relationship.

13 But if a priest's daughter becomes a widow or is divorced, yet has no children, and she returns to live in her father's house as in her youth, she may eat of her father's food. No unauthorized person, however, may eat any of it. 

So again we see that divorced women are categorized with widows.  That’s significant, because we see that in general, a divorce was recognized by God as a real, actual dissolution of the marriage.  

Whether or not it was permitted or pleasing to Him is another matter, but for now we simply see that a divorce does indeed dissolve a marriage.

We see the same thing in the NT.  Even those who get a sinful, forbidden divorce are referred to as “unmarried” in 1 Co.7.

Biblical Theology

The Law: What Did Moses Say About Divorce?

Genesis 2:24

TT Gn.2

The first relevant statement occurs exactly where we would expect – Gn.2:24, the most foundational verse on marriage in the Bible.  

Ge.2:24
For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and they will become one flesh. 

Marriage is a relationship in which you leave your parents and are united to your spouse.  

Both the terms leave and united are very strong terms.  (In the KJV– leave and cleave)

The word leave means to forsake or abandon.  It’s a much stronger word than you would expect for leaving your parents.  It describes a strong severing of a relationship.

The word be united or cleave is also a strong word.  You may have heard it means to be glued together.

Some writers get a little carried away on this word.  Last week I was reading one author go on and on about the effects of super-glue on the grains of wood – at that point we are getting carried away.

There are people who will build their entire argument about marriage and divorce based on this word.  They say marriage must be an unbreakable union, because of this word.  You can’t pull to blocks of wood apart if they have been glued.

I applaud people’s efforts to make marriage a permanent union, but we have to be careful not to load upon this word more than it can bear.  

Nowhere in Scripture is this word used of two pieces of wood being superglued together.

It is used of things sticking – like dirt clods sticking together or someone’s tongue sticking to the roof of his mouth (obviously not unbreakable or even difficult to break unions).

But really that’s the wrong way to go about defining a word.  When the word is used of objects it can mean “stick together,” but when used of people, it never means that.  

It is used of people very often.  When it appears in a negative context, it means to chase someone down and overtake him.  

When it’s used in a positive context, it means to follow after someone and to maintain loyalty out of affection for that person.

2 Sa.20:2
So all the men of Israel deserted David to follow Sheba …But the men of Judah stayed by their king all the way from the Jordan to Jerusalem. 

Dt.10:20
Fear the LORD your God and serve him. Hold fast to him and take your oaths in his name.

So the point of Gn.2:24 is simply that the parent-child relationship was designed by God to be a temporary one that is superseded by the husband-wife relationship.  

The implication is that the husband-wife relationship was never intended to be temporary.  Rather, it’s to be a commitment that you cling to with steadfast loyalty and affection.

So we see that God intended marriage to be a permanent union of loyalty and love, and did not design marriage as a temporary arraignment.  

But just as everything else in creation was damaged by the fall, so was this aspect of marriage, and you don’t have to read long before you come face to face with the reality of divorce.  

Leviticus 21:13-15

By Lv.21 it not only exists, but seems to be at least somewhat common.

Lv.21 gives the requirements for a priest.  

Lv.21:13-15
`The woman he marries must be a virgin. 14 He must not marry a widow, a divorced woman, or a woman defiled by prostitution, but only a virgin from his own people, 15 so he will not defile his offspring among his people. I am the LORD, who makes him holy.'" 

When you read that you may wonder, “Why not a widow?  Doesn’t scripture make it clear that it is in no way wrong for a widow to remarry?”  

In fact, aren’t there passages of Scripture that strongly urge widows to remarry?

Yes.  A widow is as free to remarry as any other single person, and there is no stigma whatsoever attached to it.

The thing you have to understand about the levitical prohibitions is that some of them were defiling morally, and others were defiling symbolically.  

If a person committed adultery or fornication, that was defiling morally.  

If a person touched a carcass or a woman gave birth to a child, that was defiling symbolically.  

Now in this passage, the prostitute is defiled morally, and the widow is defiled symbolically.  

That is, since God was trying to paint a picture of priests being different than all other men – set apart and holy, He set up some symbolic differences to remind the people of that special status.

But what about the divorced woman?  Is she in the category of the prostitute or the widow?  

She seems to be more in the category of the widow.  While all three are defiling to the priest’s children, only the prostitute is actually said to be defiled herself.

It is significant that the divorced woman is in the category of a widow.  We saw the same thing in Lv.22 with the priest’s daughter

Also, in Numbers 30:9, when the Lord is giving instructions regarding when vows are binding on various categories of people, and in that passage divorced women are put into the same category as widows.

And in Ez.44:22, in a section about priests, again divorced women are in the category with widows.

This is one reason why I believe it is the church’s responsibility to support divorced women financially when they are without anyone to support them – just like widows.

Deuteronomy 22:19,29

In these two verses, there are two very specific situations described in which divorce is never allowed for the rest of a man’s life.  

One is if he accuses his new wife of not being a virgin, and it turns out to be a false accusation.  

The other is if he defiles a girl and then marries her.

The fact that divorce is forbidden in those two, specific cases for the rest of his life seems to imply that in other cases, divorce may not be completely forbidden.  It doesn’t explicitly say that, but it seems to leave the door open.

Next comes the most important statement about divorce in the Law.  I say that, because it becomes the subject of the debate between Jesus and the Pharisees.

We need to look very carefully at this passage, because it was out of that debate over this passage that Jesus made His most thorough remarks about divorce.

We don’t have time to do that this morning, so we will wait until we get to Mt.19.  

For now I’ll just say this: It appears at first to be a difficulty, because the Pharisees interpreted this as a command to divorce, and Jesus seemed to interpreted it as permission to divorce, and when you just read it, it seems to only prohibit a certain kind of remarriage. 

One thing we can say for certain, though, is that if Jesus says this passage permitted divorce, then it permitted divorce.
-----------

So what was Moses’ teaching about divorce?  
·	Marriage was designed by God to be a permanent union.
·	Divorce came into being nonetheless, and it constitutes an actual dissolution of a marriage.
·	Divorced people were in the same category as widows.
·	There are some very specific cases in which OT Jews were told they were not permitted to get divorce for the rest of their lives.
·	Divorce seems to be permitted in the case of indecency, but in the case of a second marriage ending, the first husband was not to remarry the woman.

The Prophets
This is important for us to do, because while the law addresses what civil penalties go with which crimes, the prophets give us much more direct information regarding the moral aspect of various sins.

And that’s crucial, because we are not just looking to find out what is permitted or forbidden, but what is righteous or unrighteous.

The prophets also very often paint vivid pictures of how God feels emotionally about various sins.

TT. Mal.2
Malachi: “I hate Divorce.”

In Mal.2:16 we find the famous statement by God, “I hate divorce.”  What is the context of that statement?

In  Mal.2 the Lord is indicting Israel for some specific sins.

Mal.2:13-16
 Another thing you do: You flood the LORD's altar with tears. You weep and wail because he no longer pays attention to your offerings or accepts them with pleasure from your hands. 14You ask, "Why?" It is because the LORD is acting as the witness between you and the wife of your youth, because you have broken faith with her, though she is your partner, the wife of your marriage covenant. 
15 Has not [the LORD] made them one? In flesh and spirit they are his. And why one? Because he was seeking godly offspring. So guard yourself in your spirit, and do not break faith with the wife of your youth. 
16"I hate divorce," says the LORD God of Israel… 

We don’t know why these men were divorcing their wives, but one thing is absolutely certain – they were not only sinful divorces, but especially repugnant, despicable ones, and the Lord was furious about them.  

The only clue we have as to the grounds for these divorces is the preceding paragraph.  

Mal.2:10-12
Judah has broken faith. A detestable thing has been committed in Israel and in Jerusalem: Judah has desecrated the sanctuary the LORD loves, by marrying the daughter of a foreign god. 12As for the man who does this, whoever he may be, may the LORD cut him off from the tents of Jacob-even though he brings offerings to the LORD Almighty. 

The rebuke for the divorces comes immediately after the rebuke for marrying pagan wives.  

Marrying pagan wives was strictly forbidden, because God knew, and history proved, that whenever Israel did this there was guaranteed apostasy.  

So it seems what was happening was they were divorcing their Jewish wives in order to marry pagan women.

This was an extraordinarily serious sin.  In fact, it was two serious sins.  In vv.10-12 they are rebuked for intermarrying with pagans.  And in vv.13-16 they are rebuked for breaking faith with their Jewish wives.

And that’s where it becomes informative for our study on divorce.

Let’s look at the breakdown of what is said about why these divorces were so deplorable.  

14 …the LORD is acting as the witness between you and the wife of your youth, because you have broken faith with her

When you were married, you made a covenant – a contractual agreement.  You gave your word that you were committing your life to this woman.  

The vows you made were legally binding vows both on earth and in heaven.  

Here God is saying, “I was standing right there when you made the vows.  I remember when you committed your life to her.”

Breaking a vow is a very serious thing in God’s sight.  And of all vows, what could be a worse one to break?  

In this particular vow, she gave up her whole life to you just based on your word that you would remain faithful and committed to her.

What could be more scandalous and contemptible than to break a vow like that just because you are interested in another woman?

though she is your partner

Back when you were single and lonely and wanting to be married.  Back when you needed companionship and a partner in life – she gave herself to you so you could have those things.  

She gave you partnership and companionship all these years.

the wife of your marriage covenant. 
15 Has not [the LORD] made them one? In flesh and spirit they are his. And why one? Because he was seeking godly offspring. So guard yourself in your spirit, and do not break faith with the wife of your youth. 
16"I hate divorce," says the LORD God of Israel… 

Verse 15 is very hard to translate.  lit: Not one He made and a remnant of spirit to him and why one?  Seeking Godly offspring.  And guard yourselves in your spirit and in the wife of your youth not to be faithless.
   
At the beginning the verse seems to really be up for grabs, but the further you go in the verse, the clearer it gets.

There is no question that the point being made is that you shouldn’t break faith with the wife of your youth, and the reason has something to do with being one and godly offspring.

If there is one thing that is clear about divorce – it makes it much less likely that the children will be godly.  

Children of people who divorce very often become angry and rebellious.  And on top of that you have the difficulty of one parent trying to do the job that is hard enough for two parents to do.

It’s difficult enough for a mother to be a mother.  It’s infinitely more difficult for her to be a mother and a father.

So for that reason you ought to remain faithful and not divorce.

Even though God made it clear that marriage was to be a lifelong union, and that if divorce is permitted, it’s only in the case of some indecency – still you will always have men who just decide they want to dump their wife and find someone else just because they loose interest in her, or become interested in another woman.

Divorce for that reason is absolutely reprehensible and inexcusable.  

Ezra 10
Ezr 9:2
They have taken some (pagan) daughters as wives for themselves and their sons, and have mingled the holy race with the peoples around them. And the leaders and officials have led the way in this unfaithfulness." 

This was a real crisis, because as I said this is a sure ticket to apostasy and then judgment.

Think of the timing of this.  This happened right when the people were returning from exile.  

Remember Israel became idolatrous, and God judged them by having Babylon come and destroy Jerusalem and take them into captivity for 70 years.

Now they are just finally returning from that, and what do they immediately do?  The very thing that caused the judgment in the first place!

This is not just a situation of some ill-advised relationships.  This is a situation in which the very existence of the Jewish nation is at stake.

This could very well spell the end of the Messianic line!

Ezra hears this and his reaction is to collapse on the ground in tears of repentance and begs God not to destroy them.

Ezr 10:1-20
While Ezra was praying and confessing, weeping and throwing himself down before the house of God, a large crowd of Israelites-men, women and children-gathered around him. They too wept bitterly. 2Then Shecaniah son of Jehiel, one of the descendants of Elam, said to Ezra, "We have been unfaithful to our God by marrying foreign women from the peoples around us. But in spite of this, there is still hope for Israel. 3Now let us make a covenant before our God to send away (divorce) all these women… 

5 So Ezra rose up and put the leading priests and Levites and all Israel under oath to do what had been suggested. And they took the oath...

10Then Ezra the priest stood up and said to them, "You have been unfaithful; you have married foreign women, adding to Israel's guilt. 11Now make confession to the LORD, the God of your fathers, and do his will. Separate yourselves from the peoples around you and from your foreign wives." 
12The whole assembly responded with a loud voice: "You are right! We must do as you say. 

So a priest of God commands mass divorce as an act of repentance, and that act seems to be accepted by God.

Shortly after this incident, it happened again – just about 12 years later.

This time Nehemiah is the leader.

Neh. is quite a character.  Many people have studied the book of Neh. to learn leadership techniques.

Neh. had an interesting leadership style.  

Ne.13:23-31
in those days I saw men of Judah who had married women from Ashdod, Ammon and Moab…
25 I rebuked them and called curses down on them. I beat some of the men and pulled out their hair…
26 Was it not because of marriages like these that Solomon king of Israel sinned? Among the many nations there was no king like him. He was loved by his God, and God made him king over all Israel, but even he was led into sin by foreign women…

It doesn’t say if he ordered divorces, but he does beat them up, v.30 seem to possibly imply divorces.

30 So I purified the priests and the Levites of everything foreign… 

So what are we to make of this?  God says He hates divorce, and then He seems to approve of His servants ordering mass divorces?

The answer is God still hates divorce, but He hated idolatry even more.

Does this imply that today Christians should divorce their unbelieving spouses?  

No.  That is crystal clear in 1 Co.7, which clearly forbids us to divorce an unbelieving spouse.

In the OT days, the Jews were influenced to become idolatrous by their pagan wives.  But in the Church age it is the unbelieving spouse who is effected and sanctified by the believing spouse.

We will see that in detail when we get to 1 Co.7, but for now we understand that what happened in Ez.10 was a unique situation.

Is it a problem in understanding Scripture’s teaching about divorce?  No.  

It’s not a problem that God ordered mass divorces.  There were times when He ordered mass killings.

God has the right to order anything He wants.  He’s the Creator.  (I’ll explain more about that in the next newsletter).

God’s Example

People who want to know God’s policy about divorce tend to be very frustrated, because, as always, Scripture gives us principles instead of policies.   

God expects us to understand His attitude toward marriage and divorce and sin and forgiveness, and then proceed according to our conscience in a way that is most glorifying to Him. 

It would be much easier if He would have just addressed every possible divorce scenario and given a policy.  

Then you wouldn’t need any discernment, you wouldn’t have to seek after the heart of God, no prayer would be needed – you would just look up your situation and follow the policy.  (The drawback is the Bible would be about 50,000 pages, and wouldn’t address anything but divorce scenarios).

But actually very few specific scenarios are given.  From those we are to extract the principles, and apply those principles in our situation.

The best way to do this is to look at God’s example.  

In the OT, we see many statements regarding God’s dealings with Israel in the terms of a husband and a wife.  

In this book God commands the prophet to be a living illustration of the relationship between God and Israel.

Hos 1:1-3
When the LORD began to speak through Hosea, the LORD said to him, "Go, take to yourself an adulterous wife and children of unfaithfulness, because the land is guilty of the vilest adultery in departing from the LORD." 3So he married Gomer 

After this, Gomer leaves Hosea, and shacks up with another man.

3:1The LORD said to me, "Go, show your love to your wife again, though she is loved by another and is an adulteress. Love her as the LORD loves the Israelites, though they turn to other gods 

The phrase your wife is literally the woman.  It’s a very detached term.  Evidently they were estranged to a significant degree by this time.

On top of that, she had become a slave.  Somehow she had gotten herself into trouble and had to sell herself into slavery.

The idea of taking her as his wife again after she had been sleeping around all over the place would have been an incredibly disgusting and detestable thing.  But he did it.

2 So I bought her for fifteen shekels of silver and about a homer and a lethek of barley. 

She must have been a pathetic sight by this time.  That is half the normal price for a slave.  She has been used and spent and has lost all appeal, even to the point that on the slave block she goes for half price.

Evidently nobody wanted her at full price, so she goes into the bargain bin.  

3 Then I told her, "You are to live with me many days; you must not be a prostitute or be intimate with any man, and I will live with you." 

That gives you an idea of what it was like for God dealing with adulterous Israel.  The rest of the 14 chapters just go on and on about how Israel commits adultery against God, and God is unbelievably patient and forgiving.

So there’s our model.

There is, however, a limit to His mercy.

In Jer.3:8 God has finally had enough, and He says, I gave faithless Israel her certificate of divorce and sent her away because of all her adulteries.

If you are wondering what kind of stigma ought to be attached to divorced people, keep in mind that God is divorced.  

If you are divorced, you have something in common with God that the rest of us don’t.

In Mal. we read that God hates divorce.  And some divorced people have wondered, “If He hates divorce, does that mean He hates divorced people?”  If so, He would have to hate Himself.

There was a generation of the Northern Kingdom in Israel that was so adulterous that God actually divorced them.  They committed countless different sins, and God never did this for any of them.  But there is something about idol-worship – which is spiritual adultery, that God detests in a unique way.

Someone might say, “But does that really teach us anything about literal divorce for us?  Isn’t that a metaphor?”  

Yes, it is a metaphor.  But it is an accurate metaphor that really tells us what God’s attitude really is.  

Hosea’s example is a metaphor as well, but it accurately teaches us about God’s patience and forgiveness, and we are to follow that example.

So what do we learn from the prophets regarding divorce?  
·	Generally speaking, divorce is a heinous sin.  If you dump your spouse because you can’t get along, or are interested in someone else, or are just tired of him – that’s is a vile sin that will bring the wrath of God.
·	If we followed God’s example, we would forgive, and forgive and forgive.  We would be patient beyond reason.  We would be longsuffering beyond what seems humanly possible. 
·	However there is something uniquely evil about adultery, and we must allow for the possibility that there can be a limit to how long someone must remain with an unfaithful spouse.
   

So that’s a summary of what the OT teaches about divorce.  What about the NT?  Is there a change?  Is there a heightened ethic beginning with Jesus?  Or is the standard lowered?  

Where does grace fit in?  Does grace mean a relaxed standard of marriage?  Or a greater ability to reach the high standard?  

What are we to make of the fact that some statements in the NT are stated in absolute terms, and some seem to contain exceptions?  

What about special circumstances that are not addressed in the Bible, such as physical abuse? What if the wife’s life is in danger?   

Is separation without divorce ever an option?  Does the Bible talk about that?  


Benediction: 2 Co.13:14  May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all.








