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THE NORMAL CHRISTIAN LIFE 

 

Studies in the Sermon on the Mount 
 

Part XXII 

 
A Pastoral Comment 

 

“What Jesus Says About Divorce” 
 

Let me begin with a personal, pastoral thought about the message tonight. One of 

the spiritual benefits of working through verse-by-verse Bible study is that it forces 

us to consider every text; especially the difficult ones like this!  

I believe that the shallow level of Christianity in our culture is explained here; we 

Pastors and Bible teachers, left to choose our preferred topics, could preach the rest 

of our lives and never deal with uncomfortable subjects like divorce and 

remarriage. How long has it been since you heard a sermon on divorce? 

And yet what teaching could be more important? I recognize that many among us 

have been divorced. But all of us have been affected by divorce in our families or 

among our friends. So what could be more relevant to us than to look at what Jesus 

said about it?  

 

Prayer 
 

I. Overview of Matthew 5:17-48 

 

   A. Jesus’ Teaching on the Spiritual Nature of the Law 

 

 1. He began by assuring them He did not come to do away with the Law but 

to fulfill and explain the spiritual nature of it. 
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In this section of the Sermon on the Mount our Lord is showing the 

relationship of His kingdom and teaching to the law of God that was given 

through Moses to the children of Israel. 

David Martyn Lloyd-Jones 

 

 2. To make sure they understand that the Law of God speaks to more than 

just behavior, He will take 6 Old Testament commandments and explain their right 

meaning using this formula: 

 

 “You have heard it said”… 

 Then He will quote the Law as the Pharisees were teaching it 

 Then He will correct it with, “But I say unto you…” and go on to give the 

true spiritual meaning 

 

  a. You have heard, Thou shalt not kill; but I say, you must not be 

angry with your brother 

  b. You have heard, Thou shalt not commit adultery; but I say, to look 

upon a woman with lust is to commit adultery in our hearts. 

 

 3. Now see how He moves directly from teaching on adultery to the 

connected issue of divorce and remarriage. 

 

It hath been said, Whosoever shall put away his wife, let him give her a 

writing of divorcement: But I say unto you, That whosoever shall put away his 

wife, saving for the cause of fornication, causes her to commit adultery: and 

whosoever shall marry her that is divorced committeth adultery. 

Matthew 5:31-32     KJV   

 

 4. This is what Bible scholars call a “hard saying”; In his book “Studies in 

the Sermon on the Mount”, David Martyn Lloyd Jones suggests how to handle it:. 

 

The best way to approach the subject is to consider it under three headings. 

First of all we must be clear in our minds as to what the law of Moses really 

did teach about this matter. Then we must be clear as to what the Pharisees 
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and scribes taught. Lastly we must consider what our Lord Himself teaches. 

David Martyn Lloyd-Jones 

 

II. Three Steps to Understanding the Text 

 

   A. First: What does the Law of Moses really teach about divorce? 

 

 1. The primary passage in the Old Testament Law is here: 

     

When a man hath taken a wife, and married her, and it come to pass that she 

find no favor in his eyes, because he hath found some uncleanness in her: then 

let him write her a bill of divorcement, and give it in her hand, and send her 

out of his house. 

Leviticus 24:1     KJV 

 

  a. The first thing we notice is that God permits divorce under certain 

specific conditions. 

 

  b. We notice that adultery is not mentioned here. For good reason; 

because in the Old Testament, if a woman was caught in adultery the Law 

demanded she be stoned to death! 

 

If a man commits adultery with his neighbor's wife, both the man and the 

woman who have committed adultery must be put to death. 

Leviticus 20:10      NLT 

 

 2. So when Moses says a man can divorce his wife for “uncleanness” he was 

not referring to adultery but to other improprieties, such as a woman disrespecting 

her husband in public; or some physical defect that disqualified her from the 

Temple rituals. 

 

   3. The bottom line is that Old Testament Law permitted divorce under 

certain conditions. 

 

   B. Second: How Were the Scribes and Pharisees Teachng this Law? 
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 1. They were still applying the Law that adulterers were to be put to death. 

(Remember when they brought the woman taken in adultery to Jesus in John 8?) 

 

 2. But the real problem in Jesus’ day was that the Jewish teachers had 

watered down the Law of Divorce so that a husband could very easily get rid of his 

wife.   

 

 3. They had broadly expanded the meaning of the term “uncleanness” so it 

could include anything the husband didn’t like about his wife! They were teaching 

that where the Law permitted divorce of his wife if she “found no favor in his 

eyes” could mean almost anything!  

 

  a. The husband could say that he no longer find her attractive. 

  b. He could divorce her if he found someone he liked better 

  c. Jewish history writers tell us in Jesus’ day, a husband could divorce 

his wife if he didn’t like her cooking! 

  d. The problem Jesus was addressing was that the Pharisees had made 

getting a divorce quick and easy. 

 

 4. All the husband needed had to do was write out his complaints against his 

wife in a bill of divorcement and present it to her in the presence of witnesses.   

 

The result (of the Pharisees’ teaching) was that at the time of our Lord 

terrible injustices were again being done to many women who were being 

divorced for most unworthy and frivolous reasons. 

David Martyn-Lloyd Jones 

 

 5. This was the spiritual condition of Israel when Jesus came… 

 

 The Law permitted divorce under certain conditions 

 The Pharisees permitted divorce for any condition 

 Jesus responds with…“But I say unto you” 

 Which brings us to the heart of the message… 
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   C. What Jesus Actually Says About Divorce: Two Troublesome Texts 

 

There are 2 places in Matthew where Jesus addresses the issue of divorce and 

remarriage; the 1st is here in the Sermon on the Mount… 

 

 

But I say unto you, that whosoever shall put away his wife, except for the 

cause of fornication, causes her to commit adultery: and whosoever shall 

marry her that is divorced committeth adultery. 

Matthew 5:31-32     KJV 

 

 1. Jesus says that the only biblical grounds for divorce is adultery. To 

divorce for any other reason means that all future sexual relationships, even 

remarriage, are adulterous.   

 

   2. The second place where Jesus talks about marriage and divorce is in 

Matthew 19… 

 

The Pharisees also came to Him, testing Him, and saying to Him, "Is it lawful 

for a man to divorce his wife for just any reason?" 

And He answered and said to them, "Have you not read that He who made 

them at the beginning 'made them male and female,'* and said, 'For this 

reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and 

the two shall become one flesh'?*  So then, they are no longer two but one 

flesh. Therefore what God has joined together, let not man separate." 

Matthew 19:3-6 

 

  a. The Pharisees made divorce easy for the husband; just give your 

wife a bill of divorcement and it’s done. 

  b. But in this passage Jesus takes them back to the beginning; to a 

time before God gave the Law through Moses 

  c. He reminds them of God’s original purpose for marriage; it was to 

be a “one flesh relationship” between one man and one woman; and it was not to 

be broken! 

  d. Not liking this answer, they tried to take Him back to the Law… 
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They said to Him, "Why then did Moses command to give a certificate of 

divorce, and to put her away?"  

He said to them, "Moses, because of the hardness of your hearts, permitted 

you to divorce your wives, but from the beginning it was not so. And I say to 

you, whoever divorces his wife, except for sexual immorality,* and marries 

another, commits adultery; and whoever marries her who is divorced commits 

adultery." 

Matthew 19:3-9 

 

 3. Here is a summary of the situation: 

 

 From the beginning, God intended marriage to be a “one-flesh” relationship; 

no divorce; “what God joined together no man must separate.” 

 But because sin expanded, divorce became so common in Israel that God 

made a concession “because of the hardness of their hearts”, and allowed 

divorce under certain conditions 

 

The whole object of the Mosaic legislation in this matter was simply to 

control divorce, because the situation had become entirely chaotic. 

David Martyn Lloyd-Jones 

 

 By the time Jesus came, Israel had become a nation that permitted “easy 

divorce”; (Sound familiar?) This is what He was correcting when He said, 

“but I say unto you” and dropped His bombshell: that the only biblical 

grounds for divorce is adultery. 

 

 4. Read the text again…  

 

And I say to you, whoever divorces his wife, except for sexual immorality,* 

and marries another, commits adultery; and whoever marries her who is 

divorced commits adultery. 

Matthew 19:9 
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  a. It would be hard to manipulate Jesus’ words to make them mean 

something else. The only grounds for divorce is adultery. 

 

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 except this one thing. 

David Martyn Lloyd-Jones 

 

 5. Jesus’ hard line on divorce not only shocked the Pharisees; it shocked His 

disciples too! Look at verse 10… 

 

His disciples said to Him, "If such is the case of the man with his wife, it is 

better not to marry." 

Matthew 19:9-10 

 

  a. May I suggest a paraphrase of this? “If marriage is this serious, 

maybe it’s better if we don’t marry at all!” 

 

 6. The unmistakable message is: God takes marriage seriously; divorce is a 

serious thing! 

 

 7. How much do we need this today, in a culture where divorce is common, 

quick and easy? Look at these magazine and online ads…. 
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 8. How far have we fallen away from the words of Jesus? Divorce strikes at 

marriage, which is God’s foundational structure of human society. If the institution 

of marriage fails, everything else is in danger. 

 

What right have we to expect nations to stand to their bonds and keep their 

vows if men and women do not do it even in this most solemn and sacred 

union of marriage? 

David Martyn Lloyd-Jones 

 

III. Let Me Close With Some Practical Applications 

 

 A. Jesus Reestablished the Sanctity of Marriage 

 

 1. God established human civilization on the basis of marriage: one man and 

one woman. 

 

 2. Jesus says that marriage is more than a legal contract; the Bible refers to it 

as a “one flesh” relationship; where two become one. 

 

  a. The Apostle Paul compares the relationship of a husband and wife 

to the relationship Christ has with His church. 

 

 3. In some mysterious way, God Himself is involved in marriage, joining the 

man to the woman. 

 

What God has joined together, let not man separate. 

 

 4. So how does this hard line work out in real life? Being married almost 50 

years and pastoring for 35 years, you run into everything; so let me close with… 

 

   B. My Personal Pastoral Words To God’s People 

 

 1. To those who have not yet married. 
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  a. Apart from the decision to follow Jesus, this is the most important 

decision you will ever make. Count the cost! 

  b. Do not marry an unbeliever! Choose wisely.   

 

 2. To those who in a difficult marriage. 

 

  a. If your spouse is unsaved, consider Paul’s words to the Corinthian 

church: 

 

But to the rest I say, not the Lord that if any brother has a wife who is an 

unbeliever, and she consents to live with him, let him not send her away. 13 

And a woman who has an unbelieving husband, and he consents to live with 

her, let her not send her husband away. 14 For the unbelieving husband is 

sanctified through his wife, and the unbelieving wife is sanctified through her 

believing husband; for otherwise your children are unclean, but now they are 

holy. 

1 Corinthians 7:12-14   NASB 

 

  b. This is Paul speaking as a Pastor; if you are married to an 

unbeliever, and they are pleased to stay with you, don’t divorce them. God counts 

the marriage as holy because you are a believer! And do not worry about your 

children! God counts them holy because of your faith! 

 

  c. If you are a believer married to a believer, work it out! 

 

*We live in a day when Pastors are divorcing their wives without biblical grounds! 

 

 3. To those who have suffered desertion or abandonment by an unbelieving 

spouse. 

 

15 Yet if the unbelieving one leaves, let him leave; the brother or the sister is 

not under bondage in such cases, but God has called us to peace. 16 For how 

do you know, O wife, whether you will save your husband? Or how do you 

know, O husband, whether you will save your wife? 

1 Corinthians 7:12-16      NASB 
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  a. If you are a believer and you are abandoned or deserted by an 

unbelieving spouse you are free to remarry. 

   

 4. To those who are divorced. 

 

  a. Divorce itself is not a sin, since God does permit it; divorce was 

God’s concession because of hardness of hearts. Above all remember this… 

 

Even adultery is not the unforgivable sin. It is a terrible sin, but God forbid 

that there should be anyone who feels that he or she has sinned himself or 

herself outside the love of God or outside His kingdom because of adultery. 

But hear the words of our blessed Lord: `Go, and sin no more.'  

David Martyn Lloyd-Jones 

 

   C. One Final Word of Comfort 

 

 1. Who among us has not been convicted of sin reading the Sermon on the 

Mount? 

  

 2. Jesus has taken us beyond the letter of the Law and into the life in the 

Spirit; He shows us that life in Christ is more than behavior; it’s about our heart 

and attitudes. 

 

 3. But it all works together for good. It makes us run to Christ. It keeps 

reminding us that we are not made right with God by what we do; but that God has 

made us righteous because of our faith in Christ. 

 

3 Lord, if you kept a record of our sins, who, O Lord, could ever survive? 

4 But you offer forgiveness, that we might learn to fear you. 

Psalm 130:3-4     NLT 

 

 4. The greatest proof of our salvation is that we are poor in spirit, mourn 

over our sins, and hunger and thirst after righteousness. To take Jesus seriously on 

sober subjects like this proves we belong to Him! 


