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Preface

Joint authorship is unusual: rare indeed are works written by two
authors living in different continents who have never met. Yet
this is how we wrote this book. For several years Bill and I
corresponded, before he suggested that I collaborate with him in
writing a book about Jesus’ teaching on divorce. This I was glad to
do, since he had already done most of the work: my role has been
essentially that of editor and amplifier.

Our subject is an ever topical and sensitive one. Both of us were
brought up in what we call the Erasmian tradition which holds
that in certain circumstances both divorce and remarriage are
justified for Christians. Both of us flirted with various modern
alternative interpretations of Christ’s teaching before reaching
the conclusion that the view of the early church has most to
commend it.

Nevertheless we are somewhat diffident about our attempt to
defend this view because we realise that many of our readers will
have been taught that the Erasmian approach is the only tenable
one. Furthermore if we are right, we who dare to call ourselves
evangelicals  have been guilty of the kind of mistake for which
Christ castigated the Pharisees, namely ‘invalidating the word
of God for the sake of our tradition’ (Matt. 15: 6b; cf. 22: 29b).
The very suggestion will raise hackles. But we would echo
Wilberforce’s plea to the House of Commons when he introduced
measures to abolish the slave trade:

I only ask for their cool and impartial reason . . . I mean not to accuse
anyone but to take the shame upon myself, in common indeed with
the whole Parliament of Great Britain, for having suffered this horrid
trade to be carried on under their authority. We are all guilty - we
ought all to plead guilty, and not to exculpate ourselves by throwing
the blame on others.

So we beg you to read what follows not simply as an interesting
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piece of theology, but prayerfully. We believe our conclusions are
of vital concern to the individual Christian, the church and the
whole of society. May God give all of us the grace to know his will
and to live by it.

Finally we should like to thank all those friends and critics who
have helped us by reading and commenting on the manuscript at
various stages, specially Mrs Everdell  Atkins, Professors Don
Carson and John Grassmick, Dr David Preston, my father the
Revd John Wenham and my brother, Dr David Wenham.

Gordon Wenham
The College of St. Paul

and St. Mary, Cheltenham

Introduction

The Problem with the Evangelical Consensus

For centuries New Testament scholars have wrestled with the
content and form of Jesus’ various and apparently contradictory
pronouncements on marriage and divorce.’ Within evangelical
circles, however, there is a near consensus on how these texts
should be harmonised. In the Western church this interpretation
was first propounded by Erasmus in 1519, it was subsequently
adopted by many of the Protestant Reformers and was later
enshrined in the Westminster Confession of Faith in 1648.

But by non-evangelical scholars this Erasmian interpretation is
not even considered as a viable option.’ In recent scholarly
literature at least four other interpretations have been advocated
which harmonise the gospel divorce texts more credibly than the
Erasmian view and have the added bonus of being compatible
with the early church’s understanding of these texts. Regrettably
these alternative interpretations are hardly acknowledged by
modern evangelicals.3  It is the aim therefore of the present study
to expound the various alternatives and offer a constructive
critique of them so that the Christian who wants to be loyal to his
Lord and keep His commandments may know what He taught.

The problem in harmonising Jesus’ teaching on divorce may be
illustrated by the following summary of the New Testament
evidence.

1 God intends marriage to be an indissoluble union. ‘What
God has joined together, let no man separate’ (Mark 10: 2-9
= Matt. 19: 3-B).*

2 Divorce followed by remarriage constitutes adultery
(Matt. 5: 32b; Mark 10: 11-12; Luke 16: 18).

3 Married couples should not separate or divorce (1 Cor.
7: 10).
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common type of sexual offence  covered by the term ‘unchastity’.
It is really statement 6, with the exception clause inserted in the

middle, that causes problems in the harmonisation of the New
Testament teaching on divorce and remarriage. Numerous early
Christian writers held that ‘except for immorality’ allowed a man
to divorce his wife for this offence,  but did not allow him to
remarry. In this way their exegesis was in harmony with state-
ments 2 and 4, which may envisage separation, but certainly
exclude remarriage after divorce for whatever cause. Some
modern exegetes* follow this view, but more prefer to regard the
clause as stating grounds why the first marriage ought never to
have taken place. 9 ‘Immorality’ (Greek porneiu)  however inter-
preted is understood as a ground of annulment rather than
divorce, for a legitimate marriage has never occurred. If the
nullity view is correct, it would still follow that in case of post-
marital offences such as adultery, for which divorce was manda-
tory in the early church period, a Christian man might have to
separate from his guilty wife but would not be allowed to re-
marry. In other words the consequences of the nullity view of the
exception clause would be the same as the early church view in
adultery cases.

Now the Erasmian view is quite different. This holds that
‘except for immorality’ qualifies not only the opening clause of
statement 6 (‘whoever divorces his wife’), but also the second
clause, ‘and marries another’. This means that in cases of sexual
immorality the innocent spouse may not only divorce the guilty
party but may remarry without being stigmatised as adulterous.
This interpretation is clearly in conflict with statements 2 and 4,
which insist that remarriage after divorce is adultery and that
separated or divorced spouses should remain single. However,
defenders of the Erasmian view contend that adultery was such a
serious offence  in ancient times as well as today that this excep-
tion was simply understood by the other evangelists and Paul.
They too, it is argued, would have allowed remarriage after
divorce for adultery because everyone knew that adultery meant
the termination of a marriage. While this view has a semblance of
plausibility if ‘immorality’ (porneiu)  is equated with ‘adultery’
(moicheiu), it becomes less likely if ‘immorality’ is understood to
cover a much broader range of offences.”  We should also men-
tion that this possible means of harmonising the New Testament
teaching assumes what it desires to prove. To insist that the other

4 In cases of separation or divorce, those involved must remain
single or be reconciled (1 Cor. 7: 11).

5 Divorce is a kind of adultery and leads the woman to commit
adultery, except in the case of unchastity (Matt. 5: 32a).

6 ‘Whoever divorces his wife, except for immorality, and
marries another, commits adultery’ (Matt. 19: 9).

Statements 1 to 4 are in obvious harmony. Particularly interesting
is the way Paul’s summary of the Lord’s teaching (statements 3
and 4) fits in with the remarks attributed to Jesus in the Gospels
(statements 1 and 2). If marriage is indissoluble (1), this means
spouses should not separate or divorce (3). Further, if marriage is
indissoluble then a second marriage must count as adultery (2).
Elsewhere Paul seems to echo the gospel terminology of state-
ment 2 more closely when he says remarriage before the death of
one’s spouse is adultery (Rom. 7: 2-3; cf. 1 Cor. 7: 39).

Only statements 5 and 6 - the two clauses in Matthew 5: 32a
and 19: 9 - appear to conflict with statements 1 to 4. On further
consideration there need be no conflict between saying 5 and
sayings 1 to 4. If lust is seen as a breach of the seventh command-
ment, ‘adultery in the heart’ (Matt. 5: 27-30),5  it is not surprising
to find divorce condemned in similar terms (Matt. 5: 31-2). The
divorce saying in Matthew 5: 32, ‘Every one who divorces his
wife, except for the cause of unchastity, makes her commit
adultery; and whoever marries a divorced woman commits adul-
teryl, is one of the six antitheses in the Sermon on the Mount
(5:21-48) in which Jesus contrasts His teaching with what was
said to the men of old. Matthew apparently wants us to under-
stand that Jesus’ sayings in the second and third antitheses
(5: 27-30, 31-2) are both concerned with thoughts and actions
that violate the spirit of the seventh commandment, ‘You shall
not commit adultery’ (v. 27).6  We shall develop this point at the
end of chapter 2. Here we merely wish to make two observations
about the meaning of Matthew 5: 32a. First, the statement that
divorce will cause the woman to become an adulteress is simply
another way of condemning the second union she will most
probably be obliged to contract in her situation (cf. statement 2).
Second, the ‘except for unchastity’ clause, as many have sug-
gested in previous studies,7  may mean no more than the fact that
divorcing an unchaste woman would not make her an adulteress,
for she probably is already an adulteress, adultery being the most
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gospel writers assumed the implicit operation of Matthew’s
exception clause (and the Erasmian interpretation of that excep-
tion!) in addition to what they have clearly written in their
accounts, is hardly the proper approach to the synoptic dif-
ferences in the divorce sayings. And the only divorce which
Paul mentions did not permit the Christian to marry another
(1 Cor. 7: 10-11).

To sum up, there are currently seven major interpretations” of
the meaning of the exception clauses as they now stand in
Matthew’s Gospel, but only one of these allows remarriage after
divorce on, the ground of a serious sexual sin: the Erasmian or
contemporary evangelical interpretation.” All the other views
affirm unanimously that in the teaching of Jesus, remarriage after
divorce for whatever cause amounts to adultery.

The Purpose of This Study

The purpose of this study is threefold. First, the current inter-
pretations of Jesus’ divorce sayings, complicated by the trouble-
some Matthean exception clauses, will be set forth and critically
examined. Our desire for the reader is that he or she may be able
to grasp fully the particular nuances of each view as they have
been defended by various exegetes. Often one view is summarily
dismissed as being less probable than another because it was only
superficially understood to begin with. This study will enable the
reader to evaluate for himself or herself each view on the basis of
its own strengths and weaknesses.13

Second, we hope to demonstrate that the Erasmian exegesis of
the exception clauses, originating in the sixteenth century, is
beset with numerous exegetical problems. Employing proper
exegetical method at the textual, grammatical, lexical, biblical-
theological, contextual and historical-cultural levels, we will pre-
sent an alternative view that does not create nearly as many
problems as does the Erasmian approach. John Murray’s book,
Divorce, which first appeared in six issues of the Westminster
Theological Journal from 1946 to 1949, remains to this day the
standard defence of the Erasmian interpretation. This is evi-
denced by the fact that the more recent works defending the
Erasmian exegesis continue to appeal to portions of Murray’s

book, in particular his treatment of the syntax of Matthew 19: 9, in
support of their opinion that divorce and remarriage are permit-
ted to the innocent party in the case of the genuine exception.14
Yet Murray is not at his best when it comes to the syntax of
Matthew 19: 9, nor has he properly understood significant Old
Testament texts which bear on the interpretation of the New
Testament data. This, in part, accounts for why four chapters of
this study are given to explaining the history of the Erasmian
exegetical tradition, modern day arguments in defence of this
view and, most importantly, the exegesis of the Old and New
Testament texts which we feel Erasmians improperly cite in
favour of their view.

Finally, the implications of what we believe to be a proper
understanding of the New Testament teaching will be con-
sidered. It is our opinion that the rising problem of divorce and
remarriage among evangelical Christians today is largely the
result of misinformed counsel that arises out of an inadequate
exegesis of the biblical data. We sincerely hope that this analysis
of the current interpretations of Jesus’ divorce sayings will pro-
vide the reader with a framework from which to understand
God’s perspective on the marriage union and the words of Jesus
who said, ‘What God has joined together, let no man separate.’



CHAPTER ONE
The Early Ch urch View

We begin our study of the New Testament teaching on divorce
and remarriage with the earliest interpretations of the texts
available. These are found in the writings of the early church
Fathers, namely those Christian theologians who wrote in the
first five centuries of the Christian era,

The Value of Consulting the Church Fathers

Every generation of New Testament exegetes inevitably must
approach the Scriptures with cultural, sociological, philosophical
and other personal limitations. Thus one of the values of consult-
ing the commentary tradition in various eras is the realisation that
one or more of our personal limitations will have been another
man’s strength in another generation. One writer goes so far as to
warn Protestants, who are often eager to repudiate tradition in
favour of solu  scripturu,  of unwittingly subjecting themselves to a
self-deception.

For their interpretation is, for the most part unconsciously, con-
ditioned to a large extent by the Christian education and environment
from which they come - that is, by the tradition (here used in the
customary meaning of the word) of their particular denomination. A
great part of the differences in exegesis among them is to be explained
by different doctrinal presuppositions.’

We, like the early Fathers, have been conditioned by the environ-
ment in which we live. We should do what we can to overcome
the limitations that possibly may be influencing our exegesis of
the biblical text.
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Now in beginning with the views of the early church, we are
not attempting to suggest that their interpretation has final
authority. Only Scripture deserves that honour. Though we have
found certain features of the Fathers’ teaching on divorce and
remarriage compatible with our own understanding of the New
Testament texts, there are other features in their writings which
go beyond Scripture. This is true of many matters of New
Testament doctrine and practice on which they speak. So unless a
practice or doctrine can be demonstrated from the Bible itself it
should not bind the Christian conscience. This Protestants have
always affirmed.

Nevertheless there are good reasons for paying special atten-
tion to the early church’s interpretation of Scripture. The early
readers of the New Testament had a built-in cultural, social, and
linguistic grid in their thinking which the twentieth-century
reader must labour to reconstruct if he wants to interpret the
Greek New Testament accurately. Being closest in time to the
composition of the Gospels, the Fathers are most likely to have
understood the original intentions of the writers in matters of
Greek grammar and syntax,2 an important consideration for
anyone’s interpretation of Matthew 19: 9. The Greek-speaking
Fathers obviously wrote in their mother tongue with a fluency no
modern scholar can hope to attain. Hence what may seem
confusing to today’s exegete may well have been perfectly plain
to them.

Furthermore on a matter so intimately affecting the daily lives
of Christians as marriage and divorce there must have been clear
traditions in the church as to the standards expected of believers.
This would have been particularly true of the Christian view of pre-
marriage, for on this point the church maintained a view which
differed sharply from the prevailing views, both in Judaism and
in the Greco-Roman world around it. This personal transmission
of views down the generations in the early church suggests we
ought to give some of the Fathers’ interpretations of Scripture a
strong claim to authenticity. This, of course, is not to say that the
proximity of these early writers to the New Testament age
guarantees the correctness of everything they say. Yet on the
subject of divorce and remarriage their unanimity is remarkable.

Finally we should note that respect for the teaching of the early
church Fathers’ views has always been characteristic of main-line
Protestant theology. The aim of the Reformers was to restore the

church’s doctrine and way of life to conform with those early
centuries. For example Calvin in the Prefatory address to his
lnsfifufes writes: ‘But we do not despise them [the Fathers]; in
fact, if it were to our present purpose, I could with no trouble at all
prove that the greater part of what we are saying today meets
their approval, In the next few pages alone of his lnsfifufes
he notes the opinions of at least seventeen early Fathers as he
seeks to demonstrate that his interpretations of Scripture are more
consonant with early Christian teaching than the views of his
opponents. Martin Bucer, the great Strasburg Reformer, was
even more emphatic about the value of the primitive church. In
his Commenfury  on the Four Gospels (1536) Bucer argues that
‘nothing should be hastily repudiated that is commended to us by
holy antiquity or by the public consensus of the faithful during so
many centuries’. Again he writes: ‘I judge that those most holy
ancient Fathers should be regarded with the highest esteem and
singular reverence paid to the doctrines they taught and the
customs they observed . . .‘* Similarly John Jewel in his Apology
in Defence of the Church of England (1564) asks rhetorically, ‘0
immortal God! hath Christ Himself, then, the Apostles and so
many fathers all at once gone astray?‘5  It is his claim, backed up by
many quotations from Scripture and the early church, that the
reformed Church of England has ‘returned again unto the primi-
tive Church of the ancient fathers and Apostles.‘6

To this day evangelical Protestants accept the definitions of the
person of Christ and the doctrine of the Trinity found in the early
creeds as accurate and valid interpretations of the New Testa-
ment data. Yet these were doctrines over which there were long
and bitter disputes in the early church. In contrast, on the subject
of divorce and remarriage there was practically no dispute in the
early church: for the first five centuries there was virtual una-
nimity on this issue from one end of the Roman empire to the
other. Again, we would not suggest that this consensus auto-
matically makes their interpretation correct any more than we
would argue for the correctness of the Erasmian view in the light
of the present-day evangelical consensus. For example, the
Fathers’ understanding of monarchical bishops and the eucharist
as a sacrifice appears to differ from the New Testament teaching
on these subjects. For this reason we would have difficulty in
following their views here. The various issues which these early
Christian writers address, even certain particulars within a given
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doctrine, must be placed alongside the teaching of the New
Testament and evaluated by it. Where the Fathers’ witness is
massive and consistent, as it is on their attitude towards remar-
riage after divorce, and it agrees with the clear teaching of the
New Testament on this point, we shall have to be offered over-
whelming evidence to adopt an interpretation of the debated
text - Matthew 19: 9 - that is incompatible with it. In fact, four of
the views we shall examine are quite compatible with the early
church view: only the Erasmian view flatly contradicts the patris-
tic interpretation.

Let us begin then by summarising the early church view on
divorce and iemarriage and then set forth some of the evidence
for it.

The Statement of the Early Church View

The author of the most comprehensive study ever written on this
subject contends that in the first five centuries all Greek writers
and all Latin writers except one agree that remarriage following
divorce for any reason is adulterous.7  The marriage bond was
seen to unite both parties until the death of one of them. When a
marriage partner was guilty of unchastity, usually understood to
mean adultery, the other was expected to separate but did not
have the right to remarry. Even in the case of 1 Corinthians 7: 15,
the so-called Pauline privilege which later Catholics held to
permit a believer deserted by an unbeliever to remarry, the early
church Fathers said that the deserted Christian had no right to
remarry.’

Furthermore the Fathers followed the New Testament in insist-
ing that there should be equality of sexual rights in marriage, in
contrast to the Old Testament, Jewish and Roman law which gave
more freedom to married men than married women. Put simply,
a man under Old Testament law could have more than one sexual
partner without being guilty of adultery against his first wife,
whereas a married woman had to be totally loyal to her husband.
Extramarital affairs always counted as adultery where a wife was
involved, but a husband was only guilty of fornicufion  if his lover
was unmarried. These attitudes were common throughout the
ancient world before Christ came.’ Thus the Pharisees approved

of polygamy, and Roman men could have concubines as well as a
wife. The early Christian teaching on the equality of sexual rights
in marriage is evidently based on Mark 10: 11 which introduced
the notion that a man can be guilty of adultery against his ownlo
wife and 1 Corinthians 7:3-4 where Paul insists that husband
and wife have exclusive rights to each other’s body. The Fathers
repeatedly stress this aspect of equality, contrasting Christian
attitudes with pagan ones. This demand for total and mutual
fidelity between man and wife is of course also expressed in the
patristic refusal to countenance remarriage after divorce.

The Teaching of the Fathers

Hermas
The earliest Christian teaching on divorce, written well within a
century of the Gospels themselves, is found in The Shepherd of
Hermus.  Scholars have long disputed the date of this work, some
favouring a date at the end of the first century, others dating the
work about 140-50. It is possible that Hermas, a resident of
Rome, wrote this composite work over a period of thirty to forty
years. Interesting is the point that Irenaeus, Clement of Alexan-
dria, Tertullian and, apparently, Athanasius in his earlier years,
all regarded the work of Hermas as quasi-canonical.” His treat-
ment of divorce and remarriage is clearly not the scholarly
opinion of an individual Father, but witnesses to a practice in the
church characteristic of the whole period before the Council of
Nicaea in 325. I2

Hermas represents himself as questioning his heavenly guard-
ian about what a man should do if he learns that his wife is guilty
of adultery and persists in it. The account in Mundufe4.1.4-10  is as
follows:

4. I said to him, ‘Sir, permit me to ask you a few questions.’ ‘Speak,’ he
said. ‘Sir,’ I said, ‘if a man is married to a woman faithful in the Lord
and he finds her involved in some adultery (en moicheia tini), does he
sin if he continues to live with her?’ 5. ‘As long as he knows nothing
of it,’ he said, ‘he does not sin. But if the husband knows of her sin and
his wife does not repent but persists in her immorality (epiment  tt
porneia auk%)  and the husband continues to live with her, then he
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becomes guilty of her sin and a partner in her adultery (koinbnos  tb
moicheias autb).’ 6. ‘What then,’ I said, ‘sir, shall the husband do if
his wife persists in this passion (epimeine  td pathei tout@?  ‘Let him send
her away (Apolysatb  au&z),  he said, ‘and let the husband remain
single (eph’  heautd menetd). I3 But if after sending away his wife he
marries another, he also commits adultery himself.’ 7. ‘If then,’ I
said, ‘sir, after the wife is sent away the woman repents, and she
wishes to return to her own husband, she will be taken back won’t
she?’ 8. ‘Indeed,’ he said, ‘if her husband will not take her back he
sins and brings upon himself a great sin. Rather one must (dei) take
back the one who has sinned and the one who repents, but not often,
because there is only one repentance for the servants of God. There-
fore, for the sake of repentance the husband must not (ouk opheilei)
marry. This is the proper course of action (he praxis) for wife and
husband. 9. Not only,’ said he, ‘is it adultery if anyone defiles his
flesh, but also whoever acts as the heathen do commits adultery. So if
anyone persists in such actions and does not repent, then depart from
him and do not live with him, otherwise you also are sharing in his
sin. 10. This is the reason why you were commanded to remain
single, whether husband or wife, because in such cases repentance is
possible.‘14

In this passage Hermas makes the following points. First, a
husband may not go on living with a wife he knows to be
adulterous. He must put her away (vv. 4-6).

In prescribing the dismissal of the adulterous wife, Hermas is in
agreement with the Lex Julia de adulteriis  which stated that a husband
must, within sixty days, send away a wife guilty of adultery. In Roman
Law, a husband who keeps an adulterous wife is guilty of lenocinium,
of connivance in the wife’s adultery. l5

Second, the husband must remain single: to remarry would be to
commit adultery himself. By not remarrying the door is left open
for repentance (w. 6-7). Third, if the adulterous wife repents and
returns to her husband, he must take her back (v. 8). On these last
two points of forbidding remarriage and making it a duty to
receive back a repentant wife Hermas is in direct opposition to the
civil law of Rome. Fourth, the same principles apply in the case of
an innocent wife with a guilty husband (w. 9-10). We can be
confident that these last three points have been influenced by the
early Christian ethic of marriage and divorce.

Most of this, as Henri Crouzel observes, is ‘an exegesis of Mt.

5: 32 and 19: 9, in the very terms it employs, looked at in the light
of Mk. lO:ll,  Lk. 16:18 and 1 Cor. 7: 10-11. It is based on
Scripture, but simultaneously offers a witness to church
custom.‘*6 However in stating that an innocent wife should
likewise separate from a guilty husband, Hermas is going beyond
the explicit remarks of Matthew 19, which only envisage an
innocent husband’s putting away a wife for immorality. But in
view of Mark 10: 12 and the reciprocity of rights taught by Paul
(1 Cor. 7: 3-4) and endorsed by most of the early church writers,
Hermas’ application appears justified.

The most interesting development compared with New Testa-
ment teaching is Hermas’ insistence that a Christian ought to
separate from a spouse guilty of adultery. This was indeed
compulsory under Roman and Jewish law, but the New Testa-
ment texts dealing with divorce do not insist on separation. They
simply allow it, while forbidding remarriage (as we hope to clarify
later). It is possible that we have here a conflict between the laws
of men and the laws of God (Matt. 22: 21; Rom. 13: l-7) on the
crucial issue of remarriage after divorce for adultery. More prob-
able is Crouzel’s suggestion that Hermas’ teaching at this point is
not based on Roman practice, but on 1 Corinthians 6: 15-17 which
insists that Christians must never have sexual relations with a
prostitute (PO&): it is incompatible with union with Christ.
Jerome, Ambrose and Basil also cite the 1 Corinthians 6: 16 text in
this connection, and Crouzel’7  suggests that Hermas is doing the
same. It would certainly be natural for Christian expositors to link
the Matthean exception texts and the Corinthian text because
both contain the same root word (pornE/lporneiu  = prostitute/
immorality), and both the Gospel and the Corinthian texts quote
Genesis 2: 24: ‘The two shall become one flesh.’ Paul had also told
the Corinthians not to associate with any immoral Christians
(1 Cor. 5: g-11).

Hermas has also gone beyond the New Testament teaching in
suggesting that a repentant adulterer may be received back only
once. This is not the standard of forgiveness taught by the
parables of the prodigal son (Luke 15: 11-32) and the unmerciful
slave (Matt. 18: 21-35).

A few writers have suggested that Hermas’ opposition to
remarriage after divorce is occasioned by his theme of repentance
which happens to be allowable only once. Thus in the case of a
recidivist adulteress the reason for his prohibition of remarriage -
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so the adulterer could repent and return (w. Bb-10)  - would
cease to be valid. The argument from silence is that no other
reason is given to prevent remarriage to the innocent husband.
Hermas lived in a world where it was common practice in case
of infidelity for an innocent husband to divorce an adulteress
and by so doing have the right to remarry. If he o
practice why did he not make his opposition J:clear?”

posed this

On the contrary, verse 6 makes it quite clear that the man
commits adultery himself if he remarries after putting away a wife
who continues in her adultery. The exhortation to remain single
in this verse is immediately founded upon the statement that
remarriage after divorce is adulterous. And with this statement
we are closest to the teaching common to all the synoptic
Gospels. l9 The reader should note that Hermas’ questions (w. 4,
6a, 7) advance the discourse and provide the occasion for the
teaching of his heavenly guardian (w. 5,6b-d, B-11). With each
question a different emphasis is introduced. It seems obvious that
Hermas’ third question introduces his favourite subject of repent-
ance as it relates to the foregoing ethical problem. This does not
mean, however, that the teaching of verse 6 is null and void. The
heavenly guardian teaches that not only is it adultery for a man to
remarry after divorce, it also removes the possibility of the
all-important aspect of repentance.

To sum up, the main question Hermas was treating was not
whether a spouse might marry again, but whether it was sinful to
live with an unfaithful spouse. The question of remarriage had
been settled by the sayings of Jesus. Hermas felt no need to put
this in the foreground. If he was acquainted with the exception
clauses in Matthew’s Gospel, which are not to be regarded as a
command so much as a permission to separate from an unfaithful
spouse, then the new element in his treatment was the teaching
that it was the duty of the husband to leave an unfaithful and
unrepentant wife. This would reconcile, for him, the prohibition
of divorce with the prohibition of intercourse with immoral
persons.
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Justin Martyr
Justin was converted to Christianity in about AD 130 after search-
ing for the truth in various pagan philosophies. Shortly after
his conversion he moved from Ephesus to Rome where he

opened up a Christian school of philosophy from which he
fearlessly defended the Christian faith until his martyrdom in
about 165. A.J. Bellinzoni, in his study on The Sayings of/esus  in
the Writings ofJustin  Martyr, writes that ‘In his role as a Christian
apologist Justin wrote for those inside the church as well as for
those outside to whom many of his writings were formally
addressed. His work, therefore, certainly had a catechetical as
well as an apologetic purpose.‘20 Bellinzoni’s analysis of Justin’s
First Apology (c. 150) suggests that chapters 15-17, the section
which contains Justin’s condemnation of second marriages after
divorce,

. . . is probably based on a primitive Christian catechism in use in
Justin’s school in Rome, and it is likely that this same catechism or a
similar catechism was known to Clement of Alexandria, Origen, and
to the author of the Pseudoclementine Homilies. This catechism was
based primarily on the text of the Sermon on the Mount with the
addition of related material from Mark and Luke and from other parts
of Matthew.‘l

In chapter 15 of Justin’s First Apology he gives examples of
Christian teaching on matters of sexual morality and quotes
Matthew 5: 28, 29, possibly verse 32b or Luke 16: 18b and
Matthew 19: 11-12. Following these quotations he says ‘Those
who, according to human law, contract double marriages (digu-
mius),  are sinners against our master (didu~kal0).‘~  Four possible
meanings have been suggested for Justin’s statement: (1) it
forbids bigamy; (2) it calls successive bigamy or remarriage after
the death of a spouse sinful; (3) it forbids remarriage after divorce;
or (4) the phrase covers remarriage of any kind. Though a case can
be made for the fourth option we feel a better case can be made for
the third. Justin has just quoted Matthew 5: 32b/Luke  16: 18b
which state that whoever marries a divorced woman commits
adultery. Each of his Scripture quotations, with the possible
exception of Matthew 19: 11-12, focuses on the sin of adultery
committed through action or intention. And immediately follow-
ing the double-marriages statement Justin says Jesus ‘condemns
not only the man who commits the act of adultery, but the man
who desires to commit adultery, since not only our actions but
our thoughts are manifest to God.‘=  Finally, Justin’s mention of
what was right according to Roman law seems to allude to the
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legality of remarriage after divorce in the society around him.
Though a general disapproval of remarriage after the death of a
spouse can be found in the writings of the Fathers, possibly
influenced by the writings of Paul himself (cf. 1 Cor. 7: l-9,
39-40; 1 Tim. 5: ll-15),  Justin appears to be forbidding only
remarriage after divorce.

In his Second Apology (2.1-7) Justin confirms Hermas’ teaching
that Christians must separate from adulterous spouses. He de-
scribes the case of an immoral woman living with an immoral
husband, both pagans. After the wife’s conversion, her life style
changed and she also tried to reform her husband. She eventually
desired’to  divorce him because of his immoral life style, but
remained with him after friends convinced her that there was
hope that he might change his ways. But when her husband went
to Alexandria and she heard that his conduct was worse than
ever, she gave him a bill of divorce (Latin repudium) and left him.
Although she availed herself of a bill of divorce under secular law,
Justin does not say that she remarried. This account shows, as
with Hermas, that the Christians of this era recognised  that
the woman, like the man, could separate from a persistently
immoral spouse.
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A thenagoras
Around 177 Athenagoras addressed his Supplication for the Chris-
tians to the Emperors Marcus Aurelius Antoninus and Lucius
Aurelius Commodus. In this defence  of Christianity he says the
Christian way of life demands that a man must either

. . . remain as he was brought into the world, or else. . . abide in one
marriage and no more, for a second marriage is a fair-seeming adul-
tery. Whosoever shall put away his wife, Scripture says, and shall marry
another, committeth  adultery. It does not allow him to divorce the one
whose maidenhead he had [ended], nor to bring in another wife beside
her. One that robs himself of his first wife, even if she be dead, is a
covert adulterer, thwarting the hand of God-for in the beginning God
made one man and one woman-and destro ing the unity of flesh that
was meant for the propagation of the race.9

Athenagoras cites literally either Matthew 19: 9, omitting the
exception clause, or Mark 10: 11, leaving off the last two words (ep’
auf& = against her). If Athenagoras knew of the exception clause

it is very probable that he omitted it because he felt it applied only
to the first part of the conditional clause about the dismissal of the
wife, and not to the second part regarding remarriage. The
sentences just before and just after the citation clearly indicate
that Athenagoras is talking about a second marriage after separ-
ation. In order to contrast the high standards of Christians with the
Roman way of life, he states that a second marriage is ‘fair-
seeming adultery’. This is because Roman society permitted such
a thing, but the Scripture does not.

The line that begins with ‘One that robs (uposfered,  cf. 1 Cor. 7: 5)
himself . , ,’ ’1s certainly obscure. The vast majority of commen-
tators understand our converted Athenian philosopher to mean
that he orposes  any form of remarriage, even after the death of a
spouse.2  Crouzel, however, argues that this is not certain, for
how can one ‘rob himself’ of his first wife if she is dead? Attempt-
ing to grapple with this difficulty, Crouzel suggests three possi-
bilities: (1) Athenagoras condemns only remarriage after divorce;
(2) he deprecates any remarriage, including widows’; or (3) he
condemns any remarrriage. A fourth could be added: if there is a
divorce and the woman dies, the spouse must not marry some-
one else lest he become a ‘covert adulterer’. After a long discus-
sion emphasising Athenagoras’ moderation and general con-
formity to New Testament teaching, Crouzel concludes: ‘Our
preference is for the first: this text is only concerned with re-
marriage after divorce.‘26

Crouzel’s interpretation of this passage may well be the correct
one. We are certainly not the expert he is on problems of inter-
pretation raised by the Father’s writings. Yet we do note Athena-
goras’ stress on ‘one marriage and no more’ and that in his
opinion the essential purpose of marriage is procreation. It is
also worth mentioning that it is a consummated marriage which
Athenagoras regards as a bar to divorce. The reason (hofi) he gives
for his statement that ‘One that robs himself of his first wife, even
if she be dead, is a covert adulterer’, is that ‘in the beginning God
made one man and one woman’. This recalls the texts upon which
Jesus based His teaching of the indissolubility of marriage: Gene-
sis 1:27; 2:24.  Is it possible that this Eastern Father viewed the
creation basis of marriage as a near-everlasting relationship bind-
ing partners whether alive or dead? An aversion to second
marriages could well be the outcome of the stress laid on the
Gospel sayings prohibiting remarriage after divorce: ‘the



30 JESUS AND DIVORCE

marriage bond was so indissoluble that, even though one partner
was dead, he still remained the legitimate husband (or wife) in the
life beyond and the other party was still murried’.27  Whatever
the solution to this problem might be, the covert adultery of a
second marriage when the first wife is dead does not appear
obvious.

We have briefly mentioned the aversion towards remarriage
after the death of one’s mate. This is indeed evident to varying
degrees in the early Fathers. 28 But note the direction of the
teaching that has gone beyond Scripture in our analysis of
Athenagoras. His possible aversion to remarriage after the death
of a spouse stems from Jesus’ prohibition of remarriage after
divorce and not the reverse. Some writers feel confident that the
near-unanimous opposition of the early Fathers to remarriage
after divorce for adultery is merely the result of a growing
asceticism in the early church, and not a reflection of what Jesus
actually taught. But this solution assumes far too much even if
our analysis of Athenagoras is faulty. For G.H. Joyce and others29
have pointed out that the Western church never allowed itself to
be drawn into the much stronger opposition to second marriages
after the death of a spouse that characterised  the Eastern tradi-
tion. Yet it was the Eastern church in the sixth century that
opened its doors to remarriage after divorce and not the Western.
The Fathers’ opposition to remarriage after divorce for adultery
most probably derives from the teaching of Jesus Himself. The
asceticism explanation assumes far too much.

In short, there can be hardly any doubt that Athenagoras
asserts without hesitation that Jesus absolutely prohibited re-
marriage after divorce: it is a contradiction of the ordinance of
creation.
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The gospel voice provides a stricter teaching about purity when it
says, ‘Everyone who looks upon another person‘s wife to desire her
has already committed adultery with her in his heart’ [Matt. 5: 281.
‘And he who marries’, it says, ‘a woman divorced by her husband
commits adultery, and whoever divorces his wife except for forni-
cation makes her a partner in adultery’ [Matt. 5: 321e30

Theophilus has done one of two things here: he may be citing
only Matthew 5: 32 and in citing this text he inverts the two
clauses of the sentence. Some writers have suggested that he did
this to eliminate any ambiguity in what Christ taught: Jesus’
prohibition of remarriage is absolute though separation for adul-
tery is conceded. Or Theophilus first quotes Luke 16: 18b in a
word order parallel to Justin’s text in his First Apology,31 and then
places Matthew 5: 32a alongside it. Whichever option is chosen it
looks as though Theophilus interprets Jesus’ conditioned saying
about divorce (Matt. 5: 32a) in the light of the unconditional and
absolute saying about marriage to a divorcee (Matt. 5: 32b/Luke
16: 18b).32  If remarriage to anyone divorced for whatever reason
amounts to adultery then marriage is truly indissoluble. Though
adultery may lead to separation and disruption of conjugal life it
does not seem to ‘dissolve’ the marriage union.

Theophilus of An tioch

According to Eusebius, Theophilus was the sixth bishop of
Antioch. He is recognised  as the first Father to state clearly the
inspiration of the New Testament and the first to use clearly the
exception clause of Matthew 5: 32. Around 180 he wrote a defence
of Christianity to his friend Autolycus, probably in response to
disparaging remarks which Autolycus made about his Christian
faith. In this work Theophilus remarks:

Irenaeus
Born in Asia Minor between the years 140 and 160, Irenaeus was
raised in Smyrna where he claims to have seen and heard
Polycarp, the disciple of the apostle John.33  In his famous work
Against Heresies (c. 185) he briefly reiterates Jesus’ remarks that
divorce was simply given because of men’s hard-heartedness and
implies that it is incompatible with God’s original law.% Like
Athenagoras, Irenaeus adds that from the beginning God made
them male and female, the text which along with Genesis 2: 24
served as the basis for Jesus’ pronouncement on the permanence
of the marriage relationship (Mark 10: 6-8; Matt. 19: 4-5). For
both Irenaeus and Athenagoras the writings of Justin Martyr
were an important source for many of their ideas.

Clement of Alexandria
Moving into the third century we come to the great Alexandrian
theologians Clement (c. 150-215)  and Origen (c. 185-254). In
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Quentin Quesnel139  has argued quite persuasively that
Clement is showing how the heretics have misconstrued the con-
text of Matthew 19: 12: the eunuchs who have made them-
selves eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven are those
divorcees who refrain from remarriage in obedience to Christ’s
precept in verse 9.

There is no doubt that Clement understands some kind of
relationship to exist between those separated for immorality in
verse 9 and the eunuchs in verse 12. Clement talks about
‘eunuchs’ some five or six times in his writings and speaks of
them in connection with his discussion of ‘self control’ or ‘conti-
nence’. He uses these terms ‘in their widest sense of a discipline
of one’s whole life and conduct rather than in the narrower sense
of abstinence from coitus . . .‘40 Clement is not concerned with
the precise exegesis of Matthew 19: lo-12  as he refutes the
heretics. For him Jesus’ condemnation of divorce followed by
remarriage to another contains Jesus’ high view of the marriage
relationship. In fact, it would be to Clement’s disadvantage to
interpret Matthew 19: 12 clearly as a call to singleness for the sake
of serving the Lord. This could be used by the heretics against him.

How are we to explain the close connection of the eunuch-
saying with Jesus’ statement in Matthew 19:9 that Clement
thinks is so obvious? Clement is perhaps suppressing the invita-
tion to singleness for those who are so called (v. 12c-d). Instead
he focuses on the parallel invitation in verse 11, ‘Not all men can
accept this statement’, where ‘this statement’ refers to the hard
saying on divorce in verse 9 to which the disciples have just
objected (v. 10). On this understanding, Jesus, as if to demon-
strate that continence in a broken marriage is possible, presents
the most convincing example: ‘not only is this continence poss-
ible, but there are some who have renounced the possibility of
marriage altogether for the kingdom (v. 12)‘.*’  Those who remain
single and continent after divorce are in no worse a position than
those who remain continent while single for the sake of serving
the Lord. God will give the grace to do what He commands.42

Finally, it is worth noting Clement’s attitude to the remarriage
of widows and widowers. Clement’s teaching goes somewhat
beyond Paul’s (1 Cor. 7: 8-9, 32-5, 39-40). He says that ideally
widows and widowers should not remarry. But if they lack self-
control, they may marry again. Clement adds that in this case
the man

opposing various heretics who devalued marriage, Clement and
Origen expound the Christian view of marriage with quite de-
tailed comments on the Gospel divorce texts.

Clement states: ‘Now that Scripture counsels marriage, and
allows no release from the union, is expressly contained in the
law, “You shall not put away your wife, except for the cause of
fornication;” and it regards as fornication, the marriage of those
separated while the other is alive.‘35  This passage is clearly a
quotation from memory which combines both forms of the
Matthean divorce passages.36 It is even more interesting for its
explicitness in insisting that fornication (pomeiu) is the only
permissible ground for separation and that it does not entitle
either party to remarry. Remarriage during the lifetime of a
previous partner is clearly excluded. Clement even says that the
marriage of those separated while either partner is alive is not
marriage but ‘fornication’. Origen, Clement’s pupil, expresses
himself in a similar fashion in his Commentary on Matthew:

But as a woman is an adulteress, even though she seem to be married
to a man, while the former husband is still living, so also the man who
seems to marry her who has been put away, does not so much marry
her as commit adultery with her according to the declaration of our
Saviour.”

Of particular interest for our study is Clement’s way of relating
the eunuch-saying in Matthew 19: 12 to the preceding context in
which Jesus prohibits divorce and remarriage. Matthew 19: 12
was one of the ‘proof texts’ employed by the Gnostic heretics in
support of their misogamy. These heretics argued that marriage
was fornication, that Jesus Himself was single and that he advo-
cated celibacy in Matthew 19: 12. In response to this Clement
quotes Matthew 19: 11-12 and then states that the Gnostics

. . . do not realize the context. After his word about divorce some
asked him whether, if that is the position in relation to woman, it is
better not to marry; and it was then that the Lord said: ‘Not all can
receive this saying, but those to whom it is granted.’ What the
questioners wanted to know was whether, when a man’s wife has
been condemned for fornication, it is allowable for him to marry
another.38
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. . . does not commit any sin according to the Old Testament (for it
was not forbidden by the Law), but he does not fulfil the heightened
perfection of the gospel ethic. But he gains heavenly glory for himself
if he remains as he is, and keeps undefiled the marriage yoke broken
by death, and willingly accepts God’s purpose for him, by which he
has become free from distraction for the service of the Lord.‘3
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Yet even in these words Clement’s asceticism is evident. ‘While St
Clement does advocate abstention from too many marriages
. . . , on the whole one may say that St Clement tends towards
moderation in continence rather than moderation in marriage. In
this he is consonant with St Paul in 1 Cor. vii.‘@

Or&en
Origen was not only one of the most influential theologians in the
early church but also was one of the most prolific commentators
on Scripture. In many passages he expounds the Christian
doctrine of marriage, like Clement before him defending mar-
riage against ascetic denigrators. Over and over in his Commen-
tuq on Maffhezu Origen states that to act contrary to the teaching of
the Saviour, to act contrary to what is written, is acknowledged
by everyone as impiety. He quotes Romans 7: 3 as proof that it is
adultery to remarry as long as one’s former spouse is alive.45  Like
Hermas, he insists that separation is obligatory where the wife is
guilty of fornication (porneiu;  Matt. 19: 9).*(j  The reason he says
this is perhaps found in his commentary on the words of the
Pharisees in Matthew 19: 3, where they ask if it is lawful for a man
to put away his wife for any cause at all:

And I think that the Pharisees put forward this word for this reason,
that they might attack Him whatever He might say; as, for example, if
He had said, ‘It is lawful,’ they would have accused Him of dissolving
marriages for trifles; but, if He had said, ‘It is not lawful,’ they would
have accused Him of permitting a man to dwell with a woman, even
with sins.”

Origen also argues that 1 Corinthians 7 3-4 means that hus-
band and wife are equal when it comes to conjugal rights.48  He
boldly states that the husband who withholds himself from his
wife and does not satisfy her desires is perhaps more culpable for
making his wife an adulteress than is the man who puts away his

wife for a reason other than fornication: poisoning, murder or the
like. And it is always adulterous for a divorced woman to remarry
(Matt. 5: 32).49 But nowhere in all his long discussion of Matthew
19 does he discuss the case of the innocent husband separated
from an adulterous wife. Arguments from silence are of course
doubtful. However, in view of his repeated clear-cut remarks that
remarriage of divorcees is adulterous, his use of Romans 7: 3, and
his reliance on earlier writers such as Hermas and Clement, it
seems likely that Origen thought as they did, namely, that
innocent divorced spouses could not remarry.50

Tertullian
In Carthage at the turn of the second century we meet Tertullian
(c. 155-220),  the first great Latin theologian.‘* The writings in
which he treats of the permanence of marriage may be placed in
three periods of his life: Ad Uxorem, written about 203 during
what may be called the orthodox period; Adversus  Murcionem (c.
208-11) and De Exhorfufione Cusfifufis (c. 206) may be placed in the
semi-Montanist period of his life; and DeMonogumiu  (c. 217) in the
Montanist period. In his earlier writings Tertullian ‘wrote as a
private individual expressing a private conviction’; but in De
Monogumiu  ‘he writes as the representative of a group, expound-
ing sectarian dogma’.52 As a Montanist he went even so far as to
maintain the persistence of the marriage bond after the death of
one of the partners. Tertullian’s works are nevertheless of great
value as source material, with certain reservations, for ascertain-
ing the early church’s view of the permanence of marriage.

In one of his early writings he envisages Christian partners
separating and living in a state akin to widowhood if one of them
is adulterous. His hope is that the guilty party will repent. He
writes:

But, however, since Patience takes the lead in every species of salutary
discipline, what wonder that she likewise ministers to Repentance,
(accustomed as Repentance is to come to the rescue of such as have
fallen,) when, on a disjunction of wedlock - for that cause, I mean,
which makes it lawful, whether for husband or wife, to persist in the
perpetual observance of widowhood - she [i.e., Patience] waits for,
she yearns for, she persuades by her entreaties, repentance in all who
are one day to enter salvation? How great a blessing she confers on
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Tertullian’s understanding of the permanence of marriage even
with non-Christian partners (cf. 1 Cor. 7: 12-16),  a testimony
unfavourable to the practice of the Pauline privilege among
Catholics and Protestants today. The question he answers is this:
If a Christian is defiled by contact with unbelievers, why is it that
the man who is converted by the Lord after he has already
married a pagan is commanded to persevere in such a marriage,
but one who was a Christian at an earlier date is forbidden to
marry a pagan wife?

In the first place, let me emphasize that the Lord much prefers that a
marriage be not contracted at all than that, once contracted, it be
dissolved. For He commends continence, while divorce He absolutely
forbids, except for adultery. Therefore, the one man has the duty of
preserving his marriage intact, while the other has the liberty of not
marrying at a11.56

The ‘rightly dissolved’ marriage which Tertullian speaks of
elsewhere is almost certainly that marriage which is dissolved by
the death of one of the partners. He states plainly that Christ did
not forbid divorce absolutely but permitted it in cases of adultery.
Yet this divorce permitted by Christ was qualified by the fact that
a man could not put away his wife and marry another.57

Tertullian also clearly presupposes that husband and wife
enjoy equal rights when it comes to separation. Though in his
later writings he talks of adultery terminating a marriage as death
does, it is mistaken to conclude that he would have allowed
innocent spouses to remarry after divorce. The fact that divorcees
could not remarry is the basis for his later Montanist view that
neither should widows do ~0.~~

each! The one she prevents from becoming an adulterer; the other she
amends.‘j

In other words, the innocent party is prevented from committing
adultery by abstaining from remarriage, and the guilty party is
brought to repentance. When Tertullian speaks of ‘a disjunction
of wedlock’ he does not mean the dissolution of the marriage
bond that unites husband and wife. He holds that this is indis-
soluble in common with nearly all the early Christian writers.
Even after a separation for immorality the couple remain hus-
band and wife. He does not mention the possibility of re-
marriage for the innocent party because whatever happens the
individuals remain husband and wife.

In Ad Uxorem  (To His Wife) Tertullian takes up two subjects: the
first book speaks to the question of remarriage after the death of a
first husband, and the second book treats the unlawfulness of
Christians marrying pagans. The second book touches on the
subject of remarriage after divorce and begins as follows:

I have just finished describing, as well as I could, my dearest
companion in the service of the Lord, the manner of life a Christian
woman should embrace when, for one reason or another, her mar-
riage is brought to an end. Now, recognizing the fact of human frailty,
let us turn our attention to an alternative course of action. We are led to
do this because of the conduct of certain women who, when given an
opportunity of practicing continence by reason of a divorce or the
death of a husband, not only rejected the opportunity of living so good
a life, but, in contracting a second marriage, were not even mindful of
the prescription that they should above all marry in the Lord?

It appears at first glance that Tertullian treats death and divorce
on an equal footing as ways of terminating a marriage.55  But this
is a dubious conclusion once everything else that Tertullian has
written on this question is taken into consideration. One also
should not attempt to determine a writer’s views about an issue
he is not addressing and where his language is descriptive (not
prescriptive). As one reads on it becomes quite apparent that
Tertullian is not recommending remarriage in either case but is
appalled that these women are not marrying ‘only in the Lord’ (1
Cor. 7: 39). The whole section speaks to the issue of marrying in
the Lord, and there are no direct allusions to the permissibility
of remarriage after divorce. There is, however, an allusion to

Summary of the Fathers’ Testimony

Later Christian writers up to the end of the fifth century continue
the same tradition of interpretation of the Gospel divorce texts
found in the earlier authors we have looked at. All the relevant
texts have been exhaustively and carefully studied in H.
Crouzel’s monumental work L’igglise  primitive face au divorce
(1971). To list those who hold that remarriage after divorce is



38 JESUS AND DIVORCE

contrary to the gospel teaching is to call a roll of the best-known
early Christian theologians. Besides those already examined in
some detail, they include Basil of Ancyra, Basil of Caesarea,
Gregory Nazianzus, Apollinaris of Laodicea, Theodore of
Mopsuestia, John Chrysostom, Theodoret, Epiphanius,
Ambrose, Innocent I, Pelagius, Jerome, Leo the Great, and
Augustine. In all, twenty-five individual writers and two early
councils forbid remarriage after divorce.59

Crouzel, however, has identified one exception to this general
picture. Ambrosiaster, so-called because in the Middle Ages he
was wrongly identified with Bishop Ambrose of Milan, did allow
remarriage after some divorces. We know nothing about the
identity of Ambrosiaster save that he wrote commentaries on the
Pauline epistles sometime between 366 and 383. In his commen-
tary on 1 Corinthians 7 he argued that divorce was legitimate in
cases of fornication and that an innocent husband could remarry
in such circumstances but not an innocent wife. The reason: for
‘the man is not bound by the law in the same way as the woman;
for the man is head of the woman’.60 He also allowed a Christian
husband or wife deserted by a pagan spouse to remarry (the
so-called Pauline privilege).

In three aspects Ambrosiaster stands alone among the early
Christian writers. First, in permitting remarriage to deserted
Christians. Second, in permitting remarriage to innocent hus-
bands in adultery cases. And third, in discriminating against
women in such situations: the doctrine of male headship  was of
course accepted by other early church Fathers,61  but they did not
appeal to it to justify giving men more licence  than women. Here
Ambrosiaster is apparently rejecting the normative Christian
position that husbands and wives enjoy equal and exclusive
rights in regard to each other’s sexuality (cf. 1 Cor. 7: 3-4). In this
regard he may have been influenced by Roman law, but at any
rate he is here ‘in complete contradiction with the spirit of
Christianity’.62 It would seem too that in allowing divorcees to
remarry he was also a stranger to the dominant Christian atti-
tudes of the early church.
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An Alternative Interpretation of the
Early Church Evidence

In 1967 Victor J. Pospishil tried to turn this picture of the early
church’s attitudes inside out. Divorce and Remarriage is a fairly
short, light-weight work full of special pleading in which
Pospishil asserts that ‘a distinct majority of the Fathers and
ancient ecclesiastical authorities permitted the remarriage of
husbands of adulterous wives, while generally denying it to
all wives, even the innocent’.63  In other words, Ambrosiaster
represents normality, and the rest of the Fathers are out of
line!

Pospishil’s approach to the problem of remarriage after divorce
in our day is as follows: (1) the meaning of the Old and New
Testament teaching on this subject is not clear; (2) because the
Fathers are not unanimous on the meaning of the relevant
Scripture passages we must accept that it will never be possible to
settle the problem by reference to Scripture and tradition alone;
(3) thus the final judgment on this matter belongs to the Catholic
Church with her unlimited power of the keys: the authority to
grant total divorce and permit the remarriage of divorced Chris-
tians. Pospishil’s study is suspect from the start for his exegesis of
the biblical passages is determined by a hypothesis that does not
emerge from the texts themselves but is imposed on them from
the outside. Adopting the ideas of W.R. O’Connor,64  Pospishil
believes that marriages are intrinsically indissoluble (i.e., mar-
riage cannot be broken by the will of the partners alone) but
extrinsically dissoluble (i.e., the Church with its authority may
grant dissolution). The reader, he says, will not be able to
interpret the biblical passages accurately unless he first makes
this distinction! As an example of his method, he argues that the
main reason why Jesus’ exegesis of Genesis 1: 27; 2: 24 in the
Matthew 19 passage cannot refer to the absolute indissolubility of
marriage, is that the Catholic Church today permits the complete
dissolution of some marriages! No wonder Professor J.A.
Fitzmyer, commenting on Pospishil’s interpretation of the bibli-
cal passages, aptly noted: ‘Whatever else is to be said about the
merits or demerits of this book, the treatment of the biblical
passages is unspeakably bad.‘65  Pospishil’s book did have one
good effect though. It provoked the eminent patristic scholar
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Crouzel to g
mentioned. 6

reduce  his definitive study we have already

Basically Pospishil can only defend his interpretation of the
early church statements by supposing that the Fathers used terms
in the same sense as modern canon lawyers do. When canonists
speak of a marriage being ‘broken’ they imply that those involved
may contract new marriages. However, when the early Christian
writers speak of marriage being ‘broken’ (‘dissolved’ or similar
terminology) by adultery, they do not thereby mean that those
involved may remarry. They simply mean that partners should
separate .and refrain from conjugal relations. An author like
Pospishil thus approaches the ancient texts in quite the wrong
way: he ‘judges the text according to what the author ought to
have said by the logic of the interpreter, without putting himself
into the author’s frame of mind, without taking into account his
intentions and the problems that interest him, or the documents
for study at his disposal’.67

In Crouzel’s work, on the other hand, we are offered a compre-
hensive, detailed, and scrupulously fair treatment of all the
relevant texts, which has been accepted by scholarly reviewers as
the authoritative modern treatment of the subject. One such
reviewer writes:
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It would be difficult to praise too highly Pere Crouzel’s scholarly
study of the Church’s teaching and practice with regard to marriage
and divorce in the first five centuries. After an opening chapter on the
relevant NT passages we are led through detailed analyses of patristic
teaching, as well as conciliar legislation, in both East and West. The
penultimate chapter of some forty pages is devoted to St Augustine,
and the author summarises his conclusions in a valuable final chapter.
These correct many widespread opinions as well as the claims of
certain modern writers to have discovered in the early centuries
significant evidence of a tradition permitting remarriage after divorce
during the lifetime of the first spouse. In fact the evidence for such a
tradition is so meagre as to be virtually negligible.68

As for Pospishil’s primary objective in writing his book, a
glance at his bibliography will indicate that his chief concern was
with the moral and psychological problems that arise from
broken marriages. Solutions offered for these problems are of
course gladly welcomed but not when they fail to have their roots
in a careful exegesis of the biblical texts. In both Catholic and

Protestant circles today the general trend is to move too quickly
from a less-than-adequate exegesis of the relevant texts to an
overly humanistic concern for the temporal happiness and well-
being of the individuals involved.69  In our opinion Professor
Geoffrey Bromiley is correct when he says that ‘Happiness, when
it is attained, is a gift from God and it cannot be attained, nor
human life be fulfilled, where there is conflict with God’s stated
will or a defiant refusal to see that true happiness and fulfil-
ment lie in a

7t:
rimary commitment to God’s kingdom and

righteousness.’

The Practice of the Early Church

Our concern in this chapter has been with the early church’s
interpretation of Christ’s teaching, with what the theologians
thought He meant, In every age, though, there has been a
discrepancy between practice and theory, between what the
leaders teach and what the people do, between what people
indeed know to be right and what they actually achieve. Prob-
lems are even greater where the standards and accepted customs
of society are at variance with those of the Gospel: the modern
secular and permissive society creates great tension for any
church or individual believer who wishes to remain loyal to
Christ.

Similar difficulties faced the early church. Roman and Jewish
law considered that divorce legitimated remarriage, and set
higher standards for married women than married men. Infidel-
ity by married women counted as adultery, whereas a man’s
flirtations counted as fornication. Judaism allowed polygamy,
and Roman law permitted concubinage alongside full marriage.
Even the accession of Constantine, the first ‘Christian’ emperor,
led to very few changes in Roman marriage law. Inevitably the
early church faced problems about marriage, divorce and remar-
riage. Since full divorce was freely available, obviously some
believers took advantage of it and subsequently remarried. We
know from Augustine’s (354-430) writings of a certain Pollentius
who had some erroneous notions concerning divorce and remar-
riage and who wrote a letter to Augustine contesting the habitual
practice of the church of his day. Apparently he was looking for
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ways to justify full divorce on certain biblical grounds. One of his
arguments involved the following ‘legal fiction’: the adulterous
partner should be considered us dead, and on the basis of 1
Corinthians 7: 39 the innocent partner should be permitted to

7* So from the beginning the church faced pastoral
;1’IzAzs  and had to deal with them.

The early church did have a system of discipline which was
often invoked. Serious sinners were excluded from participating
in the Lords Supper, indeed, expelled from the church at least
until they repented. By the time of Basil, Bishop of Caesarea
(370-g),  there was quite a drawn-out procedure whereby peni-
tents were restored to fellowship, For example, canon 58 of Basil
reads:

THE EARLY CHURCH VIEW 43

Whoever has committed adultery will be excluded from the sacra-
ments for fifteen years: he must weep for four years [outside the door
of the church during the service], then he must listen for five years
[in the vestibule], be prostrated [among the catechumens] for four
years and then stand upright [among the full congregation] for two
years without receiving communion.

Though this system of penance hardly parallels the words of
Jesus to the woman caught in adultery (‘Neither do I condemn
you; go your way; from now on sin no more’, John 8: ll), the
adulterer in the early church went through a long ordeal before
being received back into fellowship.

Canon 77 of Basil is also interesting: though Jesus regarded
remarriage as adultery, in fact the Cappadocian church only
insisted on seven years of penitence: weeping one year, listening
two years, prostrated three years, and upright but not communi-
cating one year. And evidently the practice varied from place to
place depending on local tradition and the circumstances of the
case. If Basil shows that excommunication was customary in the
Eastern church, Augustine indicates that it was accepted practice
in the West too, though it is not clear how long a period was
involved.73

At the one extreme it appears that some bishops in Egypt
turned a blind eye to remarriage after divorce, for Origen states:

Already coJltrury  to Scripture certain church leaders have permitted
remarriage of a woman while her husband was alive. They did it

despite what is written: ‘A wife is bound to her husband as long as he
lives’ [l Cor. 7: 391 and: ‘She will be called an adulteress if she lives
with another man while her husband is alive’ [Rom. 7: 31. However,
they have not acted entirely without reason. Probably this condescen-
sion has been permitted out of comparison with greater ills, confrury  to
the primitive law reported in the Scriptures.74

Despite saying three times that their action was contrary to
Scripture, Origen admits that they may have had pastoral jus-
tification for their actions: it was a means of avoiding greater evils.

At the other extreme the council of Elvira (306) insists that
women who desert their husbands without any reason and
remarry shall never receive communion again, even on their
death bed! And those who remarry because of their husband’s
adultery are barred from communion until their first husband’s
death (canons 8 and 9)! It would be a mistake to conclude that
because these two canons are concerned specifically with
women, men are excused from the prohibitions of remarriage
after divorce. The historical context of this council indicates
otherwise. In 293 Diocletian passed a law which permitted
women to dissolve their marriages simply by writing a bill of
divorce without even giving it to their husbands or even telling
them about it. These canons are an attempt to counteract the civil
legislation.

Furthermore, the council of Aries  (314) makes it clear that
husbands who have left adulterous wives are forbidden to re-
marry. Canon 10 states:

As regards those who find their wives to be guilty of adultery, and
who being Christian are, though young men, forbidden to marry, we
decree that, so far as may be, counsel be given them not to take other
wives, while their own, though guilty of adultery, are yet living.75

This canon affirms unequivocally the doctrinal position of the
early church: remarriage after divorce for adultery is forbidden.
The canon then goes on to adopt a more flexible pastoral attitude.
Roman public opinion in 314 was still governed by pagan stan-
dards, and the only natural course of action in such a situation
was remarriage. Young Christians might find the teaching of
Christ unreasonable, abandon the faith and return to their old life
style. This canon simply forsees  that it will not be an easy task to
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enforce the Christian marriage ethic and advises Christian lead-
ers not to be too strict.

Some of these penalties seem exceptionally harsh to our age
partly because discipline has virtually disappeared in many parts
of the modern church. Excommunication, however, was a regu-
lar feature of the New Testament church for various sins (cf. Matt.
18: 15-18; 2 Cor. 2: 5-11; 2 Thess. 3: 14) including sexual offences
(1 Cor. 5: 1-13). 76 We do not know how long such a sentence
would have lasted, though presumably it could not have been
revoked until the offender showed signs of repentance (cf. 2 Cor.
7: 7-13; 2 Tim. 2: 24-6).

The demand for repentance is what makes the discipline of the
remarried divorcee so hard. That bishops of the early church did
often put a time limit on the excommunication of remarried
divorcees, shows that they were well aware of their obligation not
only to uphold Christ’s standards but to declare His forgiveness
of sin. The vitality of a Christian community was and still is
dependent upon its ability to deal with those who seek to justify
rather than repent of their sin (cf. 1 Cor. 5: 6). At a practical level
too, extending Christ’s love and forgiveness toward repentant
sinners is different from giving approval to what they have done.
But whatever variations there were in the practice of the early
church with regard to divorce and remarriage, the Fathers were
clear about what Christ had taught. Upholding the Saviour’s
principles, they exercised a discipline that attempted to express
His love for sinners. May the modern church do likewise.

CHAPTER TWO
The Early Church View:

Modern Exposition ’

Modern treatments of Jesus’ teaching on marriage and divorce
differ markedly in style from the discussions we have met in the
writings of the early church. Whereas the early Fathers tend to
focus on the application of Scripture, what it meant for their
congregations, modern expositors tend to be much more histori-
cally minded: what did these sayings mean for the first-century
Jews or Christians? How the biblical evidence should be applied
today is usually left to the discretion of professors of ethics or the
preacher in the pulpit. This difference of approach makes the
succeeding chapters quite different from the preceding one. We
shall be examining the divorce sayings against the background of
first-century Judaism, their setting within the Gospels, and with-
in the early church. Despite this change of mood though, most
modern scholars agree with the early church that Jesus never
allowed divorce with the right of remarriage. It is simply on the
interpretation of the Matthean exception clauses that scholars
cannot agree: Are these giving grounds for separation only? for
nullification of the ‘marriage’? avoiding a direct answer to the
Pharisees’ trick question? or do they represent Matthew’s modi-
fication of Jesus’ teaching?

The early church view that the Matthean clauses are giving
grounds for separation only, not total divorce, has been most
fully defended in recent years by Jacques DuPont, Mar&e et
divorce duns I’tvangile (1959). Combining crystal clear exposition
with tremendous thoroughness, a fine sensitivity to literary and
legal formulations, and a high degree of critical acumen, this book
must stand as one of the best treatments of our time.

Most of DuPont’s  exegesis would be accepted by most New
Testament commentators, though few draw out their implica-
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tions as acutely as he does. We will therefore begin by summar-
ising  briefly this standard modern interpretation of Matthew
19:3-9  and its parallels, and then expand more fully DuPont’s
more controversial reading of Matthew 19: 10-12. We shall con-
clude this chapter with a new look at the meaning of Matthew
19: 9 in the light of Matthew 5: 32.

Matthew 19: 3-9 and Parallels

Maffhew 19: 3-9
According to Matthew, the Pharisees asked Jesus if it was ‘lawful
for a man to divorce his wife for any    whereas in Mark
this italicised  phrase is missing. In Mark, then, the question is
simply about the general legitimacy of divorce. Matthew’s
account makes the issue more specific. Jesus is asked for His
opinion on one of the big moral issues of the day: how should
Deuteronomy’s law of divorce be interpreted. The Pharisees who
followed Shammai held that divorce was only legitimate for
serious sexual offences  such as adultery, whereas the more liberal
followers of Hillel argued that any misdemeanour, even spilling
food or talking too loud, justified divorce.*

But Jesus rejects both positions. Quoting Genesis 1: 27; 2: 24
(w. 4b-5)  He says that marriage is indissoluble: ‘What therefore
God has joined together, let no man separate’ (v. 6b). Neither the
conservative Shammaites nor the liberal Hillelites are right in
permitting divorce and remarriage. ‘God joins the wedded couple
together, for ever and ever, and does not allow men to put apart
what he has made one . . . Jesus restores to force God’s will for
paradise as the divine law of the new age, as he declares that
marriage is indissoluble.‘3

Like modern scholars, the Pharisees see these remarks as an
apparent rejection of Moses’ permission for divorce, and so they
shift their line of attack by immediately quoting Deuteronomy
24’s provision (v. 7). But Jesus stands by His position. Divorce
was a concession introduced by Moses because of Israel’s obdu-
rate sinfulness (‘hardness of heart’). In other words divorce is sin.
God did not intend to allow it when He created man: ‘from the
beginning it has not been this way’ (v. 8).

Up to this point in the dispute Jesus has not yielded an inch to
the Pharisees over the legitimacy of divorce, and so it makes
excellent sense to take verse 9 as a last clinching remark by Christ
rebutting the Pharisees’ position. ‘And I say to you’ (cf. 5: 22,28,
32, 34, 39, 44, etc.) suggests that some authoritative dominical
remark is about to follow: ‘Whoever divorces his wife . . . and
marries another commits adultery.’ If divorce is against God’s
creative will, then remarriage after divorce is even worse, namely
adultery.

Now this is more or less how the narrative concludes in Mark
10: 11-12. Jesus addressing His disciples says: ‘Whoever divorces
his wife and marries another woman commits adultery against
her; and if she herself divorces her husband and marries another
man, she is committing adultery.’ Luke 16: 18b// Matthew 5: 32b
add another striking remark: ‘And he who marries one who is
divorced from a husband commits adultery.’ Even without the
dispute with the Pharisees to explain them, these legally formu-
lated sayings from Mark 10 and Luke 16//Matthew  5 enshrine a
revolutionary view of the marriage bond. This appears if we
examine the two cases covered: (1) the situation of the divorced
wife; and (2) the situation of the husband who divorces his
wife.

The Sifuafion of the Divorced Wife
Luke 16: 18b and Matthew 5: 32b,  condemning marriage with a
divorced woman as adultery, deal with the first situation. ‘In
order to grasp the paradoxical character of the declaration it is
necessary to take account of what the Jews understood by
divorce.‘* The essence of a Jewish divorce was the declaration to
the woman, ‘Behold, thou art permitted to any man’ (m. Gif. 9: 3).
Thus the essential aim of a bill of divorce was to permit the
woman to remarry; at the moment he divorced his wife the
husband put in her hand the legal document attesting the dis-
solution of the marriage.

But by this statement Jesus does not simply condemn divorce
as wrong: He says the le
despite the legal form o!

al procedure does not work. Remarriage
divorce is adultery.

Note the way Jesus puts it. He does not say in a general abstract sort
of way: ‘divorce does not dissolve the marriage’. He describes a
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concrete situation, that of a divorced woman, and declares to him who
wants to marry her that this marriage is adultery. The affirmation is so
much more striking in going right to the consequences. This woman
whom a divorce has liberated is not free. Contradictory? Not at all, but
a way of making us feel more vividly a quite new teaching, which
deprives divorce of its essence. Jesus keeps the term, but changes the
content. This freed woman is not really free: the dissolved marriage
still exists. In speaking as he does, Jesus makes his hearers realise that
divorce has no effect on the marriage bond; although separated, the
spouses remain united by the marriage. That is why a new marriage
would be adultery.5
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7he Sifuafion of the Husband Who Divorces
The situation of the husband who divorces is summed up in Mark
10: 11 and Luke 16: 18a: ‘Whoever divorces his wife and marries
another commits adultery.’ It should be observed that in this
statement it is divorce followed by remarriage that constitutes
adultery, not the divorce by itself. It is characteristic of legal
statements first to give the circumstance(s) in the first verb(s) and
then state the decisive point in the second verb. This same
phenomenon is noticeable in other gospel sayings. For example,
in Peter’s question, ‘Lord, how often shall my brother sin against
me and I forgive him?’ (Matt.  18: 21) Peter is asking how many
times he must forgive, not how many times his brother may sin.
Co-ordination of verbs in this way is typically Semitic. A more
English way of putting the divorce statement would be: ‘If
someone who has divorced his wife marries another, he commits
adultery.‘6

But there are three very striking novelties about this remark of
Jesus to the husband who divorces. First, he says a man can
commit adultery against his own wife. Under Jewish law a man
was guilty of adultery if he took someone else’s wife, but affairs
with unmarried girls did not count as adultery against one’s wife.
Second, this statement effectively forbids polygamy, also prac-
tised by Jews until 1948 (Western Jews stopped in 1030). This is
because if a second union after divorce constitutes adultery, then u
fortiori  second unions before divorce (which was designed to allow
freedom to remarry) must be adulterous too. Thirdly, Jesus
denies the effect of divorce as well: despite its claims it does not
give freedom to remarry.

This short sentence . + . therefore constitutes a profound revolution
in relationship to the Jewish conceptions of marriage. In the eyes of
Jesus, the indissolubility of marriage is absolute. Not only does he
forbid divorce, but he denies the power to break the marriage bond.
Moreover, he conceives marriage as only monogamous, granting the
same rights and powers to the husband and the wife.7

Dupon f’s In ferprefa fion of the Excep fion Clauses
Up to this point the majority of modern scholars would be in
general agreement. It is DuPont’s  interpretation of the exception
clauses in Matthew 5: 32 and 19: 9 that is distinctive.

DuPont  argues that the early church interpretation which
permits separation but never remarriage is less complex than the
other views: other explanations which he reviews and rejects are
the preteritive, inclusive, rabbinic (or unlawful marriages view),
Erasmian and traditio-critical interpretations. He believes that all
of these views create greater problems than they solve. The early
church view is the most natural reading of the text.

The first point to notice is that it is characteristic of Matthew’s
gospel to mention a topic twice, indeed to quote a saying twice.
See, for example, 3: 2114:  17; 3: 10117:  19; 3: 121125: 29; and 5: 29-30
J/18: 8-9. The twin divorce pericopae in chapters 5 and 19 fit this
same pattern. This suggests that the exception clause, ‘except for
immorality’, ought to be understood in the same way in both
passages even though the Greek is slightly different.8  Further-
more, it is also significant that when Matthew repeats himself
or takes material from another gospel or common sources, he
tends to abridge so that some of his remarks can only be under-
stood in the light of the fuller text.g  Robert H. Gundry  has
brought some of these observations together when he comments
on Matthew 5: 32 that

In 19: 9 we will read, as here, the typically Matthean ‘But I say to
you’. . . instead of Mark’s ‘and he says to them’. This assimilation to
5: 32 shows that Matthew associates the two passages with each other
and anticipates his later material in the present passage [5: 321.  The
same conclusion follows from the occurrence of the exceptive phrase
in 19: 9 as well as in the present saying . . .I0

If 19: 9 must be read in the light of 5: 32 and vice versa, this
makes certain views we shall discuss improb-I I.,,,.. es
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the Erasmian view very difficult to accept as well. Matthew 5: 32
states: ‘Every one who divorces his wife, except for the cause of
unchastity, makes her commit adultery; and whoever marries a
divorced woman commits adultery.’ If with Erasmus we suppose
that ‘divorce’ here means ‘the complete dissolution of the mar-
riage’, the logic of this statement seems defective or at least
unfair. For on this understanding Matthew 5: 32a means that
divorce with the right to remarry is only valid if the wife commits
the particular sin of adultery. I* Yet in other situations that result
in divorce neither party can remarry as the unconditional state-
ment of Matthew 5:32b declares. Now if the sin of adultery
results in the complete dissolution of the marriage, that allows
both parties, the adulterous wife and the innocent husband, to
remarry! DuPont  regards it as ‘manifestly absurd’ to allow a
woman divorced for adultery to remarry, but to deny this right to
a woman divorced for another reason.

This absurdity may be alleviated, as DuPont  suggests, if one
supposes that the divorced adulteress is refused the right of
remarriage, but the innocent husband may remarry (= Erasmian
view). But this is effectively to allow polygamy! For if the woman
cannot remarry she is not technically divorced, but separated.
The marriage bond with her husband still exists: that is why
remarrying a divorced woman is adultery (5: 32b). Thus her
former husband is really becoming a bigamist if he takes a second
wife since the marital bond with his former spouse has not been
dissolved. The early church view, in contrast, leads to no such
contradiction. In no case is there the right of remarriage. Im-
morality may justify separation but not remarriage: in every case
remarriage involves adultery.

If the Erasmian view has an inherent illogicality about it in
Matthew 5: 32, this is even more true in Matthew 19: 9. Exegetes
agree that in verses 3-8 of Matthew 19 Jesus has slammed both
the liberal Hillelite and the conservative Shammaite views of
divorce by affirming the strict indissolubility of marriage. Then
suddenly in verse 9, according to Erasmians, Jesus backtracks
allowin real divorce for immorality just as the Shammaites
would. fi Tradition critics who assume the Erasmian interpret-
ation  argue that this is a glaring example of Matthew’s lack of
editorial ability. DuPont  says it is surely preferable to credit
Matthew with more understanding than this. It is most unlikely
that Matthew would have allowed Jesus to contradict Himself so

MODERN EXPOSITION 51

blatantly in adjacent sentences. If, however, Matthew under-
stood verse 9 to allow separation but not remarriage, there is no
contradiction between verses 3-8 and verse 9. Jesus was being
much stricter than Shammai, so the disciples’ astonished reaction
in verse 10 is quite understandable.

Read in the light of Matthew 5:32, Matthew 19:9 is not
necessarily ambiguous.

5: 32: But I say to you that every one who divorces his wife, except for
the cause of unchastity, makes her to commit adultery; and
whoever marries a divorced woman commits adultery.

19: 9: And I say to you, whoever divorces his wife, except for im-
morality, and marries another commits adultery.

If 5: 32 in its more natural interpretation excludes remarriage, it
becomes easy to take 19: 9 as an abridged summary of the fuller
remarks made earlier. It is also perfectly legitimate grammati-
cally. Dupont13  says that there is only one way of understanding
the syntax of 19: 9: it is a double conditional clause in which an
elliptical phrase is placed immediately after the first condition, ‘to
put away’. The elliptical phrase - ‘except for immorality’ - does
not contain a verb, and one must be supplied from the context.
The only verb which has already been stated for the reader to
understand is the one immediately preceding the exception
clause - ‘put away’ - the verb Matthew’s readers just passed
over. Matthew 19: 9 would then read: ‘If a man puts away his
wife, if it is not for immorality that he puts her away, and marries
another, he commits adultery.“*

The exception clause is thus stating an exception to the first
condition, ‘If a man puts away his wife.’ The question we must
then ask is: does this exception also qualify the second clause, ‘and
marries another’, as Erasmians argue? Gundry,  like DuPont,  feels
this is very unlikely.

Here [in 5: 321 Matthew writes nothing about the question of remar-
riage by the husband who has divorced his wife for unchastity. Luke
gives an unambiguously negative answer. . . But it would be a mistake
to think that Matthew allows the husband to remarry. To the contrary,
his dropping ‘and marries another woman’ (so Mark and Luke) favors
that in 19: 9 (where remarriage of the husband does appear) the
exceptive phrase applies only to divorce. In the word order of 19: 9 the
exceptive phrase immediately follows the mention of divorce but
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precedes the mention of remarriage by the husband. Had Matthew
been concerned to establish the right of the husband to remarry under
the exception, he would hardly have omitted remarriage here in 5: 32
and then put the exception only after the matter of divorce in 19: 9.
To be sure, the Jews took the right of remarriage after divorce as a
matter of course. But it is not for nothing that Matthew’s Jesus
demands a surpassing sort of righteousness (vv. 19-20; cf. 1 Cor 7:
lo-ll).‘s

DuPont admits that it might be possible for the exception to
qualify the second clause, ‘and marries another’.16  But he also
says that it is not likely here because the precise question posed
by the Pharisees is ‘what reason justifies divorce?’ The phrase ‘for
any cause at all’ in Matthew 19: 3 anticipates the answer ‘except
for immorality’ in verse 9, and both are peculiar to Matthew’s
Gospel. We should therefore have expected Jesus to reply to this
issue eventually, and in a manner consistent with His earlier
remarks in 5: 32. Thus 19: 9 could be paraphrased on this inter-
pretation, ‘No cause, save unchastity, justifies divorce, and even
then remarriage is adultery.’ This makes Jesus give an explicit
reply to the Pharisees that is consistent with His earlier remarks
allowing no real divorce but only separation.

In contrast, the Erasmian interpretation makes Jesus use the
word ‘put away’ (upoIy@ in two different senses. This makes Jesus
enunciate two propositions in one sentence: (1) Putting away for
unchastity plus remarriage does not equal adultery; (2) Putting
away for other reasons plus remarriage equals adultery. In the
first case, since remarriage does not constitute adultery, putting
away obviously dissolves the marriage completely as traditional
Jewish divorce always did. But in the second case ‘putting away’
cannot have this significance, for the marriage bond must still
exist since remarriage involves adultery. The result is semantic
confusion about the meaning of ‘put away’ when the Erasmian
view is adopted. l7 On the early church view, however, the
meaning is the same in both instances: ‘put away’ means ‘separ-
ate,’ not ‘dissolve the marriage bond’. There is thus a linguistic
problem in the Erasmian interpretation of 19: 9 like that already
encountered in 5: 32.

This brings us to DuPont’s  controversial interpretation of
Matthew 19: 10-12.

Matthew 19: lo-12

One of the most interesting differences in the controversy be-
tween Jesus and the Pharisees on the question of divorce is the
way in which Matthew and Mark conclude their respective
accounts. In Matthew (19: 9) Jesus pronounces in public to both
the disciples and the Pharisees what Mark reserves only for the
ears of the chosen disciples, ‘the insiders’. The Marcan  place of
private instruction (cf. 4: 10-12, 33-4),”  ‘the house’ (7: 17; 9: 28,
33; 10: lo), is present, indicating that for Mark this saying on
divorce and remarriage has special importance. It is somehow an
embodiment of the Christian mystery itself, an ethic to which
Christ expects His disciples to conform. Mark’s account makes it
clear that Jesus reserves His explicit teaching on this subject only
for His followers, the ones who are better disposed than the
Pharisees to receive it.

On the other hand, in Matthew Jesus apparently has said
everything He has to say about divorce in public (19: 3-9),  and the
private talk between Jesus and the disciples (19: 10-12) must now
be on a subject other than divorce and remarriage (so it seems).
Furthermore, whereas in Mark Jesus speaks enigmatically (i.e., in
parables; cf. 4: 11,33) to the Pharisees (10: 2-9) and clearly to His
disciples (10: lo-12),  it appears that in Matthew Jesus provides
the Pharisees with a clear statement of His position (19: 3-9) and
then speaks in riddles to His disciples by way of the eunuch-
saying (19: 10-12). The question commentators have sought to
answer is: what is the meaning and function of the eunuch-saying
in its present context and within the framework of Matthew’s
Gospel as a whole?

DuPont  argues in the long third section” of his book that the
early church interpretation of Matthew 19: 3-9 is confirmed by
the discussion about eunuchs that follows in verses 10-12. The
eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom (v. 12~)  are not those who
have voluntarily embraced celibacy for the sake of the gospel but
those who in obedience to Christ’s word refrain from remarriage
after divorce.

In order to set forth and evaluate DuPont’s  exegesis of Matthew
19: lo-12  we have divided the following discussion into three
parts: (1) a brief overview of the traditional interpretation of
Matthew 19: 10-12; (2) a development of the arguments pre-



54 JESUS AND DIVORCE

sented by DuPont and others; and (3) finally, we shall evaluate
and critique the ‘refrain-from-remarriage-after-the-divorce view’
and present our own understanding of the argument of Matthew
19: lo-12 in the context of verses 3-12. The passage to be con-
sidered
19: 9.

V. 9

v. 10

v. 11

v. 12

here follows. We have appropriately’included Matthew

‘And I say to you, whoever divorces his wife, except for
immorality, and marries another commits adultery;,knd who-
ever marries a divorced woman commits adultery].
His’]  disciples said to Him, ‘If the relationship of the man with
his wife is like this, it is better not to marry.’
But He said to them, ‘Not all men can accept this statement, but
only those to whom it has been given.’
‘For there are eunuchs who were born that way from their
mother’s womb; and there are eunuchs who were made
eunuchs by men;” and there are also eunuchs who made
themselves eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven. He
who is able to accept this let him accept it.’

The Tradifional Inferprefafion
The eunuch-saying in Matthew 19: 12 is normally taken as an
independent saying regarding celibacy which Matthew has con-
nected, by means of verses 10-11, to the somewhat related
teaching on marriage and divorce.23  W.D. Davies calls Matthew
19: lo-12  ‘a treatment of the renunciation of marriage’, and D.R.
Catchpole sees in these verses further evidence that Matthew’s
account is disjointed for ‘nothing in verses 3-9 contains the
slightest hint that avoidance of marriage is the best policy . . .‘24
The reasons for Catchpole’s harsh words should become ap-
parent as we set forth the common understanding of the in-
terpretive problems contained in these verses.

Everyone agrees that the disciples’ reaction in verse 10, ‘If the
relationship of the man with his wife is like this (ho&&),  it is better
not to marry’, is an objection to Jesus’ difficult teaching on divorce
in verse 9. The problems begin when Jesus responds in verse lla,
‘Not all men can accept this statement (ton logon touton).’  To what
‘statement’ or ‘precept’ (RSV) was Jesus referring when He
responds in this verse to the disciples’ objection in verse lo?
Davies’s first inclination is that ‘this statement’ refers back to
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Jesus’ own difficult saying in verse 9 (which he also understands
in an Erasmian fashion). On this understanding

the Lord takes the point of view of the disciples seriously and
proceeds to temper his demand, modified as it already is by the
exceptive clause treated above, still further. The words on marriage
are not to be applied to all alike: in their utterly radical form (and this
includes for Matthew the exceptive clause, be it repeated) they can
only apply to him ‘who is able to stand it’ or ‘to those to whom it is
given to do so’. On this view those are to accept marriage on Jesus’
terms who alone are capable of it: his prohibition of all divorce,
on the ground of adultery, cannot be made a fixed law for all.=

except

This would have been a legitimate interpretation of verses 9-11,
Davies states, had Matthew closed off the discussion at verse 11.

In the light of verse 12, however, Davies feels that the better
alternative is to understand ‘this statement’ in verse 11 to refer to
the words of the disciples in verse 10: ‘it is better not to marry’.
Jesus picks up on the disciples’ statement and says that this
principle does not hold true for all Christians, ‘but only those to
whom it has been given ([houtoi]  hois dedotui’,  v. lib). Most
commentators corn are these words of Jesus with Paul’s words in
1 Corinthians 7: 7.P6 After expressing his desire for all men to
remain single as he is, Paul adds: ‘However, each man has his
own gift (charisma) from God, one in this manner, and another in
that.’ Thus the believers given something in Matthew 19: 11 turn
out to be those Christians to whom God has given the gift of
singleness (celibacy). This means that verse 12, the eunuch-
saying, must be understood as Jesus’ explanation of what it
means not to marry. The ‘eunuchs who have made themselves
eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven’ (v. 12~) are those
Christians who have renounced marriage and taken up a life of
celibacy because of the claims and interests of Gods kingdom.27
Jesus finally counsels or exhorts believers who have this gift to
live in accordance with it: ‘He who is able (ho dynumenos)  to accept
this let him accept it’ (v. 12d).*‘This  is the traditional understand-
ing of the eunuch-saying.

It is interesting that many of the exegetes who eventually adopt
the traditional interpretation of this passage at first almost in-
tuitively understand Jesus’ mention of ‘this statement’ (v. 11) as a
reference back to His teaching on the indissolubility of marriage
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(cf. Davies and Catchpole). This has to be rejected, however, if
the interpreter assumes that the two classes of people denoted by
verse 11 (‘Not all . . . only those’) must both be Christian dis-
ciples. Though it is possible to think that Matthew presents the
way of celibacy for some who have the gift, but not all, it is incon-
ceivable that Matthew would suggest that Jesus’ teaching on
divorce and remarriage is for some of His disciples, but not all! In
Gerhard Barth’s words, ‘discipleship is never in Matthew re-
quired of only a part of the congregation’.29

The traditional understanding of Matthew 19: llb-12 also
stands in the way of W.C. Allen’s suggestion that ‘this statement’
may possibly refer to the statement by the Lord on the indissol-
uble character of the marriage bond (w. l-9). If this is what
Matthew intended,

. . . the logical consequence of ‘not all receive this saying (vv. l-9) but
those to whom it has been given’, is not for there are some who abstain
from marriage, but for there are some who recognize the sacred nature
of the bond, and live married lives without recourse to divorce.%

Thus in the common interpretation of Matthew 19: lo-12 it is
more important to understand ‘this statement’ (ton logon touton)
as referring to the comment by the disciples (‘It is better not to
marry’) than to alter one’s understanding of the two categories of
believers mentioned in verse 11.

But there are strong indications in Matthew’s gospel that ‘the
two categories of believers’ understanding of Matthew 19: 11 may
have missed the mark and consequently caused traditional in-
terpreters to make some unwarranted assumptions in other
connections as well. This will become clear in DuPont’s  and Q.
Quesnell’s3’  exegesis of the passage.

The Duponf-Quesnell Inferprefafion
DuPont  contends that the greatest difficulty posed by Jesus’
seemingly enigmatic response in Matthew 19: 11-12 is the prob-
lem of determining the relationship His words have with the
context: ‘is it a question of a simple extension on the teaching of
indissoluble marriage, or is it necessar
teaching on the subject of celibacy?‘3 Y to understand it as a new

Unlike Davies, DuPont  is
not swayed by the presence of the eunuch-saying in verse 12

because its significance is dependent on one’s answer to the
preceding question put by DuPont.  Nor should one necessarily
draw a ‘eunuch-celibacy’ parallel from Jesus’ saying in verse 12
and allow this to influence the interpretation of Jesus’ words in
verse 11. The first two classes of eunuch in verse 12, ‘eunuchs
who were born that way from their mother’s womb’ and
‘eunuchs who were made eunuchs by men’, are discussed in the
Mishnah tractate Yebumot 8:4-6. Both categories concern men
incapable of procreation. 33 None of these men ‘comparable to
eunuchs’ was incapable of marrying and many of them were
already married before the circumstances or accidents leading to
their impotency came about. So the import of the third and
figurative category of eunuchs must be determined by exegetical
considerations outside of verse 12.

‘Not all men can accept this statement.’ DuPont  rejects the possi-
bility that Jesus’ mention of ‘this precept’ (XSV) refers to what
follows in verse 12. This is grammatically unlikely,34  and the
conjunction ‘for’ (gar) at the beginning of verse 12 makes it into an
explanation which carries on the assertion of verse 11, not an
assertion on the contents of the ‘precept’ mentioned in this verse.
DuPont also rejects the ‘lost context’ hypothesis advocated by
A.H. McNeile  and T.W. Manson. This view emphasises that
not only do verses lo-12 in Matthew have no parallel in the
corresponding passage in Mark, but their supposed connection
with Matthew 19: 3-9 creates almost insurmountable difficulties.
It is suggested, therefore, that verses lo-12  originally stood in
some other context, perhaps following some utterances on self-
denial for the sake of the kingdom of heaven, which might
include the renunciation of marriage (cf. Luke 9: 59-62//Matt.
8: 21-22; Luke 14: 26//Matt.  10: 37; Luke 18: 29//Matt.  19: 29).

We agree with DuPont  that this is a desperate solution. Why
would Matthew, who is so concerned elsewhere to preserve the
teachings of Jesus, here produce a conclusion apart from the
instruction which makes sense of it? Instead of hastily declaring
that Matthew 19: lo-12 is not in the context where it should be,
one should rather try to determine the connection it does have
with the context in which it is found.36

DuPont  allows only two possible antecedents for Jesus’ men-
tion of ‘this precept’. It either refers to the disciples’ comment, ‘It
is better not to marry’ (v. lob) - the traditional interpretation37
we have just reviewed - or it refers to Jesus’ condemnation of
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divorce followed by remarriage (v. 9). In the latter case the
eunuch-saying prolongs Jesus’ instruction on the indissolubility
of marriage. This is the view which DuPont  prefers.

Before looking at one of the most compelling reasons in favour
of this understanding - the identity of individuals referred to in
verse 11 (‘Not all . . . only those’) - it is instructive to examine a
parallel situation.

The Young Rich Man Parallel. A number of writers38  have
observed a parallel between Jesus’ interaction with His disciples
after His controversy with the Pharisees over the question of
divorce (Matt. 19: 3-12) and Jesus’ interaction with His disciples
after His discussion with the young rich man on the question of
how one may obtain eternal life (Matt. 19: 16-30). After the
departure of the rich man, the following conversation takes place:

v. 23 And Jesus said to His disciples, ‘Truly I say to you, it is hard for a
rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven.’

v. 24 ‘And again I say to you, it is easier for a camel to go through the
eye of a needle, than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of
God.’

v. 25 And when the disciples heard this, they were very astonished
and said, ‘Then who can be saved?

v. 26 And looking upon them Jesus said to them, ‘With men this
(touto) is impossible, but with God all things are possible.’

The ‘this’ (tou to) in verse 26 does not allude to the question of the
disciples, ‘Who can be saved.?’ but to whether or not it is absol-
utely impossible for a rich man to enter the kingdom.39  Note that
in both verses 9-12 and 23-6 of Matthew 19 ‘there is a harsh word
from Jesus (w. 9 and 23-4) followed by a stunned, human
reaction from the disciples (vv. 10 and 25) resolved by a word
from Jesus, referring back to his harsh statement, on the possibil-
ity of even humanly impossible things in a God-given situation
(w. 11 and 26).‘4o

This parallel suggests that it is more natural, as many at first
glance have been led to believe, to refer ‘this precept’ in Matthew
19: 11 back two verses to Jesus’ prohibition of divorce and remar-
riage. The foundational theme of discipleship, of obedience to the
divine commandments, pervades the whole of Matthew 19.*’
And the way in which Matthew has composed verses 3-12 does
not suggest that verses 3-9 contain one message about marriage
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and divorce for the Pharisees and that verses lo-12 contain
another message for only certain disciples about voluntary celi-
bacy. On the contrary, Jesus’ response to His followers’ objection
to His ethic of ‘no divorce followed by remarriage’ suggests that
because they are now Christians they have the ‘graced ability’ to
live in accordance with Jesus’ radical demands of discipleship.*
If this is correct, then Matthew 19: 11, ‘Not all men can accept this
statement, but only those to whom it has been given’, does not
envisage some disciples who have not been given the gift of
celibacy, on the one hand, and other disciples who have this gift,
on the other; rather it views on the one side, the Pharisees and
unbelievers who will not obey Jesus’ new teaching on divorce and
remarriage, and on the other side, the true disciples of Jesus who
are able to obey His precepts because ‘with God all things are
possible.’ But is this the import of verse ll?

‘Only fhose to whom it has been given.’ We have noted above the
traditional ‘two categories of believers’ understanding of Matt-
hew 19: 11, often compared with Paul’s teaching in 1 Corinthians
7: 7. Yet there is an excellent parallel to the vocabulary and the
teaching of this verse in Matthew’s gospel itself. DuPont  and
many others43 have noted the incontestable relationship that
exists between Matthew 19: 11, ‘Not all men can accept this
statement, but only those to whom it has been given (hois
dedotui)‘, and Jesus’ words to His disciples in 13: 11, ‘To you it has
been granted to know (hymin dedotai gndnui)  the mysteries of the
kingdom of heaven, but to them it has not been granted (ekeinois
de ou dedotui).’ The parallel in Mark 4: 11 is similar: ‘To you has
been given the mystery of the kingdom of God; but those who are
outside (tois  exd)  get everything in parables.’ The ‘outsiders’,
those who have not been granted an insight into God’s divine
rule, are ‘the broad mass of the people not amongst the disciples of
Jesus’ .44 In other words, ‘to understand’ or ‘comprehend’ or ‘gain
insight’ (synit%i)45 into the message of Jesus is a privilege
accorded only to His disciples (cf. John 6: 65; 8: 43). This means
that those who do not accept Jesus’ teaching are the unbelieving
outsiders. In Matthew 19: 11 they are set over against Jesus’
disciples who have been granted this ability.

DuPont  goes to great lengths to discuss all of the passages in
Matthew and Mark that touch on this theme of the disciples’
understanding. 46 Both Gospels emphasise that understanding is
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a characteristic of Jesus’ disciples, but whereas Mark empha-
sises the disciples’ misunderstanding in certain circumstances,
Matthew over and over again stresses the disciples’ comprehen-
sion of the truths revealed by Jesus (cf. Matt. 13: 51). The bringin
together in Matthew 19: 11 of those who do not ‘accept’ (chore@a;

or make room in their hearts for Jesus’ teaching and those who
have been accorded this privilege, once again reminds the reader
of this common gospel theme.

But just because the disciples have been given the grace to
perceive divine revelation (cf. Matt. 11: 25//Luke  10: 21; Matt.
16: 17) does not mean that they are exempt from making a
concerted effort to realise the fruit of such teaching in their own
lives. True discipleship involves conduct commensurate with the
believer’s new relationship with God. This is the message of the
parable of the sower (Matt. 13: 3-9, 18-23). ‘Therefore, a life
devoid of the conduct demanded reveals a life devoid of any
evidence of the new age, the presence of the Kingdom, and such a
life results in exclusion from the future Kingdom regardless of
one’s claims and actions (7:21-23).‘48  And where Jesus has spoken
a particularly difficult word and the disciples react as if not even
they could live up to such demands (as we react today to Jesus’
prohibition of divorce and remarriage), it would not be surprising
to hear Jesus exhort His followers to faith. This is precisely what
we find in Matthew 19: 12d: ‘He who is able to accept (chdrein) this
let him accept it.’ This does not mean that the acceptance of his
teaching is optional. This is the same sort of call for insight and for
fertile hearing found elsewhere in Matthew’s Gospel. Sometimes
they have parallels in other Gospels: ‘Let the reader understand
(Matt. 24: 15//Mark  13: 14); and after the parable of the sower is
spoken to the multitudes: ‘He who has ears, let him hear’ (Matt.
13: g//Mark  4: 9//Luke  8: 8). Then in Matthew’s Gospel at the end
of the parable of the tares Jesus calls out: ‘He who has ears, let him
hear’ (Matt. 13: 43); and following Jesus’ enigmatic words about
John the Baptist and Elijah: ‘He who has ears to hear, let him hear’
(Matt. 11: 15).49

To sum up DuPont’s  arguments to this point, Jesus’ words in
Matthew 19: 11 do not denote two categories of believers. They
denote the Pharisees and other unbelievers who have not been
given insight into the Messiah’s revelation as opposed to Jesus’
true disciples who have and are thus expected to act in accord-
ance with it. The primary reference of ‘this statement’ or ‘this
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precept’ is thus not to the disciples’ remark, ‘It is better not to
marry’ (v. lob), but to the precept on divorce and remarriage
delivered by Jesus in verse 9, and secondarily, to the whole
discussion in verses 4-8 which undergirds His final words to the
Pharisees. The reason that scholars in the past have rejected this
reference to verse 9 is due to the assumption that verse 12 is an
independent saying on celibacy that has no intrinsic connection
with Jesus’ teaching on the permanence of marriage: that remar-
riage after any divorce is adulterous. This was sufficient justifica-
tion for reading Matthew 19 as if a new section began with verse
10. But Q. Quesnell, taking the lead from DuPont,  appropriately
instructs his readers at the outset of his perceptive article on
Matthew 19: 12:

But in today’s consciousness of the role of the redactor, of the
evangelist as author, this has become simply impossible.

It is now felt as necessary in every pericope  at least to try to find the
reason why it is in the position it is; and to try to find the flow of
thought which the author (final redactor) expected to be produced in
his readers by his composition when it was read consecutively as a
whole.50

We now turn to three additional arguments advanced by
Quesnell in favour of the interpretation that Matthew 19: lo-12  is
primarily an extension of and conclusion to Jesus’ teaching on the
indissolubility of marriage.

The Function of the Disciples’ Speeches. Quesnell states that it
becomes very difficult to see verses lo-12  as a call to consecrated
celibacy when one understands the roles played by the disciples’
speeches in the gospel narratives.

The ordinary function of the disciples’ speeches in the gospels is to ask
questions, to misunderstand or object, or simply to advance the action
dramatically. They do not enunciate the Christian ideal for life. Their
objections are not accepted and confirmed by the Master, but are
refuted or made the occasion for stronger restatements of the original
teaching.51

After systematically examining all the words of the disciples in
Matthew up to this point, Quesnell notes that only once does a
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disciple give a statement of faith which is approved and praised:
Matthew 16: 15-17. Peter says, ‘Thou art the Christ, the Son of the
living God.’ But Jesus immediately assigns Peter’s comment to its
proper origin: ‘Flesh and blood did not reveal this to you, but My
Father who is in heaven.’

However, if Matthew 19: lo-12 are understood as a call to
consecrated virginity they present a great anomaly: the disciples’
objection in verse 10 to Jesus’ teaching on the permanence of
marriage (despite legal divorce) would result in a complete rever-
sal of the argument of verses 3-9. The whole argument that has
been developing in verses 4-8 is that man and wife are not to
separate because God made the two ‘one flesh; and this union
joined by God is not to be put asunder. This culminates in Jesus’
precept that man and wife, if separated for some reason, are
never to marry another (v. 9). Then in verse 10 the disciples reject
this conception of life and marriage. Quesnell argues that if
verses 11-12 really do constitute a call to celibacy, then Jesus
suddenly backs off, agrees with the disciples’ objection and
begins to teach that it may well be advantageous not to marry;
that it is a good thing to give up marriage for the sake of the
kingdom. Let him accept it who can.

In light of the role which the disciples play in Matthew and in
all the Gospels, Quesnell says ‘Jesus cannot be intended to accept
and approve this statement of theirs.‘52 If, however, the eunuch-
saying is not a direct call to celibacy, but a challenging formu-
lation of the state of the man whose wife has been put away on
account of immorality, Jesus is forcefully driving home the whole
argument which He has just built up in verses 4-9. Just as Mark
shows the significance of Jesus’ teaching (that divorce and remar-
riage always is adulterous) by placing it ‘in the house’ only for the
ears of the disciples, Matthew has in turn employed another
device for emphasis of his own. He makes the disciples object to
the difficult saying of verse 9; then Jesus reformulates His
teaching and restates His standard for indissoluble marriage even
more forcefully. The condition of the husband whose wife has
been put away because of her immorality ‘can leave a man in a
state comparable to that of those most pitiable of men - the
eunuchs, born incapable of marriage or castrated by men so as to
be incapable of marriage‘.53 In Geoffrey Bromiley’s paraphrase of
verse 12: ‘For Gods sake some people may have to forgo mar-
riage, some may have to put it in a new perspective, and some
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who have broken their marriages may have to refrain from
remarriage.‘”

The Incongruity of a Cull to Celibacy in Matthew. Quesnell also
maintains that a call to celibacy would be especially incongruous
in the Gospel of Matthew. This is because Matthew elsewhere
omits all material of this sort which he shares with Luke and/or
Mark.55  Luke 18:29,  for instance, includes ‘wife’ in the list of
persons and things which a disciple must be willing to leave for
the sake of the kingdom. Matthew 19: 29 does not mention the
wife, and neither does Mark 10:29.%  Luke 14: 26 also has: ‘If
anyone comes to Me, and does not hate his own father and
mother and wife and children and brothers and sisters, yes, even
his own life, he cannot be My disciple.’ Matthew 10: 37 has: ‘He
who loves father or mother more than Me is not worthy of Me;
and he who loves son or daughter more than Me is not worthy of
Me.’ Thus Luke has four items to be renounced which Matthew
does not have here (brothers, sisters, wife, life). All of these do
show up elsewhere in Matthew for explicit renunciation (19: 29;
16: 25; 10: 39) with one exception: ‘the wife’.

Furthermore, Luke calls what Matthew terms ‘a wedding feast’
(22: 2-14) ‘a big dinner’ (Luke 14: 16-24). The invited guests give
excuses why they cannot come: one has just bought a field,
another just bought five oxen, and the third says, ‘I have married
a wife, and for this reason I cannot come’ (Luke 14: 20). Matthew,
once again, completely omits the suggestion that marrying a wife
might interfere with following the call to the kingdom.57

Another interesting detail is the Matthean and Lucan treatment
of the dispute about the resurrection (Luke 20:27-40//Matt.
22: 23-33; cf. Mark 12: 13-17). Luke distinguishes two classes of
men: ‘The sons of this age marry, and are given in marriage, but
those who are considered worthy to attain to that age and the
resurrection from the dead, neither marry, nor are given in
marriage’ (w. 34-5). Matthew, like Mark, omits, if he knew of it,
the Lucan implication of two classes of men.

Finally, on the question of the seven husbands for the woman,
Luke writes: ‘Moses wrote us that “if a man’s brother dies”,
having a wife, “and he is childless, his brother should take . . .“’
(20: 28). Mark 12: 19 is similar: ‘. . . that “if a man’s brother dies”,
and leaves behind a wife, “and leaves no child . . .“’ It appears
that both, especially Luke, leave room for the possibility that a
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man might die and not leave a wife. Yet Luke’s ‘having a wife’
(echdn  gynaiku) suggests plainly that there are men who do not
have wives. Matthew writes: ‘Moses said, “If a man dies, having
no children, his brother as next of kin shall marry his wife,
and . . .“’ (22: 24). Quesnell believes ‘The clear supposition is
that though some men may not have children, all men have
wives.‘58
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‘Concerning virgins I have no command of the Lord.’ The third
problem Quesnell finds confronting the traditional interpretation
of Matthew 19: lo-12  is Paul’s opening statement to the only
other passage in the New Testament that is cited in support of the
benefits of the celibate life: 1 Corinthians 7: 25-35. Paul had
earlier appealed to the authority of the Lord in support of what he
had to say on the matter of divorce (vv. lo-ll),  and he will do so
again on the legitimacy of ministers of the Gospel making a living
from the Gospel (9: 14). But when he turns to discuss the status of
those who have never married, he states that he has no ‘com-
mand’ (epitugt?) from the Lord on this subject (7: 25). If Paul knew
of the sayings now recorded in Matthew 19: 11-12, it would have
been to his advantage to appeal to them in support of his teaching
on the benefits of the single life.

Quesnell is aware of the objection to his conclusions on this
point: Jesus’ words in Matthew 19: 12 are not a direct command to
embrace the single life but a counsel or encouragement addressed
to those who are able to undertake a celibate life.59  Quesnell
responds that Paul knows of the rabbinic distinction between
command and counsel, and uses it in 7: 6: ‘But this I say by way of
concession (syngnome),  not of command (epituge)‘.  But this does
not explain Paul’s words in verse 25. Throughout chapter 7 Paul
seems clearly to be speaking in favour of virginity and voluntary
celibacy.

He is trying to persuade his readers to this, by appeals to his own
prestige (v. 7; v. 17; v. 25b; v. 40b); by arguments from reason (v. 26a;
32-5). Why should he weaken his persuasive case by saying, ‘I have
no command from the Lord but I give advice as one who has received
mercy from the Lord to be faithful’ (v. 25)? The unavoidable con-
clusion is that Paul knew of no such counsel from the Lord.60

This completes our survey of the arguments in favour of the
interpretation that Matthew 19: lo-12  is simply an extension and

restatement of Jesus’ teaching on marital indissolubility. In par-
ticular, the disciples object to Jesus’ new teaching that legal
divorce does not, under any circumstances, open the door for
remarriage. Jesus responds that this is indeed a difficult path to
follow, but His true followers have been given the divine re-
sources to live up to it. They may be compared to eunuchs who
have chosen to live a single life in faithful obedience to their
Master’s teaching because they have grasped the meaning of the
Messiah’s lordship over their lives.

Evaluafion and Crifique of fhe
Dupon f-Quesnell In ferprefa fion
The DuPont-Quesnell  approach to Matthew 19: lo-12  has been
favourably received in a number of recent studies61  We feel that
the parallel established between Matthew 19: 11, ‘Not all men can
accept this statement, but only those to whom it has been given’,
and 13: 11, ‘To you it has been granted to know the mysteries of
the kingdom of heaven, but to them it has not been granted’, can
hardly be overlooked. This makes it most probable that Matthew
19: 11 does not refer to two classes of believers, some who have
not been given the gift of celibacy and some who have; instead it
sets the Pharisees and unbelievers who have not been granted
insight into Jesus’ teaching against the true disciples of Jesus who
have been granted this ability. If this is correct, the antecedent to
‘this precept’ in verse 11 cannot be to the disciples’ words, ‘It is
better not to marry,’ but must pick up once again Jesus’ emphasis
on the permanence of the marriage bond despite legal divorce.62

Some may object that the word for ‘accepting’ or ‘understand-
ing’ (chdreo)  Jesus’ precept in Matthew 19: 11,12d  is not the same
word used in 13: 11 (ginosko).  Does this suggest that Matthew
19: 11 is not a true parallel to 13: ll? This is unlikely for two
reasons. First, a number of different words are used in Matthew’s
Gospel to communicate the common theme of the disciples’
understanding. 63 Thus it is likely that the word used in Matthew
19: 11 falls into the same category. Yet its lexical character sug-
gests that it is chosen here because of the particularly difficult line
of conduct Jesus has just required of all who claim to be his true
disciples. This seems to be the significance of P. Schmidt’s
remarks about the word in our passage:
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Antioch was the most likely destination for Matthew’s Gospel, ‘we
may suppose that this was primarily the tradition of the “words of
the Lord’ which he took with him, and it would explain the
otherwise rather unexpected affinity in doctrine and in discipline
between Paul and Matthew . . .‘& All of this suggests that the
source for Paul’s remarks about celibacy may be his knowledge of a
saying similar to that found in Matthew 19: 12.

Furthermore, the conjunction ‘for’ (gur) which introduces
Matthew 19: 12 seems to suggest that a new idea forms the cli-
mactic conclusion to verses 3-12. In other words, verse 12 makes
reference to a possibility that explains why Jesus’ remarks in
verse lib are equally if not more possible (cf. Matt. 19: 26). We
thus have reason to question the DuPont-Quesnell  under-
standing that the third class of eunuchs is simply a figurative
reference back to the state of those separated from their wives for
immorality, in verse 9.

How are we to reconcile the results of our exegesis up to this
point? Matthew 19: 11 almost certainly refers back to Jesus’ pro-
hibition of remarriage after divorce for whatever cause, yet the
evidence from 1 Corinthians 7 leaves open the possibility that
Jesus suggested that some of His followers may voluntarily
choose not to marry at all ‘because of the kingdom’. This last
phrase is clearly a motive clause meaning that one should seek
earnestly the divine rule,67 and for some this may involve a life
without ever marrying; for others it may involve a life of single-
ness after an unfortunate divorce and failure to achieve recon-
ciliation with one’s partner. What matters in any situation in life is
obedience to the revelation of God. But how do those who live a
life without ever marrying relate to Jesus’ disciples who must
never put away the wife they married or refrain from remarriage
in the event of an unavoidable separation?

We believe that Jesus is using a common argument form that
moves from the greater to the lesser. Let us explain. Jesus delivers
His difficult precept that there must be no remarriage after
divorce for whatever reason (v. 9). The disciples react in unbelief
and object to this new teaching (v. 10). Jesus responds that His
prohibition of divorce and remarriage is indeed a difficult precept
to understand and to live by, but that His disciples have been
given the ability to understand it and will be given the grace to
live by it should they face a divorce they cannot prevent (v. 11).
Jesus then explains how and why this is possible: not only is

It means to receive or embrace the apocalyptic teaching of Jesus
(Matt. 19: llf., contained in vv. 9 or 10). The meaning corresponds to
understanding and grasping the teaching of the parables (cf. Matt.
13: 11,16f.,  19,23). In both instances Matt. stresses the understanding
of the disciples. chdreij  appears to go beyond understanding and
points to the capacity to receive and act upon the teaching.@

Schmidt’s words seem to allow for either the traditional in-
terpretation of our passage - that Jesus picks up on the words of
the disciples in verse lob - or the reference back to verse 9, the
extension or emphasis on the teaching of marital indissolubility.
As we have argued, the parallel to Matthew 13: 11 and the theme
of the disciples’ understanding throughout Matthew’s Gospel
makes the latter more probable.

The second reason that Matthew 19: 11 is a true parallel to 13: 11
(thus carrying on the theme of understanding which marks off
the true from the false disciple) may be observed in the way the
two halves of the verse are laid out: ‘Not all men can accept this
statement [because it has not been given them to do so], but (alla)
only those to whom it has been given [to accept it].’ Matthew
13: 11 along with many other passages make it clear that certain
people have not been granted insight into Gods revelation: they
are the unbelievers, those outside the circle of Jesus’ true dis-
ciples. The response of this group - indifference and rejection -
to God’s word conveyed through the Messiah is seen again in
Matthew 19: lla.

We are, however, attracted to the suggestion that Paul, in
chapters 6 and 7 of 1 Corinthians, seems to be aware of the
whole synoptic context of the divorce debate found in Matthew
19//Mark  1O,65 including Jesus’ saying about ‘eunuchs who made
themselves eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven’. In 1
Corinthians 7: lo-11  Paul undoubtedly reflects the various forms
of the divorce sayings recorded to the synoptic Gospels: he
intends a prohibition of remarriage along with his rejection of
divorce. In 6: 16 Paul quotes a portion of Genesis 2: 24, ‘The two
will become one flesh’ (cf. Matt. 19: 5//Mark 10: 8). Then in 7: 7 he
speaks of singleness as a gift and then develops the reasons for
and benefits of singleness in 7: 25-35. Paul also alludes to a saying
of the Lord in 9: 14 which is found in Matthew 10: lo//Luke  10: 7.
Since Paul was a missionary delegate sent out from the church of
Antioch (Acts 13: l-3; cf. 11: 19-30), and since many believe
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continence in a broken marriage possible, but consider those who
may never marry because they are born eunuchs or made
eunuchs by men; there are even some who have renounced the
possibility of marriage altogether for the kingdom.68  Upon intro-
ducing the possibility that some may never marry because of the
claims and interests of God’s kingdom, Jesus concludes with the
call to faith: ‘He who is able to accept this let him accept it.’ This
call is directed to those disciples who might dare to follow Jesus’
suggestion that it is appropriate for some to forgo married life for
the sake of more freely serving the causes of the kingdom.

Why did Paul not quote Jesus’ suggestion in a more concrete
fashion if he knew of it? Apart from the fact that it is the
exception, not the rule, for Paul to say that he is citing Jesus, R.
Balducelli notes the following about Matthew 19: 12:

The grammar of the text is declaratory (‘there are eunuchs . . .‘) not
exhortatory or prescriptive. And the parting words, ‘Let anyone
a cept this who can’ (v. 12d),  which are exhortatory, are not an
e!hortation to accept celibacy but to ‘accept’ what has been said about
it (‘this’), namely, that it has happened. This explains why Paul, who
so outspokenly promotes his own appreciation of celibacy (1 Cor 7: 1,
7-8),  is not in a position to canonize that appreciation by tracing it back
to a direct endorsement (‘disposition’) of the Lord (1 Cor 7: 25). Jesus’
restraint is not surprising. A direct exhortation to celibacy would have
been wasted on people committed to a vertical legitimation of
procreation.69

Though we have not been exhaustive in our treatment of
Matthew 19: 10-12, we want to bring this discussion to a close.
Jesus is arguing from the greater to the lesser in response to His
disciples’ objection to this new demand: if God enables some
individuals to live continently apart from marriage, He can enable
those married to stay married; and He can enable the separated
partner to live continently in spite of a broken marriage. In this
way the separated disciple avoids the sin of adultery that is
committed by remarrying during the lifetime of the original
spouse.

This, in our view, is the interpretation of Matthew 19: lo-12
that best accounts for the available data. It seems safe to say,
moreover, that the considerations advanced here make improb-
able any understanding of Matthew 19: 9 which permits remar-
riage after divorce for immorality.
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Matthew 19: 9 in the Light of 5: 32

Almost by way of postscript we should examine the most recent
short article which has attempted to see Matthew 19: 9 as part of
the evangelist’s total message and to interpret verse 9 in the light
of verse 32 of chapter 5. J.J. Kilgallen7’  accepts the early church
interpretation, but he draws attention to a point usually over-
looked.

Matthew 5:32 reads: ‘but I say to you that every one who
divorces his wife, except for the cause of unchustity, makes her
commit adultery; and whoever marries a divorced woman
commits adultery’. 71 We made two observations about Matthew
5: 32a in the Introduction to this study. We first observed that the
statement that divorce will cause the woman to become an
adulteress is simply another way of condemning the second
union she will most probably be obliged to contract in her
situation. But even more obvious than this is Matthew’s empha-
sis on the guilt of the husband who divorces for an unwarranted
reason, as if exculpating the wife. There is complete consensus on
this observation that Matthew’s ‘makes her commit adultery’
points a finger at the divorcing husband and makes him morally
responsible for makin

$
his wife and her second husband commit

adultery against him. ’ In Gundry’s  words, ‘Special emphasis
falls, then, on the demand that a husband not contribute to the
adultery of his wife, as would happen if she remarried because he
had divorced her.‘”

This consideration leads naturally to the second observation
we made about Matthew 5: 32a. The ‘except for unchastity’ clause
is ‘simply a matter-of-fact recognition that if the wife has already
committed adultery, her husband cannot be held guilty of driving
her into it by divorcing her.‘74 She is responsible for the sinful
adulterous connection, not he. This brings us to Kilgallen’s
important contextual observations.

Kilgallen argues that Matthew 5: 31-2 are part of Jesus’ expan-
sion and reinterpretation (or application) of the seventh com-
mandment, ‘You shall not commit adultery’, which begins in
5: 27. Verses 27-32 are concerned with the law against adultery,
that is, thoughts or actions that violate the spirit of the seventh
commandment. Jesus gives two examples of such violations
‘which His audience would never contemplate as adulterous’:75
lust (vv. 27-30) and divorce (vv. 31-2).
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Thus in verse 32 we have two cases cited which violate the
commandment against adultery:

1 Divorce (unless it be for unchastity) (v. 32a)
2 Remarriage after divorce for whatever cause (v. 32b)

In the first case the husband is guilty of violating the seventh
commandment because in divorcing his wife unjustly he has
become, in essence, the instigator of her subsequent adulterous
‘marriage’. J.A. Fitzmyer writes that Matthew 5: 32a ‘relates
divorce itself, and not divorce and subsequent marriage, to
adultery. . . the Matthean form regards divorce itself as the cause
of adultery .’ 76 Thus Matthew 5: 32 teaches that unwarranted
divorce and remarriage after divorce are both violations of the
seventh commandment and tantamount to adultery. The pur-
pose of this teaching is not to clarify whether a divorce where
there is unchastity is permissible or desirable. In the past this has
been the perspective within which many have sought to under-
stand this text. Rather the context suggests that the cases being
considered are those which violate the seventh commandment,
‘You shall not commit adultery.’ If this is correct, then the one
who attempts to determine if this passage permits divorce for
unchastity (and the consequent freedom of the ‘innocent’ party to
remarry) is looking for an answer to a question not addressed by
Matthew 5: 32.

All of this seems to indicate that Matthew knows of a saying of
Jesus that placed most divorce actions (in the Jewish legal prac-
tice of Jesus’ audience) in the category of violating the spirit of
the seventh commandment. This is reflected in the context of
Matthew 5: 27-32 where he makes ‘lust’ and unwarranted
‘divorce’ tantamount to committing adultery.

Why then is divorce wrong if in some cases it is not adulterous
in the sense of violating the seventh commandment? Kilgallen
sees this as the chief point under discussion in chapter 19. The
Pharisees ask Jesus about divorce clearly expecting Him to rule
against it. He does indeed do so, grounding His objections in
Genesis (Matt. 19: 4-8).

It is only after explaining His reason for not permitting divorce that
Jesus repeats His statement in 5: 32, that divorce is, in most cases,
adulterous. Thus, in verse 9 He adds to the wrongfulness of divorce,
in that He suggests that divorce is wrong, not only because man
cannot sunder what God has joined together, but that in general
divorce is an example of adultery.n
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The context of the divorce-cum-exception sayings is above all else
the indicator that, if there is a meaning to the exception, it is that not
every divorce is necessarily adulterous; Jesus, therefore, does not
offer the possibility of exceptions to His law a ainst divorce, but
only to the general rule that divorce is adulterous.5s

Thus in Matthew 5: 32 divorce is seen as a violation of the seventh
commandment, and in Matthew 19:9 divorce is presented as
incompatible with the union of husband and wife taught in the
ordinance of creation.

Kilgallen’s observations shed light on DuPont’s  insistence that
19: 9 must be read in the light of 5: 32 and that 19: 9 is likely to be
an abridgement of 5: 32. From 5: 27-32 three propositions about
divorce can be deduced:

1 To divorce one’s wife is tantamount to committing adultery
(vv. 27-32a)

2 To divorce one’s wife for unchastity is not tantamount to
committing adultery (v. 32a)

3 To marry a divorced woman is to commit adultery (v. 32b)
As we noted earlier, proposition 3 is equivalent to (a) Whoever
divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery. Whereas
propositions 1 and 2 are equivalent to (b) Whoever divorces his wife,
except for unchustity, makes her commit adultery. If (a) and (b) were
combined in a single sentence the result would be 19: 9: Whoever
divorces his wife, except for unchustity, and marries another, commits
adultery. The idea that divorce, except for unchastity, is tanta-
mount to committing adultery is an idea peculiar to Matthew’s
Gospel. Mark and Luke always state that divorce followed by
remarriage is adulterous. What we appear to have in Matthew
19: 9, then, is a combination of the common synoptic principle
with Matthew’s special emphasis rolled together in a potentially
ambiguous sentence. However, when 19: 9 is analysed into its
constituent parts, the ambiguity disappears and it makes a fitting
punch line to the dispute with the Pharisees. They asked: ‘Is it
lawful for a man to divorce his wife for any cause at all?’ Jesus
replies: ‘It is always wrong to divorce what God has joined
together: what is more, divorce, except for unchastity, is adulter-
ous; and remarriage after divorce is always so.’ Naturally the
disciples object: ‘If the relationship of the man with his wife is like
this, it is better not to marry.’ Unabashed, Jesus replies in a vein
reminiscent of His remarks about cutting off hand or eye to avoid
committing adultery (5:29-30):  ‘You are able to live up to this
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teaching for there are some who are even able to become eunuchs
for the kingdom of heaven.’

These, then, are the main reasons that have been put forward
recently for maintaining the early church view. The objections to
it will be reviewed in the succeeding chapters, CHAPTER THREE

The Erasmian Interpretation:
Early Exponents

The early Christian writers’ interpretation of the divorce texts
remained the standard view of the church in the West until the
sixteenth century when Erasmus suggested a different view that
was adopted by Protestant theologians. The next four chapters
are devoted to the history of this exegetical tradition and a
critique scrutinising  it. We feel an extensive treatment of this
nature is needed in the light of the popularity of the Erasmian view
among evangelicals  today. As in the study of any subject, a
knowledge of its origin and subsequent development provides the
necessary perspective for evaluating the feelings we may/have
towards it in the present. On such an emotional issue as divorce
and remarriage this perspective is obviously helpful.

The Catholic Understanding of Marriage

During the Middle Ages a development transpired in the Roman
Catholic understanding of marriage that must be noted if the
reaction of both Erasmus and Luther to the practice of the
Catholic church is to be understood. The Protestant reformers
who follow Luther only develop the exegetical arguments orig-
inally set forth by Erasmus.’

Augustine’s (354-430) understanding of the absolute indis-
solubility of marriage, which denied remarriage even to the
innocent party after divorce, led him to view marriage as a
sacrament. For Augustine marriage was a sacrament or mystery
‘in the sense that it is a symbol or analogy of Christ’s unity with
the church, as expressed by the Apostle Paul’ in Ephesians
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teaching, but he also deplored the abuse into which their use had
fallen. While divorce, in the light of Christ’s words, was denied,
Erasmus hoped that through canonical laws one might find ways
and means to annul a marriage by proving it to be illegal from the
start. Thus his interpretation of the divorce texts was not an
academic exercise, but a practical application of a correct inter-
pretation of Christ’s words through which he hoped a higher
moral standard might be achieved for the marriage relationship.

5: 31-2.2This  later became the interpretation of Luther. It was the
scholastic doctrine of the sacrament of marriage that achieved its
synthesis in Thomas Aquinas (1222-74) which became the source
of contention for both Erasmus and Luther at the beginning of the
Reformation period.

Aquinas treated marriage as a sacrament that ‘transmits grace’.
He viewed it as equal to the other six sacraments3  as an instru-
ment of God for the infusion of supernatural grace into the life of
the recipient, and Ephesians 5: 32 was his textual foundation for
this idea. ‘What Aquinas thus taught became the perfect expo-
sition of the doctrine of marriage within the Roman Catholic
Church, and four centuries later the Council of Trent confirmed it
to be an absolute truth of faith.‘4

Erasmus, however, knew that neither Augustine nor Jerome
called marriage a sacrament in the sense that it was later under-
stood. So in his annotations to the first edition of his Greek New
Testament (1516) he commented that the use of sacramenturn  in
the Latin Vulgate did not imply the notion then commonly held
by the church. In his second edition (1519) he stated further that
the Greek ‘does not actually signify a sacrament of the kind of
which the Church has seven, but means hidden and secret . . .I5
Luther used Erasmus’s Greek text as soon as it was printed, and
in The Babylonian Captivity of the Church (1520), where he replies to
the seven sacraments of the Church of Rome, Luther said the
Catholics could have avoided their false exegesis of Ephesians
5: 32 had they read the Greek text.6 This understanding of mar-
riage as a sacrament that transmits grace and the meanmg of
salvation in the Catholic church had a significant influence on
Erasmus’s as well as Luther’s exegesis of the divorce texts.

Now although the Catholic church insisted on the indissolu-
bility of marriage, that did not mean that divorce was not practised.
It was merely understood and approached in a different way from
the later Protestant reformers. Catholics differentiated between
two types of divorce. The first was a separation from bed and
board (sqrurutio  u mensu et toro), advocated by Augustine, Jerome
and others. The other was an absolute annulment of the marriage
tie by asserting that the marriage from the very outset had been
unlawfully contracted. Erasmus lists and discusses some eight-
een impediments advocated by the church as hindrances to
contracting marriage. Not only did Erasmus consider these im-
pediments contrary to the spirit and letter of New Testament

Erasmus’s Approach to the Divorce Texts

In a brief survey of the life of Erasmus, T.F.C. Stunt speaks of him
as ‘a humanist par excellence’ with a message that centred  on
Christianity as a quality of life rather than outward observances
or doctrinal subscriptions. 7 Erasmus’s humanistic concerns are
evident in his approach to and exegesis of the divorce texts.

V.N. Olsen writes in his study of the interpretation of the New
Testament divorce texts from Erasmus to Milton:

In his interpretation of the New Testament logia  on divorce Erasmus
reveals himself as a Christian theologian who seeks to solve an ethical
problem within Church and society by finding a solution based on
Scripture and centered in Christ. No ecclesiastical institution should
stand between the needy and the Good Samaritan. Erasmus appears
not as an academic theorist but as a Christian pragmatist who is
devoted to his Master in service for his fellow man8

The main source of Erasmus’s exegesis on the divorce texts is
found in his Annotations on 1 Corinthians 7 (1519). He performs a
theological and homiletical, not grammatical, exegesis of the
chapter by making the text the basis for a long doctrinal
and ethical discussion of marriage and divorce. The Protestant
Reformers later imitate him with this same approach.

Erasmus’s purpose is not to introduce any new opinion to
cause contention, but to help those representing the pure and
sound judgment of the church. He is aware of the common
opinion which opposed remarriage after divorce for adultery, but
he also knows that it lies within the hearts of good men to change
their opinions in order to deal with a good cause. His conviction,
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evident throughout his approach, is that enlightenment would
usher in a new era and bring reform within the church. ‘Two basic
propositions are laid down. It should be permissible to dissolve
certain marriages, not fortuitously but for very serious reasons,
by the ecclesiastical authorities or recognized judges, and to give
the innocent party the freedom to marry again.”

These two views were considered revolutionary and heretical
by the theologians of his day. Erasmus knew it was wrong to cast
doubt on fundamental Christian beliefs like the divinity of Christ,
so in his opinion the question of divorce belonged to another
category. Here rules could be changed as time and necessity
required, even though formerly upheld by the authority of the
church.

It should be noted that Erasmus’s approach to divorce and
remarriage was clearly influenced by an ecclesiastical system
which firmly believed there could be no hope for salvation
outside its doors and its sacraments. For Erasmus, of utmost
importance was the need ‘to procure the salvation of all men as
much as possible and to succour  the weak and sick members of
the Church. In other words charity should come before any
institutionalism . . .‘I0 He held the opinion that if the many
thousands unhappily coupled together (such that both partners
perished) could be divorced and enabled to marry other partners
they could be saved. Charity, he reasoned, sometimes does what
it legally should not do, and it is justified in doing so. Since Christ
sought the lost sheep, the church should seek the salvation of
those who suffer. Erasmus believed that no human laws should
be valued unless they were conducive to the salvation of men.
This salvific context in which Erasmus sought to justify divorce

and remarriage should not be overlooked. It is hardly parallel to
the reasons for which most evangelicals seek to justify divorce
and remarriage today.

It is also important to understand how Erasmus viewed those
who are in the church. He believed that the Sermon on the Mount
(including Matt. 5: 31-2) was not spoken to the multitudes but to
the disciples who were the purest of Christ’s body. These dis-
ciples belonged to the kingdom of heaven. Within the church,
though, there is another group who do have need of laws,
divorce, oath-taking and the like. These are the imperfect ones
who are found in large numbers and constitute the kingdom of
the world. For these people, Erasmus reasoned, it is not wrong to
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go to court, take oaths, and divorce. Christ restricted divorce to
one cause, adultery, not because there was no more scandalous
cause, but because it diametrically fights against the nature of
marriage. Erasmus also believed that Paul enlarged this precept
of the Lord.

Erasmus’s Exegesis of the Divorce Texts

We present below a survey of Erasmus’s interpretation of the
New Testament divorce texts. This is deemed appropriate when
one considers that the support which he offered for his inter-
pretation has not changed to this day. His exegesis is for the most
part identical with that offered by many modern evangelicals.

The Synopfic  Accounfs
In response to the Pharisees’ question in Matthew 19: 3, ‘Is it
lawful for a man to divorce his wife for any cause at all?’ Erasmus
said Moses permitted the letter of divorce because of the people’s
hardness of heart. Moses chose the lesser of two evils: the
husband who hated his wife may do her great harm, even kill her,
or this evil could be restrained if the letter of divorce were
required. The problem in Jesus’ day was the way the Jews used
the bill of divorce to put away their wives for any trivial reason.

Christ pointed to Genesis 2: 24 as the ideal of marriage where
the two were made one flesh. He is said to be stricter than Moses
in allowing only one reason for divorce, namely, adultery. Yet
Erasmus also makes statements which seem to imply that there
are other reasons. He understood Origen to contemplate other
grounds for divorce besides adultery (i.e., parricide, poisoning,
or witchcraft), and that Origen allowed the divorced person to
remarry. This seemed evident to Erasmus since Origen did write
about certain bishops who permitted some wives divorced from
their husbands to marry again. He also believed that Tertullian
and Ambrose allowed divorce and remarriage, and that Ambrose
permitted a believing wife to remarry if she were divorced from
an unbelieving husband.

Erasmus had two reasons for protesting against a divorce that
permitted separation only and not also remarriage. First, Christ
did not demand virginity of all his followers nor that a man
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should go against nature. He protested that a man separated from
an unfaithful wife is excluded from entering the honours and
privileges of the marriage relationship by human laws, but not by
the law of the Gospel. In Erasmus’s opinion it seemed cruel not to
come to the rescue of these sufferers. Second, in view of the
understanding of Christ’s audience who knew only of a divorce
with the right to remarry, he admits difficulty in reading the
meaning of separation only into Christ’s words in Matthew 5: 32
and 19: 9. He believed that since divorce without the right of
remarriage seems to war against the equity of nature, ‘it should be
looked into if there may not be other interpretations which are to
be read in the Gospels and Epistles’.”
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during the Reformation. Olsen says: ‘While Erasmus in his own
mind sought to harmonize his loyalty to the Church with the
results of his exegetical, doctrinal, philological and historical
studies, the Protestant Reformers broke with the Church partly
on account of these results, and the Catholic theologians o
him for the same reasons.‘13 Indeed, the Protestant Re ormersP

posed

latched on to Erasmus’s interpretation of the divorce texts and
defended his exegesis from the moment they became known.
When the Council of Trent met on November llth,  1563 to
discuss the sacrament of matrimony, the Protestant interpret-
ation of the divorce texts had been crystallised.

Romans 7and 1 Corinfhians 7
Regarding Romans 7: 2-3, Erasmus states that Paul is not here
reasoning about divorce. The Gospel has superseded the law of
Moses, and since the Christian is married to a new spouse
(Christ) he should no longer cling to the law. Paul uses a parable
here, and a parable does not always fit on all points. If Paul really
means to say that a second marriage is prohibited during the
lifetime of either spouse, he would not have referred to the law.
This is because Paul’s readers knew of only one law, and it
permitted a husband to divorce his wife by giving her a letter.
This illustrates that a certain text should not be taken out of
context and used to prove an already fixed precept. ‘The Prot-
estant theologians followed Erasmus’s interpretation in their
commentaries.“*

Erasmus also believes that Paul is not treating divorce in
1 Corinthians 7: 39, but just giving advice to virgins and widows.

Finally, in 1 Corinthians 7 he finds two different types of
departing. The first is separation in verses 10-11,  and the other is
divorce in verse 15. Within this latter category is the case of an
unbelieving husband refusing to live with a wife who has become
a Christian, the crime of adultery, and similar or even worse
cases.

The Resulfs of fhe Erasmian Exegesis
The results of Erasmus’s interpretation of the divorce texts began
the process which gradually isolated him from the two camps

Trent thus expressed a clear denial of those exegetical results which
had come from the pen of Erasmus fifty years earlier and were
developed by the reformers into a part of Protestant belief and practice
. 1 * Trent made its decrees on marriage and divorce very definite, and
the history of Catholic interpretation of the New Testament logia on
divorce may therefore be considered to end here.‘*

Luther to the Westminster Confession

Before considering the support for the Erasmian view as it is held
today it is important to understand the original reasons set forth
by Luther and others in favour of allowing the innocent party to
remarry in cases of adultery and desertion.

Lufher’s Exegesis of fhe Divorce Texts
When commenting on Christ’s words on divorce Luther states
emphatically that Christ allowed divorce only in the case of
adultery and desertion. The Christian who is deserted by an
unbelieving partner may marry again as long as the future
husband is a Christian. From this he concludes that the inno-
cent party in any divorce case should be allowed to marry again,
such as a wife whose husband deserts her or returns after ten
years.

Elsewhere Luther contradicts his own remarks by allowing
other reasons for divorce besides adultery. But there is a logical
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consistency in his position. His starting point is that only death
can dissolve the marriage tie and leave the partner free to marry
again. The act of adultery, however, makes the offender us dead  in
his relationship both to God and to his partner. He, like other
Reformers,15  knew that Moses demanded that the adulterer be
put to death and he believed that the existing civil powers should
do likewise. If this was not done, the adulterer was still con-
sidered as dead in the eyes of God.

This is why Luther allows the believing partner to remarry in
the case of desertion by an unbeliever (1 Cor. 7: 15). He then takes
this a step further in the practical application of his ‘exegesis’. If a
Christian husband is such a rascal that he leaves his believing wife
and children, then he should be considered no better than a
gentile or an unbeliever and deserves the punishment due to the
adulterer. Since Paul, in Luther’s view, permits the believing
partner to marry again, Luther sees no reason why this should
not be true in this case also.16

Somewhat similar is the case of the wife who, because of
stubbornness, will not render conjugal duty (1 Cor. 7: 3-4). If she
continues in her stubbornness after a warning, ‘then the husband
should let a Vashti go and take an Esther, just as King Ahasuerus
did’.17

We are inclined to ask how Luther could categorically state that
Christ allowed divorce only in the case of adultery and then go on
to allow divorce and remarriage for impotence, and for a wife’s
refusal to render conjugal duty, as well as justify the annulment
of a marriage for desertion and for ignorance of a former con-
tracted marriage? Luther could do this because he viewed mar-
riage as a res sucru, a most holy thing and a mystery, but not a
sacrament in a technical sense. At the same time he also viewed
marriage as a secular affair. Luther’s interpretation of the divorce
passages is influenced by his view that the state has the God-
given power and authority that includes the right to deal with
marriage problems.

Both Luther and Erasmus allowed other grounds for divorce
and remarriage in addition to adultery because they, along with
other Protestant Reformers who followed them, believed that
God had ordained two kinds of rulership in the world just as
there were two kinds of people: those governed by God’s word
and the Holy Spirit, and the unbelievers. Luther understood that
under the New Covenant the government rules the secular
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world, and all ruling establishments are to be considered as Gods
servants. Thus the church should be obedient to the government.
The believer, on the other hand, is not in need of a secular
government because he lives within the realm of the Gospel in a
spiritual kingdom. The unbeliever, though, needs the correcting
and punishing sword of the secular power. The problem of
divorce falls within this realm of the secular authority; and since
Luther felt that the adulterer deserved capital punishment, the
question of divorce must therefore be settled by the secular
authority. God had not permitted the church to carry out
this punishment. This concept of the ‘two kingdoms’, a spiritual
and a secular, influences the interpretation of every one of the
Protestant Reformers,

Ofher  Profesfanf Reformers18
The exegesis of the Reformers takes a conservative turn with John
Calvin (1509-64). His interpretation comes close to Luther, but
the practical application of his exegesis is more rigid. Calvin
brings his interpretation of Christ’s exception for adultery in
Matthew into line with his interpretation of Deuteronomy 24: 1
and Malachi 2: 14. He is more accurate in his approach to Deuter-
onomy 24: 1 than the other Reformers when he says that Moses
did not lay down a law about divorces, but used the bill of divorce
to restrain the wickedness of men. Calvin felt the bill which the
husband gave to the wife would attest to her chastity. But at the
same time this letter of divorce could not be separated from
the probability that the man who divorced his wife had already
entered conjugal relations with another woman. The husband
who wrote the letter thus made himself an adulterer by signing it
because he had dissolved a sacred and inviolable bond. This
indicated to Calvin that even among the Israelites only one cause
for divorce was allowed, namely, adultery. The covenant of
marriage mentioned in Malachi 2: 14 refers to the original mar-
riage state, the very basis for Christ’s teaching. Therefore, the
divorce which both Christ and Moses spoke about dissolved a
sacred and inviolable bond.

It was left to Theodore Beza (1519-1605) to systematise and
amplify the exegetical results of Calvin. Olsen summarises Beza’s
understanding of the divorce sayings:
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The marriage tie is indissoluble and divorce is not allowed; however,
an exception is made in the case of adultery because the civil auth-
orities do not apply the law of capital punishment. Theoretically the:;
is really no divorce, as the adulterer should be considered as dead.

Like Erasmus and most of the other Reformers, Beza said 1
Corinthians 7: 11 does not speak about legitimate divorce. He also
says that Paul does not express a second cause for divorce in 1
Corinthians 7: 15 - Paul adds nothing to the teaching of Christ
who made adultery the only cause. Yet Beza expresses the same
conclusion as Luther and Calvin that the innocent believer who is
deserted may. remarry! He can say this because, like Calvin, he
cannot think of desertion without the deserter involving himself
in relations with another, and this is adultery. Since adultery is
involved, Paul does not add to the words of Christ.

The early English reformer, William Tyndale (d. 1536), inter-
prets 1 Corinthians 7: 15 like Beza because he cannot conceive of
desertion without adultery occurring. Tyndale’s ‘exegesis is a
comprehensive usage of the basic arguments of Luther’.20  It was
through Tyndale that Luther’s interpretation reached England in
1527, and from an exegetical standpoint the English Reformers
(Tyndale, Cranmer and Hooper) do not add anything new when
compared with the Continental writers.

Though the early Reformers followed Erasmus in allowing
divorce and remarriage for various causes, even the relatively
restricted views of Calvin did not succeed in becoming the official
policy of the Church of England. For in the revision of canon law,
published in 1603, only separation or annulment is authorised.
Divorce with the permission to remarry is not. Canon 107
requires that separated partners ‘shall live “chastely and conti-
nently”, neither shall they, during each other’s life, contract
matrimony with any other person’. *’

Finally, we come to the most liberal expositor of the divorce
texts: John Milton (1608-74). One month after the Westminster
Assembly had convened (July lst, 1643), his first edition of The
Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce was published with the hopes of
effecting a more thorough reformation of the Church of England.
Milton almost thinks of himself as a prophet within this reform
movement which also called for a reappraisal of the marriage
estate. Milton believed that Christ did not condemn all divorce
but all injury and violence in divorce. He mentions the right of
divorce by mutual consent, something which Calvin spoke

against. His exegesis sounded radical and heretical to his contem-
poraries. Like Erasmus, he sought to synthesise the Reformation
with humanism.

The Wesfminsfer Confession
Milton had addressed the Westminster Assembly in his divorce
tracts. The Assembly, however, counteracted Milton’s inter-
pretation and confirmed the conservative Calvin-Beza exegesis.
Chapter XXIV deals with marriage and divorce:

Section V - Adultery or fornication committed after a contract,
being detected before marriage, giveth just occasion to the innocent
party to dissolve that contract (Matt. 1: 18-201.  In the case of adultery
after marriage, it is lawful for the innocent party to sue out a divorce
[Matt. 5: 321, and after the divorce to marry another, as if tire offending
party weredeud [Matt. 19: 9; Rom. 7: 2-3. Italics ours.].

Section VI - Although the corruption of man be such as is apt to
study arguments, unduly to put asunder those whom God hath
joined together in marriage; yet nothing but adultery, or such wilful
desertion as can no way be remedied by the Church or civil magistrate,
is cause sufficient of dissolving the bond of marriage [Matt. 19: 8-9; 1
Cor. 7: 15; Matt. 19: 61: wherein a public and orderly course of proceed-
ing is to be observed, and the persons concerned in it not left to their
own wills and discretion in their own case (Deut. 24: l-41.

The Westminster Confession has been influential in the beliefs
and practices of Protestants ever since its emergence in 1648. It
may be safely stated that the exegetical tradition started by
Erasmus and amplified by Luther and other Reformers was
confirmed by the above sections in this Confession of Faith.

Summary of the Reformers’ Exegesis

This brief summary of the history of the Protestant interpretation
of the divorce texts is crucial for understanding what undergirds
the contemporary evangelical consensus on the subject of divorce
and remarriage. It will become evident that one of the major
problems in this exegetical tradition is the interpretation of
Deuteronomy 24: l-4 and the way in which this text is employed
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give to 1 Corinthians 7: 15 and the use that some make of it to
corroborate their view that Jesus was not speaking in absolute
terms when He spoke of adultery as the only exception that
permitted divorce and remarriage. 5 When Calvin, for instance,
says that verse 15 teaches that the deserted believer is no longer
bound to the marriage but is free to remarry, he introduces an
idea foreign to the context. More will be said of this in chapter 6.

To summarise thus far: the differences between the Reformers’
view and the early church’s view of the divorce texts are as
follows. The early church understood Christ’s exception in
Matthew in light of the clear teaching of Mark and Luke: that
every divorce followed by remarriage is adulterous. Hence the
exception in Matthew must apply only to divorce, not to the issue
of remarriage. The Reformers, on the other hand, say that the
shorter accounts in Mark and Luke must be understood in light of
the more ‘complete’ account of Matthew which includes the one
exception permitting divorce and remarriage in the case of adul-
tery. Since the exception clause is not mentioned by Paul in 1
Corinthians 7: 10-11, the Reformers make this passage apply to
separation from bed and board which is a correct application for
lesser offences  than adultery. The early Christian writers, how-
ever, brought 1 Corinthians 7: lo-11  alongside the divorce texts
in Mark and Luke which mention no exception for divorce and
remarriage in case of adultery. Thus there is reason to understand
Matthew in light of the unanimous teaching of these other
sayings. The Reformers next say that Paul’s teaching in Romans
7: 2-3 does not discuss divorce and its causes but teaches that a
widow can with good conscience remarry. The same is true of 1
Corinthians 7: 39. The Fathers, in contrast, said that these two
passages were the only two texts that clearly specified when
remarriage was permissible (after the death of one’s partner) and
that to understand them otherwise was to misconstrue their clear
teachings. The Reformers bring 1 Corinthians 7: 15 into rela-
tionship with the divorce texts in Matthew and assert that Mark
and Luke should be understood likewise. The early Fathers,
though, did not understand 1 Corinthians 7: 15 to permit the
deserted Christian to marry again, and they correlated this text
with Romans 7: 2-3,l  Corinthians 7: 39 and Christ’s teaching on
the indissolubility of marriage based on Genesis 2: 24. The Re-
formers say the words ‘What therefore God has joined together,
let no man separate’ (Matt. 19: 6 = Mark 10: 9) do not apply to

in the interpretation of Christ’s teaching. Our impression after
reviewing the Reformers’ interpretation of Deuteronomy 24 is
that none of them properly understands the intent of the legis-
lation and what Christ thought of it. The proof texts given for the
divorce and remarriage statements in the Westminster Confes-
sion reflect the opinion of John Lightfoot, author of A Commentu y
on the New Testament  from the Talmud and Hebruicu.  It is known that
Lightfoot took part in the Westminster Assembly, and in his
writings he states clearly that he believes porneiu (immorality,
unchastity) in the Matthean exception clauses is equivalent to the
‘some indecency’ of Deuteronomy 24: 1 which he thinks is
adultery. 22 Though Matthew may well intend for his readers to
note a veiled reference to Deuteronomy 24: 1, especially in
Matthew 5: 32, it is nearly impossible to say that the ‘some
indecency’ is adultery. The confusion over the meaning of the
legislation in Deuteronomy 24: l-4 persists in contemporary de-
fences of the Erasmian view.

Another interesting feature of the Reformers’ exegesis is the
justification given for permitting the innocent party to remarry
after divorce for adultery or desertion. All the Reformers and the
Westminster Confession indulge in a ‘legal fiction’=  by assuming
that the adulterer should be treated us if he were dead. Romans
7: 2-3 is used as the proof text for what in reality is not the case:
the adulterer is not dead! It was Beza who argued, when com-
menting on Matthew 5: 32, that the exception by Christ was
added because at that time the punishment of death by stoning
for adultery was not carried out among the Jews. He said that the
Jews neglected this punishment, otherwise the exception would
not have been added. This is basically the argument of R.H.
Charles’s 1921 treatise on the New Testament’s teaching on
divorce and remarriage, and he is followed in this by present-day
writers like J.B. Hurley, Colin Brown, and others.*  It appears
that some evangelical interpreters believe that Jesus substitutes
one form of the letter of the law (death for adultery) for another
form of the letter of the law (divorce), rather than giving the spirit
of the law, with its much higher standards of forgiveness and
reconciliation, as Jesus does in Matthew 5: 21-48. If it is true that
the ‘one flesh’ bond of marriage taught in Genesis 2: 24 is indis-
soluble during the lifetime of the partners, then no ‘legal fiction’
can change that fact.

Still another problem is the interpretation which the Reformers
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divorce for adultery because ‘the law of capital punishment and
Christ’s exception make God, and not man, the author of divorce
for adultery’ 26 The early church, however, pointed to this verse.
in support of their belief that man and wife, joined by God in ‘the
law of marriage’, became an indissoluble union that could be
broken only by the death of one of them.

With this survey of the Protestant exegetical tradition com-
pleted, a more objective analysis of the Erasmian view as it is
defended today is possible. If the Erasmian view has a stronger
traditional than it does an exegetical base, then the foregoing
summary of the Reformers’ theological motives and concepts is
critical in our evaluation of the support offered for the Erasmian
view today.

CHAPTER FOUR

Modern Defences of the
Erasmian View

Three Major Variations

Contemporary supporters of the Erasmian view that divorced
Christians may remarry fall into several camps. First, there are
those, like J. Murray,’ who adhere to the view that only adultery
or desertion justifies full divorce with the ri

gL
ht to remarriage.

Second, there are those, like D. Atkinson, who claim that
‘unchastity’ (porneiu) is a very much wider term than ‘adultery’
and therefore that Matthew 19: 9 permits divorce and remarriage
for a wide range of sins. Third, there is an older critical view3
which argues that although the present text of Matthew permits
remarriage after divorce, this was not Jesus’ original intention.
Jesus taught that marriage was indissoluble, but the evangelist
Matthew modified this teaching to allow full divorce in some hard
cases.

We shall postpone examining the third view because it only
becomes viable if it can be shown that either of the other two
views is correct. Although it offers a way of harmonising the New
Testament divorce sayings, it does so at the expense of the unity
of the message, setting the teaching of our Lord and of Paul
against that of Matthew. This is somewhat improbable in itself,
and the more so when it is considered that Matthew’s Gospel was
the most often read in the early church, yet the same church was
firmly opposed to remarriage after divorce. It makes the evangel-
ist Matthew very much the odd man out if he is sandwiched
chronologically between Jesus, Paul, Mark and Luke before him
and all the Fathers after him. Furthermore, as the more recent
redactional critical studies have shown, it is most improbable that
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Matthew 19: 9 should be understood in an Erasmian sense: the
immediately following remarks in verses lo-12  show Matthew
was not contemplating the possibility of remarriage after divorce.
For these reasons we will concentrate our attention on the first
two alternatives.

Indeed, most of our attention will be directed to the first view,
namely, that Matthew 19: 9 permits divorce and remarriage for
adultery alone: ‘unchastity’ (porneia) is taken as synonymous with
adultery (moicheia). For although it seems likely that unchastity
covers more offences  than adultery, only proponents of the
adultery view have really tried to prove that Matthew 19:9

R
ermits remarriage after divorce. And this is the key issue. As we
ave already seen, the early church permitted separation for

adultery, but it did not permit remarriage. So whatever ‘unchas-
tity’ covers, the point that modern Erasmians must demonstrate
is that Matthew 19: 9 demands the right of remarriage for post-
marital offences. If, however, supporters of the Erasmian view
concede their view is onZy Ooze of a number of interpretations, then it
becomes highly improbable that it is the most primitive one,
given the consensus of the rest of the New Testament and the
views of the early church Fathers.

Contemporary Support for the Erasmian View

There are two pillars which support the superstructure of the
Erasmian view today. The first is the belief that the divorce which
Jesus spoke about was the Mosaic dissolution divorce, and the
second is the understanding that the exception clause qualifies
the entire protasis of Matthew 19:9 (= ‘Whoever divorces his
wife. . . and  marries another’), thus permitting both divorce and
remarriage of the innocent party in the case of unchastity. This
second argument appears to replace the exegetical basis for
remarriage which the Reformers found in the legal fiction that the
adulterer should be considered as dead. A discussion of the
weaker lines of support will follow consideration of the two major
pillars.

We should inform our readers here at the beginning of this
presentation of the modern support for the Erasmian view that
we shalI be drawing largely on the work of Murray. For just as

Erasmus established the exegetical base that was later developed
by the Reformers, so Murray’s study laid the groundwork which
more recent writers have built upon. What is said about Murray’s
interpretation for the most part may be said of the other writers
who champion his understanding of the Matthean exception
clauses.4

The Deuteronomy 24: l-4 Dissolution Divorce
One of Murray’s crucial arguments in support of the Erasmian
view is that ‘the dissolution permitted or tolerated under the
Mosaic economy had the effect of dissolving the marriage bond’.5
Since this is the divorce Jesus alluded to in Mark 10: 2-12, and
especially in Matthew 5: 32 and 19: 9,

. . we are surely justified in concluding that the putting away
sanctioned by our Lord was intended to have the same effect in the
matter of dissolving the marriage tie. It should be appreciated that the
law as enunciated here by Jesus does not in any way suggest any
alteration in the nature and effect of divorce. The change intimated by
Jesus was rather the abolition of every other reason permitted in the
Mosaic provisions and the distinct specification that adultery was now
the only ground upon which a man could legitimately put away his
wife.6

Murray then concludes that if divorce involves the dissolution of
the marriage bond we should not expect that remarriage would
be regarded as adultery. Further support for this belief is that the
word apolyd  (let go, send away, dismiss) in the gospel divorce
passages has turned up in the clear sense of ‘divorce’ in a Greek
document of remarriage from Palestine.7

Murray is careful in his exegesis of Deuteronomy 24: 1-4 not to
characterise  the wife’s second marriage as adulterous. For if the
second marriage falls into the category of disapproval - the
second marriage being tantamount to adultery - then he would
have to carry into the New Testament this idea that a second
marriage is adulterous despite the fact that a legal divorce has
transpired. This would hint that remarriage after a legal or proper
New Testament divorce (i.e., for immorality) is also adulterous.
This is precisely what Murray argues against by bringing into the
New Testament his conception of the dissolution divorce which
he finds in Deuteronomy 24. Yet Murray observes the reason



90 JESUS AND DIVORCE MODERN DEFENCES OF THE ERASMIAN VIEW 91

the divorced wife may not return to her first husband after
a second marriage is that by her second marriage she has be-
come ‘defiled’. This defilement seems to be placed in a negative
light.

Murray then brings to our attention the unique relationship
that persists between the original couple even after divorce:

The second marriage effects an unobliterable separation from the first
husband. This implies a unique relation to the first husband and
demonstrates that the marriage bond is so sacred that, although
divorce may be given and a certain freedom granted to the divorced
persons, yet there is an unobliterable relationship that appears, para-
doxically enough, in the form of an unobliterable separation in the
event that a second marriage has been consummated on the part of the
divorced wife.’

Murray concludes his discussion of Deuteronomy 24 with a
strong emphasis on what divorce does to the first marriage.

The one insurmountable obstacle to the marriage of this particular
woman with this particular man is not that the woman had been
married to another man but simply that the particular man concerned
is the man from whom she had been divorced. It is the fact of divorce
that bears the whole onus of ultimate responsibility for the defilement
that is sure to enter when the first marriage is restored after a second
had been consummated.’

In other words, the divorce, not the second marriage, bears the
whole blame for the defilement which takes place in the event the
wife returns to her former husband.

What the Matthean Exception Clause Qualifies
Murray’s second line of defence for the Erasmian view arises
from his understanding of the function of the exception clause.
He holds that it qualifies both what precedes it (‘whoever div-
orces his wife’) and what follows it (‘and marries another’). His
argument falls into two parts. First, he discusses the nature of
exceptions to general statements in Greek syntax, and second,
the need to maintain the co-ordination of divorce and remarriage
if the sentence as a whole is to make sense. The latter point is the
mainstay of the Erasmian view as it is defended today just as the

Reformers’ belief that the adulterer should be considered as dead
was the mainstay of their exegetical tradition.

Murray attempts to show that it should be obvious that the
divorce in Matthew 19: 9 clearly covers permission to remarry
also; or at least that it is grammatically harsh to make the
exception clause qualify only putting away the wife and not also
the remarriage portion. He then allows that it is surely true that
‘an exception clause is sometimes used in the Greek to intimate
“an exception to something that is more general than that which
has actually been mentioned”‘.” Matthew 12: 4, Romans 14: 14
and probably Galatians 1:9 do this through the use of ei me
(except, unless). l1 In Matthew 19:9 this would mean that the
negated prepositional phrase, mP epi porneiu  (not on the grounds
of unchastity), would not be an exception to the principle that
whoever puts away his wife and marries another commits adul-
tery, but simply an exception to the principle that a man may not
put away his wife - he may put her away for unchastity, but if he
remarries he still commits adultery. Murray admits that this
rendering makes good sense and solves many difficulties in
harmonising Matthew with Mark and Luke, but he argues that
there are weighty reasons for rejecting it.

To begin with, he observes that if the exception clause is

. . . not an exception to that which is expressly stated but an
exception to another closely related and more general consideration
[i.e., connected only to ‘put away’ versus to ‘put away and remarry’],
then this is a most unusual, if not unparallelled, way of expressing it
* . . In other instances the statement of that to which a more general
exception is appended is given first in its completeness and then the
exception in its completeness follows. But this is not the case here -
the exception is inserted before the statement is completed. Analogy
does not, therefore, favour this rendering.12

This concludes the first part of his defence. It will be shown in the
critique of the above observations that the unusual construction
Murray has noted in Matthew 19: 9 actually argues for the very
syntactical meaning he thinks it argues against! There are three
possible positions the exception clause could have occupied in
the conditional portion of Matthew 19: 9 (= the protasis). When
Murray notes that the exception clause is inserted before the
statement of the protasis as a whole is completed, he intimates
that something less than the whole is qualified.13
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The second aspect of Murray’s argument has to do with the
logical sense the sentence makes depending on which words in
the sentence the clause qualifies. He continues by saying that
while it is true grammatically that an exception clause may
modify one member of a sentence without modifying another,
connecting it solely to ‘put away’ without reference to the re-
marriage clause results in

. . . nonsense and untruth, namely, ‘whoever puts away his wife
except for fornication commits adultery’. In other words, it must be
observed that in this sentence as it stands no thought is complete
without the principal verb, moichatai  [commit adultery]. It is this
thought of committing adultery by remarriage that is the ruling
thought in this passage, and it is quite indefensible to suppress it. The
very exceptive clause, therefore, must have direct bearing upon the
action denoted by the verb that governs.14

We should like to ask Murray at this point why he left out ‘and
marries another’ after connecting the exception clause solely to
‘put away’. It is his omission of ‘and marries another’ that results
in a nonsensical statement, not the fact that the negated prep-
ositional phrase may very well qualify only ‘put away’. Dissecting
the sentence to suit one’s argument seems inappropriate at this
point. Furthermore, it is quite clear in Matthew 5: 27-32 that
divorce is seen as a breach of the seventh commandment: i.e., to
divorce is tantamount to committing adultery. Once this is
accepted it is surely not nonsense to say ‘whoever puts away his
wife except for unchastity commits adultery’.

Murray then says that the logion  of Matthew 19: 9 must be
clearly distinguished from the one in Matthew 5: 32 because in
the latter passage only putting away is contemplated, whereas in
Matthew 19: 9 it is putting away and remarriage. Thus Matthew
19: 9 must be placed in the same category as the sayings in Mark
10: 11 and Luke 16: 18 which also co-ordinate divorce and remar-
riage. This is all mentioned in support of his contention that
putting away and remarriage must be dealt with in co-ordination.
He concludes:

The subject dealt with . . . is putting away and remarriage in coordi-
nation, and this coordination must not be disturbed in any way. . . It
would be unwarranted, therefore, to relate the exceptive clause to
anything else than the coordination. Furthermore, the exceptive
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clause is in the natural position [italics ours] with reference to the
coordination and with reference to the resulting sin to which it
provides an exception.”

Other interpreters would agree with Murray that ‘the natural
meaning provides in the unfaithfulness of a wife an exception to
what is said both of divorce and of remarriage’.16

Harmonisation with Mark and Luke
Murray resolves the apparent contradiction between the absolute
prohibitions found in Mark 10: 11-12 and Luke 16: 18 and the
exception in Matthew with three considerations. First, the bur-
den of emphasis, he contends, in both Matthew 19: 3-9 and Mark
10:2-12  is upon the abrogation of the Mosaic permission of
Deuteronomy 24: 1-4. Since there is no provision for divorce for
adultery in the Mosaic law, Jesus must be annulling permission to
divorce for other reasons introduced by Deuteronomy. Luke
16: 18 may also be brought into the discussion, and it is clear that
‘there is no exception to the abrogation of the permission implied
in Deuteronomy 24: 1-4’.17  J. Job would add that in Luke 16: 18

. . . Jesus is inveighing against the injustices of a man’s world in
which a wife could be lightly divorced. One who treated his wife in
this way was not only committing adultery against her, but (ironically)
encouraging some man to commit adultery against him. In other
words, it is not the remarriage of the divorced woman which is
condemned; all the fault and the folly lie with the man who dismisses
his wife without a cause.18

Secondly, Murray notes the remarkable omission in Mark and
Luke of the right of a man to put away his wife for adultery.
However, there is no question about the propriety of such a
dismissal which is clearly established by Matthew 5: 32 and 19: 9.
Since one cannot suppose that Mark and Luke intend” to deny
such a right, and they do not suggest it is illegitimate, their silence
concerning this right does not in any way prejudice the right
itself. Nor should their omission of the right of remarriage in case
of divorce for adultery prejudice or deny that right.

Finally, ‘since Mark and Luke do not refer to divorce for adultery
they could not in the nature of the case refer to the right of
remarriage in the event of such a divorce’. Their silence respecting
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divorce for adultery precludes any reference to remarriage after
such divorce. Murray concludes ‘that Mark and Luke are not
envisaging the situation created in the event of adultery and are
not reflecting on the rights of the innocent spouse in such a
case.‘2o

C. Brown also observes that all three evangelists record the
point that the man who divorces his wife and marries another
commits adultery. In each case he feels it is not the divorce
proceedings, but the action which constitutes the break-up of the
marriage that is crucial in God’s sight. ‘In each case the starting-
point is the marriage that already exists intact. What is con-
demned as adulterous is the action which causes the break-up
of a marriage for the sake of contracting a new liaison.‘21  Thus
Murray, Job and Brown all believe that the primary focus of
Jesus’ teaching was against the wrong of divorce and not the
wrong of remarriage.
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1 Corinthians 7: IO-l&l5
Present-day advocates of the Erasmian view harmonise Paul’s
words on divorce and remarriage to Christian couples in 1
Corinthians 7: lo-11  with Matthew’s exception in the same way
in which the Reformers did: a case of separation without the right
to remarry is in view. Thus Paul is not here considering divorce
for adultery.

1 Corinthians 7: 15, of course, is understood to permit remar-
riage to the Christian who is deserted by a non-Christian partner.
It is usually observed that when Paul is speaking about divorce
between two Christians (w. 10-11)  he makes it very clear that
they are to remain single or be reconciled. But there is no such
explicit command to remain single when the non-Christian
partner has deserted the believer (v. 15).

The lexical arguments in favour of the view that the deserted
Christian is permitted to remarry were first presented by R.H.
Charles. He argues that a comparison of 1 Corinthians 7: 15 and
7: 39 suggests some parallel meanings between different words.

Yet if the unbelieving one leaves, let him leave; the brother or sister is
not under bondage (doulod)  in such cases, but God has called us to peace
(1 Cor. 7: 15).

A wife is bound (de0)  as long as her husband lives; but if her husband

is dead, she is free (eleuthercx)  to be married to whom she wishes, only
in the Lord (1 Cor. 7: 39)

Charles feels that ‘is not under bondage’ in verse 15 has the same
meaning as ‘free’ in verse 39. He then adds that ‘free’ has the
same meaning in Romans 7: 2-3:

For the married woman is bound (de@  by law to her husband while he is
living; but if her husband dies, she is released from the law concerning
the husband. So then if, while her husband is living, she is joined to
another man, she shall be called an adulteress; but if her husband dies,
she is free (eleutheros)  from the law, so that she is not an adulteress,
though she is joined to another man.

Charles concludes from the above analysis that ‘is not under
bondage’ in verse 15 and ‘free’ ‘appear to have the same meaning.
This fact suggests that the right of remarriage is here conceded to
the believing husband or wife who is deserted by an unbeliev-
ing partner.‘” H. Ridderbos, in his excellent outline of Paul’s
theology, follows a similar line of reasoning.=

We want to point out, however, that whereas 1 Corinthians
7: 15 deals with a situation of divorce where the husband is still
living, Romans 7:2-3 and 1 Corinthians 7:39 both refer to a
situation of death which Paul clearly says ‘frees’ a person to
remarry. Charles may well be mixing apples with oranges here,

Another lexical argument is sometimes advanced as evidence
that Paul permits remarriage in the 1 Corinthians 7: 15 situation.
Some writers have asserted that ‘is not under bondage’ (douZoO1 in
verse 15 and ‘is bound’ (de0 = ‘of binding by law and duty’)2 in
verse 39 have a common root and are therefore etymologically
related.25  Thus what is permitted in verse 39 - remarriage - is
also permitted in verse 39. This seems confirmed by those who
note that deii  (v. 39) is ‘a weaker word’ than doulod (v. 15).26 This is
taken to mean that the freedom of remarriage given to the
deserted Christian in verse 15 is equal to or greater than the
freedom given to the Christian whose partner has died (v. 39).

G.L. Archer has recently addressed the problem of desertion in
1 Corinthians 7: 15. He feels that divorce is definitely not permit-
ted on the ground of desertion alone. Archer, like Calvin and
Theodore Beza before him, notes that when a separation of this
sort takes place and continues for some time, the unbelieving
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mate will obtain a civil divorce and marry someone else. ‘That, of
course, would constitute adultery under the rule of Matthew 5: 32
and 19: 9; and the innocent party would then be free to marry
again. But until that happens, no second marriage is possible
without rejection of the authority of Christ.‘27

Archer addresses a very important practical problem when he
asks what the Christian should do if the unconverted partner
goes on for years without sexual involvement with another.
Suppose the children are at an age when they need a two-parent
home in order to develop in a healthy and normal way? What if
the option to marry another believer looks like the ideal situation?
Would it not be best for the children if the mother or father
remarried?
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brackets divorcees with widowers and single people in verse 8,
but he deals particularly with the case of the divorced in verse
27.29 The text of 1 Corinthians 7: 27-8 reads:

The answer to this question is the same as in every other situation
where it seems easier to solve a problem by doing what any unbeliever
would do under the circumstances. The issue of full submission to the
revealed will of God and complete trust in the faithfulness of God is
really at stake here. Even more important than our achieving and
maintaining the so-called happiness that worldlings consider to be the
final yardstick of value is the test of faith and faithfulness to our Lord
and Savior, Jesus Christ.

God has not called us to be happy, but He called us to follow Him,
with all integrity and devotion. Hebrews 11: 35 honors the memory of
those Old Testament believers who ‘were tortured, not accepting
their release, in order that they might obtain a better resurrection.’

. None of them enjoyed what the world would call ‘happiness’, but
they did obtain something far more important: the ‘approval’ of God.
Surely this applies to living with the dismal disappointment and
frustration of an unhappy marriage.28

I Corinthians 7: 27-8
A relatively new argument which Erasmians are using to prove
that Paul does not consider remarriage after divorce to be a sin
stems from Paul’s use of the word ‘unmarried’ (agamos)  and a
particular interpretation of 1 Corinthians 7:27-8. Job, for in-
stance, believes that it is clear from Paul’s use of ‘unmarried
in verse 8 and again in verse 11, where Paul instructs divorcees
to remain ‘unmarried’ or be reconciled, that it not only signifies
single people and widowers (v. 8), but that it can also include
those whose marriages have been broken (v. 11). Paul thus

Are you bound to a wife? Do not seek to be released. Are you released
from a wife? Do not seek a wife. But if you should marry, you have not
sinned; and if a virgin should marry, she has not sinned. Yet such will
have trouble in this life, and I am trying to spare you.

Colin Brown sums up this new argument for remarriage after
divorce when he says that Paul has in view here the single,
widowers, widows and the divorced, ‘but the particular argu-
ment [in w. 27-83 is drawn from the case of the divorced’.30

How is this interpretation of 1 Corinthians 7: 27-8 to be recon-
ciled with the lifelong purpose for marriage which Paul teaches in
Romans 7: 2-3 and 1 Corinthians 7: 39?  To answer this question,
Brown first harmonises Paul and the synoptic Gospels by em-
phasising that whereas the act of adultery is sinful, the remarriage
was not in the case of those whose partners had cheated and
contracted sexual relations outside marriage. This is in keeping
with his belief that what is condemned as adulterous is not
remarriage but the action that causes the break-up of a marriage
for the sake of contracting a new one, This understanding, he
states, resolves the apparent contradiction between the divinely
intended lifelong purpose for marriage taught in Romans 7: 2-3
and 1 Corinthians 7:39 and the declaration in 1 Corinthians
7: 27-8 that remarriage is not a sin. It is the breach of marriage
through adultery that is sin, and Paul discusses this matter in
1 Corinthians 6: 15-17.31

1 Corinthians 6: 15-l 7
Finally, we must note how contemporary defenders of the Eras-
mian view interpret Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians 6: 15-17.
Charles is convinced that this is where Paul treats ‘the legitimacy or
illegitimacy of divorce on the ground of unchastity’.32  He writes:

. . . if a married man joins himself to a harlot, he becomes one body
with her and thereby severs at one and the same time the bond that
unites him to his wife and the bond that unites him to Christ . . . The
unity of the one body formed in marriage is destroyed by the union of
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one or [the] other of the two spouses united in marriage with another
person. Hereby arises a new body which displaces the old.33

Though few today would maintain that such a union could sever
the bond that unites the Christian to Christ, Brown also feels that
Paul discusses what breaches marriage in the two chapters pre-
ceding chapter 7, cases in which the issue is much deeper than
that of separation. He reveals his dependence on Charles when
he begins his discussion of 1 Corinthians 6: 15-17 by saying:

Paul then turns to the question of adultery, pointing out that the ‘one
flesh’ relationship also applies to relations with prostitutes . . . It is
because sexual acts establish relationships through the body that Paul
distinguishes sexual immorality from all other sins (v. 18).%

Then later in his study on divorce, separation and remarriage,
after stating again that the sexual relationship between a man and
his wife establishes the marriage, he says: ‘It is rather the physical
union which makes marriage; and it is the contractin
a physical union outside marriage which breaks marriage.

$38 Of

This last point is very significant for the Erasmian understand-
ing of Jesus’ teaching on divorce and remarriage - perhaps the
most important consideration of all the arguments we have
discussed so far. Everyone agrees that Jesus’ conception of the
marriage bond is rooted in His understanding of Genesis 1: 27;
2: 24 (Matt. 19: 4-6//Mark  10: 6-9). Moreover, it seems that sexual
union does play an important role in the formation of the mar-
riage relationship denoted by ‘one flesh’. Is it not possible, then,
that sexual sin (porneiu)  is indeed a de facto exception to Jesus’
teaching on the indissolubility of marriage - the Genesis 2: 24
foundation of marriage having been annulled by a violation of
that upon which it is predicated? Erasmians state that this may
not necessitate divorce; but permission for divorce and remar-
riage in the event of marital infidelity seems to be consistent with
Jesus’ teaching.36

Conclusion

indissolubility of marriage. There is a large gap to bridge, how-
ever, between the idea that marital unfaithfulness results in a
disruption of the conjugal life (which may or may not be possible
to forgive and resume), and the idea that the offended partner is
now free to enter into another marital union. Jesus may have
permitted the former and at the same time totally prohibited the
latter. Genesis 2:24 does not give us any sure indication of
whether or not sexual defilement of the ‘one flesh’ union thereby
dissolves it. This must be determined from other aspects of the
Old Testament legislation in which the holy and moral standards
of our covenant-keeping God are reflected. We know of at least
two other pieces of Old Testament legislation that are based on the
Genesis 2: 24 concept that man and woman become ‘one flesh’
through marital relations. Neither appears to lend any support to
the contention that extra-marital sexual sins dissolve or obliterate
the original ‘one flesh’. The meaning of this ‘one flesh’ rela-
tionship is the primary consideration of our next chapter.

This exposition of the modern Erasmian case has already noted
some tensions within the position and a certain hesitancy among
its advocates to insist that theirs is the only possible reading of
Matthew 19: 9 even within the restricted context of verses 3-9.
The major problems with this view will be noted in the next two
chapters.

The Erasmian view places great weight on their understanding
that sexual sin is a de facto  exception to Jesus’ teaching on the
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CHAPTER FIVE

A Critique of the Erasmian View:
Old Testament Considera tionsl

It is very important in the study of the biblical perspective of
marriage, and what, if anything, may dissolve this relationship,
that we approach the subject chronologically, beginning with the
creation ordinances in Genesis 1 and 2. One of the most serious
errors in the contemporary evangelical approach to the divorce
question is the failure to see the relationship between the mean-
ing of ‘one flesh’ in Genesis 2: 24, the Leviticus 18 legislation
concerning forbidden unions, and the remarriage legislation of
Deuteronomy 24: l-4. The significant connection between
Genesis 2: 24 and Leviticus 18 must be grasped before an interpre-
tation of Deuteronomy 24 and its implications for New Testa-
ment teaching become clear. This is the most misunderstood
factor in the history of the interpretation of the divorce texts.

Genesis 1 and 2

The first two chapters in the Bible present a theology of the
marriage relationship that is crucial to the understanding of both
Jesus’ teaching in the New Testament and the Mosaic legislation
soon to be considered. Genesis 1: 27 indicates that intellectually,
morally and spiritually, man has a relationship to God that is
important and permanent. Genesis 1: 27 is then amplified in
2: 18-25. Here, in the context of the creation of the woman,
whose nature, disposition and abilities supplied what was lack-
ing in the man, lies the divine directive of verse 24: ‘For this cause
a man shall leave (‘r?zu_b)  his father and his mother, and shall
cleave (d&q)  to his wife; and they shall become one flesh (hi&r

‘e@d).  The important concepts we need to understand in this
verse are what it means ‘to cleave’ and the precise nature of this
new ‘one flesh unit.

A. Isaksson, in his doctoral dissertation kyhich he presented to
the theological faculty at the University of Uppsala, makes this
statement after his thorough analysis of Jesus’ teaching concern-
ing the marriage relationship: ‘It is clear from the context of
Mt. 19.3ff.  that Jesus was referring primarily to what is written in
Gen. 2.24 as proof that marriage is indissoluble . . .‘2 In the light
of the importance which this passage plays in Jesus’ conception of
marriage (Matt. 19: 5; Mark 10: 7-8) and Paul’s use of a portion of
Genesis 2: 24 in the troublesome passage in 1 Corinthians 6: 16,
the meaning of Genesis 2: 24 must first be established in its Old
Testament setting. Only then will its use in the New be fully
appreciated.

Isaksson’s analysis of d&q  (to cling on to, to stick to someone)
demonstrates that this word has no specific sexual significance,
and this is ‘probably also the case in Gen. 2. 24’.3 The word is a
technical term, prominent in covenant terminology in Deuter-
onomy (10: 20; 11: 22; 13: 4; 30: 20; cf. Josh. 22: 5; 23: 8). E. Kalland
notes that in these verses where the Israelites are to cleave to the
Lord in affection and loyalty, ‘parallel words and phrases that
describe this proper attitude to the Lord are: fear, serve, love,
obey, swear by his name, walk in his ways, and keep his
commandments’.4

What then is the meaning of this ‘one flesh’ that results in
forming a unity that is far greater than the bond with their closest
relations, father and mother?

To be someone’s ‘bone and flesh’ (cf. 2: 23) was a common
expression to denote kinship or blood relations (Gen. 29: 12-14;
37: 27; Judg. 9: 2; 2 Sam. 19: 13).5  The two terms, ‘flesh’ and
‘bone’, are also used in each of these passages to speak about a
person in his total relation to another.6  ‘Flesh’ (bdSdr)  is a word
that must always be considered in each individual context in
order to appreciate its significance. Isaksson concludes that it is
reasonable to translate ‘flesh in Genesis 2: 24 also by the word

. . . ‘relation’, since in this context it is a question of how the original
relationship between man and woman forms the explanation of man’s
strong desire to cleave to his wife. Since man and woman were
originally of the same bone and flesh, a man leaves his father and
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and 2: 24 in Mark 10: 9, ‘What therefore God has joined together,
let no man separate’, implies that there is more to this covenant
than the husband and wife belonging to each other in mutual
commitment: ‘. , . the third person negative imperative is used
[in Mark 10: 91 and it formulates absolutely Jesus’ prohibition of
divorce itself. It involves God Himself in the matter . . .‘I1 It is
also interesting to note that Jesus’ words on divorce and remar-
riage in the Sermon on the Mount are immediately followed by
His discussion of oaths (Matt. 5: 31-7).

To sum up, the significance of the ‘one flesh’ union in Genesis
2: 24 is that God joins man and woman in covenant commitment
with the result that a new kinship or family unit is formed. Before
looking at how the legislation in Leviticus 18 and Deuteronomy
24 builds upon this kinship relation we should consider the
essentials of marriage in the light of the biblical evidence.

mother and cleaves to his wife, in order that they may become one
flesh, i.e. together form a family.7

Some studies have implied that the phrase ‘they become one
flesh’ (RSV) indicates a relationship that develops over time.
While it is true that every marriage relationship takes time to
develop, there is also that aspect of a relationship which involves
its coming into being at a point of time. The latter appears to be
~the emphasis in Genesis 2: 24. 8 The relationship which the ‘one
flesh’ denotes does, of course, include the sexual aspect; but it
includes far more than that. It signifies a couple bound in a cov-
enant modelled  after Gods covenant with His people. This seems
to be apparent in the admittedly difficult passage, Malachi 2: 13
-14 (NIV):

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. You 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 (berit).

One writer contends that the divorce which God hates (Mal. 2: 16)
is not divorce on a human level, but the cultic  crime of repudiat-
ing ‘the covenant of our fathers’ (v. lo), expressed symbolically as
‘the wife of your youth’ (v. 14).9 To this we would respond with
P.F.  Palmer:

Actually, there would be no symbolism unless two covenants are here
discussed, Yahweh’s covenant with Israel violated by Israel and the
marriage covenant violated by the individual Israelite’s infidelity to
the ‘wife of his youth.’ Granted that the passage is the ‘most difficult
section of the Book of Malachi,’ Grelot’s judgment is more in accord
with text and context: ‘There is, however, no doubt that the fidelity of
Jahweh [sic] towards Israel, whom he has joined with himself,!; a
berith,  is implicitly put forward as a model for husband and wife.

The man or woman in the Old Testament who made a vow or
took an oath in the sight of God did so in all seriousness. For a
man to break his word and promise was to imply that God
Himself is not faithful. This is no less true of a man’s word in his
marriage covenant. Moreover, Jesus’ exegesis of Genesis 1: 27

The Essentials of Marriage

E. Neufeld, in his landmark study of marriage in the Old Testa-
ment, writes that marriage in its simplest form involves the
following essentials:

. . . (a) an intention of the parties to enter into a binding marital union
and (b) actual consummation, Neither the mere intention nor the
sexual act was in itself sufficient. Intention would be indicated by
conduct such as courtshi
at an immediate union.’2p

or by promises or other expressions aiming

By bringing other biblical references together with Genesis 2: 24 it
appears that marriage in the Bible consists of four elements (the
second one being in question). First, marriage involves the con-
sent and intent of the will between partners. Marriage is first and
foremost a binding covenant. It appears that in the ancient Near
East marriage agreements consisted of two parts: oaths (which
may be subsumed under covenant stipulations) and witnesses.i3
Palmer interestingly notes:

Among ancient peoples the binding and inviolable character of
covenants derived from the divine sanctions attached to the covenant
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agreement. Contracts have people as witness, and human or civil
society as guarantor. Covenants have God or the gods as witness, but
not in the sense that the gods or God simply vouch for the correctness
of the agreement; they act as guarantors that the terms of the treaty,
alliance, or covenant will be carried out. To borrow a phrase from the
Akkadian treaties of the eighth century B.C., the gods are ‘lords of
the oaths,’ favoring those who live up to the stipulations of the agree-
ment and cursing or ‘pursuing relentlessly’ all who violate their
oaths.r4
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Second, it appears that marriage should be ratified by the
parents (cf. Eph. 6: l-3; Gen. 21: 21; 34: 4-6; 38: 6; Judg,  14: 2-3;
Josh. 15: 16; and 1 Sam. 17: 25; 18: 20-7). Third, marriage involves
ratification before the public (witnesses). This would include the
marriage licence  and the social and legal customs of the day (cf.
Gen. 29:25-6;  34:12). Finally, the physical consummation of the
marriage should naturally follow.

Premarital intercourse (i.e., that between a man and an unbe-
trothed girl) is discussed in Exodus 22: 16-17 and Deuteronomy
22: 28-9. Four points are made in the law. First, the couple must
marry: the Hebrew wording seems to underline the idea that
marriage is the normal and right course of action (Exod. 22: 16-
17). Second, the man must pay the appropriate bride-money:.no
sum is stated in Exodus, but Deuteronomy 22:29 fixes it at 50
shekels. Third, the man may never divorce this woman (Deut.
22: 29). And finally, Exodus says that if the girl’s father refuses to
consent to her marriage, the man must pay the bride-money. In
other words, as long as the girl’s father approves of the match,
premarital intercourse is hardly penalised at all. This sequence of
events in Deuteronomy 22: 28-9 makes it clear that sexual rela-
tions alone do not make a marriage. This is also evident from the
distinction in the Old Testament between a man’s wife or wives,
and his concubines (cf. Gen. 22: 24; Judg. 8: 30-l; 2 Sam. 3: 7;
5: 13; 1 Kings 11: 3).

We make the above points in view of the great emphasis placed
on the consequences of sexual relations outside marriage by
advocates of the Erasmian view of divorce and remarriage. This is
especially true in their use of 1 Corinthians 6: 15-18 to support the
idea that extramarital relations ‘dissolve’ the marriage bond. We
find little Scriptural support for this notion.

Leviticus 18: 6-18

The proper understanding of the ‘one flesh’ relation in Genesis
2: 24 as denoting the establishment of a new kinship unit or family
is elucidated in the biblical legislation concerning forbidden
unions (cf. Lev. 20: 11-12, 14, 17, 19-21; Deut. 22: 30; 27: 20,
22-3). The various prohibitions in Leviticus 18 are based not only
on literal blood lines but also on ‘blood’ relationships created
through marriage. Leviticus 18: 7-8 teach that

. . . marriage, or more precisely marital intercourse, makes the man
and wife as closely related as parents and children. In the words of
Gen. 2:24, ‘they become one flesh.’ Marriage thus creates both
vertical blood relationships in the form of children and horizontal
‘blood’ relationships between spouses.15

This is why, for instance, a son is commanded: ‘You shall not
uncover the nakedness of your father’s wife; it is your father’s
nakedness’ (v. 8). The phrase ‘uncover nakedness’ (gilldh  ‘em%)
in this passage is a euphemism for sexual intercourse. The
opening refrain directs: ‘None of you shall approach any blood
relative of his to uncover nakedness; I am the Lord’ (v. 6). Here,
‘blood relative’ or ‘close relative’ (Se’&  b%%rG) is literally ‘flesh
of his flesh’ (cf. Gen. 2: 23). These regulations interpret rela-
tionships of affinity (connection by marriage) in terms of the
principle that man and wife are ‘one flesh’, that is, kin or blood
relations.16

These regulations therefore define the limits within which a
man may seek a wife. The moment a man married a woman she
became an integral part of his family in the same way in which
children born into that family did. Similarly he became related to
her close female relatives, and should his wife die or should he
divorce her, he could not marry them. The custom of Levirate
marriage is the only exception to these rules (Deut. 25: 5-10).
These rules are not concerned with prohibiting sexual liaisons
with another party when that person is formally married, for this
is covered by the prohibition of adultery (Lev. 18:20;  Exod.
20: 14). But ‘Marriage after the death of the woman’s first
husband or after she has been divorced is what is prohibited
here.‘17

It is already clear from Old Testament regulations like these
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that there are limits placed upon one’s right to remarry after
divorce. ‘The range of potential marriage partners was reduced as
a result of the fast marriage. ‘*’ On the other hand, divorce was a
matter of private family lawI and had few legal restrictions
placed upon it. Nevertheless, the Mosaic legislation does record
two instances which prohibit the right of a man to divorce his wife
‘all his days’. One is the situation where the husband falsely
accused his wife of infidelity during her engagement (Deut.

22: 13-19). The other concerns the man compelled to marry the
woman he had seduced (Deut. 22: 28-9).20 The prohibition of
divorce may be both punitive - punishing the man for flouting
social convention - and reformative - to curb his proven tend-
ency to impetuous action with women.

The Old Testament presupposes the legitimacy of divorce but
says little about its operation. Only one law gives any details, yet
this  law has nothing to do with ZegisZufing  grounds for divorce. It,
too, is a regulation like the rules of Leviticus 18: 6-18 limiting a
man’s right of remarriage after death or divorce. This is the
Mosaic legislation found in Deuteronomy 24: l-4. The under-
standing of Genesis 2: 24 as it relates to the legislation of Leviticus
18 is crucial to a proper understanding of the likeliest interpret-
ation of Deuteronomy 24 thus far set forth.
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law went wrong was in the failure to perceive that the one flesh
persisted after divorce . . .“*

The first thing to keep in mind about this passage is that it is
really focusing not on divorce (as the conservative Shammai and
more liberal Hillel later thought), but on remarriage after divorce.
It is important to point out, as does P.C. Craigie, that

Deuteronomy 24: l-4

J. Murray, in his defence  of the Erasmian view of divorce and
remarriage, believes that the divorce reflected in this passage had
the effect of dissolving the marriage bond. Therefore, he con-
cludes that we should not expect remarriage after a proper
divorce in Matthew 5: 32 and 19: 9 to constitute adultery. The only
problem with Murray’s exegesis and those who follow him is that
the very opposite of what he states is true - namely, the regu-
lation legislated in this passage is grounded upon the continu-
ing existence of the ‘one flesh’ relation established via the first
marriage. Divorces in the Mosaic economy did not actually result
in ‘the dissolution of the marriage bond’, and to follow Murray’s
reasoning, the ‘divorce’ Jesus talked about likewise did not dis-
solve the marriage. As J.D.M. Derrett notes, ‘Where the Jewish

. . . strictly speaking, the legislation relates only to particular cases of
remarriage; the protasis [vv. l-31 contains incidental information
about marriage and divorce, but does not specifically legislate on
those matters. The verses do not legislate divorce, but treat it as a
practicealready known, . . .22

Hence, the interpretation of ‘some indecency’ (‘erwul  d&?r)23 in
verse 1 is really not that important in this argument. Further-
more, it is almost impossible to suggest, as some Erasmians
have, that Jesus gave an infallible interpretation of the Mosaic
legislation regarding grounds for divorce, since there is, in fact,
no legislation respecting grounds for divorce in Old Testament
law! It is unlikely that Jesus would have given an interpretation
respecting grounds for divorce to a piece of legislation which He
knew was intended to regulate a specific case of remarriage.

Stated briefly, this remarriage regulation (v. 4) says that a
divorced woman who has contracted a second marriage may
never subsequently seek reconciliation with her first husband.
The reasons given for this prohibition in verse 4 (‘she has been
defiled [huf~ummd’dh]  . . . that is an abomination [tb’t%ih]  . . . and
you shall not bring sin on the land . . .‘) have resulted in five
different responses.24 It may be mentioned at the outset that any
suggested meaning of Deuteronomy 24: l-4 that does not speak
to the reason for the prohibition of the reunion of the original
couple in verse 4 misses the intent of the legislation found in that
verse.

The first and most commonly heard purpose of Deuteronomy
24: l-4 is the one given by Murray, Atkinson, and others, that the
law’s intent was to discourage hasty divorce. Murray, giving
these verses an interpretation based on New Testament assump-
tions, goes so far as to say that the divorce is what is wrong here
and bears the whole onus of responsibility for the defilement that
is sure to enter when the first marriage is restored after the
consummation of a second!25  However, A. Phillips writes that
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Deuteronomy 24: l-4 cannot be taken as evidence that Moses
sought to limit the husband’s absolute right to divorce his wife
whenever he wished and for whatever reason.26  Furthermore,
this Deuteronomic concession27  would hardly deter an angry
husband intent on divorcing his wife. When a man divorced his
wife, he would not want her to return to him. Since the law
accurately mirrors his feelings when he is giving the divorce it can
hardly have discouraged him. Besides, ‘. . . probably the

_ strongest deterrent to divorce in Israel and all over the ancient
Near East was financial, since the husband had to forfeit the
dowry and may have been involved also in other payments to
his former wife’.28

The second suggestion is that this legislation in Deuter-
onomy 24 views the second marriage as adulterous. Craigie
writes:

. . . the language (defiled) suggests adultery (see Lev. 18: 20). The
sense is that the woman’s remarriage after the first divorce is similar to
adultery in that the woman cohabits with another man. However, if
the woman were then to remarry her first husband, after divorcing the
second, the analogy with adultery would become even more com-
plete; the woman lives first with one man, then another, and finally
returns to the first.29

Yet in this statute the second marriage is regarded as perfectly
legal. It is the restoration of the first that is prohibited (v. 4).
Commentators advancing this position seem to be reading New
Testament ideas back into the Old (cf. Matt. 5: 32). The language
(‘defiled) is suggestive, but that it anticipates the teaching of
Jesus in the New Testament that remarriage after divorce is
adultery is by no means certain. ‘After she has been defiled’30
could be paraphrased ‘after she has consummated her marriage’.
It is possible to read more into the language of ‘defiled’ than this
and to see it as some sort of condemnation of the woman’s second
marriage, but it is a general principle of interpretation to accept
the least semantic content in a word or phrase that makes sense of
the passage. This would mean that if a woman legally married a
second husband after being sent away by the first, but did not
consummate the second marriage, she would not be prohibited
from returning to her original husband.

The third suggestion with respect to the purpose underlying

this biblical rule is ‘the Israelite view that a man must not have
sexual intercourse with his wife after she has had it with another
man’.3* The Bible does evidence a deeply rooted view that a
wife’s sexual relations with her husband are defiled by inter-
course with another man (Num. 5: 13-14, etc.; Jer. 3: 1; Gen.
35: 22 and 49: 4; 2 Sam. 16: 21-2 and 20: 3; Amos 2: 7). This view
further claims that there is a ‘natural repulsion’ against taking
back a wife who has cohabited with another man. This under-
standing, supported by Isaksson and Derrett, is somewhat de-
fensible. One wonders, however, why any man in older societies
would want to marry a divorced woman who had been defiled by
another man. In addition, ‘how is it that a “natural repulsion” has
found expression only within one particular legal system?‘32  No
other ancient Near Eastern legal system contains such a regulation
preventing the renovation of broken marriages.

The fourth suggestion, that of R. Yaron’s, is that Deuteronomy
24 should be explained not in terms of adultery but by reference to
another sphere, namely, incest, and that the regulation aims at
the protection of the second marriage.33  Yaron has observed that
the strong words in verse 4 are the same ones which appear in
connection with the sexual/incest offences  in Leviticus 18 and 20.
He argues that incest laws are designed to protect the family and
to insulate existing socially approved relationships from the
disruptive influences of sexual tension. When a divorcee marries
another man a ‘triangle’ of relationships arises. The first husband
may want to go back to his wife, having repented of dismissing
her, or the wife may draw comparisons between the two men
unfavourable to the second one. The second husband may also be
jealous and apprehensive, making life horrible for his wife. All
these agonies and tensions are prevented if the reunion to the
first husband is prevented.

However, there is one flaw in Yaron’s argument. The reunion
of the first couple is forbidden even if the second husband dies!
Why protect the second marriage when death has ended it? Nor
does Yaron’s view account for the strong remarks in verse 4 and
Jeremiah 3: 1.

Most recently Wenham has offered another explanation for this
regulation that seeks to avoid the weaknesses of the others.
Taking the lead from Yaron, he says that Deuteronomy 24 actu-
ally regards the restoration of the first marriage as a type of
incest.
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Through her first marriage the woman entered into the closest form of
relationship with her husband . , . divorce did not terminate this
relationship; she still counted as a very close relative. If a divorced
couple want to come together again, it would be as bad as a man
marrying his sister. That is why it is described as ‘an abomination
before the Lord’ that ‘causes the land to sin.‘%

The result is paradoxical. A man may not remarry his wife
because his first marriage to her made her into one of his closest
‘relatives. Deuteronomy has taken the theological logic of Leviti-
cus to its limit. It illustrates again the notion that underlies the
incest laws and the laws on premarital intercourse. Sexual inter-
course not only creates vertical blood relationships through the
procreation of children, but horizontal ones as well: the partners
to a marriage become one flesh. These horizontal relationships
are just as enduring as the vertical ones.

In concluding this discussion of Deuteronomy 24, it seems
evident that whether one understands the second marriage after
divorce as adulterous35  or remarriage to one’s original partner
(after she has consummated a marriage with another) as inces-
tuous, one thing seems certain: the ‘one flesh bond of marriage is
not dissolved by legal or customary divorce nor by sexual rela-
tions with a third party. Deuteronomy 24: l-4 does not teach a
dissolution divorce as Murray and so many others have wrongly
taught and subsequently applied to the teaching of the New
Testament. On the contrary, the passage seems to imply that to
seek a divorce is to try to break a relationship with one’s wife that
in reality cannot be broken. Just as we cannot ‘divorce’ our
children from being our own blood relations, no matter how
disreputable they may be, so a man cannot ‘divorce’ his wife who
is his own flesh and blood through marriage. Thus Deuteronomy
24: l-4 understands the ‘one flesh’ bond of marriage to survive
legal or customary divorce. Indeed, this ‘one flesh’ is the very
basis for the legislation found in Deuteronomy 24: 4.

Conclusion
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expensive and infrequent; perhaps it was thought that it would
make for greater social peace to allow divorce in a few cases rather
than to ban it altogether. The penalties for adultery and divorce
constantly reminded men and women that lifelong marriage was
the norm. Remember also that under Old Testament law polyg-
amy was permitted, so a man could have sexual relations with
more than one woman perfectly legally. By forbidding remarriage
after divorce, Jesus simultaneously forbade polygamy. The Old
Testament is therefore not inconsistent in both allowing divorce
and holding that a bond still subsists between the original part-
ners. If a polygamous man could have relations with more than
one wife, so could a remarried divorcee.

Why then does the OldTestament  not ban divorce altogether? We
are just not told. It is true that in ancient times divorce was
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conclude our study here, for Jesus derived His teaching from the
concepts found in Genesis 2: 24. But we must now consider the
second pillar of the Erasmian superstructure. This, in turn, will be
followed by an analysis of the other lines of defence  put
forward in the fourth chapter. In what follows we only wish
to show that a modified form of the early church’s interpretation
has a far better probability of fitting the New Testament evidence
than does the Erasmian interpretation.

CHAPTER SIX

A Critique of the Erasmian View:
New Testament Considerations

In the previous chapter we examined the biblical kinship under-
standing of the marriage relationship. We found that a binding,
perhaps even metaphysical relationship results when a man and
woman leave their respective families, cleave to one another and
consummate their marriage. Husband and wife have become as
closely related to one another as they will be to their own
children. We observed that two other pieces of Old Testament
legislation have their roots in the Genesis 2: 24 principle that man
and wife are ‘one flesh’, that is, kin or blood relations. First, the
Leviticus 18 laws concerning forbidden unions are not only
predicated on literal blood lines but also on ‘blood’ relationships
created through marriage. The relationships that come into being
through marital relations with one’s partner are not dissolved by
his divorcing her or by her death. Though Leviticus 18 makes it
clear that legal divorce does not dissolve the marital union and
the relationships established through that marriage, it does not
make it perfectly clear whether or not extramarital relations so
defile the original union that it is annulled. The second piece of
Old Testament legislation, Deuteronomy 24: l-4, gave us some
help here. We found that this passage understands the ‘one flesh
principle to survive legal divorce as well as sexual relations with a
third party. That some kind of relationship still exists between the
original couple is the very basis for the legislation found in
Deuteronomy 24:4. Finally, we should remember that every
marriage is witnessed by God (Mal. 2: 14: Matt. 19: 6).

This means that the first of the two main Erasmian pillars - the
idea of a Mosaic ‘dissolution divorce’ which is carried into the
New Testament - is simply without foundation. If our inter-
pretation of the Old Testament data is correct we could almost

The Synoptic Gospels

The Syntax of the Protasis of Matthew 19: 9
The other main pillar of the Erasmian view is the belief that the
exception clause in Matthew 19: 9 qualifies the entire compound
conditional relative clause (put away and remarry = the protasis),
thus permitting divorce and remarriage to the innocent party in
the case of unchastity. Matthew 19: 9 reads:

And I say to you, whoever divorces his wife, except for immorality,
and marries another [protasis], commits adultery [apodosis]. (leg0 de
hymin  hoti  hos au apolysp  tPn gy:iaiku  auto&  mP epi porneig,  kaigarrrr’s~  allPn
lprotasisj,  rnoichatai lapodosisl.)’

We have already seen that the early Christian Fathers did not
underBtand  the ‘divorce’ which Jesus permitted for unchastity to
include the right of remarriage. The Fathers’ understanding may
be intrinsically associated with the position of the exception
clause, ‘except for immorality’, in relation to the verb that pre-
cedes the clause (‘to put away’) and the one that follows it (‘to
[relmarry’).  It should be remembered that syntactical relations
and the groupings of words are ‘factors just as important for the
bearing of significance as the more purely lexicographical aspect
of the single word’,2 In other words, even though ‘divorce’ in the
first-century setting automatically included the right of remar-
riage for Jesus’ audience, how Jesus used this term in relation to
other words and concepts in His statements about divorce and
remarriage may clearly indicate that He did not employ this term
in the same way His listeners did. This is why an examination of
the word order which Matthew chose in the protasis of Matthew
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19: 9 is an important consideration in the proper interpretation of
this passage.

Though Greek word order is far less significant to the meaning
of a sentence than the order of words in an English sentence, the
following comment in Blass-Debrunner should be kept in mind:
‘Word order in Greek and so in the NT is freer by far than in
modern languages. There are, nevertheless, certain tendencies
and habits (in the NT especially in narrative) which have created
something like a normal word order.‘3  In fact, certain tendencies
and habits of the New Testament authors may only be revealed
through tedious analysis of certain words or grammatical units in
combination .with  other words and their syntactical relation to
other parts of speech in a sentence.

In considering this matter of Greek word order, it would
perhaps be helpful to quote K.J. Dover’s caution found in the
Preface of his analysis of classical Greek structure.

I believe students of any language should be receptive to ideas which
come from the students of any other language; but I believe at the
same time that no language should be described and analyzed except
in the terms which are positively suggested by its own peculiar nature
and the nature of our knowledge of it.4

Unfortunately evangelicals  move too hastily in analysing the
syntax of Matthew 19: 9, even attempting to base analysis on their
conception of English word order. G. Duty, for example,
approaches the syntactical possibilities of this verse by saying
rather unscientifically:

In the Greek sentence, as in the English, it does not matter which
position in the sentence the exception takes. It can be at the beginning,
middle, or end [by which he means after ‘commit adultery’!], and the
meaning of the law remains the same. But the exception sounds better
[italics ours] in the middle of the Greek sentence and it is the proper
place for it to be.5

Duty and others, of course, do not discuss the fact that this is
one of the few (the only?) if/then constructions in the New Testa-
ment in which the ‘if’ portion contains a compound conditional
clause consisting of two verbs connected by ‘and’ (hi), the first of
which is closely related to and qualified by a negated prep-
ositional phrase (‘except for immorality’) that is placed before the
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co-ordinating’and’.6 Prepositional phrases are adverbial and nor-
mally qualify the verb which they ~oZZOW.~  Yet before Erasmians
can make confident assertions about what the exception clause
qualifies they must demonstrate from New Testament word
order in general and Matthean style in particular that what they
are saying is supported by other considerations. This we hope to
do in defence  of the early church’s understanding that the
exception clause does not sanction remarriage if divorce for
immorality is allowed.

A.C. Thiselton, in his excellent essay on ‘Semantics and New
Testament Interpretation’,
choice’. ’

informs us that ‘meaning implies
This means that through word choice and word order an

author has a number of different ways in which he can convey to
his readers the message he wants them to understand. In the
word order of the compound conditional clause in Matthew 19: 9
there are clearly three possible positions Matthew could have
placed ‘except for immorality’ in order to express Jesus’ saying on
divorce and remarriage. First, Matthew could have placed the
exception clause before ‘divorces’ and after ‘whoever’, in which
case Jesus’ statement would have meant something like this:
‘Whoever does not put away his wife for unchastity and does not
marry another, commits adultery.’ This makes divorce and re-
marriage mandatory in unchastity cases.’ Second, Matthew
could have placed ‘except for immorality’ where he did place it in
the Greek text. To bring out the syntactical function of this
construction, it can be expanded as follows: ‘Whoever puts away
his wife, if it is not for unchastity that he puts her away, and
marries another, commits adultery.’ Third, Matthew could have
placed the exception clause after the second verbal action, ‘mar-
ries another’, and before ‘commits adultery’. The co-ordinating
‘and’ would then connect the two sequential actions (‘put away
and marry another’), and Matthew would have meant something
like this: ‘Whoever puts away his wife and marries another, if it is
not for unchastity that he puts her away and marries another,
commits adultery.’ This last construction comes close to requiring
the interpretation of Matthew 19: 9 Erasmians now give to it.
Thus although the present position of the exception clause does
not eliminate all ambiguity, another word order would have
served Matthew even less well, assuming that he wished to
express the early church view. Had the clause come after ‘marries
another’, it would have expressly sanctioned remarriage; while
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placed before ‘puts away’ it would have made separation manda-
tory for unchastity.
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Murray’s Understanding of Matthew 19: 9
What remains to be evaluated here is Murray’s understanding of
the nature of exceptions to general statements in Greek syntax
and the need he feels to maintain the co-ordination of divorce and
remarriage if Matthew 19: 9 is to make sense as a whole.

It is our contention that if anyone may speak of an under-
standing of.Matthew 19: 9 that is grammatically ‘harsh’, it is the
Erasmian and not the early church view that fits this description.
Confusion arises when the interpreter attempts to explain the
double conditional clause from a potentially ambiguous English
translation instead of allowing the Greek construction to speak
for itself. Matthew 19: 9 is admittedly difficult, but we believe a
clear explanation is possible if the sentence is approached from
the Greek standpoint.

In referring to certain uses of ei mt (‘except, unless’),” Murray
said that usually the statement of that to which a more general
exception is appended is given first in its completeness, and then
the exception in its completeness follows. This is true in numer-
ous uses of ei mt? in Matthew’s Gospel. Yet each of these instances
makes an exception or qualification or refinement to a verbal
statement that precedes it,” and does not pick up a subsequent
verbal statement which follows. Now, when Murray notes the
peculiar syntax of Matthew 19: 9 - that the exception clause is
inserted before the statement as a whole is completed, by which he
means the entire conditional sentence, both the ‘if’ and the ‘then’
portion - we perceive that he is trying to relate the exception
clause to the whole sentence. Since this does not fit the analogy of
other general exceptions appended to specific statements he has
observed, he concludes that the example of Matthew 19: 9 does
not belong to this category.

The more accurate approach, however, is not to attempt to
relate the exception clause to the entire statement; rather by
recognising  the relative independence between ‘if’ (protasis) and
‘then’ (apodosis) expressions, i2 Murray should have sought to
understand the function of the negated prepositional phrase in
the protasis alone (‘Whoever divorces his wife, except for immorul-
if-y,  and marries another’). Does it qualify only the verbal action

which precedes it (as our following word order survey will
suggest), or does it qualify both what precedes and what follows
(‘Whoever divorces . . . and marries another’)?

What Murray and most other exegetes do not realise is that the
‘not’ (me) in ‘not on the grounds of immorality’ (me epi pornei@  is
not merely the simple negative particle nullifying ‘on the grounds
of’ (often compared with the construction in Matt. 26: 5); ‘not’ in
Matthew 19: 9 is governed by the introducto conditional for-
mula’whoever’(hosun =eun),  andthusitisnodi ferentfrom’ifnot,r
unless, except’ (eun m.?). l3 As we have already noted in chapter 2,
the elliptical phrase ‘except for immorality’ does not contain a
verb, and the one to be supplied is the one immediately preceding
it - ‘put away‘ - the one Matthew’s readers just passed over. It
would indeed be grammatically harsh to force another verb -
‘marries another’ - into this elliptical clause that is clearly, by the
nature of its position in the protasis, linked only with ‘put away’.
The construction of Matthew 19: 9 basically indicates that we are
dealing with two conditional statements, one that is qualified and
one that is unqualified or absolute:

1 A man may not put away his wife unless she is guilty of
adultery

2 Whoever marries another after putting away his wife com-
mits adultery

Or, to paraphrase the idea in another way: ‘Putting away for
reasons other than unchastity is forbidden; and remarriage
after every divorce is adulterous.‘i4  But what Matthew 19: 9 may
well mean in the context of Jewish marriage laws as yet remains
to be specified.

We believe Greek word order in general adds further support to
the above analysis. In a study of the function of all the negated
prepositional phrases in the New Testament (about forty with mP
preceding), the following norm emerged: it appears that every
time a prepositional phrase immediately follows the negative
particle mP (unless a postpositive particle intervenes), the nega-
tive particle negates the verb which the prepositional phrase
foZZows  unless the qualification is emphatic, in which case it
precedes the verb it qualifies. I5 Similarly, in an examination of
over 250 prepositional phrases in the first seven chapters of
Matthew’s Gospel, it is clear that Matthew usually has a quali-
fying prepositional phrase follow its intended object (ratio 4:l).
Those which precede the unit to which they add precision are
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usually emphatic phrases moved forward, quotes from the
Septuagint or phrases beginning new sections or movements in
Matthew’s Gospel.

All of this seems to mean that on the grounds of New Testa-
ment word order in general and Matthean style in particular, the
elliptical negated prepositional phrase, ‘except for immorality’, is
intended as a simple limitation of the verbal action that im-
mediately precedes it: ‘put away’. Matthew did not intend the
phrase also to qualify the action which follows: ‘marries another’.
This is further supported by recent studies on the function of the
eunuch-saying in its context of Matthew 19: 3-12. Is it not prob-
able that the.syntactical  grid which we have laboured to under-
stand in the context of the Greek language was intuitive for the
early Fathers who thought, spoke and wrote in their mother
tongue, and this is why the early church did not permit remar-
riage after divorce for whatever cause?

Therefore, when Murray insists that the co-ordination of put-
ting away and remarriage must not be broken, and that this
co-ordination must not be disturbed in any way, it is evident that
he is assuming what he wants to prove. This is not the proper
approach to exegesis. To insist that the exception clause must
qualify both to put away and remarry, is to impose one’s inter-
pretation on the text. It is not denied that this dual qualification
is somewhat possible - which may even be allowing too much -
but considering the actual position of the negated prepositional
phrase in the protasis of Matthew 19: 9, the burden of proof is
certainly on the Erasmian, not the Fathers’ interpretation.

Unfortunately P.H. Wiebe has made the same assumption as
Murray in presuming the elliptical exception phrase mxsf  be
linked to both the divorce and the remarriage conditions of the
protasis. Wiebe correctly understands that Matthew 19: 9 is a
conditional statement, but he does not understand the com-
pound conditional nature of the protasis. The example on which
he builds his entire article is inadequate as a starting point for his
‘logical’ discussion of the implications of Matthew 19: 9: ‘All
major political parties in Canada, except the Parti  Quebecois,
support the continuation of a united Canada.‘16  This English
example, and a defective one at that, is hardly parallel to the
Matthean sentence. Whereas Wiebe’s example contains only one
actual simple condition, the protasis of Matthew 19: 9 contains a
compound or double condition: ‘to put away. . , and to remarry’.
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When both of these conditions are fulfilled, then the sin stated in
the apodosis is realised: ‘he commits adultery’. Now while Wiebe
wants to believe that Jesus teaches, ‘If a man divorces his wife, and
the ground for the divorce is his wife’s unchastity, and the man
marries another, then he does not commit adultery’ [italics ours],
he would have been correct had he said ‘. . . and the man does not
marry another, fhen he does not commit adultery’. The protasis of
Matthew 19: 9 consists of divorce and marriage. The occurrence of
these two sequential events always amounts to adultery.

Wiebe’s unconscious assumption that the thrust of Jesus’
teaching was against the wrong of divorce and not the wrong of
remarriage leads to his ‘logical’ error in confusing Jesus’ teaching
on this subject. Both Murray and Wiebe would have had some
basis for their assertions had the exception clause been placed
after the two verbs in co-ordination (‘put away and remarry’) and
just before ‘commits adultery’, but Matthew 19:9 is not con-
structed this way. That Murray did not consider other syntactical
options possible for Jesus’ divorce saying in Matthew is evident
from the comment at the close of his discussion of the syntax of
the passage: ‘Where else could the exceptive clause be placed if it
applies to all three elements [to put away, marry another and
commit adultery] of the situation expressed?‘i7

In the light of these considerations it appears that Murray was
basically misinformed when he attempted to sort out the syntac-
tical and grammatical implications of verse 9. Subsequent writers
who have referred to Murray’s understanding of this double
conditional sentence - one which to them appeared to be the
definitive treatment in support of the Erasmian view - should
have studied the nature of conditional sentences and Greek word
order for themselves. That Matthew 19: 9 is, in all probability, an
abridgement of 5: 32 that was never intended to permit remar-
riage should also have been considered. We conclude that
Murray’s understanding of exceptions to general statements in
Greek syntax and his insistence that the co-ordination of divorce
and remarriage not be broken is hardly defensible. This insistence
is a logical one which he imposes on the text. Divorces do take
place without remarriage following. These are sequential actions
that do not have to follow one another, indeed, must not follow
one another if it is understood that Jesus taught that all remar-
riage during the lifetime of one’s original partner amounts to
adultery. I8
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To sum up our understanding of the divorce and remarriage
sayings in Matthew, we feel that Matthew intends his readers to
understand 19: 9 in light of 5: 32 and that 19: 9 is likely to be an
abridgement of 5: 32. From 5:27-32  three propositions about
divorce addressed to the man were deduced:

1 To divorce one’s wife is tantamount to committing adultery
(w. 27-32a)

2 To divorce one’s wife for unchastity is not tantamount to
committing adultery (v. 32a)

3 To marry a divorced woman is to commit adultery (v. 32b)
We have, seen that to say ‘divorce, except for unchastity,

is tantamount to committing adultery’ is an idea peculiar to
Matthew’s Gospel. Mark and Luke always state that divorce fol-
lowed by remarriage is adulterous. Matthew does too, but in a
more roundabout way. What we appear to have in Matthew 19: 9,
then, is a combination of the common synoptic principle with
Matthew’s special emphasis” rolled together in a potentially
ambiguous sentence. When 19: 9 is analysed into its constituent
parts, the ambiguity disappears and it makes a fitting retort to the
catch question of the Pharisees. They asked in verse3: ‘Is it lawful
for a man to divorce his wife for any curse at all?’  Jesus replied: ‘It is
always wrong to divorce what God has joined together: what is
more, divorce, except for unchustity, is tantamount to committing
adultery; and remarriage after divorce is always ~0.‘~’
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Harmonisation with Mark and Luke
Another serious problem confronting proponents of the
Erasmian interpretation concerns the nature of biblical authority.
G. Bromiley has recently observed

no plain mandate for remarriage occurs in any of the sayings -
Matthew 19: 9 comes closest - so that even if many circumstances can
arise which make separation wise or necessary, divorce in the full
sense, with the freedom to remarry during the lifetime of the original
partner, does not seem to come unequivocally into the picture.‘l

It must be admitted, with Bromiley, that what is clearly present
in all the divorce sayings is Jesus’ statement that divorce followed
by remarriage always amounts to adultery (Matt. 5: 32; 19:9;
Mark 10: 11-12; Luke 16: 18; cf. 1 Cor. 7: 10-11). That Jesus in
Mark’s account permitted no exception which would allow div-

orce and remarriage is practically unassailable. Mark is writing
his gospel with a particular group of people in mind who, in all
probability (even if Marcan  priority is denied), did not have
Matthew’s account before them. If Marcan priority is assumed,
along with the majority of New Testament scholars, there can
hardly be any doubt that Jesus teaches that all divorce followed
by remarriage is adulterous. We cannot presume that Mark’s or
Luke’s (or even Paul’s) readers had access to the tradition pre-
served in Matthew’s Gospel in the early stages of the transmis-
sion of Jesus’ teaching.”  We can only assume that these writers
intended to convey to their readers precisely what they have
written. That the other gospel writers assumed the implicit
operation of Matthew’s exception clause - and an interpretation
of the exception that permitted remarriage - in addition to what
they have clearly stated in their accounts is hardly the proper
approach to the synoptic differences in the divorce sayings. What
the texts in Mark and Luke do not make clear is whether or not
Jesus would have allowed a divorce that was not followed by
remarriage. This interpretation is left open as a possibility.23

Once again Murray’s solution to the problem of harmonisation
within the synoptic divorce accounts involves beginning with a
premise of his own which he then uses to reason his way through
the texts. He assumes that the burden of emphasis in Mark
10:2-12 and Matthew 19:3-9  is upon the abrogation of the
Mosaic permission of Deuteronomy 24. In beginning with this
premise he is following the reasoning of the Reformers and, in
particular, the work of R.H. Charles in 1921: Jesus revokes all
other reasons for divorce envisaged in Deuteronomy except
divorce for adultery which was not provided for in the Mosaic
law. Murray then notes that even Luke 16: 18 agrees with his
premise: there is no exception to the abrogation of the permission
implied in Deuteronomy 24: l-4. By establishing a point of poten-
tial agreement within each of the synoptic accounts Murray is
attempting to mitigate what amounts, in the end, to a blatant
contradiction within the synoptic tradition.

Murray’s next step is again deficient from an exegetical stand-
point because he assumes what he wants to prove. He notes the
remarkable omission in Mark and Luke of the right of a man to
put away his wife and remarry for adultery. He then says that
there is nevertheless no question about the propriety of such a
dismissal which Matthew 5: 32 and 19: 9 clearly establish. There-
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fore, Mark and Luke’s silence concerning this right does not in
any way prejudice the right itself. What Murray has said so far is
already suspect because he is building upon his own peculiar
interpretation of Matthew’s exception clauses. It is the next point
of his argument that will not bear the weight of the burden he
places upon it.

Murray then quite frankly concludes that since Mark and Luke
do not refer to divorce  for adultery they would not therefore have
had to refer to the right of remarriage in the event of such a case.
Thus Mark and Luke are not envisaging the situation created in
the event of adultery and are not reflecting on the rights of the
innocent partner! But it is impossible to determine what Mark and
Luke mean by what they do not say. Not only is Murray assuming
what he wants to prove, but he also passes over the clear teaching
of all the synoptics:  remarriage after divorce amounts to adultery.
Murray himself remarked in his discussion of the syntax of
Matthew 19: 9: ‘it is the thought of committing adultev,kl remar-
riage that is the ruling thought of this passage . . . In this
connection we may note that in legal sayings in the Bible the most
important element tends to come at the end. The second com-
mandment, for instance, is not concerned about banning all
sculpture and artwork (Exod. 20: 4) but with prohibiting idolatry
(worshipping them, v. 5). Similarly, Deuteronomy 24: 1-4 is not
concerned with regulating divorce (w. l-3) but with outlawing
the remarriage of the original couple (v. 4). If we assume that
Jesus constructed His divorce sayings in the same fashion, it is
clear that His primary emphasis falls on remarriage after divorce.

Finally, we find it hard to swallow the Erasmians’ attempt to
reconcile their interpretation of Matthew’s exception with the
absolute prohibition of divorce and remarriage in Mark and Luke.
We are told that Mark and Luke give the general law of marriage
and Matthew’s fuller account gives the exception to it. Though
this general principle/specific instance type of hermeneutic may
have application elsewhere, it is out of place here. The Erasmian
view of the Matthean clauses is diametrically opposed to the clear
teaching of Mark, Luke and Paul. Chapter 1, Section 9 of the
Westminster Confession states:

The infallible rule of interpretation of Scripture is the Scripture itself;
and therefore, when there is a question about the true and full sense of
any Scripture (which is not manifold [Matt. 19: 4-8; Mark 10: 2-12;
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Luke 16: 18; Rom. 7: 2-3; 1 Cor. 7: lo-11,391,  but one [Matt. 5: 32 =19:
9]), it must be searched and known by other places that speak more
clearly.25

In response to those few interpreters who believe that Matthew
may contain the clearer teaching, and that Mark and Luke con-
densed his account, we are not overly troubled by a condensed
report, but a contradictory one no matter how full or condensed is
a problem. Again, we believe that the problem does not arise with
the clear teaching of Mark, Luke or Paul, but with the interpreter
who imposes his view of the exception clause on the rest of the
New Testament teaching.

Harmonisation and Historical-Cultural Concerns
When the twentieth-century interpreter approaches Jesus’ div-
orce sayings to understand them, he lacks a significant variable
readily available to the disciples of the first century: a cultural
matrix very different from ours within which Jesus spoke His
words and through which His listeners perceived them. Murray
is correct when he states that the propriety of divorce for adultery
was not in question among the Jews, Greeks, and Romans at the
time of Christ. Of particular interest for Mark’s Gospel is the legal
enactment which F. Hauck records:

In Roman law up to the time of the Republic the husband has, in a
case of adulterium,  the one-sided right of private revenge against the
guilty wife even to putting to death. . . The punishment of adultery is
thus a family affair (iudicium  domesticurn).  Only the increasing moral
disintegration of the imperial period led to legal measures by the state.
Augustus passed the Lex Julia de Adulteriis (18 BC]. This declares
adultery a penal offence,  punishes offenders by banishment and
forbids the husband to pardon or to quash the matter. He may be
punished himself if he continues the marriage.26

It is clear in Mark’s Gospel that it is divorce and remarriage that
amount to adultery and not divorce alone. Mark’s Gospel there-
fore leaves open the possibility of the cultural-legal influence of
the day: divorce for adultery may be conceded if demanded by
the legal enactments or social mores of one’s culture; but remar-
riage, though permitted by the culture, is forbidden to the
disciple by the teaching of his Master.27  Here we find our
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observations supported by Evald Lovestam’s insightful remarks
on Mark 10: 11-12.

The fact that this passage is formulated with the Graeco-Roman
situation in mind does not imply that it accepts Graeco-Roman marital
laws as such. It merely presupposes the legal circumstances in the area
in which the readers live and addresses them in their actual situation.
However, within this framework their behaviour is related to the
commandment of God and seen in the perspective of responsibility
and guilt before God. Man and woman are then expressly mentioned
separately. In the one case it is the man who bears the burden of guilt
according to the commandment, in the other it is the womanzs

Why, then, is the exception clause in Matthew’s Gospel and
not in Mark’s? It is obvious to students of Matthew’s Gospel that
he is greatly concerned with issues important to the Jewish
conscience. Adultery was for the Jews, as for the Romans, a crime
against the husband. But far more than that, and unlike Roman
law in which adultery was historically a matter of private family
law, adultery in Jewish law was first and foremost a sin against
God (cf. Exod. 20: 14; Prov. 2: 16-17).29  This sin demanded
punishment by the Jewish community as a whole, and the
husband of an adulterous wife would not be allowed to pardon
her.30 David Hill, in his commentary on Matthew, is correct when
he says that ‘A man was not allowed, he was compelled, by Jewish
law (in New Testament times) to divorce his wife when fornica-
tion before marriage was discovered (cf. Mt. 1. 19; Dt. 22. 13ff.) or
adultery detected . . .“31 The Jewish husbands moral duty was
to divorce his wife in such cases. Thus Matthew writes of Joseph
when he learned of his potentially unfaithful espoused wife:
‘And Joseph her husband, being a righteous man, and not
wanting to disgrace her, desired to put her away secretly’ (Matt.
1: 19). As an observer of the law, Joseph must either expose his
betrothed to the shameful trial of the suspected adulteress, or take
upon himself the responsibility of the act of divorce without
public trial. He had decided upon the latter course of action, but
when the angel removed the suspicion of adultery (Matt. 1: 20),
Mary became acceptable to Joseph again, and he took her as
his wife.32 These are the Jewish marriage customs with which
Matthew’s readers were familiar.

Few evangelicals  take these cultural/Jewish legal consider-
ations into account when examining the ‘exception’ clause in
Matthew. This is the reason the ‘plain’ or ‘natural’ meaning idea,
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which Erasmians so often urge in support of their view of
Matthew’s teaching, does so little to clarify the real issues in-
volved. When Jesus spoke these words, and when Matthew’s
largely Jewish audience read them, they were understood within
a cultural context that is unlike that of the modern reader. On this
understanding, the exception clauses in Matthew’s Gospel were
never intended to give ‘grounds’ for divorce as is commonly
believed today; but rather, as F. Hauck and S. Schulz understand:

The drift of the clauses, then, is not that the Christian husband,
should his wife be unfaithful, is permitted to divorce her, but that if he
is legally forced to do this he should not be open to criticism if by her
conduct his wife has made the continuation of the marriage quite
impossible.33

Liivestam  writes along these same lines. His understanding of
the Matthean exceptions is one that neither sanctions divorce for
immorality nor permits remarriage should this kind of separation
occur.

According to Jewish marital laws the wife could cause the break-up of
a marriage by being unfaithful and the man had no say in the matter. If
the wife was unfaithful, it was thus she and not the man who was
responsible for the divorce. When the teachings in question are
intended for people with this background, they relieve the man in this
case of the responsibility for the divorce and its consequences. The
wife bears it. That is what the exceptive clause means.34

Should we not expect that Jesus, the Son of God, would desire
His disciples to reflect the loyal love of covenant faithfulness that
God required of Hosea  when his unfaithful Gomer persisted in
her immorality.735  If Genesis 2: 24 presents God’s ideal for mar-
riage, then Hosea illustrates God’s ideal in the case of a broken
marriage. Furthermore, it is almost impossible to interpret Jesus’
teaching in Matthew 19: 4-8 as anything but an absolute prohib-
ition of divorce.

These considerations make it very likely that Jesus, by means of
the legally precise exception clause,36  is not adopting His cul-
ture’s mores respecting the need to put away an unfaithful wife;
nor is He sanctioning ‘grounds’ for divorce in this situation as
though they were available to the believer today. He, in all
probability, is saying that He does not hold His disciples guilty for
violating His absolute prohibition of divorce (Matt. 19: 4-8)
should they be forced by the mores of the community around
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them to put away a wilfully adulterous spouse. Like Paul who did
not confront head-on the problem of slavery in his day but
encouraged believers to find their freedom in the Lord, Jesus
exempts His disciples from the responsibility for the divorce
which an unfaithful Jewish wife brings about.37  The exception
clause does not consider the ‘ground’ on which a Jewish husband
may claim his right to divorceand remarry. Jesus, instead, seems to
be reflecting on a situation his disciples would face in a legal and
sociological environment in which certain sexual sins were looked
upon as making the continuation of a marriage impossible.

Furthermore, in the event of marital unfaithfulness we believe
that Jesus would surely require the forgiveness of seventy times
seven (Matt. 18: 21-35) and the goal of restoration exhibited by
Hosea. That Jesus would give ‘grounds’ for divorce in such cases,
as if He were substituting divorce for unfaithfulness in place of
the Old Covenant maximum penalty of death, seems to be a
return to the letter of the law, not the spirit of the law with its much
higher standards as explained in Matthew 5: 21-48.38  Should
reconciliation be impossible, Jesus makes it clear that His dis-
ciples have been given divine resources to remain single after
divorce lest they, like the unbelieving outsiders, should marry
another and commit adultery.

The Erasmian attempt to harmonise the teaching of Jesus in
Matthew with the absolute prohibition of divorce and remarriage
in Mark and Luke is flawed by modern assumptions that Jesus
taught against the wrong of unwarranted divorce (a ‘breaking’ of
the conjugal life) and not the wrong of remarriage (an attempt to
break the union completely, reversing what God has done). Jesus
was against both; but if a divorce today should take place against
the Master’s will, the faithful disciple must not compound the
problem by remarrying. The disciple must above all have that
faith which counts His Lord’s word as good and perfect. And
remarriage, which Jesus calls adultery, cannot be God’s best for
His children.

The Contextual Congruence Problem
Still another problem with the Erasmian interpretation of the
Matthean account of Jesus’ controversy with the Pharisees is
the contextual incongruency that arises at two points. First,
Matthew 19: 3-12 begins with the Pharisees asking Jesus about

possible grounds for divorce (v. 3). They assume the then domi-
nant Hillelite position.3Y Jesus responds with an absolute prohib-
ition of divorce based on His exegesis of Genesis 1: 27; 2: 24 (w.
4-6).“’ The Pharisees recognise  that this is exactly what Jesus has
done because they appeal to Deuteronomy 24: 1 in hopes of
refuting the prohibition of divorce which Jesus had derived from
Genesis (v. 7). Jesus resumes the controversy by interpreting the
Mosaic writing as a mere concession to the Israelites’ well-known
track record: wilful disobedience to Gods revealed will. Then He
adds verse 9: a precept that supposedly prohibits divorce and
remarriage except where immorality has occurred. In a discus-
sion of the Hillelite view, Jesus ultimately appears to side with the
Shammaites! Shammai allowed or demanded divorce in the case
of unchastity, basing his view on Deuteronomy 24: 1. Yet Jesus
has just unambiguously said that that text has no bearing whatso-
ever on His teaching on divorce and remarriage.4*.  In the Erasmian
view verse 9 does not belong naturally with what precedes,
because verses 4-8 do not discuss grounds for divorce at all. If the
Erasmian view is accepted then it is almost impossible to escape
the fact that Jesus is contradicting Himself. David Catchpole
brings out the flavour of the debate much more precisely:

What Moses commanded, the historical Jesus rejects. In Mark x. 2-9
Jesus makes a decision about divorce, in effect, a decision about
Moses. Nothing should blunt the sharp edge of his words. He
diverges from all tradition, whether of Hillelite liberals or of
Shammai’te  conservatives. Paradoxically, by taking a position more
conservative than that of the conservative Shammai’tes,  he takes a
position more radical than all. For this is an abrogation of a law, ‘an
openly declared criticism of the law of Moses’, ‘not an accentuation
of the Torah but an annulling of it’.42

As we have already seen, Jesus did not really ‘annul’ the Mosaic
divorce law, for there is no legislation laying grounds for divorce
anywhere in the Old Testament, only a concession to man’s
sinfulness similar to the concession of polygamy. But this does
not detract from Catchpole’s observation concerning Jesus’ great
distance from both rabbinical schools of thought.

We may also compare this with the Erasmian understanding of
Matthew 5: 32 in the context of the Sermon on the Mount whose
controlling thought is found in verse 48: ‘Therefore you are to be
perfect (tezeioi),  as your heavenly Father is perfect.’ Bruce Metzger
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makes the point that if the Erasmian interpretation of verse 32 is
accepted, Jesus is not substituting the perfect standard of God for
the standard recognised  by the Jews of His day, but rather is
giving a teaching ‘no higher than Shammai’s.‘43 Jesus would not
be upholding the ideal but would be teaching an ideal with one
exception.

Yet modern-day defenders of the Erasmian view believe that
Jesus’ grounds for divorce and remarriage in Matthew 19: 9 were
more restricted than Shammai’s and thus far more difficult to
accept. 44 If this is correct then the above argument would have to
be modified to say that Jesus did eventually go beyond both
rabbinical schools of thought. But Matthew’s exception, on the
Erasmian understanding, is still contextually incongruent with
Jesus’ absolute prohibition of divorce and remarriage found in
verses 4-8.

The problem in this discussion is whether or not Shammai
allowed full divorce only for unchastity or, as some later rabbis
interpreted him, for acts of social immodesty as well: going
outside with hair unfastened, spinning cloth in the streets with
armpits uncovered, and bathing with the men (b. Gif. 90a-b).&
A number of reputable scholars adopt the view that Shammai
permitted divorce and remarriage only on the grounds of
unchastity. 46 We should not be concerned, therefore, with later
Talmudic extensions that may or may not have been in keeping
with the spirit of Shammai’s regulation. We should rather try to
determine (if possible) the view of the school of Shammai at the
time of Jesus. Though we do not believe Jesus adopts the view of
Shammai on divorce and remarriage, it seems almost certain that
the Zogou  porneius (thing/matter of unchastity) of Matthew 5: 32 is a
cryptic reference to the school of Shammai’s reading of the ‘some
indecency’ of Deuteronomy 24: 1. 47 Porneiu (immorality) in 19: 9 is
most likely an abbreviated form intended to be understood like
the earlier statement. All of this is to say that Christ’s absolute
prohibition of divorce and remarriage and the exceptions re-
corded by Matthew point to the obvious context of Jewish
marriage customs in which Jesus’ debate with the Pharisees
transpired. If there could not be a community consensus strong
enough to compel divorce for all of Hillel’s causes, there could be
for transgressions of Shammai’s. The exceptions in Matthew
exempt Jesus’ disciples from the responsibility for the divorce
which an unfaithful Jewish wife brings about.
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Further evidence that Jesus was not promulgating the strictest
view among the Jews of His day nor the Erasmian view of our day
is the astonishment manifest in the disciples’ response to Jesus’
final saying: ‘If the relationship of the man with his wife is like
this, it is better not to marry’ (v. 10). This reaction is incompre-
hensible if the Erasmian interpretation is followed.

The remark of the disciples (10) confirms the view that Christ forbade
divorce, even in the case of the wife’s unchastity. If that was His
decision, their remarkis  intelligible. It would then mean that marriage
is a dangerous condition, if a man cannot free himself from an
adulterous wife. But, if He taught that the divorce of an adulterous
wife was allowable, then their remark would mean that marriage is a
hard lot, if a man may not get rid of a wife whom he dislikes; and it is
hardly likely that they can have meant this. After being Christ’s
disciples so long, they would not hold that what even Jews of the
stricter  school of Shammai maintained respecting the marriage-tie was
an intolerable obligation.48

The amazed and perhaps frightened reaction of the disciples in
combination with Jesus’ further remarks in verses 11-12 can only
be explained if (1) Jesus had prohibited separation or divorce
absolutely; (2) prohibited remarriage after divorce for whatever
reason; (3) given an ‘exception’ that was either an annulment of a
promise of marriage or a forbidden relationship; or (4) the sugges-
tion we prefer would also explain the disciples’ surprise: the
‘exception’ clause does not establish ‘grounds’ for divorce at all,
but would have been culturally understood by Matthew’s readers
in the context of Jesus’ absolute prohibition of divorce. And no
matter how ‘immorality’ (porneiu) is to be interpreted or the syntax
understood, our exegesis of the function of verses lo-12  in
Matthew 19: 3-12 makes it most probable that Jesus exhorts His
disciples either to remain single or to be reconciled after divorce
for whatever cause. This is also what Paul wanted his readers in
Corinth to understand about the Lord’s teaching (1 Cor. 7:
10-11).

The Meaning of ‘Divorce/in  Matthew 19: 9
The early church understood the word ‘divorce’ (upolyd)  in
Matthew 19: 9 to permit separation for the reason of immorality
but not remarriage. This has been severely criticised  in the past,
however, in the light of the obvious way in which the Pharisees
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differently from the Jews, how is it possible for someone to claim
that Matthew’s account permits only separation in the case of the
exception and not also remarriage?

Let us slow down this discussion and move a bit more cau-
tiously and see if the criticisms of a ‘no remarriage’ understanding
of the Matthean exception texts are as weighty as they first
appear. In Matthew’s account does Jesus use the Jewish divorce
term in the same way as the Pharisees, or does He invest it with
new significance? Does the flow of the argument in verses 3-9
make it clear that Jesus employs the Jewish divorce terminology
with a different meaning?

In responding to these criticisms we must first ask a methodo-
logical question. Is it accurate to make the assumption that Jesus
must have taught the same kind of divorce prevalent among the
Jews of His day? Or did He break with the Jews of His day and
teach a new standard? If the evidence leads the interpreter to the
latter, then he should not force the assumption of the former.
Almost everyone agrees that the Jesus of Matthew’s account in
some way restricts the wider Jewish grounds for divorce to one,
namely, unchastity. But is the idea of separation without remar-
riage introduced here? Interestingly, if Jesus did not introduce
the idea of separation without remarriage, then someone else
must have. The notion is clear in the Fathers from Hermas (c.
100-40) onwards. Though we may be able to attribute certain
extremes in the Fathers’ teaching on marriage and divorce to the
sexual asceticism prevalent in that day, it would be rash simply to
dismiss their near-unanimous testimony on this subject through-
out the first five centuries. This is especially true when we
remember that the socio-cultural environment maintained that
every divorce automatically included the right of remarriage.
Consider also the argument of tradition critics who accuse
Matthew of introducing the exception clause in order to justify
the practice of the early church in which Jesus’ absolute prohibition
of divorce proved too difficult to uphold. How does this jibe with
the assertion by others that ascetic practices account for the no-
remarriage position of the early Christian writers? At any rate, the
testimony of the Fathers can only be secondary support for the
teaching found in the New Testament.

Perhaps we may elucidate this first point - that it is improper
to make the assumption that the Jesus of Matthew’s Gospel, like
the Jews, knew only of a divorce that automatically included

use the word in the same context. R.A. Dyson and B. Leeming
note that the early church view

must take the word apoluein, to put away, in two different senses:
t%t of a complete divorce and then of a mere separation from bed and
board. In verse 3 of chapter 19 the Jews ask Christ: ‘Is it lawful for a
man to put away his wife for any cause?’ and in verse 8, Christ says,
‘Moses by reason of the hardness of your hearts permitted you to put
away your wives’; in both instances the word apoluein, to put away, is
taken in the meaning of complete severance of the bond, with freedom
to marry again. Why then in verse 9, ‘whosoever shall put away his
wife,’ should the same word be given a different meaning? And a
meaning which would have been scarcely intelligible to the Jews,
among whom a legal separation, with the bond remaining, was
unknown.49

This is also one of the chief arguments in favour of the Erasmian
view. David Field, in a helpful survey of the voices involved in the
contemporary divorce debate, argues that

. . . the context of Matthew 19 is the rabbinic dispute about the
meaning of Deuteronomy 24. In that debate the divorcee’s right to
remarry was assumed. As the Mishnah makes plain, an essential part
of a bill of divorce was the clause, ‘You are free to marry again’.. The
modem distinction between divorce proper (a uinculo)  and legal
separation (a mensa et thoro) was not something a Jew would have
easily grasped. So if Jesus had used the word ‘divorce’ in a sense that
barred remarriage - without making it crystal clear that he was doing
so- he would certainly have been misunderstood.M

To this we could add that the Jews, Greeks and Romans of
Jesus’ day knew of no such separation without the right to
remarry. The Pharisees’ question in verse 3 did not concern
whether or not remarriage after divorce was allowed, but rather
on what grounds was such a complete divorce allowed. Both
Hillel and Shammai assumed remarriage, so the natural assump-
tion is that Jesus was speaking on their terms. Is it not logical to
assume that if the Matthean texts permit an exception to
Jesus’ ‘no divorce’ teaching, that in the case of the genuine
exception Matthew intends us to understand that Jesus also
permitted the ‘innocent’ party to remarry? Since Jesus does not
appear to be using this standard term for complete divorce any
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remarriage - by reference to another comparable problem of
interpretation. Scholars have observed that J, Jeremias adopts as
his main presupposition when interpreting the parables of Jesus
that their original meaning can be recovered only in terms of what
they must have meant to Jesus’ Jewish hearers. To this George
Ladd replies in a manner appropriate to our discussion:

This assumes that the proper Sitz im Leben of the parables is Judaism,
not the teaching of Jesus. This tends to limit the originality of Jesus.
We must make allowance for the possibility that his teachings tran-
scended Jewish ideas. Therefore the proper Sitz im Leben of the
parables in [sic] Jesus’ teaching, not Judaism.5’

Jesus obviously introduced a new standard of forgiveness that
differed from the ‘up to the seven times’ limit suggested by Peter
(Matt. 18: 21). Jesus firmly said, ‘I do not say to you, up to seven
times, but up to seventy times seven’ (v. 22). He gave the Jewish
concept of ‘forgiveness’ an entirely new significance. Consider
also Jesus’ revolutionary attitude toward women. Certainly the
assumption that Jesus had to be thinking of the complete divorce
allowed by the Jews of His time is an improper one to begin with.
But is there anything in the argument of Matthew 19: 3-9 that
makes it crystal clear how Jesus uses the term ‘divorce’?

Before examining the different nuances of ‘divorce’ in Matthew
19: 3-9, there are some basic matters in the study of semantics
that we ought to recall in the light of the prevalent opinion that
‘divorce’ is somehow a technical term that must have the same
meaning in every place it pops up. James Barr, in his epoch-
making book The  Semantics of Biblical Language, states: ‘a term may
be technical and still. . . require definition in respect of particular
occasions ‘.52 Words alone are not the basic carriers of meaning.
‘The primary units of speaking and understanding are larger,
sentence-like groupings of words. ‘53 ‘Words or other linguistic
signs have no “force”, validity, or meaning, independently of the
relations of equivalence and contrast which hold between
them.‘% Now it is true that in each word there is usually a hard
core of meaning (shared traits), relatively stable, that is only
malleable to a certain extent. Yet meaning does not originate with
language symbols but with those who use them, and within
certain limits the users determine the meaning as precise or
general, specific or vague. Those who seek to atomise language
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and still think that ‘sentences convey the exact sum of the
semantic values of their verbal components’, should keep in
mind for our present discussion that

. . the meaning of a word depends not on what it is in itself, but on its
relation to other words and to other sentences which form its context.
Dictionary-entries about words are rule-of-thumb generalizations
based on assumptions about characteristic contexts.55

In other words, we assume that the reader will agree that it is the
context in which a word appears, where it is used on the lips of a
particular individual, with a given meaning that he intends to
convey - all of this indicates to us the semantic value of a
particular language symbol. We are all aware of the mistake made
too often in the exegetical practices of the past where a single
word virtually becomes autonomous and carries a perceived
meaning wherever it occurs. In contrast to this, we shall see that
‘divorce’ in Matthew 19: 3-9 is used by different individuals with
reference to different concepts in the Old Testament and thus
with different nuances.

In returning to the argument that it is unlikely that Jesus used
the word ‘divorce’ with the meaning of separation without the
right to remarry, it is usually pointed out that the Pharisees use
‘divorce’ in Matthew 19: 3, 7 with the sense of complete divorce.
Then Jesus uses it when he refers to the Mosaic concession which
allowed remarriage (v. 8), and so He apparently is using the term
with the same meaning-content as the Pharisees do. So how can
anyone argue that the word ‘divorce’, in the light of the exception
in verse 9, carries the meaning of simple separation?

At first glance these arguments appear attractive. How can
‘divorce’ (apoly0)  mean complete divorce with the right to remarry
in one place and simple separation in another and that in the
same context? This is highly unorthodox from an exegetical
standpoint.

But first notice who is using the word ‘divorce’ and what  is being
stated. ‘Divorce’ is being used for complete divorce with the right
to remarry on the lips of the Pharisees in Matthew 19: 3, 7. It also
has this meaning on Jesus’ lips in verse 8. It is clear, however, that
in verse 8 Jesus is referring to the Mosaic concession which did
not legislate against marrying a second time after a man had
divorced his wife. 56 Yet as we have learned in our interpretation
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of Deuteronomy 24: 1-4, the circumstantial divorce did not dis-
solve the ‘one flesh’ relationship. Divorce in the Old Testament,
like polygamy, was a concession to Israel’s obdurate sinfulness.
Why, then, in Matthew 19, would Jesus have used ‘divorce’ in
verse 9 in the sense of the Mosaic ‘dissolution divorce’, as so
many interpreters believe, when Jesus Himself brushes aside
Deuteronomy’s concession in favour of Genesis 2: 24? The endur-
ing nature of the ‘one flesh’ kinship/covenant bond established in
marriage is the very basis for the legislation found in Deuter-
onomy 24: 4. Hence it is illegitimate to assume, as many do, that
because Jesus refers to the Deuteronomy 24: 1 divorce in verse 8,
he must be talking about the same ‘dissolution divorce’ in verse 9.

On the contrary, as we noted briefly in chapter 2, those who
believe that Jesus actually allows remarriage after divorce for
unchastity are faced with an even greater problem of changing
meanings. ‘Divorce’ is given two different senses, and this in one
verse! Notice:

1 Putting away for unchastity plus remarriage does not equal
adultery

2 Putting away for other reasons plus remarriage equals
adultery.

In the first case, since remarriage does not constitute adultery,
putting away obviously dissolves the marriage completely. as
traditional Jewish divorce was believed to do. This means that in
statement (1) ‘divorce’ means complete divorce with the right to
remarry. In the second case, ‘divorce’ cannot have this signifi-
cance because remarriage involves adultery. This means that in
statement (2) ‘divorce’ means only simple separation. Thus two
different senses have been given to ‘divorce’ on the lips of Jesus.
The Erasmian view results in semantic confusion in a legal context
where we would expect Jesus to be very precise considering the
importance of the subject.

Now if it is allegedly unorthodox to use a single word in two
different senses employed by two different individuals (Pharisees
and Jesus) who refer to two different Old Testament contexts for
their concept of ‘divorce’ (Deut. 24: 1 and Gen. 1: 27; 2: 24), then it
is certainly suspect to give two senses to a single word used by
Jesus alone in a single context (v. 9)! No such confusion arises in
the earl church view, for ‘divorce’ means ‘separate’ without the
right oYremarriage in both instances considered by Jesus. We
may further conjecture that if there was any doubt left about the
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nature of the ‘divorce’ Jesus was teaching, His addition of the
unqualified conditional statement, ‘And whoever marries a div-
orced woman commits adultery’ (Matt. 5: 32b; longer reading of
19: 9; cf. Luke 16: 18b), should have made clear to His listeners
that legal divorce, even for immorality, does not dissolve a
previously existing marriage.

When it comes to Jesus’ use of the word ‘divorce’, we can safely
say, using the Erasmian criteria, that is not the early church’s
interpretation that results in confused semantics, but the
Erasrnian.

The Meaning of ‘Immorality’in the
Exception Clauses
Before making the transition to Paul’s witness to the New Testa-
ment teaching on divorce and remarriage, we shall briefly con-
sider the Erasmian interpretation of ‘immorality’ (pomeiu)57  in
the Matthean exception clauses. Erasmians who understand ‘im-
morality’ as denoting the unfaithfulness of a married woman,
namely, adultery, often criticise others who defend the meaning
of ‘immorality’ (pomeia) in the Matthean clauses in what they feel
is a ‘restricted’ use of the word. Sexual unfaithfulness during the
betrothal period (= legal marriage in biblical and Talmudic law)
and ‘marriages’ within the forbidden degrees (Lev. 18: 6-18) are
two possible interpretations usually so criticised.  What is often
overlooked in such criticism is the fact that giving ‘immorality’ the
specific meaning of ‘adultery’ (moicheiu) is just as restricted as the
meanings they criticise! Whereas other meanings can be sup-
ported from uses of ‘immorality’ in the Septuagint, pre-Christian
Jewish literature, the New Testament, Qumran literature and
patristic material, there is no unequivocal reference in the Sep-
tuagint, pre-Christian Jewish literature, or in the New Testament
that would intimate the equation of ‘immorality’ (porneiu) with
‘adultery’ (moicheiu) in the way Murray and others want to restrict
it in the Erasmian view.

Typical of the support offered by Erasmians for their interpret-
ation of ‘immorality’, over and above other possibilities, is the
following:

Many identifications have been proposed for the porneia (here listed in
descending order of probability): (i) adultery (cf. Sir. 23:23);  (ii)
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marriage (entered in good f&n)  L~I~IW i GIG pr:>liibited  degr.ri-c  oi
consanguinity (Lev. 18: 6-18; cf. Acts 15: 2ti, 29; I Cm. 5: 1 where
incest = porneia) where purneia = I-irb.  z’nirt;  {iiij pre-marital unchastity
discovered after marriage (cf. Deut. 22: 13-21); (iv) moral or spiritual
adultery (since figuratively z’rilit  can denote apostasy or violation of
the covenant, e.g., Num. 14: 33); (v) logos porneias (Matt. 5: 32) = Heb.
‘erzuat  drib&  (Deut. 24: 1, LXX aschPnion  pragma), ‘some indecency’; (vi)
a mixed marriage between a Jew or Christian and a pagan; (vii)
prostitution.58

What is amazing in this listing is the placement of ‘adultery’ first
on the sole basis of the reference in Sirach 23: 23, which, in the
words of B. Vawter, is ‘a very difficult thing to prove, if it is to be
taken in the sense of marital infidelity.‘59

A. Isaksson and others have demonstrated that there is a distinc-
tion between what is regarded as ‘adultery’ and what is regarded
as ‘immorality’ throughout the New Testament (Matt. 5: 27-32;
15: 19; 19: 9; Mark7: 21; 1 Cor. 6: 9; Heb. 13: 4). It seemsimprobable
that Matthew would use ‘immorality’ (porneiu) for what ‘adultery’
(moicheiu) explicitly requires. The oft-quoted reference in Sirach
23: 23 as a sure example of where ‘immorality’ is semantically
equivalent to ‘adultery’ is far from certain. J. Jensen, author of
probably the best article examining the uses of ‘immorality’ in the
relevant literature, translates Sirach 23: 23, ‘she has wantonly
committed adultery’ (err porneiu emoicheusfhC).60  Isaksson noted
backin  1965 that ‘immorality’ in this verse most likely refers to the
‘sexual desire’ that led the wife to commit the adultery.61 The
same is probably true of ‘immorality’ in The Shepherd of Hermus
Mandate 4.1.5 andTobit  8: 7.

Some Erasmians have concluded from passages like Jeremiah
3: 8, Isaiah 50: 1 and Hosea 1: 9 and 2: 2 (LXX), that ‘immorality’ is
the equivalent of ‘adultery’, that God Himself is a divorcee, and
so we should not consider divorce and remarriage strange in
Jesus’ teaching. By using this type of allegorical hermeneutic,
polygamy might also be permitted to the Christian because
Jeremiah 3: 8 states that God married both Israel and her sister
Judah! Nor should the interpreter press such poetical and
metaphorical language into the service of determining the exact
meaning of ‘immorality’ in legal passages in Matthew’s Gospel.
F.I. Andersen and D.N. Freedman’s extensive discussion of the
Hebrew root znh (to commit fornication, be a harlot) and related
nouns in the Old Testament demonstrates further that passages
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like tiLiSw  i 3 arid  &t;kie! Iis cannot be invoked to support the
view that ‘in,moraIity’  and ‘adultery’ are ever used as synony-
mous terms6’

If ‘immorality’ (purneia)  IS not to be understood in one of the
restricted senses, nor the preteritive ‘undefined sense, then it
most likely refers to those sexual sins punishable by death in
Leviticus 18 and 20: adultery, incest, homosexuality and besti-
ality. Sexual aberrations which involved flagrant, unthinkable
violations of the law, something abhorrent to the Jewish con-
science, would be described by the term ‘immorality’ and its
related Greek and Hebrew forms. On this point we are basically
in agreement with modern-day defenders of the Erasmian view.

Paul’s Teaching in 1 Corinthians

Many errors can be avoided in the interpretation of 1 Corinthians
7 once we identify the overall structure and the various groups of
individuals that Paul is addressing. He uses the structural
marker, ‘Now concerning’ (Peri  de: 7: 1, 25; 8: 1; 12: 1; 16: 1, 12),
to indicate his answers to the various questions which the
Corinthians addressed to him.63 It is clear that chapter 7 has two
main divisions, a brief outline of which here follows?

A (7: lb-24) Paul gives directions to married couples and those
formerly married
1 (7: lb-7) Directions to married believers who thought it

was best to abstain from sexual relationP
2 (7: 8-9) Directions to widowerP  and widows who cannot

control their desires (they may marry again)
3 (7: 10-11) Both Paul and the Lord command believing

partners not to seek a divorce, but should divorce occur
they must stay single or be reconciled

4 (7: 12-16) Believers should live harmoniously with their
unbelieving partners in both marriage and separation
because their influence may bring the unbeliever to
faith

5 (7: 17-24) Principle: Believers should remain in the same
situation in life which they were in when saved because
what Christ demands of His ‘slaves’ is obedience to Him
rather than other masters
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and hints elsewhere that only the death of a spouse permits
remarriage (1 Cor. 7: 39; Rom. 7: 1-3)-and Charles’s appeal to the
tampered text, as roadways for pressing a particular understand-
ing of Matthew’s exception upon Paul. This is not exegesis, it is
eisegesis: reading into the text the interpreter’s meaning and not
Paul’s.71

There is a possibility that Paul’s qualification of the secular
divorce terminology has its parallel in Jesus’ unqualified state-
ment, ‘And whoever marries a divorced [person] commits adul-
tery.’ The Christian, now under a new Master (not just the
Roman authority), does not have the right to remarry after
divorce, whatever the cause, because that is adultery in the light
of the command of the Lord (Mark 10: ll-12//Matt.  19: 9) despite
what the legal authorities permit.

David Dungan,  in The Sayings of Jesus in the Churches of Paul
(1971), argued that Paul’s statement in 1 Corinthians 7: lla rep-
resents a concession and indicates that Jesus could not have
taught a strict prohibition of divorce. He believes verses lo-11 do
allow divorce but prohibit remarriage.” But this is extremely
unlikely. Dungan’s  ‘concession’ interpretation has precipitated
the correctives of at least three writers; Catchpole is one of them:

Firstly, such a flat contradiction requires us to regard Paul as intellec-
tually confused and pastorally confusing, which is hard to credit.
Secondly, the form of the section, i.e. a statement of basic principle in
two parts, surrounding advice about a real situation, is paralleled in
the relationship between verses lb, 7 and 2-6, and between verses
12-14, 16 and 15. Therefore verse lla is to be taken as a situational
parenthesis in which a less than ideal situation has posed a problem
and receives a solution.73

Finally, we should mention that some commentators feel that
Paul’s use of two different words for divorce in verses lo-15  - ‘to
separate’ (chdrizd,  vv. 10, 11, 15) and ‘to divorce’ (uphi&ni, vv. 11,
12,13)  - may reflect the fact that in the Jewish law of divorce only
the husband had the right to divorce. But Paul is no doubt using
the terms interchangeabl to mean divorce under whatever tech-
nicalities of law existed. Y4 Though in Jewish law a woman did
not have the right to divorce her husband,75  in Greek and Roman
law she did. The practice in Corinth would have been in line with
Greek and Roman customs. The clue that Paul is not using one
term to refer to the wife’s act of separating and the other to refer to

B (7: 25-38) Paul gives directions to the previously unmarried
(i.e., engaged couples)67

C (7: 39-40) Concluding exhortation: A widow is free to marry
whomever she desires as long as he is a believer, though
Paul believes she would be happier if single

1 Corinthians 7: 1 O-l 1
Following in the footsteps of the Reformers, modern-day Eras-
mians harmonise their understanding of Matthew’s exceptions
with 1 Corinthians 7: lo-11  by declaring that Paul is not here
considering the matter of divorce for adultery: separation on
grounds short of immorality is in the back of Paul’s mind. This is a
problematic analysis for, despite the fact that whatever the reason
for divorce in 1 Corinthians 7: 10-11, Paul’s understanding of the
Lord’s teaching permitted only two courses of action after any
divorce: remain single/unmarried or be reconciled.68  The fact that
Paul adds ‘remain unmarried’ indicates that we are in the realm of
legal divorce procedure that permitted remarriage. Both of the
terms Paul employs here - ‘to separate’ (ch8rizb)  and ‘to divorce’
(uphi&ni)  - are found in legal papyri with the meaning of full
divorce and would have been understood that way by Paul’s
readers. Though Paul uses the secular divorce terminology, he
plainly intends these words to be understood as divorce without
the right to remarry. He does this by the addition of a qualification
should divorce and/or separation occur: ‘let [them] remain un-
married, or else be reconciled’ (v. lla).

Paul’s qualifying exhortation stands in the way of R.H.
Charles’s understanding of the New Testament teaching on
divorce. In his own words, 1 Corinthians 7: lla ‘contains the on%
words in the New Testament which forbid remurriuge  after divorce’.
Though we do not agree that these are the ‘only’ words in the
New Testament forbidding remarriage after divorce, this passage
poses quite a problem to Charles’s particular understanding of
the Matthean exceptions. He is forced to deal with this difficulty
by viewing verse lla as an interpolation: ‘This clause appears to
have been a marginal and misleading gloss, which was subse-
quently incorporated into the text.‘70  We can hardly sanction the
Erasmians’ use of the intentional fallacy - the error of supposing
that Paul assumes permission to divorce and remarry in the event
of Matthew’s exception even though he gives no indication of this
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the husband’s act of divorcing is Paul’s use of ‘to separate’
(chdrizd)  of both the husband or wife who divorces in verse 15.

1 Corinthians 7: 15
In verses 12-16 Paul turns his attention to Christians who are
married to unbelievers. 76 Erasmians believe that Paul allows the
believer to remarry after the divorce which he permits in verse 15:
‘Yet if the unbelieving one leaves, let him leave; the brother or
sister is not under bondage in such cases, but God has called us to
peace.’ We saw that many of the Reformers felt that this was in
line with Jesus’ saying that adultery was the only reason for
divorce and remarriage because they could not envisage an
unbeliever deserting without also attaching himself to another
woman (which amounts to adultery). Some modern-day de-
fenders of the Erasmian view also take this approach. The West-
minster Confession makes it clear that the adulterer is viewed us if
he were dead. Apparently this legal fiction enabled the Reformers
to justify the remarriage of only the innocent deserted party in
view of Paul’s other statements that death dissolves the marriage
union (Rom. 7:2-3; 1 Cor. 7: 39). Modern Erasmians do not
defend the so-called ‘Pauline privilege’ with this last argument,
but instead appeal to individual meanings of words and various
psychological and humanistic reasons for allowing remarriage.
But we find at least seven reasons why verse 15 cannot be
construed to permit remarriage to the deserted Christian.

The first and most important consideration is the nature of
marriage itself: it is a creation ordinance and binding on all
irrespective of one’s faith or the lack thereof.77  Whether a spouse
is a Christian or a non-Christian appears to have little to do with
Christ’s teaching on the indissolubility of marriage which he
derives from Genesis 1: 27; 2: 24.78

Secondly, the entire context of verses lo-16 revolves around
and does not depart from Paul’s and the Lord’s command that a
believer must not divorce. The question we should ask is what
does Paul’s statement in verse 15b - ‘the brother or the sister is
not under bondage (OU dedoulbfui) in such cases’ - mean in the
context of w. lo-16?  When D. Atkinson tries to belittle the early
church view by saying “‘Free to be deserted” makes nonsense of
the paragraph ,’ 79 he is not interpreting contextually. A. Robert-
son and A. Plummer have interpreted contextually when they
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state: ‘All that ou  dedouldfui  clearly means is that he or she need not
feel so bound by Christ’s prohibition of divorce as to be afraid to
depart when the heathen partner insists on separation.‘80 Paul
cannot be saying that the believer is no longer ‘bound in marriage’
to his unbelieving spouse because this introduces an idea foreign
to the whole context and contrary to the nature of marriage as a
creation ordinance. Paul knows the binding nature of creation
directives because he appeals to them in support of his teaching
elsewhere (1 Cor. 11: 2-16; Eph. 5: 22-33; 1 Tim. 2: 12-15).

Thirdly, Paul uses in verse 15 the same word for ‘divorce’
(chorizd)  that he does in verse 11 where he clearly states the
content of his use of it: it does not include the right to remarry.
J.A. Bengel  speaks of the believer’s freedom from feeling they
somehow had to change the desire of their mate to be divorced,
ye,t;dds  ‘but with that exception, let her remain unmarried, ver.
11 .

Fourthly, Dungan notes the ‘similarity between “let her remain
unmarried or be reconciled" (v.  lla) with the general ho
outlook in v. 16 that not divorce but conversion occur’.8 ;P

eful
It is

interesting that the early church Fathers connected verse 16 with
the distant verse 13, whereas modern commentators from the
thirteenth-century onwards hold that verse 16 is the explanation
of verse 15.83 These two options depend upon how verse 16 is to
be translated. The NASB reads: ‘For how do you know, 0 wife,
whether you will save your husband? Or how do you know, 0
husband, whether you will save your wife?’ This translation
implies that the hope of conversion is remote. This means verse
16 would most naturally refer to verse 15. In contrast, the NEB
reads: ‘Think of it: as a wife you may be your husband’s salvation;
as a husband you may be your wife’s salvation.’ This translation
implies that the hope of conversion is good. This means verse 16
looks back to verses 12-13, both of which conclude with a
prohibition of divorce. We believe the NEB translation is correct
because lexical usage (of interrogative ei) allows for it and contex-
tual congruency favours it. Thus we believe verse 16 provides a
reason for Paul’s remarks in verses 12-15 as a whole. Why should
believers live harmoniously with their unbelieving mates either
in marriage or separation? Because they may very well be the
channel through whom God brings their unbelieving partner to
faith.

Fifthly, the lexical argument which R.H. Charles offers is
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tortuous. His point is that ‘is not under bondage’ (ou dedouldfui)  in
verse 15 supposedly has the same meaning as ‘free’ (eleufheru) in 1
Corinthians 7: 39 and Romans 7: 3. A comparison of these pass-
ages, however, will reveal that whenever Paul is speaking about
the legal aspects of being ‘bound’ to one’s partner (or bound by a
promise of marriage to one’s betrothed, 1 Cor. 7: 27), he uses the
verb de0  (Rom. 7: 2; 1 Cor. 7: 39),  not doulod  (‘enslave, subject’) as
he does in 1 Corinthians 7: 15. The burden of proof is on the
interpreter who attempts to show that something other than the
actual, literal death of one’s partner provides a basis for remar-
riage. The only clear precept about remarriage in Paul’s theology
and explicitly stated in Scripture is that remarriage is permitted
to an individual after the partner has died. To introduce the con-
sideration that some kind of divorce or desertion ‘breaks’ the
marriage bond and permits the ‘innocent’ party to remarry is an
attempt at eisegesis of the writings of Paul.

Some Erasmians have further argued that doulob (v. 15) and
de6 (w. 27,39;  Rom. 7: 2) have a common root and are therefore
etymologically related. This is supposed to hint that the two
words may be used interchangeably, whatever their context, and
Paul implies that desertion is like death when it comes to breaking
the ‘law of marriage.’ This type of argument exemplifies what Barr
calls ‘the root fallacy’: the belief that the meaning of the root of.a
word can confidently be taken to be part of the semantic value of
any word in which it occurs.* A similar error is ‘etymologising,’
or giving excessive weight to the origin of a word over and against
its actual semantic value in a given context.

Even if these two words do have a similar root, which is high%
suspect, ‘the test of explanations of words is by their contexts,
not their root. A simple concordance study will show where Paul
employs deo and where he employs doulob.  Never does Paul use
douloo  (1 Cor. 7: 15) in reference to that legal aspect of marriage
which, in Paul’s theology, can only be broken by the death of one
of the partners. And even if Paul had used de8 in verse 15, the
word’s occurrence in its immediate context of Christ’s command
not to divorce, and not its usage in a different context, determines
its semantic value. The arguments for no remarriage after deser-
tion would still apply even if Paul had used de6 in verse 15 instead
of douloo.  What Paul is saying to the deserted Christian is in
principle in line with what we have said about the exception
clauses in Matthew: Paul exempts the Christian from the re-
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sponsibility for the divorce which an unbelieving partner brings
about.%

The sixth reason that 1 Corinthians 7: 15 should not be under-
stood as giving grounds for the deserted Christian to remarry
concerns the testimony of the Fathers in the first centuries. We
have already noted the testimony of Tertullian on this issue in
chapter one. He speaks quite firmly about the permanence of
marriage even with non-Christian spouses: corn
with the right to remarry appears to be ruled 0ut.s 7p

lete divorce
H. Crouzel’s

study likewise concluded that the only Father in’ the first five
centuries who permits the deserted Christian to remarry is the
Latin Father Ambrosiaster (who wrote between 366 and 383).
This is a fact of which many present-day canonists are unaware.

Finally, the principle which Paul teaches in verses 17-24 im-
mediately following this question of desertion is further evidence
that Paul did not permit the deserted believer to change his
status. J.A. Fischer, in his interesting ‘word distribution’ study of
1 Corinthians 7: 8-24, notes there is a difference between w. 8-16
and the section which follows in verses 17-24.

Nevertheless a connection occurs in the use of kale0 [to call] in 7: 15 and
the multiple uses of ‘call’ in 7: 17-24; a lesser ligature occurs between
doulob  [to enslave, bring into bondage] in 7: 15 and the multiple use of
‘slave’ in 7: 17-24. In conclusion, the analysis indicates that the
passage extends from v 8 to v 24 (not to v 16 as in my original
supposition and as is generally printed in translations) and that within
this pericope  1 Cor. 7: 8-16 is a specific application of a more generic
teaching in 1 Cor 7: 17-24.w

At least three times in verses 17-24 Paul states the equivalent
of, ‘Let each man remain in that condition in which he was called.’
The principle is this: Believers should remain in the same situa-
tion in life in which they were when they became Christian
because Christ demands of His ‘slaves’ sole obedience to Him not
a shared allegiance to other masters. We believe that here also is
the answer to the question: ‘What if I was divorced before
becoming a Christian? May I remarry as a believer?“’ We believe
the answer to this question is a difficult ‘No’. Some Erasmians cite
2 Corinthians 5: 17, ‘the old things passed away; behold, new
things have come’, in support of the contention that pre-
Christian divorce is somehow different, and all of that is changed
once a person becomes a believer. But this verse really does not
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support such a consideration,” and it actually teaches that a
believer, as a new creation in Christ, now has the resources to
obey Christ’s commands which bring true happiness and fulfil-
ment, including the realm of marriage as a creation ordinance.

In the light of these seven points we feel the burden of proof is
really upon defenders of the Erasmian view and Roman Catholics
who propose that Paul here permits the deserted Christian to
remarry. The evidence which they cite does not establish their
case. In saying ‘the believer is not bound’, Paul is simply allowing
the believer to agree to an unbeliever’s insistent demand for
divorce. The responsibility for this divorce lies on the unbe-
liever’s head. Paul is not thereby suggesting that the Christian
divorcee may then remarry. This would be a contradiction of our
understanding of the meaning of ‘one flesh’ in Genesis 2: 24: the
basis for Jesus’ teaching that all remarriage after divorce amounts
to adultery.
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1 Corinthians 7: 27-8
The most recent Erasmian argument to support the claim that
Paul did not consider remarriage after divorce a sin concerns the
interpretation of 1 Corinthians 7:27-8. The mistake Erasmians
make here provides a good lesson in careful contextual. in-
terpretation where a single word used in different contexts has
different nuances, although each nuance falls within the sem-
antic range of the word.

The word ‘unmarried’ (ugumos) is used four times in the New
Testament, and all of these occur in 1 Corinthians 7 (vv. 8,11,32,
34). In verse 8 it is masculine and is used in parallelism with
‘widow’ (cheru)  where Paul says: ‘But I say to the unmarried and to
widows that it is good for them if they remain even as I.’ There is a
word for ‘widower’ in Greek (cheros),  but it is not used in the New
Testament or in the Septuagint. A glance at Liddell  and Scott’s
Greek-English Lexicon will reveal that ‘unmarried’ is used to denote
both ‘bachelors’ and ‘widowers’. The parallelism thus suggests
that in 1 Corinthians 7: 8 ‘unmarried’ refers on/y to ‘widowers’,‘l
and not to any bachelor or single person. Furthermore, Paul, in
this context, specifically points to himself as an example of one of
these ‘unmarried’ who has decided to remain single. In the
context of verses 8-9 this ma21

well confirm what many believe:
Paul himself was a widower. 2 Unmarried rabbis were few and

marriage appears to have been obligatory for all Jewish men (mu
Yebum. 6: 6).

The reason that some interpreters still contend that ‘unmar-
ried’ in verse 8 may also denote bachelors and single people in
general is probably due to their misinterpretation of 1 Corinthians
7: l-7. Gordon Fee, in our opinion, has pointed the way to an
accurate and contextually congruent interpretation of these
verses.93  Fee points out that the usual approach to this passage is
to say that Paul is advising marriage for those who are not able to
avoid sexual immorality. Note the way the NIV translates verses
l-2:

Now for the matters you wrote about: It is good for a man not to marry.
2 But since there is so much immorality, each man should have his
own wife, and each woman her own husband.

The whole chapter is then seen as addressing the question of ‘to
marry or not to marry’, and verses l-7 are understood as an
introduction to the whole.

Thus it is suggested that on this question Paul prefers celibacy (v 1)
but that because of sexual passions (v 2 interpreted in light of vv 9,
36) he concedes marriage (vv 2, 6). If there is a marriage, then there
should be full sexual relations (vv 3-4) except for occasional periods
of abstinence for prayer (v 5). In v 7, however, Paul reverts to his
initial preferences expressed in v 1. Since Paul so clearly affirms
sexual relations in vv 3-5 it is hard for these interpreters to believe
that he would deny them in v 1, and hence the idiom - with no
philological support-is expanded into ‘to marry.‘94

This makes it easy to see why ‘unmarried’ in verse 8 may denote
single people in general. The above approach to these verses
finds Paul resuming his preference for singleness in verse 7.

This interpretation, however, is faced with insuperable dif-
ficulties. The word which the NIV translates as ‘to marry’ is better
left in its figurative form of ‘to touch’ (NASB). As Fee has shown,
this word universally appears in classical Greek and in the Greek
Old Testament as a figurative expression for sexual intercourse
(cf. Gen. 20: 6). 1 Corinthians 7: lb is a slogan of the ascetics at
Corinth, and they have written to Paul that ‘it is good for a man to
abstain from sexual relations with a woman’. As Paul does else-
where (1 Cor. 6: 12b,  12d, 13b, 18~) he counters the Corinthian
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slogan in verse 2. Here arises the second lexical mistake of the
common interpretation. Paul’s statement, ‘let each man have his
own wife . . .’ does not mean ‘let each man get married’; but as
Fee demonstrates, it has here its normal usage (even in Paul, cf.
5: 1) with sexual overtones. Paul is saying to the married Corin-
thian Christians who were advocating abstention from marital
relations, ‘Continue in marital relations with your own wife,
and you wives likewise with your own husbands!’ Paul’s re-
marks to both the husband and the wife in verses 3-5 - far from
being a digression as in the traditional approach to these ver-
ses - then make perfect sense. As Fee suggests, the ‘because
of immoralities’ in verse 2 is probably a direct reference back to
6: 12-20 where men, in all probability married, were going to the
prostitutes (and possibly even at the suggestion of their ascetic
wives!).95

To complete Fee’s analysis, verse 5 makes it clear that sexual
abstinence is not the norm. It may be allowed, but it must only be
temporary. Verse 6 is not to be taken with what follows, but
makes the point that abstinence is not something to be desired. It
is only a concession to the ascetic Christians at Corinth. In verse 7
Paul agrees in principle that ‘it is good for a man not to have
relations with a woman’, but that this is true only for the single
gifted person who is completely free from the need of sexual
fulfilment. Celibacy of this kind is good, but not for the married.96

We have obviously belaboured this point but we have done so
for a reason. We have attempted to show that beginning with 1
Corinthians 7: lb Paul begins giving directions to those who are
married or were at one time married (see outline above). Verses
8-9 concern directions to the ‘unmarried’ who were at one time
married and therefore can only be widowers. Paul does not even
start to discuss the situation of the previously unmarried until
verse 25. The disregard for the context in which ‘unmarried
occurs is what results in the latest Erasmian argument that
divorcees may remarry according to verses 27-8. Here is how the
argument goes.

In verse 11, ‘unmarried’ clearly means living in a state of
separation from one’s husband or wife. From this use of ‘unmar-
ried’ in verse 11, Colin Brown concludes that Paul uses this word
to refer to ‘the divorced’. In a show of poor exegesis he then
almost dogmatically states that verses 27-8 not only apply to
‘the single, widowers and widows,’ but also to the divorced. He

translates ‘virgins’ (tdn purfhendn) in verse 25 as ‘unmarried’ so his
readers will ‘understand’ that it includes the ‘unmarried’ (ugumos)
of verse 11: the divorced!97  Not only does this make Paul contra-
dict himself in the space of a few verses, for he has just told the
divorced they must remain single or be reconciled (v. lla); but it
passes right over Paul’s structural marker (‘Now concerning’)
which he uses to denote a change of subject in verse 25. Paul has
already spoken of the problems of the married and formerly
married (widowed and divorced) in verses l-24. Now in verses
25-38 he addresses the ‘virgins.’

But who are these ‘virgins’? This question is usually focused on
the interpretation of verses 36-8. Some feel that Paul is giving
advice to the father of a girl who is beyond marriageable age (cf.
NASB).98 Others believe that Paul is describing a kind of spiritual
marriage in which couples live together without having sexual
relations (cf. Moffatt’s trans.). ss Still another view is that Paul is
speaking about a widowed sister-in-law and the Corinthians
want to know if they are bound by the Jewish custom of Levirate
marriage. loo But by far the best interpretation, in our view, is the
one convincingly argued by J.K. Elliott.“i  He demonstrates that
these ‘virgins’ (ton purfhendn, only gen. pl. in NT) are engaged
couples (cf. RSV, NIV). In the rest of the New Testament ‘virgin’
is commonly used of a betrothed girl (Luke 1: 27; Matt. 1: 18,23;
25: l-13; 2 Cor. 11: 2), and throughout verses 25-38 Paul ad-
dresses the men and his special notations are to the women
(cf. w. 28b,  34). The question these engaged couples ask Paul is
whether or not to fulfil their promises of marriage in view of the
present distress. So when Paul says in verse 28, ‘But if you should
marry, you have not sinned’, he is not speaking to divorced
individuals as a good number of Erasmians suppose. He is
speaking to those who are bound by a promise of marriage
(= engaged) in verse 27. It is to this group that Paul says, ‘But if
you should marry, you have not sinned’ (v. 28a).

It is interesting that when Paul says in verse 27, ‘Are you bound
to a woman? Do not seek to be released (Iysin)‘,lo2  he uses the verb
2yfi  (set free, release). But when Paul speaks of divorce in 1
Corinthians 7, the verb he uses is not lyb  (or upolyd,  Matt. 1: 19;
5:32; 19:9, etc.), but chdrizd  (w. 10, 11, 15; cf. Matt. 19:6//Mark
10: 9) or uphiemi  (w. 11,12,  13).

The last two cases of ‘unmarried’ occur in this section (w.
25-38) that gives advice to engaged couples. In verse 32 the
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gender of ‘unmarried’ is masculine and refers to the man who is
still single, though engaged; and in verse 34, it refers to the
unmarried betrothed girl (or virgin). lo3 What characterises  the life
of the single individual and the engaged person is the fact that
they are still free to serve the Lord with full devotion.

In summary, it ppears that there is no evidence in 1 Cor-
inthians 7 that lends support to the Erasmian view of divorce and
remarriage in the two cases of desertion by an unbeliever and
divorce because of a serious sexual sin. One final passage in 1
Corinthians will be considered.
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relations with] a woman’ (7: lb), are a few of these Corinthian
slogans. We believe that there may possibly be another Cor-
inthian slogan in verses 12-20 of chapter 6, and this would solve
the problems which commentators encounter when they try to
explain the meaning of ‘other’ in verse 18.

Most interpreters think that verse 18 is a statement made by
Paul in support of his argument against the immoral practices of
the Corinthians. But C.F.D. Mouleio6  has made the suggestion
that a proper translation of verse 18b,  ‘Every sin that a man
commits is outside the body’, indicates that we are facing another
Corinthian slogan in support of their opinion that such immoral
practices were not harmful. This would solve the basic difficulties
commentators always wrestle with in this passage. On this
understanding, a parallelism in the structure of Paul’s argument
emerges in verses 12-20. In verses 12-13 Paul presents the
popular Corinthian slogans which they used to justify their
God-dishonourin
Paul’s understandp

life styles. These are immediately qualified by
ing. (He uses alla  and adversative de. The slo-

gans are introduced asyndetically.) He follows his qualification
with a refutation of their justification for immorality and finishes
with a corresponding command: ‘Flee immorality’ (v. 18a). In
verse 18b Paul quotes one of their other justifications for immor-
ality, qualifies and refutes it, and again culminates with a result-
ant command: ‘therefore glorify God in your body’ (v. 20b). The
introduction of the Corinthian’s justifications by ‘all’ (punta)  in
verse 12 and by ‘every’ (pun) in verse 18b further suggests this
may be the correct analysis of the passage. Thus we are not facing
a sin that is different from other sins against the body, and we do
not have to explain the presence of the word ‘other’ in verse 18
because it does not belong there anyway. Verse 18b is perhaps
another Corinthian slogan presented as a justification for their
immoral practices.

Paul is teaching in 1 Corinthians 6: 12-20 that there is a grave
contradiction involved when a man who belongs to Christ (holy
and pure) is having relations with a prostitute (defiled and
impure). Not only is the thought of the sinfulness of intercourse
with a prostitute present, but even more importantly such activ-
ity is performed for or in deference to the god whom the prosti-
tute represents (= is in covenant with). Paul seems to be saying
that when an individual becomes one body with a prostitute at
the point of physical union, though this does not sever one from

1 Corinthians 6: 12-20
The subject of this passage is that a believer should not give
himself or herself to immorality. It is G.R. Dunstan’s contention
that ‘the assumptions brought to the interpretation of this text in
the last two or three decades are erroneous in themselves, and so
have confused our understanding of it.“04 Much too much has
been read into verse 16 by evangelicals  eager to support the idea
that a serious sexual sin outside of one’s marriage dissolves the
marriage bond. That this notion is still influential is evident by the
continued acceptance of a translation of verse 18 that is un-
doubtedly affected by a reactionary view of sexual sin: ‘Every
other sin that a man commits is outside the body, but the immoral
man sins against his own body.’ By inserting ‘other’ after ‘every’
(pun with an anarthrous noun), the NASB and other modern
translations commit a lexical aberration, for ‘every’ (pus) in tyo;
type of construction means every kind of sin or all sorts of sin.
The word ‘other’ cannot legitimately stand in this verse. This
translation has caused commentators to perform all sorts of
exegetical gymnastics to show that the sin of ‘immorality’ (por-
neiu)  is somehow different from all other sins. The sin of immor-
ality is bad, but by the insertion of ‘other’ it is made even worse!
Indeed, one might even consider it so bad that it ‘dissolves’ the
marriage bond! Yet this can hardly be maintained.

It is well known that in 1 Corinthians Paul often introduces his
response to a Corinthian problem with a popular Corinthian
slogan, a statement that sums up his readers’ attitudes or beliefs
about an issue of Christian living. ‘All things are lawful for me’
(6: 12); ‘Food is for the stomach, and the stomach is for food
(6: 13); and ‘it is good for a man not to touch [= have sexual
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Christ (nor from one’s spouse if married), the union is an un-
thinkable, monstrous union by virtue of the fact that the Christian
has been redeemed. R.H. Gundry  writes:
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Paul opposes the disparity between carnal union with a harlot and
spiritual union with the Lord because although body and spirit differ,
they belong together in the service of Christ. Redemption includes the
whole man, of which the body forms as proper and essential a part as
does the spirit.lo7

M. Barth has observed in his commentary on Ephesians that
the concept of ‘one flesh’ is related to similar concepts in Paul:

Just as the vss. 2:25, 16, 18 [in Ephesians] speak of two groups of
persons that become ‘a single new man’ in ‘one single body’ through
‘one single Spirit,’ so the OT and Pauline formula ‘one flesh describes
the amazing result of the union of ‘two,’ even of a man and a woman,
in ‘one.’ Certainly their sexual relationship is in mind, but not only
this expression and means of union. Their physical intercourse and
their life together is to be determined by their spiritual communion,
according to 1 Cor 7: 3-5,10-16;  cf. 26-39. A bond which is no more
than sexual, or ‘carnal,’ constitutes ‘one body’ - but in a sense that is
irreconcilable with ‘belonging to Christ’ (1 Cor 6: 16-17).‘os

We find it difficult to perceive whether Paul is using ‘one flesh’ in
1 Corinthians 6: 16 in the specific Genesis 2: 24 sense of a kinship
unit, or if he is thinking merely of the act of intercourse which
establishes that union in a very real way. Perhaps the latter is in
view in the light of the fact that no intent of marriage, hence no
covenant commitment, is in view between the Christian and the
prostitute here in 1 Corinthians 6.

Doubtless 1 Corinthians 6: 16 is a somewhat ambiguous
passage, but it cannot be cited in order to promulgate a view of
divorce and remarriage which has no support elsewhere in the
New Testament. One thing appears certain, that Paul is not using
the partial quote from Genesis 2:24 in the development of a
positive understanding of marriage.

Conclusion

This completes our critique of the Erasmian view as it is
expounded by many evangelical writers. A desire to be fair and

thorough has made this chapter longer than we should have
wished. Erasmians generally affirm that their reading of the texts
is both simpler and more natural than the alternatives. We have
attempted to show that the early church view is both clearer and
more coherent than the Erasmian. The early church view does not
assume incoherence or inconsistency in the recorded teaching of
Jesus in Matthew 19, contradictions between Jesus and the
evangelists, between Paul and the evangelists, or between the
teaching of the New Testament and the early church. According
to the early church view Jesus rejected the Jewish notions of
divorce, and his teaching was followed by the gospel writers, St
Paul and the early church. On the Erasmian view Jesus is made to
agree with Shammaite Jews against the more liberal Hillelites by
permitting remarriage after divorce in certain instances. In order
to prove that the evangelists and Paul followed Jesus in this
respect, Erasmians then reinterpret all the passages in the Gos-
pels and 1 Corinthians touching on Jesus’ teaching about divorce
to show that the New Testament, like Shammai, allowed some
dissolution divorces where immorality was involved.

However, we have endeavoured to show that this interpret-
ation is quite foreign to the thought of Mark, Luke and Paul who
give no hint that anyone may remarry after divorce. All their
explicit remarks condemn such remarriage as adultery or in
Paul’s case as forbidden by the Lord. But more than this the
Erasmian view makes Jesus express himself quite imprecisely on
this issue, using the word ‘divorce’ in two quite different senses
in Matthew 19: 9. It also makes the whole development of his
debate with the Pharisees in Matthew 19: 3-12 incoherent, with
Jesus first rejecting their approach and then partially accepting it.
Further it makes the disciples’ interjection inexplicable and Jesus’
reply inconsequential. Similarly the Erasmian attempt to show
that Paul allowed some divorcees to remarry overrides the
canons of sound contextually sensitive exegesis.

These exegetical gymnastics finally meet their Waterloo in the
teaching of the early church Fathers which cannot be reinter-
preted to permit remarriage after divorce. If the Erasmians are
right we must believe that Hermas or some unknown early
Christian Father, persuaded the church to take this drastic step.
Frankly it seems unlikely that such a revolution in social attitudes
could have been foisted on the entire church on the authority of a
minor figure. It is more credible to ascribe it to someone like Jesus
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or Paul. And Paul of course saw himself, in this area at least, as
simply following his Lords teaching. The early church view
makes Jesus the great revolutionary who broke with the Jewish
consensus about marriage and divorce. The Erasmian view
makes him merely a disciple of Shammai.

In many Protestant churches Erasmian exegesis of these texts
has held sway for so long that some will no doubt feel this is proof
that there must be something in it. This does not follow. Unfortu-
nately we see another example of well-intentioned but inaccurate
exegesis in some contemporary feminist reinterpretations of the
Bible. Erasmus was motivated by a desire to help those trapped in
miserable marriages; feminists want to alleviate the lot of women.
SostartingfromGalatians3:28’thereisneithermalenorfemale.  . .
You are all one in Christ Jesus’, the feminist argues not simply for
equality between the sexes, but for substantial identity of roles.
All the other texts in Scripture setting out a differentiation of roles
are then reinterpreted so that they do not contradict feminist
goals. Yet until the twentieth century no branch of the church
would ever have suggested Scripture supported feminism. It is
simply incompatible with a plain reading of the text. Feminists
have a serious case, but it is not advanced by inaccurate exegesis
however sincerely argued. We do not question the sincere com-
passion that underlies the Erasmian position, but we cannot
accept that it receives any support from a fair reading of the New
Testament divorce texts.

CHAPTER SEVEN
The Unlawful Marriages View

Dissatisfied with both the early church and the Erasmian views of
the Matthean exception clauses, many modern scholars have
advocated what we term the unlawful marriages view. Matthew
5: 32 and 19: 9 mention impediments to a true marriage, not
reasons for dissolving a valid marriage. In this way Jesus’ total
rejection of divorce and remarriage is maintained: He is not
simply reduced to the Shammaite Pharisee of the Erasmian view,
and the disciples’ surprise at His teaching in Matthew 19: 10 is
understandable. Often this interpretation of the Matthean
clauses is combined with the suggestion that they were in fact
Matthew’s addition to Jesus’ original teaching, and this becomes
a version of the traditio-critical view which we shall consider
later. However, in the unlawful marriages interpretation
Matthew cannot be accused of contradicting Jesus’ teaching. He
is simply applying it to the problems of the early church. He
still maintains Jesus’ absolute rejection of ordinary divorce and
remarriage.

Two Major Variations

Leaving aside the traditio-critical variant, there are three
ways of understanding ‘immorality’ (porneiu) on this interpret-
ation. The one with little support and not to be considered here
understands that porneiu in Matthew’s clauses refers to marriages
with non-Christians which could be a form of spiritual idolatry
and hence unlawful.’ The other variations of this view both
understand the meaning of the term porneiu in the Matthean
exception clauses and in the Jerusalem Council decree (Acts
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15:20,  29; 21:25) to bear the same nuance, yet each variation
understands porneia differently.
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word ekporneud to describe Israel’s ‘playing the harlot’ with the
daughters of Moab (Num. 25: 1). Furthermore, the Temple Scroll
from the Qumran community, regarded by them as quintessen-
tial Torah, prohibits the king from marrying a foreigner and
extends this prohibition to all the people.’ Acts 15: 20, 29 and
21: 25 appear to make excellent sense with this meaning also. The
marriage of a Jewish-Christian with a Gentile-Christian in the
early stages of the church’s growth would have caused many
problems for a Jewish-Christian, conscience-bound to the
teaching of the Mosaic law. Though Gentile-Christians were
apparently ‘free’ (cf. 1 Cor. 10: 23 - 11: 1; Rom. 14) to indulge in
the four prohibitions mentioned in the decree, the leaders of the
church asked them not to take these liberties lest they offend their
Jewish-Christian brethren’s developing Christian scruples. The
decree appears provisional and localised,  sent only ‘to the
brethren in Antioch and Syria and Cilicia who are from the
Gentiles’ (Acts 15: 23; cf. v. 30). Some believe Antioch is the most
likely destination for Matthew’s Gospel, thus establishing
another link between it and the meaning of the decree.9

The Rabbinic View
The first variation of the unlawful marriages view received
authoritative support through the study of J. Bonsirven, Le divorce
duns le Nouveau Testament (1948),  later developed and refined by
the studies of H. Baltensweiler.2  Called by some the ‘rabbinic’
view, this variation understands porneiu in Matthew 5: 32 and
19: 9 to be the equivalent of Hebrew z’ntit, which in the context of
the divorce sayings refers to illegitimate marriages within the
prohibited degrees of consanguinity and affinity found in Leviti-
cus 18: 6-18.3 F.F. Bruce, J.A. Fitzmyer and others find support
for this restricted nuance of porneiu in 1 Corinthians 5: 1, Acts
15: 20,29 and 21: 25.4 Textually genuine, the exception clauses are
believed by a few to have been spoken by Jesus Himself,’ but
most believe that they were added by Matthew who authori-
tatively dealt with a problem that confronted his largely Jewish-
Christian readers. The problem facing Matthew’s audience con-
cerned Gentile converts who found themselves in an untenable
situation: they were involved in a ‘marital’ relationship pro-
hibited by the Levitical law, yet were unable to eliminate the
problem because of Jesus’ absolute prohibition of divorce. The
problem is eliminated by Matthew through his qualifying phrase.
At least one writer believes that once these illegitimate marriages
were severed, remarriage was prohibited in light of the eunuch-
saying, which refers to the state of singleness that arises after the
separation in verse 9.6

The Intermarriage View
The second variation of the unlawful marriages view under-
stands that porneiu is a reference to intermarriages between Jews
andGentiles  prohibitedby the law (Deut. 7: l-5; cf. Exod. 34: 16).
This variation understands that Matthew’s clauses stem from
Christ Himself, still under the directives of the Mosaic covenant
when He spoke these words to the Pharisees. Support for the
‘intermarriage’ meaning of porneiu among the Jews is found in
Jubilees 30: 7,10-11, where a daughter of Israel’s ‘marriage with a
Gentile is no better than fornication’.7  The Septuagint uses the

Support for the Unlawful Marriages View

The Prohibition of Porneia in the
Jerusalem Decree
Acts 15: 5 makes it clear that an acute problem arose in the early
church over the presence of Gentile believers among their Jewish
brethren. Would Gentile believers be required to observe the law
of Moses? F.F. Bruce captures the emotional backdrop of the
problem at hand:

For many Jewish Christians, who may have felt nothing but good
will for their Gentile fellow-believers, the problem of table fellowship
was much more acute than it was for such emancipated souls as Peter
and Paul. Centuries of devotion to the laws governing food and purity
had bred in them an instinctive revulsion from eating with Gentiles
which could not be immediately overcome. Gentiles quite happily ate
certain kinds of foods which Jews had been taught to abominate, and
the laxity of Gentile morals, especially where relations between sexes
were concerned, made the idea of reciprocal hospitality between them
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and Jewish Christians distasteful. An attempt was therefore made to
remove some of these obstacles to fellowship.”
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Bruce notes further that porneiu has this same nuance elsewhere
in the New Testament in Matthew 5: 32; 19: 9; and 1 Corinthians
5:l.

Additional support for this particularly Jewish concept of por-
neiu  is found in the actual order of the four prohibitions in the
written decree (Acts 15: 29; 21: 25). Fitzmyer develops this
observation:

Peter’s testimony made it clear that the stricter Jewish element
should not place a yoke upon the disciples which neither they nor
their fathers could bear (Acts 15: 10). James, as president of the
council, agreed that Gentile believers should not be troubled with
these matters (v. 19).

Nevertheless, it seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to the
apostles and elders, with the whole church (cf. w. 22, 28), that
Gentile believers ‘abstain from things sacrificed to idols (eidblofhy-
fdn) and from blood and from things strangled and from forni-
cation (porneius)‘. If they kept themselves from these things they
would do well (v. 29; cf. v. 20). The textual problems in this
directive have been the occasion of numerous studies in the past.
But it is generally accepted that the Western text, which men-
tions the three major offences  of idolatry, fornication and blood-
shed, to which the negative form of the Golden Rule is added,
‘represents a revision of the original provisions at a time when
they no longer had the relevance that they had in the early
apostolic age’.” Idolatry, fornication and murder were the three
cardinal sins in Jewish eyes, and the whole human race was
bound by these from the time of Noah.

The four prohibitions of the original decree were largely cer-
emonial, however, and designed to promote peace between
Jewish and Gentile believers in the early stages of the church’s
formation. Defenders of the unlawful marriage view ask what an
ethical prohibition like porneiu is doing in a largely ceremonial
decree. This is really not a problem, though, because the dif-
ferentiation between moral laws and ceremonial laws is foreign to
biblical teaching as well as to primitive religions and even to
classical Greek writers.12  Defenders of the rabbinic view state that
in the Jerusalem decree porneiu is

. . . here intended not in the common sense of the word (for absten-
tion from that was in any case stringently enjoined on all Chris-
tians), but in the sense of transgression of the degrees of consanguin-
ity and affinity prohibited in Leviticus 18: 6-18. These marital
prohibitions were basic to the Jewish marriage law and have
been a Igart  of Christian canon law from the time of the Jerusalem
decree.

In Acts 15: 20, 29 (cf. 21: 25) porneia is used, however, in a specific
sense, since it is lined up with several dietary tabus, which early
Gentile Christians, living in close contact with Jewish Christians (i.e.,
in predominantly Jewish-Christian communities), were being asked
to avoid: ‘what has been sacrificed to idols, blood, and what is
strangled.’ The letter of James to the local churches of Antioch, Syria,
and Cilicia forbids, in fact, four of the things proscribed by the
Holiness Code of Lv 17-18, not only for ‘any man of the house of
Israel’ but also for ‘the strangers that sojourn among them’ . . . These
were the meat offered to idols (Lv 17: 8-9),  the eating of blood
(Lv 17: lo-12),  the eating of strangled, i.e., not properly butchered,
animals (Lv 17: 15; cf. Ex 22: 31),  and intercourse with close kin
(Lv 18: 6-18).14

The Sitz im Leben of Matthew’s Exception
The point is often made that it is very unlikely that Jesus, in his
controversy with the Pharisees, would have legislated for such an
obscure case as this. l5 Why would Jesus have addressed a situ-
ation which the Jewish leaders knew was unlawful and would not
have recognised  as a valid marriage in the first place? Incestuous
marriages were not dissolved with a letter of divorce. They were
simply declared illegitimate.i6

It is of interest that Tertullian sets Jesus’ prohibition of divorce
in the context of John’s denunciation of Herod’s  unlawful and
adulterous marriage with Herodias (Against Murcion 4. 34). J.C.
Laney also feels this historical incident is important to consider:
John the Baptist’s denunciation of the ‘unlawful’ (Matt. 14: 4 =
Mark 6: 18) union of Herod  Antipas with the former wife of his
brother Philip fits well with Jesus’ confrontation with the
Pharisees.17  Perhaps the test with which the Pharisees con-
fronted Jesus (Matt.  19: 3) was related to Herod’s  situation rather
than simply to the rabbinic debate. But against this understand-
ing we should note that this whole situation is usually connected
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with the order of events that Mark narrates,” and he does not
include the reference to porneiu. This connection might be poss-
ible in Mark’s account since women might divorce their husbands
in Greco-Roman culture (cf. Mark 10: 12 also), but Matthew’s
account is consciously designed in the light of the Hillel-Shammai
debate.

It must be admitted that the majority of scholars who propound
the rabbinic view also recognise  that it is unlikely that Jesus
would have spoken the words of the exception clause in the
original setting of the controversy with the Pharisees. Their
approach to the presence of the exception clauses is quite differ-
ent. ‘Matthew is writing his gospel within the historical situation
which gave rise to the decree of Acts 15, 20. 29; 21, 25.‘19 H.J.
Richards has noted that Matthew appears to have a habit of
adding ex
Gospels.2 d3

lanations to the words of Jesus more than the other
Similarly, R. Banks observes that ‘Matthew’s addi-

tions, omissions and alterations are not in such instances due to a
judaistic bias, but rather to a desire for a clarification of the precise
way in which the teaching of Jesus affects the oral and written
Torah.‘21 Matthew’s writing style in the light of the Jerusalem
decree would suggest that
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. . . it is highly probable that we should understand it [the phrase
about porneia] as his commentary rather than as part of the actual words
of Christ, who, as we have seen, would have no reason to make any
reference to it. It is Matthew who has to teach Christ’s legislation on
marriage to Christians who have already experienced the controversy
which led to the Council of Jerusalem and are living by its decrees
(Acts 15, A.D. 50-60). And it is Matthew who has to make it clear to
them that Christ’s words forbidding divorce are not to be taken to
mean that the kinship marriage forbidden by that decree is indissol-
uble. It is not. It is porneia, and does not come under Christ’s words
about divorce.22

This qualification, of course, does not in any way affect
Jesus’ teaching of the indissolubility of marriage, since the ‘mar-
riages’ in such cases are illegitimate or unrecognised  to begin
with,

Some may object that biblical inspiration argues against such
an obscure and localised  problem finding expression in a Gospel
that is destined for readers in succeeding generations who will
never face problems like those addressed by the Jerusalem de-

cree. Yet the Gospels do record commands and sayings that are
confined to a particular historical period (Mat?.  5: 23-6; 10: 5-6;
16: 18-19; 24: 20-2; cf. Acts 1: 3-8; 8: 14-17, etc.). There is nothing
in the doctrine of inspiration that guarantees for future gener-
ations the full application of potentially ambiguous teachings
recorded in a first-century setting. Therefore, one should not
reject too quickly the above construction of the origin of the
Matthean exception clauses in the first century in the light of
what is still unknown about how the evangelists constructed
their accounts and applied Jesus’ teaching in the light of peculiar
circumstances.

Extra-biblical Lexical Evidence
Further lexical support for understanding pomeiu in Matthew’s
account as denoting a ‘marriage’ within the forbidden degrees of
kinship has been marshalled by Fitzmyer. He writes concerning
the text of the Damascus Document found in 4: 12b-5: 14a:

in this text we have a clear instance of marriage with degrees of
kinship proscribed by Lv 18: 13 being labeled as z&nit.  In the OTzPnlit
is used both of harlotry (e.g., Jer. 3: 2,9;  Ez. 23: 27) and of idolatrous
infidelity (Nm. 14: 33). In the LXX it is translated by porneia (e.g., Jer.
3: 2, 9). Whatever one might want to say about the nuances of the
word z&tit in the OT, it is clear that among the Jews who produced the
Damascus Document the word had taken on further specific nuances, so
that polygamy, divorce, and marriage within forbidden degrees of
kinship would be referred to as zenlit.  Thus, in CD 4: 20 and 5: 8-11 we
have ‘missing-link’ evidence for a specific understanding of z&lit as a
term for marriage within forbidden degrees of kinship or for inces-
tuous marriage; this is a specific understanding that is found among
Palestinian Jews of the first century B.C. and A.D.~

We should note that the two most recent word study articles on
the meaning of porneiu in the New Testament agree that in the
Matthean clauses it should be regarded as designating marriages
within the forbidden degrees.24

Roman Incest Laws
Some writers contend that Roman incest laws were just as strict as
those of the Jews, so it would be unlikely that the Jerusalem
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decree or Matthew’s Gospel had to speak to these particular
cases, It is also argued that 1 Corinthians 5: 1 may be lexical
support for understanding porneiu as incest (Lev. 18: 8 is the
situation envisaged), but Paul goes on to say that this type of
immorality is of such a kind ‘as does not even exist among the
Gentiles . , . ’ And Paul was correct. Roman law was as strict as
the Mosaic law with respect to marriages between consanguines
(those related by blood). But as far as relationships established
through marriages (affinity) were concerned, the Roman law was
not as stringent as the Mosaic regulations. Under Roman law,
according to. Gaius’ Institutes (§58-67),25 written about AD 161,
one could marry one’s former husband’s brother (contra Lev.
18: 16),  or one’s former wife’s sister (contra Lev. 18: 18), or if both
parents were different, one’s step-brother or step-sister (contra
Lev. 18: 9). For Roman law, affinity originally seems to have
been no legal impediment to marriage.26

It is possible that the Jerusalem decree is formulated in the light
of the situation in which Gentile converts, married to affines,
were offending the conscience of Jewish believers. Nor does it
take more than a few cases of such ‘marriages’ to cause church
leaders, whether at the Jerusalem council or among Matthew’s
readers, to stand up and take note of it. This seems evident from
the amount of space Paul devotes in 1 Corinthians to the proper
course of action.to  be taken with the brother who was having
relations with his step-mother (1 Cor. 5: 1-13).

There are some good arguments in favour of this variation of
the unlawful marriages view. The major one seems to be the
historical context in which the Jerusalem decree prohibitions
were formulated. It does seem unlikely that the reference to
porneiu includes illicit sexual relations in general, for this would
have been wrong for any Christian, Jew or Gentile. It seems to
have a more restricted nuance in this context. Yet the rabbinic
variation of the unlawful marriages view is not without its
problems. The intermarriage variation will be considered in the
critique of the forbidden degrees version that here follows.

Critique of the Rabbinic View

Incestuous Marriages: Inconsequential
or Prohibited?
An important issue confronts the defender of the forbidden
degrees of kinship meaning of porneiu in the Jerusalem decree: are
marriages within the degrees prohibited by Leviticus 18: 6-18
really inconsequential, and hence to be treated as just another
area of Christian liberty? In other words, is a Christian no longer
bound by the moral principles upheld by the incest regulations of
Leviticus 18 and therefore free today to marry a close relative
should he so desire? Almost certainly the Christian does not have
this freedom. The New Testament writers assume that the laws
onincest  (cf. 1 Cor. 5: lff.), adultery (cf. Rom. 13: 9), idolatry (cf. 1
Cor. 10: 7ff.), and homosexuality (cf. Rom. 1: 27; 1 Cor. 6: 9) still
bind the Christian conscience. All of these are prohibited in
Leviticus 18. So when Bruce says that these marital prohibitions
have been a part of Christian canon law from the time of the
decree, in all probability they were assumed to be operative even
before the council met. We might ask why the eating of meats
sacrificed to idols (which the Christian bought at the marketplace,
cf. 1 Cor. 10: 23-11: 1) did not likewise become a part of Christian
canon law. Are all four of these prohibitions still binding on all
Christians today, or were they appropriate only for the historical
problem confronting a largely Jewish-Christian church being
flooded with Gentile converts?

The Meaning of Porneia in thejerusalem  Decree
If the prohibitions within the decree are matters of Christian
liberty, designed by the early church leaders to promote social life
among Jewish- and Gentile-Christians, then the second variation
of the unlawful marriages view stands a better chance of being the
correct one. The ‘intermarriage’ variation understands porneiu as
denoting marriages between Jews and Gentiles prohibited by the
Mosaic law (Deut. 7: 3). Israel was to play a unique role in God’s
plan to bring blessing to all the peoples of the earth. They were to
be a distinct people, separate from the religions of the land. The
maintenance of a true relationship between Yahweh and His



162 JESUS AND DIVORCE THE UNLAWFUL MARRIAGES VIEW 163

people could only be achieved through purity of race. It is
significant that when the prophet of God addresses the problem
of intermarriage in Malachi 2: 13-16, along with the rejection of
divorce goes an emphasis on single marriage for the purpose of
raising godly children (cf. Lev. 11: 44; Isa. 6: 13). Israel’s history is
a testimony to the fact that intermarriage led to idolatry and
compromise (Judg.  3: l-6; 1 Kings 11: l-6; 16: 31-3; Ezra 9 - 10).
This would not soon be forgotten, nor would it be easy to think of
‘God’s people’ as Jew and Gentile in one single body.

Though the dividing wall between Jew and Gentile had been
broken down.by the cross of Christ (Eph. 2: ll-22), and the two
were made into one new man, enmity still existed in Jewish- and
Gentile-Christian relationships (so evident in Paul’s letter to the
Ephesians). The Jewish conscience, sensitised by the law, would
still find marriage with a Gentile-Christian unthinkable. The
decree’s prohibition of porneiu would then be regulating this
aspect of social behaviour: the Gentile-Christian was asked not
to marry a young Jewish girl lest a split occur within the com-
munity due to developing Christian scruples among Jewish
brethren.

This may be the meaning of porneiu in the Matthean exception
clauses also. The question directed to Jesus by the Pharisees
concerned a matter of Jewish law. Jesus’ answer was given while
His disciples were still under the authority of that law, hence the
exception clauses could be a reference to the kind of ‘divorce’ that
took place in Ezra’s marriage reform (Ezra 9 and 10).

When Ezra arrived in Jerusalem from Babylon (c. 458 BC), he
was informed about a serious problem: the people of Israel,
including the priests and Levites, had not separated themselves
from the peoples of the land and their abominations. Ezra 9: 2
states that this non-separation consisted in ‘taking’ daughters of
the land for themselves and their sons ‘so that the holy race has
intermingled (‘urub  “have fellowship”) with the peoples of the
lands’. This is described as ‘unfaithfulness’. Ezra is so overcome
with grief that he tears his garment and his robe and sits down
appalled. In a prayer of confession he says, ‘Shall we again break
your commands and intermarry (hfn cf. Deut. 7:3) with the
peoples who commit such detestable practices? Would you not be
angry enough with us to destroy us, leaving us no remnant or
survivor?’ (Ezra 9: 14, NIV). These very sins had caused God to
give them into the hands of their enemies in the past, and Ezra

feared for the future of Israel’s existence if these sins were
repeated. Shecaniah’s proposal is accepted and carried out: ‘Now
let us make a covenant before our God to send away (y&u’)  all these
women and their children, in accordance with the counsel of my
lord and of those who fear the commands of our God. Let it be
done according to the Law’ (Ezra 10: 3, NIV).

The situation described in Ezra 9 and 10 is often set forth as the
classic example of one in which the lesser of two evils had to
be chosen: divorce is a lesser evil than the destruction of the
Jewish people. This can only be said, however, if Ezra looked
upon these connections as real marriages. All the evidence
indicates that he did not. As early as 1890, George Rawlinson
observed:

It is quite clear that [Ezra] read the Law as absolutely prohibitive of
mixed marriages (Ezra ix. 10-14) - i.e., as not only forbidding their
inception, but their continuance. Strictly speaking, he probably
looked upon them as unreal marriages, and so as no better than
ordinary illicit connections. For the evils which flow from such
unions, those who make them, and not those who break them, are
responsible.27

In Ezra’s eyes this was not a question of breaking up legitimate
marriages but of nullifying those which were contrary to the law.
This is further suggested by the two Hebrew words Ezra chose to
describe these ‘marriages’ (n&i’ and yd.$~_b)~~  and the ‘divorce’
terminology he employs.29 Ezra ‘was a scribe skilled in the law of
Moses’ (Ezra 7: 6). He studied, practised  and taught it in Israel
(v. 10). Yet he employs out-of-the-ordinary terminology to de-
scribe the ‘marrying’ (‘taking’) and the ‘divorcing’ (‘sending
away’) of these women. Furthermore, how could these Israelites
have made a covenant with God (Ezra 10: 3) to put away their
legal ‘wives’ if it is true that Scripture portrays marriage as a
covenant made between husband and wife in the presence of
God? Ezra’s prayer seems to indicate further that ‘intermarriage’
had not yet actually taken place (cf. Ezra 9: 2 with 9: 14).

We make these extended comments about Ezra’s marriage
reform for two reasons. First, because here is an Old Testament
illustration of what we mean by ‘marriages’ illegally contracted:
unlawful marriages. And second, because some contemporary
writers point to Ezra’s action to show that God allows divorce
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and remarriage under certain circumstances. Ezra’s actions are
usually looked upon as cruel and harsh; but the most serious
cases of unlawful unions could be punished by the death of both
parties, just like adulterers (Lev. 20). Numbers 25: 6-15 records
the case of an Israelite who took a foreign wife and was
summarily executed. 3o It could be significant that Ezra only
demanded ‘divorce’ of the foreigners, not their execution. This
would parallel the development at Elephantine where divorce
was substituted for death in cases of adultery.31

The intermarriage interpretation of porneiu also has its prob-
lems. Even though Jewish leaders formulated the prohibition
against porneiu in the decree, it was delivered to brethren from
among the Gentiles. Would they have readily perceived this
particularly Jewish nuance of porneiu? Also, there is nothing in
the context of Matthew 5: 32 or 19:9 to suggest that porneiu
denotes intermarriages between Jews and Gentiles. The law’s
prohibition of intermarriage may have been as equally binding
upon the nation of Israel as were the forbidden degrees of
kinship, and both unlawful, but this is not the case in Christian-
ity. For though the incest laws still apply, Paul forbids a Christian
from leaving an unbeliever and considers mixed marriages as
binding as marriages in the faith. Thus if the four prohibitions in
the decree are mixed - some moral and some ceremonial - it is
possible that porneiu does denote incestuous marriages, and
particularly those marriages with affines within which Gentile
converts were trapped and Leviticus 18 forbade. There is still yet
another possibility.

The alternative we ought to consider is that all four restrictions
in the Jerusalem decree ure binding on all Christians for all time.
Though the letter carried by Paul and his companions was
addressed ‘to the brethren in Antioch and Syria and Cilicia who
are from the Gentiles’ (Acts 15:23),  this does not mean the
injunctions were not applied elsewhere. The wording of Acts
15:28 suggests that these were not matters of indifference: ‘For
it seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us to lay upon you
no greater burden than these essentials (ton epununkes).’ And
Acts 16: 4 seems to indicate that Paul and his companions were
now ‘delivering the decrees . . . for them to observe’ everywhere
they travelled. On this understanding, ‘things sacrificed to idols’
(eidfilothytbn)  is the equivalent of ‘idolatry’ (eiddlolutriu)  which Paul
castigates in 1 Corinthians 10: 14; ‘fornication’ would denote any
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and all immorality, abhorred by Paul in 1 Corinthians 6: 12-20
and elsewhere; abstention from ‘blood’ (huimu) would refer, as
Tertullian thought (Monogamy 5), to the prohibition of eating
blood with meat, an apparently universal ordinance found in
Genesis 9:4; and ‘things strangled (pniktos) would denote the
improper preparation of animal meat resulting in the presence of
too much blood, again falling under the prohibition of Genesis
9: 4. These suggestions are an attempt to give to the four elements
of the critical text an ethical interpretation binding on all Chris-
tians down to the present. The Western text withits  three cardinal
sins of idolatry, fornication and murder, to which the negative
form of the Golden Rule is added, may be an early witness to the
entirely ethical nature of the Jerusalem decree. Despite the wide-
spread consensus against an ethical interpretation of the decree,
there is some evidence for understanding it this way, and in
particular, for understanding porneiu in another specific sense.
This is potentially devastating to the rabbinic interpretation
of the divorce texts for this view is virtually founded on the
belief that porneiu in the Jerusalem decree denotes incestuous
‘marriages’.

In a recent article examining the problems in 1 Corinthians
8: 1 - 11: 1,32  G.D. Fee has taken issue with the widespread
assumption that things sacrificed to idols (eiddlothytu,  our word
in Acts 15: 29) in 1 Corinthians 8 merely denotes sacrificial food
sold at the marketplace (which happens to be the issue in 10: 23 -
11: 1). Fee attempts to show that in 8: 1-13 Paul is not treating an
issue of Christian liberty - sacrificial food sold in the marketplace
which Christians are free to eat - but is in fact dealing with the
eating of sacrificial food at the temple itself in the presence of idol
demons (cf. v. 10). What is more, the Corinthians were arguing
for the ‘right’ to continue this practice as they seem to have been
arguing for the right to continue their immorality (cf. 6: 12-20).
Paul’s approach to the problem is first to deal with the deeper
issue of their misunderstanding of the Gospel (9: 1 - 10: 13), but
then he forthrightly says: ‘flee from idolatry (eiddlolufriu)‘.  The
‘idolatry’ which Paul tells them to flee from is the eating of
sacrificial meat at the temple, the very matter which he began
discussing in chapter 8 and simply called ‘things sacrificed to
idols’, the word found in Acts 15: 29 and 21: 25.

The significance for our discussion lies in the fact that ‘things
sacrificed to idols’ (eiddlofhyfu)  and ‘immorality’ (porneiu) are two
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sins coupled together in Acts 15: 29,21: 25, Revelation 2: 14 and 20
(cf. 1 Cor. 10: 6-8). Fee explains the implications of these
texts:
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It is highly probable, therefore, that in each case these two sins really
belong together, as they did in the OT [Num 25: l-21 and pagan
precedents. And eiddlothyta  and porneia go together at tlte temples.
There is evidence, in fact, that sacred meals and sexual immorality
were still a part of the temple cults of the first century C.E. Thus in all
these texts the sins are probably it the eating of sacrificial food sold in
the marketplace and sexual promiscuity in general, but sacred meals
and sexual immorality at the temples.33

Yet Fee noted earlier in his article the totally non-Jewish character
of 1 Corinthians 8: l-13, very different from the problems the
Jerusalem council addressed. He states we must ‘seek the mean-
ing of eiddlothyta  in 1 Corinthians not in the Jewish abhorrence of
idolatry but in the nature of idol-worship in pagan antiquity’.=  It
is still possible, then, that ‘things sacrificed to idols’ in the
Jerusalem decree is a matter of indifference like the case that Paul
discusses in 1 Corinthians 10: 23 - 11: 1 where Jewish presence is
lacking. One thing appears certain, if porneiu in the decree de-
notes incestuous relationships, immorality in general or sexual
immorality at the temples, Paul does not use the decree’s decision
and the apostolic,authority  behind it when he treats these prob-
lems in Corinth (1 Cor. 5: l-5; 6: 12-20; 8: 1 - 10: 22). And this
may be due to the missing Jewish element. The problem is
certainly complicated.

It is possible that the practice of eating sacred meals at pagan
temples and the immorality that accompanied this was an es-
pecially weak point for Gentile-Christians amid their Jewish
brothers; but if the decree is not ethical, why couple idolatry
and immorality with abstaining from blood and from things
strangled? The problem of the exact meaning of porneiu in the
Jerusalem decree does not have a simple solution. Many will
not be convinced that it has the ‘clear meaning’ of either
prohibiting marriages within the forbidden degrees of kinship
or ‘intermarriage’ between Jews and Gentiles. The two variations
of the unlawful marriages view virtually stand on these two
possibilities.

Lexical Support for the Unlawful
Marriages View
Defenders of the rabbinic variation should be cautious of appeal-
ing to certain nuances of porneia in other contexts as evidence that
the word carries this same semantic flavour in Matthew 5: 32 and
19: 9. In 1 Corinthians 5: 1 it is clearly Paul’s further description of
the sin of porneia (‘that someone has his father’s wife’) that
specifies incest. Likewise, when Fitzmyer cites the Damascus
Document, it is the context and description of z’niit nine lines
later35 that makes it clear that zenzQ can denote an ince&uous  rela-
tionship, not the word in and of itself. No such further clarifi-
cation occurs either in Acts 15: 20, 29, 21: 25 or in the Matthean
exception texts. Does the context of Matthew’s account suggest
that porneiu has the meaning of either incestuous marriages or
intermarriage between Jew and Gentile? It does not seem to,
though the context does suggest that both divorce and remarriage
are contrary to God’s creation directives and are forbidden by
Jesus.

Thus the unlawful marriages view must go to a wider historical
framework and cultural context to obtain these nuances of porneiu
in Matthew. This is not impossible, but another view may offer
greater possibilities of being the correct one. In the light of the
almost unanimous scholarly consensus that porneiu in Acts 15: 20,
29 and 21: 25 denotes intercourse with close of kin, that no great
problem exists in lining up a moral regulation with several
ceremonial restrictions, and that the four things prohibited by the
decree are the same four prohibited by the Holiness Code of
Leviticus 17-18 for both Israelites and strangers among them, it
seems that the rabbinic variation of the unlawful marriages view
has the better chance of being the correct one. On this view,
Gentiles who had ‘married’ within the categories forbidden by
Leviticus 18: 6-18, upon becoming Christians, found themselves
in a double-bind: caught by Jesus’ absolute prohibition of divorce.
Matthew solves their dilemma by inserting the clauses which
indicated such unions were in fact non-marriages. They did not
fall under Jesus’ absolute prohibition of divorce where a valid
marriage is concerned.
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The Hebrew Words Alluded to in the
Exception Texts
Another critical problem with the view that porneiu in the
Matthean exception texts corresponds to Hebrew zenfit is
the near certainty that the logou porneius (thing, or matter of un-
chastity) of Matthew 5: 32 is a cryptic reference to the school of
Shammai’s reading of the ‘erwut d&ir (nakedness of a thing) in
Deuteronomy 24: 1. The school of Shammai transposed Deuter-
onomy’s words into debar  ‘erwdh  (m, Git.  9: lo), which corresponds
almost exactly to the wording of Matthew 5: 32.36 Porneiu in
Matthew 19: 9 is most likely an abbreviated form intended to be
understood like the earlier statement.

E. Liivestam  is one of the most recent writers to state his
opinion that the unlawful marriages view is far from being
without complications, One of his criticisms is that apart from
contextual indications it has yet to be shown ‘that zenutlporneiu
during the time in question had such a character as a technical
term for this type of illegal relations that the expression would,;:
that ground have been spontaneously interpreted in this way .

Conclusion

The unlawful marriages view has many attractions. It resolves the
conflict between the Gospels’ accounts of Jesus’ teaching without
resorting to the tortuous logic of the Erasmian view. In its rabbinic
variation it assigns a meaning to porneiu (incest) that is clearly
attested elsewhere in the New Testament. Nevertheless, it must
remain open to question whether such a broad term as porneiu
should be narrowed down to just one type of sexual misconduct
as this view demands.

CHAPTER EIGHT

The Betrothal View

The betrothal view is similar to the unlawful marriages view in
agreeing that Matthew 5: 32 and 19: 9 allow for the dissolution of
an invalid marriage, but not for divorce with the right of remar-
riage after a legitimate marriage. But whereas the unlawful
marriages view regards the obstacle to a valid marriage as incest
(or intermarriage), this view says that it is infidelity to one’s fiance
during the betrothal period.

This view is often summarily dismissed and considered im-
possible in the context of Matthew 5: 31-2, 19: 3-12 and Mark
10: 2-12 because ‘explicit reference is made to the provisions of
Deuteronomy 24: l-4, where the wife in question cannot be
simply a betrothed woman’.’ Such a statement not only mis-
understands the betrothal view but betrays a misunderstanding
of the status of a betrothed woman in biblical and Talmudic law.
The theology of Matthew’s Gospel and its attention to particu-
larly Jewish concerns are significant factors in favour of giving
careful consideration to this interpretation.

Statement of the Betrothal View

The betrothal view has received its most authoritative defence in
the work of A. Isaksson, Marriage and Minisfry  in fhe New Temple
(1965).2  This view begins with an understanding of the term
‘betrothal’ in Jewish law. Unlike the modern sense of engage-
ment as an agreement to marry which does not definitely bind the
couple and which may be broken without formal divorce, in
Jewish society a betrothed or engaged couple were already con-
sidered ‘husband’ and ‘wife’ (Gen. 29: 21; Deut. 22: 23-4; 2 Sam.
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3: 14; Matt. 1: 18-25).3  In Israel, as in its Near-Eastern neighbours
Babylonia and Assyria, ‘from the time of betrothal and the
presentation of gifts and the payment of the Purchase Price, the
woman was called “wife,” and the man a “husband,” and a
mutual obligation of marriage was then in existence’.4  ‘Betrothal
was a formal act by which the woman became legally the man’s
wife; unfaithfulness on her part was adultery and punishable as
such; if the relation was dissolved a bill of divorce was required.‘5
A period of twelve months (m. Kefub.  5: 2) separated the formal
agreement to marry from the marriage ceremonies, though the
interval varied and may have been fixed at the time of betrothal
(cf. Gen. 24: 54-5; Deut. 20: 7).6

Proponents of this view7 understand the ‘unchastity’ (porneiu)
in Matthew 5: 32 and 19: 9, consistent with its usual meaning of
premarital or radically unlawful sexual intercourse, to denote ‘the
same kind of unchastity as that [which] Joseph suspected Mary
of, i.e. premarital unchastity’ ‘Matthew, like Mark, has recorded.
Jesus’ absolute prohibition of divorce with the right to remarry
after a legitimately consummated marriage. But in thelight of his
largely Jewish audience, Matthew is faithful to include an excep-
tion which, very probably, Jesus would have had to make in the
original controvers with the Pharisees if His teaching was not to
be misunderstood.B This exception made reference to the possi-
bility, even the necessity (cf. Matt. 1: 19), of dissolving the be-
trothal agreement in an unconsummated marriage where one of
the partners had violated the agreement by engaging in sexual
relations with a third party. If Jesus had not made this exception
to His teaching of ‘no divorce’, the Pharisees could have accused
Him of siding not with the swindled party, but with the swindler
who had pledged his daughter in marriage as a virgin. As
Isaksson points out, this is actually not a divorce, though a legal
bill of divorce was required by the Jews in such cases; but ‘it is
more accurate to say that it was a matter of cancelling an unful-
filled contract of sale, because one of the parties had tricked the
other as to the nature of the goods, when the price was
fixed . . .‘1° Thus Jesus avoided the danger of saying divorce
was forbidden ‘even in the case in which no marriage was
ever consummated, because one party had swindled the other
and the swindled husband was obliged to accuse the girl and
her father before a court and thus get the marriage properly
annulled. l1
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Isaksson further argues that Jesus is not speaking about the
legal aspect of marriage when He states that marriage is indis-
soluble. Rather than quote Deuteronomy 24: 1 like Hillel and
Shammai, Jesus quotes the saying of Genesis 2: 24 that husband
and wife become one flesh. This one flesh is brought about by
their sexual union, and this sexual union within a covenanted
agreement before God is what results in a unity that ‘cannot be
dissolved by the legal formality of writing out and handing over a
bill of divorce to the wife. A marriage consummated by sexual
union still exists, even after the legal contract has been
annulled.‘12 But this is not the case in the dissolution of an
unconsummated marriage agreement when it is found that one’s
betrothed has violated the agreement by engaging in sexual
relations with a third party. This is the divorce Jesus permitted to
his hearers so familiar with the Jewish laws of marriage and
divorce. Mark and Luke, writing to largely Gentile audiences,
had no need to record such an exception relating to binding
betrothal agreements. In Roman law, bride-money to guarantee
that a betrothal agreement would be honoured was only intro-
duced in Byzantine times.

Support for the Betrothal View

The Theology of Matthew’s Gospel
One of the considerations in favour of the betrothal view is the
Jewishness of Matthew’s Gospel.i3 A comparison of Matthew’s
and Luke’s record of Joseph and Mary’s engagement reveals
Matthew’s familiarity with the Jewish betrothal custom. Though
Luke briefly mentions the engagement (Luke 2: 5), he gives none
of the details of Matthew’s account (Matt. 1: 18-25). The distinc-
tion between the period of betrothal and the time when the
husband would ‘take’ (purulumbun~;  cf. Deut. 20: 7 LXX) his be-
trothed to his father’s home and consummate the marriage is
evident in Matthew’s account. More significantly, Matthew 1: 19
reflects the fact that ‘a charge of adultery would have to be public,
and tried before the central COUI%‘,~*  whereas ‘it was not necess-
ary for a divorce by mutual consent to come before a regular
court or Beth Din of three Rabbis, as later became the practice’.”
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And so Joseph could have avoided publicly disgracing Mary and
‘put her away secretly’ by taking upon himself, without public
trial, the responsibility of the act of divorce. Matthew also uses
the same divorce term here (to put away = upolyd)  as Jesus and the
Pharisees use in the synoptic divorce texts. If Matthew had
explicitly called Mary’s sin ‘unchastity’ (porneiu), a link with Jesus’
use of ‘unchastity’ in the exception clauses would almost cer-
tainly be established.

Some may be tempted to draw the conclusion from Matthew
1: 19 that the death penalty for betrothal unfaithfulness (cf. Deut.
22: 13-24; m. Sunk  7: 4, 9) was no longer qgplied  in Jesus’ time:
that either Roman law had prohibited it, or divorce through
a public shaming had replaced it. But Angelo Tosato notes
that

The case of a woman’s lack of fidelity to her betrothed in the period
of time between the stipulation of the marriage contract and the
consummation of the marriage is treated in Deut 22: 23-27. Two cases
are distinguished: that of seduction (vv 23-24) and that of violation
(w 25-27). In the first case the woman is consenting; seducer and
seduced are both reckoned to be guilty and are liable to death. In the
second case the woman is not consenting; the violator is guilty and is,
therefore, liable to death. The violated woman is an innocent victim
and is exempt from punishment.”

So in the light of this legislation Mary’s pregnancy can signify one
of two things: either she has been seduced or she has been
violated. Only in the first case is she judged as an adulteress.
Until the facts are established she is only a suspected adulteress
(cf. Num. 5: 11-31).

J.M. Ford appeals to the account of the woman caught in
adultery in John 7: 53-8: 11 as evidence that Jesus would have
similarly forgiven and prohibited the dismissal of a non-virgin
betrothed wife;” but this is a misunderstanding of the woman-
caught-in-adultery episode. Jesus, in obedience to the law which
He was bound to fulfil (Matt. 3: 15),  would have possibly required
that she be stoned if the case had not been contrived, 9 Further-
more, it is unlikely that Jesus would have sided with the
swindler in the case of a violated marriage contract and com-
pletely set Himself against what both the law and His opponents
would have required in this situation in the first century. The fact
that Jesus’ debate with the Pharisees took place under the Old

Covenant somewhat affects our interpretation of these
incidents.20

Isaksson feels it is important to note that Joseph, the legal
father of Jesus, also belongs to the Old Covenant. Matthew 1: 19
states: ‘And Joseph her husband, being a righteous man, and not
wanting to disgrace her, desired to put her away secretly.121  Not
only does Matthew portray Joseph as a just (dikuios)  man, a man
who observes the requirements of the law, but he records that
Joseph also received a special revelation about the child his
betrothed would bear (Matt. 1: 20-5) and obeyed angelic direc-
tives given for the protection of the divine child (Matt. 2: 13-15,
19-23). Isaksson explains the significance of this:

Thus Joseph is described as a presumptive Christian, one who be-
lieves that Jesus is the Son of God. In view of this it is very unlikely that
it would be related of him that he decided to do something which
clearly conflicted with the teaching that Jesus gave, according to the
account later in the Gospel, concerning a man’s right to divorce his
wife. We may assume that, when it is related that Joseph thought of
divorcing Mary because he believed she was guilty of unchastity
(pomeiu),  what he planned to do is not to be understood as being at
variance with what Mary’s son later taught, according to Mt. 19.9,
since this teaching also permitted divorce on the ground of porneiu.22

We should note, however, that Isaksson, not Matthew, describes
Mary’s suspected sin as ‘unchastity’ (porneia). Though the actual
presence of the word ‘unchastity’ is not necessary in Matthew
1: 18-25 in order to bring this incident alongside Matthew’s later
exceptions, one could possibly argue that had Matthew wanted
to make this identification apparent he would have included the
appropriate description of Mary’s suspected sin as ‘unchastity’.
But he does not.

It is also of interest that in the Jewish marriage customs great
concern appears to be attached to the bride’s virginity in both the
Old Testament and in rabbinic Judaism.= Though the sayings
concerned in the rabbinical sources cannot in each case be proved
to derive from the time of Jesus, since marriage customs change
quite slowly, they are of great importance for understanding
views prevailing among the Jews of Jesus’ time and the later
readers of Matthew’s Gospe1.24  Ketubot  1: 1 requires that
marriages with virgins be celebrated on a Wednesday and with
widows on Thursday. This is because the courts sit twice a week
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on Monday and Thursday. So if it becomes evident to the
bridegroom on his wedding night that his bride is not a virgin
(cf. Deut. 22: 13-21),  he may go directly to the court on Thursday
after their wedding night and bring suit against her and her
father. We have found, perhaps by chance, that Keil and Delitzsch
list among those sins which break the ninth commandment (‘You
shall not bear false witness’) the case of Deuteronomy 22: 13-21 in
which a man who had betrothed a woman found out after their
wedding that his wife did not have the tokens of her virginity.25
The crime she had committed is described as ‘unchastity’ (z’ntit,
LXX ekporneusui). The intensified form of porneud (to commit
fornication) is used to describe shameful behaviour that occurred
during the period of betrothal before the actual consummation of
the marriage. In this connection, it is Matthew, not Mark, who
records among the list of sins that defile the man and reside in
the heart, the sin of ‘false witnessings’ (pseudomurturiui, Matt.
15: 19 = Mark 7: 21-2).

In sum, these appear to be indications that Matthew is con-
cerned with Jewish customs and Old Testament laws that affect
the lives of those to whom he is writing. It is possible that the
divorce which Jesus permits in Matthew’s exception clauses is
that divorce for betrothal unfaithfulness which only the Jews
would have been attentive to.

One of the reasons why Matthew records in such detail the
birth of Jesus and the status of his parents when Mary was found
to be with child, is surely to correct the widespread opinion
among the Jews of Jesus’ illegitimate birth. We shall briefly
consider this idea, the word which the Jews used to describe this
illegitimate birth and its possible bearing on the meaning of
‘unchastity’ in Matthew’s exception clauses.
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The Use of Porneia in John 8: 41
In John 8:34, in the midst of a discussion on freedom and
enslavement, Jesus makes the statement that ‘every one who
commits sin is the slave of sin’. In the progress of the argument
the Jews claim to be Abraham’s offspring. To this Jesus responds
that they should then do the deeds of Abraham and listen to the
truth which He, Jesus, communicated. As Jesus was about to tell
them they were of their father, the devil (John 8: 44), the Jews em-
ployed the classical ad hominem argument and said: ‘We were not

born of fornication (porneius); we have one Father, even God
(John 8: 41b).  R. Brown, in his commentary on John’s Gospel,
writes:

He has been talking about his heavenly Father and about their father,
but were there not rumors about his own birth? Was there not some
question of whether he was really the son of Joseph? . . . The Jews
may be saying, ‘We were not born illegitimate [but you were].’ There
is an early witness to Jewish attacks on the legitimacy of Jesus’ birth in
Origen Against Celsus  128 (GCS 2: 79); and the Acts ofPilate  II 3, has the
Jews charging Jesus: ‘You were born of fornication.‘26

What should we make of the above use of ‘unchastity’? It seems
most natural to understand it as an ad hominem reference to Jesus’
birth out of wedlock, yet other interpretations have been offered.
The term porneiu is clearly appropriate for such an unlawful act if
the illegitimate birth is the intended reference. But that John 8: 41
can be cited as support for the use of porneiu as a technical term for
unchastity during the betrothal period is doubtful. The possi-
bility, however, cannot be ruled out.

Isaksson’s admirable word study of pomeiu, and the fact that
Matthew used it and not ‘adultery’ (moicheiu) to denote the sin for
which separation is permitted, further suggests that the wife’s
adultery is not the (only?) sin Jesus had in view when He used the
term porneiu. He concludes:

Thus we cannot get away from the fact that the distinction between
what was to be regarded as porneia and what was to be regarded as
moicheiu was very strictly maintained in pre-Christian Jewish literature
and in the N.T. porneiu may, of course, denote different forms of
forbidden sexual relations, but we can find no unequivocal examples
of the use of this word to denote a wife’s adultery. Under these
circumstances we can hardly assume that this word means adultery in
the clauses in Mt. The logia on divorce are worded as a paragraph of
the law, intended to be obeyed by the members of the Church. Under
these circumstances it is inconceivable that in a text of this nature the
writer would not have maintained a clear distinction between what
was unchastity and what was adultery: moicheia and not porneia was
used to describe the wife’sadultery. From the philological point of view
there are accordingly very strong arguments against this interpret-
ation of the clauses as permitting divorce in the case in which the wife
was guilty of adultery.*’
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Critique of the Betrothal View
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The Technical Meaning of Porneia
The major critique of this view, like the technical meaning given
to porneiu in the incestuous marriages view,28 is that the betrothal
unchastity meaning of pornezu  is far too restricted and ‘such a
specialized meaning of the term would not have been readily
comprehended .29 The criticism which Isaksson brings against
the use of porneiu to denote a wife’s adultery may be similarly
used against the use of porneiu to denote betrothal unchastity: we
can find no unequivocal examples of this word as denoting
unchastity during the betrothal period. Though a term like
moicheiu (‘adultery’) clearly and unambiguously denotes the act of
adultery, porneiu, in and of itself, does not signify any one
particular sexual sin. It is a wide expression, and the context in
which it appears determines its meaning. Hence, it may be used
to denote any and every form of sexual misconduct contrary to the
will of God.

To strengthen his case Isaksson noted further that he was
‘unable to find in the rabbinic literature any example of the word
znut  being used to denote adultery’.30  In the light of the recent
essay by E. Liivestam  this must surely be in error, for he observes
that ‘If we turn to the Rabbinic literature the use of zunuh
(porneuein) (with its derivatives) about a wife’s unfaithfulness to
her husband is well in evidence.‘31  Lovestam’s conclusion, after
noting the work of Isaksson, rejecting the interpretation of
Matthew’s porneiu in the light of the Jerusalem decree, and
citing numerous rabbinic texts where zunuh refers to the sexual
unfaithfulness on the part of the wife, is this: ‘Against this back-
ground the most plausible interpretation is without doubt that
porneiu in the exceptive phrases in Mt. 5: 32 and 19: 9 means sexual
unfaithfulness. If the intended meaning was any other the term
used would have been highly open to misunderstanding.‘32

When we consider that porneiu can be used to denote unlawful
intercourse in general; that Jesus would have used moicheiu if the
sin of adultery alone was intended; that porn2  (prostitute, cf.
Matt. 21: 31) would have been the better word to use if flagrant
adultery bordering on prostitution was the exceptional sin per-
mitting divorce; and that Matthew 19: 4-8 is surely an absolute
prohibition of divorce within a legally contracted and consum-

mated marriage, what alternatives are left? The historical-
cultural reconstruction in the light of the Jerusalem decree that
understands porneiu as denoting forbidden degrees of kinship
and believes that Matthew added the clause due to problems with
Gentile converts is by no means air-tight. That porneiu refers to
intermarriages between Jews and Gentiles which the law prohib-
ited is possible, but we have been unable to find this suggestion
taken seriously elsewhere. Yet if we consider the Jewish marriage
customs and the particular interests of Matthew’s Gospel, the
restricted nuance of porneiu denoting that kind of sexual sin which
Joseph suspected of Mary is a definite possibility and should not
be dismissed lightly. If the Sitz im Leben  of the exception clauses is
the life of Jesus then the betrothal view has even a better chance of
being correct than has the unlawful marriages view. This is
because no divorce was needed for unlawful unions. They were
considered null and void from the start.

Questionable Support from Patristic Texts
Isaksson has found a single patristic text in Ignatius’ letter to
Polycarp ‘in which it is possible that Ignatius is explaining just
how this clause in Matthew is to be applied in church disci-
pline/. 33

it is
The passage in Ad Polycurpum 5.2b  is as follows: ‘But

right for men and women who marry to be united with the
consent of the bishop, that the marriage be according to the Lord
and not accordin
God.‘%  Isaksson %

to lust. Let all things be done to the honour of
elieves that the phrase ‘to be united’ is a euph-

emism for the first sexual intercourse between a couple which was
not to take place until the bishop had given his consent. He thinks
it is ‘probably not impossible that the reason for this rule was that,
when the marriage was contracted, the leading men of the church
were to be informed whether the clause on unchastity in Mt. was
to be considered applicable, in case the question of divorce
should arise in the future’.35 The qualifications Isaksson himself
adds to the ‘probability’ of this view renders it suspect, besides
the fact that the phrase ‘to be united’ or ‘enter into a union’
usually denotes getting married. E. Schillebeeckx says this about
Ignatius’ statement:

Clerical intervention was regarded only as desirable and did not
include a jurisdictional act of any kind. What is more, Ignatius’
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affirmation stands in almost complete isolation in the ancient church
and was in fact never put to any great extent into practice. We may
safely assume that his statement was in accordance with his
‘episcopalism.‘36

Of course it is possible that the Fathers misunderstood the
particularly Jewish flavour of this betrothal exception, as they
misconstrued other particulars in the Gospels. Various textual
changes witness to this phenomenon. But the widespread testi-
mony of the early Christian writers makes it less probable that the
betrothal view can best account for the biblical and patristic
e v i d e n c e .

Conclusion

The betrothal view has much to commend it: the use of the word
‘fornication’ and not ‘adultery’ in the exception clauses may
indicate a specific premarital sexual sin; the theology and in-
terests of Matthew’s Gospel suggest the exception clause is to be
interpreted in the light of Jewish marriage customs; and if Jesus
had absolutely prohibited divorce He would have had to make
such an exception to avoid the danger of saying divorce was
forbidden even in the case where no marriage was consummated,
because one party had swindled the other by promising a virgin
bride who had in fact already defiled herself and thereby violated
the marriage agreement. The only major objection to this view is
the restricted nuance given the word porneiu. Without specific
contextual indicators would Matthew’s readers have under-
stood it to mean betrothal unchastity? It is surely possible; but
how possible?

CHAPTER NINE

The Preteritive View

This view understands the exception clauses in Matthew quite
differently from the views we have considered so far. The other
interpretations take the exception clause as giving a reason for
separation (the early church view), or complete divorce (the
Erasmian view) or for nullity (the unlawful marriages and be-
trothal view). The preteritive view understands Jesus’ remarks to
be refusing to take ‘unchastity’ as a cause for separation, divorce,
or nullity. It is argued that in fact the addition of the exception
clause alters the sense of Jesus’ condemnation of divorce and
remarriage very little at all. The phrase is just inserted to deal with
the Pharisees’ problem. From the point of view of the remarriage
question then, this view is identical with the early church,
forbidden marriages and betrothal views. Remarriage is always
wrong following a valid marriage.

This view should not be confused with the ‘inclusive’
interpretation,’ which translates Matthew 19: 9, ‘not even in the
case of unchastity’, and means that divorce and remarriage are
forbidden ‘even inclusive of the case of unchastity’. The preteri-
tive view may perhaps be more readily understood if it is desig-
nated the ‘no comment’ view. It is closely tied in with the
phenomenon of Jesus’ public teaching in parabolic speech which
is often followed by private instruction for the disciples. This is
especially clear in Mark’s Gospel, the pattern of which is ‘illus-
trated in Ch. 4 and assumed throughout the Gospel . . .‘2

Statement of the Preteritive View

This view holds that the purpose of the Pharisees’ question in
Matthew 19: 3 was to get from Jesus a decision on a much-
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disputed text of the Bible, namely, Deuteronomy 24: 1. In Bruce
Vawter’s words:
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The reference to ‘any reason whatevei can be nothing except an
allusion to the well known Shammai-Hillel controversy over the
meaning of Dt 24, 1, whether the grounds of divorce were to be
restricted to adultery (moicheiu) alone, or were to be extended to what
was, practically speaking, in the perhaps ironical description of the
Pharisees, any reason whatever. The Pharisees were not asking
whether divorce was lawful - a fact taken for granted and explicit in
the Law - but what were the lawful grounds for divorce according to
the Law.3

Christ would give no direct answer to this question posed by
‘outsiders’. Instead He responds with a counterquestion in-
tended to expose the Pharisees: they would never have asked that
question had they understood the absolute indissolubility of
marriage from the standpoint of the law itself as recorded in
Genesis 1: 27 and 2: 24 (Matt. 19: 4-6). The Pharisees are aston-
ished with this response and so abandon their question about
Hillel’s interpretation of the law only to ask another catch ques-
tion concerning the law itself: why the command to give the bill of
divorce then (v. 7)? Jesus plainly states that Moses’ concession
was ‘an interim legislation in the true sense, contrary to the ideal
of the Law and to the antecedent will of God’.*

Jesus’ final retort, good enough for the hostile questioning
outsiders but not revealing the full truth of the matter later
provided for the disciples (Mark 10: 10-12; cf. Matt. 19: lo-12), is
given in Matthew 19: 9: ‘Whoever divorces his wife - not on the
grounds of unchustify - and marries another, commits adultery.’ This
view understands that ‘unchastity’ is a reference to the ‘some
indecency’ of Deuteronomy24: 1, but also states that Jesus refused
to comment on the meaning of this cryptic reference.5

The Pharisees had begun by asking that it be interpreted; they had
clung to it as the divine authority which contradicted Christ’s con-
struction of the lesson of the creation narrative, as the opposition of
‘law against law’ so familiar to the rabbis. Christ had reinterpreted its
significance in its historical context. It is only natural that the final
elucidation of his teaching should conclude, in effect: ‘I say to you,
whoever dismisses his wife - Dt 24,l notwithstanding - and marries
another, commits adultery.‘6

The ‘no comment’ view understands the exception clauses as
preteritions, or exceptions to the proposition itself, not simply to
the verb ‘to put away’. Vawter says the phrases are parenthetical
to their respective contexts and could be translated as follows:

5, 32: I say to you, however, that everyone who dismisses his wife - set-
ting aside the matter of porneia - makes her become an adulteress; and
whoever marries her who has been dismissed, commits adultery.

19, 9: 1 say to you, kowever, that if anyone dismisses his wife - porneia is
not involved - and marries another, he commits adultery; and whoever
marries one who has been dismissed, commits adultery.’

The full answer, that not even unchastity constitutes an excep-
tion, is given by Christ to the disciples in private (Mark 10: 10)
where they asked Jesus about the case upon which He had just
reserved judgment. Though they had been granted to know such
mysteries of the kingdom (Matt. 13: 11) and were better disposed
than the Pharisees to hear it, even to them it was a shock (Matt.
19: 10).

Support for the Preteritive View

We will examine four main lines of support for this view: (1) the
linguistic evidence for the semantic content given to the prep-
ositions in the exception clauses (purektos and epi); (2) the refer-
ence to ‘unchastity’; (3) Matthew’s redactional activity; and (4) the
pattern of Jesus’ teaching ministry.

The Linguistic Evidence
Proponents of this view feel that the phrase ‘except for unchas-
tity’ (parektos logou porneias) in Matthew 5: 32is clearer than the 19: 9
phrase (m2  epi porneia), and so its meaning should be considered
first.’ The word parektos is an improper preposition with the
genitive. It ‘occurs in the NT once as an adverb (II Cor. xi. 28)
and two or three times as a preposition, with [the] Gen. = apart
from, except’.9 Besides its occurrence as a variant reading in
Matthew 19: 9,r” the only other place it occurs in the New
Testament is in Acts 26: 29 where Paul, a prisoner, prays that not
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only King Agrippa, but all who heard him that day might be as he
is (i.e., a believer) ‘except for’ or ‘apart from  these chains’. In 2
Corinthians 11: 28, chdris  tdn purektos (apart from such external
matters) refers to the troubles which came to Paul from outside,
in contrast to the mental anxieties which came from within.
Besides these texts, the word appears in only two other places in
the Greek literature of the period.”

Thus parektos in Matthew 5: 32 must be given an exclusive, not
an inclusive sense. Though some have argued that a stronger
exceptive force should be given to purektos, Robert Banks feels
that ‘a consideration of the other passages in which it is used in
the NT and in apocalyptic literature indicates that “apart from” is
probably the more basic meaning of the term’.i2 In Matthew
5: 32 purektos ‘governs the logos porneius as an exception not to the
absolute prohibition against dismissing a wife, but to the very
consideration itself of the question of dismissal’.13

This brings us to a consideration of the phrase me epi porneiu in
Matthew 19: 9. The usual translation of the exception phrase in
this verse, where epi is followed by the dative case, is ‘exce@ for
immorality’. Yet nowhere else in Matthew’s Gospel is epi trans-
lated ‘for’ when followed by the dative, or for that matter, in any
of its 124 occurrences in Matthew’s Gospel.‘* One of the most
common ways Matthew uses epi followed by the dative. is
to denote the basis or grounds for an action.r5 The reason this
preposition continues to be translated by ‘for’ in Matthew 19: 9
seems to be linked with the translation of the negative particle me
by ‘except’ from the Reformation to this day.16 Advocates of the
preteritive view say that the particle me (not) should be under-
stood simply as the negative particle nullifying epi,17  the latter
signifying the basis or grounds for the action, so the phrase
should be translated ‘porneiu is not involved’.” This is supposed-
ly similar to the Matthean expression ‘not during the festival’ (Me
en te heorte)  in 26: 5 considered in relation to the whole preceeding
verse. l9 Matthew 26: 3-5 reads:

Then the chief priests and the elders of the people were gathered
together in the court of the high priest, named Caiaphas; and they
plotted together to seize Jesus by stealth, and kill Him. But they were
saying, ‘Not during the festival, lest a riot occur among the people.’

The plot to seize and kill Jesus was excluded from taking place
during the festival. This is supposed to be similar to Jesus’

excluding from His consideration of the grounds for divorce the
whole matter of ‘some indecency’ in Deuteronomy 24: 1.

The Reference to ‘&chastity’
One of the most important considerations in the preteritive or ‘no
comment’ view concerns the significance of logos porneius (‘a
matter of unchastity’) in Matthew 5: 32 and porneiu in 19: 9. R.
Banks, who prefers this view over all others, writes in his study of
Jesus and the Law in the Synoptic Tradition (1975):

As for porneia itself, in keeping with its most general meaning, i.e.,
‘uncleanness’, it should be regarded as a reference to the ‘not dbr
[some indecency] of Deut. 24.1. These sayings may then be generally
translated: ‘I say to you, whoever dismisses his wife - the permission
in Deut. 24.1 notwithstanding - and marries another, commits adul-
tery.’ This means that the emphasis upon indissolubility (already
present in gam&sp  all&&that is the thrust of Mark and Luke is also
preserved in Matthew.

Two lines of evidence argue for the understanding that Matt-
hew’s clauses make a reference to the ‘some indecency’ of Deuter-
onomy. First, there is no direct relationship between the divorce
vocabulary in the Septuagint and the terms used in the New
Testament.21 The verb chdrizd  is used in the New Testament for
‘divorce’ but never means this in the LXX even when the LXX
uses it in other senses. Apolyd means ‘divorce’ in Matthew 1: 19,
5: 31-2, etc., and is used with many other nuances in the New
Testament. But in the divorce passages it replaces the LXX
exupostello  (Deut. 22: 19, 29; 24: 1, 3; Jer. 3: 1, 8; Isa. 50: 1; Mal.
2: 16), which is never used in this sense in the New Testament.
Other examples could be cited, but the point is that it may not be
so unusual to find uschtmon prugmu (Deut. 24: 1 LXX, ‘some
indecency’) rendered by the logos  porneius of Matthew 5:32.=
A glance at Hatch and Redpath’s Concordance reveals that the
LXX translates the Hebrew dub& (word, matter, thing, etc.) by
either logos or prugmu, but that logos, the word which appears in
Matthew 5: 32, appears eight times as often.

The second consideration in favour of seeing the matter of
‘unchastity’ in Matthew 5: 32 as a reference to the ‘some inde-
cency’ in Deuteronomy 24: 1 we have already discussed.u This is
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the near certainty that the phrase in Matthew 5:32  and the
abbreviated form in 19:9  correspond to Shammai’s transpo-
sition of the Hebrew words in Deuteronomy 24: 1 (cf. m. Git.
9:lO).

This identification has significant implications because it ex-
cludes from our consideration the unlawful marriages view and
the betrothal view, both of which unnecessarily restrict the
meaning of the broad term porneiu. Shammai’s transposition most
likely denoted ‘all the marriage and sexual prohibitions specified
in Leviticus ch. 18. It embraces not only incest, but also adultery,
buggery and homosexuality . . .‘24  But it must be remembered
that in Jewish marriage customs the wife’s sexual unfaithfulness
does not give the husband the right to divorce her, as if he could
choose to or not. He had to divorce his wife. She was prohibited to
him for ever (m. Sotu  1: 2; 5: 1; 6: l-3)! Here we find our earlier
remarks on this subject masterfully articulated by E. Lovestam’s
recent essay:

Against this background the clause of exception stands out in sharp
relief. It is only found in passages on divorce which are formulated
with reference to the Old Jewish marital laws, and it applies to the
situation that arose when within this framework the wife [who could
not make out a bill of divorce] had caused irreparable damage to the
marriage, which was the case when she had been guilty of sexual
unfaithfulness.Z,

We want to say again that this does not mean that Jesus condones
Jewish marriage laws.

This is where the exceptive phrase comes in. According to Jewish
marital laws the wife could cause the break-up of a marriage by being
unfaithful and the man had no say in the matter. If the wife was
unfaithful, it was thus she and not the man who was responsible for
the divorce. When the teachings in question are intended for people
with this background, they relieve the man in this case of the responsi-
bility for the divorce and its consequences. The wife bears it. That is
what the exceptive clause means.26

All of this means that whether the preteritive view is correct or
not, the practical application of Matthew’s exception clauses
amounts to the view which we find in tl;le early church Fathers.

Matthew’s Redactional Activity
Banks adds a third observation in support of the preteritive view
of the Matthean clauses:

Here [Matt. 19: 91, in the climactic saying of the narrative, it is perfectly
in accord with Matthew’s redactional method that he should round
the encounter off with a reference to the provision around which the
controversy revolved. This is precisely his procedure in the con-
troversy over defilement that has just been examined (15. 20b).
Though it may seem that it would have been more appropriate for the
clause to have been placed earlier if it was meant to qualify the whole
statement, its present
likely to be inserted.27

osition is the one in which a parenthesis is most

We only wish to note here the major difference (and we believe
the major error) between the preteritive and the early church
view. Whereas the early church view understands the exception
phrases as elliptical clauses with the verb ‘to put away’ under-
stood, the ‘no comment’ view understands these clauses as
purenfhetical phrases functioning independently of the introduc-
tory conditional formula (hos an). As we shall see, the major
problem with the preteritive view is a grammatical one.

The Pattern ofJesus’ Teaching Ministry
The last point we wish to make in favour of the preteritive view is
the phenomenon of Jesus’ teaching ministry in the Gospels. Jesus
said to His disciples, ‘To you has been given the mystery of the
kingdom of God; but those who are outside get everything in
parables’ (Mark 4: 11 = Matt. 13: 11). The circle of the disciples in
the Gospels receives a different ‘level’ of teaching from that
given ‘to those who are outside’, the unbelieving multitude.28
This distinction is found in each of the synoptics.29  Jesus allows
His disciples to see and hear things which others are either not
capable of understanding or do not want to understand. Besides
examples unique to each Gospel (cf. Matt. 13: 36-43),  there are
three parallel instances in Mark and Matthew where this
phenomenon of public teaching in parabolic speech is followed
by private instruction for the disciples. This distinction affects our
interpretations of the remarks which Jesus makes in the hearing
of the public.
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Each of these subjects - (1) the explanation of the parable of the
sower (Matt. 13: l-23; Mark 4: l-20); (2) the question of defile-
ment (Matt. 15: l-20; Mark 7: l-23); and (3) the question of
divorce (Matt. 19: 3-12; Mark 10: 2-12)30  - involved a significant
issue for Jesus’ audience. But for today’s reader these episodes
are much like watching an involved plot on the television screen.
The actual characters participating are not aware of all that is
transpiring (like those whom Jesus taught in parables), while the
viewer is aware of both sides of the plot (like the disciples whom
Jesus instructed more completely in private). In a similar fashion
we see in the Gospels Jesus teaching publicly in parabolic
speech3’ and then privately instructing His disciples. We are able
to perceive both sides of the issue.

In two of the three episodes parallel in Matthew and Mark the
present-day reader can unemotionally accept Jesus’ private ex-
planation to His disciples of a public precept He had just given
enigmatically. Jesus clarifies for them and for us what He
intentionally left unclear in the minds of the unbelieving public.
There is one instance, however, that even today’s reader can and
does emotionally get involved in as did the disciples: Jesus’
pronouncement on the matter of divorce and remarriage. Mark
10: 11-12 must ‘be put on the same level as the explanations of the
“sower” and of spiritual defilement’.32  Unlike the other two
examples of public.teaching which Jesus explains more clearly in
private (and the reader understands quite clearly), the emotional
side of the divorce problem tends to obscure what, at least in
Mark, is a clear example of public teaching in parabolic speech
followed by private elucidation for the disciples. The teaching in
Mark’s Gospel is made obvious: divorce followed by remarriage
in every case amounts to adultery. Though Matthew records the
exact same controversy with the Pharisees, the absence of the
Marcan  place of private instruction (the house, cf. 7: 17; 9: 18, 33;
10: lo), the addition of the (enigmatic?) exception clause, and the
possible change from the question of divorce to singleness for the
sake of the kingdom as the topic of private instruction (Matt.
19: 10-12),33  all combine to complicate the very clear teaching of
Mark on the subject.

If, however, the ‘no comment’ view is correct, and the Matt-
hean phrases are functioning as enigmatic references to the point
of controversy which Jesus refuses to address, then Matthew’s
account communicates the same teaching so clear in Mark: div-

orce followed by remarriage amounts to adultery. Matthew’s
inclusion of the eunuch-saying, a ‘proof’, so to speak, that His
disciples are able to remain single after divorce, further heightens
the contrast between the teaching of the Pharisees and the
teaching of Jesus. Whereas Jewish custom said, ‘Behold, thou art
permitted to any man’ after divorce (m. Gif. 9: 3), Jesus states that
His disciples must remain single after divorce (Matt. 19: 10-12).

If Matthew’s exception is construed within the pattern of Jesus’
public teaching in enigmatic speech, then those Erasmians, who
contend that in Matthew Jesus spells out in detail when such a
divorce and remarriage would’be acceptable, could not be more
mistaken. How could it be possible to derive a specific teaching of
our Lord on divorce and remarriage from a text in which Jesus is
being deliberately obscure in light of the state of unbelief exhi-
bited by the Pharisees who asked the question to trap Him? In at
least two other situations in Matthew’s GospeP  the religious
leaders ask Jesus specific questions designed to trap Him. Jesus,
however, never answered them in the way they expected, but
instead He ‘carved clean through the controversy, and had forced
his questioners to re-examine their own principles’.35  It is poss-
ible that Jesus did not give a direct answer in Matthew 19: 9 as
defenders of the preteritive ‘no comment’ view contend. Mark
would obviously omit the ‘unchastity’ phrase in his account. The
allusion to Deuteronomy 24: 1 would have no bearing on his
Gentile audience who would not know about or have any interest
in the Shammai-Hillel controversy which sparked its inclusion in
Matthew. Banks summarises:

Thus, in this controversy . . . Matthew and Mark by their alter-
ations, omissions and additions have each shaped the original encoun-
ter according to the character of their respective tendencies and
audiences. Particularly noteworthy have been Matthew’s desire to
draw out the implications of Christ’s teaching for theMosaiccommand-
ment and Pharisaic requirement to which it is most relevant, as well
as Mark’s desire to give that teaching its widest possible application,
while once again Matthew’s tendency to focus on the authority of
Jesus and the opposition of the Pharisees has come into view.36

Much more could be said about Jesus’ pattern of public
teaching in parabolic speech and private instruction of the
disciples,37 as well as a discussion of the divorce pericopae in the
light of rabbinic controversy forms attested in Jewish sources
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from the first century AD onwards,m3* but it should be evident that
the preteritive view is both linguistically and pedagogically de-
fensible.
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We should also mention that it is probably wrong to under-
stand Matthew’s exception clause enigmatically in the light of a
teaching pattern that is clearly followed through in Mark, but is
not as clear in Matthew. Furthermore, what is stated privately
in Mark 10: 11-12 is made public in Matthew 19: 9. As Banks
observes, Matthew focuses on Jesus’ authority over and above
that of the Pharisees, so he brings them in open conflict and
introduces Jesus’ final pronouncement with the solemn ‘And I
say to you.’

We only note again, that if the preteritive view is correct, it
would amount to the early church view in practical application.
This is because in the time of Jesus, Jews, Romans and Greeks
alike would have required the wife or husband of an adulterer to
divorce the partner. The same principles apply here as discussed
in chapter 6 in the critique of the Erasmian view. We stated that in
all probability the exception clauses do not give ‘grounds’ for
divorce, but refer to those who would be forced to put away their
adulterous partners by the mores of the society around them.
We believe that Lovestam, quoted earlier in this chapter, has
clearly articulated the precise meaning of the exception clauses in
Matthew’s Gospel where Jewish marriage customs lie in the
background. Thus both Matthew and Mark’s accounts record
Jesus’ absolute prohibition of divorce and remarriage. Should a
divorce be required because of one of the partners’ sexual unfaith-
fulness, both evangelists make it clear that Jesus would regard
any remarriage as adulterous.

Critique of the Preteritive View

The major problem with this view is grammatical. It was argued
above that in Matthew 19: 9 the particle me in me epi porneiu is
simply a negative particle nullifying epi and that a similar con-
struction appears in Matthew 26: 5. The problem with this is
twofold. First, this fails to see that me here is not a simple negative
particle, but is governed by the introductory conditional formula
and thus no different than eun me (if not, unless).39  Second, the
example cited as parallel to this in Matthew 26: 5 does not occur in
a conditional relative clause as is the case in Matthew 19: 9, M.
Zerwick discusses the use of me in the exception clause:

Can me mean ‘except’? The question has a certain importance in
connection with the ‘divorce clauses’; for it is obviously likely that the
two expressions (Mt 5,32  and 19,9)  have the same meaning, i.e. that
me  epi porneig  means the same thing as the previous parektos logou
porneius.  The meaning would of course be the same if mt? could mean
‘except’, but this’is  with good reason denied by many scholars. In this
passage however, me not only may but should mean ‘except’, not that
mP= ‘except’ is of itself admissible, but because mC is here dependent
upon the introductory hosoi an which is equivalent to ean tis (‘whoever
= if anyone dismisses his wife me epi porneif . I .‘) and thus we have
(can)  me = ‘unless’, i.e. ‘except’. Both expressions, therefore, lay down
the same true exception; . . .4o

Much of the same point is made by J. DuPont who argues that
the only way to understand me epi porneiu is as an ellipsis for a
longer conditional clause, ‘if he does not put her away for
unchastity’. We should then have: ‘Whoever puts away his wife,
if he does not put her away for unchastity, and marries another,
commits adultery.’ Thus whereas the major problem with the
unlawful marriages and betrothal views is lexical, in that they
assign an unusually narrow meaning to porneiu, the biggest
problem with the preteritive view is grammatical: can the phrases
really be interpreted parenthetically as this view demands?
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Jesus. The obvious point in conflict with the other sayings is the
Matthean exception clauses. ‘Mt. uses both Mk. and Q [a source
Matt. and Luke supposedly used alongside Mark’s Gospel as
they composed their own], but in both cases introduces a quali-
fication which blunts the saying and is obviously designed to
justify the practice of the Early Church: Mt. 19: 9: me epi porneiu,
and Mt. 5: 32: purektos logou  porneius.‘l  The phrase ‘for any cause at
all’ in Matthew 19: 3 is also added by Matthew (or the final editor
of Matthew) to Mark’s more primitive account and prepares the
reader for the qualification in verse 9.2 Both of these insertions
into Mark’s account are inconsistent with Jesus’ otherwise absol-
ute prohibition of divorce and hence clearly must be Matthean
interpolations.

The exception in Matthew 5: 32 is also confusing because ‘if a
man divorced his wife for porneiu, he would not then cause her to
commit adultery, because she would already be guilty of this
crime’.3  The author of Matthew ‘has so shaped Christ’s teaching
about divorce as to make it consonant with the permanent
validity of the Pentateuchal law, and harmonious with the stricter
school of Jewish theologians’.4 Thus Jesus, like Shammai, allows
divorce and remarriage in the case of ‘unchastity’.

Finally, verses 11-12 of Matthew 19 are understood in tra-
ditional fashion as treating the question of celibacy.

They are, however, introduced by verse 10, in which the disciples
infer that what Jesus has just said (cf. houtds)  implies that it is not
appropriate or advantageous or expedient to marry. Yet nothing in
verses 3-9 contains the slightest hint that avoidance of marriage is the
best policy: indeed there is nothing which might give grounds even
for misunderstanding. . . . So yet more evidence suggests that
Matthew’s account is somewhat dislocated.5

CHAPTER TEN

The Traditio-Historical View

The traditio-historical view does not offer any new exegetical
options which have not been reviewed so far. It is really an
attempt to understand how the evangelists composed their Gos-
pels and arranged the material out of the traditions at their
disposal. But whereas the views we have already looked at
harmonise all the accounts of Jesus’ teaching by arguing that
every passage teaches much the same, the traditio-historical view
admits that the different texts have different meanings, How-
ever, it is argued that these differences reflect the special interests
of the evangelists’ adapting Jesus’ teaching for the needs of the
church they were writing for. As far as the divorce sayings are
concerned, it is the exception clauses that stand out as peculiar to
Matthew and which are often held to be this evangelist’s addition
to the original teaching found in the other Gospels.

On the older traditio-historical view the exception clauses
tended to be understood in the Erasmian sense. But this view has
several disadvantages over the straight Erasmian interpretation
in that it starts from the premise that Jesus taught the absolute
indissolubility of marriage, but that Matthew deliberately contra-
dicted Him. This approach also views Matthew as a very inept
editor of the gospel stories with Jesus apparently changing His
mind in successive verses. For these reasons there is a clear
tendency among more modern tradition critics to favour the
unlawful marriages interpretation as it avoids the contradictions
of the Erasmian view. But since many of the older critical works
assume the Erasmian view we shall examine it here in detail.

Statement of the Traditio-Historical View

This view concludes from studying the various sayings on div-
orce in the New Testament that all of them cannot go back to

Protestants cite Matthew’s account as another example of the
historical development and amplification that took place in
the early church as Jesus’ teachings (tradition) were trans-
mitted among the faithful. Catholics who hold this view find sup-
port for their belief ‘that the Church has the power, not to
abrogate the fundamental laws restated by its Founder, but
to regulate their application taking personal situations into
account.‘6
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Support for the Traditio-Historical View

It must be admitted that if the Erasmian interpretation of the
exception clauses is assumed, critical scholars cannot be faulted
for excising the clauses or attributing their presence to the hand of
Matthew who supposedly found the absolute nature of Jesus’
teaching inapplicable in his church. Though at times they have
accused the gospel text of confusion where none exists,7  scholars
holding the traditio-historical view have done evangelicals  a great
service: they have provided the pressure needed to see that either
the Erasmian interpretation must be abandoned or that a new
view of inspiration should be adopted to take account of the
historical developments that have supposedly taken place in the
transmission of Jesus’ teaching.8  The latter option, however,
confronts the evangelical with problems of a still more serious
nature.

Tradition critics such as D.R. Catchpole hold that in remodel-
ling Mark’s account of Jesus’ discussion with the Pharisees,
Matthew has introduced a great deal of confusion. He finds four
points of incoherence in Matthew’s pericope.

(a) Verses lo-12 do not arise out of verses 3-9. (b) Verse 9 does
not cohere with verses 4-8. (c) Verses 4-8 do not cohere with verse 3b’
[v. 3b contains a question of content, not a catch (peiruzd)  question]. (d)
Verse 3b does not cohere with 3a [i.e., if the discussion is wholly
within the Pharisaic schools (‘for any cause at all’) as v. 3b suggests,
why does this merit peirazd  language as in v. 3a?J9

Catchpole then asks what adjustments, if any, would remove
these awkwardnesses. He feels that (a) is not a problem because
two separate traditions on a different topic are combined. He says
(b) however, cannot be solved simply by separating verse 9 from
verses 4-8 because in Matthew’s narrative verse 8 is not decisive
enough to function as an ending. Tampering with verses 4-8 to
bring them in line with verse 9 would be so far-reaching that
another solution is preferred: ‘either verse 9 has replaced another
conclusion that followed verses 4-8, or the trouble is intrinsic
to verse 9, i.e. its cause is me epi porneiu, which would then
be secondary’. lo These two solutions are felt to be very close
alternatives.

In the case of (c) Catchpole feels that a drastic remodelling of

verses 4-8 must occur to make them cohere with verse 3b, or we
must modify verse 3b itself. ‘This latter could hardly be other than
the excision of kuta Pusan  aifiun.‘” Finally, in case (d) either the
removal of peirazontes (testing) or kutu Pusan  uifiun (for any cause at
all) would solve the problem Catchpole perceives.

Two options emerge: (1) either a drastic remodelling of verses
4-8 and the excision of ‘testing’ which leaves only verses 3b and
verse 9 of the actual debate; or (2) a retention of verses 4-8 and of
‘testing’, but the excision of ‘for any cause at all’ and ‘except for
immorality’. Catchpole feels overwhelming probability favours
the second of these alternatives.

Especially interesting is Catchpole’s argument that Mark
10: 12, which assumes divorce proceedings initiated by a woman,
is not impossible on Jesus’ lips in a Palestinian society. He points
to Paul’s remark in 1 Corinthians 7: lla where he seems to be
drawing on a tradition prohibiting the remarriage of a woman
who carries through divorce proceedings (cf. Salome and
Herodias),” and Paul associates that tradition with Jesus. l3 The
bipartite form in Mark 10: 11-12 (directed to men and women
who may divorce) is extremely similar to the bipartite form in 1
Corinthians 7: 10 and lib, and a tradition branding the remar-
riage of a divorced woman as wrong is reflected in verse 11a.i4
Despite these possible parallels the vast majority of scholars agree
that in a Jewish environment the right to divorce was in principle
restricted to the man. The passage in Mark is clearly formulated
with the Greco-Roman situation in mind.15

The remainder of Catchpole’s article consists of a defence of the
two-document hypothesis where he answers all the objections
that have been raised against it in the light of the unique features
of Matthew 19 and Mark 1O.l6  Some of the ardent defenders of the
two-document hypothesis have conceded that Matthew’s ver-
sion seems more original than Mark and this has created some
problems. l7 But Catchpole does an excellent job of defending the
priority of Mark.

Critique of the Traditio-Historical View

In responding to Catchpole’s understanding of Matthew
19: 3-12, we can hardly see the internal problem he sees in verse
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3. The Pharisees were not merely asking for information or
clarification but were trying to elicit a response by which they
could accuse Jesus. The disappointing thing about Catchpole’s
article was his failure to consider the fine article by Q. Quesnell”
on the close relationship between verses 3-9 with what follows in
verses 10-12.  We have discussed this fully in chapter 2 of our
study, and though we do not agree completely with Quesnell,
he rightly challenged the disjuncture that commentators saw be-
tween verses 3-9 and 10-12. We understand verses lo-12 to
continue Jesus’ teaching on the indissolubility of marriage. On
this understanding Matthew’s account is every bit as authorita-
tive and powerful as the Marcan account and the critical problems
vanish.

Furthermore, this older critical approach makes Matthew a
very poor editor of the divorce sayings. The difficulties have been
fully set out earlier in chapter 6 in the critique of the Erasmian
view. Particularly one should note the two different senses of ‘put
away’ in 19:9,  and the way that Jesus contradicts Himself.
Having totally condemned the Pharisaic positions in verses 3-8,
He suddenly retracts in verse 9 accepting the validity of the
Shammaite stance. What is more, on this view Matthew took it
into his own hands to change his Lords teaching; unlike Paul
who carefully transmitted what Jesus had said. Even without a
high view of biblical inspiration, it is surely poor exegesis which
portrays Matthew as so inept in his handling of Jesus’ traditions.
As B. Vawter has said:

The most telling argument against this position is its plain arbitrari-
ness. It may be rightly asked whether the respect accorded to the
Lord’s logia  elsewhere in the gospels has prepared us to believe that
an evangelist could have introduced into one of them, on whatever
authority, a clause which is surely not an adaptation or an extension of
Christ’s teaching, but, as the interpreters themselves affirm, a formal
contradiction of it. Interpolations should be presumed with difficulty.
This is wholly u priori. For laudable theological reasons they do not
permit Jesus to contradict himself, thus they lay the blame on his
recorder. Would not the more critical approach lie in first determining
whether the alleged contradiction exists in fact? There is no great show
of evidence that this approach has been pursued, or that these
exegetes have examined very thoroughly their own premises before
bowing in the ultimate refuge, the tampered text.”

When it comes to the differences in the synoptic accounts
of Jesus’ divorce sayings we believe A. Isaksson’s analysis is
more plausible than the reorganisation suggested by Catchpole.
Isaksson begins with an incredibly uncomplicated, yet sound
approach. ‘The different versions of the logion must be adjudged
to be different formulations of a common original tradition
and not deliberate changes which an individual evangelist made
from two different sources (Mk and Q).‘20  He continues with
sound reasoning based upon what is clear in all the synoptic
accounts:

If we regard the original form of the logion as being the one which
says that the husband makes himself guilty of adultery if he divorces
his wife and marries another woman, the other forms of the logion can
quite simply be understood as examples of the applications and
expositions of this original form which the Christian churches felt the
need to make. From this original formulation it was clear to the
disciples that Jesus maintained the indissolubility of marriage. What
conclusions could they draw from this?*l

Starting with the saying that a man who divorces his wife and
marries another commits adultery, we can see that the follow-
ing conclusions were drawn from Jesus’ pronouncement on
divorce:

(1) If the husband commits adultery by divorcing his wife and re-
marrying, the wife also commits adultery if she divorces her husband
and re-marries (Mk 10. 12). (2) Since marriage is indissoluble, it is
against the divorced wife that the husband commits adultery, since
this first marriage still subsists (Mk 10. 11). (3) Since marriage is
indissoluble, the man who marries a divorced woman commits adul-
tery (Lk. 16.18b,  and Mt. 5.32b).  (4) Since marriage is indissoluble, it is
also forbidden for a man to divorce his wife, even though he himself
does not re-marry. It may happen that his divorced wife may re-marry
and in that case he is morally guilty of the fact of adultery in respect of
this stilI  subsisting marriage (Mt. 5.32~)”

Catchpole’s view makes Matthew a ham-fisted botcher of
Mark’s material. It is much better to see both evangelists as
intelligent, coherent authors, adapting, but not distorting, the
traditions of Jesus for the particular needs of their readers in the
way Lohmeyer and Schmauch have suggested:
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Mark’s composition is carried out in three parts; he begins with Moses’
legislation concerning divorce, primarily in order to set it aside, then
sets forth the fundamental Law of Creation which makes marriage
indissoluble, and in his supplement for the disciples he adds two pro-
hibitions for husband and wife, that if divorced they may not marry
again. This composition is determined throughout by interest in the readerfor
whom the Mosaic divorce-practice is unimportant. Hence it is set aside at the
outset before the positive command follows. Then an explanation isgiven to the
disciples which appears to interpret this fundamental law for them, as the
future missionaries to the Gentiles.

For the audience of Matthew, on the other hand, the marriage and
divorce regulations of Moses are completely familiar. Thus there is no
need to describe what Moses had commanded and what, therefore, would
be the consequence if one divorced one’s wife.

Instead, it is possible to begin immediately by citing the decision
according to the law of Genesis. The Mosaic regulation then appears
next as an objection to this decision, and this is quite properly placed
in the mouth of the antagonists. Moses is then authoritatively set
aside, and it is possible in a conclusion to state definitively that any
new marriage by a divorced man is adulte

8
. It is a Controversy-dialogue

which lies before us, following the plan:
Refutation, ConclusionB

UestionlAnswer,  Objection1

From this perspective it is unnecessary to determine which
account is more original. Each record stands on its own and
communicates the teaching of Jesus on divorce and remarriage to
their respective audiences.

Conclusion

For the above reasons more recent tradition critics have given up
the Erasmian interpretation of the exception clauses. The prob-
lemof viewing the exception clauses as a special Mattheanaddition
is greatly diminished if they are understood along the lines of any
of the other interpretations we have examined, whether early
church, unlawful marriages, betrothal or preteritive views. In
the latter cases all that Matthew is doing is making explicit some-
thing taken for granted by Jesus’ first hearers. But simply be-
cause the Matthean exception clauses taken in one of these
senses is so congruent with the rest of our Lord’s teaching

on divorce, we do not see any difficulty in Isaksson’s view
that Matthew 19: 9 contains the precise original form of Jesus’
teaching.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Conclusions and Implications

Considering the brevity of Jesus’ recorded remarks about div-
orce, the quantity of literature that they have generated is truly
remarkable. This survey has tried to present the current scholarly
theories as fairly as possible, to show their strengths and weak-
nesses, so that the reader can decide for himself or herself which
is the most probable view. Though it appears certain that Jesus
did not permit remarriage after divorce for any reason, the
question remains as to how the exception clause should be
precisely understood. The betrothal view seems mutually exclu-
sive of all the others, and its simplicity and purity in permitting
the divorce of an unconsummated marriage, while upholding
the absolute indissolubility of a consummated marriage, is at-
tractive. Yet we have problems with the restricted lexical nuance
of ‘unchastity’. The same is true of the unlawful marriages
view. The interpretation that is hard to get a feeling for, per-
haps because Jesus Himself was speaking in somewhat obscure
terms (at least in Mark 10) to His unbelieving questioners,
is the preteritive or ‘no comment’ view. This understanding
could possibly have given rise to each of the other views in
practical application, but we find its grammatical construction
faulty.

It seems unlikely to us that Jesus ‘permitted’ divorce for a
particular sexual sin via the exception clauses, for this would
conflict with His absolute prohibition of divorce in Matthew
19:4-8 and the loyal covenant love exhibited by Hosea  for un-
faithful Gomer. It seems safest to say that Jesus gave an absolute
prohibition of divorce and remarriage. Should a man be forced to
put away his unfaithful wife, as the Jewish readers of Matthew’s
Gospel would have been, Jesus does not hold him responsible for
breaking His command not to divorce. The guilt and the blame lie

with the woman who is an adulteress by reason of her offence.
And should the hard-heartedness of one of the partners result in
an unfortunate divorce, lack of forgiveness and a refusal to be
reconciled, Jesus requires His disciples to remain single.

One thing appears certain from this study: the New Testament
and the early church as a whole are not vague or confusing when
it comes to the question of remarriage after divorce. It is clear that
Jesus said that a man may have one wife or no wife, and if
someone puts away their partner for whatever reason they must
remain single.

Some of the precepts of Scripture are difficult to accept and
often make the Christian uncomfortable as he considers the
implications of these teachings for his own life and the lives of
those to whom he ministers. This is certainly true with respect to
the conclusions we have reached in this study. One of the most
difficult problems facing a minister of the Gospel is counselling
the divorced and those already remarried. How does one move
from a careful exegesis of the relevant texts to the heartbreaking
problems of those who seek his counsel in this matter? Carefully
exegeting the texts is one thing, but the manner in which Gods
word is conveyed to believers facing divorce and the issue of
remarriage is quite another. There are ethical problems involved,
certainly,’ but there are also standards involved for those who by
faith desire to be Christ’s disciples and experience His joy in
fullest measure (John 14: 20; 15: l-11; 17: 13). Jesus’ disciples did
object to His firm stand on divorce and remarriage. They said, ‘If
the relationship of the man with his wife is like this, it is better not
to marry’ (Matt. 19: 10). This attitude makes the attractiveness of
marriage contingent upon the possibility of divorce and remar-
riage to another. The disciples had an anthropocentric outlook.
They felt that their designs for their own ‘well-being’ had to be
better than their Creator’s design just communicated to them via
the Messiah Himself. But remarriage was clearly not better for
them in His teaching. He said it was adultery.

Jesus then responded to their objections: ‘Not all men can
accept this statement, but only those to whom it has been given.’
This does not mean that Jesus’ standard for the marriage rela-
tionship applies to some Christians but not to all Christians.
‘Those to whom it has been given’ ure Jesus’ disciples, the ones to
whom He granted the knowledge of ‘the mysteries of the king-
dom of heaven’ (Matt. 13: 11 = Mark 4: 11, cf. vv. 33-4). All who
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would be Christ’s disciples are called to this standard of marriage
just as they are called to lay down their lives for their friends (John
15: 13); to cut off hand and foot and pluck out their eye to avoid sin
(Matt. 5: 29-30); to take up their cross, which is God’s will for
their life, and follow Christ no matter what it may cost (Mark
8: 34); and to believe that ‘whoever wishes to save his life shall
lose it, but whoever loses his life for My sake shall find it’ (Matt.
16: 25).2 Though the standards appear to be impossible our Lord
would say to us, ‘With men this is impossible, but with God all
things are possible’ (Matt. 19: 26). He calls each of His disciples to
a life of grace and faithful dependence upon Him so that He might
bring about His own image in us whether He uses a good
marriage or a broken marriage to accomplish this end.

It is essential to hold before our people continually the ideal
that human marriage should reflect the union between Christ and
the church. As Christ loved us sinners and gave Himself for us, so
Christian husbands and wives are called to love their partners
even if their love is inadequately responded to. As God remains
faithful despite our frequent faithlessness, so even a divorced
believer who remains single out of loyalty to Christ and the
former partner can be a vivid, powerful symbol of the enduring
love of God for sinful mankind. When the world sees this quality
of love they, too, may wish to know the God who so loved them
while they were yet sinners.

Those couples who have already remarried after divorce may
be wondering how their situation fits into all of this. We believe
that you should see that your present marriage is now God’s will
for you. You should seek to be the best husband or wife you can
be, rendering to each other your full marital duty. If you come to
the realisation that Jesus calls remarriage after divorce the sin of
adultery, then call sin ‘sin’ rather than seek to justify what you
have done. We believe this will bring great freedom to your
marriage and will break down barriers to ministry you may have
encountered before. As one divorced and remarried couple
responded to the apologetic attitude of the dean of a Bible
Institute as he explained their policy of not granting degrees to
those who remarry after divorce: ‘Don’t apologize for your policy.
We know now that what we have done is wrong; but that isn’t
going to keep us from preparing to serve the Lord as best as we
possibly can.’

We also have theological reasons for believing that maintaining

your present marriage will accomplish the greatest good. First,
Deuteronomy 24: l-4 clearly forbids restoration of marriage to a
divorced partner after one of the partners has consummated a
second marriage. Such a restoration of marriage is called ‘an
abomination before the Lord’ (Deut. 24: 4). Now according to our
understanding, 3 this Deuteronomic regulation is based on the
idea that marriage creates a permanent relationship between the
spouses - ‘the two become one flesh’ - a principle endorsed by
the New Testament. Ideally, where Jesus’ principles have been
understood and obeyed, the situation envisaged by Deuter-
onomy should never arise for His followers. But where it has
arisen and remarriage following divorce has occurred, it would
seem wisest to adhere to the Deuteronomic provision. To act
otherwise and seek to return to your former partner may or may
not succeed, but it will surely bring great grief to your second
partner. Secondly, all Christians, from the apostle Peter onward,
recognise that their past sins have inevitable consequences which
we cannot alter. But however blatant our past denials, Christ still
offers us forgiveness and the opportunity to love and follow Him
in the future (John 21: 15-19). If this study has perturbed you,
because of your own past failures or because of the way you have
counselled divorcees, do not forget that Christ came to save
sinners. None of us can pretend to be above reproach in the realm
of sexual morality when we measure ourselves by our Lords
standards (Matt. 5: 27-30; John 8: l-11). All of us need to claim
His daily forgiveness and grace if we are to be transformed into
His likeness. ‘If we say that we have no sin, we are deceiving
ourselves, and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, He is
faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from
all unrighteousness’ (1 John 1: 8-9). So let us praise Him for His
mercy and dedicate ourselves anew to serve Him more faithfully
in the future.

We wish to conclude our study with some penetrating words
from Geoffrey Bromiley’s little book God and Marriage (1980). He
reminds us that marriage belongs to the temporal and not to the
eternal order. Jesus told the cynical Sadducees that in the resur-
rection people neither marry nor are given in marriage (Matt.
22: 30). And even though marriage may be a fulfilling and
wonderful relationship between one man and one woman in this
life, marriage has an eschatological limit.

Life cun go on apart from marriage; and those whose marriages
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have been broken must remember their citizenship in Gods
kingdom. Bromiley writes:

In the world of the fall  the redemptive work of God carries with it a
service of God - not necessarily a technical ministry but a service
according to God’s will, by God’s appointment, and in God’s dis-
cipleship - which means that some part of life, if not all, must be lived
temporarily outside the regular patterns of God’s created order.

This reminds us of the order of priorities which Jesus demands in
the calling of his disciples. What God requires must come before all
else, the good as well as the bad. The followers of Jesus must be ready,
should he will, to renounce even marriage for the sake of the gospel.
They must be ready to obey God and not remarry after separation
even though they might plead, as they often do, that they have a right
to happiness or to the fulfillment of natural desires. To talk of a right to
happiness is to delude onself. Happiness, when it is attained, is a gift
from God and it cannot be attained, nor can human life be fulfilled,
where there is conflict with God’s stated will or a defiant refusal to see
that true happiness and fulfillment lie only in a primary commitment
to God’s kingdom and righteousness. For God’s sake some people
may have to forego marriage, some may have to put it in a new
perspective, and some who have broken their marriage may have to
refrain from remarriage. Marriage is a good thing but it is not ‘the one
thing needful’ (Luke 10: 42). Hence it may be-and in some instances it
may have to be - surrendered.4

Jesus did not come to lay down a new ‘law’ on His disciples,
one too strict for them to bear. He gave them a moral standard
which, by God’s grace, He expected His disciples to fulfil. He said
that one of the distinguishing characteristics of His disciples is
that they do not remarry after divorce. Christ came to give
freedom, not for divorce and remarriage, but for marriage in its
creational design. Jesus’ disciples have the power of the indwell-
ing Spirit of life and no longer have hearts of stone, nor are they
subject to hard-heartedness when it comes to fulfilling Gods
commands. Though man will never perform perfectly, he is able
to live on a plane far above that of failure. And if one thing or
another leads to the tragedy of divorce, Christ’s disciple has
available that grace which is needed to remain single or be
reconciled. The death of Christ itself has implications for the
Christian husband and wife. It has resulted in Christ’s taking
upon Himself the cost of human unfaithfulness. He has broken
its power. In BromiIey’s  words: ‘Living with divine reconciliation
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as a constant fact in human life means living with mutual recon-
ciliation as a constant fact. This makes indissoluble union a
practical and attainable goal even for sinners.‘5
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APPENDIX

J. D. M. Derrett’s
‘No Further Relations View’

This view originated with J.D.M. Derrett and is presented in his
work, Law in fhe New Testament. Derrett’s fundamental consider-
ation is the need to go to Genesis first in order to construe the
provisions of Deuteronomy. In Genesis 2: 24 God established the
doctrine of ‘one flesh that derives from the mating of two beings.
The text shows that one is not entitled sexually to enjoy a woman
who is not ‘his’, and ‘his’ means exclusively his. No interpret-
ation of Moses (esp. Deut. 24: l-4) which conflicts with this
fundamental can possibly be right. Nor did Jesus abrogate or
disapprove of the legislation of Moses. Furthermore, the seventh
commandment, ‘You shall not commit adultery’ (Iii’ tin’a’p,  Exod.
20: 13 [14]), is in Derrett’s opinion an inaccurate rendering of the
root nd’up, which, in other contexts, is associated with fornication
or sexual irregularity in general (Jer.  3: 3-8; Ezek. 23: 37; Josh.
24).  A man’s adultery is forbidden in Leviticus 18: 20, and
Exodus 20: 17 forbids coveting a neighbour’s wife, while incest
and harlotry are distinctly forbidden elsewhere. Thus the seventh
commandment is understood to forbid any kind of sexual inter-
course between unmarried people who will not or cannot marry.

As for Deuteronomy 24: l-4, it is concerned solely with the fact
that a divorced wife can not be taken back by her former husband
‘since she has been defiled (Keil and Delitzsch). The wife’s
intercourse with a third party has for ever defiled the original and
still remaining ‘one flesh’. Deuteronomy 24: l-4 prohibits divorce
and remarriage - a prohibition which, contrary to Moses’ original
intent, Jewish practice contravened. Moses permitted divorce for
‘hardness of heart’ (Matt. 19: 8), which has nothing to do with
human compassion but implies human weakness in the face of
moral temptation (i.e., if the original husband continues living

with a defiled wife he is tempted to continue sexual relations
which would, in turn, defile him, and he, too, would commit
nd’up). Likewise, the stress in Jesus’ divorce teaching lies on the
prohibition of remarriage. Mark 10: 11 is literally correct and Luke
16: 18 agrees: one who divorces and marries again is an adulterer
vis-bvis his first wife, because he breaks the commandment
against nu’up  in that the original one flesh cannot be broken.

Matthewis equally correct, though it gives rise to what Derrett
calls the ‘incorrect (soft) interpretation . . . the superficial view’
(his description of the evangelical Protestant or Erasmian view).
Matthew says one who divorces for unchustify is avoiding ‘adul-
tery’ at home, which would be committed if he were to continue
sexual relations within this now defiled, yet still remaining, ‘one
flesh’ monstrosity (now three in one). Matthew permits the
innocent man to clean his home, to avoid temptation, though the
welfare of the divorced wife should be a righteous Jewish hus-
bands concern. But the husband must remain unmarried
whether his wife marries her lover or not - for as long as she lives
the ‘one flesh’ (though now a defiled plurality) still remains -
and any sexual relations on his part = nd’up. As the response
of the disciples indicates (Matt. 19: lo), Jesus proved that the
Torah taught a stricter way of righteousness than anyone could
have desired. Derrett finds support for his view in Hermas
Mandate 4.1.4-10. [Cf. TDNT 6: 592 lines 2-51

Abbreviations

The abbreviations of the works cited in the notes correspond to
the listing in the ‘Instructions for Contributors’, in the Journal of
Biblical Lifer&r-e  95 (1976) 339-46. Abbreviations from that listing
that are used here, as well as abbreviations for works not listed in
the JBL article, are identified below.

AB Anchor Bible
ACR Australian Catholic Record
ACW Ancient Christian Writers
AER American Ecclesiastical Review
AfER African Ecclesiastical Review
AnBib Analecta biblica



206 JESUS AND DJVORCE

APOT
The Ante-Nicene Fathers
R.H. Charles (ed.), Apocypha and Pseudepigrupha  of the Old
Testament

ASNU Acta  seminar% neotestamenticl upsaliensis
ATANT  Abhandlungen zur Theologie des Alten und Neuen

BA
BAGD

BDB

BDF

BGBE
Bib
BfRL
BLE
BR
BSac
BT
BTB
CBQ
CD

CGTC

:&
CleR
CTI
CTM
DTC
EGT
EncJud
ERE
ETL
EvQ
Exp
ExpTim
FC
GGNT

GKC
Greg
HeYJ
HNTC

Testaments-
Biblical Archaeologist
W. Bauer, W.F. Amdt, F.W. Gingrich, and F. W. Danker,
Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament
F. Brown, S.R. Driver, and C.A. Briggs, Hebrew and English
Lexicon of the Old Testament
F. Blass, A. Debrunner, and R.W. Funk, A Greek Grammar of the
New Testament
Beitrage  zur Geschichte der biblischen Exegese
Biblica
Bulletin of the John Rylands University Libra y of Manchester
Bulletin de litterature ecclbiastique
Biblical Research
Bibliotheca Sacra
The Bible Translator
Biblical Theology Bulletin
Catholic Biblical Quarterly
Codex Damascus, Cairo (Genaizah text of the [Damascus] docu-
ment)
Cambridge.Greek  Testament Commentary
Church History
The Churchman
Clergy Review
Calvin Theological Journal
Concordia Theological Monthly
Dictionnaire de theologie  catholique
W.R. Nicoll (ed.), The Expositor’s Greek Testament
Encyclopaedia  judaica  (1971)
J. Hastings (ed.), Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics
Ephemerides theologicae lovanienses
Evangelical Quarterly
Expositor
Expository Times
Fathers of the Church
A.T. Robertson, A Grammar of the Greek New Testament in the
Light of Historical Research
Gesenius’ Hebrew Grammar, ed. E. Kautzsch, tr. A.E. Cowley
Gregorianum
Heythrop  Iournal
Harper’s New Testament Commentaries

ABBREVIATIONS

HTR Harvard Theological Review
ICC
ZDB

International Critical Commentary

1DBSup
G.A. Buttrick  (ed.), Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible
Supplementary volume to IDB (1976)

lnt
ITQ

g?”
PL

E:

JETS
JIS

;Ff
JSNT
fSOT
ISS

FS
KIV
LCC
LCL
LSJ
MHT

lnter+etation  _
Irish Theological Quarterly
fournal of the American Oriental Society
R.E. Brown et al. (eds.), TheJerome  Biblical Commentary
Journal of Biblical Literature
The Jewish Encyclopedia
Journal of Ecclesiastical Histo  y
Journal of Ecumenical Studies
fournal of the Evangelical Theological Society
Journal of Jewish Studies
The Jewish Law Annual
fournul  of Psychology and Theology
fournal for the Study of the New Testament
]ournal  for the Study of the Old Testament
Journal of Semitic Studies
fournal  of Theology
fournal of Theological Studies
King James Version
Library of Christian Classics
Loeb Classical Library
Liddell-Scott-Jones, Greek-English Lexicon
J.H. Moulton, W.F. Howard, and N. Turner, A Grammar of
New Testament Greek (4 ~01s.)
New American Standard Bible
New Century Bible Commentary

NASB
NCBC
NEB New English Bible
NICNT
NICOT

New International Commentary on the New Testament
New International Commentary on the Old Testament

NIDNTT C. Brown (ed.), The New International Dictiona  y of New
Testament Theolo

NIV New Infernationai@Version
NovT Novum Testamentum
NovTSup  Novum Testamenturn, Supplements
NRT
NPNF

La nouvelle revue theologique
Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers

NTA New Testament Abstracts
NTS New Testament Studies
OTL Old Testament Library
PAAJR
PCB

Proceedings of the American Academy of Iewish  Research
M. Black and H.H. Rowley (eds.), Peake’s Commentary on the
Bible
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PCTSA

$J
RestQ
RmQ
RHE
RSV

$
SCM

Proceedings of the Catholic Theological Society of America
J. Migne, Patrologia graeca
Reformed Journal
Restoration Quarterly
Revue de Qumran
Revue d’histoire ecclesiastique
Revised Standard Version
Scripture
Scottish Journal of Theology
SCM Press

SNTSMS Society for New Testament Studies Monograph Series
TBT The Bible Today
TCGNT B.M. Metzger,  A Textual Commentary on the Greek New

Testament (i971)
TD
TDNT

TDOT

Theo1
Them
ThW
TOTC
TS

Theology Digest ’
G. Kittel and G. Friedrich (eds.), Theological Dictionary of the
Nezo Testament
G. J, Botterweck and H. Ringgren (eds.), Theological Dictionary
of the Old Testament
Theology
Themelios
Third Way
Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries
Theological Studies

TZ Theologische Zeitschrift
UBSGNT United Bible Societies Greek New Testament
VT Vetus Testamenturn
ZNW Zeitschrift  fiir die neutestamentliche Wissenschaft

NOTES

Introduction

1. See, for example, C.G. Montefiore, The Synoptic Gospels (2nd ed.;
London: Macmillan, 1927) 1: 225-36; 2: 65-7,257-65,535-6;  T. W.
Manson,  The Sayings of Jesus  (London: SCM, 1957) 135-8; D. Cros-
san, ‘Divorce and Remarriage in the New Testament’, in The Bond of
Marriage (ed. W.W. Bassett; Notre Dame, Ind.: Univ. of Notre
Dame Press, 1968) l-33; R.N. Soulen, ‘Marriage and Divorce: A
Problem in New Testament Interpretation’, Int 23 (1969) 439-50; P.
Hoffmann, ‘Jesus’ Saying about Divorce and its Interpretation in
the New Testament Tradition’, trans. J.T. Swann, in Concilium 55:
The FutureofMarriugeas  lnstitution (ed. F. Bockle;  New York: Herder
and Herder, 1970) 51-  66; 8. Vawter, ‘Divorce and the New Testa-
ment’, CSQ 39 (1977) 528-42.

2. Major doctoral works that evidence familiarity with the literature
and problems involved, none of which opt for the Erasmian exege-
sis, include A. Isaksson, Marriage and Ministry in the New Temple: A
Studywith Special Reference toMutt.  19.13 [sic]-12and 1. Cor. 11,3-16,
trans. N. Tomkinson with J. Gray (ASNU 24; Lund: Gleerup;
Copenhagen: Munsgaard, 1965); D.L. Dungan,  The Sayings of Jesus
in the Churches of Paul: The Use of the Synoptic Tradition in the
Regulation of Early Church Life (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1971) 81-135;
R. Banks, Jesus and the Law in the Synoptic Tradition (Cambridge:
Univ. Press, 1975) 146-59; J.P. Meier, Law and History in Matthew’s
Gospel: A Reductional Study of Mt. 5: 27-48 (Rome: Biblical Institute
Press, 1976) 140-50. The two most Iearned  studies on this subject
appear to be those of J. DuPont,  Mariage et divorce dans l’evan
Matthieu 19, 3-22  et paralleles  (Bruges: Desclee de Brouwer, 1 B

iie:
59)

and H. Baltensweiler, Die Ehe im Neuen Testament: Exegetische Unter-
suchungen uber Ehe, Ehelosigkeit und Ehescheidung (ATANT  52;
Zurich: Zwingli Verlag, 1967).

3. There are a few exceptions, but even these have failed to interact
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with the vast body of literature available in journals and numerous
other studies. Worthy of mention is the small, yet theologically
significant, book by G. Bromiley, God and Marriage (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1980) esp. pp. 38-46. Bromiley is the translator of
many German volumes including the Theological Dictionary of the
New Testament. There is also the unpublished work by G.J.
Wenham, ‘Marriage and Divorce: The Legal and Social Setting of
the Biblical Teaching’, a memorandum submitted to the Church of
Ireland Committee on the remarriage of divorced persons (Queen’s
Univ., nd.).  This 60-page  study is summarised in Third Way, Oct.
20th,  1977, pp. 3-5; Nov. 3rd, 1977, pp. 7-9; and Nov. 17th, 1977,
pp. 7-9.

4. All translations are from the New American Standard Bible unless
indicated otherwise.

5. Here Jesus connects the prohibition of coveting found in the tenth
commandment (Exod. 20: 17; Deut. 5: 21) with the prohibition of
adultery found in the seventh (Exod. 20: 14; Deut. 5: 18).

6. This is structurally su ested by the shortening of the formula ‘You
have heard that. . . ’ (%ousate hoti errethe;  Matt. 5: 21,27,33,38,43)
to ‘It was said’ (Errethe)  in 5: 31 and the link between 5: 27-30 and
w. 31-2 established by de (and). The formula is resumed by Palin
(furthermore, BAGD, palin,  3) in v. 33. This is lexically suggested by
the occurrence of moicheuo  (to commit adultery) and its cognates
(Matt. 5: 27,28,32a, 32b). Cf. R.H. Gundry,  Matthew: A Commentary
on His Literary,and  Theological Art (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982)
89.

7. Cf. A.B. Bruce, ‘The Synoptic Gospels’, in EGT (ed. W.R. Nicoll)
1: 109; R.H. Charles, The Teaching of the New Testament on Divorce
(London: Wms. & Norgate,  1921) 25 n.1; Montefiore, Synoptic
Gospels, 2: 66; Hoffmann, ‘Jesus’ Saying about Divorce’, 60: ‘But if
she has already committed adultery he is not guilty, for she has
herself broken the marriage by her deed.’

8. See chapter 2.
9. See chapter 7.

10. The most recent defenders of the Erasmian view contend for this
broader understanding of porneia in Matthew’s exception clauses.
See further chapter 4.

11. Six are treated extensively in this study. J.D.M. Derrett’s (Law in the
New Testament [London: Darton,  Longman  & Todd, 19701  363-88)
very interesting ‘no further relations’ view is summarised in the
Appendix. It may be subsumed under the early church view. The
‘inclusive’ and ‘interpretative’ interpretations are not sufficiently
supportable to warrant discussion in this study. On these last two
views see B. Vawter’s (‘The Divorce Clauses in Mt 5,32 and 19, 9,’
CBQ  16 (19541  160-2) discussion and critique.

12

13,

14.
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That this interpretation still reigns in evangelical circles is evident
by articles like J.R. W. Stott’s, ‘The Biblical Teaching on Divorce’,
ChM 85 (1971) 165-74, and P.H. Wiebe’s ‘The New Testament on
Divorce and Remarriage: Some Logical Implications’, IETS  24 (1981)
131-8. The latter article makes no attempt to exegete the texts and
assumes the correctness of the Erasmian exegesis.
One of the primary motivations for publishing our research is the
realisation that no layman or pastor would have the time or
resources to pursue a comprehensive study of the subject of divorce
and remarriage. Evangelical works in print on this issue have also
failed to accomplish this task.
See chapter 4, n.4.

Chapter 3
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.
7.

E. Flesseman-van Leer, Tradition and Scripture in the Early Church
(Van Gorcum’s Theologische Bibliotheek 26; Assen, Neth.: Van
Gorcum, 1954) 9.
For a superb illustration of this where Granville Sharp’s rule is
checked with the interpretations of the Greek writers, see C.
Kuehne, ‘The Greek Article and-the  Doctrine of Christ’s Deity (Part
III)‘, JT 14 (March 1974) 11-20. Daniel 8. Wallace brought this to our
attention.
J.T. McNeill,  ed., Calvin: Institutes of the Christian Religion (LCC
20-l; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1960) 1: 18. Cf. A.N.S. Lane,
‘Calvin’s Use of the Fathers and the Medievals’, CTJ  16 (1981)
149-205.
D.F. Wright, ed., Common Places of Martin Bucer  (Courtenay Library
of Reformation Classics 4; Abingdon: Sutton Courtenay, 1972)
40-l.
John Jewel, An Apology of the Church of England (ed. J.E. Booty;
Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell Univ., 1963) 41.
Ibid., 135.
H. Crouzel, L’eglise  primitive face au divorce du premier au cinquieme
siecle  (Paris: Beauchesne). Also J.P. Arendzen, ‘Ante-Nicene Inter-
pretations of the Sayings on Divorce’, JTS  20 (1919) 230-41; G.H.
Joyce, Christian Marriage: An Historical and Doctrinal Study (2nd ed.;
Heythrop Series 1; London: Sheed and Ward, 1948) 304-31. Others
who find the early church view most convincing but are unable to
speak as confidently as Crouzel, include: E. Schillebeeckx, Mar-
rzage: Human Reality and Saving Mystery (New York: Sheed and
Ward, 1965) 145-55; A.J. Bevilacqua, ‘History of the Indissolubilitv.-------,
of Marriage’, PCTSA 22 (1967) 253-308; W. Rordorf, ‘Mar___,_ __.rinaP in

the New Testament and in the Early Church’, JEH 20 (1969) 193-
210. Another good survey of early Fathers may be found in J.
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Bonsirven, LedivorcedansleNouveau  Testament (Paris: Desclee, 1948)
61-75.

8. Cf. T.P. Considine, ‘The Pauline Privilege’, ACR 40 (1963) 111-13;
Schillebeeckx, Marriage, 283 n.72; Crouzel, L’t!glise  primitive, 274.

9. See the articles on ‘Adultery’ and ‘Marriage’ in Hastings Encyc-
lopedia of Religion and Ethics and The Jewish Encyclopedia.

10. Contra N. Turner, ‘The Translation of Moichatai ep’ Aut.?n  in Mark
10: ll’, BT 7 (1956) 151-2; B. Schaller, “‘Commits adultery with
her”, not “against her”, Mk. lo”‘, ExpTim 83 (1972) 107-8. Mark
never uses the preposition epi c. act. to mean ‘with’. He often uses it
to mean ‘against’ (3: 24,25,26; 13: 8,12;  14: 48).

11. Cf. F.L. Cross, The Early Christian Fathers (London: Gerald Duck-
worth, 1960) 23-4. J.A.T. Robinson (Redating the New Testament
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 19761  319-22) would date Hermas
about AD 85 at the latest.

12. Cf. Arendzen, ‘Ante-Nicene Interpretations’, 231; Schillebeeckx,
Marriage, 145-6.

13. Cf. 1 Cor. 7: 11, menetd agamos (let her remain unmarried). Paul’s
and Hermas’ addition of ‘remain single’ seems to indicate clearly
that legal divorce is involved, not simple separation.

14. The translation is our own from the Greek text in The Apostolic
Fathers (LCL; Cambridge: Harvard Univ.; London: Wm. Heine-
mann, 1913) 2: 78,80.

15. Bevilacqua, ‘History’, 254. On the Lex julia see P. Corbett, The
Roman Law of Marriage (Oxford: Clarendon, 1930) 133-46.

16. Crouzel, L’&lise primitive, 51.
17. Ibid., 50. This was also observed by K. Lake, ‘The Earliest Christian

Teaching on Divorce’, Exp 10 (1910) 425-7.
18. J.A. Sherlock, Review of L’@ise primitive face au divorce, by H.

Crouzel, TS 33 (1972) 334-5. R.H. Charles (The Teaching of the New
Testament on Divorce [London: Wms. & Norgate, 1921) 106) counters
his own argument to this effect when he adds: ‘Yet, according to
the use he makes of the saying of our Lord . . . remarriage after
divorce appears to be absolutely forbidden.’

19. V. 6d reads: ean de apolysas t& gynaika  heteran gum&e,  kai autos
moichatai.

20. A.J. Bellinzoni, The Sayings of Jesus in the Writings of Justin Martyr
(NovT  SUP. 17; Leiden: Brill, 1967) 1, Cf. C.C. Richardson’s remarks
in LCC 1:>32-3.

21. Bellinzoni, Sayings of Jesus, 140. D.A. Hagner (The Use of the Old and
New Testaments in Clement of Rome [NovT  Sup 34; Leiden: Brill, 19731
283n.2, 302-3) criticises  Bellinzoni’s attempt to find a Gospel har-
mony behind similar sayings. Yet Tatian, Justin’s pupil, did produce
a full Gospel harmony.

22. Crouzel, L’kglise  primitive, 54 (cf. ANF 1: 167; FC 6: 48; LCC 1: 250).
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23. Trans. by C.C. Richardson, LCC 1: 230. Cf. Rordorf, ‘Marriage in
the New Testament’. 204.

24. Legatio Pro Christianis  33 (PC 6. 965 ff.). Trans. by J.H. Crehan,
ACW, 23: 74-5. Richardson’s (LCC 1: 337) translation following the
Scripture quote is as follows: ‘Thus a man is forbidden both to put
her away whose virginity he has ended, and to marry again. He
who severs himself from his first wife, even if she is dead, is an
adulterer in disguise. He resists the hand of God, for in the
beginning God created one man and one woman. But the adulterer
breaks the fellowship based on the union of flesh with flesh for
sexual intercourse.’ The text and meaning at the very end is
doubtful.

25. Arendzen, ‘Ante-Nicene Interpretations’, 232-3; Joyce, Christian
Marriage, 591; Bevilacqua, ‘History’, 271; etc.

26. Crouzel, L’Pglise  primitive, 60. Rordorf (‘Marriage in the New Testa-
ment’, 204,205 n.2) leans toward Crouzel’s view but is in doubt.

27. Arendzen, ‘Ante-Nicene Interpretations’, 233.
28. Such feelings may also have been influenced by the prevailing

asceticism and abstinence that characterised  both philosophy and
religion in Roman society (P.E. Harrell, ‘The History of Divorce and
Remarriage in the Ante-Nicene Church’ [Th.D. dissertation, Bos-
ton University, 19651  10-18, 167-9).  It also seems clear that there
was a fairly strong feeling that a second marriage, though not
forbidden, was not altogether creditable. ‘This feeling was
apparently shared by pagans and Christians without much distinc-
tion’ (C.H. Dodd, ‘New Testament Translation Problems II [l Tim.
3: 2, 12; Titus 1: 6]‘,  BT 28 [1977]  115). Did Christians find in the
Roman ideal of single marriage an apparent similarity with their
own religious tenets and thereby go beyond what is written? (cf. M.
Lightman and W. Zeisel, ‘Univira: An Example of Continuity and
Change in Roman Society’, CH46 (1977) 19-32.) Against linking the
‘husband of one wife’ phrases in the Pastorals with the Roman
univira see the articles summarised in NTA 3: 415; 12: 314; 16: 276.

29. Joyce, Christian Marriage, 584-600. Cf. E. Valton, ‘Bigamie’, DTC 2
(1905) 878-88;  Wm. P. Le Saint, ACW 13: 112 n.4; Crouzel, L’Pglise
primitive, 374-6.

30. Ad Autolycum 3.13. Trans. by R.M. Grant (Theophilus of Antioch: Ad
Autolycum.  Oxford Early Christian Texts [Oxford: Clarendon, 19701
119). Cf. ANF 2: 115.

31. Cf. Bellinzoni, Sayings of Jesus, 70-l. The relationship of Theophi-
lus’ text to Luke 16: 18b  seems certain. The only change is the
transfer of the participle gum&  (marries) to the beginning of the

32. $$%e  NIV and NEB trans. of Matt. 5: 32b: ‘And anyone who
marries a woman so divorced commits adultery’ [italics ours]. This
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33.

$:
36.

37.
38.

39.

40.

41.

42.

43.

44.

implies the qualification ‘unjustly divorced’ - i.e., not for unchas-
tity - is to be understood from v. 32a (cf. KJV).  Perhaps Theophilus
did invert the two halves of Matt. 5: 32 to prevent confusion! Cf.
Bonsirven, Le divorce, 64.
Adversus  Haereses 3.3.4 (ANF 1: 416; LCC 1: 373-4). Cf. A.C. Peru-
malil, ‘Are not Papias and Irenaeus competent to report on the
Gospels? ExpTim  91(1980)  332-7.
Adversus  Haereses, 4.15.2 (ANF 1: 480).
Stromata 2.23.145.3ff. Trans. by W. Wilson, ANF 2: 379.
Crouzel, L’egliseprimitive,  71. Clement’s exception clause is plen  ei me
epi logo porneias (PC 8: 1096). In Stromata 3.6.47 (LCC 2: 62; PG
8: 1149,1152)  Clement conflates the Matt. 19 and Mark 10 accounts,
first reflecting Mark 10: 2b-5  then Matt. 19: 4-5. Then he writes:
Haste  ho apolydn  ten gynaika chdris  logou porneias poieiauten  moicheuthe-
nai (Matt. 5: 32)! If we can learn anything from the patristic citations
of the Matthean texts it is that they interpreted Matt. 19: 9 in the
light of 5: 32. Cf. J. MacRory, ‘Christian Writers of the First Three
Centuries and St. Matt. xix. 9’, ITQ 6 (1911) 172-85; H. Crouzel, ‘Le
texte patristique de Matthieu v. 32 et xix. 9’, NTS 19 (1972) 98-119;
‘Quelques remarques concernant le texte patristique de Mt 19, !3’,
BLE 82 (1981) 83-92. Also Bonsirven, I_.e  divorce, 61-3.
Commentary on Matthew 14.24. Trans. by J. Patrick, ANF 10: 511.
Stromatu  3.6.50. Trans. by J.E.L. Oulton and H. Chadwick, LCC
2: 63.
Q. Quesnell, “‘Made Themselves Eunuchs for the Kingdom of
Heaven” (Mt 19,12),’ CBQ 30 (1968) 347-9, esp. p. 348 n.23. We
shall return to this possibility in the next chapter.
J.M. Ford, ‘St Paul, the Philogamist (1 Cor. vii in Early Patristic
Exegesis)‘, NTS 11(1965) 327. Cf. J. Schneider, ‘Eunouchos’, TDNT2
(1964) 768.
J. Kodell, ‘The Celibacy Logion in Matthew 19: 12, BTB 8 (1978) 21.
Cf. T.V. Fleming, ‘Christ and Divorce’, TS 24 (1963) 113.
Stromata 3.1.4; 3.7.57. Cf. Augustine, Adulterous Marriages 2.18-20
(FC 27: 126-32); Oulton and Chadwick, LCC 2: 42 n.9.
Stromatu 3.12.82 (LCC 2: 78-9). Cf. Crouzel, L’eglise primitive, 74.
For a synthesis of the bad and good aspects of Clement’s view of
marriage, see Oulton and Chadwick, LCC 2: 33-9; Rordorf, ‘Mar-
riage in the New Testament’, 206-8.
Ford, ‘St Paul, the Philogamist’, 329.

45: Commentary L’egliseon Matthew 14.23 (ANF 10: 510). Cf. Crouzel,
primitive, 83.

46. Commentary on Matthew 14.24 (ANF 10: 511). Cf. Crouzel, L’eglise
primitive, 86.

47. Commentary on Matthew 14.16. Trans. by J. Patrick, ANF 10: 505.
48. ‘Origen on 1 Corinthians’, JTS 9 (1908) 500-14 (cf. Fragment in 933,

49.
50.
51.

56.

57.

58.
59.
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p. 501, line 47; Fragment in $35, p. 505, line 50). Cf. Crouzel, L’eglise
primitive, 89.
Commentary on Matthew 14.24 (ANF 10: 511).
Crouzel, L’eglise primitive, 92.
Quite complete treatments in English of Tertullian on divorce and
remarriage may be found in Arendzen, ‘Ante-Nicene Interpret-
ations’, 233-6; Joyce, Christian Marriage, 306-8; and most import-
antly A.J. Bevilacqua, ‘History’, 254-9. Very helpful is Tertullian:
Treatises on Marriage and Remarriage, trans. and annotated by W.P.
Le Saint (ACW 13; Westminster, Maryland: Newman, 1951).
Le Saint, ACW 13: 67.
De Patientia 12. Trans. by S. Thelwall, ANF 3: 714-15. Cf. Crouzel,
L’eglise  primitive, 94-5.
Ad Uxorem 2.1. Trans. by Le Saint, ACW 13: 23.
So V.J. Pospishil, Divorce and Remarriage: Towards a New Catholic
Teaching (New York: Herder and Herder, 1967) 143-4; W.W.
Bassett, ‘Divorce and Remarriage - The Catholic Search for a Pas-
toral Reconciliation: Part I’, AER 162 (1970) 32-3. Contrast Le
Saint’scautiousdiscussion, ACW 13: 124n. 76; 162n.134; 163n.136.
Ad Uxorem 2.2. Trans. by Le Saint, ACW 13:27.  Bonsirven (Le
divorce, 68) comments: ‘We also understand these lines to refer to
an incomplete divorce, which seems to be indicated by the last
sentence . . :
Adversus  Marcionem 4.34 (ANF 3: 405). The other’ texts in which
Tern&an treats our subject include: Adversus  Marcionem 5.7 (ANF
3: 443); De Exhortatione  Castitatis 5 (ACW 13: 50-l); De Monogamia 5
(ACW 13: 78-80),  9 (ACW 13: 88-90),  11 (ACW 13: 93-8); De Pudicita
16.
Crouzel, L’eglise primitive, 103-8.
Studies antedating Crouzel’s consider the teaching of a few of the
Fathers to be ambiguous. Cf. W.T. Celestine-Sheppard, ‘The
Teaching of the Fathers on Divorce’, ITQ  5 (1910) 402-15; MacRory,
‘Christian Writers’; 0. Rousseau, ‘Divorce and Remarriage: East
and West’, Concilium 24 (1967) 113-38.
Quoted in Crouzel, L’eglise primitive, 269.
See S.B. Clark, Man and Woman in Christ: An Examination of the Roles
of Men and Women in Light of Scripture and the Social Sciences (Ann
Arbor, Mich.:  Servant Books, 1980) 281-97.. ^ -. .62. A. Utt, Ule Auslegung  der neutestamentliche Texte iiber die Ehescheidung
(Miinster, 1911) 97, quoted in Crouzel, L’eglise primitive, 273.

63. Pospishil, Divorce and Remarriage, 17.
64. W.R. O’Connor, ‘The Indissolubility of a Ratified, Consummated

Marriage’, ETL 13 (1936) 692-722. Pospishil’s bibliography incor-
rectly dates this article in 1963.

65. J.A. Fitzmyer, ‘The Matthean Divorce Texts and Some New Pales-
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tinian Evidence’, TS 37 (1976) 225 n.98. One wonders what kind of
homework the Church of England’s Commission did in their
preparation for their report, Marriage, Divorce and the Church (Lon-
don: SPCK, 1971), when in section 18 (p. 11) they call Pospishil’s
book one of the ‘more scholarly studies’ on the subject of divorce
and remarriage!

66. Crouzel reviewed Pospishil’s book in ITQ 38 (1971) 21-41, and
Pospishil reviewed Crouzel’s book in 1TQ  38 (1971) 338-47.

67. Crouzel, L’eglise primitive, 87.
68. J.J. Hughes, JEH  24 (1973) 61.
69. A reading of the Introduction in The Bond of Marriage (ed. W.W.

Bassett; Notre Dame: Univ. Press, 1967) ix-xxi, and pp. 11-18 of
Pospishil’s book will reveal this on the Catholic side. For a glimpse
of this on the evangelical Protestant side, see C. Brown, ‘Chbriz&
Divorce, Separation and Remarriage’, NlDNTT3  (1978) 535-43.

70. G.W. Bromiley, God and Marriage (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980)

71. “c’f:  Augustine, Adulterous Marriages 2.1-4 (FC 27: 101-5).
72. Crouzel, L’eglise primitive, 141 (cf. FC 28: 109; Saint Basil: The Letters,

LCL 3: 248-9).
73. Crouzel, L’eglise primitive, 352.
74. Origen, Commentary on Matthew 14.23, cited by Crouzel, L’eglise

primitive, 83 (cf. ANF 10: 510). For a summary of indications of
pastoral lenience in the early church, see Crouzel, 372-4,

75. Quoted in Joyce, Christian Marriage, 310. Cf. C.J. Hefele, A History of
the Christian Councils (trans. and ed. W.R. Clark; Edinburgh: T. &T.
Clark, 1894) 1: 189-90; Crouzel, L’egliseprimitive,  121-3.

76. Cf. G.W.H. Lampe, ‘Church Discipline and the Interpretation of
the Epistles to the Corinthians’, in Christian History and Interpreta-
tion: Studies Presented toJohn Knox (eds. W.R. Farmer, C.F.D. Moule,
R.R. Niebuhr; Cambridge: Univ. Press, 1967) 337-61.
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Chapter 2

1. We do not intend in this chapter to develop fully the exegetical
arguments in favour of this view over the others we shall discuss.
We shall return to a number of these points in chapter 6 where we
critique the Erasmian view’s handling of the NT data. Chapters 7-10
also contain exegetical discussions which strengthen the probabil-
ity that a modified form of the early church view, at least in our
opinion, has the best chance of answering to all of the available
evidence.

2. On the whole matter of Jewish divorce and the possible figurative

aspect of Hillel’s language, see I. Abrahams, Studies in Pharisaism
and the Gospels (2 vols in 1; Cambridge: Univ. Press, 1917-24; reprint
ed., New York: KTAV, 1967) 66-78. M. Mielziner (The Jewish Law of
Marriage and Divorce [Cincinnati, Ohio: Bloch,  18841119 n.1) writes:
‘The highly noble and humane tendencies of the founder and
followers of this school [i.e., Hillel’s] are too well known to permit
us to ascribe this, their extension of the causes of divorce, to a loose
view of the marriage relation.’

3. J. Jeremias, New  Testament Theology (London: SCM, 1971) 1: 225. R.
Le Deaut  (‘Targumic Literature and New Testament Interpret-
ation’, BTB 4 [1974]  251) suggests that if a certain Palestinian
targumic interpretation of Gen. 1: 27 forms the background of Matt.
19, ‘then the force of the argumentation appears even more clearly:
the institution of the couple a . . the union of one man and of one
woman corresponds to the intentions of the Creator and, in addi-
tion, for each marriage it is God himself who intervenes for the
formation of this new couple’.

4. J. DuPont,  Mariage et divorce duns l’evangile:  Matthieu 29, 3-12 et
paralleles (Bruges: Desclee, 1959) 55.

5. Ibid., 57.
6. Ibid., 65-6.
7. Ibid., 69.
8. Ibid., 100-2. We find it difficult to adopt the suggestion that the

exception clause in Matt. 5: 32 (parektos logou porneias) stems from a
pre-Matthean tradition and meant one thing, while the clause in
Matt. 19: 9 (mPepi porneia) is Matthew’s redaction and that he under-
stood it and Matt. 5: 32 to mean something else. Cf. R.A, Guelich,
The Sermon on the Mount: A Foundation for Understanding (Waco,
Texas: Word, 1982) 204-11.

9. DuPont,  Mariage et divorce, 149 n.3. Cf. Matt. 9: U/Mark  2: 5 which
requires Mark 2:4 for understanding; cf. Mark 9:43,  45, 47
with Matt. 5:29-30  and 18:8-9.  For other examples see W.C.
Allen, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Gospel accord-
ing to S. Matthew (3rd ed.; ICC; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1912)
xvii-xix.

10. R.H. Gundry, Matthew: A Commentary on His Literary and Theological
Art (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982) 90.

11. The comments of P.P. Levertoff and H.L. Goudge (‘The Gospel
according to St. Matthew’, in A New Commentary on Holy Scripture
[eds C. Gore, H.L. Goudge, A. Guillaume; New York: Macmillan,
19281  174) on this point are interesting: ‘The view that adultery
dissolves the marriage bond not only degrades the conception of
marriage by making its physical side the dominant consideration; it
involves two absurdities. First, a man may cease to be married and
yet be unaware of the fact. Secondly, it makes adultery, or the
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12.

13.
14.

15.

16.

17.

pretence  of having committed it, the one way to get rid of a
marriage which has become distasteful, and so it puts a premium
on adultery. If marriage is to be dissoluble at all, it should be also
dissoluble upon other grounds than this, as sensible opponents of
the Christian law recognize. The suffering which an unhappy
marriage involves is not in the least confined to that caused by
unfaithfulness . . .’
Some writers have argued from the Babylonian Talmud’s Gemara
on the tractate  Gittin 9Oa-b  that Shammaites allowed divorce for
reasons other than adultery. But I. Sonne’s study (‘The Schools of
Shammai and Hillel Seen from Within’, in Louis Ginzberg Jubilee
Volume [New York: American Academy for Jewish Research, 19451
275-91) of the school of Shammai on Deuteronomy 24: 1 led him to
say ‘The cause of divorce . . . can be only a matter which affects the
very basis of the marital bond, and such a cause can be only
unfaithfulness’ (288).
DuPont, Mariage et divorce, 102-3.
Supplying the elided elements in the Greek text we have: hos an
apolyse  ten

By
naika autou, lean)  meepi  porneia (apolys<autt%),  kaigamest

al&n, moic atai. Cf. M. Zerwick, Biblical Greek (adopted and trans.
from the 4th Latin ed. by J. Smith; Rome, 1963) $442.
Gundry,  Matthew, 90-l. It seems that Gundry  must have read
DuPont.
‘To suppose that the exception, “except for unchastity”, is valid not
just for the putting away, but also for the new marriage, it would be
necessary to recognize that its place in the sentence is not welI
chosen. Matthew ought to have placed it after the second verb of
the relative [i.e., after “marries”]. If, on the other hand, he wants
only to specify the valid motive for putting away, he could not have
constructed his sentence another way. To move forward the excep-
tion phrase [e.g., hos an me epi porneia apolyse  . . .] or move back the
verb apolys{ [e.g. hos an ten gynaika  autou me epi porneia apolysc  kai
gum&e  allen]  would be to risk making the putting away obligatory:
“If someone does not put away his wife for unchastity . , .“’
(DuPont,  Mariage et divorce, 148-49). See further chap. 6.
There remains the possibility that sexual sin is indeed a de facto
exception to Jesus’ teaching  on the indissolubility of marriage. Thus
when the genuine exception of sexual sin comes into play perhaps
Jesus does use ‘divorce’ with the meaning of divorce with the right
of the innocent party to remarry - the Gen. 2: 24 ‘one flesh’ founda-
tion of marriage having been annulled by a violation of that upon
which it is predicated. We have already noted some problems with
permitting the innocent but not the guilty partner to remarry. The
OT understanding and use of the ‘one flesh’ concept to be consid-
ered in chap. 5 will present even greater problems for the exegete
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who wishes to offer a biblical precedent for allowing the offended
innocent party to remarry.

18. See further chap. 9.
19. DuPont, Mariage et divorce, 161-220.
20. There is a possible answer for the origin of the shorter reading in

Matt. 19: 9: the scribal error of homoioteleuton. TCGNT (48) argues
against this probability by saying that B C* f’ al read moichatai only
once at the conclusion of the combined clauses. But this, however,
involves the assumption that homoioteleuton had to come off the B
etc. texts; but this scribal error could have occurred in one of B’s
ancestors. It is not certain that the longer reading in Matt. 19:9
simply arose through harmonisation with 5: 32 (cf. DuPont,  Mariage
et divorce, 51-2 n.3 and pp. 81-5). J.K. Elliott (‘The United Bible
Societies’ Textual Commentary Evaluated’, NovT 17 [1975]  145-6)
points out that homoioteleuton regularly caused the accidental
shortening of texts and that scribes are more likely to omit
accidentally than to add deliberately. Notice also the significant
split in the Alexandrian readings: x (4th cent.) alone supports the
shorter reading. The longer reading is supported by C W (both 5th
cent.) p25 (4th cent

*jsupported by f* f 3
and B (4th cent.). The longer reading is further
the Majority text, lat syph and bo. C (3rd

corrector) D L a few Itala MSS and a few Latin Fathers of the 4th-5th
centuries also support the shorter text. The other Fathers, including
the ante-Nicene prior to all our present MSS, word it like Matt. 5: 32.
Recent scholarship on this issue may point toTatian’s  Diutessaron (c.
160) as playing an important role in shaping the reading of the
critical text (cf. chap. 1, n.36).

21. The NASB omits this possessive and the critical text brackets autou
(his). The use of possessives with ‘disciples’ to distinguish the
disciples of Jesus from the disciples of the Pharisees, of John, and
so on, were most likely deleted by scribes as the church developed
and ‘disciples’ came always to signify Jesus’ disciples (cf. Elliott,
‘Textual Commentary’, 140).

22. For a discussion of the rabbinic texts attesting these two categories
of eunuchs, see C. Daniel, ‘Esseniens et Eunuques (Matthieu 19,
lo-12)‘, ReuQ 6 (1968) 380-9. Daniel argues in his article (353-90)
that the second category of eunuchs are the Essenes.

23. Allen, Matthew, 204-6; T. Matura, ‘Le c&bat dans le Nouveau
Testament d’apres l’exegese  recente’, NRT 97 (1975) 487-96 [=
‘Celibacy in the New Testament’, TD 24 (1976) 41-21;  J. Kodell, The
Celibacy Logion in Matthew 19: 12’, BTB 8 (1978) 19-23.

24. W.D. Davies, The Setting of the Sermon on the Mount (Cambridge:
Univ. Press, 1964) 393; D.R. Catchpole, ‘The Synoptic Divorce
Material as a Traditio-Historical Problem’, BIRL 57 (1974) 95.

25. Davies, Setting, 393-4.
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26. A.H. McNeile, The Gosvel Accordinn  to St. Matthew (London: Mac-

27.

28.

29.

30.
31.

millan,  1915) 275; E. S’tauffer, ‘Gahed’ TDNT 1 (1964)  652; H.B.
Green, The Gospel according to Matthew (New Clarendon Bible;
Oxford: Univ. Press, 1975) 169.
For discussions of the causal or final sense of dia in Matthew 19: 12,
see R. Balducelli, ‘The Decision for Celibacy’, TS 36 (1975) 226-8;
Kodell, ‘The Celibacy Logion’, 21-2.
At least one writer argues that ‘celibacy is probably not one of the
charisms  which is either there or not, but one of those which may
also be striven for, according to the counsel of the Apostle Paul (1
Cor. 12: 31)‘. Thus it is a challenge to all. Cf. L.M. Weber, ‘Celibacy’,
in Encyclopedia of Theology: The Concise Sacramentum Mundi (ed. K.
Rahner; New York: Seabury, 1975) 183.
G. Bomkamm, G. Barth, and H.J. Held, Tradition and Interpretation
in Matthew (trans. P. Scott; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1963) 96.
Allen, Matthew, 205.
Q. Quesnell, “‘Made Themselves Eunuchs for the Kingdom of
Heaven” (Mt 19, 12)‘,  CBQ 30 (1968) 335-58. Gundry  (Matthew,
381-3) follows the DuPont-Quesnell  interpretation almost to the
letter.
DuPont, Mariage et divorce, 161.
Ibid., 194-6, 198. Cf. Daniel, ‘Esseniens et Eunuques’, 380-9;  J.
Galot, ‘La motivation evangelique  du celibat’, Grei 53 (1972) 744.
Exegetes who continue to follow the reasoning of J. Blinzler (‘Eisin
eunouchoi: Zur Auslegung von Mt. 19,12’, ZNW 48 [1957]  254-70) in
making the ‘eunuch’ the equivalent of the ‘celibate’, or who
continue to assert that the eunuch metaphor must signify the
irreparable incapacity for marriage, should again read DuPont,
198 n.3.

40. F.J. Moloney, ‘Matthew 19, 3-12 and Celibacy. A Redactional and
Form Critical Study’, ISNT2  (Jan. 1979) 46.

41. Cf. Stonehouse, Origins, 107-8;  J.B. Hurley, Man and Woman in
Biblical Perspective (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1981) 95-6.

42. Moloney, ‘Matthew 19, 3-12,  47. The ethic of Jesus is an ethic of
grace in which the one who has accepted God’s rule is placed under
the gracious and demanding rule of God. Cf. W.D. Davies, ‘Ethics
in the NT’, IDB 2: 167-76 (though an excellent article, we do not
accept all of Davies’ conclusions).

43. DuPont, Mariageet divorce, 178-9. Cf. Allen, Matthew, 206; G. Kittel,
‘Legd’,  TDNT4 (1967) 108; G. Bornkamm, ‘Mysterion’,  TDNT4 (1967)
817-19 and n.138; Gundry,  Matthew, 254-5, 381-3.

44. J. Behm, ‘Exd’,  TDNT2  (1964) 576. For this conception in the epistles
see 1 Cor. 5: 12-13; 1 Thess. 4: 12; Col. 4: 5; 1 Tim. 3: 7. The fate of
unfaithful ‘disciples’ who do not produce fruit is ‘the outer dark-
ness’ (to exriteron;  Matt. 8: 12; 22: 13; 25: 30).

45. BAGD, ‘Synie‘mi’.  Cf. H. Conzelmann, ‘SyniPmi  ktl.‘, TDNT7 (1971)
892-5. Synonyms are noed  (to understand, perceive, Matt. 15: 17;
16: 9, ll),  gin&k0  (to know, Matt. 13: 11) and epigindsko  (to know,
recognise, Matt. 17: 12).

46. DuPont,  Mariage et divorce, 178-87. Cf. J. Goetzmann, ‘Synesis’,
NlDNTT  3 (1978) 131-2.

47. BAGD, ‘Chdreo’, 3b8  lists the meaning in Matt. 19: 11,12  as ‘grasp in
the mental sense, accept, comprehend, understand‘. Why this word
and not syniemi  is used here will be discussed in the following
evaluation.

z;:

38.

DuPont,  Mariage et divorce, 162-3. Cf. BDF $5 290, 3; 394.
McNeile,  Matthew, 275; T.W. Manson, The Sayings of Jesus (London:
SCM, 1949) 214-16. Cf. R.H. Charles, The Teaching of the New
Testament on Divorce (London: Wms. & Norgate,  1921) 1 n.2,
pp. 35-8; C.G. Montefiore, The Synoptic Gospels (2 ~01s.; 2nd ed;
London: Macmillan, 1927) 2: 263. K. Weiss (‘Symphero  ktl.‘, TDNT 9
[1974]  75 n.13) is unsure which context to choose.
DuPont,  Mariage et divorce, 165.
DuPont  himself (ibid., 168-70) is able to give a very good defence  of
this view in the face of its critics.
Cf. Stauffer, ‘Gameb’,  651 n.20; K. Stendahl, ‘Matthew’, PCB §689c.
For a comparison of Matthew’s and Mark’s treatment of the parable
of the rich young ruler, see N.B. Stonehouse, Origins of the,Synoptic
Gospels: Some Basic Questions (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1963)
93-112.

48. Guelich, Sermon on the Mount, 31.
49. DuPont, Mariage et divorce, 188.
50. Quesnell, ‘Made Themselves Eunuchs’, 341-2. One writer com-

mends Quesnell for arguing ‘with great erudition for DuPont’s
view’, and another says that Quesnell’s reading of Matt. 19: 12
‘makes eminently good sense’ when read in the context of a society
which had long regarded porneia as making divorce mandatory, not
optional.

51. Ibid., 343.
52. Ibid., 344. But assuming that Jesus’ remark picks up on the dis-

ciples’ words, ‘It is better not to marry’ (which seems to be less
probable than the reference to v. 9), Jesus need not agree with this
statement, just correct it and take up a different point raised by the
shocked disciples.

53. Ibid., 357-8.
39. DuPont,  Mariage et divorce, 173. DuPont  is here following the 54. G. Bromiley, God and Marriage (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980) 41.

development of this parallel by I’. Ketter, ’ “Nicht alle fassen dieses
Wort”: Bemerkungen zu Mt 19, 10-12,  Pastor bonus 49 (1938-9)
311-23.
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We would not, however, interpret the first two classes of eunuchs
metaphorically. Only the third class is figurative, and Bromiley’s
interpretive paraphrase catches the intent of the DuPont-Quesnell
exegesis quite well.

55. Quesnell, ‘Made Themselves Eunuchs’, 344-6. D.L. Balch (‘Back-
ground of I C-or. vii: Sayings of the Lord in Q; Moses as an Ascetic
THElOS  ANER in II Cor. iii’, NTS 18 [1972]  351-64) draws on
Quesnell’s analysis of Matthew and Luke’s use of the Q material
pertaining to celibacy while discussing the possibility that Paul’s
opponents at Corinth made use of a sayings source like Q. Cf. W.H.
Kelber, The Oral and the Written Gospel (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983)
140-83.

56. Besides the textual problem in Matt. 19: 29 where the variant
reading includes ‘wife’ (contrast the UBSGNT3  decision here and at
Matt. 10: 37!),  G. Vermes (Jesus the Iem:  A Historian’s Reading of the
Gospels [New York: Macmillan, 19731  246 n.79) says that ‘In the
Marcan  and Matthean recension, “home” is synonymous with
“wife”. In vernacular Aramaic “one belonging to his house” is the
owner’s wife’. This weakens Quesnell’s argument if ‘wife’ is im-
plied in Matthew and Mark.

57. Quesnell assumes that these are parallel passages. This assumption
is questionable. Cf. Stonehouse, Origins, 35-42.

58. Quesnell, ‘Made Themselves Eunuchs’, 346. Balch (‘Backgrounds’,
354-5) feels Quesnell is mistaken here: Matthew still leaves room
for the possibility that some may choose never to marry.

59. Cf. J.D. Quinn; ‘Celibacy and the Ministry in Scripture’, TBT 46
(1970) 3168.

60. Quesnell, ‘Made Themselves Eunuchs’, 341, n.lO. Also R. Kugel-
man, ‘The First Letter to the Corinthians’, inJBC,  264. For a critique
of the traditional distinction between commands and counsels in
Pauline theology, see J.W. Glaser, ‘Commands-Counsels: A
Pauline Teaching?’ TS 31(1970)  275-87.

61. R. Scroggs, ‘Marriage in the NT’, IDBSup,  576-7; 8. Vawter, ‘Div-
orce and the New Testament’, CBQ 39 (1977) 536; G.J. Wenham,
‘The biblical view of marriage and divorce 3-New Testament
teaching’, Third Way, Nov. 17th, 1977,7-g; R.F. Collins, ‘The Bible
and Sexuality II’, BTB 8 (1978) 5-6; Moloney, ‘Matthew 19,3-12 and
Celibacy’, 46-8; J.J. Pilch, ‘Marriage in the Lord’, TBT 102 (1979)
2010-13; Bromiley, God and Marriage, 40-l; K. Condon,  ‘Apropos of
the Divorce Sayings’, Irish Biblical Studies 2 (1980) 40-51; cf. W.J.
O’Shea, ‘Marriage and Divorce: the Biblical Evidence’, ACR 47
(1970) 101-2.

62. Matura (Ze celibat’,  491 n.43; 493 n.48) lists a number of writers
who attach v. 11 to v. 9: H. Baltensweiler, J.M. Lagrange, T.V.
Fleming, H. Roux and P. Bonnard. He mistakenly lists D. Hill (The
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implicit in the NEB and NIV rendering of Matt. 5: 32b: that this
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72. J.P. Lange, The Gospel according to Matthew, in Commentary on the
Holy Scriptures (ed. J.P. Lange; 12 ~01s; n.p.; reprint ed., Grand
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73. Gundry,  Matthew, 90. poiei in poieiauten  moicheuthenai  is not a simple
active, but a causative active: the husband’s divorce action is ulti-
mately the cause of his wife’s subsequent adulterous marriage. On
the full passive force of moicheuthenai  see D.S. Deere, ‘The Implied
Agent in Greek Passive Verb Forms in the Gospel of Matthew’, BT
18 (1967) 165.
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5: 32a,  the causative active (poiei) and the passive infinitive
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(moicheuthenai) seem to warrant our understanding. The function of
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postulate that Matthew presents unwarranted divorce as tanta-
mount to adultery.

77. Kilgallen, ‘Matthean Exception-Texts’, 104.
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Chapter 3

1. We are dependent on V.N. Olsen (The New Testament Logia on
Divorce: A Study of their Interpretation from Erasmus to Milton [BGBE
10; Tubingen: J.C.B. Mohr, 197112-149)  for most of the material in
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6. Olsen, New Testament Logia on Divorce, 8,43-6.  Erasmus’s NT was
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7. T.F.C. Stunt, ‘Desiderius Erasmus: Some Recent Studies’, EvQ 42
(1970) 233,235.
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Scripture, is the only ultimate guide to human behavior - not
human, historically conditioned laws’.

9. Olsen, Nau  Testament Logia on Divorce, 21.
10. Ibid., 21-2. Luther also was influenced by the objective of securing
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have appeared, we have found none in traditionally evangelical
journals. J.D.M. Derrett, for instance, wrote of Isaksson’s study:
‘No short review can do justice to the wealth of material and
argument, presented always cogently and often brilliantly’ (JBL  85
[1966]  98). Cf. the reviews by J.A. Fitzmyer, TS 27 (1966) 451-4; J.M.
Ford, JTS  18 (1967) 197-200.
Cf. B. Drachman, ‘Betrothal’, JE 3: 125; M. Mielziner, TheJewish  Law
of Marriageand Divorce (Cincinnati, Ohio: Block, 1884) 76-7.
E. Neufeld, Ancient Hebrew Marriage Laws (London: Longman’s,
Green & Co., 1944) 142-3. For a quite extensive study on betrothal
in Biblical and Talmudic Law, see B. Cohen, ‘On the Theme

Recent Study’, ExpTim 80 (1969) 132-6.
1

14. I. Abrahams, Studies in Pharisaism and the Gospels (2 vols in 1;
Cambridge: Univ. Press, 1917-24; reprint ed., New York: KTAV,
1967) 73. Cf. Moore, Judaism, 2: 125.

15. Abrahams, Pharisaism and the Gospels, 70.
16. Cf. A.N. Sherwin-White, Roman Society and Roman Law in the New
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17.

18.
19.

20.

21

22.
23.
24.

25.

26.

27.
28.
29.

Testament (Oxford: Univ. Press, 1963; reprint ed., Grand Rapids:
Baker, 1978) 21 n.3 and pp. 41-2.
A. Tosato, ‘Joseph, Being a Just Man (Matt 1:19)‘,  CBQ 41 (1979)
548.
Ford, ‘Review’, 198.
Cf. J.D.M. Derrett, Law in the Nezu  Testament (London: Darton,
Longman  & Todd, 1970) 156-88; F.F. Bruce, New Testament History
(N.p.:  Thomas Nelson, 1969; reprinted., Garden City, NY: Double-
day, Anchor, 1972) 180-81; L. Morris, The Gospel according to John
(NICNT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1971) 884-91; S.A. James, ‘The
Adulteress and the Death Penalty’, JETS 22 (1979) 45-53; Z.C.
Hodges, ‘The Woman Taken in Adultery (John 7: 53 - 8: 11): Ex-
position’, BSac 137 (1980) 51 n.12.
Consider that Matthew is recording events and sayings from the
life of Jesus in Jewish Palestine around AD 30, yet he is writing a
Greek document (?) for a Greek-speaking community in and
around Antioch anywhere from 30 to 40 years later (in the opinion
of most scholars). That Matthew is faithful to record sayings of
Jesus that may have no direct application for his readers is evident
from passages like Matt. 5: 23-6. Cf. R.T. France, ‘The Authenticity
of the Sayings of Jesus’, in History, Criticism and Faith (ed. C. Brown;
Inter-Varsity, 1977) 101-41.
Isaksson is most likely wrong when he states that Joseph should have
‘accused Mary in court and thus have shamed her publicly’ (Mar-
riage and Ministry, 138). He understands the kai in this verse
adversatively (BDF § 442,1): ‘Her husband Joseph was a just man
and yet would not put her to open shame. . .‘
Ibid.. 139.
Ibid.; 39-40.
See the chap. on ‘Home and Family’ in The Jewish People in the First
Century (eds S. Safrai and M. Stern; 2 ~01s; Compendia Rerum
Iudaicar-um ad Novum Testamenturn; Assen/Amsterdam:  Van-
Gorcum, 1974-6),  2: 728-92. Also, Cohen, ‘On the Theme of
Betrothal’, and Moore, Judaism, 119-40.
C.F. Keil and F. Delitzsch, The Pentateuch (trans. J. Martin; 3 vols in
1; Commentary on the Old Testament; n.p,: reprint ed., Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, (1978), Exodus;  124.
R. Brown, The Gospel according to John (AB; 2 ~01s;  Garden City, NY:
Doubleday, 1970) 1: 357. For a more complete discussion of this, see
R. Schnackenburg, The Gospel according to John (3 ~01s; New York:
Seabury, 1968-82) 2: 212.
Isaksson, Marriage and Ministry, 134-5.
Cf. end of chap. 7.
R. Banks, Jesus and the Law in the Synoptic Tradition (SNTSMS 28;
Cambridge: Univ. Press, 1975) 155. Cf. Derrettt, ‘Review’, 98.

30.
31.

:;:
34.

:;:
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Isaksson, Marriage and Ministry, 134 n.1.
E. Lovestam, ‘Divorce and Remarriage in the New Testament’, in
Ed4 $i. B.S. Jackson; Leiden: BriIl, 1981) 57.

Isak&on,  Marriage and Ministry, 141.
The Apostolic Fathers (trans. K. Lake; LCL; 2 ~01s; London: Wm.
Heinemann, 1912-13) 1: 273.
Isaksson, Marriage and Ministry, 141-2.
E. Schillebeeckx, Marriage: Human Reality and Saving Mystery (trans.
N.D. Smith; New York: Sheedand Ward, 1965) 245. Cf. pp. 344-5.

Chapter 9

1. Criticised  by F. Hauck and S. Schulz, ‘Porne ktl.‘, TDNT 6 (1968) 592
n.75; M.J. Harris, ‘Prepositions and Theology in the Greek New
Testament’, NlDNlT  3 (1978) 1195; B. Vawter, ‘The Divorce
Clauses in Mt 5,32  and 19,9’, CBQ 16 (1954) 160-2.

2.

3.

4.
5.

6.

8’:

9.

W.L. Lane, The Gospel according to Murk (NICNT; Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1974) 173. Cf. C.E.B. Cranfield, The Gospel according to
Mark (CGTC; Cambridge: Univ. Press, 1977) 154-5; ‘St. Mark 4.
l-34’, SJT 4 (1951) 398-414; T.F. Torrance, ‘A Studv in New
Testament Communication’, SIT3 (1950) 298-313. ’
Vawter, ‘Divorce Clauses’, 155-6. Hauck and Schulz (TDNT 6: 591
n.71) agree: ‘The addition of kata pasan aitian in Mt. (19: 3) is a hit at
the lax view of the school of Hillel.’
Vawter, ‘Divorce Clauses’, 166.
Cf. J.P. Arendzen, ‘Re-Writing St. Matthew’, Exp 93 (1918) 366-71;
‘Another Note on Matthew xix, 3-12, Clergy Review 21(1941)  23-6;
Vawter, ‘Divorce Clauses’, 163-7; T.V. Fleming, ‘Christ and Div-
orce’, TS 24 (1963) 106-20; R. Banks, Jesus and the Law in the Synoptic
Tradition (SNTSMS 28; Cambridge: Univ. Press, 1975) 146-59.
Fleming would translate Matt. 19: 9, ‘not because of adultery’, and
states that Christ rules out all other causes for divorce but refuses to
discuss the case of adultery (110-12).
Vawter, ‘Divorce Clauses’, 166.
Ibid., 164.
So Arendzen, ‘St. Matthew‘, 368; ‘Matthew xix, 3-12’,  24-6; and
Fleming, ‘Christ and Divorce’, 109. R.H. Gundry  (Matthew: A
Commentary on His Literary and Theological Art [Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 19821  381), like Arendzen, feels that there is enough
evidence to warrant saying that the form of the exception clause in
Matt. 5: 32 might be the correct reading for 19: 9 also.
C.F.D. Moule, An ldiom Book of New Testament Greek (2nd ed.;
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Cambridge, Univ. Press, 1959) 86. A.T. Robertson (GGNT, 646)
says parektos with the gen. means ‘without’. Cf. BAGD.

10. Supported by B D f1 f l3 33 a number of Old Latin and Vulgate
MSS, bo and sa. Cf. chap. 1 n.36.

11, Didache  6.1 (‘See “that no one make thee to err” from this Way of the
teaching, for he teaches thee without God’, trans. by K. Lake, The
Apostolic Fathers, LCL 1: 319) and The Testimony of the Twelve
Patriarchs Zebulun 1.4 (‘I am not conscious that I have sinned all my
days, save in thought’, APOT 2:328).  Arendzen (‘Matthew xix,
3-12’,25)  discusses these two passages.

12. Banks, Jesus and the Law, 156.
13. Vawter, ‘Divorce Clauses’, 164.
14. Of the 124 uses of epi in Matthew, 18 are followed by the dat., 37are

followed by the gen., and 69 are followed by the act.
15. Cf. M. Zerwick, Biblical Greek (adopted and trans. from4th Latin ed.

by J. Smith; Rome, 1963) $126. Cf. Matt. 7: 28; 14: 14; 18: 5, 13; 19: 9;
22: 33. Robertson (GGNT, 646) feels the notion of basis is also found
in Matt. 4: 4; 24: 5.

16. See chap. 4 n.11.
17. Vawter, ‘Divorce Clauses’, 164; Banks, Jesus and the Law, 156. Banks

adopted Vawter’s position, However, as of 1967, Vawter has basi-
cally adopted the unlawful marriages view, and thinks DuPont’s
and Quesnell’s understanding of the eunuch-saying makes very
z;;dqs)ense  (cf. ‘Divorce and the New Testament’, CBQ [1977)

18. Banks, iesus and the Law, 156. Harris (NIDNTT3:  1195) says literally
this is ‘not on the basis of immorality’, then later mentions the
exceptive character of the clause. Augustine (Adulterous Marriages
1.10.11 (FC 27: 741)  notes a number of textual variants for Matt. 19: 9
which he was aware of, and feels the better reading of the Greek is
‘without the cause of immorality’ (1.11.12) as CT. Huegelmeyer
translates it.

19. Cf. Fleming, ‘Christ and Divorce’, 118 n.33; Banks, Jesus and the
Law, 156 n.2.

20. Banks, Jesus and the Law, 156.
21. See the excellent summary of these terms by Vawter, ‘Divorce and

the New Testament’, 536-7 n.16.
22. J.B. Hurley (Man and Woman in Biblical Perspective [Grand

Rapids: Zondervan, 19811  103 n.12) makes the statement that ‘had
Matthew wanted to uphold Shammai’s view, he would have
chosen aschemon  pragma  (shameful thing)‘. Though we agree with
him that Matthew does not adopt Shammai’s view, his statement
appears to be ill informed.

23. See chap. 6 n.47.  Also, J.J. Rabinowitz, ‘The Sermon on the Mount
and the School of Shammai’, HTR 49 (1956) 79; G. Kittel, ‘Legd’,
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TDNT4 (1967) 105 n.143; E. Lovestam, ‘Divorce and Remarriage in
the New Testament’, in &A 4 (ed. B.S. Jackson; Leiden: Brill,  1981)
58 n.59.

24. B. Cohen, ‘On the Theme of Betrothal in Jewish and Roman Law’,
PAAJR  18 (1948) 127 n.336. Cf. Lovestam, ‘Divorce and Remar-
riage’, 54-8.

25. Ibid., 60.
26. Ibid., 61.
27. Banks, Jesus and the Law, 157.
28. Cf. J. Behm, ‘Exd’,  TDNT2 (1964) 576. As we noted in chap. 2, those

who cannot accept Jesus’ precept on divorce (Matt. 19: 9) in Matt.
19: lla are the Pharisees and unbelievers. Jesus is not talking about
two classes of Christians in Matt. 19: 11, but about true and false

29.
disciples.
Note for example: Matt. 13: lo-17,34-6;  15: 10-20; 17: 19-20; 19: lo-
12; 20: 17-19; Mark 4: 10-12, 33-4; 7: 17-23; 9: 28-9, 33-7; 10: lo-
12,23-31; Luke 8: g-10,18; 9: 18-27,43-5;  10: 21- 4; 18: 31-4.

30. Another parallel that seems to display a lack of understanding on
the part of the disciples over a public situation was their inability
to cast the demon out of the epileptic boy (Matt. 17: 14-20//Mark
9: 14-29).

31. For what this means, see Crantield, Gospel according to Mark, 148-9,
154-5; Lane, Mark, 156-9,172-3.

32. C.G. Montefiore, The Synoptic Gospels (2nd ed.; 2 ~01s; London:
Macmillan, 1927) 1: 233.

33. Cf. D. Daube, The New Testament and Rabbinic Judaism (London:
Athlone, 1956) 147-8. Most of Daube’s criticisms of the secondary
character of Matthew’s account vanish with a careful reading of
Matt. 19: 10-12.

34. (1) The question of paying tribute to Caesar (Matt. 22: 15-22) and (2)
the question about the resurrection by the Sadducees  (Matt. 22: 23-
33). The critical questioning over the origin of Jesus’ authority in
Matt. 21: 23-7 is an example of where Jesus stalemated the religious
leaders with His retort. The only instance where Jesus appears to
answer a question that one of the religious leaders addressed to
Him is in Matt. 22: 23-40. It appears to be a non-hostile question
and probably an honest one.

35. H.J. Richards, ‘Christ on Divorce’, Scr 11 (1959) 26. Richards
discusses these ‘trick questions’ in Matthew on pp. 26-7.

36, Banks, Jesus and the Law, 158. If by ‘Mosaic. commandment’ Banks
means Deut. 24: 1, then he too misses the remarriage legislation

37.
import of this passage which only comes in v. 4.
See the commentaries on Marks gospel by Cranfield and Lane.

38. Cf. Daube, NT and Rabbinic Judaism, ‘Public Retort and Private
Explanation’, 141-50.
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39. See chap. 6 n.13. Note that BAGD (‘me’) list Matt. 19: 9 under AI1
(= a negative particle, negativing clauses, in conditional clauses)
and Matt. 26: 5 is placed under AI116 (= in a prohibitive sense in
abrupt expressions without a verb).

40. Zerwick, Biblical Greek, #42. Zerwick adopts the unlawful mar-
riages view. Cf. ‘De matrimonio et divortio in Evangelio’, Verbum
domini 38 (1960) 193-212.

Chapter 10

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

E. Stauffer; ‘Gameo’,  TDNT 1 (1964) 650 n.14. Stauffer adds: ‘These
casuistic clauses can hardly derive from Jesus and were obviously
not known to Pl. in 1 C. 7: 10 ff.’ Cf. T. W. Manson,  The Teaching of
Jesus: Studies of Its Form and Content (2nd ed.; Cambridge: Univ.
Press, 1935) 200 n.5; W.D. Davies, ‘The Moral Teaching of the Early
Church’, in The Use of the Old Testament and Other Essays (ed. J.M.
Efird; Durham, N.C.: Duke Univ. Press, 1972) 324-5.
W.C. Allen, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Gospel
according to S. Matthew (3rd ed.; ICC; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark,
1912) 201-2.
Ibid., 52. Contrast our understanding of this at the end of chap.
2.
Ibid., 203. Cf. R. Bultmann, The History of the Synoptic Tradition
(trans. J. Marsh; rev. ed.; New York: Harper&Row, paperbacked.,
1976) 26-7, 132; G. Bornkamm, Jesus of Nazareth (trans. Irene and
Fraser McLusky  with J.M. Robinson; New York: Harper & Row,
1960) 99; G. Bornkamm, G. Barth, and H.J. Held, Tradition and
Interpretation in Matthew (trans. P. Scott; Philadelphia: Westmins-
ter, 1963) 25-6,94,158; W.D. Davies, The Setting of the Sermon on the
Mount (Cambridge: Univ. Press, 1964) 388,396-8;  D.W. Shaner, A
Christian View of Divorceaccording to the Teachings of theNew  Testament
(Leiden: Brill, 1969) 54, 68, 79; P. Hoffmann, ‘Jesus’ Saying about
Divorce and Its Interpretation in the New Testament Tradition’,
Concilium 55 (1970) 59-60; W. Harrington, ‘Jesus’ Attitude towards
Divorce’, 1TQ 37 (1970) 203-6; L. Sabourin, ‘The Divorce Clauses
(Mt 5: 32; 19: 9)‘,  BTB 2 (1972) 81.
D.R. Catchpole. ‘The Synoptic Divorce Material as a Traditio-
Historical Problem’, BJRL 57 (1974) 95. Cf. Allen, Matthew, 205-6.
Sabourin, ‘Divorce Clauses’, 85. Cf. Harrington, ‘Jesus’ Attitude’,
199-209. Harrington has since adopted Derrett’s no further re-
lations view (cf. ‘The New Testament and Divorce’, 1TQ 39 [1972]
178-86). For another Catholic writer who feels that Matthew’s
exception is evidence of the Church’s authority to express the mind
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of Christ and permit divorce and remarriage in the case of adultery,
see J.N.M. Wijngards, ‘Do Jesus’ Words on Divorce (Lk. 16: 18)
Admit of No Exception?’ feevadhara  4 (1975) 399-411. Another
traditio-historical proponent is R.N. Soulen, ‘Marriage and Div-
orce: A Problem in New Testament Interpretation’, lnt 23 (1969)
439-50.

7. For example, Catchpole believes that Matt. 19: lo-12 is unrelated to
vv. 3-9 and he finds confusion in v.3 (‘Synoptic Divorce Material’,
95, 101). For further discussion of the principles of tradition critic-
ism see Catchpole’s essay on ‘Tradition History’, in New Testament
Interpretation (ed. I.H. Marshall; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977)
165-80. Catchpole has been criticised by G.R. Osborne, ‘The
Evangelical and Traditionsgeschichte’, JETS 21 (1978) 128.

8. Cf. R.H. Stein, ‘Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife?’ IETS 22
(1979) 115-21.  ‘It is surprising that Stein, in choosing to believe that
the exception clauses were never uttered by Jesus but inserted by
Matthew, should then insist on maintaining the Erasmian inter-
pretation. Why should Erasmus’s reading of a difficult saying be
allowed to establish the meaning of other texts which are clear and
unambiguous? Stein gives two reasons for believing that Jesus’
words on divorce in Mark and Luke are an overstatement (the
harmonisation of the NT divorce sayings is thus a hermeneutical
problem): (1) the Erasmian interpretation of Matt. 19: 9; and (2) an
interpretation of 1 Cor. 7: 15 that permits remarriage. In the light of
our study, both of these examples are misinterpreted by Stein and
thus provide little basis for understanding Mark 10: 11-12 and Luke
16: 18 as overstatement.

1;:
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.

:;:

18.

19.

Catchpole, ‘Synoptic Divorce Material’, 99.
Ibid., 99-100.
Ibid., 100.
Josephus  Antiquities  15.259-60 (15.7.10); 18. 136 (18.5.4)
Catchpole, ‘Synoptic Divorce Material’, 111-12.
Ibid., 105-7.
Cf. E. Lovestam, ‘Divorce and Remarriage in the New Testament’,
in JLA 4 (ed. B.S. Jackson; Leiden: Brill, 1981) 60; A.M. Rabello,
‘Divorce of Jews in the Roman Empire’, in JLA 4 (1981) 92-3.
Catchpole, ‘Synoptic Divorce Material’, 100-27.
Cf. B.H. Streeter, The Four Gospels: A Study of Origins (London:
Macmillan, 1936) 259. See the quite good review of this question
in D.L. Dungan, The Sayings of Jesus  in the Churches of Paul
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1971) 102-22.  Cf. chap. 8 n.9.
Q. Quesnell, “‘Made Themselves Eunuchs for the Kingdom of
Heaven” (Mt 19,12)‘, CBQ 30 (1968) 335-58.
B. Vawter, ‘The Divorce Clauses in Mt 5, 32 and 19, 9’, CBQ 16
(1954) 159.
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A. Isaksson, Marriage and Ministry in the New Temple (trans. N.
Tomkinson with J. Gray; ASNU 24; Lund: Gleerup, 1965) 72.
Ibid., 73.
Ibid., 73-4. Cf. pp. 85-7.
Quoted in Dungan, Sayings, 105-6. The italics are Dungan’s.

Chapter 11

Cf. W.J. Bartling, ‘Sexuality, Marriage, and Divorce in 1 Corin-
thians 6: 12 - 7: 16 - A Practical Exercise in Hermeneutics’, CTM 29
(1968) 355-66; R.A. McCormick, ‘Notes on Moral Theology: April-
September, 1970’,  TS 32 (1971) 107-22 covers ‘Theology and Div-
orce’; C.E. Curran,  ‘Divorce: Catholic Theory and Practice in the
United-States - Part One’, AER 168 (1974) 3-34; ‘Part Two’, 75-95;
W. Schrage, ‘Ethics in the NT’, IDBSup,  281-9.
Compare heneken emou (because of Me) in Matt. 16: 25 with dia &I
basileian (because of the kingdom) in Matt. 19: 12 (cf. 19: 29).
See chap. 5.
G. Bromiley, God and Marriage (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980)
40-l. Other pastoral considerations along these lines may be found
in J.C. Laney, The Divorce Myth (Minneapolis, Minn.: Bethany,
1981) 115-49; P.E. Steele and C.C. Ryrie, Meant to Last (Wheaton,
Ill.: Victor Books, 1983).
Bromiley, God and Marriage, 47.
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