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Pray… 
 
Introduction 

At Immanuel Baptist Church we’re in the middle of preaching through the book 
of Luke in the Bible – following along with Luke’s inspired, authoritative account of 
Jesus’ life, Jesus’ teachings, and ultimately Jesus’ sacrifice.  However, we’ve been on a 
little break from Luke over the last month or so.  After Jeff read the text for today’s 
sermon, maybe you are beginning to figure out why I took a month off from Luke and 
decided to preach an advent series and then go on vacation.  That’s right… I was buying 
myself some time.  To be honest, I was putting off preaching on this difficult text – Jesus’ 
teaching on marriage, divorce, and remarriage – so I could make sure I was completely 
ready for it. 

This is a difficult text.  It’s difficult to understand, it’s difficult to navigate 
through all the ink that’s been spilled on the topic,1 and it’s difficult to handle with 
sensitivity and compassion.  And quite frankly groping for a cohesive, Biblical position 
can leave your head spinning from all the different scenarios and possibilities.  
WARNING: this sermon may cause your brain to hurt.  But a little brain exercise on this 
topic I think will be good for us. 

So please bear with me today – we’re going to be dealing with weighty, 
somewhat complicated stuff.  But don’t let that be an excuse to tune out.  Try really hard 
to stick with me and pay attention.  It may be dense or tough, but this topic that we’re 
going to be covering this afternoon is an extremely important teaching in the Bible!  It’s 
so imperative that everyone here today understands (as best as we can) what the 
Scriptures teach about this, no matter what stage of life you’re in (single, engaged, 
married, widowed, or divorced).  You simply can’t ignore or (maybe even worse) make 
rash, uninformed decisions about this issue of marriage, divorce, and remarriage.  God 
has given us a teaching about this issue.  He has not left us in the dark.  He has addressed 
it in his Word and if we fail to give it heed or take it seriously we do so to our own 
destruction.  So pay close attention. 
 
Prevalence of Divorce 
 This is such a relevant topic for today’s world.  Folks, we live in a sin ravaged 
world.  We live in a hurting world where things are not the way they were supposed to 
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be.  The tragic, heartrending effects of sin are everywhere you look – war, poverty, crime, 
depression, even natural disasters.  Sin has run amok of this earth and has left pain and 
hurt and heartache in its wake.  And broken marriages and broken homes and all that go 
along with them are one of the most ravaging effects of sin in our society; in some ways 
producing even more of a disaster scene than the pictures of the areas hit by the tsunami 
that we’ve been seeing in recent weeks.  The fallout from divorce is almost everywhere 
you turn and it’s sad.  Even secular social commentators are beginning to admit the perils 
of a divorce riddled society. 

You can’t escape the issue; you can’t live in a fantasy world and pretend that 
divorce doesn’t exist.  Our entertainment reflects this sociological reality – turn the TV 
on for 15 minutes and I almost guarantee you will see depicted some scene relating to 
divorce in some sense.  Our experience also reflects the dark reality of divorce – I would 
be willing to bet that everyone here knows at least someone who has been devastated by a 
divorce, either a divorcee or a child caught in the crossfire.  We’ve all, to some extent, 
felt the devastating effects of divorce in our own lives, maybe even firsthand. 

You’ve probably heard the statistics before: “In 1910 only 1 in every 10 
marriages ended in divorce.  By 1920 it had risen to 1 in 7.  By 1940 it was 1 in 6.  By 
1960 1 in every 4 marriages ended in divorce and by 1970 it had escalated to 1 in 3.  
Today, for every marriage that lasts a lifetime there is yet another that does not.  In other 
words, 1 of every 2 marriages today will end in divorce.”2  The issue of divorce is an 
epidemic spawned by the deadly virus of sin and this disease’s painful symptoms are 
experienced everywhere in this world we live in.  It’s such a prevalent phenomenon and 
the Christian church simply must be ready to deal with it. 

And the really sad thing is that the tragic, heartrending effects of sin are even felt 
inside the church, that is among professing believers.  You’ve probably also heard this 
fact before: that the divorce rate among professing Christians is statistically the same as 
among non-Christians.  The bearers of the name of Christ on earth – his body! – is 
marching to the beat of the world’s drummer, at least in the realm of marriage and 
divorce.  That’s due in part to the insidiousness of sin.  Sin does not discriminate on the 
basis of race, color, national origin, sex, handicap, or religion.  But I also think it’s due to 
the lack of serious biblical teaching in most evangelical pulpits on the difficult texts in 
the Bible that deal with this subject of marriage, divorce, and remarriage – texts like the 
one we’re looking at today. 

Church: our sin sick world desperately needs to see God’s beautiful, gracious 
design for marriage lived out.  We who bear Christ’s name must be a beacon of hope to 
the sin ravaged world around us that desperately needs the hope that is found in Jesus.  So 
let’s listen with attentive ears to the authoritative teaching of our Lord and Master on this 
subject, and to do that we’ll also be bringing in the other texts in the Gospels and Paul 
that deal directly with this topic. 

As you’ve come to learn, I like to usually give a one sentence abstract of each of 
my sermons at the beginning and try to hammer it home throughout the message so that 
people leave being able to repeat what the sermon was about on Sunday and have that 
one sentence reverberating in their heads all week.  Well, today that big idea sentence is 
actually a direct quote from Scripture, Hebrews 13:4 to be precise.  The message I want 
IBC to hear and take to heart this afternoon is simple and it’s just this: Let marriage be 
held in honor among all.  (The full text actually says, “Let marriage be held in honor 
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among all, and let the marriage bed be undefiled; for fornicators and adulterers God will 
judge.”) 
 
Luke’s Teaching on Divorce 

Let’s direct our attention first of all to the passage in Lk. 16, v. 18.  And as we do, 
let me remind you of the context in Luke where we find this passage.  Jesus has 
proclaimed that he’s the one bringing the kingdom of God and has now embarked on his 
journey to Jerusalem to inaugurate that kingdom by his death on the cross.  Along the 
way he’s been teaching, primarily teaching his disciples about what it means to follow 
him. 

And one thing we can notice as we look at this teaching segment is that Jesus is 
both hard and soft at the same time.  We see a man who is simultaneously tough and 
tender.  Don’t let anyone ever let you believe that to be compassion-filled and tender you 
must be loose and sloppy with doctrine and ethics.  We see here a Jesus who would seek 
out a hurting woman in the synagogue and reach out and touch her and heal her when no 
one else would even notice her existence (13:10-17).  Yet we also see a Jesus who made 
the most stringent demands for discipleship when large crowds were following him – you 
cannot be my disciple unless you hate your parents, carry your cross, and get rid of all 
your possessions (16:25-35).  Don’t be afraid to boldly and uncompromisingly proclaim 
what the Bible teaches. 

And don’t let anyone ever lead you to believe that to be strict and absolutely 
faithful to the radical teachings of Scripture has to mean being calloused, cold, and 
insensitive.  I’ll say it in the most loving and forceful way I can – I better not hear of 
anyone in this church using the teachings of this text or the things that are said in this 
sermon to put on an air of self-righteousness toward the world, to be filled with 
judgmentalism, or to hurt or demean in anyway a fellow brother or sister for whom Christ 
died.  Is that clear?!  Jesus, our model, was a man full of unwavering conviction – hard – 
and also at the same time full of unending compassion – soft.  Don’t let go of either of 
those.  I think that comes out of the context of the Jerusalem Journey section. 

Now vv. 16 and 17 in chapter 16, if you’ll remember, discussed the relationship 
between the OT and the NT; the relationship between the Law of Moses and the Law of 
Christ.  We saw there that there is both a discontinuity between the OT and the NT (the 
revelation of the NT supersedes and replaces that of the OT) and a continuity (much of 
the Old Covenant material is carried over into the New Covenant and the record of the 
OT must always remain as a lasting testimony to God’s actions throughout salvation 
history to foreshadow, foretell, and in all other ways point to the climax of history in 
Christ). 

Jesus’ teaching in v. 18 is a perfect test case for this idea of discontinuity and 
continuity.  Jesus is not interpreting the Law of Moses on marriage, divorce, and 
remarriage (although what he teaches has it’s roots in the OT), but rather he is giving a 
new teaching – his own, authoritative instruction about the issue of marriage, divorce, 
and remarriage: “Anyone who divorces his wife and marries another woman commits 
adultery, and the man who marries a divorced woman commits adultery.” 

In this one short sentence we have laid out for us the Law of Christ concerning 
marriage, divorce, and remarriage.  It seems pretty straightforward, doesn’t it?  If some 
man divorces his wife and then gets married again to another woman, then Jesus says that 
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that man has committed adultery.  Adultery is a sexual encounter between a married 
person and someone who is not his or her spouse.  The Bible explicitly labels adultery as 
sin/disobedience to God.  What Jesus appears to be saying here is that the common 
practice of divorce (yes, it was common in the 1st century just like the 21st) does not, in 
God’s eyes, nullify the marriage.  The man in the first half of v. 18, Jesus is saying, is still 
married to his first wife, despite the divorce.  So then to marry another woman (which 
undeniably implies sexual intercourse) is to be unfaithful to his real wife, his first wife 
whom he covenanted with to live as one flesh until death.  He has committed adultery. 

The second half of the verse talks about a woman who has been divorced by her 
husband (perhaps the hypothetical first wife of the man in the first half of the verse).  If a 
man marries that divorced woman, then Jesus says that man has committed adultery.  In 
God’s eyes she is still married to her first husband; that covenant is still in effect and 
can’t be erased by divorce.  Therefore, to marry her (which again undeniably implies 
sexual intercourse) is to have an affair with another man’s wife.  And he is guilty of 
adultery.  So biblically speaking, adultery isn’t just having sex with another person when 
you’re married.  It’s also having sex with another person who is already married. 

Just looking at Lk. 16:18, Jesus seems to be saying that you can’t divorce 
someone and remarry another and that you can’t marry someone who’s been divorced.  
Period.  The marriage bonds cannot be broken by divorce.  Period.  But is that the end of 
it?  Is this to be taken as an absolute statement?  Well, let’s look and see how the other 
Gospel writers relate Jesus’ stance on marriage, divorce, and remarriage. 
 
Mark’s Teaching on Divorce 
 Turn to Mark chapter 10 and let’s see what Jesus seems to be saying there.  
Chapter 10 of Mark falls into a similar part of his Gospel to Luke’s Jerusalem Journey 
section.  The disciples are in a sort of school of faith on their way with Jesus to the Cross.  
He’s dispensing a lot of teaching and spending extra time with his closest followers to 
make sure they get what he’s saying.  Here he’s teaching some crowds when the 
Pharisees, who may have caught wind of Jesus’ peculiar teachings about marriage, 
divorce, and remarriage, tried to test him by inquiring about the issue.  They asked him, 
“Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife?” (Mk. 10:2). 
 Jesus responds by explaining that what Moses legislated in Dt. 24 concerning 
divorce was simply a concession to a hardhearted people.  That was binding in the Old 
Testament times.  Now in the kingdom of God Jesus states he is restoring the original 
design of marriage – one man, one woman, in a one-flesh relationship for life.  
“Therefore,” he says, “what God has joined together, let man not separate” (v. 9). 
 A little later when he’s alone with his disciples they ask him more about it.  He 
states unequivocally, “Anyone who divorces his wife and marries another woman 
commits adultery against her [that is his first wife]” (v. 11).  That’s almost the exact same 
wording as the first half of Luke 16:18.  “You flat out can’t divorce your wife and marry 
someone else without being guilty of committing adultery,” Jesus seems to be saying. 
 Then in the next sentence he says something else.  Here he doesn’t talk about 
marrying a divorced woman.  He talks about it from the woman’s perspective.  He says, 
“And if she divorces her husband and marries another man, she commits adultery” (v. 
12).  It goes both ways.  A divorce initiated by a woman was probably a rare thing in 
those times, but not completely unheard of and Jesus seems to want to make it clear that 
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he’s not just talking about chauvinist pigs who want to get rid of their old wives and 
leave them helpless while they run off with an 18 year old girl.  Yes, he’s condemning 
that, but he’s also condemning wives who have the power to divorce their husbands and 
choose to do so.  It cuts both ways.  He’s making a statement about the seemingly 
indissoluble bonds of marriage. 

Again, there’s no discussion here of wrongdoing, of how bad of a spouse one 
person is, or anything like that.  At first glance it’s simply NO DIVORCE, NO 
REMARRIAGE, PERIOD.  Luke and Mark seem to imply a rigid no divorce, no 
remarriage policy… period.  But the question still remains, “Is it really a period, or is 
there something else to qualify it?” 
 
Matthew’s Teaching on Divorce 
 Let’s look at what Matthew’s Gospel has to add to this discussion.  First, let’s turn 
to Mt. 5.  Here Jesus is also talking about his relationship to the OT law, like he is in Lk. 
16.  He says he came to fulfill it, not abolish it.  I believe from this text we can also see 
both the discontinuity and continuity between the Law of Moses and the Law of Christ.  
After laying that out in vv. 17-20, Jesus then launches into a series of “You have heard 
that it was said this, but I tell you this” teachings.  Can you hear a sharp note of 
discontinuity being struck?  Sometimes he seems to radicalize the OT Law, sometimes to 
properly interpret it, sometimes to add to it, sometimes to plainly replace it, but in all 
cases he’s giving his own, authoritative teaching. 
 In v. 31 we read, “It has been said, ‘Anyone who divorces his wife must give her 
a certificate of divorce.’”  That was the understanding de jour of Dt. 24.  Really in that 
passage Moses didn’t command certificates of divorce, but rather accepted the fact that 
divorces would happen and people would give certificates.  What Moses outlawed was a 
twice divorced woman or even a woman widowed from her second marriage returning to 
her first husband.  The text actually says that her second marriage would have “defiled” 
her (which is an interesting point). 

But anyway, Jesus goes on to say, “[You’ve heard this,] but I tell you that anyone 
who divorces his wife, except for marital unfaithfulness, causes her to become an 
adulteress [this is assuming the fact that divorce almost always forced a woman to 
remarry in that culture in order to be provided for financially], and,” Jesus continues, 
“anyone who marries the divorced woman commits adultery” (v. 32). 
 We’ve heard the second half of that before, in Luke (you marry a divorced 
woman you commit adultery).  But wait a second, that first part sounded different.  It’s 
worded differently – “causes her to become an adulteress” – Matthew doesn’t focus on 
the remarriage of the man, but focuses on the inevitable remarriage of the woman and 
says that the man who divorced her is guilty of making her into an adulteress, presumably 
because she is still technically married to her first husband.  UNLESS (here it is, the 
monkey wrench that gets thrown into the whole thing), unless she has already been 
unfaithful.  This is the famed “exception clause” – except on the ground of marital 
unfaithfulness = NIV, NASB = unchastity, ESV = sexual immorality, KJV = fornication, 
NJB = illicit marriage.  They’re all translating the Greek word, porneia. 
 Here’s where it gets tricky.  Luke and Mark appear to have Jesus giving an 
absolute teaching – NO DIVORCE, NO REMARRIAGE, PERIOD.  But Matthew, at 
first glance, appears to insert one exception to the rule – porneia.  To divorce someone 



6 

and marry another would be considered adultery in every instance unless your spouse has 
committed porneia.  Then divorce would be legitimate because the marriage would have 
been annulled on account of the porneia.  And if the marriage is annulled then remarriage 
is perfectly acceptable.  So goes the reasoning.  Now the emphasis still lies on the 
denunciation of divorce and remarriage in most instances, but there is some sort of an 
exception made.  Is everybody following along with me? 
 Staying in Matthew, let’s all flip forward a few pages to chapter 19.  This topic 
comes up again.  It’s a very similar setting to Mk. 10.  I want you to look right away at v. 
9 – “I tell you,” Jesus states, “that anyone who divorces his wife, except for marital 
unfaithfulness, and marries another woman commits adultery.”  The other time we see 
divorce talked about in Matthew we also see that same exception clause included again – 
except for porneia.  These are the 4 Gospel passages that address the topic.  So how do 
we put it all together? 
 Many if not most evangelical scholars take Matthew at face value as a genuine 
exception and use the two divorce teachings there to read/interpret Luke and Mark; they 
read Luke and Mark through the lens of Matthew.  Luke and Mark are then understood to 
assume the exception that’s given in Matthew.  This makes sense, doesn’t it?  It’s not 
wacky logic.  This position, generally referred to as the Erasmian view, holds that the 
Bible is radically pro-marriage, God hates divorce as it says in Malachi 2:16, and Jesus 
gives a teaching that is strict and not lenient on divorce, BUT at the same time there is a 
genuine exception where divorce and remarriage may be acceptable (not mandatory, 
maybe not even recommended, but acceptable/allowed). 
 That scenario, a wide contingent of evangelical, Bible-believing scholars and 
pastors maintain, is when some type of grave, sexual infidelity has taken place on the part 
of a spouse.  Porneia can’t be construed to mean ‘he or she doesn’t love me anymore’, or 
‘he or she doesn’t treat me with respect anymore’, or ‘he or she hasn’t fulfilled my 
needs’, or even something like ‘he or she has confessed to looking at internet 
pornography’.  Rather porneia denotes inappropriate, voluntary sexual activity with 
someone or something outside of the marriage relationship.  A justifiable definition of 
porneia given by leading evangelical scholars John and Paul Feinberg is “sexual 
impurity, including adultery, homosexuality, bestiality, and incest.”3  In such cases, this 
position holds that divorce is justified and remarriage is allowable. 
 In the Erasmian view the marriage bond is closer than any other human bond, but 
it is not unbreakable.  The view argues, “Just look at 1 Cor. 7, the famed ‘Pauline 
Privilege’ where it says, ‘If any brother has a wife who is not a believer and she is willing 
to live with him, he must not divorce her.  And if a woman has a husband who is not a 
believer and he is willing to live with her, she must not divorce him…  But if the 
unbeliever leaves, let him do so.  A believing man or woman is not bound in such 
circumstances (vv. 12-13, 15).’  What does ‘is not bound’ mean if not that the marriage 
bond is broken and the abandoned believer is then free to remarry?  Therefore if the 
marriage bond is breakable in cases of abandonment, then who’s to say that it can’t be 
breakable in cases of marital unfaithfulness?”  That’s a good argument.  It makes good, 
logical sense. 
 This position is very widely held among scholars of the likes of D.A. Carson4 (no 
dummy by any means) and probably the majority of respected evangelical leaders today.  
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Such is also the position of a majority of the elders at IBC.  Therefore, our church’s 
official position regarding divorce and remarriage that is enforced by the elders is this – 
 

All divorce and remarriage is strictly prohibited except for when sexual 
activity outside of marriage or permanent abandonment has taken place.  
In instances of sexual activity outside of marriage when the guilty party is 
unrepentant, then divorce may be pursued, but only after considerable 
effort has been made for reconciliation.  If such qualifications have been 
met and there has been time to heal, then remarriage may be considered, 
provided that he or she marries another believer who has not been 
illegitimately divorced and provided that he or she has studied all the 
relevant passages and his or her conscience does not object. 
 

That’s our official, church position.  Let it be heard loud and clear.  And just so that 
everyone’s clear on this let me state that under this official position there is no member in 
this church currently who would be prohibited from getting married. 
 
Pastor Nathan’s Personal Position 

However, that’s not my own personal position.  I am willing to accept this stance 
as an official position that governs IBC’s membership.  However, I think there is a way to 
read these passages in the Bible that makes more sense and that disallows divorce and 
remarriage on all accounts.  Because of this conviction I will personally counsel people 
differently when faced with questions involving marriage, divorce, and remarriage.  And 
my own conscience will also preclude me from officiating at any weddings involving 
divorced people no matter what the reasons.  Allow me to try to convince you from 
Scripture of my personal point of view.  In the time remaining let’s walk through Mt. 
19:1-12.  And keep in mind, what follows is my own personal position. 

In v. 3 some Pharisees came to Jesus to test him.  They asked him a popular 
question of the day, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife for any and every reason?”  
It was a rabbinic debate over how to read Dt. 24:1 where Moses describes a man who 
divorces his wife since “she finds no favor in his eyes because he has found some 
indecency in her.”  There was one rabbinic school of thought, the more conservative 
School of Shammai, which held that divorce was only legal in cases of adultery – 
indecency in Dt. 24 should be understood strictly as adultery.  The other major rabbinic 
school of thought, the more liberal School of Hillel, taught that a man could divorce his 
wife easily for practically anything he found wrong with her, even spoiling a dish of 
food.5  They wanted to get Jesus to weigh in on this controversial issue and pin him into 
one camp. 

Jesus responds by explaining God’s original design for marriage.  He goes back 
before the Mosaic Law and argues from the creation order.  “Haven’t you read,” he 
replied, “that at the beginning the Creator ‘made them male and female,’ [Gen. 1:27] and 
said, ‘For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, 
and the two will become one flesh’?” (vv. 4-5).  That’s exactly what it says in Gen. 2:24, 
right?  Well, not exactly.  Gen. 2:24 actually says in Hebrew, “they will become one 
flesh.”  The Greek translation of this text, the Septuagint, makes explicit what was 
implicit there by rendering it “the two will become one flesh” – an explicit endorsement 
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of monogamy.  Jesus here chooses to quote the LXX.  So according to Jesus Christ, 
marriage was designed from the very beginning to be heterosexual and monogamous. 

Next he infers, “So they are no longer two, but one.”  In marriage you no longer 
have two separate and individual lives, two different people free to pursue their own 
individual dreams and careers and desires – don’t even get me started on this new 
phenomenon of “married” couples living in separate cities or countries for selfish, 
personal career reasons.  I hear about it all too often and it’s a little pet peeve of mine.  
Jesus says that marriage involves a melding together of two different lives and making 
them one. 

Now of course married couples still possess individuality.  Andrea still has her 
own soul and I have mine.  But there is supposed to be in marriage a union so tight, so 
intimate, so strong that when one person cries, the other tastes salt.  Married couples are 
meant to move together in beautiful harmony and unison.  There is a mystical 
relationship that is so deep and profound as to be almost indescribable.  The best way to 
describe it is as one flesh.  And that phrase also carries with it connotations of sexual 
union.  God designed sex as an intense, wonderful, physical picture of the spiritual 
weaving together of two into one.  One flesh.  Sex is the sign of the covenant.  It is part 
and parcel of marriage.  God designed it and pronounces it very good.  It’s not a dirty 
thing; it’s a wonderful thing as part of the marriage relationship.  That’s what Jesus is 
saying here. 

“Therefore,” Jesus concludes, “what God has joined together, let man not 
separate.”  This marriage bond that supersedes even the bond between parents and 
children (leave and cleave) is, in God’s eyes, a one flesh relationship that should not be 
tampered with.  To speak of splitting apart that one flesh relationship is tantamount to 
taking a chainsaw and cutting right down the middle of your body.  When a man and a 
woman stand before God and others and covenant to live together ‘until death do us part’ 
and seal the deal with sexual union they are mysteriously fused together. 

Too many people in Jesus’ day and in ours see marriage merely as a contract – I’ll 
try my best at my end of the bargain and I expect her to keep up her end and if she fails to 
keep her part of the contract I will consider it a breach of contract and I will have a way 
out.  The Bible speaks rather of marriage as a covenant – Proverbs 2:17 speaks of the 
adulteress, the wayward wife “who has left the partner of her youth and ignored the 
covenant she made before God.”  Marriage involves an unconditional, solemn oath and a 
sacred physical union that God takes very seriously. 

Here the words of our Lord ring out forcefully – “What God hath joined together, 
let not man put asunder.”  Elsewhere, Paul states clearly that death is the only thing that 
can end a marriage: “A married woman is bound to her husband as long as he is alive, but 
if her husband dies, she is released from the law of marriage.  So then, if she marries 
another man while her husband is still alive, she is called an adulteress.  But if her 
husband dies, she is released from that law and is not an adulteress, even though she 
marries another man” (Rom. 7:2-3); “A woman is bound to her husband as long as he 
lives.  But if her husband dies, she is free to marry anyone she wishes, but he must belong 
to the Lord” (1 Cor. 7:39). 

The gravity of the whole thing increases exponentially once you realize that 
according to the Bible the whole reason that God made things this way – men, women, 
marriage, sex – was to picture in some way the covenant relationship God has with his 
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people!  To mess with it is not just to mess with an important human institution.  It’s to 
mess with the God ordained picture of Christ and the Church, his bride.  Read Eph. 5 and 
there’s no way around it.  Read the graphic language in Ezek. 16 talking about God’s 
relationship to Israel.  Read the book of Hosea to see what kind of patient, loving, faithful 
husband God is to his people. 

Marriage is to be taken seriously.  If you’re married then your marriage 
relationship must be a number one priority in your life.  Obviously, your relationship with 
God is your number one priority, but really your relationship with God goes hand in hand 
with your relationship with your spouse.  That’s why you must take every step necessary 
to ensure that your marriage is healthy and God honoring and that sinful patterns aren’t 
allowed to continue unabated for years and years until you wind up like so many people 
wondering how things got to where they’re at and how 20 years of damage and sin can 
possibly be fixed. 

Andrea and I are going to be attending a marriage conference here in Chicago 
called A Weekend to Remember from April 15-17.  I’d really encourage all of you who 
are married to join us.  Actually, I’d like to ask that if you can you would join us there.  
Let me know soon because we could get a highly reduced price if at least 5 couples go 
together.  It would be a great way to say that your marriage is your number one priority, 
and we can all use help in our marriages.  Jesus is affirming the goodness of marriage and 
its importance.  It’s to be taken very seriously.  In fact, I really think that Jesus here is 
stating in no uncertain terms that the marriage bond is unbreakable except by death. 

That’s a little radical, you might be thinking.  Well, that’s what the Pharisees were 
thinking too.  “Whoa, wait a minute that’s even more strict than Shammai.  Why then,” 
they asked, “did Moses command that a man give his wife a certificate of divorce and 
send her away” (v. 7)?  “We’ve got him here,” they thought. 

Jesus retorted, “Command!?  Moses didn’t command you.  Moses permitted you 
to divorce your wives because your hearts were hard.  But it was not this way from the 
beginning.”  The allowance of divorce in the OT Law was a concession to the sinfulness 
of human hearts, much like polygamy was a concession.  It’s not how God originally 
designed things from the beginning, though.  Jesus’ code of conduct is restoring the 
original meaning of marriage – one man, one woman, for life.  PERIOD (I think). 

Then comes v. 9.  You’re wondering, “Okay, how’s he going to explain v. 9.  
Jesus makes an exception to the rule.”  He says, “I tell you that anyone who divorces his 
wife, except for porneia, and marries another woman commits adultery.”  Now this is 
Jesus’ conclusion to his hard-lined stance that he’s just laid out.  Does it make sense for 
him to soften his blow?  I don’t think it does.  The flow of thought seems to beg for an 
absolute statement denouncing all divorce.  An exception, in my mind, seems to gut 
everything he’s just said. 

First of all, one thing that makes it especially problematic is the slipperiness of the 
word porneia, if you define it loosely as sexual immorality.  Jesus could mean adultery, 
like the School of Shammai held.  Adultery is a possible option for translating porneia, 
but there is a better word for adultery that he could have used, moicheia, if that’s what he 
meant.  And in Mt. 15:19 Matthew uses porneia and moicheia side by side, indicating 
that he used them with distinct meanings.  But then if porneia is a broad term for sexual 
misconduct where do you draw the lines?  It’s very hard to keep this exception clause 
from leading us all the way to the Hillel position (divorce for any and every reason: like 
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my husband looked at another woman lustfully).  If you use the definition of sexual 
immorality it’s hard to pin down precisely without making some very arbitrary 
judgments. 

So is there a plausible alternative that makes sense of all the data?  Well, yes, I 
think there is.  Another possible part of the semantic range of porneia is fornication, 
meaning sex before marriage.  Some even argue that this is its primary meaning in 
Scripture.  In Jn. 8:41 the Jews try to indirectly accuse Jesus of being born illegitimately, 
being born of porneia, insinuating that Mary had had sex prior to being married to 
Joseph.  Does that ring a bell with you?  The beginning of Matthew’s Gospel is the only 
place where the story of Joseph’s reaction to the news of his fiancé’s pregnancy is related 
to us.  Turn back in Mt. to chapter 1. 

“This is how the birth of Jesus Christ came about: His mother Mary was pledged 
to be married to Joseph, but before they came together (that is, before they got married 
and consummated the relationship), she was found to be with child...”  How did that 
happen?  “…through the Holy Spirit,” the immaculate conception.  “[Now] because 
Joseph her husband…” (vv. 18-19a).  Stop right there.  The text uses the word for 
husband to describe her fiancé, because at that time engagements were taken much more 
seriously.  It was almost like being married minus the sexual relationship. 

The commitment was so great that to break it up involved divorce.  “Because 
Joseph her husband was a righteous man and did not want to expose her to public 
disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her quietly [same word used in Mt. 5:32 and 19:9]” 
(v. 19).  You see he logically deduced that if Mary was pregnant and he couldn’t be 
responsible, she must have committed fornication/porneia/sex before marriage with 
someone else.  And he, a righteous man, decided to divorce her because of it.  It took an 
angel to convince him that “what [was] conceived in her [was] from the Holy Spirit” (v. 
20). 

Are you with me?  Matthew is the only one who mentions this incident.  Is it 
merely a coincidence that Matthew is the only one who includes the “except for porneia” 
clause?  When an envelope with Matthew’s Gospel arrived at churches in the first century 
they didn’t preach from 5 verses every Sunday for the next 4 years!  No, they assembled 
the whole congregation to listen to the whole Gospel being read out loud straight through.  
Then maybe they studied it passage by passage, but my point is that the Gospels were 
meant to be read as one, unified piece. 

And so people listening to Mt. being read would have come to Jesus’ teaching on 
divorce in chapter 5 and then again in chapter 19 and remembered that the only other 
time divorce had been mentioned in the Gospel it was presented as a valid option for a 
righteous man, considering what he knew at the time.  Matthew, himself a disciple of 
Jesus, knew that Jesus allowed for those pledged to be married to “divorce” if it was 
found out that one member had committed fornication prior to the marriage being 
consummated.  So Matthew added the “except for porneia” clause to make it clear that 
engagements could be broken off in such situations and that Joseph was truly a righteous 
man.  Make sense?  The exception clause allows the breaking up of engagements, NOT 
marriages.  And it allows those who broke off engagements for such reasons to go ahead 
and marry someone else without being guilty of anything. 

So the absoluteness of Luke and Mark still stands and they are actually the control 
texts for understanding Matthew, not the other way around.  Jesus, I believe, consistently 
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taught that once a marriage had occurred, divorce was wrong and remarriage was 
certainly a violation of the marriage covenant.  There are no loopholes.  There are no 
ways out of a marriage.  You commit to each other literally “until death parts us.”  If 
that’s what marriage is – marriage is a beautiful thing!!!!!!!!!!! 

If you read 1 Cor. 7 carefully I believe that Paul corroborates this view.  The 
“Pauline Privilege” does not allow for remarriage in the case of abandonment.  If two 
unbelievers marry, one converts to Christianity, the unbelieving spouse runs off and 
leaves his or her mate, then Paul says the believing spouse “is not bound” (v. 15).  The 
word there for “bound” is not the same word Paul uses when he talks of the binding 
relationship of marriage.  The whole context of 1 Cor. 7 necessitates that we read this 
verse to say that the believer is not required to chase his or her unbelieving, deserting 
spouse all over the Roman world and force him to stay with her.  She can live peacefully, 
supported by her church family and with chastity until he comes back or she hears of his 
death. 

Please believe me when I say that I don’t hold this position to be legalistic.  I 
don’t find it fun to hold to contrarian ideas.  I don’t hold it to be intolerant or unloving or 
insensitive or hard-nosed or strict for the sake of being strict.  I hold it because I sincerely 
believe, apart from my feelings about the subject, that it is what our Lord taught and what 
the Scriptures hold and the best view that encourages marriage to be what God designed 
it to be – a good thing.6  I also say this with the firm confidence that what God prescribes 
is always for our own good.  He does not prohibit our happiness with his laws; he 
protects us by them. 
 I’d hope that you would see things my way.  I really, really do.  I could be wrong 
and I’m open to being corrected if there’s something I’m missing, but from where I’m at 
right now this view of marriage, divorce, and remarriage is my own conviction and I will 
counsel people this way personally.  But I also agree to abide by the official position of 
IBC, as voiced earlier, in all official church discipline matters.  And, of course, there’s no 
way that I could flesh out all the applications of the IBC position or even my own 
position to the myriad possible scenarios out there, but I hope I’ve communicated clearly 
a basic framework that will guide decision making in all the different scenarios. 
 
Conclusion 
 In closing, let me just make two more quick points.  First of all, most followers of 
Christ after hearing my position articulated will respond, “Yikes!  You can’t really 
believe that can you?  If this is the situation between a husband and wife (i.e. an 
unbreakable bond), it is better not to marry.”  They might think that’s a crazy 
commitment, that’s too risky.  But isn’t it interesting that this is exactly the response that 
Jesus’ disciples had right after hearing his teaching on marriage, divorce, and remarriage?  
And Jesus, in a sense, agrees.  He says, “Not everyone can accept this word, but only 
those to whom it has been given.  For some are eunuchs because they were born that way; 
others were made that way by men; and others have renounced marriage because of the 
kingdom of heaven.  The one who can accept this should accept it” (vv. 11-12). 
 He’s just given a resounding endorsement of marriage as God’s wonderful design 
from the beginning, but he also closes with an equal if not greater endorsement of 
singleness.  Some might say, “Then there are a lot of people out there who, by your 
definition, cannot get remarried and are forced to be single.”  I say, “Yes, and Jesus (and 
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Paul) tells us that this is even better.”  I don’t have time to give a complete biblical 
teaching on singleness, but let me say this quickly: God gives the gift of singleness to 
some people for the sake of the kingdom.  Don’t let the pressures of the world and even 
some parts of the church convince you to believe that it’s a second-hand gift… it’s not!  
Marriage is good (he who finds a wife finds a good thing, and obtains favor from the 
Lord, Prov. 18:22), but so is singleness, maybe even better. 
 Secondly, let me also note that God is gracious.  God is gracious!!!  His grace is 
sufficient to cover over any and every sin.  In a world plagued by sin and devastated by 
sin’s effects the message of the gospel is so precious.  God can forgive anyone and make 
anyone completely clean again.  Grace is never a license for sin (cf. Rom. 6:1ff; Jude 1:4) 
that is you can never use God’s grace as an excuse to willfully do what is wrong and ask 
for forgiveness later.  But I want to make sure everyone hears me saying that no matter 
what you’ve done in the past, God is able to forgive you if you confess and come to him 
in repentance. 
 It doesn’t matter if you subscribe to the official IBC position or my own personal 
position, the bottom line that we all must agree on and say in unison with our voices and 
our actions is – Let marriage be held in honor among all. 
 
Benediction 
Let marriage be held in honor among all, and let the marriage bed be undefiled; for 
fornicators and adulterers God will judge. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by Pastor 
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