
 

“Is It Lawful to Divorce and Remarry for Any Reason?” 
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 Our text this morning deals with what is, sadly, one of the more controversial subjects in 
the church today:  whether or not there are any biblical grounds for a divorce and a remarriage.  I 
say that it’s sad because of the bondage and division this has brought about in Christ’s church.  
Some pastors, who have taught there are no grounds, have put some of Christ’s sheep into a very 
difficult position.  For some, their spouses have abandoned them and remarried, making 
reconciliation impossible.  But their pastors tell them they can’t remarry and that they must be 
content, even though they don’t have this gift from the Lord.  Still others, believing that there are 
no grounds, separate from those who have been divorced and remarried, thinking either that they 
have committed the unpardonable sin, or that they are somehow second class citizens of the 
kingdom and unfit to serve Christ in any capacity.  But brethren, we need to see, that even 
though these brethren may be well-meaning and sincere in their beliefs, they are wrong.  The 
Bible clearly teaches that there are grounds for divorce and a remarriage.  As a matter of fact, our 
text this morning is one of the clearest passages in all of Scripture on this subject.  I haven’t yet 
found one person who has been able to maintain any kind of an argument against it.   
 Our text really deals with three questions on the subject of divorce and remarriage.  The 
first question is, “Can a man divorce his wife for any reason and marry another?”  The second is, 
“If a man can’t divorce his wife and remarry for any reason, are there grounds or circumstances 
under which he can?”  And the last question is, “To whom does this law apply?”  First, we will 
look at what Jesus has to say about whether divorce and remarriage is allowed for any reason at 
all.   
 Matthew tells us that Jesus left the region of Galilee and came into Judea, and as He did, 
many followed Him, and He healed them, again showing mercy and compassion on His people 
and the fact that He was their Messiah.  But when He arrived in Judea, some Pharisees came to 
Him to see if they could find a reason to accuse Him and prove that He wasn’t the Messiah.  
Hatred always looks for the worst in people.  It always looks for something to blame or accuse.  
These teachers of Israel were so blinded by their bitterness, that they seemed to miss all the good 
that Jesus was doing.  This is what hatred and bitterness does, it blinds to everything good and 
sees only the bad, even though Jesus never did anything bad.  We must beware, because it will 
do the same thing to us.   
 These Pharisees came to test Him, to find some fault in Him.  And the way they went 
about this was to get His opinion on a subject which was controversial even among them:  the 
subject of divorce.  They asked Him, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife for any cause at 
all?”  Notice that their question was not, “Is it ever lawful for a man for divorce his wife?” 
because they knew that there were grounds for this, but, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his 
wife for any cause at all?”  “Is any reason a good enough reason to put away your wife and to 
marry someone else?”  Jesus’ answer here is very clear.  The answer is no.  He points back to the 
beginning of creation to show that God originally made the man and woman for each other, to 
complement each other.  He also emphasizes the leaving of one’s father and mother, and the 
cleaving to one another in a one flesh relationship, showing how closely tied the man and the 
woman are in the marriage union.  And as if this wasn’t enough to settle the matter, He then ends 
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by saying, “What therefore God has joined together, let no man separate” (v. 6).  Clearly, it was 
God’s intention from the beginning that the marriage covenant be permanent.  No, a man may 
not divorce his wife for any cause at all and marry another.   
 And this brings us to the second question, “Does this mean then that there aren’t any 
grounds at all to do so?”  If this is the case, the Pharisees asked, then why “did Moses command 
to give her a certificate and divorce her?”  Are you teaching against the Scripture now Jesus?  
Doesn’t Moses say that a man may divorce his wife for any reason?  No, Jesus replies, it was 
“because of your hardness of heart, [that] Moses permitted you to divorce your wives; but from 
the beginning it has not been this way’” (vv. 7-8).  As we have seen, God’s will from the 
beginning was that the husband and wife remain married for life.  But apparently Moses allowed 
those who hardened their hearts against their wives and wanted to put them away to do so for 
less than righteous reasons.  The only things that were required were that the husband give his 
wife a certificate of divorce to show that she was legally divorced, and that if she became another 
man’s wife, the first could not take her again to be his wife if her latter husband turned against 
her (Deu. 24:1-4).  I don’t believe that Moses had adultery in view here, because the penalty for 
adultery was death.  If that happened, then obviously the surviving spouse would be free to 
remarry.  Moses had something less than adultery view when he said this.   
 Now we might ask, “Why did Moses allow them to do something that was sinful?  After 
all, the Lord commands us to love and forgive each other.  Why would he allow them to harden 
their hearts and to commit this sin?”  That’s a good question.  Calvin wrestled with it and came 
to this conclusion.  He wrote, “Ought Moses to have permitted what was in itself bad and sinful?  
I reply, That, in an unusual sense of the word, he is said to have permitted what he did not 
severely forbid; for he did not lay down a law about divorces, so as to give them the seal of his 
approbation, but as the wickedness of men could not be restrained in any other way, he applied 
what was the most admissible remedy, that the husband should, at least, attest the chastity of his 
wife.  For the law was made solely for the protection of the women, that they might not suffer 
any disgrace after they had been unjustly rejected.  Hence we infer, that it was rather a 
punishment inflicted on the husbands, than an indulgence or permission fitted to inflame their 
lust” (Harmony 2:283).  Moses gave them this law to protect the innocency of the woman, not to 
encourage the sinfulness of the man.   
 Now to understand what is going on in our passage, we need to realize that it’s this 
practice that Jesus is correcting, the practice of divorcing one’s wife for any reason, because of 
their hardness of heart.  He tells them what God’s original intention was from the beginning, 
“What God has joined together, let no man separate” (v. 6).  And He tells them what the 
consequences were then, and are now, if they divorce and remarry for less than biblical grounds, 
“Whoever divorces his wife . . . and marries another woman commits adultery” (v. 9).   
 But again we ask the question, “Does this mean that there are no grounds for a divorce 
and a remarriage?  No.  Because in giving this rule, Jesus also laid down an exception to the rule:  
“Except for immorality.”  If a man divorces his wife and marries another woman, he commits 
adultery, unless the ground on which he divorces her is immorality.  If immorality is the ground, 
then when he divorces her and remarries, he does not commit adultery.  Calvin writes, “But an 
exception is added; for the woman, by fornication, cuts herself off, as a rotten member, from her 
husband, and sets him at liberty” (2:284).  Now what could be clearer than this?   
 But as clear as it is, there are still some who argue against it.  Some believe that the word 
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“immorality” can only refer to something that takes place outside of the marriage covenant.  
They argue that if the Lord had marriage in view here, He would have used the word for 
“adultery.”  What is in view here, therefore, is an engagement period prior to the wedding in 
which the man or the woman is unfaithful.  If they are, then the innocent party can break off the 
engagement.  But this can’t be the case for two reasons.  For one, the Scripture doesn’t make a 
distinction between an engaged couple and a married couple.  Once the engagement has been 
entered into, the man and woman are legally married, even though they have not consummated 
the marriage.  Moses wrote in Deuteronomy 22:23-24, “If there is a girl who is a virgin engaged 
to a man, and another man finds her in the city and lies with her, then you shall bring them both 
out to the gate of that city and you shall stone them to death; the girl, because she did not cry out 
in the city, and the man, because he has violated his neighbor's wife.  Thus you shall purge the 
evil from among you.”  Even Joseph, when he thought that his espoused wife Mary, was 
unfaithful, desired to divorce her privately (Matt. 1:19).  The second reason is that the word 
“immorality” can apply to someone who is married, as well as unmarried.  It is a broader word 
than adultery, which not only includes that sin, but many other forms of immorality, such as 
homosexuality or bestiality.  Jesus used this word because He did not want to limit the grounds 
to adultery alone.   
 The bottom line is that sexual immorality breaks the marriage covenant, and once it has 
been broken, the innocent party may sue for a divorce and then remarry.  This has been the 
majority view of the Protestant Church since its beginning.  It was so universal among the 
Protestants, that John Owen, living in the 17th Century, could write, “It is confessed by all that 
adultery is a just and sufficient cause of a divorce betwixt married persons” (16:328).  If 
someone still objects and says that adultery is not a valid ground for divorce, then he would have 
to accuse God as well, because these were the grounds upon which He divorced His people 
Israel.  He said through Jeremiah the prophet, “And I saw that for all the adulteries of faithless 
Israel, I had sent her away and given her a writ of divorce” (3:8).  He put Israel away, and as we 
know, later married the New Covenant church.   
 Although we don’t have much time to look at it this morning, there are two other grounds 
upon which a marriage may be ended and another made:  desertion and death.  Paul writes in 1 
Corinthians 7:15-16, “Yet if the unbelieving one leaves, let him leave; the brother or the sister is 
not under bondage in such cases, but God has called us to peace.  For how do you know, O wife, 
whether you will save your husband?  Or how do you know, O husband, whether you will save 
your wife?”  If an unbeliever abandons their believing spouse -- presumably on the grounds that 
they don’t want to live with a Christian any longer -- Paul literally says, “He must leave.”  The 
believer is not to stop them.  More importantly, he says that “the brother or sister is not under 
bondage in such cases,” which, in the context of 1 Corinthians 7, means that they are not bound 
to that marriage covenant, but free to remarry.  The same would be true if a professing Christian 
abandoned the marriage covenant, because by abandoning it, and by being excommunicated 
from the church for doing so, he would show himself not to be a Christian, but an unbeliever 
who has departed.  And of course the final reason is death.  Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 7:39, “A 
wife is bound as long as her husband lives; but if her husband is dead, she is free to be married to 
whom she wishes, only in the Lord.”  Those kinds of abandonment of the marriage covenant that 
can’t be remedied are grounds for the dissolutionment of the marriage and a remarriage.   
 Think about this for a moment.  If there were no grounds for a divorce and remarriage, 
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what would happen to those whose spouses divorced them for unbiblical reasons and ran off with 
someone else?  Where would that leave them?  Would they be bound for the rest of their lives to 
someone who was married to someone else?  That’s what some teach.  But what if they didn’t 
have the gift to remain single?  Would God require them to remain that way even though it was 
no fault of theirs that their marriage covenant was destroyed?  Wouldn’t this force them into a 
situation where they would sin no matter what they did?  Yes, it most likely would!  John Owen 
writes, “It may, and probably will, cast a man under a necessity of sinning:  for suppose he hath 
not the gift of continency, it is the express will of God that he should marry for his relief; yet on 
this supposition, he sins if he does so, and in that he sins if he doth not so” (16:329).  If someone 
in this situation could not marry, then there would be no way for him or her to escape temptation, 
contrary to what Paul tells us in 1 Corinthians 10:13, “No temptation has overtaken you but such 
as is common to man; and God is faithful, who will not allow you to be tempted beyond what 
you are able, but with the temptation will provide the way of escape also, that you may be able to 
endure it.”  No, this isn’t the way the Lord intended it.  If your spouse is unfaithful and abandons 
the marriage relationship, you may divorce them and marry another, only in the Lord.  Of course, 
if your spouse repents, you must forgive them and receive them back.  But if they continue to sin 
and show that their repentance isn’t genuine, then you may still divorce them.  If you don’t, you 
may very well expose yourself to more sin and misery.   
 One last thing to consider is that if you divorce for less than biblical grounds, and marry 
someone else, there is still forgiveness, if you repent.  Divorce and remarriage is not the 
unpardonable sin.  It is a serious sin.  It is one that the Lord strictly forbids.  But it is not 
unforgivable.  Any sin that is truly repented of will be pardoned by the Lord.  Paul warns us that 
those who commit adultery and other sins will not inherit the kingdom.  But he also reminds us, 
“Such were some of you; but you were washed, but you were sanctified, but you were justified in 
the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, and in the Spirit of our God” (1 Cor. 6:9-11).  But of course, if 
your former spouse hasn’t remarried, and if they are a Christian, then reconciliation should 
certainly be pursued when you repent.   
 Lastly, To whom does this law apply?  The answer is it applies to all who desire 
marriage.  The disciples, realizing that the Lord was being far more strict than Moses and that the 
marriage covenant could only be broken by the sin of desertion, said that if this is the case, it is 
better not to marry.  But Jesus reminds them that this isn’t possible for everyone.  There are those 
who are born without the ability or the desire to be married.  There are also those who have had 
that desire taken away by men.  And there are those who have had that desire taken away by 
God, who have the gift of singleness, even as Paul did, who can devote themselves more fully to 
the Lord’s work.  This rule doesn’t apply to them.  But it does apply to those who desire 
marriage.  If you marry, be prepared to be married for life.   
 You must judge for yourself if this applies to you.  If you’re married, it does.  But if you 
aren’t, then you need to discern whether it does or not.  If you have the desire to marry, then you 
must marry and do all you can to be faithful to that marriage.  But if you don’t have it, or if your 
desire is so weak that you can easily get along without marriage, then it would be better for you 
if you don’t.   
 There is certainly nothing wrong with marriage.  As a matter of fact, our Lord Jesus will 
one day marry the woman of His desire:  the church.  And He intends to be a faithful husband, 
and by His grace, will cause His church to be a faithful spouse.  One of the ways He reminds us 



5 

 

of this is through the Lord’s Supper.  Here we are reminded that we are Christ’s body, we are 
one spirit with Him, and one day we will be married to Him forever.  And so let’s prepare our 
hearts now to meet Him at His table and to show our love for Him and to receive what He has for 
us here.  Amen.  Let us pray.   


