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 Over the past few weeks, we have been taking a closer look at what the covenant of 
marriage is and what the responsibilities are of the husband and wife in that covenant.  First, we 
saw that marriage was something that the Lord instituted at the very beginning of His creation, 
on the very day that He created man and woman.  He did not want the man to be alone.  If the 
man didn’t have a companion, he would be lonely.  If he didn’t have a helpmate, his task would 
have been too difficult.  If he didn’t have one who corresponded exactly to his need, he wouldn’t 
have been able to procreate.  Man needed woman, and so the Lord graciously provided man with 
a spouse, that he might bless God for His goodness and do what the Lord had called him to do.  
We also saw that in this covenant, the husband is to love his wife, just as Christ loved His 
church.  This means that the husband is to pray for his wife, feed her on the good Word of 
Christ’s grace, and lovingly rule over her and protect her.  And the wife is to submit to her 
husband in the same way that the church submits to Christ.  She is to yield to her husband as her 
head and that of her household, for the sake of Christ.  It is Christ’s authority, and when she 
submits to it, she is submitting to Christ, just as when we submit to an officer of the law, we are 
not submitting to him, but to the government that gives him that authority.  What I would like for 
us to consider this evening is the duration of this covenant relationship, that is, how long this 
covenant of marriage is in force.  And what I want for us to consider is that The covenant of 
marriage endures as long as both the husband and wife are alive, or as long as their 
faithfulness to the covenant endures.  Certainly, when God instituted marriage, it was His 
intention that the man and the woman be united for life.  But sadly, when sin entered the picture, 
it opened the possibility of that covenant being broken.   
 First, let’s look at how long God intended the covenant of marriage to last.   
 In our text, Jesus is confronted by some Pharisees who wanted to put Him to the test with 
a question of divorce, so that they might find some reason to accuse Him.  Their question was, 
“Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife for any cause at all?”  Notice that the question is not, 
“Is it ever lawful for a man for divorce his wife?” but, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife 
for any cause at all?”  That is, is any reason at all a good enough reason to put away one’s wife, 
so that one can marry someone else?  Jesus’ answer is clearly no.  He points back to the 
beginning of creation to show that God originally made the man and woman for each other.  He 
also made only one woman for the man, showing that it was His intention that the man have only 
one wife.  He also emphasizes the one flesh aspect of this relationship, showing how closely tied 
these two are to be.  And then He ends with this statement, “What therefore God has joined 
together, let no man separate” (v. 6).  Clearly, it was God’s intention that the covenant of 
marriage be permanent, that nothing at all was to separate them.  This was, however, before sin 
entered into the picture.   
 With sin, some problems arose.  The first of these was death.  Do you realize that if 
Adam and Eve hadn’t sinned, then they would still be alive today, and they would still be 
married?  All of their children that had married would also still be alive and would still be 
married to their original spouse.  This was God’s will.  But clearly, Adam and Eve are no longer 
alive, because of the Fall.  I believe that they are in heaven, and that they are more alive than 
they were before.  But they are not physically alive.  Their bodies are now in the ground, and 



therefore they are no longer married.  Death separates the husband and wife relationship.  We 
know this is true for two reasons.  The first has to do with a statement Jesus made to some 
Sadducees, when they used the subject of marriage to try to discredit Jesus and the reality of the 
resurrection.  In Matthew 22:24-30, they questioned Him, “Teacher, Moses said, ‘If a man dies, 
having no children, his brother as next of kin shall marry his wife, and raise up an offspring to 
his brother.  Now there were seven brothers with us; and the first married and died, and having 
no offspring left his wife to his brother; so also the second, and the third, down to the seventh.  
And last of all, the woman died.  In the resurrection therefore whose wife of the seven shall she 
be?  For they all had her.’  But Jesus answered and said to them, ‘You are mistaken, not 
understanding the Scriptures, or the power of God.  For in the resurrection they neither marry, 
nor are given in marriage, but are like angels in heaven’” (Matt. 22:24-30).  Now their question 
was hypocritical to start with, because the Sadducees didn’t believe in the resurrection, or in life 
after death.  They asked this question because they thought they could make a fool out of Jesus.  
There might have been several men in the history of the church who had multiple wives, but 
there were no women with multiple husbands.  Here would be one woman with seven husbands.  
Which one’s wife would she be?  Jesus gives a very clear answer.  She wouldn’t be the wife of 
any of them.  In the resurrection, there is no marriage.  Those who attain to heaven are like the 
angels.  They no longer have any need of marriage.  Now it is undoubtedly true that those who 
were married will remember each other, and remember that they were married while on earth.  
But they will no longer be in the marriage covenant, because it is only valid on earth.  The need 
for companionship will be met in another way in heaven.  There will be fellowship with the 
saints and angels, and with the Father and Son, perfected in the Holy Spirit.  The need for a 
helpmate will be over, because their need to multiply and subdue the earth will be over.  In 
heaven all will have entered into their rest.  When you couple this with the fact that Paul clearly 
says that those whose spouses die are free to remarry, then without a doubt the marriage 
covenant is only intended by God to last while the conditions for its institution last.  He 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.”  If marriage were eternal, this would 
immediately turn the one who remarried into an eternal polygamist.   
 But sin also brought another complication to the marriage covenant, and that is the 
temptation to be unfaithful, either by way of adultery or some other form of sexual uncleanness, 
or by way of abandoning the marriage covenant all together.   
 In our passage this evening, Jesus deals with the first.  After He tells these Pharisees that 
it was God’s intention that a husband and wife remain married for life, they say, “‘Why then did 
Moses command to give her a certificate of divorce and send her away?’  He *said to them, 
‘Because of your hardness of heart, Moses permitted you to divorce your wives; but from the 
beginning it has not been this way’” (vv. 7-8).  God’s will from the beginning was that a husband 
and wife remain married for life, as we have seen.  But apparently Moses permitted those who 
wanted to put away their wives to do so for less than the right reasons.  The only requirements 
were that the husband give his wife a writing of divorcement to show that she was legally 
divorced, and that if she married another man, the first was not able to take her again as his wife.  
Moses writes in Deuteronomy 24:1-4, “When a man takes a wife and marries her, and it happens 
that she finds no favor in his eyes because he has found some indecency in her, and he writes her 
a certificate of divorce and puts it in her hand and sends her out from his house, and she leaves 
his house and goes and becomes another man's wife, and if the latter husband turns against her 
and writes her a certificate of divorce and puts it in her hand and sends her out of his house, or if 



the latter husband dies who took her to be his wife, then her former husband who sent her away 
is not allowed to take her again to be his wife, since she has been defiled; for that is an 
abomination before the LORD, and you shall not bring sin on the land which the LORD your 
God gives you as an inheritance.”  Was this a righteous thing for them to do?  No, it was a defeat 
for them.  Jesus indicts them for having hard hearts and said that this was the grounds upon 
which Moses allowed it.  Calvin writes, “Moses permitted it on account of their obstinacy, and 
not because he approved of it as lawful” (Harmony 2:283).  Why did Moses allow this to take 
place?  Again Calvin writes, “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” (ibid.).  Perhaps it is in this sense that the Lord also permitted polygamy, for it is clear from 
the creation account that this was not God’s will, and yet He allowed its practice in the Old 
Covenant.   
 But I want you to notice that in correcting this practice of divorce by the Jews, Jesus also 
gives one exception to the rule.  He says, “And I say to you, whoever divorces his wife, except 
for immorality, and marries another woman commits adultery” (v. 9).  If a man divorces his wife 
and -- notice -- marries another woman, he commits adultery, unless the ground on which he 
divorces her is immorality.  If that is the ground, then when he divorces her and remarries, he 
does not commit adultery.  Calvin continues, “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).  He is freed from the covenant with his wife because she has broken that covenant.  
Some have argued that the fact Jesus uses the word immorality here, which is also translated 
“fornication,” means that He is referring to the engagement period.  They believe that He isn’t 
really giving the grounds for a divorce between two married people at all.  But this isn’t true for 
two reasons.  The first is that according to the Law of God, when a man and woman entered into 
an engagement, they were already legally married.  Listen to what 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.”  Notice that the 
girl was only engaged to the man, but yet she was already considered to be his legal wife.  The 
second reason is that the word “immorality” or “fornication” refers to any form of sexual 
uncleanness.  This not only includes adultery, but also homosexuality, bestiality, and many other 
forms of sexual perversion.  Jesus used this word because He does not want to limit the grounds 
to adultery alone, but broaden it to include other sexual sins as well.  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.  John Owen, living in the 17th Century, wrote, “It is confessed by all 
that adultery is a just and sufficient cause of a divorce betwixt married persons” (16:328).   
 It is also important to note that when Moses gave his legislation, he didn’t have adultery 
in view.  The penalty for adultery was death.  Moses wrote in Leviticus 20:10, “If there is a man 



who commits adultery with another man's wife, one who commits adultery with his friend's wife, 
the adulterer and the adulteress shall surely be put to death.”  If the adulterous spouse was put to 
death, clearly the innocent party could remarry, as we saw before.  Moses was referring to cases 
other than adultery, which is why Jesus made the exception that He did.  Adultery was still 
taking place.  But apparently the laws they were under in those days didn’t allow them to legally 
execute anyone.  When Pilate told the Jews to take Jesus and judge Him according to their own 
law, they replied, “We are not permitted to put anyone to death” (John 18:31).  Therefore, Jesus 
gave them the right to divorce their adulterous spouse and to be freed from their covenant bond 
to them.  This becomes all the more clear when we consider that God Himself divorced His 
people Israel for their spiritual adultery.  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, yet 
her treacherous sister Judah did not fear; but she went and was a harlot also” (3:8).   
 Think about this for a moment.  If this weren’t the case, what would happen to those 
whose spouses divorced them for unbiblical grounds and married someone else, or ran off with 
another?  Where would that leave the innocent party?  Would they be bound for the rest of their 
lives to those who were married to someone else?  What if they didn’t have the giftedness to 
remain in a single state?  Would God condemn them to a life of singleness when it wasn’t even 
their fault that their marriage covenant was destroyed?  Wouldn’t this force them into a situation 
where they would sin no matter which way they went.  John Owen writes concerning this 
situation, “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 
there was no possibility of divorce for any reason, then the Jews of Ezra’s day would have been 
in the same situation.  When Ezra came and found that some of the people had married foreign 
wives -- something which God had forbidden them to do -- the only way they could show their 
true repentance was to put their wives away, as well as the children which had been born to 
them.  And this is exactly what they did.  To not have done so, for them, would have been sin 
(Ezra 10).  And yet if this left them in a situation where they could not remarry, and they didn’t 
have the gift of singleness, it would have forced them to sin.   
 But I told you there was one other ground that the Bible gives us in which a divorce may 
take place and the innocent party remarry, and that is in the case of the desertion of a believer by 
an unbeliever.  Paul wrote to the Corinthians to give them directions concerning their marriage 
relationships.  He said that in the case of two believers who divorce, but where the grounds are 
not adultery, they must remain single or else be reconciled.  They may not marry anyone else, or 
they will be guilty of adultery.  But then he continues, “But to the rest I say, not the Lord, that if 
any brother has a wife who is an unbeliever, and she consents to live with him, let him not send 
her away.  And a woman who has an unbelieving husband, and he consents to live with her, let 
her not send her husband away.  For the unbelieving husband is sanctified through his wife, and 
the unbelieving wife is sanctified through her believing husband; for otherwise your children are 
unclean, but now they are holy.  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?” (vv. 12-16).  Paul says that the brother or sister is not under bondage 
in such cases.  If they were still bound by a life-long marriage covenant, how could this be true?  
The believing wife would still be bound to the headship of her unbelieving husband, who now 
wants nothing to do with her, has left, and who could possibly remarry.  The believing husband 



would still be bound to an unbelieving wife who has left and could perhaps do the same thing.  
This would leave them in the same situation mentioned above:  if they didn’t have the gift of 
singleness, then they would be put into a situation where they would have to sin.   
 It is really very clear from the Scripture that the Lord gives these two grounds, besides 
that of death, to dissolve the marriage covenant.  For this reason they are also included in our 
Confession of Faith.  In chapter 24, section 6, we read, “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:  wherein, a 
public and orderly course of proceeding is to be observed; and the persons concerned in it not 
left to their own wills, and discretion, in their own case.”  This doesn’t open the door to divorce 
for any reason.  Our Lord clearly condemned that.  But it does allow what the Lord allows to 
give relief to those whose spouses have been unfaithful to them.   
 There is one other thing we should also bear in mind.  Though there is nothing we can do 
in the case of death or in the case of desertion by a spouse, sometimes there is something we can 
do in the case of adultery.  When the adulterous spouse repents, we can forgive them, just as the 
Lord forgave His people when they repented.  This is an act of mercy, and the Lord calls us to be 
merciful just as He is merciful.  But we need to be sure that they are truly repentant, as best we 
can tell, for if they aren’t, they will only expose us to more sin and misery.   
 People of God, we have seen the biblical grounds for divorce and remarriage this 
evening.  But let’s not forget the most important lesson we should learn from this, and that is to 
be faithful to our spouses and honor the Lord in our marriages.  He has given us marriage to be a 
blessing to our souls.  And it is a blessing.  But it only is, if we will be faithful to Him in it.  May 
our Lord grant us the grace to do so.  Amen.    


