
Living Way Bible Study Lecture 
Wednesday, October 12, 2022 

Divorce and Remarriage in Matthew 5 
Lecture Hymn: LSB 932 Jesus Sat with His Disciples 

 

 
The two rabbinic schools in the first century, Hillel and Shammai, had very divergent views regarding 
the interpretation of “some indecency.” The school of Shammai took the phrase to mean ‘adultery,’ 
which then was the only grounds for divorce allowed by the passage (Gibbs, Matthew 1:1-11:1, Concordia 

Commentary, CPH, 2006, p. 293). The School of Hillel “concluded that the two [Hebrew] words referred to 
two different grounds for divorce—‘indecency’ and ‘a matter.’ That meant that one could base a 
divorce on an act of “indecency” or on ‘a matter’ which meant ‘any matter.’ (Ibid.) 
 
“The dominant interpretation of Deut. 24:1-4 and matters of divorce at the time of Jesus’ ministry 
was almost certainly the more lax view of the school of Hillel. Divorce itself was assumed to be an 
available and acceptable option. The really important thing was to divorce in the right way” (Ibid.). 
 
“At times, Jesus’ words in 5:32b have been read as if they were an independent pronouncement that 
had universal significance apart from his words in 5:32a. Thus 5:32b sometimes is taken to mean, 
‘Anyone who at any time marries any divorced woman commits adultery, no matter how long ago 
she was divorced or what the circumstances were.’ Common sense requires that interpreters attach 
the two halves of the verse together. Given what we know about the social context and writs of 
divorce in the first century AD, Jesus is talking in 5:32b about the woman who possesses a certificate 
of divorce for some reason other than adultery—as Jesus has just specified in 5:32a. To marry such a 
woman involves the second husband in a violation of the first marriage, and hence in adultery” (Ibid., 
footnote 15, p. 294). 
 
“To the other extreme, a strict, literalistic reading of Jesus’ words might dictate that even an innocent 
spouse who is wrongly divorced could never remarry. But the Lutheran tradition, at least, has not 
been willing to read Jesus’ words in that way” (Ibid., p. 295). Our Lutheran Confessions speak against an 
interpretation of Matthew 5:31-32 which would prohibit remarriage for the innocent party after a 
divorce. In his “Treatise on the Power and Primacy of the Pope,” Philip Melanchthon objects to this 
practice by the Roman Catholic Bishops in the 1500s:   
 

 

Matthew 5: 

31 “It was also said, ‘Whoever divorces his wife, let him give her a certificate of divorce.’ 32 But I 
say to you that everyone who divorces his wife, except on the ground of sexual immorality, 

makes her commit adultery, and whoever marries a divorced woman commits adultery. 

Deuteronomy 24:1 
“When a man takes a wife and marries her, if then 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 of his house, and she departs out of his house, 

 



And, indeed, since they [RC Bishops] have framed certain unjust laws concerning marriages, 
and observe them in their courts, there is need also for this reason to establish other courts. 
... Unjust also is the tradition which forbids an innocent person to marry after divorce (Par. 78, 
accessed at https:// bookofconcord.org/power-and-primacy/) 

 
“That adultery is a valid reason for divorce is based on ‘except for a matter of adultery’ in Jesus’ 
words in 5:32 and ‘except for adultery’ in [Matthew] 19:9. That desertion is a valid reason for divorce 
is based on 1 Cor 7:15 (Ibid., footnote 19, p. 296). 
 
Matthew 19:9 - And I say to you: whoever divorces his wife, except for sexual immorality, and 
marries another, commits adultery.” 

1 Corinthians 7:15 - But if the unbelieving partner separates, let it be so. In such cases the brother or 
sister is not enslaved. God has called you to peace. 

 

 

Another Viewpoint: 

Many Bible translations fail to capture the intended meaning of that particular point of Jesus’ sermon 
on the mount. In “A Study of Marriage, Divorce, Malicious Desertion, and Remarriage in the Light of 
God’s Word,” a document recently updated by our Conference of Presidents, there is a suggested 
translation of Matthew 5:32 that more accurately reflects the Greek verbs. “It was also said, 
‘Whoever divorces his wife must give her a certificate of divorce,’ but I tell you that whoever divorces 
his wife, except for sexual immorality, causes her to be stigmatized as an adulteress, and whoever 
marries a divorced woman is stigmatized as an adulterer.” 

The point of the verse is that if a man sinfully divorces his wife for unscriptural reasons, his wife, who 
was not responsible for that sinful divorce, can appear to others to be guilty of wrongdoing simply 
because her marriage came to an end. That “guilt by association” perception could then 
unfortunately also extend to the husband of her remarriage (accessed at https://wels.net/faq/matthew-532-and-
divorce/) 

 

 

 

“However, it seems to me that even the standard view [there are only two valid grounds for 
divorce: adultery and desertion] ignores a significant problem by approaching the Bible as a series 
of case laws or as a catalogue of possible scenarios. According to that approach, you read the 
Scriptures and find two passages, each of which gives a reason to allow divorce and then you 
conclude that these are the only circumstances under which God allows divorce. … There is a direct 
contradiction between Jesus’ teaching and Paul’s, unless one is willing to admit that the Lord’s 
teaching in Matthew 5 and 19 (and for that matter, Paul’s teaching in 1 Corinthians 7) does not 
offer a comprehensive treatment of every conceivable situation or case. Neither Jesus nor Paul 
gives a complete catalog of case laws” (Ibid.). 
 


