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Lou Priolo wrote a remarkable little booklet called, “Divorce: Before You Say 

‘I Don’t.’” It’s intended to bring the truth in a blunt fashion to couples who 

have given up hope on their marriage and have determined the only 

remaining option is divorce. Lou Priolo’s aim is to expose some of the lies 

and myths a couple may be believing and warns them of the reality of the 

aftermath of divorce.  

 

In a similar sense, Matthew 5:31-32 is Jesus’ way of saying, “Before you say, 

‘I don’t.’” Jesus is warning that divorce is not the end of a marriage in God’s 

eyes, but often the beginning of a series of sinful ripple effects that can 

lead to greater entanglement.  

 

Here’s what I want you to take home from this study: Because a legal 

process of divorce does not undo a one-flesh relationship established by 

God in marriage, we must uphold the sanctity of marriage through 

covenant-faithful love, forbearance, forgiveness, and restoring grace.  

 

It may surprise you, but in Jesus’ day the Lord’s rejection of divorce was 

countercultural. The prominent view of the day, held and taught by many of 

the Jewish leaders, was that a man could divorce his wife for virtually any 

reason. If he was not happy with her because she spoiled a meal or because 

he simply found someone more desirable, he could just divorce her.  

 

How did they get to such a liberal and disposable view of marriage? They 

took a single passage, Deuteronomy 24:1-4, and used it for self-serving 

purposes instead of the intent for which God gave it. The result was that 

they became very meticulous about the process of divorce while in the 

meantime destroyed the very purpose for marriage.  

 

In Deut 24, Moses gave a commandment that if a man divorced his wife and 

his wife married a second husband, she could not return to her first 

husband in the future without being defiled, which is an abomination to the 

Lord.  

The scribes and Pharisees took that to mean that divorce was permitted 

(and even encouraged!) so long as a man issued the proper paper work.  

 

There’s an important lesson here on how we handle scripture. Not only 

must we read the Bible and affirm what it says, we must also ask what the 

purpose is behind it. So as we read Dt 24:1-4, we need  ask ourselves this 

question: Is Dt 24 speaking to the legitimacy of divorce (whether it is right or 

wrong to divorce or under what conditions). Or is it regulating what can 

take place after a divorce has occurred to guard against further sin?  

 

[Deut 24:1-4] 

 

Now, is Deut 24 saying that divorce is good and right and therefore 

commended—is that the purpose of these verses? Or is Deuteronomy 24 

simply laying down restrictions on those who have been divorced?  

 

Moses is not condoning divorce in any way. He’s simply recognizing that out 

of the hardness of sinful hearts, divorce would occur and when it did there 

were other matters of sin that one needed to guard against.  

 

Upon careful consideration of Dt 24, we discover that Moses is actually 

discouraging divorce by upholding the permanence of marriage. In other 

words, Dt 24 makes is clear that marriage is not something to casually walk 

in and out of as though it is disposable. Marriage partners are not to be 

disposed of like trading cars. A car is a mere possession that may be traded when it 

has lost its luster, but a marriage partner is a lifelong one-flesh relationship to be 

safeguarded.  

 

But the Scribes reasoned that because Moses spoke of divorce as a reality, 

he therefore condoned divorce. They took the word “indecency” which is 

vague (it actually means nakedness and therefore carries the idea of 

shamefulness) and applied it to anything that would embarrass a husband 

or make him unhappy. They were manipulating God’s word to serve their 

selfish and lustful desires. This led to a society of brokenness in which 

women were often placed in extremely vulnerable positions, unable to 



provide for themselves apart from the provision and protection of a 

husband.  

 

Remember, that in the sermon on the mount Jesus was recovering the true 

intent of God’s law. So in Matt 5:31-32, Jesus exposes the faulty doctrine of 

the Jewish tradition. The Scribes had become so focused on the “correct” 

process of divorce (issuing a certificate of divorce) that they trampled under 

foot the sacred meaning of marriage as a one-flesh relationship.  

 

So Jesus restores the true intent of Deut 24 when He says, [Matt 5:31-32].  

Why does Jesus say that apart from the reason of unchastity, a man who 

divorces his wife causes her to commit adultery and whoever marries a 

divorced person commits adultery? The answer to this questions gets us to 

the very heart of this passage. Marriage creates a one-flesh relationship—

two people become one in the eyes of God. That one-flesh bond of marriage 

cannot be undone by a mere legal document. In other words, people were 

being getting divorced but in God’s eyes they were still married. So when 

when the divorced man or woman got remarried, their sexual union with 

the second partner was considered as an act of adultery in God’s eyes. The 

only exception was for the one whose spouse had already committed 

adultery because the act of adultery had already broken the marriage 

covenant. By the way, many women in Jesus’ day would get remarried after 

divorce out of mere survival for them and their children.  

 

So Jesus is saying, “Wait! Before you say, ‘I don’t,’ before you file for 

divorce, take to heart the potential land minds of sin that lay before you.”  

� Marriage is life-long in God’s eyes.  

� Remarriage makes divorce permanent (you can no longer be 

reconciled to your former spouse).  

� Remarriage may plunge you into the deeper sin of adultery in God’s 

eyes.  

 

Note: There are 3 reasons for which remarriage is permissible in the 

Scriptures: 1) when one’s spouse has committed adultery (Matt 5:32); 2) 

when one’s spouse has died (1Cor 7:39); 3) when a believer is deserted by 

an unbelieving spouse (1 Cor 7:12-15).  

 

Yet even in the case of infidelity, divorce need not be the preferred option. 

The book of Hosea is an incredible testament to the God-honoring pursuit of 

forgiving love and reconciling grace over divorce.  

 

Don’t forget that according to Eph 5, marriage is a picture of Christ and the 

church. It’s a living portrait of the gospel. That means that the only way for 

marriage to be lifelong covenant between two sinners, is if there is lots of 

room for humility, repentance, grace, and forgiveness. The goal is not to not 

get divorced. The goal is love like Christ loved us with forgiving love and 

reconciling grace.  

 

So  what is God’s purpose for marriage that underlies what Jesus’ stance 

against divorce?  

 

The ultimate purpose of marriage is to glorify God by reflecting Christ to 

one another. In Genesis 1, we discover that the blessing of marriage was 

reserved for men and women—image-bearers—those created to reflect His 

glory. In Eph 5, we learn that marriage is picture of the love relationship 

between Christ and the church. So marriage is meant to glorify God as we 

reflect Christ’s humility, love, sacrifice, faithfulness and forgiveness to one 

another.  

 

However in Genesis 3, when sin entered the world each person began 

fighting for a kingdom of one—the kingdom of self. And marriage took the 

hit. Here we discover that the ultimate problem in marriage is self-

centeredness. But God did not abandon the blessing of marriage after the 

fall. Rather He sent Christ to redeem us from our sinful self-serving hearts 

and now He uses marriage to sanctify us and reveal the glory of His grace 

through the gospel.   

 

So, in the same breath we can say, marriage is good and marriage is hard. 

Marriage is good because it is a living portrait of the gospel, meant for our 

blessing and sanctification. Marriage is hard because God is using it to free 

us from sin’s residue of self-centeredness in us.  

 

Marriage begins to break down when we resort to feeding self-serving 

desires and abandon God’s good purposes for marriage of reflecting and 



reshaping Christ in us. Therefore, the key to a healthy, God-glorifying 

marriage is for a husband and wife to return to their pursuit of selfless 

Christlikeness by adopting the mind of Christ toward one another [Phil 2:3-

5]. This is the higher road that the Bible calls us to over the seemingly easier 

road of divorce.  

 

So how should we apply Jesus’ t teaching on divorce to our lives? That may 

depend on each person’s place in life.  

 

1. For those who have been divorced.  

 

I realize that life can be complicated and very messy. And although 

your life has been touched by the pain of divorce, you need to know 

that the hope of the gospel to heal and restore will overpower the 

ruin of divorce for all who humbly hope in Christ.  

 

If you haven’t already, confess any sinful attitudes that caused you 

to persist in pursuing divorce and “cast yourself on the boundless 

love and mercy and grace of God.”1 The cross has purchased your 

forgiveness and freedom from guilt.  

 

If you have experienced the grief of a broken marriage covenant 

whether through a divorce or a spouse’s infidelity, look to Christ 

who will never forsake his covenant-faithfulness to you but will 

always love you and forgive you. He will never forsake you for 

abandon you, never abuse you. He is always patient and kind, 

protecting you with enduring faithfulness to all eternity.  

 

2. For those considering divorce. 

 

Don’t presume upon the grace of God, because divorce is not an 

unforgivable sin. You don’t know how much your heart will harden 

toward God in forsaking your marriage covenant. You may argue that 

you have peace about leaving your spouse, but it is not peace from God. 

                                                           
1 D. Martyn-Lloyd Jones, Studies in the Sermon on the Mount, pg. 230.  

Divorce is not God’s will for you. And even if you have biblical grounds 

for divorce, it is not God’s design for you.  

 

God is calling  you to walk a higher road of Spirit-empowered grace and 

forgiveness. God can give you the necessary grace to walk the road of 

cross-bearing discipleship in every difficult season of marriage. If you 

are willing to walk the high and hard road, God will meet you there with 

sufficient grace!  

 

You must keep this in mind. God’s primary purpose for you in difficult 

seasons of marriage is higher than your momentary happiness—He’s 

working to make you holy—to lead you into the joy of Christlikeness as 

you trust Him with your obedience, to love and serve your spouse even 

when it requires deep soul-searching and dying to self. God can give you 

the power to love your spouse regardless of how they seem not to love 

you.   

 

“Divorce changes relationships, situations, and locations, but it doesn’t 

change the heart….We forget  that God’s primary goal is not changing 

our situations and relationships so that we can be happy, but changing 

us through our situations and relationships so that we will be holy” 

(Paul David Tripp).”2 

 

3. For those who are married or considering marriage.  

 

Take hold of God’s vision for your marriage. The goal of your marriage is 

to reflect the grace of God, to show how Christ is changing you, to make 

your marriage a portrait of the gospel of grace for your children and 

others to see. So go to war against any hardness of heart in yourself 

that cripples your marriage or any other relationship.  

 

Text Pauline @ 507 722 2131  

“The Blessing of Disappointed Expectations in Marriage” (Dr. Nicolas Ellen) 

 

 

2 Paul David Tripp, Instruments in the Redeemer’s Hands, pg. 242, 241.  



Prayer:  

� Those recovering from divorce 

� Those in difficult seasons of marriage 

� All marriages to be strengthened in grace, leading to growth in godliness.  


