
DIVORCE 

JOHN MURRAY 

THE question of divorce is one that perennially interests 
and agitates the church. This is true whether we think 

of the church in the most restricted sense as the local congre
gation or whether we think in terms of the church universal. 
The faithful pastor of the local church may consider himself 
happy indeed if he does not find himself embroiled in the 
complications associated with divorce and marital separations. 
And when we consider the matter more broadly we find 
deep-seated differences of viewpoint and interpretation within 
the historic branches of the Christian church. 

It would be presumptuous to claim that a study such as is 
now being undertaken will resolve the many difficult questions 
involved. Nevertheless a better understanding of the teach
ing of Scripture may be promoted if the pivotal passages are 
discussed in correlation with one another and some attempt 
is made to bring the relevant Biblical data to the forefront 
for reflection and study. 

It is quite apparent that the first Biblical passage bearing 
upon the question is Genesis 2:23, 24. At the very outset 
this enunciates the nature and basis of marriage and clearly 
implies that divorce or the dissolution of the marriage bond 
could not be contemplated otherwise than as a radical breach 
of the divine institution. It is impossible to envisage any 
dissolution of the bond as anything other than abnormal and 
evil. Our Lord's comments with reference to this Scripture 
and the institution underlying it are to the effect of showing 
that the marriage bond is originally and ideally indissoluble. 
The rupture of this divinely instituted human bond is con
ceivable only if there is first of all the rupture of divine-human 
relations. The breach of the divinely instituted order of 
right and troth and love in the human sphere must presup
pose the breach of troth with God. 
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This breach of troth with God did, of course, occur in the 
fall. It was not indeed through the desecration of the marriage 
bond that sin entered. It was by another avenue. But since 
sin did enter the question naturally arises: how does the 
abnormal situation created by sin affect the marital relation? 
A new complex of conditions and circumstances enters by 
sin and since sin desecrates all relationships we are bound to 
face the question of the bearing of sin upon the sanctity of 
the marriage bond. Granting the basic and original principle 
of the indissolubility of the marriage bond, yet, by reason of 
sin, are there any conditions under which the marriage tie 
may be dissolved with divine sanction and authorisation? 

When we ask this question we must never forget that the 
sinful situation which compels us to raise the question is one 
that rests under the divine judgment. In like manner the 
specific conditions which might require or warrant the dis
solution of the marriage bond must be regarded as resting 
under the condemnation of God. Yet, presupposing divine 
condemnation of the sinful situation in its totality and of the 
specifically sinful condition that might provide the ground for 
divorce, it is still possible to envisage a divinely authorised 
and instituted right of divorce. It is quite conceivable that 
while the reason for divorce is sinful the right of divorce for 
that reason may be divine. 

The cardinal passages of Scripture upon which any treat
ment of the Biblical teaching must turn are: Deuteronomy 
24:1-4; Matthew 5:31, 32; 19:3-12; Mark 10:2-12; Luke 
16:18; I Corinthians 7:15. Our study will, therefore, be 
largely occupied with the interpretation of these passages. 

I 

Deuteronomy 24:1-4 

This passage occupies a unique place in the Old Testament 
because it contains, as no other passage in the Old Testament, 
specific legislation bearing upon the question of divorce. The 
references to this passage in both Testaments confirm the 
significance that attaches to it in the Old Testament economy 
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(cf. Is. 50:1; Jer. 3:1; Matt . 5:31; Matt . 19:7, 8; Mark 
10:3-5). 

The understanding of the import of this passage has been 
perplexed, if not distorted, by the adoption of a translation 
that, though possible, is not by any means the most defensible. 
This translation has been followed by the Authorised, Revised 
and American Revised Versions in English. The Authorised 
reads as follows: 

When a man hath taken a wife, and married her, and it 
come to pass that she find no favour in his eyes, because 
he hath found some uncleanness in her: then let him write 
her a bill of divorcement, and give it in her hand, and send 
her out of his house. 

2. And when she is departed out of his house, she may 
go and be another man's wife. 

3 And if the latter husband hate her, and write her a 
bill of divorcement, and giveth it in her hand, and sendeth 
her out of his house; or if the latter husband die, which 
took her to be his wife ; 

4 Her former husband, which sent her away, may not 
take her again to be his wife, after that she is defiled; for 
that is abomination before the Lord: and thou shalt not 
cause the land to sin, which the Lord thy God giveth thee 
for an inheritance. 

The crucial point to be noted in this rendering is that the 
apodosis to the protasis expressed in the first part of verse 1 
begins at the middle of the same verse and reads, "then let 
him write her a bill of divorcement, and give it in her hand, 
and send her out of his house". On this rendering the divorce 
could well be construed as mandatory in the circumstance 
posited. No doubt many English readers have understood 
the passage in this way and so have regarded divorce as com
manded in the event of the uncleanness mentioned in the 
protasis of the sentence. The inference would naturally be 
that not only was divorce permitted in this case but was also 
prescribed. 

The English Revised and American Revised Versions alter 
the rendering of verse 1 and might possibly be interpreted as 
toning down the mandatory feature that is prominent in the 
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translation of the Authorised Version. They both translate 
verse 1 as follows: 

When a man taketh a wife, and marrieth her, then it 
shall be, if she find no favour in his eyes, because he hath 
found some unseemly thing in her, that he shall write her 
a bill of divorcement, and give it in her hand, and send her 
out of his house. 

While the apodosis in this case is introduced earlier than in 
the case of the Authorised Version and while the English 
reader might not be so ready to give mandatory force to the 
rendering, careful examination of the construction would lead 
the reader to understand that the husband in this case was 
required to give his wife a bill of divorcement, give it in her 
hand and send her out of his house. And the English reader 
would still be justified in regarding this piece of Mosaic legis
lation as not only permitting divorce, in the case of the 
uncleanness mentioned, but as also requiring it.1 

What should be recognised and appreciated is that this type 
of rendering and the view regarding the syntax that underlies 
it are quite unnecessary and are not supported by scholars 
and commentators whose judgment in this matter is worthy 
of the greatest deference. 

It is significant that Calvin in his comments on the passage 
in question recognises the precise point which has been raised 
by the construction of the passage. He says: "Some inter
preters do not read these three verses continuously, but sup
pose the sense to be complete at the end of the first, wherein 
the husband testifies that he divorces his wife for no offence, 
but because her beauty does not satisfy his lust. If, however, 
we give more close attention, we shall see that it is only one 

1 It is the presence of the word "shall" in both clauses — "then it shall 
be . . . that he shall write her a bill of divorcement" — that lends to the 
rendering of both the Revised and the American Revised versions the 
jussive force. If a rendering similar to that of Joseph Reider had been 
adopted the jussive feature would have been eliminated, even though the 
form of the translation would not have been materially altered — "when 
a man taketh a wife, and marrieth her, then it cometh to pass, if she find 
no favor in his eyes, because he hath found some unseemly thing in her, 
that he writeth her a bill of divorcement, and giveth it in her hand, and 
sendeth her out of his house" etc. (Deuteronomy with Commentary, Phila
delphia, 1937, pp. 220 f.). 
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provision of the Law, viz., that when a man has divorced his 
wife, it is not lawful for him to marry her again if she have 
married another."2 

More modern scholars, also, of various theological view
points are insistent that the protasis in this passage embraces 
the first three verses and that it is only at the beginning of 
verse 4 that the apodosis is introduced. 

The comment of C. F. Keil and F. Delitzsch brings out this 
construction very clearly: "In these verses . . . divorce is not 
establiáhed as a right; all that is done is, that in case of a 
divorce a reunion with the divorced wife is forbidden, if in 
the meantime she had married another man, even though the 
second husband had also put her away, or had died. The four 
verses form a period, in which vers. 1-3 are the clauses of the 
protasis, which describe the matter treated about; and ver. 4 
contains the apodosis, with the law concerning the point in 
question."3 S. R. Driver says with reference to this passage: 
"The rend, of A. V., R. V., is not here quite exact; v. *-3 form 
the protasis, stating the conditions of the case contemplated, 
v. 4 is the apodosis".4 To the same effect is the comment of 
Joseph Reider: "The chief concern of the law is to prevent 
remarriage after divorce. Consequently w . 1-3 must be 
construed as the protasis and v. 4 alone as the apodosis."5 

To these might be added the same judgment on the part 
of others. We can properly regard this view of the construc
tion and intent of the passage as the one in favour of which 
there is an overwhelming preponderance. It is surely a con
sideration weighted with the closest bearing on this question 
that the oldest and, on all accounts, the most important 

3 Commentaries on the Four Last Books of Moses, Eng. Tr., Vol. Ill, p. 
94. "Caeterum quidam interpretes non legunt hos tres versus uno con-
textu, sed plenam sententiam esse volunt, ut mari tus teste tur se divortium 
faceré cum uxore, non ob crimen, sed quia formae venustas eius libidini 
non satisfaciat. Si quis tarnen propius attendai, facile videbit unum esse 
duntaxat legis caput, nempe, ubi quis uxorem repudiaverit, fas non esse 
iterum earn ducere si alteri nupserit" (Opera, Brunswick, 1882, Voi. XXIV, 
p. 658). 

3 Biblical Commentary on the Old Testament, Eng. Tr., Edinburgh, 1880, 
Vol. I l l , pp,416f. 

4 The International Critical Commentary, A Critical and Exegetical Com
mentary on Deuteronomy, New York, 1916, p. 269. 

s Op. cit., p. 220. 
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version, the Septuagint, adopts this construction.6 As trans
lated the whole passage should then read as follows: 

When a man taketh a wife, and marrieth her, and it cometh 
to pass, if she find no favour in his eyes, because he hath 
found in her some unseemly thing, that he writeth her a 
bill of divorcement, and giveth it into her hand, and 
sendeth her out of his house, and she departeth out of his 
house, and goeth and becometh another man's wife, and 
the latter husband hateth her and writeth her a bill of 
divorcement, and giveth it into her hand, and sendeth her 
out of his house, or if the latter husband, who took her to 
be his wife, die; her former husband, which sent her away, 
may not take her again to be his wife, after that she has 
been defiled, for this is an abomination before the Lord, 
and thou shalt not cause the land to sin which the Lord 
thy God giveth thee for an inheritance. 

These observations with respect to construction are of 
primary importance because they show that this passage does 
not make divorce mandatory in the case of the indecency or 
uncleanness concerned. It is not even to be understood as 
encouraging or advising men to put away their wives in such 
a case. Neither is it to be understood as an authorising or 
sanctioning of divorce. It simply provides that if a man puts 
away his wife and she marries another man the former husband 
cannot under any conditions take her again to be his wife. 
There is nothing, therefore, in this passage itself to warrant 
the conclusion that divorce is here given divine approval and 
is morally legitimated under the conditions specified.7 

6 Έα*> ôe ris λάβχι ywciïica καί συνοίκηση aùrfj, καί Ισται ϊαν μή 
εΰρΏ χάριν evavTÍov αύτου 6TL evpev kv aùrfj ασχημον πράγμα, καί 
ypkypei αϋτχι βιβΚίον άποστασίου . . . ού δννήσβται ò άνήρ ò irpòrepos 
ò έ£α7Γοστ€ίλα5 αυτήν ίπαναστίψας λαβείν αυτήν έαυτφ γυναίκα μετά 
το μι,ανθήναι αυτήν . . . 

? Commentators like Driver and Reider, for example, though insistent 
that verses 1-3 are protasis and verse 4 alone apodosis, nevertheless 
assume that the right of divorce is taken for granted. The former says: 
"The law is thus not, properly speaking, a law of divorce: the right of 
divorce is assumed, as established by custom (comp. 22 ιβ·2», two cases 
in which the right is forfeited); but definite legal formalities are prescribed, 
and restrictions are imposed, tending to prevent its being lightly or rashly 
exercised*' (op. cit., p. 269). Reider likewise says: "Here, as elsewhere 
(Lev. 21.7, 14; 22.13; Num. 30.10), the right of divorce is taken for granted 
(it was an absolute right, vested in man, among all Semitic nations), 
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It must, of course, be fully conceded that divorce was 
practised. This is taken for granted in this passage, so much 
so that under certain conditions it is permanently valid and 
inviolable. Other passages in the Pentateuch also evince the 
practice of divorce (Lev. 21:7, 14; 22:13; Numb. 30:9 (10); 
Deut. 22:19, 29; cf. Isa. 50:1; Jer. 3:1; Ezek. 44:22). 

It is also conceded that divorce was permitted or tolerated. 
This is true not simply in the sense in which every event that 
occurs is permitted but in the sense that it was conceded or 
suffered as the actual status quo, and the penalty of civil or 
ecclesiastical ostracism was not attached to it. This is just 
saying that a certain freedom in the matter of divorce was 
tolerated and when that freedom was exercised a civil or 
ecclesiastical penalty was not thereby incurred. Deuteronomy 
22:19, 29 instances two cases in which this very freedom was 
denied and these provisions imply that a certain kind of 
freedom might be exercised by others who did not fall into 
either of these two categories. In this respect the difference 
between the Old and New Testaments appears. As we shall 
see later on, this freedom, conceded or suffered under the 
Mosaic economy, is removed under the gospel dispensation. 

It is highly necessary, however, to distinguish between this 

hence there are no regulations concerning it" (op. cit., p. 220). It is this 
view that is being controverted in this article. To say the least, the writer 
maintains that to speak of divorce in this connection as a right is not 
precisely correct. The viewpoint adopted is rather in line with that of 
Augustine, Calvin, Keil and Delitzsch and others (cf., Calvin: op. cit., 
pp. 93 f.; Keil and Delitzsch: op. cit., pp. 416 ff.; Rudolf Stier: The Words 
of the Lord Jesus, Eng. Tr., Edinburgh, 18$5, Vol. I, p. 175). Augustine's 
comment is worth quoting here. Referring to the looseness of Gentile 
practice he says: "Something similar to this custom, on account of the 
hardness of the Israelites, Moses seems to have allowed, concerning a bill 
of divorcement (Deut. 24:1; Matt. 19:8). In which matter there appears 
rather reproof than approval of divorce" (De Bono Conjugali, Lib. I, Cap. 
VIII; cf. also Contra Faustum Manichaeum, Lib. XIX, Cap. XXVI). 

In fairness to Driver and as more in accord with the position taken above 
a later comment of his should be quoted. He says: "Hebrew law, as re
marked above, does not institute divorce, but tolerates it, in view of the 
imperfections of human nature (wpòs τήν σκληροκαρδίαν υμών. Matt. 
19 8), and lays down regulations tending to limit it, and preclude its 
abuse" (op. cit., p. 272). It may well be that Driver is not using the word 
"right" in the sense of intrinsic right and prerogative. 
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sufferance or toleration, on the one hand, and divine approval 
or sanction, on the other. As found already there is no evi
dence to show that divorce was approved or morally legiti
mated. Permission, sufferance, toleration was granted. But 
underlying this very notion is the idea of wrong. We do not 
properly speak of toleration or sufferance as granted or con
ceded in connection with what is intrinsically right or desir
able. It is this line of distinction, too often forgotten or 
obliterated, that must be appreciated, and it is this distinction 
that underlies or is expressed in the treatment our Lord pro
vides on this question, as we shall see later. 

When we say that an intrinsic wrong is presupposed in the 
very sufferance accorded, it is not meant simply that a general 
or specific sinful condition is presupposed in the practice of 
divorce but also that in the very act of divorce itself there is 
an intrinsic wrong not compatible with the absolute standard 
of right. And by sufferance is meant that, while the act was 
intrinsically wrong and therefore worthy of censure, the 
sanctions attached to this evil were not as severe as the 
intrinsic evil of the practice merited. For the hardness of 
their heart Moses suffered them to put away their wives. 
The subsequent discussion will show that the restrictions im
posed upon the divorce tolerated and practised were neces
sitated by the very abnormalities and evils associated with the 
practice. 

The Bill of Divorcement. The bill of divorcement ("I?Ρ 
Γ)Π1")?),8 we have good reason to believe, was mandatory in 
the case of dismissal. It served a variety of purposes. It was 
a legal document and therefore served as a deterrent of hasty 
action on the part of the husband — it would serve to restrain 
frivolous, thoughtless and rash dismissal. It would also be a 
testimonial to the woman of her freedom from marital obliga
tions to the husband who sent her away. And it would be a 

8 An example of the bill of divorce can be seen in John Lightfoot: Horae 
Hebraicae et Talmudicae, Works, ed. Pitman, London, 1823, Vol. XI, 
p. 120. Cf., however, E. Neufeld: Ancient Hebrew Marriage Laws, London, 
1944, p. 180. Neufeld says, "the prescribed contents of the letter of 
divorce are unknown" and contends that "the historical data at hand 
suggest that there was a short formula". 

I 
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protective instrument in the matter of the woman's reputation 
and well-being, particularly in the event that she married 
another man. 9 

We may conclude that the bill of divorcement was required 
by positive enactment in all cases of divorce and was there
fore in the category of precept or requirement. This should 
be borne in mind, as it may bear very closely upon the inter
pretation of the New Testament passages. 

The Unseemly Thing. It has to be admitted that it is ex
ceedingly difficult if not precarious to be certain as to what 
the "unseemly thing" really was. The Hebrew is Ί Ι Π Τ\Υ]Ώ 
and literally means "nakedness of a thing". As is well known, 
Rabbinical interpretation was sharply divided on this ques
tion. The school of Shammai regarded it as unchastity of 
behaviour, the school of Hillel as any indecency or anything 
displeasing to the husband. Some of the latter school deemed 
most frivolous reasons as sufficient.10 

» "The writing of divorcement, therefore, was itself ito hardship, but a 
benefit, protecting the divorced wife from unfounded imputations, and 
declaring her repudiation to be founded upon something less than violation 
of her marriage vow. This was the requisition of the law; but what was the 
corruption or the false interpretation of it, tacitly implied and afterwards 
refuted? This, we learn from a fuller declaration of our Saviour on a differ
ent occasion, which has been preserved by Mark (10, 2-12), consisted in 
regarding the Mosaic precept as a license to repudiate at will; whereas 
it was a merciful provision in behalf of the repudiated woman, designed to 
mitigate the hardship of divorces, even when unlawful. It was not a general 
permission to repudiate, but a stringent requisition that whoever did so 
should secure his wife from injury by certifying that she was not chargeable 
with unchaste conduct, but divorced upon some minor pretext" (Joseph 
Addison Alexander: The Gospel according to Matthew Explained, London, 
1884, p. 145; cf. also Driver: op. cit., pp. 272 f.). 

1 0 The Talmudical Tract Gittin deals with this diversity of interpretation. 
As translated by Leo Auerbach it says: "The House of Shamai says: A 
man must not divorce his wife unless he has found her unfaithful. As 
was said (Deuteronomy xxiv, 1) Because he hath found some uncleanness 
in her. The House of Hillel says: He may divorce her if she only spoiled 
a dish for him because it was said: Uncleanness is anything. Rabbi Akiba 
says: He may divorce her if he found another that is more beautiful than 
his wife, because it was said: (Deut. xxiv, 1) If it come to pass that she find 
no favour in his eyes" (The Babylonian Talmud in Selection, New York, 
1944, p. 178; cf. also Lightfoot: op. cit., p. 117). 
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The divergence in Rabbinical interpretation provides us 
with a convenient approach to the question. If the inter
pretation of the former school should be demonstrated to be 
correct, then the Mosaic legislation here would be almost 
identical with the provisions of the New Testament on this 
question." An examination of the evidence will show, how
ever, that the truth does not seem to rest with either of these 
views. 

The following facts bear most cogently against the view 

that Ί Ι Π nr iV refers to adultery. 

(1) The Pentateuch prescribed death for adultery (Lev. 
20:10; Deut. 22:22; cf. Deut. 22:23-27). It must be concluded, 
therefore, that the provisions of Deuteronomy 24:1-4 cannot 
apply to a case of proven adultery on the part of the wife. 
She and her guilty partner were both put to death. 

(2) It might, however, be pleaded that though the divorce 
legislation could not apply to a case of proven adultery it 
might apply to a case of adultery not proven but on good 
grounds suspected. The provisions of Numbers 5:11-31 have 
to do with such a case and the ritual prescribed leaves no 
place for divorce. This same passage has to do also with the 
case of the man who entertains suspicion or jealousy with 
reference to his wife when there is no ground in fact for such 
suspicion. The provisions of Deuteronomy 24:1-4 cannot 
therefore apply to a case of suspected adultery whether such 
suspicion be warranted or unwarranted. 

(3) Furthermore, the Pentateuch deals with the case of a 
man who brings against his newly-wedded wife the charge 

» John Lightfoot regards the Ί2Ί ny")y as meaning adultery. He recon
ciles this with the other provisions of the Pentateuch regarding adultery 
by arguing thus: "When God had established that fatal law of punishing 
adultery by death (Deut. xxii.), for the terror of the people, and for their 
avoiding of that sin; the same merciful God foreseeing, also, how hard 
(occasion being taken from this law) the issue of this might be to the 
women, by reason of the roughness of the men, — lusting, perhaps after 
other women, and loathing their own wives, — he mere graciously pro
vided against such kind of wife-killing by a law, mitigating the former, and 
allowed the putting away a wife in the same case, concerning which that 
fatal law was given, — namely, in the case of adultery" (op. cit., p. 116; 
see also p. 117). 
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of uncleanness (Deut. 22:13-21). If the charge is disproven 
by the presentation of the tokens of virginity on the part 
of the father and mother of the damsel, then the man may 
not put her a w a y — "she shall be his wife; he may not put 
her away all his days" (vs. 19). If the tokens of virginity 
were not found in the damsel, she was to be stoned to death. 
So again the provisions of Deuteronomy 24:1-4 cannot apply 
to this case. 

(4) In Deuteronomy 22:23, 24 we have the provisions for 
uncleanness on the part of a virgin betrothed unto a husband. 
In this case both the virgin betrothed and the man who defiled 
her were to be put to death. 

(5) In the case of a betrothed virgin who was forced, Deu
teronomy 22:25-27 provides that the man only was to be put 
to death and the virgin was to be treated as guiltless. 

(6) In the case of a man who lies with a virgin not be
trothed, the requirement of Deuteronomy 22:28, 29 is that 
the man must marry the damsel and he may not put her away 
all his days. 

We see then that the law provides for all sorts of contingen
cies in the matter of sexual uncleanness. But in none of the 
cases instanced above does the phrase Ί ^ Τ ^ Ï IV o r even the 
word ΠΊΊΓ occur. In every case the remedy or redress is 
entirely different from recourse to divorce. In none of these 
contingencies could the prescriptions of Deuteronomy 24:1-4 
apply. We must conclude, therefore, that there is no evi
dence to show that "l^T ^11V refers to adultery or to an act 
of sexual uncleanness. I n d e e i t h e evidence is preponderantly 
against any such interpretation." 

On the other hand, the looser interpretation of the school 
of Hillel does not appear to be well supported. The phrase 
itself when viewed in the context of Old Testament usage 
surely requires something shameful. While it is true that the 

12 Cf. Keil and Delitzsch: op. cit., p. 417; Driver: op. cit., p. 271; Reider: 
op. cit., p. 221; Alexander: op. cit., p. 145. Alexander's comment is: "That 
the bill or writing was not a charge of infidelity, but rather a certificate of 
innocence in that respect, is clear, because it was to be delivered to the wife 
herself, and because the law required an adultress to be punished (Num. 
5, 31), not to be thus quietly dismissed". 
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phrase 1 3 ^ fll*]¥ itself occurs only once elsewhere in the Old 
Testament (Deut. 23:14 (IS)), the word nj-JV occurs fre
quently in the sense of shameful exposure of the human body 
(cf. Gen. 9:22, 23; Exod. 20:26; Lam. 1:8; Ezek. 16:36, 37). 
Furthermore, the word is frequently used of illicit sexual inter
course (cf. especially Lev. 18), even though, as we found above, 
there is no evidence to show that the phrase " l ^ l ^ H V means 
illicit sexual intercourse in Deuteronomy 24:1. And in Deu
teronomy 23:14 (15), the only other instance of the phrase 
in the Old Testament, it is used with reference to the human 
excrement, and the "unclean thing" is the failure to cover 
up the human excrement in accordance with the law set 
forth in the preceding verses. We are forced to the conclusion, 
therefore, that ΊΙ |Π Γη*"|¥ means some indecency and im
propriety of behaviour on the part of the woman. While 
falling short of illicit sexual intercourse it may well be that 
the indecency consisted in some kind of shameful conduct 
connected with sex life. Or it may have been some other kind 
of impropriety worthy of censure on the part of the husband. 

It is, consequently, necessary to strike a balance between 
the rigid interpretation of the school of Shammai and the loose 
one of the school of Hillel. We must suppose something 
shameful and offensive that gives to the husband some legiti
mate ground for displeasure and complaint.13 

The Defilement and Abomination. The reason why the di
vorced woman who has married another man may not under 
any circumstances return to her first husband is that by her 
second marriage she has been defiled (Π^φφΓϊ). This root 
(Noi?) is used very frequently in the Old Testament, par
ticularly in the Pentateuch. It is used of moral, religious or 
ceremonial pollution. The strength and force of the word 
may be seen by the fact that when used of moral defilement 
it can refer to the grossest types of sexual immorality and 
when used of religious defilement can refer to the gross 
iniquity of idolatry. 

13 Cf., e. g., Neufeld: op. cit., p. 179. " I t would thus seem that the 
phrase denoted some gross indecency, some singular impropriety, which 
aroused the revulsion of the husband and made his life with her henceforth 
an impossibility." 
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An examination of the Old Testament usage will evince that 
the defilement involved in this case cannot be reduced to the 
level of merely ceremonial defilement but will have to be placed 
in the same category as Leviticus 18:20 and Numbers 5:13, 
14, 20, 27, 28, 29. There is no ceremonial ritual that can 
remove the defilement, as in other cases where ceremonial 
uncleanness is in view. And if the defilement is not taken into 
account and the prohibition to return to the first husband is 
violated, the evil is an abomination (ΓΠΓίΠ) to the Lord and 
it causes the land to sin. 

The very nature of the restriction imposed shows that some 
kind of gross abnormality is regarded as entering into the 
situation. In normal conditions a woman whose husband 
died was at liberty to marry another man. If no abnormality 
entered into this case we should think that it would be 
most natural and normal for the woman to return to her 
first husband in the event of the death of her second. But 
it is just here that the law is most jealous. Even in the case 
of the death of the second husband the woman may not 
return to her first husband. The severity of the restriction 
and the reason assigned show the gross irregularity of the 
situation created by the second m a r r i a g e — " s h e has been 
defiled". 

It should be noted that the divorced woman is not prevented 
from returning to her husband if she did not marry a second. 
It is only in the event of remarriage that the defilement enters 
and the prohibition takes effect. It should also be noted that 
the law at this point does not prevent a woman from marrying 
a third husband in the event that the second husband divorces 
her or dies. But in no case may she return to a former hus
band if once married to another. This peculiarity is very 
striking and shows the grave complication that is liable to 
arise once a bill of divorcement is given. While the bill of 
divorcement as such does not prevent reconciliation and 
restoration, yet once a second marriage is consummated the 
whole relationship changes. The second marriage effects an 
unobliterable separation from the first husband. This implies 
a unique relation to the first husband and demonstrates that 
the marriage bond is so sacred that, although divorce may be 
given and a certain freedom granted to the divorced persons, 
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yet there is an unobliterable relationship that appears, para
doxically enough, in the form of an unobliterable separation 
in the event that a second marriage has been consummated 
on the part of the divorced wife. This irremediable separation 
only serves to enforce the gross abnormality entailed and 
serves to confirm the interpretation given earlier as to the 
import of this passage. Divorce was not required, legitimated, 
sanctioned or encouraged. It was rather discouraged, and the 
severity of the restriction imposed, together with the reason 
assigned for this restriction, enforces that discouragement. 
Divorce was indeed tolerated or suffered. But the evil and 
wrong presupposed in that very sufferance receive emphatic 
declaration in the provision of Deuteronomy 24:4. The penal 
sanction attached is a witness to the unobliterable irregularity 
entailed in the divorce. 

It should indeed be noted that it is only with reference to 
the prohibited return to the first husband that the defilement 
concerned is mentioned. The remarriage on the part of the 
divorced woman is not expressly stated to be defilement ir
respective of return to the first husband. For these considera
tions we are required to exercise great caution before stig
matising the remarriage as adulterous. One thing is certain, 
that the second marriage was not placed in the category of 
adultery nor the woman regarded as an adulteress in terms 
of the Pentateuchal legislation. The woman and her second 
husband were not put to death as the Pentateuch required 
in the case of adultery. While not stigmatised as adultery in 
terms of the Mosaic economy, nevertheless, it is not at all 
so certain that the remarriage is not regarded as involving 
defilement. It may very well be that the evil attaching to 
divorce and the abnormal situation in which the woman is 
placed as the divorcee of her first husband are regarded as 
casting their shadow over the second marriage even though 
the second marriage is not placed in the category of adultery 
and civil or ecclesiastical penalty is not appended. 

But even if we suppose that defilement is not regarded as 
inhering in the second marriage per se, we must observe that 
the moment return to the first husband is envisaged, then the 
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marital relation to the second husband takes on an entirely 
different complexion. Whatever may be true of the second 
marriage, irrespective of return to the first husband, the 
moment return is envisaged, then, with reference to the 
first husband, the woman has been defiled. And it is this 
restoration that is called an abomination. All of this forcibly 
reminds us of the grave abnormalities that inhere in the 
practice of divorce. The one insurmountable obstacle to the 
marriage of this particular woman with this particular man 
is not that the woman had been married to another man but 
simply that the particular man concerned is the man from 
whom she had been divorced. It is the fact of divorce that 
bears the whole onus of ultimate responsibility for the defile
ment that is sure to enter when the first marriage is restored 
after a second had been consummated. 

Conclusion. Thus within the limits of this passage we have 
exemplified and confirmed the principle that while divorce 
was suffered in the Mosaic economy we have no warrant to 
suppose that under any circumstances was it sanctioned or 
approved as the intrinsic right or prerogative of the husband. 

It should not be claimed that this interpretation resolves 
all difficulties connected with the practice of divorce. But it is 
a construction of the passage that is grammatically, syntac
tically and exegetically defensible and it brings principiai 
harmony into the teaching of the Old Testament. It eliminates 
the inconsistency that inheres in the very notion of approval 
or sanction and it accords to the practice of divorce a status 
that is principially consistent with the original institution of 
Genesis 2:23, 24 and in harmony with the final word of the 
Old Testament on this question : 

And this have ye done again, covering the altar of the 
Lord with tears, with weeping, and with crying out, inso
much that he regardeth not the offering any more, or 
receiveth it with good will at your hand. 

Yet ye say, Wherefore? Because the Lord hath been 
witness between thee and the wife of thy youth, against 
whom thou hast dealt treacherously: yet is she thy com
panion, and the wife of thy covenant. 

And did not he make one? Yet had he the residue of the 
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spirit. And wherefore one? That he might seek a godly 
seed. Therefore take heed to your spirit, and let none 
deal treacherously against the wife of his youth. 

For the Lord, the God of Israel, saith that he hateth 
putting away: for one covereth violence with his garment, 
saith the Lord of hosts: therefore take heed to your spirit, 
that ye deal not treacherously (Malachi 2:13-16). 

(to be continued) 
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SECOND ARTICLE 

JOHN MURRAY 

II 

Matthew 5:31, 32 

This is the first passage in the New Testament that deals 
with the question of divorce. Since it occurs in the discourse 
of our Lord known as the sermon on the mount, it is neces
sary at the outset to make a few observations bearing upon 
the formula used repeatedly in this part of the discourse and 
appearing in the passage with which we are directly con
cerned. The formula to which we refer is: " i t was said . . . 
but I say to you" (^ρρέθη . . . έγώ δέ λέγω ύμίν). I t occurs 
in this chapter on six occasions — 5:21, 22; 5:27, 28; 5:31, 32; 
5:33,34; 5:38,39; 5:43,44. The contrast implicit in this 
formula is not to be interpreted as if our Lord were placing 
his own legislative teaching in opposition to the law of the 
Old Testament; far less is it to be regarded as implying abro
gation of the Old Testament law. This should be obvious 
particularly for two reasons. 

(a) In his introduction to the part of the discourse that 
is built around the repeated use of this formula Jesus em
phatically disavows that he came to destroy the law (vss. 
17-20). ' T h i n k not that I came to destroy the law or the 
prophets: I came not to destroy but to fulfil" (vs. 17). The 
verb used here, translated "destroy", is one that might prop
erly be rendered "abrogate". He came not to abrogate but 
to fulfil. In the succeeding verse he provides the reason in 
the language of emphatic asseveration: "For verily I say to 
you, until heaven and earth pass away, one jot or one tittle 
shall by no means pass from the law, till all be fulfilled" 
(vs. 18). The two remaining verses (19, 20) offer the strong
est confirmation of Jesus' denial that he had come to abro-
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gate — they affirm the seriousness of the consequences en
tailed in the breach and disparagement of even the least of 
the commandments of the law. In verse 19 Jesus indicates 
that one's relative position in the kingdom of heaven is 
determined by his practical conduct and didactic activity 
in reference to the least of the commandments. In verse 20 
he institutes a principle of exclusion from the kingdom of 
heaven, a principle of righteousness that is to be measured 
by the norm of the divine law. It is quite impossible, there
fore, to interpret this jealousy for the minutiae of the Old 
Testament law as compatible with the notion of abrogation. 
Jesus came not to break down but to bring to completion 
and fulfilment. 

(b) In developing the thought introduced by the formula, 
it is made abundantly plain in particular cases that Jesus 
cannot be relaxing the obligation of the commandment to 
which he makes allusion. He is showing rather the breadth 
and depth of its application. This appears most conspicuously 
in the sections which deal with the sixth and seventh com
mandments (vss. 21-26 and 27-32 respectively). In the 
former Jesus is showing that the commandment, "Thou shalt 
not kill" has reference not simply to the external act of murder 
but to the very feeling of unholy anger and to the words of 
abusive contempt. In the latter he is showing that the com
mandment, "Thou shalt not commit adultery" has reference 
to the lascivious thought and intent of the heart as well as to 
the overt act of uncleanness. It is impossible to think of 
Jesus as abrogating the commandment in either case. That 
with which his own solemn asseveration is concerned and 
that upon which he pronounces the severest judgment is the 
murder and adultery of the heart. How then could he in the 
least degree be abrogating the commandments which pro
hibit the very vices he condemns? He is rather confirming 
the sanctity of these commands and in so doing lays bare the 
spirituality of their obligation and application. 

The contrast instituted in the formula, therefore, cannot 
be a contrast between the legislation of the Old Testament 
and the legislation Jesus himself is inaugurating. The import 
of the formula must be sought in some other direction. It is 
beyond the scope of this article to demonstrate by detailed 
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examination of all the passages what the intent of our Lord 
was.1 But it could readily be shown that what Jesus is con
trasting is not his own law and the law of the Old Testament 
but rather the true import and intent of the Old Testament 
law as authoritatively interpreted by himself, on the one 
hand, and the perversions and distortions to which that law 
had been subjected by pharisaical and rabbinical external-
ism, on the other. This is the principle that will be found to 
apply in every case in which the formula occurs. 

I t must not be supposed, however, that the denial of anti
thesis between the Old Testament law and the law Jesus 
himself enunciates in any way eliminates the original divine 
authority with which Jesus spoke. The asseveration, " B u t 
I say to you" is itself redolent of an authority that is divine. 
I t is not without purpose that Matthew, when he resumes 
his narrative after the sermon on the mount, continues, "And 
it came to pass when Jesus had finished these sayings, the 
people were astonished at his teaching: for he was teaching 
them as having authority, and not as their scribes" (Matt. 
7:28,29). Jesus is inaugurating the kingdom of heaven. The 
circumstances of the sermon on the mount were indeed very 
different from those which Israel witnessed at Sinai. Yet in 
Jesus' words we can hear the thunder of the divine voice. 
And it is a divine voice that promulgates law with seals and 
sanctions no less authenticative than those of Sinai. It is 
this divine authority with which Jesus speaks that must be 
borne in mind when, later on, we discover an enactment 
which must be interpreted as amendment and abolition of 
certain temporary Mosaic provisions. 

When we turn to Matthew 5:31,32, we cannot mistake 
the express allusion to the Old Testament provision govern
ing divorce in Deuteronomy 24:1-4. " I t was said, whosoever 
shall put away his wife, let him give her a bill of divorce" 
(αποστάσων). I t is apparent that the primary, if not exclu
sive, reference is to Deuteronomy 24:1. While this is un
doubtedly the case, nevertheless two features of this passage 
in Matthew 5:31 must be noted. 

1 For a fuller discussion of the antitheses see Ned Bernard Stonehouse: 
The Witness of Matthew and Mark to Christ, pp. 197-211. 
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(1) The form in which the allusion to Deuteronomy 24:1 
appears is not a verbatim quotation either from the Hebrew 
text or from the Septuagint version of the passage. While 
it is true that the bill of divorcement was required in every 
case of divorce, as we found in the preceding article in this 
series, and while the form used here by Christ may simply 
focus attention upon that fact and be therefore a perfectly 
proper paraphrase of this provision implied in Deuteronomy 
24:1, yet it is also true that the form used by our Lord may 
reflect a distorted version of the Deuteronomic provision, a 
distortion current in Judaism which Jesus proceeds to correct. 

(2) More particularly must it be noted that the form used 
here by our Lord does not imply that Deuteronomy 24:1 
gave to the Israelites the right to put away their wives; far 
less does it imply that in certain cases the Israelites were 
under obligation to put away their wives. The language used 
cannot strictly be interpreted to imply any more than that, 
if a man did put away his wife, it was necessary for him to 
give her a bill of divorcement. In other words, the form used 
implies that provision was made for a certain contingency 
but does not determine whether the contingency itself was 
right or wrong. This text, therefore, does not in the least 
interfere with the interpretation of Deuteronomy 24:1-4 
presented in the preceding article. 

In verse 32 Jesus proceeds to propound the principle that 
to put away or dismiss a wife for any reason but that of sexual 
infidelity is sin. Before undertaking to discuss the express 
teaching of this text it is well to bear in mind that there are 
two subjects closely germane to this whole question of divorce 
on which this text does not reflect. First, the text deals exclu
sively with dismissal or divorce on the part of the man ; what 
rights may belong to the woman in the matter of suing out 
a divorce are not intimated. Secondly, Jesus says nothing 
here with respect to the question of the remarriage of the man 
who puts away his wife for the cause of fornication. 

The express teaching of the text may be set forth under 
the following subdivisions: 

(i) Fornication is unequivocally stated to be the only legi
timate ground for which a man may put away his wife. The 
word used here is the more generic term for sexual unclean-



DIVORCE 185 

ness, namely, fornication (wopveia). This term may be used 
of all kinds of illicit sexual intercourse and may apply to such 
on the part of unmarried persons, in whose case the sin would 
not be in the specific sense adultery. But though it is the 
generic word that is used here (cf. also Matt. 19:9), it is not 
to be supposed that the sense is perplexed thereby. What 
Jesus sets in the forefront is the sin of illicit sexual inter
course. It is, of course, implied that such on the part of a 
married woman is not only fornication but also adultery in 
the specific sense, for the simple reason that it constitutes 
sexual infidelity to her spouse. And this is the only case in 
which, according to Christ's unambiguous assertion, a man 
may dismiss his wife without being involved in the sin which 
Jesus proceeds to characterise as making his wife to be an 
adulteress. 

It should be observed that Jesus does not say that the 
husband in such a case is obliged to put away his wife. What
ever may be the truth respecting this question it is not ani
madverted upon in this text. All that is stated is that if the 
husband puts away for this reason he is not involved in the 
sin specified. 

What is of paramount importance is that however signi
ficant is the exceptive clause as guarding the innocence of the 
husband in dismissing for sexual infidelity, it is not the excep
tive clause that bears the weight of the emphasis in the text. 
It is rather that the husband may not put away for any other 
cause. It is the one exception that gives prominence to the 
illegitimacy of any other reason. Preoccupation with the one 
exception should never be permitted to obscure the force of 
the negation of all others. 

(ii) The evil of putting away (for any other reason than 
that of adultery) is viewed from the standpoint of what it 
entails for the woman divorced. The man ''makes her to 
be an adulteress" (7rot€t αυτήν μοιχευθηναι). If we are to 
give passive force to the infinitive in this clause, it could be 
rendered, "he makes her to suffer adultery".2 The man is 

a The passive of the verb μοιχβύω occurs very infrequently in Biblical 
Greek. In addition to this verse the only instances in the New Testament 
are Matthew 19:9 and John 8:4. This reading in Matthew 19:9 is not to 



186 WESTMINSTER THEOLOGICAL JOURNAL 

not said in this case to commit adultery; his sin is rather 
that he becomes implicated in the wrong of adultery on the 
part of his dismissed wife, 

be adopted as the genuine text even though attested by Codex Vaticanus 
and some cursives. But in any case it adds nothing to the clarification of 
the meaning because it is exactly parallel to Matthew 5:32 and the con
text affords no additional light. Apart altogether from the textual ques
tion, John 8:4 is helpful in determining the meaning of the passive, if 
μοιχενομενη is regarded as passive rather than middle. 

In the Septuagint a possible instance of the passive of μοιχβύω occurs 
apparently in only one instance in the canonical books, namely, Leviti
cus 20:10. It occurs also in the apocryphal book Sirach 23:23. Leviticus 
20:10 is as follows: άνθρωπος, Ôs αν μοιχεύσηται yvvaÎKa àvòpòs ή 
ôs αν μοιχεύσηται γυναίκα του πλησίον, θανάτω θανατούσθωσαν ò 
μοιχευων κάί ή μοιχ&ίομίνι\. 

μοιχεϋσηται in both cases is aorist subjunctive middle and renders the 
imperfect Qal of the Hebrew verb *]$}. It is apparent that the sense is 
active and means, "to commit adultery", as does the Hebrew η φ \ ή 
μοιχευομίνη translates the Hebrew active participle nç^àfl and means 
"the adulteress", corresponding to ó μοι,χβύων which translates the He
brew active participle ηφπ and means "the adulterer". We must, of 
course, reckon with the fact that μοιχευομίνη may be a present middle 
participle. The form would be the same in both middle and passive. But, 
if it is passive, this is a case where a passive of μοιχευω bears distinctly 
active meaning. It is indeed abstractly conceivable that the passive form 
bears something of the passive meaning and in that case could be rendered, 
"the woman made to suffer adultery". It may be that in the act of adultery 
the woman is considered as more passive than the man. Two observa
tions, however, must be made. First, there is nothing in the context, or 
in the Hebrew that lies back of the Greek, to suggest any such passive 
force. Secondly, the woman in this case is treated with the same degree 
of severity as the man. She bears the penalty of death as the man does. 
If she were regarded as less guilty we might expect some kind of ameliora
tion in the penalty executed. And if she were the helpless victim of the 
adulterer's lust, we may be sure that more merciful provisions would have 
been enacted, as in the case of Deuteronomy 22:25-27. 

Sirach 23:23 is particularly interesting. The preceding context deals 
with the punishment that is meted out to the fornicator. The more im
mediate context characterises the sin and retribution of "the wife who 
leaves her husband and brings in an heir by a stranger" (vs. 22). Verse 23 
catalogues her sins. It is here that the aorist passive of μοιχεΰω occurs — 
κάί το τρίτον ev πορνάα ϊμοιχενθη και έ£ αλλότριου àvòpòs τβκνα 
παρεστησβν. It is possible that this might be rendered, "And, thirdly, 
she is made to suffer adultery in fornication and bringeth in children by 
a strange man". The force of the passive would thus be retained. The 
more natural rendering, however, would be, "she committeth adultery 
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Admittedly this phrase, "to suffer adultery" is a difficult 
one. It should be apparent that the wife does not become 
an adulteress simply by being divorced. She is contemplated 

in fornication and bringeth in children by a strange man". But, in any 
case, active wrongdoing on the part of the woman is contemplated in the 
use of the aorist passive. She is not simply a woman who has been wronged 
by the aggressive assault of a man; far less is she a woman who has been 
simply "stigmatised as adulterous". She is the woman "who leaves her 
husband", "who is disobedient to the law of the Most High" and "tres
passes against her own husband". Without question, ϊμοιχεϋθη here 
denotes the most notorious kind of adulterous behaviour on the part of 
the woman. 

In John 8:4 we have another instance of the participle μοιχευομενη 
which may be either passive or middle. The most natural rendering is 
that of "committing adultery". It is possible that the passive meaning, 
"being debauched" or "being caused to suffer adultery" appears. But 
in view of the occurrence in verse 3 of the phrase, tv μοιχεία κατβιλημ-
μίνην it is far more natural to take μοιχευομβνη in verse 4 in the active 
sense of committing adultery — "this woman was taken in the very act, 
committing adultery". In any case, even if it were regarded as passive 
rather than middle there is no warrant to suppose that the woman was 
not regarded as involved in the sin of adultery. On the contrary, she was 
regarded as one guilty of the sin for which Moses prescribed death by 
stoning (vs. 5; cf. vs. 11). 

In Matthew 5:32, therefore, it is not impossible to regard μοιχβυθηναι 
as having an active meaning, namely, to "commit adultery". In this case 
the clause would be rendered, "he makes her to commit adultery". But 
whether this be the sense or not, it is not feasible to exclude from the 
word μοιχευθήναι actual involvement in the sin of adultery. Let the 
sense be active or passive, the woman is conceived of as entering into 
adulterous relations. 

μοιχαται is present indicative middle. Any attempt to remove from 
the word the notion of active participation in the sin of adultery is entirely 
indefensible. Cf. Matthew 19:9; Mark 10:11; Jeremiah 3:S; 5:7; 7:9; 9:1; 
23:14. 

R. C. H. Lenski (Interpretation of St. Matthew*s Gospel, Columbus, 1932, 
pp. 226 ff.) insists upon the passive force of μοιχευθήναι and μοιχαται 
in this verse and strenuously controverts the rendering " 'to commit 
adultery' (active)" in both cases. In order "to bring out the passive sense 
of the Greek forms" he adopts the rendering "stigmatised as adulterous" 
for both forms. He contends that "all that the passive μοιχβυθηναι 
states is that the woman has been forced into a position that looks to men 
as if she too had violated the Commandment ου μοιχβύσεπ . . . Her 
wicked husband has fastened this stigma upon her." He argues that the 
woman in such a case is not prohibited from marrying again, even though, 
in doing so, she and her new spouse will be stigmatised as adulterous. Yet 

t 
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as illegitimately divorced on the part of her wanton husband. 
She is the victim of his unlawful action, and her station could 
not therefore in justice be viewed as one of adultery. Indeed, 
she is viewed as innocent of adultery in the act of divorce 
and so the act of divorce of which she is not the agent cannot 
of itself make her an adulteress. 

I t is necessary, therefore, to envisage some subsequent 
action in which the woman is involved as drawn within the 
scope of this expression, "makes her to suffer adultery". 
Our Lord is no doubt regarding the woman from the station 
or position in which she is placed by the divorce. She is placed 
in the position either of being tempted to be joined to an
other man or of being plied with solicitations to union on the 
part of another man, or indeed, of both. Our Lord is fully 
cognisant of the weakness of human nature and of the great 
liability to another marital undertaking on the part of the 
divorced woman. When that marriage is undertaken, then 
adultery is committed on the part of that woman and her 
new consort. This is the significant implication of Jesus' 
statement. The woman has now become an adulteress and 
her new spouse an adulterer. This is the entail of moral tragedy 
that our Lord envisions. And what he says of the husband 
who divorced the woman is that he is sinfully involved in 
this moral tragedy. Truly the divorcing husband is not 
charged with being an adulterer. He is not envisaged as hav
ing married again. But he cannot extricate himself from a 
wrong that involves express adultery on the part of others. 
It is upon this sin on the part of the divorcing husband that 
the stress is laid. The sin of remarriage on the part of the 
divorced woman is not by any means minimised — she has 

neither of them commits adultery; "they have had something committed 
upon them". 

Such an interpretation of the force of the aorist passive is wholly un
warranted. While it is true that some kind of passive force may have to 
be recognised, the passive cannot be forced into this kind of service. The 
idea of merely subjective judgment on the part of others is not inherent 
in the passive. And whatever strength may be given to the passive in 
this case, the woman is still viewed as implicated in adultery. There is 
even less warrant for Lenski's interpretation as it applies to the present 
indicative middle, μοιχαται. 



DIVORCE 189 

committed adultery by that remarriage. And it is the sin of 
adultery that Jesus is condemning in the whole of this sub
section of his discourse. Yet with a finesse of moral judgment 
that drips with equity the leading thought of the passage 
focusses attention upon the sin of the divorcing husband — 
"he makes her to suffer adultery". The moral lessons 
and the practical implications are too obvious to need 
comment. 

(iii) The remarriage of the woman divorced is adultery on 
her part and on the part of the man who is joined with her 
in marriage — "and whosoever marries her who has been put 
away, commits adultery". The only reason for which this 
remarriage can be regarded as adulterous is that the first 
marriage is still in God's sight regarded as inviolate. The 
divorce has not dissolved it. Illegitimate divorce does not 
dissolve the marriage bond and consequently the fact of such 
divorce does not relieve the parties concerned from any of the 
obligations incident to marriage. They are still in reality 
bound to one another in the bonds of matrimony and a marital 
relation or any exercise of the privileges and rights of the 
marital relation with any other is adultery. Whatever the 
law of men may enact, this is the law of Christ's kingdom 
and to it the laws of men should conform. 

(iv) It follows from what has been said that the man who 
divorces his wife (except for the cause of fornication) is not 
thereby at liberty to remarry any more than the divorced 
wife. If the woman commits adultery by remarriage, this is 
so because she is still in reality the wife of the divorcing hus
band. And if so, the divorcing husband is still in reality the 
husband of the divorced woman and consequently may not 
marry another. The question as to whether or not the divorc
ing husband may remarry in the event of remarriage on the 
part of the divorced wife is not reflected upon in this text. 
This is a perplexing question but need not be discussed now. 
The question of remarriage on the part of the divorcing hus
band is not introduced in this text except that the remarriage 
dealt with in the earlier part of this paragraph is excluded by 
the clear implications just mentioned. 

There is, however, another question directly germane to 
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this text, particularly to the last clause, that requires some 
discussion. It is whether the last clause of verse 32 applies 
to the remarriage of the woman who has been divorced for 
adultery as well as to the remarriage of the woman divorced 
without a legitimate reason. As the clause stands by itself 
it can well apply to the case of every divorced woman whether 
divorced without proper cause or divorced for adultery — 
"whosoever marries her who has been put away, commits 
adultery". There appear, however, to be good reasons for 
thinking that the woman who has been put away (απόλβλυ-
μένην) is viewed here simply as the woman divorced without 
legitimate cause. What bears the burden of emphasis in this 
verse is the wrong entailed and the consequences involved 
in divorce apart from adultery. The exceptive clause which 
prescribes the only legitimate ground of divorce is more or less 
parenthetical and should not therefore be erected to a posi
tion that disturbs the main thought of the verse. In accord
ance with this consideration the comment of H. A. W. Meyer 
appears to be correct: " T h a t by άπολέλνμένψ, a woman 
who is dismissed illegally, consequently not on account of 
adultery, is intended, was understood as a matter of course, 
according to the first half of the verse" (Com. in loc). 

This, however, does not settle the question as to the status 
of the remarriage of the woman divorced for adultery. The 
matter is simply left undetermined in the teaching of this 
text. The possibility, however, is left open that the force of 
the exceptive clause carries over to the last clause of the 
verse and, therefore, dissociates the remarriage of the legiti
mately divorced woman from the adultery contemplated in 
the concluding clause, though not, of course, relieving the 
woman in any way from the adultery for which she had been 
divorced. 

In concluding our discussion of this passage it is necessary 
to return to the question of the relation of the law enunciated 
here by Jesus to the Old Testament law and provisions anent 
divorce. The essence of Jesus' teaching in this place is that 
there is only one legitimate ground of divorce on the part of 
a man and that divorce for any other reason is overt sin and 
to be treated accordingly both in our moral judgment and in 
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jurisprudence. There are certain inferences that call for con
sideration. 

1. We found earlier, in the preceding article, that the Old 
Testament law did not provide for divorce in the case of 
adultery. The law was more stringent; it required death for 
such sexual infidelity. The marriage was indeed thereby dis
solved but this was effected through the death of the guilty 
party. The law enunciated by our Lord, on the other hand, 
institutes divorce as the means of relief for the husband in 
the case of adultery on the part of his wife. Here then is 
something novel and it implies that the requirement of death 
for adultery is abrogated in the economy Jesus himself inau
gurated. There are accordingly two provisions which our 
Lord instituted, one negative and the other positive. He 
abrogated the Mosaic penalty for adultery and he legitimated 
divorce for adultery. In this very distinctly appears that 
original legislative authority that pertained to our Lord and 
it is perhaps the most conspicuous concrete instance of the 
exercise of that authority in the sermon on the mount. 

2. Again we found that the Old Testament did not legiti
mate, authorise, or sanction divorce for other reasons than 
that of adultery. In the Mosaic economy, indeed, divorce 
for the reason mentioned in Deuteronomy 24:1-4 was suffered 
or tolerated. It was afforded sufferance as an evil, and, be
cause tolerated in practice, was not penalised by civil ostra
cism or ecclesiastical excommunication in the Mosaic juris
prudence. But the law that Jesus enunciates or institutes is 
one that obliterates this kind of sufferance or tolerance. In 
his kingdom the jurisprudence respecting divorce is to be 
more stringent. The economy he inaugurates is not to be 
characterised by the laxity inherent in the sufferance afforded 
in the Mosaic economy. And this means that the reasons 
given for divorce in Deuteronomy 24:1-4, tolerated in the 
Mosaic jurisprudence, are abrogated in the New Testament. 
We have here a striking combination of elements. On the 
one hand, the abrogation of the death-penalty for adultery 
and the substitution of divorce as the legitimate resort for 
the innocent husband indicate a relaxative amendment of 
the penal sanction attached to adultery. On the other hand, 
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in the abrogation of the Mosaic sufferance respecting divorce 
we find an increased severity of moral judgment and legal 
enactment. The divorce tolerated by Moses is completely 
reversed and so the very evil recognised and presupposed 
in the Mosaic sufferance now receives condemnation and 
correction commensurate with its real character. The right 
violated in that evil receives its vindication and that principle 
of right is carried to its logical issue in the prohibition of all 
such divorce as was suffered under Moses. 

It is precisely here that the original and basic law of the 
Old Testament receives its confirmation, the law presupposed 
in the very sufferance granted by Moses and the law, as we 
shall see later, to which Jesus makes his appeal. Our Lord 
truly abrogates the observance of certain temporary regula
tions governing the penalty for adultery and he abrogates 
certain permissions respecting divorce. He did this in the 
exercise of the legislative authority with which he was in
vested. But lest we should think that these amendments 
make less stringent the laws of purity and of the sanctity of 
the marriage bond, lest we should suppose that Jesus enter
tains a lower estimate of the binding character of the law of 
God, we are compelled to perceive that in the abrogation of 
the divorce tolerated under Moses there is applied a string
ency that raises jurisprudence to the level of the intrinsic 
requirements of the law of God. In doing so Jesus seals and 
puts into operation the basic and primary principle of the 
Old Testament law and exemplifies in concrete manner his 
own protestation, "Think not that I came to destroy the law 
or the prophets: I came not to destroy, but to fulfil". I t is in 
him and in the economy he establishes that the law receives 
its completory validation, vindication, application, fulfil
ment, and embodiment. Could anything be more declarative 
of the exacting demands of purity and fidelity in the law 
that regulates Christ's kingdom than the abrogation of every 
concession to the hardness of men's hearts? This is the force 
of the pronouncement, "But I say to you that every one 
who puts away his wife except for fornication makes her to 
be an adulteress, and whosoever marries her who has been 
put away, commits adultery". 
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III 

Matthew 19:3-8 , 

In this passage our Lord's utterances respecting divorce 
were evoked by the direct question on the part of Pharisees, 
"Is it lawful for a man to put away his wife for every cause?" 
This question was doubtless intended to ensnare Jesus and 
place him under the necessity of taking sides on the question 
that divided rabbinical interpretation. Our Lord's answer 
is characteristic. He immediately appeals to Scripture and 
to the original constitution of the race as male and female. 
Marriage is grounded in this male and female constitution; 
as to its nature it implies that the man and woman are united 
in one flesh; as to its sanction it is divine; and as to its con
tinuance it is permanent. The import of all this is that mar
riage from its very nature and from the divine institution by 
which it is constituted is ideally indissoluble. It is not a 
contract of temporary convenience and not a union that 
may be dissolved at will. 

Jesus skilfully parried the ensnaring question, confronted 
the Pharisees with first principles and brought them face to 
face with the sinful conditions under which alone the ques
tion of divorce could arise. He enunciated the principles in 
the light of which the practice of divorce is to be evaluated 
and its propriety or impropriety determined. Jesus' answer, 
however, provoked another question on the part of the Phari
sees. It is with this question and the answer that we are now 
mainly concerned. 

The question was: "Why then did Moses command to 
give a bill of divorce and to put away?" The Pharisees must 
have been alluding to Deuteronomy 24:1-4. It is quite 
probable that the Pharisees had an erroneous conception of 
the Deuteronomic passage. In any case it was a garbled 
version of the passage that was presented in their question. 
Whether they intentionally garbled the passage or construed 
it erroneously, they intended, no doubt, to refute or ensnare 
Jesus by the form of the question.3 

3 In verse 3 we are told that they came to him tempting him; cf. also 
Mark 10:3. 
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It is, of course, true that the bill of divorce was mandatory 
in every case of actual divorce. In that sense it might prop
erly be said that Moses commanded the bill of divorce. There 
is an element of truth, therefore, in the form of the question. 
But it can hardly be supposed that it was with this merely 
contingent requirement that the Pharisees intended to baffle 
Jesus. To say the least, the question would have been phrased 
most awkwardly if all they meant by alleging a command 
on the part of Moses was simply the contingent requirement. 
Furthermore, their question must in some way be regarded 
as intimating an antithesis between the alleged command of 
Moses and the position that had just been enunciated by 
Jesus himself. The most reasonable interpretation of their 
question is then that they regarded or at least represented 
Moses as requiring men to divorce their wives in certain cases. 
The question with which Jesus would have been confronted, 
therefore, was one that rested on the assumption that Moses 
commanded divorce and, in effect, would be as follows: if 
marriage is really indissoluble according to the original insti
tution, if it is a union that man may not dissolve, how is it 
that Moses commands divorce? Is there not an antithesis 
between Jesus' assertions and Moses' commandment? It is 
this question that Jesus proceeds to answer and his answer 
is of paramount significance in connection with the whole 
question of the Mosaic provisions and of the Old Testament 
law. "He says to them, Moses for the hardness of your heart 
permitted you to put away your wives: but from the begin
ning it was not so." 

The apparent discrepancy between Matthew 19:7,8 and 
Mark 10:3,4 will be discussed in a subsequent article. It 
may be said, however, at this point that the question of the 
Pharisees in Matthew 19:7 might possibly be interpreted in 
a somewhat weaker sense than that presented above. This 
weaker sense would suppose that the Pharisees did not intend 
to represent Moses as positively commanding divorce in cer
tain cases but that they rather wished to represent the Mosaic 
permission of divorce and the contingent requirement respect
ing the bill of divorce as constituting a legislative, regulatory 
enactment on the part of Moses that could not be harmonised 
with Jesus' assertions regarding the basis and nature of 
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marriage. If this view of the purport of their question were 
adopted, the antithesis between Jesus' reply and the implica
tions of the Pharisees' question would not be as sharp as that 
supposed in the argument given above. 

What must be appreciated, however, is that even granting 
this to be the intent of the Pharisees' question the significance 
of the terms used by Jesus is not thereby eliminated. What
ever may have been the precise import of the Pharisees' 
question they at least posed the question of the nature and 
meaning of the Mosaic provisions and the reply of Jesus loses 
nothing of its significance in the interpretation of the precise 
nature and character of the Mosaic enactment. The force 
of the term, "Moses permitted" is not negated by difference 
of interpretation of the precise import of the Pharisees' 
question. 

The first feature of Jesus' reply that calls for comment is 
the phrase, "for the hardness of your heart" (irpòs την 
σκληροκαρδίαν υμών). It means "in reference t o " or "out 
of regard t o " the hardness of your heart and implies that the 
situation in reference to which or out of consideration for 
which the Mosaic permission was granted was one created 
by the stubbornness of the Israelites. The situation that 
provided occasion for the permission was one of moral per
versity and obliquity; it arose from insubordination to and 
rebellion against the will of God. The implications are very 
important. For, is it not apparent that the judgment respect
ing perversity presupposes some law or obligation that is 
violated or desecrated? Where no law is there is no transgres
sion. The only law or standard relevant to this particular 
case is that expressed in Genesis 1:27; 2:24. The very judg
ment respecting hardheartedness, then, presupposes the 
abiding validity and obligation of the original institution as 
expounded by Jesus in his answer to the first question of the 
Pharisees. The original institution and its binding authority 
had not been abrogated or even suspended, and the moral 
obliquity of the Israelites consisted in their disposition and 
determination not to abide by these ordinances. The bill of 
divorce was directed to this perverse situation and not to 
the abrogation of the divine institution. 

The second element of Jesus' reply concerns the permission 
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asserted to have been given by Moses: he "permitted you 
to put away your wives" (êwèrpexf/ev νμίν άπολνσαι ras 
γυ*>αΪ/cas υμών). The distinction between the verb used by 
Jesus to denote Moses' action and the verb used by the 
Pharisees should be carefully noted. The Pharisees alleged 
that Moses commanded (èvereiKaro). Jesus says, Moses 
permitted (iirerpepev). Jesus does not admit or endorse 
any insinuation or allegation to the effect that Moses com
manded divorce. He rather affirms what is of entirely dif
ferent effect in the interpretation of the Mosaic provisions 
and particularly of Deuteronomy 24:1-4. The word that 
Jesus uses is one that implies sufferance or tolerance but in 
no way implies approval or sanction of the practice, far less 
authorisation or commandment of it. The Mosaic action is, 
therefore, two removes from the notion of commandment. 

This interpretation on the part of our Lord is wholly in 
line with, and indeed confirmatory of, the interpretation of 
Deuteronomy 24:1-4 given in the first installment of this 
series. The clear import of Jesus' words is that divorce was 
suffered in the Mosaic economy because of the hardhearted-
ness of the Israelites. It was a concession to their weakness 
but did not condone the practice. It was in reality a witness 
to the gross evil that arose from, or even consisted in, desecra
tion of the divine ordinance, "what therefore God hath 
joined together, let not man put asunder". 

The third feature of our Lord's answer is the contrast he 
institutes between the permission of Moses and the creation 
ordinance—"but from the beginning it was not so" (àw9 

αρχής ôè ου yéyovev οΰτως). From the beginning there 
was no such permission. It is not simply that the practice 
was not commanded, not simply that it was not authorised, 
not simply that it was not approved, but rather that it was 
not even permitted. The Mosaic permission was, therefore, 
a departure from the creation ordinance and from the prac
tice to which it obligated men. 

In this connection it is well to observe the force of the 
imperative in verse 6, "let not man put asunder" (Άνθρωπος 
μη χωριξίτω). In Meyer's words, "Having regard, therefore, 
to the specific nature of marriage, Jesus utterly condemns 
divorce generally as being a putting asunder on the part of 
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man of what, in a very special way, God has joined together" 
(ad. loc). Divorce is contrary to the divine institution, con
trary to the nature of marriage, and contrary to the divine 
action by which the union is effected. It is precisely here 
that its wickedness becomes singularly apparent — it is the 
sundering by man of a union God has constituted. Divorce 
is the breaking of a seal which has been engraven by the hand 
of God. 

(to be continued) 
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THIRD ARTICLE 

JOHN MURRAY 

IV 

Matthew 19:9 

AS respecting divorce and its implications this is on all 
A accounts the most pivotal passage in the New Testa
ment. It occupies this crucial position particularly for the 
reason that it is the only passage in the New Testament in 
which we have the combination of. two clauses, namely, the 
exceptive clause (μη èwl iropveíq) and the remarriage clause 
(καϊ γαμήσρ α\\ψ). Both of these clauses occur elsewhere, 
the former in Matthew 5:32, in the form ñapearos λόγου 
iropveías and the latter in Mark 10:11, as also in the form 
και Ύαμων èrépav in Luke 16:18. But only in Matthew 19:9 
are they coordinated. 

It might not be proper to maintain that the question of 
the legitimacy of remarriage on the part of the innocent 
spouse after divorce for adultery would not arise if we did not 
have Matthew 19:9. The question might well emerge in con
nection with Matthew 5 :32. For if a man may rightly divorce 
his unfaithful wife and if such divorce dissolves the marriage 
bond the question of remarriage is inevitably posed. And, 
again, though there is no allusion to adultery as an exception 
in Mark 10:11 and Luke 16:18, yet the Old Testament law 
respecting adultery and the peculiar character of the sin of 
adultery might well compel us to inquire whether or not, 
after all, adultery might not have been assumed as a notable 
exception to the principle affirmed in these two passages. 
Furthermore, I Corinthians 7:15 would certainly face us with 
the question of the effect that desertion by an unbelieving 
partner would have upon the marital status of the deserted 
believer. 

ι 
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Nevertheless, Matthew 19:9 is distinctive in that here the 
question of the legitimacy or illegitimacy of remarriage after 
divorce for adultery is thrust upon us directly and inescapably. 

At the present stage of the discussion we shall assume that 
the correct text of Matthew 19:9 reads as follows: λέγω ôè 
ύμίν οτι ôs αν άπολύσχι τήν γυναίκα αύτου μη èirì iropvaq. 
και Ίαμησχι αΚΚην, μοιχαται. The matter of textual varia
tion will be discussed later. On the above reading of the 
text it may be well in passing to note some of its distinctive 
characteristics. 

(a) This text does not reflect upon the character of the 
man's sin if he puts away his wife (for any other cause than 
that of adultery) but does not himself remarry. As found ϊ 
already, Matthew 5:32 deals very directly and decisively with 
that question and views the sin of the man from the stand
point of his responsibility in the entail of consequence involved 
for the divorced woman. In Matthew 19:9, however, it is the 
sin of the man who contracts another marriage after illicit 
divorce which is the express subject of our Lord's judgment. 

(b) The man who puts away his wife (except for fornica
tion) and marries, another is expressly condemned as an 
adulterer. This is an inference properly drawn from Mat
thew 5:32 but here it is directly stated. 

(c) The rights of a woman in divorcing her husband for 
adultery and the sin of the woman who remarries after divorce 
for any other reason are not reflected on in this passage. 
Only in Mark 10:12 is there any express allusion to divorce 
action on the part of the woman and there, as we shall see 
later, no reference is made to the intrinsic right of divorce but 
only to the adulterous character of remarriage. 

The real crux of the question in Matthew 19:9 is, however, 
the force of the exceptive clause, "except for fornication" (μη 
èwi TTopvelq). In the actual terms of the text the question is: 
does this exceptive clause apply to the words *γαμήσχι αΚΚην 
and therefore to μοιχαται as well as to the verb άττολύσρ? 
There can be no question but the exceptive clause provides an 
exception to the wrong of putting away. The kind of wrong 
from which it relieves the husband is not intimated as in 
Matthew 5:32 but, like the latter passage, it does enunciate a 
liberty granted to the innocent husband. It does not intimate, 
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any more than Matthew 5:32, that the man is obligated to 
divorce his wife in the event of adultery on her part. It 
simply accords the right or liberty. The question then is: 
does this exception, by way of right or liberty, extend to the 
remarriage of the divorcing husband as well as to the putting 
away? Obviously, if the right extends to the remarriage the 
husband in such a case is not implicated in the sin of adultery 
in the event of his remarriage. 

On this question the professing church is sharply divided. 
On the one hand, there are those who claim that while Mat
thew 19:9 (as also Matthew 5:32) gives to the innocent hus
band the right to put away the wife who has committed 
adultery, yet this does not give any warrant for the dissolu
tion of the marriage bond and for the remarriage of the 
guiltless spouse. In other words, adultery gives the right of 
separation from bed and board (a thoro et mensa) but does not 
sever the bond of marriage nor does it give the right to dis
solve that bond. Perhaps most notable in maintaining this 
position is the Roman Catholic Church. The position should 
not, however, be regarded as distinctively Romish. The dis
tinguished Latin father, Augustine, can be enlisted in support 
of this interpretation.1 Canon law of the Church of England, 
while allowing separation for adultery, does not permit of 
remarriage for the parties so separated as long as they both 
live.2 

1 See De Bono Conjugali, Lib. I, Capp. VII, XV; cf. In Joannis Evan
gelium, Tractatus IX, 2. 

2 See Charles Gore: The Question of Divorce (London, 1911), pp. 1-11. 
Gore quotes from Constitutions and Canons Ecclesiasticalt Canon 107, as 
follows: 

"In all sentences for divorce, bond to be taken for not marrying during each 
other's life. 

"In all sentences pronounced only for divorce and separation a thoro 
et mensa, there shall be a caution and restraint inserted in the act of the 
said sentence, that the parties so separated shall live chastely and con
tinently; neither shall they, during each other's life, contract matrimony 
with any other person. And, for the better observation of this last clause, 
the said sentence of divorce shall not be pronounced until the party or 
parties requiring the same have given good and sufficient caution and 
security into the court, that they will not any way break or transgress the 
said restraint or prohibition" (pp. 5 f.). Cf. Anglicanism: Paul Elmer More 
and Frank Leslie Cross (Milwaukee, 1935), p. 661. 

The Report of the Joint Committees of the Convocations of Canterbury 
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If the text of Matthew 19:9, quoted above, is adopted as 
the genuine and authentic text, then there is considerable 
difficulty in holding to this position. The reason is apparent. 
It is the difficulty of restricting the exceptive clause to the 
putting away (απόλυση) and not extending it also to the 
remarriage (Ύαμήσΐβ αΧλην).3 This is, however, the construc
tion that must be maintained if Matthew 19:9 is not inter
preted as legitimating remarriage after divorce for adultery. 
The Romish Church is insistent that the exceptive clause 
modifies the first verb in the statement concerned but does 
not apply to the second. This exegesis is stated quite clearly 
by Walter George Smith as follows: 

"The complet^ exclusion of absolute divorce (divortium 
perfectum) in Christian marriage is expressed in the words 
quoted above Mark x; Luke xvi; I Cor. vii). The words 

and York, submitted in 1935, declared as follows on this subject: "The 
Church therefore will rightly teach its members that marriage is a calling 
for the whole of life, which asks for constant and unselfish effort. It will 
also say with much greater emphasis than in the past that believing Church
men should reverently and advisedly marry believing Church women, 
realising that grace to overcome their difficulties will be given to those who 
live their married life in the full fellowship of the Christian society. Fur
ther, in the case of two Church members who after every effort find it 
impossible to continue living together as man and wife, the Church will 
teach that they may separate, their separation being a mensa et a toro, but 
that it is against God's will for either to re-marry during the life-time of 
the other. Similarly, in the case of a Church member deserted or betrayed 
by an unworthy partner, the Church will counsel separation a mensa et a 
toro, and even in certain exceptional circumstances a legal dissolution of 
the marriage (which might be necessary, e. g., for the protection of certain 
interests closely affecting the injured party or the children) but without 
re-marriage during the life-time of the former spouse" {The Church and 
Marriage, S. P. C. K., London, 1935, p. 18). 

This position of the Church of England concerns simply Christian mar
riage and is not to be regarded as interfering with what is called the Pauline 
privilege (I Cor. 7:15). This question will be discussed later. 

3 Such scholars as Charles Gore who deny the authenticity of the excep
tive clause fully recognise that the exceptive clause applies to the remar
riage as well as to the putting away. Gore says that the exceptive clause 
in Matthew 19:9 leaves "no doubt that divorce is used in such sense as 
covers permission to remarry" {pp. cit., p. 20; cf. p. 25). It is for this 
reason, in particular, that they seek to show the unhistoricity of the excep
tive clause. 
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in St. Matthew's Gospel (xix, 9), 'except it be for fornica
tion', have, however, given rise to the question whether 
the putting away of the wife and the dissolution of the mar
riage bond were not allowed on account of adultery. The 
Catholic Church and Catholic theology have always main
tained that by such an explanation St. Matthew would be 
made to contradict Sts. Mark, Luke, and Paul, and the 
converts instructed by these latter would have been brought 
into error in regard to the real doctrine of Christ. ,As this 
is inconsistent both with the infallibility of the Apostolic 
teaching and the inerrancy of Sacred Scripture, the clause 
in Matthew must be explained as the mere dismissal of the 
unfaithful wife without the dissolution of the marriage 
bond. Such a dismissal is not excluded by the parallel texts 
in Mark and Luke, while Paul (I Cor., vii, 11) clearly 
indicates the possibility of such a dismissal: 'And if she 
depart, that she remain unmarried, or be reconciled to her 
husband'. Grammatically, the clause in St. Matthew may 
modify one member of the sentence (that which refers to 
the putting away of the wife) without applying to the fol
lowing member (the remarriage of the other), though we 
must admit that the construction is a little harsh. If it 
means, 'whoever shall put away his wife, except it be for 
fornication, and shall marry another, committeth adultery', 
then, in case of marital infidelity, the wife may be put 
away; but that, in this case, adultery is not committed by 
a new marriage cannot be concluded from these words. 
The following words, 'And he that shall marry her that is 
put away' — therefore also the woman who is dismissed for 
adultery — 'committeth adultery', say the contrary, since 
they suppose the permanence of the first marriage."4 

« The Catholic Encyclopedia, Art. "Divorce", Vol. V, p. 56; cf. Arthur 
Devine: The Law of Christian Marriage (New York, 1908), p. 95. A most 
recent Roman Catholic work, A Commentary on the New Testament (1942), 
prepared by the Catholic Biblical Association, may here be quoted. "The 
teaching of Christ on divorce as recorded by the other Evangelists and 
understood by St. Paul (I Cor. 7, 10 f. 39; Rom. 7, 2) makes it perfectly 
clear that His prohibition of divorce with the right to remarry is absolute. 
Therefore the seeming exception mentioned in the First Gospel, save on 
account of immorality (5, 32), except for immorality (19, 9) cannot be under
stood in the sense that the innocent partner of an unfaithful spouse may 
divorce the guilty one and marry another person. The traditional inter
pretation of these words is undoubtedly correct: unfaithfulness justifies 
separation from bed and board, but the bond of marriage remains un- / 
broken. St. Matthew records the words of Christ in their entirety. Our 
Lord had reason to mention this partial exception lest His absolute prohi-
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This construction of Matthew 19:9 is admitted to be "a 
little harsh" even by the foregoing apologist for the Romish 
interpretation. We shall see that this is very much of an 
understatement. 

It must indeed be allowed that an exceptive clause is some
times used in the Greek to intimate "an exception to something 
that is more general than that which has actually been men-

bition of divorce seem to imply that the injured party is obliged to continue 
to live with the unfaithful spouse. The other Evangelists, however, omit 
these words, probably intentionally, to forestall a false interpretation of 
them in the sense of permitting a divorce with the right to remarry" 
(pp. 52 f.). 

It is not to be supposed that the Romish theory or practice in reference 
to the whole question of divorce is as simple or consistent as might appear. 
The Romish Church does sanction absolute divorce (divortium a vinculo 
distinguished, of course, from divortium a thoro et mensa) under certain 
conditions. In order to understand, however, the very elements of the 
Romish position it is necessary to appreciate the several distinctions 
between marriage, legitimate, ratum, and consummatum. In the words of 
Arthur Devine, "A marriage is called legitimate when contracted accord
ing to law by unbaptized persons. Such are the valid marriages of infidels. 
It is called ratum when validly contracted by those who are baptized, and 
is ratified by the Church. It is called consummatum when those validly 
married have used their conjugal rights" (op. cit., pp. 44 f.). Rome teaches 
that a marriage that is only legitimate, even though consummated, may 
be dissolved in accordance with the Pauline privilege (I Cor. 7:15). There 
may not be any conspicuous inconsistency in this concession. But Rome 
also teaches that a marriage that is ratum but not consummatum may be 
dissolved in one of two ways: (1) by "profession of solemn vows in a 
religious order approved by the Church; (2) by the dispensation of the 
Sovereign Pontiff" (ibid. p. 89). It is here that the indefensible inconsistency 
and the presumption of Rome appear. There is no Scripture warrant for 
any such exceptions, and it is passing strange that Rome should be so 
jealous to maintain the absolute indissolubility of consummated marriage 
within the Roman Catholic Church and yet make such specious conces
sions in the interests of religious orders and by papal dispensation. All 
this stems from the insolent claim of Rome that the Romish "Church is 
the only authoritative and infallible teacher of faith and morals for all 
times and places" {ibid. pp. 94 f.). 

With respect to marriage ratum and consummatum, Rome teaches that 
such can be dissolved only by the death of one of the parties. 

For the official pronouncements of Rome see Canons and Decrees of the 
Council of Trent, Session XXIV, "Canons on the Sacrament of Matri
mony", especially Canons 6 and 7, 
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tioned".5 We have examples of this use of ei μή in Matthew 
12:4; Romans 14:14 and probably in Galatians 1:19. In such 
a case the exception stated here (μη επί iropveíq) would not 
be an exception to the principle that whosoever puts away 
his wife and marries another commits adultery but simply 
an exception to the principle that a man may not put away his 
wife. Consequently the real intent of the whole sentence 
would be, "But I say to you that whoever puts away his wife 
and marries another commits adultery — only, a man may 
put away his wife for the cause of fornication". Such a ren
dering does in itself make good sense and would solve a good 
many difficulties in harmonising the accounts given in the 
three synoptic Gospels. The question remains, however: is 
this construction defensible? There are preponderant reasons 
for rejecting it. 

(1) If the exceptive clause is of the sort indicated above, 
namely, not an exception to that which is expressly stated 
but an exception to another closely related and more general 
consideration, then this is a most unusual, if not unparallelled, 
way of expressing it. In other instances where we have this 
kind of exception the construction is quite different from that 
in our text. In these other instances the statement of that to 
which a more general exception is appended is given first in 
its completeness and then the exception in its completeness 
follows. But this is not the case here — the exception is in
serted before the statement is completed. Analogy does not, 
therefore, favour this rendering. 

(2) While it is true grammatically that an exceptive clause 
may modify one member of a sentence without modifying 
another, yet it must be noted that, in this particular case, the 
one member which the exceptive clause, on the Romish con
struction, is supposed to modify does not and cannot stand 
alone in the syntax of the sentence concerned. Even if we 
eliminate the clause και "γαμηση αΚΚην from any modifica
tion by the exceptive clause we have not reached any solution 
as far as the grammatical structure is concerned. In order to 

s J. G. Machen: Christianity Today, October, 1931, p. 12. Cf. J. H. 
Thayer: Greek-English Lexicon, elt III, 8, c, β; E. De Witt Burton: A 
Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle to the Galatians (New 
York, 1920), p. 60. 
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complete the sense of what is introduced by the clause os av 
απόλυση την yvvaÏKa αυτού we must move on to the prin
cipal verb, namely, μοιχαται. But if we do this without 
reference to the remarriage clause (και Ύαμήση αΧΚην) we 
get nonsense and untruth, namely, "whoever puts away his 
wife except for fornication commits adultery". In otheî" 
words, it must be observed that in this sentence as it stands 
no thought is complete without the principal verb, μοιχαται. 
It is this thought of committing adultery by remarriage that 
is the ruling thought in this passage, and it is quite indefensible 
to suppress it. The very exceptive clause, therefore, must 
have direct bearing upon the action denoted by the verb that 
governs. But in order to have direct bearing upon the gov
erning verb (μοιχαται) it must also have direct bearing upon 
that which must occur before the action denoted by the 
principal verb can take effect, namely, the marrying of an
other. This direct bearing which the exceptive clause must 
have on the remarriage and on the committing of adultery is 
simply another way of saying that, as far as the syntax of the 
sentence is concerned, the exceptive clause must apply to 
the committing of adultery in the event of remarriage as well 
as to the wrong of putting away. 

A comparison with Matthew 5:32 will help to clarify this 
point. There it is said, "Everyone who puts away his wife 
except for the cause of fornication makes her to commit 
adultery". In this case the exceptive clause has full meaning 
and relevance apart altogether from remarriage on the part 
of the divorcing husband. This is so because the sin con
templated on the part of the divorcing husband is not the 
committing of adultery on his part but the making of his wife 
to be an adulteress. But in Matthew 19:9 the case is entirely 
different. The burden thought here in 19:9 is the committing 
of adultery on the part of the divorcing husband himself. 
But this sin on his part presupposes his remarriage. Conse
quently, in the syntax of the sentence as it actually is, the 
meaning and relevance of the exceptive clause cannot be 
maintained apart from its application to the remarriage as 
well as to the putting away. 

(3) What is contemplated in this sentence is not merely 
putting away, as in Matthew 5:31, 32, but putting away and 
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remarriage on the part of the husband. In this respect it is to 
be carefully distinguished from the logion of Matt. 5:32 and 
must be placed in the same category as Mark 10:11 and Luke 
16:18. The subject dealt with, therefore, is putting away 
and remarriage in coordination, and this coordination must 
not be disturbed in any way. It is this coordination that leads 
up to tand prepares the ground for the principal verb, namely, 
the committing of adultery on the part of the divorcing hus
band. It would be unwarranted, therefore, to relate the 
exceptive clause to anything else than the coordination. 
Furthermore, the exceptive clause is in the natural position 
with reference to the coordination and with reference to the 
resulting sin to which it provides an exception. Where else 
could the exceptive clause be placed if it applies to all three 
elements of the situation expressed? And if it is in the natural 
position as applying to thé coordination the natural construc
tion is that it contemplates an exception to the statement of 
the sentence in its entirety. 

(4) The divorce permitted or tolerated under the Mosaic 
economy hacj. the effect of dissolving the marriage bond. This 
Mosaic permission regarding divorce is referred to in the con
text of this passage as well as in Matthew 5:31 and in the 
parallel passage in Mark 10:2-12. In each of these cases 
the same verb (απολύω) is used with reference to this Mosaic 
provision.6 Now since this was the effect of the divorce alluded 
to in this passage and since there is not the slightest indica
tion that the actual putting away for adultery, legitimated 
in Matthew 19:9; 5:32, was to have an entirely different 
effect, we are surely justified in concluding that the putting 
away sanctioned by our Lord was intended to have the same 
effect in the matter of dissolving the marriage tie. It should 
be appreciated that the law as enunciated here by Jesus does 

6 In the Old Testament passages in which divorce is mentioned or re
ferred to (Lev. 21:7, 14; 22:13; Numb. 30:10; Deut. 22:19, 29; 24:1-4; 
Isa. 50:1; Jer. 3:1; Ezek. 44:22) the Septuagint does not use the verb απο
λύω. It uses the verbs Εκβάλλω and έξαττοστέλλω. This should not, 
however, be regarded as implying any substantial difference. The verb 
απολύω is used in the New Testament accounts with reference to the Old 
Testament provision of Deuteronomy 24:1-4, even though in the latter 
passage it is the verb έξαττοστέλλω that is used in every case. 
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not in any way suggest any alteration in the nature and effect 
of divorce. The change intimated by Jesus was rather the 
abolition of every other reason permitted in the Mosaic provi
sions and the distinct specification that adultery was now 
the only ground upon which a man could legitimately put 
away his wife. What is abrogated then is not divorce with 
its attendant dissolution of the marriage bond but rather all 
ground for divorce except adultery. 

If divorce involves the dissolution of the marriage bond, 
then we should not expect that remarriage would be regarded 
as adultery. 

(5) It is surely reasonable to assume that if the man may 
legitimately put away his wife for adultery the marriage bond 
is judged to be dissolved. On any other supposition the 
woman who has committed adultery and who has been put 
away is still in reality the man's wife and is one flesh with 
him. If so it would appear very anomalous that the man 
should have the right to put away one who is permanently, 
while life lasts, his wife and is one flesh with him. To take 
action that relieves of the obligations of matrimony while 
the marital tie is inviolate hardly seems compatible with 
marital ethics as taught in the Scripture itself. It is true that 
Paul distinctly contemplates the possibility of separation 
without dissolution and propounds what the law is in such a 
contingency (I. Cor. 7:10, 11). But to provide for and sanc
tion permanent separation while the marriage tie remains 
inviolate is something that is alien to the whole tenor of 
Scripture teaching in regard to the obligations that inhere 
in and are inseparable from the marital bond. 

(6) The position that adultery warrants putting away but 
not dissolution of the marriage bond would appear to conflict 
with another principle of Scripture that applies to the aggra
vated case of harlotry or prostitution. If adultery does not 
give ground for dissolution of the marriage bond, then a man 
may not secure dissolution even when his wife has abandoned 
herself to prostitution. This seems quite contrary to the 
principle of purity expressed by the apostle (I Cor. 6:15-17). 
It would appear, therefore, that dissolution of the marriage 
bond must be the proper means and, in spme cases, the 
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mandatory means of securing release from a bond that binds 
so uniquely to one who is thus defiled. 

On these various grounds we may conclude that it is not 
feasible to construe the exceptive clause of Matthew 19:9 as 
applying merely to the putting away and not to the remar
riage on the part of the divorcing husband. The considera
tions preponderate rather in favour of the conclusion that 
when a man puts away his wife for the cause of fornication 
this putting away has the effect of dissolving the bond of 
marriage with the result that he is free to remarry without 
thereby incurring the guilt of adultery. In simple terms it 
means that divorce in such a case dissolves the marriage and 
that the parties are no longer man and wife. 

V 

Mark 10:2-12; Luke 16:18 

The first question that arises in connection with Mark 
10:2-12 is the apparent discrepancy between Matthew 19:7, 8, 
on the one hand, and Mark 10:3-5^ on the other. In Mat
thew 19:7 we are told that the Pharisees asked the question, 
'Why then did Moses command to give a bill of divorce and 
to put away?" Jesus in reply said, "Moses for your hardness 
of heart suffered you to put away your wives". The difference 
between the form of the Pharisees' question and our Lord's 
reply has been discussed already and the significance of the 
word Jesus used, namely, suffered duly noted. But in Mark 
10:3-5 the terms appear to be reversed. Jesus asks, "What 
did Moses command you?" and the Pharisees replied, "Moses 
suffered to write a bill of divorce and to put away". Again 
Jesus replied, "For your hardness of heart he wrote you this 
commandment" (την ίντολην ταντην). So in Matthew's 
account the Pharisees use the word indicative of command 
(¿νετβίλατο) and Jesus uses the word expressive of permis
sion (βπέτρβψβν). In the account in Mark Jesus uses words 
indicative of command (άνβτείλατο and ίντόλη) whereas 
the Pharisees use the word expressive of permission (έπέτ-
pexf/ev). Furthermore, the account in Mark might appear to 
upset the line of interpretation offered earlier with respect , 
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to the exact significance of the Mosaic provision in Deuter
onomy 24:1-4. The discrepancy is, however, not real and 
may rather readily be resolved. The following considera
tions may be adduced: J 

(1) It is entirely possible that the word "command" in 
Jesus' question of Mark 10:3 may not have been intended to 
refer merely to Deuteronomy 24:1-4. By the question, "What 
did Moses command you?" he may have had in mind the 
whole of the Mosaic revelation and may well be regarded as 
pointing to Genesis 2:24 as well as Deuteronomy 24:1-4. 
Such an interpretation would carry no suggestion that Moses 
commanded the Israelites to put away their wives under 
certain contingencies. The question could well be regarded 
as equivalent to, "What were the Mosaic provisions on this 
matter?" 

(2) Even if it be granted that the allusion in Jesus' ques
tion of Mark 10:3 is to Deuteronomy 24:1-4, it does not at 
all follow that Jesus construes the Deuteronomic provision 
as requiring men to put away their wives. The question, 
"What did Moses command you?" may simply mean, "What 
was the Mosaic legislation on this question?" and it would 
be an entirely unwarranted importation into the question to 
suppose that this implied that Deuteronomy 24:1 required 
men to put away their wives in the event of the unclean thing 
specified. Neither does the question carry even the implica
tion that Moses authorised or sanctioned the divorce. 

The same holds true with respect to the words, "this com
mandment" (την ίντολην τ αυτήν) in Mark 10:5. The an
tecedent of this expression is the statement of the Pharisees 
in the preceding verse, "Moses permitted to write a bill of 
divorce and to put away". It should be noted that Jesus does 
not say anything to dispute the Pharisees' statement of the 
case. He rather endorses their statement by his answer. In 
any case, it would be importing far too much into his use of 
the word, "precept" (¿ντόλη) to understand it as implying, 
"Moses did not simply permit to write a bill of divorce and 
to put away: he also required you to write a bill of divorce 
and to put away". The reasonable view is that Jesus is 
simply using the word, "precept" as a designation of the 
legislative, regulatory enactment of Deuteronomy 24:1-4 
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without in the least intimating that the divorce itself was 
mandatory. 

(3) We must bear in mind that there were certain positive 
requirements in the Mosaic provision of Deuteronomy 24:1-4. 
Though it did not imply that divorce was mandatory, yet it 
did imply that if a divorce were given then certain strict 
requirements had to be followed. This consideration may 
well be the reason why Jesus refers to the Deuteronomic 
provision in verse 5 in terms of precept and in verse 3, quite 
possibly, in terms of command. The provision as a whole is 
a most definite prescription, even though every element or 
concjition mentioned should not be construed as prescription. 

It may be impossible to arrange all the details of the two 
accounts into exact chronological sequence. We may not 
have sufficient information by which to reconstruct the whole 
episode. But it should be perceived that there is no contra
diction between the two accounts as found in Matthew 19:7, 8, 
and Mark 10:3-5. The latter passage, therefore, does not 
provide any warrant for departing from the interpretation 
of Deuteronomy 24:1-4 given earlier or for any revision of 
our estimate of the corroboration given to this interpretation 
by Matthew 19:7, 8. 

The second and far more important question that emerges 
in connection with Mark 10:2-12 is the omission of the excep
tive clause in Mark 10:11. The same is true of Luke 16:18. 
In both Mark and Luke there is no exception to the rule, 
"Whoever puts away his wife and marries another commits 
adultery", whereas in Matthew 19:9 there is the one excep
tion, namely, for the cause of fornication. 

It is not within the scope of these studies to enter into the 
debate concerning source criticism. There are critics who 
are willing to grant on the basis of the manuscript evidence 
that the exceptive clause belongs to the text of Matthew's 
Gospel and who, at the same time, have no scruple in denying 
its authenticity as a genuine part of our Lord's logion on this 
question. For example, G. H. Box in his booklet Divorce in 
thè New Testamentt written jointly with Charles Gore in 
answer to R. H. Charles,7 says, "In the Markan account, and 

7 R. H. Charles: TL· Teaching oftL· New Testament on Divorce (London, 
1921). Dr. Charles takes the position that the exceptive clause in Mat-
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also in Luke xvi. 18, the prohibition of divorce is absolute. 
In Matthew (xix. 9, cf. v. 32) a limiting clause is introduced, 
except for fornication or unchastity. This clearly is a case of 
editorial addition or modification. It formed no part of our 
Lord's teaching in its original form, wjiich is preserved cor
rectly in Mark and Luke. Dr. Charles, in fact, admits that it 
is a gloss, introduced into the text by the compiler of the first 
Gospel. But he contends that it is a correct gloss, intended 
to guard the passage from misinterpretation. The argument 
by which he justifies this contention we shall proceed to 
examine."8 The insertion of the exceptive clause, Box says 
further, "is no doubt due to the editor of the Gospel in its 
final shape, and was intended to exclude from Christ's words 
the special case of adultery. Divorce for proved adultery, 
and remarriage for the innocent husband, is thus allowed in 
the text of these passages, though not, as we hold with the 
authority of Christ. The words were inserted by the editor, 
and doubtless reflect the current practice of the Palestinian 
Church when he wrote."9 On such a hypothesis the apparent 

thew 19:9 is an editorial addition by Matthew and is not an actual word 
of the Lord himself. Nevertheless he thinks that this addition by Matthew 
was perfectly justifiable in order properly to convey our Lord's teaching 
on the subject. The words of our Lord are properly reported in Mark and 
have no exceptive clause. When the words were spoken, Charles avers, 
the Old Testament law requiring death for adultery was still in force and 
consequently the exception in the case of adultery would have been per
fectly understood. However, this law relating to the infliction of death 
was abrogated a few years later. Accordingly Matthew, writing after the 
abrogation of this law and recognising that the actual words of our Lord 
would or might have been gravely misunderstood, "edited the narrative 
afresh and inserted the clause, 'saving for the cause of unchastity* " in 
order truly to convey our Lord's thought and teaching. Matthew then, 
according to Charles, departs from the actual logion of Christ and adds 
the exceptive clause. But in so doing he saved the actual meaning of our 
Lord from grave misconception (see pp. 22 ff.). It is this position of Charles 
that G. H. Box and Charles Gore vigorously controvert. For a more 
recent and rather thorough discussion of this question see Felix L. Cirlot: 
Christ and Divorce (Lexington, Ky., 1945). 

8 London, 1921, p. 18. 
9 Ibid. p. 39. Charles Gore, ten years earlier, in TL· Question of Divorce 

took the same position. He says, "What appears to be the case is that the 
First Gospel 'according to Matthew* was compiled in some Jewish-Chris
tian community, probably in Palestine, at a date which cannot be much 
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contradiction is removed from our Lord's teaching and re
mains simply in diverse accounts of what Christ said. 

We are not able to adopt this critical solution. We are 
compelled to take the position that if the exceptive clause 
belongs to the genuine text of Matthew's Gospel, then it 
truly represents our Lord's teaching. It would be incom
patible with the inspiration of Scripture to reject Matthew 
in favour of Mark and Luke, as it would also be to reject 
Mark and Luke in favour of Matthew. If the genuine texts of 
the three Gospels retain the apparent contradiction, then 
some other method than that of the denial of the authenticity 
of one or the other must be adopted. 

There is, however, a textual variant in Matthew 19:9 which, 
if adopted as the genuine text, would remove the discrepancy. 
This variant instead of reading μη επί πορνβία και γαμήση 
άλλην, μοιχαται reads as follows : wapeKTÒs λόγου Tropeas, 
ποιβί αυτήν μοιχβυθηναι. It is apparent that this reading 
removes the discrepancy between Matthew 19:9 and Mark 
10:11; Luke 16:18 for the simple reason that all reference to 
remarriage would be removed from Matthew 19:9 and this 
text would be identical in meaning with Matthew 5:32. In 
such a case the accounts in Matthew would simply affirm 
that there is one exception to the rule that whoever puts 
away his wife causes her to commit adultery, namely, ante
cedent adultery on the part of the wife herself. But nothing 

later at any rate than the destruction of Jerusalem, and was based upon 
the Gospel of St. Mark and the (originally Aramaic) recollections of 
St. Matthew as well as upon other materials. It would appear that in this 
Jewish community, where it originated, the old Jewjsh feeling had been 
allowed to assert itself so far as to modify in respect of marriage the origi
nal strictness of our Lord's command, ι No doubt the exceptive clause as 
it appears in the first Gospel was believed to express the real intention of 
Christ — 'what He must have meant.' BuÇ it cannot be admitted that 
this was really the case. So serious an exception must have been expressed. 
The law with the exception is really a different law from the law without 
exception. 

"It must be added that the critical conclusion that the exceptive clause 
in the first Gospel is an interpolation, which really alters the sense of our 
Lord's original utterance about marriage, and that His real teaching is 
that given in St. Mark's and St. Luke's Gospels, represents an impressive 
consensus of scholars from Germany, France, America, and our own 
country . . . " (pp. 22 f.). 
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whatsoever would be said regarding the remarriage of the 
man who puts away his wife for adultery. On the other hand, 
the accounts in Mark and Luke would deal directly with the 
question of the remarriage of the man who puts away his 
wife and would affirm that whoever puts away his wife, 
whether for adultery or for any other cause, and marries 
another, commits adultery. The whole case could then be 
summed up in a few words: a man may put away his wife for 
adultery, though for that reason alone, but in no case may a 
man put away his wife and marry another. Matthew states 
the former on two occasions, Mark and Luke state the latter. 
No discrepancy remains and so further harmonisation is 
unnecessary. 

The question remains, however: which of these readings 
is to be adopted as the genuine text? The problem is not by 
any means simple. The very fact that the two important 
fourth century uncials, Codex Sinaiticus («) and Codex 
Vaticanus (B), are on opposite sides indicates the difficulty. 

It is not without significance that critical editors of the 
Greek text of the New Testament such as Tischendorf, 
Westcott and Hort, von Soden, Nestle, and Souter have pre
ferred the reading, μη èri iropveíq. και Ύαμήση αλλην, μοι
χαται and have this variant in the actual text of their editions 
of the New Testament. And the English Revised (1881), the 
American Revised (1901) and the American Revised Stand
ard (1946), as well as the Authorised (1611), versions in 

/ English have followed this reading. 
It is not without good reason that these editors of the 

Greek text and the English translations referred to have cast 
their vote in this way. While any detailed analysis of the 
evidence bearing upon this textual question hardly falls 
within the scope of this article and would be beyond the 
capacity of the present writer, yet a brief summation of 
reasons leading to the conclusion that the above reading is 
the preferred text is not only in order but also necessary. The 
following observations may be adduced. 

(i) As regards the external evidence there is a distinctly 
impressive array of uncial and cursive manuscripts and also 
of versions in support of the reading just quoted as the pre
ferred text. While the mere number of manuscripts and 
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versions does not of itself settle a textual question, yet the 
variety as well as the mass in this particular case constrains 
the conclusion that very cogent reasons would have to be 
presented if it were to be rejected as the proper reading. 
Such reasons do not appear to reside in the opposing evidence. 

(ii) The alternative reading supported by Codex Vaticanus 
(B), namely, παρβκτος λόγου πορνείας ποιεί αυτήν μοι-
χβυθηναι must not be considered in its entirety but rather 
in its two distinct component clauses, when the external evi
dence in its favour is being evaluated. When this is done it 
will be found that the evidence in support of the second clause, 
ποιεί αυτήν μοιχευθηναι is not as strong as that in support 
of the first, παρεκτος λόγου πορνείας. For example, while 
Codex Vaticanus is supported by Codex Bezae in the reading 
παρεκτος λόγου πορνείας it is not supported by Codex 
Bezae in the reading ποιεί αύτην μοιχευθηναι. At this point 
Codex Bezae rather supports Codex Sinaiticus and reads και 
ηαμηση αλλην. And the same holds true of a goodly num
ber of Latin manuscripts. 

It should be noted that, as far as the sense of the passage is 
concerned, it is not the reading TapeKTÒs λόγου πορνείας 
that is crucial; as far as meaning is concerned this has the 
same effect as μη επί πορνείφ. It is the second clause, ποιεί 
αυτήν μοιχευθηναι that makes the crucial difference. And 
it is surely significant that, although Β enlists a good deal of 
collateral support in the clause that makes no difference to 
the sense, it decidedly loses support in the clause that intro
duces crucial divergence in the meaning of the passage. In 
other words, the reading of Β weakens the farther it goes in 
assimilation to Matthew 5:32 and the farther it proceeds in 
changing the entire force of the passage. 

(iii) From the viewpoint of transcriptional probability the 
reading μη επί πορνείφ και Ίαμηση αλλην, μοιχαται is de
cidedly the more difficult. It is so because it appears to 
contradict Mark 10:11; Luke 16:18. Hence, if this reading 
represents the genuine text of Matthew 19:9 it is easy to 
understand why the other reading should have crept in — 
removal of the discrepancy between Matthew 19:9 and 
Mark 10:11; Luke 16:18, and assimilation to Matthew 5:32. 
On thç other hand, if the genuine text of Matthew 19:9 should 



18 WESTMINSTER THEOLOGICAL JOURNAL 

read as Matthew 5:32 it is very difficult to see why the other 
reading would have crept in. It ^hould be appreciated that 
if the text of Matthew 19:9 reads as we have been contending, 
then it is wholly unique in the New Testament. This unique
ness argues for its genuineness rather than for the opposite. 

(iv) Evidence of assimilation to Matthew 5:32 in the read
ing supported by Β appears not only in the clauses we have 
been considering but also in the latter part of Matthew 19:9, 
και ó απολελυμενην γάμησα* μοιχαται.™ There appears, 
therefore, to be a sustained pattern of assimilation to Mat
thew 5:32 in this reading. This feature, when related to all 
the factors involved, is a count against its genuineness rather 
than in its favour. 

For such reasons as these we conclude, therefore, that the 
balance of the considerations support the judgment that 
the reading μη επί πορνείφ καί Ίαμήση άλλην, μοιχαται 
is the genuine text of Matthew 19:9 and that the apparent 
discrepancy between Mark 10:11; Luke 16:18 and Mat
thew 19:9 cannot feasibly be resolved by the adoption of the 
variant reading that assimilates Matthew 19:9 to 5:32. Hence 
we are compelled to face anew the question of harmonisation. 
Matthew 19:9 enunciates one exception to the rule that if a 
man puts away his wife and marries another he commits 
adultery; Mark and Luke do not enunciate any such excep
tion. Is there a real contradiction here between the Synop-
tists? The resolution of this question appears to lie along ι 
the following lines. 

(1) We must bear in mind that the burden of the emphasis 
in this discourse of our Lord, in the form in which it appears 
both in Matthew 19:3-9 and in Mark 10:2-12, is upon the 
abrogation of the Mosaic permission of Deuteronomy 24U-4. 

10 The question of the genuineness of this latter part of Matthew 19:9 
will not be discussed now. There is, of course, no question regarding the 
genuiness of the practically equivalent statements in Matthew 5:32; Luke 
16:18. Suffice it to say that if we follow the judgment of several critical edi
tors of the Greek text that this part of Matthew 19:9 is not genuine, then 
the argument given above is greatly strengthened. In the opinion of the 
present writer, the argument against the reading of Β in Matthew 19:9, 
namely, assimilation to 5:32, may be strengthened by consideration of 
the latter part of Matthew 19:9 even if this latter part is genuine. 
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Since there was no provision for divorce for adultery in the law 
of Moses the passages in Matthew and Mark involve a com
plete annulment of the permission granted for other reasons 
and presupposed in this Deuteronomic passage. Now, in 
both'Mark and Luke the form of statement used focuses 
attention upon that fact. As far as the Mosaic provisions 
regarding divorce are concerned the law enunciated by Jesus, 
in the form of Matthew 19:9 as well as in the form of Mark 
10:11; Luke 16:18, is quite absolute. In other words, there is 
no exception to the abrogation of the permission implied in 
Deuteronomy 24:1-4. Not even Matthew 19:9 allows for 
that kind of exception. The absolute form of statement in 
Mark 10:11; Luke 16:18 stresses most pointedly the abroga
tion of the Mosaic provision in this particular and Matthew 
19:9 does not in any way modify or retract such abrogation. 

(2) It should be noted that there is no mention either in 
Mark or in Luke of the right of a man to put away his wife 
for adultery. This is a remarkable omission, particularly in 
Mark in view of the greater detail with which he reports our 
Lord's teaching at this point. There can be no question, how
ever, about the propriety of such dismissal. It is clearly 
established by Matthew 5:32 and also by Matthew 19:9 on 
whatever reading we regard as genuine. We have no reason 
to suppose that Mark and Luke intended to deny such a 
right and there is no suggestion of its illegitimacy. Yet neither 
Mark nor Luke makes any allusion to this liberty granted by 
Matthew 5:32; 19:9. Since, then, the silence of Mark and 
Luke respecting this right does not in any way prejudice the 
right itself, to say the least may we not properly suspect that 
the omission on their part of any reference to the right of 
remarriage, in the case of the man who divorces his wife for 
adultery, was not intended to prejudice or deny that right? 

(3) Furthermore, since Mark and Luke do not refer to 
divorce for adultery they could not in the nature of the case 
refer to the right of remarriage in the event of such divorce. 
It is obvious that the latter, if legitimate, rests upon the 
former. And since their silence regarding the former does not 
exclude its legitimacy nor does it imply that they were unaware 
of its legitimacy, why should we insist that their silence 
regarding the latter necessarily excludes its legitimacy or even 
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their knowledge of its legitimacy, particularly since their 
silence regarding the former necessarily precluded any refer
ence to the latter. 

We may reasonably conclude, therefore, that Mark and 
Luke are not envisaging the situation created in the event of 
adultery and are not reflecting on the rights of the innocent 
spouse in such a case. They are concentrating rather upon 
the abrogation of certain Mosaic provisions anent divorce 
and upon prevalent loose customs in both Jewish and Gentile 
circles. They report our Lord's teaching as it was directed 
to these specific evils. Matthew does likewise. But the latter 
conveys to us additional information regarding our Lord's 
teaching on this question, namely, his teaching bearing upon 
the contingency of adultery. Matthew informs us of two 
things: (a) a man may put away his wife for adultery; (b) he 
may marry another when such divorce is consummated. 

The third notable difference that appears in Mark 10:2-12, 
when compared with the parallel passage in Matthew, is 
Mark 10:12. Up to this point in our discussion the right of 
divorce in the case of adultery has been predicated exclusively 
of the man as distinguished from the woman. As stated 
already, it is only in Matthew that the right of divorce for 
adultery is intimated, but in both instances (5:32 ; 19:9) there 
is no reference to the rights of the woman in the event of 
adultery on the part of her husband. Quite naturally we are 
led to inquire if good and necessary inference based on other 
principles of Scripture does not require the extension of the 
right of divorce to the woman. It is for this reason that 
Mark 10:12 is so instructive and important, for, at least so 
far as the Gospels are concerned, this is the only passage in 
which there is allusion to divorce on the part of the woman. 
"And if she, having put away her husband, marry another, 
she commits adultery." 

It must indeed be recognised that Mark does not here 
speak of the right of the woman to put away her husband in 
the event of adultery on his part. As noted already, Mark 
does not anywhere reflect on the right of divorce for adultery. 
And it would be quite unjustifiable to infer that there is here 
any intent to allude to such a right on the part of the woman. 
The ostensible import of Mark 10:12 is that the same law 
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applies to the woman as applies to the man if she takes the 
initiative in a divorce suit. The significant feature, however, 
of Mark 10:12 is that it contemplates the possibility of divorce 
on the part of the woman and therefore presupposes such an 
eventuality. This means that the social order as envisaged 
by this passage in Mark is one in which divorce proceedings 
may be instituted by the woman as well as by the man." 

11 It has been argued that Mark 10:12 is not an authentic word of our 
Lord but that Mark adapted or amplified our Lord's teaching to the con
ditions prevailing in the Graeco-Roman world. Heinrich Meyer, for 
example, says: "The narrative of Mark is certainly not original (in oppo
sition to Schenkel), but puts into the mouth of Jesus what was the custom 
among the Greeks and Romans, namely, that the wife also might be the 
divorcing party, and very often actually was so, which was not competent 
to the Jewish wife (Deut. xxiv. 1 ; Josephus, Antt. xv. 7.10), for the instances 
of Michal (I Sam. xxv. 41), of Herodias (Matt. xiv. 4 f.), and of Salome 
(Josephus, Antt. xv. 7.10) are abnormal in respect of their rank; and the 
cases in which, according to the Rabbins, the wife might require that the 
husband should give her a writing of divorcement, do not belong to the 
question here, where the wife herself is the party who puts away. The prop
osition in the passage before us is derived from an Hellenic amplification 
of the tradition, which, however, in Matthew is again excluded" (ad loe). 
Cf. P. W. Schmiedel in Encyclopaedia Biblica, (New York, 1903), Vol. II, 
col. 1851; R. H. Charles: The Teaching of the New Testament on Divorce, 
pp. 27-29. On the other hand it is just as strenuously argued that a refer
ence to divorce on the part of the wife would be "singularly appropriate" 
at this time. F. C. Burkitt, for example, says: "This condemnation of the 
woman is not found in Matthew and Luke, and it is pretty generally 
assumed to be a secondary addition, 'based on Roman Law/ says Dr. 
Schmiedel in Encyclopaedia Biblica, col. 1851. I venture to think such a 
view mistaken, and that so far from being a secondary addition it is one of 
the really primitive features of the Gospel of Mark, a feature which was 
dropped out or altered when its historical meaning had been forgotten." 
Burkitt then proceeds to instance the case of Herodias and concludes: 
"Our Lord's previous words show that he did not regard an immoral act 
as being any the less immoral for being carried out according to law: in 
either case I venture to think the saying as reported in Mark clearly implies 
a reference to Herodias, a reference which is singularly appropriate in the 
time and place" (TL· Gospel History and its Transmission, Edinburgh, 1906, 
pp. 100 f.). 

Suffice it to say here that it would be wholly indefensible to suppose 
that our Lord confined himself, particularly in his more private instruc
tions to his disciples as in this instance, to what would have strict and 
exclusive appurtenance to Jewish custom. Furthermore, as H. B. Swete 
points out, "the practice of the Pagan and Hellenised circles . . . must have 
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There can be no doubt then that our Lord here enunciates 
a law or principle which applies to a situation in which divorce 
by the woman as well as by the man is recognised as belong
ing to the actual status quo. 

This text does not of itself prove that the right of the man 
to divorce his wife for adultery, established by Matthew 5:32 ; 
19:9, belongs also in like manner to the woman. But it does 
point in the direction of a distinct provision in the Christian 
economy to the effect that the woman is accorded an equal 
right with the man in the event of marital unfaithfulness on 
the part of her spouse. In the Old Testament there is no pro
vision for divorce by the woman. There does not appear to 
be any such provision in Jewish custom at the time of our 
Lord.12 But in this saying (Mark 10:12) there is an indica
tion that our Lord in the exercise of the authority that be
longed to him not only provided that a man may divorce his 
wife for the cause of fornication but that the wife also may 
divorce her husband for the same offence.13 

(to be continued) 

been already familiar to the Twelve" and with it "they would shortly be 
called to deal" (The Gospel According to St. Mark, London, 1898, p. 206). 
There is, therefore, no good reason for disputing the practical relevance, 
far less the authenticity, of this saying. 

M See Josephus: Antiq. Jud., XV, vii, 10. Referring to Salome who sent 
Costobarus her husband a bill of divorce and dissolved the marriage, he 
says, "This was not according to the laws of the Jews. For with us it is 
lawful for a husband to do this, but for a wife who has separated herself 
it is not lawful for her to be married to another unless her former husband 
put her away." 

χ3 The bearing of I Cor. 7:10-16 upon the question of the rights of the 
woman in the Christian economy will be discussed later. Interesting reflec
tions on this question from the early church will be found in The Shepherd 
of Hermas, Mand. 4, I and Justin Martyr's Second Apology, Chap. II. 
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FOURTH ARTICLE 

JOHN MURRAY 

VI 

I Corinthians 7:10-15 

IN the preceding article of this series the position was taken 
that the exceptive clause of Matthew 19:9 is both genuine 

and authentic and that, therefore, the innocent husband is 
accorded the right not only to put away the wife who has 
committed adultery but also to marry another after the 
divorce from his former wife has been consummated. Those 
who controvert this position appeal not only to Mark 10:11; 
Luke 16:18, where no exceptive clause occurs, but also to 
I Corinthians 7:10,11 : "But to the married I give charge, not 
I but the Lord, that the wife depart not from her husband 
— but if she does depart, let her remain unmarried or be 
reconciled to her husband — and that the husband leave not 
his wife". The reason for such appeal to this Pauline deliv
erance is obvious; here it is distinctly provided that if, as a 
matter of fact, husband and wife have been separated from 
each other then they must remain unmarried or be reconciled. 
A case of separation without the right to remarry is clearly 
envisaged. Indeed, this passage expressly forbids remarriage 
on the part of either spouse. Hence it is concluded that while 
adultery gives to the innocent spouse the right to put away 
(a thoro et mensa), yet to neither spouse is accorded the right 
of remarriage.1 

x Cf. A Commentary on the New Testament (The Catholic Biblical Asso
ciation, 1942), pp. 52 f.; Arthur Devine: The Law of Christian Marriage 
(New York, 1908), p. 93; Walter George Smith in the article "Divorce" 
in The Catholic Encyclopedia, Vol. V, p. 56. 

168 
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The appeal to this text in the interest of supporting such a 
position is singularly inconsistent. It is quite true that Paul 
here contemplates a case of separation and distinctly declares 
that the parties are to remain unmarried. But the relevance 
of this rule to the case of divorce for adultery is by no means 
apparent. The Romish exegetes, for example, who adduce 
this text in support of their position should have recognised 
that if this text has relevance to the case of divorce for adul
tery, then it proves far too much. For Paul here not only says 
that the spouses, in the event of actual separation, must 
remain unmarried but also that they should never have been 
separated. He declares unequivocally, "But to the married 
I give charge, not I but the Lord, that the wife depart not 
from her husband . . . and that the husband leave not his 
wife". If the rule of I Corinthians 7:10, 11 applies to the case 
of divorce for adultery, then it requires not only that the 
spouses, if separated, remain unrharried but also that separa
tion should not by any means take effect. In other words, it 
would not simply be remarriage that would be prohibited 
but also the mildest kind of divorce. It must be observed 
that the primary emphasis of this text is not the parenthetical 
clauses — "but if she does depart, let her remain unmarried 
or be reconciled to her hasband" — but the prohibition of 
separation, a prohibition invested with the authority of none 
other than the Lord himself. Yet, inconsistently enough, this 
text is adduced in support of the position that an innocent 
spouse may properly dismiss the adulterous spouse but may 
not remarry as long as the dismissed spouse lives. This is 
plainly an example of appeal to one part of a text in neglect 
of the clear import of the other part, and, in this instance, of 
appeal to the part that is distinctly subordinate and contingent 
in neglect of the part that is unconditional and primary. 
The upshot simply is that if this text bears upon the question 
of divorce for adultery such divorce is expressly forbidden, 
and forbidden, be it noted, not only in the sense of dissolution 
of the marriage bond but also in the sense of separation from 
bed and board. 

Such a conclusion, however, cannot be admitted. For 
Matthew 5:32; 19:9 clearly establish the right of divorce for 
adultery, and even those who deny the legitimacy of dissolving 
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the bond of marriage in such a case nevertheless fully admit 
the right of divorce from bed and board. What then is to be 
our conclusion regarding I Corinthians 7:10, 11? Interpreters 
who do not accept the authenticity of the exceptive clause in 
Matthew 5:32; 19:9 have no difficulty. They say that Paul 
followed the tradition represented by Mark 10:11 ; Luke 16:18. 
This tradition they claim allows for no exception and repro
duces the authentic teaching of our Lord. Paul, consequently, 
allows for no exception. Reasons have already been presented 
for the rejection of this solution. So we shall have to look in 
another direction for the resolution of this question. 

Unless we are to suppress the clear teaching of I Corinthians 
7:10, 11 or bring its teaching into conflict with the express 
provisions of Matthew 5:32; 19:9, the only alternative is to 
conclude that Paul is not here dealing with the oase of adul
tery. And it is surely not difficult to find the reason or reasons 
why Paul is not bringing within the scope of his teaching the 
provisions that obtain in the event of adultery on the part of 
a spouse. In the preceding verses the great burden of Paul's 
exhortations is the means God has provided for the prevention 
of fornication. "But on account of the fornications let each 
man have his own wife, and let each woman have her own 
husband" (vs. 2). "Do not defraud one another, except it be 
by consent for a season in order that ye may give yourselves 
to prayer and be together again, lest Satan tempt you on 
account of your incontinence'' (vs. 5). He is stressing the 
ordinance of marriage and the conjugal debt that is owing 
within the married relationship as the divine provisions for 
the prevention of sexual uncleanness. Furthermore, he is 
writing to the Corinthians as believers who are cognisant of, 
and will be expected to be responsive to, the demands of the 
Christian ethic. He is pleading for the claims of honour, 
purity and piety in that relationship which had been so grossly 
desecrated in their pagan antecedents and environment. 
When all of this is duly assessed we can readily see how 
incongruous it might be for the apostle in such a context to 
introduce the question of the provisions that hold when the 
marital relation is desecrated by sexual infidelity. Reflection 
upon such a question would be outside the universe of his 
discourse at this time, and, consequently, we need not be in 
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the least perplexed if the principles and rules enunciated in 
this context do not bring within their purview the contingency 
of adultery and the exceptive provisions that apply in that 
event. We may conclude, therefore, that the omission of any 
allusion to these exceptive provisions does not in any way 
exclude such provisions and that the silence of the apostle 
regarding the contingency of adultery does not presuppose 
ignorance on his part respecting the provisions of Matthew 
5:32; 19:9. With this assumption in mind, that the case of 
adultery is outside the universe of discourse in this passage, 
we may proceed to observe what the apostle enjoins.2 

The strength of the injunction, " I give charge" (παρ
αγγέλλω) is peculiarly evident. The apostle is enunciating 
his apostolic authority; nothing less will measure up to the 
weight of the word he uses. The clause immediately appended, 
"Not I but the Lord" does not reduce the strength of his 
own command ; Paul is not retracting his assertion of authority 
but rather reminding his readers that the charge he is giving 
was already given by the Lord himself in the days of his 
flesh. This appeal to the Lord is for the purpose of reinforce
ment and is a direct allusion to the teaching of our Lord 
recorded in Matthew 5:31, 32; 19:3-12; Mark 10:2-12; Luke 
16:18 and transmitted, no doubt, at the time Paul wrote, 
through authentic tradition. 

The terms of the Pauline prohibition are quite absolute 
and are in effect, "Let not the wife separate herself from her 
husband, and let not the husband leave his wife".3 The 

2 It must be understood, of course, that the main burden of our Lord's 
teaching in Matthew 5:32; 19:9 is not outside the universe of discourse 
of I Corinthians 7:10, 11. As was pointed out in an earlier article, it is not 
the exception that bears the weight of the emphasis in Matthew 5:32 ; 19:9 
but the rigid exclusion of any other reason for divorce. In that respect 
Paul's teaching in verses 10 and 11 is thoroughly in line with our Lord's 
teaching and this is directly affirmed in the expression, "Not I but the 
Lord". All that is being claimed here is that our Lord's provision for the 
case of adultery is not within the universe of discourse in verses 10 and 11. 
Later on we shall have occasion to stress the parallelism between Paul's 
teaching in verses 10 and 11 and our Lord's teaching in the synoptic 
Gospels. 

3 The difficulty of determining the exact force of the verb αφίημί in 
verses 11, 12, and 13 is very great indeed. Commentators and translators 
vary considerably in their judgment. There are three distinct renderings: 
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prohibition rests upon the same principle as that upon which 
our Lord's own teaching rests — man and wife are one flesh, 
and what God has joined together let not man put asunder 

"leave" or "part from", "put away", and "divorce". To give examples 
from English Versions: The Authorised Version (1611) renders by "put 
away" in verses 11 and 12 and by "leave" in verse 13; the English Revised 
(1881) by "leave" in each case, as also the American Revised (1901); the 
Revised Standard (1946) by "divorce" in all three cases; the Roman 
Catholic Revision of the Challoner-Rheims Version (1941) by "put away" 
in each case; R. A. Knox (Roman Catholic, 1944) by "put away" in 
verses 11 and 12 and by "part with" in verse 13. 

It seems to the present writer that the rendering "divorce" is hardly 
warranted. If the word, "divorce" is used in the same sense as "put away", 
then all that could be urged in support of this latter rendering could be 
pleaded in support of the rendering "divorce". But in an instance of this 
kind the word "divorce" is very liable to convey to English readers the 
notion of dissolution of the marriage bond. And there does not appear to 
be warrant for supposing that the verb αφίημί, as used by Paul in these 
verses, carries such force. Hence the Revised Standard Version (1946) 
does not appear to have good ground for rendering the word thus. The 
reasons for this judgment will become apparent as we proceed. 

The crux of the difficulty inheres in the decision between the renderings 
"put away" and "leave" (in the sense of "part from"). The verb αφίημι 
has a great variety of meanings in the New Testament. With all these 
shades of meaning we are not now directly concerned. The question is: 
is it used in these verses in the sense of "put away" or in the sense of 
"leave" or "part from"? Abundant instances of the latter sense could be 
cited, but this meaning is so frequent and indisputable that citation is 
unnecessary. On the other hand, there are very few instances where the 
sense of "put away" is tenable. At the utmost there seem to be only 
four—Matt. 13:36; 27:50; Mark 4:36; 15:37. Matthew 13:36; Mark 
4:36 — αφβίς TOUS δχλου$ and αφ&τες τον οχλον respectively — 
have reference to parting with the multitude of the people. It is apparent 
that the notion of sending away the people is quite appropriate; in both 
cases this idea is possible and makes good sense. But with reference to 
such a rendering the following observations should be made. 

(a) Even if we regard the notion of "sending away" as correct and 
attach to the notion the most formal character of dismissal, it can readily 
be detected that dismissal of this sort hardly rises to the strength of "put
ting away". 

(b) The verb does not necessarily imply, however, "formal dismissal". 
As Moulton and Milligan point out, "it may just as well mean simply 'let 
go,' as in ordinary colloquial speech" (The Vocabulary of the Greek Testa
ment, London, 1930, p. 97). 

(c) The meaning "leave" is just as appropriate as is that of ^dismissing". 
In these two instances therefore the meaning is not necessarily "send 
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(Matt. 19:4-6; Mark 10:6-9). The parenthetical clauses — 
"but if she does depart, let her remain unmarried or be 
reconciled to her husband" — do not relax the stringency of 

away", and even if this is the meaning the rendering "put away" is too 
strong. 

In Matthew 27:50—Ίησοΰ* . . . αφηκβν το πνεύμα — the idea of 
"leaving" is again possible. "Let go" or "release" is also quite possible. 
But the notion of "dismissing" or "sending forth" is the most appropriate. 

In Mark 15:37—Ίησους αφάς φωνήν μνγαΚην k^vevaev— the 
meaning "send forth" is entirely feasible. But again the thought of "let
ting go" in the sense of "letting out" is also possible (cf. LXX Genesis 45:2 
where αφίημι translates the Hebrew ]nj). 

We see therefore that there is very little evidence in the usage of the 
New Testament for the rendering "send away". There is no instance 
where this import is absolutely required. Even when this rendering is 
quite appropriate the import is distinctly weaker than that of our English 
expression "put away". 

In the LXX there are a few instances where αφίημι translates the He
brew n ^ and where the meaning is distinctly "send away" — Leviticus 
16:10; Job 39:5. In Genesis 35:18 this verb translates the Hebrew w$\ and 
means "to depart". In the LXX generally, however, αφίημι means "to 
leave", "to suffer" (permit), "to let go". 

It is not without significance that αφίημι is used in the Gospels with 
reference to the forsaking of all to follow Christ (cf. Matt. 19:29; Mark 
10:29, 30; Luke 18:28, 29). In Luke 18:29 the expression άφηκβν yvvaÎKa 
occurs in this connection. The thought is distinctly that of "leaving" or 
"parting from" rather than that of "sending away". 

Finally, a word may be said about the numerous instances in both 
Testaments in which αφίημι is used with reference to the remission of 
sins. If the underlying notion in remission is that of putting away sin, 
then abundant support for this notion of "putting away" could be de
rived from this usage. But it is not by any means apparent that this is 
the underlying notion. It appears to be rather that of "letting go", "waiv
ing", with the result that the person is relieved or released from his sins. 

For the foregoing reasons αφίημι has been rendered by the word "leave" 
in the translation given in this article. It is fully recognised, of course, 
that the rendering "send away" is possible and that the legitimacy of such 
a rendering cannot be conclusively denied. In at least one instance in 
classical Greek the verb has this force in reference to marriage (Herodotus: 
History, V, 39 — την ϊχει yvvaÎKa . . . ταύτην άττεντα, &Χλην έσαγ-
aykadai). Yet it cannot be established that this is the force of the word 
in the Scripture passage concerned. On the other hand, αφίημι must at 
least carry the strength of the word "leave". This rendering is in accord 
with the preponderant usage in the New Testament as well as in the LXX. 
The meaning of Paul here seems to be most precisely conveyed by such 
English expressions as "part from", "separate from", "let go". If this 
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the injunction; they do not have the effect of according any 
right or liberty to separate oneself or to put away. In other 
words, the parenthesis does not express an exception to the 
law enunciated in the prohibition itself. In this respect the 
parenthesis has a very different force from the exceptive clause 
in Matthew 5:32; 19:9. There the exceptive clause expresses 
an exception to the wrong of putting away; for the cause of 
fornication a man has the right to put away his wife. But 
here, in the situation envisaged by the apostle, the woman is 
not given the right to separate herself nor the man the right 
to leave or to put away. Paul is not saying, "Let not one 
spouse leave the other except under the following circum-
stance". This manifest difference between I Corinthians 7:11 
and Matthew 5:32; 19:9 shows again, in another respect, the 
impropriety of appealing to this text in support of the right 
to put away for the cause of fornication. That right is estab
lished by Matthew 5:32; 19:9. But this right receives no 
confirmation nor do the nature and effect of the exercise of 
this right receive any elucidation from I Corinthians 7:11. 
The reason is simply that in Matthew the exceptive clause 
propounds a right which is the one exception to the wrong of 
putting away; in I Corinthians 7:11 no right of separation or 
dismissal is propounded. Hence any appeal to I Corinthians 
7:11 to defend the right of separation without the right of 
dissolution is a distortion of the apostle's teaching.4 

What then is the force of the parenthetical clauses? The 
answer should be apparent. Paul recognises that human 

weaker force of the verb is recognised and adopted, this only serves to 
strengthen Paul's injunction in these verses. It is not simply that Paul 
prohibits "putting away" or "divorce" in these conditions. He prohibits 
even the departure of the believing spouse. The prohibition, therefore, 
of even the least drastic form of separation emphasises all the more the 
wrong of the more drastic forms, namely, "putting away" or "divorce". 
It can be seen, therefore, that a profound ethical interest may be bound 
up with the proper assessment of the force of αφίημι as used here by Paul. 
It is not merely "divorce" that Paul prohibits in these cases but also what 
might appear to be an innocuous form of simple separation. 

« What is being controverted here again is the position taken by Roman 
Catholics and others that I Corinthians 7:10,11 supports the conclusion 
that Matthew 5:32; 19:9 enunciate the right of separation from bed and 
board but not the right to dissolve the bond of marriage. 
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nature is perverse, that even Christians act perversely and 
notwithstanding the wrong of separation or dismissal the 
parties to marriage may violate right and perpetrate wrong. 
It is for that evil contingency that the parenthesis provides — 
"but if she actually does depart, let her remain unmarried or 
be reconciled to her husband". He is saying in effect, "If 
separation has actually taken place, then certain provisions 
must be adhered to. Let the breach be healed. Failing that, 
under no conditions may another marriage be undertaken.'' 
In other words, the parenthesis simply regulates the wrong 
when it has taken place but does not in the least legitimate 
the separation itself.5 

In verse 12 Paul passes on to deal with an entirely different 
situation. In the preceding verses he dealt with marriages in 
which both spouses are Christian. In verse 12 he proceeds to 
deal with what we may call mixed marriages. This is indicated 
by the phrase, rots ôè XOLTOÎS (that is, those who are in the 
remaining case not dealt with hitherto), by the emphasis 
upon the first personal pronoun, έγώ, and by the words, 
ούκ ò Kvpios (not the Lord). The emphasis upon the first 
personal pronoun and the addition of the negative, "not the 
Lord" draw our attention to the distinction between the 
injunctions of this passage, as written in the exercise of 
apostolic authority and inspiration, and the injunctions of 
verses 10 and 11 which were written not only in the exercise 
of apostolic authority but for which Paul could also plead 
the authority of the Lord's own teaching. When Paul says, 
"I, not the Lord" he is not drawing a distinction between 
inspired and authoritative statements, on the one hand, and 
his own uninspired judgment, on the other. Such a supposition 
is contradicted by the very terms Paul uses and by the manda
tory manner in which he enjoins the regulations. In verse 17, 

s The question might well be raised : are there not some aggravated 
circumstances under which it may be legitimate for one spouse to leave 
the other? All that can be said here is that this text cannot properly be 
construed as enunciating any such liberty. In view of the emphasis and 
sanction by which the prohibition of separation is enforced in verses 10 
and lib, the parenthesis may not be interpreted as making provision for 
the legitimacy of separation under certain supposed conditions. 
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for example, he says, "And so ordain I in all the churches". 
It would have been not only presumption but logical contra
diction for Paul to say, "So ordain I in all the churches" if 
in verse 12 he is drawing a sharp distinction between the 
authoritative decision of the Lord and his own merely human 
opinion. The distinction is rather between teaching that was 
expressly given by Christ in the days of his flesh and the 
teaching that did not come within the compass of Christ's own 
deliverances while upon earth. He is saying in effect, "I am 
now going to deal with cases on which the Lord himself did 
not give a verdict". But he is proceeding to do so as one who 
had received mercy of the Lord to be faithful (vs. 25), as one 
who had the Spirit of God (vs. 40), and as one who could 
protest, in the exercise of his apostolic authority, "If any one 
thinks he is a prophet or Spiritual, let him acknowledge that 
the things which I write to you are the commandment of the 
Lord" (I Cor. 14:37). 

The cases with which Paul is now dealing are those in which 
one of the spouses is a Christian and the other is an unbeliever. 
He is not dealing, of course, with the entrance upon such an 
anomalous relationship. In verse 39 the words, "only in the 
Lord" show that for Paul entrance upon such a marital 
relationship is contrary to the Christian profession. Neither 
are we to suppose that Paul is dealing with the case of the 
believer who, contrary to Christian principle, entered into 
such a marital relation and then de facto finds himself or 
herself in the anomalous situation. The principles Paul 
sets forth will, of course, apply to such a case, but apparently 
that is not the precise situation that the apostle has in view. 
It is rather certain that what Paul has in mind is the case of 
those who were married as unbelievers, and that after marriage 
one of the spouses became a Christian. The convert now finds 
himself or herself in a mixed marital relation. 

We can readily imagine what heart-burning this question 
must have evoked in the early church. What is to be done in 
such a case? the early converts must have asked. Will not 
the believer be contaminated and compromised by such an 
anomalous relationship? How can a believer be one flesh 
with an unbeliever? And what about the offspring? Will not 
the children contract defilement from the unbelieving partner? 
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Such questions would inevitably have harassed the minds and 
consciences of sensitive but uninstructed believers. It is to 
such a perplexed state of mind that Paul directs his apostolic 
teaching. 

The answer of the apostle is decisive and unambiguous. 
In such cases the marriage union is inviolate and must be 
regarded as such. The believing partner must not take any 
initiative in leaving or sending away the unbeliever. "If any 
brother has an unbelieving wife, and she is pleased to dwell 
with him, let him not leave her. And a wife who has an 
unbelieving husband, and he is pleased to dwell with her, let 
her not leave her husband" (vss. 12, 13). It is noteworthy that 
the initiative in the separation is in both cases contemplated 
as the action taken by the believer and is not here envisaged 
as action taken by the unbeliever. We should not, however, 
suppose that the unbeliever could not be conceived of in the 
situation as leaving or as sending away the believer. There 
would not appear to be any warrant for supposing that civil 
jurisprudence in the Roman world of the time accorded to the 
Christian any peculiar advantage in this respect. It was not 
necessary for the apostle to mention all the possibilities and 
eventualities; his insertion of the clause in both cases, "and 
she (or he) is content to dwell with him (or her)" is intended 
to cover various eventualities in the matter of the will of the 
unbeliever. It was sufficient for the apostle to direct his 
instructions to the believer in the case and prescribe that in 
no event was the believer to take the initiative in effecting a 
separation. 

Verse 14 gives the reason why the believing spouse is not 
to part from or send away the unbeliever. "For the unbe
lieving husband is sanctified in the wife, and the unbelieving 
wife is sanctified in the brother: else were your children 
unclean, but now are they holy." We should not infer that 
Paul here intended to state the whole reason why separation 
should not be resorted to. The most basic reason that must 
have been presupposed in all of the apostle's reasoning is that, 
by divine ordinance, man and wife are one flesh and what God 
has joined together man should not put asunder. Here, how
ever, Paul adduces as the reason for maintaining the union 
that consideration which is most directly pertinent to the 
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fears entertained by the Corinthian converts and, in so doing, 
he enunciates the great principle that would for ever silence 
suspicion of defilement or compromise in the circumstance 
contemplated. All objection and scruple in this matter must 
be laid aside by the consideration that the unbelieving spouse 
is sanctified in the believer. 

In this we have a very striking disclosure respecting the 
implications of the Christian faith. It is far from being the 
case that the believer contracts defilement from the unbeliever; 
the reverse is rather the case. The unbeliever contracts sancti
fication from the believer. Nothing less than this is the import 
of the apostle's deliverance. There are the following observa
tions that should be mentioned. 

(1) This principle evinces the potency of the Christian faith. 
(2) It discloses to us something of the way in which the 

covenant principle or relationship operates in the Christian 
economy. 

(3) The marriage relation, when sanctified by the Christian 
faith of even one spouse, has certain soteric implications; 
God honours and blesses the marriage institution as a channel 
for the conveyance of sanctifying grace. Through marriage 
the forces of redemptive grace are brought to bear in some 
way upon unbelievers. 

It should be recognised that the sanctification of which 
Paul here speaks cannot be the sanctification of regeneration 
and actual salvation. He is certainly not propounding the 
position that marriage is a sacrament of saving grace and 
works ex opere operato. Not even a Romanist would claim 
that. It is rather assumed that one of the spouses is an 
unbeliever and therefore outside the pale of actual salvation. 
The sanctification of which Paul speaks, therefore, must be 
the sanctification of privilege, connection and relationship. 
This fact, however, should not lead us to depreciate the 
significance of the kind of sanctification expressed. Though 
not tantamount to actual salvation, this sanctification is, 
nevertheless, beneficent and gracious in character; it is a 
blessing accruing from the grace resident in the covenant or 
representative principle. And though this blessing does not 
in and of itself bring salvation, yet it places the person who 
is the beneficiary of it in the channel of saving grace, in a 
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position of close proximity to the saving grace of God and 
therefore in a position of peculiar advantage. Marriage, in 
the situation presupposed, may be regarded as an avenue 
along which the means of grace travel. 

Though the due recognition and appreciation of this grace 
do not in the least provide encouragement to believers to 
marry unbelievers (marriage is not to be adopted as a method 
of evangelisation), and though believers should marry only 
in the Lord, nevertheless the believer who actually finds him
self in a mixed marital relationship is given the assurance that 
grace is more potent than nature, that greater is He who is 
in the believer than he that is in the world. 

Additional corroboration is given to this principle by Paul's 
appeal to the sanctification of the offspring — "else were your 
children unclean, but now are they holy". The children of 
one believing parent receive sanctification from the believing 
spouse rather than defilement from the unbelieving. Believing 
spouses, in the situation envisaged, might hesitate to cooperate 
with unbelieving partners in the procreation of children on the 
suspicion that the children would contract defilement from 
the unbeliever. Paul says, in effect, "Let there be no hesitancy 
in discharging the conjugal debt in such cases and in obeying 
the divine command to be fruitful and multiply; the children 
are sanctified in one believing parent". Again we see the 
triumph of grace over the corruption of nature. As far as the 
privilege here spoken of is concerned, the children of one 
believing parent are in the same position as the children of 
parents who are both believers. The representative principle 
follows the line of the covenant of grace, exemplified in the 
believer, rather than the line of the covenant of works, exem
plified in the unbeliever; the solidarity is unto life rather than 
unto death. 

We thus see with what gracious, divine provisions the 
sanctity and inviolability of the marriage institution is guarded 
and supported even in the anomalous circumstance where a 
believer and unbeliever are joined together in this estate. In 
the teaching of Scripture nothing is clearer than the deep-
seated cleavage that exists between the children of light and 
the children of darkness. How severe is the Pauline warning 
against being unequally yoked with unbelievers (II Cor. 
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,6:14-18). And it might well appear that the intimacy of the 
marital bond brought belivers and unbelievers into such close 
union with one another that the proper interests of holiness 
could be preserved only by separation or even dissolution, 
when it is found that the one spouse is a child of light and 
the other a child of darkness. It is precisely here that the 
sacredness of the marriage bond is attested; the very cleavage 
between faith and unbelief constitutes no ground for separa
tion or dissolution. And we are reminded thereby that 
marriage is also a physical union—"the two shall be one 
flesh". For that reason the lack of the deepest moral and 
spiritual affinity does η ot dissolve it, nor does the presence of 
the most profound spiritual incompatibility provide, of itself, 
any valid ground for its dissolution. In this passage Paul 
indeed acknowledges that he is not able to plead the authority 
of teaching given by the Lord himself in the days of his flesh 
— "I say, not the Lord". He is speaking exclusively in terms 
of his apostolic inspiration and commission. But we can 
discern in this very emphasis of his the undercurrent of 
harmony between his teaching and that of the Lord himself. 
Jesus did not allow divorce for spiritual cleavage or incom
patibility. And the one exception our Lord sanctioned, to the 
exclusion of every other, most eloquently advertises the agree
ment of Paul's verdict here with the principle so unequivocally 
established by our Lord's utterances. 

In verses 12 and 13 we found that Paul very strictly 
enjoins upon the believer, in the case of a mixed marriage, not 
to leave or put away the unbeliever. The burden of his 
injunction is directed of necessity, therefore, to the believer. 
But the believer is not the only party to this union, and so 
the will of the unbeliever cannot be entirely ignored or dis
counted. It is for this reason that Paul added in each case the 
condition respecting the will of the unbeliever, namely, "and 
he (or she) be pleased to dwell with her (or him)". Paul here 
distinctly allows for the possibility that the unbeliever may 
not be pleased to remain. Perchance the religious discordance 
may be so intense that the unbeliever is constrained to depart; 
or some other reason may dispose to such action. What is to 
happen in such an event? It is here that the significance of 
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I Corinthians 7:15 appears: "But if the unbeliever depart, 
let him depart: the brother or the sister is not bound in such 
cases". 

It should be noted that there is a striking decisiveness and 
even severity about Paul's judgment in this eventuality. In 
verses 12 and 13 Paul is very decisive that the believer should 
not leave or send away the unbeliever in a case of mixed 
marriage; he uses the imperative in both instances (μ^ 
αφιέτω). This imperative is distinctly mandatory. In verse 
15 we find an imperative also (χωριζίσθω). In this instance 
the imperative is permissive and in that respect has a slightly 
different force from the imperatives of verses 12 and 13.6 

It is not a command to the unbelieving spouse to separate 
himself or herself. The unbelieving spouse is regarded rather 
as in the process of wilful separation or as having wilfully 
departed, and the departure is viewed as initiated or as 
accomplished when the action or attitude denoted by the 
imperative is to take effect. We have here an eloquent distinc
tion and emphasis; the imperative, "let him depart", has 
bearing not so much upon the unbelieving spouse, who is 
deserting or has deserted, as upon the believing spouse who 
has been deserted. It is not a command to the unbeliever to 
depart; it is not even a concession to the unbeliever of the 
right to depart; it enunciates, rather, the liberty that is 
granted to, and the attitude that is to be assumed by, the 
believer in this event, and is, in effect, "let the unbeliever be 
gone".7 It prepares for the statement which immediately 
follows: "the brother or the sister is not bound in such cases". 

As has been indicated, there is both decisiveness and severity 
in the injunction, "let him depart". If the unbeliever wilfully 
departs, let separation take its course, let it become an 
accomplished fact; the believer is not under any obligation to 
pursue the deserting spouse and is freed from all marital debts 

6 Cf. Winer: A Grammar of the Idiom of the New Testament, § 43; Blass: 
Grammar of New Testament Greek, §67; Moulton: A Grammar of New 
Testament Greek (Edinburgh, 1930), Vol. I, p. 172; A. T. Robertson: A 
New Short Grammar of the Greek Testament, § 407. 

* Cf. T. C. Edwards: A Commentary on the First Epistle to the Corin
thians (New York, 1886), p. 174; R. C. H. Lenski: First Epistle to the 
Corinthians (Columbus, 1935), p. 299. 
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and duties. Here is decisiveness. But there is also the note 
of severity, not indeed with respect to the deserted believer 
but with reference to the deserting unbeliever, and may be 
rendered in the legitimate paraphrase, "let him be gone". 
The harshness and terseness of the expression bespeak the 
severity of the judgment passed upon the deserting spouse 
and indicate the absence of any further obligation in the matter 
of conjugal dues. 

This introduces us to one of the most perplexing questions 
in New Testament interpretation. It is the question of the 
exact force of the verb, "is not bound" (ου δβδουΚωται). 
That it means separation from bed and board (a thoro et 
mensa) and that the deserted believer is not under obligation 
to discharge marital functions and debts to the deserting 
spouse is quite obvious; it cannot mean anything less. But 
the question is whether it also implies more, namely, the 
dissolution of the marriage bond and liberty for the believer 
to marry another. In other words, does desertion in such a 
case have virtually the same effect as adultery and give 
to the innocent partner the right of divorce and liberty to 
remarry? 

On the supposition that this latter interpretation is correct 
and that here the right of divorce and remarriage is accorded, 
one of the most important aspects of the whole question is: 
how can such an interpretation be compatible with Matthew 
5:32; 19:9? Our Lord, as found already, allows only one 
reason for which a man may put away his wife; his pronounce
ments leave no room for doubt that adultery is the only cause. 
But if, in the circumstance with which we are now dealing, 
the believer deserted may remarry, is there not another reason 
for which marriage may be dissolved? And how can the 
Pauline teaching be reconciled with the Lord's teaching, 
especially since Paul himself must be regarded as alluding to 
that teaching when he says in verse 10, ' But to the married 
I give charge, not I, but the Lord"? It is this difficulty that 
has led many to take the position that the conflict that would 
be instituted between Paul and our Lord himself excludes the 
possibility of interpreting I Corinthians 7:15 in terms of a 
dissolution of the marriage bond. And so the liberty granted 
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by Paul, it is claimed, cannot be greater than that of separation 
from bed and board. 

This position needs to be carefully examined, and the 
question must be faced: is the conflict alleged in such a 
position real? Would the view that I Corinthians 7:15 con
templates dissolution of the marriage bring Paul into conflict 
with Christ's own deliverances? It is the conviction of the 
present writer that this is not necessarily the case and that 
for the following reasons. 

1. Jesus was dealing with the question of "putting away". 
Paul is not dealing with putting away but with wilful desertion 
on the part of the unbeliever. Paul is most explicit that the 
believer is not to put away the unbeliever; in that respect he 
is as emphatic as our Lord himself. Dissonance in the matter 
of faith gives no ground for divorce. But wilful ' 'going away" 
on the part of the unbeliever introduces a new situation. The 
distinction must be duly appreciated. The two cases are in 
different categories and so the principle clearly established by 
our Lord's utterances, and by implication reiterated in this 
passage by Paul himself, cannot without question be regarded 
as applying to the contingency that is viewed as existing in 
verse 15. In a word, the believer does not "put away" the 
unbeliever; he or she is required not to do that; the unbeliever 
'goes away" of his or her own accord. 

2. Paul is obviously dealing from verse 12 onwards with 
cases that did not come within the purview of our Lord's 
teaching. This is clearly asserted in the words by which this 
passage is introduced, "But to the rest I say, not the Lord". 
This difference should caution us and should constrain us to 
hesitate, at least, before concluding that what our Lord said 
with reference to that which came within his purview has the 
same direct relevance to what Paul says with respect to a 
very different situation. 

3. It is a feasible assumption that our Lord was dealing with 
cases in which both spouses are believers by profession and 
covenant relationship. This assumption is confirmed by what 
Paul says in this chapter in verses 10 and 11. For Paul is 
there dealing with the cases in which both spouses are believers 
and it is in reference to such a case that he appeals to the 
authority of^Christ. 
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4. There is a striking difference between the terms Paul uses 
and the injunctions he gives in verses 10 and 11, when the 
separation of two believing spouses is in view, and the terms 
and injunctions of verse 15, when desertion on the part of an 
unbeliever is envisaged. This patent distinction must be fully 
appreciated. In the former case he strictly enjoins that if 
separation has taken place the spouse who has separated must 
remain unmarried or be reconciled. The thought could prop
erly be paraphrased as follows: "Be reconciled, restore normal 
and harmonious marital relations, but in no case may another 
marriage be contracted". In the latter case — that concerned 
with the deserting unbeliever — the change is surely most 
significant. There is no injunction to remain unmarried. 
There is no obviously implied exhortation to remain unmarried. 
Instead, Paul says in respect of the deserting spouse, "Let 
him (or her) depart", an expression symptomatic of finality, 
as if he should say, "Let this be a closed case and let separation 
take its course". Finally, he asserts that the deserted spouse 
is not bound. These striking differences demonstrate a radical 
difference of issue and effect in the two cases. It is when this 
difference is duly appreciated that the bearing of Paul's appeal 
to the authority of our Lord's teaching in the one case and of 
his disavowal of any such appeal in the other case takes on 
significance. Since our Lord's statements fell into the category 
of the case dealt with in verses 10 and 11 and not into the 
category of the case dealt with in verse 15, and since there is 
such a radical difference between the issue and effect of the 
separation of verse 11 and the desertion of verse 15, it would 
be distinctly precarious, if not indefensible, to take our Lord's 
words and apply them to a case that is so entirely different 
and that did not come, as Paul explicitly states, within the 
purview of his teaching. In other words, the outcome and 
the ensuing obligations of the situation contemplated in verse 
15 are so different from the outcome and ensuing obligations 
of the case with which our Lord's teaching was concerned 
that, to say the leastr we must refrain from dogmatism to the 
effect that our Lord's unambiguous exclusion of every reason 
for divorce except adultery necessarily excludes the dissolution 
of the marriage bond in the case of desertion by an unbelieving 
partner. It is quite apparent that the pivot on which the 
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difference in Paul's verdict turns is desertion of a believer by 
an unbeliever. It is this circumstance that draws to itself 
such far-reaching significance and defines the line of distinc
tion. Paul's emphasis should caution us not to suppress or 
discount this factor. 

For these reasons we may conclude that if the expression, 
"is not bound" (ρύ δβδούλωται) in verse 15 should prove to 
bear the import, "is released from the bond of marriage", 
such an interpretation should not be regarded as in conflict 
with our Lord's teaching in Matthew 5:32; 19:9; Mark 10:11; 
Luke 16:18, and that we should not approach this exegetical 
question on the assumption that this interpretation is excluded 
by reason of the contradiction that it would involve between 
the teaching of Jesus and the teaching of Paul.8 

In dealing with the interpretation of ου δβδοϋλωταί we shall 
consider first the arguments in favour of the weaker force, 
namely, that simply of separation from bed and board. 

(1) The verb used can be interpreted as freedom from 
another bondage than that of release from the marriage bond. 
A person who is under obligation to perform the marital duties 
connected with bed and board is certainly "bound"; there is 
a tie that binds to the discharge of such functions. If a 
deserted partner were under obligation to furnish alimony to 
the deserting spouse that would be a still more burdensome 
bondage. And most grievous of all would be the obligation 
to pursue the deserting spouse and under such conditions 
endeavour, as best he or she could, to fulfil marital functions. 
We can readily see the strength that would attach to the idea 
of being "bound" if a deserted believer were under such 
obligations and how significant the release from all such 
obligation would be. Since liberty no less than this is implied 
in the terms Paul uses and since such liberty is of sufficient 
significance to satisfy the verb ob δβδονλωται, may it not be 
unwarranted to put any additional import into the word? 

8 The Romish Church, while denying that the exceptive clause of Mat
thew 19:9 allows anything more than separation from bed and board, 
nevertheless admits that I Corinthians 7:15 deals with a case where mar
riage, even though consummated, may be dissolved (cf. Arthur Devine: 
op. cit., pp. 86 ff.; A Commentary on the New Testament, as cited above, 
p. 460; Walter George Smith: op. ca., p. 60). 
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(2) Since the force outlined above gives adequate meaning 
to the term in question, is it not precarious to go farther and 
posit a much stronger meaning when the issue at stake is so 
important and far-reaching? While granting that the stronger 
force is possible or even probable, is it not precarious to make 
an issue that concerns the dissolution of the marriage bond 
to rest upon so slim a basis? May we properly base such a 
weighty conclusion upon what is simply a possible or probable 
interpretation? 

(3) If we suppose that ob δβδοϋλωται has reference to the 
dissolution of the marriage bond, would not Paul be setting 
up a double standard of ethics, one for the case where two 
believers are concerned and the other for the case where an 
unbeliever enters into the situation? In the former case all 
thought of dissolution is excluded. Does the fact that an 
unbeliever is involved in the latter case alter in any way the 
sanctity of the marriage bond? The marriage is valid and 
sacred in both cases and surely the norms which guard the 
validity are the same. 

On the basis of such considerations as these it is difficult to 
make out a strong or valid case for the view that ου δβδού-
\ωταί means dissolution. Nevertheless on this side of the 
question there are also cogent arguments. To these we may 
now turn.9 

(1) There is the striking difference between verse 11, where 
Paul deals with the separation of two believing spouses, and 

9 As representative of a great deal of Protestant interpretation the 
comments of Calvin on verses 12 and 13 may here be quoted. "Reliquos 
vocat, in quibus locum habet exceptis, quominus subiiciantur communi 
aliorum legi: nam coniugium inaequale diversam habet rationem, dum 
coniuges religione inter se differunt. Duobus autem membris hanc quaes-
tionem absolvit: prius est, fidelem non debere ab infideli discedere, nee 
quaerere divortium, nisi repudietur: secundum est, si infidelis coniugem 
religionis causa repudiet, fratrem aut sororem liberari a vinculo coniugii 
per tale repudium... Repugnantia autem nulla est cum superioribus: 
nam quum religio ac sanctitas fidei coniugalis a Deo pendeat, quae neces-
situdo amplius mulieri piae restât cum infideli marito, postquam Dei odio 
eiecta est? . . . Hoc secundum est membrum, in quo libérât fidelem virum, 
qui paratus habitare cum uxore impia respuitur, et similiter midierem quae 
non sua culpa repudiatur a viro: nam tunc infidelis divortium magis cum 
Deo quam cum homine coniugem facit. Est igitur hie peculiaris ratio, 
quia non modo solvitur, sed abrumpitur primum et praecipuum vinculum." 
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verse 15, where he deals with desertion on the part of an 
unbeliever. The weaker import of ου δεδοϋλωται, would apply 
to the separation contemplated in verse 11; as long as the 
separation is in effect the partner deserted would not be under 
obligations to bed and board. Now, if freedom from obliga
tions to bed and board is all that Paul has in mind in verse 15 
we should expect him to say virtually the same thing in verse 
15 as he says in verse 11. But that is precisely what he does 
not say. In verse 15 we find a terseness and severity of terms 
which, viewed from the standpoint of the separation envi
sioned, are indicative of decisiveness and finality— "let him 
(or her) depart", that is, "let him (or her) be gone". Conse
quently we are led to expect that Paul had much more in 
mind in verse 15, and with reference to the separation in view 
there, than is expressed or implied in verse 11. But if he has 
much more in mind than the separation from bed and board 
of verse 11, what is this "plus"? Apparently the only direction 
from which we can derive any additional liberty for the 
deserted partner is that of liberty from the marital bond itself. 
In other words, the only "plus" that can explain the differ
ence between the issue in verse 11 and the issue in Verse 15 is 
the "plus" of freedom from the bond of marriage.10 

(2) In this same chapter in verses 27 and 39, as also in 
Romans 7:2, Paul speaks of the bond of marriage and, in 
connection with such, uses the verb δέω. Verse 39 supplies a 
good example: "A wife is bound for so long a time as her 
husband lives" (yvvr¡ δέδβταυ έφ' όσον χρονον fi? ° avi¡p 
αυτής). If δέδβται has reference to the bond of marriage, 
ου δέδβται would certainly indicate the opposite, namely, 
freedom from such a bond. Now, it must be said that δέω 

10 It might be argued that the additional element implied in verse 15 
as over against verse 11 is that in verse 15 the separation from bed and 
board is regarded as permanent without any hope of reconciliation, whereas 
in verse 11 the separation can never properly be regarded as permanent. 
There is undoubtedly this difference, and a good argument can be made 
out in support of the contention that this supplies the "plus" required. 
A full discussion of this contention cannot be offered now. Suffice it for 
the present to present the judgment that the right of permanent separa
tion carries with it the right of dissolution, that a person may not rightfully 
regard himself as permanently separated from his spouse unless the mar
riage has been dissolved. 
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is not a stronger word than δούΧοω, the verb used in verse IS. 
If anything, δου\ύω is the stronger word. And, so there is no 
reason why δβδοϋλωται, should not perform the same service 
as δέδβται in reference to the marital bond. Consequently 
ob δ€δοϋ\ωται, as the opposite of δεδούλωται, would indicate 
the negative of the bond of marriage and'would naturally 
suggest freedom from that bond. So it can with good and 
rather cogent reason be argued that ob δεδοϋλωται,11 in verse 
l£ means, "is not bound in marriage". 

(3) The force of the objection urged above in support of the 
weaker interpretation of ob δβδούλωται, namely, that Paul 
would be setting up a dual standard of ethics with respect to 
the marital tie can be offset if we properly estimate the 
unbelieving and obstinate state of mind of the deserting 
unbeliever and the character of the sin entailed in this kind 
of desertion. We must also take into account the presupposed 
impossibility of bringing considerations and motives arising 
from the Christian faith to bear upon the unbeliever in such 
a case. In this connection we must remember that, in respect 
of adultery, it is the character of the sin that makes it the 
legitimate ground of divorce. The marriage tie is in itself just 
as sacred in the case where one spouse commits adultery. In 
fact, it is because of the sanctity of the bond that this sin 
is so grievous. But the innocent party is nevertheless at 
liberty to dissolve the marital tie. This does not mean that 
there is any impairment of the sanctity of marriage as such, 
nor does it imply any interference with the ethics which guard 
and govern that sanctity. The case is rather that so heinous 
has been the desecration of this sanctity that the marriage 
bond may properly be dissolved. So in this case of wilful and 
determined desertion on the part of an unbeliever the circum
stances of the desertion and the obduracy of the person 
concerned may feasibly be considered as providing proper 
ground for dissolution without having to suppose that a dual 
standard of ethics is thereby posited. The infidelity of the 
deserting party may so condition the complexion of the act 
of desertion that, like adultery, it provides proper ground for 
releasing the Christian spouse from the marital bond. 

11 The use of the perfect tense should not be overlooked; it contemplates 
a condition resultant upon a past action. 
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For these reasons there is much to be said in favour of the 
view that I Corinthians 7:15 contemplates the dissolution of 
the bond of marriage. This interpretation must not be sum
marily dismissed as inconsistent with our Lord's teaching or 
as incompatible with the ethics of marriage as enunciated by 
Paul himself.12 

It is, however, of the greatest importance to maintain that, 
if this position is adopted, the application of this liberty must 
be limited to the precise conditions specified or implied by the 
apostle.13 Too frequently this liberty has been applied to cases 

Ia It might be argued that although I Corinthians 7:15 has dissolution 
of the marriage bond in view, yet this does not imply the right of remar
riage on the part of the parties involved. This again is a question that 
would require some detailed discussion. Suffice it to say at present that 
the notion of dissolution without the right of remarriage, at least on the 
part of the innocent spouse, does not appear tenable. 

13 The statement of the Westminster Confession of Faith calls for some 
comment. In the chapter entitled, "Of Marriage, and Divorce" (chap. 
XXIV), section VI reads as follows: "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 con
cerned in it not left to their own wills, and discretion, in their own case". 
It is obvious that the Confession regards "such wilful desertion as can no 
way be remedied by the Church, or civil magistrate" as a sufficient cause 
for dissolution of the bond of marriage and of putting asunder those whom 
God hath joined together in marriage. This position is based upon I Co
rinthians 7:15; it is the only proof text cited and, of course, it is the only 
one that could reasonably be cited. 

If I Corinthians 7:15 is to be interpreted as legitimating the dissolution 
of the marriage bond in the circumstance contemplated, it may indeed be 
conceded that cases may arise among professing Christians in which the 
principle of I Corinthians 7:15 might apply. That is to say, a professing 
Christian may exhibit such perversity in departing from his or her Chris
tian spouse and show such opposition to the demands of the Christian 
ethic that the desertion, in view of all the factors involved, may be re
garded as abandonment of the Christian faith. In such an instance the 
person deserting could be placed in the same category as an unbeliever 
and desertion construed accordingly. In this situation I Corinthians 7:15 
could be regarded as applicable and its provisions applied. If the Confes
sion had such a situation in mind, as well as desertion by a professed un
believer, when it used the description "such wilful desertion as can no way 
be remedied by the Church, or civil magistrate", then the position could be 
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that do not fall within the category defined by the context 
of I Corinthians 7:15. It is this loose and indiscriminating 
application that must be obviated. The following limitations 
must be observed. 

(i) Paul is dealing with mixed marriages and not with 
marriage between two Christians. What he says in verse 15, 
therefore, cannot have relevance to a case of separation, 
however aggravated, where both spouses may be regarded, in 
the judgment of charity, as members of the household of 
faith. Such an application would be gross distortion of the 
text. j 

(ii) Paul is dealing with the case of wilful separation on the 
part of the unbeliever. He expressly disallows separation or 
dismissal on the part of the believer. The Christian must not 
take any initiative in parting from or in putting away the 
unbeliever. The believer may not even solicit desertion on the 
part of the unbeliever. To be very concrete, the believer must 
not make it so unbearable for the unbeliever that the latter 
will be induced or compelled to depart. 

(iii) The separation in view must be conceived of as finding 
its root in fundamental religious discordance, not simply 
disagreement respecting certain aspects of Christian faith and* 
practice but discordance between the Christian faith and its 
antithesis. 

defended. But the Confession does not make clear that this is precisely 
the construction or application intended. In the first place, it does not 
restrict the right of dissolution to the case of desertion of a believer on the 
part of an unbeliever, and, secondly, in the case of separation of two pro
fessed believers, it does not restrict the right of dissolution to a case in 
which the deserting partner has, by the peculiarly perverse and aggravated 
nature of the desertion, put himself or herself in the same category as an 
unbeliever. Consequently it will have to be concluded that the proposi
tion respecting wilful desertion in the Confession is not sufficiently guarded 
and delimited so as to confine itself to the teaching of the apostle in this 
passage. The Confession should not be blamed for all the loose thinking 
and practice which have appealed to it. The restrictions of the Confession 
are far-reaching when it says, "such wilful desertion as can no way be 
remedied by the Church, or civil magistrate". But the failure strictly to 
confine the liberty of dissolution to the precise conditions prescribed by 
the apostle in this passage must be recognised, and the loophole left thereby 
cannot be maintained on the basis of Scripture. 
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It is apparent, therefore, how unwarranted it is to apply this 
liberty to all wilful desertion. Not only does the immediate 
context of verse 15 demonstrate this but also verse 11. In the 
latter verse separation is undoubtedly in view and the possi
bility of its being permanent14 is distinctly entertained. But 
in such a case there is the express provision, "let her remain 
unmarried or be reconciled to her husband", a provision that 
could not obtain if dissolution of the marriage were regarded 
as feasible. Hence, if we are to interpret I Corinthians 7:15 
as legitimating dissolution of the bond of marriage, it is most 
necessary to restrict this liberty to conditions and circum
stances which are analogous to those of the situation dealt 
with by the apostle. It is here that the gross abuse of this 
particular interpretation must be deplored and condemned. 
It is cause for lament that within the circle of professing 
believers desertion has been regarded as sufficient ground for 
divorce, and I Corinthians 7:15 has been wrested to do service 
in the defence of a cause that Paul never sanctioned. 

(to be continued) 

J4 The word "permanent" is not used here in the sense that the parties 
to the separation may ever rightfully consider the separation as a fait 
accompli without any hope of reconciliation. They may never take the 
position that finis is written across their marital relations. The word 
"permanent" is used simply in the sense that reconciliation may never 
defacto be accomplished. 




