A Biblical Look at Divorce & Separation
INTRODUCTION:
This topic is often seen as taboo and in many Christian circles the understanding of what the Bible says about divorce and separation is highly debated, contested, and even refuted.  But there are 2 truths about divorce and separation that I believe we all cannot deny and will ultimately agree upon:

1.) The Bible does address divorce and separation, and 
2.) Divorce and separation are realities of the church

This lesson is not just for those married, though on the surface it appears that way, but it’s also for those who are single and desire to be married.  Hopefully, we all see how serious, sacred, and honoring marriage is in the sight of God and between each other.  We should never enter a marriage half-hazardly or for selfish reasons, but we should understand the covenant we’re entering into and the seriousness of this covenant.  

SUMMARY TABLE:
[bookmark: _Hlk213069144]Divorce:  The legal dissolution of a marriage. In the Bible—and in many cultures in the Bible—divorce was usually instigated by the husband (however, there were instances where women initiated it).  Divorce and separation in the 1st century for Graeco-Romans and Jews were not seen as one in the same.  Graeco-Roman divorce was often a unilateral action, sometimes as simple as one party declaring the marriage over with no formal legal document, and this was often seen as a common life event (part of the norm).  In contrast, Jewish divorce was more structured, requiring the husband to issue a formal “certificate of divorce” and was generally expected to be a rare event, with remarriage being even less common.

Etymology:
There are a number of words in Hebrew and Greek that are translated as “divorce” in English versions of the Bible. Of the list given in the definition, only two, כְּרִיתֻת (kerithuth) and ἀποστάσιον (apostasion), are nouns. Both translate as “certificate of divorce” (Deut 24:1, Matt 5:31 NRSV). 

The remaining words are verbs with connotations not necessarily implied by their translation as “divorce.” The Hebrew verb form גְרוּשָׁה (gerushah) implies casting out. In Greek, the verb ἀπολύω (apolyō) implies letting loose or setting free, while χωρίζω (chōrizō) means “to separate” and ἀφίημι (aphiēmi) indicates sending off or abandoning.

Michelle J. Morris, “Divorce,” in The Lexham Bible Dictionary, ed. John D. Barry et al. (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2016).



	Malachi & Ezra Scriptures
	Act (Sin)
	Response

	Mal. 2:11 & 12
(A call to be equally yoked - NLT)
	· Marriage to foreign wives who worship foreign gods (v. 11)
	· God cuts off every man who does this (v. 12)

	Mal. 2:13-15
(A call to faithfulness - NASB)
	· Unfaithful (dealt treacherously) to your wife & the marriage vows you made before the Lord (v. 14)
	· The Lord doesn’t pay attention to offerings or accept them with favor (v. 13)
· The Lord commands loyalty to our wives (v. 15)

	Mal. 2:16 (God hates divorce)
	· Unjustified divorce vs Justified divorce
	· God hates divorce & men who use unjustified reasons to obtain illegitimate divorces 
· Jewish men are called to divorce their foreign wives & return to their Jewish wives (unjustified divorces lead to adultery)
· Husbands are called by God to guard their hearts & be faithful to their wives

	Ez. 10:3-19
(Reconciliation with God)
	· Marriage to foreign wives who worship foreign gods
	· Jewish men are instructed to divorce their pagan wives and send them away with their children (v. 3a)
· Follow the advice of the Lord and those who respect or obey the commands of God (v. 3b).
· Divorce/separation appears to serve the purpose of purification and covenant renewal with God


*Specific issues and themes discussed in Malachi’s book closely align with those addressed during Ezra’s time.


	Old Testament
Scripture(s)
	Lesson

	Lev 21:7, 21:14; Ezek. 44:22

Lev. 22:13
	· Levitical priests are restricted from marrying a divorced woman, or any woman who is not a virgin
· A priest’s daughter who is divorced is allowed to return to her father’s home and eat his food
· These rulings about a priest’s household signal that divorce is in some ways an impure state, but not to the extent that divorced women are cast out from Jewish society all together.

	Num. 30:9
	· A divorced woman is held accountable for any oaths they make or take.

	Deut. 22:19-21


Deut. 22:28 & 29

Deut. 24:1-4
	· Protections for women, preventing a man who falsely accuses his wife of not being a virgin at the time of marriage from ever divorcing her.  However, if the accusations prove to be true, the woman is to be stoned to death.
· If a man is found to have had sex with a virgin, he must pay her father and marry her, and he is not allowed to divorce her during his lifetime.
· A woman who finds no favor in her husband’s “…eyes because he has found some indecency (Hebrew word erwah literally means ‘nakedness) in her, and he writes her a certificate of divorce…”
· “…and puts it in her hand and sends her out from his house, and she leaves his house and goes and becomes another man’s wife, and if the latter husband turns against her and writes her a certificate of divorce and puts it in her hand and sends her out of his house, or if the latter husband dies who took her to be his wife, then her first husband cannot remarry her since she has been defiled.”


*These laws assume that divorce was practiced in Jewish society and culture.


	New Testament
Scripture(s)
	Lesson

	Matt. 5:31 & 32 (Deut. 24:1)
Jesus teaches on marriage and divorce



Matt. 19:3-10
Luke 16:18



Mark 10:2-12
	· Jesus rejects literal divorce, not just metaphorical divorce, except in the cases of fornication (Greek porneia means fornication, sexual immorality, sexual sin of a general kind, that includes many different behaviors).  Jesus uses a more broader term for adultery.  Perhaps to cover pre-marital sexual acts.
· The Greek word moicheia more precisely means “adultery.”  It means the seduction of and engagement in a sex act with a woman under the protection of a male head (i.e. man’s wife, daughter, or sister).  It refers to extramarital sexual relations.  Jesus didn’t use moicheia in the Gospels, but porneia.
· Reason for Jesus rejecting divorce is based on what God did in the beginning, Genesis, arguing that in marriage the 2 become 1 (man and woman).
· Jesus is likely speaking about divorces that are based on the wrong reasons – such as a man choosing to divorce his wife so that he can be with another woman without committing adultery.  The purpose of Jesus’ statement is probably to emphasize that divorce goes against God’s intention for marriage.  He likely means that divorce for sinful reasons is the equivalent of adultery.  In other words, unjustified divorces lead to adultery and anyone who marries a divorced woman also commits adultery.
· 2 shall become 1 flesh (v. 6a)
· What God has joined together, let no man separate (v. 6b).  It’s implied that when one follows the marriage instructions of God, in this case according to the law, then one has been brought together by God.
· Moses permitted divorce, but it was not to be from the beginning (v. 8).  However, both Jesus and Moses recognized that human sinfulness and lust can irrevocably damage a marriage.
· A man who divorces his wife for reasons except due to sexual immorality, and marries another woman commits adultery (v. 9)
· Gospel passage that clearly states if the woman herself “…divorces her husband and marries another man, she is committing adultery.” (Mark 10:11 & 12)
· Jesus’ overall intention is NOT to specify every possible exception for divorce, but rather to emphasize the importance of keeping marriages intact and between 2 individuals.

	1 Cor. 7:10- (Paul teaches on marriage)
	· “It is good to abstain from sexual relations (v. 1).”
· “But because there is so much sexual immorality, each man should have his own wife, and each woman should have her own husband (v. 2).”
· “The husband should fulfill his wife’s sexual needs, and the wife should fulfill her husband’s needs (v. 3).  The wife gives authority over her body to her husband, and the husband gives authority over his body to his wife (v. 4).”
· “So I say to those who aren’t married and to widows – it’s better to stay unmarried, just as I am.  But if they can’t control themselves, they should go ahead and marry.  It’s better to marry than to burn with lust (v. 8).”
· “…the wife should not leave her husband.  If she does leave him, let her remain single or else be reconciled to him.  And the husband must not leave his wife (v. 10).”
· “(but if she does leave, she must remain unmarried, or else e reconciled to her husband), and that the husband should not divorce his wife (v. 11).”
· Paul says, “It isn’t a direct command from the Lord” to clarify that Jesus did not directly address this specific situation or circumstance during his earthly ministry, even though the entire passage is divinely inspired and authoritative Scripture. This statement shows a careful distinction between the direct teachings of Jesus and the authoritative, Spirit-guided counsel of the Apostle Paul, ensuring that the early church didn’t invent sayings of Jesus to support their needs or agendas (v. 12a).
· “If a fellow believer has a wife who is not a believer and he is willing to continue living with her, she must not divorce her (v. 12b).”
· “And a woman who has an unbelieving husband, and he consents to live with her, she must not send her husband away (v. 13).”
· “For the unbelieving husband is sanctified through his wife, and the unbelieving wife is sanctified through her believing husband, for otherwise your children would not be holy, but now they are holy (v. 14).”
· “But if the unbelieving one leaves, let him leave; the brother or the sister is not under bondage in such cases, but God has called us to peace [to live in peace] (v. 15).  Don’t you wives realize that your husbands might be saved because of you?  And don’t you husbands realize that your wives might be saved because of you (v. 16).”
· “Each of you should continue to live in whatever situation the Lord has placed you, and remain as you were when God first called you.  Tis is my rule for all the churches (v. 17).”  Read vv. 18 & 19.
· “Because of the present crises, I think it is best to remain as you are (v. 26).  If you have a wife, do not seek to end the marriage.  If you do not have a wife, do not seek to get married (v. 27).  But if you do get married, it is not a sin.  And if a young woman gets married, it is not a sin.  However, those who get married at this time will have troubles, and I am trying to spare you those problems (v. 28).”
· “But a married man has to think about his earthly responsibilities and how to please his wife (v. 33)…But a married woman has to think about her earthly responsibilities and how to please her husband (v. 34b).”
· “A wife is bound to her husband as long as he lives.  If her husband dies, she is free to marry anyone she wishes, but only if he loves the Lord (v. 39)”



Background: One of the main reasons to get a legal separation in America’s society is to protect one’s interest until either they decide to divorce or get back together.  Legal separation provides both parties with the right to marital property.  This means that if one partner files for a legal separation, each partner will have their rights preserved to property rights upon the death of the other.  Some states require a period of separation before an uncontested divorce will be granted, a legal separation can spell out how everything will be handled in the meantime.
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