
[Unedited] 

Why Not Just Get a Divorce? 

Matthew 19:1-12, Mark 10:1-12, 1 Corinthians 7:10-16, Malachi 2:13-16 

Good morning, men. I have been happily married for thirty-nine years – except two days ago. I had a 

really great day. I finished two writing projects that were on deadlines, and they turned out really well. I 

go to dinner and I have had a good day. My wife, however, had a tooth problem that day and went to 

the dentist. It turned out she has a cracked tooth that goes all the way down so they have to remove the 

whole thing and do an implant which is a big deal. At least, I know it is now.  

I asked, “How was your day?” She told me and seemed a little down about it. I said, “I’m really sorry 

about your tooth.” She said, in so many words, that’s not sorry enough. Apparently, the signal that I had 

given about how sorry I was about it was a mere shadow of how intently concerned the dentist was. The 

dentist was really sorry about this happening to her. Of course, he is going to get several thousand 

dollars out of this so he has a reason to be sorry about it. Of course, I am the one to be sorry too, 

because I will be the one to pay the several thousand dollars. 

Then we started talking and my wife was upset with me because I was not sorry enough about her tooth 

problem. It turns out that not only did she have a tooth problem; she had three other bad things that 

happened that day. This was a really bad day for her. But I was supposed to be able to divine that she 

had a really bad day so I could be sorry enough for her in order to meet the expectation. You know 

exactly what I am talking about. It happens all the time. We ended up with this huge big blow up; this 

big marital conflict because ….she is a woman and I am a man.  

If we take men’s marriage problems and we put them in one stack over here, and we take all of the 

other problems with which men struggle and put them in the second stack over here, the marriage 

problem alone is bigger than all of men’s other problems combined. Easily, the biggest problem that 

men are facing in this day and age is that our marriages are not working the way that God intended 

them to work. What I want us to do this morning is take a look at this in Matthew 19. 

The title of the message today is “Why Not Just Get a Divorce?” I want to be sensitive to each of your 

situations this morning. Some of you are single, some of you are married, some of you are separated, 

some of you are divorced, some of you are remarried, some of you are widowers.  We have all kinds of 

situations here this morning. I want to be sensitive to your situation if your marriage is not where it 

ought to be. More than that, what I want you to have is a biblical understanding of divorce. Why? 

Because we are going through the Bible story by story and this is the next story in the sequence. Jesus is 

talking today about divorce. That is what our subject today, more so than marriage, is divorce.  

 

 



A BIBLICAL UNDERSTANDING OF DIVORCE 

Let’s take a look at Matthew 19 and we will start at Verse 1. Let’s remind ourselves that Christians 

believe that in the Bible is a flawless record of exactly what God wanted to say, exactly the way God 

wanted to say it. If you are interpreting your Bible by reading it for happiness, you are going to get a 

very different result than if you read it for holiness. We are going to read this text today not for 

happiness, but for holiness. Put the holy glasses on, not the happy, healthy wealthy glasses. Let’s look at 

the Scripture for a biblical understanding of what God wanted us to do to lead sanctified lives. Matthew 

19:1. We are going to look at a biblical understanding of how it was in the Old Testament, how it was in 

the time of Jesus, and how it was today.  

Verse 1. “When Jesus had finished saying these things, he left Galilee and went into the region of Judea 

to the other side of the Jordan.  Large crowds followed him, and he healed them there.” It is so 

interesting because the last story we looked at in the harmony of the gospels is the proud Pharisee and 

the humble tax collector who said God have mercy in me, a sinner, and then we have a marriage 

passage after that. God have mercy on me, a sinner. 

It is so interesting, if you look at these two verses, the Bible zooms in and there is a very elaborate 

explanation or a parable, some kind of historical narrative. Often times the Bible is doing a zoom – and 

these two verses are a zoom. Can you imagine how many stories are left untold in these two passages? 

Just think about it. First of all, this is His last trip to Jerusalem. He is on his way to Jerusalem now. It says 

large crowds followed Him and every one of those had a story. It says He healed them there. That is all 

we get.  

Just think about all the stories like the raising of Lazarus, the healing of the lepers or the blind man. Just 

like all these stories we know about, there were many other stories that we will not know until we get to 

heaven – beautiful stories. That is the pan and then He zooms.  

“Some Pharisees came to him to test him. They asked, ‘Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife for any 

and every reason?’” Why did they ask the question that way? There were about 6000 Pharisees at this 

time, according to one scholar. They were a very strict religious group, very righteous, very concerned 

that the idolatry that resulted in the exile not make its way back into the faith, and so they were very 

intent on the cleanness, versus the uncleanness, and the cleanness that would come by obeying the law.  

In the Torah, in the five books of Moses, the Pentateuch, there are approximately 613 laws that Moses 

gave. One of those laws is found in Deuteronomy 24:1-4. It basically says how a man is permitted to give 

his wife a certificate of divorce for uncleanness. But, as with many of these Old Testament commands, 

they are very general. They are not specific. What happened is that rabbis and religious leaders began 

coming up with other laws to give specificity to the general laws. 

That is why we get the book that is called the Talmud. Some of you are probably checking out now – this 

sounds too theological. It runs 6200 pages. It is rule after rule, trying to give more definition and 

regulation. It is kind of like the U.S. Government. There were all of these unnecessary regulations. That 

is what the Talmud was.  



What happened was there was a conservative and liberal school, just like there are today. The liberal 

school took the command of Moses, this permission to make a divorce, to give a woman a certificate of 

divorce, and they came up with all kinds of reasons. The conservatives said basically, you can get a 

divorce for adultery. That was the conservative school. But the liberals continued to water down this 

command of Moses, so it got to a point by the time of Jesus that you could get a divorce. It was 

authorized for you to divorce your wife if you didn’t like her cooking. That is how far things had gotten 

out of hand by the time of Jesus. Now, back to our text. 

These Pharisees are asking because in their day they had rabbis who said, no, only adultery – that is the 

only reason you can get a divorce. Then there are other rabbis who say you can get a divorce if you don’t 

like your wife’s cooking. The Pharisees were trying to figure out, what did Moses mean? They have this 

new, great teacher, Jesus, and they say to Him, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife for any and 

every reason?” In Matthew 19:4-5 Jesus says, “‘Haven’t you read,’ he replied, ‘that at the beginning the 

Creator “made them male and female,” [and by the way I would point out that both men and women 

are created in the image of God]
 
and said, “For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be 

united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh”?’” Marriage is the only institution, the only place 

in the Bible where we find this mysterious mystical fusion of two separate people headed in two 

separate directions into what the Bible calls one flesh. Somehow spiritually in the mind of God, when He 

looks at a married couple He sees one person.  

Next verse. “So they are no longer two, but one. Therefore what God has joined together, let man not 

separate.” They have asked Him, can you divorce somebody for any and every reason? Jesus basically 

tells them how it was in the beginning. Then in Verse 7, “’Why then,’ they asked, “did Moses command 

that a man give his wife a certificate of divorce and send her away?’” Notice the question they ask. Why 

did Moses command that a man divorce his wife? You just missed your apex and you are getting ready 

to crash into the wall. Moses didn’t command they get a divorce. “Jesus replied, ‘Moses permitted you 

to divorce your wives because your hearts were hard. But it was not this way from the beginning.  I tell 

you that anyone who divorces his wife, except for marital unfaithfulness, and marries another woman 

commits adultery.”’ Jesus is taking the more conservative approach. He is saying that the only reason 

that you can divorce your wife is for adultery or sexual indiscretion for marital unfaithfulness.  

You want to look at the whole counsel of Scriptures when you make a doctrine. What we will do here is 

build a doctrine. The big idea is not going to be inspirational; it is not going to be aspirational; it is going 

to be instructional. We are going to build a doctrine here. We all need to have, because of our own 

marriages either now or in the future, or because of all of the marital strife problems around us with our 

friends, in our families, we need to understand why not just get a divorce? We need to have a biblical 

understanding of divorce. I am going to give this to you. I am going to help you build this this morning. 

You can believe it or not. Basically, people do what they want. If you are in a bad marriage and you want 

a divorce you are going to hear all this and say I agree, and then you are going to do what you want 

anyway. But if you want to be a biblical Christian, this is what you need to know. This is what you need 

to do, because obedience is the trademark of the biblical Christian.  



Turn to 1 Corinthians 7. When we do look at the whole counsel of Scripture we find there is one other 

reason given in the Bible – we are looking for a biblical understanding of divorce – there is one other 

reason given in the Bible of when a man may divorce. 

By the way, in the Old Testament, women could never divorce for any reason. If the man was unfaithful, 

a woman had no option. A little side note there. 1 Corinthians 7:15. “But if the unbeliever leaves, let it 

be so. The brother or the sister is not bound in such circumstances; God has called us to live in peace.” 

The interpretation and this is fraught with problems. There are many different theologians who would 

interpret this in many different ways. But, a using a bell curve distribution, the vast majority of people 

would use this text and the verse surrounding it as justifying divorce if you are deserted. Desertion or 

abandonment is given in this text, and used as a proof text for a second reason for a biblical divorce and 

that is for desertion or abandonment. 

Those are the two reasons that are given for divorce. Why not just get a divorce if your spouse has been 

unfaithful or has deserted you? There is a little problem here. There is a presumption that it is an 

unbeliever that is leaving. There are fifteen ways to dice or slice that. These are the two biblical reasons 

you can divorce your spouse. 

Now in current thinking, there is the issue of physical and mental/emotional abuse as being a reason for 

divorce. Many people have sought to bring that under this concept of desertion. It is a little bit of 

twisting it around, but if you will read 1 Corinthians 7 and the rules of separation, certainly as a 

minimum if there is abuse in the relationship then separation will be justified, perhaps called for, 

especially if it was physical abuse or some sort of severe verbal abuse. I am aware of one situation now 

where separation looks like will probably happen because one spouse is suffering severe emotional 

abuse. That probably will go that way. 

But in the word of God, the emphasis is never on divorce. It is always on reconciliation. Our standard is 

the model we see in Ephesians 5 where we are to love our wives as Jesus loves His family, the church. 

“Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church.” When you see how Christ is constantly 

forgiving us, He is constantly overlooking our errors in judgment; He is constantly forgiving our sins, He 

is always open to reconciliation. That is the model for marriage.  

Why not just get a divorce? That is like saying, shouldn’t Jesus just divorce us? Let us go? The answer is 

no. The emphasis is always on reconciliation.  

We have pretty much built a big idea so far. We looked at how it was in the Old Testament and how it 

was in the day of Jesus. How is it today? Here is the answer. The way it is today is the same way it was 

when Jesus said what He said 2000 years ago. There is not to be any difference. The big idea today is the 

Bible permits divorce for adultery or desertion, but prefers reconciliation. 

If there is any chance of reconciliation then the ethos of the Scripture is hang on. Give it a few more 

years. How many times have you heard me say that? Give it a few more years.  

 



 

SPIRITUAL AND PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS 

Now let’s talk about some spiritual and practical implications of this. The first spiritual implication is 

Malachi 2. I don’t think we are going to go there. There is a question in your discussion sheet on Malachi 

2. Basically it says God hates divorce. If you are looking for a loophole on how God feels about divorce, 

there isn’t one. There is no loophole here. God hates divorce. He says your prayers go unanswered 

because you have broken faith with your partner. That is number one.  

Number two, I am not divorced for two reasons. There are two reasons why I, Pat Morley, am not 

divorced.  

The first one is that I manage expectations. I don’t expect to be happily married all the time. Some 

people do. But every marriage is filled with minor irritations, occasional blowups and one, two three or 

even for or five major periods of time where you kind of hate each other’s guts. That is normal. That is 

reality. Anybody who tells you that they have a perfect, blissful marriage is wrong! Because they are 

lying.  

There is a family systems scholar, Edwin Friedman, who says that in reality no single marriage ever 

succeeds about 70%. It does get sweeter as you go along, but in reality no human marriage ever gets a 

better score than about 70%. 

There are two reasons I am not divorced. I always marvel at guys who have affairs because they and it is 

usually somebody you work with because they get dressed up they are putting on their best behavior, 

they are putting their best foot forward, they make a good impression, they smell good. That is all you 

see. You don’t see them when they are at home, like your wife when she is at home, and they are a 

bigger slob than your wife is when you are at home. Not that your wife is a slob. The idea is that it is just 

a fantasy. Of course, there is all the lust that goes with it as well.  

The first reason is managing expectations. The second reason I am not divorced is that I am more 

committed to the institution of marriage than I am to Patsy. If you will read the Scriptures it seems to 

me that it is more important to be more committed to the institution of marriage than committed to 

your spouse.  

Please do not hear what I did not say. I did not say it is not important to be committed to your spouse. It 

is incredibly important to be committed to your spouse. What I am saying it is as important to be 

committed to the institution of marriage itself. Why? Because if you are not more committed to the 

institution than to the person what is the moral glue that will hold you in place during those inevitable 

times when you hate each other’s guts? There will be those times in your marriage. If you haven’t been 

married yet, if you are a young guy in your marriage, there will be times in your marriage when you hate 

each other’s guts. You want to kill each other.  



Be more committed to the institution of marriage than to your wife, because that is what the Bible 

teaches and that will be the moral glue that will hold you in place.  

What should you do if you are just not happily married? Apparently the answer is nothing. Of course, 

that is a biblical answer and it is also a practical answer, too. A professor at Brigham Young University, 

who happens to be the chairman of Utah’s Governor’s Commission on Marriage, looked at the National 

Survey of Families and Households. This is a longitudinal study; tens of thousands of people have been 

interviewed over the years and it is a study that you data mine. 

I was looking this morning online and this study is referenced over 60,000 times, mostly in scholarly 

articles. It is one of those studies like the statistical abstract of the United States. They give you the data 

and you go in and draw the connections. This professor at BYU looked at the data and discovered of 

couples considering a divorce and decided to stay together that five years later 86% of them who had 

decided to stay together, became happy again in their marriage. Apparently, the best thing to do if you 

are not happily married is wait five years. 

The big idea today is this: the Bible permits divorce for adultery or desertion, but prefers 

reconciliation. As a practical matter give it five years and there is an 86% chance that reconciliation will 

occur. 

IDEAS TO STRENGTHEN YOUR MARRIAGE 

Finally, ideas to strengthen your marriage. Let me give you a couple of ideas. There are so many of 

them, but with the amount of time left, one of the most important ideas is stop trying to control your 

wives. You don’t even know what I just said. You have no idea that you are even trying to control your 

wives. I am going to read you excerpts from an email I received recently.  

At some point long ago, I also told you and wrote an article, that I had been pressuring my wife to lose 

weight. One day God in His mercy and grace gave me this beautiful insight that if my wife were to lose 

twenty pounds, would that make me more happy, and would that make me love her any more? I 

realized if my wife lost twenty pounds, I wouldn’t love here any more or less, and it would not make me 

any happier than I was right now. That was a conversion experience for me.  

The problem was I had so damaged my wife by trying to help her…you are helping her. If you are trying 

to help your wife you are trying to control her. If you are trying to help your wife, buddy, you suck. You 

have totally missed it, if you are trying to help your wife. No, you are not. You are trying to control her.  

A man wrote me, and he gave me permission to talk about him. He was asking me about this comment 

that I had made about losing weight. He said, “Yeah, we are at that age where we need to lose a little 

weight, too.” He said this: “My wife is struggling with her weight and I don’t think I’m doing a good job 

encouraging her. Because she knows me so well I believe here when she says this. Being fit and trim has 

always been an important discipline of mine and now we are both 50, it seems to be more of an issue 

for us.”  



I wrote back, “Thanks for writing…. About encouraging your wife on her weight, you wrote,” what I just 

told you.  

So how can you encourage her? You can't, you shouldn't, you won't, and if you keep trying 

you're putting your whole marriage at risk, even as far as divorce.  

 My point was that I had to let the weight issue go altogether. The epiphany was when I realized 

if my wife lost 20 pounds it would not make me love her any more or make me any more happy.  

Basically, God showed me that if I couldn't accept her "as is," then I really had not addressed the 

core issues of trying to control her and making my love conditional by putting pressure on her to 

"stay young."  

The bottom line is that I was more interested in preserving an image of us as a couple and her as 

a woman from younger days. There were so many strands of this selfishness - I'm still not sure I 

fully understand. Very confusing.   

But as the proverb says, no matter how far you have gone down a wrong road, the only solution 

is to turn back. So I started repenting daily of my sins against my wife, started praying The 

Marriage Prayer, and expected her to act like nothing had ever happened.  

Guess what? It doesn't work like that. Because of the pressure I had put on her, her spirit had 

closed toward me in this area. It took about three years before one day she said, and I can see it 

like it was yesterday. Three years ago we were sitting on the couch, I was rubbing her feet, and 

she said, and I didn’t solicit this, she said, "I want you to know I feel safe with you again."  

Isn’t that interesting? “I feel safe with you again.” I had so damaged my wife by putting all this pressure 

on here.  For what? 20 pounds? That’s nothing. I put all this pressure on her and I had so damaged our 

relationship that she didn’t feel safe with me anymore, and I didn’t even know because I am a guy. Guys 

are too stupid to know these things. That includes you. You’re laughing; it is you, too. 

"I feel safe with you again."  

I had worked hard to control her, and I had to work three times as hard and be very intentional 

to win her back. So as you can see, this is a much deeper issue than it might first appear. 

So my concern for you is that you still want to "encourage" her to lose weight and live out your 

value of being fit and trim. I share your value. But let me be absolutely clear. Nothing you say 

about this will encourage her. Nothing. Quite the opposite. It will discourage her. And if you 

keep at it, worse.  

So the question is, can you love and accept her as is? The way God does? Or does she have to 

lose 20 pounds? Will that make you love her more? Will that make you more happy?  

And three years from now, when she finally feels safe again, remember that you were not trying 

to heal the relationship so you could take another run at her. Let it go. 



It took many months to write me back. But he did take it to heart. God broke him through the letter and 

through some things going on at church. Then he said that when I asked him for permission to use this 

illustration he said yes. Then he said, “It is probably important to note that this is from a guy who should 

know better – not a new believer, a leader and a Bible teacher for almost 30 years – Ouch! Yuck. ‘Lord, 

may I never forget this sinfulness of my sin.’ (I think that is what happened.)” 

The big idea for today, the Bible permits divorce for adultery or desertion, but prefers reconciliation. 

That is not necessarily as easy as you might think. Let’s pray. 

CLOSING PRAYER 

Our dearest Father, we come to You humbly this morning. Lord, we are sinners. Is there anybody here so 

dull that they don’t think they are a sinner? Lord, we are sinners. We are sinful men. We are deceived by 

the deceitfulness of sin. We are deceived by our own righteousness. Everything deceives us.  

We are controlling men trying to get our own way. We are trying to work our wives. Those of you not 

married yet or not married now and are looking for wisdom, Lord, on how to proceed. For those of us 

who are married and looking for wisdom on how to proceed; whatever our situations I pray You will help 

us understand that divorce is permitted under some very narrowly defined situations. But what You 

really want is for us to act like men. You want us to live out the Gospel; to not only understand it, but to 

do it. Not to be merely hearers, but doers of this Word which is a flawless record of everything You 

wanted to say, exactly the way You wanted to say it. We ask this in Jesus’ Name. Amen. 

 


