
Armagh Baptist Church: Sunday 27
th

 January 2019 
Marriage & Divorce in the Old Testament 

“Genesis 1:26-28, 2:18-25, Deuteronomy 24:1-5” 
Introduction 
At a recent members meeting we asked for Issues Facing Christians Today. 
I’m starting that series tonight, on the 4

th
 Sunday night of each month. 

About half of the questions were on marriage, divorce & remarriage.  
The other half were mostly about gender issues & the whole transgender debate. 
Tonight I’m starting a series on what the Bible teaches re Marriage, Divorce & 
Remarriage. Tonight we’re going to be looking at Marriage & Divorce in the O.T., 
and I’m going to begin by looking at the first mention of marriage in Gen. 2:18-25.  
 
This passage teaches us about Marriage as God originally intended it. 
God’s original plan for marriage was very clear. It was a high standard. 
 

Genesis 2:18-25 is the last passage in our Bibles before the Fall of Man. 
So Marriage was ordained by God in the Garden of Eden – in Paradise; 

before the Fall; before sin entered this world to taint and mar everything. 
 
So Marriage was a Creation Ordinance, therefore it should be honoured by all 
(See Hebrews 13:5): Saved and Unsaved, Christian and non-Christian, ‘Victorians’ 
and ‘Post-moderns’. Marriage was part of God’s Creation plan for us;  
It’s in the Owner’s Manual; It’s part of the Manufacturer’s Instructions! 
 
Marriage wasn’t created or dreamed up by ‘Victorian England’. It doesn’t go out of 
date, or out of fashion. Marriage is as important today as it ever was. 
So if a Society throws out God’s plans for marriage, we can expect that society 
itself to begin to crumble! Marriage and a stable home environment are God’s 
basic building blocks for a stable, healthy society. 
  
It shouldn’t surprise us then that marriage is under attack today.  
That it is being seen as an out-dated, old-fashioned institution. 
It shouldn’t surprise us that divorce is on the increase, that marital unfaithfulness is 
all too common, or that more people are deciding to live together first and get 
married later - if at all!  
 
And in one sense, it shouldn’t really surprise us that same-sex unions are on the 
increase, either. These are all deviations from God’s original plan. 
 
Why should it not surprise us? 
Because no sooner had God created marriage in Genesis ch.2,  
than the Devil was out to undermine marriage in Genesis ch.3! 
The Devil undermined the God - Man relationship established in Genesis ch.2  
by attacking the Husband - Wife relationship in Genesis ch.3. 

The Devil up-set the God-ordained roles between a wife and her husband in 
Genesis 3, and he has been doing the same ever since. 
Friction, tension and conflict within marriage are as old as Genesis 3. It’s not a 
new phenomenon. It’s caused by sin, which has affected all of us since the Fall. 
 
It was the cultural norm and expectation that marriages ‘stuck it out’ up until fairly 
recently in this country. But that doesn’t mean that there were perfect marriages 
before the 1960s. Far from it! Marriage breakdown is as old as the hills. It was just 
kept quiet, or hushed up, or brushed under the carpet. Many had stopped living as 
husband and wife, even though they might have still lived at the same address.  
 
(e.g. Old school house in Dromod). 
 
But the culture has swung now: It’s now more common, more acceptable, less 
frowned upon, when marriages break up, and so divorce is on the increase. 
Divorce has become the sad experience for many families now: 
The Divorce rate in N.I. is running at about 27%. In the USA it is over 50%. 
 
So I’m going to be talking about God’s Ideal Standard for marriage tonight. 
Marriage as God intended it to be. We may well fall short; falling short is sin.  
So if God’s Word exposes sin in our lives, then what should we do? 

• Humble ourselves and admit our sin, our failings & short-comings. 
• Confess where we’ve failed to God. 
• Repent of those sins, asking God to forgive us afresh. 
• Then ask God for His grace and strength on an on-going daily basis, to 

overcome the failings in our marriages and ask for His grace to work at 
our marriages to make them more like what God intended them to be. 
 

What we shouldn’t do is adapt God’s Word to fit the sinful situation that we find 
ourselves in instead. God’s Word does not change. God does not drop His 
standard. We must align our lives to His Word, not the other way around. 
 
Let’s take a Survey of what the Old Testament has to say about marriage: 
 

1. Genesis 2:18-25 – First mention: 
  
Adam was formed out of the dust of the ground on Day 6 of Creation.  
 
In v.18 God tells us about the only thing that was ‘not good’ in all of his creation:  

‘It is not good that the man should be alone.’ 
It’s then that God goes on to say, ‘I will make him a helper fit for him.’  
The next part of the story involves Adam naming all the animals, which God 
brought to him to name. But after naming all the animals ‘there was not found a 
helper fit for him’ - for Adam. (v.20) 



So it is obvious from this that man is not meant to have any kind of sexual 
relationship with any of the animals that God created. This is something that is 
known as bestiality, and there is a verse in Leviticus 18:23 that deals with this very 
matter: So sex with an animal is wrong!  
 
But why do I need to say that in a sermon like this?  
Well a few years ago, I would hardly have needed to mention the previous verse 
either! Now we do: sex between two men (or two women) is wrong (Lev.18:22).  
 
So when no suitable helper was found for man from the rest of God’s creation,  
it is then that God created a woman (a wife for Adam).  
 
This was a special act of Creation: God took a rib from Adam’s side, while he was 
in a deep sleep, and formed that bone into a woman – a female of the human 
species – a wife ‘fit’ for Adam. So the woman was specifically created for marriage 
to Adam. She alone out of all of God’s Creation, was the only one that Adam could 
have an intimate sexual relationship with - because she was of the same species 
(v.23).  
 
Verse 24 goes on to teach clearly that marriage is to be seen as one man, leaving 
his parental home, in order to be united to one woman (his wife), in a one-flesh 
union – involving an intimate sexual relationship – meant to last for life.  
 
Verse 25 makes it clear that sexual intimacy between a man and a woman is 
going to involve nakedness, but there should be no sense of shame between 
them. But, by contrast, such nakedness or sexual intimacy with any other third 
party would bring its own sense of shame. 
  
That sense of shame still characterises any such relationship outside of marriage 
today, no matter how Society tries to get away from it, or put a brave face on it.  
 
There is a sense of shame, or guilt, inherently attached to any act of sexual 
intimacy outside of a legitimate marriage union. Because any sexual act outside of 
marriage is sin – that’s why it brings with it its own sense of shame and guilt - 
precisely because it is sinful. 
 

2. Genesis 29:16 - 30:24 – Polygamy 
 
This is a passage that shows the mess that is caused by polygamy – being 
married to more than one wife at the same time. Polygamy is obviously not God’s 
ideal. The Bible always portrays the mess that accompanies polygamy in negative 
terms: whether that was between Abraham, Sarah & Hagar; or between Jacob, 
Leah, Rachel, Bilhah & Zilpah; or whether it was the multiple wives of King David; 
or the 1000 wives and concubines of King Solomon! e.g. The Bible makes it very 

clear that it was Solomon’s many wives who were the cause of him getting away 
from his complete devotion to God in his later life.  
 
But we need to remember in the climate in which we live today, that whether 
‘intimate sexual relationships with more than one woman at the same time’ is 
couched in marriage terms (polygamy) or whether it is simply multiple casual 
sexual relationships (‘sleeping around’) it is still clearly wrong either way!   
 
It doesn’t just open people up to all the dangers of HIV & AIDS, or sexually 
transmitted diseases, it hurts everybody concerned at an emotional and spiritual 
level, in terms of shame and guilt and heartache, before it ever manifests itself in 
physical illness or disease.  
 
So if God prohibits something, he does so for our good, not to spoil our fun! 
 

3. Exodus 20:1-17 – The Ten Commandments  
 
Among the Ten Commandments there are two that apply to marriage:           

Command No.7: ‘You shall not commit adultery’ (v.14); and part of                                   
Command No.10: ‘You shall not covet your neighbour’s wife’ (v.17). 

 
‘Committing adultery’ is to have intimate sexual relationships outside of marriage. 
By definition, adultery is a married person breaking their one flesh union with their 
husband or wife, by having a sexual union with someone else who they are not 
married to. That is physical adultery. 
 
Technically, ‘fornication’ (AV), is sex before marriage, by unmarried people. 
However, committing adultery covers all sexual relations outside of the marriage 
bond. So Commandment No.7 is talking about physical adultery. 
 
But the 10th commandment also clearly outlaws coveting someone else’s wife, or 
lusting after someone else’s wife – this would include longing for her, or wishing 
she was your wife, instead of somebody else’s. So in your heart, or mind, you 
could be imagining yourself with that person, who is not your marriage partner – 
and to do that is to break the 10

th
 commandment, even if you have not yet 

physically broken the 7
th
 commandment.  

 
This is clearly the thinking behind Jesus’ teaching in the Sermon on the Mount 
when he said:  ‘anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed  

adultery with her in his heart.’ (Matthew 5:28) 
 
So it is possible to commit emotional or mental adultery in your heart, before you 
ever commit physical adultery with your whole body.  
Either way you have broken at least one of God’s Commandments - which is sin! 



It is important to understand these things before we come to the book of 
Deuteronomy. There are two passages that we need to look at here: 
 

4. Deuteronomy 22:13-30 - Marriage Violations  
 
This chapter describes how adultery, or fornication, was to be punished in Israel. 
Remember the book of Deuteronomy means ‘Second Law’. It was given by Moses 
to the nation of Israel just before he died, at the end of the 40 years of wilderness 
wandering. These were the Laws that were to be worked out in practice within the 
nation of Israel once they had occupied the Promised Land under Joshua.  
Exodus 20 was the first giving of the Law at Mount Sinai, early on in the 40 years 
in the wilderness. Exodus 20-23 is based around the 10 commandments.  
Deuteronomy is the outworking of all of that in practice for the nation. 
 
N.B. The punishment for adultery in Deut.22:23-24 is death by stoning. 
N.B. If a man was found to have wronged an Israelite girl:  
(a) by falsely accusing her of not being a virgin when he married her, or  
(b) if he slept with her before marriage – he had to go ahead and marry her – 
because he had violated her, without her parent’s consent of marriage.  
In both of these cases, divorce was not permitted. They had to stay together for 
life (v19 & 29). It is against that backdrop that we now come to Deuteronomy 24. 
 

5. Deuteronomy 24:1-5 – Certificate of Divorce 
 
This is a key passage on the whole subject of divorce, because for the first time 
Moses introduces the idea of ‘a certificate of divorce’ because of the hardness 
of the people’s hearts. N.B. This was not part of God’s original plan for marriage.  
But God permitted Moses to introduce it, because of the reality of sin, and the 
reality that marriages can and do break down.  
 
So the certificate of divorce was brought in to tidy up the mess that marriage 
relationships had got into among the Israelites as they had made their way 
through the desert for the past 40 years on their way to Canaan. 
 
Now we find it hard to imagine a society where marriage has totally broken down. 
By and large there has been a Christian heritage in this country, and there have 
been good laws in force as far as marriage is concerned since the mid 1800s, 
away before Partition in Ireland. So the laws surrounding marriage have been the 
same on both parts of this island for about 150 years.  
 
By and large, families had a reasonably strong church connection, so most people 
got married, because it was ‘the done thing’; it was part of the culture.  
But can you begin to imagine what a society would look like if marriage was totally 
ignored, and nobody ever actually got married?  

I couldn’t, until I went to visit a township outside Pietermaritzburg in South Africa.  
It was my first trip overseas with SIM, and Ken Vallelly was with me. We had gone 
to visit Rob & Deb Ng-Yu-Tin who were working on an HIV/AIDS project in and 
around Pietermaritzburg.  
 
One morning Rob took us out to a township which was actually called ‘France’ –  
it was just a vast number of shacks scattered across a hillside – just made out of 
breeze blocks and corrugated tin roofs. We were going to visit an HIV/AIDS 
support group that Rob had set up in that community. But it was all ladies who 
turned up – most of them very young mothers. When we asked where all the men 
were. Rob told us that marriage had basically completely broken down in that 
community. It was just non-existent. The men were only around when the children 
were conceived. Most of the rest of the time they were unemployed or drunk, or 
getting involved in fights etc.  
 
The women were left to struggle through pregnancy on their own, give birth to their 
children on their own, and usually relied on the help of their mothers to bring the 
children up. The men just weren’t involved at all.  
 
But of course with all that sleeping around, and casual sexual encounters, there 
was a very high incidence of HIV and AIDS. The men were passing on the HIV 
virus to the women when they had sex, but sadly in many cases, the HIV virus 
was also being passed onto the children as they were being born. So much so that 
many of the young mothers we met that day were HIV+ as were many of the 
babies and toddlers as well!  
 
In fact the problem was getting worse, because the people who were my age at 
the time (in their 30s and 40s) were actually all dying out because of AIDS, so 
there was a missing generation. Grandparents were left to bring up babies, who 
had been orphaned because of AIDS – and all the while, men were nowhere to be 
seen. Nobody knew whose child was whose anyway. No-one knew who the father 
of any given child was. The whole situation was a complete and utter mess.  
That’s what happens when marriage breaks down completely, and normal family 
units are not maintained.  
 
Maybe it wasn’t quite as bad as that in the Israelite Camp after 40 years of 
wandering through the Wilderness. But who knows, it might have been!  
 
But this was why Moses had to introduce the idea of a certificate of divorce.  
Paper work had to be involved. Not only to say that someone was legally married 
to someone else, but also the certificate of divorce was needed to be able to prove 
that someone was no longer married to their first spouse. Then, and only then, 
were they available to marry someone else. That is the thinking behind the whole 
idea of a certificate of divorce here in Deuteronomy 24.  



It was to prevent the Israelite society descending into a mess, a bit like the one I 
have just described to you from that township in South Africa.  
 
The Israelites couldn’t just sleep around with anyone they wanted to. 
Marriage had to be respected by all. But if for whatever reason your marriage was 
coming to an end, then you had to do it properly. The husband had to present a 
certificate of divorce to his wife, before he sent her from his home. Only then 
would another man know that she was available for a new relationship, or for 
marriage. It wasn’t just divorce for the sake of divorce; the divorce paper opened 
the way for another marriage.   
 
The point that was being made in this passage however, was that once the 
divorce papers had been served, and the woman had left the home and married 
another man, there was absolutely no way that she could ever come back to her 
first husband again, even if her second husband died. The way back to her first 
husband had been barred completely.  
 
To go back to him now, was an abomination in God’s eyes. Because all that would 
be doing would be to make a mockery out of the whole idea, not just of divorce, 
but of marriage itself – it would have been legitimising adultery.  
It would have been giving carte blanche to go ahead and sleep around with as 
many partners as you liked in the course of a lifetime, and if you changed your 
mind you could always come back to your first love! - God says No!  
So because this was the case, you should think long and hard before getting rid of 
your wife – you should try to reconcile first. 
Because once you handed her the divorce papers there was no way back! 
 
So today, if a marriage is facing difficulties, the first resort should not be to the 
divorce courts, the first resort should be to seek reconciliation. That will probably 
involve some outsider coming in to try to mediate between you – maybe the pastor 
or elders of the church, or an organisation that could provide counselling for you in 
a Christian context e.g. Foundation Ministries. But that must be the first step for a 
Christian couple – to seek counselling. To try every possibility for reconciliation, 
before they go down the long hard road of getting a divorce. And up until that 
divorce has been given, there is every opportunity for reconciliation, and that’s 
why no third party should get involved romantically with either spouse, until all 
avenues for potential reconciliation have been exhausted. Otherwise you’re 
making matters worse, far more complicated, and far more difficult to resolve. 
 
N.B. The reason given in this passage for the first divorce is vague.  
He just ‘found some indecency in her’. It can’t mean that the husband had just 
found out that his wife had been guilty of adultery, or fornication, because if she 
had, then he could have enacted the death penalty on her according to Deut ch.22 
– i.e. ‘death by stoning’ was the punishment for adultery.  

So this had to be something wider than that.  
The grounds for legitimate divorce were not being discussed in this passage.  
The point that is being made is that a divorce must be given in writing, and that 
you weren’t allowed to go back to your first husband, after being married to 
someone else – because that would have been detestable in God’s eyes (v.4). 
 
(By the way, this Deuteronomy 24 passage is quoted again in Jeremiah 3:1-8 in 
connection with God’s relationship to Israel as His Bride. Because of her idolatry 
he had sent her away, giving her a certificate of divorce, but she had prostituted 
herself to many foreign gods, and then thought that she could come back to God 
whenever she liked: something that according to Deut 24 would have been an 
abomination to him. So the spiritual parallels are clear. We, as the church in the 
N.T., are the bride of Christ – therefore we must remain faithful to him, and not go 
off committing spiritual adultery with other gods, idols or images, that vie for His 
rightful place in our lives). 
 
There are a number of other passages in the Old Testament, which refer to 
divorce. Among them, for example are references in Leviticus 21:7 to the fact that 
priests were not allowed to marry divorcees, and indeed in v.14 the High Priest 
was not allowed to marry a divorcee, or even a widow. He could only marry a 
virgin, from among God’s people. The question is, should that be applied to 
pastors and ministers today – should someone who has been divorced and/or 
remarried be excluded from pastoral ministry today?  
Or do we take the view that in the N.T. we are all part of ‘the priesthood of all 
believers’ so there is no hierarchy anymore. (1 Tim 3 ‘a one woman man’). 
 

6. Malachi 2:11-16 – God hates Divorce 
 
This is the final O.T. passage, and it puts God’s view of divorce so clearly:  

‘I hate divorce!’ says the Lord God of Israel (v.16 - NIV)(Not ESV)! 
That’s what God says, and we can’t get away from it. God hates divorce. 
It was not part of his original intention when he created Eve for Adam. 
He intended them to stay together ‘till death us do part’. 
He intended them to maintain their one-flesh union, exclusive of all others, in 
sexual and marital purity and faithfulness. 
 
Jesus brings this out very clearly, as we will see next time, in Matthew 19 –  
Moses did not command people to divorce in Deuteronomy ch.24.  
He simply permitted them to divorce, ‘because of the hardness of their hearts’.  
In other words, it was because of sin, and stubbornness, and because of their 
unfaithfulness to one another, and their refusal to find a way through to 
reconciliation in their relationships with each other. That’s why Moses permitted 
them to divorce their wives, but they had to do it properly if they were going to go 
through with it – issuing a certificate of divorce, so that everyone would know 



where the divorced party stood, and so that no-one would think someone was 
available, when they were not. 
 
But at the end of the day, God doesn’t change: Divorce is still far from his ideal for 
any of our lives. He’d rather spare us all the heartache that goes with it – not just 
for the husband and wife themselves, but for the children caught in the middle, 
who often end up as the real victims of the disputes.  
 
Just ask anyone who has been through a divorce. Would they recommend it? 
I guarantee they wouldn’t. Nobody ends up better off financially after a divorce! 
 
So we’ve seen God’s ideal: one man, faithful to one woman, for life. 
 
We’ve seen Moses’ concession: divorce may be permitted, as long as a 
certificate of divorce is given, so that all will know where the parties stand.  
But think about it long and hard first, because once you divorce and marry 
someone else, there is no way back to ‘your first love’ or marriage partner. 
 
And then we’ve seen God’s preference: He still hates divorce.  
He would rather as Malachi 2 says we would,  

‘not be faithless to the wife of our youth.’ 
 

So let’s finish by reading Malachi 2:14-16 as we close. 
 
Next month we’ll look at Jesus’ teaching on Marriage & Divorce in Matthew ch.19. 
 


