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Matthew 5:31-2; 19:1-12

Introduction:  In the Sermon on the Mount, we see that Jesus is addressing the 
state of our hearts, of what is in our hearts.  Do we have soft hearts or hard hearts, 
hearts that yearn for God or for self?  How are your hearts today?  How can we 
allow the Holy Spirit to soften them ?

Hard Hearts that Reflect a Hard World

 Jesus was speaking to Greco Roman and Jewish worlds that had been devastated 
by sinful and selfish misunderstandings of sexuality, marriage and divorce. 
Barclay, for example, says that Greek marriages were destroyed due to extramarital 
relationships.  There was a definite double standard, as married women were in 
seclusion and were expected to be completely pure , whereas men were given 
license to do whatever they pleased.  As Demosthenes explains it, “We have 
courtesans for the sake of  pleasure; we have concubines for the sake of  daily 
cohabitation; we have wives for the purpose of having children legitimately and of 
having a faithful guardian for all our household affairs.”  Divorce was rampant, 
and the Greeks had no concept of moral purity or marital fidelity.  Barclay says that 
although the Romans conquered the Greeks in a military sense, in a social sense, 
the Greeks became dominant.  This was a great tragedy for all of Roman life  was 
rooted in the home.  The Roman matrons were not as secluded and took full part in 
all of life.  Modestinus, a Roman jurist, said, Marriage is a life long fellowship of 
all divine and human rights.” After being interwoven socially with the Greeks, 
divorce became as common as marriage.  So, in Greco-Roman society, marriage 
was both impermanent and not exclusive.

How did the Jews view marriage?  In theory and in the Law, the Jews had a 
very high ideal of marriage.  Marriage was viewed as a sacred duty, which all men 
were bound and expected to undertake.  Jews ideally abhorred divorce, for as in 
Malachi 2:16, God flatly states that He hates divorce.  Tragically, over time, Israel 
lost its grip on this ideal and became like the pagans all around them.  Part of the 
problem was that women were viewed as possessions of their fathers, and then 
later husbands. There were two main schools of thought within the Jewish society 
about divorce, both centering around the meaning of the word indecency from 
Deuteronomy 24:1, where Moses says, “If  a man marries a woman who becomes 
displeasing to him because he finds something indecent about her, and he writes 
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her a certificate of  divorce…”  Shammai led one school of thought that argued for 
a conservative meaning, that indecency could only be viewed as sexual immorality.  
Hillel, on the other hand, argued that indecency could be widely interpreted, such 
as bad cooking, arguing with in-laws, talking to strange men in the street, being 
quarrelsome, or even if they met another woman who was more attractive.  At the 
time of Jesus, the Hillel school was in vogue.  Divorce was rampant.  In fact, some 
women were afraid to get married since they would have no security and no 
guarantees.  Israel had a moral framework to uplift marriage and discourage 
divorce, but unfortunately, they decided to be like the nations around them.  How 
did Jesus call them and call us to be holy and set apart for God?

God Loves and Affirms Marriage

 When questioned by the Pharisees on divorce, Jesus went back to the beginning, 
to the beginning of Scripture and the beginning of time, to remind them of God’s 
creative intent and plan for them, for our world.  Adam and Eve were created for 
each other, to complete each other, to do away with loneliness. They were given by 
Jesus as a model for each of us, for divorce would have been impossible, 
inadvisable and simply wrong for Adam and Eve. The Jewish word for marriage is 
kiddushin, which means consecrated or sanctified.  In a marriage, each person is 
consecrated, or set apart exclusively for the other.  In getting married, they leave 
their parents, and their old way of life to become one flesh.  Marriage involves a 
complete unity, which brings a completeness to each spouse, a sharing of all 
circumstances and experiences in life.  The basis of marriage then is togetherness.  
The basis for togetherness is considerateness.  Love is core for a marriage, not a 
self-centered love, but a Christ-like love, a love that dies and is poured out for our 
spouse.  The Biblical principle then is that divorce is wrong and a sin.  Marriage is 
to be both exclusive and permanent. 

 The Pharisees asked Jesus about the Mosaic teaching.  Jesus reminded them that 
Moses did not command divorce, but rather legislated divorce as a concession to 
the brokenness of their hearts and lives.  The Ten Commandments make it clear 
that marriage is important to God, and the Law made it clear that adultery is so 
wrong that it should be punished by death.  Jesus stated that Moses discussed 
divorce only as a means of regulating what would otherwise lead to utter chaos.  
Jesus did not contradict Moses or the Law, but rather explained God’s original 
intent from the beginning.  In fact, Jesus was very clear about why divorce was 
permitted.  Jesus says, “Moses permitted you to divorce your wives because your 
hearts were hard.  But it was not this way from the beginning.”  It is our hard 
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hearts, our sin, our selfishness, which has led to divorce. In fact, divorce is not part 
of God’s creative or life giving plan for our world.

 Jesus gives only one exception for divorce, that of marital unfaithfulness.  Under 
the Mosaic Law, adultery was punishable by death, and even though such 
punishment was not enforced, the result is the same, for adultery leads to death of a 
marriage, freeing up the offended person to remarry without guilt.   The Greek 
word here for marital unfaithfulness is porneia, which encompassed any immoral 
sexual practice. Not only is there only one exception, Jesus says that “anyone who 
divorces his wife, except for marital unfaithfulness, causes her to become an 
adulteress, and anyone who marries the divorced woman commits adultery.” Stott 
says that the person who sins by seeking divorce via human law is still viewed as 
being married in the eyes of God, and thus commits adultery and causes others to 
commit adultery.  Vaughn also suggests that the Greek word here kai can mean 
either and or in order to.  If someone divorces in order to remarry, they are 
committing adultery.  Jesus is seeking to protect women from the selfishness of 
their husbands, and is critiquing men who divorce for selfish reasons.  Jesus is 
stating that divorce on demand is a sin.  

Having Soft Hearts

 The Bible makes it clear that our hearts are to be soft.  Hard hearts are a sign of 
sin, of selfishness, of doing things our own way for our own agenda.  We see this 
throughout the Bible: “Blessed is the person who always fears the Lord, but they 
who harden their heart falls into trouble.” Proverbs 28:14, Paul says in Ephesians 
4:18, “They(the Gentiles) are darkened in their understanding and separated from 
the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them due to the hardening of 
their hearts.”  Hard hearts then stems from sin and denial of God.  How can we 
have soft hearts?  By being prayerful.  By being Spirit filled.  By choosing 
reconciliation over discord.  By choosing to forgive rather than by clinging to 
wrongs and pains.  By choosing to love and live for our spouse, rather than for 
ourselves.  By choosing to hang in there, even when tempted to flee.  By caring 
and serving, rather than withholding love or affection.  Any and all broken and 
strained relationships can be traced back to a hardening of the heart.  Let us choose 
to be soft hearted, just as Jesus was and is to each of us.
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