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The Reformers' Interpretation of Jesus' Teaching 
on Divorce and Marriage 

Introduction 

JASON KLEE 
Dean and Professor of Theo Logical Studies, 

Cedarville University 

One glance at the headlines for any U.S. newspaper/ news site at 
the end of June 2015 makes it dear that marriage, and specifically the 
"definition of marriage" is a hotly contested contemporary debate. In the 
questions asked by the Supreme Court justices in their initial hearing of 
the Obergefell v. Hodges and in their decision (e.g. majority and 
particularly in the minority), th.e question of a "traditional" view of 
marriage was raised, though ultimately dismissed. N.Iany evangelicals 
rightly noted, that for the church, th.e question was not just one of the 
"traditionaf' view, but one of a "biblical" view. 

During the Reformation, questions related to "traditional'' view 
of marriage and a "biblical" view of marriage were commonplace. The 
theological discussion often gravitated around the topics of clerical 
marriage and marriage as a sacrament. Th.ese discussions often included 
references ta Jesus' teaching on divorce, marriage, and celibacy found in 
Matthew 19. 

Partly due to the pattern of commenting on the biblical texts 
established by Erasmus' Annotations, which accompanied his publication 
of the New Testament in 1516, the reformers often explained their 
theological views through explicit comments on the biblical tex.t.1 Among 
th.e vast amount of religious documents in the Reformation era, arguably 
the most influential an biblical interpretation was Erasmus' Navum 

1 See Jason K. Lee, "Theological 1nterpretation in the Reformers: A Case Study 
af 'San of Man' Texts in Matthew" in Aspects of Reforming. Carlisle., UK: 
Paternoster, 2013. 
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2 in their discussions. Specifically, the textual connection between Mt 
19:5 and Ge 2:24 is essential to the reformers' positions. In the dialogue 
with the Pharisees in Mt 19, Jesus or the Pharisees draw on two Old 
Testament texts (Ge 2 and Dt 24) explicitly. The reformers value this 
intertextuality and contemporary readers will better understand the 
Reformation commentary on Mt 19, if there is an understanding of the 
reformers' comments on G€ 2:24-25 and Dt 24:1-4. 

Genes-is 2:24-25 

In commenting on Ge 2, the reformers note some essential 
characteristics of God's creative design for marriage. The marriage is 
union between a man and a woman that is intended to be permanent, 
exclusive, and procreative. Defining marriage according to God's original 
design for it, gives the potential for peaceful and productive lives that 
glorify God in spite of the ravages of sin in human relationships. God's 
design for marriage includes the male and female recognizing God-given 
roles ofleadership or submissiveness. 

Andreas Bodenstein van Karlstadt describes the 
complementarian relationship between a husband and a wife. This 
ordered relationship fulfills the human desire for unity and yet 
accomplishes the purposes of the distinction of the sexes. Karlstadt 
explains: 

God created a helpmeet for Adam who was his equal, yet 
different. He therefore created Adam first and Eve after, ward 
and gave the man authority and the woman submissiveness. Just 
as he created Adam to the glory of God so that he might fully 
ding to God's will, praise, counsel, and help. Spouses retain their 
equality if they remain in the instituted unity, with the woman 
being obedient and submissive to her husband, holding him in 
honor and treating him well, always mindful that she has been 
taken from the man and is called she-man. A husband, on the 
other hand, must not forget that woman is his bone, flesh, and 
blood. He ought always to love her and never hate or envy her. 
He ought to refrain from anything that might separate him from 
his wife, as Adam says, "On this account a man shall leave his 
father and mother and ding to his wife." When married people 
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23 John Carter, A Plaine and Compendious Exposition of Christ’s Sermon in the 
Mount, 902-03.  
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of evil rather than to promote the beauty of God's design. Calvin 
continues by noting that: 

But they did wrong in viewing as a matter of civil law, the rule 
which had been given them for a devout and holy life. For 
national laws are sometimes accommodated to the manners of 
men but Gad, in prescribing a spiritual law, looked not at what 
men can do, but at what they ought to do. It contains a perfect 
and entire righteousness, though we want ability to fulfill it. 
Christ, therefore, admonishes us not to conclude, that what is 
allowed by the national law of Mases is, on that account, lawful 
in the sight of God. That man, (says he,) who puts away his wife, 
and gives her a bill of divorcement, shelters himself under the 
pretense of the law: but the band of marriage is too sacred to be 
dissolved at the will, or rather at the licentious pleasure, of men. 
Though the husband and the wife are united by mutual consent, 
yet G-Dd binds them by an indissoluble tie, so that they are not 
afterwards at liberty ta separate. 

Calvin notes that Jesus' teaching echoes the higher ideal of God's original 
design, even if the higher ideal simply points out the human inability to 
fulfill it, another typical theme of the Sermon on the Mount. Calvin 
concludes that since the marriage bond is indissoluble in the sight of God, 
then divorce and remarriage ta another spouse amounts to adultery. 

The Reformation Insights on Marriage from Matthew 19 

Though the reformers defined biblical marriage drawing an 
many biblical texts, central to them was Jesus' extended teaching on 
marriage and divorce in Matthew 19. In this chapter, Jesus continues to 
minister to large crowds and the opposition of the religious leaders to his 
ministry grows. Pharisees continually try to trap Jesus with their 
questions. Jesus' thoroughly biblical correction of the Pharisees' 
question on divorce draws on G-Dd's original creative intent for marriage 
as expressed in Genesis 2. Thinking that they might have snared Jesus, 
the Pharisees try to appose Him by citing Moses in Deuteronomy 24. 
Jesus' reply draws on the narrative context of the Deuteronomy passage 
to show that the juxtaposition is not Jesus against Moses, but Moses' 
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concession due to their unbelief and God's creative intent. Jesus' high 
view of marriage, in that the vow is only broken through sexual 
immorality, causes the disciple to wonder if anyone can match this high 
esteem for marriage. While valuing marriage, Jesus established celibacy 
as a viable option to marriage, but only if that singleness is ordained for 
that individual by God. 

The reformers highlight three sections of this narrative text in 
their commentaries. First, the reformers note Jesus' affirmation of the 
original design for marriage. Second, the reformers explain Jesus' 
response to the Deuteronomy text and His only stipulation for divorce. 
Third, the reformers comment on what it means to be an eunuch, and 
thereby be excluded for the marriage ordinance. In general the reformers 
indicate that Jesus' teaching on marriage ancl divorce highlights the 
sanctity of marriage and the stubborn unbelief that is drawn to a casual 
view of divorce. 

Original design for marriage 

As the humanism of Erasmus contributed to the growing interest 
in commenting on the biblical text, other humanists were pointing to the 
source text in their comments. Jacques Lefevre d'Etaples, the French 
humanist, extols the divine initiation of marriage in his comments on 
Matthew 19. In his Commentary on the Four Gospels D'Etaples writes: 

Although the Lord knew that the Pharisees had come to Him, not 
out of a desire to learn, but to tempt and reprehend Him, still He 
did not refuse them kindness, and instead with all modesty He 
gave satisfaction to their inquiry, using the example of G€nesis 
chapters one and two, where it is read thus in chapter one: And 
God created man in His image and likeness; in the image of God 
He created him, He created them male and female. And in 
chapter two like this: "And the Lord God fashioned the rib, which 
He had taken from Adam, into a woman, and He brought her to 
Adam, and Adam said, 'This now is bone from my bones, and 
flesh from my flesh; she will be called woman, since she was 
taken from a man. Wherefore a man will leave his father and 
mother and will ding to his wife and the two will be one flesh."' 
These words, "Wherefore a man will leave his father," and those 
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33 Richard Taverner, The Gospels with Brief Sermons, fol. liiii-lv. 
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