
Welcome to our study of the 
Gospel According to Matthew
� The 4th teaching discourse (chap. 18) ends 

with the customary formula (“And when 
Jesus finished these sayings,” 19:1). 

� Today’s class is on Matthew 19.The 
Galilean ministry is over. Now, Jesus 
journeys to Jerusalem (chaps. 19, 20). . .
◦ Teaching about divorce and celibacy for the 

kingdom of heaven
◦ Blessing little children
◦ Confronting the rich young ruler (if we get that 

far)
� In this phase, Jesus heals the multitudes, 

but teaches his disciples.



Preface Remarks
� Much of these two journey chapters 

consider different aspects of household 
relations
◦ Husbands and wives (19:3-12)
◦ Children (19:13-15)
◦ Making money (19:16-30)
◦ Slaves (20:17-28)

� Sometimes, if not often, Jesus resisted 
conventional patriarchal and 
hierarchical household relations to 
establish mutual/human relational 
unity as an alternative lifestyle.



Teaching About Divorce 19:1-
12
When Jesus had finished saying these 
things, he left Galilee and went to the 
region of Judea beyond the Jordan. 2
Large crowds followed him, and he cured 
them there.
3 Some Pharisees came to him, and to 
test him they asked, “Is it lawful for a 
man to divorce his wife for any cause?” 4
He answered, “Have you not read that 
the one who made them from the 
beginning ‘made them male and female,’ 



Teaching About Divorce (cont.)
5 and said, ‘For this reason a man shall 
leave his father and mother and be 
joined to his wife, and the two shall 
become one flesh’? 6 So they are no 
longer two, but one flesh. Therefore 
what God has joined together, let no one 
separate.” 7 They said to him, “Why then 
did Moses command us to give a 
certificate of dismissal and to divorce 
her?” 8 He said to them, “It was because 
you were so hard-hearted that Moses 
allowed you to divorce your wives, but



Teaching About Divorce (19:1-
11)
from the beginning it was not so. 9 

And I say to you, whoever divorces his 
wife, except for unchastity, and 
marries another commits adultery.”
10 His disciples said to him, “If such is 
the case of a man with his wife, it is 
better not to marry.” 11 But he said to 
them, “Not everyone can accept this 
teaching, but only those to whom it is 
given. 12 For there are eunuchs who



Teaching About Divorce (19:1-
12)
have been so from birth, and there are 
eunuchs who have been made 
eunuchs by others, and there are 
eunuchs who have made themselves 
eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom 
of heaven. Let anyone accept this who 
can. 



On Divorce (5:31-32; 1:19)
31 It was also said, ‘Whoever divorces his 
wife, let him give her a certificate of 
divorce.’ 32 But I say to you that anyone 
who divorces his wife, except on the 
ground of unchastity, causes her to 
commit adultery; and whoever marries a 
divorced woman commits adultery. 
1:19—Her husband Joseph, being a 
righteous man and unwilling to expose 
her to public disgrace, planned to 
dismiss her quietly. 



Comment
� The Pharisees test Jesus (19:3; see 

16:1) over their male-dominated 
marriage practices in which the 
husband rules over his wife (5:31-32). 

� Their question seems to be rooted in 
the following: Is it permitted under the 
Torah for a man to divorce his wife for 
any reason? Are there legal limits to a 
husband’s power over his wife? Does 
Jesus favor easy divorce? If so, he 
would be popular with Jewish males.  



Comment
� Remember, John the Baptist resisted 

the power of Herod Antipas (14:1-12). 
Bottom line, the Pharisees wanted to 
expose their differences with Jesus 
over the issue of divorce.  

� However, Matthew’s treatment is not 
over the legality of divorce (Jesus does 
not annul the Law of Moses) but upon 
the grounds that justify divorce. For 
what reason(s) may a man divorce his 
wife? In other words, Jesus doesn’t 
abrogate the law, he interprets it. 



Comment
Divorce is addressed in the Law only 
indirectly, that is, it pertains to a restriction 
over remarriage in only one passage. 
Deut. 24:1-4— “Suppose a man enters into 
marriage with a woman, but she does not 
please him because he finds something 
objectionable about her, and so he writes her 
a certificate of divorce, puts it in her hand, 
and sends her out of his house; she then 
leaves his house 2 and goes off to become 
another man’s wife. 3 Then suppose the 
second man dislikes her, writes her a bill of 
divorce, 



Comment
puts it in her hand, and sends her out 
of his house (or the second man who 
married her dies); 4 her first husband, 
who sent her away, is not permitted 
to take her again to be his wife after 
she has been defiled; for that would be 
abhorrent to the Lord, and you shall 
not bring guilt on the land that the 
Lord your God is giving you as a 
possession.”



Comment
� Divorce is left to a husband’s discretion 

(she does not please him). Does this 
mean for any cause? This is disputed 
in Matt. 19:3-9; see Josephus Ant. 
4.253. (More in a moment)

� The Deuteronomy text is about 
remarrying a former spouse after the 
woman has become another man’s 
wife. If the first husband remarried 
her the second marriage would be 
looked upon as harlotry or wife 
swapping. 



Comment
� But what is a certificate of divorce? It

was a document demonstrating that 
the husband had relinquished claim on 
the woman, freeing her to remarry 
(Isa. 50:1; Jer. 3:8; Matt. 1:19; 5:31). It 
protected a divorced woman in the face 
of male power. 

� Note: The husband (only) initiates the 
divorce and it is consummated when 
the husband presents his wife with a 
divorce certificate and sends her away. 



Comment
� The initiative and power rests with 

male(s). Only under extreme 
circumstances could a Jewish 
woman act against her husband. She 
could appeal to the elders of a 
community to act on her behalf. If 
they agreed, they, in turn, would 
“force” the husband to grant the 
woman a certificate of divorce.



Comment
� Returning to the meaning of she does 

not please him (‘erwat dabar). The 
meaning was disputed in the 1st

Century. There were two major 
rabbinic schools of thought.
◦ School of Shammai—reversed the wording 

order (dabar ‘erwah) and interpreted it as 
sexual misconduct (m. Gittin 9:10). The two 
exception clauses (Matt. 5:32 and 19:9) 
seem to support the School of Shammai. 
But did the Jewish Christian community 
side with Shammai? Did Jesus? 



Comment
◦ School of Hillel—took a more liberal view 

from the husband’s perspective (even if the 
wife spoils a dish for him). To our surprise 
(perhaps), the stricter interpretation better 
protected women.
◦ Rabbi Aqiba affirmed that this could be 

happen if the husband found another more 
beautiful than his wife. 
◦ Essenes at Qumran (CD 4:19-5:2; 

11QTemple) may have been more strict 
than Shammai. No divorce, period. 

� Jesus certainly did not agree with the 
Hillel perspective. 



Comment
� “Unchastity,” most probably, refers to 

sexual misbehavior, and as a rule—
with a married woman—in other 
words, adultery that the wife commits. 
Context determines meaning. Thus, in 
our passages it refers to sexual activity 
of a married woman outside of the 
marriage bond, i.e., adultery.

� Unchastity for ancient Israel was an 
abomination that desecrated the whole 
land. Thus, adultery (unchastity) is a 
contamination that destroys marriage.



Comment
� For ancient Judaism, when adultery takes 

place, the marriage is destroyed. This 
means that divorce is mandatory (Example 
of Joseph and Mary, 1:19). 

� Jesus’ view has two parts. The first part 
(5:32) is that a man who dismisses a 
faithful wife is charged by Jesus of making 
her an adulteress. The second part (19:9) is 
that the husband who dismisses a faithful 
wife is charged by Jesus as being an 
adulterer. Both assertions would not set 
well with Jewish males.  



Comment
� Jesus views such divorces as invalid 

because it forces women into legal ties that 
are morally wrong. 

� Jesus thus defends women against the 
divorce power of Jewish males by affirming 
that a man who dismisses a faithful wife 
and marries another commits adultery.

� In Matthew’s church, prohibition of divorce 
apparently was practiced, unless there was 
a case of adultery. 

� We must remember, also, that Matthew 
emphasizes forgiveness, i.e., all is governed  
in the light of God’s love and God’s mercy. 



Comment
Let us examine three insights of a 
Jewish scholar, Phillip Sigal (The 
Halakah of Jesus, 83-118). Jesus in 
Matthew . . .
1. ruled out polygamy; if a man is not 

free to marry another woman 
because, in Jesus’ view, he is still 
bound to his first wife, this means 
that God permits him only one wife. 
However, until that time no rabbinic 
teacher had yet ruled against 
polygamy. 



Commentary
2. Jesus took at least one step toward 
the removal of the double standard by 
referring to the husband’s sexual 
relationship with the second woman 
as adulterous. By insisting that the 
man is committing adultery against 
his first wife, Jesus radically 
redefined the role of women in 
marriage.



Comment
� 3. Jesus’ strict construction of 

Deuteronomy 24:1 protected women from 
the arbitrary power of their husbands to 
divorce them at will. The double standard 
remains, of course (focus on the husband); 
that is, the case of the wife whose husband 
is unfaithful is not considered.

� Mark’s “gentile” gospel affirms differently 
that a woman can divorce her husband (“if 
she divorces her husband and marries 
another, she commits adultery” 10:12). 



Comment
� The major difference between 

Matthew’s treatment of divorce and 
that of Mark and Luke is that Mk.&L. 
do not include the exception clause. 
Neither does Paul  (see, 1 Cor. 7:1ff.). 

� Was Matthew the original view? 
Scholars are divided. 

� In Jewish law a man was forbidden 
further sexual contact with an 
adulterous wife (see 1:19).



Comment
� Since, following Jewish practice, divorce in 

Matthew was allowed only in cases of 
Christian husbands toward Christian 
wives, that is, within the Christian 
community. The prohibition of marriage to 
a divorced woman seems to be limited to 
cases of adultery. 

� This practice must be set against the 
background of Jesus’ kindness to women 
(for example, the woman caught in 
adultery, Jo. 7:53-8:11). The Law affirmed 
that both were to be put to death (Lev. 
20:10; Deut. 22:22). 



Comment
� Jesus does not “scorn” women. A woman is not 

an object of law, or a possession of her 
husband. By turning to creation (Gen. 1:27; 
2:24) and not a legal quotation (Deut. 24:1, 4), 
he affirms the priority of inter-human and 
unified relationships of men and women in 
marriage. Set against Jewish patriarchal 
practices, Jesus’ seeming “rigid” position, is in 
actuality an expression of love for 
disadvantaged women. 

� Thus, “one flesh” gender marital relationships 
are countercultural in Jesus’ kingdom 
community because Jesus emphasizes 
mutuality and unity, not women’s inferiority 
and men’s proprietary power. 



Comment
� Jesus’ opponents, the Pharisees, in their 

attempt to legalize divorce, have ignored 
God’s purpose for marriage. They are 
preoccupied with their divorce rights 
growing out of their degrading view of 
women never intended by God. In essence, 
Jesus is saying, “You need to quit focusing 
on divorce and start affirming marriage 
(Gen. 2:24). But you can’t affirm marriage 
until you change your view about women” 
(Gen. 1:27). Thus, you need to return to the 
divine intent of creation and not fixate on a 
legal, divorce, permission text such as 
Deut. 24:1. 



Comment
� Thus, Moses’ words (Deut. 24:1-4), 

according to Jesus, are not “law” 
even though they are found in the 
Pentateuch. Rather, they are a 
concession to human failure. They 
are not a command. If this be the 
case, there is nothing in the Law 
about a command to divorce. 



Comment—Meaning for Today
� We must understand Jesus’ thoughts 

on marriage and divorce within his 
total ministry. Therefore, we must not 
forget that . . .
◦ Matthew 18 (last week’s lesson) about the 

supreme importance of forgiveness.
◦ The priority of mercy and love and justice 

in Jesus’ hierarchy of the Law’s priorities. 
◦ The story of the adulteress caught in the 

act (John 7:53-8:11). 
◦ Paul’s regulations for mixed marriages in 1 

Cor. 7:12-16). 



Commentary
� Perhaps, we should learn also of the 

early Christian, Hermas’s insistence, 
that men and women who have 
committed adultery should be 
permitted to return to their spouses if 
they are repentant (Hermas. Man. 
4.1.7-8 = 29.7-8). Hermas reflected 
Jesus’ spirit of unlimited forgiveness. 
Apparently, he knew the tension with 
Deut. 24:1 and Matthew. 



Commentary
� Therefore, I believe that we must look 

at the center and whole of the New 
Testament for our understanding of 
the principle of marriage and divorce 
today. 

� And, we must not forget that Jesus’ 
divorce prohibition in Matthew 5:32 
and 19:9 was an amazing step forward. 
He took divorce out of the realm of Law 
and placed it squarely in a theology of 
Creation, Genesis 1-2. Should this not 
be our starting point today?



Commentary
� Also, we must realize . . .  
◦ Social realities have really and 

irrevocably changed. We do not pursue 
arranged marriages of children. The 
nuclear family (and its social isolation) 
has taken the place of a large extended 
family and its support system.
◦ The average life span is about double 

that of the social world of Jesus 
bringing with it greater longevity and 
the need for prolonged marital 
adjustments.



Commentary
◦ Our social world is marked by increasing 

individualism. This probably cannot be 
reversed. 
◦ Individualism and an ever-growing movement 

toward egalitarianism is a driving force in our 
social order. 
◦ Therefore, more and more the subtle forms and 

influences of patriarchal dominance in our 
institutions (including our churches and 
families) are diminishing. We must grow, 
adapt, and change.  
◦ Social change may not always be good, but, the 

kind we are speaking of is here to stay. Our 
task is to be faithful to the Gospel in the midst 
of such change.  



Comment--Eunuchs
� Now, some thoughts about eunuchs and the 

kingdom of heaven. Deut. 23:1-2 states, “No 
one whose testicles are crushed or whose 
penis cut off shall be admitted to the 
assembly of the Lord.” 

� Here, males are excluded by reason of 
genital impairment. But, note the 
following: Isa. 56:3-5— “Do not let the 
foreigners jointed to the Lord say, ‘’The 
Lord will surely separate me from his 
people’; and do not let the eunuch say, ‘I am 
a dry tree.’ For thus says the Lord: ‘To



Comment—Eunuchs 
the eunuchs who keep my sabbaths, 
who choose the things that please me, 
and hold fast my covenant. I will give 
in my house and within my walls a 
monument and a name better than 
sons and daughters; I will give them 
an everlasting name that shall not be 
cut off.’”



Comment (Eunuchs)
Wisdom of Solomon 3:14—
Blessed also is the eunuch whose 

hands have done no lawless deed,
and who has not devised wicked

things against the Lord;
for special favor will be shown

him for his faithfulness,
and a place of great delight in

the temple of the Lord. 



Comment (eunuchs)
Probably, both in Wisdom, and in 
Isaaiah 56:3-5 reference is made to 
those Jewish youth who were 
castrated at the hands of the 
Babylonians and consequently 
despaired of any share in Israel’s 
future redemption (Deut. 23:1). Isaiah 
gives them the divine assurance of a 
monument and a name better than 
sons and daughters. 



Comment (Eunuchs)
� But, according to Josephus (Ant. 4:290-

91), eunuchs should be avoided who 
cannot fulfill the command to beget 
children and who have feminine souls 
and bodies. This is the larger social 
outlook.

� We quote an example from the Roman 
world, “Eunuchs should be excluded 
from temples and public events. These 
are ‘creatures’ with a mixture of being 
men and women.” 



Comment (Eunuchs)
� Jewish thought believed there were 

three different groups of eunuchs.
1. Eunuchs from their mother’s womb 
2. Eunuchs made so by people (eunuchs of 

men)
3. Eunuchs by choice (Kingdom of Heaven) 

Why were eunuchs universally despised 
and ridiculed. One principle reason was 
that they could not beget children. 



Comment (Eunuchs)
� Eunuchs in the early church
� Tertullian asserted that all of the 

apostles except Peter were 
unmarried (Mon. 8 = ANF 4.65). He 
believed that John the Baptist was a 
“eunuch of Christ.”

� Our text led Origen and others to 
castrate themselves. (Eusebius Hist. 
eccl. 6.8.1-3. 



Comment
� An observation: Jesus based his 

prohibition of divorce on the order of 
creation. But, he affirmed disciple 
celibacy on the basis of the kingdom of 
heaven. In chapter 22 Jesus affirms 
that “For in the resurrection, they 
neither marry nor are given in 
marriage, but are like angels in 
heaven” (22:30).

� Most probably Jesus’ teaching is not 
the basis for a celibate “clergy.” 



Jesus Blesses Little Children 
(19:13-15)
13 Then little children were being 
brought to him in order that he might 
lay his hands on them and pray. The 
disciples spoke sternly to those who 
brought them; 14 but Jesus said, “Let 
the little children come to me, and do 
not stop them; for it is to such as 
these that the kingdom of heaven 
belongs.” 15 And he laid his hands on 
them and went on his way. 



Comment
� These are actual children (not to be 

understood metaphorically). Jesus 
imparts a blessing to them (a 
Messianic blessing?). Again, status 
reversal is being highlighted. 

� Jesus, in blessing the children, affirms 
that all disciples are children. The 
incident is a further example of the 
new community of believers (12:46-50). 
They are excluded from the center of 
power, but, ironically, they also 
challenge that same powerful center. 



Comment
� Note: the disciples try to keep the 

people with their children away 
from Jesus.

� Jesus affirms that the kingdom of 
heaven belongs to such as these. 

� Behind this passage is 18:1-5.
� Also, we should consider Matt. 

21:15-16: 



Comment—21:15-16
15 But when the chief priests and the 
scribes saw the amazing things that he 
did, and heard the children crying out in 
the temple, “Hosanna to the Son of 
David,” they became angry 16 and said to 
him, “Do you hear what these are 
saying?” Jesus said to them, “Yes, have 
never read, ‘Out of the mouths of infants 
and nursing babies you have prepared 
praise for yourself?”



Comment
� Perhaps, the inclusion of children, was 

a major reason for the growth of the 
Christian religion in the Greco-Roman 
world. Christianity was a family 
religion. It was not a religion for just 
men (Mithraism), or just women. It 
was a religion of both sexes and all 
ages could participate. 

� Note: the children are allowed to come 
to Jesus “because of such is the 
kingdom of heaven.”  



Comment
� The child is a paradigm of what it 

means to be helplessly dependent on 
the Father in heaven. 

� This is quite a contrast to the story 
of the rich young man that follows 
this passage.


