Matthew 19:1-12

Study Questions

Introductory Question

Do you get very competitive playing board games? Are you the type who looks for loopholes
in the rules in order to gain an advantage? Or are you the type who plays within the
intended spirit of the game?

In the study today, the Pharisees ask Jesus about divorce but their question revealed that
they did not understand nor take God’s intent for marriage seriously. Although the passage
is primarily about the topic of marriage and divorce, it contains a broader principle that we
can also apply for living out God’s intent for our lives.

Before we start...

It is important to remember that the topics of marriage and divorce can be very difficult to
discuss. Some of us may have experienced divorce in our families, been divorced ourselves
or may be going through difficult times in our marriage. Those of us who are not married
may be thinking through issues of marriage and singleness. Therefore, great care and
sensitivity should be taken.

The Pharisees ask Jesus about divorce (19:1-9)

On many occasions the Pharisees and teachers of the law tried to test Jesus by asking him
about a particular topic or issue. Their intentions were not really to learn and understand
what he might have to say, but to undermine his credibility before others and/or to trap and
arrest him. The issues that the Pharisees are raising here in chapter 19 relate to marriage
and divorce. Please read Matthew 19:1-9.

1. What question did the Pharisees come to test Jesus with? (vs 3)

2. How did Jesus respond to the Pharisees? (vs 4-6)

3. Compare the Pharisees’ question and Jesus’ response. What does this reveal about the
different ways that the Pharisees and Jesus viewed the significance or importance of
marriage?



The way that Jesus responds is similar to the way he did on other occasions he was tested.
He shifted the focus to the heart of the issue. Marriage is ordained by God as part of his
intent for creation. Divorce should not be permitted because of merely human rules. The
Pharisees, however, sought to oppose Jesus by referring to the practice that was allowed
under Moses. Please read Deuteronomy 24:1-4 and answer the following questions:

4. Did Deuteronomy 24:1-4 endorse or empower men to divorce their wives for “any and
every reason” (per the Pharisees’ original question in Matthew 19:3)? Consider in your
response the following:

a) What situation(s) in Deuteronomy 24 would allow a man to give his wife a
certificate of divorce and send her away?

b) The Pharisees said in Matthew 19:7 that Moses “commanded” divorce. What was
the actual command contained in Deuteronomy 24?

c¢) What was Jesus’ explanation in Matthew 19:8 for what Moses said about
divorce?

5. In Matthew 19:8, Jesus explained that divorce was permitted by Moses as a concession
since the people’s hearts were hard. What is a “hard heart” and why does this explain
the reason for Moses permitting divorce?

6. How does someone get a soft heart? And how does this enable a person to live according
to God’s intent? (Hint: consider Ezekiel 36:26-27 and Jeremiah 31:31-33 in your
response)

7. What does Jesus say a person will commit because of divorce and re-marriage? (vs 9)

Jesus only gave one exception for permitting divorce (due to sexual immorality). Given the
prevalence of divorce in society today (including in the church) there are significant practical
and pastoral implications to consider. These are complex and serious issues and should be
worked through with appropriate pastoral care and support. Situations may include (but are
not limited to) marriage relationships affected by abuse, irreconcilable differences (including
the refusal by either spouse to do so) and difficulties resulting from marriages between a
believer and non-believer. This passage alone does not provide the answer on how to wisely
work through these different situations.



Marriage is not for everyone (19:10-12)

After Jesus’ explanation about marriage and the limited circumstances permitting divorce,
his disciples started to grasp the seriousness of marriage. Please read Matthew 19:10-12.

8. What remark did the disciples make concerning marriage, and why? (vs 10)

9. Did Jesus agree with his disciples? What analogy did he use to explain whether someone
should choose to remain unmarried? (vs 11-12)

Jesus acknowledged that it can be difficult for some to remain unmarried. But those who do
can be fully devoted to serving God. Paul, when writing about married life and singleness
discussed similar ideas in 1 Corinthians 7. There are those who are able to choose singleness,
including for the sake of the kingdom of heaven (vs 12).

Reflect, Respond and Pray

The Pharisees asked Jesus about the ability for a man to divorce his wife for any and every
reason. Jesus’s response was a critique of their failure to understand and take marriage
seriously. People’s hearts need to be softened to understand and live out God’s intention for
their lives.

Although the passage is about divorce and marriage, there is a broader principle to
understand and apply. As God’s covenant people, our approach to life should seek to live in
accordance with God’s intention, including in our relationships with one another. This
contrasts to the position put forward by the Pharisees, seeking to find loopholes to support
or enable one’s own desires.

10. Are there areas in your life you may be seeking loopholes or excuses in order to avoid
living the way you know God wants you to? Please pray for one another that God will
soften your heart so that you might be able to understand and live out his intent for your
life.



