
This was written by Paul Blue, as his thesis while getting his M.Div. He is currently the pastor 

of Family Fellowship in Greenville, Texas. It would fall under the category of “Divorce and 

Remarriage Under Various Circumstances.”

CHAPTER TWO 

DIVORCE IN THE OLD TESTAMENT 

THE AUTHOR OF DIVORCE 

There is a school of thought that interprets the Bible to say, in the study of divorce, that divorce 

is wrong, and as a result, called “sin”. It will be necessary to trace divorce back to its origin, in 

order to prove or disprove this line of thinking. If divorce is indeed sin, then we should be able 

to trace it back to the father of sin. The Bible says that the father of sin is: 

 “that old serpent, called the Devil, and Satan, which deceiveth the whole world.”  

 (Revelation 12:9). 

We find Satan, the serpent, in the Garden of Eden, introducing sin into the world. After Adam 

and Eve had disobeyed God and taken of the fruit of the tree,

  “God said unto the woman, What is this that thou hast done? And the woman said, The 

 serpent beguiled me, and I did eat.” (Genesis 3:13) 

We establish here that Satan is the father of sin, and if divorce is sin, then we should be able to 

trace it back to its source, Satan. To do this, we now look to find where the bill of divorce is 

first mentioned in the Bible. 

The first mention of the bill of divorce, is found in Deuteronomy 24:1. 

 “When a man hath taken a wife, and married her, and it come to pass that she find no 

 favour in his eyes, because he hath found some uncleanness in her: then let him write her 

 a bill of divorcement, and give it in her hand, and send her out of his house.”

 

The first mention of the bill of divorce in the Bible is not found in Satan!s words. Satan is not 

mentioned, nor is he present. It would seem apparent then that it is not Satan that institutes 

divorce. Therefore, Satan cannot be the father of divorce. Then who is? Maybe it is sin-filled



man. That seems to be the answer of many. If divorce is sin, then it must be fathered by Satan 

himself, or at the very least mankind who is beset by sin. Many say, as does J. Carl Laney, that, 

“It is crucial to understand that Deuteronomy 24 does not institute divorce! Divorce is „man 

made!.”1 This appears to be a very good argument, because it takes divorce out of God!s hands 

and places it squarely into the hands of men, particularly in this case, Moses. But there does 

arise one problem with this argument. If this is true, then it must be said that Moses allowed 

divorce, but God didn!t give him the “okay”. As many have put it, “God hates divorce, but 

Moses permitted it”.2 The problem with this is that it makes Moses the author of Deuteronomy. 

We know that that is not the case. Deuteronomy is the Word of God. As such, Moses is only the 

writer. God is the author! 

 “All scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, 

 for correction, for instruction in righteousness:” (2 Timothy 3:16) 

 “For the prophecy came not in old time by the will of man: but holy men of God spake 

 as they were moved by the Holy Ghost.” (2 Peter 1:21) 

___________________________

1 J. Carl Laney, The Divorce Myth (Minneapolis: Bethany House Publishers, 1981), 29. 

2 Ibid., 32. 9 

___________________________

The instructions for divorce found in Deuteronomy 24 were given by inspiration of God. They 

were not by the will of man (Moses) but were the words of God, given by the Holy Spirit! 

The word “Deuteronomy” means “Second Law”.3 The book of Deuteronomy was the second 

giving of God!s Law. In that Law, God inspired this same Moses to write: 

“Ye shall not add unto the word which I command you, neither shall ye diminish ought from 

it, that ye may keep the commandments of the LORD your God which I command you.” “

Behold, I have taught you statutes and judgments, even as the LORD my God commanded me, 

that ye should do so in the land whither ye go to possess it.” (Deuteronomy 4:2, 5)

___________________________ 

3 The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, vol. II (1939), s.v. Deuteronomy (Grand 

Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co.). 4 Ray Stedman, Answers on Divorce, 

Peninsula Bible Church, 17 September, 1978, 

<http://www.pbc.org/dp/stedman/1corinthians/3587.html> 5 Larry Richards, Divorce and 

Remarriage, 226-227. 6 The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, vol. II (1939), s.v. 

Divorce.

___________________________

 



Moses knew whose words he was speaking and writing. He clearly states that what he is 

speaking and writing are the commandments given to him by the Lord his God! Moses was a 

spokesman for God, and Moses had no authority and no right to interpose his own desires or 

understanding or will over what God had said. Therefore, it was not Moses who decided to let 

people get divorced; it was God who spoke through Moses, and it was God who permitted 

divorce.4 When Moses gave instruction as pertaining to divorce in Deuteronomy 24, the first 

mention of divorce in the Bible, it was not Satan who was the author of divorce. It was not 

Moses who was the author of divorce. The author of divorce as we find it in the Word of God is 

God Himself. God is the author of divorce. Although it is the sin of mankind that allows a 

couple!s marriage to deteriorate, the process of ending the marriage officially (bill of divorce) is 

authored by God.

 

We are then faced with the question of “why”. Why would God be the author of divorce if He 

hates divorce? We will deal with God!s “hating of divorce” in a later section, but suffice it to 

say now, God does not hate divorce. The Bible does not say that, as will be shown later. The 

question still remains, with what we know of divorce today, and the hurt and pain that it causes, 

why would God be the author of divorce? In simple terms, God, knowing sin would corrupt and 

distort some marriages unbearably, graciously permitted divorce as a way out.5 Having 

established that God is the author of divorce, we now must go into greater detail and study of 

divorce in the Old Testament. 

DEUTERONOMY 24 

To begin a more detailed study of divorce in the Old Testament, we must begin where we first 

read of the bill of divorce, in Deuteronomy 24:1-4. 

 1.  When a man hath taken a wife, and married her, and it come to pass that she find no 

  favour in his eyes, because he hath found some uncleanness in her: then let him 

  write her a bill of divorcement, and give it in her hand, and send her out of his 

  house.

 2.  And when she is departed out of his house, she may go and be another man's wife. 

 3.  And if the latter husband hate her, and write her a bill of divorcement, and giveth it 

  in her hand, and sendeth her out of his house; or if the latter husband die, which 

  took her to be his wife; 

 4.  Her former husband, which sent her away, may not take her again to be his wife, 

  after that she is defiled; for that is abomination before the LORD: and thou shalt not 

  cause the land to sin, which the LORD thy God giveth thee for an inheritance. 

Here the first mention of the bill of divorce is found. To understand the circumstances that 

surround these events, we must understand the culture and the times to some degree. Previous 

mention has been made of the patriarchal society of this time. The men, the husbands, had all of

the rights, and the women, or wives, had little to no rights. Concerning this subordinate position 



the rights, and the women, or wives, had little to no rights. Concerning this subordinate position 

of the wives, the International Standard Bible Encyclopedia says this: 

“Women, among the Hebrews, occupied a subordinate position. Her position was one of 

inferiority and subjection. The man!s rights and prerogatives were manifest on every side. 

Nowhere is this more evident than in the matter of divorce. The evident purpose (of the bill of 

divorce) was, as far as possible, to favor the wife, and to protect her against an unceremonious 

expulsion from her home and children.”6 

___________________________ 

3 The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, vol. II (1939), s.v. Deuteronomy (Grand 

Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co.). 

4 Ray Stedman, Answers on Divorce, Peninsula Bible Church, 17 September, 1978, 

<http://www.pbc.org/dp/stedman/1corinthians/3587.html> 

5 Larry Richards, Divorce and Remarriage, 226-227. 

6 The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, vol. II (1939), s.v. Divorce.

___________________________

In ancient Judaism, only the husband could initiate the divorce, except under the most extreme 

circumstances in which a court would require him to terminate the marriage at his wife!s 

command.7 As a result, the men were taking advantage of their position of superiority. The 

husband could treat his wife in any manner he wanted to and the wife would have no recourse. 

She was simply stuck in a bad marriage. Then, for any reason at all, the husband, if he no 

longer wanted his wife, could simply abandon her. The divorce bill under the law is seen to be a 

protection for the wife against the hard-heartedness of her husband.8 If a wife was set aside by a 

husband without a bill of divorce, then she remained what the Jews called a “chained one”. This 

meant that the deserted wife would be denied any marital satisfaction or privileges. According 

to Jewish law, she remained his wife forever, unless he could be found and persuaded to grant 

her a divorce bill.9 Without the bill of divorce, she could never remarry. Her only option was to 

then be taken back by her family, who would then provide for her. If she had no family, or if 

the family was unwilling, she would be left to provide for herself. In that culture, women 

usually had no means to provide for themselves.10 The only occupation available for a woman 

in that situation was prostitution. The certificate of divorce was the only way women in biblical 

times could be protected. Women could be easily abused without this certificate, because it 

made certain provisions for them.11 It protected them from false accusations, 

misunderstandings, etc., and clearly set her status as unmarried, and free to remarry.12 The bill 

of divorce then, was God!s way of providing protection for the disadvantaged woman from the 

abuse of a hard-hearted husband. A simple understanding of the bill of divorce and its purpose 

begins to cause problems for those who hold that divorce is sin. The word “divorce” is the 

handing over of the bill of divorce from one spouse to the other. If this is done in obedience to 

the Word of God, it cannot be sin. Obedience to God!s Word can never be sin. If God legislates



that a bill of divorce is to be given in order to protect someone from a bad marriage, or from 

being abandoned (which He did), then it can only be disobedience to that command that is sin, 

not obedience to it! Again, it is agreed that the original intent for marriage was that it be 

permanent. But in regard to the verses in Deuteronomy 24:1-4, Tony Evans says, 

 “It was obvious even in the days of Moses that God!s ideal for marriage was not always 

 being realized because of human sin. Some allowance had to be made, but it needed to be 

 on God!s terms, not man!s. Although man should not be able to overrule God!s covenant 

 of marriage, God can overrule His own covenant in certain extreme cases.”13 

One issue that needs to be settled before any further study is done is that the Old Testament 

laws do not establish marriage-breaking. Instead, they regulate those practices to protect the 

individual who may be abused by unkind treatment.14 Both the Laws of Eshunna and the Code 

of Hammurabi were before Moses! time and make reference to laws regulating the existing 

marriage-breaking practices.15 W. A. Criswell, in his study notes says, “These verses do not 

institute divorce but treat it as a practice already operating.”16 The problem facing Moses was 

that the absence of regulations actually encouraged rampant marriage-breaking. Men were 

putting away their wives for a “weekend fling” and then taking them back again when they 

needed them for domestic duties.17 But all of this brings a notable point: Since marriage-

breaking was already a  

___________________________  

7 Keener, And Marries Another, 51. 

8 Ewald, Jesus and Divorce, 61. 

9 Ibid., 27. 

10 The Life Application Study Bible, 1996 ed., s.v. Matthew 22:24 (Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House 

Publishers, Inc.). 

11 Evans, Divorce and Remarriage, 25. 

12 Adams, Marriage, Divorce, and Remarriage, 28. 

13 Evans, Divorce and Remarriage, 24. 

14 Ewald, Jesus and Divorce, 13. 

15 Ibid., 22. 

16 The Criswell Study Bible, 1979 ed., s.v. Deuteronomy 24:1 (Nashville: Thomas Nelson 

Publishers). 

17 Laney, The Divorce Myth, 29.

___________________________ 

practice, Moses could have legislated against it, if that was what God wanted. Instead, the 

Deuteronomic Code does not put an end to marriage-breaking or question the use of the divorce 

bill, but rather allows them both!18 Having dealt with the divorce bill, we will now begin to 

look at another aspect of Deuteronomy 24, specifically, what it is that a spouse does that 

becomes grounds for the other spouse to give a bill of divorce. 



 1 When a man hath taken a wife, and married her, and it come to pass that she find no 

 favour in his eyes, because he hath found some uncleanness in her: then let him write 

 her a bill of divorcement, and give it in her hand, and send her out of his house. 

The Word of God says in verse 1 that the grounds for divorce is “some uncleanness”. That is 

very obscure. Because of this obscurity, some have interpreted that this uncleanness is 

fornication or adultery. Zodhiates says, 

 

 “If the „finding no favor in his eyes, because of some uncleanness! was really adultery, 

 then the law would prescribe death by stoning. We can therefore conclude that this verse 

 refers to the toleration of divorce for other reasons than adultery.”19 

He also says, 

 “if the husband dismissed his wife for fornication or marital infidelity, he did not have to 

 give her a bill of divorce because such a certificate would actually declare an adulterous 

 wife innocent and would give her permission to remarry without incurring any guilt upon 

 herself.”20 

Immorality was punished by stoning whether the party to the immorality was married or simply 

betrothed. 

 22 If a man be found lying with a woman married to an husband, then they shall both of 

 them die, both the man that lay with the woman, and the woman: so shalt thou put away 

 evil from Israel. 

 23 If a damsel that is a virgin be betrothed unto an husband, and a man find her in the city, 

 and lie with her; 

 24 Then ye shall bring them both out unto the gate of that city, and ye shall stone them 

 with stones that they die; the damsel, because she cried not, being in the city; and the 

 man, because he hath humbled his neighbour's wife: so thou shalt put away evil from 

 among you. (Deuteronomy 22:22-24)

 

This harsher legislation was intended to “put away evil from Israel”. This makes it abundantly 

clear that the uncleanness referred to as a ground for divorce in Deuteronomy 24:1 was 

something different from extra-marital intercourse.21 With that established, what then is this “

uncleanness”? The words “some uncleanness” is actually two Hebrew words: `ervah dabar.22 

These two words have been translated in any number of ways, including “something indecent”, “

something shameful”, “some indecency”, etc. Literally, the two words are “a matter of 

nakedness.” Adams says, “They seem to mean something indecent, disgusting, or repulsive.23 

This very same expression “`ervah dabar” is used also in Deuteronomy 23:12-14. In this text, 

the Israelites are required to designate a place outside their camp as a toilet. It was there that 

they were to have all of their bowel movements, covering these with dirt by the use of a spade.



The reason is given in verse 14: 

 For the LORD thy God walketh in the midst of thy camp, to deliver thee, and to give up 

 thine enemies before thee; therefore shall thy camp be holy: that he see no unclean thing 

 [`ervah dabar] in thee, and turn away from thee. 

___________________________ 

18 Ewald, Jesus and Divorce, 24. 

19 Zodhiates, What About Divorce, 96. 

20 Ibid., 47. 

21 Williams, For Every Cause, 18-19. 

22 Strong’s Exhaustive Concordance of the Bible, 43rd ed., s.vv. Hebrew #6172 & #1697 

(Nashville: Abingdon Press).

 23 Adams, Marriage, Divorce and Remarriage, 63.

___________________________ 

 

It is clear that, “some uncleanness”, `ervah dabar, has no reference to sexual sin here.24 So, 

what does `ervah dabar mean in Deuteronomy 24? In chapter 23 it meant something unclean or 

indecent that would make God want to turn away from Israel and leave. That would agree with 

the above statement by Adams, and also fit the context of chapter 24 as well, meaning 

something unclean or indecent that would make the husband want to turn away from his wife. 

To add to this definition of “some uncleanness”, let us look at another marriage in the Bible that 

ends. We will briefly look at this marriage to see what the grounds for divorce are for it. This 

marriage is found in Deuteronomy 21:10-14: 

 10 When thou goest forth to war against thine enemies, and the LORD thy God hath 

 delivered them into thine hands, and thou hast taken them captive, 

 11 And seest among the captives a beautiful woman, and hast a desire unto her, that thou 

 wouldest have her to thy wife; 

 12 Then thou shalt bring her home to thine house; and she shall shave her head, and pare 

 her nails; 

 13 And she shall put the raiment of her captivity from off her, and shall remain in thine 

 house, and bewail her father and her mother a full month: and after that thou shalt go in 

 unto her, and be her husband, and she shall be thy wife. 

 14 And it shall be, if thou have no delight in her, then thou shalt let her go whither she 

 will; but thou shalt not sell her at all for money, thou shalt not make merchandise of her, 

 because thou hast humbled her. 

Verse 14 says, “if thou have no delight in her, then thou shalt let her go.” What exactly are the 

grounds for this marriage to end? What is “no delight”? While we have no definitive answer, we 

must take stock in the ambiguity with which God speaks in this area. What we do know for sure



is that the husband could end the marriage if he found “no delight” in his wife. In Deuteronomy 

24:1, he could end the marriage if he found “some uncleanness” in her. These two must be 

related in some form, but we cannot positively say what they mean. What we do know for sure 

about the “some uncleanness” is that it refers to a situation that has brought about “hate” 

(Deuteronomy 24:3). “Hate” in this verse is the Hebrew word sane which means “enemy” or “

foe”.25 God, in the Old Testament Law, allowed divorce in such cases. 

This “hate” is not the only ground for a marriage to end in the Old Testament. A maidservant 

was given the right to be freed from a marriage if her husband ceased to provide her food, 

clothes and the marital rights (intercourse) according to Exodus 21:7-11. From this, Jewish legal 

scholars reasoned that if a maidservant had this right, then a free wife under Jewish Law did 

too.26 These same legal scholars also gave the woman the right to end the marriage if she 

suspected that her husband was going to move to a foreign land and she preferred to stay in the 

Holy Land, or the Holy City. Not only that, but apostasy from the Jewish faith was another 

cause for which a wife could appeal to a Jewish court to end her marriage.27 

Having discussed the grounds for divorce and the bill of divorce in Deuteronomy 24:1, we now 

touch briefly verse 2: 

 “And when she is departed out of his house, she may go and be another man’s wife.” 

It is hard to understand why someone would say that God never allowed divorce or remarriage, 

when a simple reading of verses 1 and 2 clearly show otherwise. The bill of divorce formed a 

legal and scriptural basis for remarriage.28 Many struggle with the remarriage aspect. They 

often refer to it as “living in a state of adultery” since they believe that divorce is wrong and the 

wife is still married to her first and original husband. But verse 2 says that she becomes “

another man’s wife”, and it refers to her first husband as her “former” husband in verse 4. This 

conclusively shows that when the bill of divorce is given, that the first marriage is completely 

severed, thereby freeing them for remarriage. Not only did Mosaic Law allow for remarriage 

after divorce, but even another marriage after a second divorce (verses 3-4).29 To complete this 

section on Deuteronomy 24:1-4, we will touch on the specific context of these verses. The 

wrong found in these verses is 

___________________________ 

24 Ibid.

25 Strong’s Concordance, s.v. Hebrew #8130. 

26 David Instone-Brewer, Divorce and Remarriage in the 1st and 21st Century, (Cambridge, 

England: Grove Books Limited, 2001) 9. 

27 Ewald, Jesus and Divorce, 31. 

28 Ibid., 72. 

29 Williams, For Every Cause?, 18.

___________________________

  



not in the simple succession of men having the wife.30 The main point of this legislation is to 

guard against divorce becoming a “legal” form of committing adultery.31 When Jewish men 

wanted a fling, they would simply say that they were ending their marriage. They would then go 

and have their fling, and then return to their spouse again. Criswell adds, 

 “without the divorce restrictions and legislation, divorce could become „legal! polygamy 

 or „sanctioned! adultery”.32 

Deuteronomy 24:1-4 put an end to that practice. Now, we will dissect verse 1 in a little greater 

detail, to begin to lay the groundwork that is necessary to show that God does not hate divorce. 

“PUT AWAY” AND “DIVORCE” 

It has already been established that divorce (the ending of marriages, though not per God!s 

instructions) was occurring prior to Moses! legislation in Deuteronomy 24. Moses, inspired by 

God, then instructed the Israelites that they were to no longer abandon their wives, but instead, 

give them a bill of divorce. This divorce bill protected the wives from the hard-heartedness of 

their husbands. Also established is that the grounds for divorce was something that caused the 

husband and wife to become enemies. This, of course, is not just marital conflict, but something 

that occurred between the two that could not be resolved; something that caused “hatred”. Now, 

we want to look closer at the specific wording found in Deuteronomy 24:1 

 When a man hath taken a wife, and married her, and it come to pass that she find no 

 favour in his eyes, because he hath found some uncleanness in her: then let him write her 

 a bill of divorcement, and give it in her hand, and send her out of his house. 

According to this verse, if a wife has done something that is indecent, disgusting, or repulsive, 

so much so that it has caused the husband to look at the wife as his enemy, he is to then do 

three things: 

 1. Write her a bill of divorcement. This is the first step. The husband must write out the 

 certificate on paper (papyrus). This was necessary in order for the marriage to be  

 completely severed. This also was necessary for her to have in order that she be able to 

 remarry. If she remarried without the bill of divorce, she was considered an adulteress! 

 2. Give it in her hand. It was not enough for the husband to write out a bill of divorce. 

 He must then follow through and place it in her hand. Therein, the burden of her marital 

 status was no longer upon him, but upon her. Having been married before, no man would 

 take her as his wife if she did not have a bill of divorce to show from the first marriage. If 

 a man did marry her and she did not have a bill of divorce, he could be accused as an 

 adulterer. 



 3. Send her out. This was the actual “sending her away”, or “putting her out” of his house 

 and his life. This is what the hard-hearted men had been doing already. Prior to Moses! 

 legislation in Deuteronomy 24, the husbands were simply sending the wives away or 

 abandoning them. The husbands could simply declare to the wife, “you are no longer my 

 wife.” She had no recourse, and as a result, the marriage was over, she was put out of the 

 house, and she was not entitled to any of the husband!s property. All she took with her 

 was the clothes on her back.33 The husbands were skipping steps one and two and going 

 straight to step three. God, through Moses, instituted steps one and two as the measure of 

 protection for the wives. 

The end result of the Mosaic divorce legislation was that, now, the marriage was not officially 

over until all three steps had been pursued.34 Seeing now that there were three distinct and 

separate steps that had to be taken in order for a scriptural 

__________________________________________

30 Adams, Marriage, Divorce and Remarriage, 65. 

31 Peter C. Craigie, The Book of Deuteronomy, The International Commentary on the Old 

Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1976), 305. 

32 The Criswell Study Bible, s.v. Deuteronomy 24:1. 

33 Laney, The Divorce Myth, 29. 

34 Adams, Marriage, Divorce and Remarriage, 28. 

__________________________________________

divorce to occur, we must take notice that the “bill of divorce” and the “sending away” are two 

distinct and separate things. Notice the differences in these two words, as defined by Strong!s 

Concordance.35 

 1. Divorcement: Hebrew (3748) – keriythuwth. A cutting (of the matrimonial bond), i.e. 

 divorce. 

 2. Send her: Hebrew (7971) – shalach. To send away. 

The Hebrew language makes a distinction between the two words. The Hebrew word shalach is 

usually translated “put away” or “sent/send away” (675 times in the approximately 850 times 

used in the Old Testament). Women were put away when their men married others. They were 

put away to be available if needed or wanted again, put away to become mere property, or put 

away in total dismissal. They were put away in favor of another, but not given a bill of divorce 

and the right to marry again. This word described a cruel tradition, common, but contrary to 

Jewish Law.36 The Hebrew word keriythuwth, translated “divorce” or “divorcement” referred to 

the complete severing of the marital bond. This was when the legal divorce was written, as 

commanded by Deuteronomy 24, and it permitted remarriage.37 The Hebrew word shalach is

 



used in the King James Bible 847 times. Not once is it translated “divorce”.38 The Hebrew 

word keriythuwth is used 4 times in the King James Bible. Not once is it translated anything 

other than “divorce” or “divorcement.”39 Laney points out the distinction between the two when 

he says, “the word „put away! is not the customary word for divorcement.”40 To show one final 

distinction between the two, we show God!s attitude towards each separate word. The bill of 

divorce (keriythuwth) was established by God through Moses as a measure of protection for the 

disadvantaged woman. The bill of divorce was God!s doing, it was His idea, and obedience to 

Him in this area brought His blessings. The “putting away” or “sending out” (shalach) was not 

of God, but the by-product of man!s hard-heartedness. Malachi 2:16 calls “putting away” 

(shalach) treachery and tells those who do this to “take heed”. This is a warning that man had 

better not put away a marriage that God has joined together between two of His children. 

However, God does not join all marriages together. In the Old Testament, God repeatedly told 

the Israelites not to intermarry with non-Israelites who were pagans and idol worshippers. We 

read God!s legislation concerning intermarriage in Deuteronomy 7:1-6: 

 1 When the LORD thy God shall bring thee into the land whither thou goest to possess it, 

 and hath cast out many nations before thee, the Hittites, and the Girgashites, and the  

 Amorites, and the Canaanites, and the Perizzites, and the Hivites, and the Jebusites, seven 

 nations greater and mightier than thou; 

 2 And when the LORD thy God shall deliver them before thee; thou shalt smite them, and 

 utterly destroy them; thou shalt make no covenant with them, nor shew mercy unto them: 

 3 Neither shalt thou make marriages with them; thy daughter thou shalt not give unto 

 his son, nor his daughter shalt thou take unto thy son. 

 4 For they will turn away thy son from following me, that they may serve other gods: so 

 will the anger of the LORD be kindled against you, and destroy thee suddenly. 

 5 But thus shall ye deal with them; ye shall destroy their altars, and break down their 

 images, and cut down their groves, and burn their graven images with fire. 

 6 For thou art an holy people unto the LORD thy God: the LORD thy God hath chosen 

 thee to be a special people unto himself, above all people that are upon the face of the 

 earth. 

We also have this instruction from Numbers 36:5-6: 15

__________________________________________ 

35 Strong’s Concordance, s.vv. Hebrew #3748 and Hebrew #7971. 

36 Walter L. Callison, “Divorce, the Law, and Jesus,” Your Church, May/June 1986, 17. 

37 Ibid., 19. 

38 Brown, Driver, Briggs, & Gesenius Lexicon, 

<http:bible.crosswalk.com/Lexicons/Hebrew/heb.cgi?number=07971&version=kjv> 

39 Ibid., <http:bible.crosswalk.com/Lexicons/Hebrew/heb.cgi?number=03748&version=kjv> 

40 J. Carl Laney, Divorce and Remarriage: Four Christian Views, ed. H. Wayne House 

(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1990) 26.

__________________________________________ 



 5 And Moses commanded the children of Israel according to the word of the LORD, 

 saying, The tribe of the sons of Joseph hath said well. 

 6 This is the thing which the LORD doth command concerning the daughters of  

 Zelophehad, saying, Let them marry to whom they think best; only to the family of the 

 tribe of their father shall they marry. 

God made it very clear that He did not want them to marry someone who did not share their 

relationship with God. God would not join, nor bless an intermarriage of disobedience. That 

does not mean that their culture did not recognize these intermarriages as legal marriages, they 

did; but God did not recognize them as His holy unions.

 

We should now be careful to address Deuteronomy 21:10-14, and its bearing on this aspect of 

intermarriage. In this passage, if a soldier went to war against his enemy, and after conquering 

the enemy, saw among the captives a woman that he desired to be his wife, he could marry her. 

Is this contrary to the instructions we have just read in the above passages? According to 

Matthew Henry, no. Henry!s commentary on Deuteronomy 21 says that the month long waiting 

period instituted in verse 13, along with the shaving of her head and paring of her nails was part 

of the process of her turning to the God of Israel. During this month, she was to be taught the 

knowledge of the Lord and the worship of Him. If she refused and continued in her idolatry, 

then the soldier must not marry her.41 

The reason it is necessary to make mention of these marriages here, is because of the place such 

intermarriages have in relation to “putting away”. There are instances in the Old Testament 

where God commanded “putting away”. There are other circumstances in the Old Testament 

where “putting away” is not verbally instructed by God, but the Israelites simply act in 

obedience to the Law. Finally, there are still other examples in the Old Testament where God 

commands His own to not “put away” their wives. Is there some sense of order as to how God 

decided when His own were to “put away” and when they were not to? The answer is yes!

 

The first instance in scripture where the details are given of a wife being “put away” is found in 

the story of Abraham and Hagar in Genesis 21:10-14. This first instance we find that God 

instructs Abraham verbally to “send her away” or “put her away” (both are the same Hebrew 

word shalach).42 Abraham “put away” Hagar in obedience to God, prior to the Mosaic Law.43 

Arguments could be made from several sides as to why God instructed Abraham to put Hagar 

away. For the purpose of the context here, it should be pointed out that Hagar was an Egyptian 

handmaid. While at this time, there was not anything known as an Israelite or a Jew, God had 

made a covenant with Abraham. Abraham was of the lineage of Shem, Noah!s middle son. 

Hagar was an Egyptian. The Egyptians were of the lineage of Ham, Noah!s youngest son. 

Suffice it to say, the Abrahamic covenant was going to be carried out through the Semitic 

people, and so God instructed Abraham to “put away” the one who did not share the same blood 

line. 



Now we will look at an instance where God commanded not to “put away” a spouse, found in 

Deuteronomy 22:28-29: 

 

 28 If a man find a damsel that is a virgin, which is not betrothed, and lay hold on her, and 

 lie with her, and they be found; 

 29 Then the man that lay with her shall give unto the damsel's father fifty shekels of silver, 

 and she shall be his wife; because he hath humbled her, he may not put her away all his 

 days. 

The scenario we find here is between an unmarried Israelite man, who engages in sexual 

intercourse with an unmarried, unbetrothed Israelite woman. If their act is found out, the Law 

legislates that they are then married, and that he may never “put her away”. While potentially 

making this more difficult, it is worth observing that it does not say he cannot divorce her. It 

says that he cannot “put her away”. Why? Once again, God is protecting the woman. If she was 

“put away”, such a girl would then have no chance of being married and would remain in an 

unprotected state within the Jewish society.44 She would have to resort to prostitution if there 

was no family to take her in and provide for her for the rest of her life. 

We can find a good example of this same scenario in the story of Amnon and Tamar in 2 

Samuel 13. Amnon was King David!s son. Tamar was King David!s daughter, although the two 

had different mothers. Amnon lusted after his half-sister Tamar, and plotted a way to have 

sexual intercourse with her by pretending to be sick. When his father King David 16 
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came to see him, Amnon asked the King to send Tamar to come and cook for him and care for 

him. Tamar did as was requested of her, and we read the rest of the story in verses 11-20: 

 11 And when she had brought them unto him to eat, he took hold of her, and said unto her, 

 Come lie with me, my sister. 

 12 And she answered him, Nay, my brother, do not force me; for no such thing ought to 

 be done in Israel: do not thou this folly. 

 13 And I, whither shall I cause my shame to go? and as for thee, thou shalt be as one of 

 the fools in Israel. Now therefore, I pray thee, speak unto the king; for he will not  

 withhold me from thee.

 



 14 Howbeit he would not hearken unto her voice: but, being stronger than she, forced 

 her, and lay with her. 

 15 Then Amnon hated her exceedingly; so that the hatred wherewith he hated her was 

 greater than the love wherewith he had loved her. And Amnon said unto her, Arise, be 

 gone. 

 16 And she said unto him, There is no cause: this evil in sending me away [shalach] is 

 greater than the other that thou didst unto me. But he would not hearken unto her. 

 17 Then he called his servant that ministered unto him, and said, Put now this woman out 

 from me, and bolt the door after her. 

 18 And she had a garment of divers colours upon her: for with such robes were the king's 

 daughters that were virgins apparelled. Then his servant brought her out, and bolted the 

 door after her. 

 19 And Tamar put ashes on her head, and rent her garment of divers colours that was on 

 her, and laid her hand on her head, and went on crying. 

 now thy peace, my sister: he is thy brother; regard not this thing. So Tamar remained 

 desolate in her brother Absalom's house. 

Amnon!s lust for his sister raged inside of him. After he raped her, he was no longer interested 

in her. Once his lust was satisfied, he no longer wanted Tamar. However, his sexual act with her 

began a chain of events that affected her life in that society much more than it did his (due to 

the patriarchal society referenced earlier). Once the sexual act had been performed, she, 

according to the Law, became his wife, according to Deuteronomy 22:28-29. These verses also 

point out that he is not to “put her away” all his days. No sooner did Amnon bind Tamar to 

himself as his wife by force, then he immediately “sent her away”. It is very important to notice 

what Tamar said to Amnon after he had raped her. She told him that his “sending her away” 

was worse than his raping her! Surely no honest reader can still hold that “putting away” and “

divorce” are one and the same. If he was divorcing her, she would be free to remarry. She 

would be freed from a marriage that she did not want, to someone she did not love, that was 

brought about by rape. If he was divorcing her, she would not say that it was worse than the 

rape! The reason that his “sending her away” was worse than the rape is because she would not 

be allowed to ever remarry. Verse 20 says that she remained “desolate” (ruined) in her brother 

Absalom!s house. She was ruined as far as ever being a wife again. Fortunately for her, she had 

a family member who loved her and who would take her in and provide for her. Otherwise, she 

would have had to resort to prostitution, the only occupation left for women in that society. 

A different set of circumstances is found in Deuteronomy 22:13-19. Here, the setting is, an 

Israelite man marries an Israelite woman, and then loses interest in her. As a result, he makes a 

false charge against her that she was not a virgin when they married, in order to sully her 

reputation. If her family proves her virginity before the elders of the city, then… 

 “…she shall be his wife; he may not put her away all his days.” (Verse 19)

 

The last illustration that will be given is one in which God does not verbally command the 



The last illustration that will be given is one in which God does not verbally command the 

Israelites to “put away” their wives, but they do it in obedience to the Mosaic Law. In Ezra 9 

and 10 a multitude of Israelite men were commanded to “put away” their wives.45 Many of the 

Israelites had taken “strange wives” (non-Israelite women). Notice a few things in Ezra 10:2-5: 

 2 And Shechaniah the son of Jehiel, one of the sons of Elam, answered and said unto Ezra, 

 We have trespassed against our God, and have taken strange wives of the people of the 

 land: yet now there is hope in Israel concerning this thing. 

 3 Now therefore let us make a covenant with our God to put away all the wives, and 

 such as are born of them, according to the counsel of my lord, and of those that tremble 

 at the commandment of our God; and let it be done according to the law. 

 4 Arise; for this matter belongeth unto thee: we also will be with thee: be of good courage, 

 and do it. 

 5 Then arose Ezra, and made the chief priests, the Levites, and all Israel, to swear that they 

 should do according to this word. And they sware. 

________________________________________
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“What a terrible tragedy! These Israelite men decided to be obedient to the Law of Moses and 

put away their non-Israelite wives. Not only will they be putting away the wives, but some of 

them even had children with these wives, and the children were going to have to be sent away 

too! Surely God must have been angry that the Israelite men did this to those wives and 

children.”

 

Was God angry? No! God was not angry with them for putting away the wives, because these 

marriages were not recognized by God. While their society and culture recognized these 

marriages, once again, God did not recognize them as His holy unions. The reason? They were 

intermarriages that He had expressly forbidden according to Deuteronomy 7:1-6 and Numbers 

36:5-6. Many in the church argue that with the number of marriages ending today, and the affect 

that it is having on the children, that it only makes sense that God is opposed to those severed 

marriages. But here, in Ezra, even though there are children who will be affected, little boys and 

girls who will grow up without a dad, God did not intervene and instruct them to keep their 

marriages together for the sake of the children.46 Instead, He let His people be obedient to His 

law. 

What then is the order as to when God!s children were to “put away” and when they weren!t? If 

it was an issue of intermarriage, an unequal yoke, then they were instructed to “put away” their 

spouses. If it was a marriage between two Israelites, then they were not to “put away” their 

spouse (although they could give the certificate of divorce). An intermarriage between an 

Israelite and a pagan was not a marriage in the eyes of God. He did not recognize it as such, and 

as a result, there was no need to give the formal divorce paper. GOD HATES DIVORCE? 



as a result, there was no need to give the formal divorce paper. 

GOD HATES DIVORCE? 

Finally, we will look at one of the premiere proof texts for those who teach “no divorce”. We 

have heard many say emphatically, “God hates divorce!” quoting Malachi 2:16. Many scholars 

have taken the exact stance that Spiros Zodhiates takes when he says, “God hates divorce! There 

is no doubt about it.”47 Interestingly enough, to this point, we have seen no place in the Old 

Testament that ever forbids divorce. None. We have seen restrictions concerning “putting away

”, but none that forbid divorce. There is not one verse in the Old Testament that forbids divorce 

until the very last book – Malachi – and that verse has been commonly misunderstood.48 There 

are 23,214 verses within the Old Testament. Isn!t it strange that those who suppose God hates 

all divorce, that all divorce is sinful, must go through 23,188 verses (with only 26 verses 

remaining) in order to find one verse against divorce? They quote this verse as though it was the 

very theme of the Bible. They fail to take the context of this one verse into consideration,49 and 

they fail to acknowledge the Hebrew word shalach in the verse. Only the King James Version 

and the old American Standard Version translate shalach as it should be, “putting away”. All 

the other translations translate shalach “divorce”. Is it any wonder there is confusion about what 

it is that God hates? 

We can now state as emphatically as we possibly can, “GOD DOES NOT HATE DIVORCE!” 

God is the author of the divorce legislation in His Word. He instituted it as a measure of 

protection for women who were being abused, abandoned, and left to fend for themselves. But, 

God does hate something, and we read about it in Malachi 2:13-16: 

 13 And this have ye done again, covering the altar of the LORD with tears, with weeping, 

 and with crying out, insomuch that he regardeth not the offering any more, or receiveth it 

 with good will at your hand. 

 14 Yet ye say, Wherefore? Because the LORD hath been witness between thee and the 

 wife of thy youth, against whom thou hast dealt treacherously: yet is she thy companion, 

 and the wife of thy covenant. 

 15 And did not he make one? Yet had he the residue of the spirit. And wherefore one? 

 That he might seek a godly seed. Therefore take heed to your spirit, and let none deal 

 treacherously against the wife of his youth. 

 16 For the LORD, the God of Israel, saith that he hateth putting away: for one covereth 

 violence with his garment, saith the LORD of hosts: therefore take heed to your spirit, that 

 ye deal not treacherously. 

In this passage of scripture, we have, in context, a marriage between two Israelites. This we 

know because we are told that the wife is, “the wife of thy covenant.” This is a covenant 

marriage. A marriage that God recognizes. A marriage that 
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qualifies as one of His holy unions. The man has dealt treacherously with his wife. What is this 

treachery? He has “put her away”. In Malachi, men were deserting the “wives of their youth”.50 

Woodrow says, 

 “Apparently what had become a common practice at the time of Malachi was that a man 

 would merely cast aside his wife, as Matthew Henry said, „without ceremony that the law 

 of Moses prescribed.! He would cast her out without granting a bill of divorce, for she was 

 still referred to as his „companion, and the wife of his covenant.!”51 

It is not divorce (kerithuwth) that God hates. The King James Version of the Bible clearly states 

what it is that God hates: 

 “For the LORD, the God of Israel, saith that he hateth putting away (shalach)…”  

 (Malachi 2:16)

 

Clearly, what God hates is what men do in putting their wives away for carnal reasons without 

giving them a bill of divorce.52 

GOD’S DIVORCE 

Many have family members whose marriages have ended up in divorce. Many have close 

friends who have experienced divorce. Churches are full of people who have experienced 

divorce. With all the divorces that have taken place throughout all eternity past, who is the most 

prominent divorcee of all eternity? We cannot imagine anyone who is any more prominent of a 

divorcee than God Himself! A very brief study of Jeremiah 3 shows that God has experienced 

divorce. What is more, He initiated it! He did not suffer willingly and be content in His marital 

state for the grace of God as many pastors today counsel their members to do. When Israel did 

something that was grounds for divorce, God divorced Israel. This is found in Jeremiah 3:6-8: 

6 The LORD said also unto me in the days of Josiah the king, Hast thou seen that which 

backsliding Israel hath done? she is gone up upon every high mountain and under every green 

tree, and there hath played the harlot. 

7 And I said after she had done all these things, Turn thou unto me. But she returned not. And 

her treacherous sister Judah saw it. 

8 And I saw, when for all the causes whereby backsliding Israel committed adultery I had put 

her away, and given her a bill of divorce; yet her treacherous sister Judah feared not, but went 

and played the harlot also. 



and played the harlot also. 

God shows His relationship with Israel as a marriage relationship. Israel, according to verse 6, 

played the harlot. In verse 7, God gave His bride a second chance, a chance to repent and “turn 

back to me”. Israel did not turn back, and for Israel!s adultery, God did exactly as His Law 

instructed concerning a husband whose wife no longer has favour in the eyes of her husband 

because of some uncleanness; He gave her a bill of divorce and put her away. Once again, we 

are compelled to notice again that “put away” (shalach) and “bill of divorce” (keriythuwth) are 

two separate and distinct things. If they were one and the same, then what God did in verse 8 

was: 

 “And I say, when for all the causes whereby backsliding Israel committed adultery I 

divorced her and divorced her;” Or it might read this way: 

 “And I say, when for all the causes whereby backsliding Israel committed adultery I had 

given her a bill of divorce and gave her a bill of divorce;” Instead, God Himself shows that they 

are two separate and distinct things. 

 But what do we now make of these verses? That God is a divorced person!53 Yes, God is 

divorced! He has admitted it. He is unrepentant. Is He then disqualified from being God?54 

Surely if divorce eliminates a pastor from ever holding that position again, that God must have 

had to step down from His place as the Supreme Being of all creation. Once 
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again, it is not our intention to offend anyone with logic, but it is nevertheless, logic! This 

argument, however, will be taken up in full in the study of divorce in the New Testament. 

It is worth consideration that God!s marriage to Israel is a marriage in the “spiritual realm”, and 

not a “physical marriage” as between two humans. However, the fact that God was married to 

Israel in the spiritual realm makes it even more meaningful. God refers to His relationship with 

Israel and Christ!s with the church as marriages because the earthly marriage relationship is as 

close to spiritual absolutes that men may experience while still in the flesh.55 God!s love for 

Israel is the ultimate example of a marital love. In human physical marriages, mankind is to 

strive to follow that example, and that is truly what God!s marriage relationship with Israel is: 

an example for mankind to follow in our physical marriages. We are to strive to love as deeply 

as God did. However, we also are free to follow God!s example if our spouse breaks the 

marriage covenant like Israel did. It is never wrong to follow God!s example, and never wrong 

to obey His Word, whether that rattles prejudices and preconceived notions or not. Since God is



the supreme example and role model for mankind, it is pertinent to note that He broke the

relationship when His spouse, Israel, so broke the marriage contract.56

 

Others may point out that God will one day restore Israel to Himself, so that must mean that 

God!s divorce wasn!t a real divorce. However, God Himself said that He followed the Mosaic 

Law when Israel committed adultery. He gave the bill of divorce, and He put Israel away. Israel, 

as an unfaithful wife, would not submit to her husband, God. As Israel desired to play the 

harlot, God freed her to do as she saw fit. When God saw that Israel was not going to turn back 

to Him and submit to Him, He gave her a bill of divorce. Concerning the restoration of Israel to 

Himself, it will not be the unfaithful, idolatrous, adulterous Israel that He will restore to Himself 

as His bride. It will be the faithful remnant (Romans 9:26 and 11:5) and those who return to 

Him repentant.57 

God did not give the bill of divorce so that He could go and take a new bride. God does not 

suffer from loneliness. He does not require a companion and helper, as man does. He is not 

unfulfilled if He does not have a spouse. No, God did not give the bill of divorce because He 

wanted to move on. He did it because He knew that Israel wanted to move on. He did it so that 

Israel could be free to follow her evil desires, though not as His bride. Also, in Hosea 2:2, God 

said of His divorce with Israel, 

 “…for she is not my wife, neither am I her husband…” 

While the position could be taken that God!s divorce from Israel is still unclear, we would reply 

that it is only unclear if prejudices and preconceived notions are getting in the way of a clear 

reading of God!s Word. It does not appear that God is anything but clear about His divorce 

from Israel. We should only be as clear. When God divorced Israel, it was over.58 

Many times a church member will come to their pastor for marriage counseling when their 

spouse has been unfaithful. Many pastors tell them that they may not divorce, because it is a sin 

and if they ever remarried they would be adulterers. We wonder what those same pastors would 

have told God? If God would have come to many pastors today for counsel, and told the pastor 

that His wife had broken the marriage contract, we wonder what those pastors would have told 

God? If they are consistent, they would have told God that He must not give Israel a bill of 

divorce, for if He did, it would be a sin, and He would have to step down from His position of 

ministry. 

 In this study of divorce in the Old Testament, it has been established that: 

k  God is the author of divorce. 

k  The “bill of divorce” was given by God as a measure of protection for women who were 

 being abandoned and left desolate by hard-hearted husbands of a patriarchal society.

k

k  



k  The grounds for divorce was not fornication, but something indecent, disgusting, or  

 repulsive that causes the husband and wife to become enemies, beyond any hope of  

 reconciliation. 

k  Someone who was given a bill of divorce was free to remarry. 

k  “Put away” (shalach) and “divorce” (keriythuwth) are two separate and distinct actions. 

k  God does not hate divorce, but rather hates putting away. 

k  God Himself is divorced, and He initiated His divorce from Israel. 
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As this study of divorce in the Old Testament is brought to a close, the words of Dr. Roy 

Branson stand out: 

 “One has no recourse but to conclude that if God refers to Himself as divorced, there are 

 times when divorce is not wrong for His children.”59 

As mentioned previously, there are 23,214 verses within the Old Testament. We do not find 

even one that forbids divorce (keriythuwth). Not one! It is also notable that we do not find even 

one verse that forbids remarriage for someone who has been given a bill of divorce. With that 

all said, we wonder: will the New Testament guidelines on divorce and remarriage be stricter 

and more legalistic than those of the Old Testament Law?
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