
The Concept of “Divorce” in the Bible,
and the Words Used to Convey “Divorce”

In a recent article gathered from the Internet (“Divorce and Remarriage, A Scriptural
Study” by Robert Wells [www.users.qwest.net/~zadok1/divorce2.html]) the author
attempts to distinguish between words used in the Bible for “divorce.” In
distinguishing these words, he attempts to interpret key passages on divorce to
reconcile what otherwise would appear to be contradictions between the words of
Yeshua and the Torah.

Recap of Wells’ Article

1) In Deuteronomy 24:1-4 the word ּכְִריתֻת, k’ritut #3748 (from the root כרת, karat,
to cut off) means a “cutting of the matrimonial bond” (Wells’ definition). He
mistakenly indicates that “bill of divorcement” is represented by this single
word, when it is actually two words, סֶפֶר ּכְִריתֻת, sefer k’ritut, literally “a book or
scroll of divorcement. What Wells does not mention is that the Hebrew word
k’ritut (#3748) is translated in the Lxx by the Greek word ajpostavsion, apostasion
(#647) used in the Apostolic Writings each time this Deuteronomy passage is
referenced (Matthew 5:31; 19:7; Mark 10:4).

2) Wells notes that in the Deuteronomy 24 passage, the word “send her out” is
shalach, #7971, which it appears he also understands as part of a valid ,ׁשלח
divorce. The reason the divorce is valid is verified by the fact that the woman
is allowed to remarry without committing adultery. Obviously, if by remarrying
the woman were to commit adultery, she would be liable of a capital crime.
Wells goes on to note the issues of a second divorce and the prohibition of the
woman to remarry her first husband.

3) The next text Wells turns to is Matthew 5:31-32. Here he suggests that the text
as he reads it appears to disagree with the Torah, for Yeshua states plainly
that anyone marrying a divorced woman commits adultery, while Moses just
as plainly gave the right of remarriage to the divorced woman in Deuteronomy
24. He solves this apparent contradiction by noting that a different Greek
word is used in the phrase “whosoever shall marry her that is divorced
committeth adultery” of v. 32 than in the phrase “Whosoever shall put away
his wife, let him give her a writing of divorcement” in v. 31. This different
word in v. 32 is ajpoluvw, apoluo, #630 which Wells defines as “free fully, i.e.,
literally, relieve, release, dismiss.” He suggests that this means “separate from,”
not “divorce.” Thus, Yeshua teaches that one commits adultery if one marries
a woman separated from her husband but not lawfully divorced. By this
interpretation, Yeshua is not contradicting Deuteronomy 24 which allows
remarriage in the case of a legal divorce. To put it simply, Yeshua and
Deuteronomy agree that legal divorce allows remarriage. What Yeshua calls
adultery is marrying a woman who has no legal bill of divorcement, but has
only been separated from her husband. Wells quotes Lamsa’s translation in
support of this: “and whoever marries a woman who is separated, but not
divorced, commits adultery.” Wells gives his translation of the verse as: “But
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her to commit adultery; and whoever marries a woman who is separated but
not divorced, commits adultery.”

4) Wells states that there are two words in the Apostolic Scriptures for “divorce”:
ajpostavsian, apostasian, #647 (Wells, “something separative”) and lutrovw, lutroo,
#3084 (Wells, “specifically divorce”). [Later in the article it is clear that Wells
means #3080, luvsi~, lusis, “a release” found only once, 1Corinthians 7:27.]

5) Wells looks next at Matthew 19:3-9. He understands the hard-heartedness of
men to be their unwillingness to seek the Lord with regard to a proper spouse.
By not seeking the Lord in this decision, they marry inappropriately and this
leads to divorce. If men would seek the Lord as to whom they should marry,
the two would be compatible and there would be no occasion for divorce.
Once again, for v. 9 Wells understands the meaning to be: “If a man marries a
woman that is put away, but not divorced, he is committing adultery.”

6) Wells next looks at Romans 7:2-3. He understands this passage not to be
talking about a legal divorce. “However, the simple fact is that if she be
legally divorced, she no longer has a husband!  These verses only apply to
someone who is married.  If you are divorced, you are not married!”

7) Wells next looks at 1Corinthians 7:25-28 and the word luvsi~, lusis, #3080
which he says “has only one very specific meaning. The word means divorced!”
Wells concludes that Paul exhorts those divorced to remain unmarried, but if
they are unable to remain unmarried, and do remarry, they have not sinned
(v. 28).

8) Next Wells discusses the exceptions to Deuteronomy 24. The first is
Deuteronomy 22:13-19 where the issue of  a wife who claimed to be a virgin if
suspected of pre-marital relations. If the woman is exonerated, the husband
cannot divorce her ever. The other exception is pre-marital sex between an
unbetrothed virgin and an unmarried man (Deuteronomy 22:28-29), in which
case, if the two marry, the husband can never divorce his wife.

9) Wells next goes to Jeremiah 3:1-5 where he discusses the key verses (particularly
vv. 8 and 14). He is troubled by the fact that the Lord gives Israel a bill of
divorcement, yet in the context it appears she is still married to Him, and that
she will “remarry” the Lord in the future. This appears to go against
Deuteronomy 24 in Wells’ understanding. He fixes this inconsistency by an
appeal to the word for “husband” in v. 14, which is ּבָעַל, ba’al, #1166, thus
suggesting that Israel does not return to the Lord as a “husband” but as a
“master” through faith in Yeshua.

10) Next Wells appeals to Deuteronomy 22:23 which states that a betrothed woman
who has sexual relations with a man other than her betrothed is stoned along
with the man. By this Wells suggests that engagement and marriage are the
same, and that to be consistent, those who claim there is no valid remarriage
after divorce should also say that if someone has ever broken engagement,
they likewise cannot remarry. Wells appeals for consistency at this point.
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11) Wells concludes by an appeal to Colossians 3:18-19 and Ephesians 5:22ff to
show that there is a better way than divorce: a genuine loving relationship
between husband and wife, one that extols the love Yeshua has for His bride.
He notes the need for wives to submit to husbands, and for husbands to
sacrificially love their wives. He appeals for understanding, long-suffering,
patience, and above all, loving service between husband and wife. He notes
the negative effects of dating, and how the cycle of dating only sets young
people up for divorce when they do get married. He makes a strong appeal
for solid marriages which will never have to deal with the issue of divorce.

12) He ends by stating that “The Lord divorced Israel. He is calling her back.”
The dilemma of the Lord remarrying the wife He divorced, however, is
overcome by stating that

......“the bride Yeshua is going to marry is a different Israel. She has the same
name, but this a different person. The Israel that the Lord divorced had a
heart of stone.  She would not submit to the Lord.  This Israel was from a
very specific blood line.  The Israel that the Lord is going to marry this time
comes from any and all blood lines.  This Israel does not have a heart of
stone.  She has the Lord's way of life written on her heart.  This is an entirely
different person than the one that the Lord divorced.  A new covenant has
been drawn up.  This time the covenant has been sealed with God's own
blood.  Let's be a part of that perfect marriage, and let's let our own marriages
be a shadow of what is to come.

A Response

Wells approach to the issue of divorce is flawed from the very beginning because he
basis his conclusions on faulty word studies. First, of the two Greek words which he
claims actually indicate a valid divorce, ajpostavsion, apostasion, #647is only used when
the Lxx of Deuteronomy 24 is quoted (Matthew 5:31; 19:7; Mark 10:4), and is used in the
phrase “bill of divorcement,” which is not this single word, but a phrase (סֶפֶר ּכְִריתֻת, sefer
k’ritut;  biblivon ajpostasivou, biblion apostasiou). The word always refers to the actual get,
not to divorce itself. The second word Wells believes describes “divorce” is lusiv~, lusis,
#3080 [he has a typo in the number at first, #3084 which should read #3080], found only
one time, 1Corinthians 7:27, where the meaning is “released,” and stands as a
description of divorce.

But Wells seems to be unaware of the fact that in the Hebrew Scriptures the word
g’rushah, #1644 is regularly used to describe a woman who has been divorced ,גְר5ׁשָה
(Leviticus 21:7,14; 22:13; Numbers 30:10; Ezekiel 44:22). In the Mishnah (e.g., m.Gittin
10:1) this same word is used of divorcement via the get or certificate of divorcement.
The word itself means to “be cast out” but in the contexts in which it is used in the
Torah, it means one “sent out” (ׁשָלַח, shalach, the word Wells agrees means “divorce”)
from her husband.

Wells is also unaware of another word used in the Apostolic Scriptures for divorce:
ajfivhmi, aphiemi, #863, used in 1Corinthians 7:11-12. The word means “to release” and
took on a technical sense in the 1st Century of “divorce” by means of a get.

One of the biggest problems with Wells explanations, however, is that he fails to see
the Greek ajpoluvw, apoluo, #630 was used to mean “divorce,” not merely separation. This
is easily proven by the very passages which he addresses. For instance, in Matthew 5:
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“It was said, ‘WHOEVER SENDS HIS WIFE AWAY [apoluo], LET HIM GIVE
HER A CERTIFICATE OF DIVORCE’;  32 but I say to you that everyone
who divorces [apoluo] his wife, except for the  reason of unchastity, makes her
commit adultery; and whoever marries a divorced woman [apoluo] commits
adultery.

Note carefully that Yeshua uses the word apoluo to describe the verb ׁשָלַח, shalach in
Hebrew of Deuteronomy 24 (the text He is quoting), the word Wells agrees means
“divorce,” not separation. This should alert us to the fact that the Greek word apoluo did
have the technical meaning “divorce” in the 1st Century, and did not mean simply a
woman who was “separated” but not legally divorced.

If Wells would have simply looked to see where apoluo was used in the context of
discussion on divorce, he would have realized that his suggestion the word means
“separation” but not “divorce” could not stand. Consider Matthew 19 where the text
under discussion between Yeshua and the others is Deuteronomy 24:1-4. Note Matthew
19:7-8:

7 They *said to Him, “Why then did Moses command to GIVE HER A
CERTIFICATE OF DIVORCE AND SEND her AWAY [apoluo]?”  8 He *said
to them, “Because of your hardness of heart Moses permitted you to divorce
[apoluo] your wives; but from the beginning it has not been this way.

Here Yeshua plainly states that Moses “permitted you to apoluo your wives.” Did Moses
permit them to “separate” from their wives? No. The obvious answer is that apoluo here,
and in a number of other places, was the accepted Greek term of Yeshua’s day to
translate the Hebrew גְר5ׁשָה, gerushah, the standard word for “divorce.” Since the primary
meaning of apoluo is “to set free,” it captured the meaning of ׁשָלַח, shalach in the divorce
texts of the Tanach, since a divorced woman was one sent out of the home and was free
to remarry. Additional support may be found in Josephus (Ant. 15.229) and in 1Esdras
9:36, where the word apoluo is used to describe divorce. Thus, apoluo does not describe a
woman who is separated from her husband but without valid divorce. It was one of the
technical terms in 1st Century Greek to describe divorce by a get or a “bill of
divorcement.” It is so used in the Apostolic Scriptures in this way in the following texts:
Matthew 1:19; 5:31; 19:3,8; Mark 10:2,4,11; Luke 16:18.

Finally, Wells’ difficulty with the bill of divorcement described in Jeremiah 3 which
HaShem gave to Israel is actually no difficulty at all. The Torah prohibits remarriage of
a divorced wife to her first husband after she has been married to another man and divorced
by him. God, in His faithfulness, waits for Israel to return in repentance. He has married
no one else. In His justice He divorces her because she has engaged in adultery. But she
does not marry another man who in turn divorces her. Granted, she commits adultery,
but she does not remarry. The Israel that will return to HaShem is the same Israel He
sends away. If, as Wells suggests, the Israel He marries at the end of time is a different
woman, then what of all the prophetic calls for Israel to “return?”

Is. 49:5 And now says the LORD, who formed Me from the womb to be His
Servant, To bring Jacob back to Him, so that Israel might be gathered to Him
(For I am honored in the sight of the LORD, And My God is My strength),

Jer. 3:12 “Go and proclaim these words toward the north and say,
‘Return, faithless Israel,’ declares the LORD;
‘I will not look upon you in anger.
For I am gracious,’ declares the LORD;
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Jer. 4:1  “If you will return, O Israel,” declares the LORD,
“Then you should return to Me.
And if you will put away your detested things from My presence,
And will not waver,

Jer. 30:3 ‘For behold, days are coming,’ declares the LORD, ‘when I will
restore the fortunes of My people Israel and Judah.’ The LORD says, ‘I will
also bring them back to the land that I gave to their forefathers and they
shall possess it.’”

Hos. 3:5 Afterward the sons of Israel will return and seek the LORD their
God and David their king; and they will come trembling to the LORD and to
His goodness in the last days.

Hos. 14:1  Return, O Israel, to the LORD your God,
For you have stumbled because of your iniquity.

In order to “return,” she must have been His wife initially. A “new woman,” one never
married to HaShem, does not “return” to Him.  Wells’ theology at this point is in need
of a biblical retooling.

Brief Conclusion

But if the data show us that Yeshua prohibits a divorced woman to remarry, as well
as a man to marry a divorced woman, how can His words be reconciled with Torah,
particularly Deuteronomy 24? The issue at hand was what constituted valid divorce
and what did not. Note carefully that those who come to Yeshua ask the question this
way: “Some Pharisees came to Yeshua, testing Him and asking, “Is it lawful for a man to
divorce his wife for any reason at all?” (Matthew 19:3) The classic argument was
between the House of Hillel and the House of Shammai, in which Hillel took the liberal
position (that divorce was allowed for almost any reason) and Shammai took the
narrow, conservative view (that divorce was allowed for only a handful of reasons).
Yeshua apparently reduces the list to just a single valid reason for divorce: “fornication”
(pornevia, porneia, #4202). His words must be understood, then, to teach that divorce for
any other reason is not a valid divorce, regardless of whether or not a get (bill of
divorcement) is given. In God’s eyes, a divorce for any other reason than “fornication”
is not valid, and thus a remarriage would constitute adultery since in God’s eyes the
woman is still married to her husband.

Of course, the question that plagues us is what word Yeshua used which in our
Gospels comes down to us in the Greek word “porneia.” In the Lxx the word porneia
usually translates the Hebrew זָנַה, zanah, #2181, “harlot” and is usually related to
“harlotry,” or some form of fornication (incest, sodomy, etc.). Some have tried to make a
clear distinction between porneia and the Greek word usually translated “adultery”
(moiceuvw, moicheuo, #3134) and the primary word to translate נָאָף, na’aph, #5003.
However, a number of times in the Tanach, the two words are used as a pair to describe
general sexual infidelity (Isaiah 57:3; Jeremiah 3:1-3; 13:27; Hosea 2:2). One should also
note Sirach 23:23. And by the time of the 1st Century, the Hebrew words zanah
(“fornication”) and na’aph (“adultery”) are used somewhat interchangeably to describe
deviant sexual behavior.  In fact, an unfaithful wife is described in the Rabbinic
literature quite often by the word zanah, “fornication,” not by the word na’aph,
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b.Yevamot 11b; 38b. In all of these cases, Hebrew zanah (“fornication”) is used to describe
the “adulterous” behavior of a wife.

What is the bottom line of this? That porneia in Matthew 19 and related texts should
not be understood in some very narrow sense of “fornication but not adultery.” More
than likely the word here is used in its typical 1st Century sense of “sexual
unfaithfulness.” For Hillel, apparently this could be anything: a flirt, a touch, sexual
contact, or intercourse. For Shammai, this was intercourse or the suspicion of it. For
Yeshua, I would say He narrowed to proven intercourse. This is why the disciples are
so taken aback by His statement, to the point where they conclude one should not
marry. But rather what Yeshua was doing was putting the brakes on the rampant
divorce rates of His day.

For Yeshua, only physical, sexual unfaithfulness was sufficient for divorce. If such
unfaithfulness did occur, the innocent party is free to divorce and remarry with
Yeshua’s blessing. But all other divorces, though sanctioned by men, are not recognized
by Yeshua, and are thus invalid. In such cases, an invalid divorce does not severe the
marriage, and a “remarriage” constitutes adultery both on the woman’s part as well as
on the man’s part who marries her.

In the progressive revelation of the Apostolic Scriptures, Paul adds another case in
which valid divorce may occur. In 1Corinthians 7 he teaches that a believer, married to
an unbeliever, should remain in the marriage. This would indicate a willingness for the
believer to trust God for the salvation of his or her spouse. However, if the unbelieving
partner leaves and divorces the believing spouse, God considers the believing spouse to
be free to remarry (“he is no longer bound.”) This word “bondage” (doulovw, douloo,
#1402) is within the same semantic range as the word “bound” in Romans 7:1 (devw, deo,
#1210) which describes the marriage bond. In the context, Paul is clearly teaching that
the believing spouse is free (“not under bondage”) to marry again.

Thus, while God hates divorce, and His plan is that a man and his wife should be
one for their entire lives, He has given provision for divorce in two cases: where one
spouse is sexually unfaithful, and where an unbelieving spouse leaves and divorces the
believing spouse. These two scenarios are accepted as valid divorce, and thus
remarriage is allowed.

Of course, God’s heart is that every marriage should model on earth the love and
fidelity He has for His bride. Regardless of how a marriage breaks up, or how a divorce
happens, to one extent or another, both partners share in the guilt of that sin. Marriage,
as God intends it, requires the mutual submission of husband and wife first to HaShem,
and then to each other, striving to live out the life of holiness which God has enjoined
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