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ABSTRACT 

When Pharisees test Jesus on divorce, he finally charges them with 

“hardness of heart” (Matt. 19:3-8). In Scripture, this rare characterisation 

describes something more than a general stubbornness; it is a terminal 

verdict that attracts certain – deadly – judgement. Jesus then specifies 

“sexual immorality” as grounds for divorce (Matt. 19:9), but this does not 

compromise his absolute teaching (Mark 10:11-12; Luke 16:18), for the 

gravity of this offence aligns with the “hardness of heart” just mentioned. 

Applying Deuteronomy 22:22 to Matthew 19:9 leads to a wholly lawful and 

awful conclusion. This best accounts for the disciples’ response (Matt. 19:10) 

and the early church’s strict opposition to divorce. It also challenges a 

common equation of “sexual immorality” with “a matter of indecency” in 

Deuteronomy 24:1, a view that confuses the Law’s capital and non-capital 

offences. This is not to champion capital punishment, but to argue that Jesus 

truly did not relax the Law (Matt. 5:17-19). Psalm 95 and Hebrews 3–4 

similarly warn against hard-heartedness, referencing the same wilderness 

occasion, with the same deadly judgement.  Yet Jesus teaches a better way: 

God desires mercy. Reading Matthew 19:1-12 in the light of Matthew 18:21-

35 reveals that an unpayable debt to God, as accrued by committing 

adultery, can be forgiven. So any debt to a spouse, any “matter of 

indecency,” should also be forgiven. Soft-hearted people forgive from the 

heart; in simple obedience they do not separate what God has joined. 

 

Introduction 

‘Divorce’ is a hard topic to deliberate on. Personally, amongst friends and relatives, divorce is 

not uncommon, and no one likes to feel judged for it. Theologically, the Roman Catholic view 

is that marriage is ‘indissoluble’, so any divorce is only a separation and to remarry is to 
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commit adultery; whereas the Protestant ‘majority view'1 (today) offers two grounds: for 

adultery or abandonment, the “innocent party” may divorce and has a right to remarry. 

Concerning the “guilty party,” the Reformers lamented the woeful magistrates who would not 

execute for adultery, so they created a legal fiction2 where the offending party was considered 

dead.3 This meant that the person one had promised to love in sickness and in health, ‘until 

death do us part’, could effectively be treated forevermore as an untouchable leper. Would 

Jesus really have taught anything like this? 

Current views need testing, for although they intend amicable outcomes, they tend to skirt 

true death and true reconciliation. In a generation where there has been more divorce and 

destruction of families than perhaps in any other generation in history, something has gone 

horribly wrong. Some say that divorce is worse than death!4 The social cost is enormous,5 as 

is the financial cost.6 So how did we arrive at the Protestant majority view, entailing 

widespread societal acceptance and grounds bursting at the boundaries?7 The ‘divorce for 

adultery’ element will be focussed on here, and in examining this, the way might be opened to 

reappraise the ‘divorce for abandonment’ element and the Catholic view. 

Jesus’ Teaching 

The Gospel texts8 provide two absolute teachings of Jesus: 

Whoever divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery against her, 
and if she divorces her husband and marries another, she commits adultery. 
(Mark 10:11-12)  

Everyone who divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery, and he 
who marries a woman divorced from her husband commits adultery. (Luke 
16:18) 

                                                      
1 W. Heth, "Remarriage for Adultery or Desertion," in Remarriage after Divorce in Today's Church: 3 Views, ed. M. 
Strauss, Counterpoints (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2006), 59. 
2 Heth denounces the underlying hermeneutic as “legal-fiction exegesis.” "Divorce, but No Remarriage," in Divorce 
and Remarriage: Four Christian Views, ed. H. W. House (Downers Grove: IVP, 1990), 110. 
3 E.g. “In the case of adultery after marriage, the innocent party may lawfully take out a divorce, and after the 
divorce, marry someone else, as if the offending partner were dead.” D. Milne, The Westminster Confession of Faith 
for the 21st Century (Strawberry Hills: PCA, 2001), 43-44. 
4 See: C. Martin, "Why Is Divorce Considered Worse Than Death?," Quora, https://www.quora.com/Why-is-divorce-
considered-worse-than-death. Also, “Few things are more painful than divorce. It cuts to the depths of personhood 
unlike any other relational gash. It is emotionally more heart-wrenching than the death of a spouse.” J. Piper, This 
Momentary Marriage: A Parable of Permanence (Illinois: Crossway, 2009), 158. 
5 C. Colson and N. Pearcey, How Now Shall We Live? (Wheaton: Tyndale, 1999), 323-24. See also K. Sandvig, Adult 
Children of Divorce: Haunting Problems and Healthy Solutions (Dallas: Word, 1990). 
6 L. Wilson and L.  Cornish, "Divorce Is Costing the Australian Economy $14 Billion a Year," News Corp, 
http://www.news.com.au/lifestyle/relationships/marriage/divorce-is-costing-the-australian-economy-14-billion-a-
year/news-story/e5a101ea76351d4ba145279011b934ac. The annual cost of divorce in the US was $112 billion 
(2008); Britain £41.74 billion (2011); and Canada $7 billion (2009). P. Parkinson, "Another Inconvenient Truth: 
Fragile Families and the Looming Financial Crisis for the Welfare State," Sydney Law School Research Paper, no. 
12/05, January (2012): 4. 
7 Keener expands the two standard grounds to add ‘abuse’, but the limits remain unclear. “The lack of absolute 
certainty on where best to draw the line in some cases is an admitted problem of my position, one I feel keenly.” C. 
Keener, "Remarriage for Adultery, Desertion, or Abuse," in Remarriage after Divorce in Today's Church: 3 Views, ed. 
M. Strauss, Counterpoints (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2006), 115. 
8 The Holy Bible: English Standard Version,  (Wheaton: Crossway, 2002). (Unless otherwise noted.) 
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However, Matthew records an exception clause where Jesus states, “Whoever divorces his 

wife, except for sexual immorality (πορνεία), and marries another, commits adultery” (Matt. 

19:9, and similarly 5:32). Here πορνεία generally includes adultery, fornication, bestiality, 

sodomy, incest, etc.9 Within a marital context, the majority view usually takes it to mean 

‘adultery’ as providing grounds for divorce,10 although some include infidelity within the 

betrothal period.11  

In studying Matthew 19:1-12, the teaching is framed as a “test” (πειράζω) that echoes the test 

of Satan or “the tempter” (πειράζων, cf. Matt. 4:3) in the garden (Gen. 3), and Israel’s testing 

of God in the wilderness (Num. 14:22). When Pharisees ask “Is it lawful to divorce one’s wife 

for any cause?” Jesus finally charges them with “hardness of heart” (Matt. 19:3-8). Many 

scholars regard “hardness of heart” as a more general term for fallen humanity.12 From 

Deuteronomy 24:1-4, it is understood that Moses allowed divorce due to our sinful nature, 

such that a man may write a divorce certificate, specifying “a matter of indecency” as 

grounds, put this in his wife’s hand and evict her from his house. The Protestant majority view 

sides with a rabbinic school of thought that equates this “matter of indecency” with 

“adultery.”13 The founding teacher, Shammai, was born about fifty years before Jesus. This 

itself raises some questions: for would Jesus follow what might have been in vogue for fifty 

years? Or would he follow what was written in ancient Mosaic Law – a law that prescribed 

death for adultery, as legislated in every neighbouring Ancient Near East law code for over 

1000 years?14 Even if Israel did not apply this law anymore, would Jesus endorse a change of 

Law and follow a new tradition or Roman law that mandated divorce for adultery (instead of 

death)? Does Jesus pass his “test” merely by siding with a contemporary view on divorce? 

 

 

                                                      
9 F. W. Danker, W. Bauer, and W. F. Arndt, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian 
Literature, 3rd ed. ed. (Chicago: UCP, 2000), 693. 
10 E.g. D. Instone-Brewer, Divorce and Remarriage in the Bible: The Social and Literary Context (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2002), 278. 
11 E.g. D. Janzen, "The Meaning of Porneia in Matthew 5.32 and 19.9: An Approach from the Study of Ancient near 
Eastern Culture," JSNT 80 (2000): 66-80. 
12 E.g. “This was the natural outcome of man’s fallen nature, his hardness of heart.” R. Tasker, The Gospel According 
to St Matthew, Tyndale (Leicester: IVP, 1983), 180. (Italics original). Also, W. D. Davies and D. C. Allison, The 
Gospel According to Saint Matthew, vol. III, I.C.C. (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1997), 14. P. Bolt, Matthew: A Great 
Light Dawns, Reading the Bible Today (Sydney: Aquila, 2014), 185. 
13 A first-century conservative stance interpreted ר בָָּ  ”as a singular concept, where “a matter of indecency ֶעְרוָ תָדָּ
referred only to serious sexual misconduct, which is often assumed to mean adultery. “The rabbinic School of 
Shammai apparently saw adultery on the part of the woman as the only cause that could permit a husband to 
divorce.” Janzen, "The Meaning of Porneia in Matthew 5.32 and 19.9: An Approach from the Study of Ancient near 

Eastern Culture," 68. However, Janzen further argues, “it is difficult to say which particular definition of ‘rwh [ֶעְרָוה] 
they meant; and that is why the claim that the Matthean Jesus’ use of porniea [πορνεία] put him in agreement with a 

group of Pharisees is suspect.” Ibid., 73. 
14 “All of the ancient Near Eastern law codes that have rulings about adultery prescribe capital punishment. E.g. Laws 
of Eshnunna #28; Code of Hummurabi #129; Middle Assyrian laws #13-14; Hittite laws #189-91, 195”. Instone-
Brewer, Divorce and Remarriage in the Bible: The Social and Literary Context, 9. 
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Hardness of Heart as an Indictment 

In Scripture, “hardness of heart” is actually a rare characterisation. It is used only by Jesus in 

Matthew 19:8 and Mark 10:5, both times concerning divorce, against those who cite 

Deuteronomy 24:1-4. In that passage, Moses did not command divorce or even the giving of 

a divorce certificate. He simply described what was already happening and prohibited an 

abomination in relation to it. This divorce is often seen as a gracious “concession”15 that went 

against the ideal “from the beginning” (Matt. 19:8). 

In Genesis 2:24, God commanded a man to “hold fast” or “cleave” (ֵבק  to his wife (דָּ

permanently. The Hebrew here means to “be glued together”16 and the identical term is 

frequently associated with the Yahweh-Israel covenant relationship.17 To not cleave to 

Yahweh meant infidelity, as evident in Numbers 25:1-3, “the people began to whore with the 

daughters of Moab… and bowed down to their gods. So Israel yoked himself to Baal,” where 

“yoked” is also marital terminology. Hence, sexual immorality is linked to idolatry and 

apostasy. 

A man is to be permanently glued to his wife with the same force as Israel was to be faithful 

to Yahweh. Jesus supports this permanency in Matthew 19:4-6 by citing Genesis 2:24, with 

double emphasis on the two becoming “one flesh.” He adds, “What therefore God has joined 

together, let no-one separate.” Jesus basically said ‘No’ to divorce, but when further tested in 

verse 7, in verse 9 he gives one exception to his absolute rule, and this is found in no other 

gospel. The verse sandwiched in between should help facilitate interpretation18 of the 

Matthean ‘exception clause’, 

He [Jesus] said to them [the Pharisees], ‘Because of your hardness of heart, 
Moses allowed you to divorce your wives, but from the beginning it was not 
so’. (Matt. 19:8.) 

In the Hebrew Bible, the concept of “hardness of heart” is first found in relation to Pharaoh: 

Yahweh said to Moses, “I will harden [ז ק  ”his heart, so that he will not let the people go [חָּ

(Exod. 4:21). Prior to Moses approaching Pharaoh, every Egyptian (and Israelite) was already 

in a general fallen state (since Gen. 3). Pharaoh’s heart was only hardened (ה שָּ  when he (קָּ

heard God’s word and witnessed his signs (Exod. 7:3,13,14,22; etc.). Such hardness is also 

humanly made, for example, “when Pharaoh saw that there was a respite, he hardened his 

                                                      
15 Davies and Allison, The Gospel According to Saint Matthew, III, 14. 
16 R. T. France, The Gospel of Matthew (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 717. E.g. Deut. 4:4, cf. 
10:20;11:22;13:4;30:20. 
17 V. P. Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 1-17, N.I.C.O.T. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990), 181. 
18 Other extensive study is made in my PhD paper on the lack of textual, legal and theological connection between 
“sexual immorality’ (Matt. 19:9) and “a matter of indecency” (Deut. 24:1), along with examining Matthew’s use of 
ἀπολύω. 
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heart” (Exod. 8:15), yet it is ultimately the Lord’s doing, as seen in Romans 9:18, “So then he 

[God] has mercy on whomever he wills, and he hardens whomever he wills.” 

While in Egypt, Israel is never referred to as “hard-hearted.” Israel has always been a “stiff-

necked” or “hard-necked” people (cf. Exod. 32:9;33:3,5;34:9; Deut. 9:6,13,27), but is only 

called “hard-hearted” in the wilderness, to which Psalm 95 testifies. Long used as an 

invitation to worship, this psalm has an abrupt change midway hailing fierce condemnation: 

For he is our God, and we are the people of his pasture, and the sheep of his hand. 
Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts, as at Meribah, as on the day 
at Massah in the wilderness, when your fathers put me to the test and put me to the 
proof, though they had seen my work. For forty years I loathed that generation and 
said, ‘They are a people who go astray in their heart, and they have not known my 
ways.’ Therefore I swore in my wrath, ‘They shall not enter my rest.’ (Ps. 95:7-11. 
Italics added.) 

“Do not harden your hearts” (Ps. 95:8) is a stern warning against something more than a 

general stubbornness. “Hardness of heart” is a terminal verdict that attracts certain 

judgement: Pharaoh and his firstborn son are killed; one generation of Israel, mercifully 

released from bondage in Egypt, perishes in the wilderness. After manifold opportunity to 

obey God’s voice, God’s mercy is revoked. 

For Jesus to charge the Pharisees with “hardness of heart” (Matt. 19:8) was to say that they 

are the same as Pharaoh: they have heard God’s word but they stand in opposition to Moses 

(and to what God commands through Moses), and they stand in opposition to what Jesus 

says on marriage. They test Jesus, though they have seen his miraculous work, and they test 

God, just as Israel tested God in the wilderness, though they had seen God’s miraculous 

work. They rebel against God. According to Psalm 95, God loathed that hard-hearted 

generation for forty years, and swore in his anger that they would not enter the Promised 

Land. Forty years after Jesus charges the Pharisees with “hardness of heart” this Israelite 

generation is ejected from the Promised Land and the Jerusalem Temple is destroyed. God’s 

wife (Isa. 54:5-7; Ezek. 16:8; Hosea 2:19–20) is evicted from his house. This is not anti-

Semitic, for it concerns one Jew warning other Jews against disobeying God, with judgement 

on what Jesus calls “an evil and adulterous generation,” as twice-recorded in Matthew’s 

Gospel (Matt. 12:39;16:4). “Hardness of heart” looks far more like an indictment than a 

concession! 

The Greek term used in Matthew 19:8 for “hardness of heart” is σκληροκαρδία, which BDAG 

defines as “hardness of heart, coldness, obstinacy, stubbornness.”19 This hardness can be 

compared with a modern medical term: ‘Osteosclerosis’, literally ‘hard (-sclerosis) bone 

(osteo-)’, an abnormal hardening with an increased bone density. It is a form of 

                                                      
19 Danker, Bauer, and Arndt, B.D.A.G., 756. 
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‘Osteopetrosis’ or ‘petrified bone’, a rare condition, due to elevated levels of calcium in the 

bones (perhaps from too many Vitamin D supplements). This is not to be confused with 

‘Osteoporosis’, literally ‘porous bone’, a loss of bone density, which is a common medical 

condition (affecting over 1 million Australians) caused by too little calcium or Vitamin D.20 The 

analogous concept of a common “πώρωσις of the heart” will be examined later, but the point 

for now is that when ancient wisdom meets modern medicine, “σκληρόσις of the heart” is to be 

sharply differentiated from “πώρωσις of the heart.” 

Apart from Jesus’ use of σκληροκαρδία, this term occurs nowhere else in the New Testament, 

although elements of the compound word can be found. The only New Testament occurrence 

of the noun σκληρότης is in Romans 2:5 where those with “hardness” (σκληρότης) and an 

“impenitent” (ἀμετανόητος) “heart” (καρδία) store up God’s wrath for themselves. Matthew 

uses σκληρός adjectivally once in a parable where “the master” (representative of God) is 

called a “hard man” (Matt. 25:24), which is a woeful characterisation by a “worthless”, “wicked 

and slothful” servant who ends up being cast into outer darkness (Matt. 25:26-30). This is the 

sole occurrence in the New Testament where σκληρός is directly applied to an individual, 

inappropriately as it may be. The punishment certainly is harsh but not unrighteous, so there 

is nothing “hard-hearted” or rebellious about the master. However, the indifference, 

wickedness, and hypocrisy of the servant could be considered “hard-hearted.” 

Septuagintal usage is also limited; σκληρός characterises Nabal as “harsh” (1 Sam. 25:3), or 

“hard” is equally suitable (although the Hebrew uses ֶשה  adjectivally not directly as a קָּ

personal description for “the man” but for his “hard” and “evil” (ע  practice).21 Nabal was a (ר 

foolish, worthless man,22 whom Yahweh kills after his “heart died within him, and he became 

as a stone” (1 Sam. 25:37-38). If this person is meant to be characterised as “hard-hearted”, 

then it is not done in a straightforward manner (cf. Jesus’ use of σκληροκαρδία). Nevertheless, 

Yahweh struck down Nabal in his stone-like hardness; and such judgement for hard-hearted 

opposition to David may inform us on the hard-hearted opposition to the Son of David (Matt. 

19:8). It may also confirm the authorship of Psalm 95 (cf. Heb. 4:7), for around this time David 

is the only person in Scripture who has been opposed by a “hard” man with a heart of stone, 

and the Psalm warns against “hardness of heart”! (The last-recorded hard-hearted person in 

Scripture was Pharaoh, 500 years prior.) 

In all, “hard” (σκληρός) and “hardness” (σκληρότης) are very rare descriptors of people in 

Scripture. Something significant is being highlighted about their folly and God’s deadly 

                                                      
20 Osteoporosis Australia,  https://www.osteoporosis.org.au/about-osteoporosis. 
21 The Septuagint also uses σκληρός to describe the men of Korah’s rebellion whom Yahweh kills, but “wicked” (ע שָּ  (רָּ

is a better translation, as “hard” (ֶשה  .is not present in the Hebrew (Num. 16:26) (קָּ
22 This assessment of “worthless man” is made by a wise servant (1 Sam. 25:17), and “worthless fellow” by his wise 
wife (1 Sam. 25:25; cf. the worthless, foolish servant calling his master a “hard man” in Matt. 25:14-30). 

http://www.crucibleonline.net/


 
 

 

Crucible 9.1 (November 2018) www.crucibleonline.net   ISSN: 1836-8794                                   Page 7 

 

 

dealings with them. In the wilderness, Israel received a terminal judgement for testing God 

“ten times” (Num. 14:22); they reached an irredeemable point of hard-heartedness at Massah 

(Ps. 95:8). Dennis Tucker observes that the emphasis of the psalmist here is not primarily on 

the disobedience connected with the lack of water, as seen in the Meribah tradition, but on 

questioning the presence of God, as reflected best in the Massah tradition.23 One whole 

generation of “stiff-necked people” (Exod. 33:3,5;34:9; Deut. 9:6,13,27) died in the desert not 

of thirst but of rebellion (cf. “the rebellion,” Heb. 3:8, 15), such that their ongoing stubbornness 

resulted in petrified hearts and God’s tolerance of evil ended. To be judged “hard-hearted” 

means to never rest in the Promised Land. 

In the Septuagint, “hardness of heart” appears once in the context of divorce (Jer. 4:4). 

However, most English Bibles do not support this Greek translation of the Hebrew, and 

Instone-Brewer goes so far as to say that σκληροκαρδία is “an invention of the Septuagint”!24 

This is true in that for Jeremiah 4:4 - and for Deuteronomy 10:16 - any terminology involving 

“hardness” of the heart itself is totally absent in the Hebrew. Both verses call for reform: a 

circumcision of the heart, which is possible for “stiff-necked people”25 but impossible for the 

hard-hearted (specific reference to the “heart” concerns only a removal of the foreskin, not the 

excision of a whole hard heart). Frederick Danker’s assertion that “stiff-necked” and “hard-

hearted” are “Synonyms for Refusal to ‘Hear’ or ‘See’” (made without any analysis of the term 

σκληροκαρδία)26 requires qualification: with repentance the “stiff-necked” may hear and see 

(turn and be healed, cf. Matt. 13:15), whereas the “hard-hearted” will never hear and see. 

One place in the Septuagint, however, where “hardness of heart” is not a questionable 

invention is Ezekiel 3:7. Here Yahweh says, “all the house of Israel have …a stubborn heart 

(σκληροκάρδιος)” or literally “hard hearts,” and he calls Ezekiel to go to a rebellious people 

(Ezek. 2:3,5,8;3:9,26,27) who “will not be willing to listen” (Ezek. 3:7). The occasion is the 

Babylonian Exile. The Pharisees whom Jesus indicts with “hardness of heart” should readily 

recall this last-recorded occasion of Israel’s “hardness of heart” about five centuries earlier, 

especially when their psalmist (cf. Ps. 95) and even their ancient enemies, the Philistines (cf. 

                                                      
23 W. D. Tucker, Jr., "Psalm 95: Text, Context, and Intertext," Biblica 81, no. 4 (2000): 540. 
24 Instone-Brewer, Divorce and Remarriage in the Bible: The Social and Literary Context, 145. 
25 Cf. Acts 7:51 is the only place in the NT where σκληροτράχηλος (“stiff-necked”) appears. Here Stephen applies it to 

those in the Jewish council. This stubbornness, although grave (for their fathers murdered the prophets, and they will 
murder Stephen), is not irredeemable. Stephen’s prayer “Lord do not hold this sin against them” (Acts 7:60) is 
positively answered, not least in the conversion of Saul recorded immediately after. 
26 F. W. Danker, "Hardness of Heart: A Study in Biblical Thematic," Concordia Theological Monthly 44, no. 2 (1973): 
89-90. Surprisingly, Danker makes no mention of the only biblical occurrences of σκληροκαρδία (Ezek. 3:7; Matt. 

19:8; and Mark 10:5), and makes nothing of the fact that the only individuals characterised with “hardness of heart” 
(Pharaoh and Nabal) are killed by God. Prov. 28:14 is cited, which does address hardness (ה שָּ  of the heart, but the (קָּ
inevitable calamity is not contrasted with the promise given to those who have hardness (ה שָּ  .of the neck (cf. Deut (קָּ
9:6). Danker uses Isa. 6:9-10 as his “primary source” for the expression “hardness of heart,” but the Hebrew here 
ֵבד) ה) ”actually describes the heart as “dull” (ESV) or “fat” (KJV), not “hard (כָּ שָּ  and as with Jesus’ use of the same ,(קָּ
prophetic source, “this people’s heart has grown dull (παχύνω, not σκληρύνω)” (Matt. 13:15), there is a redemptive 

possibility. 
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1 Sam. 6:6), can recall the “hardness of heart” in Israel’s history around five centuries before 

their time.27 

Mirroring the rebellious Israelites, Yahweh grants Ezekiel a “face as hard as their face” and a 

“forehead as hard as their foreheads” (Ezek. 3:8) but not a heart as hard as their hearts! 

Indeed, Ezekiel is commanded to “Be not rebellious like that rebellious house” (Ezek. 2:8). He 

obeys God by eating, going and speaking (or not speaking, as directed) to people who will be 

judged for their “wickedness” (Ezek. 5:6), “abominations” (Ezek. 5:9; cf. Deut. 24:4 “for that is 

an abomination”) and “whoring heart” (Ezek. 6:9). The prophet certainly does not have a 

“whoring heart” either, a characteristic of immoral and impenitent Israel which the Septuagint 

also translates fittingly: ֵלב as καρδία “heart”; andָֹנה  as ἐκπορνεύω “whoring”, where even זָּ

their eyes are said to go “whoring” (נָּה  as πορνεύω) after idols. Such hard-heartedness and זָּ

sexual immorality provides strong connection with the σκληροκαρδία and πορνεία of Matthew 

19:8-9. Ezekiel’s Babylonian Exile context and his prophetic judgement on Jerusalem also 

connects with Matthew’s emphasis on Babylon and Jerusalem’s destruction in his time.28   

With Jesus’ use of σκληροκαρδία matching the Septuagint’s only proper use of it in Ezekiel 

3:7,29 an indictment with the same terrible judgement (destruction of Jerusalem and exile) 

coheres with Matthew’s purpose in writing a “Climactic Fulfillment of the Hebrew Story.”30 

Matthew 19:8 serves both as a terminal judgement on the hard-hearted, and a warning 

against following the hard-hearted, which specifically includes a warning against following 

their divorce practice. Moreover, this verse may be a Matthean way of saying that Jesus not 

only fulfils the Law and Prophets (cf. Matt. 5:17) but the Psalms too (cf. Luke 24:44), 

especially if the early Christians also viewed the Psalms “as predictions of events that would 

occur at the climax of Israel’s history.”31 Just as Psalm 16 is fulfilled in the death and 

resurrection of Jesus (Acts 2:23-28), and a wedding song can be a messianic psalm about 

God’s love for Israel that culminates in the coming of his Davidic eternal king (Ps. 45; cf. Heb. 

                                                      
27 If the final compositions are exilic, then it only strengthens the argument, for this “hardness of heart” is recalled 
by the writer a millennium later. 
28 Ezek. 24 holds that Ezekiel’s wife died as a prophetic sign of the fall of Jerusalem, “the rebellious house” with 
“unclean lewdness.” This deadly, righteous termination of a marriage covenant offers a parallel to the judgement 
awaiting Jesus’ rebellious generation. Ezek. 23 records Israel’s “abominations” of “adultery” and “defilement” (cf. 
Deut. 24:4) along with God’s resolution, “Thus I will put an end to your lewdness and your whoring begun in the 
land of Egypt, so that you shall not lift up your eyes to them or remember Egypt anymore” (Ezek. 23:27). Egypt and 
Babylon are inextricably linked. 
29 More precisely, Jesus likely used the Hebrew here that matched the Hebrew in Ezek 3:7, so Matthew then utilised 
the same Greek equivalent. 
30 M. Spadaro, Reading Matthew as the Climactic Fulfillment of the Hebrew Story (Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 2015). 
31 D. Green, "The Lord Is Christ’s Shepherd: Psalm 23 as Messianic Prophecy," in Eyes to See, Ears to Hear: Essays in 
Memory of J. Alan Groves, ed. P. Enns, D. Green, and M. Kelly (Phillipsburg: P&R, 2010), 37. 
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1:8-9),32 so too the wilderness warning of Psalm 95 may foreshadow a climactic separation 

for rebellious Israel.33 

Dullness of Heart as a Common Condition 

The New Testament uses a different Greek term for another “hardness of heart” that is not 

necessarily terminal. Ephesians 4:18 speaks of Gentiles, “darkened in their understanding” 

and “alienated from the life of God”, possessing a general “ignorance” that is “due to their 

hardness (πώρωσις) of heart,” where πώρωσις is defined “literally, as a medical technical 

term… hardening [a] covering with a callous or a thick growth of skin; [or a] dulling, blindness 

of the eyes.”34 Such a medical condition does not infer that the complete organ is petrified or 

dead, there is only a deficient element and with correction the organ may function properly. 

The same remedial concept does not apply to σκληροκαρδία. In a health analogy, if a doctor 

gave a prognosis that one’s arteries were becoming harder and harder, and without a major 

change in diet heart failure and death would be imminent, then would this warning be 

heeded? Or would one be too stubborn – too stiff-necked to alter course – and a point of no 

return is suddenly reached? 

Up until the Sabbath incident of Matthew 12:9-14, the Pharisees and others were simply dull 

in their understanding of Jesus. He grieves over their “hardness (πώρωσις) of heart” (Mark 

3:1-6). However, it is only after this that the Pharisees conspired to kill Jesus (Matt. 12:14; cf. 

Mark 3:6), and only later again that Jesus charges them with “hardness of heart 

(σκληροκαρδία).” In the meantime, his disciples persist in their “hardness (πώρωσις) of heart” 

(Mark 6:52). Yet nowhere in Scripture are Jesus’ disciples or any righteous people ever 

attributed with “hardness of heart (σκληροκαρδία),” except dubiously in Mark 16:14, which is 

not in the earliest and most reliable manuscripts.35 Aside from other questionable teachings in 

Mark 16:9-20 (e.g. on handling serpents and drinking poison), it is uncharacteristically 

uncompassionate that Jesus would “rebuke” his grieving disciples for “their unbelief and 

hardness of heart,” and theologically impossible if this is a terminal verdict used everywhere 

else in Scripture to refer only to impenitent rebellious people. 

 

 

                                                      
32 A. Culp, "Of Wedding Songs and Prophecies: Canonical Reading as the Clue to Understanding Psalm 45 as 
Prophecy " Crucible 8, no. 2 (November 2017). 
33 Although asserting a later non-Davidic authorship, Tucker is correct to maintain that this psalm “would have been 
particularly appropriate for a community still reeling from the devastation of exile.” Tucker, "Psalm 95: Text, Context, 
and Intertext," 541. “Hardness of heart” and Babylon is a dominant connection. 
34 B. Friberg, T. Friberg, and N. F. Miller, Analytical Lexicon of the Greek New Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker, 
2000), Ref 23890. Also, “hardening, dulling but in our literature only figuratively dullness, insensibility, obstinacy” 
(Mark 3:5; Eph. 4:18); “insensibility has come over Israel” (Rom. 11:25). Danker, Bauer, and Arndt, B.D.A.G., 732. 
35 B. & K. Aland et al, The Greek New Testament, Fourth ed. (Westphalia: UBS, 2001). 
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Sexual Immorality as an Indictment 

Immediately after charging the Pharisees with “hardness of heart,” Jesus specifies “sexual 

immorality” as grounds for divorce. Rather than compromising his total prohibition on 

remarriage (in Mark 10:11-12, and Luke 16:18), could this involve a deadly judgement in line 

with that just given? In a forensic context of “Is it lawful…?” by what the Mosaic Law 

commands, why would Jesus limit himself to what the Law perhaps concedes in 

Deuteronomy 24:1? What if Jesus points to God’s command two chapters earlier, and to the 

Seventh Commandment? Applying Deuteronomy 22:22 to Matthew 19:9 leads to a wholly 

lawful and awful conclusion: if a man writes “sexual immorality” on his wife’s divorce 

certificate, he hands her a death sentence!36 This best accounts for the disciples’ response in 

the very next verse (Matt. 19:10). Unlike the Protestant majority view (and that of Shammai, 

Hillel, and Akiba), it also avoids confusing capital and non-capital offences.37 

The death penalty for adultery may not have been employed in Jesus’ time, but this is little 

different to our time. For example, recently in Nebraska USA, lethal injection was used to 

execute a murderer,38 but when did Nebraska last execute for adultery? Now this is not a call 

to restore the death penalty for adultery, but it is a call to believe Jesus when he says he has 

not abolished or relaxed even one dot of the Law (Matt. 5:17-19).  

Mercy as Key to Understanding Jesus’ Teaching 

So, where did we obtain the popular idea that “sexual immorality” is grounds for divorce 

without the death of a spouse? It comes from misinterpreting Jesus’ judgement of “hardness 

of heart” in Matthew 19:8. It comes from overlooking the deadly legal ramifications of “sexual 

immorality” and “adultery” in Matthew 19:9. And it comes from not interpreting Matthew 19 in 

light of the hellish consequences and unmerciful hard-hearted behaviour spoken of in 

Matthew 18.  

Jesus’ divorce teaching directly follows his story about the unforgiving servant (Matt. 18:21-

35). In accordance with an important Matthean “narrative-speech-narrative pattern,”39 

marriage is a prime example of where mercy is needed: in the most intimate relationship on 

earth. Divorce is ultimately about an unwillingness to forgive and to love as solemnly sworn. 

Today’s legal language of “irreconcilable differences” should make us shudder, for we know 

that God will not forgive those who do not forgive each other (cf. Matt. 6:15 and 18:35). 

                                                      
36 Anyone applying such grounds could be judged legalistic – and hypocritical - for who has not committed sexual 
immorality in their own heart (cf. Matt. 5:28)? 
37 A liberal stance, associated with Hillel and Akiba, emphasised both Hebrew terms “indecency” (ֶעְרוָּה) and “a 
matter” (ר בָּ  in Deut. 24:1, so that a man, in divorcing his wife, might cite a wide range of misdemeanours, or (דָּ
possibly provide no reason at all. 
38 NBC News,  https://www.nbcnews.com/storyline/lethal-injection/nebraska-set-become-first-state-use-fentanyl-
execution-n900576. 
39 Bolt, Matthew: A Great Light Dawns, 6. 
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Conflict over property or dowry repayment – when dowry was not even a Scriptural 

requirement40 – should also make us shudder, for this is like squabbling over a 100 denarii 

debt when God forgives a 10,000 talent debt; three month’s wages versus billions of dollars – 

an unpayable debt. 

Does adultery destroy marriage? Yes, if anyone remains or drags themselves under the Law 

and executes for adultery, then it does terminate marriage – by terminating a spouse.41 And 

adultery is an unpayable debt, however, this is not a debt to a spouse, but to God! Whereas 

“a matter of indecency” is something unfavourable in a wife found merely in a man’s eyes 

(Deut. 24:1),42 “adultery” is an evil in God’s eyes. The Wisdom Literature reveals this: King 

David, for his adultery, begs God for mercy, “Against you, you only, have I sinned and done 

what is evil in your sight” (Ps. 51:4).  

Twice in Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus cites Hosea 6:6 to stress that God desires mercy, and not 

sacrifice (Matt. 9:13;12:7). By the Law, adultery demands death, but it can be an opportunity 

for mercy. God did not kill David, even though he deserved death (2 Sam. 12). Instead the 

son of David died: his firstborn son to Bathsheba died (2 Sam. 12:15-19), and Jesus, “the son 

of David” (Matt. 1:1), died. Instead of me, David, dying for my sins - my murder and adultery 

even if only in my words or heart (cf. Matt. 5:22,28), the Son of David died, and by God’s 

mercy I am forgiven. My unpayable debt is cancelled. If my wife has an unpayable debt that is 

forgiven by God, how dare I hold a smaller debt, “any matter of indecency” (cf. Deut. 24:1), 

against her as grounds for divorce! Such hard-heartedness would rightly incur the wrath of 

God. 

The shocking point about the story of the unforgiving servant is that mercy is revocable! 

Mercy requires mercy.43 The one released from an unpayable debt, after showing no mercy to 

a fellow servant with a much smaller debt, finds his bondage and debt reinstated, and he is 

handed over to the tormentors – forever. This story can well be applied corporately, because 

all the historical infidelity of Israel had been forgiven by God, he had released Israel from 

                                                      
40 Dowry-giving “was unknown in OT law… the LXX changed some texts to suggest that the marriage payment came 
from the bride, so a bridal dowry had already become normal Jewish practice by the second century BC.” D. Instone-
Brewer, "1 Corinthians 7 in the Light of the Graeco-Roman Marriage and Divorce Papyri," Tyndale Bulletin 52, no. 1 
(2001): 103. 
41 If a husband does not have his wife executed for this (and only for this) capital crime and he does remarry, then 

he commits “adultery” (μοιχᾶται, Matt. 19:9) and deserves execution himself. 
42 Cf. Deut. 12:8, “You shall not do according to all that we are doing here today, everyone doing whatever is right in 
his own eyes” (italics added). Even after forty years in the wilderness (which would include a generation of hard-
hearted divorce practice) their eyes remain faulty, for Moses proclaims that the Lord still has not given Israel “a 
heart to understand or eyes to see” (Deut. 29:4), and Proverbs, which can be understood as providing commentary 
on the Law, often regards the judgement made by a person’s own eyes as that of a fool (cf. Prov. 12:15), or an evil 
and merciless person (cf. Prov. 21:10)! 
43 D. Garland, Reading Matthew: A Literary and Theological Commentary on the First Gospel, Reading the New 
Testament (New York: Crossroad, 1993), 195. 
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bondage in Babylon. God had cancelled Israel’s unpayable debt, her 10,000 talents.44 

Babylon beckons again for what Jesus calls “an evil and adulterous generation.”45 God will 

reinstate the debt for this generation - not every generation, but this hard-hearted one. No 

wonder Babylon features strongly (four times) simply in the opening chapter of Matthew’s 

Gospel! 

A Warning that Jesus Links with Divorce - from God 

Legal and prophetic fulfilment belong together (cf. Matt. 5:17-19), and David Pao rightly 

maintains the connection in his insightful study on Matthew 19:1-12 to argue that 

Matthew is locating this legal exposition of Deut 24:1-4 within a wider prophetic 
interpretation of the passage: God’s covenant people have been unfaithful to their 
covenant partner, and therefore God has the right to divorce them.46 

Those with “hardness of heart” test for legal loopholes to justify divorce, to disobey God’s 

clear command for a man to “hold fast” to his wife. Jesus turns the test back on the 

Pharisees, indicting them with a terminal judgement directly linked with an unfaithful 

generation of Israel that perished outside of the Promised Land, and another unfaithful 

generation exiled to Babylonian. Jesus then provides one ground for divorce, which according 

to the Law is a deadly one! Yet he teaches a better way: God desires mercy. Soft-hearted 

people forgive from the heart; in simple obedience they do not separate what God has joined. 

 

A warning against “hardness of heart” is also found three times in the Book of Hebrews (3:7-

8,15;4:7). 

…as the Holy Spirit says, "Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden (σκληρύνω) 

your hearts as in the rebellion, on the day of testing in the wilderness, where your 
fathers put me to the test and saw my works for forty years. Therefore I was provoked 
with that generation, and said, 'They always go astray in their heart; they have not 
known my ways.' As I swore in my wrath, 'They shall not enter my rest.'" Take care, 
brothers, lest there be in any of you an evil, unbelieving heart, leading you to fall 
away from the living God. But exhort one another every day, as long as it is called 

"today," that none of you may be hardened (σκληρύνω) by the deceitfulness of sin. 
(Heb. 3:7-13) 

The same warning of Psalm 95 sounds to the early church based on the same wilderness 

occasion, with the same deadly judgement of not entering God’s rest. This hardening 

(σκληρύνω) of hearts is fearfully beyond the general human condition. God’s wrath burns 

against these people. 

                                                      
44 By comparison, the annual taxes paid to the Romans by the whole country was about 800 talents! C. Keener, The 
Gospel of Matthew (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 458. 
45 This portends exile, and it can also be understood that Jerusalem is now Babylon (or has become Babylonian), 
with her “sexual immorality” (Matt. 19:9; cf. Rev. 14:8,16:19;17:5;18:2,10,21) serving as grounds for separation or 
divorce. 
46 D. Pao, "Adultery, Divorce, and the Hard-Hearted People of God: The Function of the Matthean Exception Clause 
(Matt 19:9) in Its Literary Context," Paradosis: A Journal of Bible and Theology 1 (2014): 64. 
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Another two thousand years on, what wisdom can be gained from this ancient folly? The 

same wisdom of Psalm 95! We are to worship God by rejoicing in Him, reverencing Him and 

obeying Him. Anyone who hears God’s voice and knows his clear command to “hold fast” is 

not to test God. Else other ancient wisdom will come into play, from Proverbs 29:1, “He who 

is often reproved, yet stiffens his neck, will suddenly be broken beyond healing.” 

Conclusion 

God exhibits covenant faithfulness and he expects faithfulness - to himself and between 

those whom he has joined together in marriage. In Matthew 19:4-6, Jesus upholds God’s 

clear decree, as can be read in Genesis, on the permanency of marriage. Pharisees craftily 

appeal to a purported Mosaic concession (Deut. 24:1-4), yet the divorce practice cited is not 

prescriptive but only descriptive of those who test and disobey God, people with hard and 

impenitent hearts, whose unfaithfulness is not to be followed. This “hardness of heart” also 

connects with the Babylonian Exile, and thus Jesus simultaneously exposes the hearts of 

those who test him and forebodes national judgement. 

“Sexual immorality” (Matt. 19:9) is not to be equated with “a matter of indecency” (Deut. 24:1) 

for this confuses capital and non-capital crimes, and diminishes a climactic fulfilment motif. 

Interpreting Matthew 19:8 as an indictment, and not as a concession, facilitates 

understanding Matthew 19:9. The one sentence develops the one dire case, such that Jesus’ 

sole grounds for divorce involves nothing less than death. To separate for any other cause 

that which God has joined together risks wrath and separation from God. This straightforward 

interpretation best explains the disciples’ strong reaction (Matt 19:10). 

It is perilous to use the Matthean ‘exception clause’ as an easy ‘escape clause’ from 

marriage. This completely relaxes Jesus’ lawful answer in the Pharisaic test, and misreads 

Matthew’s authorial purpose. Neither does it square with Israel’s history and ancient wisdom. 

For covenant infidelity, God brings destruction on a hard-hearted generation, and the warning 

from the wilderness long stands to avert further destruction, nationally and individually. 

Notwithstanding due judgement, “should you not have had mercy…” (Matt 18:33) reveals 

God’s greatest desire, and offers further warning and wisdom for fellow servants who have 

solemnly vowed to love and to hold ‘until death do us part’. 
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