David W Fletcher, October 1982
Church Of Christ Preachers Symposium On Marriage, Divorce, Remarriage, & Fellowship
All Rights Reserved / Unauthorized Electronic Publishing Prohibited / www.davidwfletcher.com
THE MEANING OF ADULTERY IN THE NEW TESTAMENT

The common definition of adultery as “sexual intercourse of a married person with
someone other than his or her spouse” does not do justice to the total biblical evidence. Scripture
consistently portrays adultery as covenant oriented. The emphasis is not so much on “sexual
intercourse” as it is on “the covenant of marriage.” This study postulates a broader definition of
adultery based on a close reading of several New Testament and a few Old Testament texts.
Adultery is simply “the violation of the covenant of marriage,” and this violation can occur by
any of various means, for example, “the lustful look” (Matthew 5:28), illicit sexual intercourse,
or divorce and remarriage (Matthew 19:9). This broader definition will allow each biblical text
to speak for itself concerning the specifics of “adultery” and will prohibit the imposition of
unbiblical distinctions on the text. All scripture references are the author’s own translation
unless otherwise indicated.

I. What Adultery Is Not
The question of adultery is not the question of God’s original intent for male and female
in marriage. God’s desire for permanency in the husband / wife union is revealed plainly (see
Genesis 2:24). Neither is the question of adultery the question of whether or not God’s original
intent has changed. According to Jesus in Matthew 19:4-6, it has not changed. The one man /
one woman union corresponds to mankind’s created nature as male and female.
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The question of adultery is a question of sin–sin that springs forth from a sinful and
unregenerate heart. “For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murders, adulteries, fornications,
thefts, false witness, slanders; these are the things which defile the man” (Matthew 15:19-20,
NASB). Since the question of adultery is a question of sin, it involves what God recognizes as
true of man (that is, he is a sinner) but does not condone as lawful by man (that is, God hates
sin).

II. A Common Definition Challenged
What constitutes adultery? More specifically, what makes the divorcing and remarrying
of Matthew 19:9 adultery? It is extremely important to define adultery properly in order to be
able to determine the fruit of repentance from adultery.
A common answer suggests that in the situation of Matthew 19:9, adultery exists because
a man who has divorced his spouse and married another is “still married to the first spouse in the
eyes of God, though not in the eyes of man,” and adultery is “the voluntary sexual intercourse
between a married person and someone other than their spouse.” However, this understanding
fails on two basic accounts.
Argument number one. The expression “married in the eyes of God, though not in the
eyes of man” is unbiblical and erroneous. Marriage is a covenant (see Malachi 2:14); it is a
contract entered into by a man and a woman; it is an oath containing legal, moral, and spiritual
stipulations. Man can either keep or break the covenant of marriage. If man keeps the covenant
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of marriage, God recognizes this and disapproves (“I hate divorce,” Malachi 2:16). God grants
and recognizes the making and/or the breaking of covenants by man. Otherwise, it is difficult to
see how sin could be imputed by God in such matters, that is, if God did not recognize the
breaking of covenants by man. Therefore, a divorced individual is unmarried both in the eyes of
God and in the eyes of man.
Scriptural evidence. 1 Corinthians 7:11. Note carefully that Paul speaks “to the married”
(verse 10). Paul implores, “Let not a wife separate herself from a husband.” The question to be
answered is this: separated in what way or how? The Greek word translated “separate herself”
implies a complete (though not irreversible) separation. That such a complete separation is
indicated by Paul is verified by verse 11. Here further stipulation is given by Paul in view of a
possible violation of his command in verse 10. He writes, “If she separates herself, let her
remain unmarried or let her be reconciled to the husband.” The Greek word translated
“unmarried” occurs only four times in the New Testament (verses 8, 11, 32, and 34 of 1
Corinthians 7). It means “not married.” The only two possible ways for an individual to become
“not married” when married are : (1) the death of a spouse (see Romans 7:2-3); or (2) divorce
from a spouse. Paul is not talking about death; he is talking about “separation.” So the word
“separate” in 1 Corinthians 7 means “to separate by means of divorce” or simply “to divorce.”
This is the only possible understanding of “separate” in this context, because by the “separation”
in question one who is married becomes “unmarried” or “not married.”
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So, according to Paul in 1 Corinthians 7:11, the believer who divorces his or her spouse
(regardless of the cause) is not married or unmarried. This, however, is not to say that the
believer who divorces a believing spouse is at liberty to remarry. Paul charges, “Remain
unmarried or be reconciled.” For believers in Christ, remarriage is not a valid option. But the
reason for remaining unmarried cannot be that they still are married in the sight of God. The
evidence is contrary to that. Paul says that they are unmarried. Rather, they are to remain
unmarried because of God’s desire for permanency in the covenant of marriage. To marry
another would be to commit sin further–the mixing or mingling of covenants, or adultery.
John 4:17-18. Here Jesus tells a Samaritan woman to call her husband. The woman
replied, “I have no husband.” Jesus agrees that she had spoken truthfully (“you are right when
you say you have no husband,” NIV). In other words, both the woman and Jesus affirm that she
is unmarried. What was her previous and present marital experience? In verse 18, Jesus tells
her, “You have had five husbands, and now the one you have is not your husband; you spoke
truthfully.” This woman evidently had been involved in the making and severing of covenant
unions with five men. She had been married and divorced five times. At the time Jesus talks
with her, she is unmarried. She has no covenant of marriage with the man living with her. He is
not her husband. Note what Jesus does not say. Jesus does not say, “You are still married to
your first husband in the eyes of God.” Jesus recognizes (because God recognizes) the fact that
each of the five covenants of marriage had been severed by divorce. It is impossible for the
Samaritan woman still to be married to her first husband in the sight of God. Had that been true,
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she would have had only one husband and five non-marital unions. But Jesus tells her, “You
have had five husbands.” According to Jesus, she had five marriages and one non-marital union.
In the eyes of Jesus, she was unmarried.
In John 4:17-18, as in 1 Corinthians 7:11, divorce severs the covenant of marriage in the
eyes of God. Granted, the argument from John 4 is invalid given the remote possibility that all of
the woman’s husbands died before she remarried, but this is highly unlikely. Note, though, that
this passage says nothing regarding the woman’s right to remarry.
Matthew 19:6; Mark 10:9. “Therefore, what God has joined together, do not let man
separate.” Jesus did not say “man cannot separate.” Jesus said “do not let man separate.” This
is a prohibition. It is a demand to desist from or continually abstain from a particular action–that
action here being separating or divorcing what God has joined together in the covenant of
marriage. But the fact that this is a prohibition implies the possibility of doing that which is
prohibited. If the possibility of separation by divorce in the eyes of God were not possible, why
did Jesus give the command anyway? The nature of this command as a prohibition renders it
impossible to regard divorced individuals as still married in God’s sight.
Deuteronomy 24:1-4. The case in this passage involves a bill of divorce given for
inadequate reasons. Yet, when the wife leaves her first husband, she “becomes the wife of
another” who is called “her husband” (verses 2, 3). If she is the wife of another, she is no longer
the first man’s wife. In fact, the passage states very plainly that the first man may not ever again
take her “to be his wife” (verse 4). These statements prove as false the view that all along she
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was his wife anyway. To the contrary, she is forbidden to become his wife again. After the
divorce, she is no longer the wife of the first man.
The biblical evidence conclusively is against the notion that one can still be married in the
sight of God but divorced in the sight of man. What is biblical is that God recognizes (although
he might not approve) the covenants made and severed by man.
Objection. Under the old covenant God recognized divorce; now, under the new
covenant he no longer recognizes it.
Answer. The arguments from 1 Corinthians 7:11 and Matthew 19:6 still hold true. In
fact, in Matthew 19:9, Jesus recognizes divorce when he says, “Whoever divorces his wife and
marries another commits adultery.” How can one “marry another” if he or she still is married to
a former spouse? Furthermore, if one says that the remarriage is “only in the eyes of man,” then
is the adultery committed “only in the eyes of man” also? Adultery, Jesus says, is the divorcing
and remarrying. To whatever extent one limits the remarrying he also limits the adultery
resulting from it. If one is “in the eyes of man only,” so is the other. Such a view seems
impossible; it denies any imputation of the sin of adultery to man by God.
Objection. What about the statement of Paul in Romans 7:3, “So then if, while her
husband is living, she is joined to another man, she shall be called an adulteress” (NASB). Does
not this scripture draw the distinction that commonly is affirmed?
Answer. The English translation of the Greek text is erroneous (compare KJV, RSV,
NIV). In this whole passage, the expression “her husband” never appears in the Greek text. The
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Greek word translated “husband” and “man” is the same Greek word. The Geneva Bible
translates the passage correctly: “For the woman which is in subjection to a man, is bound by the
law to the man, while he liveth; but if the man be dead, she is delivered from the law of the man.
So then, if while the man liveth, she take another man, she shall be called an adulteress; but if the
man be dead, she is free from the law, so that she is not an adulteress, though she take another
man” (verses 2, 3). Compare Alexander Campbell’s Living Oracles that translates: “For the
married woman is bound, by law, to her husband as long as he lives; but if the husband be dead,
she is released from the law of her husband. If, then, indeed, while her husband lives, she be
married to another, she shall be called an adulteress; but if her husband be dead, she is free from
the law; so that she is not an adulteress, though married to another husband” (verses 2, 3). Both
translations render the Greek word consistently (“the man . . . another man”; “her husband . . .
another husband”). The distinction commonly affirmed is not substantiated by the Greek text. In
fact, the action of the woman, whether “the man” (that is, her first husband) is living or dead, is
the same. Compare the phrases in 3a and 3b: “she take another man . . . she take another man”
(Geneva Bible); “she be married to another . . . though married to another husband” (Living
Oracles). Why is there no distinction in the action of the woman if in the first case (when “the
man” is living) she becomes the wife to another man “only in the eyes of man, but not in the eyes
of God”? The distinction is not there; the action is the same. It is only the lack of distinction that
renders intelligible the different verdicts of Paul (and of God). In one case (“the man” is living),
the action of marrying another (both in the eyes of God and man) causes adultery. In the other
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case (“the man” is dead), the action of marrying another (both in the eyes of God and man)
causes no adultery (because “she is free from the law”).
Argument number two. The defining of adultery as “the voluntary sexual intercourse
between a married person and someone other than their spouse” is misleading, because such is
too restrictive for all biblical usages of the word. Adultery is not sexual intercourse per se,
although sexual intercourse may be involved. Nor is adultery extramarital sexual intercourse per
se, although extramarital sexual intercourse may be involved. In fact, adultery could possibly
occur without any sexual intercourse at all. Adultery, in its basic sense, is the violation of the
covenant of marriage.
Scriptural evidence. Deuteronomy 22:22-29. The Hebrew term for adultery is not used
in these case laws. These statutes, though, will serve to show what is “the evil” to be purged
from Israel by capital punishment. Note carefully the following summary of these case laws. In
the first case, a man has sexual intercourse with a married woman. Both are executed. In the
second case, a man has sexual intercourse with a virgin betrothed or engaged to a man. If they
are found in the city, both are executed. If they are found in the field, only the man is executed
(equivalent to rape). In the third case, a man has sexual intercourse with a virgin not betrothed to
any man. The violator must pay the girl’s father fifty shekels of silver; he must marry the girl;
and he cannot divorce her. The point of these case laws for our study is clear. “The evil” to be
purged from Israel by capital punishment is not illicit sexual intercourse. Rather, “the evil” is the
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violation of the covenant of marriage (which, in these cases, happens to be by means of illicit
sexual intercourse). The crime involves covenant per se, not coitus per se.
Matthew 19:9; Mark 10:11, 12; Luke 16:18. Nowhere is sexual intercourse mentioned in
these scriptures as a condition for adultery. In fact, “sexual immorality” in Matthew 19:9 is an
exception to adultery rather than a condition for it. In all of these scriptures divorce and
remarriage are affirmed explicitly as conditions for adultery. “Whoever divorces his wife . . . and
marries another commits adultery.” Jesus defines adultery as divorcing and remarrying. So, if a
man divorces his woman and marries another woman, he commits adultery (regardless of
whether or not he has sexual intercourse with his new woman). By divorcing and remarrying he
has violated the covenant of marriage; he has committed adultery.
Why does Jesus define adultery in this way? In the Old Testament a strong connection
between sexual intercourse and adultery does exist. See Proverbs 6:32; 30:20; Jeremiah 3:8, 9;
5:7; 29:23; Ezekiel 23:45; Hosea 2:2. Leviticus 20:10 prohibits every extramarital sexual union
of a man with a married woman and every extramarital sexual union of a married woman. But a
married man might engage in sexual intercourse with a woman neither married nor engaged, and
he and she would not be guilty of adultery (see Genesis 16:1-4; 30:1-4; 38:15ff.; Leviticus
19:20ff.; Deuteronomy 22:28). Polygamy and the power of divorce was permitted for the man
but not for the woman. In Old Testament times, adultery was female-oriented. The male never
could violate his covenant of marriage by illicit sexual intercourse; it was always a violation of
the woman’s covenant of marriage that involved him in adultery. To the contrary, the female
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always would violate her covenant of marriage by illicit sexual intercourse. In New Testament
times, adultery is broadened in meaning to include both male and female equally (see Mark
10:11, 12).
Another important distinction between adultery in the Old Testament and adultery in the
New Testament will answer the question concerning Jesus' own definition of adultery. In
Matthew 19, the Pharisees were discussing divorce and remarriage (as per Deuteronomy 24).
Jesus calls this divorcing and remarrying adultery. If the Old Testament and New Testament
definitions are the same, why were the disciples so upset (verse 10)? The disciples were upset
because Jesus extends the meaning of adultery to include the Mosaic permission. What Moses
allowed, Jesus puts in the realm of adultery. This divorcing and remarrying, allowed by Moses,
was no less than the sin of adultery; it violated God’s original intent for marriage. No wonder the
disciples were troubled. This to them was like a new pronouncement.
Matthew 5:32. As in the scriptures above, adultery occurs when divorce and remarriage
occur. “Everyone divorcing his wife . . . causes her to commit adultery” (that is, if she remarries,
she commits adultery; see the last clause of the verse).
Romans 7:2, 3. The divorce and remarriage are implied in the expression “if she be
joined to another man” (verse 3). Note as before that the action of the woman is the same
whether “the man” (her first spouse) is living or dead. If while “the man” is living, she divorces
and remarries, she is called an adulteress.
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Objection. Does not Matthew 5:28 imply that adultery is primarily sexual intercourse?
Answer. It might help to broaden some definitions. Any covenant involves devotion to
the sanctity of that covenant. The heart’s desire must be to uphold and honor any solemn vow
such as marriage. Any deviation from this singleness of devotion to the covenant is a mingling
of the heart’s desire or adultery within one’s heart. Rather than proving adultery to be on a
purely physical level, Matthew 5:28 proves that adultery begins in the heart. Jesus’ listeners
would have understood his reference to Exodus 20:14 / Deuteronomy 5:18 (“do not commit
adultery,” verse 27) to mean a violation of the covenant of marriage by means of illicit sexual
intercourse. The involvement of covenant in the Old Testament understanding of adultery
already has been discussed. Jesus points out the proper and deeper significance of the decalogue
prohibition (compare Exodus 20:17, “you shall not covet your neighbor’s wife,” NASB) by
indicating to his hearers that the covenant of marriage is violated even when a man looks at a
woman “to lust for her.” By such desire, a man commits adultery in his heart. Adultery has
taken place in the heart regardless of any fleshly contact. The man’s vow to be devoted singly to
his own covenant of marriage has been sacrificed by a desire that is intent on breaking his
original vow out of desire for someone else.
Objection. The definition proposed seems to deny the continuous nature (for example,
“living in adultery”) of the present indicative verb in Matthew 19:9.
Answer. Given the definition of adultery as “sexual intercourse,” adultery is, even then,
only an act limited in duration (unless one postulates a perpetual sexual interlude and calls that
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“living in adultery”). To focus in on the grammar of Matthew 19:9, consider the following
statements. Whoever takes property that does not belong to him steals. Whoever takes the life of
a human being without proper judicial authority murders. Whoever puts away their spouse and
marries another commits adultery. Whoever deliberately falsifies lies. A good parallel to
Matthew 19:9 (though not an exact one) is Luke 9:48. It reads, “Whoever receives this child in
my name receives me; and whoever receives me receives him who sent me” (NASB). In Luke
9:48, the receiving of Jesus is only as continuous as the receiving of the little child. The
receiving of the Father is only as continuous as the receiving of the Son. In Matthew 19:9, the
adultery is only as continuous as the divorcing and the remarrying. To wrest the “commit
adultery” from the syntax of the verse is to be guilty of the worst kind of grammatical divorce.
One might ask, however, is the sin of adultery in Matthew 19:9 inherent in the union
itself (for example, the marriage)? Or is the sin of adultery the way in which that union came
about (for example, the divorcing and remarrying)? According to the grammar of the verse, the
latter must be the case. What is defined as sinful by Jesus are those acts of divorce and
remarriage.

III. Implications Of Adultery As Covenant Violation
1. Adultery is not divorce alone, although such makes one liable to adultery (see 1
Corinthians 7:11; Matthew 5:32).
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2. Adultery is not remarriage alone (1 Corinthians 7:39; Romans 7:3; 1 Timothy 5:14).
3. Adultery is not sexual intercourse alone.
4. Adultery is the violation of the covenant of marriage by: (a) lustful intent (“in the
heart,” Matthew 5:28); (b) illicit sexual intercourse; or (c) divorce and remarriage. If by (a), then
repentance demands a turning away from evil desires. If by (b), then repentance demands a
turning away from “fooling around with” the husband or the wife of someone else. If by (c), then
repentance demands a turning away from divorcing and remarrying. However, once a new
marriage is formed, the situation may be irreversible (see Deuteronomy 24). A marriage has
been “murdered” (rather than a spouse “stolen”). There possibly can be no return to a former
spouse. Such would constitute further divorce and remarriage, further adultery. After divorce, as
long as no remarriage takes place, a reconciliation may be possible. Even though the covenant is
broken, it is not totally irreversible. But once remarriage has occurred, the reconciliation may be
impossible. The breach may be complete and final. Adultery has been committed. Any further
breach of covenant would mean further adultery. As God calls sinners to repentance and faith in
Jesus, he calls them to remain (1 Corinthians 7:20) in the state or condition experienced at the
time of the calling (as long as such is not inherently sinful). In the case of those who have
committed adultery by divorcing and remarrying, God forgives the adultery and the covenant of
marriage remains.
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