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[JSNT 49 (1993) 3-10] 


DIVORCE, CELIBACY AND JOSEPH 


(MATTHEW 1.18-25 AND 19.1-12) 


Dale C. Allison, Jr 


2340 N. Richmond 
Wichita, Kansas 67204 


USA 


Matthew 19.1-12 raises a host of thorny issues. Among them probably 
the most debated of late is the meaning of μη έπί πορνεία. Does this 
refer to incest,


1
 to adultery


2
 or to something else again (a few have 


suggested 'fornication')? Perhaps the most persuasive argument in 
favor of one position or the other has come from M.N.A. 
Bockmuehl.


3
 He has demonstrated that divorce for adultery was not 


optional but rather mandatory among many groups in ancient 
Judaism. For the Jewish Christians of the Matthaean community, then, 
the exception clause was presumably a necessary addendum: adultery 
produced a state of impurity that, as a matter of legal fact, dissolved 
marriage. Or so, at least, runs Bockmuehl's argument.


4 


There is, however, an even better argument to be made for equating 
μη έπί πορνεία with 'except for adultery', and it comes not from 
extra-biblical sources but from Matthew itself. The First Gospel 


1. So J. A. Fitzmyer, 'The Matthean Divorce Texts and Some New Palestinian 
Evidence', in To Advance the Gospel: New Testament Studies (New York: 
Crossroad, 1981), pp. 79-111. 


2. So J. Gnilka, Das Matthäusevangelium 1. Teil (HTKNT, 1.1; Freiburg: 
Herder, 1986), pp. 167-69. 


3. 'Matthew 5.32; 19.9 in the Light of Pre-Rabbinic Halakah', NTS 35 (1989), 
pp. 291-95. 


4. Cf. U. Luz, Matthew 1-7 (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1989), p. 306, citing 
LXX Prov. 18.22; m. Sot. 5.1; and b. Git. 90b. Note also T. Reub. 3.15. 
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contains a story in which the decision to divorce is made by a main 
character. I refer of course to Joseph. In 1.19-25 we are told that 
Mary became pregnant through the Holy Spirit, that Joseph first 
learned of her pregnancy without learning of its supernatural cause, 
and that therefore Joseph determined to obtain a certificate of 
divorce.5 In the event, he did not carry through his resolution, for the 
angel of the Lord appeared to disabuse him of his mistaken inference, 
namely, that his wife had been unfaithful.6 


Although discussions of Mt. 5.31-32 and 19.1-12 have, at least in 
my reading, paid little if any attention to 1.18-25, it is difficult to 
fathom why.7 The text plainly affirms (in what might be a redactional 
notice) that Joseph was 'just'. In fact, the statement to that effect is 
closely joined to the remark on Joseph's decision to divorce: 'Her 
husband Joseph was an upright man, but unwilling to expose her to 
public disgrace; and so he resolved to divorce her quietly'.8 This 
engenders a question: what if the prohibitions of divorce in 5.32 and 
19.9 were, as in Mark and Luke, absolute or unqualified; that is, what 
if they seemed not to allow one to sue for divorce under any circum-
stances? Would our Gospel not then exhibit an intolerable tension, 
even contradiction? Would we not then have a reliable narrator 
informing us that Joseph, who determined to obtain a divorce on 
account of his wife's imagined adultery, was 'righteous', that is, a man 
who acted in accord with God's will as expressed in the Law,9 


whereas Jesus, who came not to abolish the Law and the prophets 
(5.17-20), would be denying the validity of Joseph's envisaged action? 
I would not go so far as to affirm with confidence that Matthew must 
have added the exception clauses precisely because his Gospel tells a 


5. For this understanding of Matthew's text, which is the usual understanding, 
at least in Protestant circles, see R.E. Brown, The Birth of the Messiah (New York: 
Doubleday, 1977), pp. 125-28. 


6. Cf. Justin, Dial. 78; Protevangelium of James 13-14; Chrysostom, Horn, on 
Matt. 4.7. 


7. The one exception known to me is W.D. Davies and D.C. Allison, Jr, 
A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Gospel according to Saint Matthew, I 
(ICC; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1988), p. 531; but the comments there require 
expansion. 


8. Translation by Brown (Birth of the Messiah, p. 122). 
9. Cf. Brown, Birth of the Messiah, pp. 125-28, and B. Przybylski, 


Righteousness in Matthew and his World of Thought (SNTSMS, 41; Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1980), pp. 101-104. 
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story in which Jesus' pious father determines to divorce Mary. But I 
would also not rule out such a possibility. Maybe we have been look
ing for an extratextual explanation—Matthew borrowed from 
Shammai (so most), or Matthew's brand of Judaism required divorce 
for adultery (so Bockmuehl), or Matthew's community had a problem 
with Gentile converts incestuously married (so Fitzmyer)—whereas 
we should have been looking for an intertexual explanation: the 
exception clauses allow for harmony with 1.18-25. 


But note well: such harmony only obtains if πορνεία = adultery', 
for adultery is (despite the demurral of a few commentators) the 
imagined crime of Mary. If, on the other hand, πορνεία = 'incest' or 
'fornication', then the contradiction observed above would remain: in 
5.32 and 19.9 Jesus makes provision for a legitimate divorce, but that 
provision has nothing to do with the course Joseph decides to follow. I 
again submit that such a reading would be inconsistent with the 
narrator's depiction of Joseph as 'just'. Would he really be thus 
characterized if his actions so obviously contradicted a ruling of 
Jesus? One could just perchance exonerate Joseph with the claim that 
he was innocent before the fact; in other words, he acted as he did 
because Jesus had not yet made his ruling: Joseph behaved according 
to Moses, not the eschatological will of God. But it is doubtful that the 
First Gospel allows any real contradiction between Moses and Jesus.


10 


Moreover, the rationalization seems foreign to the text. Surely the 
designation of Joseph as 'just' means he is to be regarded as a model 
of behaviour in accord with God's will. 


If Mt. 1.18-25 relates itself to 5.32 and 19.9 as an example to a 
precept in the matter of divorce, it may also, I should like to suggest, 
profitably be connected with the word about eunuchs in 19.10-12. 
This last I understand to be not recommendation of singleness follow
ing separation


11
 but a qualified


12
 defence of celibacy: there are those 


whose calling is such that the married life must be forsaken.
13


 My 


10. See Davies and Allison, Matthew, I, pp. 481-509. 
11. Pace Q. Quesnell, '"Made themselves Eunuchs for the Kingdom of Heaven" 


(Mt 19.12)', CBQ 30 (1968), pp. 335-58. 
12. Note how the qualifications are piled up: 'not all*, 'those to whom it is 


given', 'he who is able'. Bengel, Gnomon, ad loc, commented: 'Jesus opposes 
these words [vv. 11-12] to the universal proposition of his disciples'. 


13. Cf. J. Gnilka, Das Matthäusevangelium IL Teil (HTKNT, 1.2; Freiburg: 
Herder, 1988), pp. 154-56. 
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reasons for so thinking need not be rehearsed here, however; for the 
only relevant point for our purposes is that 19.10-12 has an ascetic 
thrust: sexual intercourse need not be a duty;


14
 on the contrary, in 


certain circumstances abstinence will be the right thing, indeed the 
divinely-willed thing. 


What does this have to do with Mt. 1.18-25? The pericope 
concludes with this: 'So Joseph got up from sleep and did as the angel 
of the Lord had commanded him. He took his wife home, but he had 
no sexual relations with her before she gave birth to a son. And he 
called his name Jesus.'


15
 Discussions of these words have generally 


observed that they underline the literal fulfilment of the Isaianic 
oracle cited in 1.23: 'a virgin...will give birth'. Additional commen
tary, when offered, has tended to focus on what, if anything, 1.24-25 
might have to do with the later notion of Mary's perpetual virginity.


16 


But perhaps attention should also be directed to 19.10-12, which 
reveals acceptance of or sympathy for an ascetic manner of life, 
including sexual abstinence for a religious cause. That such sympathy 
should be found in what most have regarded as a Jewish document is 
no surprise. Religious celibacy was not unknown in ancient Judaism.


17 


Indeed, the Haggadah made Moses himself a celibate. Already Exod. 
19.15 has the lawgiver instruct the people in this fashion: 'Be ready by 
the third day; do not go near a woman'. Much was made of this in 
later tradition, which inferred that Moses must have determined to 
remain in a state of constant purity and therefore continence in order 
to be ever ready to receive revelation


18
 (cf. 1 Sam. 21.1-6). 


But there were also less exalted occasions on which a man might 


14. Contrast Mekilta de Rabbi Ishmael on Exod. 21.10; b. Yeb. 61b, 63b, 65b. 
15. Translation by Brown (Birth of the Messiah, p. 122). 
16. The obvious answer is that while grammar does not require that εως ου 


entails the resumption of sexual relations (cf. the legitimate observations of 
Chrysostom, Horn, on Matt. 5.5), nonetheless the First Evangelist would not have 
chosen such an expression if he had thought Mary 'ever virgin*; cf. Luz, Matthew 1-
7, pp. 124-25. 


17. H. McArthur, 'Celibacy in Judaism at the Time of Christian Beginnings', 
AUSS 25 (1987), pp. 163-81; G. Vermes, Jesus the Jew (London: Collins, 1973), 
pp. 99-102. 


18. See Philo, Vit. Mos. 2.68-69; the Targumim on Num. 12.1-2; Sifre Num. 
§99; ARN A 2; b. Sab. 87a; Deut. R. 11.10; Exod. R. 46.3; Cant. R. 4.4; 
L. Ginzburg, The Legends of the Jews (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 
1942), II, p. 316; III, pp. 107, 258; VI, p. 90 (with additional references). 
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determine to break off sexual relations with his wife—and one of 
those was pregnancy. Largely under the influence of Stoicism, many 
morally serious Greeks and Romans—and therefore many Christians 
after them—came to believe that the primary purpose of sex was pro-
creation.19 It followed that, in general, men should refrain from 
'sowing seed from which they are unwilling to have any offspring' 
(Plutarch, Mor. 144B) and that, in particular, intercourse during 
pregnancy was 'against nature', without good purpose, unseemly. 
Consider the following texts: 


It is also shameful to love one's own wife immoderately. In loving his 
wife the wise man takes reason for his guide, not emotion. He resists the 
assault of passions, and does not allow himself to be impetuously swept 
away into the marital act. Nothing is more depraved than to love one's 
spouse as if she were an adulteress. Those men, however, who say they 
couple with a woman only to beget children for the sake of the state of the 
human race, should at least take the animals for their models, and when 
their wives' wombs swell, they should not destroy their posterity. They 
should show themselves to be not suitors but husbands (Seneca, as 
quoted by Jerome, C. Jovinian 1.49).20 


19. See, e.g., in addition to what follows, Iamblichus, Vit. Pyth. (The 
Pythagoreans forbade entirely intercourse that was unnatural, or resulting from 
wanton insolence, allowing only for the natural and temperate forms, which occur in 
the cause of chaste and recognized procreation of children'); Musonius Rufus, frag. 
12 (in Stobaeus, Anth. 4.22.90); Clitarcus, Sent. 70; Lucan, De bello civ. 2 (for 
Cato 'the sole purpose of love was offspring'); Dio Chrysostom, Orat. 7.133-37; 
Maximus of Tyre, Disc. 36; Hierocles, On Marriage 4.22; Sentences ofSextus 231-
32 (cf. 239: 'Let the marriage of believers be a struggle for self-control'); Justin, 
1 Apol. 29; Clement of Alexandria, Paed. 2.83, 91, 93, 95; idem, Strom. 3.7; 
Origen, C. Cels. 5.42 (lauding the customs of 'the Jews'); Didascalia 6.28; 
Ambrose, Exp. Lucam 1.43-45; Cyril of Jerusalem, Cat. 4.25; Augustine, Coniug. 
et concup. 1.5.4; 1.15.17; Bon. coniug. 11(12). Discussion in P. Veyne, 'La famille 
et l'amour sous le Haut-Empire romain', Annales 33/1 (1978), pp. 35-63, although 
he may tend to overestimate the pagan sympathy for sexual abstinence; for a different 
evaluation see R.L. Fox, Pagans and Christians (New York: Knopf, 1989), pp. 336-
74. For the belief, professed by several (but not all) physicians, that sexual inter-
course is injurious to health, see the texts and discussions in P. Brown, The Body 
and Society: Men, Women, and Sexual Renunciation in Early Christianity (New 
York: Columbia, 1988), pp. 17-25. According to Diogenes Laertius, Vit. Pyth. 6, 
sex is 'pernicious at every season, and is never good for the health'. 


20. Cf. Pliny, Nat. hist. 7.11.42: 'Few pregnant animals copulate, except 
women'. 
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Sexual association should occur never for pleasure, but only for procre
ation of children. Those powers and instruments and appetites ministering 
to copulation were implanted in men by divinity, not for the sake of 
voluptuousness, but for the perpetuation of the race (Ocellus Lucanus, 
Nature of the Universe 4). 


Each of us thinks of the woman he has married as his wife only for the 
purpose of bearing children. For as the farmer casts his seed on the soil 
and awaits the harvest without sowing over it, so we limit the pleasure of 
intercourse to bearing children (Athenagoras, Leg. 33). 


[a man's] wife, after conception, is as a sister, and is judged as if of the 
same father (Clement of Alexandria, Strom 6.100).


21 


Let the married men examine themselves and seek if they approach their 
wives for this reason alone, that they might receive children, and after 
conception desist . . . even the beasts themselves know, when they 
have conceived, not to further grant opportunity to their males (Origen, 
Horn. Gen. 5.4). 


True marital chastity avoids intercourse with a menstruating or pregnant 
woman (Augustine, C. Julian 3.21). 


Had the attitude exhibited by these texts—an attitude which flies in 


the face of modern sensibilities and so is far from the minds of 


contemporary readers of Matthew—entered the Judaism of Matthew's 


t i m e ?
2 2


 It indisputably entered Philo's thinking. He could speak of 


men who 'behave unchastely, not with the wives of others, but with 


their own' (Spec. Leg. 3.2, 9); and what he meant is clear from Jos. 


43: 'the end we seek in wedlock is not pleasure but the begetting of 


lawful children'.
2 3


 Obviously the pleasure of the sexual act was not, 


for Philo, something to be sought for its own sake: the goal was rather 


procreation. But what of others? Tob. 8.7 ( Ί am not taking a sister of 


mine because of lust, but in sincerity'); T. Iss. 2.3 (God 'perceived 


that she [Rachel] wanted to lie with Jacob for the sake of children and 


not for sexual gratification'); and T. Benj. 8.2 ('the person who is 


pure with love does not look on a woman for the purpose of having 


21. Cf. Paed 2.97: 'Even that union which is legitimate is still dangerous, except 
in so far as it is engaged in procreation of children'. 


22. I assume that the First Gospel was written by a Jew; see Davies and Allison, 
Matthew, I, pp. 7-58 


23. Cf. Sent. Sextus 231-32: 'Every unrestrained husband commits adultery with 
his wife. Do nothing for the sake of mere sensual pleasure.' Note also Philo's 
comments in Abr. 137 and Spec. Leg. 3.20 (113). 
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sexual relations') reflect the sentiment: sex is for offspring, not 
sensual satisfaction. And then there is Josephus. In a remark that has 
now been confirmed by a fragment of the Damascus Document, he 
wrote that the 'Essenes [or rather one group of Essenes] have no 
intercourse with them [women] during pregnancy, thus showing that 
their motive in marrying is not self-indulgence but the procreation of 
children'.24 While one might pass this off as apologetic for cultured 
readers, it may be observed that Josephus, when purporting to 
describe the marriage laws of the Jews generally, also observed that 
'none who has intercourse with a woman who is with child can be 
considered pure' (Apion 2.202). That such an idea was widespread 
appears from Pseudo-Phocylides, a book filled with conventional 
wisdom. It lays down as exhortation, without explanation, this 
sentence: 'Do not lay your hand upon your wife when she is pregnant' 
(186). It should moreover be noted that b. Nid. 31a records the 
superstition that marital intercourse is injurious to the woman and the 
fetus during the first three months of pregnancy and injurious to the 
woman during the middle three months.25 Clearly, if the texts I have 
cited, from various times and places, are any indication, we are safe in 
generalizing that, both before and after Matthew's day, there were 
many, including many Jews, who would have considered intercourse 
during pregnancy inappropriate behavior (cf. also Hist. Rechabites 
11.6-8: the Rechabites couple only once in their lives).26 


We cannot know whether the author Matthew, like Clement of 
Alexandria, Origen, Augustine and so many other early Christians,27 


believed that sex after conception was improper, a sacrifice of purpose 
to pleasure. But there certainly were those in his first-century Jewish 
world who did so think, and Mt. 1.24-25 just might be evidence that 


24. War 2.161 (8.13). Syriac sources report the same thing; see Dionysius Bar 
Salibi, Against the Jew 1. 


25. The text goes on, however, to explain that intercourse is beneficial for both 
mother and child during the last trimester. 


26. The same mentality reappears in Sozomen, H.E. 7.28: Ajax of Gaza slept 
with his wife on only three occasions, and had three sons to show for iL 


27. The well-informed J.T. Noonan, Jr, in Contraception: A History of its 
Treatment by the Catholic Theologians and Canonists (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, enlarged edn, 1986), p. 78, confesses that Lactantius, Div. inst. 
6.23, is 'the only opinion I have encountered in any Christian theologian before 1500 
explicitly upholding the lawfulness of intercourse in pregnancy*. While this scarcely 
settles what Matthew may have believed, it cannot but give one pause for thought. 
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the First Evangelist shared their view. Perhaps the note that Joseph 
did not 'know' Mary during her time with child was designed not only 
to make for the literal fulfilment of Isa. 7.14 but also to exhibit 
Joseph's exemplary behavior: if Jesus' father was not exactly a eunuch 
for the kingdom of heaven, he certainly did know when to refrain 
from coupling with his wife. At least we may be reasonably confident 
that there were those in Matthew's original audience who would have 
found such meaning in our text, and hence in Joseph an example to 
follow.


28 


ABSTRACT 


The story of Joseph seeking to divorce Mary (Mt. 1.18-25) illustrates the teaching in 


both Mt. 5.31-32 and 19.1-12. These last pericones attach exception clauses to the 


prohibition of divorce (contrast Mark and Luke) and show sympathy for sexual 


abstinence (19.10-12). Without the exception clauses, however, and if πορνεία is 


not equated with 'adultery', there would be a striking contradiction between the 


behavior of the 'just' Joseph and the teaching of Jesus. Perhaps, then, 1.18-25 partly 


explains the addition of the exception clauses and establishes that πορνεία = 


'adultery', the imagined crime of Mary. Furthermore, 1.18-25 relates that Joseph 


abstained from sexual intercourse during pregnancy, and maybe this circumstance 


should be related to the well-attested conviction that such intercourse is improper. 


28. The interpretation I have proposed is unattested in patristic texts, this because 


the doctrine of Mary's perpetual virginity—which first made its appearance in the 


second century—rendered the thought of a temporary abstinence from sexual 


relations (= abstinence during pregnancy alone) unthinkable. 
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