
EVANGELICAL 
REVIEW OF 
THEOLOGY 

VOLUME 6 

Volume 6 • Number 1 • April 1982 

Evangelical 
Review of 
Theology 

Articles and book reviews selected from publications 
worldwide for an international readership, 

interpreting the Christian faith for contemporary 
living. 

GENERAL EDITOR: BRUCE J. NICHOLLS 

 
Published by 

THE PATERNOSTER PRESS 



 87 

tested before they could be licensed. But year by year the limits have been reduced so that 
now even three-year-old cars must undergo the test. The new rule does not really 
contradict the old one: it is merely extending its application to younger vehicles. The same 
relationship exists between the relative freedom on remarriage in the Old Testament and 
the tighter rules of the New. It may also be noted that the MOT test is now stricter in 
testing more parts of the car than it did when it was first introduced. This, too, finds a 
parallel in the marriage rules. Under the old covenant a wife had to be exclusively loyal to 
her husband: he could be polygamous but she could not be polyandrous. Under the new 
covenant the husband must be exclusively faithful to his wife. And because Jesus’ teaching 
excludes polygamy, a husband’s adultery, and remarriage after divorce, it makes Christian 
marriage a much clearer image of the relationship between Christ and the church than did 
marriage under the old covenant. 

CONCLUSION 

To Have and to Hold is a very stimulating book, and David Atkinson is to be congratulated 
on setting out the issues so clearly. I still remain unconvinced by his interpretation of the 
New Testament texts. It seems to me that our Lord did not want his disciples to remarry 
after divorce. I therefore would prefer the Church of England to continue its present 
discipline with regard to divorcees. By declining to marry them in church, we express our 
faithfulness to Christ’s ideals: by allowing those who remarry elsewhere to continue in 
full church membership, we declare his compassion and forgiveness. 

—————————— 
Gordon Wenham is Senior Lecturer in Old Testament at the College of St. Paul and St. Mary, 
Cheltenham, England.  p. 131   

A Response: Comments on the Article by 
Gordon Wenham 

David Atkinson 

I am grateful to the editor for the opportunity both to express my appreciation of Gordon 
Wenham’s careful critique of To Have and To Hold, and to comment briefly in reply. 

I have admired Gordon’s scholarship for a long time, and benefited very much from 
his own work in this area (as I hope he feels I acknowledged adequately) in the 
Memorandum which he generously allowed me to see before he published a summary in 
Third Way. I am sorry if he feels that at one point I misrepresented his emphasis. I must 
acknowledge that in places my book was finished in too much haste and, as Gordon notes, 
some careless slips are obvious. (May I here give the Matrimonial Causes Act 1857 its 
proper name; the word ‘Reform’ somehow slipped out of Divorce Reform Act in the proof 
of p.159; and the text on pp.40–41 should of course be Eph. 5:32). But I do not think his 
assessment of my position is always accurate, and I still find myself in disagreement with 
him on his main point. 

https://ref.ly/logosref/Bible.Eph5.32
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I have no brief to uphold a traditional evangelical or Protestant view for its own sake, 
and certainly do not want to fit an interpretation to my prejudice because the alternatives 
are unpalatable! I also think that my pastoral discussion with reference to counselling, 
careful preparation and adequate discrimination, together with tentative practical 
proposals for a special service, will make for more responsible pastoral discipline (in 
which remarriage in church will, I think, still be the exception rather than the rule) than 
Gordon Wenham’s one-line summary of chapter 6 might indicate. 

Gordon Wenham’s essay makes three main points. First, that the Old Testament 
limited a divorcee’s right of remarriage. There is no dispute about this, and I think that 
my handling of Deuteronomy 24 is at this point in line with Dr. Wenham’s. His second 
point is that Jesus condemned any remarriage after divorce as adultery, and allowed only 
separation, not divorce, on grounds of porneia. Thirdly, the early church taught that Jesus 
allowed separation but not divorce. 

On this third point, I am willing to be persuaded on the patristic evidence. I have no 
particular competence in this area, and am dependent on the views of others. However, it 
does seem to me too simplistic to assume that the agreement of the Fathers against 
marriage must necessarily be due to the teaching of the New Testament, and not to the 
ascetic ideals which prevailed in the patristic age.  p. 132   

It is Dr. Wenham’s second point which is crucial, and on this I make three comments: 
1) I am not sure why Dr. Wenham says that I assert an absolute identity of sexual 

morality between the Old Testament and the New. This is his phrase: I nowhere say this. 
I was discussing the Old Testament as ‘background’ to the synoptic divorce material, and 
it does seem to me that on this issue, as well as on others in the Sermon on the Mount, 
Jesus is drawing out and interpreting for his purpose the radical principles implicit in the 
Mosaic law, rather than abrogating or annulling. In both New and Old Testaments, I 
maintained, we find both the will of God for marriage as an exclusive and permanent love 
relationship, as well as recognition of the reality of divorce in a sinful society. I believe the 
discussion between Jesus and the Pharisees allows this point. Gordon Wenham does not. 
I think he needs to show, not just state, why my model of the relationship between Mosaic 
law and Jesus’ view holds at some places but not at others. 

2) Gordon Wenham criticizes my assumption that ‘divorce’ in the synoptic material 
includes the right of remarriage. Indeed, were he to grant that assumption, I think Gordon 
and I would agree at almost every significant point. But I do think that it is a natural 
assumption, and that it is for him to show that Jesus is using apoluo to mean ‘separate 
without right of remarriage’ and not ‘divorce’. As far as I am aware, such separation was 
unknown in Jesus day and if he was using the word in a new and restricted sense—
particularly in a discussion about Deuteronomy 24 in which remarriage (albeit restricted) 
was assumed—prompted by the disagreement in its interpretation between Shammai 
and Hillel (both of whom also assumed remarriage), I think it unlikely that Jesus would 
have been so understood without further explanation. 

3) It still seems to me the most natural interpretation of porneia is as an exception to 
the general rule about divorce and remarriage. It is not clear to me why, in part of Dr. 
Wenham’s essay, his argument makes the issue of remarriage the crucial one, while he 
wishes to restrict the reference of porneia as an exception to the rule about divorce only 
and not to the question of remarriage at all. I agree that Jesus does not want his disciples 
to divorce and remarry. But it seems to me that the porneia exception allows us to speak 
of ‘lesser evil’. Dr. Wenham also allows remarriage to some divorced people (but not in 
church) in accordance with our Lord’s compassion for sinners and his reference to men’s 
hardness of heart. So the practical issue turns on whether or not the church should ever 
give its blessing to a second marriage. I say ‘yes, sometimes’, because though never   p. 133  

https://ref.ly/logosref/Bible.Dt24.1-22
https://ref.ly/logosref/Bible.Dt24.1-22
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God’s will, divorce is a reality in a sinful world, and the New Testament recognizes that 
reality in the exceptive clause. Dr. Wenham says ‘no’, because he believes Jesus never 
wants divorced Christians to remarry (though if they do, they are still welcome to 
Communion). 

Both of us, it seems, agree about God’s ideal for marriage, and about the sinfulness of 
breaking the marriage covenant (and, incidentally, ‘which my covenant they brake’ is part 
of the story of God’s covenant with his people). I do not seek to encourage divorce at all, 
as I hope my discussion of reconciliation made clear. The practical question that we 
answer differently is how the church is best able to give institutional expression both to 
the will of God for marriage, and to the fact that sin (even this sin) can be forgiven. 

—————————— 
David Atkinson is Chaplain of Corpus Christi College, Oxford, England.  p. 134   

Sex Role Stereotyping and the Education 
of Girls 

Margaret Malcolm 

Reprinted from Journal of Christian Education, July 1981, with 
permission 

In this article Margaret Malcolm points to the failure in the thinking of church and society 
to accept women as persons in the same way as men. The author discusses the conditioning 
of the sex role of boys and girls by the secondary school level of education and calls Christians 
to examine their attitudes to women in society and to their national educational systems. 
(Editor) 

In a topic such as “the education of girls” one is dealing with underlying issues which have 
been deeply rooted in our cultural traditions and, indeed, in the traditions of most races 
on this planet almost since time began. Present day expressions such as suffragettes, 
women’s lib., feminists, the battle of the sexes, equal pay for equal work, all bring to mind 
the age-old tensions between the similarities and dissimilarities of men and women. They 
exemplify the fact that there are sex role stereotypes of occupational activity, of 
superiority and inferiority, of leadership and passivity, which only very recently have 
been questioned. 

While not agreeing with all the suffragettes and feminists represent, I firmly believe 
that they have had some things to complain about; and mainly through their efforts, 
tremendous advances in recognizing women as people have been made in recent times—
and needed to be. For example, as late as the end of last century women in our society 
were treated legally as second class citizens, without the right to vote, without the right 
to hold property and dispose of it, without the right to education, without the right to go 
to court, without the right to exercise their abilities in careers they themselves chose. All 
these rights have been won for women in our society only comparatively recently. Yet 
still, today, some of the old stereotypes and attitudes remain and Christian women and 




