DIVORCE AND REMARRIAGE

No one knows how divorce began. The Biblical record shows that, unlike marriage, God did not institute divorce. There is no indication in the Bible suggesting that God introduced and institutionalized divorce after the fall as part of His order for human society. Divorce is "man-made," not divinely ordained. It represents human rejection of God’s original plan for the indissolubility of the marriage bond.

In His comments on divorce, Jesus explained that divorce represents a change in God’s order because "from the beginning it was not so" (Matt 19:8). He further observed that it was because of the "hardness" of human heart that Moses "allowed" divorce (Matt 19:8). 

To allow a practice is not the same as instituting it. When divorce first appears in the Bible, the practice was already in existence. What God did through Moses was to regulate divorce in order to prevent its abuse. This does not mean that God winked at divorce. Rather, it means that God acknowledged its existence and regulated it to prevent a bad situation from becoming worse.

The fact that God did not lay down a specific law prohibiting divorce reveals His realistic approach to human failure. It shows God’s willingness to work redemptively on behalf of those who fail to live up to His ideal for them. Before considering the implications of God’s attitude toward divorce in the Old Testament for us today, we want to examine the most explicit Old Testament passages concerning divorce.

Malachi 2:14-16
God hates putting away (v16). Again, divorce is contrary to God's will. Why? Because marriage is a covenant between a man and his wife (v14). God is a witness to that covenant, and He holds men to it (v14). If a man violates the covenant, he is dealing treacherously with his wife and God will hold him accountable. [Prov. 2:17; Ezek. 16:8]

Remember this! The whole foundation of New Testament teaching regarding divorce rests on God's attitude toward marriage. When people weaken the barriers against divorce, they are weakening respect for marriage. Divorce matters because it destroys a marriage, and marriage is very important to God. Any view of divorce, which fails to respect marriage as God respects it, must be an unscriptural view.

This is why Jesus, in answering a question about divorce and remarriage, appealed to God's original intent regarding marriage (Matt. 19:3-9). God will respect and enforce His law regarding it, even when men disregard it! 

It is important to note that Moses did not require a man to divorce his wife if he found "some indecency" in her. He simply permitted it due to the hardness of the Israelites’ hearts (Matt 19:8; Mark 10:5) who had rejected God’s original plan for marriage (Mark10:9; Gen 2:24).

Romans 7:2-3
Next to Jesus no other person influenced early Christian thought and practice as much as Paul. His teaching on divorce and remarriage are most significant since they represent the earliest Christian interpretation and application of Christ’s teaching to concrete situations. The two main passages where Paul speaks on marriage and divorce are Romans 7:2-3 and 1 Corinthians 7:10-16.

Paul opens the seventh chapter of Romans by setting forth the principle that death releases a person from the obligation to obey the law. His concern is to show that believers "have died to the law through the body of Christ" (Rom 7:4), who enables them to live not according to the flesh (by the sinful passions condemned by the law), but according to the Spirit (by a righteous life approved by the law—Rom 8:1-4).

To illustrate the principle that the jurisdiction of the law is limited to living persons, Paul uses the example of the marriage union: "Thus a married woman is bound by law to her husband as long as he lives; but if her husband dies, she is discharged from the law concerning the husband. Accordingly, she will be called an adulteress if she lives with another man while her husband is alive. But if her husband dies she is free from that law, and if she marries another man she is not an adulteress" (Rom 7:2-3).

In this passage, Paul asserts a basic principle respecting marriage, namely that a woman is bound by the marriage law to her husband as long as he lives, but when he dies, she is released from her marital bond. 

Death alone releases a spouse from the marriage bond. Paul then applies this principle figuratively to the release of the believer from slavery to the law of sin through his death with Christ (Rom 7:4-6).  Paul’s illustration from the marriage relationship sheds light on his view of marriage as a permanent union severed only by death. A woman’s obligation to conjugal fidelity continues throughout the whole life of her husband. Any suggestion of exception to such a basic law would be an ethical paradox.

Paul’s emphasis upon the binding nature of the marriage law, however, does not exclude the possibility of a woman being released from this law if, for example, her unbelieving husband willfully deserts her. This possibility, as we shall see below, is mentioned in 1 Corinthians 7:15. 

Such an exceptional case does not invalidate the principle of the sacred and permanent nature of the marriage union. The reason being that the unbelieving spouse by his or her willful and determined desertion has violated the sacredness of the marriage covenant and thus destroyed the marriage union. 

This situation, however, is not contemplated in Romans 7:2-3 where Paul uses the marriage law simply to illustrate the principle that death releases a person from the obligation to obey the law. The illustration sheds light on Paul’s view of marriage as a lifetime union, but does not necessarily imply that only death dissolves the marriage bond.

1 Corinthians 7

Now, the Apostle Paul is confronting a pagan society the best definition of a Corinthian is, one who had relationships with a prostitute. There was in Corinth the Temple of Aphrodite and it had at least a thousand priestesses and every evening the priestesses would descend from the temple ground of Aphrodite, down into the streets of Corinth to ply their trade. They were prostitutes at night. And when you paid your money to the prostitute, you were not only indulging in a quote/unquote "religious experience" but you were giving them the money which was used to support the temple. They actually built the Temple of Aphrodite from proceeds earned by the prostitute priestesses.  So, the life style of the Corinthians was at the very pits to say the least.

He is talking to an utterly pagan society, is Paul, who had no relationship to the law of God, whose background is literally jammed full of incongruities in terms of God's law, who are in and out of marriages and relationships and now they're coming to Christ and they're asking very basic questions. What is my status? Where do I stand? And so forth.

Paul’s treatment of the divorce question in 1 Corinthians 7:10-16 is most significant because it reveals how the teaching of Jesus on divorce was understood and applied to certain concrete marital situations in the apostolic church. 

He begins the chapter by setting forth some general principles about marriage. To avoid the temptation to sexual immorality, "each man should have his own wife and each woman her own husband" (1 Cor 7:2). Both husband and wife should fulfill their respective conjugal rights (1 Cor 7:3-5). The unmarried and the widows who have the gift of celibacy should remain single as himself (1 Cor 7:7-8). 

Next Paul discusses three different divorce situations: (1) the divorce of two believers (vv. 10-11), (2) the divorce of a believer and an unbeliever where the unbeliever does not want to divorce, and (3) the divorce of a believer and an unbeliever where the unbeliever wants to divorce.

Divorce of Two Believers. 

Paul first speaks to married believers who might consider divorce as a means to resolve their marital conflicts: "To the married I give charge, not I but the Lord, that the wife should not separate from her husband (but if she does, let her remain single or else be reconciled to her husband)—and that the husband should not divorce his wife" (1 Cor 7:10-11). 

Appealing to the teaching of Christ (cf. Mark 10:9, 11, 12; Luke 16:18; Matt 19:3-9), Paul declares in absolute terms that a Christian couple should not seek divorce. Twice he affirms the no-divorce principle: ". . . the wife should not separate from her husband . . . and the husband should not divorce his wife" (1 Cor 7:10-11). 

The basis of Paul’s prohibition is Christ’s teaching that husband and wife are one flesh and what God has joined together no man should put asunder.  Paul recognizes, however, that human nature is perverse and that even a Christian husband or wife can make marriage intolerable for the other partner. A spouse who is out of fellowship with God can become intolerant, abusive, unfaithful, domineering, and inconsiderate. 

Undoubtedly, Paul had run into situations of this kind and recognizes that sometimes separation may be inevitable. However, if separation becomes a necessity, Paul leaves Christian partners with two options: (1) to remain permanently unmarried, or (2) to be reconciled to one’s partner.

It is important to note that Paul appeals to the teaching of Jesus ("not I but the Lord") in ruling against the possibility of divorce for a Christian couple. On this regard, Paul has no need to express a judgment of his own, for the Lord’s ruling on this matter was explicit.

To appreciate the revolutionary nature of such teaching, it is important to remember that divorce and remarriage was allowed in both the Jewish and Roman society. Yet Paul affirms the no-divorce principle for Christians as a word of the Lord, which will be accepted without challenge. This goes to show that within twenty-five years of the crucifixion itself, the Apostolic Church believed and taught that Christ had proclaimed the permanence of the marriage union.

This belief played an important role in the Christian mission to revolutionize the values of the existing society. 

In Paul’s day, there was no provision for a wife to be legally separated from her husband without being divorced. Fortunately today, the law provides for legal separation as an alternative to divorce. Legal separation offers to a Christian the protection of the law while leaving the door open for reconciliation. Such a door must be left open while at the same time providing protection for the believing wife until reconciliation with her husband can be realized, because Christians believe that no marital conflict is impossible for God to solve. 

Divorce of a Believer Married to an Unbeliever Who Does Not Want a Divorce. 

The second situation that Paul addresses is that of a believing spouse married to an unbeliever: "To the rest I say, not the Lord, that if any brother has a wife who is an unbeliever, and she consent to live with him, he should not divorce her. If any woman has a husband who is an unbeliever, and he consents to live with her, she should not divorce him" (1 Cor 7:12-13). 

Since the Lord had not given instruction concerning marriage between believers and unbelievers, Paul exercises his own apostolic authority and inspiration ("I say, not the Lord") in enjoining again the principle of no separation. The personal nature of Paul’s instruction does not weaken its binding authority because he speaks as one who had received mercy of the Lord to be faithful (1 Cor 7:25) and one who had the Spirit of God (1 Cor 7:40).

Cognizant of this divine mandate, Paul openly declares without fear of presumption: "This is my rule in all the churches" (1 Cor 7:17).

The instruction of Paul is clear: if the unbeliever does not want a divorce, the believer should not seek for it. The reason given for preserving the marriage union is the sanctifying influence of the believing partner upon the unbelieving spouse and children: "For the unbelieving husband is consecrated through his wife, and the unbelieving wife is consecrated through her husband. Otherwise, your children would be unclean, but as it is they are holy" (1 Cor 15:14).

The reason given by Paul for maintaining the marriage union is pertinent to the fears entertained by Corinthian converts regarding a possible defilement contracted by being married to an unbeliever. Paul puts such fears to rest by revealing the sanctifying power of the Christian faith. The faith of the believing spouse becomes a channel of saving grace to the unbelieving partner. 

The presence of a believer in the home sets it apart ("sanctifies") and gives to it a Christian influence that can bring the unbelieving partner and children to Christ. As Paul puts in verse 16: "Wife, how do you know whether you will save your husband? Husband, how do you know whether you will save your wife?"

Divorce of a Believer Married to an Unbeliever Who Wants a Divorce. 

The third situation that Paul addresses is that of an unbelieving partner who wants a divorce. His instruction in this case is: "But if the unbelieving partner desires to separate, let it be so; in such a case the brother or sister is not bound. For God has called us to peace" (1 Cor 7:15). Paul is not commanding the unbelieving partner to separate. The permissive imperative "let it be so" (kopisesto) presupposes that the unbelieving spouse has already willfully initiated or accomplished the separation. 

Consequently, Paul advises to let the separation take its course and become an accomplished fact. The believer need not pursue the deserting spouse and is free from all marital obligations. "no longer enslaved," implies that cohabitation with such a person is slavery for the believing partner. Since Christ has called us to peace, the believer may withdraw from slavery in such a case. 

Remarriage

This introduces us to one of the most debated questions in the interpretation of a New Testament passage. Does it mean that the believing party is free in the sense of being permitted to remarry after the separation, or in the sense of being free to separate but not remarry? In other words, is Paul granting to the believing spouse only the right to separate from bed and board or the right to separate and marry another? Does desertion give to the innocent partner the right of divorce with the liberty to remarry?

This was the second question posed which Paul answers. Listen to this question. "Should those formerly married remarry?" This is really a key question. Look what you've got in the Corinthian church. People are saved. They come to Christ and they're single but they use to be married. Now that they have become Christians, do they have a right to marry again? Or, if they make a mistake in the past prior to salvation, are they stuck with that thing for the rest of their life? That's the issue. And I believe what the Apostle Paul says in verse 8 and following refers to those people who are now single but before conversion were formerly married. It's the only thing that makes sense out of this passage and I'll show you why as we look at it. It is a real issue for all of us to understand. Many people in our church have come to Christ, they're single but they were formerly married and want to know whether they have a right to marry. I believe this speaks to that.

8Now to the unmarried and the widows I say: It is good for them to stay unmarried, as I am. 9But if they cannot control themselves, they should marry, for it is better to marry than to burn with passion.
The striking difference between the conditional separation of believing spouses mentioned in verses 10 and 11 and the unconditional separation caused by the desertion of an unbelieving spouse in verse 15. In the former case, Paul strictly enjoins the spouse who has separated to remain unmarried or be reconciled. In the latter case, Paul recognizes the finality of the separation caused by the deserting party by saying, "Let it be so." In other words, "let the case be closed and the separation take place."  Because the separation is final, it is unconditional. That is to say, there is no injunction to remain unmarried or be reconciled. Instead, there is the affirmation that the deserted spouse "is not bound" (1 Cor 7:15).

15But if the unbeliever leaves, let him do so. A believing man or woman is not bound in such circumstances; God has called us to live in peace.

The dissolution of the marriage bond by a willful and obstinate desertion is somewhat similar to the dissolution of the marriage bond by death. In both instances, the marriage relationship is terminated by the permanent departure of a spouse.   Whether such a departure is caused by death or by the obstinate desertion of an unbelieving partner, the outcome is the same. The surviving spouse is released from the marriage bond and is free to remarry.

Now, let remember, the Bible says  (1 Cor. 8:9) that. It is better to get married than to spend your whole life fighting off the threat of fornication or adultery because you can't control your passion. God did‑not create you with that desire and that drive in order to live an entire life of absolute frustration. If you can stay single, stay single. It's a gift of God. If you can't, even though you formerly were married and something was goofed up in the past, now that you've come to Christ, you are given, I believe in this passage, not only the right but the instruction to get married...because it's better to marry than to go through life burning.

And so, when a person becomes a Christian, I think there's a dawning of a new day. I think there's something brand new that happens and the grace of Jesus Christ that saves. "Because if any man be in Christ he's...what?... he's a new creation." Everything starts all over again. And God permits the widows to remarry obviously. And here, I believe, He permits the formerly married to marry as well. So, whether single by death or single by divorce. It's better to marry than to burn.

That's why he says in 1 Timothy 5, does Paul, and he talks about the young widows when their husbands die when they're young, he says Don't let them assign themselves to a life of service to Christ. Of course, if they're gifted for it fine, but don't let them hurry to do that because the time's going to come when they're going to grow wanton against Christ. In other words, they're going to be sorry they did that vow; they made that promise, because they're going to want a husband... and then they're going to have lust problems. So, it's better for the widows, the young ones, he says, to marry. So that's affirming the same thing. It is better to marry than to burn.

So, we don't want to restrain someone who comes to Jesus Christ by saying ‑"Well, you were responsible to live the law of God all your lifelong, even before you were ever saved or even knew the law of God or even cared about the law of God. And if you ever blew it anytime in the whole life that you've lived prior to Christ, you're stuck." I don't see that as the intention of this passage or the heart of God.

On account of these facts, Second marriages are not unlawful, so that it is kept in mind, to marry in the Lord. In our choice of relations, and change of conditions; we should always be guided by the fear of the Lord, the laws of God, and act in dependence on the providence of God. Change of condition ought only to be made after careful consideration, and on probable grounds, that it will be to advantage in our spiritual concerns. 1 Corinthians 7:36-40

And a Christian couple experiencing marital problems may separate with the hope of reconciliation but may not divorce and remarry. This condition does not apply to a mixed marriage where the unbelieving partner deserts his believing spouse, because by the very act of desertion the unbeliever rejects the Christian view of marriage as a sacred and permanent union.

