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Right after teaches about intimacy in marriage and the option of remaining single, 
Paul goes into divorce and remarriage. Although divorce has become more common 
since no-fault divorce was established in the 1970s, it’s an old and complicated issue. 
God gives us wisdom to preserve marriages and handle divorce the way He requires.  
 
Stay Married 
Marriage amplifies who we are. Everything a spouse does impacts the other, so 
opportunities to sin (and love) multiply. Just because two Christians are married 
doesn’t mean it will be easy, which is why good premarital counseling is so helpful. 
Paul echoes Jesus: don’t depart (v10; Mk. 10:6-10). The whole point of taking a public 
marriage vow with witnesses is because there will be times when you don’t feel like 
being married. The covenant is defined, and outside of specific violations, divorce is 
simply not an option. This provides enormous security that binds our emotions to 
our actions, and gives us time to develop an increasingly God-honoring and fulfilling 
marriage (Eph. 5:22-28). If our marriages don’t look like the apostle describes in 
verses 2-5, the answer is not to quit, but to stay and work through the issues. Each 
person has sin, but the unwillingness to deal graciously and wisely with that sin is the 
marriage-killer. Harmony in marriage is never a fundamental issue of natural 
compatibility, but of Christ-centered sanctification. Marriages in which each person 
is deeply known, loved, and respected are the result of humility and sacrifice—the 
abundant grace of God—and not “luck”. This is why God hates divorce (Mal. 2:16). 
When there are no grounds for divorce, a Christian who leaves anyway should remain 
unmarried or be reconciled to the former spouse (v11).  
 
Let the Unbeliever Go 
Our easy-divorce culture is a lot like the Pharisees’ who followed Rabbi Hillel, 
divorcing for any reason (cf. Matt. 19:3). Because of this climate we have an opposite 
reaction in the church where divorce is either completely forbidden or is necessarily a 
sin for both parties. But it’s a sin to take away or to add to God’s commandments 
(Deut. 4:2). Paul is not speaking less authoritatively, just about some circumstances 
Jesus didn’t address: a marriage when one spouse is Christian but the other is not 
(v12). Paul spent 18 months in Corinth and many people came to Christ, some who 
were married to unbelievers. Should they stay married? What about the kids? Should 
they have kids if they don’t already? How do the promises apply to the children (cf. 
Acts 2:39)? Paul is very specific that whether a husband or wife is a Christian, they 
should also stay married (vv12-13). The unbelieving spouse is sanctified by the 
believer, so the children are holy (v14). In the old covenant to touch an unclean thing 
would make you ceremonially unclean. In the new covenant, Jesus came touching 
lepers and rather than taking their status, they took His (Matt. 8:3). So it is in 
marriage. A believer should not marry an unbeliever, but if they have done so, or 
converted at some point, they should not divorce but love and serve their spouse (cf. 
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1 Pet. 3:1). But if the unbeliever departs, the Christian should let them and not be 
under bondage (v15). Bondage means bound. They are unbound and free to remarry, 
only in the Lord (v39). Paul does not address every circumstance when divorce is 
permitted because he is speaking to the Corinthian questions. Ezra commanded 
divorce because of unrepentant abominations, and abandonment is also biblical 
grounds for divorce (Ez. 10:11; Ex. 21:10). We can apply the general principle that a 
capital offense in the Old Testament provides grounds for divorce (cf. 1 Cor. 5:13; 
Deut. 13:5). For example, if a husband commits first-degree murder and is doing ten 
years in the penitentiary, a wife may freely divorce him. To reject this leaves victims 
in bondage and vulnerable. And to use these clear cases to justify ungodly divorce is 
make many new victims. The only solution is wisdom.  
 
Be at Peace 
Paul’s questions about what we don’t know apply in all circumstances. Husbands and 
wives don’t know if their spouse will be saved, so they should stay married if the other 
is willing (v16). If they’ve been abandoned or the marriage covenant has been broken, 
they should divorce or consider it wisely, not banking on the person converting. In 
the midst of these hard situations and relationships God calls us to peace (v15). It’s 
the peace of God that guards our hearts and mind, not our hearts and minds that 
guard God’s peace (Phil. 4:7). Everyone wants marriages to endure and thrive, but we 
should never judge a divorced person assuming they did anything wrong, and even if 
they did, they are loved and healed by Christ. Being a church full of love and rich 
fellowship provides the opportunity to have peace and extend it to others.   

 


