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I. What about Divorce? 

(1 Corinthians 7:10–16) "10 To the married I give this charge (not I, but the Lord): the 

wife should not separate from her husband 11 (but if she does, she should remain 

unmarried or else be reconciled to her husband), and the husband should not divorce 

his wife.  

12 To the rest I say (I, not the Lord) that if any brother has a wife who is an unbeliever, 

and she consents to live with him, he should not divorce her. 13 If any woman has a 

husband who is an unbeliever, and he consents to live with her, she should not divorce 

him. 14 For the unbelieving husband is made holy because of his wife, and the 

unbelieving wife is made holy because of her husband. Otherwise your children would 

be unclean, but as it is, they are holy.  

15 But if the unbelieving partner separates, let it be so. In such cases the brother or 

sister is not enslaved. God has called you to peace. 16 For how do you know, wife, 

whether you will save your husband? Or how do you know, husband, whether you will 

save your wife?" 

The subject last week was marriage and sex. The Corinthian leaders asked 

Paul if they should abstain from sex in marriage. Paul answered, “No!”  

In today’s passage Paul switches to the subject of divorce. So, before we 

examine the text I want to set the stage with a discussion of divorce today, and 

divorce in Paul’s day.  

A. DIVORCE TODAY 

The divorce rate has been accelerating since the 1960s.  

“In 1969, Governor Ronald Reagan of California made what he later admitted was one 

of the biggest mistakes of his political life. Seeking to eliminate the strife and deception 

often associated with the legal regime of fault-based divorce, Reagan signed the 

nation's first no-fault divorce bill. The new law eliiminated the need for couples to 

fabricate spousal wrongdoing in pursuit of a divorce; indeed, one likely reason for 

Reagan's decision to sign the bill was that his first wife, Jane Wyman, had unfairly 

accused him of "mental cruelty" to obtain a divorce in 1948. But no-fault divorce also 

gutted marriage of its legal power to bind husband and wife, allowing one spouse to 

dissolve a marriage for any reason — or for no reason at all. 
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In the decade and a half that followed, virtually every state in the Union followed 

California's lead and enacted a no-fault divorce law of its own. This legal transformation 

was only one of the more visible signs of the divorce revolution then sweeping the 

United States: From 1960 to 1980, the divorce rate more than doubled — from 9.2 

divorces per 1,000 married women to 22.6 divorces per 1,000 married women. This 

meant that while less than 20% of couples who married in 1950 ended up divorced, 

about 50% of couples who married in 1970 did. And approximately half of the children 

born to married parents in the 1970s saw their parents part, compared to only about 

11% of those born in the 1950s.”1 

Powerpoint Divorce Rates 

The subject of divorce matters greatly because the marriage covenant is the 

“strong force” that holds society together. In physics the “strong force” holds 

matter together. The strong force binds the protons and neutrons together in the 

nucleus of the atom.  

Why is the marriage covenant the strong force? Why is it so important?  

Our families are the source of our future social capital.  

What our marriages are producing is what we will become as a nation.  

More importantly, what our marriages produce is what the church will 

become.  

The progressives don’t think that marriage matters. They don’t think having 

two parents matters. They are not convinced that the combination of a male 

father and a female mother, bound together by a lifetime marriage covenant, is 

important. “Yes, it’s a nice idea, but a bit old-fashioned and oppressive. We can 

do without it. It has no bearing on the future of our civilization.”  

The truth is altogether different. Children raised without their biological 

fathers do not fare well, and divorce separates children from their biological 

fathers.  

The result is poverty. PowerPoint, Poverty by Family Structure  

The result is social dysfunction. PowerPoint, Abuse by Family Structure.   

                                            

1 W. Bradford Wilcox, The Evolution of Divorce, Issue #1, Fall 2009  
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The result is a failure to achieve. PowerPoint, B.A. by Famiiy Structure.   

Wilcox: “Sociologist Paul Amato estimates that if the United States enjoyed the same 

level of family stability today as it did in 1960, the nation would have 750,000 fewer 

children repeating grades, 1.2 million fewer school suspensions, approximately 500,000 

fewer acts of teenage delinquency, about 600,000 fewer kids receiving therapy, and 

approximately 70,000 fewer suicide attempts every year.”2 

The binding power of the marital covenant rises and falls on our collective 

commitment to sexual morality.  

Therefore, ultimately, we can blame most of our social problems the collapse 

of marriage, and we can blame the collapse of marriage on the sexual revolution 

and moral relativism.  

B. DIVORCE IN THE FIRST CENTURY 

How did the first century world relate to divorce? What was the divorce 

culture when Paul wrote 1 Corinthians?  

A Roman husband could divorce his wife for any reason, but she had no right 

to divorce him. He could also remarry at will.  

A Jewish husband could also divorce for any reason, i.e. disobedience, 

burning the toast, not wearing a veil out of the house, etc. A few Jewish sects 

taught that adultery was the only grounds for divorce, but this teaching was rare.  

The Pharisee’s question to Jesus in Matt 19 sums up the Jewish approach to 

divorce.  

(Matthew 19:3–9) "3 Is it lawful to divorce one’s wife for any cause?” 4 He answered, 

“Have you not read that he who created them from the beginning made them male and 

female, 5 and said, ‘Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast 

to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh’? 6 So they are no longer two but one 

flesh. What therefore God has joined together, let not man separate.”…9 And I say to 

you: whoever divorces his wife, except for sexual immorality, and marries another, 

commits adultery.”" 

                                            

2 F. Bradford Wilcox, The Evolution of Divorce, National Affairs, Vol 1, 2009  
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This text reminds us that any Jewish man had the right to divorce his wife for 

any reason.  

When Jesus said “no” to that concept, his disciples were upset.  

(Matthew 19:10–11) "10 “If such is the case of a man with his wife, it is better not to 

marry.” 11 But he said to them, “Not everyone can receive this saying, but only those to 

whom it is given." 

Jesus’ response merely mirrored the clear OT teaching. God hates divorce. 

(God forgives those divorced. Gospel grace covers all).  

God is not hearing Israel’s prayers. They complain, and this is God’s 

response.  

(Malachi 2:14–16) "14 The LORD was witness between you and the wife of your youth, 

to whom you have been faithless, though she is your companion and your wife by 

covenant. 15 Did he not make them one, with a portion of the Spirit in their union? And 

what was the one God seeking? Godly offspring. So guard yourselves in your spirit, 

and let none of you be faithless to the wife of your youth.  

16 “For the man who does not love his wife but divorces her, says the LORD, the God of 

Israel, covers his garment with violence, says the LORD of hosts. So guard yourselves 

in your spirit, and do not be faithless.”   

Like the Roman, a Jewish woman could not divorce her husband. Only the 

husband could initiate divorce.  

In today’s text, Paul applies the biblical teaching on divorce to two 

situations—the marriage of believers, and the marriage that contains one 

unbeliever.   

C. DIVORCE FOR BELIEVERS 

10 To the married I give this charge (not I, but the Lord): the wife should not separate 

from her husband 11 (but if she does, she should remain unmarried or else be 

reconciled to her husband), and the husband should not divorce his wife. 

“Not I but the Lord” is a reference to Matthew 19.  

First, Paul allows for separation, but not divorce. (Del and Joyce Klakken).  

Second, Paul forbids divorce. There are two exceptions. The first is 

adultery—allowed by Jesus in Matthew 19—either same-sex or opposite sex.  
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The right of divorce for adultery should be exercised in love. If the offending 

spouse is truly repentant, and it is the first time, you should, but you are not 

obligated to, give he or she a second chance.  

The second grounds for divorce is abandonment. (Discussed in Point two).  

Here are some common grounds for divorce not allowed by the Bible—

emotional abuse, physical abuse, laziness, slovenliness, disagreeableness, 

financial lawlessness, etc. All of these could be grounds for separation, but not 

divorce.  

D. DIVORCE WHEN ONE IS AN UNBELIEVER 

12 To the rest I say (I, not the Lord) that if any brother has a wife who is an unbeliever, 

and she consents to live with him, he should not divorce her. 13 If any woman has a 

husband who is an unbeliever, and he consents to live with her, she should not divorce 

him. 14 For the unbelieving husband is made holy because of his wife, and the 

unbelieving wife is made holy because of her husband. Otherwise your children would 

be unclean, but as it is, they are holy.  

15 But if the unbelieving partner separates, let it be so. In such cases the brother or 

sister is not enslaved. God has called you to peace. 16 For how do you know, wife, 

whether you will save your husband? Or how do you know, husband, whether you will 

save your wife?" 

“I, not the Lord” means Jesus did not address this directly. However, Paul’s 

words are still binding.  

If you are married to an unbeliever, and he or she is willing to live with you, 

you should not divorce. (Adultery would be an exception). 

Why? Love! You want your spouse and your children to become believers. 

That is what “made holy” because of your presence” means. It does not mean 

that they are saved because of your presence. It means that the possibility of 

their salvation is greatly enhanced.  

What about abandonment? The unbelieving spouse says “enough! I am out 

of here,” and there is nothing you can do.  

“In such cases the brother or sister is not enslaved” (to the marriage). “God 

has called you to peace.” (Kathy Potter). 
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This applies to a professing believer who knowingly initiates divorce for non-

biblical grounds.   

Is any spouse really a Christian who knowingly initiates divorce for non-

biblical reasons?  

E. CONCLUSION & SUMMARY 

The Marriage covenant is the strong force that holds civilization together. The 

strength of that covenant depends upon our understanding of the gospel. Why 

the gospel?  

Psalm 15:4 reminds us that God esteems the person who “swears to his own 

hurt and does not change.” This means that we are most like God when our 

keeping our marriage vow is painful, but we persevere anyway. We are most like 

God when we really see our spouse’s moral ugliness and persevere in our 

marriage vows anyway.  

That is how God loves his Bride, the church. 

“I will put enmity between you [the serppent] and the woman, and between your 

offspring and her offspring; he shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise his heel.”" 

(Genesis 3:15).  

Christian marriage exists to spotlight this truth.  

Marriage is not about personal self-fulfillment. It is about duties, obligations, 

commitments, and serving—and secondarily the happiness and fulfillment that 

flows from those virtues.  

On the day of final judgment God will hold us accountable for our wedding 

vows.  

Every marriage has rough stretches. Some of you have lived together for 

long periods where you didn’t even like each other. That kind of perseverance is 

like a sweet fragrance to God.  

 

To those divorced God speaks peace, inclusion, and acceptance. Whether it 

was your fault or not, whether biblical or not, your divorce does not make you a 

second-class citizen. You are loved by God. You are loved by the brothers and 

sisters. Your failures and sins are all under the blood.  
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Parents, teach your children these truths around the dinner table. Start 

young. Teach them about the permanence of marriage. Teach them what to look 

for in a mate. Above all, set an example for them of faithfulness to your vows.  

Since marriage is permanent, picking a mate is probably the most important 

decision you will ever make. Those who pick mates biblically have the greatest 

prospect of long-term happiness. Here is what you shouldn’t look for.  

• Curvy figures.  

• Beautiful faces  

• Money, degrees, and success.  

What should you look for?  

• More sold out to Christ than you are.  

• Someone whom the Christian leaders you most respect approve of.  

• Best Friend 

• Someone you have fun with.  

• Someone that share your ambitions.  

• Someone that shares your interests and hobbies.  

Ultimately, Paul’s teaching on marriage and divorce has its roots in the 

gospel.  

As we mentioned last week, Christ will never leave us or forsake us. He has 

made a covenant with us. He has sworn to his hurt, and will not change. He is 

permanently married to his Bride the church.  

Christ keeps his vow to his people when we are attractive and when we are 

unattractive. He keeps his vow when we are fun to be around and when we are 

not so fun. Despite our behavior, he is the faithful God. He will never leave us nor 

forsake us.  

God has designed marriage to preach this lesson.  

He died for his Bride when we were his enemies.  

He died for us when he was angry with us.  
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A display of the marriage between Christ and  his Bride, the church, is the 

reason for marriage.   

 

Ultimately, this is the reason to be faithful to your marital vows.  

 


