
“Marriage, Divorce, & Remarriage” 
 
 
I. Clear scriptural passages about marriage & divorce 
 
 A.  Clear Old Testament Teachings  

 
1. God’s original intent was clearly for one man to marry one woman for life (Genesis 1:27; 2:20-

24).  
 
2. The Law of Moses required the death penalty for a variety of immoral acts, including adultery, 

sexual relations with various family members, with animals, with individuals of the same gender, 
and rape of an espoused virgin (Cf. Leviticus 18:29 & 20:10-18, 27).  The death penalty also 
included espoused virgins who were immoral while still in their father’s house (Deuteronomy 
22:13-27). 

 
3. God hates divorce (Malachi 2:13-16).  He does not say He hates the divorcee.  In fact, God takes 

up the cause of the wounded spouse.   
 

4. An Israelite who was not pleased with a captive wife could let her go.  He was not allowed to sell 
her or treat her as a slave (Deuteronomy 21:10-14). 

 
5. Moses, because of the hardness of man’s heart did permit (not command) the Israelites to divorce.  

The husband was to give his wife a “bill of divorcement.”  If a man divorced his wife and she 
married another man, he was not allowed to remarry her even if the second husband died 
(Deuteronomy 24:1-4). 

 
B.  Clear New Testament Teachings 
 

1. Jesus affirms God’s original intent for one man to marry one woman for life (Matthew 19:4-6).  
 

2. When a spouse dies, the marriage ends (Romans 7:1-3).  Believers are free to remarry “in the 
Lord” (1 Corinthians 7:39).   

 
3. If a believer’s unsaved spouse desires to leave his or her marriage, the believing spouse should 

let the unbelieving spouse do so (1 Corinthians 7:12-15). 
 

4. If a believing spouse departs (other than for fornication), neither the husband nor the wife should 
remarry, but they should reconcile or remain single (1 Corinthians 7:10-11).  

 
 

II. Obscure passages about divorce 
 
      A.   1 Corinthians 7:15 reveals that a believer is “not bound” if his or her unsaved spouse departs.   
  What does Paul mean by “not bound”?  There are two possible answers: (1) the believing spouse  
  is “not bound” to keep the marriage together; or (2) the believing spouse is freed from the  
  marriage.  The Greek word “bondage” is the word for enslaved.  It is not the normal word  
  referring to the binding of a marriage (Cf. 1 Corinthians 7:39 and Romans 7:2).  The context  
  suggests the saved spouse is free from the marriage.  However, since the context provides limited 



  information, it is difficult to be dogmatic.  Note that this passage does not directly address the  
  subject of remarriage. 

B. Matthew 5:31-32 and 19:3-12 reveals that a man who divorces his wife, “except for fornication,” 
and marries another causes his wife to commit adultery and that the man who marries the 
divorced wife commits adultery.  Theologians label the debated phrase as “the exception clause.”  
Interestingly, the parallel passages in Mark 10:2-12 and Luke 16:18 do not contain the 
“exception clause.”  Below are four common interpretations of the “exception clause.”   

1. Unlawful marriage – Some people believe the term “fornication” refers to illegal marriages, 
such as incestuous and sodomite marriages, which were forbidden in the Old Testament.  
They believe these marriages were illegitimate and therefore should be ended or put away.  
Personally, I do not accept this view.  These immoral relationships were never considered 
marriage in the OT.  They were immoral acts for which people would be stoned.  1 
Corinthians 5 does not support this view.  It does not specifically say the man in the 
Corinthians church married his stepmother.  It simply says “that one should have his father’s 
wife.”  In other words, he is living in immorality with his stepmother.  Paul was rebuking the 
church for tolerating such heinous sin. 

2. Unfaithful betrothal – Some people believe the term “fornication” refers to immorality that 
took place during the betrothal period before the marriage was fully consummated.  They 
believe Matthew alone contains this phrase because his gospel was written primarily to Jews 
who practiced a betrothal period.  This view seems unlikely to me.  Betrothed brides were 
considered married.  If they were unfaithful, they were guilty of adultery and stoned (Deut. 
22:23-27).  I do not see any difference from a betrothed bride who was considered legally 
married being unfaithful and a married bride being unfaithful.  They both were guilty of 
adultery. 

3. Adultery – Some people believe that the term “fornication” refers to adultery (sexual 
relations with someone other than your spouse).  Many individuals proposing this view 
believe that adultery is the only “acceptable reason” to divorce a spouse.  Some who hold this 
view believe that since the Jews no longer practiced the death penalty against adulterers, 
divorce was allowed in order to sever the marital bond and release the “innocent spouse.”  
The thinking is that adultery would have severed the marriage through the guilty party being 
stoned.  Therefore, divorce replaces stoning and severs the marital relationship.  Note, 
however, Matthew 5 and 19 do not directly address the subject of remarriage, except 
concerning those remarrying when no fornication has taken place. 

4. Immorality – Some people believe that the term “fornication” is a general word for 
immorality.  It includes immoral behavior such as adultery, homosexuality, and sexual 
relations with animals.  Similarly to view number three, the divorce takes the place of stoning 
called for in the Mosaic Law.  Therefore, the “innocent party” is freed from the marriage 
through divorce, rather than stoning.  Note, once again, these passages do not directly address 
remarriage, except concerning those remarrying when no fornication has taken place. 

 View numbers three and four are similar.  The difference lies in how to define the word    
“fornication.”  Since the Greek language has a specific word for “adultery,” if Jesus wanted to 
limit His teaching to permitting divorce for “adultery,” He could have done so by choosing a 
different word.  Instead, He chose the word “fornication” which is a more general term and 
includes immoral behavior such as homosexuality, beastiology, and adultery.  Although the 



difficulty of the fourth view is that the term is broad and not as clearly defined, I personally 
believe it better fits the passages under consideration.   

Additional considerations: 

1. Is it possible to break a covenant relationship?  In the Bible, marriage is not presented as a 
contract but as a covenant.  In essence, a covenant is a promise or pledge.  The question 
arises whether a marriage can be broken or is an indissoluble covenant.   

2. If the death penalty freed the “innocent party” from a defiled marriage in the Old Testament, 
is there anything that frees one from a defiled marriage today?  Or is a person who marries a 
spouse who is morally unfaithful simply stuck?   

3. Does Joseph’s situation with Mary provide any insight into what is acceptable practice for 
today?  He is called a “just man,” yet he was going to divorce Mary.   

4. Does moral unfaithfulness of a spouse require divorce?  Certainly, God’s ideal in such 
situations would be forgiveness and restoration, not automatic divorce. 

5. Since most marriages do not end in divorce because of immorality but because of man’s 
selfish nature, what are the ramifications of this fact for society and the church?  The Bible is 
quite clear that any person who divorces his spouse, except for fornication, and marries 
someone else is an adulterer.  This means that there are numerous people who need to seek 
God’s forgiveness for violating God’s clearly revealed Word.   

6. If I am divorced and remarried (except for fornication), should I remain in my current 
marriage?  Paul addresses similar situations in 1 Corinthian 7:20 where he states, “Let every 
man abide in the same calling wherein he was called.” If you find yourself in such a 
marriage, ask God’s forgiveness and seek to make your current marriage everything God 
would have it to be.  You can have much joy and blessing because of God’s grace and mercy.  

7. Can my disobedience to God regarding my divorce be forgiven?  Every sin except the sin of 
blasphemy against the Holy Spirit is forgivable.  Adultery can be cleansed by the blood of 
Jesus Christ.  In 1 Corinthians 6:11, Paul refers to folks who had sinned against the Lord and 
were “washed . . . sanctified, [and] . . . justified in the name of the Lord Jesus, and by the 
Spirit of our God.”    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Bible & Divorce 
 

Status 
 

IF . . .  THEN . . .  Scriptural Support 

Saved/unsaved spouse 
 

Desires to stay Do not divorce him/her 1 Corinthians 7:12-14, 16 

Saved/unsaved spouse 
 

Chooses to depart Let him/her go (“not 
under bondage”) 

1 Corinthians 7:15 

Saved/saved spouse 
 

 Do not divorce 1 Corinthians 7:10, 11b 

Saved/saved spouse 
 

If you divorce Remain single or 
reconcile 

1 Corinthians 7:11a 

Unsaved/unsaved spouse 
 

Spouse dies Free to remarry Romans 7:2-3 
 

Saved/saved spouse Spouse dies Free to remarry (“only in 
the Lord”) 

1 Corinthians 7:39 

Saved/unsaved spouse 
Saved/saved spouse 

Spouse commits 
“fornication” 

Better to forgive & 
reconcile, but permitted 
to divorce 

Matthew 5:31-32; 19:3-12 

 
 
What if we have “irreconcilable differences”?  Does the Bible forbid divorce in such cases?  The only 
situation in which the Bible permits (not commands) divorce is for fornication.  1 Corinthians 7:11 does 
recognize there will be times when people will divorce for other reasons.  It reveals that they should remain 
single or be reconciled.  Matthew 5:31-32, Matthew 19:3-12, Mark 10:2-12, Luke 16:18, Romans 7:2-3, and 1 
Corinthians 7:39 reveal that a person who divorces and marries someone else while his/her spouse is alive 
(other than for fornication) commits adultery. 
 
What about physical & emotional abuse?  Does the Bible forbid a spouse to divorce his/her spouse for 
abuse?  Actually, the Bible does not address this issue directly.  It may be necessary to file for a “legal 
separation” in such cases.  Your physical safety could be in danger.  The Bible does not permit divorce, except 
for fornication.   
 
What if my spouse has a serious drinking or drug problem?  Does the Bible forbid me to divorce 
him/her?  The Bible does not address this subject directly.  If your spouse has a serious drinking or drug 
problem, you may need to file for a “legal separation.”  Your physical safety could be in danger.  The Bible 
does not permit divorce, except for fornication.   
 
What if I have divorced and remarried other than for fornication?  Should I divorce my current 
spouse?  1 Corinthians 7:17 reveals you should remain in your current status.  However, you should ask God to 
forgive you for violating His Word.  God will forgive you and bless your current marriage if you will walk in 
obedience.  You are spiritually eligible to serve in the church in any capacity, except as a pastor or a deacon (1 
Timothy 3:2, 12; Titus 1:6).   

 

 

 



Summary Statement on Marriage & Divorce 
 

Clearly, God’s original intent was for one man to marry one woman for life (Genesis 2:24; Matthew 19:4-6).  
While God apparently permits (not commands) divorce for fornication, because marriage pictures God’s 
relationship with His people (Hosea; Ephesians 5:30-32), the Lord clearly desires for us to work through our 
problems, forgive each other, and remain married for life.  Today, most people divorce their spouse because of 
selfishness.  Even if your spouse commits fornication, you can and should forgive him or her.  Your goal in 
marriage should be to follow God’s original pattern as closely as possible.  If you will humble yourself, confess 
your sin, God will help you walk in a way that will please Him!  Divorce brings many sorrows and difficulties.  
It should be avoided if possible, even when your spouse is morally unfaithful.  

 
 

Remarriage 
 
The Bible actually says very little about remarriage after divorce.  It primarily addresses those who divorce 
(other than for fornication) and remarry.  For example, Matthew 5:31-32, 19:2-12, Mark 10:2-12, Luke 16:18, 
Romans 7:2-3, and 1 Corinthians 7:39 clearly state that a person who divorces (other than for fornication) and 
remarries commits adultery.  Deuteronomy 24:1-4 teaches that a man who divorces his wife may not remarry 
her if she has married someone else, even if her second husband dies.   
 
In reading widely, I discovered that most Bible scholars assume that most people in the OT and NT days 
remarried after divorce.  This was particularly true regarding women, possibly because their primary means of 
provision came from marriage.   
 
In short, the Bible only addresses the subject of remarriage in specific contexts.  For example, a believer has 
freedom to remarry (“in the Lord”) if his or her spouse dies (1 Corinthians 7:39; Cf. Romans 7:2-3).  However, 
Jesus (Matthew 19:11-12) and Paul (1 Corinthians 7:7-8, 28, 38, 40) appear to teach that singleness is preferred 
if one has the ability to be single without yielding to temptation (1 Corinthians 7:2, 9).  Since the Bible only 
addresses remarriage in a limited manner, it is difficult to be dogmatic regarding remarriage. 
 

 
Service Opportunities in the Local Church for Divorcees  

 
In conservative churches, divorcees have often felt ostracized or treated as “second class citizens.”  Scripturally, 
there is no basis to reject or demean divorcees.  Clearly if individuals (before or after they were saved) have 
divorced and remarried (other than for fornication), the Bible calls their remarriage “adultery.”  However, God 
will forgive the sin of adultery if confessed to Him.  In 1 Corinthians 6:11, Paul reveals that the local church in 
Corinth was filled with folks who committed such sins against God.  However, God had forgiven them, and so 
should we! 
 
Divorcees can serve in any position except as a deacon or a pastor (1 Timothy 3:2, 12; Titus 1:6).  Although, 
some scholars interpret the phrase “the husband of one wife” to mean that a man is faithful to the wife he 
currently has or that he only has “one wife,” the passage also restricts those who have been divorced from 
serving as a deacon or a pastor.  Interestingly, the priest in the Old Testament was forbidden to marry a divorcee 
(Leviticus 21:13-15).  Scripture does not directly tell us why God prohibits divorcees from serving as a deacon 
or a pastor, but it is likely because of their leadership role.  The requirements for spiritual leaders are more 
stringent because spiritual leaders provide the role model for marriage and family within the local church.   
 

 



Practical Questions:  
 
 
1.  Do you believe it is permissible to remarry if you divorce because of an unfaithful spouse? 

 
The Scriptures do not directly state “it is permissible to remarry if you divorce because of an unfaithful 
spouse.”  You can assume since Jesus forbids you to remarry, unless your spouse is morally unfaithful, then 
it would be permitted for the “innocent spouse” to remarry.  The strength of your argument, however, is 
based upon common practice and an argument from silence.  Therefore, I have chosen to view this question 
as what I call a conscience issue.  At times, the moral unfaithfulness of a spouse is more a result of a 
marriage with serious problems.  Determining the “innocent party” can be quite challenging.  While the 
faithful spouse did not force the unfaithful spouse to be immoral, a poor marriage can contribute to bad 
choices and immoral behavior.   

 
If you accept the line of thinking that divorce replaced stoning in the Old Testament, then I could see 
accepting that the faithful spouse has a right to remarry.  The Scriptures provide little information about 
remarriage.  In reading widely, most writers believe it is permissible to remarry when your spouse has been 
morally unfaithful.   

  
 
2.  Would you as a pastor perform the marriage ceremony of a person who divorced for reasons other 

than “fornication”?   
 

No.  I do not believe a person is permitted to divorce his spouse for other than fornication (or perhaps 
desertion, depending on how you interpret 1 Corinthians 7:15).  

 
 
3.  Would you perform the marriage ceremony of a person who divorced an unfaithful spouse?  
 

I have never done so.  My pastoral policy has been to not perform weddings of divorced individuals.  I have 
chosen not to do so, because it requires me to dig deeply into the past, probing regarding former marriages 
and why they ended.  This places me into the position of establishing whether there is an “innocent party.”   

 
A number of years ago I asked a mature pastor known as a leader among conservative churches if he had 
ever married someone who had been divorced.  He stated that he had not.  I then asked him in looking back 
over 50 years of ministry if there were times he believed he could have done so.  He remarked that there were 
about three or four times in 50 years of ministry he might have done so, if he could go back and reconsider.   

 
Although my role as a pastor includes marrying people, doing so is not required.  I do not condemn other 
pastors who chose to marry divorcees of unfaithful spouses.  I simply have not chosen to do so.  Because I do 
not want to offend people, these choices are difficult.  Yet for me to marry a divorcee would require having a 
clear conscience.  If I could not gain a clear conscience, I would not marry someone, lest I sanction what God 
calls “adultery.”  

 
  

 


