
 
1 Cor. 7:10-16 

 
Building update and pastoral search update…    

 
Prayer:   

 
Introduction:  

 
Divorce is running rampant in our culture.   

“The divorce rate is nearly twice the rate it was in 1960.”  (Keller, 22)  

The State of Washington has the sixth highest divorce rate in the country. 

(mainstreet.com)  
 

 Why do people get divorced?  According to marriage.com here are the top ten reasons-  
 

1. Infidelity  
2. Money  

3. Lack of communication  
4. Constant arguing  
5. Weight gain  

6. Unrealistic expectations  
7. Lack of intimacy  

8. Lack of equality 
9. Not being prepared for marriage  

10.Abuse  
 

Other lists included porn addiction, boredom, lack of romance, etc…  here is the point….  
people get divorced for a variety of different reasons.  

 
Maybe you are considering divorce this morning or have considered divorce in the past.  

Maybe you have been divorced.  What does God’s word say about divorce????    
 

This brings us to our text this morning.   
 

The Christians in the church in Corinth wanted to get divorced for a very specific reason.  
The reason may surprise you.  In last week’s text, we learned that some of them thought that 

sex, even in the context of marriage, was bad.   Since sex is bad than marriage is bad, the only 
way to end marriage is through divorce.  

 
This thinking forces Paul to address the issue of divorce.  
 

To help us understand Paul’s teaching on divorce and remarriage we will look at the three 
groups of people addressed by Paul in 1 Cor. 7:10-16.   

  
Divorce and the believer  

Divorce and the unbeliever  
Divorce and the abandoned  

First, divorce and the believer.   
 



 What does Paul say to a believing/Christian couple?   
 

 Don’t get divorced!    

1 Corinthians 7:10 (ESV) — 10 To the married I give this charge (not I, but the Lord): 

the wife should not separate from her husband  
 

Paul says to the Christian wife, “don’t separate from your husband.”  The word for 
separate means divorce.   When Paul says, “Not I, but the lord” he is referring directly to the 

teachings of Jesus on divorce in the gospels.  
 

Mark 10:11–12 (ESV) — 11 And he said to them, “Whoever divorces his wife and 
marries another commits adultery against her, 12 and if she divorces her husband and marries 

another, she commits adultery.”  

See also Matt. 19:9/Luke 16:16-18/Matt 5:32   

 
 1 Corinthians 7:11 (ESV) — 11 (but if she does, she should remain unmarried or else 

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

  In other words, if she does get divorced she must not get remarried, unless she 
remarries her first husband.  
 

 Jesus permits divorce for adultery in Mat. 5:32, 19:9. So most scholars assume that Paul 
understood this exception and was taking it for granted here.  (Frame, 778) 

  
 Summary…   

 
Paul says to the Christian husband and wife, don’t get divorced.   Marriage must be 

permanent.   
 

 Application:   
 

Why is marriage supposed to be permanent?  

 There are at least three places in the Bible that refer to the marriage relationship as a 

covenant relationship (Mal. 2:14, Prov. 2:17, Ezek. 16:8-14).  Simply put a covenant is a 
promise, but not just any promise, it is a binding promise. In Christian marriage spouses 

covenant to each other and to God.  Why is this so important?  
  

 The God of the Bible is a covenant making and covenant keeping God. There are many 
covenants in the Bible but the main covenant is summarized by God’s simple promise…  God 

says, “I will be your God and you will be my people”.  Not only is this one of the main themes 
uniting the entire Bible, it is incredibly good news.  When God covenants to do something he 
always does it.   

 
 When god covenanted to send his son to die on the cross for our sins, he did it.   

  
 When we make marriage covenants we are imitating God.  Therefore, divorce is not an 

option for Christians.  Knowing that divorce is not an option provides great stability and security 
to the marriage relationship.  When times get tough husband and wife will remember that they 

have covenanted to love each other in good times and bad times.  The only way they are going 
to be able to keep their marriage covenant is by the grace of God.   



 
 Fortunately, one of the benefits of being in covenant with God through faith in Christ is 

that he promises to give his covenant people power to keep our word (Jer. 31).    
 

 But Dave my marriage is a complete mess….  God does not promise anyone an easy life, 
but he does promise to be with us and to give us strength to do what is required.  

 
 If you need marriage help talk to your home group leader.  If they can’t help you they can 

refer you to our counseling team.  

 Singles, marriage is serious business…  When you get married you need to realize that 

divorce is not an option…   therefore, you must choose carefully.   

 First, divorce and the believer…  

 
Second, divorce and the unbeliever.   

 
 What does Paul say to the person married to an unbeliever? Don’t get divorced!   

 1 Corinthians 7:12–13 (ESV) — 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.  
 

 When Paul writes, “I, not the lord” what is going on?  Paul is indicating that this particular 
situation was not something that came up in the gospels so Jesus did not address it.  Jesus was 

dealing with Jewish men married to Jewish women…  Paul’s situation is different.  
 

No one thinks that Paul is saying, “this is my opinion, therefore not inspired.”  He is 
simply saying that Jesus did not talk about it, but I’m going to.   

 
Back to our text…   

 
 As the gospel swept through Corinth one spouse converted to Christianity and the other 

spouse did not.  
 

This meant that some of the Corinthian converts found themselves married to non-
Christians.  

  
 Unfortunately, some of them thought that sex with their spouse was defiling.  Think back 

to 1b…   
 

 1 Corinthians 7:1 (ESV) — 1 Now concerning the matters about which you wrote: “It is 
good for a man not to have sexual relations with a woman.”  

If sex with a believing spouse was bad than surely sex with a non-believing spouse was 

worse…    such a relationship defiled the believing spouse…   see also 5:9-11  
 

 Furthermore, how could they allow a pagan husband or wife to have command over their 
bodies (7:4)?  Don’t their bodies now belong to Christ???     

 
Because of this faulty thinking, they wanted to get divorced.   

 



 Paul says, don’t get divorced….  but why?  
 

Because, the unbeliever is made holy through the believer!!!  
  

 1 Corinthians 7:14 (ESV) — 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.  
 

 Paul, shockingly, says, “Corinthian Christians, you are not made unholy through your 
marriage to a non-believer, on the contrary your non-believing spouse is made holy through 

you.”  
 

 What does this mean?  I thought we were made holy through faith in Jesus Christ alone?  
How is the unbelieving spouse made holy apart from faith?  What is the nature of this holiness?  

I’m confused.   
 

 This is a difficult verse with many interpretations…  (paedobaptists, OT holiness codes 
being unabolished under the NT, the unbelieving spouse is now in the realm of the holy spirit, 

etc)   
 
 Here is what we know for sure….  The unbelieving spouse and their unbelieving children 

are not saved through their believing spouse or parent.  The rest of the bible is very clear that 
everyone must repent of their sins and trust Jesus personally.   

  
 We also know what the word holy literally means…  It literally means set apart. A non-

Christian married to a Christian is “set apart” in the sense that they will be exposed to Christ and 
his benefits more than someone who does not have a Christian family member.  

 
 This means that Paul expects that God’s grace will influence the unbelieving spouse and 

their children.  This is encouraging…   
 

 Application:  
 

 Summary…  Paul says, “don’t get divorced from your unbelieving spouse since your 
marriage to him or her does not defile you.  On the contrary, your marriage to your unbelieving 

spouse means that your spouse and your children will have far more exposure to the gospel if 
you hang in there.”     

  
 Illustration:   

 
 Lee Stroebel was an award winning investigative journalist for the Chicago Tribune in the 
70s.  When he married Leslie neither one was a Christian.  Lee was an avowed atheist.  There 

are casual Atheists and there are avowed Atheists.  He was an avowed atheist, he read the 
books, he understood the arguments, and knew how to counter every claim of Christianity.   He 

thought Christians were fools!   
 

 And then something happened.  His wife Leslie was befriended by a Christian.  The 
Christian invited her to church and she became a Christian.  

 
 Leslie kept this hidden from Lee for a long time because she knew that if he knew she had 

converted he would be furious.  She eventually told him and he was furious.  He even 
threatened to leave her.  Their marriage started on a downward spiral.  From his perspective, 



her Christianity was ruining everything.   Leslie felt the pain too, I’m sure she was tempted to 
leave her husband.    

  
 Since he was an investigative journalist he decided to investigate Christianity to prove to 

his wife that it was false.  He investigated the authenticity, reliability, and transmission of the 
bible, the virgin birth, the deity of Jesus, the resurrection, and several other key tenets of the 

faith.  He secretly traveled around the country interviewing experts on these topics.  He wanted 
desperately to prove that Christianity was false to save his marriage.   

 
 After lots of energy, time, and dollars invested in debunking Christianity something very 

strange happened…   Stroebel converted to Christianity.  The evidence for Christianity’s 
truthfulness was simply to overwhelming.   

 
 Although the evidence was compelling, what really won him to Christianity was the 

change he observed in his wife.  
 

 He was made holy through his wife.  She influenced him…   not only was Lee converted 
but so were his children.  Their son Kyle Stroebel has established himself as a first-rate Jonathan 

Edwards scholar…   
 
 Application….  If you are married to a non-Christian, don’t get divorced, hang in there, 

your non-Christian spouse and your kids are set apart or made holy through you.  Sometimes 
you will not see fruit for 35 years…      

 
 God does not promise to save them, but he often does.    

 First, divorce and the believer  
 Second, divorce and the unbeliever  

 
Third, divorce and the abandoned   

 
 Now Paul addresses a different group.  Those who have been divorced by their unbelieving 

spouse. They have been abandoned.   What does Paul say to them?   
 

 The abandoned spouse can let go!   

 1 Corinthians 7:15 (ESV) — 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. 
 

Paul says, “If your unbelieving spouse wants to separate (the word for divorce) let them 
go…  don’t fight them.  God has called you to a life of peace.  

 
Now obviously, Paul is not saying, give up on the marriage right away…  he is simply 

saying if the unbelieving spouse wants to go there is nothing you can do to stop them.  They can 

leave if they want to even though you may not want them to.   
 

 There are many reasons an unbelieving spouse would want to leave a believing spouse.   
 

  Plutarch’s advice to Bride and Groom (140AD) is often cited-  
 

 “A wife ought not to make friends of her own, but to enjoy her husband’s friends in 
common with him.  The gods are the first and most important friends.  Wherefore it is becoming 

for a wife to worship and to know only the gods that her husband believes in, and to shut the 



front door tight upon all queer rituals and outlandish superstitions.  For with no god, do stealthy 
and secret rites performed by a woman find any favor.”  (Garland, 284)  

 
 A wife was expected to worship her husband’s gods and if she did not she was viewed as 

seditious, unruly, rude, and stubborn.   
 

 If the husband became a Christian and the wife did not this also caused problems.   
 

 So, what should a Christians spouse do when their unbelieving spouse leaves the 
marriage?   They may even leave after years of trying to work things through.   

 
Paul says that the believing spouse can let go…  let them leave.  You can’t stop them in 

one sense.     
 

 But is the spouse who was divorced by their unbelieving spouse free to remarry?  In light 
of this verse the church has historically answered with a yes…  

 
 Let’s look at our verse again….  

    
 1 Corinthians 7:15 (ESV) — 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.  

 
 Paul says, the believing spouse who has been abandoned is not enslaved.    

 
This is a literal rendering of the Greek and means that the one who has been abandoned 

is no longer bound/enslaved to his or her marriage vows.  If they are no longer enslaved to their 
wedding vows, they are free to remarry.  

 
 Leon Morris, “If the unbeliever takes the initiative in this way, then the believer is not 

under bondage.  This seems to mean that the deserted partner is free to remarry.”  (Morris, 
111)  

 
 This is also the position of the WCF 24:6  

 
This is often called the “Pauline Privilege” and is one of two grounds for divorce.  The 

other ground is adultery.  If there are grounds for divorce then there are grounds for 
remarriage.  

   
 Then Paul writes,  

 
 1 Corinthians 7:16 (ESV) — 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?  

 Paul just said to the believer, “you unbelieving spouse just divorced you.  You must let 
them go…  don’t fight with them to stay in the marriage.  Work for peace.   Why? (v.16), there is 

no guarantee that they would have been converted if they would have hung around?    
 

The abandoned spouse can let go and the abandoned spouse can get remarried!   
  

  Application:    
 

 Divorce and remarriage is always complicated…  



  

 It may seem like verse 15 does not apply to a marriage between believers…  but it often 

does?  
 

What do I mean?  Consider this very real scenario that I have encountered more than 
once.   

 
Husband and wife are professing believers, members of the same church….  so the 

desertion does not literally fall under 1 cor. 7:15 because they are both professing believers…. 
But the husband is not without recourse.  He must call on the help of the elders…  the elders 

offer counsel and try to restore the marriage…  but the wife is adamant on leaving… so the 
elders have no choice but to start the church discipline process…   

Matthew 18:15–17 (ESV) — 15 “If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault, between 

you and him alone. If he listens to you, you have gained your brother. 16 But if he does not listen, take one or 

two others along with you, that every charge may be established by the evidence of two or three witnesses. 17 If 

he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church. And if he refuses to listen even to the church, let him be to you 

as a Gentile and a tax collector.  

The elders warn the wife, meet with the couple for counseling, but she still wants out even 
though she has no biblical grounds for divorce.   She is blatantly disregarding the bible’s 

teaching on this matter…    
 

Matthew 18:17 must be pronounced…  from that point on the wife is regarded as an 
unbeliever and their marriage is a mixed marriage…  now the wife’s desertion of her husband 

falls under 1 Cor. 7:15….   
 
At this point it does not matter what the wife calls herself…  she is acting like an 

unbeliever and the church must abide by Matthew 18.   
 

Furthermore, this churches position is that the person who was abandoned can get 
remarried.   

 
These are difficult and painful issues.    

 
  Conclusion:  

 
 We have looked at three things…  

Divorce and the believer  
Divorce and the unbeliever  

Divorce and the abandoned  

 Let me conclude by making some application.    

 
 Maybe you are considering divorce.  

 
Paul says don’t do it…  it is sinful to get divorced for unbiblical grounds.   
 

There are only two grounds for divorce.   
 

If you get divorced for unbiblical reasons you cannot get remarried, ever!!!  



 
Even if you have grounds for divorce we would start out by encouraging you to seek God 

and his grace to hang in there and work through your issues. …  
 

Those that work through the aftermath of adultery and stay married are heroes.  
 

With all that said, the Bible does say there are grounds for divorce, if your spouse 
committed adultery or abandoned you it is not a sin to get remarried…    

 
 

 Maybe You are single and considering marriage…   
 

 Marriage is one man and one woman for life…  this is glorious.   Choose wisely.  
 

 You must go into Christian marriage with this settled in your mind.    
 

Maybe You have been divorced…  
 

 Maybe you were the victim… of abandonment or adultery.   You did not want the divorce 
but you are now divorced.  You are not alone.   
 

 Jesus knows what it is like to be abandoned.  He can be your comfort and strength.  Look 
to him.   

 
 

 Maybe you were not the victim, maybe you pursued divorce for non-biblical reasons…  
there is hope for you as well.    

 
 God forgives…  

 
 Jesus is the perfect husband and his bride is the church.  She has been unfaithful again 

and again but he keeps loving and forgiving her.  
 

 If you repent of your sins you can be a member of the church of Jesus Christ, 
incorporated into the bride.  You can be forgiven, he will never turn his back on you if you look 

to him.   
 

 Lets pray…  
 

   
 


