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Introduction

1. Matthew Henry, 1706, Matthew Henry Commentary on the Whole Bible (Complete), Vol. 1, N.p. http://www.biblestudytools.com/com-
mentaries/matthew-henry-complete/genesis/.

MARRIAGE IS AS OLD AS HUMAN BEINGS. 
When God thought up Adam and Eve, He thought 
up marriage. The first daughter to be walked down 
the aisle by her perfect heavenly Father to be joined 
hand in hand with her new husband was Eve. Ob-
serving her creation and the birthplace of marriage, 
Matthew Henry comments: “… the woman was made 
of a rib out of the side of Adam; not made out of 
his head to rule over him, nor out of his feet to be 
trampled upon by him, but out of his side to be equal 
with him, under his arm to be protected, and near 
his heart to be beloved.”1

We cannot discuss divorce and remarriage without 
first discussing marriage. In the brokenness of to-
day’s world and in the midst of the pains and agony 
that a flawed marriage brings, the first question 
we might be asking is not, “How can I make this 
marriage last?” but “How can I make this marriage 
end?” After years of a marriage that can only be 
described as “miserable,” adultery happens, and 
it seems like a legitimate way to finally get out the 
relationship. After all, the Bible gives permission to 
divorce in the case of adultery, right? Or does it? And 
besides adultery, are there any other scenarios and 
situations in which the Bible permits divorce and 
blesses remarriage? Abandonment? Abuse? Irrec-
oncilable differences? Sometimes in the loneliness 
of the marriage bed, these are the questions that 
silently bombard our hearts. The calling to protect 
and cherish and the feeling of being “beloved” are 
long gone, and all one is left wondering is, “Can I 
get out of this?”   

No matter what an individual’s current story is—
contemplating divorce, already divorced, contem-
plating remarriage, already remarried—when think-
ing about divorce and remarriage at all, we have to 
first think about marriage.  

The Pharisees came to Jesus one day to test Him 
by asking, “Is it lawful to divorce one’s wife for any 
cause?” So here we go, right? The question we have 
all wanted to ask Jesus: What are the reasons for 
which one can get a divorce? But how does Jesus 
answer? We would want Him to answer by giving 
a list of situations and scenarios where people can 
and cannot get a divorce, but that is not how He 
answers. He answers:

4 Have you not read that He who created them 
from the beginning made them male and female 
[from Genesis 1:27], 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” [from Genesis 2:24]? 6 So they are 
no longer two but one flesh. What therefore 
God has joined together, let not man separate. 

(Matthew 19:4-6)   

The people want to know the particulars of the 
what, when, and how of divorce, but Jesus answers 
by asking, “Have you not read?” Jesus points them 
to Genesis. The question is regarding divorce, but 
the answer Jesus gives is marriage. Whenever we 

http://www.biblestudytools.com/commentaries/matthew-henry-complete/genesis/
http://www.biblestudytools.com/commentaries/matthew-henry-complete/genesis/
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think about divorce and remarriage, the first thing 
we have to do is think about is the creation, purpose, 
and design of marriage. 

No matter where we are coming from personally, 
Jesus knows the true condition of our hearts when 
asking questions about divorce and remarriage. The 

perfect Counselor first points us to marriage. He 
did not skip marriage to talk about divorce and 
remarriage, so we cannot, either. We will first look 
at the design and purpose of marriage, specifically 
through the lens of the gospel.

Gospel-Centric Look at Marriage

THE BIBLE IS NOT PRIMARILY  a book made up 
of many individual stories. The Bible is a book that 
tells one big story—the story of the gospel or good 
news. And the storyline of this great gospel is made 
up of creation, fall, redemption, and restoration.

• Creation: God created everything good, includ-
ing us.

• Fall: But we rebelled against God and rejected 
His goodness.

• Redemption: At the climax of this grand nar-
rative of the gospel, Jesus is born, He is cruci-
fied, and He is resurrected so that God’s people 
might be made good again.

• Restoration: Jesus will one day return to make 
all things new, and we will be with Him forever.

One of the best ways to seek a biblical understand-
ing of marriage is to look at it through this gospel 
lens of creation, fall, redemption, and restoration.

The Creation of Marriage

The evening of each day of creation was marked by 
God seeing all that He created as good. But the first 
time that God looked out into creation and said it 
was not good was seeing that man was alone. And 
His solution for the only thing in creation that was 
not good was marriage. God thought up marriage; it 
was His good creation to address the only thing in 
creation that was not good. After creating Eve, God 
communicated the purpose and design for marriage 
in this way:  “ Therefore a man shall leave his father 
and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and they 
shall become one flesh” (Genesis 2:24). 

And this is the verse that Jesus pointed to in an-
swering the Pharisees in Matthew 19. What we see 
from Genesis 2:24 is that marriage is not, according 
to the ESV Study Bible,  

… merely a human agreement but a relationship 
in which God changes the status of a man and 
a woman from being single (they are no longer 
two) to being married (one flesh). From the 
moment they are married, they are unified in a 
mysterious way that belongs to no other human 
relationship, having all the God-given rights 
and responsibilities of marriage that they did 
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not have before. Being “one flesh” includes the 
sexual union of a husband and wife (see Gen. 
2:24), but it is more than that because it means 
that they have left their parents’ household (“a 
man shall leave his father and his mother,” Gen. 
2:24) and have established a new family, such 
that their primary human loyalty is now to each 
other, before anyone else.2

And after pointing to this original design and pur-
pose of marriage, Jesus adds, “What therefore God 
has joined together, let not man separate” (Matthew 
19:6). In other words, the original design and pur-
pose of marriage includes within it the command 
that man ought not to separate it. It was never God’s 
intention for marriages to end in divorce.

The Fall of Marriage

Marriage is as old as human beings, and divorce is 
almost as old. We see the intended harmony of the 
marriage relationship start to break down as early 
as Genesis 3 when Satan attacks the God-intended 
roles in marriage by tempting Eve to lead out in 
taking the forbidden fruit as Adam is led into the 
temptation of passivity in not protecting his wife 
from Satan’s schemes. And this is followed by the 
strife of blaming. When God asks why Adam took 
the fruit, he answers, “The woman whom you gave 
to be with me, she gave me fruit of the tree, and I 
ate” (Genesis 3:12). The excitement and pure joy of 
“This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my 
flesh ...” (Genesis 2:23) has now faded into “The 
woman whom you gave me ...” 

As old as the fall of man is the fall of marriage.

2. ESV: Study Bible, (Wheaton, Ill: Crossway Bibles, 2007), 1860NTn. 19:6

As early as Genesis 4, a man takes two wives for 
himself, rejecting the intended purpose of the one 
woman-one man relationship of marriage. Genesis 
6:5 states, “The Lord saw that the wickedness of man 
was great in the earth, and that every intention of 
the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually.” 
As soon as the evil of divorce could be dreamed up, it 
was being practiced. Soon even God’s covenant peo-
ple of Israel began writing certificates of divorce and 
sending their wives away because they had “found 
some indecency in her” (Deuteronomy 24:1).

By the time of Jesus’ day, the “some indecency” 
(which at that time most likely was a case of a 
husband finding out that his wife was not faithful 
during the time of their betrothal) was now being 
interpreted by the rabbinic schools of the day to 
mean just about anything. While the first century 
rabbinic school of Shammai would try to maintain 
some strictness of what “some indecency” meant 
by saying that a man may not divorce his wife unless 
he has found unchastity in her, the school of Hillel 
said that he may divorce her even if she spoiled a 
dish for him. This was the setting of Matthew 19, in 
which the Pharisees sought to test Jesus by asking 
Him what He thought on the matter.

Sadly, the setting of the first century is not much 
different from today. The “some indecency” of 
the first century is today’s “irreconcilable differ-
ences”—a term so general that it could mean just  
about anything.

The truth of the matter is that because marriage 
was created for humanity, it will always be within 
the longing of people’s hearts to be married. But 
because humanity has fallen, divorce will always be 
as common as marriage in this world.
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So what is our hope? What is the solution? Are all 
marriages, even Christian marriages, sooner or later 
doomed to fail? Can marriages truly make it “’til 
death do us part”? And if they can, can they happily 
make it?

The Redemption of Marriage

The prevalence of marital unfaithfulness within our 
marriages is ultimately a pointer to our unfaithful-
ness to God as His people. Though He was their 
husband (Isaiah 54:5), the Old Testament reveals 
God’s people as constantly wayward in their affec-
tions. And God does not communicate this lightly; 
rather, He uses harsh language in the description of 
their actions. He tells them that they are “whoring” 
after other gods,3 and He calls them “harlots.”4 

And perhaps the greatest picture of Israel being 
adulterous is found in the book of Hosea where God 
commands: “When the Lord first spoke through 
Hosea, the Lord said to Hosea, ‘Go, take to yourself 
a wife of whoredom and have children of whoredom, 
for the land commits great whoredom by forsaking 
the Lord’” (Hosea 1:2). 

Hosea is commanded to go and marry a prostitute 
as a picture of God’s relationship with Israel. The 
entire book of Hosea is about a wife who is con-
stantly unfaithful and seeks the love of other men, 
and God calls Hosea over and over to go after his 
wife as a picture of God’s own unfailing faithfulness 
to His people. In the climax of the book, Gomer, 
though she has been unfaithful all along, has now 
completely run off and is living with another man. 

3. Exodus 34:16, Leviticus 17:7, Judges 8:27, 1 Chronicles 5:25

4. Isaiah 57:3; Jeremiah 2:20, 3:6

Concerning this section of Hosea, John Piper states:

Here we see Hosea and Gomer for the last time. 
She has run off and lives now with a paramour, a 
“significant other.” So Hosea is free, right? Now 
he can get a divorce. She has ended the marriage 
once and for all. She has another man. Hosea 
is free. Right? Wrong! God would not give up 
on Israel, and he aims for Hosea to symbolize 
his undying love to his wife of harlotry. Verse 
1: “The Lord said to me, ‘Go again and love a 
woman who is beloved of a paramour and is an 
adulteress; even as the Lord loves the people 
of Israel, though they turn to other gods and 
love cakes of raisins.’ So I bought her for fifteen 
shekels of silver and a homer and a lethech of 
barley.” When you think a moment on what 
God asked Hosea to do here, you get a glimpse 
into what God's love for us in our wretchedness 
is like.

She had been faithless all along, and finally she 
had gone off with another man. Hosea could 
have had her stoned by law, just like we stand 
condemned by law. But God commands him to 
love her. “Go again, love her.” And not just to go 
and get her and love her, but to even be willing 
to pay this “significant other” for her. If that was 
not almost an emotional impossibility, Hosea 
could not afford it. If he could have, he probably 
would have paid cash. But he couldn't. So he 
paid half in cash and half in barley. And the total 
amounted to what Exodus 21:32 says a female 
slave costs. Gomer had evidently sunk to the 
lowest possible level. And God says to Hosea, 
“Get her back, whatever it costs, get her back.”
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The reason God could expect that of Hosea is 
that he aims to do just that with his wayward 
Israel …5 

The book of Hosea foretold what God would do 
through His Son—purchase back to Himself an adul-
terous people and pay whatever needed to be paid 
to get His people back.

And so here in the redemption offered in Jesus, we 
have great hope! In a relationship where divorce 
and the breaking of the covenant seemed inevitable, 
Jesus came to renew and restore that covenant. And 
so no matter how bleak the future of a marriage ap-
pears, no matter what grievous sin was committed, 
because Jesus restored us back to God at our most 
wayward state, there is no marriage too far gone. 
There is no marriage beyond repair. There is no 
marriage outside God’s reach of redemption.

The Restoration of Marriage

Just as the prevalence of brokenness in marriages is 
a picture of the brokenness that exists between God 
and man, now the redemption and the restoration 
of marriages serves as a picture of the work of Jesus 
in redeeming and restoring us back to God.

In Ephesians 5, we are given the ultimate reason why 
God cares about marriages so much. God desires 
the relationship between the husband and wife to 
be a pointer to Jesus’ relationship with His church:

22 Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to 
the Lord. 23 For the husband is the head of the 
wife even as Christ is the head of the church, 
his body, and is himself its Savior. 24 Now as 
the church submits to Christ, so also wives 

5. John Piper, “Call Me Husband, Not Baal,” December 26, 1982, Minneapolis, sermon, 34:52, https://www.desiringgod.org/messages/call-
me-husband-not-baal.

should submit in everything to their husbands. 
25 Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the 
church and gave himself up for her, 26 that he 
might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the 
washing of water with the word, 27 so that he 
might present the church to himself in splendor, 
without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that 
she might be holy and without blemish. 28 In the 
same way husbands should love their wives as 
their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves 
himself. 29 For no one ever hated his own flesh, 
but nourishes and cherishes it, just as Christ 
does the church, 30 because we are members 
of his body. 31 “Therefore a man shall leave his 
father and mother and hold fast to his wife, and 
the two shall become one flesh.” 32 This mystery 
is profound, and I am saying that it refers to 
Christ and the church. 

(Ephesians 5:22-32)

The husband is called to love their wife and lay 
down his life for her to show the way in which Jesus 
loves His bride, the church, and laid down His life 
for her. The way that the wife honors and submits 
to her husband shows the world the way in which 
the church is called to honor and submit to Jesus. 
In other words, God has designed marriage to be 
a physical representation—in essence a real life 
drama—that demonstrates His love for us is being 
revealed to the world. 

The reason God uses such strong language in say-
ing that He hates divorce (Malachi 2:16 CSB) is 
because divorce communicates something about 
Jesus and His church that is not true. Divorce tells 
the world that the relationship between God and 
His people could get so rough and so hard that He 
could leave her. Divorce, even when adultery is 

https://www.desiringgod.org/messages/call-me-husband-not-baal
https://www.desiringgod.org/messages/call-me-husband-not-baal
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involved, communicates to the world that there 
is something that we can do that is so wrong and 
grieves God so much that He will choose to end the  
covenant relationship.

On the other hand, when we fight to forgive one 
another and pursue reconciliation, no matter how 
impossible it may seem, we point the world to a 
Savior who came and sought us in our most des-
perate condition, and who redeemed and restored 
us back to Himself, no matter what the cost. We 
believe this: 

The gospel must transform our understanding 
of what is possible in marriage. The gospel en-
ables forgiveness, even in situations of grievous 

6. Coram Deo Church, Divorce & Remarriage: A Coram Deo Position Paper, accessed January 2020, http://randomfiles.s3.amazonaws.com/
DivorceRemarriagePDF2019.pdf.

sin. The gospel allows even the most hard-heart-
ed people to repent and change. The gospel 
makes it possible for two sinners to love and 
serve one another despite their own broken-
ness. Too many Christians are quick to adopt 
the mindset of the culture, demanding their 
rights in a difficult or broken marriage. But the 
gospel reminds us that Jesus laid down his rights 
and took on the form of a servant, displacing 
himself for our good (Phil. 2:5-11). By His pow-
er, we can do the same toward even the most 
difficult spouse. The gospel assumes that rather 
than filing for divorce, Christian husbands and 
wives will pray and work and forgive in order 
to redeem a broken marriage.6 

Divorce and Remarriage Position

BASED UPON  the whole counsel of God’s Word 
concerning marriage, The Austin Stone’s position 
on divorce and remarriage can be summarized  
as follows:

1. The marriage covenant is a covenant between 
one man and one woman by which their status 
changes from two individuals to one flesh as 
God joins them together. It is an earthly cove-
nant between man and woman that God created 
to image the unbreakable heavenly covenant 
between Christ and His church, and is there-
fore intended not to be broken by anything  
but death.

2. God hates divorce, because it communicates 
that His covenant with His people can be bro-
ken; therefore, divorce is never commanded or 
given permission in the Scriptures. However, 
because God is mindful of our inability to per-
fectly obey Him at all times and the extent to 
which our hearts can become hardened by sin, 
He gave concessions—not permission—regard-
ing divorce in the case where sexual immoral-
ity or abandonment by an unbelieving spouse  
is involved. 

Divorce is not the unforgivable sin, and it will 
not be treated as such at The Austin Stone. 
There can be healing and forgiveness, and a 

http://randomfiles.s3.amazonaws.com/DivorceRemarriagePDF2019.pdf
http://randomfiles.s3.amazonaws.com/DivorceRemarriagePDF2019.pdf
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future marriage that glorifies God can be had. 
However, a marriage covenant that communi-
cates the unbreakable nature of God’s covenant 
with us is always the highest aim. Therefore, we 
will always counsel reconciliation between cou-
ples contemplating divorce or who have already 
divorced, except in the case where remarriage 
has already taken place. The concession of di-
vorce should not be considered until reconcil-
iation has been exhaustively pursued.

3. Remarriage only in the case of death of a 
spouse or after a “conceded” divorce is giv-
en permission in the Bible. Since marriage is 
the greatest covenant we can ever embrace 
with another human being, it is not to be taken 
lightly. The complexities and challenges that 
will come with remarriage must be taken into 
serious consideration. And therefore, just as we 
recommend premarital counseling for people 
considering marriage, we doubly recommend 
it for people contemplating remarriage. Just as 
divorce is not the unforgivable sin, remarriage 
is not a “second class” marriage. We believe 
that the covenant of remarriage is not lacking 
in any way in its ability to glorify God by rightly 
imaging Christ’s covenant with His church. 

The above position was not easily reached at The 
Austin Stone. It took many years of study and prayer 
by our elders, and while we believe that this is the 
position that is best for our church to take, there 
are still individual pastors and elders who hold to 
an even stricter interpretation of divorce and re-
marriage. Pastors and elders are given freedom to 
exercise their conscience in embracing a stricter 
position than above, but they must not hold a po-
sition looser than the one stated above. This may 
play out in one pastor being willing to remarry a 
divorced couple while another pastor may not feel 
that freedom in their conscience. This does not 
mean that the bound pastor is condemning this 

marriage or regarding it as sin, but simply that they 
do not personally feel the freedom of conscience to 
perform the ceremony. 

The Bible’s teaching on marriage, along with sev-
eral different passages that talk about divorce and 
remarriage, were studied in depth before forming 
this position. Even godly, Christ-exalting pastors 
and theologians who love the Bible land in different 
places. And the reason why there are differences in 
position is because of the different ways pertinent 
Scriptures are interpreted. And so while giving an 
exhaustive look at all the Scriptures and all the dif-
ferent views concerning divorce and remarriage 
would take away from the purpose of this paper, 
we thought it beneficial to show at least some of 
the key texts and the reasons for our interpretation.
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Divorce and Remarriage 
in the Bible

Overview: What does the Bible 
have to say about divorce?

Because God created and designed the marriage 
covenant between a man and a woman to be a pic-
ture and a pointer to His covenant with His people, 
God hates divorce because it communicates that His 
covenant with His people can be broken. Therefore 
divorce is never commanded or given permission in 
the Scriptures. However, because God is mindful of 
our inability to perfectly obey Him at all times and 
the extent to which our hearts can become hardened 
by sin, and because He wanted to offer us grace that 
would keep us from being able to sin to the fullest 
extent we are able and wanting, He gave conces-
sions, not permission, regarding divorce in the case 
where sexual immorality or an abandonment by an 
unbelieving spouse is involved.  

Though God hates divorce, divorce is not the unfor-
givable sin. There can be healing and forgiveness, 
and a future marriage that glorifies God can be had. 
However, a marriage covenant that communicates 
the unbreakable nature of God’s covenant with us 
is always the highest aim. Therefore, the Bible al-
ways teaches reconciliation between couples con-
templating divorce or who have already divorced, 
except in the case where remarriage has already 
taken place. The concession of divorce should not 
be considered until reconciliation has been exhaus-
tively pursued. 

My spouse has cheated on 
me, so can I get a divorce?

The most common understanding that people have 
when it comes to the permissibility of divorce is that 
if adultery occurs in a marriage, then the couple has 
biblical permission to get a divorce. This conclusion 
comes from Matthew 19:3-9: 

3 And Pharisees came up to him and tested him 
by asking, “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 begin-
ning 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 lon-
ger two but one flesh. What therefore God has 
joined together, let not man separate.” 7 They 
said to him, “Why then did Moses command 
one to give a certificate of divorce and to send 
her away?” 8 He said to them, “Because of your 
hardness of heart Moses allowed you to divorce 
your wives, but from the beginning it was not 
so. 9 And I say to you: whoever divorces his 
wife, except for sexual immorality, and marries 
another, commits adultery.

The Pharisees are trying to test and trap Jesus by 
asking the question, “Is it lawful to divorce one’s 
wife for any cause?” They are trying to trap Jesus 
into saying something contrary to the common prac-
tice of the day, which was to divorce for pretty much 
any reason. Again, as noted at the before, Jesus does 
not indulge the Pharisees here. He does not really 
answer the question, but instead replies, “Have you 
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not read...” When asked about the conditions for a 
married couple to get a divorce, what Jesus points to 
is the original intention and design of marriage. This 
is not to be skipped, so if you have not already done 
so, please read the above section “Gospel-Centric 
Look at Marriage.”

When truly looking at the gospel-centric nature of 
marriage—how it is an earthly covenant between a 
man and a woman designed to point people to the 
heavenly covenant between God and His people—
we realize that, at the very least, in the original in-
tention and design of marriage, the idea of divorce 
was nonexistent.

It is important to note that divorce is not required 
when adultery happens within a marriage. That 
would mean that when we are adulterous towards 
God, He will divorce us—that when we run off from 
God to find our satisfaction, identity, purpose, plea-
sure, and delight elsewhere, God would look at our 
unfaithfulness and divorce us. But that is not the 
kind of covenant He has made with us. And though 
we are constantly committing adultery against God, 
He refuses to divorce us. He continues to remain 
soft-hearted towards us, to forgive us, and to ev-
er-patiently woo us back to Himself.

So if divorce was never a part of God’s original in-
tent and design for marriage, why does Jesus say in 
Matthew 19:9, “And I say to you: whoever divorces 
his wife, except for sexual immorality, and marries 
another, commits adultery”? The “except” in this 
verse is what is called an exception clause. In oth-
er words, what Jesus is saying is that if a person 
divorces his wife and remarries, then that person 
is committing adultery. So how can a person be 
committing adultery if they are sleeping with their 
now-new spouse? They are committing adultery, 
because God is still recognizing the first covenant 
as still valid and in effect. “Except” in the case where 
the divorce happened because of “sexual immoral-

ity” or “porneia” in the Greek, which has most tra-
ditionally been interpreted as adultery throughout 
church history.

So the Bible gives me 
permission to divorce if my 
spouse cheated on me, right?

It is critical for us to understand that what is hap-
pening in Matthew 19, is not Jesus giving permis-
sion, but rather, Jesus giving concession. If you were 
to tell your child that they have your permission to 
do something, that means you approve of what they 
are doing and you are giving them your blessing. 
Before giving the exception clause, Jesus points to 
the original intent and design of marriage that does 
not include divorce. Therefore, there is no divine 
permission, approval, or blessing tied to divorce 
anywhere in the Bible. What we do see here, howev-
er, is a concession. A concession is something that 
takes into account the weakness of a party, their 
inability to do that which is ideal, and in light of 
that, provides a way in which they can be protected 
from the full consequence of their inability to carry 
out the ideal.

So the Bible gives a concession to divorce and re-
marry in the case where adultery has taken place 
and there is an “inability” to restore the marriage 
through forgiveness and reconciliation, either be-
cause the offending spouse refuses to repent or 
because the offended spouse refuses to forgive. The 
“inability” to restore the marriage after adultery 
comes from what Jesus calls “hardness of heart” in 
Matthew 19:8. It is important to note that the condi-
tion of “hardness of heart” can be found in either the 
spouse who refuses to repent or the spouse who re-
fuses to forgive.     
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What exactly is 
hardness of heart?

The Bible describes the moment of our salvation 
as the moment in which God replaces our heart of 
stone with a heart of flesh (Ezekiel 36:26). And so 
a hardness of heart describes a condition in which 
we are unable to feel God’s work, hear God’s Word, 
and receive God’s grace in our lives, just as we were 
unable to before we were saved.

The genuine mark of a believer is that we are able 
to recognize and repent of our sins and also forgive 
and reconcile with those who have sinned against 
us, because God has forgiven and reconciled with 
us. Hardness of heart is a serious condition, because 
while it is not concluding that a person is an unbe-
liever, it is saying that the person is not acting like a 
believer. And what makes the condition of hardness 
of heart even more serious when contemplating 
divorce is that a person is not only saying that right 
now they have an inability to repent or forgive, but 
also that they do not think they will ever have the 
ability to repent or forgive. 

If you have hardness of heart, you are not only say-
ing something about yourself, but you are saying 
something about God. You are not only saying that 
you do not have the ability to change yourself and 
your spouse, but that God does not have the ability 
to change you and your spouse. Although this is 
not true, and God is able to soften any condition 
of hardness, what the Bible is showing us is that in 
our weakness and in our hardships, even though we 
have been saved, we can go through a time and a 
season in which we refuse to repent or truly believe 
that we are unable to forgive and reconcile. 

If this is you, you ought to feel two things right now. 
First, you ought to feel the tremendous weight of 
your decision, because you realize that in taking 
hold of the concession to divorce, you might not 
just be giving up on your ability to restore your 

marriage, but God’s ability. But at the same time 
you ought to feel tremendously loved and cared for 
right now, because taking into account your weak 
condition, though it was never God’s original intent 
for marriage, nevertheless He has provided you with 
a concession in which though you may divorce your 
spouse, God will never divorce you.

My spouse has abandoned 
me, so can I get a divorce?

Abandonment is also a scenario in which the Bible 
allows for divorce. But as in the case of adultery, we 
have to do the exegetical work of properly under-
standing the particular scenario of abandonment 
of which the Scriptures are speaking. The text that 
is pointed to in order to argue the permissibility of 
divorce in the case of abandonment is 1 Corinthians 
7:12-16:

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?

Paul is taking on various scenarios regarding mar-
riage, sex, singleness, and widowhood. And begin-
ning in verse 12, Paul addresses something that Jesus 
had never spoken on: “To the rest I say (I, not the 
Lord) ...” Paul is teaching on a scenario that Jesus 



DIVORCE AND REMARRIAGE 12

never spoke on, because the scenario never existed 
in Jesus’ day—an unbelieving married couple where 
one spouse becomes a believer. What should be 
done in such a case?

The believing spouse, since they are essentially 
the means through which the marriage can receive 
God’s grace, is commanded not to divorce, as long 
as the unbelieving spouse is willing to stay in the 
marriage. According to verse 16, God may save one 
spouse through the believer remaining married, so 
believers should stay married if their unbelieving 
spouse is willing to stay married.

But if the unbelieving spouse wants to leave because 
their spouse has now become a believer, then the 
believing spouse is no longer bound, or in other 
words, free to divorce. God may save the unbelieving 
spouse through the believing spouse, but He is also 
free and able to save them through other means. A 
believing spouse should not feel like they are con-
demning their unbelieving spouse to hell through 
consenting to a divorce. God has called us to peace, 
so if an unbelieving spouse wants to divorce, let it 
be so. This is the particular “abandonment” that the 
Bible has in mind, the unbelieving spouse abandon-
ing their believing spouse.

So if my unbelieving spouse 
wants to leave me because I’m 
a Christian, can I get a divorce?

Yes.

In summary, when does the 
Bible allow for divorce?

1. When there is adultery within a marriage and 
either one or both of the spouses refuse to rec-
oncile, the concession to divorce is given.

2. When an unbeliever abandons their believing 
spouse, they are free to divorce.

These are the only two scenarios in which we believe 
that divorce is most exegetically defensible and 
pastorally sensible.

If you are currently in a situation where divorce 
is being contemplated, we hope and pray that this 
paper is a help to you, but we do not want it to be 
the only available source of help, and we do not 
want you to be left alone to consider and determine 
a decision that will impact the rest of your life. We 
realize that this paper might not have given you the 
answer you were looking for and may have raised 
just more questions. In light of that, we have many 
elders and counselors who will personally walk with 
you through your story and answer any and all ques-
tions you might have.
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Remarriage in the Bible

REMARRIAGE ONLY  in the case of death of a 
spouse or after a “biblically justified” divorce is 
given permission in the Bible. Since marriage is the 
greatest covenant we can ever embrace with another 
human being, it is not to be taken lightly, and the 
complexities and challenges that will become a part 
of remarriage must be taken into serious consider-
ation. And therefore, just as we recommend pre-
marital counseling for people considering marriage, 
we doubly recommend it for people contemplating 
remarriage. Just as divorce is not the unforgivable 
sin, remarriage is not a “second class” marriage. 
We believe that the covenant of remarriage is not 
lacking in any way in its ability to glorify God by 
rightly imaging Christ’s covenant with His church.

I have been divorced for biblical 
reasons. Can I get remarried?

The first century understanding seems to be that 
the right to remarry was always attached to the 
right to divorce, and Jesus in Matthew 19, though 
challenging the “permissibility” of divorce, does 
not seem to be challenging the permissibility of 
remarriage after a conceded divorce. He says, “And 
I say to you: whoever divorces his wife, except for 
sexual immorality, and marries another, commits 
adultery” (Matthew 19:9).

In other words, the person who has remarried af-
ter a biblically justified divorce is not committing 
adultery. Again, though it is not ideal and is clearly 
not God’s best—because God created and designed 
the marriage between a man and a woman to last a 
lifetime—in God’s understanding and kindness, a 
concession is given in the scenario where a marriage 
cannot be reconciled because of adultery, that not 

only divorce, but remarriage can be taken hold of. 
In this case, the only way that the relations within 
a remarriage is not considered adultery is if God 
recognizes the validity of the covenant made within 
the remarriage.

But we must pause here before we answer too quick-
ly, because though it is clear that a concession is 
given for remarriage, there might be better ways 
prescribed by God:

1. If neither side of the divorced party has yet 
remarried, though a “legal” divorce has hap-
pened, there is still an opportunity to forgive 
and be reconciled to one another. According to 
Deuteronomy 24:1-4, if remarriage has already 
happened, a divorce of the second marriage 
cannot take place in order to rejoin the first 
marriage. God calls that an “abomination,” be-
cause it further devalues the purpose and design 
of marriage and paints it as something that is 
casual and “come and go,” not a permanent, 
binding covenant. But as long as remarriage has 
not yet happened, the legally divorced marriage 
can still be reconciled and be restored to once 
again, and perhaps in a more powerful way than 
ever before, point to the unbreakable nature of 
God’s covenant with His people.

2. If reconciliation of the first marriage is impos-
sible, either because hardness of heart still re-
mains or because remarriage of the other spouse 
has already happened, the better opportunity 
might be to remain single. In 1 Corinthians 7:32-
35, Paul commends singleness as something bet-
ter than being married if one is given the grace 
to bear it, because it creates an opportunity to 
be undivided in your devotion to God.
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But if options 1 or 2 are not possible, Jesus gives the 
permission to remarry.

I have been divorced 
for unbiblical reasons. 
Can I get remarried?

The possibility of remarriage is not biblically avail-
able if the divorce cannot be biblically justified. If 
remarriage has not yet happened by either spouse, 
what ought to be first and foremost pursued is for-
giveness and reconciliation of the first marriage.

If, after the legal divorce, sexual immorality has oc-
curred and the reconciliation of the first marriage is 
seen as impossible because of hardness of heart, or 
biblically impossible because remarriage has already 
taken place by the other spouse, remarriage may be 
biblically available, but only as determined case-by-
case by an elder. The elder will take into account 
the heart of repentance for the divorce within the 
first marriage, the validity of the scenario in which 

the concession can be claimed, and a proper under-
standing of and commitment toward fighting for the 
permanence of the marriage covenant if taken again.

In summary, when does the 
Bible allow for remarriage?

1. The only absolutely clear biblical grounds for 
remarriage is in the case of the death of a spouse 
(1 Corinthians 7:39, Romans 7:1-3).

2. In the case of biblically justified divorce, re-
marriage may be available, but must be deter-
mined by an elder taking into account every  
intervening variable.

3. As in the case with divorce, though remarriage 
may be available, it does not mean that it is re-
quired. Forgiveness and reconciliation of the first 
marriage ought to be pursued first and foremost, 
and second, singleness seriously considered.

Conclusion

MARRIAGE IS AS OLD AS HUMAN BEINGS. 
It is something absolutely amazing and beautiful 
thought up by God to exist between one man and 
one woman to represent the covenant between God 
and His people, Christ and His church.

Divorce is as old as sin. From the moment that man 
could dream it up in his sinful heart, divorce has 
been taking place. God hates divorce, because it 
communicates something to the world that is pa-
tently false. Divorce communicates that the cove-

nant relationship between God and His people can 
be broken. It communicates that things can get so 
bad, sin can be so grievously committed, that anger 
and unforgiveness can set in to the extent that the 
covenant can break.

But God knows that we are but man, and we are 
unable to perfectly obey His original intention and 
design. This is why He sent Jesus and offered us the 
gospel. Though the keeping and flourishing of the 
marriage covenant is always God’s best, God takes 
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into account our weakness and our inability to obey 
His best, and therefore, in His kindness, He allowed 
for concessions that would protect us from our 
ability to sin in the fullest extent we are able in our 
flesh and hardness of heart.

One of the things we hoped to highlight most in this 
position paper is the fact that whenever divorce and 
remarriage is considered, first marriage has to be 
considered. That is what Jesus did. It is only when 
we get a full view of marriage and what it is designed 
to represent, that we can properly begin to handle 
the issues of divorce and remarriage with the kind 
of fear and trepidation as we ought. And within that 
holy fear and trepidation, the key distinction we 
have attempted to make is the distinction between 
permission and concession. God gives no permis-
sion for divorce in the Bible. It cannot be found. His 
best—His desire—is that the marriage covenant 
be permanent until death. But in His kindness and 
understanding, He gives us concessions that ought 
to only be taken hold of when all other attempts at 
reconciliation or singleness have been exhausted.
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