
"Marriage, Divorce & Remarriage"

The following is an article by  Rev Kenneth Koole on the subject of Marriage, Divorce and 
Remarriage. He writes from an American perspective.

The view propounded by Rev Koole is slightly different from our Church teaching. He takes 
“fornication” (Matthew  5:31-32 and Matthew 19:9) as referring to “adultery” or “marital 
unfaithfulness”. We understand “fornication” as referring to  the list of unlawful marital 
unions as forbidden in Mosaic laws. However, we do support what Rev Koole is 
contending about the state of marriage and divorce in the Churches of our Lord Jesus 
Christ today.

 Marriage and the Culture of Divorce (1)

There was a time when in any conference on marriage the primary interest would have 
been the question of divorce and remarriage and the growing  prevalence of such 
occurrences in the church.

Not at present, however.

Overshadowing everything at present is the gay-liberation movement and the move to 
legalize homosexual union.  Something so basic and obvious as marriage being defined 
as the union between a man and a woman is being challenged.  Why not a man with a 
man?

Compared to the enormity of what is at stake in legalizing homosexual union, the question 
over what constitutes biblical divorce and the right of the divorced to remarry seems but a 
secondary issue.  We can understand why.  The vigor of the homosexual assault on the 
laws of marriage requires a strong and focused  attention at the moment and a sharp 
biblical response.  Be that as it may, let us be warned, the present preoccupation with the 
assault of homosexuality on marriage brings its own danger, namely, that Christians begin 
to think, “Well, at least this or that church still refuses to pronounce Godʼs blessing on gay 
unions.    Her clergy will give their blessing only to unions between male and female.  
This proves that at least she is still faithful to Godʼs Word when it comes to marriage.”

This must not happen.   It is not enough that a church stand opposed to the  union of 
homosexuals.  A churchʼs stand and practice on divorce and then the  remarriage of the 
divorced church members is not of secondary importance.

It is precisely the commonness of divorce between heterosexuals in our day, taking place 
with Christianityʼs approval no less, that has undermined the sanctity of marriage itself.  It 
is divorce between male and female that has led to the justification of homosexual unions, 
and has effectively destroyed arguments against legalizing such unions.

This was brought home by a statement made by mayor Richard Daley of Chicago.  The 
mayor has gone on record stating that he would have no problem  issuing licenses 
permitting marriages between homosexuals.   He was responding  to the argument of 
concerned citizens that the issuance of marriage licenses to  same-sex couples would 
undermine marriage.   The mayorʼs irritated reply?    “Marriage has been [already] 
undermined by divorce, so donʼt tell me about [undermining] marriage!” (World magazine, 
Feb. 28, 2004).
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The weight of this argument is substantial.

You say you are against homosexual unions in order to save marriage?  Save it  from 
what?   The advocates of homosexual unions point out, “You as Christians and we as 
society have already savaged marriage by permitting it to be ripped apart by allowing for 
divorce upon demand.  What exactly are you trying to save!

“You argue that to allow homosexual marriage will loose a host of various evils  upon 
society, beginning with the destruction of the family unit and its scars upon  the children?  
And which of these so-called devastating evils has not already been loosed by the misery 
of divorce?

“So what is your argument?  That only heterosexuals, by the flood of breakups of their 
marriages, should be free to loose these evils upon society, not homos?  This should be a 
right reserved to you?  Give us a break!”

The point is, a society that has sown the wind (by insisting on divorce upon demand) now 
reaps the whirlwind of adopting laws that will basically destroy the  institution of marriage 
altogether.

And what must be understood is that the Christian church, having shaken loose from the 
biblical moorings of divorce and remarriage, is being driven by the same  wind, has 
compromised her witness against the present evil, and is, in fact,  largely  guilty of 
contributing to the present grievous state of affairs.

How can the church, whose divorce and remarriage rate in study after study has proved to 
be virtually the same as that of society claim any differently?

This is the great ecclesiastical scandal of our day — the degree to which the church has 
capitulated to societyʼs pressures and practices; the degree to which  the church has 
allowed her membersʼ marriages to reflect the same lack of  commitment as those of 
society at large.

In light of the above, churches must understand the importance of returning to a biblical 
stand on divorce and remarriage and then being resolved to live by it.  Only  in this way will 
the marriage situation within the church be significantly different from society  at large; only 
in this way will the church regain the power of her witness against what is happening to 
marriage out there in the world.

The question arises, what are the things that have given rise to the alarming  rate of 
divorce in our day and age, seemingly making divorce almost as common as the marriage 
that preceded it?  (In reality, about 1/2 of all marriages end in divorce, and about 1/3 of all 
first-time marriages.)

But more to the point, what are the factors that have made divorce amongst professing 
Christians as common as divorce between out- and-out unbelievers?   This is the truly 
alarming, and even scandalous, thing.

When it comes to society at large and the exploding divorce rate, I am  convinced that 
there are at least three main contributing factors.

First, the adoption across the nation of no-fault divorce laws

No-fault divorce laws have made it rather easy to obtain a state-approved divorce.  No-
fault divorce is really a rather recent phenomenon.  I say “recent” because such laws came 
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into existence only  a little over 30 years ago.   In 1970  none other than Gov. Ronald 
Reagan of California signed the first no-fault divorce  legislation into law.  The rest of the 
states followed suit in short order.

Prior to 1970 one could not obtain a divorce unless one of the spouses could prove that 
the other had committed some grievous breach of the marital vows.  If you could not prove 
such a breach, you were stuck with that spouse.  As well, according to World magazine, 
“In general, the laws punish[ed] the errant spouse economically, while trying to lessen the 
hardships the wronged spouse [would] face” (May 20, 2000, p. 13).  The burden of proof 
required for a divorce, together  with the economic sanctions, acted as a deterrent of 
course.  This all changed with  the no-fault divorce laws of the 1970s.  Now all that is 
required is the stated desire to end the relationship.  “I do not like the bum.  Do not ask me 
why.   Someone else will make me happier.   Thatʼs all you need to know.”  And that 
was grounds enough to terminate the marriage, according to the State.

What we must understand is that “no-fault divorce laws” did not just fall out of the sky.  No-
fault divorce laws came about because of the hardness of the citizensʼ hearts.  They were 
enacted to satisfy a society that would be satisfied with nothing  less than divorce upon 
demand.   It is no coincidence that Governor Reagan of Hollywood vintage was himself 
divorced and remarried.

Since WW  II, however, there have been especially two other factors that have fueled this 
divorce mentality; first, the presence of more and more women in the workforce — in 
particular, wives and mothers:  and second, the advent of  television, the new altar about 
which family life more and more revolved and revolves.

 The increased number of women in the workforce

Working outside the home gave women a greater economic independence.   And with 
greater economic self reliance came a greater independent spirit in every aspect of life.  
As a result, fierce marital wars, with neither party willing to yield, became commonplace.

But as well, in the second place, wives in the workforce have fed the fuel of divorce due to 
the influence of coworkers.  Women unhappy with their marriages  come home having 
been encouraged to stand up for their rights and give ultimatums.  Coworkers (themselves 
on their own third or fourth marriage)  declare, “You do not have to put up  with that!  
Divorce the bum!  I did.  And I have never been happier!”

The office and the workplace have become breeding places for divorce by encouraging 
confrontation and an unwillingness to put up  with any unhappiness with oneʼs spouse.  It 
ties in with the womenʼs lib movement, of course.

But even more, women in the workplace has led to the temptation of adultery, or as they 
say, “having an affair.”  Men working side by  side with other menʼs wives leads to all kinds 
of temptations.  The outcome is devastating to marriage.

This was well documented by Newsweek magazine (July 12, 2004), whose  cover story 
was labeled “The New Infidelity,” with the subtitle “From Office Affairs to Internet Hookups, 
More Wives Are Cheating Too.”  Adultery  occasioned by the workplace, where men and 
other menʼs wives have regular contact, has become  commonplace.   The upsurge of 
divorce comes as no surprise.

Television, with its insidious and all pervasive influence
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We are told that by 1960 nine out of every ten households had a  television
(World magazine, op. cit.).   Today  it is more than 99 out of 100 households (with most 
having more than one TV).  This means that the last couple of generations of married 
people have been raised with Hollywood setting the pattern, both through its fornicating, 
big-mouth, divorce-prone celebrities, and by its productions majoring in infidelity and free, 
no-strings-attached sex.

When a generation and its children (Christian households not excluded, sad to say) have 
been entertained hour after hour by such immorality and assaults on  purity  of life and 
behavior, should we be surprised by the results?  What else can we expect but sexual 
impurity, and a despising of marriage and its roles and responsibilities!

Add to that what computers and the Internet now add to the brew, and it is not difficult to 
see that everything today conspires against purity and faithfulness in marriage.

Divorce has become the name of the game.  And so the marriage mess we have today.

But the greatest grief is the extent to which this divorce mentality has infected the church 
herself.  Study after study has revealed that divorce has become as common in the church 
as in society at large.

Why?

In large part because the factors we have listed above have become as commonplace in 
the lives and homes of professing Christians as they have in ungodly society  at large.  In 
too many homes one has to shout above the televisions and what not to be heard.

How this has come to be is not difficult to determine.  The greatest guilt lies at the doorstep 
of the church herself.  The modern-day church has failed in a twofold way.

#1 — The Christian church has refused to preach and teach what we call the antithesis — 
the call to a distinctively  different and separated life, insisting on its  evidence in her 
members.

#2 — The church has simply  chosen not to teach her members Christʼs clear word on the 
matter of marriage and divorce.

About this first failure, the refusal in the preaching to emphasize the antithetical lifestyle, 
we will be brief (though this is not to underestimate the significance of this factor).

That pulpits that preach the antithetical lifestyle (“Be ye separate from the world”) are few 
and far between is evident.  Consider that most members of Protestant churches today 
(professing Christians with their families) are as ready  to consider Hollywood with its 
productions to be a legitimate form of entertainment as are the out-and-out ungodly.  They 
have been taught no differently.  Where from the modern-day pulpit is there reproof and 
prohibition concerning this evil today? 

Good night!   Today, preachers make reference to movies to underscore their  gospel 
message because they  know everyone is far more familiar with the latest  Hollywood 
offering than the gospel stories themselves!

To be sure, everyone is death on smoking these days, pulpits especially.  A willingness to 
address and hammer directly on the conscience there!   Where is  there anything 
resembling the same zeal and thunder against Hollywoodʼs godless entertainment with its 
godless propaganda across the board?
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Christians insist that the garbage of Hollywood is their Christian liberty (one of  their 
inalienable rights), and pulpits have not the courage to disagree, condemn, or even timidly 
warn.   And the church wonders why the marriages of her Brad Pitt  etc. fans (yes, I 
read Time magazine too) are coming apart at the seams?

For our childrenʼs sakes, and their future marriages, and for the love of God, it is time we 
all take stock.

 

The Church Infected Due to Ignoring Christʼs Teaching (2)

We have considered the factors contributing so heavily to the increased  number of 
divorces plaguing society  in general, and, sad to say, the Christian church to the same 
degree.  We stated that there were three main factors:  first,  the adoption of lenient (no-
fault) divorce laws by our society; second, the number of women, and in particular mothers 
and wives, out in the workforce rather than being ʻkeepers at homeʼ (Titus 2:5); and third 
(but not least), television, with its pernicious and pervasive influence in the home.

We turn now to the central reason why the state of marriage of professing Christians is 
essentially no different today than that of unbelieving society.  It is not difficult to discover.  
It is the twenty-first century churchʼs willful ignoring of Christʼs clear words concerning 
divorce and remarriage.

One would think that, whatever the law (the legal allowance) of the land, be it no-fault 
divorce, making divorce easy to obtain, it ought have little effect on Christian marriage.  
After all, Christians are governed by a higher law, the law of  Christ Jesus, the great 
bridegroom, and His Word.  This should be the great  restraint for Christians against the 
temptation of imitating the world and seeking  to ʻsolve their marital problemsʼ by filing for 
divorce.

So one would think!

But this is not the case.  The one great dyke needed to stop  the present-day  flood of 
divorce from drowning the churchʼs life and witness, needed to separate  and protect 
marriages of professing Christians from the violent storms wreaking havoc on worldlingsʼ 
marriages, has been leveled and ignored.

The present situation in Christendom is this:  her church pews are filled not only with those 
who are divorced, but also with many divorcees who are  remarried.  Those who have 
abandoned their families and spouses and proceeded  to marry the new love of their life 
remain as members.

All admit that this is not ideal.  So, what to do?  Today, churches content themselves with a 
ʻconfession.ʼ  “Yes, looking back I can see that I was guilty of sin in my dealings with my 
other spouse(s).   I now humbly admit that.  As a sinner I am sorry.   (But let him who is 
without sin cast the first stone!)”

That having been said, absolution is granted, and life within the church goes  on.  
(Everybody is called to be ʻso forgivingʼ you know.  Even that young mother with three 
young school-age children sitting three rows behind her ʻexʼ with the new ʻlove of his life.ʼ)

The reality is this, churches do not believe and teach that marriage is for life.  “Till death us 
do part” is, they acknowledge, the biblical ideal.  But it is only  an  ideal!   In real life it is 
different.  Believers cannot be held to the ideal, not if one judges that he or she needs to 
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start all over again.   So, common practice has  become this:   one has freedom of 
conscience within the church to determine his own need for a divorce (Judge not!), and 
whatever remarried person desires yet  to have communion within the church, perhaps 
having confessed “I am a sinful man, O Lord!” is received into fellowship again.

The problem with such a ʻconfessionʼ is that it is not a repentance.  If the new relationship 
is the result of sin and is itself, according to Godʼs Word, an adulterous one, one does not 
put things right by continuing in that forbidden relationship.  One is called to leave it.  That 
is repentance.  Not saying, “I admit what I have done was sin, so now I can continue this 
way.”  But such is ʻrepentanceʼ these days.

What it comes down to today is this:   whatever is allowed by  the state, the  church 
recognizes as valid and as having the approval of God.  The argument is that the church is 
compelled to recognize all these divorces and remarriages.   After all, we live in a divorce-
prone society.  Allowances must be made.

Christʼs teaching on divorce and remarriage is markedly different.   He did not,  for 
expediency, adopt the prevailing practice and ʻlegal allowancesʼ of His day.  He went 
directly against its current.

Christʼs view of marriage and divorce is quite simple.   #1 — Marriage is for  life, a 
permanent bond as long as both still live.  #2 — There are not many grounds and God-
approved reasons for divorce, but one and one only, namely, adultery (the unfaithfulness 
of oneʼs spouse).  And #3 — Divorce does not dissolve  the marriage bond, not even if 
granted for the biblical reason of adultery.   Oneʼs  God-given spouse remains oneʼs 
spouse, though living as divorced, that is, in separated fashion.  The divorced Christian 
must continue to live singly, or be reconciled to that spouse.  God alone has the power to 
terminate oneʼs marriage,  namely, through death.   Menʼs laws and pronouncements 
cannot undo and unravel what God has put together.

To put it as succinctly as possible — Did you make a lawful vow to another in marriage?  
God will hold you to it until one of you have died.

This, we are convinced, is Scriptureʼs teaching for the New Testament believer.   To be 
sure, it is high, it is demanding, but it is what the Lord of the church plainly requires, and 
what the apostles taught as well.

It is also completely out of step  with almost everything that is taking place in the arena of 
divorce and remarriage in Christendom today.  Or, more accurately, everything taught and 
allowed today is out of step with the Lordʼs teaching on this matter.  As out of step  as the 
Jewish nation was (including Christʼs own disciples at first) when Christ first uttered these 
words back then.  “It hath been said…, but I say unto you….”

There are four main passages in the gospel accounts that record Christʼs own teaching on 
the matter of divorce and remarriage.  The first is found in Matthew 5:31, 32 (in the well-
known Sermon on the Mount).  Matthew 5 is where you have Christʼs list of “You have 
heard that it hath been said in old times…, But I say unto you….”  In Matthew 5 Christ sets 
down the ʻnewʼ laws that are to bind His New Testament church and kingdom.

The second is found in Matthew 19:3-12.  There are found the significant words, “What 
therefore God hath joined together, let not man put asunder” (v. 6).  It is not the law of the 
state that is to govern New Testament believers in the matter of the bond of marriage, nor 
yet Mosesʼ law (Old Testament allowances), but Godʼs Word through His Son.  This goes 
back to the original marriage ordinance at the beginning.
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The third significant passage is recorded in Mark 10:2-12, which passage,  significantly, 
comes immediately prior to the incident of the Lord Jesus taking the little children into His 
arms and blessing them.  Anyone who does not see the purpose of the gospel writer in 
putting these two things in closest proximity, namely, Christʼs forbidding of divorce with an 
eye to the right to remarry, and putting His arms around little children in His compassion, is 
willingly blind.

And the fourth is Luke 16:18.  A strange text in some ways.  It reads:  “Whosoever putteth 
away his wife, and marrieth another, committeth adultery:   and whosoever marrieth her 
that is put away from her husband committeth adultery.”  This is as straight forward as it 
comes.

The strangeness is the context.  What Christ has been talking about to this point seems to 
have nothing at all to do with marriage.  One is mystified why Christ would insert a word 
against divorce and remarriage here.  Why did He do that?

The explanation has to do with the Lord Jesus Christ bristling with anger.  He has just 
charged the Pharisees with serving “mammon” (material wealth) rather  than God.  They 
have responded by deriding Him (v. 14).  In holy  anger, Christ charges them with justifying 
themselves before men, and He speaks of that which  is an abomination in the sight of 
God.   In this context He inserts these words  against divorce and remarriage.  He is 
indicating an area where they have most angered the God of the covenant.  It had to do 
with the scandal of their marriage  teachings and the treatment of their vows as a 
consequence, to say nothing of their spouses.

Let the church be warned.  You want to make your Lord good and angry?   Adopt the 
Jewish view of marriage and ignore Christʼs teachings on divorce and remarriage.

What is significant about the above four passages for our day and age is the historical 
context in which they were stated.  They were stated in the context of a nation and a 
church where divorce and remarriage was common practice, as it is  in the church of our 
own day.

We read in Matthew 19:3 that the Pharisees came to the Lord Jesus tempting Him and 
asking, “Is it lawful for a man to put away his wife for every cause?”  This was the practice 
of the church at that time.   It amounted to ʻno-fault divorceʼ as far as the husband was 
concerned.  All that was needed was to go to the temple, state your unhappiness with the 
wife (irreconcilable differences), and  secure a bill of divorcement.  Once signed by the 
priest, it was all legal and recognized.  One was free to marry again.  Little different from 
today.

The Pharisees claimed that this was permitted by Moses, so why should the Lord Jesus 
condemn them?

Without getting into the reasons why God instructed Moses to permit divorce  and 
remarriage in Old Testament times (having to do with the hard-hearted in that nation), this 
much is indisputable, that Christ Jesus, the new Lawgiver of the New Testament church, 
was not going to allow this practice to continue in the New Testament kingdom.  It was to 
cease in the church with Christʼs coming.

In both Matthew 19 and Mark 10, Christ points out that from the beginning it was not so:  
“What therefore God hath put together, let not man put asunder.”
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First, what Christ is saying here is not merely  that it is wrong to attempt to loose two from 
each other (really, trying to loose them from their vows), but that  really  it is impossible.  
What God has done, let not man think that he can undo.   The word translated “hath put 
together” means literally  “hath yoked together.”   So, let not man think he has any right or 
power to undo that yoke.  If he presumes to, he sins.  The yoke remains until God removes 
it.

Second, what Christ is saying in these passages is that the church, in her new spiritual 
maturity, is going to return, now that the great Bridegroom has come, to  what God 
intended from the very beginning.  What came with Sinai in this area is abrogated and 
done.  Let it be understood from now on that once you take a vow of marriage before the 
face of God, you are yoked together for life.

Does that give you pause before you yoke yourself to somebody for life?   Good!  Thatʼs 
the point.   It is not easy in, easy out.  After all, we all make mistakes.  No, you are 
committed for life.  It is for better or for worse, remember?

What the Lord Jesus had to say  about the permanency of the marriage bond was so new 
and sharp  and foreign to the disciplesʼ ears that, as we read in Mark 10:10, the disciples 
asked Him again of the same matter.   In other words, “Lord, did we hear you right?  Do 
you really  mean what you said?”  You did!  And I do.   At this point He pointedly  states, 
“Whosoever shall put away his wife, and marry another, committeth adultery  against her.”  
How much plainer can Christ be!

The question is, are we, as twenty-first century Christians, to take Him seriously, at His 
word, so to speak?  Well, the apostles did, thatʼs for sure.

Before ending this article, there are three points we want to make in  connection with 
Christʼs doctrine of divorce.

First, it is plain from the passages referred to, that according to Christ there is but one 
lawful ground for divorce, namely, adultery.  Matthew 5:32 declares that  “…whosoever 
shall put away his wife, saving for the cause of fornication, causeth  her to commit 
adultery.”  Matthew 19:9 makes the same allowance:  “except it be for fornication” (sexual 
unfaithfulness).  Christ explicitly, in direct contrast to the prevailing practice of His time — 
divorce permitted for every reason — refused to allow any other consideration as a God-
approved ground.

This is not saying that one must divorce his spouse if he has been unfaithful.   Adultery is 
not the unforgivable sin, not when it is confessed and turned from.  But one may (has the 
right to) divorce in the instance of adultery.  It is the only God-approved reason.

Nor does this leave a wife with no recourse if a husband is abusive, nor a husband with no 
recourse if the wife is abusive to the children.  In such circumstances one may, for safety 
purposes, move for temporary separation, for instance, a restraining order.  But this is not 
yet divorce, which allows for a permanent separation due to past misdeeds.

Second, this divine refusal to countenance divorce has everything to do with the character 
of God.   As God stated already in the Old Testament to Malachi,  when divorce was 
becoming common amongst the very priests themselves, “…and  let none deal 
treacherously with the wife of his youth.  For the Lord, the God of  Israel, saith that he 
hateth putting away” (2:15).  This, Christ makes plain, has not changed in New Testament 
times.
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And third, as we said previously, divorce does not end the lawful marriage in the sense of 
dissolving the marriage.  If it did, why would Christ say in Matthew 5:32, “…and whosoever 
shall marry her that is divorced committeth adultery”?  Evidently, though divorced, she still 
has a husband.  If not, the new husband would not be guilty of adultery.  (This matter of 
forbidding remarriage even when properly  divorced we intend to address more at length 
next.)

In this connection a question still needs to be answered.  But what about those who are 
divorced, who did so for an unbiblical reason, but due to a certain ignorance and with the 
approval of oneʼs church?  The deed is done.  It cannot be undone.  What now?  Is there 
no remedy or hope with God?

Yes, there is.  The remedy is to make confession of oneʼs sin to God, informing both oneʼs 
church and spouse that it is so, and then doing what one can to seek reconciliation with 
oneʼs spouse.  It may be too late for any realistic hope for that to occur.  Still, one has tried 
to put matters right.  One may then have a good conscience that one did attempt to undo 
oneʼs wrong and honor Godʼs Word.  Such  a one may have peace with God and full 
acceptance by the church of Christ.

Marriage and the Culture of Divorce (3)

The Question of Remarriage

 We have focused particularly  on Christʼs teaching about divorce itself.  The gospel record 
makes plain that Christ went directly  against the current teaching and prevailing practice of 
the Jews of His day, namely, divorce upon demand.   This practice, with its justification, 
angered Him (cf. Luke 16:13-18).    This is also why Christ, in explaining the occasion for 
this broader Old Testament Mosaic allowance, with sharpness used the phrase “for the 
hardness of your heart” (Mark 10:5).   And notice the pronoun “your”!

The gospel record makes plain that Christ made but one allowance for a believer to seek 
divorce, namely, adultery, a cheating spouse (cf. Matt. 5:32 andMatt. 19:9).   Why this is, is 
a question all to itself, and one we do not intend  to enter into here.  What we must 
understand is that Christ was making plain to  those who would be apostles of His New 
Testament church, that He as Lord of the church would count all other reasons for seeking 
divorce as sin.  The New Testament church in her spiritual maturity was to understand that.

This then is also Christʼs word against the scandal of our day, when in the  name of 
misguided compassion, the church approves of divorce for nearly any reason, and then of 
remarriage as well.  By this word Christ intended to block the way of the New Testament 
church becoming the mirror image of the apostate Jewish church (whose marriages were 
little different from the worldly society around it).

The trouble is, most of the New Testament church is busy  ignoring Christʼs words.  And so, 
she with her marriages has become the mirror image of what so angered the Lord Christ in 
His day. 

It is to the matter of remarriage that we turn now, and, in particular, the remarriage of the 
ʻinnocent party,ʼ that is, the one who has obtained a divorce (or the one on whom divorce 
was forced) for the one biblically acceptable reason, a spouse guilty of adultery.
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No one disputes the right to remarry  once oneʼs spouse has died.  By death the God of 
marriage looses one from His ʻyoke,ʼ and from oneʼs own vow.  This is clearly scriptural 
(cf. Rom. 7:2, 3).   The question is, is death the only thing that dissolves the bond?

Neither do we need to debate whether every divorced person has the right to  remarry 
simply because one has obtained a state-recognized bill of divorcement.   This is exactly 
what Pharisees were claiming in Christʼs day.   “We have obtained a  lawful bill of 
divorcement!  See!  We have kept Godʼs law.”  Christʼs response was that before the eyes 
of God this bill was worthless.   “Whosoever shall put away his wife, and marry  another, 
com mitteth adultery against her” (Mark 10:11).   And again, “And whosoever marrieth her 
that is divorced [also] committeth adultery”  (Matt. 5:32).    Only  the willfully blind can 
quibble with Christʼs plain words (and,  therefore, with the calling of His church in this 
matter as well). 

But what about that divorce that was properly  obtained for the biblical reason,  an 
adulterous spouse?  In that one instance surely one should have the right to marry again.

This is the argument of some.  They, too, see the scandal of divorce and remarriage in the 
contemporary church world.  They, too, say that the churchʼs  irresponsible ʻlooking the 
other wayʼ must stop.  It is time for the church to start holding its members to their vows!  
But, having said that, they insist on the right of the innocent party (as they are known) to 
remarry.  The door is to be narrowed down, but not completely closed. 

With this we disagree. And to this we now turn. 

It is beyond the scope of this article to enter into a lengthy exegetical examination of the 
various scripture passages dealing with this matter.  Fact is, there is really only one New 
Testament passage that even allows for raising the question about Christ possibly making 
an exception to His rule of no remarriage as  long as oneʼs first spouse still lives, 
namely, Matthew 19:9.    And even there the exception clause “except it be for fornication” 
clearly  can be applied simply to the putting away of oneʼs wife, and not to the clause that 
refers to marrying another.    In our judgment it ought to be.   In the disputed passage the 
exception clause follows immediately upon the words “whosoever shall put away his wife.” 

Before one opts to take this one disputed passage and adopt a view that finds no support 
in any of the other passages, one ought to consider very seriously the following. 

First, in none of the other three main passages does Christ hint at allowing for remarriage.  
As He flatly states in Mark 10:11, “Whosoever shall put away his wife, and marry another, 
committeth adultery against her.”  (In verse 12 He applies the same to the woman.)

Second, it was exactly with an eye to cutting off the well-traveled road that 
led to remarriage, that Christ spoke His words against divorce.

In this connection it is important to remember that Christʼs words on divorce  and 
remarriage were spoken in a historical context where divorce was sought by men for one 
reason and one reason only, namely, in order to remarry.   It was simply  assumed that a 
lawfully obtained divorce terminated the marriage and  freed one to remarry.  This is why 
the Pharisees sought divorce!  Not so they could live alone.  What! and have to wait on 
themselves?  And sleep  alone?  Are you kidding?  But it was with an eye to marrying one 
more delightful and pleasing (or rich!).  Divorce was all about remarriage.  And therefore it 
was assumed that divorce dissolved the marriage and freed one to remarry.  It is precisely 
the  remarriage syndrome that Christ was addressing in the gospels.   And is He 
now making an allowance after all?  This must be kept in mind. 
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Third, it must be kept in mind that in Christʼs day there were two schools of thought even 
amongst the Pharisees on what constituted legitimate divorce according to Deuteronomy 
24:1-4.    There was the school of Shammai (more  conservative) and that of Hillel 
(promoting the liberal, prevailing view).  The school of Shammai held “...that divorce was 
only legitimate for serious sexual  offences such as adultery, whereas the more liberal 
followers of Hillel argued that  any misdemeanor, even spilling food or talking too loud, 
justified divorce”  (Jesus  and Divorce,  Heth & Wenham, p. 46) (cf. also  Divorce and 
Remarriage, A. Cornes, p. 183 ff.). 

The point is that Christ was well aware of this hot dispute.  Quite likely, this in part was 
what prompted the Pharisees to put the question to the Lord Jesus about divorcing for 
every reason, to get the Lord Jesus to enter their dispute and take one side or the other.  
This is exactly  what The Lord Jesus refused to do.  His  teaching was not in favor of the 
more conservative school over against the liberal one, but His teaching was revolutionary, 
new, unique.  This explains the disciplesʼ amazement and stunned reply:  “If the case of 
the man be so with his wife, it is not good [better not] to marry” (Matthew 19:10).    They 
understood Christ well.  What are you saying, Lord?  If you marry a woman, you are stuck 
with (to!) her for life?  Who would want to risk that possibility?

Cornes, in his book  Divorce and Remarriage,  puts it well.   “[The disciples]  were 
flabbergasted:   they clearly never expected this....   [Their] surprise is 
quite  incomprehensible if The Lord Jesus was allowing remarriage after divorce 
for adultery.  He would then be saying nothing revolutionary but merely expressing views 
that were entirely in line with the well-known school of Shammai; he would  simply be 
siding, in the contemporary debate, with one of the influential schools”  (p. 221).

But if marriage is for life in every  instance, that is revolutionary, and as Christ replies to the 
disciples, “All men cannot receive this saying, save they to whom it is given” (v. 11).

Fourth, those who argue for allowing the remarriage of the innocent party must come to 
grips with something, namely, that if a biblically-obtained divorce dissolves the marriage 
bond, then it dissolves the marriage bond!   You see the implications?  It does this not only 
for the one, the innocent party, it does so for the other, the unfaithful spouse.  Not only is 
the innocent divorcee free to remarry, but so now is the fornicator.  He too no longer has a 
spouse or obligation to his first vow.  He too is free to remarry.  And if he were to wake up 
one day  in  repentance, he would be free to remain with his significant other, and even 
come  back to the church as such.   That former marriage was, after all, according to 
the church, dissolved.

Is there not something wrong with this picture?

And fifth, the practical reality is that those who have thought to restrict remarriage only to 
the innocent party have found it impossible to do so.   In  instance after instance the 
innocent party allowance has led to making more and more allowances along the way.  
Extenuating circumstances cry to be taken into consideration, and because in reality the 
ruling principle is human compassion  rather than Godʼs word, human compassion rules 
the day; and pretty soon the ʻwhole camelʼ is within oneʼs tent.  This is reality, especially  in 
our divorce-prone society.  

The only  remedy is a door closed all the way, not one left open a crack.  Else,  it soon 
ceases to be a door at all, except maybe a revolving one.  

We say again, divorce, even properly obtained, does not dissolve the marriage  bond.  
What it brings to an end is oneʼs spousal obligations and responsibilities to the other (that 
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is, as long as the divorce continues in force).  But in Godʼs eyes oneʼs spouse, though he 
has abandoned his spousal obligations, still lives.   And  believers are to address that 
unfaithful one as an adulterer until he turns. 

That we insist on this view of the innocent party  is not because we take issue with the 
words “innocent party,” questioning whether such a divorced person ever  really existed.  
They do.  I know several myself.  And as a pastor I bristle when others call into question 
whether any are completely innocent in the breakup of  their marriage.   To be sure, 
everyone has sin to confess in marriage.  But there are those who give their spouse no 
reason to bring a third party  into their marriage.  That is, other than confronting the spouse 
with his responsibilities and pleading with him to live according to his Christian calling, and 
then being called a nag and worse things as a result.  Innocent before God, I tell you that.  
It was with such in mind that Christ taught what He did.

But to stand as the innocent party does not yet imply the right to remarry.   Rather, it gives 
one the right to divorce the cheating spouse without being charged with being guilty of 
unfaithfulness to oneʼs vow.  And such a one does not have to make confession in the 
church of having sinfully put away oneʼs spouse.  

What we are maintaining is not some peculiar, novel view.  No less an authority than the 
apostle Paul validates this as the correct reading of Christʼs  teaching.   In the pastoral 
context of having to give practical instruction and  counsel to believers in troubled 
marriages, specifically to questions raised by believers married to unbelievers, the apostle 
stated, “And unto the married I command, yet not I, but the Lord, Let not the wife depart 
from her husband.  But and if she depart, let her remain unmarried [sic!], or be reconciled 
to her husband: and let not the husband put away his wife” (I Corinthians 7:11, 12).

In the same chapter the apostle adds, “The wife is bound by the law as long as  her 
husband liveth; but if her husband be dead, she is at liberty to be married to whom she 
will; only in the Lord” (v. 39).

Surely in these statements the apostle is not Paul the obscure!

Hard, you say?  Demanding?  Yes, but not impossible.  As Christ Himself responded to His 
questioning disciples, “All men can not receive this saying, save those to whom it is given”  
(Matthew 19:11).   By grace such is made possible.

Finally, the question arises, why does Scripture insist on such a rigorous commitment to 
oneʼs vows and marriage (that is, in addition to this being in  accordance with Godʼs 
character and Christʼs faithfulness to His bride and church)?

#1 — Have you considered the children!  Christ as Shepherd certainly has what benefits 
them in mind.   In divorce, with its violent ripping apart, they are the real  victims.  The 
resulting scars are lifelong.  Children are injured worse by parents going their separate 
ways than by a believer suffering through an unhappy and  difficult marriage.  Staying 
together for the childrenʼs sake is worth it.  This is Christ-like love.

#2 — The strict forbidding of remarriage is a powerful restraint on divorce, the inclination to 
simply opt out when problems run deep.  When believers enter marriage knowing that 
remarriage is not an option, they have powerful incentive  to work with might and main to 
save their troubled marriage.  They have strong motivation to work for reconciliation rather 
than deciding just to call it quits.   It sounds far easier just to find someone else to start 
fresh with again.
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#3 — The calling to remain single following a divorce is practical in that it leaves open the 
possibility of reconciliation with the estranged spouse.    Remarrying following divorce 
effectively closes that door.  Even if the estranged spouse were to come to his senses 
down the road, if one has remarried, what is one going to do?  Leave another spouse high 
and dry and possibly other children  as well?   Abiding in singleness according to the 
apostolic instruction is what leaves the door for reconciliation open and real.

#4 — This biblical stand is essential for the churchʼs witness in a divorce-happy world.  
The church that insists that its members remain faithful to their vows is one that will mark 
itself off from our self-centered society.  Here is a Christianity  that insists on true self-
denying love.  Such teaching and practice will have a blessed benefit on the marriages of 
the church.  Such a church will show clearly  that grace and Christ and Christian love do 
make a difference. 

As Christ makes plain, marriage is for life.  Holding to this is the need of the hour, for 
Christʼs good name, for the childrenʼs sake, the churchʼs witness to grace that renews, and 
the glory of covenant making and keeping God.

As Christ declares, “He that is able to receive it, let him receive it” (Matthew 19:12b).  
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