DIVORCE  AND THE  CHURCH


Divorce and re-marriage are very prevalent in America and the world today.  That which used to be taboo in our society is now very common place, even in the Church.  One of the last day predictions that Christ said would point to His soon coming was “marrying and giving in marriage.” (Matthew 24:37, 38)  Here Jesus describes the last day generation as being wicked, like Noah’s generation (“whose thoughts were only evil continually” and “violence filled the land”-Genesis 6:5-10.)  Why would “marrying and giving in marriage” be used as an example of the wickedness of the last days?  Isn’t marriage “honorable in all” (Hebrews 13:4) and actually ordained by God in Genesis 2:18-24?  The institution of marriage is good and God-ordained.  The wickedness in the last days is the violence that man has done to the holy covenant of marriage through divorce.  The “marrying and giving in marriage” statement can be construed as the cycle of continually marrying, divorcing, remarrying, etc.  Here is God’s view:


“The Lord has been witness between thee and the wife of thy youth, against whom thou has dealt treacherously; yet she is thy companion, and the wife of thy covenant.  And did not he make one?  Yet had he the residue of the Spirit.  And why one?  That he might seek a godly seed.  Therefore take heed to your spirit, and let none deal treacherously against the wife of his youth.  For the LORD, the God of Israel, saith that he hates putting away:  for one covers violence with his garment, saith the LORD of hosts:  therefore take heed to your spirit,  that ye deal not treacherously.”  (Malachi 2:14-16)

God says here that divorce (“putting away”) is an act of violence.  To make a vow to be one with an individual and then to break it rips apart a unit... spiritually, emotionally... in every way.  The implication here is that the husband divorces the wife out of convenience for another woman (therefore “dealt treacherously” with her.)  In other words, he turns in the old model (“wife of your youth”) for a new model ... like trading cars. His lust causes him to negate the covenant of marriage for another woman.  The hurt of abandonment in the wife and children is the “violence” he inflicts.  Of course, the treachery is not limited to the husband.  An adulteress wife inflicts the same violence on a marriage covenant. God is a God who keeps covenant (Deut. 7:9.)  To have the nature of God in us as Christians, we are also to keep our covenants.  Ecclesiastics 5:5 states it’s better never to vow a vow, than to vow and not keep it.  Don’t enter into the covenant of marriage lightly.  It is a vow to God and man.  God expects us to keep our vows, and certainly marriage is the most important earthly vow we can make.  Sadly, the mindset of the world has crept into the Church.  Even Christians have adopted the mentality of “well, if it doesn’t work out, I can always divorce.”   With that lack of commitment, it won’t work.  Love (God’s love) is willing to give unconditionally.   It is a commitment to love that supersedes your own temporal feelings or emotions.  It doesn’t pack up the bags and leave if things don’t go the way he or she wants.  So, in short, divorce is not God’s perfect will.  He desires marriage relationships to reflect the type of love that He has for us and that Christ has for the Church (Ephesians 5:25-29.)  That love is unconditional and eternal.


Unfortunately, we are not in a perfect world and, as human beings, we are prone to make mistakes.  Divorce happens... even to Christians.  In Jesus’ day, divorce was very prevalent in their society, even among the religionists.  If a wife didn’t please the husband for even a small reason, he could use the loophole in the Law of Moses to write her a bill of divorcement.  As long as he got the paperwork, he could legally divorce her.  In Matthew 19:3-10 is Jesus’ response:


“The Pharisees also came unto Him, tempting Him, and saying unto Him, ‘Is it lawful for a man to put away his wife for every cause?’” [The reason they even bothered to ask Him His opinion was because in their hearts they knew it was wrong to deal with a wife in that way, (even though it was allowed by the Law.)]  “And He answered and said unto them, ‘Have ye not read, that He which made them at the beginning made them male and female, and said, ‘For this cause shall a man leave father and mother, and shall cleave to his wife; and they twain shall be one flesh?’ Therefore  they are no more two, but one flesh.  What therefore God has joined together, let not man put asunder.” They say unto Him, ‘Why did Moses then command to give a writing of divorcement, and to put her away?’  He said unto them, ‘Moses, because of the hardness of your hearts suffered you to put away your wives; but from the beginning it was not so.  And I say unto you, whosoever shall put away his wife, except it be for fornication, and shall marry another, commits adultery: and whoso marries her which is put away doth commit adultery.’  His disciples say unto Him, ‘If the case of the man be so with his wife, it is not good to marry.’”


Here even Jesus’ disciples had the mentality that ‘if I can’t get rid of my wife easily through divorce, maybe I shouldn’t have gotten married at all.’  Jesus said that when God puts a union together, the only reason divorce can ever be allowed is in the case of infidelity.  This brings into question many extenuating circumstances.  What about a situation in which abuse exists? There are many ways to be abused... mentally, emotionally, physically.  Is the wife (or in some cases, the husband) just to sit there as a doormat and take it?  Many Church leaders have dogmatically insisted that you must stay in such a situation, and have condemned one who would leave such a situation as being in sin and out of the will of God.  However, this mentality does not line up with God’s principles.  The Bible states “God has called us to peace.”  If one is in an abusive situation (particularly physical abuse) they need to get out of it.  They can always pray for that abusive spouse long distance.  Separation in cases involving abuse can literally mean the difference between life and death.  God loves and cares for you and does not expect you to “put up” with abuse.  One must follow the path of love and forgiveness, but does not have to lend them selves to being a whipping post for the devil.  This being the case, why then does Christ’s statement seem to be so absolute about never separating from one to whom you are married?  One MUST keep what Jesus said in context.  He said “What GOD has joined together, let not man put asunder.”  God does not join together unbelievers, or a believer with an unbeliever.  The Bible clearly says, “How can two walk together unless they agree?” (II Corinthians 6:14) That which Jesus is referring to is a marriage in which both parties are believers… “What God has joined together…” God can only lead them who have His Spirit.  Therefore those who are led by God to be joined together in marriage are two believers. Any marriage that does not have God as the center does not have LOVE as its foundation.  God is love... patient, kind, keeps no record of wrong, believes the best of others...(I John 4:8, I Cor. 13:4-8.)  Without Christ residing in the heart, there is no enduring love...only lust.  The lust of the eyes, the lust of the flesh, and the pride of life—these are all from the “spirit of the world” that eventually will pass away (I John 2:16, 17.)  A marriage based on God’s love will endure the storms and the trials.  Why then do many “Christian” marriages end in divorce?  There are many reasons, but the bottom line is sin.  It does not necessarily mean that the Christian who divorces is in sin, but somewhere sin is the root of the problem.  There was one family in which three of the daughters—all dedicated to Christ-- married “Christian” men.  In each case their husbands were called to ministry in some capacity or other.  However, also in each case, the husband turned out to be abusive and controlling, forcing their wives to follow through with divorce proceedings.  What’s the link? A generational curse!  Their grandmother was a virtuous woman of God, but was married to an abusive, controlling husband.  Though she patiently endured the abuse for many years she eventually had to divorce her husband to maintain her safety and sanity.  Sin brings a generational curse that can be visited upon the children to the third and fourth generations (Exodus 20:5.)  Additionally, the personal sin of being self-centered also is a cause for divorce.  “I want what’s mine” is the mentality of many so-called “believers” in Christ today.  Jesus said that we must “deny yourself and pick up your cross daily.”  Just because everything is not going your way in a marriage does not give you the liberty to take an “exit stage left.”  Sin is the root cause for divorce. It is the result of not obeying God’s command to love.

Having said that, divorce can be a legitimate option for a true follower of Christ.  The Apostle Paul was inspired to write God-ordained instructions in his epistles to the Churches.  In I Corinthians 14:37 he writes “the things that I write unto you are the commandments of the Lord.”  Peter verifies this, stating that Paul’s letters were to be considered scripture and that God had given him the wisdom to write them:  

“And account that the longsuffering of our Lord is salvation; even as our beloved brother Paul also according to the wisdom given unto him hath written unto you;  As also in all his epistles, speaking in them of these things; in which are some things hard to be understood, which they that are unlearned and unstable wrest, as they do also the other scriptures, unto their own destruction.”   (II Peter 3:15, 16.)  
Therefore, when Paul gives instruction concerning marriage to the Church, he is not giving his own opinion, as some purport when they want to disagree with some of the Pauline instructions.  He was anointed of God to write God’s precepts.  I Corinthians 7 contains such instruction.  In it, he differentiates between marriages with 2 believers (that which Christ referred to in Matthew 19) and marriages that are unequally yoked with a believer and an unbeliever (II Corinthians 6:14.)  In 
I Corinthians 7:10, 11* Paul states that two believers should not separate. He states that this command was the teaching of Christ (not a subsequent revelation that God had given to him.)  If one partner does depart, they should remain unmarried or else be reconciled.  (The only exception was if one partner had committed adultery.)  Those who are truly following Christ should be able to live together in love and keep their vows. God expects it.  After explaining this teaching of Christ for a Christian marriage, Paul gives his instructions to those who are unequally yoked in marriage (a believer with an unbeliever.)  Paul gives his apostolic instruction on this issue because Christ’s teachings did not specifically address it.  I Corinthians 7:13-17 states:

*“But to the rest speak I, not the Lord:  If any brother has a wife that believes not, and she be pleased to dwell with him, let him not put her away. And the woman which has an husband that believes not, and if he be pleased to dwell with her, let her not leave him.  For the unbelieving husband is sanctified by the wife, and the unbelieving wife is sanctified by the husband:  else were your children unclean; but now are they holy.  But if the unbeliever depart, let him depart.  A brother or a sister is not under bondage in such cases:  but God has called us to peace.  For what knowest thou, O wife, whether thou shall save your husband?  or how knowest thou, O man, whether thou shall save your wife.  But as God has distributed to every man, as the Lord has called every one, so let him walk.  And so ordain I in all churches.”


This segment of scripture answers many questions that a believer might have who is yoked to an unbeliever.  First of all, let us define “unbeliever.”  Obviously, one who has never accepted Christ as Savior and Lord of their lives is an unbeliever.  But there are those who confess Christ and go to Church, but live like the devil.  They do not qualify as a “believer” (Matthew 7:17-23.) Jesus said, “you shall know them by their fruits.”  One in willful, blatant sin is not a true follower of Christ, even if they once may have had an experience with God. According to the Apostle Paul and Jesus, a “brother” is to be considered a heathen if they refuse to repent from sin after being admonished by the Church:

“ Moreover if thy brother shall trespass against thee, go and tell him his fault between thee and him alone: if he shall hear thee, thou hast gained thy brother.  But if he will not hear thee, then take with thee one or two more, that in the mouth of two or three witnesses every word may be established.  And if he shall neglect to hear them, tell it unto the church: but if he neglect to hear the church, let him be unto thee as an heathen man and a publican.”  (Matthew 18:15-17)

“ A man that is an heretick after the first and second admonition reject;  Knowing that he that is such is subverted, and sinneth, being condemned of himself.”  (Titus 3:10, 11.)  
If one has an unbelieving spouse who is willing to be married to the believer, don’t divorce them.  If, however, the unbeliever is not “pleased” to be married to a practicing Christian and departs from them (or, in living with them, actively opposes the believer’s faith) let them divorce.  If they are going to fight against you following Christ, let them go.  God has called us to peace.  Jesus said in some cases one must forsake family members (including spouses) in order to follow Jesus:

“Jesus answered and said, Verily I say unto you, There is no man that hath left house, or brethren, or sisters, or father, or mother, or wife, or children, or lands, for my sake, and the gospel's,

 But he shall receive an hundredfold now in this time, houses, and brethren, and sisters, and mothers, and children, and lands, with persecutions; and in the world to come eternal life.  (Mark 10:29)

“If any man come to me, and hate not his father, and mother, and wife, and children, and brethren, and sisters, yea, and his own life also, he cannot be my disciple.  And whosoever doth not bear his cross, and come after me, cannot be my disciple.” (Luke 14:26, 27.)  
If the choice is between a spouse and Jesus, one must follow Jesus.  God authorizes divorce in such cases.  Paul said that the believers who divorced an unbelieving spouse for legitimate reasons were not in bondage (I Corinthians 7:15.)  In God’s eyes, they could divorce and be free [“not in bondage”.]  According to Romans 7:2, 3, if one is not “bound” (in marriage) they are free to remarry:

“For the woman which hath an husband is bound by the law to her husband so long as he liveth; but if the husband be dead, she is loosed from the law of her husband.  So then if, while her husband liveth, she be married to another man, she shall be called an adulteress: but if her husband be dead, she is free from that law; so that she is no adulteress, though she be married to another man.”
This scripture is not an excuse for the believer to sign divorce papers any time there is a disagreement with the unbeliever.  God honors covenant, and can bless a household for the believer’s sake. God sanctifies the unbeliever married to a believer, which allows for your children to be blessed of God (e.g., Timothy’s believing mother married to an unbelieving Greek-II Tim. 1:5; Acts 16:1-3.)  But, if the unbeliever is antagonistic and actively hinders you from following Christ, you are not obligated to stay married to them.  Many who have chosen to remain married to such a one, faithfully praying for their salvation, have had the good pleasure of eventually seeing their unbelieving spouse come to Christ.   However, as verse 16 states, you cannot be sure that they will get saved.  In cases like this you should seek Godly counsel and pray to hear God’s direction for your particular situation.  He will be faithful to lead you.  
Another issue is addressed in verse 17: “ But as God has distributed to every man, as the Lord has called every one, so let him walk.  And so ordain I in all churches.” This states that when you are saved you should remain in the situation in which God called you.  If you are married to a third wife when God called you, don’t think you have to divorce them and be reconciled to your first wife.  (This is the dogmatic, foolish teaching of some who reject divorce for any reason.)  They tell new converts that God does not allow divorce, and so they are in sin being married to their current spouse and must divorce them and be re-married to the original spouse.  If the first spouse is already remarried, you are to break up that home and marry them again.  This is total confusion and is not of God (I Corinthians 14:33.)  Paul states very clearly that you are to remain in the marital status in which you are called.  If you are married to a third wife when called, stay in that situation.  God considers you a new creature in Christ Jesus and the old things are passed away.  Your previous life of sin doesn’t exist in the annals of God’s record keeping.  As far as God is concerned, the wife you are married to when you become saved is your legitimate wife. 


 Though many churches are not quite as ridiculous as those who espouse the above dogma of never allowing for divorce, they still in practice treat the divorcee as a second class citizen in the kingdom of God.  Some pastors will not marry one who has been divorced (even prior to their salvation.)  In one instance, the pastor married a newly saved couple who previously had been married, but would not allow them to “defile” the sanctuary.  The service was held in the fellowship hall instead.  Another instance involved some friends who had been married many years.  They had both gotten saved early in their marriage and had faithfully served the Lord in their local church.  They had call on their lives  and were anointed to minister the Word.  They made plans to move and jointly attend their denomination’s headquarters Bible college so that they could get ordained and fulfill God’s call upon them.  However, because the wife had been married and divorced before marrying her current husband, the headquarters denied her involvement in the college.  They were devastated.  Brokenhearted and rejected, they forsook their plans on trying to serve God in the ministry.  They occupied themselves with other things, and eventually stopped attending the “church” that had hurt them so badly. Sad to say, today they are not serving God anywhere.  To say one is not good enough to serve God because of a divorce slaps the grace of God in the face.  When one is saved, the past is covered by the Blood.  In essence they are digging up that which God has already covered, and holding one guilty of it. These “holy” presbyters should thank God that He does not hold them guilty of all the sins they committed before they were saved.   It is true that in ministry there needs to be a high standard for leadership.  The bishops are to be “the husband of one wife” (I Tim. 3:1-7.)  This lends itself to keeping reproach away from the pulpit, and having a good reputation with those outside the Church.  However, read all the qualifications.  If  “not being greedy of filthy lucre” was enforced, there would be very few “bishops” left.  The point is, “Divorce is not the unpardonable sin.”   You may have made a mistake before (or even after) you were saved, which resulted in divorce.  Don’t allow that to keep you in condemnation and feeling that you can never measure up.  Jesus’ Blood makes us worthy in God’s eyes, whether or not man acknowledges it.  In fact, divorcing does not necessarily mean that you have failed or  sinned.  God stated that Joseph was a “just man” when he planned on divorcing Mary (Matt.1:19.)  


To sum it up, God ordained marriage to be a beautiful reflection of His love for the Church.  However, in our imperfect world filled with imperfect people, many marriages end in divorce.  As followers of Christ, we should  walk in love and follow peace in all of our relationships, especially that of marriage. God considers the marriage vow to be a binding commitment.  Divorce should not be considered as an easy option to  get out of a relationship simply because one does not feel fully gratified.  God hates divorce.  It is devastating to those involved.  However, in some cases divorce is unavoidable, and God makes allowances for that.  He does not keep the Christian in bondage in those cases, but allows for divorce and remarriage.  So should the Church.  

