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“Should I Stay or Should I Go?”

1 Corinthians 7:10-16

“Should I Stay or Should I Go?” was a hit song by the British band The Clash in the early 1980’s. I think that question could also summarize our text this evening, found in 1 Corinthians 7:10-16. In these verses, Paul turns from the unmarried to the married, offering vital advice concerning divorce and remarriage. Here he applies his apostolic wisdom to the fragile and sometimes fractured homes of the unhappily married.

As we saw in our last message, we must keep in mind that Paul is replying to definite questions raised by the Corinthians. He is not spelling out a complete “theology of marriage” in this one chapter. It is necessary to consider as well what the rest of the Bible has to say about this important subject.
 Furthermore, he does not deal with such current issues as domestic violence, radical discrepancy in intimacy needs or substance abuse, and how these impact marriage. Paul was not asked these questions. And so we are left with the task of trying to understand what he did say and of trying to relate that to the problem of marriage, divorce and remarriage in the contemporary world.

A Question of Separation

Paul first addresses a question of separation in verses 10-11,

To the married I give this command (not I, but the Lord): A wife must not separate from her husband. But if she does, she must remain unmarried or else be reconciled to her husband. And a husband must not divorce his wife. 

From the context it is clear that Paul is here speaking of marriages where both partners are Christians.
 (In the next paragraph he deals with marriages in which only one spouse is saved.) Notice that while Paul’s advice to the unmarried and widows was to remain single, his reply to the question whether married couples should stay together or not has the form of a commandment (“I give this command”), not of mere advice, because on this point he can quote an explicit ruling of the Lord, that the wife should not separate from her husband and that the husband should not divorce his wife.
 This reflects Jesus’ own teaching on the subject of divorce. We find a brief treatment of this in Matthew 5:32, where Jesus said, “But I tell you that anyone who divorces his wife, except for marital unfaithfulness, causes her to become an adulteress, and anyone who marries the divorced woman commits adultery.” The word translated “marital unfaithfulness” in Jesus’ teaching is porneia, a broad term for sexual immorality. 

Later, in Matthew 19:8-9, Jesus treated the issue of divorce and remarriage in greater detail: “Moses permitted you to divorce your wives because your hearts were hard. But it was not this way from the beginning. I tell you that anyone who divorces his wife, except for marital unfaithfulness [Greek, porneia], and marries another woman commits adultery.”
By referring to Jesus’ teaching on this matter, Paul reaffirms the basic biblical principle of marriage: permanency. Mates are to cleave to each other, bond together, become one flesh, building a strong home upon the solid and sure foundation of a stable marriage. Christian couples should not give in to the destruction of divorce, but should do everything in their power to nurture and build their marriage on the ideal of permanency.

This is, of course, the ideal for marriage. Jesus did make one exception: If one party was guilty of adultery, this could be grounds for divorce. Far better that there be confession, forgiveness, and reconciliation; but if these are out of the question, then the innocent party may get a divorce. However, divorce is the last option; first, every means available should be used to restore the marriage.

Paul also acknowledges the reality of our sin-infested world. Even the healthiest marriages have been tainted by the effects of sin, making the ideal of permanency a challenging task. Some marriages become so twisted by sin that the ideal is not always upheld. Paul doesn’t shy away from this reality. Instead, he faces it head-on, giving practical guidelines for handling painful and dysfunctional marriages God’s way.

The command given in verse 10 is directed toward the wife: “A wife must not separate from her husband.” I find it interesting that Paul uses the word “separate” here and not “divorce” (as he does when addressing husbands at the end of verse 11). The verb is different in the original Greek, though some scholars believe that the result is the same; these two words are synonyms.
 While it is true that the Greek term chorizo could refer to divorce, one could argue the context suggests that Paul is not referring to divorce. He seems rather to be envisaging a situation in which some other reason has prompted the wife to “separate” from him.
 Paul doesn’t indicate the cause of separation. Maybe there was abandonment or some other crisis that had led to this. Perhaps it was simply a case of “irreconcilable differences.”
 We simply don’t know.

But this brings up a matter relevant to our age that may not have been available in the first century Roman Empire: a legal separation of married partners. This differs from divorce, in that the marriage is not ended with a separation. This allows for time apart in which the partners may work on problems with the hopes of being reconciled once again. Often such a separation is necessary when one spouse’s health is in jeopardy, in cases of physical or emotional or mental abuse (of the spouse and/or children), or in cases of substance abuse that puts the other members of the family in danger physically or legally. I personally do not believe that God would want a wife or child to be abused physically, emotionally, or mentally to where it affects their spirituality.

In such cases I believe it is right for one spouse for file for legal separation (and an order of protection, if necessary). This kind of separation is not a sin. A sin may lead to the separation, but the separation itself is not a sin.

Paul goes on to say in verse 11, “But if she does, she must remain unmarried or else be reconciled to her husband.” Even though a couple is legally separated, they are not free to start up new relationships with other people. The goal ought always to be reconciliation. Such reconciliation may not occur, as we will see later in this text, but in answer to the question of separation, that ought to be the ultimate aim.

A Question of Sanctification

Next we see a question of sanctification in verses 12-14,

To the rest I say this (I, not the Lord): If any brother has a wife who is not a believer and she is willing to live with him, he must not divorce her. And if a woman has a husband who is not a believer and he is willing to live with her, she must not divorce him. For the unbelieving husband has been sanctified through his wife, and the unbelieving wife has been sanctified through her believing husband. Otherwise your children would be unclean, but as it is, they are holy.
Paul begins verse 12 with the words “To the rest I say this…” Whereas before he was dealing with couples who were both Christian, now he is dealing with a marriage where one is a Christian and the other is not. Paul is not giving guidelines for entering such a relationship; Paul is against being unequally yoked. Here he is dealing with a couple that married as unbelievers, and then one or the other became a Christian.

This teaching Paul prefaces with the words, “I, not the Lord” (as opposed to the phrase, “not I, but the Lord” in verse 10). This does not mean that he is merely giving his own private opinion on the matter. Rather, he means that his instructions are not based on any former direct command from Christ.
 Paul is saying, “I am now addressing a subject about which Jesus did not address during His time on earth.”
 But that does not mean that what he says lacks authority; he believes that he has the Spirit of God (as he states in verse 40).
 Throughout this text we must keep in mind that the apostle is not contradicting Jesus here. On the contrary, he is attempting to apply accurately Jesus’ basic teaching regarding marriage to one of the many possible complexities that occur in life.

So what does Paul say? With regard to marriages in which one spouse is an unbeliever, Paul says that if the unbelieving spouse is willing to remain in union with the believing partner and accompanying Christian convictions and lifestyle, the believer should not seek a divorce.

We might be surprised that Paul instructs wives as well as husbands not to divorce their spouse. In the ancient world, Greek and Roman law allowed women to divorce their husbands, though Jewish law did not.

Divorce is seen as the quick and easy answer for marriage problems. We are prone to think that a change in circumstances is always the answer to a problem. But the problem is usually within us and not around us. The heart of every problem is the problem in the heart. Countless couples go through divorce and seek happiness in new circumstances, only to discover that they carried their problems with them. A lawyer once said, “About the only people who profit from divorces are the attorneys!”

Paul gives sound reasons for keeping such spiritually mixed marriages intact. First, the unsaved spouse is “sanctified,” or placed in a unique relationship of blessing, because of being married to a Christian. This does not teach that the unsaved partner is saved because of the believing mate, since each person must individually decide for Christ. Rather, it means that the believer exerts a spiritual influence in the home that can lead to the salvation of the lost partner.
 Furthermore, just as Laban’s household was blessed because of Jacob (Gen. 30), and Potiphar’s household was blessed because of Joseph (Gen. 39), so non-Christian mates are blessed because of their Christian spouses. 

Second, when a Christian spouse stays with the willing non-Christian partner, the children also benefit. Children raised in a mixed home have greater opportunity to see the love of Christ exhibited in the believing parent’s life than those who must live with the consequences of a broken home.
 Further, if the wife’s becoming a Christian annulled the marriage, then the children in the home would become illegitimate (“unclean” in 14). Instead, these children may be saved if the Christian mate is faithful to the Lord.

As Paul concludes in verse 16, “How do you know, wife, whether you will save your husband? Or, how do you know, husband, whether you will save your wife?” He could also have included any children in the family as well.
A Question of Serenity

If only that were the case every time! Clearly, Paul valued a believer’s faithfulness to the marriage vow as the ideal, but Paul also knew that in our fallen world, unbelieving spouses don’t always endure in that union. What happens when the non-Christian spouse divorces the Christian mate, contrary to the believer’s wishes? Here we have a question of serenity in verse 15: “But if the unbeliever leaves, let him do so. A believing man or woman is not bound in such circumstances; God has called us to live in peace.” Rather than fight the breakup, Paul instructs the innocent, believing spouse to “let him leave.” In such cases, the Christian is the victim of a willful desertion and is, therefore, “not under bondage.” In other words, the child of God is no longer bound to that marriage relationship. That believer then falls into the category of the “unmarried” person—free to marry a fellow believer “in the Lord” (see verse 39), but urged to remain single for the sake of an undistracted ministry.

Paul’s instruction is that believers should not divorce unbelievers, but if the unbeliever leaves the marriage, the believing man or woman is “not bound.” Most interpreters of this phrase, as do I, hold that the phrase “not bound” gives permission for the believer to remarry. If they must remain single, they would be “bound.”
 It would be a curious expression to use if Paul meant, “is bound to remain unmarried.”

Jesus taught that marriage could only be legitimately dissolved in the case of adultery. Paul taught that marriage could be legitimately dissolved by abandonment. Are these the only legitimate reasons for divorce according to Scripture? It would seem so. 

In an article published in Trinity Journal, Craig Blomberg, a New Testament professor at Denver Seminary, takes a closer look at the relation between the sexual immorality of Matthew 19 and the desertion of I Corinthians 7. He invites his readers to consider what sexual immorality and desertion have in common. He writes,

Once one recalls that the marriage covenant contained two main components—personal allegiance or loyalty and interpersonal intimacy culminating in sexual relations—the answer emerges with surprising ease. Both infidelity and desertion break one half of the marriage covenant. Unfaithfulness destroys sexual exclusivity; desertion reneges on the commitment to “leave and cleave.”

This, he suggests, is why either act justifies divorce: each of them violates an essential part of the marital covenant.

But what about instances of abuse—physical, emotional, or mental cruelty? Or matters of neglect—emotionally, sexually, or financially? Or substance abuse? What about spouse involved in illegal activity, threatening to make the whole family guilty by association? How do we deal with such current realities?

I believe that desertion can mean more than mere physical relocation.
 And I believe that there are other ways to break the marriage covenant than simply by having sex with another person.
 Marital unfaithfulness can include sexual cruelty or abuse against a spouse or children. Marital desertion can include intellectual, emotional, or intimate inattention, even if both spouses live in the same house. While divorce is not commanded in these cases, I believe that when such behavior continues to the point where the physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual welfare of a spouse and/or children are at risk, divorce is permitted as the marriage covenant is broken by the perpetrator.
So why do I call this “a question of serenity”? The phrase at the end of verse 15, “God has called us to live in peace” (another word for “serenity”) probably refers to the whole of the treatment of mixed marriages, not simply to the last clause. Paul’s point is that the believer is called by God into a life where peace in the widest sense is his concern. In some cases this will mean living with the unbelieving partner, in some cases it will mean accepting the unbelieving partner’s decision that the marriage is at an end. The underlying concern for peace is the same in both cases.

Returning to our opening question: Should I stay or should I go?
Putting this teaching of Paul together with the teaching of Jesus, we can see that God intended marriage to be permanent. Because of sin, however, this is not always going to happen. I agree with John Stott: Divorce was “a divine concession to human weakness.”
 It is never God’s desire, but in certain cases, the marriage bond is destroyed beyond any human ability to restore it. Scripture teaches that God’s “divine concession to human weakness” is occasionally justified, allowing the Christian divorced person the right and freedom to remarry in the Lord. Where God permits divorce and remarriage, humbly let us accept it without fear or guilt. Let us not call “unclean” what He now calls clean. But neither let us put words in His mouth and make Him say what He, in fact, has not said. No matter how miserable we may be.

I want to conclude by addressing those who have been through the devastation of divorce. Each one has a different story, filled with disappointment and disillusionment, pain and sorrow. Some of you were the innocent party; others of you were the guilty one. Some divorces were on Scriptural grounds; some were not. That is not for me or anyone else to judge.

You may feel like you are an outcast in the Kingdom, a second-class Christian. Too many churches and Christians delight in making folks feel that way. Yet both Jesus and Paul teach that those who have sinned in divorcing and/or remarrying on less than Scriptural grounds can be forgiven and restored to health.
 And, if I may paraphrase the verse of Scripture, “What God has forgiven, let not man hold over your head.”

I am not advocating divorce and remarriage for any reason on the grounds that sin can be forgiven. While all sin can be forgiven, sin still has consequences in this life. As Chuck Swindoll writes, “There is something much worse than living with a mate in disharmony. It’s living with God in disobedience.”
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