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The Marriage Rule: One Man and One Woman for Life (10-11) 

 

 But to the married (10) The focus is on marriage in general and especially marriage 

involving two believers. 

 I give instructions, not I, but the Lord (10) Paul is saying that his instruction is based 

on clear teaching from our Lord Jesus. – Matthew 19:3-6 

 That the wife should not leave her husband and that the husband should not divorce 

his wife (10-11) 'Leave’ and ‘divorce’ are referring to the same thing; this is the 

overarching rule for marriage: one man and one woman until death. 

 But if she does leave, she must remain unmarried or else be reconciled to her 

husband (11) If the rule is not followed and there is a divorce, remarriage is not an 

option; if a believing wife or husband does divorce their spouse without legitimate 

grounds, they are not free to remarry but should be encouraged to reconcile with their 

spouse. 

 

An Exception: Desertion by an Unbelieving Spouse (12-16) 

 

 But to the rest I say, not the Lord (12) Paul is now speaking as an apostle with the 

authority of Christ but not referencing a prior teaching of our Lord. 

 That if any brother has a wife who is an unbeliever and she consents to live with 

him, he must not divorce her. (12) And a woman who has an unbelieving husband 

and he consents to live with her, she must not send her husband away. (13) Believers 

should not marry unbelievers (7:39) but if someone becomes a Christian while married to 

an unbeliever, they should not think that they need to divorce their spouse in order to 

please the Lord. – 2 Corinthians 6:14; Ezra 9-10; Nehemiah 13 

 For the unbelieving husband is sanctified through his wife and the unbelieving wife 

is sanctified through her believing husband; for otherwise your children are 

unclean, but now they are holy. (14) The presence of a believing spouse in a marriage 

and family brings special blessing to that home and places all those in that family under 

the care of God in a special way; it does not mean that the spouse and children are saved 

or will be saved because of the believing spouse as is made clear by verse 16. – Acts 

7:30-33; 1 Corinthians 6:19 

 Yet if the unbelieving one leaves, let him leave, the brother or the sister is not under 

bondage in such cases, but God has called us to peace (15) If an unbelieving spouse 

wants to divorce their believing spouse because of faith in Jesus, then the believing 

spouse should not oppose it and the believing spouse is free to marry a believer (27, 39). 

 For how do you know, O wife, whether you will save your husband? Or how do you 

know, O husband, whether you will save your wife? (16) Paul indicates that there is no 

guarantee that an unbelieving spouse will be eventually saved if the marriage stays 

together, but the possibility is still certainly there. 

 

 



The Conversion Rule: Live Faithfully Where You Are (17-24) 

 

 Called (17,18, 20, 21, 22, 24) This is a reference to God’s effectual call that enables us to 

repent and believe in Jesus, not just the hearing of the call of the gospel as it is preached. 

– John 11:43-44; John 6:35-40 

 Only, as the Lord has assigned to each one, as God has called each, in this manner 

let him walk. And so I direct in all the churches. (17) Each man must remain in that 

condition in which he was called. (20) Brethren, each one is to remain with God in 

that condition in which he was called. (24) Paul repeats three times in this passage the 

principle that he is urging them to apply: whatever your circumstances are when you are 

saved, live in those circumstances to please God and don’t automatically think that you 

need to change your circumstances. 

 Was any man called when he was already circumcised? He is not to become 

uncircumcised. Has anyone been called in uncircumcision? He is not to be 

circumcised. (18) Were you called while a slave? Do not worry about it; but if you 

are able also to become free, rather do that. (21) For he who was called in the Lord 

while a slave, is the Lord’s freedman; likewise he who was called while free, is 

Christ’s slave. (22) Paul illustrates what kind of circumstances he has in mind by 

referencing circumcision and slavery; but he makes it clear that the principle is not 

absolute and there may be some good reasons to change our circumstances; but whatever 

our circumstances we need to seek to live to please God. 

 Circumcision is nothing, and uncircumcision is nothing, but what matters is the 

keeping of the commandments of God. (19) The important thing is not what our 

circumstances are but living to trust and obey God in those circumstances. – John 15:8-11 

 You were bought with a price; do not become slaves of men. (23) Whatever our 

circumstances, we are to live like we belong to Christ because we do! – Galatians 1:10; 2 

Corinthians 5:9 

 

Application 

 

1. The issue of divorce and remarriage has been difficult and debated in the history of the 

Christian Church. 

2. Historically, the majority opinion in the Christian Church and among Reformed 

congregations is that there is one rule and two exceptions to the rule with regard to marriage 

and divorce and remarriage. 

3. The rule is that marriage is between one man and one woman for life (until the death of one). 

4. The first exception to this rule is that divorce and remarriage is permissible, but not required, 

for sexual immorality of different kinds. 

5. The second exception to this rule is that divorce and remarriage is permissible for 

abandonment or desertion of different kinds. 

 

 How do we rest in Jesus for peace with God and the love of God in light of this passage? 

 How do we hope in God for help and happiness?  

 How do we pursue love in submission to God’s Word and will? 


