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In 7:8 - 9 Paul addressed those who were widowed. His instruction was that, if it was possible, they 
should remain as they were; however, if they were tempted with sexual desire, it was better to get 
married. In verses 10-16 he will address those who are married. Verses 10 and 11 look at marriages 
where both partners are Christian, verses 12-17 at marriages where a believer is married to an 
unbeliever. 

 
7:10 But to the married I give instructions, not I, but the Lord, that the wife should not leave 
her husband 
7:11 (but if she does leave, she must remain unmarried, or else be reconciled to her husband), 
and that the husband should not divorce his wife. 

 
Verses 10-16 speak of two different marital situations: marriages that match those in verses 10 and 11 
and “the rest” in verse 12. Since “the rest” is referring to those in mixed marriages (believers married to 
unbelievers), verses 10 and 11 must be addressing marriages where both partners are believers.  
 
Paul states that these instructions are the Lord’s, not his. But then in verse 12 he gives instructions that 
are his, not the Lord’s. When Paul contrasts his teaching to instructions from the Lord, he is not implying 
that his own teaching is of lesser authority. Even without a direct command, as an apostle, Paul still has 
authority (v. 25) because he has the Spirit of God (v. 40). Therefore, the contrast is not between God’s 
opinion and Paul’s own human opinion, but is between the things that the Lord had directly taught and 
things that God had revealed to Paul.  
 
Jesus said in Matthew 19:3-6, “He who created them from the beginning made them male and female,   
and said, 'Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and they shall 
become one flesh.'  So they are no longer two but one flesh. What therefore God has joined together, 
let no man separate." 
 
In verses 10 and 11, to “leave” (cwri,zw chorizo) one’s spouse does not carry the modern idea of 
separation as we think of it (separation without being divorced); it means to divorce them. This is clear 
from the parallelism of verses 10 and 11. 
 

the wife should not leave her husband   – Mal. 2:16 
the husband should not divorce his wife  

 
Paul’s directions are simple: Divorce is not allowed among Christians, but if for some reason it happens 
anyway (“if she does leave”), remarriage is not an option (“she must remain unmarried”); there are only 
two options - remain single or be reconciled to their estranged spouse.  Jesus taught in Luke 16:18,  
"Everyone who divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery, and he who marries a woman 
divorced from her husband commits adultery.” 
 
Divorce was common in the times of Paul and Jesus. In Jewish, Greek, and Roman law a divorce could 
take place for a number of reasons. In Greek and Roman law it could be freely initiated by either spouse. 
“To stay as you are” was not a conservative status quo ethic, but a radical and high view of marriage 
that the unbelieving did not hold (Thiselton, 423).   
 

7:12 But to the rest I say, not the Lord, that if any brother has a wife who is an unbeliever, and 
she consents to live with him, he must not divorce her. 
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7:13 And a woman who has an unbelieving husband, and he consents to live with her, she 
must not send her husband away. 

  
“The rest” signals that a new group of people are in view. In 7:10-11 Paul was talking about marriages 
where both spouses were Christians. He now addresses those cases where an unbeliever is married to a 
believer. Jesus did not specifically address the issue of believers marrying unbelievers because His 
ministry was almost exclusively cast within Judaism that did not allow for “mixed” marriages. Thus, Paul 
says that this is his instruction, not the Lord’s. 
 
Whether one is married to a believer or to an unbeliever, divorce should not be sought by a Christian - 
“he must not divorce her” and “she must not send her husband away”.  If a marriage is dissolved, it 
must be the unbeliever who acts. If the unbelieving spouse is willing to stay in the marriage, the 
believing spouse should allow them to do so.  
 
Paul’s rationale for this counsel is found in verse 14.  Christians are not defiled by their marriage to a 
non-Christian “for the unbelieving husband has been sanctified by the wife . . .” 
 

7:14 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. 

 
One reason why a Christian should not divorce an unbelieving spouse is because the one is sanctified by 
the other.  
 
This verse has caused problems for interpreters, for Paul does not usually use the word “sanctify” when 
referring to unbelievers.  
 
“Sanctify” (àgia,zw hagiazo) is the verb of the noun “holy” (a[gioj hagios); it could be translated as 

“make holy” or “be holy”.  So whatever Paul is saying about the unbelieving spouse in relation to the 

believer is the same thing that he is saying about the children. The spouse is sanctified; the children are 

holy. But what is he saying?  

Whatever Paul means, he does not mean that the unbelieving are saved because they are married to a 
Christian, nor is he giving assurance that they will be saved. 
 

1. First, Paul would never come close to thinking that the salvation of one member in the 
household would carry over to an unbelieving partner. For example, Paul tells the Romans “with 
the heart a person believes, resulting in righteousness, and with the mouth he confesses, 
resulting in salvation” (Ro. 10:10). In Ephesians 2:8 he writes, “For by grace you have been saved 
through faith.” By contrast in 1 Corinthians 7:14 he says that the spouse is unbelieving.  

2. Secondly, verse 16 says, “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?” In other words, in verse 
14 the spouse is called unbelieving, in verse 16 the spouse is called unsaved and their salvation 
is not be guaranteed; we don’t know if they will be saved.  
 

“Sanctify” (or, “make holy” or “be holy”) has two meanings: (1) It can mean to be morally pure. This 

cannot be what Paul means. Marriage to a believer doesn’t make the unbeliever morally pure. (2) 

“Sanctify” can also mean to be consecrated, or set apart. This second sense is applied to persons, places 
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(e.g. Jerusalem), and things (e.g. the temple and its contents), almost without number in the OT. 

Because the nation of Israel was God’s covenantal community, it was called holy (i.e. it was set apart by 

God) even if many in the nation were morally corrupt or unbelieving.  

The thought here is similar to Romans 11:16: “And if the first piece of dough be holy, the lump is also; 
and if the root be holy, the branches are too.” In Romans 11 the first piece of dough and the roots refer 
to the patriarchs of the Jewish nation. The covenant that God made with them was also to their 
descendants (the lump and the branches). Because the patriarchs were holy, their descendants are too – 
but that does not mean that every individual within the nation was saved. When Paul wrote Romans the 
Jews were unbelieving; nevertheless, they belonged to God in a special sense, and Paul hoped that 
because of that they would eventually come to faith. Thus, there was a relational holiness; the nation 
benefited, and was set apart by virtue of the relationship to the patriarchs. This is comparable to what 
Paul has in mind here. Because the unbeliever is married to a believer and they have become one, they 
are set apart in a way that cannot be said of marriages where both partners are unbelieving. 
 
In “mixed” marriages, the potential of the unbelieving spouse coming to faith is greater. This is true of 
the children, as well.  In addition, other blessings that God gives to the Christian often overflow to those 
around them so even unbelievers can be blessed by the grace of God poured out upon the believer in 
their midst. The biblical principle that the two will become one flesh is true even in this type of marriage.  
 

 7:15 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. 

 
Although a Christian is obligated to stay in the marriage (7:10-11), an unbeliever may not feel that 

obligation. Therefore, it is possible for an unbelieving spouse (who does not acknowledge the authority 

of Christ in staying married) to initiate a divorce. In such cases, Paul says to let them leave. As in verse 

10, “leave” (cwri,zw chorizo) means “divorce.”  

Paul’s comment that “the brother or the sister is not under bondage in such cases” is ambiguous and 

has caused many to see desertion by an unbelieving spouse as an exception to the rule prohibiting 

remarriage. They believe Paul is saying, “If an unbeliever leaves, the deserted spouse is ‘not under 

bondage,’ that is, they are no longer bound by the marriage contract and under such circumstances are 

free to remarry” (Hodge, 1 Corinthians, 118). Some explain that this exception is because it involves a 

marriage to an unbeliever. For example, Robertson says, “Marriages between Jews ought not to be 

dissolved and marriages between Christians ought not to be dissolved; but heathen marriages stand on 

a different basis” (Robertson/ Plummer, 1 Cor., 143). 

At first glance this seems to be a reasonable understanding of the text; however, it has a number of 

problems.  

The first problem is that the expression “not be under bondage” is not clearly defined. The verse 

doesn’t actually say, “is not bound by the marriage covenant anymore” (although some may conclude 

that that is what is implied).  

Secondly, we should ask, “If this is an exception to the prohibition to remarry, what makes this situation 

different?” The idea that heathen marriages stand on a different basis is weak. Isn’t the nature of a 

marriage the same no matter who is married?  In this context Paul refers to an unbelieving spouse as a 
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husband or a wife. He also says not to divorce them.  In other words, there appears to be no difference 

in the permanent nature of marriage even if it is a mixed marriage.  

Thirdly, it seems superficial to say, “if a Christian leaves the marriage, they must stay unmarried or 

reconcile (vv. 10-11), but if their spouse leaves them (v. 15) they can get remarried.”  The permanent 

nature of marriage doesn’t change depending on who leaves it first.  

Lastly, based on Jesus’ argument, if people are joined together in marriage, no one should tear this 

union apart (Matt. 19:5,6). If Paul is allowing for remarriage due to desertion, we need to explain Jesus’ 

comments in Luke 16:18, Mark 10:1-12, and Matthew 19:1-6 differently than what they seem to be 

saying in plain language.  

Needless to say, the interpretation that a believer can remarry if their spouse deserts them is 

unconvincing.  

It is important to note that the word “under bondage” (douloo – doulo,w) in verse 15 is not the same 

word used in verse 39 with reference to being bound in marriage (deo – de,w). In English the words 

“bondage” and “bound” may sound similar, but in Greek they did not.  Douloo (Doulo,w) in verse 15 

literally means “to make a slave” or “enslave.” The ESV translates it as “In such cases the brother or 

sister is not enslaved.”  Paul, for example, used it of his obligation to God (Ro. 6:18, 22; TDNT, vol.2, 

279). In 1 Corinthians 9:19 Paul says, “For though I am free from all men, I have made myself a slave 

(doulo,w) to all, so that I may win more.” By contrast, deo (de,w)  in 7:39 means “to bind” or “to bind to”, 

either literally or figuratively (TDNT, vol.2, 60). Deo (De,w) was used of legal obligations (Thiselton, 576), 

and Paul consistently uses it when speaking of the binding nature of the marriage covenant (Romans 

7:2; l Corinthians 7:39). It is significant that in verse 15 when he refers to a deserted spouse not being 

“under bondage,” he doesn’t use deo (de,w). In other words, Paul is not saying that the marriage is no 

longer binding for the person who was deserted; he is more likely saying that the person who had been 

deserted is no longer enslaved to the relationship; that is, they are no longer obligated to fulfill their 

marital duties as one would normally expect a Christian to do.  

To sum it up, in 1 Corinthians 7:15 Paul isn’t saying that the marriage is no longer legally binding, rather 

he is saying that if a spouse leaves, the deserted believer is not obligated to a mechanical retention of 

the relationship the other party wishes to abandon (Barrett, 166).  In other words, in such cases there is 

an exception to the prohibition to divorce; although they should not seek a divorce, if someone divorces 

them, they do not need to fulfill their marital responsibilities anymore. Nevertheless, this does not 

nullify the previous instruction in verses 10 and 11- they must remain unmarried, or be reconciled. They 

are free from marriage responsibilities, not free to re-marry.  

The last clause, “God has called us to peace,” is also problematic.  Is this a call to maintain peace 
through the divorce process or is it a call to have peace and preserve the marriage (vv. 12-14)?   
 
If a peaceful divorce is in view, the thought would be that because God is calling us to peace don’t 
contest the divorce. The assumption is that peace would be impossible if the unbeliever were forced to 
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live with the believer. Therefore, the separation should be allowed in order to avoid as much hostility as 
possible.  
 
The problem with this view is that the word in Greek translated as “but” (de - de) in the phrase “but God 
has called us to peace” usually has either an adversative (“but”) or consecutive (“and”) force. However, 
if Paul had a peaceful divorce in mind this doesn’t make sense. If he intended “God has called us to 
peace” to be the reason for having a peaceful divorce he could have said, “let him leave BECAUSE God 
has called us to peace.” He didn’t. Instead he is contrasting the call to peace with what he has just said. 
In other words, he is saying, “If the person leaves you may let them leave, BUT that is not God’s ideal – 
God has called us to peace, not separation due to irreconcilable conflict.” Thus, it is better to see “the 
call to peace” as a call to stay married and to try to maintain peace in the marriage even though the 
marriage is difficult.   
 
The goal of the Christian is to pursue peace. It is always better to seek peace and stay together than to 
allow marital hostility and hatred rise to the point of divorce. “Thus, despite the exception, Paul prefers 
that they follow ‘God’s call into the ways of peace’” (Fee, 305). In Romans 12:18 Paul said, “If possible, 
so far as it depends on you, be at peace with all men.” 
 
The resultant meaning is this:  

10 to the married (to believers married to believers) I give instructions: 
 the wife should not leave her husband (a Christian woman should not divorce her 
Christian husband) 

 
11 (but if she does leave, she must remain unmarried, or else be reconciled to her husband),  

and that the husband should not divorce his wife (a Christian man should not divorce 
his Christian wife). 

 

12 But to the rest (to Christians married to unbelievers) I say: 

if any brother (a Christian man) has a wife who is an unbeliever, and she consents to 

live with him, he must not divorce her.   

13  And a woman (a Christian) who has an unbelieving husband, and he consents to live 

with her, she must not send her husband away (she should not divorce him) 

… 

15 Yet if the unbelieving one leaves (if the unbeliever divorces the believer), let him leave; the 

brother or the sister is not under bondage in such cases (the believer is not obligated to retain 

the relationship; God does not hold the believer accountable to  fulfill their marital promises to 

the other person), but God has called us to peace (even though the believer is permitted to 

allow the unbeliever to leave, divorce isn’t God’s will; His will is to pursue peace in marriage) . 

In short, whether one is married to a Christian or to an unbeliever, Christians are commanded not to 

divorce their spouse. However, if an unbelieving spouse divorces them, they do not need to seek to 

fulfill their marital obligations any longer. Verses 12-15 say nothing about the possibility of re-marriage. 

They do not conflict with 1 Corinthians 7:39 that states, “A wife is bound (deo – de,w) as long as her 
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husband lives; but if her husband is dead, she is free to be married to whom she wishes, only in the 

Lord.”  

7:16 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? 

 
Verse 16 contains the final reason for maintaining a “mixed” marriage. This verse also has two different 
interpretations. Is Paul saying that they should allow their unbelieving spouse to leave because they have 
no way of knowing if they would be saved by staying together? Or is he saying that they should try to 
stay together because through their witness they may be saved?  
 
If God’s call to peace is a reason to maintain the marriage (v. 15), then it is more likely that Paul is telling 
them another reason to stay together - by doing so their spouse might be saved (cf. I Pet. 3:1-2).  
 
Of course, when Paul speaks of “saving one’s spouse” he means the believer may be the tool that God 
uses to lead them to Christ. This same wording is also used by Paul in 9:22 and Romans 11:14.  
 


