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Understanding the term “husband of one wife” and how it is applied is a task that matters greatly in 
our churches today. As the church succeeds in her mission of making disciples (a success that Jesus 
himself promised because he himself “builds the church”1) we must expect individuals to join our 
churches that have broken relationships in their past and damaged relationships at present. 
Furthermore, unbiblical relationships have not only become commonplace and legal in America they 
are also becoming fodder for reality TV shows that seek to entertain and show the “normalness” of a 
relationship not consisting of one man and one woman.  How the church responds to those seeking 
healing and forgiveness is of upmost importance; and how the church understands the biblical 
qualifications of its leaders regarding how one meets the qualification of “husband of one wife” is 
equally of upmost importance.  
 
What follows is intended to address the following three questions: 1) What does “husband of one 
wife” mean? 2) When is divorce permitted for Christians? 3) Can someone meet the qualifications of 
Elder/Deacon if they have ever been divorced? 
 

What Does “Husband of One Wife” Mean? 
Within the local church there are two enduring offices that are operational for today, the office of Elder 
and the office of Deacon.2  Both of these offices have very specific qualifications that individuals must 
meet before a local church asks them to function in that office; and both the office of Elder and 
Deacon require that someone serving in that office must be “the husband of one wife.”3   
 
Essentially there are four main interpretations regarding what this phrase means that can be found 
throughout Evangelical churches today.  They are: 

1. An Elder/Deacon is not allowed to have more than one wife at a time. 
2. An Elder/Deacon must be married in order to be qualified. 
3. An Elder/Deacon may not be married more than once, regardless of the circumstances. 
4. An Elder/Deacon must demonstrate biblical faithfulness to the one he is married to. 

 
In an effort to be succinct, the first three interpretations above will not be specifically addressed.  We 
do not see any of these interpretations as plausible, or faithful to what Paul wrote.4  It is our 
understanding that the qualification “husband of one wife” refers to marital faithfulness.   
 
Marital faithfulness was as critical for those living in the 1st Century as it is for us living in the 21st 
Century.  In many ways Elder and Deacons stand out from the local church body as those who can 
give wise counsel and whose lives can be imitated. It is not surprising why an individual with 
influence, responsibility, and authority in a local church must have a marriage that is biblically faithful. 
Marriage has been under attack since Genesis 3 and it is critical that those leading in the church live 
exemplary lives in this area, as in other areas. Considering all of the relevant passages regarding 
marriage that the Bible contains, we believe that this interpretation is in line with the rest of the Bible’s 

                                            
1 Matthew 16:18.  Scripture quotations are from the ESV® Bible (The Holy Bible, English Standard Version®), copyright © 2001 by Crossway, a 
publishing ministry of Good News Publishers. Used by permission. All rights reserved. 
2 Philippians 1:1; 1 Timothy 3:1-13; Titus 1:1-10.  For more information on and a detailed explanation of both of these offices please see the Elder 
Position Paper and Deacon Position Paper. 
3 1 Timothy 3:2, 12; Titus 1:6 
4 Please see Biblical Eldership by Alexander Strauch for a detailed explanation of why. This book is available in Pastor Timothy’s office if you would 
like to review Strauch’s explanation. 



teaching on marriage and faithfully communicates the importance of leaders setting a godly example 
for those they lead. 
 
The English phrase, “husband of one wife,” used in our Bibles is most literally translated “a man of 
one woman.”5  It is a phrase that communicates that this man’s marriage honors the Lord and is an 
example to others.  He is steadfastly devoted to his wife, or his future wife if still single, loving her as 
Christ loves the church.6  This man does not engage in any intimate behavior (sexual, emotional, or 
otherwise) that is not solely devoted to and reserved for his wife.7  
 
Perhaps the best way to summarize the definition of “husband of one wife” is to consider it in regards 
to the issue of character.  A “husband of one wife” is a married man, or a waiting to be married man, 
who is committed to demonstrating Christ-centered character in his relationship with his wife, or future 
wife, and all other women.  Regardless of what a person may be able to contribute to the church, if 
their character is shaky they should not be asked to serve as an Elder or Deacon.  Character matters; 
and usually is most clearly revealed when looking at how someone lives within their home. 

 

When is Divorce Permitted for Christians? 
We now can begin to turn our attention to a related question that is of equal importance.  Is someone 
qualified to serve as an Elder or Deacon8 if they have been in a relationship (married or otherwise) 
that did not honor the Lord or ended in divorce?9  The simplest, most honest, answer that can be 
given is, “possibly.”  We cannot give a simple “yes” or a “no” because there are many factors that are 
a part of determining if one fits the qualification of a “husband of one wife.” 
 
Part of the answer to this question must include an understanding of the permanence of marriage and 
the two very limited exceptions that the Bible gives for divorce.  It is crystal clear throughout all of the 
New Testament that marriage is to be a permanent commitment between one man and one woman 
for their entire earthly lives.  Yes, divorce is allowed in limited circumstances, but this is not the ideal 
and divorce does not uphold the design and purpose God has given marriage. 
 
The two exceptions that divorce may be allowed are 1) Sexual Immorality by a spouse or 2) 
Desertion by an unbelieving spouse.  The first is found in Matthew 5:31-32 and Matthew 19:1-12; the 
second is found in 1 Corinthians 7:15.   
 
In Matthew 5 and 19 the word we translate “sexual immorality” is the Greek word pornia.  This word 
has a broad range of meaning that includes all forms of non-marital sexual expression.10   
 
The cultural climate of Jesus’ day regarding marriage and divorce was one that is very similar to ours.  
In fact, our state laws require a greater burden of proof for divorce than Jewish law did.  A man could 
simply divorce his wife for any number of little things, including her burning dinner or not pleasing him 

                                            
5 See footnote for 1 Timothy 3:2-3 in the English Standard Version Study Bible, pg.2329 .   
6 Ephesians 5:25 
7 Emotional behaviors are just as important as physical and/or sexual behaviors.  He is to equally guard his emotions as well as his physical actions. 
8 It is our understanding that the office of Elder is a male office only but that men and/or women can serve the church as Deacons.  See the Elder 
Position Paper and Deacon Position Paper for further explanation.    
9 This question seeks to address all biblically unfaithful relationships that one may be a part of that is not, one man and one woman in covenant 
marriage for life. 
10 Louw, Johannes P., and Eugene Albert Nida. Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament: Based on Semantic Domains. New York: United Bible 
Societies, 1996. 



enough sexually.11  Jesus forbids a wantonly permissive view of divorce and upholds the permanence 
of marriage with his instructions in Matthew 5 and 19.  The “exception” for immorality is just that, an 
exception.   
 
Biblical marriage, is two heterosexual individuals self sacrificing to and for one another until death.  
Regrettably, sexual self-sacrifice, even in the marriage of two Christians, is not as normative as it 
should be.  Men and women today continually struggle and fight against sexual immorality and at 
times give into temptation.  What takes place after one has sinned against their spouse matters 
greatly. 
 
Given what the entire New Testament teaches about grace and forgiveness and the context that 
Matthew 19 is in12 we do not believe that divorce is to be the first option exercised after one has been 
sexually sinned against.  We believe that is the offended party’s gospel obligation to extend 
forgiveness and grace to a spouse who has repented.  This reflects the same way that God has, in 
Christ, extended forgiveness and grace to all believers.13   
 
The second exception for divorce is found in 1 Corinthians 7:15 which states, “But if the unbelieving 
partner separates, let it be so. In such cases the brother or sister is not enslaved. God has called you 
to peace.” Most likely, the scenario that Paul writes about in Corinth involved one spouse becoming 
saved but not the other, thus creating a relationship where one party was a believer and the other is 
an unbeliever. Verses 12-13 of 1 Corinthians 7 make this clear, “To the rest I say (I, not the Lord) that 
if any brother has a wife who is an unbeliever, and she consents to live with him, he should not 
divorce her. If any woman has a husband who is an unbeliever, and he consents to live with her, she 
should not divorce him.” Therefore, becoming a Christian and finding yourself being married to an 
unbeliever is not automatic, or legitimate, grounds for divorce.  The Apostle Paul instructs that if the 
unbelieving partner decides that he or she does not want to live with a believing partner anymore and 
leaves, the believing partner is no longer enslaved.14   
 
The word Paul uses in 1 Corinthians 7:10, 11, & 15 that is translated separate means to remove or 
isolate from another, or even to sever.15  It is the same word that Jesus uses in Matthew 19:6 when 
he says, “What, therefore, God has joined together, let not man separate.”  Based on the context in 1 
Corinthians 7, the use of the word separate elsewhere in the New Testament, and what the entire 
Bible teaches about marriage we understand Paul to be referring to an unbelieving spouse who has 
functionally removed themselves from any and all involvement in the marriage.  Furthermore, it is also 
possible, perhaps even likely, that the unbelieving spouse who has separated themselves from the 
marriage will initiate a divorce.  While we believe that the believing spouse has a gospel obligation to 
love well, pursue reconciliation and seek healing in their marriage we also believe that the Scriptures 
teach this individual is not “enslaved” if their unbelieving spouse “separates” from them. 
 
It is, therefore, these two limited circumstances in which divorce is allowed by the Scriptures.  All 
other reasons for divorce are not biblical reasons for divorce. 

                                            
11 Edwards, James.  The Gospel According to Mark. Apollos, Leicester, England. 2002  Pg. 299. 
12 Matthew 19 comes directly after an extended section of teaching on forgiveness and reconciliation. 
13 Ephesians 4:32 
14 Note the implication: the believing partner is not allowed to decide that they “want out.” They must stay if the unbelieving partner is willing. 
15 James Swanson, Dictionary of Biblical Languages with Semantic Domains: Greek (New Testament) (Oak Harbor: Logos Research Systems, Inc., 
1997).; H.G. Liddell, A Lexicon: Abridged from Liddell and Scott’s Greek-English Lexicon (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc., 1996), 
899. 



 

Can Someone Meet the Qualifications of Elder/Deacon if They Have Been Divorced? 
Can someone meet the qualifications of Elder or Deacon if they have been divorced?  Again, 
“possibly”.  If, as a believer, they were divorced and their divorce was not biblically allowable 
we believe the Bible is clear that they would not be qualified to serve as an Elder or Deacon.  If 
their divorce happened before they were a Christian, or was biblically allowed; and if their current 
lifestyle (married or not) is one of biblical faithfulness and above reproach then such an individual 
might be qualified to serve as an Elder or Deacon.  
 
Practically speaking, an appropriate amount of time must be given to:  

1) Determine if the divorce was biblical.  
2) Allow for healing.   
3) Observe a consistent life of biblical faithfulness.16   

 
What is critical in determining whether someone fits the qualification of “husband of one wife” is 
whether or not that individual has a God honoring and exemplary marriage, or life of singleness.  Can 
they be pointed to by the others in the church as a model for biblical chastity and fidelity?  Can they 
give wise, godly, counsel to younger couples that are awaiting marriage or to those struggling within 
marriage?  Are they leaving a legacy for their children that clearly demonstrates how one loves well?  
If these questions can be answered “yes” then the individual would not be disqualified based on this 
point alone.17   
 
Marriage represents Christ’s relationship with his bride, the church.  It is of utmost importance that the 
leaders in Christ’s church display well their commitment to their Lord and to their spouses.  Our 
churches need this, our children need this and the world desperately needs this. 
 
 
 
With Grace, For Grace, and Because of Grace,  
 
 
 
 
 
The Elders of Grace 

                                            
16 This point is also implied in other qualifications that are listed. 
17 Is it entirely possible that an individual could not be qualified based on one or more of the other qualifications listed in 1 Timothy 3 and Titus 1.  
This position paper just deals with the definition and implications of one specific qualification. 


