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Lesson	18:	1	Corinthians	7:10–16	

This	week	is	the	final	FBH	for	the	year.	We	will	take	a	break	for	the	Christmas	period,	and	pick	up	again	in	
1	 Corinthians	 7	 in	 the	 new	 year,	 beginning	 14	 January	 2018.	 Last	 week,	 we	 considered	 the	 first	 nine	
verses	of	this	chapter,	where	Paul	deals	with	celibacy	and	marriage.	This	week,	we	are	due	to	deal	with	
vv.	10–16,	where	he	deals	with	commitment	and	marriage—i.e.	the	permanence	of	marriage	before	God.	

Commitment	and	Marriage	(7:10–16)	
While	 he	 acknowledges	 in	 vv.	 1–9	 that	 there	 are	 some	 who	 are	 gifted	 with	 singleness,	 Paul	 also	
acknowledges	 that	 most	 will	 likely	 marry.	 He	 thus	 addresses	 the	 issue	 of	 God’s	 expectation	 of	 the	
permanence	of	marriage.	

It	is	vital	to	understand	that	the	apostle	does	not	contradict	what	our	Lord	taught	in	Matthew	5	and	19.	
Instead,	 he	 assumes	 that	 this	 teaching	 is	 understood	 (v.	 10)	 and	merely	 elaborates	 and	 confirms	 our	
Lord’s	teaching	concerning	marriage,	divorce	and	remarriage.	

Like-Faith	Marriages	(vv.	10–11)	
In.	vv.	10–11,	Paul	seems	to	be	addressing	the	marriage	of	Christians	to	other	Christians.	This	appears	to	
be	the	case	because,	in	v.	12,	he	addresses	“the	rest”	where	“the	rest”	seems	to	be	those	in	mixed-faith	
marriages.	

For	whatever	 reason,	 there	were	 some	Corinthian	believers	who	 thought	 that	 it	was	best	 for	 them	 to	
leave	 their	 believing	 spouse.	 Perhaps,	 flowing	 from	 the	 previous	 section,	 they	 were	 convinced	 that	 a	
celibate	life	was	superior	to	a	married	life.	Or	perhaps	they	considered	their	marital	intimacy	to	somehow	
be	tantamount	to	the	sexual	immorality	that	Jesus	said	was	grounds	for	divorce	(see	Matthew	5:31–32;	
19:3–12).	Paul	responds	in	no	uncertain	terms	by	telling	them	that	they	had	no	grounds	for	divorce:	“The	
wife	should	not	separate	from	her	husband,	and	the	husband	should	not	divorce	his	wife.”	

TO	THINK	ABOUT	
Paul	was	not	shy	to	command	his	readers	to	not	divorce	when	there	were	no	biblical	grounds	for	divorce.	
Sadly,	many	churches	today	turn	a	blind	eye	to	no-fault	divorce.	Critics	of	Christianity	often	use	this	as	a	
stick	to	beat	the	church,	particularly	when	the	same	churches	that	permit	no-fault	divorce	want	to	make	
a	 stand	against	 same	sex	marriage.	 Is	 there	any	validity	 to	 this	 criticism?	How	would	you	 respond	 to	a	
critic	who	says	that	the	church	has	no	authority	to	turn	a	blind	eye	to	divorce	and	at	the	same	time	stand	
against	same	sex	marriage?	

Mixed-Faith	Marriages	(vv.	12–16)	
In	the	second	major	division	of	this	section,	Paul	addresses	those	who	are	 in	mixed-faith	marriages.	He	
does	 not	 here	 address	 the	 merits	 of	 a	 believer	marrying	 an	 unbeliever,	 but	 only	 how	 the	 marriage	
covenant	should	be	treated	if	two	people	of	different	faiths	are	married.	

TO	THINK	ABOUT	
Paul	doesn’t	here	address	 the	matter	of	believers	entering	 into	marriage	with	unbelievers.	 Some	have	
argued	 that	 the	 New	 Testament	 nowhere	 addresses	 this	 matter,	 so	 that	 believers	 are	 free	 to	 marry	
anyone	of	the	opposite	sex,	regardless	of	 faith.	How	would	you	develop	a	theology	of	Christians	dating	
and	marrying	non-Christians?	If	you	are	struggling,	consider	consulting	Mark	Gilbart-Smith’s	article,	“Can	
Christians	Marry	Non-Christians?:	A	Biblical	Theology”	at	https://www.9marks.org/?p=22832.	

When	he	says	“I	 [say	 this],	not	 the	Lord,”	 (v.	12)	he	 is	not	suggesting	 that	his	words	are	somehow	not	
inspired.	Instead,	he	is	saying	that	he	has	no	explicit	Old	Testament	text	or	teaching	from	Jesus	to	address	
this	issue.	However,	he	is	thinking	in	biblical	terms,	and	is	quite	sure	that	his	teaching	has	the	approval	of	
the	Spirit	of	God	(see	v.	40).	His	teaching	here	carries	equal	authority	to	Jesus’	teaching.	

There	are	two	possible	mixed-marriage	scenarios	that	Paul	envisions	in	these	verses.	The	framework	for	
understanding	these	scenarios	is	Paul’s	insistence	that	marriage	is	binding	(vv.	10–11).	
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1.	Mixed	marriages	 in	which	 the	unbeliever	wishes	 to	stay	married	 (vv.	12–14).	 It	 is	 conceivable	 that	a	
Christian	might	 find	him-	or	herself	 in	a	marriage	 in	which	 the	unbelieving	 spouse,	while	opposing	 the	
gospel,	 does	 not	 seek	 divorce.	 In	 such	 a	 case,	 it	 is	 the	 responsibility	 to	 the	 believer	 to	 remain	 in	 that	
marriage.	The	rationale	for	this	is	that	the	unbelieving	spouse	is	“made	holy”	by	the	believing	spouse,	and	
even	the	children	of	such	a	marriage	are	“holy”	by	virtue	of	the	believing	parent’s	faith.	

TO	THINK	ABOUT	
What	do	you	think	it	means	that	the	unbelieving	spouse	and	children	are	made	“holy”	by	the	faith	of	the	
believer?	Is	the	unbeliever	automatically	granted	a	free	pass	to	salvation	by	virtue	of	the	believer’s	faith?	
Are	the	children	automatically	counted	as	Christians?	Or	 is	Paul	talking	about	gospel	privileges	that	are	
present	in	the	home	where	one	spouse/parent	is	a	believer?	What	kind	of	gospel	privileges	might	those	
be?	Consult	1	Peter	3:1–2	as	you	think	about	this.	

2.	Mixed	marriages	in	which	the	unbeliever	wishes	to	divorce	(vv.	15–16).	It	is	equally	conceivable	that	an	
unbelieving	spouse	might	abandon	the	mixed	marriage.	 In	such	a	case,	the	believer	 is	“not	enslaved”—
that	is,	is	free	to	remarry	someone	else	(cf.	v	11).	

TO	THINK	ABOUT	
The	subject	of	marriage,	divorce	and	remarriage	is	one	that	creates	a	great	deal	of	discussion	in	Christian	
circles.	A	surface	 level	reading	of	the	biblical	text	suggests	that	there	are	only	two	grounds	for	divorce:	
sexual	infidelity	(Matthew	5:31–32;	Luke	16:18;	19:3–12)	and	abandonment	(vv.	15–16).	The	same	level	
of	reading	suggests	that	those	divorced	are	free	only	to	remarry	their	spouse	or	remain	unmarried	(v.	11;	
Romans	7:1–3),	except	in	the	case	of	abandonment,	in	which	case	a	believer	is	free	to	remarry	anyone	(v.	
15).	Do	 you	 think	 that	 these	 are	 the	only	 grounds	 for	 divorce,	 or	 are	 there	others?	Do	 you	 think	 that	
these	rules	apply	strictly	to	remarriage?	

The	biblical	 view	of	marriage—that	 it	 is	 the	 lifelong,	 covenantal	union	of	one	natural-born	man	 to	one	
natural-born	 woman—is	 increasingly	 countercultural.	 Pressure	 to	 cave	 to	 cultural	 expectations	 is	
increasingly	levelled	against	the	church.	The	shield	of	faith	that	will	be	used	to	quench	these	fiery	darts	of	
cultural	pressure	must	be	soaked	 in	 the	water	of	 the	archetype	of	marriage.	 In	other	words,	a	healthy	
understanding	 of	 marriage	 and	 its	 origins	 is	 the	 only	 defence	 against	 increasing	 pressure	 to	 cave	 to	
unbiblical	views	of	marriage.	Along	these	lines,	consider	a	few	principles.	

1.	Marriage	is	not	ultimate.	If	marriage	is	the	most	important	relationship	in	your	life,	things	will	quickly	
fall	apart	when	the	marriage	is	not	as	ideal	as	you	would	like	it	to	be.	Marriage	is	a	blessing,	a	gift,	and	a	
calling,	 but	 it	 must	 never	 become	 the	 source	 of	 ultimate	 satisfaction	 for	 the	 believer.	Marriage	must	
always	be	 seen	 as	 a	 picture	of	 the	 relationship	between	 Jesus	Christ	 and	 the	 church,	 and	 so	we	must	
always	view	marriage—and	the	difficulties	that	it	brings—through	the	lens	of	the	gospel.	

TO	THINK	ABOUT	
What	are	the	dangers	of	viewing	marriage	as	ultimate?	If	we	expect	marriage	to	satisfy	our	 longings	or	
bring	ultimate	satisfaction,	how	will	we	view	marriage—and	the	spouse	to	whom	we	are	married—when	
it	does	not	seem	to	bring	the	lasting	satisfaction	that	we	desire?	

2.	Marriage	is	penultimate.	Jesus	taught	that	marriage	is	until	death,	and	that	the	marriage	relationship	
does	not	extend	beyond	death.	 (The	Mormon	teaching	 that	marriage	 is	 “for	 time	and	eternity”	has	no	
place	in	Christian	theology.)	Human	marriage	is	a	shadow	of	the	marriage	between	Jesus	Christ	and	the	
church,	and	when	the	substance	is	realised,	the	shadow	will	pass.	

TO	THINK	ABOUT	
If	marriage	is	meant	to	picture	the	relationship	between	Jesus	Christ	and	the	church,	is	reconciliation	in	
marriage	 ever	 beyond	 hope?	 Why,	 or	 why	 not?	 Should	 the	 biblical	 allowances	 for	 divorce	 ever	 be	
considered	commands	to	divorce?	Why,	or	why	not?	
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A	Helpful	Addendum	
As	 you	 consider	 further	 what	 the	 Bible	 teaches	 about	 the	 beauty	 and	 permanence	 of	 marriage,	 the	
following	excerpt	 from	Stephen	T.	Um,	pastor	of	Citylife	Church	 in	Boston,	Massachusetts,	might	prove	
helpful.	

Human	marriage	 finds	 it	purpose	 in	 referring	 to	Christ	and	 the	church.	Christian	marriages	are	 fulfilling	
their	 purpose	 when	 they	 display	 the	 “profound	 …	 mystery”	 of	 Christ’s	 love	 for	 his	 bride.	 How	 do	 the	
beauties	of	marriage	begin	 to	break	 through	and	overshadow	the	uglies?	There	needs	 to	be	a	constant	
rediscovery	of	gospel	memory—that	is,	rehearsing	the	gospel	and	practicing	the	gospel	in	the	heart.	If	the	
institution	of	marriage	is	about	a	greater	marriage,	then	it	is	vital	to	get	the	instructions	for	how	marriage	
works	from	the	reality	that	Christians	are	being	called	to	image	and	reflect.	It’s	the	profound	mystery	of	
Jesus	Christ,	 the	only	perfect	person.	Nobody	out	 there	 is	 the	 right	person	 for	anyone.	Only	 Jesus	 is	 the	
right	husband.	And	he	lays	down	his	life	for	us	through	his	sacrificial	life	and	death.	When	he	sacrifices	all	
that	 he	 has,	 when	 he	 gives	 up	 his	 rights	 and	 does	 not	 exploit	 or	 take	 advantage	 of	 them,	 he	 empties	
himself	in	order	to	meet	the	needs	of	an	adulterous,	sinful	bride.	

Look	at	the	marriage	of	Christ	and	the	church.	

The	Unbreakable	Commitment	of	Christ	Overcomes	the	Breakdown	
Though	humanity	had	broken	 its	 commitment	and	created	 the	breakdown,	Christ	 committed	himself	 to	
the	 church	as	his	 bride.	 This	 commitment	 came	when	believers	were	at	 their	 ugliest.	As	 in	 the	 story	of	
Hosea	and	Gomer,	the	love	of	God	pursues	an	adulteress	wife	to	the	very	end.	There	were	no	requirements	
attached	to	his	commitment.	There	was	no	behavioral	regimen	that	had	to	be	maintained	in	order	for	him	
to	commit	himself	to	the	church.	This	 is	utterly	shocking.	God	has	covenantally	committed	himself	to	an	
adulterous	wife—and	 the	 church	 is	 the	adulterous	wife!	God’s	 covenantal	 commitment	 to	his	 people	 is	
steadfast,	unflagging,	unshakable.	It	is	only	when	the	church	sees	herself	for	what	she	is	(adulterous)	that	
she	will	come	to	know	the	freedom	of	the	grace	of	God.	The	radical	grace	of	God	to	us	is	the	source	we	
need	to	be	radically	gracious	to	our	spouse.	When	a	person	in	the	marriage	is	content	to	see	it	break	down	
and	 disintegrate,	 the	 other	 one	 can	 remain	 steadfastly	 committed	 because	 of	 God’s	 steadfast	
commitment	 to	 the	church.	This	 is	also	what	 lies	behind	Paul’s	command	that	a	believer	who	comes	 to	
faith	 after	 having	 been	married	 ought	 to	 stay	 in	 the	marriage	 (vv.	 12,	 13).	Marriage	 is	 not	 about	 the	
benefits	 one	 can	 receive	 from	his	 or	 her	 spouse,	 but	 rather	 the	 commitment	 that	 can	be	made	 to	 that	
spouse.	It	is	possible	to	remain	faithful	to	one’s	commitment	because	of	the	resources	made	available	in	
the	ultimate	commitment	that	Christ	has	made	to	the	church.	

The	Selfless	Service	of	Christ	Overcomes	Our	Self-Serving	
How	 does	 Christ	 display	 his	 covenantal	 commitment	 to	 the	 church?	 He	 seals	 it	 through	 utterly	 giving	
himself	away.	He	 is	not	self-serving	but	selfless.	He	places	the	needs	of	his	spouse	above	his	own.	He	 is	
completely	other-focused.	He	 keeps	no	 record	of	wrongs.	 In	 fact,	 he	 sacrifices	his	 own	 life	 to	 erase	 the	
record	of	wrongs.	He	doesn’t	even	hang	on	to	his	record	of	rights,	but	gives	them	over	to	the	church	so	
that	she	is	spotless,	clothed	in	robes	of	his	righteousness.	Being	the	beneficiary	of	Christ’s	death-defeating,	
selfless	service	helps	us	to	no	longer	keep	track	of	wrongs.	Christians	can	now	stop	standing	in	judgment	
over	their	spouses	because	Christ	absorbed	the	judgment	they	deserved.	And	they	can	selflessly	serve	their	
spouses	because	Jesus,	the	ultimate	husband,	selflessly	served	his	bride,	the	church.	

The	Union-Establishing	Work	of	Christ	Heals	the	Relational	Divide	
Christ	has	mended	and	resewn	the	torn	fabric	of	the	believer’s	relationship	with	God.	The	Old	Testament	
actually	describes	the	rift	between	God	and	Israel	as	a	divorce.	The	sins	of	Israel	were	piled	so	high	that	
God	 finally	 sent	his	adulteress	wife	away	with	 “a	decree	of	divorce”	 (Jeremiah	3:8).	 Israel	was	exiled	 in	
Assyria	 because	 of	 her	 adultery,	 but	 Jesus	 was	 exiled	 on	 the	 cross	 because	 of	 our	 adultery.	 Jesus	
experienced	ultimate	division	from	the	Father	in	order	to	secure	our	ultimate	oneness	with	him.	Because	of	
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our	 union	with	 Christ,	 the	 one	who	 experienced	 the	 divorce	 of	 the	 cross,	 we	 never	 have	 to	 fear	 being	
divided	from	the	love	of	God.	Christ’s	marital	vows	to	his	bride	are	eternally	unbreakable	because	they	are	
sealed	with	his	blood.	In	the	church’s	marriage	to	Christ,	it	is	not	“until	death	do	us	part”;	it	is	“my	death	
ensures	that	we	will	never	be	apart.”	This	is	the	foundation	for	oneness	in	a	marriage	that	is	divided.	The	
indissoluble	union	that	the	church	has	with	Christ	is	the	foundation	for	the	union	between	a	husband	and	
wife.	The	marital	devotion	of	Christ	ought	to	stir	hearts.	Marriage	is	beautiful,	and	it	is	meant	to	image	the	
profound	 mystery	 of	 Christ	 and	 the	 church.	 But	 even	 the	 most	 beautiful	 marriage	 relationship	 ever	
witnessed	is	a	mere	shadow	of	the	reality	that	is	objectively	found	in	Christ.	His	commitment,	his	selfless	
service,	 and	 his	 union-securing	 death	 turns	 uglies	 into	 beauties.	 That	 is	 the	 profound	 mystery	 of	 the	
gospel.	

Where	do	we	get	the	resources	to	tolerate	fickleness,	irritability,	and	an	unforgiving	heart?	It	comes	from	
gospel	memory	and	from	being	reminded	of	the	profound	mystery	of	what	it	took	for	that	perfectly	right	
husband/person	 who	 came	 and	 chose	 a	 perfectly	 wrong	 person.	 And	 once	 this	 profound	 mystery	 is	
understood,	anyone	can	look	across	and	see	that	perfect	wrong	person	who	is	her	husband,	that	perfectly	
wrong	person	who	is	his	wife,	and	be	able	to	resolve	in	his	or	her	heart,	“This	marriage	is	not	about	one	
individual.	It’s	not	about	me.	It’s	about	us.”	It’s	about	meeting	her	needs.	It’s	about	meeting	his	needs.	Not	
about	our	own	individual	needs.	But	does	this	mean	that	personal	freedom	is	being	forfeited?	No!	Here’s	
the	beauty:	when	an	individual	is	pursuing	his	spouse’s	happiness	and	holiness,	the	spouse	is	going	to	get	
her	happiness,	and	that	husband’s	happiness	will	increase.	Also	the	holiness	of	God	will	be	evident	because	
that	 individual	 is	 trying	 to	 sanctify	 his	 spouse	 through	 his	 character	 and	 the	memory	 of	 the	 profound	
mystery	of	what	Christ	has	done.	But	when	individuals	pursue	their	own	happiness,	they	will	get	neither	
their	 own	 happiness	 nor	 their	 spouse’s	 happiness,	 and	 certainly	 not	 the	 holiness	 of	 God.	 And	 perhaps	
those	people	will	wonder	over	and	over	again	why	they	always	get	stuck	in	marriage,	why	there	are	more	
uglies	than	beauties,	why	can’t	seem	to	soar.	It’s	because	they	are	stuck	in	self-service.	

Consider	 the	profound	mystery	of	what	Christ	has	done	 for	his	people.	With	 this	 immense	 resource,	 it’s	
possible	 to	 pursue	 nothing	 but	 the	 needs	 of	 our	 spouses.	 And	 because	 of	 the	 emotional	 well	 of	 the	
profound	mystery	of	Christ,	 there’s	no	need	 to	complain.	The	only	way	someone	can	 look	at	 the	wrong	
person	in	his	or	her	marriage	and	for	that	person	to	become	the	right	person	in	his	or	her	marriage	is	to	be	
able	to	know	that	the	perfectly	right	person	has	come	for	the	wrong	person—for	all	of	us.	


