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CHAPTER IX 

POSITION PAPER FOR THE LOCAL CHURCH 

The goal of this chapter is to provide a model position paper for the local 

church to consider adopting as an official statement concerning divorce and 

remarriage.1   The Scriptures alone are the inspired, infallible, and inerrant Word 

from God.  Thus, this position paper is not regarded with the authority of the 

Scripture, but is an honest attempt to apply God’s principles concerning divorce 

and remarriage to the local church.  Several factors ought to compel each local 

church to consider drafting its own position paper on divorce and remarriage.   

First, marriage is God’s institution and His intention is for marriage to be 

permanent.2  Second, God describes the marriage of two believers as a testimony 

to the world of the relationship between His Son and the church (Ephesians   

                                                           
1After reviewing two position papers of other local churches, this writer was convinced 

of the benefit of summarizing the research of this work into a model position paper for the local 
church.  These two examples can be found at the following:  See “A Statement on Divorce and 
Remarriage in the life of Bethlehem Baptist Church,” available from www.desiringgod.org/  
Online_Library/OnlineArticles/Subjects/DivorceRemarriage/DivRemBBC.htm. 
See “The Biblical Position on Divorce and Remarriage: The Elders Perspective of Grace 
Community Church,” found in Stuart Scott, The Exemplary Husband (Bemidji, MN:  Focus 
Publishing Inc, 2000); 323-34. 

 
2Marriage is more than a social institution; it was created by God.  Thus, His regulations 

regarding marriage are normative upon all humanity whether they acknowledge them or not.  
Matthew 19:4-6, “And he answered and said unto them, Have ye not read, that he which made 
them at the beginning made them male and female, And said, For this cause shall a man leave 
father and mother, and shall cleave to his wife: and they twain shall be one flesh? Wherefore they 
are no more twain, but one flesh. What therefore God hath joined together, let not man put 

http://www.desiringgod.org/


 

5:22-33).  Therefore, the breaking of this bond shatters the portrait that God 

intended for marriage and leaves an indelible mark upon the church.  Third, 

divorce is the kind of act which cannot be simply undone.  The consequences of 

divorce are far-reaching and the words “I am sorry” cannot make them right.  

Christians may make right many sins against another person through a sincere 

apology that expresses repentance.  Divorce, however, cannot be made right in 

that manner.  Fourth, divorce always involves the deliberate plan and intent of 

one or both spouses.  One or both parties in a divorce are sinning greatly against 

the Lord.  If the person sinning in the divorce is a member of the church, he is 

sinning against the body of Christ and needs to be confronted by the church.    

Divorce is not like a sinful habit against which one may struggle and experience 

both victories and failures.  Fifth, while divorce always involves sin on the part 

of one or both of the spouses, it is not an unpardonable sin.  In fact, the innocent 

party in a divorce may not be guilty of sin. Divorcees need to understand how to 

be restored to fruitful ministry in the body and know what, if any, restrictions 

are placed upon them.  Sixth, the divorce rate in the United States continues to be 

alarming.  It is so prevalent that each local church needs to clearly delineate its 

position concerning divorce and a divorcee’s status and ability to serve in the 

local church.  Each local church needs to consider how it can participate in God’s 

                                                                                                                                                                             

asunder.”   See also Genesis 2:24. 



 

plan for stable marriages that will endure the pressure of life and the decline of 

the culture.     

    God’s Intent for Marriage 

The marriage relationship that God has designed involves at least three 

components: commitment, companionship, and consummation.  One man and 

one woman are to leave their parents and be joined together in a mutual 

commitment of love for one another for a lifetime.3   This commitment of love is 

then expressed through an intimate relationship, providing companionship for 

one another.  Through their companionship the man and woman fulfill their 

complementary design and solve the problem of aloneness.4  The commitment 

and companionship between one man and one woman is then consummated in 

the sexual relationship.5   God’s design for marriage is that one man and one 

woman be joined together in marriage for one lifetime.  The divine ideal is for 

each marriage commitment to be permanent.   

                                                           
3Genesis 2:24 “Therefore shall a man leave his father and his mother, and shall cleave 

unto his wife: and they shall be one flesh.” 

 
4
Genesis 2:18, “Then the LORD God said, ‘It is not good for the man to be alone; I will make him 

a helper suitable for him.’ ” 

 
5God's design is for a husband and a wife to become “one flesh” after being joined 

together by the marriage commitment.  This is not meant to imply that a physical inability to be 
joined in a sexual union is a disqualification for marriage.  The emphasis here is on the 
appropriate context in which sexual relations are to be experienced – only in marriage.  



 

God finds no pleasure in divorce, for it is the end of something He 

intended to be life long, and the sins that cause divorce are contemptible to Him.6  

This is not meant to imply that God does not condone divorce.  He condones 

divorce in much the same manner as He condones capital punishment.  Capital 

punishment also brings an end to something God intended to be life long and is 

brought about by sins that He finds equally contemptible.  The Lord Jesus 

revealed that God’s concession for divorce was due to the hardness of man’s 

hearts.7  This concession was not what the Pharisees had made of it.  In fact, in 

the Lord’s exchange with the Pharisees, He was dismissing their practice of 

divorcing “for any cause.”  The Lord wanted them to know the seriousness of 

                                                           
6Malachi 2:14-16, “Yet you say, 'For what reason?' Because the LORD has been a witness 

between you and the wife of your youth, against whom you have dealt treacherously, though she 
is your companion and your wife by covenant.  But not one has done so who has a remnant of the 
Spirit. And what did that one do while he was seeking a godly offspring? Take heed then to your 
spirit, and let no one deal treacherously against the wife of your youth. ‘For I hate divorce,’ says 
the LORD, the God of Israel, ‘and him who covers his garment with wrong,’ says the LORD of 
hosts. So take heed to your spirit, that you do not deal treacherously.”  What God hates is those 
who divorce their spouses with no biblical basis.  The text of verse 16 is better translated “The 
one who divorces hating.” [See Chapter Three] The one doing the hating is the one doing the 
divorcing.  To divorce while hating means that the person divorcing his spouse has no biblical 
basis and is acting out of his own lust-controlled desires.  Such a divorce, God calls treacherous, 
and those guilty of such a divorce are an abomination to Him. 

 
7In Matthew 19:8-9, “He said to them, ‘Because of your hardness of heart Moses 

permitted you to divorce your wives; but from the beginning it has not been this way.  And I say 
to you, whoever divorces his wife, except for immorality, and marries another woman commits 
adultery.’” The hardness of men’s hearts is part of man’s fallen condition.  God’s standards for 
marriage, divorce and remarriage are applicable to all men, and all men stand accountable to 
obey God’s revelation concerning marriage.  In light of man’s fallen condition, God has 
established regulations by which the innocent party may be divorced without sinning against 
Him.  

  



 

pursuing a sinful divorce.8  Divorce as a concession, not the ideal, should be 

considered only when the specific conditions revealed by the Lord have been 

met.    

Biblical Grounds for a Divorce 

The Scriptures establish two grounds for a divorce that do not involve sin 

on the part of the innocent party.  A believer may be divorced from his spouse 

without sin when one of these two conditions occurs.  First, when one’s mate is 

involved in unrepentant sexual sin (porneiva).  The Greek term found in 

Matthew 19:9 is a broad term referring to unlawful sexual relationships.  The 

word unlawful is being used in the sense of violating God’s moral law.  

Unlawful sexual relationships would encompass such sins as adultery, 

homosexuality, lesbianism, bestiality, and incest.9  Such sins are clear violations 

of the marriage commitment, and they do serious damage to the intimate 

companionship that was once enjoyed.  The innocent partner should seek a 

repentant response by his mate and be willing to work at the restoration of the 

marriage relationship.  The Bible permits the innocent party in such 

                                                           
8Any divorce outside of God’s specific concessions is a sinful divorce.  It is this sinful 

“putting away” that God hates and has specifically prohibited. 
 
9Jesus clearly stated that “whosoever looketh on a woman to lust after her hath 

committed adultery with her already in his heart.”  (Mat. 5:28).  The sin of pornography is a 
serious defilement of a man’s conscience that will certainly do damage to the marital relationship.  
It is not, however, porneiva and does not give grounds for a biblical divorce.   

   



 

circumstances to be released from a marriage commitment through divorce 

(Matthew 5:32; 19:9).10   

The second circumstance in which a believer may divorce without sinning 

is the case of an unbelieving spouse abandoning the marriage.11  When the 

unbelieving spouse does not desire to be married to the believer because of his 

faith, the believer is commanded to let the unbeliever leave.  The believing 

spouse must not endeavor, however, to provide cause for the unbelieving spouse 

to leave.  In fact, the believer is commanded to remain with the unbelieving 

spouse so long as that spouse is willing.  The believer will have a sanctifying 

impact on his unbelieving spouse and any children that the Lord gives to them.  

Believers must endeavor to remain in their marriages, even to an unbeliever.   

When an unbelieving spouse abandons the marriage, it may be necessary 

for the believer to be the one who files for the divorce.12  In such cases, the 

                                                           
10In Jeremiah 3:6-9 the Lord likens Israel’s idolatry to sexual sin.  This was the basis upon 

which He divorced the northern kingdom of Israel and sent them into captivity.  
 
111 Corinthians 7:12-13, 15, “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.  And a 
woman who has an unbelieving husband, and he consents to live with her, she must not send her 
husband away. . . .  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.”  The phrase, “the brother or the 
sister is not under bondage in such cases,” provides further information that is essential in 
determining whether or not the believer is free to remarry.  Paul provided direction to the one 
who committed a sinful divorce in 1 Corinthians 7:11, they were not to remarry.  Here Paul 
provides direction for the believer who is divorced by their unbelieving mate.  The declaration 
that “they are not under bondage” indicates that they are free to pursue a new marriage without 
obligation of reconciling or remaining single.  Like a widow (Romans 7:2-3), they are no longer 
subject to the marital bond and may pursue remarriage without sinning against the Lord. 

 
12The unbeliever may not file for a divorce because of the economics of the situation and 



 

believer does not sin when he initiates official action by filing for the divorce.  

The believing spouse who has been abandoned by the unbelieving mate is 

released from the marriage bond and has not sinned against the Lord.  When a 

professing believer is removed from the church through church discipline and he 

abandons the marriage, he should be treated as an unbeliever.  The innocent 

spouse is, therefore, afforded the same freedom of divorce without fearing the 

displeasure of God. 

Biblical Grounds for Remarriage 

Believers may be free to remarry without sinning against the Lord.  The 

issue is connected directly to the grounds for the divorce and may be further 

affected by the present status of their former spouse.  The faithful partner who 

has been divorced in a marriage for one of the two reasons mentioned above is 

free to remarry, but only in the Lord.13  When a person has been divorced 

without sinning against the Lord, he may remarry without fear of displeasing the 

Lord or violating His revealed will in this matter.  Remarriage on any other 

grounds is sin against God and the spouse.   Those involved in a sinful divorce 

do not have the freedom of remarriage.  They are, in fact, commanded to remain 

                                                                                                                                                                             

in order to avoid the responsibility of providing for his spouse and children. 
      
13Paul’s statement to the widows in 1 Corinthians 7:39 should be applied here.  If a 

believing widow may remarry only another believer, certainly a believer who was the innocent 
party in a divorce may remarry only a believer.  In addition, Paul makes it unequivocally clear in 
2 Corinthians 6:14 that believers are not to be bound (i.e., married) to an unbeliever. 

 



 

unmarried or to be reconciled to their spouses.14  If the believer who initiated a 

sinful divorce is truly repentant, he will seek reconciliation with the former 

spouse.  If his former spouse has remarried, proven to be an unbeliever, or has 

died, then reconciliation would be impossible.15  The repentant believer would 

then be free to marry another believer.16 

What about the innocent party in an unbiblical divorce?  The spouse who 

has been made part of a sinful divorce by their mate should earnestly pray for 

their mate’s repentance.  If their mate continues in sin by refusing to reconcile the 

marriage or by marrying another, the innocent spouse would be free to marry 

another believer.17  

                                                           
141 Corinthians 7:10-11, “But to the married I give instructions, not I, but the Lord, that 

the wife should not leave her husband (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.” 

 
15It must be noted that once a former spouse has remarried, reconciliation under any 

circumstance would be sinful.  According to Deuteronomy 24:1-4, such a remarriage would be an 
abomination to the Lord.  Remarriage after a sinful divorce is an act of adultery, thus, the former 
mate is defiled through entering into a second marriage.  No matter how the second marriage 
ends, they may not enter into a third marriage with their first spouse, because the Lord has 
declared it to be an abomination.  The regulation of Deuteronomy 24 was designed to protect 
women in Israel who were being divorced sinfully and to keep men from putting them away and 
taking them back for their personal pleasure or financial benefit.  See Chapter III. 

 
16Once reconciliation of the former marriage is not biblically possible without sinning 

against the Lord, a repentant believer is eligible to remarry without further sin.  A sinful divorce 
does not break the marital bond, thus remarriage after a sinful divorce is an act of adultery.   
When either spouse in a sinful divorce remarries, the now innocent party is freed from the 
marital bond (i.e., commitment) and may remarry, in the Lord, without sin.  Their former 
marriage cannot be restored (see note 14).  Their marital obligation has been removed by the 
sinful act of their mate, thus, remarriage would no longer be an act of adultery for them. 

 
17The believer who initiates a sinful divorce should face church discipline and be treated 

as an unbeliever.  The innocent partner could then pursue remarriage without sinning because 
their unbelieving spouse abandoned them.  See Chapter V.  



 

A strong warning needs to be sounded to those who would consider 

marriage to a divorcee.  Those who remarry after being part of a sinful divorce 

commit adultery.18   Anyone who marries a person who does not have biblical 

grounds for remarriage takes part in their adultery.19    

Church Discipline for Unbiblical Divorce or Remarriage 

Believers who pursue a divorce on unbiblical grounds are subject to 

church discipline because of their willful rejection of God’s Word.  In such cases, 

the church will follow the steps of discipline as outlined in Matthew 18:15-17.20    

If the professing believer does not repent and continues through with the 

divorce, he should be put out of the church and be treated as an unbeliever 

(Matthew 18:17).  Once disciplined from the church, his actions will be treated as 

those of an unbeliever abandoning the marriage.  The innocent spouse should 

earnestly pray that God’s discipline program will bring about a response of 

                                                           
18Mark 10:11-12, “And He said to them, ’Whoever divorces his wife and marries another 

woman commits adultery against her; and if she herself divorces her husband and marries 
another man, she is committing adultery.’ “ 

 
19Matthew 5:32, “But I say to you that whoever divorces his wife for any reason except 

sexual immorality causes her to commit adultery; and whoever marries a woman who is 
divorced commits adultery.”  Here the Lord makes clear that those who marry others who were 
part of a sinful divorce commit adultery. 

 
20Matthew 18:15-17 states, “Moreover if thy brother shall trespass against thee, go and tell 

him his fault between thee and him alone: if he shall hear thee, thou hast gained thy brother. But 
if he will not hear thee, then take with thee one or two more, that in the mouth of two or three 
witnesses every word may be established. And if he shall neglect to hear them, tell it unto the 
church: but if he neglects to hear the church, let him be unto thee as an heathen man and a 
publican.” 

 



 

repentant faith.  He or she should be willing to wait a reasonable time for the 

former spouse to return as a result of repentance.  The reconciliation of the 

sinning spouse is the desire of the church and should be the desire of the 

abandoned spouse.  

Those who have been part of a sinful divorce will need to seek help from 

church leadership to understand their present qualification in regards to 

remarriage.  God has placed such leaders in the body to provide help and 

direction to His people (Matthew 18:18 21; Ephesians 4:11-16 22; Hebrews 13:17 23).  

Because believers transfer from one local church to another and because so many 

churches fail to practice church discipline, it is necessary for the church to help 

them determine whether they have biblical grounds to pursue remarriage.  Those 

who remarry without biblical grounds and those who marry a divorcee who 

does not have biblical grounds for remarriage are guilty of adultery (see 

                                                           
21Matthew 18:18 says, “Verily I say unto you, Whatsoever ye shall bind on earth shall be 

bound in heaven: and whatsoever ye shall loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.” 
 
22Ephesians 4:11-16 teaches,  “And he gave some, apostles; and some, prophets; and 

some, evangelists; and some, pastors and teachers; For the perfecting of the saints, for the work of 
the ministry, for the edifying of the body of Christ: Till we all come in the unity of the faith, and 
of the knowledge of the Son of God, unto a perfect man, unto the measure of the stature of the 
fullness of Christ: That we henceforth be no more children, tossed to and fro, and carried about 
with every wind of doctrine, by the sleight of men, and cunning craftiness, whereby they lie in 
wait to deceive; But speaking the truth in love, may grow up into him in all things, which is the 
head, even Christ: From whom the whole body fitly joined together and compacted by that which 
every joint supplieth, according to the effectual working in the measure of every part, maketh 
increase of the body unto the edifying of itself in love.” 

 
23Hebrews 13:17 states,  “Obey them that have the rule over you, and submit yourselves: 

for they watch for your souls, as they that must give account, that they may do it with joy, and 
not with grief: for that is unprofitable for you.” 



 

Matthew 5:32; Mark 10:11-12).   Believers who pursue an unbiblical remarriage 

are subject to church discipline, just as much as those who pursue an unbiblical 

divorce or a spouse who engages in an unrepentant adulterous relationship.  The 

church must not take part in joining together what God has prohibited.   

Restoration of Those Involved in an Unbiblical Divorce and/or Remarriage 

When the guilty party in an unbiblical divorce repents, he will seek 

restoration with his former spouse.  Such a pursuit is required by the church as 

the fruit of genuine repentance and before restoration to the body will be 

considered.24   The pursuit of the former spouse may not be possible.  If the 

former spouse has died, married another, or is an unbeliever,25 reconciliation 

would be impossible.  When reconciliation is impossible, the forgiven believer 

may pursue another relationship under the careful guidance and counsel of 

church leadership.  

                                                           
24John the Baptist challenged the Jews who were coming to him for baptism, “Bring forth 

therefore fruits meet for repentance (Matthew 3:8).”  True repentance always includes a change of 
actions away from sin and toward God.  A true believer will seek to obey the commands of 1 
Corinthians 7:10-11 which command him to remain single or be reconciled to his former spouse. 

 
252 Corinthians 6:14 teaches, “Be ye not unequally yoked together with unbelievers: for 

what fellowship hath righteousness with unrighteousness? and what communion hath light with 
darkness?”  Believers must not knowingly marry an unbeliever, thus a believer may not remarry 
their former spouse while they are under church discipline.  From 1 Corinthians 7:39, we learn 
that believing widows may remarry only believers.  It follows that divorced believers who are 
eligible for remarriage must remarry a believer.  In 1 Corinthians 7:40 we find Paul telling 
widows that remaining single would be his choice.  Thus, a divorcee who is eligible for 
remarriage should give serious consideration to remaining single. 

 



 

God calls upon a new believer who learns that his past divorce and/or 

remarriage were sinful to repent of the sin by renouncing the unbiblical thinking 

or values that brought him to the place of an unbiblical divorce and by making 

all appropriate reparations to the former spouse.  Repentance does not require 

the divorce of a new spouse.  The destruction of another marriage can never 

make right the destruction of the first.  Those who have sinfully remarried are to 

confess their sin before the Lord, receive His forgiveness and live for His glory as 

those who have been redeemed from the burden and bondage of sin.  They are to 

labor to make their marriage what God intends every marriage to be, a beautiful 

portrait of Christ’s love for His church and the church’s love for Christ.26 

Divorced Officers in the Church 

The Scriptures clearly demand that the leaders of the local church be 

godly examples, whose lives will serve as models for others to follow.27  Both the 

office of pastor and the office of deacon require that a man be “the husband of 

one wife.”28  The phrase basically means a “one-woman man” with the emphasis 

being on the husband’s unquestioned devotion and loyalty to his wife.  Men who 

                                                           
26Ephesians 5:24-25 states, “Therefore as the church is subject unto Christ, so let the wives 

be to their own husbands in every thing. Husbands, love your wives, even as Christ also loved 
the church, and gave himself for it.” 

 
27Paul instructed Timothy to be the right kind of example in 1 Timothy 4:12 which states, 

“Let no man despise thy youth; but be thou an example of the believers, in word, in conversation, 
in charity, in spirit, in faith, in purity.”  Godly leadership is essential to godliness in the church. 

 
281 Timothy 3:2, 12; Titus 1:6.  See Appendix A for a more thorough examination of the 



 

have been through a divorce, even as the innocent party, have had their devotion 

to their wives brought into question.  Likewise, both the pastor and the deacons 

are to be men who “rule their houses well.”29   Men who have been through a 

divorce have had a serious blemish put on the record of their leadership in the 

home.  God has appointed man to be head of his home and has charged him to 

provide loving leadership for the good of his family.30  Divorce is a public failure 

of the husband-wife relationship, for which the man will be held accountable. 

The marital faithfulness of pastors and deacons is to be exemplary before 

the congregation to which the Lord has directed their ministry.  A pastor or 

deacon may be the innocent party in a divorce and, thus, not be guilty of sinning 

in his divorce.  While he would have biblical grounds for remarriage, he is no 

longer qualified to lead the congregation.  Any man serving in the office of 

pastor or deacon who divorces his spouse or is divorced by a spouse should 

immediately resign from the office or be removed by the church.  He will never 

be qualified to serve as a pastor or deacon in that local church.  The question that 

                                                                                                                                                                             

meaning of this phrase. 
 
291 Timothy 3:4, 12.  
 
30Ephesians 5:26-29, teaches “That he might sanctify and cleanse it with the washing of 

water by the word, That he might present it to himself a glorious church, not having spot, or 
wrinkle, or any such thing; but that it should be holy and without blemish. So ought men to love 
their wives as their own bodies. He that loveth his wife loveth himself. For no man ever yet hated 
his own flesh; but nourisheth and cherisheth it, even as the Lord the church.” 

 



 

remains is whether a divorcee can ever be considered qualified for one of these 

two offices in a local church?31 

Divorce is not an unpardonable sin; however, it does produce 

consequences that are permanent.  It is a public record of a marital failure which 

brings a lasting disqualification for the two offices in the church.32   Outside of 

the two offices, there are no other barriers to ministry in the local church 

associated with divorce and remarriage for forgiven sinners.   

                                                           
31This is debated among those who accept the “divorce is sometimes permissible, and 

when it is, remarriage is also permissible” position.  If a man is divorced without sinning, he can 
be remarried without sinning.   Since there is such a provision, does that mean that a divorcee 
could still be found qualified for the office of pastor or deacon.  Could a pastor be divorced, 
resign from the ministry, re-establish his testimony and return to the pastorate or be a deacon?  
Could someone who was divorced prior to salvation ever meet the qualification for the pastorate 
or a deacon?  It is the church that God calls on to examine a man according to the qualifications 
He has revealed.  There are many sins Christians commit or have committed upon them which 
have consequences that may last a lifetime.  Divorce is such a sin.  It is a clear violation of God’s 
design for marriage and renders the portrait of Christ’s love for His church marred.  Therefore, a 
man who has been through a divorce, even as the innocent party, should not serve in the office of 
pastor or deacon.   

 
32A person who is convicted of child abuse or child molestation may be forgiven and 

restored to fellowship in the local church.  The forgiven sinner will not, however, be allowed to 
serve in the nursery or in a children’s ministry.  While the innocent party in a divorce should 
never be compared to a child abuser, the point of the analogy is simply this:  certain sins have 
permanent consequences.   


