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INTRODUCTION 
 
As Christians, should we avoid the most sensitive and difficult Christian issues?  Or should we 
study and learn God’s will in advance.  We think the later.  When problems arise, will we act 
out of impulse, emotion and our own reasoning or with knowledge and out of obedience to 
God’s instructions in the scriptures?  When we, or our loved ones, are personally in a crisis, it 
is natural to feel that our circumstances are so special, difficult and different, that the scriptures 
would not apply in our case.  Study and preparation will help us to respond to circumstances 
with a level head and an understanding of God’s will as stated in scripture. 
 
If we are to be the world’s kings and priests in God’s kingdom, we must first learn to exercise 
wise, just & loving judgment, even if it brings the disapproval of others.  Is it not our Christian 
duty to promote God’s will, even when it feels uncomfortable?  It is much easier to be quiet or 
permissive and to feel loved by all.  Or perhaps being overly judgmental might make us feel 
superior to others.  In any case, part of qualifying ourselves to be the bride of Christ, is to 
courageously, firmly and lovingly support and defend the teachings of scripture.  
 
It is our hope and prayer that these thoughts may be a blessing and help to those wanting to 
clearly understand what the Bible teaches on this very important subject. 
 
In the time available, we will make some introductory remarks to the topics of divorce, 
remarriage and adultery.   Because of the sensitive nature of this subject matter, we suggest it 
may not be appropriate for young children.  
 
One might ask why we chose this subject?  An article on the topic particularly aroused our 
interest, as it presented a view quite different than what we had always believed the scriptures 
taught.  For the past few months we have invested careful and prayerful time to reviewing this 
subject.  We feel it is a topic too important to be ignored.  Yet it is a topic too sensitive to be 
presented without the risk of offending someone.  We hope to present these thoughts with the 
spirit of love and humility, standing ready to be corrected, yet having the courage to present 
the direct teachings of scripture on this topic. 
 
 

HOW SERIOUS A SIN IS ADULTERY?   
 
Adultery appears on three important lists. 
 
 Death Penalty sins committed under the Law Covenant (Deut 22:22) 
 Ten Commandments (Ex 20:1-17; Deut 5:6-21) 
 Those who will not Inherit the Kingdom of God (1 Cor 6:9-11; Gal 5:19-21 & Eph 5:5) 
 
Interestingly though, adultery is not on the list of the seven things the Lord hates. (Prov 6:16-
20).   
 
Appearing on these three lists makes adultery a very serious & dangerous sin.  But there are 
some considerations that should encourage us to exercise mercy under certain appropriate 
conditions.  We do not want to excuse the sin of adultery, but we want to approach this subject 
with balance and the spirit of a sound mind.   Later, we will see how room must be allowed for 
repentance, recovery and reinstatement to the brotherhood. 
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A BALANCED VIEW 
 
We believe that a broad and honest examination of this topic will help to establish a fair, 
balanced and scripturally accurate view.  
 
Death Penalty  
As previously indicated, adultery was subject to the death penalty, under the Law Covenant.  
Let’s balance this truth with three additional facts … 
 The Death Penalty is not the Second Death.  All people who were guilty of death under the 

Law Covenant will be resurrected in the Kingdom. 
 Jesus’ stricter standard of adultery would not have qualified for the Death Penalty under the 

Law Covenant, because unlike Jesus, Moses permitted remarriage after divorce. 
 As an example of mercy, God forgave David’s sins of adultery and murder, following his full 

repentance. (2 Sam 2:13) 
 
Ten Commandments 
As previously indicated, adultery was prohibited in the Ten Commandments.  Let’s remember, 
other sins were prohibited as well.   Do we place great weight on other violations against the 
Ten Commandments?  For example… 
 In our age of wealth and excess, have we ever deeply coveted our neighbor’s 

possessions? 
 Have we ever engaged in a different type of idol worship, idolizing move stars, sports stars 

and radio & television personalities? 
 Do we keep our Sabbath holy, as a day of worship?  Or is the main focus of our Sunday on 

interests other than the Lord. 
 In a moment of fear and weakness, have we found our self lying or being deceptive? 
 
The Adulterous Woman 
John 8:3-11 talks about the adulterous woman that the Pharisees brought before Jesus to test 
him.  Although, some consider this passage to be spurious, such a conclusion is uncertain.  
 
Br. Russell had this to say about the passage.  R3434 
Our Lord “entered into sympathy with the meek… in all their weaknesses… Note the case of 
the woman taken in sin, and our Lord’s failure to make any pharisaical tirade against her.  
Mark his reproof to those who stood by:  ‘He that is without sin, let him cast the first stone.’  
Mark how, when they were all thus convicted of imperfection in some particular themselves, 
our Lord said to the woman, “Neither do I condemn thee; go, and sin not more.’ (John 8:3-11).” 
 
Sins Preventing Inheritance of the Kingdom of God 
 
Various sins prevent people from inheriting the Kingdom of God. 
 
Gal 5:19-21 
19 Now the works of the flesh are evident, which are: adultery (3430  moicheia –adultery), 
fornication (4202 pornea – sexual immorality), uncleanness, lewdness, 
20 idolatry, sorcery, hatred, contentions, jealousies, outbursts of wrath, selfish ambitions, 
dissensions, heresies, 
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21 envy, murders, drunkenness, revelries, and the like; of which I tell you beforehand, just 
as I also told you in time past, that those who practice such things will not inherit the 
kingdom of God.  (NKJ)  (see also 1 Cor 6:9-11 & Eph 5:5) 
 
Notice that this list includes such sins as idolatry, hatred, contentions, jealousies, selfish 
ambitions & envy. 
 
Are we ever contentious, jealous or envious?  Do we commit any of these other sins?  How 
easy it is to set adultery up on a pedestal as if it is the most horrendous sin a New Creature 
can commit and then to happily go along with our own lives as if we have no sins of our own. 
 
Let’s remember Jesus’ words. 
 
Matt 7:4 
4 "Or how can you say to your brother, 'Let me remove the speck from your eye'; and 
look, a plank is in your own eye? (NKJ) 
 
Nevertheless, according to Gal 5:21, those who practice these types of sins and who do not 
repent, cannot inherit the Kingdom of God.  They cannot inherit the office of kings and priests 
who will reign over and bless all mankind.  (1 Cor 15:50 & Heb 6:12-20).  This includes the sin 
of adultery. 
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OLD TESTAMENT TEACHINGS 
 
The key passage of the Old Testament relating to divorce and remarriage is… 
 
Deut 24:1-4 
1 "When a man takes a wife and marries her, and it happens that she finds no favor in his 
eyes because he has found some uncleanness in her, and he writes her a certificate of 
divorce, puts it in her hand, and sends her out of his house, 
2 "when she has departed from his house, and goes and becomes another man's wife, 
3 "if the latter husband detests [hates] her and writes her a certificate of divorce, puts it in 
her hand, and sends her out of his house, or if the latter husband dies who took her as his 
wife, 
4 "then her former husband who divorced her must not take her back to be his wife after 
she has been defiled; for that is an abomination before the LORD, and you shall not bring sin 
on the land which the LORD your God is giving you as an inheritance.  (NKJ) 
 
These verses describe three steps to divorce (vs 1) 
1. Legal Cause: Husband “finds no favor”  due to “uncleanness” in wife 
2. Legal Notice:  Husband delivers to his wife a written Certificate of Divorce 
3. Legal Action: Husband sends wife out of his house 
 
Let’s examine each of these three steps closer.   We will start with step #2 and come back to 
step #1 last of all. 
 
 
2.  Legal Notice: 
 
Why was a Certificate of Divorce required in order for a husband to divorce his wife? 
 
Just imagine if the law only required a verbal declaration of the divorce.  If the husband wanted 
his wife back he could simply claim that he never divorced her.  If she remarried, he could 
accuse her of adultery.   In Old Testament times, the “certificate of divorce” protected the wife 
by providing her with proof that she could marry another.  
 
3.  Legal Action: 
 
The final step of divorce was to send the wife out of the house.  The word “send” means just 
that. 
 
Let’s look at some definitions of the Hebrew word translated “send.” 
 
STRONGS: 7971  shalach; a primitive root; to send away, for, or out  
 
VINES: SEND - shalach ^7971^, "to send, stretch forth, get rid of."  
 
WILSONS OT WORD STUDIES:  to send, to send away, to let go, to send out or forth 
 
The word divorce only appears four times in the Old Testament, always as part of the phrase 
“Certificate of Divorce.”   (Deut 24:1,3; Isa 50:1; Jer 3:8) 
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Although the word “send” is not the same as the word for “divorce,” the context shows this 
word to be referring to divorce, because according to Deut 24:1, the Certificate of Divorce is 
first written, then the wife is sent away.   Therefore, a “sent away” wife is a “divorced wife.”  
This will become important when we later consider Jesus teachings on this topic. 
 
1.  Legal Cause: 
 
Now back to step #1 in the divorce process, according to the Law of Moses. 
 
Deut 24:1 describes the legal justification for divorce. 
 
Vs. 1: says “she finds no favor in his eyes because he has found some uncleanness in her” 
 
Vs. 3 says “he hates her” 
 
Notice, that the legal basis or justification for the divorce is that the husband finds some 
“uncleanness” in her. 
 
Precisely what the word “uncleanness” means in Deut 24:1 has been the topic of debate for 
thousands of years.  Even in Jesus day, the Pharisees challenged him… 
 
Matt 19:3 
3 The Pharisees also came to Him, testing Him, and saying to Him, "Is it lawful for a man 
to divorce his wife for just any reason?"  (NKJ) 
 
 
HEBREW MEANING OF UNCLEANNESS 
 
It is important to examine the Hebrew word for “uncleanness” since it was the legal basis for 
divorce in Old Testament times.   
 
Here is how the scholars define this word… 
 
STRONG’S:  6172 `ervah;  nudity, literally or figuratively (disgrace, blemish):  
KJV-- nakedness, shame, unclean (-ness). 
 
VINES: Nakedness, indecent thing 
 
WILSON’S OT WORD STUDIES: nakedness, that which causes shame 
 
Various translations of the use of the word “uncleanness” in Deut 24:1 include… 
 
Rotherham:  he hath found in her some matter of shame 
Ferrar Fenton:  there are found repulsive qualities in her 
New World Translation:  he has found something indecent on her part. 
Goodspeed:  he has found some indecency in her 
NASV:  he has found some indecency in her. 
 
To summarize, this word is translated nakedness, shame, indecent, unclean and repulsive.   
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When looking up every scripture, one will notice that this word is almost always translated 
“nakedness.”  Over half of the times this word is used in the Bible, it is found in Lev 18 & 20 in 
the phrase “uncover the nakedness.”   In these two chapters it refers to acts of sexual 
immorality.  Several types of these sins are enumerated, including adultery, fornication, incest, 
homosexuality and bestiality.  All of these sins were punishable by being cut off from among 
the people, Lev. 18:29.   
 
As already noted, “uncleanness” was the legal basis for divorce.  It is not likely that this word  
specifically refers to adultery, since, for this sin, the death penalty was enacted, thus making 
divorce irrelevant.   However, whenever the death penalty was not enforced for adultery or 
when the adulterer fled the area and could not be found, we suggest that in such cases, 
adultery would qualify as “uncleanness” and allow the innocent partner to legally divorce.   
 
“SOME” UNCLEANESS 
 
As a side note, the Hebrew word for “some” in the phrase “some uncleanness” can mean 
“words” or “speaking.”   One might wonder if this could then be referring to the use of filthy 
language, particularly along the line of perverse and sexually immoral thoughts.  I did not find a 
translation that directly supported this idea. 
 
Here’s how the scholars define this Hebrew word for “some.” 
 
STRONGS: 1697  dabar  a word; by implication, a matter (as spoken of) or thing; adverbially, a 
cause:  
 
VINES: SPEAK: dabar ^1697^, "word, matter; something."  … refers, first, to what is said, to 
the actual "word" itself… The noun can connote "matter" or "affair" 
 
 
Conclusion on Uncleaness:  In conclusion, “uncleanness” was the Law Covenant basis for 
divorce and remarriage.   This word  “uncleanness” includes the thought of sexually immoral 
acts.   By extension, it also includes other perverse, shameful and indecent behavior.  Exactly 
where you would draw the line was a matter of debate that many Jews tried to take advantage 
of. 
 
Additional Passages   It is interesting to note that a couple of other scriptural passages 
discussing divorce seem to center around sexual immorality as being the cause. 
 
These additional Old Testament passages include: 
 
Num 5:12-31 - Law of Jealousy 
 
Deut 22:13-29 - Divorce surrounding a husband’s public accusation.  
 
 
LAW COVENANT DEFINITION FOR ADULTERY 
 
We want to consider how the Old Testament defines adultery.  Later we will want to compare 
Jesus’ definition of adultery. 
 
Deut 22:22 
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22 "If a man is found lying with a woman married to a husband, then both of them shall die-
- the man that lay with the woman, and the woman; so you shall put away the evil from Israel.  
(NKJ) 
 
SUMMARY 
 
Adultery has occurred when a couple lay together, if one or both of them are married to a 
different partner from whom they were never legally divorced.    
 
Adultery has not occurred when a previously married spouse, marries again, after legally 
divorcing a previous spouse. 
 
As indicated in Deut 24:1-4, a “certificate of divorce” is necessary for the divorce to be legally 
valid under the Law Covenant.  
  
 
LAW COVENANT PENALTY FOR ADULTERY 
 
The penalty for adultery is clearly laid out in Lev 20. 
 
Lev 20:10 
10 'The man who commits adultery with another man's wife, he who commits adultery with 
his neighbor's wife, the adulterer and the adulteress, shall surely be put to death.  (NKJ) 
(As agrees Rm 7:2) 
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DIVORCE IN THE NEW TESTAMENT 
 
The word “divorce” comes from… 
 
STRONG’S: 647  apostasion: neuter of a (presumed) adj. from a derivative of 868; properly, 
something separative, i.e. (specially) divorce:  KJV-- (writing of) divorcement. 
 
VINES: DIVORCE, DIVORCEMENT  
apostasion ^647^, primarily, "a defection," lit., "a standing off" (apo, "from," stasis, "a standing"; 
cf. aphistemi, "to cause to withdraw"), denotes, in the NT, "a writing or bill of divorcement," 
<Matt. 5:31; 19:7; Mark 10:4>.# In Sept., <Deut. 24:3; Isa. 50:1; Jer. 3:8>.# 
 
This word occurs three times in the New Testament; each time in the phrase “Certificate of 
Divorce.”  It’s the equivalent to the Old Testament word for divorce as is demonstrated by it’s 
use in the Septuagint. 
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JESUS TEACHINGS  
 
Jesus teachings on the subject of divorce and remarriage can be summed up in two passages. 
 
Mark 10:11-12 
11 So He said to them, "Whoever divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery 
against her.  (see also Luke 16:18) 
12 "And if a woman divorces her husband and marries another, she commits adultery." 
(NKJ) 
 
Luke 16:18 
18 "… whoever marries her who is divorced from her husband commits adultery.  (NKJ) 
(see also Matt 5:32) 
 
Summary of Jesus Teachings on Adultery:   
 
According to Jesus, adultery is committed if  
 one divorces their spouse and marries another 
 one marries the divorced spouse of another 
 
(Later we will see that Jesus provides an exception to this rule.) 
 
Law Different: 
 

The standard was a little different under the Law Covenant.  Moses permitted what Jesus 
forbade.   Under the Law Covenant, Jesus’ higher standards did not qualify as adultery.  Unlike 
Jesus, the Law of Moses permitted remarriage, after legal divorce.   

 
Jesus set a higher standard for the New Creation then did the Law of Moses for the Jew.  This 
is consistent with the context of Matt 5 where Jesus is promoting several new and higher 
standards to his disciples.   

 
1) Thou shalt not kill (vs. 21-26) [but if you call your brother a fool you are guilty of death] 
2) Thou shalt not commit adultery (vs. 27-32) [Looking at a woman w/lust is committing 

adultery in your heart.] 
3) Thou shalt not make false vows (vs. 33-37)  [Just say yes or no.  Compare Lev. 19:12] 
4) An eye for an eye (vs. 38-42) [turn the other cheek] 
5) Thou shalt love they neighbor as thyself (vs. 43-48) [love your enemies] 
 
In each case, Jesus promotes new and higher moral standards to his disciples. 
  
So Jesus taught higher standards than did the Law of Moses, including that, that TO MARRY 
A DIVORCED PERSON IS TO COMMIT ADULTERY.  
 
So how should we view it when... 
 a spouse commits adultery by Jesus’ standard… but  at the same time,  
 they did not commit adultery under the Law Covenant Standard? 
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One might argue that it would be better to at least follow Moses’ standard, than to fail to follow 
both Moses’ & Jesus’ standards.  With this we agree.  But the bottom line is that the New 
Creation is obligated to follow Jesus’ higher standard.  To go contrary to Jesus’ higher 
standard would constitute adultery in God’s eyes. 
 
 
Objection: “Sent Away” Wife Not Divorced? 
 
Some raise an objection to this view of adultery.  To understand their objection, we need to 
take a closer look at the word, “divorce.” 
 
The word “divorce,” which Jesus spoke, might be better literally translated “sent away.”   
Strongs and Vines definitions help to illustrate this. 
 
STRONG’S 630  apoluo: from 575 and 3089; to free fully, i.e. (literally) relieve, release, dismiss 
(reflexively, depart), or (figuratively) let die, pardon or (specially) divorce:  KJV-- (let) depart, 
dismiss, divorce, forgive, let go, loose, put (send) away, release, set at liberty. 
 
VINES DEPART: 17. apoluo ^630^, "to loose from" (apo), in the middle voice, signifies "to 
depart," <Luke 2:29; Acts 23:22>, RV, "let go"; <28:25>. See DISMISS. 
 
So the argument goes like this” adultery occurs because the man is marrying a woman who 
has only been “sent away,” but has never been legally “divorced.”   
 
In other words, they are saying that a spouse remarried without ever getting legally divorced.  
This view reads a lot into the verse that is not there.  If Jesus meant this , he could have simply 
said, “Anyone who marries a woman, who has not been given a Certificate of Divorce, is 
committing adultery, since she is still married, to her original husband.”  But Jesus did not say 
this.  He simply said, “whoever marries her who is divorced (or sent away) from her husband 
commits adultery” - Luke 16:18; Matt 5:32) 
 
Please recall from our discussion in Deut 24:1, that the “sent away” wife was a divorced wife.  
The husband first issued his wife a certificate of divorce, then he sent her away.  This answers 
the argument.  The “sent away” wife has already been legally divorced.  Jesus higher standard 
is that even in the case of legal divorce, remarriage constitutes adultery in God’s eyes. 
 
Let’s sidetrack for a moment.  Since this such is a critical point, we want to spend more time 
demonstrating that the “sent away” wife is a legally divorced wife.   
 
Again, according to Duet 24:1, the wife is… 
 first issued a Certificate of Divorce, then 
 she is “sent away.” 
 
Since the “sent away” wife has first received a certificate of divorce, the “sent away” wife has 
been legally divorced.  
 
Next, Let’s notice that Jesus treats this word - Strong’s 630 “Apoluo” - as referring to “divorce.”  
Jesus acknowledges the meaning of “sent away" (Apoluo) in Mark 10:2 to refer to “divorce” 
(Apastasion) in verses 4 & 5. 
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Notice Jesus use of the word Strong’s 630 “Apoluo” in… 
 
Mark 10:2 
2 The Pharisees came and asked Him, "Is it lawful for a man to divorce (Strong’s 630 - 
Apoluo) his wife?" testing Him.  (NKJ) 
 
Notice how Jesus’ answered the Pharisees question. 
 
Mark 10:3-5 
3 And He answered and said to them, "What did Moses command you?" 
4 They said, "Moses permitted a man to write a certificate of divorce [Apastasion], and to 
dismiss her." 
5 And Jesus answered and said to them, "Because of the hardness of your heart he wrote 
you this precept. (NKJ) 
 
Both Jesus and the Pharisees answered the question, “Is it lawful to “divorce” or “send away?,”  
(Strongs 630 Apoluo) by referring the Certificate of Divorce, showing that they both understood 
this word to refer to divorce.   
 
The same logic is found in Matt 19:8, where - Strongs 630 Apoluo - means “divorce” as Jesus 
connects it to the Certificate of Divorce in verse 7. 
 
So again, the whole point of this analysis of the word, Strongs 630 Apoluo, is to demonstrate 
that when Jesus said, “whoever marries her who is divorced from her husband commits 
adultery,” He really meant “divorce.”  
 
 
Adultery in Heart: 
 
Some refer to Jesus’ statement in Matt. 5:27,28, to claim that nearly all men are guilty of 
adultery (of the heart), thereby rendering our concept of adultery nearly meaningless. 
 
So, how do we explain Jesus statement in Matt 5:27-28? 
Matt 5:27-28 
27 "You have heard that it was said to those of old, 'You shall not commit adultery.' 
28 "But I say to you that whoever looks at a woman to lust for her has already committed 
adultery with her in his heart.  (NKJ) 
 
Notice that Jesus did not just say “has already committed adultery with her,” but He added the 
words “in his heart.”    The Jew under the Law was guilty, in God’s eyes, of death for the 
thought of adultery, but was not stoned to death for the thought, only for the act.  So, in the 
marriage covenant, we suggest the Christian is guilty in God’s eyes for meditating on the 
thought of adultery, but the marriage covenant is not to be dissolved for the thought, only for 
the act. 
 
Referring to this passage in Rep 4020, Bro. Russell adds another dimension.  He says, “…the 
spirit of God’s law is that to desire to do wrong and to be merely hindered by circumstances 
and conditions is in God’s sight as serious, as criminal, as to have really done that wrong.”   
 
 
Exception: (see Rep 1554 par 8 & 5954) 
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Going back to Jesus teaching on adultery, we ask, did he permit any exceptions?  To answer 
this question we need to consider Matt 19. 
 
Matt 19:3 
3 The Pharisees also came to Him, testing Him, and saying to Him, "Is it lawful for a man 
to divorce his wife for just any reason?"  (NKJ) 
 
Notice how Jesus answered the Pharisees question. 
 
Matt 19:4-6 
4 And He answered and said to them, "Have you not read that He who made them at the 
beginning 'made them male and female,' 
5 "and said, 'For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his 
wife, and the two shall become one flesh'? 
6 "So then, they are no longer two but one flesh. Therefore what God has joined together, 
let not man separate."  (NKJ) 
 
Jesus answer basically was, “No.  You cannt divorce.  What God has joined together, let no 
man separate.” 
 
But the Pharisees came back at Jesus with an argument.  “Now we’ve got you,” they must 
have thought. 
 
Matt 19:7 
7 They said to Him, "Why then did Moses command to give a certificate of divorce, and to 
put her away?"  (NKJ) 
 
So they argued, “You’re wrong Jesus!  Moses said we could divorce!” 
 
Jesus then responded… 
 
Matt 19:8-9 
8 He said to them, "Moses, because of the hardness of your hearts, permitted you to 
divorce your wives, but from the beginning it was not so. 
9 "And I say to you, whoever divorces his wife, except for sexual immorality, and 
marries another, commits adultery; and whoever marries her who is divorced commits 
adultery." (NKJ) 
 
So Jesus says, “Yes.  Moses did permit divorce, but only because of your hard hearts.”  Then 
Jesus repeated what he had already taught on this topic, but with one difference.  This time he 
said that there was one exception.  That exception was “sexual immorality.”  In that case, a 
remarriage would not be considered adultery. 
 
Let’s look at Jesus words again.   
 
Matt 19:9 
9 "… whoever divorces his wife, except for sexual immorality, and marries another, 
commits adultery…" (NKJ) 
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Yes, Jesus permitted just this one exception to permit remarriage.  The exception of “sexual 
immorality.”   
 
Jesus’ teachings are a stricter or higher standard of what Moses taught in the Law Covenant, 
where he permitted divorce and remarriage, in the case of “uncleanness.”  
 
Porneia 
 
Some translations use the word “adultery” for the exception of Matt. 19:9 instead of “sexual 
immorality.” 
 
Let’s take a look at Strong’s & Vines’ definitions of this word. 
 
STRONG’S 4202  porneia: from 4203; harlotry (including adultery and incest); figuratively, 
idolatry:  
 
VINES KJV-- fornication.FORNICATION, FORNICATOR  
1. porneia ^4202^ is used (a) of "illicit sexual intercourse," in <John 8:41; Acts 15:20,29; 21:25; 
1 Cor. 5:1; 6:13,18; 2 Cor. 12:21; Gal. 5:19; Eph. 5:3; Col. 3:5; 1 Thes. 4:3; Rev. 2:21; 9:21>; 
in the plural in <1 Cor. 7:2>; in <Matt. 5:32> and <19:9> it stands for, or includes, adultery; it is 
distinguished from it in <15:19> and <Mark 7:21>; (b) metaphorically, of "the association of 
pagan idolatry with doctrines of, and professed adherence to, the Christian faith," <Rev. 14:8; 
17:2,4; 18:3; 19:2>; some suggest this as the sense in <2:21>.# 
 
We believe this word has a broader meaning than “adultery” and that the broader word, 
“sexual immorality” better captures the meaning.  These acts of sexual immorality would 
include adultery, fornication, incest, homosexuality, bestiality and other sins listed in Lev 18 & 
20. 
 
But one might ask, why just this one exception?  Aren’t there worse sins than sexual 
immortally?  What about wife beating, abandonment or child abuse? 
 
Brethren, all we can do is go by what the Bible says.  We cannot second-guess our Lord.  
Jesus says, “FOR ANY REASON except sexual immorality” in Matt 5:32. 
 
We suggest, God’s purpose in not permitting remarriage for other reasons, is that the sorrow 
and loneliness caused by separation will allow time for each spouse, especially the more guilty 
spouse, to repent, reform & return.  Otherwise, the more guilty spouse, if hard hearted, would 
likely break the marriage covenant by committing adultery, thus freeing the more innocent 
spouse to remarry – Matt 19:9. 
 
Let’s now look closer at Matt 5:31-32, where Jesus first declared this exception. 
 
Matt 5:31-32 
31 "Furthermore it has been said, 'Whoever divorces his wife, let him give her a certificate 
of divorce.' 
32 "But I say to you that whoever divorces his wife for any reason except sexual 
immorality causes her to commit adultery…  (NKJ) 
 
To elaborate, Jesus is saying that under the law, Moses permitted you to divorce your wives 
with a Certificate of Divorce, but I have a higher standard than Moses.  I say that by divorcing 
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your wife, unless she has already been sexually immoral, you are now causing her to commit 
adultery when she remarries.   
 
In Jesus’ day a woman needed a husband to support her financially, not to mention that she 
had a natural desire for a husband and family.  So by divorcing her, Jesus indicated that the 
husband was in essence forcing her hand.  She had little choice but to remarry and be 
considered an adulteress, by Jesus’ standards.   Otherwise she might have no reasonable 
means of supporting herself. 
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PAUL’S TEACHINGS 
 
What did the Apostle Paul teach on the topic of divorce and remarriage in 1 Cor. 7? 
 
Sloppy or bias translating has created some confusion in interpreting 1 Cor. 7.  In order to 
understand Paul’s teachings on marriage & divorce, we must first understand how Paul breaks 
1 Cor 7 down into subtopics as follows: 
 
VERSES SUBTOPIC                                       
 1- 8  Physical contact between spouses   
 8- 9  Widows & Widowers 
10-16 Married Couples 
17-24 State in which we were called 
25-38 Virgins (includes men & women) 
39-40  Wife /Widow 
 
Consistently applying this breakdown removes much of the confusion some have experienced, 
in understanding Paul’s teachings, especially in regard to his use of the word “unmarried.” 
 
Widows & Widowers 
 
Let’s look at verses 8 & 9 where Paul is discussing Widows and Widowers. 
 
1 Cor 7:8-9 
8 But I say to the unmarried and to the widows: It is good for them if they remain even as I 
am; 
9 but if they cannot exercise self-control, let them marry. For it is better to marry than to 
burn with passion.  (NKJ) 
 
Notice that Paul says it is okay for the “unmarried” and “widows” to marry.  Some have 
suggested that the “unmarried” are divorced spouses and that this text means, that it is okay 
for a divorced spouse to remarry.  If so, Paul would be contradicting Jesus teachings (as 
previously discussed.) 
 
In the Greek, the word for “unmarried” here is masculine.  Marshall’s & Wilson’s Greek 
Interlinears translate “unmarried” as “unmarried men.”   Connected by context with widows, the 
“unmarried men” are “widowers.”  It makes perfect sense in verse 9 for Paul to say that widows 
& widowers can remarry.    
 
Paul would not contradict Jesus’ teachings by arguing that it was okay for a divorced spouse to 
remarry.   Paul clarifies his teaching in the next verses, where he now moves on to the next 
subtopic, “married couples.” 
 
Married Couples 
 
1 Cor 7:10-11 
10 Now to the married I command, yet not I but the Lord: A wife is not to depart from her 
husband. 
11 But even if she does depart, let her remain unmarried or be reconciled to her husband. 
And a husband is not to divorce his wife.  (NKJ) 



 17

 
Paul gives two options to those who separate from their spouse… 
1. remain unmarried, or 
2. be reconciled to your husband 
 
Paul does not give the departing spouse the option of remarrying (except in the case of the 
death of their spouse – 1 Cor 7:39). 
 
In verse 12, Paul moves on to “the remaining things” (diaglott) pertaining to married couples, 
particularly those who are married to unbelievers. 
 
Bondage 
 
What is the point of the word “bondage” in verse 15? 
 
1 Cor 7:15 
15 But if the unbeliever departs, let him depart; a brother or a sister is not under bondage 
in such cases.  But God has called us to peace.  (NKJ) 
 
Some feel that this verse is teaching that if an unbelieving spouse departs, the believing 
spouse is free to remarry.   But this verse nowhere mentions anything about remarriage. 
 
We suggest Paul’s point is simply that the believing spouse is not under bondage to remain 
married to an unbelieving spouse who wants to separate. 
 
Even though, in verse 10, Paul said “do not depart”, in verse 15, he says that the case of the 
unbelieving spouse is different.   “God has called us to peace.”  If the unbeliever wants to 
depart, let them go.  You are not in bondage to remain married. 
 
VIRGINS 
 
Paul’s discussion of the subtopic “virgins” begins in verse 25.  
 
1 Cor 7:25 
25 Now concerning virgins: I have no commandment from the Lord; yet I give judgment as 
one whom the Lord in His mercy has made trustworthy.  (NKJ) 
 
Even though we don’t normally apply the word ”virgin” to a man, we think it is likely that Paul is 
discussing the virginity of both males and females through nearly the end the chapter.  (See 
appendix B for more detail on how the context supports this view.)  Confusingly, in verse 27 
most translators leave us with the impression that Paul is talking about married couples 
divorcing, even though he just said he was talking about virgins.  Verses 27 & 28 read… 
 
1 Cor 7:27-28 
27 Are you bound to a wife? Do not seek to be loosed. Are you loosed from a wife? Do not 
seek a wife. 
28 But even if you do marry, you have not sinned; and if a virgin marries, she has not 
sinned. Nevertheless such will have trouble in the flesh, but I would spare you.  (NKJ) 
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Some feel that the one “loosed” from a wife is “divorced” and that Paul is saying of them “if you 
(as a divorced spouse) do marry, you have not sinned.“  Yet, if Paul is referring to those who 
are divorced, why doesn’t he say so?  He could have been clearer by saying… 
 those who are divorced from their wife, or 
 those who have issued a Certificate of Divorce to their wife? 
 
 
Common View on “Bound” & “Loose” 
 
For the sake of argument, let’s first consider the common view, that the word “loosed” here is 
referring to a married couple being “released” from marriage.  If this is the correct meaning of 
the text, we suggest that it must refer to the release resulting from the death of a spouse, not a 
release resulting from divorce.   
 
Paul refers to the theme of being bound and released in relation to the topic of marriage in only 
two other places (1 Cor 7:39 and Rom 7:2).  In both of these passages, the freeing or releasing 
results only from the death of the other spouse, not from divorce.  Let’s take a look at these 
verses. 
 
1 Cor 7:39 
39 A wife is bound by law as long as her husband lives; but if her husband dies, she is at 
liberty to be married to whom she wishes, only in the Lord.  (NKJ) 
 
Rom 7:2 
2 For the woman who has a husband is bound by the law to her husband as long as he 
lives. But if the husband dies, she is released from the law of her husband.  (NKJ) 
 
So, according to Paul, the full release from marriage results only in the case of “death,” other 
wise each spouse is “bound by law” to each other.  (In these two passages, it might also be 
consistent to view a “sexually immoral” spouse as “dead” for the purpose of remarriage, since 
under the Law Covenant; “sexual immorality” was subject to the death penalty.)   
 
In 1 Cor 7:28, Paul does not use the word “divorce.”  To have the word “loosed” include the 
thought of “divorce” would make Paul contradict Jesus’ statements (already cited) and Paul’s 
instructions in 1 Cor. 7:10, 11.  Let’s remember what Paul said. 
 
1 Cor 7:10-11 
10 Now to the married I command, yet not I but the Lord: A wife is not to depart from her 
husband.  
11 But even if she does depart, let her remain unmarried or be reconciled to her husband. 
And a husband is not to divorce his wife.  (NKJ)    
 
So clearly, we see that Paul does not permit a departing wife to remarry.  To get out of this 
requirement, some have argued that Paul is not talking about divorce, but merely about 
separation.  Going down this road leads to the deduction that the only time Paul discusses 
divorce in this chapter is in verse 27, just after he says he is about to discuss virgins in verse 
25.  We think Paul must be including “divorce” in the word “depart” since he is quoting from the 
Lord’s command, evidently in Matt 19, where clearly, Jesus is discussing divorce.        
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Greek Meaning & Translation of 1 Cor 7:27 
 
In 1 Cor. 7:27, the King James Version reads, “Are you bound unto a wife?”  The word “wife” 
can equally be translated “woman.”  The word “bound” is neither the Greek word for 
“marriage,” nor for “engagement.”  It therefore becomes a matter of opinion and contextual 
interpretation to determine what the words “woman” and “bound” mean in this context.   
 
A literal rendering of verse 27 from Marshall’s Interlinear reads, “Hast thou been bound to a 
woman?  do not seek release; hast thou been released from a woman?  do not seek a 
woman.” 
 
To paraphrase, we think Paul was saying,  “Are you engaged to a woman?  Do not break it off.  
Have you broken off an engagement?  Do not seek a woman.” 
 
Then in verse 28, Paul would be saying, “But if you (a male virgin) follow through with this 
engagement and get married, you have not sinned and if the virgin (female) does the same, 
she has not sinned…” 
 
This view not only fits better with the earlier context of verse 25, but also, as we are about to 
see, is supported by the later context of verses 36-38.  In any case, whether verse 27 is 
referring to marriage or to engagement, it does not support the view that one can divorce then 
remarry. 
 
A Look At The Broader Context – 1 Cor 7:36-38 
 
We suggest that a correct translation of 1 Cor. 7:36-38 helps to demonstrate that the context 
better supports applying verse 27 to the “engagement” of “virgins,” rather than to the 
“marriage” of “spouses.”  This section is not critical to our argument, but we believe it is helpful.  
If correct, it eliminates any possibility that verse 27 teaches it is okay to divorce and remarry. 
 
Most translators handle verses 36-38 by describing a man who wants to marry a  virgin, with 
Paul saying that it is “okay” if the man does not marry.  Paul’s supposed logic here seems 
inconsistent with the rest of the chapter, by simply saying that it is “okay” not to marry.  Paul 
has been teaching throughout the chapter more than that it is just “okay” not to marry, but 
rather that it is “better” or “best” not to marry.  This type of translation falls short of this stronger 
language he has been using all along, that it is “better” or “best” not to marry. 
 
Another way of translating the passage is by describing a father considering whether to give 
his virgin daughter away in marriage.  This view seems even less plausible since the apparent 
reason for whether the father gives his daughter away in marriage is based on whether he can 
control his will and avoid having improper feelings towards her.  This makes the father sound 
like a pervert and the fact that he has control over his will, so as not to have these improper 
feelings, does not sound like a reasonable basis for preventing her from marrying.   
 
We suggest that the correct rendering of the text describes a man considering his virginity, with 
Paul advising that although it would be good for the man to marry, it would be better not to.  
Paul’s advice in this scenario seems most consistent with the rest of the chapter.  Remaining 
unmarried is again recommended as the better option.  The Darbey, Rotherham and New 
World translations support this view.  We here quote the Darbey translation. 
 
Darbey Translation (Supported by Rotherham & New World Translation) 
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1 Corithians 7:36 But if any one think that he behaves unseemly to his virginity, if he be 
beyond the flower of his age, and so it must be, let him do what he will, he does not sin: let 
them marry. 
1 Corithians 7:37 But he who stands firm in his heart, having no need, but has authority over 
his own will, and has judged this in his heart to keep his own virginity, he does well. 
1 Corithians 7:38 So that he that marries himself does well; and he that does not marry does 
better. 
 
Accepting this view increases the likelihood that in verse 27, when Paul says, “are you loosed 
from a woman, do not marry,” he is describing an engaged couple, breaking off their 
engagement.  If so, the possibility that Paul advising a divorced spouse to remarry is 
eliminated.   
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OUR RESPONSIBILITY TOWARD THE ADULTERER 
 
What is our responsibility toward the adulterer?  
 
For an answer, we recommend that you review Rep 5954 
 
We suggest our response to the adulterer should be an act of love.  If we love our brother, we 
will not ignore a sin that places his New Creature in jeopardy. 
 
Does 1 Cor 5 apply to all adulterers or is it an extreme case that would not apply to a normal 
case of divorce & remarriage?  Verse 1 uses the world porneia, the exception of Matt 19:9.  
We suggest it does apply.   
 
1 Cor 5:1-13 
1 It is actually reported that there is sexual immorality [Strongs 4202 porneia] among 
you, and such sexual immorality as is not even named among the Gentiles-- that a man has 
his father's wife! 
2 And you are puffed up, and have not rather mourned, that he who has done this deed 
might be taken away from among you. 
3 For I indeed, as absent in body but present in spirit, have already judged (as though I 
were present) him who has so done this deed. 
4 In the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, when you are gathered together, along with my 
spirit, with the power of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
5 deliver such a one to Satan for the destruction of the flesh, that his spirit may be 
saved in the day of the Lord Jesus. 
6 Your glorying is not good. Do you not know that a little leaven leavens the whole lump? 
7 Therefore purge out the old leaven, that you may be a new lump, since you truly are 
unleavened. For indeed Christ, our Passover, was sacrificed for us. 
8 Therefore let us keep the feast, not with old leaven, nor with the leaven of malice and 
wickedness, but with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth. 
9 I wrote to you in my epistle not to keep company with sexually immoral people. people 
[Strongs 4205 pornos] 
10 Yet I certainly did not mean with the sexually immoral of this world, or with the covetous, 
or extortioners, or idolaters, since then you would need to go out of the world. 
11 But now I have written to you not to keep company with anyone named a brother, who 
is sexually immoral, or covetous, or an idolater, or a reviler, or a drunkard, or an extortioner-- 
not even to eat with such a person. 
12 For what have I to do with judging those also who are outside? Do you not judge those 
who are inside? 
13 But those who are outside God judges. Therefore "put away from yourselves the evil 
person."  (NKJ) 
 
Our expression of love for the adulterous brother involves a withdrawing of fellowship.  We can 
not help the brother by continuing in full fellowship as always.  To ignore the matter will be to 
his injury as well as to the injury of others in the Church who would thereby be encourage to 
lower their moral standards. 
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CONSEQUENCES  
 
1 Cor 5:6-7 
6 Your glorying is not good. Do you not know that a little leaven leavens the whole lump? 
7 Therefore purge out the old leaven, that you may be a new lump, since you truly are 
unleavened. For indeed Christ, our Passover, was sacrificed for us.  (NKJ) 
 
By not dealing with the matter, others will feel it is okay and more brethren will sin. 
 
Matt 18:15-17 
15 "Moreover if your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault between you and 
him alone. If he hears you, you have gained your brother. 
16 "But if he will not hear, take with you one or two more, that 'by the mouth of two or three 
witnesses every word may be established.' 
17 "And if he refuses to hear them, tell it to the church. But if he refuses even to hear the 
church, let him be to you like a heathen and a tax collector.  [Like anyone who walks into the 
meeting off the street.]  (NKJ) 
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REPENTANCE & RESTORATION 
 
Once a brother or sister becomes an adulterer, is there anyway to undo the sin or to correct 
the problem and bring them back to the heavenly father’s approval? 
 
Gal 6:1 
1 Brethren, if a man is overtaken in any trespass, you who are spiritual restore such a one 
in a spirit of gentleness, considering yourself lest you also be tempted.  (NKJ) 
 
James 5:19-20 
19 Brethren, if anyone among you wanders from the truth, and someone turns him back, 
20 let him know that he who turns a sinner from the error of his way will save a soul from 
death and cover a multitude of sins.  (NKJ) 
 
Jude 1:23 
23 but others save with fear, pulling them out of the fire, hating even the garment defiled by 
the flesh.  (NKJ) 
 
It is the brethren’s privilege to minister to the sinner in love, helping to bring him or her towards 
repentance and recovery 
 
2 Cor 2:6-11 
6 This punishment which was inflicted by the majority is sufficient for such a man,  
7 so that, on the contrary, you ought rather to forgive and comfort him, lest perhaps 
such a one be swallowed up with too much sorrow. 
8 Therefore I urge you to reaffirm your love to him. 
9 For to this end I also wrote, that I might put you to the test, whether you are obedient in 
all things. 
10 Now whom you forgive anything, I also forgive. For if indeed I have forgiven anything, I 
have forgiven that one for your sakes in the presence of Christ, 
11 lest Satan should take advantage of us; for we are not ignorant of his devices.  (NKJ) 
 
Withdrawing fellowship for a time served a purpose.  It helped bring the sinning brother to 
repentance. .  Upon full repentance, God will fully forgive, and so should we.   
 
Notice that Paul speaks of  this “punishment which was inflicted by the majority.”  Paul does 
not advise that the majority split away from the minority who did not participate in this 
punishment (withdrawing of fellowship).  Apparently then, this is not a matter for an Ecclesia to 
split over. 
 
 
FULL REPENTANCE BRINGS FULL RECOVERY & RESTORATION 
 Though God punished a repentant David, he forgave him his adultery and did not remove 

him as king.  In accepting David’s repentance, God did not ask David to divorce 
Bathsheeba.   

 In John 8, Jesus told the adulterous woman to “sin no more” and sent her away 
uncomdemned.  (It is uncertain whether this passage is spurious.) 

 The Apostle Paul murdered and imprisoned brethren as Saul of Tarsus, but repented and 
became the greatest Apostle of all. 
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 In 1 Cor 6:11, Paul says of the sinners who will not inherit the Kingdom of God, “such were 
some of you.” 

 
 
MUST THE ADULTERER LEAVE THEIR NEW SPOUSE? 
 
It seems to us, that there are no clear instructions on this matter, in the New Testament.  We 
ask, can we be prepared for our future role as Kings and Priests, if we can always find a 
simple black and white answer in the scriptures for everything?  True, obedience to the clear 
statements of scripture is an important part of our testing.  But how we deal with gray areas is 
also very important.   As the future judges of mankind, we must become skillful at weighing 
scriptural principals and teachings, in order to justly and lovingly resolve difficult problems 
(when clear scriptural statements are lacking).   When in doubt, we think it is better to exercise 
mercy. 
 
It is argued that since Ezra (in cha 10) made the Jews divorce their foreign wives, an 
adulterous spouse must therefore divorce their new spouse.  Yet, strictly applying this passage 
to the New Creation does not seem to work.  Ezra is dealing with marriage to foreign & 
idolatrous wives, not with the issue of adultery.  The closest correspondence would be to 
consecrated brethren married to unbelievers.  Yet in this case, Paul counsels the opposite of 
Ezra, in 1 Cor 7:12,13.  He says that if the unbeliever is willing to stay, let them remain 
married. 
 
Should the adulterous spouse divorce her new spouse and thereby break her second marriage 
covenant?  It has been argued that God never accepted the second marriage covenant and 
that there is therefore no covenant to break.  Under this scenario, the adulterous spouse is 
considered by God to be continually committing adultery with each act of love.  It is therefore 
argued that repentance must include divorce in order to end the adulterous affair.   
 
This is an excellent argument, but to our mind the argument may be flawed.  As we have 
already seen in Matt 19:9, adultery breaks the marriage covenant from the standpoint of 
freeing the innocent spouse to remarry.   Hypothetically, if the innocent spouse were to 
remarry, I do not think we could say that the adulterous spouse was in any sense bound to the 
old marriage contract.  If the old contract is dissolved, how can we argue that each act of love 
constitutes another act of adultery?  On the contrary, it seems rather that once the adulterer 
marries, the adultery has ended.   
 
But although the adultery ends with the new marriage, the adulterous spouse is still guilty of 
adultery unless and until they fully repent.  Just as God did not ask David to leave Bathsheeba 
after repenting, we suggest that the repentant adulterer would best not break their second 
marriage covenant.  Just as God punished David, even though forgiving him, God will bring the 
appropriate chastening to the repentant adulterer. 
 
How convenient!  Doesn’t this make it easy for anyone to divorce and feign repentance?  We 
admit yes.  But God cannot be fooled and it is not for us to reject a repentant sinner when their 
behavior and actions convincingly demonstrate genuine sorrow and repentance.  Our 
acceptance of the adulterer’s repentance does not obligate us to vote for them for ecclesia 
committees or children’s Bible class.  A natural consequence of their actions will be reservation 
from the brethren in terms of honoring them with elected service for years to come.  
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If the adulterous spouse now has children from the second marriage, are we to ask the spouse 
to divorce?  If so, who gets the children?   Would God be pleased with separating the children 
from one of their parents?  If God demands this, it should be done.  But we are not convinced 
from scripture that God demands this. 
 
The fact that Paul counseled Timothy that an elder must be the husband of one wife, suggests 
that among the brethren (perhaps just new believers), there were polygamous marriages.  In 
this case, we find no counsel from an Apostle that the husband must divorce all but one of his 
wives. 
 
Our general thought on this matter is that you can’t unscramble an egg and put it back in it’s 
shell.  Some damage can not be repaired.  But the scriptures are not clear enough on this 
matter and we would not feel comfortable with a cut and dry formula for handling this problem. 
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PASTOR RUSSELL’S TEACHINGS 
 
 
Reprint 1554, par 8 
But one cause is mentioned in the Scriptures as a proper ground for the dissolution of the 
marriage bond.  (Matt. 19:3-10)  And the disciples, hearing these our Master’s words, were as 
much surprised as the Pharisees and said that if the case stood thus – i.e., if the marriage 
covenant was so binding and indissoluble, it would be better not to marry – it would be too 
great a risk to run.  (Verse 10)  But this is just the way the Lord would have us view the 
relationship.  The marriage contract is one that should stand until death makes the separation, 
unless the one cause referred to releases the innocent from the guilty and faithless.  The twain 
bound for life by mutual contract, are thereafter no longer twain, but one flesh; and all their 
future happiness and prosperity in the present life depend upon their loyalty, generosity, love 
and consideration one for the other. 
 
Vol 6, pg 316, bottom 
But the New Creature should remember that his marriage contract is similar to that between 
the Lord and the Church – perpetual; that it is not canceled by any earthly court to such an 
extent as to permit marriage to another, except upon the one cause specified (Mat. 19:9.) 
 
Reprint 5954 
In any event they would seem to have no ground for forbidding attendance at meeting.  The 
very most they might vote would be to withdraw fellowship and include in this a refusal to visit 
at their home or to invite them to the homes of the class – the class declining also to appoint 
the brother to any office, such as deacon or elder.  As for refusing them the privilege of 
attending public meeting, that would be very inconsistent; for surely all kinds of people living in 
all kinds of sin come occasionally to meeting, and we hop that by coming they may be 
benefited and recovered. 
 
In this case, where it is admitted that adultery was the basis of divorce and that the fault was 
with the husband, it plainly comes within the exception mentioned by our Lord – “except for 
adultery.”  Besides, if that had not been originally the cause of the separation, the fact that the 
former husband had remarried signifies that he had considered the marriage tie broken; and 
therefor the first wife was released from its obligation. 
 
It is not supposable that our Lord meant merely a separation between husband and wife; for 
St. Paul counsels that if the unbeliever depart, let him depart – do not consider it a hardship, 
but rather take it as a blessing.  He does not say that the departing of the husband or wife 
would be a divorce.  A divorce is a full breaking of the original marriage contract.  Jesus was 
criticizing the too slack observance of the marriage tie and condemning it.  He declared that 
the marriage contract could not be fully broken except by adultery.   
 
In our day these matters are regulated by courts.  Very properly, Bible students govern 
themselves additionally by the Word of God.  The fact that a court would grant a divorce would 
not by a Bible student be considered liberation from the marriage bonds, unless upon the one 
ground which the Master specified.  But a court divorce is to be respected when it is backed by 
the condition of adultery – or backed by a second marriage of the separated one. 
 
 
 


