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There is little doubting that as the return of Israel’s Messiah draws nearer, that there 
are going to be more and not less, young men and young women in today’s Messianic 
movement, who will need to be committed to a life of celibate singleness. Much of this 
is lamentably because of the sexual sins and perversions which are on the increase 
in society. And, as obvious as it may be: celibate singleness is the only legitimate 
alternative to heterosexual monogamy. (Homosexual marriage is no option!) What 
surely does need to be changed—especially as there is a slowly emergent Messianic 
egalitarianism on the rise—is for people in our faith community to begin to see 
heterosexual monogamy and celibate singleness as co-equal and mutually blessed by 
God. Single people can serve and lead God’s people the same as married people. Darlene Fozard 
Weaver correctly directs in the Dictionary of Scripture and Ethics, “Celibacy challenges 
social hierarchies grounded on marriage and kinship. It permits more egalitarian and 
inclusive access to religious distinction and leadership. Celibacy points to the 
transformation of human relations in the kingdom of God (Matt 23:30 pars.).”68 Yeshua 
Himself did issue the difficult word, 

“The people of this age marry and are given in marriage. But those who are 
considered worthy of taking part in the age to come and in the resurrection from the 
dead will neither marry nor be given in marriage, and they can no longer die; for they 
are like the angels. They are God's children, since they are children of the resurrection” 
(Luke 20:34-36, TNIV). 

There will be those, as the age to come draws near, who will not marry, and be 
similar to those who participate in the resurrection of the dead. The needs of the Body 
of Messiah, as the Lord’s return draws closer, are going to be very stressful and 
significant. With more Messianic young men and young women going to probably be 
single and celibate, our faith community at large has the responsibility not to dismiss 
them as being an inconvenience we do not quite know what to do with, but rather to 
embrace them as being faithful to the Biblical ethos of maintaining sexual purity 
and holiness. They need to be encouraged to rechannel the energies that others have 
used to be a spouse and parent, into the interests of the Kingdom of God and salvation 
history. 

 
 
10 But to the married I give instructions, not I, but the Lord, that the wife should 
not leave her husband 11 (but if she does leave, she must remain unmarried, or else 
be reconciled to her husband), and that the husband should not divorce his wife. 
 
7:10-11 Most readers of vs. 10-16 can honestly recognize how Paul’s statements about 

Believers and non-Believers and their marital status, is rooted within First Century 
Corinthian circumstances, from which modern Believers can derive key principles and 
direction. Paul asserts, “To the married I give charge, not I but the Lord, that the wife should 
not separate from her husband (but if she does, let her remain single or else be reconciled to 

 
68 Darlene Fozard Weaver, “Celibacy,” in Dictionary of Scripture and Ethics, 126. 
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her husband)—and that the husband should not divorce his wife” (RSV). That there is some 
room for maneuver in these remarks should be detectable in menetō agamos “abide 
unmarried” (PME). If a divorce takes place, a figure like Paul could only see into the 
immediate future where an unmarried condition—and certainly one where healing needed 
to take place—is ideal. Paul could no more see into the long term future for, perhaps, 
unnamed Corinthians, than he could for his own self. 

Craig S. Keener indicates how “Divorce was extremely common in Corinth, so that many 
members of the church had likely been remarried before conversion.”69 Divorce as a process 
of terminating a marriage is present in the Torah (Deuteronomy 24:1-4), Apocrypha (Sirach 
7:26; 25:26), and teachings of Yeshua (Mark 10:2-5; Matthew 5:31-32; 19:9; Luke 16:18).70 
Roman law notably permitted either a man or woman to initiate divorce,71 with most 
marriages being based in the ability to enhance property and status.72 

While there might be a few dissenting opinions, many would agree that divorce for the 
only and exclusive reason of infidelity, is too limiting. Later, “to the rest” as Paul specifies, 
there would be those in Corinth wanting to divorce a husband or wife, with the opposite 
spouse being a non-Believer (vs. 12-13). Because of an unbalanced, or some might say, unequal 
yoking, there would be a pull for a husband or a wife to get out and see the marriage canceled. 
A figure like Paul, who would depict his apostolic service as a ministry of reconciliation (2 
Corinthians 5:14-21), greatly frowned on divorce, recognizing that there can be a saving 
quality to a Believer who is in a marriage to a non-Believer—if the right amount of time can 
transpire (vs. 14-16). In vs. 10-11, though, one gets the impression that the “married,” both 
husband and wife, are claiming Believers, the issues causing a potential schism able to be 
resolved. 

All of us today, in some form or another, have been affected by divorce. Some have been 
through divorce, some have had parents divorce, some have had relatives or close friends 
divorce, and none of us ever wants to experience divorce. Today’s Messianic movement, similar 
to contemporary evangelicalism, tends to have the same point of view present regarding 
divorce and remarriage: divorce is to be steadfastly avoided with reconciliation pursued, but 
remarriage is certainly permissible provided the new spouse is a Believer. At the same time, 
how much emphasis do we place on those considering marriage, and the significant risk that 
they might face of divorce—in light of not just numerical statistics, but also life pressures? It 
is very easy to get a divorce in the West per some vague “irreconciable differences.” People in 

 
69 Keener, 64. 
70 For a summary of how much of the phenomenon of divorce, both ancient and modern, has been 

approached by contemporary scholarship, consult: Mark L. Strauss, gen. ed., Remarriage After Divorce in Today’s 
Church: 3 Views (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2006); Craig S. Keener, ...And Marries Another: Divorce and Remarriage 
in the Teaching of the New Testament (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1991); David Instone-Brewer, Divorce and 
Remarriage in the Bible: The Social and Literary Context (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002). 

71 Witherington, 171; Hays, 120. 
72 Witherington, pp 171-172. 
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positions of spiritual leadership, do have a responsibility to be honest about the threat of 
divorce present, and how marriages will face challenges. 
 

 
12 But to the rest I say, not the Lord, that if any brother has a wife who is an 
unbeliever, and she consents to live with him, he must not divorce her. 13 And a 
woman who has an unbelieving husband, and he consents to live with her, she 
must not send her husband away. 14 For the unbelieving husband is sanctified 
through his wife, and the unbelieving wife is sanctified through her believing 
husband; for otherwise your children are unclean, but now they are holy. 15 Yet if 
the unbelieving one leaves, let him leave; the brother or the sister is not under 
bondage in such cases, but God has called us to peace. 16 For how do you know, O 
wife, whether you will save your husband? Or how do you know, O husband, 
whether you will save your wife? 
 
7:12-13 Most likely, the situation presented in vs. 12-13 is one of a pagan spouse and a 

spouse who is a Believer. Paul’s personal direction is, “I'm telling everyone else (the Lord 
didn't say this specifically): if a believer has a wife who doesn't believe, and she agrees to live 
with him, then he shouldn't divorce her. If a woman has a husband who doesn't believe and 
he agrees to live with her, then she shouldn't divorce him” (Common English Bible). Of 
course, while less likely, the situation could be one of a non- believing Jewish spouse and a 
Messianic Jewish spouse. The circumstances of a husband or a wife, with one being a Believer 
and another being a non-Believer, have been present throughout much of history since. 

The mixed marriages present after the Babylonian exile were to be terminated (Ezra 
10:3, 44), a factor many Corinthians could have been considering. It is also possible that many 
of the Corinthian Believers who had non-Believers as a husband or wife, had taken Yeshua’s 
teaching about Him sending a sword to families as an impetus to divorce (Matthew 10:34-36). 
And, Paul himself would later talk about the need for light to not have fellowship with 
darkness (2 Corinthians 6:14-7:1). Still, a figure like Paul, not wanting to see families broken 
up, could see a situation where a marriage could work where a spouse would be a non-
Believer, something incumbent upon some level of mutual agreement, where one’s differing 
religious convictions and practices would not be an impediment. 

7:14 The need for a believing spouse to not just get up and divorce a non-believing 
spouse, is apparent at the very least, because of the spiritual impact that the Believer can 
make toward non-Believers. Paul observes, “For the unbelieving husband is made holy 
because of his wife, and the unbelieving wife is made holy because of her husband. Otherwise 
your children would be unclean, but as it is, they are holy” (ESV). This is mainly a holiness by 
association, similar to how the Egyptian Potiphar’s house was blessed by the presence of 
Joseph (Genesis 39:5), or how what touched the altar in the Tabernacle would be made holy 
(Exodus 29:37). The presence of a husband or wife who was a Believer, in a family of non-
Believers, can make a demonstrable impact as such non-Believers are exposed to Israel’s God 
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and Israel’s Messiah. The presence of a husband or a wife who was a Believer would surely 
not enact salvation for such non-Believers, but could facilitate salvation to take place. 

7:15-16 Paul did not consider it ideal for a spouse who was a Believer to leave a marriage 
where a spouse was a non-Believer. While Paul would want a marriage relationship to be 
preserved if possible, he much preferred it if the non-Believing spouse was the one who 
dissolved the marriage: “But if the unbelieving partner desires to separate, let it be so; in such 
a case the brother or sister is not bound. For God has called us to peace” (v. 15, RSV). The 
Believing spouse was to make some sizable effort to keep a marriage with a non-Believer in 
tact, as he or she may be the agent that God uses to draw the non-Believer to Himself. As Paul 
asks, “Don't you wives realize that your husbands might be saved because of you? And don't 
you husbands realize that your wives might be saved because of you?” (v. 16, NLT; cf. 1 Peter 
3:1-2). 
 

 
17 Only, as the Lord has assigned to each one, as God has called each, in this manner 
let him walk. And so I direct in all the [assemblies]. 
 
7:17-24 On the whole, 1 Corinthians 7:17-24, is a passage of elusiveness for most of today’s 

individual Messianic Believers. Bits and pieces of 1 Corinthians 7:17-24 have been quoted here 
or there by various writers and teachers, but for the most part it tends to be something 
skipped over by Messianic Bible readers, much less probed for its theological and 
philosophical significance. 1 Corinthians 7:17-24 has, however, been examined in some detail 
by various leaders within Messianic Judaism,73 and perhaps because of some of the 
conclusions drawn by them, 1 Corinthians 7:17-24 has been widely avoided or flat ignored by 
those within the more independent, Hebrew/Hebraic Roots Messianic sectors. The 
challenges presented by 1 Corinthians 7:17-24, are reflective of a more widescale avoidance, 
on the part of most of today’s broad Messianic movement, to examine the Epistle of 1 
Corinthians—a letter, which in some ways, is even harder to understand than the Epistle to 
the Galatians. 

There are some deep, ethical questions asked of examiners of 1 Corinthians 7:17-24, 
especially given how these verses have been abused in historical interpretation.74 These 
verses have been used, at times, to justify retaining the institution of slavery, and to 
theologically chastise slaves trying to acquire freedom (cf. v. 21)—as though slavery were 

 
73 David Rudolph (2010). Paul’s “Rule in All the Churches” (1 Cor 7:17-24) and Torah-Defined Ecclesiological 

Variegation. 03 November, 2008. Studies in Christian-Jewish Relations. Accessible via 
<http://ejournals.bc.edu/ojs/index.php/scjr/index>; Anders Runesson, “Paul’s Rule in All the Ekklēsiai,” in David 
Rudolph and Joel Willitts, eds., Introduction to Messianic Judaism: Its Ecclesial Context and Biblical Foundations (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 2013), pp 214-223. 

74 Walter C. Kaiser, Peter H. Davids, F.F. Bruce, and Manfred T. Branch, Hard Sayings of the Bible (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1996), pp 591-593 includes a useful summary, under the sub-section, “Remain in Slavery?”; 
see also the observations in Blomberg, pp 147-148. 
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