Why Must Reconciliation With The Original Spouse Be Attempted?

Some Christians who agree divorce (or marital separation) is wrong except in the case of divorce for fornication, teach that once a person commits this sin, then I Corinthians 7:11 allows them to scripturally remain apart.  But they are missing the truth in this text.

Here is how I Corinthians 7:10-11 reads – “And unto the married I command, yet not I, but the Lord, Let not the wife depart from her husband:  But and if she depart, let her remain unmarried or be reconciled to her husband: and let not the husband put away his wife.”  It is true the option “let her remain unmarried” is given after she departs, but there are actually two options given – the other being “let her … be reconciled to her husband.”  Are those two options of equal priority?  We must not just assume they are.

Sometimes two options are given in a situation where one option has priority.  As an illustration of this possibility, consider Revelation 3:15 “I know thy works, that thou art neither cold nor hot: I would thou wert cold or hot.”  Do you see how God gave the Laodiceans two options (“cold or hot”), but the two options given are not equal?  God obviously prefers the second option over the first.

That opens up the possibility that the same might be true in I Corinthians 7:11.  Now let’s prove conclusively the “be reconciled” option is preferred by God over the “remain unmarried” option …

First, the initial command is “Let not the wife depart” (verse 10).  That is God’s law on the matter, and we sin if we violate that law (I John 3:4).  And if we understand what repentance is (a change of mind that leads to a change of action – Matt 21:29), then we will understand that if a wife sins by departing from her husband in violation of verse 10, what she needs to do to make that right is to return to him, to undo the wrong she did (Luke 19:8).  And don’t think the fact that verse 11 gives instructions if one violates verse 10, means it isn’t a sin to violate verse 10.  Compare to Deuteronomy 22:28-29:  Just because a young man is given instructions about what to do after he commits fornication with a young woman, that doesn’t prove the fornication was okay to start with.

Second, consider Romans 7:2-3 “For the woman which hath an husband is bound by the law to her husband so long as he liveth; but if the husband be dead, she is loosed from the law of her husband.  So then if, while her husband liveth, she be married to another man, she shall be called an adulteress: but if her husband be dead, she is free from that law; so that she is no adulteress, though she be married to another man.”  A woman is bound (obligated) to her husband as long as he lives.  And just because she leaves him, that doesn’t relieve her of that obligation.

That obligation would include I Corinthians 7:3-5 which teaches she is responsible to satisfy the sexual needs of her husband.  Just because she gets an unscriptural divorce doesn’t relieve her of that stated responsibility.  As a matter of fact, Matthew 5:32 implies the woman in such a situation sins by divorcing her husband by putting him into a place of underserved sexual temptation, and she is therefore party to his sin if he commits adultery.  So as long as they stay apart, the one who left is in a continual state of sin (withholding) per I Cor 7:3-5 and Matt 5:32.  And as long as a man stays apart from his lawful wife, he continues to be in violation of the command for him to “dwell” with her in I Peter 3:7.

Conclusion:  God really does expect us to fulfill our “vows” – “till death do us part” (Matthew 19:6).  So if a woman sins by departing from her husband (I Corinthians 7:10), then she should seek reconciliation to him (repentance and fulfilling our vows demand that).  But suppose he won’t take her back / what if that option is unavailable to her?  After all, it takes two to tango.  Then she has relieved her responsibility in that regard; she should remain unmarried, that is, not commit the additional sin of adultery.  Taking all passages under consideration, that would have to be the meaning of I Corinthians 7:10-11.
