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Chapter 17. The repentance argument 

I’ve taught this material several times now, and one of the most frequent 

objections is what I call the repentance argument. It goes like this: to be forgiven, one 

must repent. To repent, one must give up the fruits of sin. At this point, reference is made 

to several examples in scriptures of sinners who had been thieves and upon being 

converted, gave back what they had stolen. From these examples, it is concluded that 

forgiveness cannot be had without giving up the fruits of sin. Therefore, one cannot be 

saved when in a wrongful marriage: that marriage must first be given up. That is, the wife 

or husband wrongly gained must be divorced. Logical?
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Now here are the problems with that argument: 

1. Nowhere does scripture teach that one must give up the fruits of sin to be 

converted. We have several examples of those who gave up what they stole, but 

no such “law” is ever stated. And it’s a good thing. What about the indigent 

person who stole and wishes to find conversion. What if he doesn’t have any 

money to pay back? Does he have to earn back what he stole before being 

baptized? 

2. There is a much more fundamental point here. The argument equates people with 

things. I really can give back what I stole, provided I still have it. But I can’t give 

someone back his wife. I can divorce her, but I can’t make her love or remarry her 

former husband. She is a person with free will, not a thing to be “stolen” or 

“returned.” Most of us got over that kind of thinking during high school. 

3. This people/thing distinction is evident from other examples. Suppose that I 

commit fornication with a woman and she becomes pregnant. How do I get 

forgiveness? By undoing the pregnancy, that is, inducing her to get an abortion? 

Surely we can agree that two wrongs don’t make a right. I can’t hurt other people 

to gain my salvation. And why is it that divorce is wrong? Because it hurts other 

people! 

When you are willing to tell me to have an abortion to be forgiven of fornication, 

then you may tell me to be divorced to be forgiven of a wrongful earlier divorce. 

Finally, recall the story of David and Bathsheba. God forgave David’s sin and 

even made their second son, Solomon, king, clearly acknowledging Solomon’s birth as 

legitimate. Clearly, God considered Solomon to be of legitimate birth. Indeed, Matthew 

emphasizes this point in giving Jesus’ genealogy: 
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  This argument is nearly foundational for those who insist on denying baptism to those divorced 

and remarried. See, for example, Behold the Pattern by Goebel Music.  
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David was the father of Solomon, whose mother had been Uriah’s 

wife.
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Why didn’t David have to give up Bathsheba as his wife if forgiveness requires 

giving up what was gained by sin? 
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  Matthew 1:6. 


