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Chapter 23. Appendix 2—Pastoral implications 

If the state legislature can’t solve our divorce problem, what can? Plainly, Jesus is 

the answer, and regarding divorce, I believe Jesus works foremost through his church. 

The church has to see divorce as a church problem and not merely a private problem for 

couples to wrestle with, perhaps with the help of counselors. Rather, we must share one 

another’s burdens and work together to build a community where marriages are strong 

and resist divorce. 

A. Divorce prevention 

i. Preaching 

The first goal has to be divorce prevention. How do we build strong marriages—

so strong that they last a lifetime? I suppose I’m a little old-fashioned, but I think it all 

starts with preaching. 

We cannot and should not try to “guilt” people into staying in bad marriages. 

However, we need our members to know that God really does hate divorce and really 

does condemn violations of the marriage covenant. Excellent, positive, Biblical preaching 

on sex and marriage can help create an atmosphere that makes divorce less likely. 

a) Premarital sex  

I suppose we have to begin with premarital sex. As Buddy Bell teaches, Satan will 

do everything in his power to get a couple to have sex before marriage and to keep a 

couple from having sex after marriage.
97

 Husbands and wives are more likely to be 

faithful to their spouses if they are abstinent before marriage. If we don’t have the 

discipline to control our sexual impulses when single, we just may have trouble changing 

our ways once we’re married. 

Unfortunately, many of our preachers and churches have unconsciously bought 

into the popular culture’s notion that premarital sex is inevitable, and so there’s just no 

benefit in making young people feel guilty about premarital sex. Our efforts, we feel, are 

better spent working with the married. 

However, fidelity in marriage is part of a larger Christian perspective in which we 

see sex as proper only within a marriage. If we don’t condemn premarital sex, we 

unintentionally remove some of the stigma of extramarital sex. After all, if men and 

women can’t be expected to control themselves when single, how can we expect them to 

control themselves when married? It’s really all the same.  

As C. S. Lewis wrote in Mere Christianity, 
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We may, indeed, be sure that perfect chastity—like perfect 
charity—will not be attained by any merely human efforts. You 
must ask for God’s help. Even when you have done so, it may 
seem to you for a long time that no help, or less help than you 
need, is being given. Never mind. After each failure, ask 
forgiveness, pick yourself up, and try again. Very often what God 
first helps us towards is not the virtue itself but just this power of 
always trying again. For however important chastity (or courage, 
or truthfulness, or any other virtue) may be, this process trains us 
in habits of the soul which are more important still. It cures our 
illusions about ourselves and teaches us to depend on God. 

Spouses sometimes find themselves forced to control their sexual urges because 

their spouse is unavailable due to travel, long work shifts, pregnancy, disease, small 

children, and such. Sometimes the husband and wife could find more time for each other 

than they do, but sometimes they just need to control themselves. It helps if they’ve had 

practice. The myth that we can’t control our sexual selves can’t be allowed in the church, 

and dismissing this lie means teaching abstinence to our single members. 

Now, this is not about what the public schools should teach. It’s about what the 

church and parents should teach. Our children should learn their morality from their 

parents and their church home. If our parents and churches will do their jobs, then we’ll 

be much less concerned about what our children learn at school. 

I should add that we must also take on the modern practice of couples living 

together without the benefit of marriage. This is no longer condemned by society, and the 

church seems awfully out of step in even speaking on the subject, but premarital sex is 

wrong, and merely living together does not solve the problem. 

In addition to Lewis’s sublime Mere Christianity, I would commend to our 

preachers the excellent The Case for Marriage
98

 as a resource in preaching on marriage, 

living together, and such. 

b) Emotional affairs 

We need our husbands and wives to know how affairs begin and how to avoid 

them. For example, nowadays most affairs begin at the workplace when a man and 

woman become too emotionally attached. The term is “emotional affair,” which doesn’t 

mean passionate sex. Rather, it refers to a male-female relationship that is emotional 

rather than sexual. However, these affairs often become sexual.
99
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Jesus too says that the sin begins long before the sex. Rather, when a man or 

woman seeks emotional support and emotional intimacy with someone other than his or 

her spouse, the journey to a sexual affair has begun. As dangerous as emotional affairs 

are to Christian marriage, we never preach on the subject, as Biblical as it would be. Our 

traditional teaching on divorce has been so centered on the sex act that our members can 

easily rationalize that any relationship short of sex must be okay. 

c) Pornography 

Just so, pornography is a sin against a marriage. It’s not just because it involves 

lust. Rather, pornography moves a man’s urge for sexual gratification away from his 

wife, and so is a lack of fidelity. We need to teach against pornography, but then we also 

need to teach wives how to be satisfying lovers for their husbands. While we can fairly 

ask our men not to be unreasonably demanding, the fact is that we live in a highly 

sexualized age where men are constantly being told they are entitled to incredible sex 

lives. Their wives need to honor Moses’ and Paul’s teaching and lovingly fulfill their 

husband’s sexual needs. 

And all this needs to come from the pulpit. Send the kids to children’s church or 

whatever it takes—but in a sexualized age, the preacher has to address these issues 

regularly. In a typical Church of Christ, 30% of the membership never attends class. 

Moreover, we have a sermon-centered culture, and nothing is really important to us 

unless it’s important enough to be preached. 

Some congregations may be shocked to hear sexual themes resound from the 

pulpit, but most members will wonder why it’s taken the preacher so long, and many 

spouses, fathers, and mothers will be very, very thankful for righteous teaching on marital 

fidelity. 

ii. Modesty 

Which leads me to bring up modesty. If it’s a sin for a man to lust, it’s a sin for a 

woman to tempt the man to lust. We have to teach our women and girls to sacrifice 

fashion for the sake of God and protecting marriages. 

Women see clothing as “cute” and dress to please one another. Men see clothes as 

indicating sexual availability. When a girl wears a camisole as a blouse, she thinks she’s 

being fashionable. Her mother thinks she’s darling. A man thinks she wearing bedroom 

clothing to advertise her sexuality. Men don’t read fashion magazines, but they know 

lingerie when they see it—and they know where lingerie is supposed to be worn. 

Just so, when a woman reveals her breasts with a low-cut blouse, or wears low-

riding jeans or skin tight pants, men see her as trying to be sexy. Some women in fact 

dress this way seeking to attract men. Others are just naïve. Either way, such clothing 

choices are inappropriate—even sinful—for Christians and their daughters. 
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Some women complain that it’s the “man’s problem,” and they shouldn’t be 

denied the right to wear cute clothes because men have dirty minds. It is the man’s 

problem. And Jesus told him to gouge his eyes if he has to, to avoid lust. But God also 

commands our women to be modest—to protect our men from lust—and so they don’t 

have to blind themselves! 

(1 Tim. 2:9-10) I also want women to dress modestly, with 
decency and propriety, not with braided hair or gold or pearls or 
expensive clothes, but with good deeds, appropriate for women 
who profess to worship God. 

Now, notice this carefully: the requirement to dress modestly is not about church 

buildings. It’s 24/7. It applies especially in the workplace, because this is where most 

affairs begin. 

Girls should wear the same swimwear at Bible camp that they wear at the club or 

backyard pool or the beach. They are Christians in all those places, and they reveal their 

love or disrespect for their Lord by what they wear wherever they are.  

This is the rule: If your husband says the clothes are immodest, then your 

daughter is immodest, even if the wife disagrees. She can’t think like a man. 

(Just so, I tell men that if their sisters or mothers say their girlfriend is no good, 

she really is no good, no matter what you or your dad thinks. Women understand women 

as no man possibly could. And men understand men as no woman possibly could.) 

Men refer to an attractive woman as a “pretty young thing” or as having a “great 

rack.” This sort of terminology de-personalizes the woman, making her into something to 

be used rather than a daughter of God, made in his image. Why are we raising our 

daughters to encourage this kind of thinking?  

In the 1960’s, one element of feminism was for women to escape being thought of 

as merely “sex objects.” Women are now so liberated that they can be more of a sex 

object than we ever imagined possible 40 years ago—and celebrate the “right”! Things 

have turned around 180 degrees. We really need to return to the notion that women don’t 

want to be judged by their bodies. I don’t mean that women need to be purposefully 

unattractive. Not 20 years old of fashion. They just need to be modest. 

Now, I’m well aware of how important clothes to the self-esteem of young 

women. And I know how severely girls judge other girls based on such superficialities. 

But we are called to be different—and radically so. We need to consciously teach our 

daughters to refuse to judge others based on their clothing—and even to defend those 

who are so judged. And we need to teach all our members what it really means to be a 

Christian— 

1 Pet. 3:14 But even if you should suffer for what is right, you are 
blessed. “Do not fear what they fear; do not be frightened.” 
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Peter teaches that we are to live as aliens and strangers in the world—not like 

everyone else—and to expect criticism for doing good. When a Christian girl dresses 

modestly when all the other girls dress immodestly, she’ll be criticized, and when she 

defends her decision, she’ll be scorned. Doing right when others are doing wrong makes 

them feel guilty.  

1 Pet. 4:16 However, if you suffer as a Christian, do not be 
ashamed, but praise God that you bear that name. 

Matt. 5:11-12 "Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute 
you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me. 12 

Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for 
in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before 
you. 

Jesus and Peter assume that we’ll be persecuted simply for being Jesus’ followers. 

We cannot completely shield our children from this and still raise them as Christians. No 

one wishes for persecution, but given a choice between dressing immodestly or being 

laughed at, we have no choice but to suffer from the laughter.  

1 Pet. 2:11-12 Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and strangers in 
the world, to abstain from sinful desires, which war against your 
soul. 12 Live such good lives among the pagans that, though they 
accuse you of doing wrong, they may see your good deeds and 
glorify God on the day he visits us. 

But as Peter says, even when people speak ill of us, the result is to bring glory to 

God—better yet, to even convert some of those who see our courage and good deeds. 

Now, women can be tempting to men even if they’re quite modest. Men are quite 

capable of thinking sexually without lewd or revealing clothing. But that really is the 

man’s problem. It becomes the woman’s problem when she signals that his sexual 

interest just might be reciprocated. 

There’s just so much wrong with sending your daughter out of the house signaling 

every man she meets that she’s sexually available … Mothers—just ponder that thought 

for a while. Is that really how you want your daughter thought of? We need to get over 

the notion that it’s “cute” to be sexy or prematurely sexualized. It’s bad for our 

children—boys and girls. It’s bad for society. And it’s against God’s will.  

One more point: I recall hearing a woman talking about urging her private school 

to have a dance for 5
th

 grade boys and girls. Her friend said they were too young (and 

their school had agreed). She replied, “But they’re just so cute!” Why do we want to 

sexualize our children at younger and younger ages? What price justifies doing this to our 

children?  

Our children already have to cope with far too many years between puberty and 

getting married. When we accelerate their sexual awakening, we only lengthen the time 

that they have to be abstinent. They’ll learn about the opposite sex plenty too soon. We 
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need to avoid the temptation to have our middle school children date and go to dances. 

There will be plenty of time for that later. 

iii. Premarital counseling 

In my hometown, many congregations of many denominations have gotten 

together and agreed to refuse to do a “church” wedding unless the couple agrees to pre-

marital counseling. Excellent! The churches have agreed on a standard six-lesson course, 

and we’ve been very pleased with the instruction and results. 

In my congregation, our ministers have occasionally persuaded couples not to 

marry, telling them they too immature or incompatible. Excellent! There’s no better time 

to end a bad marriage than before it happens. It’s not very romantic, and some preachers 

don’t have the courage to do this, but it can be the most compassionate possible thing to 

do. 

Obviously, couples can easily avoid the counseling by going to the courthouse 

and having a civil ceremony or by going out of town, but the vast majority of couples 

elect to do the counseling, and it’s a very good thing. Moreover, as more and more 

communities adopt this policy, couples begin to expect to be counseled. It’s been an easy 

transition for our young people. 

Also, the extensive counseling helps to tie couples to the church, building 

relationships with the preacher, elders, or older couples who do the teaching. Many 

people want to use the building because it’s pretty. Now some discover the beauty of 

Jesus while they’re in the building. 

iv. Marriage training 

But a six-week counseling course is not nearly enough. Engaged couples have this 

golden glow that often keeps them from seeing the hard work and commitment a good 

marriage requires. A congregation must teach classes on marriage over and over again. 

There are now excellent video series as well as countless books that provide very 

scriptural, wise counsel on how to maintain and strengthen a marriage. Young couples 

especially need to hear this teaching repeatedly. The classes should be taught by older 

couples whose lives evidence the success of the instruction. 

We often ask a few older couples to sit in on classes for newlyweds to serve as 

“resource couples” to help the teacher bring the lessons home. Often, the most valuable 

teaching takes place in the hallway or on the phone after class when a struggling couple 

talks through concerns with an older couple. 

There’s just no substitute for older men and women coaching younger men and 

women. The Tuesday ladies class, small groups, a men’s ministry, and many other 

settings should all be “safe places” where a young wife or husband can ask for help on 

building a marriage, in confidence and without fear of embarrassment. 
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Today’s society has left many if not most young men and women to grow up in 

broken homes and in dysfunctional families. At least half those growing up today have 

never experienced a nuclear family first hand. Our young couples can be astonishingly 

clueless about how to live as husband and wife. There is no lesson too basic or too 

obvious to teach. 

v. Parenting training 

Closely related to marriage training is parenting training. Children can be hard on 

a marriage, and this is especially so when the parents disagree about how to raise the 

children—or are just inept at it. Many a marriage has failed because of strains caused by 

pregnancy and child rearing. Some of us forget (repress, really) the incredibly physical 

and emotional strain of having a baby in the house.  

Again, half or more of our families grew up in broken homes, and many have 

never seen excellent parenting first hand. What was obvious to my parents’ generation 

has been entirely forgotten by many of those recently married. 

We need for our young couples to learn how to parent from older couples as well 

as books and videos. And the lessons have to be frequently repeated.  

vi. Financial training 

Another major strain on marriages is money. It is the biggest problem many of 

our couples face. Again, with so many people coming up in broken homes, they just 

haven’t been taught how to handle money, especially how to do so as a couple. 

Moreover, society constantly bombards us all with enticements to borrow and spend. 

Our congregation is blessed in that a number of our members who are accountants 

have put together a counseling service whereby couples may, for no cost, have an expert 

work with them one on one to budget and responsibly handle money. And the elders have 

had to make many referrals to these Godly advisers. 

One of these accountants is teaching a Wednesday night course on financial 

management. His class has outgrown our largest classroom and has had to move to a 300-

seat auditorium—and all this is by word of mouth!  

The fact is that many young people coming out of college today have grown up 

without parents—or woefully insufficient parenting. And it’s become the church’s job to 

bear one another’s burdens by teaching lessons that were once passed down from 

generation to generation in the home. It’s a burden but also an opportunity. If the 

churches take on this task, they’ll be richly rewarded by the lifelong loyalty of grateful 

couples. 

vii. Support structures  

The healthy congregation must have instruction intertwined with mechanisms that 

facilitate the forming of relationships with, well, surrogate parents. Young couples have 
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to feel free to ask for help on the most basic and most intimate matters. This means they 

need to know older couples well enough to feel free to ask questions, and older couples 

have to make themselves available to be known and asked. 

Some churches have trained couples as marriage coaches and made their names 

available to the congregation. Excellent! We need marriage, parenting, and financial 

coaches. What greater gift to give than a strong and lasting marriage? 

viii. Permission giving 

In part, this requires that the ministers and elders create a culture within the 

congregation where this can happen. The church needs to be told that the older members 

are glad to be called at home or invited to lunch or visited to offer loving counsel. We 

older members have to give express permission to ask for help. After all, we live in a 

world where people are supposed to mind their own business. 

But we need to teach our young couples to give permission, too. They should be 

willing to be corrected, lovingly, by an older couple when they are acting badly. If a 

husband speaks rudely about his wife in front of others, a older member should feel free 

to pull him aside and explain how very wrong that is. If a mother refuses to discipline her 

children, she should be glad to have an older woman gently instruct her better. 

It’s entirely contrary to our culture to invade someone else’s “space” and tell them 

how to raise their kids or treat their spouses. But in the Kingdom of Heaven, things are 

different. We are family—more so than our physical families, and our older members 

should be privileged to pass along lessons to our younger brothers and sisters. 

Of course, some of our older members will give perfectly awful advice, and some 

will be too nosey. This has always been true, and always will be. We nonetheless need to 

ask our young members for permission to teach them, and apologize in advance for those 

times when we judge too quickly or speak on incomplete information. If we love each 

other, we’ll work through all that. 

B. Divorce recovery 

If we do all these things, we’ll have happier marriages, better children, and fewer 

divorces. But so long as we’re evangelizing the world, we’ll always have men and 

women struggling with divorce. 

For too long, we’ve figured that since divorce is wrong, our teaching stops with 

“don’t divorce.” Why teach about how to deal with divorce when no one is supposed to 

be divorced? Well, that attitude is now pretty naïve, but old habits are hard to break. 

After all, even if the church were filled with perfect people, our new converts would 

bring with them the pain and struggles that divorce brings. 
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i. How to treat your ex 

Let’s start with some basics. We have to teach our ex-husbands and ex-wives how 

to treat their exes. All too often, Christians seek vengeance against their former spouses. 

We often struggle to forgive a former spouse who has sinned against us. We carry 

grudges and resentments, and all this makes us miserable. Worse yet, we play games with 

the children, using them to punish our former spouses. 

I’ve never heard a sermon against former-spouse abuse, but such behavior should 

be condemned in the strongest terms. As painful and agonizing as divorce can be, we still 

have to be Christians and live the Sermon on the Mount. It’s hard to turn the other cheek 

and forgive our enemies, but it’s the hard cases that prove whether we’ve really repented. 

And, yes, this is a proper subject for sermons and classes. Everyone of our 

members has been touched by divorce directly or indirectly. The discipline it takes to 

deal lovingly with a former spouse can’t be taught in a day. Rather, we need to preach on 

this one so much that it becomes a mark of Christianity—it’s the Christians who settle 

their divorce cases and work out their differences and never, ever have to invoke the civil 

courts to make them behave like, well, Christians. 

I would go so far as to say that we err when we take our domestic disputes to the 

courts. As Paul teaches in 1 Corinthians 6, we should be able to work those things out 

outside of court. Now, the only way to be divorced is through the civil courts, but the 

property settlement, alimony, and child custody should be handled by the former spouses, 

and if they can’t work it out, by Christian mediators within the church. Two Christians 

should never have to try the question of custody or property settlement. If they can’t 

agree, a system of Christian mediators and arbitrators should be available to resolve these 

things consistent with Christian values. 

Imagine the testimony of the power of Jesus to change hearts if we could act like 

Christians even when going through a divorce! Imagine what the world would think if 

Christians could work out their differences outside the court system?  

Now, of course, some church attenders aren’t very good Christians, and 

sometimes a Christian will have to get a restraining order or compel the payment of child 

support through the courts. But when this happens, the church should feel shame that one 

of it’s members will only do what’s right when ordered to do so by the government. I 

mean, why isn’t God’s command enough incentive? 

Well, one reason God’s command isn’t enough is that we’ve never really taught 

that God cares about such things. Divorce is so wrong that we haven’t formed a morality 

of divorce. We need one. 

ii. Divorce recovery 

None of this is to belittle the extraordinary emotional toll that divorce can bring. 

Divorce can be as emotionally devastating as the death of a spouse—even worse. After 

all, dead spouses don’t try to take away your visitation rights and bankrupt you with 
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unreasonable demands for alimony! Christians need to be there to support and encourage 

those who are going through this ordeal. 

Sadly, we are often too quick to judge and condemn (it’s just so much easier!), 

when the real need is for sympathy and love. Of course, sometimes condemnation is very 

appropriate, but typically this will not be the case. Most people don’t put themselves 

through a divorce lightly. 

Some congregations have excellent divorce recovery programs where couples 

provide emotional support for those going through the ordeal. These are great and very 

necessary. We need more. 

iii. Reconciliation 

Paul urges the newly divorced to seek reconciliation. This isn’t always possible or 

even desirable, of course. Some men, for example, are too violent or too selfish to be 

married. When a woman divorces an abusive husband, we’d be very foolish to insist that 

she return to a situation that threatens her life. 

On the other hand, optimally, following a divorce the couple should receive 

support, encouragement, and also counseling. Why did the first marriage fail? How can 

we do a better job next time? How do I avoid marrying a brutal, cruel man again? 

Done right, sometimes a couple works through enough of their issues after 

divorce that they can happily reconcile. After all, if they wish to remarry successfully, 

they likely need to work through some relationship problems, and having done so, may 

well be able to make the old marriage work. 

Getting over the divorce takes time. Men especially often marry on the rebound, 

as many men cannot bear to be without a wife. As a result, many men have leapt into 

perfect awful marriages shortly after a divorce (or a death). Here’s the rule: if your 

female friends or sisters say she not right for you, she’s not right for you. Get a second 

opinion if you want, but never ignore a woman’s advice about another woman. 

The time following a divorce can be a time of profitable introspection and perhaps 

personal improvement. It’s a terrible time to go looking for a new spouse. 

iv. Remarriage 

Now, as we’ve discussed at great length, remarriage after a divorce is not 

normally a sin. It may be very unwise, if undertaken too quickly. But if a divorcee wants 

to remarry, the church should be willing to bless the marriage. However, we don’t need to 

be naïve. The couple should go through premarital counseling. And the counseling should 

honestly confront the reasons for the previous divorces and try to make certain those 

causes won’t recur. 

Of course, many spouses are entirely innocent and had nothing to do with causing 

the divorce. We can’t blame the victim. But we can certainly be sure we’ve asked and 
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encouraged an honest appraisal of how this marriage is going to go better than the first 

one. 

When the spouse in fact did contribute to the first divorce, we need to talk about 

repentance and God’s will for marriage. Mainly, we need to ask for repentance from 

covenant breaking and ask that spouse to confess the sin and pledge to turn away from it. 

The other spouse needs to be aware of the sin that led to the first divorce. Good 

relationships are built on honesty. 

With honest, heartfelt confession and repentance, the church should honor and 

accept the new marriage as God-approved. There should be no hesitance to grant a 

“church” wedding and to honor the couple as any other. We should celebrate the power 

of God’s grace to forgive, cleanse the former sin, and give a fresh start.  

Instone-Brewer goes so far as to recommend a ceremony whereby the divorcee 

formally confesses and repents, pledging to honor the new marriage covenant.
100
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imagine that in some congregations, where ritual plays a larger role than in the Churches 

of Christ, this would be an excellent proposal. But the Churches of Christ are so low-

church that we really wouldn’t know how to respond to such a ritual. And, of course, not 

all divorcees are guilty of anything, and so not all need to be called on to repent. 

Therefore, this strikes me as something better handled in premarital counseling. 

Of course, this means the congregation won’t get to see the divorcee confess sin, 

nor do they need to. Rather, we should have enough confidence in our leadership to know 

that if the church has approved the marriage, the divorcee has satisfied the leadership of 

his or her repentance, if needed.  

C. Conclusion 

Divorce is a very, very serious matter. Broken marriages injure not only the 

spouses but also the children, the congregation, and the community. The church therefore 

is morally compelled to work diligently to prevent divorce, or better yet, the problems 

that lead to divorce. 

Older church members grew up in an age when divorce was rare and most parents 

had a pretty good sense of how to parent and most spouses knew how to be good spouses. 

We sometimes fail to realize how very much has been lost in the last two or three 

generations, as children have grown up in broken homes and never learned skills that 

were once commonplace. 

Fortunately, God has a solution, and the solution is a church that is the church as 

God has called it to be. The church must be a community that lives by God’s values in 

contrast to the world’s. We have to fearlessly encourage one another to live better while 

tirelessly supporting one another as we struggle to make this happen. 
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When our fellow Christians slip and fall, we need to bend over and lift them up, 

dust them off, heal their wounds, and walk with them as they regain their balance and 

confidence. We need to teach our members to avoid relationships that lead to affairs, and 

we have to raise our children to have the courage to be Christian even when Christianity 

isn’t cool (or cute).  

This all presupposes a church where relationships are real, intimate, and intense—

a church where members actually care about each other. Of course, the church’s 

leadership has to care deeply about such things. After all, to help people resist the popular 

culture and successfully live as Jesus has called us to do requires a group effort. These 

principles have to be reinforced from the pulpit and in the classroom. Congregational 

resources—money, volunteers, and such—must be directed at this problem. Of course, 

there are many other problems and needs that confront the church. But I think this is 

among the most important. 

Churches are made up of families (including single adults as families, of course) 

who are bound by God into a greater, larger family. We are nothing but families. And 

when our families break, the church breaks. We can never do or be all that we are called 

to do and to be without strong, healthy, healed families. And therefore we must become a 

hospital for broken families as well as an academy for family-building. 


