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Abstract

If you read the Bible closely, you will eventually find what looks like a contradiction regarding
marriage. In the Old Testament (Ezra 9—10), God’s people are commanded to divorce their unbe-
lieving spouses to please God. In the New Testament (1 Corinthians 7), Christians are commanded
to stay with their unbelieving spouses to please God. Did God change His mind? This paper ex-
plores this tension using a “dispensational” approach—understanding that while God’s character
never changes, the “house rules” for how He manages His people change depending on the era of
history. By looking at the historical context, we can see why Ezra’s crisis required a severe national
divorce, and why Paul’s New Testament mandate requires faithful endurance, while also surveying

alternative views on the matter.

Introduction: The Problem and the “House Rules”

The scriptural record presents a stark contrast in its handling of mixed marriages between
believers and unbelievers. In 458 B.C., the returning remnant of Israel under Ezra discovered that
the Israelites had married people from the surrounding pagan nations. The divine remedy was
severe: mandatory separation and the dissolution of these unions (Ezra 10:11). Conversely, the
Apostle Paul, writing to the church in Corinth (A.D. 55), explicitly commands believers who are
married to unbelievers to remain in their marriages (1 Cor. 7:12—14).

To someone without a deep theological background, this looks like God is changing His moral
standards. However, this is resolved by understanding the concept of dispensations. The word
“dispensation” simply means “household management.” Think of a parent: the rules for a five-
year-old (hold my hand crossing the street) are different from the rules for a sixteen-year-old (here
are the car keys). The parent’s love and protective character haven’t changed, but the rules changed

because the stage of life changed. God does the same thing throughout human history.



The Anatomy of the Ezra Crisis: National Survival

To understand Ezra’s extreme actions, we must look at the “house rules” of the Old Testament.

Israel was not just a religion; it was a physical, geo-political nation.

The Threat to the Bloodline

Israel was operating under the Law of Moses. Deuteronomy 7:3 explicitly forbade intermar-
riage with Canaanite nations. As Old Testament scholar Dr. Eugene H. Merrill notes, this was tied
to preserving the “holy seed.” The returning remnant of Israel was dangerously small. If they as-
similated into the pagan cultures through intermarriage, the distinct nation of Israel would vanish,
and the literal, physical family line prophesied for the Messiah (Jesus) would be destroyed. The

preservation of Jesus’s future arrival required drastic action.

The “Invalid Marriage” Argument

Because God’s civil law for Israel forbade the union, these marriages were actually illegal
contracts. Theologian Dr. J. Carl Laney points out that these unions were legally void from the
beginning. Therefore, the command to “separate” was not God destroying a valid marriage, but

rather a judge annulling an illegal contract that threatened national security.

The Anatomy of the Corinthian Mandate: Spiritual Mission

When we cross into the New Testament Church Age, the “house rules” shift. The Church is
not a physical nation with borders; it is a spiritual body spread across the globe. The goal shifted

from preserving a bloodline to spreading the Gospel.

The Reversal of Contagion

Under the Old Testament law, if you touched something unclean, you became unclean (defile-

ment was contagious). But in 1 Corinthians 7:14, Paul introduces a radical shift: the Christian



spouse ‘“‘sanctifies” the unbelieving spouse. Why? Because the Holy Spirit now lives inside the
believer (1 Cor. 6:19). As Dr. Thomas L. Constable explains, the Holy Spirit inside the Christian
is stronger than the paganism of the spouse. The Christian doesn’t need to run away to stay pure;

they stay to be a missionary in their own home.

Valid Moral Unions

When a Christian foolishly marries an unbeliever today, or gets saved after they are already
married, the state and God still recognize it as a valid “one flesh” union. As Dr. H. Wayne House
argues, because the marriage is legally and morally valid, Jesus’s rule applies: “What God has

joined together, let not man put asunder” (Matt. 19:6).

Alternative Views to Consider

While the “house rules” (dispensational) view best explains the literal text, it is important to

know other ways scholars answer this question:

1. The Behavioral Consent View: Some argue the difference is about the unbeliever’s behav-
ior. In 1 Cor 7, the unbeliever is “willing to live peaceably.” In Ezra, the pagan wives were

actively destroying the nation’s faith.

2. The Competing Moral Absolutes View: Some believe God allowed a “lesser evil” (di-
vorce) to prevent a “greater evil” (the total destruction of Israel). Today, the greater evil

would be losing our Christian witness, so we stay married.

3. The Covenant Theology View: Others believe Ezra was a physical “picture” or “type” of
the spiritual purity God demands today through church discipline, rather than a literal rule

for marriage across all time.

4. The Narrative View: Some modern scholars simply say Ezra overreacted out of fear, and
that God never actually wanted the divorces. (Conservative scholars reject this because the

Bible says Ezra’s actions pleased God).



Conclusion

God is not caught in a moral dilemma. In Ezra, God defended the integrity of the Old Testament
Law to ensure the Savior could be born. In 1 Corinthians, God defends the integrity of the marriage
covenant to ensure the Savior’s grace can spread. The rules of the house changed, but the holy

character of the Master of the house remains exactly the same.
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