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Preparing to Lead the Study

Review the Format for the Session:

Facilitating the Dialogue (15 minutes): Worship and introduction
Conversations in table groups (90 minutes)
•	  Statement 1 (30 minutes): Marriage is a good gift from God and is a part of the created order.
•	  Statement 2 (30 minutes): Marriage provides for the full expression of love and contributes 

to the well-being of society.
•	  Statement 3 (30 minutes): Marriage reflects Christ’s relationship with the church and aids 

Christian discipleship.
Closing (15 minutes): Worship and reflection 

Review all the materials provided.  The bibliography, appendices, and the committee and minority 
reports of the Civil Union and Christian Marriage committee of the 2010 General Assembly will 
also be helpful and are included as part of the background material for this study.  

Arrange for light refreshments and child care to be provided.

Announce the study session in time for all the participants to have read the background material 
available for the two-hour study at www.pcusa.org/marriage. Ask participants to bring copies  
of these materials and their notes with them to the conversation. You may also wish to have  
participants sign an agreement for how they will engage in the study by using good conversation 
practices (see p. vi of two-hour study).  

One month before the study 
•	  Locate and secure a meeting space. Arrange for space that allows for conversation at tables of 

six to eight people.

Two weeks before the study 
•	  Send notice of the meeting time and place, and a copy of the study document. 
•	  Ask that participants read the background material in the appendices and bring these copies 

and their notes with them to the conversation. 
•	  Send conversational ground rules that you set beforehand; ask participants to agree to the 

ground rules. 
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One week before the study 
•	  Send a reminder of the meeting. 
•	  Think about assigning people to certain tables to allow for diversity of viewpoints and  

temperaments.  You can do this by placing different symbols on or using different colors of 
name tags.

•	  The study will begin and end with a hymn. Provide hymnals and find someone to play music. 
•	  Provide some extra copies of the two-hour study to place on the tables for those who forget 

to bring theirs. 
•	  Provide two copies of your ground rules for conversation for each table. 

The day of the Study 
•	  Place two copies of ground rules for conversation on each table.
•	  Provide name tags and pens. The name tags may have different symbols or colors that will 

divide people into table groups for conversation. 
•	Provide simple refreshments.
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When discussing same-gender marriage, the question of how the church should regard homosex-
uality is inescapable. Below you will find a brief history of how the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) 
has addressed homosexuality and what it has said on same-gender marriage.

1976: The Call for Clarification
The PC(USA)’s predecessor bodies began to deal with homosexuality in the 1970s, mostly around 
the question of who could be ordained to office in the church. In the mid-1970s a congregation 
in Long Island was presented with a dilemma: Could the church nominate for office a member 
who seemed gifted and qualified for leadership in the congregation and who was openly gay? Was 
he eligible for ordination? In 1970 the UPCUSA (the former “northern” church) had declared 
that homosexual behavior was an “antisocial and personally destructive” form of conduct, raising 
the question of whether the congregation was allowed to ordain him.1   

So this congregation asked, through its presbytery, for the General Assembly to appoint a special 
committee to study and recommend definitive guidance on the ordination of an individual who 
both was judged to be qualified and was “an avowed homosexual.” This was one of six overtures 
that year on homosexuality, most of which desired reaffirmation that homosexual behavior is sin.

1978: A Clarification Is Made: “Definitive Guidance”
In 1978 the report from the special committee was brought to the General Assembly. The final 
report included a recommendation that self-acknowledged, practicing homosexuals could be 
ordained to church office. However, a minority report was presented that distinguished between 
homosexual orientation and homosexual practice. That minority report argued that homosexual 
orientation was no barrier to ordination, but that persons who openly practice homosexual  
behavior should not be ordained. The Assembly adopted the minority report by an overwhelming 
vote with the proviso that persons ordained prior to this action would not be removed from office. 
The Presbyterian Church in the United States (the former “southern” church) adopted a  
very similar statement in 1979. The history is complicated by the fact that the northern and 
southern denominations would not reunite until 1983; but, in essence, the official policy for both 
denominations and then for the PC(USA) was:

We conclude that homosexuality is not God’s wish for humanity. . . . Even where the 
homosexual orientation has not been consciously sought or chosen, it is neither a gift  
from God nor a state [nor/or] a condition like race; it is a result of our living in a fallen 
world . . . [thus] unrepentant homosexual practice does not accord with the requirements 
for ordination.2  

A Brief History of Presbyterian Stances  
on Homosexuality and Marriage

1.  Sexuality and the Human Community, United Presbyterian Church in the United States of America (UPCUSA), 182nd General 
Assembly (1970).

2. The Church and Homosexuality, UPCUSA, 190th General Assembly (1978).
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In the same statement, the Assembly said, “There is room in the church for all who give honest 
affirmation to the vows required for membership in the church. Homosexual persons who sin-
cerely affirm ‘Jesus Christ is my Lord and Savior’ and ‘I intend to be his disciple, to obey his word, 
and to show his love’ should not be excluded from membership.” The Assembly also insisted that 
“persons who manifest homosexual behavior must be treated with the profound respect and pas-
toral tenderness due all people of God. There can be no place within the Christian faith for the 
response to homosexual persons of mingled contempt, hatred, and fear that is called homopho-
bia.” The Assembly also declared that “there is no legal, social, or moral justification for denying 
homosexual persons access to the basic requirements of human social existence.”3 This support for 
the dignity and the civil rights of homosexual persons has been repeatedly reaffirmed by General 
Assemblies since 1978.

1987 and 1991: Further Study, A Report, Rejected: Keeping Body and Soul Together
In 1987, to address the larger context of sexuality issues, the PC(USA) General Assembly returned 
to issues of sexual ethics, voting to form a special task force on sexuality. Its report came to the 
1991 General Assembly in Baltimore: Keeping Body and Soul Together: Sexuality, Spirituality, and 
Social Justice. This report struck a very different tone than the church’s established understanding 
of sexuality in general and homosexuality in particular:  

Young people, regardless of their sexual orientation, need to understand the institutional 
power of heterosexism and the injustice that it perpetuates. As the church is called to speak 
a truthful word about sexuality, it does so in the name of God’s call to justice, a call that 
invites gay and lesbian adolescents to explore the goodness of their sexuality within the 
community of God’s people.4 

The General Assembly rejected the report decisively, 534–31, and asked that congregations 
undertake serious study of the issues raised in the report and the minority report from the General 
Assembly committee.
 
1996–97: New Language for the Book of Order: Form of Government, G-6.0106b
The next few assemblies were marked by many overtures dealing with homosexuality, some  
seeking to amend the Book of Order to specifically name unrepentant homosexual behavior as a 
barrier to ordination, and others seeking to overturn the church’s stand against the ordination of 
gays and lesbians.  

In 1996–97, a constitutional amendment was passed by the General Assembly and ratified by the 
presbyteries.  

Those who are called to office in the church are to lead a life in obedience to Scripture and 
in conformity to the historic confessional standards of the church. Among these standards 
is the requirement to live either in fidelity within the covenant of marriage between a man 

3. Ibid.
4. Keeping Body and Soul Together, Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), 203rd General Assembly (1991).
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and a woman (W-4.9001), or chastity in singleness. Persons refusing to repent of any 
self-acknowledged practice which the confessions call sin shall not be ordained and/or 
installed as deacons, elders, or ministers of the Word and Sacrament.5

2010–11: Removing the Authoritative Interpretation, Altering the Form of 
Government: Neutrality 
From 1997 until 2008, the statement on homosexuality from 1978–79 and the statement on 
“fidelity” and “chastity” from 1996 constituted the official stance of the PC(USA) on homosexu-
ality. In 2008 the General Assembly removed the authority of the statement on homosexuality. 
The 2010 General Assembly sent to the presbyteries an amendment to the Book of Order (ratified 
by the presbyteries in 2011) that declared:  

Standards for ordained service reflect the church’s desire to submit joyfully to the Lordship 
of Jesus Christ in all aspects of life (F-1.02). The council responsible for ordination and/or 
installation (G.2.0402; G-2.0607; G-3.0306) shall examine each candidate’s calling, gifts, 
preparation, and suitability for the responsibilities of ordered ministry. The examination 
shall include, but not be limited to, a determination of the candidate’s ability and commit-
ment to fulfill all requirements as expressed in the constitutional questions for ordination 
and installation (W-4.4003). Councils shall be guided by Scripture and the confessions in 
applying standards to individual candidates.6 

The net result of these thirty-five years of conversation and actions around homosexuality is that 
the PC(USA) now has no language is its polity regarding the sinfulness or faithfulness of sexual 
relationship between persons of the same gender. This is significantly different than the approach 
taken by other denominations that have cleared the way for those in same-gender relationships to 
be ordained. The Episcopal Church and the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America have both 
made affirmative statements on the place of gay and lesbian persons in the life of the church, 
grounding the permission to ordain on the basis of these positive statements. Our denomination, 
by contrast, chose the path of removing formal barriers to ordination without adopting a new 
constitutional position on same-gender relationships. In regard to ordination, the PC(USA) has  
now chosen the path of mutual forbearance, declining to impose one position in a matter where 
conscientious Presbyterians disagree. Therefore, as the PC(USA) now considers same-gender  
marriage, we do so in the absence of any polity guidance concerning our understanding of God’s 
will for the committed relationships of persons who are gay or lesbian. There are a number of 
references to marriage in Part I of the constitution, the Book of Confessions, many of which are 
included in this study.7

5.  Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), Book of Order (2009–2011), Part II of The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) (Louisville: 
Office of the General Assembly, 2009), G-6.0106b.

6.  Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), Book of Order (2011–2013), Part II of The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) (Louisville: 
Office of the General Assembly, 2011), G-2.0104b.

7.  For a reflection on the relationship between our polity and our confessions, see www.presbyterianmission.org/media/uploads/
theologyandworship/docs/constituting_us_confessions_and_polity.pdf
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The General Assembly on Same-Gender Marriage
Another result of the above history is that the most recent General Assembly statement on  
marriage is from 1980 (included as an appendix to this study). The 218th General Assembly 
(2008) asked that a special committee be formed to study and give policy recommendations  
concerning civil unions and marriage, including the place of covenanted same-gender partnerships 
in the Christian community (Minutes, 2008, Part I, p. 259). That special committee reported to 
the 219th General Assembly (2010). The Assembly voted to “commend the committee’s report 
and the minority report from the committee to sessions and presbyteries, and urge them to engage 
in study of the issues presented in the report.” Neither the committee report nor the minority 
report was adopted as a General Assembly position. Both reports include history of laws and 
policy debates, the theology and practice of marriage in the Reformed and broader Christian 
traditions, and social science research to inform our present context. Those two reports will be 
cited throughout the study. Study leaders are especially urged to read through the reports as they 
prepare to lead.
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The most recent General Assembly statement on marriage is from 1980 (included as appendix 4 
to this study). The 218th General Assembly (2008) asked that a special committee be formed to 
study and give policy recommendations concerning civil unions and marriage, including the place 
of covenanted same-gender partnerships in the Christian community (Minutes, 2008, Part I,  
p. 259). That special committee reported to the 219th General Assembly (2010). The Assembly 
voted to “commend the committee’s report and the minority report from the committee to  
sessions and presbyteries, and urge them to engage in study of the issues presented in the report” 
(Minutes, 2010, Part I, vol. 2, p. 909). Neither the committee report nor the minority report was 
adopted as a General Assembly position. Both reports include history of laws and policy debates, 
the theology and practice of marriage in the Reformed and broader Christian traditions, and social 
science research to inform our present context. Those two reports will be cited throughout the 
study. Study leaders are especially urged to read through the reports as they prepare to lead. Below 
are suggested readings for each of the three parts of the two-hour study:

Statement 1
For a survey of biblical texts related to marriage, see Civil Union and Christian Marriage  
report, pages 3–4 (committee report), 26–28 (minority report).  For a summary of historical 
developments in the institution of marriage, see pages 5–8 (committee report), 28–31 (minority 
report).  For more information about recent debates on marriage in the PC(USA), see pages 3 
(committee report), 20–21 (minority report).  

Statement 2
For a survey of biblical texts related to marriage, see Civil Union and Christian Marriage  
report, pages 3–4 (committee report), 26–28 (minority report).  For a summary of historical 
developments in the institution of marriage, see pages 5–8 (committee report), 28–31 (minority 
report).  For a discussion of the place of covenanted same-gender partnerships in the Christian 
community, see Civil Union and Christian Marriage report, pages 12–16 (committee report), 
21–26 (minority report).

Statement 3
For more information on the relationship between civil union and Christian marriage, see Civil 
Union and Christian Marriage report, pages 8–10 (committee report), 31–32 (minority report).
For information on the effects of current laws (circa 2010) on same-gender partners and their 
children, see pages 10–12 (committee report), pages 32–34 (minority report).  For a discussion 
of the place of covenanted same-gender partnerships in the Christian community, see Civil Union 
and Christian Marriage report, pages 12–16 (committee report), 21–26 (minority report).

Additional Resources
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Appendix 1: 
Interpreting Scripture

The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) is guided by its confessions in the understanding and interpre-
tation of Scripture. The Westminster Confession of Faith teaches that the Scriptures of the Old 
and New Testaments are “given by the inspiration of God, to be the rule of faith and life” (6.002). 
The Confession of 1967 states: “The one sufficient revelation of God is Jesus Christ, the Word of 
God, incarnate, to whom the Holy Spirit bears unique and authoritative witness through the Holy 
Scriptures, which are to be received and obeyed as the word of God written. The Scriptures are 
not a witness among others, but the witness without parallel” (9.27).

The 1982 United Presbyterian Church in the United States of America study on Biblical Authority 
and Interpretation provides a seven-point summary of confessional teaching on the interpretation 
of the Bible and a helpful set of guidelines for seeking the meaning of Scripture:

(1) keep Jesus Christ, the Redeemer, at the center; 

(2) rely on the Holy Spirit in interpreting and applying God’s message; 

(3)  be guided by the rule of faith, the doctrinal consensus of the church expressed  
in its creeds, confessions, and catechisms; 

(4)  let all interpretation be in accord with the rule of love, the two-fold commandment  
to love God and neighbor;

(5) focus on the plain text, in its grammatical and historical context; 

(6) remember that all interpretation requires earnest study; and 

(7) seek to interpret a particular passage in light of the whole Bible.

Review and discuss these principles before you begin your study of Scripture. It might be helpful 
to write them on a board or post them on newsprint. 
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Appendix 2:
Interpreting the Confessions

The confessions of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) are not merely historical artifacts, but they 
have ongoing relevance and authority in the life of the church. As the Book of Order explains: 

The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) states its faith and bears witness to God’s grace in Jesus 
Christ in the creeds and confessions in The Book of Confessions. In these statements the 
church declares to its members and to the world who and what it is, what it believes, and 
what it resolves to do. These statements identify the church as a community of people 
known by its convictions as well as by its actions. They guide the church in its study and 
interpretation of the Scriptures; they summarize the essence of Reformed Christian tradi-
tion; they direct the church in maintaining sound doctrines; they equip the church for its 
work of proclamation. They serve to strengthen personal commitment and the life and 
witness of the community of believers.

The creeds and confessions of this church arose in response to particular circumstances 
within the history of God’s people. They claim the truth of the Gospel at those points 
where their authors perceived that truth to be at risk. They are the result of prayer, thought, 
and experience within a living tradition. They appeal to the universal truth of the Gospel 
while expressing that truth within the social and cultural assumptions of their time. They 
affirm a common faith tradition, while also from time to time standing in tension with 
each other. (F-2.01)

The confessions are to be understood as standards of Christian faith and life. As the Book of Order 
asserts: 

These confessional statements are subordinate standards in the church, subject to the 
authority of Jesus Christ, the Word of God, as the Scriptures bear witness to him. While 
confessional standards are subordinate to the Scriptures, they are, nonetheless, standards. 
They are not lightly drawn up or subscribed to, nor may they be ignored or dismissed. The 
church is prepared to instruct, counsel with, or even to discipline one ordained who seri-
ously rejects the faith expressed in the confessions. Moreover, the process for changing the 
confessions of the church is deliberately demanding, requiring a high degree of consensus 
across the church. Yet the church, in obedience to Jesus Christ, is open to the reform of its 
standards of doctrine as well as of governance. The church affirms Ecclesia reformata, semper 
reformanda secundum verbum Dei, that is, “The church reformed, always to be reformed 
according to the Word of God” in the power of the Spirit. (F-2.02)

As you study the confessional statements on Christian marriage, consider in particular how they 
inform who we are, what we believe, and what we resolve to do.
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Appendix 3:
 Perspectives on Marriage in Historical Context

In Western Christian tradition, there have been four interconnected and complementary perspec-
tives on marriage. These four perspectives or facets of marriage are the spiritual perspective, the 
social perspective, the contractual perspective, and the naturalist perspective. As John Witte writes:

A spiritual perspective regards marriage as a sacramental or covenantal association, subject 
to the creed, cult, and canons of the church community. A social perspective treats marriage 
as a social estate, subject to the expectations and exactions of the local community and to 
special state laws of contract, property, and inheritance. A contractual perspective describes 
marriage as a voluntary association, dependent upon the consent of the parties, subject to 
the wills and preferences of the couple, their children, and their household. Hovering in 
the background is a naturalist perspective, which treats marriage as a created institution, 
subject to the natural laws of reason, conscience, and the Bible. According to Voltaire’s 
quip: “Among Christians, the family is either a little church, a little state, or a little club” 
blessed by nature and nature’s God.1 

 
Witte suggests that these four perspectives on marriage have been emphasized and combined  
in different ways by different traditions to yield five models of marriage in contemporary Western 
society: 

(1) the Catholic sacramental model; 

(2) the Lutheran social model; 

(3) the Calvinist covenantal model; 

(4) the Anglican commonwealth model; and 

(5) the Enlightenment contractarian model.2

The Office of Theology and Worship recommends John Witte Jr., From Sacrament to Contract: 
Marriage, Religion, and Law in the Western Tradition, second edition (Louisville: Westminster John 
Knox Press, 2012) as a comprehensive analysis of the place of marriage in the Western tradition.

1. Witte, From Sacrament to Contract, 2.
2. Ibid., 3.
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Appendix 4:
Marriage: A Theological Statement

Primary Reference: GA Minutes 1980: 174–187
Denomination: PCUS

I. MARRIAGE IN RELATION TO GOD’S ACTIVITY WITH PERSONS

To understand marriage and its associated meanings and problems, the Christian community first 
recognizes and remembers that marriage is a human reality.
Marriage may be understood from the perspective of God’s purpose for human life, seen in the 
Biblical creation account in Genesis 1 and 2 and in Jesus’ references to God’s creative act. Marriage 
is also to be seen from the perspective of the ambiguity of human sinfulness and of God’s dealing 
with his people in preserving, judging and forgiving human beings. Finally, marriage is to be seen 
in the context of the new creation, of the kingdom which is to come and is already present. The 
church falls into error or misunderstanding when it ignores any of these modes of human exis-
tence in relation to marriage or when it elevates one or another of them over the rest.

1. Marriage in Relation to Human Creation
When Jesus was asked about marriage by the Pharisees, his response (Mark 10:6–9, Matt. 19:4–6) 
cited two passages from the Genesis creation accounts: “God made them male and female”  
(Gen. 1:27) and “For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, 
and the two shall become one (flesh)” (Gen. 2:24). Our Lord thus yokes marriage with creation.
Sexual differentiation as male and female is at the center of the creation of human beings. In 
Genesis 1 that differentiation is included in the image of God and is related to God’s own purpose 
in creating. In Genesis 2 that differentiation is the outcome of God’s intention to give the lonely 
human a helper and counterpart. In both cases it is clear that human beings are made to be in 
relation to one another.
Sexual unity of male and female in marriage is one of the divine intentions in the creation of 
human beings. In this union we symbolize on one hand the unity and intimacy of relation in the 
being of the triune God, and on the other hand the creative intention of intimate unity between 
human folk and God’s own self, which is part of the signification of the terms image and likeness.

The movement from separateness to unity which is involved in the intimate relation in marriage 
of woman and man is a significant element in the meaning of love. That movement to unity is  
the central element in the form of love called eros, which is one form of the love we are to have 
for God.
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Jesus also saw the Genesis passage as calling for a union, which involved “leaving father and 
mother,” as wife and husband to form a new family. God’s creative act not only shows us God’s 
intention for personal relatedness and for our understanding of God’s own nature and intent for 
our relation to him. It also directs us to recognize a new social reality in each marriage and God’s 
intention for the maintenance of the social order of families.

2. Marriage in Relation to Human Sinfulness and God’s Preservation and Judgment 
The context in which Jesus spoke about marriage in relation to creation was a question from some 
Pharisees about divorce. (Mark 10:2–12, Matt. 19:19). Jesus, as we have noted, first reminded the 
questioners of the divine creative intention for the intimate permanent relationship of a woman 
and a man in marriage. The Pharisees, however, pressed Jesus further by asking why Moses issued 
a commandment about the form of divorce for men. Jesus responded that the law of Moses was 
given because of the hardness of the human heart; that is, that sin is the occasion of the possibility 
of breaking the permanence of marriage, of divorce.
Divorce is a human possibility, related to the brokenness and sinfulness of fallen human life. It is 
a possibility offered in the judgment and justice of God through the Law. But it is not the only 
possibility in God’s dealing with human sinners in their life in the world. Mosaic law sees divorce 
the way to deal with sin infected marriage, but the prophets offer another possibility.
Marriage itself is offered in the prophetic writing as a symbol of God’s covenant fidelity and  
of God’s forgiveness. The key prophetic passages are in the early chapters of Hosea (especially 
Hosea 1–3; other references are Jeremiah 2:2, 3:6–10; Isaiah 54:1–8, 62:1–5; and Ezekiel 16).  
In the Hosea account we see God’s fidelity to wayward Israel portrayed in Hosea’s fidelity to a 
wayward wife. In Hosea also we see forgiveness given and received—God’s forgiving and Israel’s 
receiving it, Hosea’s forgiving and Gomer’s receiving.
Love is presented here in terms of undeserved self giving, resembling the agape of the New 
Testament. Love is also shown as a steady, certain, faithful constancy and presence.

3. Marriage and Beyond Marriage in the Kingdom
Jesus was challenged by the Sadducees in relation to another problem of marriage in the Law 
(Mark 12:18–27, Matt. 22:23–33, Luke 20:27–40)—this time the problem of multiple marriage 
in relation to life after death. Jesus’ response is that marriage is not to be understood as a feature 
of the resurrection reality of the Kingdom: “when they rise from the dead, they neither marry  
nor are given in marriage.” (Mark 12:25, Matt. 22:30, but cf. Luke 20:34–35). Jesus thus sees 
marriage in this passage as a dispensable reality, not a clue to the life of the Kingdom.
Paul also characterizes marriage as dispensable in the coming age (I Cor. 7:25–31) and implies 
that the imminence of the End may call for Christians not to enter marriage and assume its 
responsibilities. The good of marriage may have to yield to a greater good of the Kingdom.
So while creation implies the marriage relation as the path to unity and intimacy, and while even 
in the brokenness of sin marriage is a symbol of God’s fidelity and forgiveness, yet the order of  
the Kingdom transcends the orders of creation and preservation, promises fulfillment of human 
relations, and makes marriage relative, not final. Marriage points to the reality of our relation to 
God and signifies important dimensions of God’s relation to us even in our sin, but in Jesus Christ 
both the union of intimate relation and the fidelity and forgiveness of God are present in a new 
way which transcends even the marriage relation. To be in the Kingdom is to be in something 
better than marriage.
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4. Summary Principles from Biblical Understanding
To see how Jesus dealt with marriage, how he related to the Old Testament understandings, and 
how he, followed by Paul, suggested that in the Kingdom marriage is transcended, is not precisely 
to face what we are to do today with marriage nor to locate the life of today’s Christians and 
today’s church in respect to marriage. We understand that we are continuing in God’s creative 
activity and purpose, that we also continue in sin and are preserved and judged, and that we  
live in the foretaste and promise of the Kingdom. What does that imply for our theological  
understanding of marriage?
First, we are to understand that marriage relates to God’s creative intention for human beings 
created by God as male and female. Marriage is for the achievement and realization of intimate 
union—one flesh (Gen. 2:25)—and marriage is a key symbol of human interrelatedness and of 
relatedness between human beings and God. Marriage is an achievement of unity in diversity and 
of personal relatedness which are the real character of being human and of being in the image of 
God. However much our willfulness and apathy, our sinfulness, may distort and twist God’s 
intent, still we live out even in distorted ways the reality of relatedness in marriage, and we are in 
the path of intimacy.
Second, we are to understand that in marriage the partners are called to a life of fidelity and a life 
of forgiveness, for God has shown us that marriage can be a powerful symbol and pattern of God’s 
fidelity to a faithless people and of God’s forgiveness of a wayward sinful people. When we are 
faithful and forgiving in marriage, we exhibit the pattern of the divine activity, and when we 
experience the fidelity of another and above all when we receive forgiveness, we experience the 
reality of God’s covenant.
Third, we are to understand that both the divine call to marriage and the calling to be single carry 
God’s blessing. Further even the relation of wife and husband in marriage is not ultimate or final, 
but is subject to the relation to God in Jesus Christ. In the new creation, in the Kingdom of God, 
we shall discover a new way of being male and female.
Fourth, we do not yet live in the Kingdom. We live in the hope of the Kingdom and in the  
presence of the Holy Spirit in the church and in the world. We also live in the reality of marriage 
as a symbol of Christ and the church (Cf. Eph. 5:23–32). So we enter into and live out our  
marriage relationships as those who belong to Jesus Christ, as those who are loved and cared for 
by him, as those who are to love and care for and serve each other. To be the church is to be called 
to live with each other. To be the church is to be called to live with each other and with Jesus 
Christ in mutual love and service. To be married is to be called to experience the mutual love and 
care also in one household.

II. MARRIAGE IN SEVERAL DIMENSIONS

The Christian community recognizes that marriage is a personal decision of a woman and a man 
and an agreement between them. At the same time marriage is a social reality and a community 
institution, structured and regulated by and for the society to which the couple belongs. Thus 
marriage is for Protestant Christians a state regulated and state required institution and act, and 
the legality of marriage is set by the state. Yet the Christian couple, their families, the church, and 
the minister who officiates at the wedding ceremony all in one way or another expect and claim 
God’s part in marriage. The agreement between the two, legalized as a contract by the state, is 
entered with God’s blessing and lived out with God’s participation, and so marriage is sanctified.



14

1. Marriage as a Personal Act
The Biblical understanding of marriage clearly involves the personal intimate relationship of a 
woman and a man, wife and husband. Two people are joined and join themselves to each other. 
“A man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife” (Mark 10:7, Gen. 2:24). 
However much the marriage is arranged for and supported by family or community, still the 
woman and the man take vows personally and make promises to each other.
The personal character of marriage is crucial for developing and realizing a Christian understand-
ing of marriage. God’s intention for love as the movement from separation to unity in the  
intimacy of one flesh is dependent upon the personal relation. That relation is essential if fidelity 
is to have meaning in terms of one who is faithful to the other and to the covenant made. The 
personal context is the only setting in which forgiveness can be understood not only as a giving 
but also as a receiving. Conversely, only in the reality of intimate love and fidelity and forgiveness 
is the personal relation of marriage truly fulfilled so that it is not simply an agreement between 
two people, but a life long commitment and a symbol of the divine human relation, a covenant.

2. Marriage as a Reality Within a Community
The Bible understood marriage as a legal and therefore as a communal or social reality. Marriages 
were arranged. There were customary social forms, and there were legal requirements. Society had 
an interest in marriage as an adequate and generally permanent institutional arrangement for the 
propagation of the race or the perpetuation of the line, for the bearing and rearing of children, 
and for forming the family as the basic social unit. So it was in Israel, in the Greco Roman world, 
in the Middle Ages, and so it is still today. Even in our contemporary Western civilization’s stress 
upon the personal character of marriage, we regulate, protect, and support marriage for the good 
of the community. The state through its laws, licenses, and court actions oversees and regulates 
marriage in its beginning, its continuance, and even its dissolution.
To a significant degree the church’s interest in marriage and the church’s role in marriage have been 
related to this communal character. The parish was a geographical and social unit, and publishing 
the banns and registering the marriage in parish records was a communal function. The loss of 
that meaning of parish in the United States generally and among Protestants especially has  
weakened the communal role of the church in the marriage covenanting process. Yet a proper 
Christian understanding of marriage will claim again the role of the church as a fundamental 
approving and supporting community in which a marriage of two persons may not only make  
an appropriate beginning but in which also that marriage may be supported. Without making 
marriage a sacrament or supplanting the state, the church may offer, as it does in infant baptism, 
a community in which covenants are made and publicly acknowledged, are nurtured and brought 
to fulfillment.

3. Marriage as a Covenant Before God
Neither in the Old Testament nor in the New Testament is there any indication of God’s direct 
participation in marriage covenanting as a partner to the covenant. It is understood, of course, 
that God has in the very creation established and blessed the union of woman and man that is 
known as marriage. The marriage act, however, in the Bible, in Israel and the early Church, was 
more a civil than a cultic concern.
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Jesus was not married and did not attach peculiar religious significance to marriage or consecrate 
marriage by some particular action. He did indicate his understanding that God “joined together” 
the partners in marriage (Mark 10:9, Matt. 19:6). Paul and other New Testament writers address 
counsel, warnings, and encouragement to those who are married or those considering marriage, 
but they give no indication of God’s participation in the wedding act in some special way.
The church in its history struggled with its role (and, by interpretation, God’s role through the 
church) in the secular reality of marriage, and first gradually secured for itself the legal control of 
the marriage ceremony and agreement and then developed a sacramental theory and practice for 
marriage. Marriage became a means of the imparting of grace through the agency of the church’s 
action on God’s behalf. The Reformers rejected the sacrament of marriage as unwarranted in 
Scripture but they did not deny its Christian significance. They returned the marriage agreement 
to the state as a legal act, and they accompanied that by developing a religious service parallel to 
state action. The understanding was that God somehow and to some extent entered into the 
marriage relationship, but how and to what extent has often been neither clearly understood nor 
clearly interpreted.
An appropriate Christian understanding of God’s role in marriage will draw upon God’s clear 
intention in creation for there to be the intimate personal relation of women and men in marriage. 
God has established marriage. The Christian understanding will also remember that God  
preserves and governs the created order and establishes, sustains, and rules all the relationships of 
life. God’s choice of marriage as a symbol of divine fidelity and forgiveness has dignified the mar-
riage relationship and has enjoined a faithful and loving character of relationship in marriage. As 
we understand God’s intention and God’s support, we may undertake and live out our marriage 
in the context of God’s active participation in a covenant which is both personal and communal.

4. The Christian Marriage
When a woman and a man make a commitment to each other to be united in one flesh, to be 
drawn into closer intimacy and union, and to live in faithfulness and mutual forgiveness for as 
long as they live; when their commitment is publicly sealed and witnessed and acknowledged by 
the Christian community; when they acknowledge God’s presence in the giving and taking of 
vows and endeavor to live out their lives in the context of God’s faithfulness and activity; then that 
woman and that man intend and exemplify the structure of a Christian marriage.
There may be no discernible or empirical external marks of a Christian marriage apart from the 
place and manner of the wedding ceremony and the life in the church of husband and wife. But 
a Christian marriage is a distinctive reality, marked by the commitments of wife and husband to 
each other before God and by their seeking to live in accord with the Lordship of Christ.

III. SOME CRUCIAL QUESTIONS

Out of this understanding of marriage and out of our life and experiences certain questions arise. 
This paper seeks to apply and extend and clarify its position on marriage by responding to some 
of these questions.

•	  Should everyone be married? Is marriage the normative state for Christians and everyone?
•	  Is divorce legitimate? Is marriage to be understood as a permanent covenant?
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•	  Is intimacy possible or desirable apart from marriage? What about “open marriage”? Are  
extra-maritalrelationships open to Christians? 

•	  What is the appropriate structure of marriage? Is the husband the head? What is the role of 
the wife?

•	  Is it necessary to have a wedding ceremony to have a true marriage? Can a couple commit to 
each other without going through the ceremony?

•	  Must a marriage involve the intention to have children? Is it appropriate to plan not to have 
a family?

•	  Is monogamy the necessary form of marriage? Can a Christian have more than one spouse?
•	  Must both partners be Christians?

Exploring these questions may help us see more clearly and helpfully the Christian understanding 
of marriage.

1. Should everyone be married?
The Old Testament understood the marital union of a woman and a man to be the creative  
intention of God. In Israel there was no question of marrying or not marrying; it was assumed 
that everyone is married or will marry.
In the New Testament, on the other hand, there is the powerful example of Jesus, who was not 
married and who declared that marriage is not the order of being in the Kingdom. Also there is 
the struggle of Paul, who accepted the Old Testament understanding that marriage is good and 
natural but who also saw that marriage may be a hindrance to discipleship and readiness for the 
Kingdom and accepted Jesus’ understanding that marriage is not part of the Kingdom order.
The Church early on accepted celibacy for the sake of discipleship, and later raised celibacy in this 
life to the position of a special grace and holiness even above marriage. The Reformation sought 
to reverse that development and dignified marriage again as equal to celibacy.
The heirs of the Reformation have sometimes been tempted to make of marriage a sacramental 
revelation of the divine human union, perceived and received through the intimate sexual union 
of marriage. On this view those who are married have access to an understanding and living out 
of relation to God that singles can never have. On the other hand, the heirs of the medieval church 
have been tempted to make celibacy, in the sense of singleness, and chastity an imitation of Jesus 
Christ that offers a special advantage for entry into the Kingdom.
We have already seen that singleness or non marriage belongs to the Kingdom order and that 
sexual union in marriage belongs to the creative intention of God. So God wills both marriage 
and singleness. Following Paul we can see that each is God’s gift and that gifts may differ.
Further, while the paradigm of intimate union is the bodily unity of one flesh in marriage, inti-
macy is possible apart from bodily unity (as the Holy Spirit unites us to Christ and to each other), 
and those who never engage in sexual union may nonetheless experience significant intimacy with 
another or others.
Likewise, while a good marriage is a paradigm of fidelity and of forgiveness, both fidelity  
and forgiveness may be realized and experienced by unmarried persons in friendship and other 
relationships.
On the other hand, in the light of Jesus, celibacy is one sign of single minded devotion to the 
Kingdom and of a style of true discipleship. That same quality of devotion, however, is possible 
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to those Christians whose marriage is undertaken not simply out of self fulfillment or devotion to 
each other but also in joint intentional devotion to God and the Kingdom.

2. Is divorce legitimate?
Asked this way, the question of divorce may simply be a legal one and the answer is obviously yes. 
Even in the Law of Moses, God’s revealed will for Israel, divorce was legitimate, as the Pharisees 
pointed out to Jesus. In the secular legal realm in which marriage takes place today, divorce is also 
legitimate (and is increasingly common, even assuming the form of “no fault”). Protestant 
churches, and particularly the Presbyterian church have recognized divorce as legitimate, not only 
on grounds of adultery (which Jesus sanctioned, according to Matt. 19:9) or desertion (the old 
terms in the Westminster Confession of Faith) but also “where a continuation of the legal union 
would endanger the physical, moral, or spiritual well being of one or both of the partners or that 
of their children” (Book of Church Order 215:5)
In Mark’s account Jesus saw divorce as never legitimate and, if one remarried, as creating adultery, 
which is a serious and major sinful and unlawful act (Mark 10:10–12). Jesus, as he so often did 
for many human actions, radicalized and absolutized the meaning of marriage as a permanent, life 
long, intimate personal union. Jesus himself, however, recognized that sin has corrupted the pos-
sibility of everyone’s realizing the full meaning of marriage (and even of anyone’s realizing it in 
full), so that he acknowledged divorce as a reality, but without approving it.
Thus, while as a church we recognize the reality of divorce and even in some cases the necessity 
of divorce, we must do so because of the reality of sin and as having only the necessity borne out 
of sin. It is sin that created the impermanence and the loss of intimacy. It is sin that destroys the 
possibility of forgiving or accepting forgiveness. It is sin that undercuts fidelity. Sin may be the 
expression of self centeredness which sets up its own standard of self gratification in marriage and 
then declares that the marriage is no longer gratifying. Sin may be the expression of apathy which 
is incapable of consideration of others or care for them. Sin may be the expression of rebellion 
which is unable to sustain the given conditions of life together.
In the situation of sin the Church may, as Jesus did (and the O.T. and Paul), add its declaration 
to the recognition of brokenness and thus accept divorce. The Church should, however, seek first 
the reconciliation and the healing of brokenness in keeping with its character as the community 
of healing. The acceptance of divorce must not modify the church’s view of marriage as part of 
God’s intention as a way of revealing positive values of fidelity and forgiveness in a world wracked 
by sin.
Christians, who are also sinners, do divorce, and the church must deal both with those whose 
marriages are breaking and with its own role and task. The church is to be a community  
of healing, and it should seek the healing of marriages. The church is to be a community of for-
giveness, and it should mediate forgiveness in the brokenness of divorce among its members. The 
church is to be a community of fidelity, and it should demonstrate fidelity to those in whose 
marriages fidelity has been lost. Further, the church may call forth among Christian people whose 
marriages are broken, the giving and accepting of forgiveness. The church may foster the forging 
of new forms of fidelity in the midst of divorce—fidelity to children and to others whose lives 
have been involved in the marriage.
The church in the face of every divorce among its members must acknowledge its own involve-
ment in the failure of the marriage and must examine its failure as a community of support and 
nurture. At the same time, it will help its people to face honestly where there has been the failure 
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of love, the failure to achieve unity and intimate self giving, and the failure to live in faithful and 
forgiving commitment. With those who have been divorced it will raise the issue of readiness, 
willingness, and ability for those relationships in marriage.
A particular responsibility for the church is dealing with divorce among its officers, especially its 
ministers. Officers of the church, above all ministers of the word and sacraments, are called upon 
to be examples of the Christian graces and of Christian life. They are not more free of sin than 
any Christian, and they, too, may be involved in failures of marriage. They, in their positions of 
leadership, also should be the recipients of forgiveness and fidelity in the church. They, likewise, 
should exemplify the receiving and giving of forgiveness and the forging of new fidelity.

3. What about intimacy apart from or alongside of marriage?
There is more than one level of concern and of experience in this question. One level has to do 
with the possibility of meaningful unity or intimacy apart from sex activity for single or non 
married persons. We have faced this concern above in dealing with the necessity of marriage. 
Another level has to do with sexual relations of the not married. Can two achieve the authentic 
sexual union and intimacy of one flesh apart from entering formally into marriage? Still another 
level has to do with the so called “open marriage.” Can a marriage be supplemented or even 
enhanced, by sexual relations with others beyond one’s spouse?
The question about the not married in a sense raises the issue of when and how marriage truly 
comes into being. Some assert that marriage is only a personal agreement, that the commitment 
of persons to each other is all that counts and that the sexual union may represent that commit-
ment quite apart from ceremonies and licenses. Christian marriage, however, is more than a 
personal agreement. It is also a social or communal covenant within the blessings and expectations 
of the covenant with God. The Christian Church understands that to have the full intimacy  
and the fidelity and forgiveness which we understand God to have intended by “one flesh” is to 
enter the covenantal commitment of Christian marriage. The fidelity that is accompanied by 
forgiveness cannot be grounded adequately in a merely personal commitment.
The question of “open marriage” implies sexual relationship parallel to or supplementing those in 
marriage. Authentic intimacy based on the union in love seems not to be possible with more than 
one partner. Fidelity is stretched out of meaning by the assumption of multiple relationships even 
with the spouse’s consent. A couple will find that forgiveness is called for and is difficult if not 
impossible to give or receive.
At the same time, we must acknowledge that marriage is not the only relationship between  
persons or the only relation any of us may be called to have. Certainly, within the fellowship of 
Christians, levels of intimacy, union, fidelity, and forgiveness are achieved apart from sex activity 
with others than one’s spouse that leave intact (and even may enhance) the intimacy and union, 
fidelity, and forgiveness of one’s marriage.

4. What is the appropriate structure of marriage?
One of the questions seriously raised now about marriage has to do with the roles of husband  
and wife. Sensitive Christians who acknowledge that the traditional subordination of women  
has powerful counter forces in Scripture (especially in Jesus’ treatment of women and in  
Galatians 3:28) are confronted with the biblical characterization of the primacy of the husband  
in marriage.
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One passage is in Genesis 2 where the woman even succeeds the man in creation. A close  
examination of the passage as a whole, however, indicates that whatever the order of creation, the 
two are related to each other as helpers fit for each other. Help in the Old Testament is used of 
God’s relation to human beings as well as the woman to the man. Fit for in the Old Testament 
means corresponding to, without any sense of subordination.
A troublesome passage is Ephesians 5, where it is stated, “For the husband is the head of the wife 
as Christ is the head of the church, his body, and is himself its Savior.” (Eph. 5:23). The passage 
reflects, at least on its surface, the first century social structure of inequality in marriage. At a 
deeper level, it bears witness to the mutuality of the relation of wife and husband.
Seen in its full context and read in the light of Christian understanding of Jesus Christ and of his 
call to discipleship, the passage reveals a structure in marriage where husband and wife are equally 
symbols of reality beyond marriage, have equally significant responsibilities, and are equally  
subjects of the devotion of the other. (Cf. 5:21 “Be subject to one another out of reverence for 
Christ.”) Wives model the subjection of the church to Christ (a modeling of significance also to 
husbands who are subject to Christ) and husbands model the servant headship of Jesus Christ (a 
servanthood also shared by wives). Husbands are to love, cherish, and serve their wives as Christ 
does for the church; wives are to respect their husbands as the church does its Lord. What wives 
are called to do and be, both husbands and wives are called to do and be before Christ, and what 
husbands are called to do and be, both wives and husbands experience Christ as being and doing 
for them. So the husband’s “headship” is that of servant, and the wife’s “subjection” is that of the 
one loved and set free. Each cares for the other; each is enhanced by the other.

5. Is it necessary to have a wedding ceremony to have a true marriage?
On the basis of what has already been stated, one can see that a wedding ceremony is not itself 
necessary for marriage in the Christian sense. That does not mean, however, that two persons can 
simply agree to enter into a relation of intimacy with a commitment to faithfulness to each other 
and constitute a Christian marriage. The open acknowledgment in the midst of the Christian 
community and the seeking of God’s participation are also needed. That the latter requisites may 
be achieved apart from a formal wedding ceremony is possible, but some service akin to the  
wedding will in fact be utilized.

6. Must a marriage involve the intention to have children?
At stake in this question is the understanding of the purpose of marriage and at a deeper level an 
understanding of the sexual act that is represented in the “one flesh” of marriage.
In Genesis 1, God is shown as telling the man and the woman that they are to be fruitful and 
multiply, to fill the earth and subdue it (Genesis 1:28). In Genesis 2, the relationship of male and 
female involves the becoming one flesh (Gen. 2:24), but the purpose of bringing woman and man 
together is that they not be alone and be helpers fit for each other (Gen. 2:18). Genesis 1 may 
imply childbearing, but Genesis 2 does not make begetting children central to the relationship of 
man and woman in marriage.
While the understanding in Israel seems to have been that a major purpose of marriage was  
childbearing and the propagation of the people of God, there is clear evidence that other purposes 
were also recognized and that the New Testament church shared that view of many purposes. Jesus 
calls into question the very existence of marriage in the Kingdom. Paul also relativizes marriage. 



20

In 1 Corinthians 7, Paul’s discussion envisions children in a marriage, but his focus is on the  
sexual relation of wife and husband for mutual satisfaction.
The Roman Catholic understanding of marriage has included procreation, the bearing of  
children, as a central purpose or function of marriage and sexual intercourse, while the Protestant 
understanding has more often focused upon marriage as providing for the family as the basic social 
unit and as an appropriate context for nurture, and upon sexual intercourse for the expression of 
love and intimate commitment without any necessary intention for procreation.
God’s intention for humankind is to be fruitful and multiply. A couple may, however, in their 
marriage covenanting and in relation to their understanding of God’s gifts and intentions for them 
come to see their marriage as being fulfilled without children.

7. Is monogamy the necessary form of marriage?
This paper has drawn its Biblical basis from passages which deal with marriage as involving one 
man and one woman and the expression of intimacy between these two alone. In short, the under-
standing has all been of monogamy. Yet the Bible itself, in many places, recognizes marriages that 
are not in this pattern, but involve multiple spouses, usually more than one wife.
Our Western culture has been officially committed to monogamy, but the Christian gospel has 
been received in cultures where polygamy is the cultural norm or at least a cultural norm. More 
recently in our own society we have had what is sometimes called “serial polygamy” or “serial 
monogamy,” referring to the succession of spouses for one person. (The situation is in some ways 
like the case posed to Jesus in Mark 12:18–27 and parallels.)
While the tests of unity in intimacy and fidelity and forgiveness would seem to be strained, as 
already noted in relation to the “open marriage,” still, where the acceptance by a particular society 
and by the Christian community (as on a mission field) and when the seeking to live in accord 
with God’s gifts are clearly present, the church has recognized polygamous marriages.

8. Must both partners be Christians?
The theological understanding of Christian marriage presented here includes several elements, but 
central to it is seeing marriage as a covenant to which God is significantly present and is recognized 
to be present by the wife and the husband. That element cannot be neglected or ignored by the 
Church in its teaching and counseling functions.
Yet we are not the judges finally of the human heart. God chooses and enters into covenant. God’s 
terms are not ours. God is present and active even where no one acknowledges God to be. So God 
may be in a marriage where one or even both partners make no open commitment to Christian 
faith.
Still, to stand in the midst of the Christian community and to seek the blessing of God is no small 
thing. Paul saw clearly that marriage in context for the consecration of spouses and children  
(1 Corinthians 7:12–16). We ought not to despise that insight, while we seek for open Christian 
commitment as involved in the reality of Christian marriage.
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CONCLUSION
No doubt there are other questions which could be raised and answered. The basic guidelines 
for their answers can be found, however, in the Biblical and theological understandings set forth 
here. God has set out in the life of Israel, and Jesus confirmed, that marriage is for the intimate 
union of man and woman, and that authentic marriage is marked by the commitment in  
fidelity and forgiveness that represents God’s own covenant love. Jesus further has shown that 
while marriage is a genuine good, it is not a necessary part of the Kingdom of God, while at the 
same time Jesus Christ in his relation to the church shows us again true understanding of the 
inner relationship of marriage. Through reflection on the Bible and the history of the church, 
we can see that while marriage involves the free consent of a woman and a man to live with each 
other, it also involves the community as the context and support of that relation. Above all 
Christians make marriage covenants before God and with the expectation of the living presence 
and activity of the Faithful One.
When the church can affirm this understanding of marriage and ask its members to undertake 
and live out their marriages in the light of it then we can expect that the joys and trials of marriage 
can be shared in the perspective of God’s creative, governing, and redeeming actively among  
the covenant people in the world.


