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Defining Marriage

• Three key questions: 


• What is your definition of marriage? 


• Where did you get it from? 


• How does Scripture inform that view? 



The Predominant Western 
View

• Marriage is a consensual union between two adults who 
fall in love with each other. 


• It is a private matter between those adults, recognized 
legally by the state.



Contemporary Weddings
• 2.4 million weddings are performed in the U.S. annually


• Average amount spent on a wedding: $35,329


• Only 33% of weddings take place in a religious institution


• 3 out of 4 couples live together before marriage


• One-third of those getting married have been married previously


• 43% of weddings are officiated by a friend or family member


• Rates of marriage and divorce are dropping



A quote…

“Weddings started off as these crude medieval ceremonies 
where women, daughters, were exchanged as property. Yet, 
over the course of centuries, they got worse. That’s why 
people cry at weddings.” 


- Jim Gaffigan



Underlying Beliefs
• Marriage is about love. Love, however, is ill-defined and 

primarily grounded in feelings of attraction and need. 


• Male/female marriage is the norm, but not exclusive of 
other arrangements


• “You complete me.” - Jerry McGuire


• So long as love lasts, the marriage will last. 


• No-fault divorce is always an option if things don’t work out



The Historically Christian 
View of Marriage

• Marriage is a one-flesh union between two sexually different persons 
who share in the image and purpose of God 


• Marriage and family are public, social institutions reflecting the 
character and nature of the Trinity and the kingdom of God on earth.


• Marriage and singleness are equally valid means of living out the 
mission of the kingdom of God


• Marriage points beyond itself as representative of the relationship 
between God and his people/Christ and the Church


• Marriage is a placeholder for the eschatological union with Christ 
that will take place at the resurrection 



Genesis 1:26-28
• The God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, 

according to our likeness; and let them have dominion over 
the fish of the sea, over the birds of the air, and over the 
cattle, and over all the wild animals of the earth, and over 
every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth. 


• So God created humankind in his image, in the image of 
God he created them; male and female he created them.


• God blessed them, and God said to them, “Be fruitful and 
multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it, and have 
dominion…”



Genesis 1
• The creation story is about difference and harmony, where 

different elements complement one another in unity.


• Day/Night, Evening/Morning


• Land/Sea, Earth/Heaven


• Plants/Animals, Male/Female


• Male/female marriage “is a very profound reality at the heart of 
that whole story of God’s good creation.” Therefore, “the coming 
together of male plus female is itself a signpost pointing to that 
great complementarity of God’s whole creation, of heaven and 
earth belonging together.” - N.T. Wright



Genesis 2:18, 20
• Sex difference in Genesis 2:18, 20


• “suitable (kenegdo) helper”


• The word for “helper” is used throughout the OT for God 
helping Israel through military intervention


• “Suitable” - used only twice in whole Bible. Compound 
word (Ki = similarity, sameness, equality; neged = 
difference, opposite. 


• “Suitable” means a “same opposite” or “same different”



Genesis 2:23-24

• “One flesh” = the “John 3:16” of marriage - a shorthand for 
the union of same differents 


• 2:24 - Not just talking about Adam and Eve, but about 
basic design for marriage (leaving, cleaving)


• Not just two consensual humans, but sameness and 
difference



Science and Creation

• The science of pair bonding - our behavior actually 
changes our brains


• Release of oxytocin, vasopressin, dopamine


• Encourages more bonding over time


• Studies consistently reveal that long-term married couples 
have the best sex lives—we are wired this way! 



One Flesh
• Sexual union designed for bonding and for producing 

offspring (literally “bone of bone, flesh of flesh”)


• It’s also about kinship, leaving one family and forming a 
new one


• The Bible protects this one flesh union as sacred and 
exclusive 


• 1 Corinthians 6:16 - “Do you not know that whoever is 
united to a prostitute becomes one body with her? For it is 
said, ‘The two shall become one flesh.’” 



Disoriented Orientations: 
Genesis 3

• What happens when sex is separated from its original 
context? 


• Human sin - a failure to reflect God’s image and purpose


• Genesis 1 & 2 - intimacy with God and each other (naked 
and unashamed) - Genesis 3 - hiding, comparing


• Idolatry - placing self at the center 


• The Fall permeates all human relationships



The Effects of the Fall
• Sex out of context begins to be destructive


• Creates hierarchy, not mutuality


• Fruitfulness and multiplication through pain


• Rather than being one with creation, humans would be at 
odds with it


• Disordering of desire (Romans 1)


• All humanity is affected



What does the Fall do to our 
understanding of sex and marriage? 

• We struggle to live out God’s purpose for us


• We are at odds with our bodies, with each other, and with 
God


• We desire self-gratification rather than glorifying God


• Porneia - describes all sexual activity outside God’s design


• Sexual sin is especially destructive because it distorts the 
image of God in our bodies and relationships



So, what is the solution? 
• Reframe sexual brokenness as an inherent good (sexual 

fulfillment as ultimate source of human flourishing)?


• Accept brokenness as an inevitable consequence of the 
Fall and make accommodations for it? 


• Double down on laws enforcing proper sexual behavior and 
punishing offenders?


• OR, recognize that we are all broken and together seek the 
healing and restoration offered in Jesus Christ and the 
good news of the Kingdom of God.  



“It was not so from 
the beginning…”



Matthew 19:1-9
When Jesus had finished saying these things, he left Galilee and went to the region 
of Judea beyond the Jordan. 2 Large crowds followed him, and he cured them there. 

3 Some Pharisees came to him, and to test him they asked, “Is it lawful for a man 
to divorce his wife for any cause?” 4 He answered, “Have you not read that the one 
who made them at the beginning ‘made them male and female,’ 5 and said, ‘For this 
reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the 
two shall become one flesh’? 6 So they are no longer two, but one flesh. Therefore 
what God has joined together, let no one separate.” 7 They said to him, “Why then 
did Moses command us to give a certificate of dismissal and to divorce her?” 8 He 
said to them, “It was because you were so hard-hearted that Moses allowed you to 
divorce your wives, but from the beginning it was not so. 9 And I say to you, whoever 
divorces his wife, except for unchastity, and marries another commits adultery.”

 The Holy Bible: New Revised Standard Version. (1989).t 19:1–9). Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/nrsv?ref=BibleNRSV.Mt19.1&off=41&ctx=e%0a(Mk+10:1%E2%80%9312)%0a19+%E2%80%A2%E2%80%A2~When+Jesus+had+finis


Jesus and Genesis
• A teaching on divorce in response to a question by religious 

leaders


• Matthew 19:4-6 - When Jesus is asked about marriage, he 
goes back to Genesis 1 & 2


• “God made them male and female … For this reason…"


• The one flesh union between male and female is “joined 
together” by God - sexual difference and the meaning of 
marriage are intertwined


• This is God designed and no one should “separate” it



Marriage and the Kingdom
• Jesus challenges the Pharisees assumption that the law of Moses is 

the basic law concerning divorce


• Jesus assumes the brokenness of human sexuality which was the 
result of Genesis 3


• Instead, Jesus proceeds on the assumption that it is possible to go 
“back to the beginning”—to live in light of Genesis and its affirmation 
of an inseparable bond of marriage


• The kingdom of God that Jesus announces is not something that 
sanctions the status quo


• The announcement of the kingdom is a call for people to be remade in 
the image of God for which they were created, male and female



The Mission of Marriage
• Part of human vocation - “be fruitful and multiply” and to 

have “dominion” - procreation, family, raising children, a 
microcosm of the kingdom


• A sign pointing beyond itself to the intimate relationship 
between God and humanity, God and Israel, Christ and the 
Church - unity in difference (Hosea, Ephesians 5)


• To know (“yada”)


• Christopher West: “The union of the sexes as we know it 
will give way to an even greater union.” 



Male and Female
• Ephesians 5:21-33


• Different roles, inherent in creation, that reflect a theological 
purpose - a specific vocation for which both are needed


• Christ and the Church - initiation and response, unity and 
difference


• Mary - “the new Eve” - example of the “womanhood of 
creation” - giving her body and blood to be a temple of the 
Holy Spirit, the humanity of God



Augustine - Three “Goods” 
of Marriage

• Children (proles) 

• “The first natural bond of society is that of husband and 
wife. God did not create them as separate individuals…
but he created one from the other, making the side, from 
which the woman was taken a transformed, a sign of the 
strength of their union.”


• “The union of male and female for the sake of having 
children is, then, the natural good of marriage.” 


• For Augustine, the call to marry is the call to parent.



Augustine - Three “Goods” 
of Marriage

• Fidelity (fides) 

• Mutual fidelity sustains the marital bond between 
husband and wife.


• Fidelity, when observed, curbs sexual promiscuity, 
prevents procreation outside of marriage, and provides 
the optimal opportunity for children to be raised and 
nurtured within the natural bonds of family


• Fidelity is not only an inherent good of marriage but also 
a social good



Augustine - Three “Goods” 
of Marriage

• Sacrament (Sacramentum) 

• Marriage is a sacramental sign and sacramental covenant


• “Sacrament” = “mystery” (Ephesians 5:31)


• Marriage is a sacrament because it signifies the 
relationship between Christ and the Church.



–Augustine of Hippo

“When [Christ] slept on the cross, he bore a sign, yea, 
he fulfilled what had been signified in Adam: for when 
Adam was asleep, a rib was drawn from him and Eve 

was created; so also while the Lord slept on the 
cross, his side was transfixed with a spear, and the 
sacraments flowed forth, whence the church was 

born. For the Church, the Lord’s Bride, was created 
from His side, as Eve was created from the side of 

Adam.” 



–Alexander Schmemann - For the Life of the World

“As long as we visualize marriage as the concern of 
those alone who are being married, as something that 
happens to them and not to the whole Church, and, 

therefore, to the world itself, we shall never 
understand the sacramental meaning of marriage: the 
great mystery to which St. Paul refers when he says, 

‘But I speak concerning Christ and the Church.’” 



Marriage seems to have a 
finite purpose

• Matthew 22:23-32 - Marriage and the resurrection


• “For in the resurrection they neither marry nor are given in 
marriage, but are like angels in heaven” (v. 30).


• Transformed humanity = no need for procreation, birth, care 
for family (which was the purpose of levirate marriage as 
portrayed here)


• “Remove the necessity of death and the usefulness of being 
born will be found superfluous. Remove the utility of being 
born and the reason for marriage is explained.” - 
Incomplete Work on Matthew, 5th century



In the interim, marriage is a sign 
of the in-breaking Kingdom

• Richard Hays: The Moral Vision of the New Testament 

• Three lenses through which marriage reflects the Kingdom 
of God. Community, Cross, New Creation



Community
• Marriage is not a private pursuit (contra the popular view)


• It is an aspect of discipleship, a vacation of service to one 
another and the wider world


• This is why the church is central to marriage (and why it is 
always connected to the church’s relationship to Christ) - a 
community of families bearing witness to the kingdom in 
our homes and our public witness


• Marriage is an advanced outpost of God’s coming reign 
and rule



Cross
• NT does not provide a “hearts and flowers” view of marriage 

- it is difficult and costly


• Requires sacrificial service, oriented to the needs of the other


• Faithfulness not driven by feelings but by faith in God and 
one another no matter the circumstances


• Some will bear the cross in marriage, others in singleness


• When we demonstrate cross-bearing faithfulness, then our 
marriages and relationships point to the Kingdom



Alexander Schmemann, For the Life of the World

“A marriage which does not constantly crucify its own 
selfishness and self-sufficiency, which does not ‘die 

to itself’ that it may point beyond itself, is not a 
Christian marriage. The real sin of marriage today is 

not adultery or lack of ‘adjustment’ or ‘mental 
cruelty’… It is the identification of marriage with 

happiness and the refusal to accept the cross in it. In 
a Christian marriage, in fact, three are married; and 
the united loyalty of the two toward the third, who is 
God, keeps the two in an active unity with each other 

as well as with God.” 



New Creation
• “If marriage may lead us to the cross, the way of suffering service, 

it is also a sign of the…redemption of all things. It figuratively 
foreshadows, even in the ambiguities of the present time, God’s 
unbreakable covenant faithfulness which will finally bring healing 
to the world.” 


• In marriage, we rehearse the life of the new creation


• We raise children for the work of the kingdom, instructing and 
teaching them


• We come to the end of life seeing our marriages (or our 
singleness) as advancing the Kingdom of God one step closer to 
reality



Is marriage essential? 
• Jesus clearly speaks about marriage within the context of 

Creation and Kingdom, but also redefines the nature of 
family as those who do the will of the Father (Matthew 
12:46-50)


• Paul cautions against marriage as a potential hindrance to 
serving the Lord in light of the urgent approach of the 
eschaton (1 Corinthians 7:25-40)


• Both Jesus and Paul were single— thus it seems that 
marriage and sex are essential for making new humans and 
raising them to maturity, but not essential for making 
humans flourish. 



Critiques of this historic 
view

• While the first marriage was between a man and a woman, it doesn’t 
necessarily follow that all marriages must be


• Does “one flesh” demand an opposite sex couple, if it’s primarily about a 
kinship bond? If marriage is not primarily about procreation? 


• Gay marriages were not an issue when Genesis was written. The 
affirming view posits that we need to update our thinking on this


• Issues of sexual orientation were unknown in the Bible, thus that needs 
to be taken into consideration


• But it is remarkable that the authors of Genesis 1 & 2, and Jesus in 
Matthew 19, go out of their way to ground sexual difference in something 
or Someone outside of culture. The OT and NT are consistent in this view



Critique (cont.)
• Affirming view: In the kingdom, God is doing a “new thing,” thus marriage is an 

institution capable of expansion; male and female is inessential to the meaning 
of marriage


• Jesus’ resurrection defeats death, thus the group designated as God’s people 
are no longer defined by ethnic descent and sex no longer needs to be tied to 
procreation (as indeed it no longer is in our culture)


• But if we take Matthew 19 as our starting point, we are given a picture of God’s 
kingdom that restores to us the original order of creation, and it to us.


• Jesus might well of spoken as the kingdom breaking new territory, leaving 
behind creation as rubbish, and ushering us into an entirely different way of 
being human


• But that is not the focus of Jesus in the Gospels - indeed, he is always going 
even back beyond the law of Moses to reveal God’s original intent



In summary…
• The Bible speaks univocally about the one flesh union of male 

and female as the order of creation 


• The “Fall” disorders the order of creation and all of us are 
sexually broken as a result. All of our orientations are disoriented. 


• The end game of the gospel is the restoration and renewal of 
God’s good creation and God’s people, which Jesus called the 
Kingdom of God


• The question is whether same sex relationships fit within this 
framework and, further, if there is a reason beyond the Scriptures 
that would permit such unions to be blessed and affirmed



Defining Marriage

• Three key questions: 


• What is your definition of marriage? 


• Where did you get it from? 


• How does Scripture inform that view? 



Rights and Rites
• The prevailing conflict over marriage is, in effect, a conflict 

over the definition of marriage


• The prevailing view sees marriage as a civil right and, 
culturally, that right is extended to any two adults who fall in 
love and seek a legal partnership


• The historic Christian view sees marriage as a rite, a 
permanent covenantal union between a man and a woman 
with a distinct creational and kingdom purpose


• These views are now divergent and thus it is important to 
define what we mean when we talk about marriage 



Next Week

• We will explore the specific passages in the Bible that refer 
to same sex behavior and look at both the affirming and 
non-affirming arguments surrounding these texts


• We will also look at some of the additional arguments 
surrounding the authority of Scripture and same sex 
relationships


