SESSION 3

Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and
gave himself up for her to make her holy, cleansing her by the
washing with water through the word, and to present her to
himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any
other blemish, but holy and blameless. In this same way,
husbands ought to love their wives as their own bodies. He who
loves his wife loves himself. After all, no one ever hated their
own body, but they feed and care for their body, just as Christ
does the church – for we are members of his body. ‘For this
reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to
his wife, and the two will become one flesh.’ This is a profound
mystery – but I am talking about Christ and the church.
(Ephesians 5:25–32)

I

n January 2012, The Archbishop of York, Dr John Sentamu, was
quoted in the Daily Telegraph as saying that marriage is still the
bedrock of a society that promotes love, care and forgiveness in
relationships. 1 The previous week, a senior High Court judge, Sir Paul
Coleridge, had launched a campaign to promote marriage and fight
family breakdown. Sir Paul, a Christian believer who has been married
for almost 40 years, said that he was ‘unashamedly advocating
marriage as the gold standard for couples where children are
involved’. 2 He later disclosed that he decided to step down from the
bench because of opposition from other senior judges to his stance
1.
2.

Archbishop of York: Marriage is still the bedrock of society. Telegraph, 12 Jan 2012 bit.ly/1lZ9lGo
Judge launches campaign to promote marriage. Telegraph, 4 Jan 2012 bit.ly/1lZ9qKd
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on marriage. 3 In a culture where the marriage rate is declining and
living together without marrying has become the norm, these
sentiments can come across as old-fashioned, yet Sentamu’s and
Coleridge’s comments were not just based on theological convictions
but also sound evidence.

The blessings of marriage
Marriage leads to better family relationships, less economic
dependence, better physical health and longevity, improved mental
health and emotional wellbeing and reduced crime and domestic
violence. These were the (unsurprising) main conclusions of Why
Marriage Matters, a comprehensive report on the benefits of
marriage published in 2011 by the Institute for American Values. 4
Based on a survey of over 250 peer-reviewed journal articles on
marriage and family life from around the world, a team of 18 leading
American family scholars chaired by Professor Wilcox of the
University of Virginia drew 30 conclusions about the positive benefits
associated with marriage under five headings. Among these
conclusions were:












3.
4.

Marriage fosters high-quality relationships between adults,
as well as between parents and children.
Children who live with their own two married parents enjoy
better physical health, on average, than do children in other
family forms.
Marriage is associated with reduced rates of alcohol and
substance abuse for both adults and teens.
Marriage is associated with better health and lower rates
of injury, illness, and disability for both men and women.
Children whose parents divorce have higher rates
of psychological distress and mental illness.
Married women have a lower risk of experiencing domestic
violence than do cohabiting or dating women.
Judge Sir Paul Coleridge quit because of lack of ‘support’ over marriage stance. Telegraph, 29 Nov 2013
bit.ly/1pcHBcw
Wilcox WB et al. Why marriage matters: Thirty conclusions from the social sciences. Institute for American
Values, 2011 bit.ly/1jn5wCK
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Breakdown Britain
Breakdown Britain, 5 a landmark study published in 2006 by The
Centre for Social Justice arrived at similar conclusions. Using extensive
evidence-based analysis, it found that the breakdown of marriage and
the family was also a key driver of Britain’s social breakdown. The
percentage of children born outside marriage went from 8% in 1970
to 41% in 2003 to 46% in 2009; lone-parent families have increased
by 40,000 per year since 1980. Many of the mental and physical
health problems that daily fill GP surgeries, hospital wards and
outpatient departments are symptoms of this. The main drivers, the
five ‘pathways to poverty’, all correlate with the collapse of marriages:
family breakdown, educational failure, economic dependence,
indebtedness, and addiction. Furthermore the five ‘pathways’ are all
interrelated. Children from broken homes are twice as likely to have
behavioural problems, perform worse at school, become sexually
active at a younger age, suffer depression, and turn to drugs, smoking
and heavy drinking. Similarly, a parent who has a serious drug problem
5.

Breakdown Britain: Fractured families. Centre for Social Justice 2006 bit.ly/1qJ5M7x
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or is addicted to alcohol can exhibit destructive behaviour patterns,
which can threaten the quality of life for the other parent and for
children, leading in turn to family breakdown.
A later report by the Centre for Social Justice titled Fractured
Families: Why stability matters 6 revisited the state of family
breakdown first highlighted by Breakdown Britain. The report found
that the problem had continued to worsen, with over 20,000 new
lone-parent families forming every year. By the age of 15, almost half
of all children in the UK are no longer living with both their parents
and a million children have no meaningful contact with their fathers.
Fractured Families detailed the appalling toll family breakdown can
take on children, families, and society at large – in economic cost,
but also in human cost. Family instability and breakdown is not just
an emotional tragedy for children and families involved; it is also a
driver of disadvantage and social exclusion.
It is not just breakdown of marriage that contributes to this societal
instability. Cohabitation is also a major factor. Cohabitation refers to
living with a partner, but not married to or in a civil partnership with
them. In 2012, there were 5.9 million people cohabiting in the UK,
double the 1996 figure. Over the same period, the percentage of
people aged 16 or over who were cohabiting steadily increased, from
6.5% in 1996 to 11.7% in 2012. This makes cohabitation the fastest
growing family type in the UK. 7 A 2011 report on cohabitation
by Dr John Hayward and Dr Guy Brandon of the Jubilee Centre,
a Christian think tank, concluded:
Despite the popularity of cohabitation and its relationship to
marriage, it is also the case that marriages that start with a
period of prior cohabitation are significantly more prone to
divorce than those that do not. Where there has been a previous
cohabitation with a separate person by one or both partners,
the likelihood of divorce soars… Couples who never marry are
six times more likely to split by the time their first child is five. 8
6.
7.
8.

Fractured families: Why stability matters. Centre for Social Justice 2013 bit.ly/1qMGnu3
Short report: Cohabitation in the UK, 2012. Office for National Statistics, 2012 bit.ly/1wlLhBa
Haywood J and Brandon G. Cohabitation: An alternative to marriage? Jubilee Centre, 2011, p. iii
bit.ly/ZXLIo5
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The research followed on from the think tank’s 2010 publication
Cohabitation in the 21st Century, 9 which noted that the cost of
family breakdown in Britain (measured in terms of spending on
tax and benefits, housing, health and social care, civil and criminal
justice, and education) was £41.7 billion, equivalent to £1,350
for every taxpayer each year.
There is more research we could mention about the positive influence
of marriage on health and wellbeing, and the negative impact of
turning our backs on marriage, but let’s turn our attention to what
the Bible teaches about marriage and the reasons why God brought
it into being.

Marriage was God’s idea
Marriage is practised by virtually all societies and cultures. It was
originally God’s idea and is not just something for Christians but for
the entire human race. Genesis 2 describes how God gave marriage
as a creation ordinance, long before the calling of Abraham, the
establishment of Israel or the birth of the church. It was God who
first said that it was not good for man to be alone and who created
the unique complementarity of the marriage relationship for
companionship, pleasure, procreation and the raising of children –
one man, one woman, united for life (Genesis 2:24). Marriage also in
this way illustrates Christ’s own self-giving abandonment to his bride
the church (Ephesians 5:31–32), and points to a greater richness of
human relationships beyond the grave of which the very best on
earth are but a pale shadow (1 Corinthians 2:9–10). We will return
to this theme when we examine marriage’s purpose in more detail
below. But before we do so it is essential to emphasise a crucially
important point.
The fact that marriage is a good creation of God does not mean that
everyone should get married. The apostle Paul, who quite possibly
was never married, is a powerful demonstration of how a single life
can be wonderfully complete and a channel of great blessing to others.
9.

Hayward J & Brandon G. Cohabitation in the 21st century. Jubilee Centre, 2010 bit.ly/WRYqSQ
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He personally chose celibacy for the sake of the gospel and in
1 Corinthians 7 he extols the benefits of singleness for some kinds
of Christian ministry and the important roles of single people in the
church. Even more obviously, Jesus Christ himself never married.
Single people are a huge asset to the church and have a pivotal role
to play in its life and ministry. But our focus in this chapter is not
singleness but marriage.
So let us tease out the essence of the marriage relationship and its
benefits for the health of individuals and society. Ephesians 5 lays
out very clearly the answer to the three crucial questions about the
marriage relationship; its purpose, pattern and practice.

The purpose of marriage
Let’s look at what the Bible says about the purpose of marriage.

Companionship
After the creation of man, God declares, ‘It is not good for man
to be alone’ (Genesis 2:18). Marriage is the most intimate form of
companionship, where two people are able to support each other,
draw strength from each other and to share every aspect of their
lives. In the familiar words of the writer of Ecclesiastes, ‘Two are
better than one... If either of them falls down, one can help the
other up… Also, if two lie down together, they will keep warm’
(Ecclesiastes 4:9–11).

Intimacy
Marriage provides the context for sexual intimacy and pleasure. The
Song of Solomon is an erotic love poem, a story of love, courtship
and marriage where the man and woman take emotional and physical
delight in each other. It is full of the most delicate and subtle imagery,
as are all the best love poems. When the beloved wife says, ‘Let my
lover come into his garden and taste its choice fruits’ (Song of
Solomon 4:16), she is not inviting him to a picnic! Sex within marriage
is to be enjoyed and celebrated. God himself designed sex to be
wonderfully pleasurable and satisfying: ‘May you rejoice in the wife of
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your youth. A loving doe, a graceful deer – may her breasts satisfy you
always, may you be intoxicated with her love’ (Proverbs 5:18–20).

Reproduction
Marriage provides a stable environment for bringing children into
the world. God’s first command to humankind was to ‘be fruitful
and increase in number’ (Genesis 1:28). God’s genius in linking
reproduction to sex means that children are a product of this most
intimate human act. As well as guaranteeing the future of the human
race, the biology of the process means that the children carry the
genes of both parents in equal measure and so bring together two
family lines. ‘Sons are a heritage from the Lord, children a reward
from him… Blessed is the man whose quiver is full of them’, says
the psalmist (Psalm 127:3–5). ‘Your wife will be like a fruitful vine…
your sons will be like olive shoots round your table…may you live
to see your children’s children’ (Psalm 128:3–6).

Child rearing
Marriage creates a nourishing environment for child rearing. The Old
and New Testaments are full of advice about how to bring them up.
Every Jewish parent knows the Shema and the responsibilities of
parenthood, ‘Impress [these commandments] on your children’
(Deuteronomy 6:4–9). Christian parents have the prime responsibility
of ensuring that their children know, understand and apply what the
Bible teaches in daily life. As the writer of Proverbs echoes,‘Start
children off on the way they should go, and even when they are old
they will not turn from it’ (Proverbs 22:6). This theme is strong
in the New Testament too: ‘Fathers, do not exasperate your children;
instead, bring them up in the training and instruction of the Lord’
(Ephesians 6:4). Any widow, in order to receive support from the
local church, had to be known for being ‘faithful to her husband’
and ‘well known for her good deeds, such as bringing up children’
(1 Timothy 5:9–10).

Security
Marriage provides security for marriage partners and family
members. One of the key functions of marriage is to domesticate
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men and help them wake up to their responsibilities to care for
others(!). They are to be advocates for their wives and children,
protect them from harm or abuse and support them through times
of economic dependence. Sadly, widespread family breakdown in
Western countries means we now look more to pensions and savings
to support us in old age. But one of the reasons people in developing
countries have large families is to ensure that there are plenty of
children and grandchildren around to provide support for vulnerable
family members. Similarly, in the New Testament only those widows
who were without extended family support became the responsibility
of the wider church (1 Timothy 5:3–15). How much of the money
that democratic states spend centrally on social welfare would be
required if families, and therefore communities, held together more
effectively and provided better support closer to the point of need?

Sanctification
Marriage, through its associated sexual faithfulness and the discipline
of caring, promotes sanctification, ‘For this is the will of God, your
sanctification: that you abstain from sexual immorality; that each
one of you know how to control his own body in holiness and
honour… For God has not called us for impurity, but in holiness’
(1 Thessalonians 4:3–4, 7, ESV). Marriage is a means of grace by
which God promotes purity and spiritual growth in his people,
‘You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy’ (Leviticus 19:2).
All of these purposes of marriage – companionship, intimacy,
reproduction, child rearing, security and sanctification – are either
health-related or have some bearing on health. But none of these
is actually marriage’s central purpose.

Marriage’s central purpose
According to the Bible, there is an even more profound purpose of
marriage. Marriage points to Christ’s relationship with his people the
church. Marriage is the institution that God has chosen to represent
and witness to his own commitment to us.
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The prophet Isaiah, looking forward to the redemption of Israel and
the coming of the Messiah, Jesus Christ, described it in terms of a
marriage:
You shall no more be termed Forsaken, and your land shall no
more be termed Desolate, but you shall be called My Delight Is
in Her, and your land Married; for the Lord delights in you, and
your land shall be married. For as a young man marries a
young woman, so shall your sons marry you, and as the
bridegroom rejoices over the bride, so shall your God rejoice
over you.
(Isaiah 62:4–5, ESV)
In the final act of the Bible, the book of Revelation, describes Christ
coming for his redeemed people the church like a bridegroom for
his bride:
The Spirit and the Bride say, ‘Come.’ And let the one who
hears say, ‘Come.’ And let the one who is thirsty come; let the
one who desires take the water of life without price… He who
testifies to these things says, ‘Surely I am coming
soon.’ Amen. Come, Lord Jesus!
(Revelation 22:17, 20)
The fullest exposition of this teaching is found in Ephesians 5:21–33.
By quoting the verse about marriage from the creation narrative –
Genesis 2:24 – it unpacks the mystery that marriage actually portrays
the relationship between Jesus Christ and his church:
‘Therefore a man shall leave his father and mother and
hold fast to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh.’
This mystery is profound, and I am saying that it refers to
Christ and the church.
(Ephesians 5:31–32)
The prime function of marriage, according to the Bible, is that it’s a
living metaphor of Christ’s own eternal union with the church. This
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shows why marriage is so incredibly precious to God. It points to the
glorious eternal relationship between Christ and the people he loves
and for whom he has given everything. It foreshadows his own
eternal union with his people – for companionship, mutual delight,
new birth, discipleship, security and sanctification. But unlike
marriage, which is temporary as there is no marriage in heaven
(Matthew 22:30), Christ’s union with his church is eternal.
Human marriage is a pale reflection of the marriage of Jesus Christ to
his bride, the church, which will take place at the end of time. As the
man leaves his parents to become inseparably linked with his wife, so
Jesus left his Father above to come to earth and commit himself to
us, his people. As the wife leaves her parents, so the church is called
out of the world to become inseparably linked to Christ. As husband
and wife become one flesh, so Christ becomes one flesh with his
people. He is the head of his body (Ephesians 5:23) and the
cornerstone of his living temple (Ephesians 2:19–21). This is how the
Bible explains the purpose of marriage. Now let’s see what the Bible
sets out as the pattern of marriage.

The pattern of marriage
We live at a time when marriage has been progressively redefined by
society and by the law in various ways. While recognising the strong
affection and commitment that may exist in such partnerships our
purpose in this book is to explore what the Bible says. The Bible teaches
that marriage is an unconditional, lifelong, exclusively monogamous,
sexually intimate, heterosexual relationship. Let’s unpack this:

Unconditional
Marriage is unconditional. The traditional English marriage service
picks up this level of commitment in its lyrical phrasing: ‘For better or
for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health.’ Whatever
circumstances life may throw its way, marriage continues.

Lifelong
Marriage is lifelong, ‘Till death do us part’. God’s intention is that
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marriage should only be broken by the death of either husband or
wife: ‘For a married woman is bound by law to her husband while
he lives, but if her husband dies she is released from the law of
marriage’ (Romans 7:2). The painful reality of divorce underlines
the fact that this was not how marriage was intended to end.

Monogamous
Marriage is exclusively monogamous; there is but one man and one
woman. Again in the marriage service, the couple promise to ‘[forsake]
all others and be faithful [to each other] as long as [they] both shall live’.
Although polygamy is still practised in some cultures today, God’s
pattern is clear. Polygamy, although tolerated in Old and New Testament
times (but with strict rules of faithfulness), was never endorsed or
commanded, and one struggles to think of a single instance where it did
not have serious consequences for the families involved in terms
of jealousy, favouritism, rivalry, apostasy and family breakdown. The
dynamics which operated in Jacob’s family, with his two wives, two
concubines and 13 children make an illuminating case study. Elders
and deacons, who are to serve as examples to the churches, are to
be ‘the husband of but one wife’ (1 Timothy 3:2, 12; Titus 1:6).

Sexually intimate
Marriage is sexually intimate. As the Bible says several times, the two
are to become ‘one flesh’ (eg Genesis 2:24; Mark 10:8). Marriage,
whether children follow as an added blessing or not, is consummated
through sexual intercourse.

Heterosexual
Finally, and it is necessary to state this even more decisively today
with the legalisation of ‘marriage’ between same-sex couples, God’s
design for marriage is heterosexual. It is one man and one woman,
not two men or two women. It’s a complementary relationship
where both partners are biologically different, two parts of a whole,
and fruitful in reproduction only by virtue of their sexual and
biological complementarity. Jesus is not the same as his church;
the husband and wife are similarly different from each other.
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When a couple are married, they form an unconditional, lifelong,
exclusively monogamous, sexually intimate, heterosexual relationship.
The very same biblical definition of marriage was part of British law
for centuries and was formally defined in a famous court case late
in the nineteenth century. In UK Law, the classic legal definition of
marriage dates back to that given by Lord Penzance in the case of
Hyde v Hyde in 1866. Marriage, it says, is ‘…the voluntary union
for life of one man and one woman to the exclusion of all others.’
So there are four conditions for a marriage:
1.
2.
3.
4.

It must be voluntary
It must be for life
It must be heterosexual
It must be monogamous

In addition, the parties must be of marriageable age. Subsequent
moves in Britain and elsewhere have watered down and redefined
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this legal definition to allow for easy divorce and so-called ‘same-sex
marriage’, but human beings cannot change by law what God himself
has ordained.

The practice of marriage
Ephesians 5:1–2 provides the overall context in saying to all members
of the church, both men and women, ‘Be imitators of God…and live
a life of love, just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us’ (NIV
1984). Because marriage is a metaphor of Christ’s relationship with
the church, and based on the pattern described above, the roles
played by husband and wife are different. Therefore husband and
wife receive different but complementary exhortations: ‘Husbands
love your wives’ and ‘Wives submit to your husbands’. The difference
is not to do with status because before God there is neither male nor
female because all are one in Christ. In the same way there is ‘neither
Jew nor Greek’ and ‘neither slave nor free’ (Galatians 3:28). People
of different race, social status or gender are all one in Christ.
The difference is not to do with divine inheritance either because the
Bible is clear that men and women are ‘joint heirs’ of the gift of life
(1 Peter 3:7). Nor has it anything to do with sexual rights. There is
equality in sexuality as the wife does not have authority over her body
but the husband does. But in like manner the husband does not have
authority over his body but the wife does. Their bodies belong to
each other. This is the basis on which the apostle Paul says they
should ‘give’ to each other their ‘conjugal rights’ and not ‘deprive one
another’ sexually (1 Corinthians 7:3–5, ESV). This can be a real test
of selflessness as in most marriages the sexual appetites of the
respective partners are not the same.
The difference is in role. God has assigned different but complementary
roles to husband and wife. I recognise that the matter of marriage
roles is somewhat controversial even among Bible-believing Christians
and that not all share the position I am about to outline. But while
respecting that others may take different positions I make no apology
for relating what I understand the Bible to be saying.
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The husband has a challenging role: he is ‘the head of the wife even
as Christ is the head of the church’ (Ephesians 5:23), and with this
role comes grave accountability and responsibility. In his leadership
he is not to dominate but serve and sacrifice, always following Christ.
The apostle Paul commands husbands to ‘love your wives, just as
Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her’ and encourages
them to ‘love their wives as their own bodies ...after all, no one ever
hated their own body, but they feed and care for their body, just as
Christ does the church’ (Ephesians 5:25, 28–29, emphasis added).
The question the husband is meant to ask is: how did Christ love the
church? He was patient when she failed, he lifted her up when she
fell, he sought after her when she strayed, he was gentle, tender and
gave himself up for her. Husbands are to give themselves up in a life
of loving sacrifice for their wives.
It is in the light of this servant-hearted, sacrificial headship that
we must understand the command that the wife ‘should submit
in everything’ to her husband ‘as the church submits to Christ’
(Ephesians 5:24). The Greek word translated ‘submit’ (hupotasso) is
the same word used in Scripture to describe how Christian believers
should submit to God, how Jesus submitted to his parents and how
citizens should submit to the governing authorities. The wife is called
to recognise the role God has given to her husband, not because
he deserves it (behind every great man there is an equally surprised
woman!), but because God has given him this role. This does not
diminish the wife, but rather frees her to grow into her full potential,
calling and gifting in Christ. Proverbs 31:10–31 paints a beautiful
picture of the ‘wife of noble character’. She is not only a wise teacher
‘clothed with strength and dignity’ who ‘watches over the affairs of
her household’ but also a generous philanthropist and
businesswoman who ‘sets about her work vigorously’ and in whom
‘her husband has full confidence’. The fact that God has given her
husband the leadership role does not mean that she cannot lovingly
challenge or rebuke him; to the contrary, this is part of her duty as a
sister in Christ. But she also needs to help him fulfil his role as head
and leader by submitting to him in obedience to God.
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Note that neither of the instructions to husband or wife are
conditional on how the other behaves. Husbands are not to love only
if they find their wives lovable – but regardless. Similarly, wives are not
to submit only if their husbands are worthy of it – but unconditionally.
But if each performs his or her role it will be much easier for the
other. Loving husbands are easy to submit to and wives who gently
and willingly submit are easy to love. The creation narrative
emphasises this beautiful partnership. The famous Bible commentator
Matthew Henry (1662–1714) puts it eloquently in his treatment of
Genesis: ‘The woman was made of a rib out of the side of Adam;
not made out of his head to rule over him, nor out of his feet to
be trampled upon by him, but out of his side to be equal with him,
under his arm to be protected, and near his heart to be beloved.’
This is the Bible’s pattern for marriage. And when God’s pattern for
marriage is followed, God’s purposes for marriage are fulfilled, and
this provides the seedbed for human flourishing, wellbeing and
health. But fallen people living in a fallen world often go astray from
this ideal. So let’s turn now to look at the impact of departing from
God’s good design.

Sex outside marriage
What about sex outside marriage? We have deliberately spent the
bulk of this chapter laying down the Bible’s framework for marriage
rather than focusing on the distortions brought about by the Fall,
both of the marriage relationship itself and of sexuality. As we have
seen, the Bible is full of references to sex and marriage from the first
chapter of Genesis to the last chapter of Revelation (Genesis 1:28,
Revelation 22:17).
The ‘one man, one woman, for life’ pattern is an Old Testament
creation ordinance, upheld by Jesus and Paul in the New Testament
(Genesis 2:24; Matthew 19:3–12; Ephesians 5:22–33). Sex in the
context of marriage (Genesis 2:24; Matthew 19:3–12) is viewed as
the wonderful gift of a loving creator (Proverbs 5:15–20; Song of
Solomon 4:11–16) and a sign of Christ’s coming marriage with the
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church (Ephesians 5:32; Revelation 19:7). But in stark contrast, any
sex outside marriage is seen as disastrous. It is profoundly offensive
to God precisely because it desecrates Christ’s own bond with his
church and so is uniquely identified as a sin against the body:
Flee from sexual immorality. All other sins a person commits
are outside the body, but whoever sins sexually, sins against
their own body. Do you not know that your bodies are
temples of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have
received from God? You are not your own.
(1 Corinthians 6:18–19)
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It is striking that the bulk of the Old Testament’s specific teaching
about sexual immorality is found in Leviticus 18 and 20, because
right between these is chapter 19 with its central command, ‘Be holy
because I, the Lord your God, am holy’ (Leviticus 19:1). All wrong
patterns imaginable are listed several times in specific detail (Exodus
22:16–19, Leviticus 18:1–30, 20:1–27; Deuteronomy 22:13–30) and
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include all sex outside marriage: Sex before marriage, adultery, incest,
sex with people of the same sex, and sex with animals. Under the
Old Covenant almost all these acts carried the death penalty, an
indication of how seriously they were viewed by God. It doesn’t
matter whether there is chemistry or strong companionship between
the two people involved nor how badly they may have been hurt by
others including even a spouse. All sex outside marriage is wrong.
In the New Testament the more general term ‘sexual immorality’ (the
Greek porneia from which we derive the word pornography) is used and
the moral standards for God’s called and chosen people, the church, are
even more demanding than they were for Israel. God’s people are to be
holy through and through. Not only is adultery wrong, but lust is wrong.
Not only must one not divorce, except on grounds of sexual immorality
(porneia), but ‘whoever marries a divorced person commits adultery’
(Matthew 5:27–32). Furthermore, while the death penalty no longer
operates for sexual sin, those who persist in sexual sin without
repentance are at risk of losing their place in God’s kingdom:
Do not be deceived: Neither the sexually immoral nor idolaters
nor adulterers nor men who have sex with men nor thieves
nor the greedy nor drunkards nor slanderers nor swindlers
will inherit the kingdom of God.
(1 Corinthians 6:9–10)
But the cowardly, the unbelieving, the vile, the murderers,
the sexually immoral, those who practise magic arts,
the idolaters and all liars – they will be consigned to the
fiery lake of burning sulphur. This is the second death.
(Revelation 21:8)
Outside are the dogs, those who practice magic arts,
the sexually immoral, the murderers, the idolaters and
everyone who loves and practises falsehood.
(Revelation 22:15)
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These verses leave us in no doubt: sexual sin is serious! However,
it’s also clear that all sin is serious – sexual immorality is just one form
of sin and similar warning needs to be taken about all the other sins
mentioned. There is not space here to do full justice to the issue of
homosexuality and this issue has been handled well elsewhere (for
example, see further reading below), but a few words are necessary.
The verses in Scripture specifically dealing with homosexual acts,
both male and female, are plentiful and all see it within the bracket
of ‘sexual immorality’ – one of many forms of sex outside marriage
which are equally outside God’s revealed pattern (Genesis 19:1–29;
Leviticus 18:22, 20:13; Judges 19:1–30; Romans 1:24–27;
1 Corinthians 6:9–11; 1 Timothy 1:8–11).
We briefly touched on cohabitation earlier in this chapter, noting how
common it is and also how it falls short of marriage. Although many
cohabiting couples are strongly committed to one another and
remain faithful, cohabitation is not an option for Christians.
In addition to specific teaching on the dangers of departing from
God’s pattern, the Bible contains many warnings in the context
of stories involving real people.
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Cautionary tales
The Bible treats us to some beautiful stories of love and courtship
leading to marriage. There is Isaac and Rebekah (Genesis 24), Jacob
and Rachel (Genesis 29:16–30), Boaz and Ruth (Ruth 3), David and
Abigail (1 Samuel 25) and of course the Song of Solomon. But the
Bible is also full of distressing narratives about how sex and marriage
can be distorted. There is Shechem’s appalling rape of Jacob’s
daughter Dinah, which leads to retaliatory genocide by Levi and
Simeon (Genesis 34). In the next chapter Jacob’s oldest son Reuben
sleeps with his father’s concubine Bilhah, the mother of his brothers
(Genesis 35:22). The result of these two incidents, aside from the
damage they wreak on family relationships, is that the rights of the
firstborn pass to Jacob’s fourth son Judah, from whom comes the
Messianic line. But Judah’s behaviour also leaves much to be desired.
He commits adultery with his daughter-in-law Tamar, believing her
to be a prostitute (Genesis 38).
Later in Israel’s history, a massive orgy between Israel and the
daughters of Moab results in the fornication and judicial killing
of Zimri and Cozbi (Numbers 25), leading to a plague which kills
24,000 people. The incident later becomes a warning to all Israel
given by the apostle Paul hundreds of years later (1 Corinthians
10:8). Then there are the homosexual orgies and attempted, or
actual, gang rapes of Sodom and Gibeah described in Genesis 19
and Judges 19 respectively. The latter act leads to the destruction
of virtually the entire Israelite tribe of Benjamin in a bloody civil
war. It is arguably Israel’s darkest period.
Perhaps best known is David’s seduction of, and adultery with,
Bathsheba, and his wicked attempt to cover up the deed and the
unplanned pregnancy resulting from it through lies, deception and
finally arranging for the murder of her husband Uriah the Hittite
(1 Samuel 11). The disintegration of David’s family that followed,
his son Amnon’s incestuous rape of his half-sister Tamar, Absalom’s
murder of Amnon and the coup leading to David’s flight from
Jerusalem and Absalom’s death, can be traced as a direct
consequence (2 Samuel 13). It triggered disintegration of David’s
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family, which ultimately split his kingdom. The warning from this
story and many others like it is very clear. Sex outside marriage is
deeply damaging to human relationships and morally wrong. Perhaps
this is why King Solomon, a later product of David and Bathsheba’s
fateful union, spent so much time writing about the consequences of
adultery, including three consecutive chapters of Proverbs (Proverbs
5–7). He had lived through it and seen what transpired as a result.
The consequences of sex outside marriage in our own society –
ignoring God’s purposes and pattern – are epidemic in proportions
and have profound effects on health and wellbeing. It can lead to
unplanned pregnancies, abortions, sexually transmitted diseases and
of course the deep emotional hurt and damage to the ability to form
lasting relationships. Sex outside marriage is also a key contributor
to family and even societal breakdown, the message with which
we began this chapter.
In contrast, the biblical position is that sexual intercourse is
for marriage, so having sex with someone is only safe physically,
emotionally and spiritually in the context of that exclusive, lifelong
covenant relationship. Sexual sin is serious. It diminishes our
humanity and demeans us as people – and yet God sent his Son
Jesus to die to pay the price for all kinds of sin, and through his
atoning death, to make it possible for us to be reconciled to him.
However far we may have fallen, there is a way back. And there
is a God-given path to follow.

God’s grace and forgiveness
We see God’s mercy in allowing those who were guilty of serious
sexual immorality to live and attain eternal life – Reuben, Levi,
Simeon, Judah and David will all be there in the kingdom of heaven,
free and forgiven. Furthermore we see God’s grace in that he turned
around these disastrous situations to enable our salvation to take
place. Rahab the prostitute, and the adulterers Judah, Tamar, David
and Bathsheba are all included in the ancestral line of Jesus Christ
himself. Sexual immorality is a disaster, but God’s redemptive love
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and grace is greater, and the fountain of his mercy deeper and able
to wash away the foulest of guilty stains.
Our intention in this chapter has been to review the purpose, pattern
and practice of marriage and, from that, to understand that sex
outside God’s pattern is off limits. This is the framework that will set
us on the right path. If we get these basics right and build them into
our lives then we are well on the way to resisting sexual temptation,
whether it comes in the form of inappropriate relationships or in
other ways that we have not discussed, such as through pornography
and sexual addiction. So, whether we are married or single, as
Christians let’s celebrate, demonstrate, promote and protect
marriage as the vehicle of blessing that it is for husbands, wives,
children, parents, extended families, communities and ultimately
the whole world. And let’s remember why God invented it and
loves it so much.
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SESSION AIM
To understand God’s design for marriage,
the blessings marriage
brings and the risks of departing from this
pattern.
ICEBREAKER
Share together about couples you know
of who have been
married for a long time. What do you think
keeps them toge

ther?

WATCH THE DVD

MARRIAGE & SEXUALITY:
WHAT IS MARRIAGE FOR?
Opening verses: Ephesians 5:25–30
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DVD KEY POINTS

Healthy marriages are key to a healthy church and society.
The purpose of marriage
The Bible teaches that marriage provides:
 Companionship
 A context for sexual intimacy
 A stable environment for reprodu
ction
 A nourishing environment for child
rearing
 Security for marriage partners and
family members
The most profound purpose is that marriage points to Christ’s
relationship with his people, the church.
The pattern of marriage
Genesis 2:24 teaches that marriage is to be:
 Unconditional
 Lifelong
 Exclusively monogamous
 Sexually intimate
 Heterosexual
The practice of marriage
Husbands and wives get different but complementary exhortations
(Ephesians 5:23, 25).
The husband has a challenging role, because with headship comes
accountability, responsibility and servanthood.
What about sex outside of marriage?
The New Testament places sex outside of marriage in the category
of ‘sexual immorality’ (porneia).
Sexual sin is called a sin against the body (1 Corinthians 6:18).
Our bodies belong to the Lord (1 Corinthians 6:19–20).
Summary
Christians – married or single – should celebrate, demonstrate,
promote and protect the institution of marriage.

EXPLORE

Key passages: Genesis 2:23–24; Matthew 19:3–6;
Ephesians 5:31–33
Use these, and any other relevant passages you can think
of, to help you discuss the following questions.

What attitudes have you noticed towards marriage in society
(outside the church)? How does this compare to the Bible’s
teaching on marriage?

Look again at Ephesians 5:21–33. In what ways is a
husband to be like Christ? In what ways is a wife to be like
the church? What are the differences? What dangers are
there if either spouse distorts their role?

The Bible’s teaching about ‘submission’ can be controversial.
How does Ephesians 5:21 and the role of the husband described
in Ephesians 5:25–30 help us to understand this idea better?
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How might you answer someone who thinks that reserving
sex for within marriage or that having to commit to one
person for life is restrictive?

‘Sex outside of marriage is disastrous and has disastrous
consequences.’ Do you think this is right? What
consequences can follow from sex outside marriage?

As well as talking about marriage, Scripture addresses those
who are single (eg 1 Corinthians 7:32–40). What are the
challenges and benefits of being single?

How should churches support those who are not married?

GO FURTHER


If you are married, think of ways you and your spouse
could:





Improve your own marriage
Pray for and support couples who are engaged
or considering marriage.

If you are single, chat to a married couple you know and
ask how you could pray for them and how they could
pray for you.

PRAY

Pray together or in smaller groups about what you’ve
learned in this session. You may like to use these points
as a guide:


Pray for your own marriage, or the marriages of
friends you have, that Jesus Christ would be central.



Pray for wisdom and peace for anyone you know
who is struggling in their marriage.



Pray for the awareness to know that our ultimate
identity and value lies in Christ, not in whether we
are single or married.

GLOSSARY


Cohabitation: The practice of two unmarried people
(a man and woman) who live together and have a sexual
relationship or live as though married.



Monogamy: The practice of having one husband or wife.

To continue thinking about the topics raised in this session
read chapter three of The Human Journey book: Marriage
& Sexuality – What is marriage for?
More resources on Marriage
& Sexuality are
available at www.humanjour
ney.org.uk

