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A Biblical View of Sex and Marriage 

You may notice that I’ve entitled this ‘A’ Biblical View rather than ‘The’ Biblical View.  That’s 
because I recognise that different people will read the scriptures in different ways, and 
come away from their read with different findings than mine.  I am hoping that even those 
reading this who disagree with my conclusions will at least see my points and understand 
them even if they themselves must follow a different path. 

I am a Uniting Church Pastor.  In many places, the 
Uniting Church is perceived to be a socially and 
theologically liberal or progressive church, rather 
than a conservative one.  I accept that our church 
contains a wide diversity of opinion among both 
lay and clergy on this issue of sex and marriage.  
However, the most recent declaration from the 
Assembly of the Uniting Church states that 
“Marriage for Christians is the freely given consent 
and commitment in public and before God of a 

man and a woman to live together for life.  It is intended to be the mutually faithful lifelong 
union of a woman and man expressed in every part of their life together.”1  Given that this 
statement was made some time ago, it remains a socially and theologically conservative and 
orthodox view, which while recognising the dissenting voices within the church, it has not, 
to my knowledge, yet rescinded. 

The current topic of same sex marriage, also referred to as ‘Marriage Equality’ pertains to 
the legal status of marriage, and its corresponding ceremonial accoutrements.   There is NO 
(nada, zip, zilch, zero) mention of a marriage ceremony in the entire Bible and very little 
about its legal status. 

“Marriage in ancient times was a negotiated match involving an agreement on conditions 
and payment of a bridal price.”2 “In biblical times, people were married in early youth, and 
marriages were usually contracted within the narrow circle of the clan and the family. It was 
undesirable to marry a woman from a foreign clan, lest she introduce foreign beliefs and 
practices.”3 

“Until late in the Middle Ages, marriage consisted of two ceremonies that were marked by 
celebrations at two separate times, with an interval between. First came the betrothal 
[erusin]; and later, the wedding [nissuin]. At the betrothal the woman was legally married, 
although she still remained in her father’s house. She could not belong to another man 
unless she was divorced from her betrothed. The wedding meant only that the betrothed 
woman, accompanied by a colorful procession, was brought from her father’s house to the 
house of her groom, and the legal tie with him was consummated.”4 

“At the beginning of the 20th century, an actual Jewish marriage record during the period of 
the return from the Babylonian exile was discovered — the oldest marriage contract in 

                                                           
1 8th Assembly - Minute 97.31.12 
2 http://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/ancient-jewish-marriage/  
3 Ibid ¶1 
4 Ibid ¶11 
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Jewish history. The marriage did not take place in Palestine or among the exiles in Babylon, 
but among the Jews of Elephantine and Aswan, at the southern border of Egypt.”5 

Often referred to as humanity’s first marriage, the partnering of Adam and Eve (Genesis 2) 
comes with no mention of a marriage ceremony: 

18 The Lord God said, “It is not good for the man to be alone. I will make a helper suitable 
for him.” 

20bBut for Adam no suitable helper was found. 21 So the Lord God caused the man to fall 
into a deep sleep; and while he was sleeping, he took one of the man’s ribs[g] and then 
closed up the place with flesh. 22 Then the Lord God made a woman from the rib[h] he 
had taken out of the man, and he brought her to the man. 

23 The man said, 

“This is now bone of my bones 
    and flesh of my flesh; 
she shall be called ‘woman,’ 
    for she was taken out of man.” 

24 That is why a man leaves his father and mother and is 
united to his wife, and they become one flesh. (Gen 2) 

The story of Isaac, the father of Jacob (Israel) contains no marriage 
ceremony either.  Genesis 24 reports:  

66 Then the servant told Isaac all he had done. 67 Isaac brought her into the tent of his 
mother Sarah, and he married Rebekah. So she became his wife, and he loved 
her; and Isaac was comforted after his mother’s death. 

And so it goes on.  A similar account is given in Jacob’s first marriage (Genesis 29): 

21 Then Jacob said to Laban, “Give me my wife. My time is completed, and I want to 
make love to her.” 

22 So Laban brought together all the people of the place and gave a feast. 23 But when 
evening came, he took his daughter Leah and brought her to Jacob, and Jacob made 
love to her. 24 And Laban gave his servant Zilpah to his daughter as her attendant. 

25 When morning came, there was Leah! So Jacob said to Laban, “What is this you 
have done to me? I served you for Rachel, didn’t I? Why have you deceived me?”  

And his second marriage: 

27 Finish this daughter’s bridal week; then we will give you the younger one also, in 
return for another seven years of work.” 

28 And Jacob did so. He finished the week with Leah, and then Laban gave him his 
daughter Rachel to be his wife. 29 Laban gave his servant Bilhah to his daughter 
Rachel as her attendant. 30 Jacob made love to Rachel also, and his love for Rachel 
was greater than his love for Leah. And he worked for Laban another seven years. 

Let’s fast forward to New Testament times, and the marriage of Mary and Joseph (Matt 1): 

                                                           
5 Ibid ¶18 
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18 This is how the birth of Jesus the Messiah came about: His mother Mary was 
pledged to be married to Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to 
be pregnant through the Holy Spirit.19 Because Joseph her husband was faithful to 
the law, and yet did not want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to 
divorce her quietly. 

20 But after he had considered this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a 
dream and said, “Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your 
wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. 21 She will give birth to 
a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from 
their sins.”   

Because they were legally married at the point of betrothal, Joseph felt he had no choice to 
divorce her (notice it doesn’t say ‘call the engagement off’ – for betrothal was much more 
than our modern notion of engagement.  That is why the account mentions ‘before they 
came together’ – betrothal was the first part of the marriage and the consummation (or 
coming together) was the second part.  But none of that is explained in detail in the biblical 
narrative – it assumes the reader knows about the Jewish customs. Not only are marriage 
ceremonies not mentioned in the biblical narrative, but Marriage licenses and certificates, 

as we understand them, are a modern European 
invention (1500/1600s onwards). 

In fact Divorce Certificates PREDATE Marriage 
Certificates by a loooooong time.  Jesus’ disciples 
refer to divorce practices instituted way back in 
Moses’ time. 

7 They *said to Him, “Why then did Moses 
command to give her a certificate of divorce and 

send her away?” 8 He *said to them, “Because of your hardness of heart Moses 
permitted you to divorce your wives; but from the beginning it has not been this 
way. 9 And I say to you, whoever divorces his wife, except for immorality, and 
marries another woman commits adultery.” (Matthew 19) 

But what did Jesus think about Marriage?  In an earlier encounter with Jesus in the same 
chapter of Matthew’s Gospel we read: 

3 Some Pharisees came to Jesus, testing Him and asking, “Is it lawful for a 
man to divorce his wife for any reason at all?” 4 And He answered and said, “Have 
you not read that He who created them from 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. What therefore God has joined together, let no man separate.” 

So Jesus’ understanding seems to correspond well with the UCA’s Assembly Declaration: 
Marriage is a joining together of a ‘man and a woman to live together for life’…a 
‘commitment…before God’…’ a mutually faithful lifelong union of a woman and man 
expressed in every part of their life together.’ 

Proponents of ‘marriage equality’ will assert that Jesus never discusses same-sex 
marriage…and they are absolutely correct!  But we must realise that the absence of a 
prohibition on his part does not automatically mean that Jesus must be in favour of the 
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union of a man and a man; or a woman and a woman.  This is magnified by the fact that we 
do have his definition of marriage recorded in Matthew 19. 

Many of those opposed to same-sex marriage will appeal to Old Testament teaching to 
begin with. There in Leviticus, God calls male homosexuality an abomination.  

“‘Do not have sexual relations with a man as one does with a woman; that is 
detestable. (Leviticus 18:22)  

“‘If a man has sexual relations with a man as one does with a woman, both of 
them have done what is detestable. They are to be put to death; their blood will 
be on their own heads. (Leviticus 20:13) 

It should be noted that there is no sanction against female homosexuality in the Old 
Testament. 

I have argued elsewhere that outside the parameters put on Gentiles by the Jerusalem 
Council (Acts 15) Old Testament Law does not apply to non-Jewish believers. 

22 Then the apostles and elders, with the whole church, decided to choose some of 
their own men and send them to Antioch with Paul and Barnabas. They chose Judas 
(called Barsabbas) and Silas, men who were leaders among the believers. 23 With 
them they sent the following letter: 

The apostles and elders, your brothers, 

To the Gentile believers in Antioch, Syria and Cilicia: 

Greetings. 

24 We have heard that some went out from us without our authorization and 
disturbed you, troubling your minds by what they said. 25 So we all agreed to choose 
some men and send them to you with our dear friends Barnabas and Paul— 26 men 
who have risked their lives for the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. 27 Therefore we 
are sending Judas and Silas to confirm by word of mouth what we are writing. 28 It 
seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us not to burden you with anything beyond 
the following requirements: 29 You are to abstain from food sacrificed to idols, from 
blood, from the meat of strangled animals and from sexual immorality. You will do 
well to avoid these things. 

Farewell. 

But in this case, what did the Jerusalem Council mean by ‘sexual immorality?  It is fairly safe 
to assume, since the Council was made up of Jewish believers in Jesus as Messiah, that their 
definition would have been a standard Jewish one. 

Paul spells out more information to help us in our quest to understand a Christian view of 
such things.  There are three places that those against same-sex marriage will go to support 
their views.  The first is in Paul’s first letter to the Romans: 

9b Do not be deceived: Neither the sexually immoral nor idolaters nor adulterers nor 
men who have sex with men 10 nor thieves nor the greedy nor drunkards nor 
slanderers nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. (1 Cor 6) 

This scripture portion contains two words whose meanings have scholars arguing:   



5 
 

The first, Malakoi, is sometimes translated effeminate but can also be translated soft 
and can be used to refer to inanimate objects.  That is not the case here, where the 
subject of the sentence is clearly human.   

The second is the arsenokoitai which literally means man-bedder.  When you put 

these two words in close proximity as in this Greek text “μαλακοι ουτε 

αρσενοκοιται”, men who have sex with men is a reasonable translation. 

A second passage supporting a view against same-sex marriage can be found in Paul’s letter 
to the Romans. It is less ambiguous: 

Even their women exchanged natural sexual relations for unnatural ones; in the 
same way, men committed shameful acts with other men and received in 
themselves the due penalty for their error. (Rom 1:26-27) 

A third passage supporting a view against same-sex marriage can be found in Paul’s first 
letter to Timothy.  It uses the Greek word arsenokoitai 

9 We also know that the law is made not for the righteous but for lawbreakers and 
rebels, the ungodly and sinful, the unholy and irreligious, for those who kill their 
fathers or mothers, for murderers, 10 for the sexually immoral, for those practicing 
homosexuality, for slave traders and liars and perjurers—and for whatever else is 
contrary to the sound doctrine 11 that conforms to the gospel concerning the glory of 
the blessed God, which he entrusted to me. (1 Tim 1) 

It should be noted that ἄρσενος and κοίτην, the two root words of the word 

αρσενοκοιται (arsenokoitai), are used to render the Leviticus 18:22 passage into Common 
(or NT) Greek in the Septuagint. 

So, it is reasonable to read this as the Bible saying that 
Marital relations between a man and a woman are what 
God intended, but that cannot be said for similar 
relations between a man and a man, or a woman and a 
woman. 

Nothing in the current parliamentary discussions about same-sex marriage will impact the 
ability or legal right for same-sex couples to partner.  Rather it has much to do about the 
official side of the marriage debate, and it is onto this side of the discussion we now focus.  
We do this by examining the relationship between the Church and Marriage; and the State 
and Marriage. 

Church and Marriage 

Marriage in the church is a rather late offering. It ‘wasn't until the Council of Trent in 1563 
that marriage was officially deemed one of the seven (Catholic) sacraments’.6 

‘Although the [Anglican] book (of common prayer) was revised in 1552 and 1662, "the guts 
of the marriage service are there in 1549,"... "All the things that you think of, 'to have and to 
hold, from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer', all of that stuff 
comes from that point." 7 

                                                           
6 http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-17351133 §3 
7 Ibid. §4 attributed to the Reverend Duncan Dormor of St John's College at the University of 

Cambridge. 
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State and Marriage 

Marriage and the state is also something of a late pairing.  For example let’s consider 
marriage records in the UK, our common law ancestor.  Marriage Records before 1754 
contained simply the names of the bride and groom and the date of the marriage. Some 
very early registers (in the 1500s) simply contain entries like "John Smith married his wife". 

In 1754, new legislation was passed which stated that everyone had to marry in a licensed 
parish church in their own parish.8 

A pre-printed marriage register was used to record marriages, and this recorded the 
following: 

• Name & Parish of both the Bride and Groom  

• Date 

• Signatures of Bride & Groom  

• Signature of Clergyman performing the ceremony  

• Signatures of two witnesses 

In many countries, the civil and religious parts of the marriage service are kept separate.  So 
a country can decide to legally allow same-sex marriage, without much direct impact on 
Religious celebrants.  

In the UK, there are usually 2 steps to getting married or forming a civil partnership in 
England and Wales. 

• Give notice at your local register office. 
• Have a religious ceremony or civil ceremony at least 28 days after giving notice. 

In the United States, it differs state by state but it usually follows this pattern: 

• Go get a Marriage License from the courthouse 
• Have the Wedding officiated by a range of people (judge, justice of the peace, minister 

etc.) 

In Australia, the Wedding Celebrant (religious or civil) tends to organise everything about 
the marriage on behalf of the government.  The question remains whether if same-sex 
marriage is permitted and recognised under Australian law, whether religious celebrants or 
civil celebrants will be compelled to preside at such weddings, even if it goes against their 
own beliefs. 

From reading the Scriptures, one can discern the following four points: 

• Marriage is only described in Scripture as being between a man and a woman – a 
same-sex definition does not occur 

• Scripture asserts that God is involved in marriage 

                                                           
8 http://ukmarriages.org/before1837.htm  § Information on Record: 1754-1837 
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• Examples from Scripture demonstrate that Marriage does not necessarily need a 
religious ceremony 

• Scripture states that once married, couples should stay married (although divorce is 
permitted under certain circumstances) 

Post-script – It would be true to say that the way homosexuality was understood in Biblical 
times and how it is understood nowadays are poles apart.  Biblical thought doesn’t even 
countenance the notion of same-sex orientation.  Roman thought allowed for married men 
to have sex with men or boys who held a much lower social status (e.g. slaves), as long as 
the Roman man was the dominant partner.  It was the receptive partner who was looked 
down upon in a social sense. Latin did not have a word to equate to our term ‘homosexual’.   

Greek culture of the time observed much the same ideas, and similarly had no sense of 
‘sexual-orientation’.   

Clearly Christo-Judaic thought, from what appears in scripture, was different at a prima facie 
level.  The context of some of Paul’s writings could be understood in the context of same-
sex prostitution or the common practice of pederasty.  These thoughts, however, are 
beyond the purview of this paper. 

Dr David Pohlmann is a Uniting Church Pastor, and the minister in placement at Mt Louisa 
House of Praise – a member church of the Assembly of Confessing Congregations within the 
Uniting Church in Australia. 


