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Abstract

Protestant theology has historically rejected marriage as sacrament, a rejection which
continues to resound in the majority of contemporary Protestant scholarship. Yet many, if not
most, arguments against sacramental marriage tacitly follow an outline set forward by Luther and
Calvin which, if examined with critical scrutiny, is based on a problematic soteriological
premise. In light of this, the present study sets forward a comprehensive argument in favor of
Protestant theology reaffirming marriage as a sacrament through systematic investigation into the
Hebrew Bible (Old Testament), New Testament, and Christian history. After developing a critical
hermeneutic founded on realist epistemological grounds, a continuous line is drawn from
Genesis to Revelation that affirms marriage as not only sacred in a general manner, but
specifically designed by God for the welfare of human society, both physical and spiritual. This
consistent thread is shown in the fabric of early Hebrew society, despite its historical acceptance
of polygamy as a social necessity, and served as a central symbol of the prophetic rebukes of
Israel/Judah. A yearning for a spiritual aspect of marriage that transcends even death can be seen
arising from the eschatological hopes of the Israelite textual traditions, which come into further
expression in the New Testament. While the words of Jesus concerning the fate of the remarried
widow are often used to negate or dismiss eschatological expectations for marriage, a positive
evaluation is given that provides a historical context for interpretation which affirms rather than
denies eschatological hope. Celibacy, the only other acceptable Christian sexual pattern, is
developed by Paul in 1 Cor 7 as a careful balance of issues that does not relegate marriage as
spiritually inferior, as it is often taken. On the basis of these scriptural traditions, the historical
development of the sacramental theological tradition is presented with emphasis on the
contributions of Augustine of Hippo whereby marriage is part of the larger sacramental fabric
while still maintaining a special place due to its pre-fallen origin and symbolic import. In
contrast, the Scholastic tradition sought pseudo-empirical formulae whereby sacraments served
as instrumental causes of Grace. It was on this basis that the Protestant tradition, originating
initially in Luther and Calvin, rejected marriage as a sacrament due to its apparent disassociation
with the instrumental transference of Grace, which they reserved for baptism and communion.
As a consequence, the Protestant tradition inherited problematic theological bases that have in
turn opened the door to divorce by functionally allowing secular society to determine marital
norms. In contrast, the present study provides a positive presentation for a cohesive view of
marriage derived from Scripture that advances marriage as a special and sacred institution much
in need of revitalization and respect.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

So they are no longer two but one flesh.
What therefore God has joined together, let not man separate.*

It is often remarked in contemporary cultural forums that marriage is in a state of crisis
and that it needs to be defended, particularly its sanctity.? This call has resounded among
Christians who feel threatened by the promulgation of alternative sexualities and lifestyles that
are considered to be divergent from if not downright incompatible with the ethos of the
traditional biblical worldview.® Yet too often the call to defend marriage amounts to little more
than condemnations of these alternative sexual patterns with little recognition of the actual
essence of marriage as being sacred or even further why it should be defended at all.* Even if it is
granted that non-normative patterns of sexuality are contradictory to the Christian ethos,
focusing on rejecting these alternatives does little to defend or even define marriage beyond the
basic formula of one male plus one female. The consequence is that Christians are widely

becoming associated with social antagonism and accused of hate speech for these so-called

! Matt 19:6, English Standard Version (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2001). Parallel Mark 10:8-9. Here Jesus is
citing/alluding to Gen 2:24. Unless otherwise noted, all biblical citations are from the ESV.

2 A good example of this can be seen in Pope Francis’ comments May of 2015 which referred to marriage
and family as facing a “serious cultural crisis”. His comments are cited and evaluated in Pete Baklinski, “Pope
Francis: Marriage and family facing ‘serious cultural crisis’”. Life Site News, May 28, 2015, accessed September 8,
2017, https://www.lifesitenews.com/news/pope-francis-marriage-and-family-facing-serious-cultural-crisis.

3 Cf. Cliff McManus, God Defines and Defends Marriage (Silicon Valley, CA: GBF Press, 2017), 11-14.

# While anecdotal as evidence, simply entering the phrase “sanctity of marriage” into an online search
engine will immediately give numerous examples of this direct connection to the condemnation of homosexual
marriage. For example, a recent (2015) op-ed article supporting the “Sanctity of Marriage Act” is almost exclusively
focused on the family as a social and civic unit, with religion only mentioned in association with the first
amendment: “Anywhere same sex marriage is the law of the land, the first amendment right to freedom of religion
becomes null and void.” Dennis Shannon, “Why I Support the Sanctity of Marriage Act” April 16, 2015, accessed
September 5, 2016, http://www.auburnvillager.com/opinion/article_b6b652ba-e442-11e4-a9dc-7f05¢879dcd8.html.
Critical literature affords relevant studies which will be assessed in the literature review below.



defenses of marriage while the cultural sway continues to push ardently against such efforts.’
Thus even as there remains a widespread sense in contemporary Christianity that divergent
sexual lifestyles are to be resisted and marriage is to be defended, there is also a growing sense
of shame and even guilt associated with any attempt to articulate this. Is the debate over
sexuality already lost to the winds of secularization? Can Christianity establish a substantive

definition and defense of traditional sexual norms that offers a way forward?

RESEARCH QUESTION

Even as so much of contemporary discussion surrounding the supposed defense of the
sanctity of Christian marriage primarily antagonizes alternative sexual patterns, the present study
will set this task aside entirely in order to focus instead on providing a positive argument for
marriage as a sacred institution and specifically for Protestantism to reconsider its identification
as a sacrament. To fulfill this goal, the study will advance in two primary modes of investigation,
though deeply intertwined: textual and historical. As it will be articulated below in more detail in
the section on methodology, Christian theology is first and foremost a reflection of the sacred
texts of the Holy Bible, which include a wide variety of writings ranging over the course of

millennia that include a diversity of genres as well as stages of editing and canonization.® Even

5 The op-ed cited above was written specifically in response to a prior article that claimed that support for
the Sanctity of Marriage Act was comparable to the denial of minority rights under Jim Crow legislation. Don
Eddins, “Same-sex marriage: Let’s hope Alabama does not suffer through another embarrassing era of defiance” Feb
5, 2015, accessed September 5, 2016, http://www.auburnvillager.com/opinion/same-sex-marriage-let-s-hope-
alabama-does-not-suffer/article 5e252ad4-ad49-11e4-be66-7f85fc7c51f1.html. These accusations are often found in
comments in online forums wherein any association with the Christian position on the issue is branded as bigotry.

® The specifics of theological methodologies will be articulated in the methods section below, as there is of
course much debate over the precise nature of the Bible and its relationship to theology. Even while these definitions
vary greatly among theologians, there is a rather universal agreement that for theology to be considered Christian it
must account for the biblical texts in a foundational regard.



while monolithic definitions are not to be expected from such a diverse source, it will be
imperative for a full study on the development of sexual themes through the Hebrew-Israelite-
Judaic society into the period of the New Testament.’ Yet to conclude with the writings of the
New Testament would not suffice for a comprehensive study of the nature of marriage as it has
evolved in the intervening two millennia, thus historical inquiry will serve to further develop the
foundational ideas mined from the biblical sources as these concepts were variously tested in the
crucible of the historical furnace. Accordingly, the two foundational questions the present study
will seek to answer are first, what does the Bible say about the nature of marriage, and second,

how has the Christian Church historically developed this legacy?

Relevance of Study
While it is frequently stated that fifty percent of new marriages will end in divorce, in

reality the situation is much more complex, even leading some contemporary studies to conclude
that the divorce rate is beginning to decrease.® Part of the difficulty in establishing clear objective
facts about the contemporary state of marriage involves the processes of collecting such data and
the further complexity in evaluating its relevance. Even if the statistics concerning divorce rates
may appear to support the idea that marriage is on the rebound, at least part of the cause for this
trend is that fewer people are getting married, many are waiting until later in life to do so, and it

has become standard practice for couples to date for much longer periods when compared to

" The NT thereby reflects both continuations and departures from the prior Hebrew norms particularly in
relation to the infusion of Greco-Roman ideologies involved with the acceptance of Gentiles into the early church.

8 Brittany Wong, “The Truth About the Divorce Rate is Surprisingly Optimistic,” The Huffington Post,
December 2, 2014, accessed September 6, 2016, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/12/02/divorce-rate-declining-
_n_6256956.html.



prior generations whereby broken relationships are more likely to resolve in breakups rather than
in divorces.®

So why does there remain such widespread fear that marriage as an institution is being
eroded or even destroyed by contemporary culture?'® At least part of the problem involved is the
loosening of sexual morals in the wake of the sexual revolution of the mid-twentieth century.
Purely objective standards, such as marriage and divorce rates, are insufficient for gauging the
state of contemporary marriage; instead, a key feature that is perhaps even more demonstrative is
the public perception of sexual norms and acceptable behaviors. A recent article in National
Health Statistics Reports evaluating the shift in perceptions on sexual behavior patterns not only
finds that acceptance of pre-marital sex and cohabitation is rising but even further that
approximately three-quarters of respondents agreed that “It is okay to have and raise children
when the parents are living together but not married.”*! Thus even as divorce rates and
perceptions of divorce have started to improve, a considerable part of the problem is that
marriage is increasingly being seen as a non-essential institution.!?> Consequently, as a broad

social issue, there is a rising need for a definitive explanation of the nature of marriage and its

value.

° Miller provides a summation of a cluster of recent studies that have drawn this conclusion. Claire Cain
Miller, “The Divorce Surge is Over, but the Myth Lives On,” The New York Times, December 2, 2014, accessed
September 6, 2016, http://www.nytimes.com/2014/12/02/upshot/the-divorce-surge-is-over-but-the-myth-lives-
on.html. Divorce statistics are largely based on demographic reports from the National Center for Health Statistics,
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/fastats/marriage-divorce.htm.

10 For the purposes of this study, American culture is the primary social setting though implications are
broader.

11 Jill Daugherty and Casey Copen, “Trends in Attitudes About Marriage, Childbearing, and Sexual
Behavior: United States, 2002, 20062010, and 2011-2013,” National Health Statistics Reports 92 (March 2016): 3.

12 Cf. Wanda Parham-Payne, Bette J Dickerson, and Tekisha Dwan Everette, “Trading the Picket Fence:
Perceptions of Childbirth, Marriage, and Career”, Journal of Sociology and Social Welfare 40, no. 3 (2013) 85-104;
A. B. Barr, Simons, R. L., & Simons, L. G. “Nonmarital Relationships and Changing Perceptions of Marriage
among African American Young Adults”. Journal of Marriage and Family, 77, no. 5 (2015), 1202-1216.



Yet in considering the value of marriage, many defenses center on its civic or social
value, citing the stability of the family unit and its role in the production of good citizens.*?
Although most Christians would agree that marriage also represents a sacred rite and is not
purely reducible to its social aspects, on what basis is this claim to be made? It is thus an
essential task to consider what makes marriage not only a valuable civic institution but also
something that represents theological worth as well. Accordingly, the present study proposes to

define marriage as a sacred Christian practice, and more precisely as a sacrament, to demonstrate

why it should be considered more than just a cultural apparatus of the production of family units.

Literature Review

Before moving into the methods and proposed thesis of the present study it is instructive
to review a representative selection of prior studies both to demonstrate what has already been
claimed in critical literature, as well as to defend the need for further development of the topic.
One of the problems with approaching the present subject is that a large portion of the literature
written on it is primarily directed toward the practical promotion of marriage and often amounts
to a sort of sub-category of the self-help genre.!* Filtering down to only those studies which can

be strictly considered critical academic works, there are four basic categories herein reviewed as

13 A keen example of this approach currently in its 3™ edition is W. Bradford Wilcox, Why Marriage
Matters: Thirty Conclusions from the Social Sciences 3™ Edition (West Chester, PA: Broadway Publications, 2011).

14 A few examples will suffice to demonstrate this category, listed in chronological order: Glenn T. Stanton,
Why Marriage Matters: Reasons to Believe in Marriage in Postmodern Society (Colorado Springs, CO: NavPress,
1997); Martha Peace, The Excellent Wife: A Biblical Perspective (Bemidji, MN: Focus Publishing, 1999); Douglas
Weiss, Sex, Men, and God (Lake Mary, FL: Siloam, 2002); Alice P. Matthews and M. Gay Hubbard, Marriage Made
in Eden: A Premodern Perspective for a Postmodern World (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2004); Richard R. Gaillardetz, 4
Daring Promise: A Spirituality of Christian Marriage (Liguori, MO: Liguori Triumph, 2007); Jonathon Grant,
Divine Sex: A Compelling Vision for Christian Relationships in a Hypersexualized Age (Grand Rapids: Brazos,
2015). These studies often have good arguments but as a whole tend to focus on the practical side of promoting
marriage and sexual values rather than the theoretical or theological, which is the emphasis of the present study.



instructive prior studies: general theological treatments, ethical considerations, historical studies,
and sacramental theology. It should further be noted that one of the reasons for the need for the
present study is that marriage as a topic is very rarely treated with serious consideration by
Protestant theologians.'® Considering how vital sexuality is to the human condition and how
important marriage is for the community, both secular and religious, it is rather astonishing that
so little is said of it in Protestant systematic theology. Thus, a secondary motive of the present
work is to establish sexual theology, specifically dealing with marriage and the production of the
family, as a legitimate topic for consideration in systematic theology.

Starting in the general treatments of theological sexuality, a positive counterexample and
exception to the general observation noted above that systematic Protestant theologians typically
devote little or no direct attention to sexual themes or the topic of marriage is found in Paul
Jewett’s posthumously published theology, Who We Are: Our Dignity as Human, which is
grounded in the imago dei and subsequently devotes an unusual amount of attention to
anthropological and therefore sexual themes.'® Of particular interest is that Jewett not only
engages with the topic of marriage variously but also devotes a detailed excursus on the topic of

sacramentalism and its relation to marriage.!” While Jewett’s theology is in certain regards

15 It will be argued this is at least partially a result of the dissociation of marriage as sacrament. Indeed,
Protestant theologies tend to devote shockingly little discussion to the issue of Sacramentalism at all. For example,
Roger Olsen devotes a mere seven pages to the topic with no mention of marriage at all, The Story of Christianity
(Downer’s Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 1999), 265-267, 404-408. Stanley Grenz meanwhile focuses his theology on
the concept of community yet has no discussion of marriage besides marking it in a list among the other seven
enumerated sacraments before cursorily and summarily rejecting it as non-sacramental, Theology for the Community
of God (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 518-519.

18 Paul K. Jewett, Who We Are: Our Dignity as Human, A Neo-Evangelical Theology, ed. Marguerite
Shuster (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996). Jewett’s critical expertise in the area of theological anthropology was
demonstrated in his earlier work, Man as Male and Female: A Study in Sexual Relationships from a Theological
Points of View (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975).

7 Tbid, 222-228.



atypical of systematic works, particularly given the interpolation of his sermons (an editorial
move by his editor M. Shuster) but also the regular applications of theological themes in ethical
discourses, even so his work remains an important contribution to the topic and in particular
gives credence to the claim that sexual themes should not be excluded in critical works of
theology. Yet even while his work does develop sexuality and marriage in a theological mode,
the discussion of Sacramentalism is generally limited and his final conclusion on the topic is
highly reflective of his existentialist philosophical leaning as clearly summarized by his claim
that “the oneness (henosis) of marriage [is] an instance of the I-thou encounter that rests on a
unique, lifelong fellowship with one’s sexual partner.”*® Thus, while Jewett makes a remarkable
contribution to the topic, it does not obviate the need for the present study as his definition could
just as easily be applied to secular relationships.

Another valuable, if somewhat dated, work on the topic is the anthology Male and
Female: Christian Approaches to Sexuality edited by Barnhouse and Holmes which includes a
diversity of perspectives divided into four headings: historical studies, contemporary issues,
psychological approaches, and theological perspectives.'® In the theological section there is an
article generally titled “Theology of Marriage” which paints with rather broad strokes the
argument that marriage and sexuality should be taken seriously as an object of theological
inquiry, though the article itself does not provide much textual or critical substantiation and
concludes somewhat generically that Christian theology of marriage should discern “how sexual

and family relationships can be seen to reveal the glory of the Lord.”?° More particular to the

18 Jewett, Who We Are, 227.

19 Ruth Tiffany Barnhouse and Urban T. Holmes 11 ed. Male and Female: Christian Approaches to
Sexuality (New York: Seabury Press, 1976).

20 Rosemary Haughton, “Theology of Marriage”, in Male and Female ed. Barnhouse and Holmes (New
York: Seabury Press, 1976), 221.



present inquiry, there is an article devoted to the question of sacramentality but is somewhat
unorthodox in its treatment of the topic by inquiring not of the sacramentality of marriage as
such but rather of sexuality itself. The claim thereby is that sexuality should be considered
sacramental in regards to its capability to provide existential fulfillment and completion in sexual
bonding and coupling (not unlike Jewett’s existential orientation).?* Once again, while upholding
sexuality as positive, this does little to establish its specifically spiritual aspect nor does it
develop marriage as a sacrament but rather sexuality more broadly construed.

In addition to these theological treatments of marriage and sexuality, there are a variety of
works by Christian scholars on themes of sexual ethics, perhaps most notably Stanley Grenz’
Sexual Ethics which is particular to the Evangelical Protestant tradition.?? As a work of ethics the
main goal of this text is to provide applicable ethical discourse on a range of related issues, but
Grenz is also adroit in his establishing of a theological framework to understand anthropology,
and thereby sexuality.?® Further, Grenz devotes approximately a third of the work to the issue of
Christian marriage, including corollary topics such as divorce and adultery, and in particular
articulates a brief but specific reasoning for the four-fold purpose of marriage: an outlet for
sexual expression, the creation of the family, providing companionship, and as a “spiritual

metaphor”.2* Even as Grenz offers one of the better developed Evangelical perspectives on

21 “As a man I am only partially human. That other part of me has to be enacted by someone else. The aim
of Christian sexuality is not satisfaction but completeness.” John W. Dixon Jr., “The Sacramentality of Sex” in Male
and Female, ed. Barnhouse and Holmes (New York: Seabury Press, 1976), 252.

22 Stanley J. Grenz, Sexual Ethics: An Evangelical Perspective (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox,
1997). For a comparable Catholic study cf. Todd A Salzman and Michael G. Lawler, Sexual Ethics: A Theological
Introduction (Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 2012).

23 In particular, note the theological implications of sexuality in Grenz, Sexual Ethics, 44-51.

2 Tbid, 66-71.



sexual themes, his treatment of the topic exemplifies the need for further studies as it does little
to develop the spiritual aspects which are left vague and open to metaphor and symbolism
leaving connections to critical theology tangential at best.

Another vital contribution to Evangelical sexual ethics that has proven foundational to
subsequent studies is Lewis Smedes’ Sex for Christians, originally published in 1976 which, not
unlike Jewett noted above, takes an existentialist oriented approach.? In essence, human
sexuality is entirely purposeful and driven by the imago dei whereby both the individual and the
collective are equally essential components for the fulfillment of the potential goodness of the
created state; thus the person seeks completion through experience of the other, exemplified by
the sexual polarity of the male/female dichotomy which is foundational to the experience of
marriage.?® Positive sexual ideals thus enhance one’s humanity and celebrate the purposeful
design of sexuality, fidelity and fulfillment, while in contrast negative sexual behaviors are those
that distort the inherent goodness of divine creation and do violence to the dignity of the
individual.?” While ethical oriented studies such as Grenz and Smedes contribute greatly to the
topic, they further demonstrate the need for the present study due to the generally minimal

development of the theological concepts which are foundational to the task.

% Lewis B. Smedes, Sex for Christians: The Limits and Liberties of Sexual Living Revised Edition (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994). This work has been highly influential on Judith Balswick and Jack Balswick, Authentic
Human Sexuality: An Integrated Christian Approach (Downer’s Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press, 2008) as well as
Dennis P. Hollinger, The Meaning of Sex: Christian Ethics and the Moral Life (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic,
2009).

2 Smedes, Sex for Christians, 13-26.

271t is of interest to note that Smedes focuses most of his attention to the topic of sexual distortions and
leaves considerably less developed the positive ideals which are mainly only alluded to in passing and not
systematically developed as he does with the distortions. The Balswicks correct this lack in their subsequent study
which is more even-handed in its development.
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Moving now to the third category of texts, historical treatments of Christian views of
marriage are also instructive to the present study and will be particularly important to fill out the
historical argumentation that will follow in the second half. The historical inquiry herein will be
focused on two major periods: first, the development of the early church through to Augustine
and the establishment of the medieval synthesis, and second, the rise of Scholasticism in the late
medieval period and the Reformation reaction to it. Fortunately, there are two historical tomes
that correlate to the basic contours of the present investigation.

First, the early church period through to Augustine has been historically developed by
Philip L. Reynolds’ excellent treatise Marriage in the Western Church which focuses on the
process whereby Christianity took the pre-existing social institution and assimilated (or baptized)
it, what he calls the process of Christianization.?® To understand what elements of marriage were
redefined or altered by this process, Reynolds first develops the civic background of the
institution in both its Romanic and Germanic forms. The core of the work then develops how the
early church came to redefine marriage and its associated cultural norms including sexual
behavior such as adultery which had been previously defined narrowly as a wife having sexual
relations with someone other than her husband but was interpreted instead by the Church Fathers
as extending to both partners equally.?® One of the reigning principles for this process of
reinterpretation was the notion of parallel laws, the /ex humana and lex divina, so that the prior
Roman laws were conceived as the former and were more permissive while the higher divine law

was more radical in its norms and prohibitions.®® After concluding his survey of the

28 Philip Lyndon Reynolds, Marriage in the Christian Church: The Christianization of Marriage During
the Patristic and Early Medieval Periods (Boston: Brill Academic, 2001).

2 Reynolds, Marriage in the Western Church, 122-124.

30 Ibid, 141. The law of the church, then, is an attempt to navigate between these poles, the human and the
divine.
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Christianization process in the early church, Reynolds offers a summary of Augustine’s
perspective on marriage which he argues offered a key development whereby marriage was
conceived as not simply a physical, carnal, and social relationship but also a spiritual one which
did not depend principally or solely on sexual behavior as its defining characteristic.3
Additionally Augustine’s view of marriage as sacramental is developed to argue that he did not
view it in the same light as Baptism or the Eucharist but still regarded it as fundamentally
sacramental such that it is an indissoluble bond that when infused with the power of Christ is
made holy and spiritual from something that is otherwise essentially physical and social.®?
Reynolds will serve as a vital contributor to the chapter on the origins of sacramental theology
and in particular aid in reconstructing Augustine’s view, but the present study will endeavor to go
further and integrate additional primary research from Augustine’s writings to develop the sacred
aspect of marriage and challenge the scholarly perception of his position.

Second, on the topic of the shift from the late-medieval period to the Reformation, John
Witte Jr. provides an excellent historical overview in From Sacrament to Contract of the
Scholastic influenced canon law and critical responses of the various mainline Protestant
traditions.®® The over-arching thesis of the work is that the evolution of ideas on the topic of
Christian marriage has been “from a sacramental model that prioritizes canonical norms and

ecclesiastical structures to a contractarian model that prioritizes private choice and contractual

strictures.”* Even as Witte recognizes that the terminology shift appears to indicate a process of

31 Reynolds, Marriage in the Western Church, 257.
32 Ibid, 308-309.

33 John Witte Jr., From Sacrament to Contract: Marriage, Religion, and Law in the Western Tradition
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1997).

% Ibid, 12.
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secularization, he resists this conclusion and argues instead that despite the outward language of
spirituality in the canon law that it was just as secular as the contractarian approaches of the
Reformation, which he takes to be more spiritual than typically acknowledged. While Witte’s
study will be an important secondary source for the historical reconstruction of the Reformation
debate concerning the sacramentality of marriage, the present study will argue against his claim
that the replacement of sacrament with covenant and contract respectively did not in fact
diminish its sacred value. Indeed, the above noted general lack of theological treatments of
marriage in Protestant systematic theology lends initial credence to the claim that
desacramentalizing marriage eventuated in its secularization, yet it remains to be proven in more
critical detail precisely how the rejection of marriage as non-sacramental played out in Protestant
theology and the negative effects that it produced.®

In addition to these two excellent historical overviews of the two periods that this study
will examine, there is a substantive critical anthology devoted to the topic of “Covenant
Marriage”.*® Even while this nomenclature initially harkens to the Reformed tradition, the text
takes a much wider scope including selections from Jewish, Catholic, Orthodox, and Muslim
perspectives in addition to the Reformed view and resolves in the final chapters on social and
legal issues. Accordingly, this text proffers a wealth of secondary source material for the present

study and will be helpful as a guide of the various views on the topic from across the religious

% Note briefly in contrast how Catholic systematic theologies deal more directly and significantly with
marriage due principally to its qualification as a sacrament, thus in the purview of theological study. For an example
of a recent work that demonstrates this, cf. Thomas P. Rausch, Systematic Theology: A Roman Catholic Approach
(Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2016). This excellent and relatively brief (only 300 pages) text devotes an entire
chapter to the subject of sacramental theology in addition to a chapter on the “healing and vocation sacraments”
whereby marriage is developed specifically and significantly. This sort of engagement is fundamentally lacking in
Protestant theology.

36 John Witte Jr. and Eliza Ellison, ed. Covenant Marriage in Comparative Perspective (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 2005).
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spectrum. Even while this anthology will prove valuable to the present study it still does not
obviate the need for it as the focus is principally on the function of covenantal themes in
marriage with only passing reference to the topic of sacramental theology and its relation to
marriage.*’

The theological, ethical, and historical studies surveyed demonstrate contemporary
critical works on the topic of Christian marriage while not replacing the need for the present
study which will argue for the re-introduction of sacramental marriage into Protestant theology.
It has been observed that there is a marked dearth in critical Protestant theology concerning what
makes Christian marriage specifically holy or sacred with most treatments focusing rather
exclusively on rejecting it as a sacrament as noted above. In contrast to this trend in
Protestantism, there is a relative wealth of theological writings on marriage in the Catholic and
Orthodox traditions that are conjoined with its sacramental identity. Thus while the present study
is principally focused on the issue as it relates to the development of the Protestant tradition, it
will be greatly enhanced by an understanding of the Catholic and Orthodox views which tend to
be more developed (and poorly understood in Protestant circles); thus a concise review of
relevant contemporary scholarship on sacramental theology and marriage is in order.

First, the most important critical study on the Catholic view of the sacraments can be
found in Joseph Martos’ Doors to the Sacred which provides a thorough overview of the

development of sacramental theology from its incipient roots in human religiosity through the

37 Cf. John Witte Jr. and Joel A. Nichols, “Introduction” in Covenant Marriage in Comparative Perspective,
ed. Witte and Ellison (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005), 14-15. James Turner Johnson, “Marriage as Covenant in
Early Protestant Thought: Its Development and Implications” in Covenant Marriage in Comparative Perspective,
ed. Witte and Ellison (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005) 125. The Catholic and Orthodox selections include more
development of sacramental theology, to be expected, though oddly their relevant remarks are not listed in the
book’s index under the topic of sacramentum. Michael Lawler, “Marriage as Covenant in the Catholic Tradition” in
Covenant Marriage in Comparative Perspective, ed. Witte and Ellison (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005), 76-78;
Stanley Samuel Harakas, “Covenant Marriage: Reflections from an Eastern Orthodox Perspective” in Covenant
Marriage in Comparative Perspective, ed. Witte and Ellison (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005), 96-97.
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major eras of Christian development: early, medieval, Reformation, and contemporary.3® After a
broad historical overview of the concept of sacrament through these periods, the remainder of the
work is devoted to developing the special history for each of the seven enumerated Catholic
sacraments, their origins, articulations, debates, and applications. Therein marriage is given
significant development including its roots in prior traditions, the process whereby the church
gradually took over its institutional elements, and the various debates over its nature. Of
particular interest is how candid and critical Martos is in describing the internal debates in the
process of the Scholastic enumeration of the seven sacraments and the difficulties in applying
such definitions to marriage as well as how they were resolved.® Thus while Martos writes
primarily for a Catholic audience, his work is invaluable to the study of sacraments and fleshes
out the topic considerably more than Protestant texts typically provide.

As noted already, there is a pronounced lack of serious theological studies on the topic of
marriage in Protestant scholarship, accentuated further by the relative abundance in the Catholic
and Orthodox traditions. In the Catholic tradition, Michael Lawler’s text Marriage and
Sacrament offers a clear and concise view of sacramental matrimony that considers both biblical
and historical warrants for such identification as well as corollary topics such as divorce and
remarriage, the role of sexuality, and childbearing.*® Similarly, Daniel Hauser’s Marriage and
Christian Life offers a more extensive survey of the topic treated by Lawler and in particular

extends the discussion of human sexuality and anthropology, once again grounded in the central

38 Joseph Martos, Doors to the Sacred: A Historical Introduction to the Sacraments in the Catholic Church,
Revised Edition (Liguori, MO: Liguori Triumph, 2001), 3-144.

% Ibid, 374-375.

40 Michael G. Lawler, Marriage and Sacrament: A Theology of Christian Marriage (Collegeville, MN:
Liturgical Press, 1993).
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concept of sacramental theology.*! Julie Rubio meanwhile presents a Catholic theology of
marriage in A Christian Theology of Marriage and Family that is less centralized on sacramental
theology and instead focuses on the relationship of marriage to the production of family units,
thereby devoting extended discussion to the relative roles of family members and the relationship
to Christian identity.*> Even this brief overview of contemporary Catholic sources demonstrates
the relative seriousness which is given in the Latin tradition to the topic of marriage in marked
contrast to Protestant treatments.

In addition to the Catholic resources mentioned, there are also important contributions
from the Orthodox tradition which will further inform the present study. Even while Western
Christianity has only relatively lately begun to reconnect with its Eastern brethren, and thus the
amount of scholarship remains less developed in Western academia, there still a relative
abundance of important studies which should be remarked upon.

John Meyendorff, one of the most important Orthodox authors for introducing the West to
the Eastern traditions, provided a relatively brief but substantive account in Marriage: An
Orthodox Perspective, which briefly traces the history of the rite through to the contemporary
Orthodox positions including ancillary issues such as family planning, abortion, and clerical
celibacy.®® Points of distinction that emerge include the acceptance of clerical marriage contra
Catholicism, the inclusion of the “crowning ceremony” which was an acknowledgement of the
marriage rite’s identification as a sacrament, and the acceptance of second marriages through the

use of a second more somber rite. Another foundational yet quite brief text by John Chryssavgis,

1 Daniel Hauser, Marriage and Christian Life: A Theology of Christian Marriage (New York: University
Press, 2005).

42 Julie Hanlon Rubio, 4 Christian Theology of Marriage and Family (New York: Paulist Press, 2003).

43 John Meyerdorff, Marriage: An Orthodox Perspective (Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press,
1975).
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Love, Sexuality, and the Sacrament of Marriage, lays out a relatively straight forward thesis for
marriage as sacrament as grounded in the restoration of the whole cosmos in the resurrection (a
distinctly Orthodox focal point) whereby marriage serves “as a way of life and love, as a God-
given reality, mediating the meeting between the eternal and the temporal. What concerns the
Church at all times is nothing less than salvation, the sanctification of every person, every
relationship, everything — to the last speck of dust.”** Of further interest is the catalogue of
primary sources which occupy the bulk of the text following the short treatise on marriage that
cover from Basil the Great in the fourth century through to twentieth century Orthodox sources.*
A more extensively developed treatment that has been translated for the benefit of
English readers is The Sacrament of Love by Paul Evdokimov which demonstrates a distinctly
Orthodox perspective to be differentiated from similar Catholic treatments for its insistence on
the inherent good of human sexuality and resultant rejection of clerical celibacy that exposes the
bias toward asexual normative patterns which it belies.*® Evdokimov presents a powerful treatise
praising marriage which in light of the infusion of Christ is capable of transfiguration whereby
“sexuality undergoes a progressive spiritualization” that reflects the overall sanctification of

Christian living.*” Orthodox treatments of the topic also tend to appeal to the concept of mystery

as a ground to the discussion of sacrament, a relevant point considering the Latin sacramentum is

4 John Chryssavgis, Love, Sexuality, and the Sacrament of Marriage (Brookline, MA: Holy Cross
Orthodox Press, 1998), 17.

* Tbid, 65-173.

46 A point made also by Meyerdorff but developed more in this treatment. Paul Evdokimov, The Sacrament
of Love, trans. Anthony P. Gythiel and Victoria Steadman (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1985).
Evdokimov is particularly lucid in his balanced treatment of celibacy as an acceptable calling for the monastic
ascetic type, but reinforces that the individual must feel called to this special charism while the priesthood is a
universal calling to all believers, even if clerical ordination is reserved, once again, for those called. Cf. 65-103.

47 Evdokimov, Sacrament of Love, 19. Evdokimov is particularly to be commended for his philosophically
astute treatment of these topics.
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a translation of the Greek musterion, but as a result the type of precise analytic definitions
produced by the Scholastic tradition do not infiltrate Orthodox thought which instead tends to
allow for a more holistic and generally mystical approach to the topic. Further, it is interesting to
note that all three, Meyerdorft, Chryssavgis, and Evdokimov, apply their theology of marriage to
the Orthodox liturgical wedding ceremony which demonstrates how the abstract ideas are
concretely manifested in ritual. As with the Catholic sources, these Orthodox texts will prove
valuable to the present study and provide an additional perspective that historically avoided some
of the pitfalls that will be developed herein, particularly the Scholastic formulas, canon laws, and
the resultant Reformation reactions, and can offer thereby at least some insight into how to
elevate marriage as sacramental without succumbing to these problems.

Even as most Protestant theological works devote very little attention to the issue of
sacramental theology, there are two notable exceptions which focus entirely on it. James White
represents the mainstream Protestant perspective on the issue in The Sacraments in Protestant
Practice and Faith that offers a brief historical reconstruction of Sacramentalism and the
Reformation debate as well as more detailed introductions to the two commonly accepted
Protestant sacraments, baptism and the eucharist.*® Even while the bulk of the work is devoted to
these two rites, the five rejected sacraments are treated in a chapter which briefly lays out the
argumentation for each, including marriage, and the Protestant justification for its exclusion.*°
While White does support these exclusions, in the final chapter he notes the serious need for

critical studies in the area of Protestant Sacramentalism which has been largely silent,

consequently “little sense of sacramental efficacy survives among many Protestants” which he

8 James F. White, The Sacraments in Protestant Practice and Faith (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1999).

9 Tbid, 119-139.
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further traces to “the Enlightenment [which] decisively severed any connection between the
spiritual and the physical.”® Thus even as White continues to contend against marriage as a
sacrament, his work does highlight the need for further Protestant critical investigation such as
what is proposed in the present study.

Finally, perhaps of most direct interest for the present study in recent texts on sacramental
theology is John Colwell’s Promise and Presence which attempts to revitalize the debate over
the sacraments by offering a positive accounting, from a Baptist perspective no less, for all seven
traditional rites to be reconsidered as sacraments (not just sacramental).>! The main line of
argument maintains that the problem which the Reformers were reacting to was the “notion of
grace, then, as an automatic event, as a something at our disposal, as an outcome that can be
presumed, [which] is a fatal theological distortion.”? Interestingly, while the Scholastic tradition
was ultimately the cause of this error, Colwell works to demonstrate that Thomas Aquinas did
not originate this view. Rather, it was his interpreters in the canon law tradition whose formulas
for ritual efficacy caused the problematic shift in thinking, what is described as “disposable
grace” as it focuses on the manner in which the Church does its business of dispensing grace.®®
In its stead, the dominant Protestant reactionary position was that of “unmediated grace”

whereby the individual experiences the divine directly without need for the ministrations of the

priesthood but this in turn distorts the intrinsic nature of the human-divine relationship which is

50 White, Sacraments, 141. To be clear, the quote goes on to indicate that Catholics have not been immune
to this process.

%1 John Colwell, Promise and Presence: An Exploration in Sacramental Theology (Eugene, OR: Wipf and
Stock, 2005). Colwell specifically rejects the label of sacramental and argues positively for each as a proper
sacrament.

52 1bid, 9.

%3 Ibid, 29-30.
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always mediated.> Thus sacraments for Colwell should be properly considered as signs of the
union of Christ and Christian which permeates all aspects of life but particularly as represented
through certain ritual functions, including marriage. Given its Protestant perspective and aim of
resacramentalization, this work stands as the closest analogy to the present study, though it does
not replace the need for further study as it is a general overview of sacramental theology and
covers all seven traditional sacraments whereby marriage is featured, but not centrally. Further
the majority of the work is devoted to the specific arguments about each sacrament individually
with only brief accounting for the origins of Sacramentalism, both textual and historic. Indeed,
one of Colwell’s express aims in his work is to renew the discussion over the sacraments in
Protestantism in the hope that further critical studies will be completed, of which the present
study fits precisely.

The literature review offered herein is certainly not exhaustive of the field of literature it
represents, but rather has presented the principle critical sources on the topic as categorized into
four general headings: theological, ethical, historical, and sacramental. In the course of the
subsequent investigation many more sources will be consulted, primary and secondary, relative
to the various specific topics of inquiry, yet for the purposes of this review it has been
demonstrated what recent major critical literature has already been produced, how it relates to

the current study, and that none of the texts reviewed obviates the need for the present study.

METHODOLOGY
In order to articulate a substantive defense of the sacramental identity of Christian

marriage, it is necessary to consider what sources should be consulted. The well-known source

54 Colwell, Promise and Presence, 71-72.
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theory referred to as the Wesleyan Quadrilateral offers a simple framework to consider the
variety of sources that contribute to Christian theology, namely scripture, tradition, reason, and
experience.”® Even while scholars in the Wesleyan tradition are diverse in their interpretations of
the precise relationship of the source categories, it is generally clear that Scripture serves for
Wesley and his heirs as the most fundamental and important category.*® Indeed the centrality of
the Bible as the norm of theology is endemic to Protestantism and its central tenet of sola
scriptura, classically articulated by Luther.>’ Accordingly, in order to establish the nature of
Christian marriage, the Bible must be the foundational source; but simply announcing this does
little to articulate precisely on what terms and using what methods the biblical texts should be
interpreted. Similarly, historiographic principles will need to be examined as well, which will
drive the second half of the study that looks beyond the Bible to its historic interpreters. Yet
before moving into these methodological considerations, the basis of inquiry itself must be

accounted for by explicating the epistemological axioms assumed by the study.

%5 As noted below in the section on biases, the present study will assume a general Evangelical Protestant
orientation that does not attempt to pertain to a single denomination, though the Wesleyan influence should be noted
it mainly enters as a methodological principle rather than a denominational emphasis as such.

% “Thus, we can see in Wesley a distinctive theological method, with Scripture as its pre-eminent norm but
interfaced with tradition, reason and Christian experience as dynamic and interactive aids in the interpretation
of the Word of God in Scripture.” Albert Cook Outler, “The Wesleyan Quadrilateral in John Wesley.” Wesleyan
Theological Journal 20, no. 1 (1985): 9.

57 While sometimes the Quadrilateral is taken as being in opposition to sola scriptura, Thorson argues
persuasively that it is actually a natural extension of it, as Scripture remains the central arbitrating standard,
“Although sola scriptura and the Wesleyan quadrilateral seem to contradict, they complement one another because
both offer vital insights to the process of critically understanding and dynamically applying biblical and historic
Christian beliefs, values, and practices in the world today.” Donald Thorsen, “Sola scriptura and the Wesleyan
quadrilateral.” Wesleyan Theological Journal 41, no. 2 (2006): 8.
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Epistemological Axioms

Before moving into the more specific principles of interpretation, textual and historic,
which will drive the present study, the fundamental foundation of epistemology should first be
articulated, even if briefly, in order to set forward a basic conception of truth and the parameters
whereby it comes to be known. Of the various authors on theological epistemology, none has
impacted the present study more than Carl F.H. Henry who provided the most critically
developed account of epistemology by an Evangelical author in the first volume of his magnum
opus God, Revelation and Authority.®® While too many theologians neglect the question of
epistemology, the study of how truth claims are known and tested, Henry demonstrates particular
sophistication in his treatment of the topic, especially in his extensive and powerful critique of
Barth on this issue.® The basic nature of truth must be established for theology to have any
validity; “if the question of method and verifiability is left unanswered, even the Christian
himself can have no rational certainty in his commitment to God.”®® In response to this inquiry,
Henry establishes the following axiom:

Divine revelation is the source of all truth, the truth of Christianity included;

reason is the instrument for recognizing it; Scripture is its verifying principle;

logical consistency is a negative test for truth and coherence a subordinate test.

The task of Christian theology is to exhibit the content of biblical revelation as an
orderly whole.5!

%8 “Since theology is a rational discipline, it must of necessity declare which method or methods of
knowing it considers appropriate to the knowledge of God, and what tests for religious truth it approves... If the
epistemological task is neglected, critical scholars will suspect theology’s claims, mistrust its fundamental objectives
and feel free to slander theology as human speculation engaged in manufacturing man-made theories about God...
Without persuasive epistemic credentials, Christianity will be assimilated to the historical approach prevalent in the
modern intellectual world where all events are set in the context of developmental contingency and any claim to
finality and absolute uniqueness is leveled.” Carl F.H. Henry, God, Revelation and Authority: Vol. 1 God Who
Speaks and Shows, Preliminary Considerations (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1999), 213.

% “Nonetheless [Barth] considers the norm of logical consistency on which science insists to be
unacceptable to theology, and does not champion a theology free of contradiction. Barth curiously both champions

and disowns consistency with remarkable inconsistency.” Ibid, 206.

80 Ibid, 214.
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Herein Henry establishes a dense formulation for the appropriate epistemological basis of
Christian theological inquiry that can be broken down in the following six paraphrased claims:

1. All truth is revealed by God

2. Truth is detected by reason

3. Truth is verified by scripture

4. Truth must be logically consistent

5. Truth should cohere with other known truth

6. Theology’s task is organizing scriptural revelation

These claims in turn demonstrate a series of premises upon which the axiom functions,
most importantly the notion that truth is a purposeful gift to humanity by a transcendent personal
deity who chooses to reveal it.%? In order to facilitate this process, humanity was designed with
the powers of reason that allows for truth to be conceived of, recognized, and tested. Yet the
human mind alone is insufficient in the search for ultimate, particularly salvific, truth and thus
must be verified by scripture which functions as the Word of God, both historic and present.5®
Further, while the intellect functions instrumentally to detect truth and test it, Henry is insistent
that reason does not manufacture or otherwise produce truth; reason is not the source, which is

rather God alone.%* While Henry’s epistemological axiom provides a clear and substantive

foundation, two considerations should be made to augment it further.

1 Henry, GRA I, 215.

52 Thornbury summarizes this clearly, “What we know, Henry argues, we know because God wants us to
know it.” Gregory Allen Thornbury, Recovering Classical Evangelicalism (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2013), 54.

8 Henry’s main critiques of Barth concern his mystical bent whereby revelation becomes primarily, if not
solely, imminent and personal, thus subjective. Henry’s mistrust of the experiential causes him to swing perhaps too
far in the opposite direction, leaving little room for experience in his epistemology, but his critique is still apt.
Further, his emphasis in the resulting volumes on the personal aspects of the divine reinforce that revelation is both
past and present; “Yet the ministry of the Spirit of God, distinct in each operation, is as essential and unique in
enlivening God’s revelation in the lives of his people as it is in the phenomena of divine incarnation and
illumination.” Henry, GRA IV, 277.

% Henry, GRA I, 225.
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First, in relation to the task of theology, Henry has been critiqued on the charge of
rationalistic propositionalism due to his emphasis on the intellect and the cognitive aspects of
theology.® This impression is to be noted variously, as when Henry writes that the “ideal
procedure [of theology] would be to arrange all the truths of Christianity logically by
summarizing and systematizing the texts and teaching of Scripture and applying an exposition of
the logical content and implications of the Bible on its own premises.”®® While there is nothing
outright objectionable in this statement, it does appear to limit theology to a purely cognitive
discipline whose main function is simply to deduce truth-claims and arrange them. Even as
Henry was careful not to rely exclusively on cognitive and propositional methods, an
overreliance on such needs to be carefully guarded against.

Second, in considering the four sources of the Quadrilateral, it would appear that Henry
gives primary emphasis to Scripture and Reason while Tradition (History) and Experience are
not as clearly developed. Even as Henry himself engages in evaluation of contemporary events,
such as the counter-cultural and Jesus people movements of the mid-twentieth century,®” he does
not adequately connect the theological and historical tasks. Scripture itself, it must be
remembered, underwent a lengthy process between its initial composition and its reception by
contemporary readers, and thus to have a full and proper understanding of its meaning and
message the historical qualities, including the context behind its writing, the processes of
redaction and canonization, and the subsequent interpretive traditions, should all be taken into

account as part of the total theological process.

8 See Thornbury’s excellent summary of this critique, Recovering Classic Evangelicalism, 54-57.
% Henry, GRA I, 239.

57 Ibid, 112-134.
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Just as historical inquiry should be a vital aspect of biblical interpretation and therefore
theology, so too theology must ultimately be connected with experience. While Henry himself
experienced a powerful conversion experience whereby his prior life as a secular up-and-coming
newspaper editor was suddenly realigned,®® his theological methodology does little to
incorporate experiential aspects and much to condemn them.®® This lack is likely a consequence
of his decisive critique of Barth’s theology as being built upon an ultimately experiential basis
whereby revelation is conceived most fundamentally as an active personal encounter with the
divine, rather than as an objective communication or record. Although Henry’s critique of Barth
is important to consider and experience is certainly too volatile to function as a proper source for
theology, instead it should function as the final test of a theological system whereby the ideas are
applied into the lives of Christians. Thus methodologically, the present study will not consider
experience as a source for its conclusions, but rather claim that its conclusions must ultimately
prove relevant through the impacts it makes on the reader (and author).

To summarize, it is the axiomatic premise of the present study that there is a transcendent
deity that has both designed humanity with the ability of reason and provided specific historical
manifestations which together make intelligible communication between divine and mortal
possible. In order to understand the content of this revelatory process the sacred texts of the
Hebrew and Christian canons will provide the primary source for the investigation herein.
Further, the process of revelation did not conclude with the authorship of the Scriptures, but
rather extends through the historic reception and interpretation insofar as these are understood as

representations of various attempts to comprehend the divine intention. Reason will throughout

88 Carl Henry, Confessions of a Theologian (Waco, TX: Word Publishers, 1986), 46.

89 “At most an empirical test can indicate whether religious beliefs have a perceptually discernible
significance.” Henry, GRA I, 262.
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provide the basic tool of evaluation and the consistency with scripture will determine which
historical interpretations are to be championed and which are to be challenged. To this end, the

interpretive methodological principles, textual and historical, will next be enumerated.

Hermeneutics and Historiography

As the present study proposes to follow two main lines of inquiry, textual and historical,
accordingly the primary methodological considerations of these two disciplines and their relative
impacts on the argumentation that follows should be articulated. The aim of the study is not an
exploration in hermeneutics or historiography as such, but rather, is reliant on various
suppositions developed by these disciplines, so the following comments will be brief. Similar to
the epistemological axioms explored above, both textual and historical scholarship rely on a
series of unprovable premises upon which their conclusions are founded. Further, there are some
important interpretive claims that must be set aside for the purposes of the present study in order
to proceed directly to the topics at hand.

To begin, as it relates to textual interpretation, perhaps the most important premise
concerns the viability of the transmission of meaningful communication between author and
reader. In light of the criticisms of the skeptical movement known as deconstructionism, it is
important to note the debate that has emerged concerning the nature of communication itself and
the relationship involved in the act of communication. If, as it has been claimed above, there is a
transcendent personal deity that desires to communicate with humanity, the act of revelation
(both generally in nature and specifically in scripture) thereby involves a particular intentionality

and the act of interpretation accordingly follows from this baseline.”® In essence, if God has

0 Vanhoozer’s treatment of the topic is the most critical and helpful to establishing this, as his goal is: “to
articulate and defend the possibility, in the vale of the shadow of Derrida, that readers can legitimately and
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indeed communicated in scripture then the key to interpreting that communication must be the
intentionality of the divine author. In contrast, deconstructionism, particularly as espoused by
Jacques Derrida, is based on the broken relationship between the intention of the author and the
reception of the audience whereby the interpreter is unshackled from the authorial intent and can
be liberated to play with the received meaning at his/her discretion.” Since all interpretation
inevitably involves the whims and biases of the interpreter, why not just set the meaning free and
embrace the looming conclusion that meaning is determined by the reader not the author? That is
the basic hermeneutic of deconstructionism which the present study rejects in favor of a realist
view of communication involving both objective and subjective features that upholds reliable
conceptual transaction between author and reader.

To arrive at a meaningful and faithful interpretation of something as complex as the Bible
will require significant critical attention and the realization of the many factors involved
including the historical context of the writings, the history of transmission, redaction, and
canonization, the subsequent interpretative traditions they spawned, and their critical reception
by contemporary scholarship. Rejecting both the presumptions of critical modernism which
claimed to lay hold of absolute certainty and the radical skepticism of deconstructionism, this
study will follow the hermeneutical paradigm espoused by Vanhoozer that “there is an alternative
to the direct choice that deconstruction gives us between absolute knowledge and absolute
undecidability. The alternative is that we have, and are responsible for acting on, relatively

adequate knowledge about texts — adequate for specific communicative purposes.”’2 A fully

responsibly attain literary knowledge of the Bible...there is a meaning in the text, it can be known, and readers
should strive to do so.” Kevin Vanhoozer, Is there a Meaning in this Text? (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1998), 24.

"1 According to deconstructionism “all claims about reading for “the meaning” are actually covert strategies
for pursuing one interest to the exclusion of others.” Ibid, 156.

21bid, 397.
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developed textual interpretation must therefore seek out the original intention, maintaining to the
best of one’s ability to distinguish the nuances between the human and divine authors while
recognizing the text as a unified whole, as well as inquire how this intentionality translates to the
present readership. But the final product, as indicated above in the epistemological
considerations on the theological task, should not simply be cognitive but also demonstrate
relevance, another point Vanhoozer highlights:

“What it means” is ultimately not a matter of theory only but of practice, not a

matter of sheer knowledge but of wisdom... I suggest we may find a criterion in

the demonstration of wisdom, in the right use of literary knowledge. Those whose

minds and visions have been shaped by the biblical story and by the other types of

communicative action will develop a Christian habitus — a way of life ... Those

who rightly apply “what it meant” attest the efficacy of the Word.™

To this end, Vanhoozer lists four areas that provide evidence of meaningful application of
biblical interpretation which will further guide the present study: faithfulness, fruitfulness,
forcefulness, and fittingness.”* One must be faithful to the intention of the text and seek to draw
that meaning forward to the present in order to show how application of concepts enhance the
life of the reader and the community. This must also involve ethical integration whereby the
intention of the text should be used as a corrective on the life patterns of the community.
Accordingly, the interpretations offered herein are not merely attempts at correct cognitive
assertions but rather aim further to enhance the understanding of the Christian community so that
the lives of Christians may be improved in their walks with Christ. Even as the present study is
academic and critical in nature, the conclusion will be devoted to summarizing the findings

herein in the hopes that the extensive theoretical developments herein will impact the church as

well as the academy.

73 Italics original. Vanhoozer, Meaning, 431.

" Ibid.
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In addition to these foundational hermeneutical principles, some observations on
historiography as it will relate to the present study should be made. Just as a foundationally
realist perspective will be taken in regards textual interpretation, namely that the intention of the
author can be detected and should be determinative of interpretation, similarly this study will
assume a realist historiography that allows for relative confidence in the accuracy of historical
reconstructions.” Although history is often assumed to be scientific in its methods, in actuality
the comparison with the natural sciences is limited due to the fundamental distinction that history
cannot be repeated, which is the basis of the empirical methods of natural science.’® One cannot
establish testing conditions whereby historical events are remade; rather historical events are
singularities that must be regarded indirectly through the effects they produced in the historical
record which are, in turn, colored by the historical nexuses these witnesses occupied.’’ In this
regard, historiography bears significantly more resemblance to legal than to scientific
argumentation, as it collects relevant data, including archaeological findings, written records,
eye-witness accounts (if available), and then reconstructs a coherent narrative that best fits the
collected data.

Interpretation of history is thus inevitable and should be properly sublimated into the
process. The aims of historical inquiry are not to establish absolute certainty but rather should
aspire, much as Vanhoozer indicates in relation to textual meaning, to produce responsible

accounts based on relatively adequate evidential bases. Even further, while certain aspects of

5 For a thorough articulation of historiographic considerations which will be adopted herein see Michael
Licona, The Resurrection of Jesus (Downer’s Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2010), 29-132.

8 Cf. Tbid, 102-104.

" While this is a generally regarded phenomenon in historiography, a particularly insightful examination of
the complex relationship between the present and past is offered by Francois Hartog, “What is the Role of the
Historian in an Increasingly Presentist World?” in New Ways of History: Developments in Historiography, ed.
Gelina Harlaftis (London: IB Taurus, 2010), 239-252.
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historical inquiry are given near canon status by historical consensus, such as with well-
established dates, even agreed upon events must be finally interpreted by the historian as to their
relative value and legacy. For example, while the historical details surrounding Constantine’s
ascension are rather well established, there remain significant debates over whether he was
actually a convert to Christian ideology or merely an opportunistic pagan and further whether or
not the ushering of the Imperial Christian age was positive for the development of Christianity.
Accordingly, the present study will recognize the distinction between established “facts” of
history, those that enjoy widespread scholarly consensus, and narrative reconstructions which
invariably include theoretical evaluations and speculative implications.

Finally, it should be noted that certain long standing scholarly debates will be set aside
for the purposes of the study. In particular, the findings of source criticism and the arguments
concerning authorship will not directly impact the findings of the study and are in essence
inconsequential to it. For the study of the Hebrew Bible, the debates over the construction of the
Torah, its relationship to Moses, the process of redaction, source theories, and the like will be set
aside peremptorily so as to focus entirely on the project at hand. Similarly, the complex
relationship of the Gospels in the New Testament will be referenced only when necessary and the
authorship debates will not be entertained herein because they have no impact on the findings. In
essence, it will be assumed that the traditional attributions are accurate mainly for the purposes
of referencing the various authors, and that the implicit authority of the texts as canonical is
beyond dispute. This is not to say that these various critical developments in biblical studies are
without merit for consideration, but simply that it is the view of the author that they do not bear
significantly on any of the interpretations that the following study will offer and should thus be

left to the side for the sake of brevity and clarity.
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Expectations, Limitations, and Biases

Having established the theoretical bases of inquiry as well as the methodological
considerations involved in making textual and historical claims, a brief word on the consequent
expectations of the study including its limits should be made as well as a note concerning the
subjective aspects invisible behind the study in the life of the author. As explained above,
absolute certainty should not be expected from critical endeavors such as the present study which
invariably involve a range of interpretive claims that necessarily requires speculation to some
extent. Instead of claiming to possess the singular correct interpretation on any one of the many
topics that will be covered herein, the present study rather endeavors to produce a faithful
accounting of the biblical and historic Christian conception of marriage that reinforces its sacred
value by supporting its identification as a proper sacrament. To this end there will be
interpretations and claims, textual and historic, that will be challenged and, as discussed above,
the tests of Scripture and reason will be maintained as the standards for evaluation.

In addition to the expectations and aims of the study, its limitations should also be noted.
As the primary goal of the study is to produce a consistent, coherent, scriptural account of
Christian marriage as a sacrament, the study will survey a variety of texts and traditions to
establish this central unifying aim, but as the thesis (detailed in the next section) is a constructive
one, it will necessarily have to survey a range of issues and will not provide entirely exhaustive
treatment of any of these sub-topics. In essence, the present work is not intended merely as a
catalogue of every reference to marriage in the Bible or Christian history, which would be too
broad and amorphous a task; rather it seeks to highlight particular relevant texts and emphasize

certain features of theological disagreement, not to survey every possible source on every topic
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covered but rather to demonstrate the claim that Christian marriage is a sacrament. This is of note
simply in regards the nature of the task as often dissertation research is focused very narrowly.
Instead, the present work will progress along a broader constructive approach that maintains a
singular focus no less, but surveys a relatively wide range of texts and topics to this singular end.
Finally, in approaching a critical study it is important for the author to step out from
behind the authorial partition for a moment and express the subjective elements and biases
involved in order to account for their relative impact on the study. Even as scholars can work to
be objective and critical in their research, there remains still the personal motivations and desires
which play no small part in forming the impetus for study. In this case, it should be noted that I
initially began to research the topic of marriage due principally to becoming married and in so
doing I desired to understand this vital relationship particularly as it relates to my Christian
identity. In this way, it might be said that I experienced the sanctity of marriage first and that this
framed my motivation for establishing a theological explanation of this encounter. In particular, a
motivating issue that prompted me further into this area of study was the historic claim that
celibacy is spiritually superior to marriage, something that my experience challenged and so it
contributed to my motivation to research on the issue. Even further, as I have continued in my
marriage relationship I have been led to consider its ultimate purpose, both in this life and in the
life to come in the resurrected state. What, if anything, of marriage will follow into the eschaton?
In seeking these questions, then, it must be admitted that my motivation has been primarily to
understand and defend marriage, espouse its sanctity, and elevate it as a vital spiritual discipline
by confirming it as a sacrament. This may therefore be counted as a bias as it is certainly
elemental to the orientation of the present study, but even so I maintain strongly that the

admission of this bias does not invalidate or disqualify the findings of the study which will
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progress on the aforementioned methodological grounds and maintain a critical academic

perspective throughout.

PROPOSED THESIS

Having established the relevance of the present study and its theoretical foundations, the
principle argumentation can now be summarized beginning with the central thesis which
reaffirms marriage as a sacrament. The historical theological controversy which the study will
enter concerns the nature of the marital institution in its relationship to the role and identity of
the Church. The majority of Protestant traditions have historically rejected marriage as a
sacrament, so the nature of this debate must be understood and considered in order to highlight
the distinctive claims of the present study. It will be thus argued that the Protestant rejection of
marriage as a sacrament was primarily due to a skewed understanding of sacramental theology as
espoused by the late-medieval Scholastic tradition which claimed it as a sort of mechanical
process whereby if the necessary ingredients are present then the sacrament is concluded as
efficacious in the transference of Grace.’”® While the Protestant Reformers challenged many
aspects of the Scholastic tradition, they also assimilated much of its method as well, even if
unwittingly, and this is reflected in their assumption of the definition of sacrament as an agent of
dispensing Grace which, they argued, is the proper function of Baptism and the Eucharist alone.
The present study will instead advocate that this understanding of sacrament, as the vessel of the
administration of divine Grace, is faulty and should be reconsidered. In its place, the more
holistic sacramental theology of Augustine will be supported whereby the rituals of the visible

sacraments serve as a sign rather than a cause of Grace which is given wholly, freely, and solely

78 Grace in capitalized form is used herein to denote the soteriological principle of salvation specifically.
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by the sacrifice of Christ on the cross. Just as an individual becomes saved by accepting this
freely given Grace, marriage can be ratified by faith in the covenantal promises of the scriptural
Testaments and thereby attain sacramental status. Marriage, then, is a sacrament insofar as it is
infused with the divine Grace of Christ, whereby an otherwise social and physical institution can

be raised to the status of the sacred and spiritual in the hope of the resurrection and eternal life.

CHAPTER SUMMARIES

To demonstrate the proposed thesis, the present study will advance along two lines of
inquiry, as outlined in the methodological considerations above, textual and historical. To
understand the nature of Christian marriage, the origins of the institution in its biblical
formulations, both in the Hebrew Bible and the Christian New Testament, will each be examined
in order to determine a theoretical foundation upon which the historical theories enumerated in
the fourth chapter, highlighting the early church and Reformation periods, will be tested. To
demonstrate the contours of the argumentation of the present study, brief outlines of each chapter

and its primary claims will be provided as follows.

MARRIAGE IN THE HEBREW BIBLE
To understand the biblical perspective, it is imperative to include a critical study on the
conceptual and historical development of the Hebrew Bible. On the issue of marriage, three
principle themes will be developed: its origin in the creation and paradisiacal state, its
development as a social and sacred covenant, and its expression in the prophetic oracles as a

symbol of spiritual fidelity between Israel and God. This section will therefore seek to answer
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the questions of where does sexuality and the marital relationship originate, how did it evolve
historically in the Hebrew-Israelite-Judaic culture, and what spiritual significance did the

prophetic movement derive from it?

Sexuality in the Creation

To begin, the origins of creation itself should be considered with focus on the relative
place of sexuality in the creation of humankind. This necessarily involves questions of
anthropology to develop the role of sexuality and gender relations in human nature. In particular,
should sexuality be considered original to the human condition or is it a product of the Fall? To
answer this question thereby demonstrates whether sexuality is an essential element to human
identity or ancillary and disposable. To support the theologically essential nature of sexuality as
part of the divine creative intent, three aspects will be articulated following a reading of the
Genesis account, namely the nature, function, and distortion of sexuality. Sexual identity is an
inescapable and foundational aspect of human nature, highlighted equally by the summary
identification of gender differentiation in Gen 1:27 as well as the existentially rich narrative of
the creation of woman in order to bring the man to completion in Gen 2:18-24.” Whether
sexuality was active in the paradise state prior to the expulsion of the primal couple contributes
to consideration of whether sexual function itself can be conceived of in a sin-free mode. It will
thus be argued that there is no reason to claim that sexuality proceeded from the Fall due to
strong support for the pre-fallen sexuality particularly in the primary command to be fruitful and
multiply in Gen 1:28. The Fall is not the source of sexuality but rather accounts for its distortion,

as foreshadowed by the gender oriented curses of Gen 3:16-19. Accordingly, it will be argued

8 As it will be argued, there are two biblical options for Christian sexuality: marriage and spiritual celibacy.
It is only within these two potential frameworks that the human being can attain existential completion.
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that the marriage state, of monogamous reciprocal relationship between male and female, is prior
to the Fall and not therefore a product of it; rather it is the problems associated with marriage,
particularly adultery and divorce, that are a consequence of the primal sin. Marriage, then, can be
considered apart from its diminishment by sinful behaviors and concluded to be an essential

aspect of the original design and intent for human identity.

The Hebrew Marriage Covenant as Social and Sacred

If the monogamous standard set by the Eden narrative and the implication of the binary
pattern of sexuality in the cosmic creation is to be accepted as normative, then why does the
proceeding history of the Hebrews allow uncritically for the adoption of polygamous patterns of
marriage? Even further, what is to be made of the various indications that sexual chastity was
only to be expected of wives and not equally of their husbands? Initially these aspects can be
somewhat summarily accounted for as reflections of the Fallen State indicated by the gendered
curses noted above, but this accounting needs to be augmented by a study of the social role of
marriage in the Hebrew culture. Given the hazy conceptions of the afterlife demonstrated by the
earlier texts of the Hebrew Bible (sheol), it is widely recognized that the primary means to
immortality or anything resembling such, in that context, was through the production of a lasting
legacy via procreation. The vital importance of family creation was, it will be argued, the
primary impetus behind the acceptance of polygamous patterns of sexuality that were principally
intended to ensure that important men, especially tribal leaders, would establish a lasting familial
legacy (what Augustine will refer to as the good of proles). Reflecting this, many (if not most,
though not all) sexual sins of the Hebrew-Israelite culture were on account of their shirking the

central role of sexuality for the production of family, such as the sin of Onan in Gen 38.
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Beyond the purely social elements of the marriage relationship there remained stirrings of
a deeper spiritual perspective that recognized social covenants were also sacred oaths. This is
most visibly represented by the saga of Abraham and Sarah whereby their plan to procure an heir
via Hagar the slave-maiden was rejected by God such that it was Sarah who would have the child
of covenantal promise. Even as some marriages appear clearly as primarily social, such as the
businesslike arrangement of Isaac and Rebekah and the seven-year service cycles of Jacob in his
quest to marry Rachel, the seed of something deeper, something spiritual, was taking root. The
creation of children in the family of Abraham was not simply a matter of physical inheritance,
but also represented a spiritual covenant. This is demonstrated most clearly in the sibling rivalry
of Esau and Jacob whereby the former sells his physical inheritance to the latter, but also is
deftly outmaneuvered in obtaining the special blessing of their father. Thus, at once the family
was both a physical and a spiritual covenant, and so there emerges in the biblical perspective a
notable tendency towards criticism, even if initially implicit, of the polygamous social pattern.
This can be seen in the regular rivalries and complexities involved with polygamous unions, such
as the animosity between Sarah and Hagar, Leah’s jealousy for Jacob’s love of Rachel, Samuel’s
mother Hannah’s barrenness in contrast to her rival, and, most importantly, the direct association
between Solomon’s excessive number of wives and concubines with the acceptance of idolatry.
Even as polygamy was apparently accepted in the Hebrew-Israelite culture, the association of
marriage with the spiritual covenants, even if only incipient in the early stages, will lead to a
spiritual awakening by the prophets who explicitly connected monogamous fidelity with the

divine covenantal promises.
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Marital Fidelity in the Nevi’im and Ketuvim

Even as polygamous social patterns were widely accepted in the Hebrew-Israelite society
and most sexual sins were associated with inhibiting the production of family, there was yet
embedded in the institution a deep association with the special covenant of the Abrahamic
tradition that served as the leaven of criticism. While these ancient narratives depict much social
strife and uncertainty coming from polygamous unions, the connection between polygamy and
polytheism became explicit in the early Israelite monarchy during the reign of Solomon, whereby
his search for power led him to make covenants with foreign regimes via marriages of alliance.
This, in turn, led to his allowing of the construction of temples within Jerusalem dedicated to the
various foreign gods that were worshiped by these political wives, a point upon which the
biblical text is highly critical.

This association of polygamy and polytheism came to full expression in the ministry of
the latter prophets who flourished between the 8" and 6'" centuries BC, whereby the relationship
of Israel to God was explicitly likened to a marital covenant. While marital fidelity is a regular
image throughout many of the prophetic oracles, it is of particular focus in the life of Hosea who
not only used it as a central rhetorical image but was further called to perform a prophetic act by
marrying a woman of ill repute, having children by her, then condemning her, and finally
renewing their covenant. Even while the spiritual elements of marriage were primarily
metaphorical and analogical for the latter prophets, there was yet a progression towards a higher

reality hinted at in poetry and verse, of a love that defies even death and a hope for eternality.
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MARRIAGE IN THE NEW TESTAMENT

By the time of the New Testament, the prior acceptance of polygamy had largely faded
and been replaced by a monogamous norm that echoed the teachings of the prophets. The early
rabbinic tradition, with its emphasis on the personal actualization of the Torah, widely held that
to be an elder of the community, a teacher of the Law, one must be married and producing
children as that was the first divine command (Gen 1:28). Against this Second-Temple cultural
background, the ministry of Jesus affords a collection of relevant teachings on sexual norms that
developed out of the larger spiritualization of the Torah. Even more specifically, an argument
arising from a Sadducee inquisitor concerning the relation of a widow to her various husbands in
the resurrected state prompted a mysterious and complex response from Jesus that demonstrates
the difficulty of translating present social norms into the eternal incorruptible state.

Beyond the Gospels, Paul of Tarsus, one of the earliest and most important scriptural
interpreters of Jesus, gives the most extensive teachings on the relative value and theological
nature of marriage in his interactions with the Corinthian church concerning sexual matters and
the married state. With the proper critical rendering, Paul’s apparent support of celibacy does not
denigrate marriage and actually hints toward the resurrection hope by supporting the right of
widows to not remarry and connecting physical sexuality with spiritual identity by rejecting the
use of prostitutes by Christians. Taken together, it will be argued that the New Testament
reinforces the essential norms set forward by the prior Hebrew tradition while including the hope

of the resurrection, though speaking of such with precision is beyond our present ability.
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Actualization of the Torah

In order to evaluate how Jesus interpreted the nature of marriage, His teachings on the
norms of the prior Hebrew society are imperative. In particular, the present study will push
against the widespread tendency, particularly notable in Protestant circles, to sweep aside
abstractly the strictures of the Hebrew Torah in the name of abrogation of the Old Covenant. This
hermeneutic does damage to the direct teaching of Christ, who repeatedly upheld the mandates
of the Torah and even increased them. Indeed, Christ demonstrates a consistent interpretive
framework, whereby He challenged the narrow literalistic renderings required of the Pharisaic
disciplines by healing on the Sabbath and eating with the ritually unclean. Yet even while
challenging these norms, Jesus simultaneously increased the demands of the Law by claiming
that it is not enough to not commit outright breaches of the Torah, such as adultery and murder,
but rather that these external acts demonstrate a deeper spiritual reality which corresponds to a
higher standard than merely behavioral patterns. Accordingly, it will be argued that Christ
followed the basic dualism already set forward in the simultaneous view of marriage as social
and sacred, physical and spiritual, and that as a whole the ministry of Jesus demonstrates

powerfully in support of marriage as a theologically important relationship.

Marriage in the Eschaton

In addition to the teaching of Christ concerning the relationship with the prior Hebrew
Law, perhaps the most complex and difficult passage on the topic of marriage is found in the
Synoptic controversy with the Sadducees over the question about status of the widow in the
resurrection (Mark 12:18-27 and parallels). As this passage becomes a crux for the rejection of

marriage as having eternal significance, it is vital to scrutinize it in order to understand the
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various complexities and ambiguities of the text and the contours of the expressed teaching. The
principle task is to place the teaching properly in its original sitz im leben in order to understand
the intended meaning of the terms and phrases involved. From this historical-critical rendering
the proceeding phrase that in the resurrection persons will be “like angels in heaven”, must be
analyzed in order to understand how this rather mysterious inference modifies the assertion that
persons will no longer take nor be given in marriage. Broadly construed, there are three principle
positions historically given to interpret this phrase, but the present study will demonstrate that
these interpretations are either plagued by contradictions or ambiguities that leave them
ultimately unsatisfying. It shall then be argued that the proper foundation for interpretation of the
whole pericope lies in the final assertion of the passage, namely that God is the God of the living,
not of the dead, which is often overlooked or relativized in critical interpretation to the detriment
of the overall evaluation of the passage.

Accordingly, it will be argued that the present life will be radically transformed in the
resurrection and ultimately only that which is pleasing to God will persist. As Jesus reminded the
Sadducees, God is a God of the living, not of the dead, and thus humanity’s only hope for life
after death is to be found in the everlasting promise of God to His people. Thus in a very real
sense, death is the final end of marriage, just as death is the end of all human affairs, as is
expressed quite clearly in Ecclesiastes. However, for the community of faith there is a radical
hope that death is not the end but rather the beginning of life in/with God in the marriage of the
Lamb. Only God has the power to raise the dead to life and so the only expectation that a married
Christian can have of there being a future state for marriage is to be found in the radical hope in
the God of the living, not of the dead. Thereby Jesus condemned the Sadducees for their

materialism, their ingrained belief that this life was all that mattered, even despite the witness of
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the Torah to the contrary; thus all that they could conceive of in defining the resurrection was a
simple continuation of the present life and order. Instead, Jesus showed that only in the radical
hope that God is the God of the living can there be any continuation of any human relationship
after death. We must, therefore, be careful about how much of our assumptions from this earthly
existence we import into our notions of the resurrection wherein every tear will be wiped away

and humanity will live in perfect harmony with God.

Paul and Corinthian Sexuality

Although Jesus provides some important, albeit conceptually difficult, teaching
concerning marriage and divorce, the Gospels offer very little specific teaching on the subject.
Consequently, the letters of Paul have featured at the center of Christian sexual ethics and
instruction concerning marriage as he engaged in specific controversies that go well beyond the
more abstracted teachings of Christ found in the Gospels. In particular, 1 Corinthians 7 generally
serves as the basis of Pauline thought in regards to the practice, role, and responsibilities of the
marriage covenant. Yet many have held throughout the intervening ages that Paul viewed
marriage as an essentially negative concept as merely an outlet for sexual lusting, decidedly
secondary and inferior to celibacy. Instead, it will be argued that Paul’s instruction concerning
marriage in 1 Cor 7 demonstrates a radical Christian theological ethic of sexuality that balances
equality with gender differentiation and liberation with fidelity. While Paul produced highly
contextualized instructions specific in certain regards to the original audience, particularly
reflecting an apparent discussion concerning whether Christians could be married and sexually
active at all, the underlying theological intentionality is sufficient to demonstrate a positive role

for marriage in the Christian community.
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Whenever approaching the topic of biblical instructions concerning sexual ethics,
particularly in relation to monogamous marriage, Paul’s exhortation in 1 Corinthians 7 remains
the most extended development of the topic in the New Testament. How one understands this
passage will dramatically alter conceptions of the role of marriage in the Christian community,
the suitability of divorce and remarriage, and whether sexual celibacy is a positive ideal or a
requirement for the Christian. Yet constructing coherent theological doctrines based on Paul’s
teaching proves more elusive than one might expect after a surface level reading of the passage.
Conceptual barriers for the modern interpreter are many and varied, including the vast linguistic
distance between Koine Greek and modern English, the highly occasional nature of the document
itself, and the historical uncertainties involved in reconstructing the situation of the original
audience. These surmounting challenges can easily lead to two common avoidances of the task —
either give only a surface level reading of the passage and ignore the peculiarities of the text or
give up entirely and turn to other sources such as tradition or culture for instruction. Yet Scripture
based Christian theology cannot accept either of these solutions. No matter the difficulty of
rendering an adequate interpretation for 1 Corinthians 7, it is vital to rescue a critical
understanding of the doctrine of marriage and thus this passage must feature at the center of such
a theological rendering.

It will thus be argued that Paul’s sexual ethics were founded on a two-fold theological
formulation of equality and liberation. As all persons are made in the image of God, Paul is keen
on reminding his reader that the marriage union is really a holy re-union as two are made one,
but this does not erase the gendered nature of either partner. Men do not cease to be men nor
women to be women, but each fills a divinely created role and total faithful submission of each

to the other produces a sanctified relationship. Further, the equal but gendered union of male and
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female in marriage is liberating because it offers a divinely sanctioned outlet for sexual energy.
This liberation, however, must be tempered by fidelity for one’s spouse produced by the same
kind of engrossing love that a monotheist has for his/her God, mirroring the prophetic voice.
Thus, the ultimate theological role for marriage is that it provides a holistic relationship where
sexuality can be fulfilled while the unique bonding of husband and wife provides an experiential
and interpersonal dimension to understanding the love of God for humanity.

So why does Paul support celibacy as preferable for Christians? There are two contextual
aspects that serve to undergird his response. First, it must be remembered that Paul was a
Pharisee and that in this system marriage was an absolute requirement of the Torah command to
be fruitful; thus in one sense he had to defend his own right as a teacher who was, at least at the
time of his ministry and correspondences, a practicing celibate. In this way, it must be realized
that Paul’s defense, as a Jewish teacher (messianic to be sure but no less Jewish), to practice
celibacy was itself an aberration from the norm. But even beyond this, perhaps even more
pertinent to the Corinthian church, was the pagan philosophical teaching concerning marriage
and its acceptability for the philosopher class. By the time of Paul, the debate between Stoicism
and Cynicism had been well established by centuries of tradition whereby the Stoic supported a
philosopher’s allowance to marry on the grounds that it benefitted him (always male) by giving
him a sort of servant to take care of the needs of daily living so that his mind would be free to
think. On the other hand, the Cynics rejected marriage and supported celibacy not on the basis
that sexuality was wrong as such, but rather because all social conventions were generally to be
rejected, and more specifically marriage was to be avoided because it invariably requires a great
deal of attention that takes the philosopher away from the business of thinking.

Between the Stoic and Cynic positions, Paul thereby navigates a careful balance that both
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upholds the positive value of marriage while also extolling the virtue of Christian chastity,
something he considered a special gift and not to be expected from the majority. Consequently, it
will be argued that a full understanding of the passage will provide a positive assertion for the
basic goodness of sexuality, against the ascetics, while leaving room for the exercise of the
special charism of celibacy. Marriage thereby is problematic only insofar as it distracts from
Christian living, and it is on these grounds that celibacy is praised as a gift, not because it entails
an avoidance of evil sexuality but rather because it liberates the individual for the totalizing
service of God. While this rendering of Paul will be foundational to reply to the challenge of
those that claim celibacy to be spiritually superior to marriage, it does not explicate fully why
exactly marriage is to be considered sacred. On this subject Paul again provides an insight in his
claim in Ephesians 5 that marriage is a megas musterion, a great mystery, symbolizing the union
of Christ and church, and so it will be seen that it was this essential concept of musterion that

developed into sacramental theology in the early church.

SACRAMENTALISM AND MARRIAGE IN CHRISTIAN HISTORY

In order to make a positive case for the sacramentality of marriage, one must first
understand the nature of the claim that is being made in such an assertion. To this end, after the
critical textual study in the first half demonstrates the foundational claims about the nature of
human sexuality and the evolving role of marriage in the Christian community, next the concept
of sacrament must be understood in its historical context. Originally founded in the Greek
concept of musterion, the Latin translation sacramentum originally functioned in the Western
Church as a sign of commitment, a seal of fidelity that marks the New Covenant of Christ. While

little can be maintained as monolithic in the early centuries of the Christian tradition, this line of
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thinking came to its fullest formulation in the writings of Aurelius Augustine, bishop of Hippo,
who argued some important facets of sacramental theology in refutation of the schismatic
Donatist movement concerning their efficacy and longevity. Further, Augustine established a
watershed synthesis that further established the sacrament as the central activity of the Church
and the embodiment of leavening this world with the sovereignty of God whereby the Christian’s
life is infused with the power of Christ in every stage, including marriage. Even as the present
study will primarily adopt an intentionally Augustinian interpretation of sacrament, it is also
instructive to reflect upon the parallel developments in the Eastern Orthodox tradition which
maintained their interpretation primarily following from the Greek musterion that allowed for a
more mystical approach to the topic that particularly emphasizes the encompassing nature of the

resurrected state.

Sacramental Theology in the Early Church

The roots of Sacramentalism are found in the prior Hebrew society which was principally
defined by its covenantal status, a relationship which required a wide range of activities and
prohibitions, ritual and moral. As it has already been demonstrated in the section on Christ’s
view of the Hebrew Torah, He agreed that it must be ratified by the continuing community of
faith, but radicalized its demands so that the focus was no longer on the external aspects but
rather the internal. Similarly, even as the early Christian movement shed most of the restrictions
and requirements of the Jewish system, most notably the rite of circumcision, it did not reject the
entire category of ritual but rather reoriented it radically. Ritual sacrifice, animal and otherwise,
which was previously a principle vocation of the Jerusalem Temple, was in certain significant

regards replaced by the liturgical tradition of the mass, a ritualized remembrance of Christ’s
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sacrifice embodied in the partaking of the flesh and blood via the elements of the Eucharist.
Similarly, the Judaic requirements of ritual cleanliness that included regular washings were
replaced by the singular baptism event which was prefigured by John the Baptist but came to
represent quite early the ritualized crossing over from life through death to the resurrected state.
These two ritual aspects served as the primary defining features of the early Christian movement,
but they were supplemented by the development of a theological category, the sacramental.
Etymologically, the term sacrament is derived from the Latin sacramentum which was a
sacred oath, particularly associated with military service, but this is in turn a translation of the
Greek musterion by which the English cognate term mystery is derived. While the mystery
aspect of the original concept was adopted into Latin nomenclature as mysterium, the ritual
feature was transferred to the term sacramentum which was in the early tradition conceived as
the seal of the New Covenant in Christ. Following the same basic hermeneutic pattern as
practiced by Jesus as noted above, the physical aspects of the Hebrew covenants (Abrahamic and
Mosaic) were transformed into spiritual forms by the early church. Accordingly, the requirement
of circumcision was dropped as it was primarily a sign of the flesh, whereas the New Covenant
was ratified in the spirit thus its seal was not visible. Just so, because humanity lives currently in
a physical realm, this unseen reality can be made visible through infusing the rituals of life with
the power of the sacrifice of the Christ. Whereas before the Jews had to be made physically clean
in order to be ritually pure, the Christian’s soul was washed once and for all in the blood of the
Lamb, thus the physical aspects of the rituals of baptism and Eucharist were not themselves
causes but rather representations of the Grace that is offered wholly, freely, and universally to all

by the singular sacrifice of Christ.
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In many regards, Augustine followed the aforementioned tradition on the sacraments as
being sacred oaths and visible signs of the working of invisible grace, but he also contributed
further to the precise definition of this concept primarily in response to the challenges of the
schismatic Donatist movement which taught that the efficacy of the sacraments, particularly
baptism, was broken when a person renounced Christ, what they termed a traditore. It followed
in Donatist teaching that if a priest or bishop were a traditore and were to come back into the
Church without being re-baptized then anyone baptized by him would not be legitimately saved,
just as priests ordained by traditore bishops were not actually ordained and their administration
of sacraments were also thereby invalid. It was thus in the crucible of the Donatist controversy
that Augustine established one of the most vital links in the historical chain of sacramental
theology — namely that salvation was not effected by the activity of the priest but rather solely by
the agency of Christ. Accordingly, it followed that Christians baptized by bad priests (heretics or
apostates) were still saved, because it was not the merit of the priest that saves, but Christ alone.
As such, a perfect understanding of the theological realities involved in salvation, vis-4-vis a
precise knowledge of the instrumental nature of sacraments, was not necessary because such a
requirement would leave none saved; for what mortal being can say to have a complete and
exhaustive knowledge of the ways of God which ever remain a mystery to the finite mind? So
too, who can be said to be morally perfect other than Christ? Accordingly, it is not the merit of
the priest but rather of Christ that saves and the sacrament thereby is the sign of this eternal
Covenant ratified in the blood of the cross and accepted in the faith of the individual believer.

In addition to the foundational perspective of Augustine, it is also instructive to consider
how this topic developed in the Eastern Church as well. Marriage was connected from quite early

with sacramental theology primarily due to its explicit connection as a megas musterion (great
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mystery) in Ephesians 5:32 for its symbolic representation of the marriage of Christ and Church,
much as it had served the prophets before. While the sacramental theology Western Church
would eventuate, as demonstrated in the following chapter on the Reformation, into an
instrumental view of sacramental efficacy, the Eastern Orthodox tradition continued to maintain
the original Greek notion of musterion as normative whereby sacraments were not analyzed in
such critical scrutiny but rather were allowed a wider mystical appreciation that focused on the
radical transcendence of Grace. The tremendous mystery of the divine-human relationship is
particularly demonstrated in the divine liturgy of Orthodoxy which focuses primarily on the
interplay between transcendence and immanence through sacred representation in physical
forms. The well-known use of icons in Orthodoxy is founded on this basic liturgical orientation
that the worship space is intended to