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THE FOUNDATIONAL 
LANGUAGE OF MARRIAGE  

IN SCRIPTURE

by Darrell Bock

Marriage has fallen on hard times. Not only has the public debated about 
what a marriage actually is, but many people are no longer “signing up” to en-
ter into marriage. The distinct handling of the institution of marriage is part 
of a social revolution that stems from many factors: the invention of the Pill, 
greater openness to divorce, social and legal availability of abortion, changed 
social mores, the prevalence of cohabitation, children born to parents who 
are not married, and more. There is no shortage of data that corroborate what 
is evident: marriage is becoming less common in the United States, and the 
impact is not just personal, but societal. 

It is no accident that the the creation of man and woman in Genesis 1 and 
2 is accompanied by the union of the man and woman and presented as one 
of the most significant of human relationships. Marriage is foundational, and 
is more than the two people in it—the institution functions as a key building 
block for society by, among other things, providing a stable home and envi-
ronment for children. Marriage models cooperation across genders for those 
children and also for society at large.

Defining marriage in Scripture gives us a major window into a core human 
relationship and why Scripture presents the state of marriage as so central to 
human flourishing.
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BEGINNINGS IN A GARDEN: HUMANS AND THEIR MISSION

In Genesis 1 two key terms need attention: image/likeness and subdue. One 
term tells who we are. The other tells us what we are to do.

What humans are 

Early on, Scripture places marriage in high esteem. God’s forming of male 
and female humans is the high point of His creation, and in many ways, mar-
riage is the capstone of the creation narrative. On the sixth day, God creates 
humans in His image as told in Genesis 1:26–31. “In our likeness” (Hebrew, 
demūth) in verse 26 is not so much a physical attribute, however, since an 
incorporeal God is in view contextually, but in terms of certain attributes of 
person and relating that also connect to a sense and awareness of presence. 
God can be present—and is—without being seen. Likewise humans, through 
our character can and do stamp our existence and leave an impression whether  
or not we are physically in a particular location. Then verse 27 makes three 
statements: (1) God created humans in His own image; (2) this creation was 
in the image of God; and (3) they were created male and female. The double 
mention of humankind being made in God’s image is clearly for emphasis in 
the text. No other creation of God is so closely associated with Him. In Gen-
esis 1, the text has been building to this moment when God makes a mirror 
of Himself. 

On this day, as God viewed His entire creation, which now included hu-
man beings, it is uniquely said of what He created that it was very good as 
opposed to the good of previous days. 

What humans are to do

The creation commission and mandate God gives in verses 28–30 is given 
to both the man and the woman. Together they will carry out the calling God 
has given to humanity as the steward of creation, the instruction being to 
multiply, fill the earth, and subdue (radah) it, or bring it under control. Un-
like other creatures, humans can rule and subdue by planning, discernment, 
and reflection, with an awareness of past and future. Man and woman are 
to accomplish this goal together. In effect, God has equipped people to be 
stewards of the creation. To manage the creation well is a core calling of life 
for each of us.

Genesis 2 zeroes in on the relationship of man and woman as originally 
designed before the fall. In verse 18 we see God recognizing that it was not 
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good for Adam to be alone. This led into a process of identification that also 
produced an awareness of a need that the creatures already present could 
not fill. The goal was an ezer k’negdo, the translation of which has been a 
topic of discussion, even debate. The ezer describes a quality God demon-
strates in numerous texts (Ex. 18:4, by delivering; Deut. 33:7, helping Judah 
against his enemies; 33:26, 29, by protecting and delivering; Pss. 33:20, help 
and shield; 115:9–11, protector; 121:2, protector; 124:8, by deliverance;  
146:5–6, as Jacob’s help).1 As God helps us, so the one corresponding to 
(k’negdo) Adam is to help.

The picture of this second word is of one who fits or complements Adam. 
It is a word both physical and relational, as the idea is that she is an opposite 
match.3 This one made to be like Adam, yet also distinct from him, is the 
match, the help. No such ezer existed for the man Adam until God created 
woman from the man. The result in 2:23–24 was a recognition and celebra-
tion that the counterpart had been found; indeed, the first time a person 
speaks in Scripture, it is Adam rejoicing in the bone of his bone and the flesh 
of his flesh, the one taken from him to be a team player with him. It is in 
this context that the text that defines marriage is presented as a pinnacle of 
creation, its concluding and climactic note. Genesis 2:24 (niv) reads, “That  
is why a man leaves his father and mother and is united to his wife, and they 
become one flesh.”4

Since every person is a part of the human race and human nature is 
something social and has in itself the power of friendship as a great 
good, God willed for this reason to create all humans from one person, 
so that they might be held fast in their society not only by likeness of 
descent, but also by the bond of relationship. Thus the first tie of natu-
ral human society is husband and wife. And yet God did not make each 
one separately and then join them as if they were strangers to each 
other. Rather, He created one from the other, yet He put a sign of their 
union’s power in the side, from which the woman was drawn forth and 
formed (Gen. 2:21–22). For they were joined to each other from the sides, 
they who walk side by side, they who together look where it is they 
walk.2 —Elizabeth Clark
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THE DISRUPTION TO GOD’S DESIGN

As we have determined, God defined marriage to Adam as the forming of a 
home with a counterpart who is called to be a help and support as a team 
member in stewarding His creation well. The celebration is of completion 
of the unity that comes as Eve joins Adam as one both different from and 
yet like him. They are to work in the creation as stewards together, each as a 
reflection of the image of God, forming a home unit where mutual support 
can be found.

Break in mutual support

The design for marriage faced a severe disruption with the fall of Adam and 
Eve into sin in Genesis 3. Due to their choice to disobey God—something 
Eve initiated (Gen. 3:1–7) but that Adam was held responsible for as the 
recipient of the original command (Gen. 2:16–17)—the original design of 
their relationship was disrupted. 

The consequences of the disruption are soon evident. When God con-
fronts Adam about his disobedience, the man is no longer celebrating Eve’s 
presence with him, but blames God for giving her to him, calling her “the 
woman you put here with me” (Gen. 3:12 niv). When God confronted Eve, 
she blames the serpent for deceiving her. Neither of them takes responsibility 
for making a destructive choice, a choice they were free to make but that had 
consequences. 

The entire sequence shows that freedom to choose does not necessarily 
mean freedom will be exercised wisely. In Genesis 3:16, the result is a battle 
and a rivalry between the man and woman in marriage. This text speaks of 
the husband dominating the wife. The Hebrew term here is mashal. It refers 
to a dominance in negative terms as part of a judgment oracle. The term 
can connote either a negative or positive tone depending on the context. 
For example, Genesis 37:8 involves a complaint by Joseph’s brothers about 
Joseph’s arrogant desire to control them, while Deuteronomy 15:6 is about 
Israel’s rule over nations seen as an expression of God blessing the nation. 
The judgment context here in Genesis 3 points to the more negative sense 
of mashal, as everything else in the oracle also has pain and difficulty tied to 
it. The unity of the original creation with its mutual support has become a 
rivalry about power. 

Something very subtle is also present in how the fall is portrayed; it is only 
when the team fails that the consequences come. Adam and Eve failed each 

Marriage F.indd   72 9/17/18   2:48 PM



The Foundational Language of Marriage in Scripture

73

other in their act of disobedience. Eve’s act leads Adam into a bad choice, but 
Adam failed as well in not responding in line with the command God had given  
directly to him. As a result, the pattern God had designed to bring stability and 
support in a family led to devastating results for the entire creation. So strategic 
was the design of marriage that its brokenness spills over into creation at large, 
disrupting the very stewardship humans were created to exercise.

Non-monogamous marriage 

The brokenness, then, does not stop with this failed start, but has permeated  
into every culture throughout human history. For example, consider the sur-
prising amount of polygamy one sees in the Old Testament. This is clearly  
illustrated in the way Abraham, as the husband in a barren marriage, sought to 
provide for a descendant through another child bearer outside of Sarai, his wife. 
These events are almost described as a matter of fact and seem to have been cul-
tural givens, especially since the scheme was Sarai’s idea. However, though the 
activity was common, it is not an indication of the acceptability or advisability 
of such practices, nor did it imply God’s sanction on the custom. 

One can say that the consistent portrayal of such activity in Scripture is 
decidedly negative. The result of Abraham’s effort to move outside of his mar-
riage to provide for family descent through the slave Hagar led to intense 
jealousy and the emergence of a family line that yielded generational conflict. 
This is but the first of many such outcomes from an approach to life where 
multiple partners led to instability in the home and brought consequences 
of intense jealousy. The history of Solomon’s many wives (1 Kings 11) is a 
paradigm for this broken model of marriage. Not only did Solomon follow 
these wives into idolatry, but his disobedience and unwise decisions resulted 
in God’s choosing to divide the kingdom. The commandment not to covet  
another’s wife is rooted in the sacredness and uniqueness of the singular 
male-female relationship (Ex. 20:17).

Faithful God and unfaithful people 

The image of a faithful God married to His people is a picture pointing in 
the same direction (Ezek. 16:8). In the book of Hosea, the counterportrait of 
Israel as a bride unfaithful to her husband, the God of Israel, shows the image 
again of the consequences and pain that come from unions pursued without 
loyalty. The protection and support marriage was designed to offer, when 
broken or ignored, damages all who experience it. 

By the time we come to the New Testament, references to marriage include 
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the admonition to keep the marriage bed undefiled, which is a call to faith-
fulness in marriage (Heb. 13:4). From a mirror of the call of creation comes 
the importance of managing the household well, and a man who can do so as 
well as being the husband of only one wife becomes the example for selection 
of elders in the church (1 Tim. 3:1–5). Marriage is certainly not something to 
be forbidden, as some suggested; attempting to teach such a thing is seen as a 
departure from the faith (1 Tim. 4:1–4). Underlying these principles is the rec-
ognition that stable marriages lead to a more stable community, a healthy envi-
ronment not only for children but for our neighbors and communities as well.

This is why divorce is so painful. It is the ripping up of something far more 
profound than a legal contract or social arrangement. It is the tearing apart 
of a relational fabric that had been sewn together into one flesh, now torn 
asunder with damage and fallout in all directions. The rupture of a marriage 
touches far more than the two people in it. No wonder marriage is lifted up 
in Scripture as a core relationship—it is because the institution of marriage 
does touch us relationally at our core. It prepares us for life in a world made 
up of men and women. It prepares us to steward well not just in terms of the 
things of life but with others relationally as well. 

JESUS AND THE NEW TESTAMENT ON MARRIAGE 

Causes for divorce

In parallel passages (Matt. 19:1–12; Mark 10:1–12) an issue is placed be-
fore Jesus for resolution as He is asked about divorce.6 The question under 
consideration is whether it was lawful for a man to divorce his wife. 

God made man and woman. The first balance that was given was 
before sin entered into the relationship, a perfect balance of being one, 
spiritually, intellectually, and physically. All the imbalances have come 
as a result of sin upsetting the perfect balance. Anytime there is any 
“danger” (in Satan’s way of looking at it) of anything having a possibility 
of being back in balance, Satan, of course, would strike out to destroy 
that balance.5 —Edith Schaeffer
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This was a matter for discussion because Deuteronomy 24:1 allows for 
divorce for something “unseemly.” On the surface, the phrase appears vague. 
The Hebrew phrase ervat davar usually refers to some type of sexual impro-
priety, as the expression’s use in other texts points to a range of issues from  
exposure of nakedness to adultery, even incest (Lev. 18:6–18; 20:11, 17, 20–
21; Isa. 47:3; Ezek. 22:10; Hos. 2:10). 

In Jesus’ time, something “unseemly” had expanded among some Jews to 
include almost anything offensive a wife may have done. The more conserva-
tive rabbinic school of Shammai limited divorce to immorality, but the school 
of Hillel extended the list of acceptable reasons for divorce to things as innoc-
uous as a poorly cooked meal (and later, Rabbi Akiva’s teaching could even 
allow divorcing a woman for her loss of beauty). It is unclear if the separatist 
Qumran community took a view that prohibited divorce or only prohibited 
polygamy (Dead Sea Scrolls, Damascus Document 4:19–21—which in dis-
cussing Israel’s faithfulness invokes the principle of one wife). When Jesus is 
asked this question, it is because a wide range of views existed, including a full 
array of options for divorce. 

In addition, a situation had arisen that made the question especially per-
tinent. The ruler Herod had left his first wife to marry Herodias, the wife 
of another brother; and Herodias had also left her husband, so two divorces 
were part of the sequence of these events (Mark 6:18). 

The divorce process stated that a man in Judaism would present the wife 
with a certificate of divorce saying she was free to find a new husband (Mish-
nah Gittin 9.1–4). The noted instruction in the Mishnah did not allow the 
husband to limit who the woman could remarry within the confines of the 
law.7 Although on occasion, a woman could seek a divorce in Judaism, such 
circumstances were rare and usually involved women of high social status; 
or it occurred in a few communities that permitted it such as the Jewish  
Elephantine community. In Greco-Roman society anyone could get a  
divorce.8 The ancient world, much like our world today, gave a wide open 
door for divorce.

Jesus’ response goes back to the root issue of what marriage is. He states 
that divorce was permitted by Moses because of hardness of heart. In other 
words, divorce is undesirable. It is the product of a broken relationship and 
sin. Jesus goes back to the beginning and invokes the origin of marriage as the 
reference point for the question about divorce.
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Purpose from creation 

In His return to Genesis, Jesus’ point is that the goal of marriage is not to 
enter into it with the hopes of getting out of it. He begins with the fact hu-
mans were created as male and female, an allusion to Genesis 1:27. He then 
cites Genesis 2:24, which instructs that a man leave his mother and father and 
cling to his wife and the two will become one flesh, a fresh unit connected to 
function together. The Greek term for clinging (kolláō) means to bind together  
or attach.9 The implication is that here is a newly formed unit capable of con-
tributing to creation, which may include producing and raising children. It 
is also here that Jesus makes it clear that marriage is designed to be between 
one man and one woman.

In a mysterious way this union is so intimate that two bodies become one 
entity, matched and paired up, together facing life’s situations. This design is 
not merely a contract or an arrangement of convenience; it is a bonding of 
body, spirit, and soul, making a new entity out of two entities. That bringing 
together is sacred, not secular, as it is God who makes them one and sees them 
in a sense as one. The unit is a sacred one. This is why Jesus’ remark that what 
God has put together should not be put asunder is the key part of His answer 
to the question. In marriage God forms a unit that is to exist, at least in its 
goal and design, until death breaks it apart. The Greek term for put together 
(suzeugnumi) refers to a yoking together, fusing to a unit something that was 
previously in parts.10 

Jesus evokes creation here to show the core elements of what marriage is 
about. It is the bonding of male and female, not merely in a chosen relationship 
to take or leave, but as a unit designed for support and protection, one part of 
God’s design for stewarding the creation. Marriage is to be the ideal place where 
children can be raised with a kind of mutual support and exposure to both 
genders, who are working in supportive cooperation. 

In saying this about marriage, Scripture is not insisting that everyone be 
married. First Corinthians 7 makes it clear one can function as a steward in 
the creation and honor God while single, and this passage actually affirms 
that there are advantages to being single. Jesus Himself was unmarried yet 
noted that not everyone is prepared to be single (Matt. 19:1–12). Nor is this 
to argue that a couple is required to have children. It is simply that the family 
home with a mother and father is intended to produce an ideal environment 
for a child. The thrust of Jesus’ reply in appealing to Genesis is about the 
design of marriage as a place where a male and female can experience a rela-
tionship that offers support. Jesus was saying that because God made humans 
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into male and female from the beginning, a one-flesh union was also formed 
to provide a means of support for those contributing to the creation. That 
relationship was a part of the pinnacle of what God had created and needs to 
be honored in a way that fits its divine intention. 

Mutuality in marriage

Mutuality in marriage is illustrated powerfully in a text that often is mis-
understood with regard to its emphasis. The roles of husband and wife are 
described in Ephesians 5:22–33 and Colossians 3:18–19. Often when these 
texts are treated, it is the issue of power and authority between spouses that is 
highlighted. The text does raise this theme and teach it, but it also reshapes it. 
The husband is said to be the head of the wife and is called to love her. Wives 
are called to be submissive to their husbands as to the Lord. Several aspects of 
how this is said point to the fact that this is not primarily about power and 
authority in the way our culture often discusses it.

First, the Ephesians passage is framed by the discussion about being filled 
with the Spirit and being mutually submissive to one another (Eph. 5:16–
21). The Colossians passage is similarly framed by wearing the clothes of 
character that reflect being part of the new man or new creation God brings 
to us when we come into relationship with Him (Col. 3:1–17). We see a rela-
tional mutuality in how we live that is highlighted in the framing that comes 
in Colossians; as Christians we live differently from those of the world. The 
last link in that character chain is love—compassion, kindness, meekness, pa-
tience, forbearance, and forgiving are also included for how each of us should 
carry ourselves (Col. 3:12–17). The love called for from husbands is to drink 
out of this deep, Spirit-shaped character well.

Second, Ephesians spends three-and-a-half verses on the response of the 
wife (Eph. 5:22–24, 33b) and eight-and-a-half verses on the role of the hus-
band (Eph. 5:25–33a). More importantly, when the carrying out of male 
headship is described, the ideas tied to it are the example of Christ’s love, His 
giving of Himself, how He presents her (the church) with splendor, loving her 
as His own body, cherishing her like His own flesh, and culminating in the ci-
tation of Genesis 2:24 where the unity of the couple is highlighted. So we see 
that headship involves caring for and serving one’s wife in ways that lift her 
up and allow the couple to function as a unit. In this emphasis, Paul draws on 
the example of how Jesus described those who lead (Mark 10:35–45)—those 
who lead are to serve, not lord their position over others. In taking the time 
to describe how the husband should love as head in the home, Paul flips the 
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way the world thinks of power and he describes a different kind of character, 
one that comes from being indwelt with the Holy Spirit. All this drives to the 
picture of the couple being one flesh, a team called to experience and steward 
life well together as man and woman.

THE MEANING OF MARRIAGE

A sacred bond

We have surveyed the definition of marriage in Scripture. We have seen that 
it is rooted deeply in the creation, coming as it does at the very start of the di-
vine journey with human beings. It is even rooted in the gender differentiation 
that God provided for in the creation. The man and woman, male and female, 
were made in the image of God. In biblical terms, this lays the groundwork for 
marriage and the interdependence that comes from fusing this differentiation. 
This designed oneness of body, soul, and spirit is a part of what makes marriage 
a relationship unique from all others between individuals.

What we also saw in the Genesis text was the formation of a teamed rela-
tionship. Together a couple forms a shield of mutual support and protection 
in the midst of a call to steward the creation well. The man celebrated the 
arrival of the woman as a suitable complement to him. God provided the 
woman as a supportive completer of what the man brings to the creation. In 
that same differentiation and teamwork is provided an environment for chil-
dren to grow, be nurtured, and flourish. A child, whether a son or daughter, 
gets to see both genders at work, side by side and mutually supportive. This is 
the design Genesis affirms for marriage. 

Then came the fall. As we have discussed, because of the couple’s choice 
to take the fruit of the tree God had forbidden, the mutual support of each 
member of the couple was let down in both directions. The woman became 
deceived and led the man into thinking they could be like God. The man, 
despite being the direct recipient of the command of God, also partook of the 
error. The consequences came not when one of them failed, but when both 
of them failed. The cooperation that was to come from either side was miss-
ing with devastating consequences. The couple decided to act autonomously 
from their relationship to God in light of the serpent’s invitation to reject 
what God had called them to be, so in seeking to become what God alone is, 
their act was one not only of rebellion but idolatry. 
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Their action encapsulates many of the failures that plague humanity when 
life is pursued independently from God. This disruption led to the emergence 
of a rivalry between the man and the woman with blame for failure coming 
from each of them and direct responsibility being denied by both of them. 
The original design was disrupted and needed restoration.

Despite all this, Jesus affirmed the value of marriage and underscored its 
starting point. Jesus affirmed that divorce is an affront to what God does 
when He brings a couple together. It is the breaking not only of a vow be-
tween the two people but a sacred bond God creates. This is one of the rea-
sons divorce is so painful. It tears at the soul of each partner and screams in 
a very public way the failure it represents. That is also what makes divorce so 
tragic and damaging, especially when children are in the mix.

Marriage is more than a mutually agreed upon arrangement between two 
people to be taken or left at one person’s will. It is a sacred act, a bond involv-
ing three not two. It exists to help people carry out the divine call of being 
good stewards in a world that cries out to be managed well. A stable marriage 
has an important role in this calling, this mandate, a key piece in a much larger  
puzzle. Marriage was designed to be a foundation for the raising of children 
in a way that the child also could sense both a protection and the presence of 
people who care for their presence and livelihood. 

Jesus also affirmed the nature of marriage as between a man and a woman. 
Consistently in Scripture, the idea of a same-sex union is never described in 
positive terms, not even in neutral tones, though we know that many today, 
motivated by a genuine desire for intimacy, are pursuing the sorts of relation-
ships that are outside of God’s design for human relationships. The church 
needs to be a rallying point for those caught in this tension that is part of 
our fallen world, a tension that stems from seeking unhealthy substitutes for 
marriage.11 The brokenness we see in the world, even in heterosexual relation-
ships, is also seen in a desire to go our own way in marital agreements. The 
“has God really said this” approach to the marital design issue or an approach 
that does not even care to consider the issues of design in marriage echoes the 
very kind of question the serpent raised in the garden. 

The bond held together

The bond that is to hold a marriage together is of two strands. One strand 
involves recognition that a marriage is not merely a voluntary act of two 
people, but is a bond formed by and established by God. Of course, one of 
the reasons marriages struggle today is that many in the world never see the 
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sacred dimension in marriage—marriage is considered to be the product of a 
merely human act, so therefore it should be subject to the whims and foibles 
of human life. A marriage relationship according to this worldview can be 
entered into or escaped from by the stroke of a pen. And for some couples, 
cohabitation is a way of experimenting before entering into a marriage to see 
if it will work for them. This placing of the toe in the water, so to speak, really 
cannot fully replicate the commitment and bonding God gives to a marriage 
and that marriage really requires.12

A second strand is a commitment to love and respect, something the 
passage in Ephesians raises. The powerful example of how Christ loves the 
church points to the selflessness and giving in marriage, traits that often are 

lacking. Simply thinking in terms of the other can serve as a corrective on the 
selfishness that impacts how we relate to each other. That selfishness produces 
the shrapnel that can damage a sense of union. 

Oftentimes it is a loss of respect that eats away at the presence of love. This 
loss of respect, reinforced by actions, words, or a continuous combination of 
the two, leads a marriage to slowly die. The drift that sometimes causes some-
one to look to another outside the marriage loses sight of what created the 
original desire to bond. These pulls can come in many forms, but whatever  
their nature and origin, they represent a level of betrayal to original oaths 
given to each other and often made before God.

It is interesting that in Ephesians 5:32, Paul compares the bond of mar-
riage to the relationship Christ has to His bride the church as a model for how 
the partners should relate to each other, with the call to the husband to love 
and to the wife to submit to and respect her husband. These roles also mirror 
to a degree the Trinity, where the Father directs and the Son mediates in a  

God created man and woman directed to one another. God does not 
desire a history of individual human beings, but the history of the 
human community. However, God does not want a community that 
absorbs the individual into itself, but a community of human beings. In 
God’s eyes, community and individual exist in the same moment and 
rest in one another.13 —Dietrich Bonhoeffer

Marriage F.indd   80 9/17/18   2:48 PM



The Foundational Language of Marriage in Scripture

81

perfect partnership of communion and teamwork, where there is an efficiency  
of cooperation to make the creation function and salvation work. The genu-
ine community in marriage is designed to show what relationships are built 
to be, a relationship made of diverse parts yet driving toward unity built on 
trust. That union is designed to reflect on and mirror both how the Trinity 
works as well as how Christ relates to the church. 

The openness and unique nature of this relationship means that the inti-
macy of marriage is reserved to this one special person to whom a bonding 
before God has taken place. It means that nakedness involves no shame. One 
can be open and vulnerable because a bonding of heart, soul, passion, respect, 
and commitment has taken place. In the arms of this supportive relationship, 
a servant heart can drive each member of the couple as they mutually support 
each other.

OBSTACLES ON THE PATH TO MARITAL SUCCESS

A look at our modern world shows many obstacles to success in terms of mar-
riage and its design. A lack of example, the wrong kinds of values, an excessive 
sense of shame, just plain selfishness, or an underappreciation of fidelity can 
destroy what marriage is designed to be.

That marriage has fallen on hard times is a reflection of the array of distrac-
tions that ask, “Has God really said?” The failure to appreciate what a mar-
riage is divinely designed for and what its potential can be helps produce the 
off ramps from marital vows. Opting away from marriage leads to all kinds 
of side effects that impact not just the couple, but children and other family 
members. The results point to implications for all of us, not just the couple 
who is not married or who is divorced.

The observations in a chapter like this are not intended to be harsh, but  
instructive and descriptive. The pursuit of marriage is enhanced by an aware-
ness of God’s role in the marriage. It is made more secure by a complete 
commitment to mutual love and respect. Such a deep appreciation for mar-
riage not only seeks to meet a divine design but also leads into a potential for 
human flourishing that the thin contemporary alternatives to marriage fail to 
provide. Scripture sets forth not a set of rules for life but a way of living, rooted  
in divine design, that leads to flourishing and aims at what is best for us. Such 
a lifestyle is beneficial to any person’s personal and spiritual well-being and is 
also advantageous to a more stable society. 

Love and respect set a tone for the resolution of conflict that does not  
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result in resentment and a slow departure from relationship. Love and respect 
are a formula for marital recovery, looking to build out of and turn from 
momentary failure. In the context of a faith that exults in the role of mercy  
and forgiveness as seen in the example of Jesus, a platform is built from 
which human failure can recover from the common downfalls that frequently 
emerge in human relationships. An appreciation for what marriage is to be 
and how it benefits not just the couple but society can inspire us to become 
our better selves. 

Especially in the context of human failure, an awareness of what Chris-
tian faith can supply by God’s presence and the Spirit’s power can bring an  
amazing reversal of direction. With God’s ability to transform, one can pursue  
restoration and reconciliation. By following the divine example of service  
(Matthew 20:28 tells us that Jesus “did not come to be served, but to serve” 
niv) and care, one can find ways to overcome the conflicts that inevitably 
creep into human relationships. We see where we fit when we embrace mar-
riage as sacred. When we appreciate marriage as designed not just for our 
own lives but also for society at large, we understand that how we conduct 
ourselves in marriage extends far beyond our humble households. Still, the 
path to marital success is not easy. 

Our culture’s focus on what is good for me as an individual, with its sense 
of entitlement or an overwrought self-focus, gets in the way of building a 
bridge to the interdependence a marriage demands. What I get becomes more 
important and all-consuming, overshadowing what I can give. In a selfish 
society, the building of team can become challenging and the idea of self-sac-
rifice becomes counterintuitive. 

Some people grow up without a good example to follow. Sociologists often 
chronicle the effects of children raised in broken homes or in contexts where 
they never knew a father and/or a mother.14 In some families, a generational 
legacy of broken marriages is present, making it difficult for couples to as-
sume the lifelong commitment that is God’s design. 

For others, a sense of shame about the body can undercut the giving that 
comes in intimacy, impairing one aspect of sharing that a marriage is designed 
to possess. When one or both partners has experienced abuse or trauma, the 
couple may need to seek help to overcome the damage. A person who has 
been seriously hurt may be more focused on an unhealthy notion of who they 
see themselves to be rather than on who they are and what they have to give 
and share. Being aware that one is with someone who cares about them as  
a whole person, someone with whom they are comfortable sharing the  

Marriage F.indd   82 9/17/18   2:48 PM



The Foundational Language of Marriage in Scripture

83

closeness of a unique relationship is a healthy step toward healing.
Our larger society’s indifference to fidelity erodes the presence of examples 

that underscore what marriage can be and often is for many. The widespread 
portrayal of infidelity and access to it, which certainly is common in our 
world, in our arts and media, and a part of the reality of many lives, is rarely 
countered with anything but a “this is real life” feel. The inevitability of such 
constant images actually attacks the vision for a different kind of world and 
a different kind of marriage. Saying “it happens to everyone” dulls us to the 
impact of those regularly made choices.

CONCLUSION

The appeal of a look at marriage in Scripture is not a longing to go back to 
the good old days. The old days were not always so good either. Rather, it is 
a reminder that marriage was originally designed to be a safe haven for our 
children and for us. A stable home allows the creation to function better than 
the pieces of a dysfunctional world that emerges when families roam or get 
lost. Good homes in society come by one committed couple at a time. 

That means that each couple needs to appreciate what marriage is as well as 
what it is for. They recall that truth is not just for their own sake but also for 
others, that their marriage is greater than the two people in it. It is an institution 
made by God and vowed before Him for a reason. God had in mind ultimate 
goals for our society as a whole when He designed marriage. It is at the very 
start of the human story because it matters for the human story. Regaining 
what has been lost and what is fallen is a core part of the biblical take on life 
and what God’s design is all about. “Marriage is one” means God chose to allow 
us to steward our creation well. Because God knew what He was doing when 
He designed marriage, we do well to appreciate and follow that design. We are 
all served well when each of us in a marriage understands its uniqueness and 
the potential stability it gives to individual lives, society, and the creation. We 
do even better when that understanding is lived out with a partner and family 
who appreciate all that makes a marriage precious, special, and unique. A good 
marriage honors God and leads to a better, more stable world. 
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