
Revisiting the Methodist view of Marriage. 
 
Although in detail Methodism has its own view of marriage, I think that any consideration of 
its current position has to be seen within a general Christian understanding of marriage 
with respect to (a) its theological status (how does this social institution relate to God?), (b) 
its various purposes (procreation, raising of children, companionship etc), and (c) its forms 
(the rules of marriage, it’s rituals and so on).  Scripture, Tradition, Experience, and Reason 
provide useful approaches to the question, although they overlap and prescriptively are 
not of equal importance or usefulness.  
 
Scripture 
 
Scripture accepts various forms of marriage.  
 
In the OT marriage was subordinate to the command to be fruitful and multiply so that its 
precise forms were of no great consequence. The extreme case, at least in terms of our 
values, is that of the seduction of Lot by his daughters, concerning which Genesis does 
not make a moral judgement (Genesis 19: 30-36).  
 
Adam and Eve were customary married: “married over the brush.” In contemporary British 
society it is reflected by the phenomenon  of “cohabitation”, which is rapidly becoming the 
norm, so in conformity with Cain, Abel and Seth, most babies in the United Kingdom are 
born out of formal wedlock. I would hazard a guess that until quite recently most people 
were not formally married.  
 
Perhaps the most common biblical form for an extended period was polygamy, which 
could include not only wives but also maidservants and/or concubines, the most notable of 
which was the family of Jacob. The practice continued in Judaism until around 1000 A.D..   
Martin Luther was to express the view: “I confess that I cannot forbid a person to marry 
several wives, for it does not contradict Scripture”; Milton supported polygamy in De 
Doctrina Christiana; and amongst present-day Christians a Christian Plural Marriage 
movement has been identified. Levirite marriage required a man to marry his brother’s 
widow if there was no male heir to produce male offspring that would be regarded as his 
brother’s (Deut. 25: 5-10). In this context note the case of Tamar (Genesis 38), who is 
mentioned in Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus. 
 
The OT is not consisted regarding the legitimacy of marriages with Moabites. The law of 
Mose states: “ No Ammonite or Moabite or any of their descendants may enter the 
assembly of the Lord, not even to the tenth generation”  (Deuteronomy 23:3). The 
exclusion would have excluded both David and Jesus as legitimate Jews because of Ruth, 
the Moabite husband of Boaz, mentioned in Matthew’s genealogy. This flouting of God’s 
Law delivered to Moses acts as a corrective to the notion that God has laid down the rules 
of marriage at some point for all time. The injunction was repeated in Nehemiah (13:1) and 
Ezra (9), in which the Israelites were forced to divorce their foreign wives and send them 
away with their children.   
 
The NT is not particularly enlightening mostly because there were no Christian marriages 
in the early Church, so presumably Christians were joined according to various customary 
rights (including Jewish rites), and Roman civil law. Jesus was present at a wedding 
reception, where he hugely increased the amount of good quality alcohol. He disapproved 
of adultery (“go and sin no more”) though that was not the essence of the story, and he 
seems to have been firmly against divorce. Curiously, Christ’s view on divorce, which is his  



only explicit comment on marriage, does not appear particularly important to present-day 
Evangelicals.  
 
St. Paul disagrees with Christ over the indissolubility of marriage when he recommends to 
the Corinthians (1 Cor. 7)  that they should seize opportunities to end any marriage to a 
non-believer. (He does, however, stress this is a personal view). More significantly, the 
apostle is completely at variance with the OT and Jewish tradition when he says that 
marriage is a lesser state than celibacy so a virgin should only marry if unable to refrain 
from sexual intercourse. Although these views were expressed in an early anticipation of 
the second coming, they reveal an attitude to sexual relations of lasting consequence. 
They also indicate, once again, that the biblical attitude to marriage was that it was of 
secondary importance to other considerations and subject alteration in the light of 
contemporary circumstances.  
 
There are no references in scripture to same-sex marriage, though it seems fair to 
conclude that had there been such they would have been hostile, largely because such 
arrangements would be seen as having negative consequences for procreation.  There is, 
however, that strand in Acts regarding the acceptance of gentiles: “Do not call anything 
impure that God has made clean” (Acts 10:15) that opens up a more generous and 
creative approach to the issue.  
 
 
Tradition. 
 
Tradition demonstrates that the tradition of Christian marriage is a movable feast.  
 
It has been observed that while the early church produced liturgies relating to baptism, 
confirmation and, of course, the eucharist, that was not the case with marriage. It was 
neither important for nuptuals to be blessed by a priest nor for vows to be exchanged in 
Church, and there is no account of a Christian marriage until the 9th Century. Customary 
non-Christian rites continued to be followed. It was not until 1184,  following the council of 
Verona, that a specific ritual was introduced for the celebration of marriage, and it was not 
until 1563, arising from the Council of Trent that the validity of a marriage required the 
presence of a priest and two witnesses. Before the 16th century the Catholic church did 
not permit marriages to take place within the church, confining the practise to the porch. 
 
One can only speculate as to why marriage ceremonies have only been regularised by the 
Church for a quarter of the Christian era. It would seem that Paul’s advice in 1 Cor. 7 that 
virginity was preferable to marriage had an important impact in making marriage a lesser 
state. St John Chrysostom wrote: “virginity is better than marriage, however 
good..Celibacy is...an imitation of the angels...Christ, Himself, is the glory of virginity.” 
Cyprian, bishop of Carthage, held that the first commandment given to men was to 
increase and multiply, but now the earth was full there was no need to continue the 
process of multiplication. Though both married, Tertullian and Gregory of Nyssa, according 
one one commentator “each stressed that the happiness of marriage was ultimately rooted 
in misery. They saw marriage as a state of bondage that could only be cured by celibacy.” 
Significantly, power in the Western Church, at least, was shifting to a priesthood for who 
celibacy underpinned their exhalted separate status, supported by nuns, brides of Christ. 
Marriage was for those who could not contain their sexual desires. 
 
What is not clear is how general marriage was in the mediaeval world when most people 
were serfs and few had property of any significance. Indeed, it is a question as to when it 



became usual for most people to get formally married- which might be turning out to have 
been an unusual phenomenon in European society. 
 
Since the Reformation it seems that all sides of the Western Church have taken marriage 
more seriously than previously, according it a higher status than earlier, becoming 
recognised in some quarters as a sacrament and a binding covenant in others. There 
have, neverthless, been differences and developments regarding its purposes and rules. 
As the Methodist Website indicates, even within the short history of Methodism there have 
been changes, if rather less than some of those already discussed here.  
 
If tradition is seen as securing the integrity of eternal truths then with respect to marriage it 
is far from the case. The Church has been at times rather indifferent to the institution, 
regarding it as somehow little more than designed to ameliorate the sinful urge to 
procreate, prompted by clerical celibacy and puritanism both Catholic and Protestant. One 
suspects that the traditions being defended by Christian Conservatives are much more 
recent than they believe, though they may be worth defending for reasons other than 
tradition.  Rather than fixing a position on marriage tradition indicates there has 
traditionally been space for developments, even radical departures.  
 
Experience. 
 
It is difficult to select a topic on which opinions and evaluations are more subjective than 
those on marriage and sexual activity, which is why assertions, conclusions, and selection 
of “relevant” facts is so uncertain.  
 
As for myself, my experience of marriage and family life has been very positive. My 
parents had a stable relationship until death parted them, and I have been happily married.  
Of my three children, the eldest was married in Church, following a civil marriage, my 
second is unmarried, and my third, having cohabited for several years, is about to have a 
civil marriage.  My current opinion is that one size does not necessarily fit all.  
 
In Moss Side, Manchester, marriages between West Indian immigrants at our Methodist 
Church frequently involved daughters of the happy couple performing bridesmaid duty.  
 
As an academic at x university , I worked with colleagues of both sexes who were known 
to be gay, so my attitude towards such issues is pretty much matter of fact. On reflection 
I’m almost certain that one of my aunts was a lesbian, though it was never openly 
discussed. I know the odd gay couple who have married. In my opinion exposure or not to 
people known to be gay is an important variable in forming attitudes. Perhaps if St Paul 
had known a few gays he would not have expressed himself as ignorantly as he does in 
Romans 1, which is empirical nonsense.  
 
 
Reason. 
 
Reason in this context I take to include knowledge.  
 
Reason and knowledge are particularly relevant in the context of same-sex marriage. 
There are those who regard it as natural and those who see it as sinful: unnatural, a 
deliberately perverse lifestyle choice, and curable.  
 



There are, of course, difficulties in deciding what is “natural” when it comes to human 
behaviour because so many of our orientations and actions are socially constructed.  For 
ideological reasons this is not always recognised by both sides of the argument respecting 
gay behaviour. There is, however, some merit in the argument that the human body has 
not evolved to accommodate anal intercourse. That, however, is not an argument against 
lesbianism, and is an activity not confined to homosexual males. (Incidentally, there is the 
question as to whether homosexuality is what one is or what one does).  Sexual attraction 
to the same sex may be not be the norm but that is not to say it is unnatural, and 
homosexual behaviour has been observed in the animal kingdom. Thus, it is unsurprising 
to find it naturally amongst human beings, even though in some cases it is a social 
consequence of same-sex institutions, e.g. boarding schools and prisons. Attempts at 
various aversion therapies etc. lead to the conclusion that homosexuality is not unnatural 
amongst a minority of human males and females.     
 
From my perspective God does not make laws affecting society for no other purpose than 
that of proving his power so to do.  Rather such laws are designed to promote human 
good. The injunction against homosexuality in the Mosaic law was part of a general 
purpose of promoting the expansion of the Hebrew tribes. Its persistence probably reflects 
ignorance as to its nature, as in the case of Paul. In the light of modern knowledge there 
seems no reason to consider homosexuality as perverse, and to persist with such a 
position is unnecessarily prejudicial and cruel to those who are gay.  
 
The question still arises, however, as to whether those in gay relationships should be 
allowed to marry. Marriage until very recently has been regarded across time and space 
as an institution concerned with the relationships between men and women.  For me the 
question is whether or not the admission of same-sex marriage interfers with the integrity 
of my marriage or those of other heterosexual couples. As far as I can see that is not the 
case. Given that the content of marriage has varied so drastically over the centuries within 
the Judaeo-Christian tradition, I cannot see why it cannot accommodate same-sex 
marriage, especially as it can affirm and promote the continuation of loving, faithful 
relationships.      
 
 
Conclusions:  
 
Theological Status.  As a social institution ordained by God, marriage’s general status as 
such should not be confused with its various forms or manifestations in the particular. 
Rather, like government, it should be regarded as good and desirable in general, though it 
should not be assumed that it should be of the same form universally in terms of both time 
and space. 
 
The Purpose/Objectives of Marriage. The purposes of marriage have clearly changed over 
time. In the OT marriage was subordinate to the command of God to be fruitful and 
multiply. Consequently, polygamy and having children with concubines was acceptable 
and encouraged, birth control discouraged, and a blind eye turned to incest in extremis. St. 
Paul, completely at variance with his scriptures and Jewish tradition, declared himself 
against marriage, insisting that celibacy was a higher state, and that marriage was only 
necessary if one must engage in sexual intercourse. In our context marriage is probably 
mostly seen as a means of supporting stable relationships between partners and the 
raising of children in a loving environment.   
 



Forms of Marriage. For most of its history the church has gone along with non-Christian 
forms i.e. customary marriages and secular marriage. At the same time, however, the 
Church has not nor should go along with customary and secular forms uncritically. 
Customary marriages and polygamy in some societies have been challenged by the 
Church because they have impinged on contemporary issues relating to female 
emancipation. We may, nevertheless, have to accept that the form of marriage acceptable 
to the Church in one country may not be acceptable in another. (I suspect that the 
Comparative Method has much to offer our considerations and should be further 
explored). Given the great plasticity in the content of marriage evidenced by both scripture 
and tradition there seems no great objection to same-sex marrriage unless it can be 
demonstrated to harm existing marriages between same-sex couples. Even if the 
Methodist Church refuses to participate in the solemnization of same-sex marriages, it will 
still have to take a position re its attitude to those who are same-sex married in their 
congregations and what part they are to be permitted to take in church life.  
 
Although it is inevitable that same-sex marriage should occupy much of our thoughts and 
should not be avoided, there are probably more important issues which need to be 
addressed.  The most obvious of such issues is the significant decline of marriage 
amongst heterosexuals because it indicates a decline in willingness to commit, as 
evidenced in a high level of break-up of such unions. Even amongst married couples 
divorce has increased to 40 per cent. The consequences for the children involved is not 
good, and the state is ill-equiped to replace stable family life, however deficient that may 
be. The issues, however, are complex and require much thought. It may be, paradoxically, 
that an increased level of divorce where there is abuse of spouse and/or children may be a 
good thing. When the church has sorted out these and related issues it might be in a 
position to decide how Christian marriage and views of marriage generally might relate to 
their solution. 
 
 The Methodist Formula.  The current formula is clearly archaic, though it may be prudent 
to let sleeping dogs lie. On the other hand if it is to be addressed, might I suggest a 
formula that can accommodates as many of the various sides as possible, and that 
individual churches and ministers should be allowed to interpret it as they wish?  
 
 My Formula:   “The Methodist Church believes that marriage is a gift of God and that 
it is God’s intention that a marriage should be a life-long union in body, mind and 
spirit of the participants.”    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


