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“A careful and competent survey of biblical materials touching on marriage and family.”

Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society

“The authors display a thorough grasp of and interaction with contemporary views and stances 

on each topic. . . . They provide clear reasoning and argumentation for their interpretations of 

texts and for their disagreements with other interpretations. The book aims to provide a biblical 

foundation, and it accomplishes this goal.”

Midwestern Journal of Theology

“This book is virtually exhaustive on the issues relating to marriage and family, and if you are 

looking for one volume that overviews the entire area this is it.”

Themelios

This second edition introduces new sections on the theology of sex and the parenting 

of teens and a new chapter on marriage, family, and the church, including an evalua-

tion of the “family-integrated church movement.” The authors have added summaries 

of recent debates on corporal punishment, singleness, homosexuality, and divorce and 

remarriage, and responses to several recent articles and monographs on marriage and 

the family. The second edition also includes updated bibliographies and notes.

Andreas J. Köstenberger (PhD, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School) 

is professor of New Testament and director of PhD studies at Southeastern Baptist 

Theological Seminary. He is a prolific author.

David W. Jones (PhD, Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary) is asso-

ciate professor of Christian ethics at Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary.
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“In breadth of coverage, thoroughness of learning, clarity of analysis and argument, 
and, I think, soundness of judgment, this solid, lucid, pastorally angled treatise has 
no peer. Evangelicals who research, debate, teach, and counsel on gender, sex, mar-
riage, and family will find it an endlessly useful resource. The easy mastery with 
which the author threads his way through forty years’ special pleadings gives this 
compendium landmark significance, and I recommend it highly.”

 J. I. Packer, Board of Govenors’ Professor of Theology,  
Regent College

“The special value of this book lies in its pervasive exposition of Scripture. We are 
adrift in a sea of speculation without this. I am thankful for the book. I plan to give 
it to my grown children.”

 John Piper, Founder, desiringGod.org;  
Chancellor, Bethlehem College and Seminary

“Anything Andreas Köstenberger publishes is worthy of attention. His international 
education and experience, his teaching career, and his Christian character make him 
an author to be read with both care and anticipation. You may not agree with all 
his conclusions, but you’ll be better equipped for living and teaching about God, 
marriage, and the family. Sensible, balanced, and biblical, this is a sound and timely 
summary of the Bible’s teaching on some of the most basic and yet controversial 
topics in today’s world. I highly recommend it.”

 Mark Dever, Senior Pastor,  
Capitol Hill Baptist Church, Washington DC

“If you are looking for just another collection of saccharine clichés about shiny 
happy Christian families, then you might want to leave this volume on the book-
store shelf. In an era when too many Christians listen more intently to television 
therapists than to the Bible on the question of the family, this could be one of the 
most significant books you ever read.”

 Russell D. Moore, President,  
The Ethics and Religious Liberty Commission

“The book is wide-ranging and reflects mature judgment in interpreting Scripture 
and applying it to life. The author does not avoid controversial issues, but in each 
case he treats the issues fairly with ample explanation of alternative views. This is 
an excellent book that deserves to be widely used.”

 Wayne Grudem, Research Professor of Theology and Biblical Studies,  
Phoenix Seminary

“This volume should be not only on the shelf of every pastor in this land, but also in 
the syllabus of every course on marriage and the family taught in Christian colleges 
and seminaries. The author’s careful defense of traditional biblical values relating to 
family life demands a serious reading, especially by those who do not agree with him.”

 Daniel I. Block, Gunther H. Knoedler Professor Emeritus of Old Testament,  
Wheaton College



“The Christian looking for a brief, understandable, straightforward, intelligent, 
faithful presentation of what the Bible says about marriage, family, divorce, remar-
riage, homosexuality, abortion, birth control, infertility, adoption, and singleness 
need look no further.”

 J. Ligon Duncan III, Chancellor, CEO, and  
John E. Richards Professor of Systematic and Historical Theology,  
Reformed Theological Seminary

“While many popular treatments of marriage and the family are available, very few 
have explored with care and precision Scripture’s own teaching on these crucial 
subjects. Köstenberger does not avoid the hard contemporary issues of gender and 
sexuality but addresses them with sensitivity combined with keen biblical insight.”

 Bruce A. Ware, T. Rupert and Lucille Coleman  
Professor of Christian Theology,  
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

“With the current attack on marriage and family now raging at a fevered pitch, 
Köstenberger’s book is a vital resource that should be in the hands of every evangelical.”

 Tom Elliff, Founder, Living in the Word Publications

“This volume is a treasure trove of biblical wisdom on matters pertaining to mar-
riage, child-rearing, singleness, and sexuality. As Western society struggles to hold 
on to its social identity, this study reaffirms God’s will for self-understanding and 
family ties. Readers seeking the whole counsel of God on these matters will find 
enormous assistance here.”

 Robert W. Yarbrough, Professor of New Testament,  
Covenant Theological Seminary

“The book is especially valuable because it is remarkably clear and comprehensible, 
while at the same time reflecting deep and responsible research. I consistently found 
the conclusions to be sound and biblically faithful.”

 Thomas R. Schreiner, James Buchanan Harrison  
Professor of New Testament Interpretation,  
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

“Characterized by exemplary exegetical analysis, Köstenberger’s book is a refresh-
ing and welcome addition to the current debate on marriage and the family. This 
outstanding work will help academicians, pastors, counselors, and anyone who 
genuinely seeks to understand God’s design from a biblical perspective.”

 Mary A. Kassian, Professor of Women’s Studies,  
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary;  
author, Girls Gone Wise in a World Gone Wild



“There has never been a greater need for a comprehensive, well-researched, and 
thoroughly biblical examination of the interrelated topics of marriage, family, and 
sexuality. Although not all will agree with each conclusion, Köstenberger has done 
the church a great service by providing this readable and eminently useful volume.”

 Gordon P. Hugenberger, Former Senior Minister,  
Park Street Church, Boston, Massachusetts

“These days it is important for us to remember that God has something to say about 
marriage and family. With all of the competing voices insisting on new definitions 
and unbiblical patterns, Köstenberger has provided the Christian community with 
an invaluable resource. It will be perfect for the college or seminary classroom, for 
local church educational programs, and for families trying to conform their lives to 
the Word of God. I heartily recommend it.”

 Randy Stinson, Senior Vice President for  
Academic Administration and Provost,  
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

“At a time when our society is attempting to redefine the standards and values of 
marriage and family, Köstenberger has brought us back to the biblical foundation. 
He tackles some very difficult and politically sensitive issues in this book.”

 Bob Baker, Pastor of Pastoral Care, Saddleback Church,  
Lake Forest, California

“The unique contribution of God, Marriage, and Family is Köstenberger’s approach: 
he carefully traces God’s unfolding plan for marriage and family from creation 
through to the end. The true beauty of marriage and the family shines most brightly 
when one looks at these topics as they are developed throughout God’s entire story.”

 Richard W. Hove, Campus Crusade for Christ, Duke University

“This is a superb book—the work of a gifted exegete whose feet are firmly planted in 
this world. God, Marriage, and Family addresses the daunting issues facing today’s 
Christians regarding marriage, divorce, remarriage, sexuality, children, contracep-
tion, abortion, singleness, sex roles, and leadership with radical biblical fidelity and 
practicality. If you want the Bible on these questions, this is the book! As a pastor, I 
am recommending this book to all my church leaders. The charts and discussion ques-
tions make it easy to use and ideal for small groups. What a gift to today’s church!”

 R. Kent Hughes, Professor of Practical Theology,  
Westminster Theological Seminary
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For my dear wife Margaret and my children  
Lauren, Tahlia, David, and Timothy

For this reason I bow my knees before the Father, from whom every fam-
ily in heaven and on earth is named, that according to the riches of his 
glory he may grant you to be strengthened with power through his Spirit 
in your inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through 
faith—that you, being rooted and grounded in love, may have strength 
to comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and 
height and depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowl-
edge, that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.

(Ephesians 3:14–19)

Andreas J. Köstenberger

For Dawn, Johnathan, and Laura

As for me and my house, we will serve the Lord
(Joshua 24:15)

David W. Jones
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FOREWORD TO THE  
FIRST EDITION

Marriage and family are good gifts from a great God. Unfortunately, 
in our day the Master’s Manual is often neglected and even rejected. 
Ignorance, apathy, and antagonism abound in our culture when it comes 
to God’s blueprint for the sacred institution of the home. It is out of this 
context and crisis that I take great pleasure in commending this outstand-
ing work. I am convinced it will become a standard text in the field for 
many years to come.

In God, Marriage, and Family, Andreas Köstenberger (with the help 
of David Jones) provides a comprehensive and thorough biblical analysis 
of issues related to marriage and family. The research is first-class, and 
the bibliography alone is worth the purchase. This book is a goldmine of 
information as the authors examine the entire breadth of Holy Scripture 
in search of the Bible’s teaching on crucial issues related to the life of 
marriage, family, and the home. The treatment of each subject, in my 
judgment, is fair, balanced, and judicious. On the few occasions where 
Bible-believing Christians may legitimately disagree, the authors thor-
oughly present both sides of the issue while indicating their own preferred 
view. In their careful scholarship and well-reasoned argumentation, the 
authors provide a model of evenhandedness in dealing with hotly debated 
issues.

It is rare that you find a book that knits together in such a beautiful 
tapestry both the theological and the practical. God, Marriage, and Family 
accomplishes this superbly. The book is theocentric and bibliocentric from 
beginning to end, and yet commonsense observations and spiritual coun-
sel are woven into the fabric of each chapter. Perhaps more books ought 
to be written by a biblical scholar in collaboration with Christian ethicists 
who have a special interest in and love for marriage and family.

Having arrived in January 2004 as the new president of Southeastern 
Baptist Theological Seminary in Wake Forest, North Carolina, I was 
immediately impressed by the spirituality and scholarship of its faculty. 
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Foreword

Drs. Köstenberger and Jones (as well as Dr. Liederbach, who contributed 
two sections on medical ethics) are among those gems. I love these men 
and rejoice in this wonderful gift they have presented to the church of 
the Lord Jesus Christ. I pray that God will give this volume both a wide 
audience and receptive hearts. God, Marriage, and Family calls us to a 
higher standard, God’s standard, when it comes to how we think about 
marriage and family.

— Daniel L. Akin 
President, Southeastern Baptist  
Theological Seminary  
Wake Forest, NC
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PREFACE TO THE  
SECOND EDITION

Five years have passed since the publication of God, Marriage, and 
Family. We are so grateful for the way the Lord has chosen to use this 
volume for his glory. We attribute the overwhelmingly positive response 
to our book to the fact that our primary purpose has been, as the subtitle 
suggests, to return to the biblical foundation of marriage and family in 
God’s Word, and we are convinced that it is this desire to learn from our 
Creator and Redeemer what is God’s plan for marriage and the family 
that our Lord chose to honor. By way of brief summary, the need for the 
publication of a second edition so soon after the first arose on account of 
the following factors.

First, we wanted to incorporate the many constructive suggestions 
for additions we received from a variety of sources, including reviewers, 
students, and other readers. Second, a steady stream of publications on 
marriage and the family has continued to appear, and we wanted to keep 
our volume up to date. Third, controversy erupted on several of the top-
ics addressed in our book, such as divorce and remarriage and singleness. 
This, too, called for an update. Fourth, there were certain smaller but 
important topics we did not explicitly or extensively address in the first 
edition, such as parenting teens, that upon further reflection seemed to 
merit more extended treatment, and we have added such in the second 
edition.

In addition, the last few years witnessed the growth of a move-
ment related to marriage and the family sometimes called the “family-
integrated church approach” that requires evaluation from a biblical 
and theological perspective. Admittedly, adjudicating the strengths and 
weaknesses of any new movement such as this is not an easy task, in part 
because the movement is anything but monolithic and also because any 
such assessment calls for the application of biblical principles and the judi-
cious evaluation of a variety of hermeneutical, theological, and cultural 
factors. Nevertheless, we felt that we should attempt such an assessment, 
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Preface

however preliminary, in order to provide some much-needed guidance in 
this eminently vital area of church life.

For ease of reference, then, here is a summary of the new features in 
the second edition of God, Marriage, and Family:

• A new chapter on marriage, family, and the church (including an 
assessment of the “family-integrated church approach”).
• A summary of recent debates on physical discipline of children, single-
ness, homosexuality, and divorce and remarriage.
• New sections on the theology of sex and parenting teens.
• A new streamlined format for the chapter on divorce and remarriage, 
where emphasis is placed upon the divine design of the permanence of 
marriage and more technical material was put in an appendix.
• Incorporation of discussion of important recent articles and mono-
graphs on marriage and the family, such as Christopher Ash’s Marriage: 
Sex in the Service of God and Barry Danylak’s A Biblical Theology of 
Singleness.
• Updated bibliographies and endnote references.
• Many other smaller adjustments in response to reviewer comments, 
student feedback, and other constructive criticisms we received subse-
quent to the publication of the first edition.

It is our hope that with these additions and improvements, God, 
Marriage, and Family will continue to serve readers who are willing to 
return to the biblical foundation, persuaded, as we are, that marriage and 
the family are not man’s idea but God’s and that for this reason those who 
conduct their marriages and families without reference to the Instructor’s 
Manual do so at their own peril and at the loss of the glory of God. “Now 
to him—the Father, from whom every family in heaven and on earth is 
named—who is able to do far more abundantly than all that we ask or 
think, according to the power at work within us, to him be glory in the 
church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, forever and ever. 
Amen” (Eph. 3:14, 20–21).
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1

THE CURRENT  
CULTURAL CRISIS:

Rebuilding the Foundation

For the first time in its history, Western civilization is confronted with 
the need to define the meaning of the terms marriage and family. What 
until now has been considered a “normal” family, made up of a father, a 
mother, and a number of children, has in recent years increasingly begun 
to be viewed as one among several options, which can no longer claim 
to be the only or even superior form of ordering human relationships. 
The Judeo-Christian view of marriage and the family with its roots in the 
Hebrew Scriptures has to a significant extent been replaced with a set of 
values that prizes human rights, self-fulfillment, and pragmatic utility on 
an individual or societal level. It can rightly be said that marriage and the 
family are institutions under siege in our world today, and that with mar-
riage and the family, our very civilization is in crisis.

The current cultural crisis, however, is merely symptomatic of a deep-
seated spiritual crisis that continues to gnaw at the foundations of our 
once-shared societal values. If God the creator in fact, as the Bible teaches, 
instituted marriage and the family, and if there is an evil being called Satan 
who wages war against God’s creative purposes in this world, it should 
come as no surprise that the divine foundation of these institutions has 
come under massive attack in recent years. Ultimately, we human beings, 
whether we realize it or not, are involved in a cosmic spiritual conflict 
that pits God against Satan, with marriage and the family serving as a 
key arena in which spiritual and cultural battles are fought. If, then, the 
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cultural crisis is symptomatic of an underlying spiritual crisis, the solution 
likewise must be spiritual, not merely cultural.

In God, Marriage, and Family, we hope to point the way to this 
spiritual solution: a return to, and rebuilding of, the biblical founda-
tion of marriage and the family. God’s Word is not dependent on man’s 
approval, and the Scriptures are not silent regarding the vital issues facing 
men and women and families today. In each of the important areas related 
to marriage and the family, the Bible offers satisfying instructions and 
wholesome remedies to the maladies afflicting our culture. The Scriptures 
record the divine institution of marriage and present a Christian theology 
of marriage and parenting. They offer insight for decision making regard-
ing abortion, contraception, infertility, and adoption. They offer helpful 
guidance for those who are single or unmarried and address the major 
threats to marriage and the family: homosexuality and divorce.

THE CURRENT CONFUSION OVER MARRIAGE 
AND THE FAMILY
Measured against the biblical teaching on marriage and the family, it 
seems undeniable that Western culture is decaying. In fact, the past few 
decades have witnessed nothing less than a major paradigm shift with 
regard to marriage and the family. The West’s Judeo-Christian heritage 
and foundation have largely been supplanted by a libertarian ideology 
that elevates human freedom and self-determination as the supreme prin-
ciples for human relationships. In their confusion, many hail the decline of 
the biblical-traditional model of marriage and the family and its replace-
ment by new competing moralities as major progress. Yet the following 
list of adverse effects of unbiblical views of marriage and the family upon 
society demonstrates that replacing the biblical-traditional model of mar-
riage and the family with more “progressive” ones is detrimental even for 
those who do not view the Bible as authoritative.

One of the negative consequences of the erosion of the biblical-
traditional model are skyrocketing divorce rates. However, the costs 
of divorce are troubling, not only for the people involved—especially 
children—but also for society at large. While children may not show ill 
effects of the trauma of divorce in the short run, serious negative long-
term consequences have been well documented. Sex outside of marriage, 
because it does not occur within the secure environment of an exclusive 
lifetime commitment, also exerts a heavy price from those who engage in 
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The Current Cultural Crisis

adulterous or otherwise illicit sexual relationships. Teenage pregnancies 
and abortion are the most glaring examples. While pleasurable in the 
short run, sex outside of marriage takes a heavy toll both psychologi-
cally and spiritually and contributes to the overall insecurity and stress 
causing the destabilization of our cultural foundation. Homosexuality 
deprives children in households run by same-sex partners of primary 
role models of both sexes and is unable to fulfill the procreative purposes 
God intended for the marriage union. Gender-role confusion, too, is an 
increasingly serious issue; many men and women have lost the concept 
of what it means to be masculine or feminine. This results in a loss of the 
complete identity of being human as God created us, male and female. 
Our sex does not merely determine the form of our sex organs but is an 
integral part of our entire being.

These few examples illustrate the disturbing fact that the price exacted 
by the world as a result of its abandonment of the biblical foundations for 
marriage and the family is severe indeed. An integrative, biblical treatment 
of marriage and the family is essential to clear up moral confusion and to 
firm up convictions that, if acted upon, have the potential of returning the 
church and culture back to God’s intentions for marriages and families.

THE LACK OF BIBLICAL, INTEGRATIVE 
CHRISTIAN LITERATURE ON MARRIAGE AND 
THE FAMILY
It is not only the world that is suffering the consequences of neglecting the 
Creator’s purposes for marriage and the family. The church, too, having 
lowered itself to the standard of the world in many ways, has become a 
part of the problem and is not offering the solutions the world needs—not 
that Christians are unaware of their need to be educated about God’s plan 
for marriage and the family. An abundance of resources and activities is 
available. There are specialized ministries and parachurch organizations. 
There are marriage seminars and retreats. There are books on marriage 
and the family, as well as magazines, video productions, Bible studies, 
and official statements focusing on marriage and the family. Yet for all 
the church is doing in this area, the fact remains that in the end there is 
shockingly little difference between the world and the church. Why is 
this the case? We believe the reason why all the above-mentioned efforts 
to build strong Christian marriages and families are ineffective to such a 
significant extent is found, at least in part, in the lack of commitment to 

GodMarriageFamily.03641.i04.indd   17 3/30/10   3:41 PM



god, marriage,  and family

18

seriously engage the Bible as a whole. The result is that much of the avail-
able Christian literature on the subject is seriously imbalanced.

Anyone stepping into a Christian or general bookstore will soon 
discover that while there is a plethora of books available on individual 
topics, such as marriage, singleness, divorce and remarriage, and homo-
sexuality, there is very little material that explores on a deeper, more 
thoroughgoing level the entire fabric of God’s purposes for human rela-
tionships. Though there is a place for books focused narrowly on one 
given topic to address certain specific needs, it is only when we see how 
the Bible’s teaching on human relationships coheres and finds its common 
source in the Creator and his wise and beneficial purposes for men and 
women that we will have the insight and the strength to rise above our 
natural limitations and to embrace God’s plan for human relationships in 
their fullness and completeness.

When a couple struggles in their marriage, they often find it helpful 
to focus on the more superficial remedies, such as improving their com-
munication skills, enriching their sex life, learning better how to meet each 
other’s needs, or similar techniques. Yet often the true cause for marital 
problems lies deeper. What does it mean for a man to leave his father and 
mother and to cleave to his wife? What does it mean for a husband and 
a wife to become “one flesh”? How can they be naked and not ashamed? 
How can it be that, once married, husband and wife are “no longer two, 
but one,” as Jesus taught, because it is God who joined them together? 
How does sin twist and distort the roles of husband and wife, parent and 
child? Only if we are seeking to answer some of these deeper, underlying 
questions will we be adequately equipped to deal with specific challenges 
we face in our relationships with one another.

Yet the fact remains that many, if not most, of the plethora of popu-
lar books written on marriage and the family are theologically weak 
and not fully adequate in their application of sound principles of bibli-
cal interpretation. Many of these authors have PhDs in counseling or 
psychology but their formal training in the study of Scripture is lacking. 
Theological and hermeneutical naïveté gives birth to superficial diagno-
ses, which in turn issue in superficial remedies. It seems that the dynam-
ics and effects of sin are poorly understood in our day. The result is 
that many Christian self-help books owe more to secular culture than a 
thoroughgoing Christian worldview. Christian, biblical counselors who 
take Scripture seriously and believe that diagnoses and remedies must 
be based on a theologically and hermeneutically accurate understanding 
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of the biblical teaching on marriage and the family find this unhelpful if 
not positively misleading.

For this reason there remains a need for a volume that does not treat 
issues related to marriage and the family in isolation from one another but 
that shows how human fulfillment in these relationships is rooted in the 
divine revelation found exclusively and sufficiently in Scripture.

THE CONTRIBUTION OF THIS BOOK: BIBLICAL 
AND INTEGRATIVE
The authors of the present volume believe that a biblical and integrative 
approach most adequately represents the Bible’s teaching on marriage 
and the family. Within the limited scope of this work, we will attempt 
to sketch out the contours of a “biblical theology of marriage and the 
family,” that is, a presentation of what the Bible itself has to say on these 
vital topics. While we certainly do not claim to have the final word on 
every issue or to be infallible interpreters of the sacred Word, what we are 
after is decidedly not what we think marriage or family should be, based 
on our own preconceived notions, preferences, or traditional values, but 
what we believe Scripture itself tells us about these institutions. This, of 
course, requires a humble, submissive stance toward Scripture rather than 
one that asserts one’s own independence from the will of the Creator and 
insists on inventing one’s own rules of conduct.

In such a spirit, and placing ourselves consciously under, rather than 
above, Scripture, we will seek to determine in the following chapters what 
the Bible teaches on the various components of human relationships in 
an integrative manner: the nature of, and special issues related to, mar-
riage and the family, childrearing, singleness, as well as homosexuality 
and divorce and remarriage. Because the Bible is the Word of God, which 
is powerful and life-transforming, we know that those who are willing 
to be seriously engaged by Scripture will increasingly come to know and 
understand God’s will for marriage and the family and be able to appro-
priate God’s power in building strong Christian homes and families. This, 
in turn, will both increase God’s honor and reputation in this world that 
he has made and provide the seasoning and illumination our world needs 
at this time of cultural ferment and crisis with regard to marriage and the 
family.
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LEAVING AND  
CLEAVING:

Marriage in the Old Testament

What is God’s plan for marriage? As we have seen in the previous chapter, 
there is considerable confusion on this point in contemporary culture. To 
address the prevailing cultural crisis and to strengthen Christian convic-
tions on this issue, we must endeavor to rebuild the biblical foundations of 
this most intimate of human relationships.1 The treatment on marriage in 
the Old Testament in the present chapter will proceed along chronologi-
cal, salvation-historical lines. Our study of the theme of marriage and of 
the Old Testament teaching on marriage takes its point of departure from 
the foundational narrative in Genesis 1–3, which roots the institution of 
marriage firmly in the will of the Creator and describes the consequences 
of the fall of humanity on the married couple. This is followed by a survey 
of Israel’s subsequent history with regard to the roles of husbands and 
wives toward each other and traces several ways in which God’s creation 
ideal for marriage was compromised. The last corpus under consideration 
is the Old Testament wisdom literature, which upholds the divine ideal 
for marriage in the portrait of the excellent wife in Proverbs 31 and envi-
sions the restoration of the original husband-and-wife relationship in the 
Song of Solomon.

As we set out to explore the biblical teaching on marriage, it is 
important to remember that while this is an important topic in Scripture, 
it is not the primary focus of divine revelation. Both Testaments center 
primarily on tracing the provision of salvation by God in and through 
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Jesus Christ: in the Old Testament prospectively by way of promises and 
anticipatory patterns pointing to the coming of the Messiah, in the New 
Testament retrospectively by way of fulfillment and realization of God’s 
provision of salvation and forgiveness in Jesus Christ. To this end, the 
Old Testament follows God’s promises to Abraham, the giving of the law 
through Moses, and the Davidic line.

Yet as the history of Israel unfolds, we see various examples of godly 
and ungodly marriages as well as Mosaic legislation concerning various 
aspects of and aberrations from God’s pattern for human relationships. 
While it is therefore salvation history, not marriage, that is the primary 
focus of divine revelation, the Scriptures were nonetheless “written down 
for our instruction” (1 Cor. 10:11; cf. 2 Tim. 3:16) and therefore provide 
fruitful material for study.

ROOTED IN CREATION (GENESIS 1–3)
In exploring the biblical teaching on marriage, there is no more important 
paradigm than God’s intended pattern for marriage presented in Genesis 
1–3.2 Although the book of Genesis was originally addressed to Israel’s 
wilderness generation in preparation for entering the Promised Land, the 
early chapters of this book provide the parameters of the Creator’s design 
for marriage in every age. This is reflected in Jesus’ and Paul’s teaching and 
applies to our own age as well.3 Who was this God who had saved Israel 
from slavery in Egypt and had given the nation the law at Sinai? What are 
the foundational teachings on the family, societal structures, and sin?

The first three chapters of Genesis provide answers to these questions, 
initially from the vantage point of ancient Israel, but ultimately for every 
person who ever lived.4 In Genesis 1–3, the God whom Israel had come 
to know as Redeemer and Lawgiver is revealed as the Creator of the uni-
verse, the all-powerful, all-wise, and eternal God who spoke everything 
there is into being. Marriage is shown to be rooted in God’s creative act 
of making humanity in his image as male and female. Sin is depicted as 
the result of humanity’s rebellion against the Creator at the instigation of 
Satan, himself a fallen creature, and as becoming so much a part of the 
human nature that people ever since the fall are by nature rebelling against 
their Creator and his plan for their lives.

The depiction of the original creation of man and woman and the 
subsequent fall of humanity in Genesis 1–3 centers on at least three very 
important clusters of principles, which will be explored in the following 
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discussion.5 There are: (1) the man and the woman are created in God’s 
image to rule the earth for God; (2) the man is created first and is given 
ultimate responsibility for the marriage relationship, while the woman 
is placed alongside the man as his “suitable helper”; and (3) the fall of 
humanity entails negative consequences for both the man and the woman. 
We will treat each of these topics in turn.

Created in God’s Image to Rule the Earth for God

The fact that both men and women are created in the likeness and image 
of their Creator invests them with inestimable worth, dignity, and signifi-
cance. Popular notions of what it means to be created in God’s image have 
often been unduly influenced by Greek concepts of personality.6 Thus, 
God’s image in the man and the woman has frequently been identified 
in terms of their possession of intelligence, a will, or emotions.7 While 
this may be presupposed or implied to some extent in Genesis 1:27,8 the 
immediate context develops the notion of the divine image in the man and 
the woman in terms of representative rule (cf. Ps. 8:6–8).

In light of the original provenance of this text in an ancient Semitic 
environment, it may be significant that the erecting of a sovereign’s image 
in a given location was tantamount to establishing that person’s claim to 
authority and rule. According to one author:

It is precisely in his [the man’s] function as a ruler that he is God’s image. 
In the ancient East the setting up of the king’s statue was the equivalent 
to the proclamation of his domination over the sphere in which the 
statue was erected (cf. Dan. 3:1, 5f.). When in the thirteenth century bc 
the Pharaoh Rameses II had his image hewn out of rock at the mouth of 
the Nahr El-kelb, on the Mediterranean north of Beirut, the image meant 
that he was the ruler of this area. Accordingly, man is set in the midst of 
creation as God’s statue.9

By placing his image on the man and the woman and by setting them 
in a particular environment, therefore, God assigns to them the mandate 
of representative rule. This rule is the joint function of the man and the 
woman (note the plural pronouns in Gen. 1:28, “God blessed them. And 
God said to them . . . ”), although the man carries ultimate responsibility 
before God as the head of the woman. While substantive elements of the 
divine image in man (that is, an analogy between the nature of God and 
characteristics of humans) cannot be ruled out, a functional understand-
ing (humans exercising the function of ruling the earth for God) seems to 
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reflect most accurately the emphasis in the biblical record.10 This appears 
to be the clear implication from the immediate context of Genesis 1:27, 
where creation is defined in terms of being fruitful and multiplying and 
subduing the earth (Gen. 1:28). The first man and the first woman were 
thus charged to exercise representative rule in part by procreation.

In this sense, then, human beings are “like God.” Just as God rules 
over a large domain—the whole universe—so humanity is given charge 
of the entire earth to rule it for God. This also establishes the principle of 
stewardship: not the man and the woman, but God is ultimately owner 
of the created realm; the man and the woman are simply the divinely 
appointed caretakers. Moreover, this stewardship is a joint stewardship 
shared by the man and the woman. Together they are to exercise it accord-
ing to the will and for the glory of God. Together they are to multiply 
and be stewards of the children given to them by God. And together they 
are to subdue the earth by a division of labor that assigns to the man the 
primary responsibility to provide for his wife and children and to the 
woman the care for and nurture of her family. The following discussion 
will continue to unfold God’s good design of complementarity.

The Man’s Ultimate Responsibility for the Marriage and  
the Wife’s Role as His “Suitable Helper”

The apostle Paul’s comments on Genesis 1–3 repeatedly root the man’s 
primary responsibility in the family (as well as in the church) in the fact 
that he was created first. Not only does Paul draw attention to the fact 
that the man was created first, but he also notes that it is not the man 
who was made for the woman, but the woman for the man (1 Cor. 11:9; 
cf. Gen. 2:18, 20) and from the man (1 Cor. 11:8, 12; cf. Gen. 2:22). 
Moreover, the man was the one who received the divine command (Gen. 
2:16–17), was presented with the woman (Gen. 2:22), and named the 
woman with a name derived from his own (Gen. 2:23; cf. 3:20), which 
also implies his authority.11 These facts follow plainly from a reading of 
the creation narrative in Genesis.

While Genesis 1 simply notes the creation of man as male and female 
in God’s image, Genesis 2 provides further detail on the exact order and 
orientation of the creation of man and woman. Paul’s comments clearly 
indicate that he considered this account to be historical (rather than 
mythical or fictional):12 at the beginning of human history God made the 
first man, endowed him with life, and placed him in a garden (Gen. 2:7–8, 
15). Moreover, God addressed to man certain moral commands (Gen. 
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2:16–17). Prior to the creation of the woman, the man had already begun 
exercising the divine mandate to subdue the earth, naming the animals 
(Gen. 2:19–20). In order to supply his need for companionship, God cre-
ated the woman to be Adam’s wife.

God’s creation of Eve demonstrates that God’s plan for Adam’s mar-
riage, as well as for all subsequent marriages, involves a monogamous 
heterosexual relationship.13 God only made one “suitable helper” for 
Adam, and she was female. What is more, it was God who perceived 
Adam’s aloneness and hence created the woman. The biblical text gives 
no indication that Adam himself was even conscious of being alone or 
discontent in his singleness.14 Rather, God is shown to take the initiative in 
fashioning a compatible human companion for the man. For this reason 
it can truly be said that marriage is God’s idea and that it was God who 
made the woman of his own sovereign will as a “suitable helper” for the 
man (Gen. 2:18, 20 niv).

But what is the force of the expression “suitable helper”? A contex-
tual reading of the expression in its original setting suggests that, on the 
one hand, the woman is congenial to the man in a way that none of the 
animals are (Gen. 2:19–20; she is “bone of [his] bones and flesh of [his] 
flesh,” Gen. 2:23), and, on the other hand, that the woman is placed 
alongside the man as his associate or assistant. On a personal level, she 
will provide for the man’s need for companionship (Gen. 2:18). In rela-
tion to God’s mandate for humanity to be fruitful and multiply and to 
fill the earth and subdue it (Gen. 1:28), the woman is a suitable partner 
both in procreation (becoming “one flesh” with him [Gen. 2:24]) and in 
the earth’s domestication (Gen. 1:28: “And God blessed them. And God 
said to them . . . ”).15 Her role is distinct from the man’s, yet unique and 
exceedingly significant. While assigned to the man as his “helper” and 
thus placed under his overall charge, the woman is his partner in ruling 
the earth for God.

Those denying female subordination as being rooted in the creative 
order point to the fact that the term “helper” (Heb. ezer) in the Old 
Testament is repeatedly applied to none less than God himself (Ex. 18:4; 
Pss. 20:2; 33:20; 70:5; 115:9–11; 121:1–2; 146:5). If God, who is clearly 
not subordinate to anyone, is called “helper,” it is argued, how can it be 
maintained that the term in and of itself establishes the woman’s subordi-
nation to the man?16 Indeed, if the issue were that of essential or ontologi-
cal subordination, as to a difference in the nature of a woman’s humanity, 
such would seem to be excluded.
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If the question is one of functional subordination in terms of role dis-
tinction, however, the mere application of the expression “helper” to God 
in the Old Testament does not obviate the woman’s subordination to the 
man in terms of being his “helper.”17 Rather, all that these instances prove 
is that God, as humanity’s “helper,” may at times choose to subordinate 
himself and his own interests to those of human beings by caring for them, 
providing for them, and so on. This does not affect his divinity, however, 
just as Jesus’ divinity was not diminished by his incarnation.18 Neither is 
the Holy Spirit’s divinity compromised by his service to and indwelling of 
flesh-bound human beings.

Moreover, in the case of the woman, Genesis 2 does not teach that 
she may merely act as the man’s “helper” when she so chooses but rather 
that serving as the man’s “helper” sums up her very reason for existence in 
relation to the man. Being the man’s “helper” is the purpose for which the 
woman was created, as far as her wifely status is concerned (as a human 
being, of course, who shares in the image of God, the woman, like the man, 
is created to bring glory to God and to serve him, but she is to do so within 
the God-ordained parameters of the husband-and-wife relationship as far 
as marriage is concerned). Countercultural as that may sound, this is the 
message of Genesis 2 confirmed by New Testament apostolic interpreta-
tion.19 Also, the woman is described as a “suitable” helper. In context, this 
distinguishes her from all the other creatures named by the first man, who 
were all judged unsuitable complements for him. By contrast, the woman is 
equal to the man in kind, a fellow human being (cf. Gal. 3:28; 1 Pet. 3:7); 
yet she is also different, the man’s “helper” (cf. Eph. 5:22).

That this designation is nonreversible is indicated by the fact that 
nowhere is the man called the woman’s “helper.” Thus equality and 
distinctness, complementarity and submission/authority must be held in 
fine balance. The man and the woman are jointly charged with ruling the 
earth representatively for God, yet they are not to do so androgynously or 
as “unisex” creatures, but each as fulfilling their God-ordained, gender-
specific roles. Indeed, since these functional differences are part of the 
Creator’s design, it is only when men and women embrace their God-
ordained roles that they will be truly fulfilled and that God’s creational 
wisdom will be fully displayed and exalted.20

The Fall of Humanity and Its Consequences

The fall witnesses a complete reversal of the roles assigned by God to the 
man and the woman. Rather than God being in charge, with the man, helped 
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by the woman, ruling creation for him, a complete reversal takes place: 
Satan, in the form of a serpent, approaches the woman, who draws the man 
with her into rebellion against the Creator. This does not necessarily imply 
that the woman is somehow more susceptible to temptation than the man.21 
It does indicate, however, that God’s plan for the man and the woman is 
to have the man, not the woman, assume ultimate responsibility for the 
couple, extending leadership and protection to his female counterpart.  
Thus the man, by his absence, or at least acquiescence (Gen. 3:6: “her hus-
band . . . with her”; cf. Gen. 3:17), shares in the woman’s culpability; and 
she, by failing to consult with her God-given protector and provider, fails 
to respect the divine pattern of marriage. In the end, it is the man, not the 
woman, who is primarily held responsible for the rebellious act (Gen. 3:9; 
cf. Gen. 3:17; Rom. 5:12–14), though the consequences of the fall extend to 
the man and the woman alike, affecting their respective primary spheres.22

In the case of the woman, recriminations ensue in the realm of child-
bearing and the relationship with her husband. Regarding childbearing, the 
woman will experience physical pain. As far as the woman’s relationship with 
her husband is concerned, loving harmony will be replaced by a pattern of 
struggle in which the woman seeks to exert control over her husband who 
responds by asserting his authority—often in an ungodly manner by either 
passively forcing her into action or actively dominating her (Gen. 3:16; cf. 
4:7).23 The man, in turn, will henceforth have trouble in fulfilling God’s com-
mand to subdue the earth (cf. Gen. 1:28). He must extract the fruit of the 
land from thorns and thistles and eat his bread by the sweat of his brow (Gen. 
3:17–19). In the end, both the man and the woman will die (Gen. 3:19, 22).

In the closing verses of the third chapter of Genesis, God continues 
to provide for the human couple, clothing them (Gen. 3:21), and, more 
significantly, predicting a time when the woman’s seed—the promised 
Messiah—will bruise the serpent’s offspring on the head (Gen. 3:15, the 
so-called protoevangelion, i.e., the good news in seed form of a coming 
descendent of the woman who would overcome the power of Satan over 
humanity). In the meantime, however, the couple is expelled from the 
garden (Gen. 3:24) as a sign that their rebellion against the Creator had 
met with severe sanctions that would cast an ominous shadow on their 
marriage during their sojourn on earth from that time onward.

Summary

In our survey of Genesis 1–3 above we have seen how humanity was cre-
ated in God’s image to rule the earth for him (Gen. 1:27–28). We have 
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also learned that God assigned to the man ultimate responsibility for the 
marriage (which is evident from several references in Genesis 2 and 3) and 
that he gave the woman to the man as his “suitable helper” (Gen. 2:18,  
20 niv). Finally, we observed how the fall witnessed a complete reversal of 
the God-ordained pattern of relationships, with abiding, disastrous results 
overturned only through the coming and saving death of the Messiah.

As the following investigation will demonstrate, while the fall changed 
the marital relationship forever, God’s ideal for marriage as articulated in 
Genesis 1 and 2 nonetheless continued to set the standard for the respon-
sibilities and roles of husbands and wives toward each other in the subse-
quent history of humanity. However, although Scripture does attest to a 
significant number of God-honoring love relationships between men and 
women in Israel’s history, it will be seen that, because of sin, the divine 
ideal of marriage was frequently subverted through polygamy, divorce, 
adultery, homosexuality, sterility, and a dilution of gender roles.

DEVELOPMENTS IN THE HISTORY OF ISRAEL  
(PENTATEUCH, HISTORICAL AND PROPHETIC BOOKS)

In the following discussion, we will first look at the roles and responsibili-
ties of husband and wife toward each other from the vantage point of Old 
Testament Israel subsequent to the fall. The importance of the creation 
narrative in the life of ancient Israel will become apparent in the way in 
which it continues to set the standard in the rest of the Pentateuch and 
the Old Testament historical and prophetic books. After this, we will 
discuss several ways in which Old Testament Israel compromised God’s 
ideal for marriage: polygamy, divorce, adultery, homosexuality, sterility, 
and the erosion of gender distinctions. Hence the state of marriage and 
the family in much of Old Testament Israel presents itself as in great need 
of redemption and restoration in the Messiah, which will be discussed in 
the following chapter.

Marital Roles according to the Old Testament

Even subsequent to the fall, God’s creation design for marriage continues 
to provide the norm and standard for God’s expectations for male-female 
relationships. Based on the foundational treatment of Genesis 1 and 2, 
subsequent chapters of the Hebrew Scriptures provide information on 
the roles and responsibilities of husbands and wives toward each other. 
While, as will be seen further below, the reality often fell short of the 
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ideal, this does not alter the fact that the standards that were in place for 
Old Testament couples and believers were grounded in the pre-fall ideal.

The Role and Responsibilities of Husbands toward Their Wives

The Old Testament does not contain an explicit “job description” for hus-
bands. Nevertheless, it is possible to infer some of the major responsibili-
ties of husbands toward their wives from various portions of the Hebrew 
Scriptures. Among these are the following: (1) to love and cherish his wife 
and to treat her with respect and dignity; (2) to bear primary responsibil-
ity for the marriage union and ultimate authority over the family; (3) to 
provide food, clothing, and other necessities for his wife. We will briefly 
develop each of these areas of responsibility in the following discussion.

First, then, a man is to love and cherish his wife and to treat her 
with respect and dignity. From Genesis 1 and 2 (which we have already 
discussed at some length) it is apparent that the woman, like the man, is 
created in God’s image and is charged to fill and subdue the earth together 
with him (Gen. 1:27–28). As his “suitable helper” and partner in filling 
the earth and subduing it, and as his complement provided by God, she 
is worthy of full respect and dignity and is to be cherished as his trusted 
companion and friend. As the foundational creation narrative stipulates, 
in order to be united to his wife a man is to leave his father and mother 
and hold fast to his wife, and they will establish a new family unit (Gen. 
2:24). Part of their marital union will be the procreation of offspring 
(Gen. 1:28).24

Second, from the man’s creation prior to the woman, later biblical 
writers (such as Paul, cf. 1 Cor. 11:8–9) rightly infer that his is the primary 
responsibility for the marriage union and ultimate authority over his fam-
ily including his wife. This is borne out also by several other indicators in 
the opening chapters of Genesis, including the man’s already engaging in 
his task of subduing the earth by naming the animals prior to the creation 
of the woman (Gen. 2:19–20); the fact that the man was the recipient of 
God’s command to keep the garden of Eden and not to eat from the tree 
of the knowledge of good and evil (Gen. 2:15–17); and the man’s naming 
of the woman (Gen. 2:23). It may also be inferred from God calling the 
man, rather than the woman, to account for humanity’s sin, even though 
it was the woman who sinned first (Gen. 3:9). While the fall distorted 
the way in which men exercised their headship in subsequent genera-
tions (Gen. 3:16b), men were not to avoid their God-given responsibility 
to be in charge of their marriage and family and all that this entailed. 
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The man’s primary responsibility and ultimate authority is consistently 
seen in the Old Testament pattern of male heads of households, a system 
which is commonly called “patriarchy” but which is better described as 
“patricentrism.”25

Third, a husband was to provide his wife with food, clothing, and 
other necessities. While the context is that of a man’s responsibilities 
toward concubines or slave wives, the most paradigmatic discussion of 
the husband’s duties in this regard is found in Exodus 21:10, which was 
the subject of extensive rabbinic discussion and interpretation.26 This pas-
sage stipulates that, “If he [the man] takes another wife to himself, he shall 
not diminish her food, her clothing, or her marital rights.”27 According to 
this passage, the husband’s obligations toward his wife (and concubines 
or slave girls) are delineated as involving the provision of food, clothing, 
and marital rights respectively.28 This circumscribes the husband’s respon-
sibility to provide his wife with peace, permanence, and security (Ruth 
1:9 speaks of “rest”).29

The Role and Responsibilities of Wives toward Their Husbands

Wives’ roles and responsibilities toward their husbands were considered 
to be essentially threefold in: (1) presenting her husband with children 
(especially male ones); (2) managing the household; and (3) providing her 
husband with companionship.

Regarding the first wifely duty, that of presenting her husband with 
children (particularly sons), people in ancient times married in order to 
have children. In keeping with the belief that fathers lived on in their chil-
dren, bearing a child was considered to be an act performed by a wife for 
her husband.30 Bearing a son was the noblest contribution a wife could 
make to her husband and her household. Failure to do so, on the other 
hand, was viewed as a disgrace. Hence, in the book of Genesis we see that 
Rachel is desperate that she has not yet borne Jacob any children, and 
when God later enables her to conceive, she interprets this as God having 
taken away her reproach (Gen. 30:1, 23).31

Second, wives were to manage their household, fulfilling the divine 
mandate of keeping the garden of Eden prior to the fall of humanity (Gen. 
1:28; cf. 2:15). The wife’s responsibilities in ancient Israel in this regard 
included cooking, clothing the family, tending the garden, and harvest-
ing grain (m. Ketub. 5:5).32 Yet while there was a general division of 
labor along those lines, the boundaries were not rigid, and some of these 
activities were not limited exclusively to women. Hence, Abraham (Gen. 
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18:1–8), Lot (Gen. 19:3), and Esau (Gen. 27:30–31) all are shown to be 
involved in meal preparations in the Old Testament. Wives also were to 
supervise household servants involved in domestic chores. We will discuss 
the example of the Proverbs 31 woman, which features many of these 
roles and responsibilities, in greater detail below.

Third, in keeping with God’s original purpose for creating her (cf. 
Gen. 2:18), the wife was to provide companionship for her husband. 
While legally his subordinate, ideally the wife served as her husband’s con-
fidante and trusted friend (cf. Mal. 2:14). The mutual trust and intimacy 
characteristic of an ideal marriage is celebrated in the Song of Solomon 
(e.g., 2:16; 6:3; 7:10) which will be further discussed below.

The Different Ways in Which God’s Ideal for Marriage in Genesis 2:24  
Was Compromised in the History of Israel

	 BIBLICAL	 CREATION	 HISTORY	
	 TERMINOLOGY	 IDEAL	 OF	ISRAEL	

 “a man . . . his wife” Monogamy Polygamy 

 “hold fast” Durability Divorce 
   Fidelity Adultery 

 “a man . . . his wife . . . Heterosexuality Homosexuality 
 become one flesh” Fertility Sterility 
   Complementarity Dilution of  
     gender distinctions 

Violations of Various Components of God’s Ideal for  
Marriage in Ancient Israel

We now turn to a discussion of several ways in which God’s ideal for mar-
riage as articulated in Genesis 1 and 2 was compromised in the history 
of Israel. Specifically, we will discuss six such violations of God’s ideal 
for marriage, in each of which a sinful pattern compromised an essential 
element of the creation paradigm: (1) polygamy (or, more precisely, polyg-
yny) violated God’s instituted pattern of marital monogamy; (2) divorce 
ruptured the durability and permanence of marriage; (3) adultery broke 
the sacred bond between a man and a woman pledged to marital fidelity; 
(4) homosexuality developed as an aberrant behavior rebelling against the 
Creator’s design of heterosexual marriage; (5) sterility became a problem 
which rendered marital relationships devoid of the fertility characteris-
tic of God’s original pattern; and (6) the dilution of gender distinctions 
violated gender complementarity, an essential and foundational aspect 
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of God’s plan. We will discuss each of these violations of God’s ideal for 
marriage in the history of Israel in turn.

Polygamy

The teaching of Genesis 1–3 that monogamy is a foundational part of 
God’s design for marriage notwithstanding, the history of Israel wit-
nesses repeated instances of polygamy.33 While it certainly was within the 
Creator’s prerogative and power to make more than one wife for the man, 
God intentionally only made Eve, revealing to Adam his plan with the 
words, “A man [singular] shall leave his father and his mother and hold 
fast to his wife [singular], and they shall become one flesh” (Gen. 2:24).34

Indeed, one could argue that from a practical standpoint, perhaps 
God, especially in anticipation of the fall of humanity and the universal 
death that would ensue, should have provided the man with two or more 
wives. For what would have happened if Eve had died before having 
children, or had died in childbirth? Would the human race have perished? 
If God desired for the earth to be populated (Gen. 1:28), does not logic 
dictate that this could occur faster if Adam were provided with more 
than one or perhaps even a large number of wives? Yet, in spite of practi-
cal arguments such as these in favor of having more than one wife, the 
Creator’s design is simple and clear: one woman for one man. This is the 
law of marriage established at creation.

As could be expected, though, after the fall of humanity, God’s ideal 
of monogamy was not consistently upheld.35 Within six generations, 
barely after Adam had died, the Bible records that “Lamech took two 
wives” (Gen. 4:19), perhaps in his presumption seeking to obtain God’s 
primeval blessing (cf. Gen. 1:28) by relying on his own devices—multiply-
ing his wives. While polygamy was never normative among the followers 
of Israel’s God, Scripture reveals that it was indeed a recurrent event.36 In 
fact, the Old Testament reports that a significant number of individuals 
in the history of Israel, including many patriarchs and kings, practiced 
polygamy (or, more precisely, polygyny, marriage to multiple wives),37 
though no instance of polyandry (a wife having more than one husband) 
is reported. In addition to Lamech, individuals who engaged in polygamy 
include prominent men such as Abraham (Gen. 16:3), Esau (Gen. 26:34; 
28:9), Jacob (Gen. 29:30), Gideon (Judg. 8:30), Elkanah (1 Sam. 1:1–2), 
David (2 Sam. 3:2–5; 5:13), Solomon (1 Kings 11:3), Ahab (2 Kings 10:1), 
Jehoiachin (2 Kings 24:15), Ashur (1 Chron. 4:5), Rehoboam (2 Chron. 
11:21), Abijah (2 Chron. 13:21), Jehoram (2 Chron. 21:14), Joash (2 
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Chron. 24:1–3), and Belshazzar (Dan. 5:2). Although no explicit rationale 
is given in Scripture by those who were polygamous, among other pos-
sible reasons, the practice was likely engaged in for financial increase and 
stability, as an expression of authority and power, and in order to increase 
the number of one’s offspring.

While it is evident, then, that some very important individuals 
(both reportedly godly and ungodly) in the history of Israel engaged in 
polygamy, the Old Testament clearly communicates that the practice of 
having multiple wives was a departure from God’s plan for marriage. This 
is conveyed not only in Scripture verses that seem univocally to prohibit 
polygamy (cf. Lev. 18:18; Deut. 17:17),38 but also from the sin and general 
disorder that polygamy produced in the lives of those who engaged in the 
practice. For example, the Old Testament reports disruptive favoritism in 
the polygamous marriages of Jacob (Gen. 29:30), Elkanah (1 Sam. 1:4–5), 
and Rehoboam (2 Chron. 11:21). In addition, jealousy was a recurrent 
problem between the competing wives of Abraham (Gen. 21:9–10), Jacob 
(Gen. 30:14–16), and Elkanah (1 Sam. 1:6). Moreover, Scripture reports 
that Solomon’s foreign “wives turned away his heart after other gods”  
(1 Kings 11:4), a violation of the first commandment, and David’s mul-
tiple marriages led to incest and murder among his progeny.

In short, the Bible is clear that individuals in the history of Israel who 
abandoned God’s design of monogamy and participated in polygamy 
did so contrary to the Creator’s plan and ultimately to their own detri-
ment.39 The sin and disorder produced by polygamy, then, is further 
testimony to the goodness of God’s monogamous design of marriage as 
first revealed in the marriage of Adam and Eve in the garden of Eden. Not 
only is polygamy nowhere in the Old Testament spoken of with approval 
(though cf. Ex. 21:10–11; Deut. 21:15–17),40 but many passages clearly 
uphold monogamy as the continuing ideal (e.g., Prov. 12:4; 18:22; 19:14; 
31:10–31; Ps. 128:3; Ezek. 16:8).41

Divorce

Another component of God’s design for marriage that Old Testament 
Israel regularly compromised is the durability of marriage. Although 
a later chapter of this volume will explore the topic of divorce in some 
detail, a few brief comments are in order here. The opening chapters of 
Genesis make clear that God designed marriage to be permanent. This 
is evident in the paradigmatic description of marriage in Genesis 2:24: 
“A man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, 
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and they shall become one flesh.” While there is some debate among 
scholars regarding the intricacies of what “holding fast” and “becoming 
one flesh” mean, there is no question that God designed marriage to be 
permanent.42

Just as in the case of other elements of the divine design for marriage, 
however, the Old Testament indicates that many did not respect that God’s 
plan involved the durability of marriage. Indeed, divorce was a serious 
problem early on in the history of Israel. In the Mosaic code, it was stipu-
lated that a priest could not marry a divorcée (even if she was not the guilty 
party; Lev. 21:7: “They shall not marry . . . a woman divorced from her 
husband, for the priest is holy to his God”; cf. Lev. 21:14). In an attempt 
to bridle sins stemming from divorce, Mosaic legislation prohibited a man 
from remarrying a woman whom he had divorced and who subsequently 
had married another man (even if her second husband had died, Deut. 
24:1–4). The reason for this was that by her second marriage “she has been 
defiled” (Deut. 24:4), perhaps indicating that illegitimate remarriage after 
divorce amounts to adultery. Moreover, the Old Testament records several 
examples of divorces and attests to the general practice of divorce among 
the Hebrews (cf. Ezra 9–10; Neh. 13:23–31; Mal. 2:14–16).

Despite the presence of divorce in the history of Israel, however, the 
Old Testament confirms that durability continued to be a component of 
God’s design for marriage. This can be seen in the fact that the Mosaic 
legislation seems specifically to forbid divorce if the wife was a virgin at 
the time the marriage was consummated (cf. Deut. 22:19, 29). In addition, 
it is evident that God does not approve of divorce, for the Old Testament 
on several occasions uses the analogy of divorce to describe Israel’s spiri-
tual apostasy (cf. Isa. 50:1; Jer. 3:8), and the prophet Malachi makes clear 
that God does not approve of divorce motivated by hatred (Mal. 2:16).43

Adultery

Another way in which God’s ideal for marriage was compromised in the 
history of Israel was the occurrence of adultery.44 While it could be argued 
that fidelity was Adam’s only option, his lack of an opportunity to commit 
adultery does not diminish the fact that fidelity is an inherent component 
of God’s pattern for marriage: “A man shall leave his father and his 
mother and hold fast to his wife, and they shall become one flesh” (Gen. 
2:24). As with the principle of monogamy discussed above, however, after 
the fall of humankind the Old Testament reports that numerous individu-
als struggled with faithfulness to their marriage partners.45
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Perhaps the best-known incident of adultery recorded in the Old 
Testament is David’s adultery with Bathsheba and the consequent murder 
of her husband Uriah (2 Samuel 11). Other instances of marital infidelity 
abound in the history of Israel. In addition to all of the polygamous mar-
riages discussed above (which in effect involved adultery against the first 
wife), there is Reuben’s adultery with Bilhah (Gen. 35:22; cf. 49:3–4), the 
adultery of the Levite’s concubine (Judg. 19:1–2), Hosea’s wife Gomer’s 
adultery (Hos. 3:1), and the adultery committed by a host of other 
unnamed Israelites at which God took offense (Jer. 3:2; 5:7–8; 7:9–10; 
23:10; Ezek. 22:11; 33:26; Hos. 4:2; 7:4). Moreover, the Old Testament 
reports a number of individuals who engaged in sexual sins that likely 
involved adultery, such as Gilead, the father of Jephthah (Judg. 11:1), or 
Eli’s sons Hophni and Phineas (1 Sam. 2:22).

In addition, the book of Genesis records several occasions of near-
adultery, which would have been actual adultery had not the Lord provi-
dentially intervened, including Abimelech with Sarah (Gen. 20:2–18), 
Abimelech with Rebekah (Gen. 26:7–9), and Joseph with Potiphar’s wife 
(Gen. 39:7–12). All of these accounts communicate the fact that God’s 
ideal of fidelity within marriage was often not upheld in Old Testament 
times.

Despite these instances of adultery or near-adultery in the history of 
Israel, however, the Old Testament reiterates in numerous places the fact 
that God’s ideal for marriage is fidelity. For instance, the seventh com-
mandment directed God’s people in no uncertain terms, “You shall not 
commit adultery” (Ex. 20:14; Deut. 5:18). The sexual laws in the Holiness 
Code plainly stipulated, “You shall not lie sexually with your neighbor’s 
wife” (Lev. 18:20), setting the penalty for adultery as death (Lev. 20:10; 
cf. Num. 5:11–31; Deut. 22:22).46 Moreover, the book of Proverbs repeat-
edly classifies adultery as both foolish and dangerous (Prov. 2:16–19; 
5:3–22; 6:32–33; 7:5–23; 9:13–18; 22:14; 23:27–28; 30:20).

What is more, the Lord frequently used the analogy of physical 
adultery to depict his displeasure over the spiritual adultery of Israel 
when they departed from him, their first love, in order to pursue 
other gods (Jer. 3:8–9; Ezek. 16:32, 38; Hos. 1:1–3:5). In short, then, 
although many in the history of Israel did not adhere to God’s design 
of fidelity within marriage, the Old Testament is clear that the Lord’s 
standard did not change. God expected his people to be faithful—both 
to their spouse and to him—and was clearly offended when they were 
not.47
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Homosexuality

Heterosexuality is an unequivocal component of the Creator’s design 
for marriage. Yet after the fall of humanity, the Old Testament indicates 
that the principle of heterosexuality was often violated through same-
sex relations. Examples include many of the inhabitants of the cities 
of the plain, Sodom and Gomorrah (Gen. 19:1–29), the Gibeonites in 
the days of the judges (Judg. 19:1–21:25), as well as numerous other 
unnamed lawbreakers in the history of Israel (1 Kings 14:24; 15:12; 
22:46; 2 Kings 23:7; Job 36:14). In spite of these offenses, however, 
the Old Testament makes clear that the principle of heterosexuality, 
established at creation, continues to be an integral part of God’s design 
for marriage. This is testified to by the severity of the punishment pre-
scribed for homosexuality—death (Lev. 20:13), by the presentation of 
heterosexuality as normative (Prov. 5:18–19; Eccles. 9:9; Song 1–8), 
and by the fate of individuals in the history of Israel who engaged in 
homosexual activity.

Since a later chapter of this book will look at homosexuality in detail, 
it is not necessary to engage in a full analysis of the topic here. However, 
a few brief comments are in order. The idea of a homosexual marriage 
is not only contrary to specific biblical injunctions concerning same-sex 
intercourse (cf. Lev. 18:22; 20:13; Deut. 23:17) but also runs counter to 
the Creator’s design for marriage. Heterosexuality—not homosexual-
ity—is plainly in view in God’s law of marriage: “A man [masculine] shall 
leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife [feminine], and 
they shall become one flesh” (Gen. 2:24). What is more, this is the only 
possible arrangement for marriage, as the Creator has commanded and 
expects married couples to “be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth” 
(Gen. 1:28).

Since homosexuality involves same-sex intercourse that cannot lead 
to procreation, it is unnatural and cannot logically entail the possibil-
ity of marriage. Indeed, even among the animals, the writer of Genesis 
repeatedly notes that God made each species male and female, “accord-
ing to their kinds,” for the express purpose of procreation (Gen. 1:21, 
24, 25). Moreover, since an aspect of humanity’s representative rule over 
and subduing of the earth for God is procreation (Gen. 1:27–28), yet 
procreation is impossible between two males or two females, homosexu-
ality militates not only against God’s design for marriage but against his 
created order as well.
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Sterility

Fertility is yet another essential part of God’s design for marriage of 
which certain individuals fell short in Old Testament times. Fertility may 
be implicit in the Lord’s description of marriage as a “one flesh” (Gen. 
2:24) relationship if one understands there to be sexual overtones in this 
terminology. Fertility is certainly entailed in God’s command to Adam and 
Eve—incidentally, the first command God ever gave to human beings—to 
“be fruitful and multiply” (Gen. 1:28). Indeed, in the Bible fruitfulness in 
marriage is repeatedly described as a virtue to be sought after and is viewed 
as a blessing once obtained (cf. Ex. 23:26; Deut. 7:14; Pss. 113:9; 127:4–5; 
128:3–4).48 Moreover, certain elements of the Old Testament law appear 
to be crafted with the intent of furthering the fruitfulness of marriage. 
Examples include a newlywed soldier being given a year off “to be happy 
with his wife whom he has taken” (Deut. 24:5) and the institution of levi-
rate marriage that had as its goal the production of offspring for a deceased 
relative (Deut. 25:5–10). Conversely, the Old Testament views barrenness 
as a reproach (cf. Gen. 30:1, 22–23; Isa. 4:1; 47:9; 49:21).

Despite the importance placed on fertility in the Hebrew Scriptures, 
the fact remains that numerous couples in the history of Israel experi-
enced difficulty conceiving children. One important difference between 
one’s lack of fertility and one’s failure to implement other components of 
God’s design for marriage is that sterility is not usually a conscious choice. 
Nevertheless, in the Old Testament sterility is sometimes presented as a 
curse stemming from personal sin, as in the case of Abimelech’s wives 
(Gen. 20:17–18) and David’s first wife, Michal (2 Sam. 6:23). On other 
occasions, sterility is presented as a simple fact of nature, as in the case 
of the three mothers of the Hebrew race—Sarah (Gen. 11:30), Rebekah 
(Gen. 25:21), and Rachel (Gen. 30:1)—as well as Manoah’s wife (Judg. 
13:2), Hannah (1 Sam. 1:2), and the Shunammite who aided Elisha 
(2 Kings 4:14). While the Bible gives no explicit directives on how to 
overcome sterility, a common denominator between many of those in 
Scripture who were at one time fruitless but later became fruitful is prayer. 
For example, God answered prayers for fertility offered by Abraham 
(Gen. 15:2–5; 20:17), Isaac (Gen. 25:21), Leah (Gen. 30:17), Rachel 
(Gen. 30:22), and Hannah (1 Sam. 1:9–20). These answered prayers, as 
well as the Lord’s general multiplication of his people in fulfillment of the 
Abrahamic covenant, are further testimony to the fact that fertility is an 
essential component of God’s design for marriage and is possible for those 
who seek God regarding it.49
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Dilution of Gender Distinctions

Complementarity, too, which includes the notion of equal worth but dif-
fering roles for the sexes, is an essential and foundational part of God’s 
design of marriage.50 However, as is evident from the other marital dis-
tortions mentioned above, the history of Israel features several instances 
where the principle of complementarity was not observed. Indeed, indi-
viduals who engaged in homosexuality or who purposefully avoided 
fruitfulness (e.g., Onan, Gen. 38:8–10) cannot be described as having 
behaved in a manner that is fully consistent with the God-ordained pat-
tern of complementarity.

In addition, the Old Testament features a number of individuals who 
clearly and specifically abandoned their God-ordained gender roles, some 
without participating in other marital distortions. For instance, men who 
failed in the leadership of their home (at least on occasion) include Adam, 
Eli, David, and Ahaz, and examples of women who (at least at times) 
were not “suitable helpers” within their families include Eve, Bathsheba, 
Jezebel, and Athaliah, among others.51

Despite these examples of distortion of the Creator’s design of gender 
roles, even after the fall, the Old Testament repeatedly confirms the fact 
that complementarity is part of God’s plan for marriage. Equal worth of 
husbands and wives is seen in a number of different spheres: legal parity 
in regard to parental obedience (Ex. 20:12; 21:15, 17; Lev. 20:9; Deut. 
5:16); economic privileges that allowed for daughters and wives to inherit 
property (Num. 27:1–11; 36:1–9; cf. Prov. 31:13–18, 24); and liberty for 
both sexes to have personal spiritual encounters (Judg. 13:2–25), experi-
ence answered prayer (1 Sam. 1:9–20), engage in public worship (Neh. 
8:2), and perhaps even to participate in the prophetic office (Ex. 15:20; 
Judg. 4:4; 2 Kings 22:14; Neh. 6:14).52

At the same time, the Lord’s design for marriage in the Old 
Testament includes important functional differences for the sexes as 
well. In addition to the Lord’s specific confirmation of Adam’s headship 
after the fall (Gen. 3:16), complementary gender roles as established at 
creation are evident in the Old Testament narratives recounting the mar-
riages of the patriarchs (e.g., Abraham: Gen. 18:12, where Sarah calls 
Abraham “my master”; cf. 1 Pet. 3:5–6) and godly kings of Israel (e.g., 
David: 1 Sam. 25:40–42; 1 Kings 1:16, 31). King Lemuel’s description 
of a virtuous wife as an industrious homemaker under her husband’s 
authority (Prov. 31:10–31) also reflects the complementary pattern 
instituted in Genesis 2.53 As with the other components in God’s design 
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for marriage, then, it is clear that the history of Israel did not alter the 
Lord’s plan for these institutions.

Summary of Developments in the History of Israel

We have seen that the history of Israel documents several negative pat-
terns that fell short of God’s ideal for marriage as articulated in the 
opening chapters of Genesis, most notably polygamy, divorce, adultery, 
homosexuality, sterility, and the dilution of gender roles. In each case, 
these patterns constitute a distortion of the God-ordained institution 
of marriage. While God designed marriage to be between one man and 
one woman, polygamy involves marital union with more than one wife. 
Divorce breaks the sacred bond between husband and wife. In contrast 
to God’s intention for marriage to be a faithful, one-flesh union, adultery 
entails sexual relations with another person who is not one’s spouse. 
Homosexuality stands against the “one man, one woman” principle 
involved in biblical marriage. Sterility falls short of the fertility invoked 
in God’s command for the human couple to be fruitful and multiply. The 
dilution of gender roles militates against God’s making humanity as dis-
tinctly male and female. In all these ways, Old Testament Israel fell short 
of God’s creation ideal for marriage.

What is more, not only can these violations of God’s ideal for mar-
riage be demonstrated historically in Israel’s history, but there are impor-
tant implications for men and women today as well. 

GLIMPSES OF THE IDEAL (WISDOM LITERATURE)
While the Old Testament historical books bear witness to the increas-
ing deterioration of the observance of God’s plan for marriage, God’s 
ideal is upheld in the Old Testament wisdom literature. The two primary 
examples are the poem praising the excellent wife in the final chapter of 
the book of Proverbs and the celebration of married love in the Song of 
Solomon. These passages provide a refreshing counterpoint to the overall 
pattern of compromise of God’s ideal for marriage presented in the his-
torical and prophetic Old Testament books.

The Excellent Wife (Proverbs 31)

The book of Proverbs concludes with an acrostic poem (moving from the 
first to the last letter of the Hebrew alphabet) extolling the virtues of the 
excellent wife whose worth to her husband surpasses that of great mate-
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rial wealth (Prov. 31:10–31). At the heart of the poem (vv. 20–27) appears 
to be a chiasm, climaxing in the reference to the woman’s husband being 
respected at the city gates (v. 23). This may indicate that the respect that 
the man receives may in large part be related to the noble character and 
accomplishments of his wife. The depiction of the virtuous woman in 
Proverbs 31 proceeds along the following lines:54

I. INTRODUCTION: Her Value (vv. 10–12)

A. Very valuable because very scarce (v. 10)

B. Her worth to her husband (vv. 11–12)

II. BODY: Her Activities (vv. 13–27)

A. Her industry (vv. 13–18)

B. Transition (v. 19)

C. Her social achievements (vv. 20–27)

1. Opens hands to the poor (v. 20)

2. No fear of snow (v. 21a)

3. Household clothed in scarlet (v. 21b)

4. Makes coverlets and clothing for herself (v. 22)

5. Husband respected at the gate (v. 23)

4’. Makes garments and sashes for merchants (v. 24)

3’. Clothed with strength and dignity (v. 25a)

2’. Laughs at the future (v. 25b)

1’. Opens mouth with wisdom, looks after her household (vv. 26–27)

III. CONCLUSION: Her Praise (vv. 28–31)

A. By her family (vv. 28–29)

B. By all (vv. 30–31)

Some have commented that this woman must have been phenomenal, 
since on the one hand it is said that she rises early in the morning (Prov. 
31:15) and on the other that her lamp does not go out at night (Prov. 
31:18)! When did this woman sleep?55 Rather than viewing these qualities 
as existing in a woman all at one time, depicting a day in the life of the 
ideal woman, one may view these attributes as having developed over a 
period of time and as being exhibited in a woman’s life during different 
occasions and seasons of life. Indeed, the excellent wife of Proverbs 31 
displays many virtues that remain relevant for women aspiring to be godly 
wives today. The Proverbs 31 woman:
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• Is a major asset to her husband (vv. 10, 11)
• Is a trusted companion (v. 11)
•  Is for and not against her husband; she has his well-being and best 

interests at heart (v. 12)
• Is industrious and hardworking (vv. 13, 27)
• Procures and prepares food for her entire household (vv. 14, 15)
• Rises early (v. 15)
• Locates and purchases real estate (v. 16)
• Reinvests extra earnings from her home business (v. 16)
• Is vigorous, energetic (vv. 17, 25)
•  Produces clothes for her family and as merchandise (vv. 13, 18–19, 

21–22, 24)
• Is kind to the poor, reaches out in mercy to the needy (v. 20)
•  Ensures that she and her children are properly and finely dressed  

(vv. 21–22)
•  Contributes to others’ respect for her husband and oversees her 

household so that he can devote himself to a role of leadership in the 
community (vv. 23, 27)

• Is ready for the future and prepares for eventualities (vv. 21, 25)
• Displays wisdom in speech, teaching of kindness (v. 26)
• Is praised by her children and husband (vv. 28–29, 31)
• Is God-fearing rather than relying on her physical beauty (v. 30)

While some might find this ideal unattainable, it is a worthy goal to 
which women today may aspire. This picture is consistent with God’s 
overall design for women as supportive partners of their husbands. 
However, this kind of woman clearly breaks the stereotype of a woman 
who is “confined to the home” or diminished in her personhood.56 She is 
a woman of great resourcefulness who is a source of strength and inesti-
mable blessing to her husband and children. Who would not want to have 
a wife and mother aspiring to such a role model? Fortunately for many of 
us (including the authors of this book), and by the grace of God, we do.

The Beauty of Sex in Marriage (The Song of Solomon)

In the midst of the deterioration evident during the course of Israel’s 
history, there is one other bright spot in the Hebrew canon: the Song 
of Solomon. On the basis of the notion that God established marriage, 
including the physical union of husband and wife (Gen. 2:18–25, esp. 
Gen. 2:24–25: “one flesh . . . both naked and . . . not ashamed”), the Song 
of Solomon celebrates the beauty of marital love, including its intimate 
sexual expression.57
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The book of Proverbs, too, includes a section extolling sex within the 
framework of a faithful, committed marriage relationship and warning 
against adultery:

Drink water from your own cistern,
  flowing water from your own well.
Should your springs be scattered abroad,
  streams of water in the streets?
Let them be for yourself alone,
  and not for strangers with you.
Let your fountain be blessed,
  and rejoice in the wife of your youth,
  a lovely deer, a graceful doe.
Let her breasts fill you at all times with delight;
  be intoxicated always in her love.
Why should you be intoxicated, my son, with a forbidden woman
  and embrace the bosom of an adulteress? (Prov. 5:15–20)

Together with the repeated injunction in the book of Proverbs for people 
to guard their hearts (e.g., Prov. 4:23 niv) and for men to keep far away 
from adulterous women (Prov. 2:16–19; 5; 6:20–35; 7; 22:14; 23:26–28; 
31:3), this constitutes a powerful mandate for married couples to build 
strong spiritual hedges around their relationship and to nurture their mar-
riage commitment with diligence and devotion.58

The Song of Solomon, for its part, not only contributes to the 
Hebrew (and Christian) canon a collection of love poems celebrat-
ing the strength and passion of married love (including sex), but 
also anticipates the restoration of the relationship between the first 
man and the first woman, Adam and Eve, which was ruptured by the 
fall. Subsequent to the fall, the judgment pronounced on the woman 
included that her desire (tešûqâ‚) would be for her husband (Gen. 3:16), 
which in all likelihood conveys the woman’s sinful desire to manipulate 
and control her husband rather than to lovingly submit to him. This is 
suggested by the close parallel in the following chapter, where it is said 
that sin’s desire is for Cain, clearly in the sense of a desire for control 
or mastery (Gen. 4:7).59

In the third and only other instance of the term translated “desire” 
in these passages, Song of Solomon 7:10, the woman exclaims, “I am my 
beloved’s, and his desire is for me.” Rather than the woman’s desire being 
illegitimately to control her husband, a restoration of the original state 
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is envisioned in which the husband’s desire will be for his wife.60 Once 
again, the woman gladly rests in the assurance that she is her husband’s, 
and the husband does not dominate his wife but desires her. Hence, “love 
is experienced as a return to paradise.”61 As in the original garden, the 
man and the woman will be able to be “both naked and . . . not ashamed” 
(Gen. 2:25). Importantly, however, this restoration of human love is predi-
cated upon the coming of the messianic king, the greater son of David 
and Solomon (cf., e.g., Matt. 1:1; 12:42).62 The parallels in symbolism 
between the Song of Solomon and Genesis 1–3, the typology involving 
male-female love, and the messianic thread running through Scripture 
from Genesis 3:15 to the figure of Solomon, the son of David, in the Song 
of Solomon, and beyond, and the idealized portrait of love in the Song 
of Solomon all favor this messianic, end-time orientation of the Song of 
Solomon.

The Three OT Uses of the Hebrew Word for “Desire”

	 SCRIPTURE	REFERENCE	 TRANSLATION	 COMMENTARY

 Genesis 3:16 “Your desire shall be for Reference to the woman’s
 your husband, and he sinful desire to manipulate
 shall rule over you.” and control her husband

 Genesis 4:7 “. . . sin is crouching at Reference to sin’s desire to
 the door. Its desire is for overpower Cain, exhortation
 you, but you must rule for him to master it
 over it.” 

 Song of Solomon 7:10 “I am my beloved’s, and Woman’s glad assurance that
 (Hebrews 7:11) his desire is for me.” her husband’s desire is for her

Contrary to the world’s notion that truly exciting love must be outside 
the confines of marriage, Scripture makes it clear that it is the very security 
provided by an exclusive, lifelong marriage relationship that allows for 
the sexual satisfaction and fulfillment of both the man and the woman. 
Liberated from the self-centeredness of sin and from the desire to manipu-
late one’s spouse to have one’s own needs met, the marriage partners are 
free to love their spouse in a spirit that is completely self-giving and hence 
able to love and enjoy the other person without fear of rejection, abuse, 
or domination. Married love thus turns out to be the fulfillment of every 
man’s and every woman’s dream, but it proves elusive to those who have 
not been renewed and transformed by the Holy Spirit upon repentance 
and faith in Christ.
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INSIGHTS FROM OLD TESTAMENT MARRIAGES
Having examined the theme of marriage and the teaching on marriage in the 
Old Testament, it is an interesting exercise to now scan the pages of the Old 
Testament in order to glean insights from specific Old Testament marriages.

Adam and Eve

The first marriage in biblical history, which we have already discussed 
from the standpoint of important abiding patterns and principles, was 
that of Adam and Eve, whom God brought together (Gen. 2:23–24) 
and gave joint stewardship over the earth (Gen. 1:28), which included 
the mandate of procreation.63 One assumes that the two, prior to the 
fall, enjoyed a season of marital bliss never again experienced in human 
history (Gen. 2:25: “The man and his wife were both naked, and were 
not ashamed”). Beyond this, Scripture does not provide a record of the 
marital life of Adam and Eve, other than to indicate that Adam was the 
one ultimately responsible for the union before God and Eve was to serve 
as Adam’s “suitable helper” (Gen. 2:18, 20 niv).

What is clear is that this divinely intended pattern was subverted 
at the fall of humanity (Genesis 3), where Eve went beyond her role as 
Adam’s “suitable helper” and acted independently from her husband 
when yielding to Satan’s temptation. The reference to Adam’s being “with 
her” (Gen. 3:6) immediately after Eve’s forbidden act may indicate that 
Adam failed in his responsibility to provide responsible leadership in the 
relationship (see also Gen. 3:17: “Because you have listened to the voice of 
your wife . . . ”). In any case, life subsequent to the fall was never the same. 
The woman’s giving of birth to children is now marked by intense pain, 
and because of her sin nature she will no longer accept her role alongside 
the man as his “suitable helper” (see Gen. 3:16). The man, for his part, 
will experience pain in his struggle to subdue the earth (Gen. 3:17–19), 
and in the end both the man and the woman will die (Gen. 3:19).

Abraham and Sarah

Scripture records several interesting incidents in Abraham and Sarah’s 
relationship. When Abraham went to Egypt, he concocted a plan to 
identify his wife as his sister, fearing that the Egyptians would otherwise 
kill him in order to take Sarah as their own on account of her physi-
cal beauty (Gen. 12:10–20; an incident later repeated with Abimelech, 
Genesis 20). Sarah apparently complied with Abraham’s plan and was 
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promptly taken by Pharaoh as one of his wives before the scheme was 
discovered, suffering the consequences for her husband’s cowardice 
and dishonesty in this instance (even though at many other junctures 
Abraham was a man of great integrity and courage).64 Sarah’s experi-
ence here teaches the lesson to wives that they are under no obligation 
to follow their husbands into sin but, to the contrary, must make every 
effort to resist it.

Later, Sarah, who up to that point had borne Abraham no children, 
sought to remedy the situation by encouraging Abraham to secure off-
spring through her maidservant Hagar. When the latter conceived and 
began to despise her mistress, Sarah complained to Abraham and mis-
treated Hagar (Gen. 16:1–6). After Sarah had given birth to Isaac, she 
rejoiced, but when Ishmael, Hagar’s son, was disdainful toward Isaac, 
Sarah went to Abraham and told him to get rid of “this slave woman 
with her son” (Gen. 21:10). In keeping with God’s word (Gen. 21:12), 
Abraham complied and sent Hagar and Ishmael away.65 This series of 
events illustrates that a couple must not seek to remedy a situation out 
of unbelief, or the consequences of sin will further complicate their 
situation.

Isaac and Rebekah, Jacob and Rachel

Both Abraham’s son Isaac and his grandson Jacob are scriptural 
examples of great love for their respective wives. When a wife had been 
procured for Isaac, the biblical record comments at the occasion of his 
marriage to Rebekah: “So she became his wife, and he loved her” (Gen. 
24:66). In due course, Isaac and Rebekah’s son Jacob, in turn, fell in 
love with Rachel, who was “lovely in form, and beautiful” (Gen. 29:17 
niv), and worked to receive her as his wife for fourteen years, evidence 
of his great love for her.

Despite Jacob’s great love for Rachel, marital tensions subsequently 
arose when Rachel was unable to bear Isaac children. Rachel demanded 
that Jacob give her children, and he replied, “Am I in the place of God, 
who has kept you from having children?” (Gen. 30:1–2 niv). Later, God 
graciously did enable Rachel to conceive (Gen. 30:22–24), doubtless reduc-
ing the tension that had built up in Jacob and Rachel’s marriage.66 Their 
example can teach us that a married couple must face difficulties (such as 
the wife’s infertility) together in prayerful reliance on God rather than being 
drawn into marital arguments and discord.
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Samson and Delilah

Another Old Testament love story, albeit of a less positive overall nature 
and outcome, is that of Samson and Delilah (Judges 16). Unfortunately, 
Samson serves as an example of someone who did not properly guard his 
heart and who was seduced by a woman who robbed him of his strength 
and, eventually, his life. This serves as a warning that even a man as 
strong, capable, and powerful as Samson is not immune to the lure of a 
seductive woman and can be brought down by her wiles.

Ruth and Boaz

A much more positive example of a godly love relationship is that of 
Ruth and Boaz as recounted in the book of Ruth. Ruth, a young Moabite 
widow, who had followed her mother-in-law Naomi back to Judah after 
the death of her husband, is noticed by Boaz, who shows kindness to 
her and does not rest until he secures her hand in marriage. Ruth’s story 
(which also has salvation-historical significance in that she was the great-
grandmother of King David, Ruth 4:22) is a wonderful example of a 
(widowed) woman’s trust in God in the midst of adverse circumstances.

Hannah and Elkanah

The first book of Samuel opens with an account of the relationship 
between a man named Elkanah and his wife Hannah, mother of the 
prophet Samuel. The dynamic between Hannah, her rival Peninnah, and 
their husband mirrors the above-told story of Rachel, Leah, and Jacob. 
Hannah desperately implores the Lord to give her a son, despite her hus-
band’s efforts to comfort her: “Don’t I mean more to you than ten sons?” 
(1 Sam. 1:8 niv).

In her godliness and persistent prayer, Hannah serves as an example 
for future generations of hopeful or expectant mothers. Also exemplary 
is her initiative in consecrating her son to the Lord. It is apparent that 
her husband trusts in her, because when she tells him of her plans regard-
ing Samuel, he responds, “Do what seems best to you” (1 Sam. 1:23). 
Hannah’s subsequent prayer speaks of deep devotion to God (1 Samuel 2; 
cf. Mary in Luke 1:46–55).

David and His Wives

The life of David holds several lessons regarding marriage. It should be 
noted at the very outset that David’s taking of several wives cannot be con-
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doned and constitutes a violation of God’s creation standard of monogamy. 
Nevertheless, certain lessons can be learned from David’s relationships with 
his wives. David’s first wife was Saul’s daughter Michal, who fell in love 
with David and was given to him in marriage (1 Sam. 18:20, 27–28). When 
Saul sought to kill David, Michal warned David and let him down through 
a window, and he escaped (1 Sam. 19:11–12). Later, Michal told Saul’s 
servants who had come to capture David that he was ill (1 Sam. 19:14). In 
these actions, Michal serves as an example of wifely loyalty and solidarity 
with her husband (without condoning the means—lying—by which she did 
so), even at the cost of alienating her own father (1 Sam. 19:17).67

Later, David married Abigail, the beautiful and discerning woman 
who successfully appeased his wrath after her first husband, Nabal, had 
rudely rebuffed David (1 Sam. 25:3, 14–42).68 Abigail serves as an exam-
ple of the wife of a great man and leader who treats him in a sensitive and 
respectful way and is loved by him in return. Her wisdom and humility 
make her a prime example of the virtues extolled in women in the Old 
Testament (cf. Prov. 31:10–31).

David’s adultery with Bathsheba is well known (2 Samuel 11). The 
incident ought to warn married men not to compromise their devotion 
to their wives and cautions married women (such as Bathsheba) to be 
discreet and modest in their dress and conduct. The importance of this 
issue in God’s eyes is underscored by the fact that two of the ten com-
mandments address it: “You shall not commit adultery” (Ex. 20:14) and 
“you shall not covet your neighbor’s wife” (Ex. 20:17).

Solomon’s Foreign Wives

Despite his wisdom, Solomon’s downfall came when he “loved many 
foreign women,” to whom Solomon “clung . . . in love,” despite God’s 
command not to enter into marriage with them, and “his wives turned 
away his heart.” Solomon built high places for all his foreign wives and 
even joined them in worship of their false gods (1 Kings 11:1–8). This 
provides a powerful warning for men not to get involved with women 
who are not believers. It is an illusion to think that we will not be affected 
by being “unequally yoked” with a non-Christian spouse.69

Ahab and Jezebel

King Ahab’s marriage to Jezebel may well rank among the worst in Israel’s 
history. At one point Jezebel helped her husband take over Naboth’s 
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vineyard by producing false witnesses against him and having him put 
to death (1 Kings 21). In the entire story, Jezebel controls and domineers 
Ahab and tells him what to do, and he complies, in perfect illustration of 
the verdict pronounced by the Lord on Adam and Eve subsequent to the 
fall (Gen. 3:16).

Esther and Ahasuerus

Queen Esther endeared herself to her husband, King Ahasuerus, so much 
that he loved her more than all other women, and she won his grace and 
favor (Est. 2:17; cf. 5:2). God providentially used Esther’s trust relation-
ship with the king to save her people, the Jews, from Haman’s sinister 
plot. Like Ruth, Abigail, and other Old Testament women, Esther serves 
as an example of wifely wisdom and sensitivity toward her husband, 
which made him tender toward her and her requests.

Summary

While there may be occasional references to marriages worth investigating 
in the Old Testament wisdom and prophetic literature, the above survey 
is sufficient to illustrate the considerable range of marriages of salvation-
historical significance in ancient Israel. While the fall forever affected 
marriage by introducing sin into spouses’ dealings with each other, there 
remain many beautiful examples of love and devotion, such as Isaac and 
Rebekah, Jacob and Rachel, and Ruth and Boaz. We also learn how 
women became the source of temptation and led to the demise of men like 
Samson, David, and Solomon. We will continue our study of marriages in 
the following chapter on marriage in the New Testament.

CONCLUSION
We started our survey of the Old Testament teaching on marriage with a 
close look at the Genesis creation narrative, which grounds the institution 
of marriage in the will of God the creator. We also explored the conse-
quences of the fall on this most intimate of human relationships. This was 
followed by a survey of Israel’s history as presented in the Old Testament 
historical and prophetic books. We saw that this history witnessed sev-
eral ways in which God’s creation ideal for marriage was compromised, 
including instances of polygamy, divorce, adultery, homosexuality, steril-
ity, and a dilution of gender distinctions. The last corpus of literature 
under consideration was the Old Testament wisdom literature, which 
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presents a refreshing counterpoint to this overall pattern of decline. The 
book of Proverbs extols the virtuous wife who is devoted to her husband 
and family, and the Song of Solomon envisions a restored love relationship 
between the first man and the first woman in and through the Messiah. 
In the following chapter, we will seek to complement these insights by a 
study of the teaching on marriage found in the New Testament.
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