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8 ~ KEEP THE FAITH

Chapter 1: Marriage 
& Divorce

“And Jesus answered and said unto them, ‘Have ye not 
read, that He which made them at the beginning made 
them male and female, And said, For this cause shall 
a man leave father and mother, and shall cleave to his 
wife: and they twain shall be one flesh? Wherefore 
they are no more twain, but one flesh. What therefore 
God hath joined together, let not man put asunder.’ 
The Pharisees say unto Him, ‘Why did Moses then 
command to give a writing of divorcement, and to put 
her away?’ He saith unto them, ‘Moses because of the 
hardness of your hearts suffered you to put away your 
wives: but from the beginning it was not so. And I say 
unto you, Whosoever shall put away his wife, except it 
be for fornication, and shall marry another, commit-
teth adultery: and whoso marrieth her which is put 
away doth commit adultery.’”
Matthew 19:4-9
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INTRODUCTION 
According to recent Gallup poll results, Americans are 
endorsing anti-family practices and lifestyles at alarm-
ing rates—birth control (90%), divorce (69%), sex 
between an unmarried man and woman (66%), homo-
sexual and lesbian relations (58%).1 Even polygamy 
is back en vogue, with 18% now calling the practice 
morally acceptable. No doubt, the TLC reality show 
Sister Wives chronicling the story of a polygamous 
family is helping these numbers.

All of these indices point to one thing—the break-
down of marriage and family in the Western world.   
Broadly speaking, it is the return to paganism and the 
abandonment of a Christian cultural milieu.  

The story of the destruction of the family in the West 
cannot be told without reference to the work of the 
feminists, the gender role egalitarians, and the Marxists.  
Seeds were sown in the 19th century, and manure was 
spread in the 20th century.   It is not the purpose of 
this little book to outline the story of the decline, with 
all of the ideological forces, and the Christian syn-
thesis of these ideas. But if Christians were to choose 
between the wisdom of Karl Marx, Margaret Sanger, 
and Betty Friedan, and the wisdom of Martin Luther, 
Augustine, and the Apostle Paul, I would hope that 
they would pick the latter group. Sadly, this is hardly 
the case with many professing Christians who follow 

1. http://www.gallup.com/poll/170789/new-record-highs-moral-accept-
ability.aspx
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the path towards Western apostasy at multiple levels. 

Very simply, the Bible is not egalitarian in man-woman 
roles in family and church. Scripture presents the role 
of the man as primarily responsible for the material 
well-being of the family (1 Tim. 5:8), the defense of 
the family (Neh. 4:14), public prayer (1 Tim. 2:8), and 
the spiritual shepherding of the home (1 Cor. 14:34, 
Eph. 6:4, 1 Thess. 2:11).  Then Scripture presents the 
woman as one who is the economic helper for her 
husband (Gen. 2:18, Prov. 31:10), and the manager of 
the day-to-day affairs in the home economy (1 Tim. 
5:17, Tit. 2:5). These are different roles.   While this 
does not in any way compromise the essential value 
of the woman (as worth less than the man), it does 
confirm that God's word establishes complementary 
but differing roles for man and woman. 

The present social system turns this order on its head.  
There are now more women in the work place than 
men, and mainstream magazines announce loudly the 
“End of Men” and the “Demise of Guys.”2  The college 
gender gap now stands at 60% women to 40% men.3  
Among the millennial generation, 61% of households 
are provided for by women as the primary breadwin-
ner, and only 17% by men.4  Children have much less 

2. http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2010/07/the-end-of-
men/308135/
3. http://fortune.com/2013/03/27/boys-vs-girls-whats-behind-the-college-
grad-gender-gap/
4. http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2013/05/29/appendix-1-addition-
al-charts/ 
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access to their mothers, and the majority of children 
born to women under 30 years of age are born without 
fathers in the home.5 We have entered a post-Christian 
age. What will life look like without fathers and hus-
bands? How will society survive without men?  How 
long will it last?  The modern humanists and feminists 
have conducted an experiment on a very large scale.   
They believe that abandoning a Christian social order 
will introduce a wonderful new age. Within fifty years 
from now, we should know the full effects of their 
brave experiment.

Christ and the Apostles were not unaware of the 
sexual decadence and the breakdown of marriage 
that marked apostate Judaism and the pagan world 
in the first century (reference Mal. 2:14-16, John 
4:18, 8:1-7, Rom. 1:26-28, 1 Cor. 5:1, 6:9-10, 7:14-
15, Rev. 2:14, 20). The earliest church discipline cases 
addressed these exact issues.   In fact, Christ's strong 
words restricting divorce in Matthew 19 were received 
with shock by his disciples (Matt. 19:10). If anything, 
Christ's commands amplify the requirements of the 
Old Testament laws relating to marriage and sexuality 
in passages like Matthew 5:27-32, Matthew 15:16-20, 
Matthew 19:1-10. We would therefore expect to find 
a strong view of the sanctity of marriage among the 
early church fathers, as well as a conservative view on 
the topic of sexuality.

5. http://www.nytimes.com/2012/02/18/us/for-women-under-30-most-
births-occur-outside-marriage.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0
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THE CHURCH FATHERS ON 
MARRIAGE AND DIVORCE
Although there is some disagreement among church 
fathers concerning the value of marriage, there is uni-
versal agreement on the roles of men and women in 
family and church.  Biblical marriage is the founda-
tion of the family, and divorce is the chief enemy in 
the eyes of the church fathers, as will be demonstrated 
later in the chapter. The church fathers also discour-
aged remarriage after divorce.

Ignatius, the second bishop to serve at the church of 
Antioch, instructed husbands “to love their wives even 
as the Lord the Church.”6 In the same letter, he told 
wives to be satisfied with their husbands. Clement of 
Rome (A.D. 96) defined the woman's role as, 

“to do all things with a blameless, becoming, and 
pure conscience, loving their husbands as in duty 
bound; and ye taught them that, living in the rule 
of obedience, they should manage their household 
affairs becomingly, and be in every respect marked 
by discretion.”7 

Polycarp also instructed the wives “to walk in the faith 
that hath been given unto them and in love and purity, 
cherishing their own husbands in all truth and loving 
all men equally in all chastity, and to train their chil-
6. Ignatius, “Epistle of Ignatius to Polycarp,” The Ante-Nicene Fathers, ed. 
Phillip Schaff, Alexander Roberts, James Donaldson, et. al. (Peabody: 
Hendrickson, 1996), 1:95. 
7. Clement, “The First Epistle of Clement to the Corinthians,” The An-
te-Nicene Fathers, 1:1. 
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dren in the training of the fear of God.“8  

Tertullian, a married man himself, provided positive 
testimony concerning his own experience, 

“Whence are we to find words enough fully to 
tell the happiness of that marriage which the 
church cements… What kind of yoke is that of 
two believers, partakers of one hope, one desire, 
one discipline, one and the same service?   Both 
are brethren, both fellow servants, no difference of 
spirit or of flesh; nay, they are truly ‘two in one 
flesh.’ Where the flesh is one, one is the spirit too. 
Together they pray… together perform their fasts; 
mutually teaching, mutually exhorting, mutually 
sustaining… equally are they found in the church 
of God; equally at the banquet of God; equally in 
straits, in persecutions, in refreshments. Neither 
hides anything from the other; neither shuns the 
other; neither is troublesome to the other… There 
is no stealthy signing, no trembling greeting…
Between the two echo psalms and hymns; and 
they mutually challenge each other as to which 
shall better chant to their Lord. Such things, when 
Christ sees and hears, he joys.”9

Tertullian described the duties of the wife in the home 
as follows: “A house to be managed; a family to be gov-
erned; chests and keys to be guarded; the wool-spin-
ning to be dispensed; food to be attended to; cares 

8. Polycarp, “Epistle of Polycarp to the Philippians,” The Ante-Nicene 
Fathers, 1:34.
9. Tertullian, “To His Wife,” The Ante-Nicene Fathers, 4:48.
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to be generally lessened.“10 Here we can see that the 
family economy and home discipleship are essential to 
the wife's contributions in the home.  

Elsewhere in his writings, Tertullian discouraged 
second marriages, and he expressed trepidation with 
bearing children given his expectation of some immi-
nent “universal shaking of the entire world.”11 He 
encouraged single men to seek freedom from “encum-
brances in persecutions, martyrdoms… ”12 The Apostle 
Paul also was concerned with the “present distress,” 
and commended celibacy for that reason (1 Cor. 7:26).  

Although the church slowly incorporated a cel-
ibate priesthood, it is important to note that The 
Constitutions of the Holy Apostles did not condemn the 
married bishop, 

“Such a one a bishop ought to be, who has been 
the ‘husband of one wife,’ who also has herself had 
no other husband, ruling well his own house. In 
this manner let examination be made… whether 
he hath a grave and faithful wife, or has formerly 
had such a one; whether he hath educated his 
children piously, and has brought them up in the 
nurture and admonition of the Lord, whether his 
domestics do fear and reverence him, and are all 
obedient to him.”13

10. Tertullian, “On Exhortation to Chastity,” The Ante-Nicene Fathers, 4:56. 
11. Tertullian, “On Monogamy,” The Ante-Nicene Fathers, 4:72. 
12. Tertullian, “On Exhortation to Chastity,” The Ante-Nicene Fathers, 4:57. 
13. “Constitutions of the Holy Apostles,” The Ante-Nicene Fathers, 7:396-
397. 
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Clement of Alexandria spoke negatively of “seeking 
pleasure” in the marriage, but he still felt the need 
to call marriage “good,” if God called it “good.” In 
his words, marriage “merits esteem and the highest 
approval, for the Lord wished men to ‘be fruitful and 
multiply.’ He did not tell them, however, to act like 
libertines, nor did He intend them to surrender them-
selves to pleasure as though born only to indulge in 
sexual relations.”14

Ambrose of Milan sharply condemned adultery and 
any sexual contact outside of marriage for both man 
and woman, 

“All sex outside marriage [latin: stuprum] is adul-
tery, and what is not allowed for a woman is not 
allowed for a man. The same chastity is required 
from a man as from a woman. Whatever is done 
with a woman who is not the legitimate wife is 
condemned as the crime of adultery. Therefore 
watch out what for you must beware, so that no 
one offer himself to the sacraments unworthily…”15

JOHN CHRYSOSTOM ON MARRIAGE
Of all the church fathers, John Chrysostom, the 
fourth-century bishop of Constantinople, wrote the 
most extensively on marriage and the family. In his 
homily on Ephesians 5:22-24, Chrysostom wrote, 

14. Clement of Alexandria, “The Instructor,” The Ante-Nicene Fathers, 2:259-
263. 
15. Ambrose, “Book of Abraham,” quoted in Hincmar, De Divortio, trans. 
Collaborative Hincmar Project Blog, http://hincmar.blogspot.com/
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“The love of husband and wife is the force that welds 
society together.” He defined the husband’s headship 
as one of both protection and leadership:

“Let us take the fundamental position then, that 
the husband occupies the place of the ‘head,’ and 
the wife the place of the ‘body’. . . For indeed the 
head is the saving health of the body.  [Paul] had 
already laid down beforehand for man and wife, 
the ground and provision of their love, assign-
ing to each their proper place, to the one that of 
authority and forethought, to the other that of 
submission. As then ‘the Church,’ that is, both 
husbands and wives, ‘is subject unto Christ, so also 
ye wives submit yourselves to your husbands, as 
unto God.’”16 

In the same sermon, he further instructs the wife to 
“fear her husband and love him,” and the husband to 
“cherish his wife as his own flesh.”17 Chrysostom then 
presented the duties of husbands as follows: 

“Whenever you give your wife advice, always begin 
by telling her how much you love her. Nothing will 
persuade her so well to admit the wisdom of your 
words as her assurance that you are speaking to 
her with sincere affection. Tell her that you are 
convinced that money is not important, that only 
thieves thirst for it constantly, that you love her 
more than gold; and indeed an intelligent, discreet 

16. John Chrysostom, “Homily XX,” The Nicene & Post-Nicene Fathers: Series 
1, 13: 144.
17. Ibid., 146.
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and pious young woman is worth more than all 
the money in the world. Show her that you value 
her company, and prefer being at home to being 
out. Esteem her in the presence of your friends and 
children. Pray together at home and go to Church; 
when you come back home, let each ask the other 
the meaning of the readings and the prayers. If you 
are overtaken by poverty, remember Peter and Paul, 
who were more honored than kings or rich men, 
though they spent their lives in hunger and thirst. 
Remind one another that nothing in life is to be 
feared, except offending God. If your marriage is 
like this, your perfection will rival the holiest of 
monks.”18 

As for the duties of wife, he writes, “When your 
bride sees your manner of life, she will say to herself, 
'Wonderful! What a wise man my husband is! . . . he 
has married me to be a good mother for his children 
and a prudent manager of his household.’”19

In his treatise on “How to Choose a Wife,” Chrysostom 
further elucidates the role of the woman in the home. 
These words strongly counter the egalitarian world-
view of the day. 

“A wife has only one duty, to preserve what we have 
gathered, to protect our income, to take care of our 
household. After all, God gave her to us for this 
purpose, to help us in these matters as well as in 

18. John Chrysostom, On Marriage and Family Life, Trans. by Catherine P. 
Roth & David Anderson (Crestwood: SVS Press, 1986), 60-61. 
19. Ibid.
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everything else. In general our life is composed of 
two spheres of activity, the public and the private.  
When God divided these two He assigned the 
management of the household to the woman, but 
to the men He assigned all the affairs of the city, 
all the business of the marketplace, courts, coun-
cil-chambers, armies, and all the rest. A woman 
cannot throw a spear or hurl a javelin, but she 
can take up the distaff, weave cloth, and manage 
everything else well that concerns the household.  
She cannot give an opinion in the council, but 
she can give her opinion in the household. Often, 
indeed, whatever her husband knows of house-
hold matters, she knows better… She can free her 
husband from all cares and worries for the house, 
the store-rooms, the wool-working, the prepara-
tion of meals, the maintenance of clothing… ”20 

Chrysostom also respected the organic unity of mar-
riage, as he tells the husband, “She is your body; if you 
treat her like a slave, you dishonor yourself by dishon-
oring your own body.” Comparing husband and wife, 
he recognized equality in dignity and value, while 
holding to subordination in economy: “The wife is a 
secondary authority, but nevertheless she possesses real 
authority and equality of dignity while the husband 
still retains the role of headship.”21  When it comes to 
sexuality in the marriage, Chrysostom said, “The hus-
band's body is the wife's property. . .  the wife does not 

20. Ibid., 97. 
21. Ibid., 57.



ON FAMILY & SEXUALITY ~ 19

rule over her own body, but the husband does. . .Here 
there is complete equality.”  In other matters however, 
“Paul gives the husband superior authority, when he 
says, ‘Let each one of you love his wife as himself, and 
let the wife see that she respects her husband.’”22 

In reference to divorce, Chrysostom addressed the 
matter of equality under the law, “The husband is pun-
ished equally with her if he breaks the laws of mar-
riage, and with good reason.”23 

In the Ephesians 5 homily, he further expounded on 
the question of equality: 

“The wife is a second authority; let not her then 
demand equality, for she is under the head; nor let 
him despise her as being in subjection, for she is 
the body; and if the head despise the body, it will 
itself also perish. But let him bring in love on his 
part as a counterpoise to obedience on her part.”24

Thus, we find the church fathers strike a careful balance 
between the heavy patriarchal Muslim view of women 
and the egalitarian view of the modern humanists.

Commenting on 1 Corinthians 7:9 (“It is better to 
marry than to burn”), John Chrysostom affirmed 
Paul's position: “Do you see the strong sense of Paul 
how he both signifies that continence is better, and yet 

22. Ibid., 87.
23. Ibid., 88.
24. John Chrysostom, “Homily XX,” The Nicene & Post-Nicene Fathers: Series 
1, 13: 146.
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puts no force on the person who cannot attain to it; 
fearing lest some offense arise?”25

Later church fathers commended celibacy, but still 
allowed for the good of marriage. Augustine com-
mented perhaps less than enthusiastically, “The mar-
riage of male and female is some good. . . ”  His stated 
purpose for marriage was, “That carnal or youthful 
incontinence, although it be faulty, is brought unto an 
honest use in the begetting of children, in order that out 
of the evil of lust the marriage union may bring about 
some good.”26 Clearly for Augustine, sexual continence 
is a greater good than marriage: “But marriage and 
continence are two goods, whereof the second is bet-
ter.”27 Nonetheless, the purpose of marriage extended 
beyond child-bearing, according to Augustine: “For 
the sake of friendship, [God gives] marriage or sexual 
intercourse. . . friendly fellowship is a great good.”28  
But then again, he insisted that “greater, indeed is the 
good of obedience than the good of continence.” On 
his scale of piety, a disobedient virgin is worse than an 
obedient wife.29

THE MIDDLE AGES
The Middle Ages, extending from A.D. 600 to A.D. 

25. John Chrysostom, “Homily XIX,” The Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers: 
Series 1, ed. by Phillip Schaff (Peabody: Hendrickson, 1994), 12: 106.
26. Augustine, “On the Good of Marriage,” The Nicene & Post-Nicene 
Fathers: Series 1, 3:400. 
27. Ibid., 3:403.
28. Ibid. 
29. Ibid.
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1400, gave opportunity for the establishment of 
Christian culture in the world, especially in Europe.  
Monogamy prevailed, divorce virtually disappeared, 
and the rock solid foundations of the modern Christian 
family formed the basis of Western society. It did not 
come about instantaneously, however. Battles with 
pagan kings and their attempts to divorce were not 
uncommon. For example, Archbishop Hincmar of 
Reims (A.D. 806-886) steadfastly opposed Lothair II, 
King of Lotharnigia’s multiple attempts to divorce his 
wife. Hincmar endorsed the death penalty for adultery 
as properly adjudicated: 

“For let us know the law of God, that every 
Christian will be judged on the day of judgment, 
so that he will receive according to his works. So 
except through legitimate judges and witnesses let 
no guilty person be allowed to be punished, nor 
adulterers or adulteresses, those whom He com-
manded to be stoned in a public judgment by the 
people.”30

Hincmar also taught the indissolubility of marriage: 
“God joins a man and a woman, making them one 
flesh; man must not separate them; only God can 
separate them.”31 A legitimate marriage is “defined by 
four conditions: the parties must be equal, free, and 
consenting; the woman must be given by her father 
and properly endowed; the marriage must be publicly 

30. Hincmar, De Divortio
31. quoted in Frances and Joseph Gies, Marriage and the Family in the 
Middle Ages (New York: Harper, 1987), 96.


