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Definitions/Customs/Legal Terms

• Ulpian (ca. 200): The union of a 
man and woman for the purpose of 
procreating and rearing children

• Modestinus (ca 250): A partnership 
for life, sharing the things of life 
(civil and religious)

• Augustan laws (1st cen) – penalized 
unmarried and childless persons, 
discouraged concubinage, and 
extended special privileges and 
honors to those who had three or 
more legitimate children

• Marriage suitability – restricted to 
marry within class structures (i.e., 
senatorial rank could not marry 
among the freed); slaves only with 
permission of owners; concern 
regarding incest and marriage 
among cousins

• Usus (like “common law”)

• Consortium (consent of both 
parties to live together)

• Conferreatio (religious, 
indissoluble)

• Coemptio (transfer of 
woman’s estate)

• Contubernium – committed 
companionship -kind of 
marriage between socially 
diverse individuals or slaves

• Concubinage – a second 
relationship (woman)

• Sine manu (woman remains 
in the control of her father, 
not her husband)



Roman Rituals of Marriage

• Joining hands (consensus) – a symbol of concordia?

•Marriage contract (outlining dowry and wife’s 
financial provision)

•Veiling of the bride

•Moving from the wife’s family home to the 
husband’s home

•Sacrifice at family altar

•Banquet



Roman Sarcophagus, 270-280, 
Palazzo Massimo, Rome





The Velletri Plaque – 4th century



Christian sarcophagus, mid 4th cen., 
Vatican Museum



Paul: 1 Corinthians 7.2-9

It is well for a man not to touch a woman. But, because of cases of 
sexual immorality, each man should have his own wife and each 
woman her own husband. The husband should give to his wife her 
conjugal rights, and likewise the wife to her husband. For the wife 
does not have authority over her body, but the husband does; 
likewise the husband does not have authority over his own body, 
but the wife does. 

Do not deprive one another except by agreement for a set time, to 
devote yourselves to prayer. . . To the unmarried and widows I say 
that it is well for them to remain unmarried as I am. But if they are 
not practicing self-control, they should marry.

I wish all were as I myself am. But each has a particular gift from 
God . . .

To the unmarried and the widows, I say that it is well for them to 
remain unmarried as I am. But if they are not practicing self-
control, they should marry. For it is better to marry than to be 
aflame with passion.



Paul, 1 Corinthians 7.10-16 cont. 

To the married I give this command –not I but the Lord—
that the wife should not separate from her husband (but if 
she does separate, let her remain unmarried or else be 
reconciled to her husband), and that that the husband 
should not divorce his wife. To the rest, I say – that if any 
believer has a wife who is an unbeliever, and she consents 
to live with him, he should not divorce her. 

And if any woman has a husband who is an unbeliever, 
and he consents to live with her, she should not divorce 
him. For the unbelieving husband is made holy through 
his wife, and the unbelieving wife is made holy through 
her husband . . .But if the unbelieving partner separates, 
let it be so; in such a case the brother or sister is not 
bound. It is to peace that God has called you. 

Wife, for all you know, you might save your husband. 
Husband, for all you know, you might save your wife.



Paul: 1 Corinthians 7.25-35 

Concerning virgins. . . .I think that, in view of the 
impending crisis, it is well for you to remain as you 
are. Are you bound to a wife? Do not seek to be free. 
Are you free from a wife? Do not seek a wife. But if 
you marry, do not sin, and if a virgin marries, she 
does not sin. Yet those who marry will experience 
distress in this life, and I would spare you that.

I want you to be free from anxieties. The unmarried 
man is anxious about the affairs of the Lord, but the 
married man is anxious about the affairs of the world, 
how to please his wife. The unmarried woman is 
anxious about the affairs of the Lord, so that she may 
be holy in body and spirit; the married woman is 
anxious to please her husband.



Bride/Bridegroom – Ephesians 5.21-29

Be subject to one another out of reverence for Christ. 
Wives, be subject to your husbands as you are to the 
Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife, just as 
Christ is head of the church, the body of which he is 
the Savior. . . .Husbands, love your wives, just as 
Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her. . 
. In the same way, husbands should love their wives 
as they do their own bodies. . .For no one ever hates 
his own body, but nourishes and tenderly cares for it, 
just as Christ does for the Church, for we are 
members of his body. For this reason a man will leave 
his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and 
the two will become one flesh. . .Each of you should 
love his wife as himself, and a wife should respect 
her husband.



Unity/Indissolubility/Sacred Bond

•A symbol of Christ’s love for the Church

•A symbol of unity, forgiveness (sacred 
bond/indissolubility) – no second marriages? (for 
clergy?)

•A remedy for concupiscence 

•A distraction? Better to remain single?



Early Christian Marriage



Tertullian 

•Marriage is a good instituted by God to foster 
the growth of the human race
• It was not ruined by the idolatrous rituals and practices

• It became even more necessary once humans sinned and 
became mortal.

•Sexual generation began only after the sin and 
would not continue in the resurrection

•Marriage in the Christian period was 
characterized by expected return of Jesus

•Responsibility for spouse and children was an 
obstacle to martyrdom



Tertullian: Forms of Marriage

•Absolutely single: one male and one female; neither to 
have a second partner
• Adam to circumcision of Abraham

• Polygamy by introduced by Lamech, descendant of 
Cain, 
• continued to Mosaic Law

•Mosaic Law allowed divorce

•Christ allowed marriage and remarriage after death of 
spouse.

•New Prophecy: Holy Spirit return the original discipline 
of absolutely single marriage.
• Marriage is not dissolved by death of spouse.
• Continence encouraged but sexual relations allowed as concession to 

weakness
• Marriage to nonchristian a forgiveable sin.
• Intentional union precedes bodily union and is not broken by death; it 

is the basis for comparison of marriage to Christ’s union with the 
church. (Ephesians 5:21-33)



Tertullian

•Church’s Form of Marriage

•Marriage in place at baptism were to remain

•Allowed remarriage after death of spouse but not 
divorce.

•Marriage to nonchristian allowed but discouraged.

•Ritual
•Adapted from Roman practice: 

• Formal contract tabulae nuptiales

•Declaration before congregation

•Made marriage definite and public
•Distinguished marriage from adultery and fornication



Tertullian

•Dedicated Virginity
• Men and Women both practiced

• Women distinguished by being unveiled in Christian 
assembly

•Widows who were dedicated had privileged status 
• (1 Timothy 5:9)

• Married only once; 60 years of age; borne and raised 
children.



Cyprian

•Marriage and sexual practice were allowed as a 
concession of weakness
• Marriage and family responsibilities did prove a 

hindernance to martyrdom

•Virginity 
• Virginity was prized as the practice of continence without 

reference to return of Christ
• Earth had been adequately populated
• Continence was a fulfillment of the renewing grace of 

baptism
• The practice of virginity should include the renunciation 

of luxury and honor of social status, generosity toward the 
poor.

•Widows
• Should renounce luxury
• Qualified for financial support of the church



Augustine: Goals

•The goals of marriage
• Faithful union between the spouses,
• Generation/education of children, 
• Bond of marriage
• Remedy of lust.

•Sexual intercourse should be engaged in only for the 
purpose of conceiving children.
• Fidelity within marriage won forgiveness of misuse of 

sexual intercourse.
• Freer use of sexual intercourse was the “concession” in 

marriage.

•Spouses should grow toward continence within 
marriage
• Might abstain from intercourse only by mutual agreement
• Continence within marriage was the practice of the clergy



Augustine

•Bond of marriage continued until death of one 
spouse
• Remarriage not allowed after civil divorce (which was 

required after civil adultery)

•Christians may have recognized marriages between 
slaves
• They did not have full marriage and property rights in 

Roman law.

•Parents had some responsibility to provide 
inheritance for their children.

•Heads of households were responsible for the 
religious welfare of their family and retainers.



Virginity – Consecrated Virgins

The value of marriage v. chaste celibacy according to 
Jerome v. Helvidius, Ambrose, Jovinian v. Augustine

Issues for Christian thinkers: 

1) Is virginity preferable (a higher state) to marriage?

2) Is marriage only a concession (to family or cultural 
expectations, sexual needs)?

3) Social purpose of marriage beyond child-bearing and 
rearing?

4) New definition of fertility/fecundity? 
Spiritual/intellectual?

5) Church as virgin/mother/widow . . .Christians 
participate in all those states.


