A Church Position Paper B ET HANY
on Marriage C H U R C H

This paper on Marriage is the result of prayerful consideration by the Elders of Bethany
Church and is intended to present a biblical view of the issues involved.

This statement is necessary for several reasons:

e Marriage is a representation of the nature of God, is instituted by God for mankind,
and is precious is His sight.

e Marriage is a unique representation of God’s relationship to His people, with the
biblical model of family serving as the foundation of spiritual formation. Therefore,
marriage and the health of the family should be preserved and protected.

e Bethany Church seeks to uphold marriage as God intended.

e People who come to Bethany Church want to know where the church stands on
these issues.

e Marriage within our culture is in a state of confusion that needs to be clarified in
view of ongoing debates of gender, divorce and remarriage.

Summary

The Elders’ conviction, based on the teaching of the Bible, is that marriage as given to us
by God and as described in the Bible as a life-long, exclusive covenant between one man
and one woman'. Bethany Church strives to uphold this God-honouring pattern, and in all
cases of breakdown will strive to facilitate reconciliation between the spouses and God. It
is understood that all sexual activity outside such a marriage is sinful (regardless of
whether or not other marriage relationships or sexual practices are permitted by the laws
of England and Wales, or by any other church), and is a common cause of marital
breakdown.

Any sexual practice by a church member outside the marriage of one man and one woman
to each other will initiate the Church Discipline process, as described in the Church Guide,
with the aim of both restoring the marriage in a God-honouring way and the repentant
believer to the church.

The Bible also teaches that in relation to any activities of this Church, we must in no way
condone, promote, assist or encourage any lustful or sexual practice outside the marriage
of one man and one woman to each other.

God’s Plan for Marriage

Marriage is a living illustration of the covenant relationship between God and believers,
where Christ is the head of His bride, the Church. Husbands are to follow His example in

1 Genesis 2:24, Matthew 19:4-6, Ephesians 5:31-33
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His sacrificial love for His bride, the Church, which in return is to lovingly submit to the
authority of Christ as the head. In like manner, wives are to lovingly submit to the authority
of their husband, a relationship which has been established by God?.

God designed marriage as a life-long covenant relationship® between one man and one
woman* for the purposes of mutual companionship®, intimate satisfaction®, relational
oneness, and to display the nature of the relationship between God and his people’.

In marriage, each is “leaving” the primary bonds of mother and father and permanently
“cleaving” to a husband or wife®. Marriage is therefore solely the union of a man and a
woman in an enduring bond of commitment and fidelity. Marriage is enacted by a vow to
this effect and its consummation, sexual union; in this way God makes the couple “one
flesh™. Every marriage is permanently binding under God'’s authority .

Marriage is not a human institution, but a divine one, initiated by God at creation and
deemed good by Him along with all of God's creation™'.

God's perfect plan for marriage is that it be a lifelong pursuit of intimacy between a man
and a woman and that it never be ended by anything but death'?. He desires that the two
people would not merely live together, but that they would pursue complete oneness within
their marriage relationship. Being in such a marriage and ignoring this call to oneness and
love is also a violation of His intention for marriage'3. In this situation, Bethany will seek to
encourage and support each spouse to recommit to God’s plan for marriage.

Problems and Difficulties Will Arise

We recognise that in this life difficulties will occur. Maintaining a God-honouring marriage is
one of the most difficult things one can do; this is because marriage is the most intimate
relationship one person will have with another. Recognising that difficulties will occur,
Bethany Church will always seek to support couples through life’s storms, striving to
nurture marriages in godliness and confronting sin when it occurs.

Throughout the Bible, unfaithfulness to God and sexual infidelity go hand in hand. This is
portrayed in both the relationships between men and women, and between people and
God. ltis for this reason that all members of Bethany Church should strive to be faithful in
all ways to God. Integral to this way of life is faithfulness and sexual fidelity within
marriage, and honouring marriage as God intended — the lifelong union of one man and
one woman to each other, forsaking all others.

Ephesians 5:22-31, 1 Peter 3:1-7
1 Corinthians 7:39, Malachi 2:14
Genesis 2:7, 18-25

Genesis 2:18

Proverbs 5:18-19, 1 Corinthians 7:2-5
Ephesians 5:22-33

Genesis 2:24, Matthew 19:5-6

9 Genesis 2:18-24, Matthew 19:5-6
0 Matthew 19:6

" Genesis 2:18-24

2 Genesis 2:24, Matthew 19:5-6

3 Ephesians 5:22-31, 1 Peter 3:1-7
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e Scripture is clear that entering into a marriage between a believer and an unbeliever
is considered sin'4.

e Scripture is clear that premarital sex is a sin and is incompatible with Christian
marriage and sexual purity'>. Before a marriage ceremony will be performed in this
case, repentance and abstinence will be expected.

e For the follower of Christ, co-habitation is also considered sin because it is an
arrangement that is not above reproach’®.

e In all cases, pre-marital counselling is required before a marriage in Bethany
Church will be performed.

In the case of a marriage between two Christians where a husband or wife is involved in
adultery, abuse, or has perhaps abandoned the marriage, the biblical process of seeking
restoration is as follows'’:

1 Private challenge of the offending spouse by his or her own husband or wife.

2 If the offending spouse will not listen, repent, and be reconciled in the marriage, the
one seeking reconciliation should bring one or two others from the church to
challenge the offending spouse.

3 If the offending spouse still will not listen, the problem must be submitted to church
pastors and elders who will challenge the offending spouse in an attempt to restore
the marriage. Should there be an adamant refusal to be reconciled, the entire
church will be informed with the intention that all church members will engage in
attempted reconciliation of the offending spouse.

4 Should step 3 fail, Bethany Church must regard the unrepentant man or woman “as
a Gentile and a tax-gatherer,” meaning a non-believer, since he or she has
disregarded and abandoned the marriage vow and shown contempt for the church
and for the Lord.

If, during this process, the offending spouse responds by showing evidence of repentance
and faith, the church and the other spouse are to forgive the offending spouse and work to
fully restore the marriage'®. Church discipleship and biblical counselling are strongly
recommended.

We understand that sometimes unrepentant sin will render a marriage unsustainable and
that separation and divorce may be the least-worst outcome. This outcome is a cause of
great sorrow in which Bethany Church will seek to support and protect the family involved.
After prayerful consideration by the Elders of Bethany Church, the following is intended to
present a biblical view of the issues involved.

Divorce and Its Biblical Perspective

Divorce has reached epidemic proportions in our culture to the extent that even secular
sources are reaching for answers.

4 2 Corinthians 6:14

15 1 Thessalonians 4:3-8, Hebrews 13:4

6 Ephesians 5:3, Philippians 2:14-16

7 Matthew 18:15-20

8 2 Corinthians 2:5-11, Matthew 6:14, 18:21-35, Luke 17:3-4, Ephesians 4:32
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National statistics demonstrate that marriage is in a state of disorder, and the sad and
unfortunate reality is that faith in Christ seems to have little impact on the divorce rate.

Our aim is to strengthen the marriages that exist within our church and to help them fulfil
God’s intention for marriage.

The corruption and brokenness in marriage is acknowledged in the permission to divorce
in certain circumstances’® though in others it was prohibited?°. Jesus, however, indicated
that though some divorce was permitted it was not meant to be so?'.

Because of the sinful nature of this world and the hardness of the human heart?2, God
tolerates divorce in three cases. This allowance is never to be confused with His
preference. These are not biblical commandments. Divorce should always be viewed as
the last step in lovingly disciplining a rebellious and unrepentant spouse.

God tolerates divorce in the cases of:

Adultery??
When the offending spouse is in habitual, repeated, and unrepentant sin of a sexual
relationship outside of the marriage, there are grounds for divorce. Other sexual sins such
as pornography or sexual addiction constitute a spiritual adultery and may also be grounds
for divorce.

Abandonment?*
In the specific situation where an unbelieving spouse has deserted a believing spouse
there may be grounds for a divorce, but this must be the choice of the unbeliever and not
by the initiative of the believer.

Abuse
Where there is danger to the spouse or children due to physical or sexual or emotional
abuse, separation may be advisable. Should the offending party remain unrepentant in this
sin, divorce may be the end result of this separation.

In the case of adultery, abandonment, or abuse, the offended spouse and Bethany Church
should pursue the unrepentant spouse in accordance with the scriptures?®. In the case of

an unrepentant spouse?®, the Scriptures instruct us to treat them as an unbeliever, to love
them as such and to seek to bring them back to repentance and obedience?’.

Divorce is not required or automatic. God’s own relationship with His people, Israel, is
described as a husband-wife relationship in which Israel is constantly unfaithful to her
husband, the Lord God. There is a frequent reminder that it is within God’s right to
“divorce” Israel, yet ultimately, He will be reconciled to her?®. Also, Hosea’s marriage to

9 Deuteronomy 24:1

20 Deuteronomy 22:13-19, 28-29

21 Matthew 19:8ff

22 Matthew 19:8

23 Exodus 20:14, Matthew 19:9

24 1 Corinthians 7:12-16

25 Matthew 18:15-17, Ephesians 4:32, Galatians 6:1-2

26 Matthew 18:17

27 Matthew 7:3-5, Galatians 6:1, 1 Corinthians 7:12-16, 1 Peter 3:1-2
28 |saiah 50:1,54:6-7, Jeremiah 3:8-14
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Gomer is an example of an unfaithful wife being restored. This is a startling highlight of
God’s plan, because restoration after adultery is beyond normal expectation?®.
“Irreconcilable differences,” “incompatibility,” “falling out of love,” “being unhappy,” or
“things not working out,” are never grounds for a Christian to divorce. Openness to
reconciliation is always preferred to divorce?°,

Divorce Before Becoming a Christian

Where divorce has occurred prior to conversion, the new believer should take
responsibility for their part in the dissolution of the marriage and seek forgiveness in
accordance with the warnings and admonitions given in Scripture3'.

Remarriage

As followers of Christ, we have been called to a “ministry of reconciliation”®?, calling all
people to be reconciled to God. Though consistently unfaithful to our Creator, our
Bridegroom has faithfully pursued all people that they might be reconciled to Him. As those
who have been reconciled, believers have been given this message and this ministry to
call unfaithful lovers back to a reconciled relationship with God. A believer who is divorced
has this unique ministry with their former spouse and should view the issue of remarriage
in light of this higher calling.

e Remarriage is permitted when the former spouse is deceased®?

e The remarriage of a believer’s divorced spouse may be viewed as the final severing
of the first or former marriage so that the divorced, believing spouse may be free to
remarry a believer3.

e Where a divorced spouse has not remarried, reconciliation or remaining single is
always preferable. It may be acceptable in God’s sight for a believer who has been
divorced for the biblical reasons of adultery, abandonment, or abuse to remarry —
every case will be judged individually. It should be noted that every effort should be
made at reconciliation and much time and counsel given before any new
relationship should be considered.

It must be stated that forgiveness and total restoration of fellowship with the Lord and the
church are always available to the genuine believer upon repentance®. For those who
abandon/abuse a spouse or commit adultery as a believer, this forgiveness does not bring
permission to remarry another person as long as the offended spouse is living, while
reconciliation is still possible3®.

29 Hosea 1:2, 3:1-3

30 1 Corinthians 7:10-11

31 1 Corinthians 7:15, James 5:16

32 2 Corinthians 5:17-21

33 Romans 7:2-3, 1 Corinthians 7:39

3 Deuteronomy 24:1-4, Matthew 19:9
35 2 Corinthians 2:5-8, 1 John 1:9, 2:1-6
36 1 Corinthians 7:10-11, Romans 7:2-3
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