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WCF 24.3  It is lawful for all sorts of people to marry, who are able with judgment to give 
their consent.  Yet it is the duty of Christians to marry only in the Lord.  And therefore such 
as profess the true reformed religion should not marry with infidels, papists, or other 
idolaters: neither should such as are godly be unequally yoked, by marrying with such as are 
notoriously wicked in their life, or maintain damnable heresies.   
III.  Important considerations in marriage.   

A.  Is marriage a good thing?  Yes.  Marriage is good and lawful.   
1.  The Roman Catholic Church believes that celibacy is better than marriage.   

a.  “If any one saith, that the marriage state is to be placed above the state of virginity, or 
of celibacy, and that it is not better and more blessed to remain in virginity, or in 
celibacy, than to be united in matrimony; let him be anathema” (Canon X).   

b.  Once a vow of chastity is taken, it must not be broken.  Trent states, “If any one saith, 
that clerics constituted in sacred orders, or Regulars, who have solemnly professed 
chastity, are able to contract marriage, and that being contracted it is valid, 
notwithstanding the ecclesiastical law, or vow; and that the contrary is no thing else 
than to condemn marriage; and, that all who do not feel that they have the gift of 
chastity, even though they have made a vow thereof, may contract marriage; let him 
be anathema: seeing that God refuses not that gift to those who ask for it rightly, 
neither does He suffer us to be tempted above that which we are able” (Canon IX, On 
the Sacrament of Matrimony).   

 
2.  But Scripture does not agree.   

a.  Marriage was established by the Lord and ordained for the good of both the man and 
the woman.   
(i)  “He who finds a wife finds a good thing and obtains favor from the LORD” (Prov. 

18:22).   
(ii)  “Marriage is to be held in honor among all, and the marriage bed is to be 

undefiled; for fornicators and adulterers God will judge” (Heb. 13:4).   
(iii)  As we’ve already seen, problems can arise if one isn’t allowed to marry who 

doesn’t have the gift of contentedness (1 Cor. 7:9).   
(iv)  God doesn’t grant it to everyone who asks for it.  If He did, Paul would have told 

the Corinthians to marry or to pray for that gift.   
 

b.  Celibacy is not superior to marriage.   
(i)  Satan is the one who condemns and is trying to destroy marriage.   
(ii)  “But the Spirit explicitly says that in later times some will fall away from the 

faith, paying attention to deceitful spirits and doctrines of demons, by means of the 
hypocrisy of liars seared in their own conscience as with a branding iron, men who 
forbid marriage and advocate abstaining from foods which God has created to be 
gratefully shared in by those who believe and know the truth” (1 Tim. 4:1-3).   
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B.  Who may marry?   
1.  All sorts of people may marry, as long as they are free to do so, and the marriage is 

between one man and one woman.   
a.  It doesn’t matter if they differ in race, culture, social status or age.   
b.  These things, however, do have the potential to raise compatibility issues.   
 

2.  However, Christians must only marry other Christians.   
a.  In the Old Covenant, a Jew was not to marry outside the Jewish faith.   

(i)  Jacob’s family could not intermarry with any uncircumcised.  They must first be 
circumcised – convert to Judaism – before such a marriage would be allowed:  
“They said to them, ‘We cannot do this thing, to give our sister to one who is 
uncircumcised, for that would be a disgrace to us’” (Gen. 34:14).  Note that though 
this was a deception on their part, the principle was still true.   

(ii)  This was to prevent them from forsaking the true God to become idolaters:   
(a)  “And you might take some of his daughters for your sons, and his daughters 

might play the harlot with their gods and cause your sons also to play the harlot 
with their gods” (Exod. 34:16).   

(b)  "Furthermore, you shall not intermarry with them; you shall not give your 
daughters to their sons, nor shall you take their daughters for your sons.  For 
they will turn your sons away from following Me to serve other gods; then the 
anger of the LORD will be kindled against you and He will quickly destroy you” 
(Deut. 7:3-4; cf. 1 Kings 11:4; Neh. 13:25-27).   

 
b.  In the New Covenant, the same is true for the same reasons.   

(i)  If a woman is freed from marriage through the death of her husband (or through 
adultery or desertion), she may marry again, but only in the Lord:  “A wife is 
bound as long as her husband lives; but if her husband is dead, she is free to be 
married to whom she wishes, only in the Lord” (1 Cor. 7:39).   

(ii)  She is to marry a believer for her own sake, the sake of her children and most 
importantly, because God requires it.  “Do not be bound together with unbelievers; 
for what partnership have righteousness and lawlessness, or what fellowship has 
light with darkness?” (2 Cor. 6:14).   

 
c.  What are some of the marriages forbidden by this command?   

(i)  Marriage to unbelievers (infidels):  They must be converted to Christ before we 
ever enter into contract or covenant with them.   

(ii)  Marriage to Roman Catholics (papists):  The Roman Church denies the Gospel – 
justification by grace through faith alone – and are therefore idolaters.   

(iii)  Marriage to other idolaters (those who worship false gods), to those notoriously 
wicked (whether making profession or not), to those who hold soul-damning 
heresies (those who believe themselves to be Christians, but who show they are not 
through their soul-destroying beliefs).   

 
C.  Who should be involved in the choice of a spouse?   

1.  No one should enter into the marriage covenant who is not mature enough to make a 
godly choice.  If they are, they should be involved in the choice.   
a.  Arranged marriages aren’t the wisest, and the Bible doesn’t require them.   
b.  The potential groom or bride should be allowed to express their wishes.   
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(i)  “And they said, ‘We will call the girl and consult her wishes.’  Then they called 
Rebekah and said to her, ‘Will you go with this man?’  And she said, ‘I will go’” 
(Gen. 24:57-58).   

(ii)  This was a remarkable decision, especially since Rebekah had never seen Isaac – 
she only knew of his family connections.   

 
2.  But they aren’t the only ones involved in this choice:  Parental consent is also required.   

a.  This is implied in the situation with Rebekah, since her brother Laban and her mother 
since they stood between Rebekah and the servant who represented Abraham.   

b.  This is implied in the father’s right to annul any vow his daughter makes (even that of 
entering into a marriage covenant) while under his headship.   
(i)  “Also if a woman makes a vow to the LORD, and binds herself by an obligation in 

her father’s house in her youth, and her father hears her vow and her obligation by 
which she has bound herself, and her father says nothing to her, then all her vows 
shall stand and every obligation by which she has bound herself shall stand.  But if 
her father should forbid her on the day he hears of it, none of her vows or her 
obligations by which she has bound herself shall stand; and the LORD will forgive 
her because her father had forbidden her” (Num. 30:3-5).   

(ii)  Marriages have been annulled in the past when a young man and woman eloped 
without parental consent.   

 
c.  A father may prevent marriage in situations that normally would require it.   

(i)  “If a man seduces a virgin who is not engaged, and lies with her, he must pay a 
dowry for her to be his wife.  If her father absolutely refuses to give her to him, he 
shall pay money equal to the dowry for virgins” (Ex. 22:16-17).   

(ii)  This situation envisions consent on the part of both the young man and woman.   
 

d.  The father’s right to give or withhold his daughter is stated even more explicitly in the 
New Testament:   
(i)  “But if any man thinks that he is acting unbecomingly toward his virgin daughter, 

if she is past her youth, and if it must be so, let him do what he wishes, he does not 
sin; let her marry.  But he who stands firm in his heart, being under no constraint, 
but has authority over his own will, and has decided this in his own heart, to keep 
his own virgin daughter, he will do well.  So then both he who gives his own virgin 
daughter in marriage does well, and he who does not give her in marriage will do 
better” (1 Cor. 7:36-38).   

(ii)  If the parents are against the marriage, and they have legitimate reasons, then the 
children should submit.   

(iii)  On the other hand, if the parents object without a valid reason, it is proper to 
require them to reconsider their decision.   

 
WCF 24.4  Marriage ought not to be within the degrees of consanguinity or affinity 
forbidden by the Word.  Nor can such incestuous marriages ever be made lawful by any law 
of man or consent of parties, so as those persons may live together as man and wife.  The 
man may not marry any of his wife’s kindred nearer in blood than he may of his own, nor the 
woman of her husband’s kindred nearer in blood than of her own.   
IV.  How near a relative may we marry?   
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A.  We must not marry any relative closer than what is allowed in Scripture, of either 
those we are related to by blood (consanguinity) or by marriage (affinity).   
1.  The general principle:  “None of you shall approach any blood relative of his to uncover 

nakedness; I am the LORD” (Lev. 18:6).   
a.  This was a positive law, not a moral law:  There are times when it was not in force and 

times when it was.   
b.  It was not in force during the days when the human race was beginning, e.g., Cain 

married a sister (Gen. 4:17); or during the time of the Patriarchs, e.g., Abraham 
married his half-sister Sarah (Gen. 20:12), Jacob married Leah and her sister (Gen. 
29).   
 

2.  The particulars (they are related from the man’s perspective, but the reverse is true).   
a.  You may not marry your mother or step mother:  “You shall not uncover the 

nakedness of your father, that is, the nakedness of your mother.  She is your mother; 
you are not to uncover her nakedness.  You shall not uncover the nakedness of your 
father’s wife; it is your father’s nakedness” (vv. 7-8).   

b.  You may not marry your sister or half-sister:  “The nakedness of your sister, either 
your father’s daughter or your mother’s daughter, whether born at home or born 
outside, their nakedness you shall not uncover” (v. 9).   

c.  You may not marry your granddaughter from your son or daughter:  “The nakedness 
of your son’s daughter or your daughter’s daughter, their nakedness you shall not 
uncover; for their nakedness is yours” (v. 10).   

d.  You may not marry your step-sister:  “The nakedness of your father’s wife’s daughter, 
born to your father, she is your sister, you shall not uncover her nakedness” (v. 11).   

e.  You may not marry your aunt on either your father or mother’s side:  “You shall not 
uncover the nakedness of your father’s sister; she is your father’s blood relative.  You 
shall not uncover the nakedness of your mother’s sister, for she is your mother’s blood 
relative.  You shall not uncover the nakedness of your father’s brother; you shall not 
approach his wife, she is your aunt” (vv. 12-14).   

f.  You may not marry your daughter-in-law:  “You shall not uncover the nakedness of 
your daughter-in-law; she is your son’s wife, you shall not uncover her nakedness” (v. 
15).   

g.  You may not marry your sister-in-law:  “You shall not uncover the nakedness of your 
brother’s wife; it is your brother’s nakedness” (v. 16).   
(i)  “If there is a man who takes his brother’s wife, it is abhorrent; he has uncovered 

his brother’s nakedness.  They will be childless” (Lev. 20:21).   
(ii)  This law was of particular interest to Henry VIII. 
 

h.  “You may not marry a woman and her daughter or her granddaughter on her son or 
daughter’s side:  “You shall not uncover the nakedness of a woman and of her 
daughter, nor shall you take her son’s daughter or her daughter’s daughter, to uncover 
her nakedness; they are blood relatives.  It is lewdness” (v. 17).   

i.  You may not marry a woman and her sister (remember that this was given after Jacob 
married Rachel and Leah, but their example should prove this point):  “You shall not 
marry a woman in addition to her sister as a rival while she is alive, to uncover her 
nakedness” (v. 18).   

j.  “That article (Le 18:18) which forbids a man to take a wife to her sister supposes a 
connivance at polygamy, as some other laws then did (Ex 21:10, De 21:15), but 
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forbids a man’s marrying two sisters, as Jacob did, because between those who had 
before been equal there would be apt to arise greater jealousies and animosities than 
between wives that were not so nearly related.  If the sister of the wife be taken for the 
concubine, or secondary wife, nothing can be more vexing in her life, or as long as she 
lives” (Henry).   

 
3.  An explanation:   

a.  “It is chiefly intended to forbid the marrying of any of these relations.  Marriage is a 
divine institution; this and the sabbath, the eldest of all, of equal standing with man 
upon the earth:  it is intended for the comfort of human life, and the decent and 
honourable propagation of the human race, such as became the dignity of man’s nature 
above that of the beasts.  It is honourable in all, and these laws are for the support of 
the honour of it.  It was requisite that a divine ordinance should be subject to divine 
rules and restraints, especially because it concerns a thing wherein the corrupt nature 
of man is as apt as in any thing to be wilful and impetuous in its desires, and impatient 
of check.  Yet these prohibitions, besides their being enacted by an incontestable 
authority, are in themselves highly reasonable and equitable.  (1.) By marriage two 
were to become one flesh, therefore those that before were in a sense one flesh by 
nature could not, without the greatest absurdity, become one flesh by institution; for 
the institution was designed to unite those who before were not united.  (2.) Marriage 
puts an equality between husband and wife.  ‘Is she not thy companion taken out of 
thy side?’  Therefore, if those who before were superior and inferior should intermarry 
(which is the case in most of the instances here laid down), the order of nature would 
be taken away by a positive institution, which must by no means be allowed.  The 
inequality between master and servant, noble and ignoble, is founded in consent and 
custom, and there is no harm done if that be taken away by the equality of marriage; 
but the inequality between parents and children, uncles and nieces, aunts and nephews, 
either by blood or marriage, is founded in nature, and is therefore perpetual, and 
cannot without confusion be taken away by the equality of marriage, the institution of 
which, though ancient, is subsequent to the order of nature.  (3.) No relations that are 
equals are forbidden, except brothers and sisters, by the whole blood or half blood, or 
by marriage; and in this there is not the same natural absurdity as in the former, for 
Adam’s sons must of necessity have married their own sisters; but it was requisite that 
it should be made by a positive law unlawful and detestable, for the preventing of 
sinful familiarities between those that in the days of their youth are supposed to live in 
a house together, and yet cannot intermarry without defeating one of the intentions of 
marriage, which is the enlargement of friendship and interest.  If every man married 
his own sister (as they would be apt to do from generation to generation if it were 
lawful), each family would be a world to itself, and it would be forgotten that we are 
members one of another.  It is certain that this has always been looked upon by the 
more sober heathen as a most infamous and abominable thing; and those who had not 
this law yet were herein a law to themselves.  The making use of the ordinance of 
marriage for the patronizing of incestuous mixtures is so far from justifying them, or 
extenuating their guilt, that it adds the guilt of profaning an ordinance of God, and 
prostituting that to the vilest of purposes which was instituted for the noblest ends.”   

b.  “Uncleanness, committed with any of these relations out of marriage, is likewise, 
without doubt, forbidden here, and no less intended than the former:  as also all 
lascivious carriage, wanton dalliance, and every thing that has the appearance of this 
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evil.  Relations must love one another, and are to have free and familiar converse with 
each other, but it must be with all purity; and the less it is suspected of evil by others 
the more care ought the persons themselves to take that Satan do not get advantage 
against them, for he is a very subtle enemy, and seeks all occasions against us” 
(Henry).   

 
4.  “The man may not marry any of his wife’s kindred nearer in blood than he may of his 

own, nor the woman of her husband’s kindred nearer in blood than of her own” 
(Excluded in the American Edition).   
a.  The above qualifications only deal with the man’s relatives, not his wife’s, except in 

the case of taking a wife and one of her relations at the same time.  It doesn’t deal 
specifically with the wife’s relations.  The original Westminster believed the same 
restrictions applied to her relatives.   

b.  “The relations forbidden are most of them plainly described; and it is generally laid 
down as a rule that what relations of a man’s own he is bound up from marrying the 
same relations of his wife he is likewise forbidden to marry, for they two are one” 
(Henry).   

 
5.  What about the law that required a man to marry his brother’s wife if that brother dies 

childless (law of the levirate)?   
a.  “When brothers live together and one of them dies and has no son, the wife of the 

deceased shall not be married outside the family to a strange man.  Her husband’s 
brother shall go in to her and take her to himself as wife and perform the duty of a 
husband’s brother to her.  It shall be that the firstborn whom she bears shall assume 
the name of his dead brother, so that his name will not be blotted out from Israel” 
(Deu. 25:5-6).   

b.  “That law which forbids marrying a brother’s wife (Le 18:16) had an exception 
peculiar to the Jewish state, that, if a man died without issue, his brother or next of kin 
should marry the widow, and raise up seed to the deceased (De 25:5), for reasons 
which held good only in that commonwealth; and therefore now that those reasons 
have ceased the exception ceases, and the law is in force, that a man must in no case 
marry his brother’s widow” (Henry).   

 
6.  These laws of incest were put in force in the Mosaic economy and remain in force today, 

since Christ didn’t abrogated them but enforced them through His Word.   
a.  John the Baptist rebuked Herod for taking his sister-in-law for a wife:  “For John had 

been saying to Herod, ‘It is not lawful for you to have your brother’s wife’” (Mark 
6:18).   

b.  Paul had to deal with incest in the Corinthian church:  “It is actually reported that 
there is immorality among you, and immorality of such a kind as does not exist even 
among the Gentiles, that someone has his father’s wife” (1 Cor. 5:1).   

 
B.  Does the magistrate have the right to change these laws and marry two more closely 

related?   
1.  God has not given this right to the magistrate.   
2.  Therefore, no matter what he might otherwise think, he will only bring God’s judgment 

down on himself for so doing.   


