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Age of Marriage 
There is no indication in the Mosaic law as to the minimum age when marriage might be contracted, 
but the Talmud states that the bride should be at least 12 years and 1 day old, and the bridegroom 13 
years and 1 day. It was considered a disgrace, or at least a serious disregard of custom and of duty, 
for a man not to be married by the age of 20. In general, young people seem to have been married 
about the time they attained their full physical growth; girls by the age of 15 or 16 and men a year or 
two older (Arthur W. Klinck, Home Life in Bible Times, St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1969, pp. 162-163). 

Betrothal 
“The interpreter must avoid the temptation to equate Israelite and Jewish betrothal with the modern 
Western engagement, which has no legally binding force and which can be dissolved easily, without 
consequence, by either party” (Chris Mitchell, Song of Songs, Concordia Publishing House, 2003, p. 119). 

Among the Jews, the parents always showed an active interest in the marriage of their children, the 
arrangement of which was considered one of their main responsibilities. The marriage agreement 
was made between the parents of the bride and groom, rather than by the young people themselves 
with the consent of their parents. Thus, Abraham arranged for the marriage of his 40-year-old son 
Isaac (Gen. 24:2-9). Hagar secured a marriage for her son Ishmael (Gen. 21:21); and Isaac issued a 
command to Jacob as to whom he should or should not marry (Gen. 28:1) (Ibid., p. 163). 

Among the Jews of Bible times a couple could be engaged with a promise of marriage that may not 
be definite, as these could be broken off or set aside. However, if there was a betrothal entered into, 
it was considered as final (https://www.stepstolife.org/article/customs-bible-times-betrothal-wedding/). 

It seems, though, that the young bride-to-be even at the time of the Patriarchs customarily gave her 
consent to the marriage, as Rebekah did (Gen. 24:57-58). As a token of his engagement, the young 
man gave his betrothed a present, and he might also give one to the parents (Gen. 34:11-12) (Ibid.). 

Now the birth of Jesus Christ took place in this 
way. When his mother Mary had been betrothed to 
Joseph, before they came together she was found to be 
with child from the Holy Spirit. And her husband Joseph, 
being a just man and unwilling to put her to shame, 
resolved to divorce her quietly (Matthew 1:18-19). 

 



Betrothal was a signed and witnessed legal contract and was as important as the marriage ceremony 
itself (https://biblicalstudies.org.uk/pdf/cbrfj/27_27.pdf). When a betrothal had been properly arranged, it was 
just as binding as marriage, and any breach of morality by the bride was considered adultery 
punishable by death (Deut. 22:23-24). Marriage involved a lifelong obligation for both parties. God’s 
arrangement that, ‘a man shall leave his father and mother and shall cleave unto his wife and they 
shall be one flesh’ (Gen. 2:24) was rigidly observed by godly people in Bible times… In strict 
accordance with this sense the rabbinical law declares that the betrothal is equivalent to an actual 
marriage and only to be dissolved by a formal divorce (https://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/3229-
betrothal). 

“The lengths of… betrothals depicted in the OT vary considerably. During this time, the extended 
families of the spouses or the circumstances may not have allowed any physical contact, and perhaps 
no visual contact, between the bride and the bridegroom. In the case of Isaac and Rebekah, for 
example, the wedding ceremony and consummation appear to have transpired shortly after the 
couple first set eyes on each other (Genesis 24)” (Mitchell, 119).  

Joseph’s Dilemma and Decision 

“Joseph’s plan to divorce Mary discreetly ‘would leave both his righteousness (his conformity to the 
law) and his compassion intact.’ Joseph is, for the right reasons, about to do the wrong thing” (Gibbs, 

Matthew 1:1-11:1, St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 2006, p. 105). 

“A modern reader might think that Joseph is behaving like some sort of legalist in not ‘accepting’ 
Mary even though she (presumably) had sinned. However, according to Deut. 22:13-29, Mary, if 
pregnant by another man, should have been stoned. That Joseph intended to divorce her shows that 
he affirmed the biblical condemnation of adultery as sin, but that he gave no thought to capital 
punishment shows the triumph of mercy (cf. Jn 8:3-11)… “in the first century Jewish context, Joseph 
is expressing extraordinary compassion in deciding to divorce Mary secretly, thus both avoiding 
bringing unnecessary shame on her and eschewing any possible financial profit that could have 
rightfully been his by impounding Mary’s dowry and perhaps even regaining the bride price that 
Joseph may have paid at the time of the betrothal” (Gibbs, Ibid., footnote 36). 

“In Joseph’s well-meaning incomprehension, we have the first glimpse of a powerfully important 
theme in Matthew’s Gospel, namely, that in order for human beings to know the ways of God and his 
Christ, those ways must be revealed to them” (Gibbs, Ibid.). 


