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Chapter 2 
Understanding the Marriage Institution
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1. Marriage is when the two becoMe one

Marriage is an institution that was started by God in the Garden of Eden. God 
initiated marriage. It was Him who said “It is not good for the man to be alone…” 
Genesis 2:18. He then went ahead with the plan to create a helper for Him. He 
did this by putting Adam into a deep sleep and then took a rip and created a 
wife for him. The woman should have been very beautiful because when Adam 
saw her, he was so excited that he became poetic. He said “This is now bone 
of my bones and flesh of my flesh; she shall be called woman, because she was 
taken out of Man”, Genesis 2:23. Adam was basically saying his bones do not 
end up in his body but they extend to the bones in his wife. After all, her whole 
bone structure and all that she was came from his rib. The implication of this is 
that man will therefore treat his wife’s body as his own. With this understanding 
a man cannot hurt or abuse his wife as in doing so he will be hurting himself. It 
also means that man will protect and take care of his wife’s body as he does to 
his own. 

It was in view of Adam’s confessed commitment or implied vow that God then 
turned to him and said: “Therefore shall a man leave his father and his mother, 
and shall cleave unto his wife: and they shall be one flesh.” Genesis 2:24.  This 
divine statement forms the foundation of marriage. Marriage starts with a 
man (and woman) deciding to ‘leave’ father and mother and then deciding to 
‘cleave’ to his wife (or her husband), and then God making them one flesh. It is 
important to note that one must leave before they can cleave, without leaving 
there cannot be cleaving. And there must be cleaving before God can make 
them one flesh. There cannot be one flesh without them cleaving to each other.  

Leave
The text says man should leave father and mother, which also implies brother 
and sister, friend and relative. 

The question that can be asked is what is it that the man or the woman is really 
leaving behind? This leaving is more than just physical. He is leaving behind 
emotional support, financial support, social support and any other support that 
he used to get at home. It is important to note that he leaves, he is not chased 
out. He decides to leave when father and mother still love him and still willing 
to offer such support. 

Another question that can be asked might be why does he leave? He leaves 
because he has found someone who will supply all those needs. He does not 
need the father and the mother anymore. He has now got one who together 
they will be able to succeed without the support of mother and father.



44

This process of leaving is like cutting the umbilical cord. The umbilical cord is a 
connection between the mother and the developing foetus. The umbilical cord 
has three functions for the developing foetus: it supplies oxygen, it delivers 
nutrients, and it helps to withdraws blood full of carbon dioxide and depleted 
in nutrients. Even though it might seem cruel, as soon as the baby is born the 
umbilical cord must be cut. The baby will never grow into an adult if he is still 
attached to the mother through the umbilical cord. As it is done to the baby, the 
same must happen in marriage. When one gets married the umbilical cord must 
be cut. It is unfortunate that there are many in marriages that are still attached 
to their parents through some form of umbilical cord. In this way it does not 
matter how far the parents might be, they remain connected to everything 
that happens in marriage. In this arrangement all the activities in marriage are 
either reported; get approval or, even getting advice from parents. People 
who do such things often justify it by saying their parents have experience and 
wisdom to help the new family. But it is better for the new family to make its own 
mistakes and therefore learn and grow. People who do not leave will never grow 
in marriage; they will never be able to cleave. Success in marriage requires this 
radical action of cutting the umbilical cord, leaving father and mother.

Another question might be asked is what does this leaving mean? Does it mean 
one does not talk to the parents anymore; does not visit them or take care of 
their needs? No, it is still important to visit and to take care of the parents’ needs 
so that we do not become worse than unbelievers. Leaving is a strong word 
which means to prioritise. This means that the man and women will prioritise 
their relationship with each other over all other relationships. Prioritise marriage 
over parents, work, pleasure, friends, hobbies etc.

“The time spent” is the greatest sign of priority. We spend time on things that 
are important and we do not give our time to things that are worthless. We 
often hear people say something like, “last week I wanted to call you or visit 
you but I did not have time”. Now, since everyone has seven days a week and 
twenty four hours a day, when one says “I did not have time”, he or she means 
that you were not a priority. Now, what the Bible is saying is that if a man or 
a woman does not have time, he or she will at least have time for his or her 
spouse. Your spouse should occupy the top position of the priority list. It is 
unfortunate that in our busy schedule we do not have time for our spouses. We 
are too busy chasing money and other things that we have forgotten to invest 
time into our relationship. As a result we succeed in making the money at the 
expense of our relationship.

“Energy and resources” is another sign of priority. We spend our energies and 
our resources on those things that we believe are important. 
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This means that our energies and resources should first and foremost be 
directed to our spouses before spreading them over to all others. Let our love, 
kindness and generosity start at home, with our spouses, and then flow to the 
community at large. It is unfortunate that many are known for the kindness and 
love outside the home but at home they are mean and unkind. There is nothing 
wrong in giving gifts to our parents and friends as long as spouses already have 
enough.

cleave
After leaving then we can cleave. In fact man and woman leave so that they can 
cleave to each other. And as already stated cleaving will be impossible without 
leaving. The word “cleave” comes from the word in the original language which 
could be interpreted to mean to “pursue with great energy” and to “cling to 
something zealously”. This cleaving is not like sticking two things to together 
with glue. When you stick things with glue you do it once and the two hold 
together forever. But cleaving has to do with pursuing with great energy or 
clinging to something zealously. This has to be done every day for the rest of 
one’s life. A man or a woman must “pursue” his or her wife before he or she 
goes out to work. This means every day of our lives we need to do things that 
make us to stick closer to each other. You need to, at least once a day, say 
something complementary to your spouse. This could be just appreciating how 
he or she looks, appreciating what he or she did or does. Each day offer at 
least one gift of act of kindness to your spouse. This could be helping with the 
house chores, washing a car, sending a massage, etc. When we do this, we will 
be pursuing each other and seeking to cling to each other. It is neglect, abuse, 
inconsiderate words, that tear us apart.

one Flesh
Whilst in each of the steps above it is us who decide, this last one is an act of 
God. When you have left (prioritised) your spouse, and cleaved (cling to them 
zealously), then God will make you one flesh. You start having common values, 
goals an ideals, leading to less conflicts in marriage.  Unfortunately many of us 
never reach this stage because we fail to do the first two steps. 

This idea of oneness is very important. I believe it is an antidote to many of the 
in-laws conflicts. It is important that we remember that in marriage we are no 
longer two, but one, one flesh. Therefore, if there is going to be a relative or 
friend or parent, he or she must be one who understand and appreciate that we 
are no longer two but one. To say they must understand is not appropriate, they 
must be made to understand. Your parents must know that if they love you, they 
must also love your spouse. If they do not love your spouse it means that they 
do not love you because you and your spouse are one flesh.
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Many men (and some women) always stand as referee between their spouses 
and their mothers (or other relatives). This is wrong.  The man should never 
stand between his spouse and his parents or siblings because when he decided 
to get into marriage he has taken a side, and that is the side of the wife. It is this 
referee position that creates more problems with the in-laws because they see 
you as the good one and think that it is your spouse who is bad.

What needs to happen is that as much as we might differ on certain issues with 
our spouses, when we go to the public (to relatives or in-laws), we must always 
stand together. If they say your wife is a ‘witch’, then that means you are the 
‘assistant witch’ or you just do it together. When we stand together our relatives 
might not be very pleased with us, but our marriages will also stand and will 
withstand the trials and challenges from the in-laws. A friend of mine took this 
idea of oneness to another level, he said if you find out that your wife is into 
shoplifting, instead of attacking her you must just say that: “as a family we are 
into shoplifting”. 

The idea of oneness is put to the test by the following illustration that I had 
from another friend. It is said there was a man who was in a ship with his wife 
and his mother somewhere in the middle of the ocean. Then suddenly the ship 
started to sink and fortunately there was a small emergency boat, however the 
emergency boat could only take two people. Since the man was the only one 
trained to ride the small boat, he then had to choose whom to save between 
his wife and his mother. You can almost imagine the mother saying to the son, 
“I carried you for  nine months, and gave birth to you, when you were sick I 
spent nights without sleeping caring for you, in fact all that you are is because 
of me, please choose me.” On the other hand you can imagine the wife also 
pleading saying: “Baby, we have come a long way, our love for each other is just 
beginning to blossom and we have a long way to go together, please choose 
me.” My friend says the choice is obvious, you just turn to the mother and say, 
“I thank you for all that you did for me, you are the best mother, but I am sorry I 
have to choose my wife because we are one flesh.” 
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2. Marriage is a covenant

In the book of Malachi the word of God says: “Yet you say, “For what reason?” 
Because the Lord has been witness between you and the wife of your youth, 
with whom you have dealt treacherously; yet she is your companion and your 
wife by covenant” Malachi 2:14

Malachi portrays an interesting scene. The Jews are crying and praying to God 
and God is not moved by their tears nor interested in their prayers. These were 
Jews, they were not gentiles. These were God’s people. God is refusing to hear 
the prayers of His people and the question is why? The answer is: “Because 
God has been a witness, a witness between you and your wife”. God was there 
when you made the covenant with your spouse. It was to him that you pledged 
to be true and faithful. It was to him that you pledged sincerity and fidelity. It 
was to him that you pledged to live together until death does you apart. Again 
He was a witness to all the violations of the marriage vow. He witnessed your 
treacherous dealings.

Secondly, that “She is your wife” also means that “He is your husband”. Even 
though you have dealt treacherously with her, even though you have abused 
her and ill-treated her, and have received a divorce decree by the courts. What 
the text means is that God does not recognise such divorce decree, and the 
powers of such courts. According to God that woman remains your wife.
Thirdly, “She is the wife of your youth”. She is the one who had your affections 
when they were strongest. She was the first choice. The one with whom you 
have gone through many experiences together.

Fourthly, “She is your companion”. In Hebrew the word for companion is 
“cabaret’’, which means, an associate: One that you are coupled together, tied 
together, bound together.

She is not your slave or a servant; she is your “cabaret’’, (your companion). She 
completes you and she complements you.

Finally, “She is your wife by covenant”. She is not your wife because of a piece 
of paper, contract or “lobola”. She is your wife by a covenant.

Understanding the covenant
It is my firm believe that the failure to understand marriage as a covenant is the 
reason why we have many challenges within marriage today. The covenant is 
defined by scriptures as a solemn and binding relationship which is meant to 
last a life time. 
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A family life author, Jack Hayford, had this to say about marriage, “The covenant 
of marriage is the single most important human bond that holds all of God’s 
work on the planet together. It is no small wonder that the Lord is passionate 
about the sanctity of marriage and the stability of the home. This covenant of 
marriage is based on the covenant God has made with us. It is in the power of 
His promise to mankind that our personal covenant of marriage can be kept 
against the forces that would destroy homes and ruin lives.2”

Another Family life speaker, Dennis Rainey, also had this to say about the 
marriage covenant: “For the past two years I have had a growing concern that 
the Christian community has passively watched the ‘dumbing down’ of the 
marriage covenant. Marriage has become little more than an upgraded social 
contract between two people—not a holy covenant between a man and a 
woman and their God for a lifetime. In the Old Testament days a covenant 
was solemn and binding. When two people entered into a covenant with one 
another, a goat or lamb would be slain and its carcass would be cut in half. With 
the two halves separated and lying on the ground, the two people who had 
formed the covenant would solemnize their promise by walking between the 
two halves saying, “May God do so to me [cut me in half] if I ever break this 
covenant with you and God!” You get the feeling that a covenant in those days 
had just a little more substance than today.3”

It is clear that in the ancient times the covenant was a very serious and most 
solemn agreement between two people. It is unfortunate that the idea of 
marriage being a covenant has been lost over time. We are living in the times 
when the concept of marriage being a covenant is foreign to our culture and 
even to those who are in the church. I believe this has contributed to the high 
rate of divorce and marriage failures.

We are living in the time when marriage can be brought to an end for any 
reason or without any reason. We have replaced “until death do us apart” with 
“until problems start”, “until someone better looking come through”, “until we 
have financial problems”, etc. When we have ran out of reasons for divorce we 
just say, “We have irreconcilable differences”. We live in the age of the throw-
away, disposable, drive-through marriages. 

throw-away marriages
If we do not like a marriage anymore we just throw it away and get another one, 
and if we are unhappy with the new one we do the same with it. As someone 
puts it, the mind-set of many is “if it doesn’t work out, just walk out!”.

2 Hayford, J. W. The Spirit-Filled Family: Holy Wisdom to Build Happy Homes. Nashville: Thomas  
Nelson 
3The Covenant of Marriage, by Dennis Rainey
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Disposable marriages
We are a generation that uses disposables diapers. There was a time long ago 
when babies used to use nappies made out of some cotton material. Whenever 
the baby had soiled it the mother would not just throw it away. Instead the 
she would take it and wash it and reuse it again. And the baby will use the 
same nappy again and again. In fact, the siblings could use the same nappies. 
Whenever it is dirty just clean it and use it again. But then came the time of 
disposables. People no longer have time or the patience to deal with dirt. 
When the baby has just made the nappy wet (may be just few drops), the nappy 
is taken out and thrown away and a new one must be found. 

This illustration is applicable to how we deal with marriage and its challenges. 
There was a time when people would be ready to deal with marriage challenges. 
It did not matter what kind of problem it might be, and how big it might be, 
and how often it has happened people were ready to seek and find solutions. 
However, now we live at a time when people have no time nor are they prepared 
to try to seek solutions to marriage challenges, we have disposable marriages. 
When there is a problem, no matter how small it might be, we are ready to 
throw it away and then find another one.

Drive-through marriages
We are also a drive-through generation. We have no patience for anything. 
We want it now and we want it fast. I often like to give an example of fast-
food drive-through outlet. There was a time whereby if people wanted to eat 
chicken, they used to go and buy a live chicken in the market place (if they do 
not have them at home). 

Then they would bring it home and slaughter it and then proceed to take out 
the feathers and then cut it into pieces and cook it. In about two to three hours 
they will be ready to enjoy the chicken. Eating a chicken and any cooked food 
for that matter required patience. But today people live by fast food that they 
get through drive through outlets. If there is a delay of five to ten minutes at the 
drive through they become very upset. 

They want it now. The same can be said about our marriages. We live in a time 
when people have no patience for anything. Unfortunately marriage, like real 
life, is not a drive through, it requires patience. As much as children need to 
learn to crawl before they could stand, and stand before they could walk, the 
same applies to our marriages. They need patience, for they have to crawl, 
stand, walk and then run. But many do not give their marriages that chance. 
They get married today and they want their marriage to run the same day. And if 
it does not, they will give up and go to another drive through to pick up another 
spouse.
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Contrary to the intent of the covenant marriage, divorce is so common today 
and widely accepted as just a part of normal life. There was a time when divorce 
was not common and seen as something odd or strange. But today it is accepted 
and even encouraged as way of life or a way to resolve conflicts. It is unfortunate 
that some statistics suggests that people in the church are divorcing almost at 
the same rate as those outside the church. Most people who file for divorce, 
say they do so to improve their life. But the majority of people who divorce 
hardly find the happiness more than what they had before divorce. In fact I 
once heard of a survey conducted on people who had been divorced for ten 
years that showed that only 10%, (that is 1 out of 10 divorcees) said that their life 
had improved, or that they had found greater happiness in ten years following 
their divorce.  This proves to us that divorce is not necessarily a path to greater 
happiness. Divorce has negative ramifications on the church, family and society. 
What is more tragic about divorce is that the children suffer the most. They fail 
to understand why the parents that they love and look up to, cannot love each 
other. Many children have been impacted physically (health wise), emotionally 
and spiritually by the divorce of their parents. A woman who was divorced by a 
man who used to be a pastor told me how her children were so greatly affected. 
She narrated how her son is now a drug addict and how her daughter was 
acting like a prostitute.  

a covenant, not a contract
Paul E. Palmer helps us to distinguish between a contract and a covenant: 
“Contracts engage the services of people; covenants engage persons. Contracts 
are made for a stipulated period of time; covenants are forever. Contracts can 
be broken, with material loss to the contracting parties; covenants cannot 
be broken, but if violated, they result in personal loss and broken hearts. . . . 
Contracts are witnessed by people with the state as guarantor; covenants are 
witnessed by God with God as guarantor.”4 

Let try to break it down:
“Contracts engage the services of people; covenants engage people.”
Whereas a contract has to do with a service that you provide, a convent has to do 
with who you are. If one has a street cleaning contract, he is expected to clean 
the street. If he does not clean the street then he is violating his contractual 
agreement. In a covenant it is all about the person not the deeds. That means 
that even though a woman does not know how to cook, she remains a wife. 
A man even though he is unemployed and unemployable, he too remains a 
husband. For it is not what we do but who we are. This also means that our 
faults and mistakes do not necessarily disqualify us from the covenant.

4Paul E. Palmer, “Christian Marriage: Contract or Covenant?” Theological Studies vol. 33, no. 4 
(December 1972)
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“Contracts are made for a stipulated period of time; covenants are forever.”
Indeed all contracts have the start date and end date. The cleaning contract 
mentioned about could be for a year or two years and then it comes to an end. 
The covenant might have a starting date but it does not have an ending date 
because it is forever. Therefore, whenever we get into marriage there is a need 
to understand that it is not just for a few years, but it is forever, or until death do 
us apart. And that might be a very long time. It is therefore important that we 
make long term investments into our relationships.

“Contracts can be broken, with material loss to the contracting parties; 
Covenants cannot be broken, but if violated, they result in personal loss and 
broken hearts.”
It is possible that a contract might be terminated before it comes to its end date. 
This might be because one party feels it is no longer profitable to continue with 
a contract or may be because the other party is not performing their duties in 
satisfactory way. Off course, there will be some material loses. But when it comes 
to a covenant it cannot be broken, and if violated many hearts are broken. A 
friend of mine once said that divorce is impossible, he said even though people 
might be divorced they remain connected somehow. They separate with parts 
of each other. 

And this is clearly illustrated by how they keep themselves up to date with the 
developments of the other person, their successes and their failures. Moreover, 
when we look at marriage you realise that divorce is a violation of the covenant. 
It has never been a satisfactory solution. It always results in broken hearts, 
distress and devastation. Some people resent their spouses from the day of 
divorce until they go down to the grave. Someone said divorce is a wound, but 
unlike other wounds, the blade stays on the wound. Every time you remember 
the good times that you once had the blades cuts, every time you hear about 
your ex-spouse’s success or remarriage it cuts. 

“Contracts are witnessed by people with the state as guarantor; covenants 
are witnessed by God with God as guarantor”
All contracts require people to come to act as witnesses and the state is the 
guarantor for all contracts. But when it comes to the covenant God says “I have 
been a witness”. Not only is He a witness for all marriages but He is also the 
guarantor for all marriages. Whenever two people decide to get married God 
comes in and puts His seal on the marriage. Therefore, if and when you have 
to divorce you have to also clear down the seal that God has put on marriage. 
This is why Jesus said that what God has put together let not man, (not even a 
judge,) put asunder. 
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the covenant is the foundation
When we view marriage as a covenant it means we understand that marriage 
is permanent and that we are responsible to God to keep it going till death do 
us apart. This means that we will allow nothing external or internal to separate 
us. The covenant marriage is the foundation of the marriage union. It is the 
cornerstone of communion in marriage. It is the basis of happiness in marriage. 
It is the platform for peace and harmony. It is the substance that sustains the 
marriage. It is the source of commitment and dedication. It is the beginning 
of better life. Total commitment to each other and to God is foundational and 
fundamental for the success of the marriage union. This covenant commitment 
is the foundation, everything else is super structure. 

The foundation determines the structure of the building. If the foundation is for 
a one bedroom house you cannot later decide to build a ten bedroom mansion 
on that foundation. The foundation determines the structure. 
Now, without this foundation, developing good communication is a waste of 
time. Learning skills in conflict resolution will also be a fruitless effort. Discovering 
appropriate roles in marriage will also be pointless exercise. Making our families 
fun and free will also be in vain. For these are the walls, the roof, the wiring, the 
plumbing and the heating. They are essential, but if there is no foundation, they 
will collapse with the whole building.

Let us try to explain it with the following illustration. Imagine I bought a car from 
car manufacturer with special flexible contract. This contracts states something 
like, I can return the car back to the garage at any time, whenever I do not want 
it any more. If this is the contract that I have, then there will be no need for me 
to worry about fixing it when it is broken. There will be no need for me to take it 
for regular service. I will not even care how I drive it. After all, when I am tired of 
it, when I am not happy about it, when it gives me problems, when it does not 
perform as I expected, when it starts to get old, when it no longer looks good 
as it used to be, when I have seen a new and better model, I can just return it to 
the garage, and get another one.  

Many marriages today resemble this kind of contract above. This contract by its 
nature determines how I will relate to or treat the car. Unfortunately, there are 
some who view marriage as this type of contract. However, the Bible teaches 
that marriage is a covenant. If marriage is not permanent, there is no need to 
invest too much on it. If it is not enduring, there is no need to go all the way to 
make it work. If it is not “until death do us apart” then there is no need to spend 
nights and days trying to resolve conflicts. If there is a way out of marriage, there 
is no need to spend days in fasting for divine intervention for peace in marriage.
If marriage is some flexible contract, there is no need to humble ourselves to 
each other. 
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If divorce is an option, there is no need to forgive and love as Jesus loved.
What kind of foundation is your marriage build upon? Is it a covenant or is 
it some flexible contract? Whatever it is, it will determine the nature of your 
marriage. You cannot build your marriage on the sand and hope that it will 
withstand the storms of life. Those who build their marriage on a covenant, they 
are like a wise man who build his house on the rock, the wind comes, the storms 
attack, the rains falls, but the marriage stands.

Divorce, the bible and christian way of life.
Divorce is so common today. It has become part of normal life but in spite of 
that there is no one who really gets married with the plan of getting divorced. 
We all get married with the dream and a hope of living together happily ever 
after. Whilst there are many people (dare say majority) who will decide to end 
their marriages for any reason or no reason at all, there are some who have 
experienced in marriage hardships that are more than what they can bear. 

Physical abuse – In some families there is unbearable physical abuse. A few 
years ago I was counselling a woman whose husband used to beat her up and 
then drag her down the staircase. Some time ago I also spoke to a relative 
whose husband beats her up sometimes more than once in one evening. She 
told me how he would beat her and then demand that she have sex with him 
and if she is not interested he would beat her further.

Lifestyle of adultery – There is in some families a man or woman who has 
adopted a lifestyle of infidelity. One women once told me that her husband 
was having affairs and sleeping with anything that looks like a woman, he was 
even caught having sex with the old lady who cleans their house. Then there 
was a story of a woman who called on one of my radio shows to tell me that 
her husband has always been adulterous. He has girlfriends at work and in their 
neighbourhood. On top of all that he went further and had a relationship and 
ultimately made pregnant the wife’s niece. Then there is a case of a friend of 
mine whose wife had an affair with an old school mate, and when he confronted 
her she admitted having a sexual relation with the guy. But when he asked her 
to choose between the other guy and himself she said she was undecided.

there is neglect and abandonment – In some marriages there is a husband or 
wife who feels neglected. There are some who have been abandoned by their 
spouses. A woman once told me how she had been neglected and ill-treated 
for many years. When she was unemployed her husband would not even buy 
her toiletries, her own family had to provide all her needs. Then there is a case 
of a young woman who told me how her husband had left her and moved in 
with another woman in the same suburb and that this has continued for four 
years.



54

All these stories that I have related from personal testimonies show us that 
marriage life can be difficult. There are some who might read these stories and 
consider them nothing when they consider their own situation. Indeed as human 
being we have to be touched by the pain that many ill-treated spouses are forced 
to endure. The question is what do we do in such situations? Is divorce the pill 
that will cure the situation? As a church we have observed these challenges, and 
many a times we have advised some of the people to terminate their marriages 
(covenants). We have already noted that divorce is growing at an alarming rate. 
This is of course a global crisis. But, could it be that somehow as Christians, and 
the church as a whole, we are somehow complicit in this crisis, since in some 
cases we have offered divorce as a solution to some marriage challenges. In 
doing so we are, as the body of Christ, fuelling the crisis that is already endemic. 
And somehow we are partly responsible for its disastrous impact on all involved 
(especially the children). Since the world already has made the prescription of 
divorce freely available, should we not, as God’s people, be trying to offer a 
different prescription? It is unfortunate that as Christians we use the scriptures 
in seeking to support this teaching. But in reality the Bible does not give us any 
basis for divorce. Let us look into the following few points:

•	 In	Malachi	2:16	the	word	of	God	makes	it	very	clear	where	God	stands	on	the 
 issue of divorce: “For the LORD God of Israel says That He hates divorce…”.  
 Hate is a strong word to use. And even stronger when it comes from the  
 God of love. Could we really recommend to people something that God  
 says: “I hate”
•	 In	Matthew	19	when	Jesus	was	asked	by	the	Pharisees	if	a	man	is	permitted 
 to divorce his wife “just for any reason”. Jesus responded by affirming the  
 marriage institution stating that in marriage they are no longer two but one.  
 And then He continued by saying “What therefore God hath joined together,  
 let not man put asunder”	verse	6.	We	already	know	that	God	hates	divorce,	 
 so, we know that he will not cause people to divorce. Now, in this text, Jesus  
 closes the door to anyone who would like to cause people to divorce. This  
 door is closed to the pastor, magistrate nor even the judge, for is says “let  
 not man put asunder.” 
•	 The	 main	 basis	 for	 divorce	 that	 has	 been	 advocated	 by	 Christians	 for	 
 many years has been that of infidelity or adultery. It is interesting that the very  
 statement that Jesus added to support His view why God hates divorce is  
 used by many in the church as the basis for divorce. This is found in verse 9.  
 Here then Jesus said “whoever divorces his wife, except for sexual immorality,  
 and marries another, commits adultery; and whoever marries her who  
 is divorced commits adultery.” This statement is interpreted by many within  
 Christendom to say that if someone commits adultery you should or must  
 divorce him or her. This is the extreme view of this statement. 
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 This view is supported by the idea that your marriage will never be the same  
 after infidelity and therefore it is better to divorce. The moderate and most  
 common view is that if your spouse commits adultery you are free to divorce  
 if you want. You have a licence to divorce. The marriage continues at your  
 mercy. The fact is that all of these views are not supported by the statement  
 of Jesus Christ. When we look closely at this text we realise that Jesus is  
 supporting the view that divorce is bad and that this was not God’s original  
 plan. He does this by adding an angle of adultery to the divorce question.  
 What He is saying is that if a man divorces his wife except for sexual  
 immorality, and marries another, he will be committing adultery, or he will  
 be living in adultery. What Christ is saying is that for those who decides to do  
 what he hates (which is divorce), if they do it in a situation where the wife  
 has not committed adultery they must know that in addition to violating  
 their marriage vow, they also committing adultery. Nowhere in the Bible can  
 we ever find a text where Jesus said that if your spouse commits adultery  
 you can divorce him or her (do what God hates), or you are now free to  
 divorce (do what God hates). The issues of infidelity are no longer the  
 only basis given by Christians for divorce. Today they have added, abuse,  
 abandonment, ill-treatment and hosts of other reasons. Therefore, there is  
 no longer a need to use the text above to justify divorce in a Christian  
 marriage.
•	 Divorce,	for	whatever	reason,	 is	a	violation	of	the	marriage	vows.	 I	do	not	 
 know how important vows are in our society today but in ancient times they  
 were very important. And they remain very important to God. When people  
 get married they vow to stay together, for better for worse, until death do  
 them apart. Now, if we agree that infidelity and other reasons can be a basis  
 for divorce then we need to amend the vows. So that people should not  
 be violating them when they get divorced. The vows should be amended 
 to state the condition under which the marriage can be brought to an end. } 
 For example the vow could be changed to say: “Until death do us apart, or  
 until one of us commits adultery”. Another way to address this challenge is  
 to create pre-conditions for the marriage vow. The condition will be  
 something like: “I will make a vow based on condition that you will never  
 commit adultery, nor abuse me physically, emotionally or verbally”. If we do  
 not update this old marriage vow then we must either stop making vows, or  
 we must stop encouraging people to break their vows through divorce.
•	 The	idea	of	divorce	is	contrary	to	Jesus’	teachings	on	forgiveness.	Whilst	we	 
 will address the issue of forgiveness later, it is important to note that  
 forgiveness is very important to God. In fact, Jesus taught that unless  
 we forgive men their trespasses our father in heaven will not forgive us our  
 trespasses. This tells us that forgiveness is very important to God, and that it  
 is not optional.
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 If we want divine forgiveness, which we need every day, then we have no  
 choice but to forgive. Now, true forgiveness leads to restoration. We need  
 to restore the person to where they were before they sinned against us. In  
 fact, the prayer that Jesus taught his disciples says: “And forgive us our debts,  
 as we forgive our debtors.”	Matthew	6:12.	This	means	in	the	same	manner	 
 or measure that we forgive others it will also be done to us. So if we want  
 God to restore us after we have sinned, then we must do the same to others.  
 This has a great implication to our marriages. This goes against the very  
 notion of divorce because the question is how can I forgive him or her and  
 restore him or her and still go ahead with divorce. I would like to suggest  
 that marriages seem to rise and fall on the word forgiveness. Lack of  
 forgiveness or failure to forgive has been the tombstone of many marriages.  
 However, forgiveness is the medicine that restores marriages, heals the  
 offended, cleans the offender, and disappoints the devil.
•	 There	are	many	cases	where	both	 spouses	agree	 that	divorce	will	be	 the	 
 best solution for their relationship. But there are also many cases where one  
 partner does not believe in divorce. We must, however, take note of the fact  
 that in spite of one’s stand against divorce if the other spouse wants a divorce  
 there is not much one can do. Hence there are many people who are  
 divorced against their own will.
•	 Separation,	not	divorce,	might	be	necessary	some	times.	There	are	situations	 
 where leaving together might be very difficult. These might be situations  
 where there is physical abuse, open adultery, etc. It is in such situations  
 that the couple might be advised to separate for a while until the offender  
 has repented and has shown fruits of repentance. 
•	 Real	life	has	cause	and	effect	and	the	same	needs	to	happen	in	marriage.	 
 When people are allowed to do wrong with impunity, they are more likely to  
 continue doing it and it gets worse with time. So, people must be allowed to  
 taste the consequences of their action. In the case of physical abuse, I  
 believe the victim must not only run for her or his life. But he or she must  
 do more than just run; he or she must love the perpetrator enough to open  
 the case of abuse with the police. But the love must not end there, the love  
 must continue by making sure that she does not withdraw the case from the  
 police. And he or she must continue to show the love by visiting the perpetrator  
 in prison showing how much he or she cares and loves the perpetrator. In  
 the same way the unfaithful spouse in the case of adultery must be allowed  
 to face the consequence of their action before they are restored back into  
 the relationship. Physical separation or some form of public humiliation must  
 be considered so that people do not live life without consequences. Having  
 said all that the main point for separation is to create a cooling off period for  
 a marriage in distress. This allows the two parties to start thinking rationally  
 and hopeful see their own mistakes and make necessary changes.
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 It is also an opportunity for a couple to seek counselling and intervention  
 from the church or marriage counsellors. But more importantly it is a time for  
 them to seek divine intervention in their marriages. As already mentioned,  
 successful marriage is a miracle, therefore the time of separation is the  
 time to pray and seek the miracle. And if there is going to be a miracle in our  
 marriages, it must begin with us. So, the time of separation is the time for us  
 to change, to seek the Lord in our lives.
•	 We	will	talk	about	adultery	in	more	detail	later.	It	suffices	for	now	to	say	that	 
 it is the most painful and devastating thing that could ever happen to  
 marriage. It is betrayal of the highest order. Success of marriage after adultery  
 calls into action true Christianity for it requires, love, faith and forgiveness.  
 Loving the one who has hurt you even though it hurts very badly. Having  
 faith that, by God’s grace, the marriage will not only recover but will soar high  
 above where it has been. And as we have already spoken about forgiveness,  
 forgiving as Christ has forgiven. Some might say this is easier said than done,  
 and I agree. At one of my family life presentations, I received a written  
 question that was very worrying and this is what it said: “My wife committed  
 adultery with someone that resulted in a baby being born. I decided to  
 forgive her, and now it seems like they are continuing with the relationship.  
 What must I do?” There are question and issues in this life that defy easy  
 answers. In the Bible we find the story of Hosea. God used Hosea as parable  
 or a case study to illustrate his love for his people, the children of Israel. The  
 question is how many are prepared to be modern day Hosea’s? How many are  
 prepared to love, have faith and forgive like Hosea was taught and instructed 
 to do. It is important to realise that by ourselves it is not hard, but it is  
 impossible to be able to do or stand some of these things, but the apostle  
 says “I can do all things, (love, have faith, forgive, all things) through Christ  
 who strengthens me” Philippians 4:13
•	 The	only	explanation,	reason	or	basis	for	divorce	that	Jesus	seems	to	offer	is	 
 “because of the hardness of your hearts” Matthew 19:8 We should agree  
 that as long as we are still in this world of sin divorce will continue to happen.  
 However, as Christians we should explain it in the same way that Christ did,  
 “because of the hardness of people’s hearts”. We all know that as much as  
 God hates divorce, He loves the divorcee. Therefore, the fact that we are not  
 to encourage divorce does not mean that we should discriminate or look  
 down upon those who are divorced. There are many good people who  
 are divorced and some have remarried and live happily together. We do  
 not necessarily seek to protect and establish a covenant marriage by  
 attacking those who have divorced. But we do so by teaching those who are  
 not married what a covenant marriage is, and by encouraging those who are  
 struggling in marriage to remain faithful to the covenant. One could also  
 argue that every sin is because of the hardness of our hearts, and we have all  
 sinned and fell short of the glory of God.
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covenant in the marriage vow
The traditional marriage vows go something like: “I, (Bride/Groom), take you 
(Groom/Bride), to be my (wife/husband), to have and to hold from this day 
forward, for better or for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, 
to love and to cherish; from this day forward until death do us apart.”
It is unfortunate that many people do not ever listen to the marriage vows 
that they make. These marriage vows are pregnant with covenant meaning. 
Whoever initiated these vows had fully understood the meaning of the marriage 
covenant, for it is a promised based on the covenant. The marriage vows are the 
highest expression of commitment. Since marriage has many ups and downs, 
with many storms and many conflicts, commitment is therefore a basis on which 
to build a successful marriage.

The marriage vows are also the greatest expression of faith. In the marriage 
vows one is committing himself and promising to do something that is beyond 
human strength. It is a lifetime commitment to a stranger that one has just met 
a few years or months before. And here we find that marriage itself is based on 
faith. Faith that one will remain faithful into the future that is unknown, and to 
go beyond that until death separates them.

The marriage vow is not just the commitment to stick it out until death, but it is 
a commitment to work hard for the success of marriage. It is commitment that 
even though at time we will argue and be angry with each other, we will not be 
discouraged. Instead we will work to resolve those differences. It is also based 
on the understanding that in marriage there might come a time when we will 
seem totally at odds and neither of us is happy or having needs met. But even 
then the vows seek to instil the determination to persist in trying to reach out to 
the other person and not to rest until the relationship has been restored. Even 
when things have fallen apart and the relationship seems to be hopeless and 
we are tempted to take it to the marriage cemetery, the vows bring about the 
belief that it will work, and the desire to want it to work, and the determination 
to do the best to make it work.

The fact is that marriage cannot and should not be governed by how someone 
feels from one day to another. There will definitely be days when one feels that 
life would have been better-off if one was not married.  The marriage vows 
create some sort of guidelines for commitment, the walls and boundaries that 
guide us on the marriage journey.

The marriage vows create a commitment that seeks to build a foundation of 
marriage that is based on oneness. The two people love each other the same 
way they would do to themselves. They are closer than a brother and sister, they 
are indeed one flesh.
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Now, let’s look at different aspects of the typical traditional vows:

“To be my (wife/husband)”
This is the promise to take some “stranger” to be one’s wife or husband. I would 
suggest that this must be done with the understanding of what it means to be 
a wife or a husband. God, who is the author of marriage, gives us the roles and 
responsibilities of both the husband and the wife. They will be discussed later. 
Here we state a brief summary. When a man takes a vow, he does so with the 
understanding that he will love his wife as Christ loved the church. And the 
woman needs to take the vow with the understanding that she needs to submit 
to her own husband. Since marriage is an exclusive relationship, this is also a 
commitment to meet each other’s need. It is also a promised to be a friend, a 
partner, a soul mate and a companion to each other for life.

“To have and to hold”
It is a wonderful thing to have a wife or to have a husband and yet the question 
is what does it all mean. To “have” is a privilege or entitlement to some 
possession. It is like a precious gift that one needs to take care of and yet you 
have a privilege of enjoying it every way. You have full permission to enjoy the 
gift, socially, mentally, sexually, emotionally, etc. As someone puts it, “It brings 
to mind thoughts of comfort, strength, reassurance and calm. It’s a promise that 
your spouse will always be there for you.”

From the dictionary the word “hold” means “to cling to, embrace, hug and 
secure”. As a gift from God, we are not just to have it, but to hold it, to keep it, 
to protect it. We do not often hold on to things that are not desirable. We often 
embrace only the things that are good and presentable. This aspect of the vows 
is telling us to hold, to embrace our spouses, with all their imperfections. It is 
this embrace, not the rejection, which will eventually bring about a change in 
their lives. Hold also means connect, accommodate, and have space for. This 
means every day of our lives we need to seek to connect and to understand 
each other. And it is also our responsibility to accommodate each other in our 
lives, plans and daily schedules. 

“For better or for worse,”
Life is a journey which is made out of waves of ups and downs, at one moment 
you are riding on the clouds feeling like a king, and then next moment you are 
down and out feeling like a “motherless child”. There are things that will thrill 
and excite you and things that will make you distressed and depressed. This 
part of the vows is telling us that marriage is not just for the thrill, it is “for better 
or for worse”. Moreover, this is a commitment to stay together throughout the 
waves of life. It also means that if being married to each other will bring about 
great success in life, we will stick together. 
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And if staying married to each other will mean that our standards of life will 
deteriorate, we will still stick together. This is more relevant today when we see 
many families being torn apart because of economic challenges.  We currently 
have many families where the husband or wife goes to work in another city, 
province, and even another country because the salary of one person cannot 
meet all their needs. In some cases it is not even about survival but it is about 
upward mobility, to enable the family to acquire material things that it would 
otherwise not have been able to acquire. So they resolve to have a “distant 
marriage” or “marriage by correspondence.” These families will often meet 
over the weekends, once a month or once or twice a year. In some cases, these 
arrangements can hardly be called a marriage. But this part of the marriage 
vows is supposed to remind us to stick together even if it means we need to 
downgrade our standards of living. It is better to live on one salary together (for 
worse, materially) than to live apart on two salaries (have material things) at the 
expense of the marital relationship. 

“For richer, for poorer,” 
Someone once said money has an amazing power to bring people together 
and also to tear them apart. This power of money or material possessions is 
also played out in marriage. Poverty is associated with struggle, hardship and 
pain. It is therefore normal that people will not like to be poor. Poverty, and the 
challenges associated with it, has a way of tearing people apart particularly if 
they were once doing well. Riches can tear people apart as much as poverty 
can. Majority of us wish to be successful in material terms, but many do not 
realise that riches or material success might put a serious strain on relationships. 
There are people whose marriages have been torn apart because of material 
successes. Money seems to come with the sense of entitlement, many feel 
entitled to certain pleasures that have potential of ruining their marriages and 
family. There are cases of some who because of material success feel that as 
much as they upgrade their cars, their houses, etc., they also need to upgrade 
their spouses (get “new” or “better” spouses). In most cases it is the same 
spouses who helped them through their time of struggle and hardship. Now, 
this part of the vows says for richer, for poorer, which means we pledge to stick 
together in spite of it all. We will not allow riches or poverty to get in between 
us.

“In sickness and in health,” 
Good health is one of the greatest blessings but too often we take it for granted 
until it is gone. Life is not predictable and has no guarantees. Sickness and 
accidents can come to disrupt a healthy and normal life. And all that can result 
in major challenges that might require a lot of adjustment to how we live our 
lives. Sickness and accidents can make a person to be wheel chair bound or 
bedridden.
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A few months ago I heard a story of a woman who was divorcing her husband 
because he was now crippled. Her argument was that when she got married 
she did not sign up to take care of a crippled person and live without many 
of her needs being met. The previous aspect of the marriage vow addresses 
issues that can happen around us (material things or possessions), this aspect 
of the vow seeks to address things that can happen to us, our own bodies. 
It is sometimes easier to deal with the pain from without than the one from 
within one’s body. So, this part of the vows seeks to stress the fact that one 
will be there in spite of the health condition of the other. It is saying that if you 
should suddenly be blind, I will be there to help you walk down the road. If you 
should be so sick that you will need to have diapers changed, I will be there to 
change your diapers with a smile. And it is more than just being there, but it is 
a commitment that my love for my spouse will not be dampened by his or her 
health condition.

“To love and to cherish;” 
Holy matrimony is not some kind of holy prison. It is a place of love. When 
people get married this part might seem to be an easiest part. But in reality is 
it easier said than done. They could easily argue that the reason why they are 
getting married in the first place is because they love and cherish each other. 
In fact many men point to the marriage as the proof that they love their wives. 
But in reality this aspect of the vows is the most difficult and is the pillar for the 
rest of the vows. Marriage is an institution or a vehicle that runs on the fuel of 
love. When love is sufficient we can climb the high mountains and cross deep 
valleys. But when love is not there we fail to climb an anthill. In talking about 
love, I am not just talking about the feeling of love or of being loved. I am 
talking about unconditional love, the principle, the decision to care and to be 
kind to someone regardless of what they have, what they have done, how they 
look, etc. Not only are we to love each other, but also to cherish each other. We 
are to treasure, esteem, hold dear and value deeply each other every day of our 
marriage lives. This means that in all that we do we must treat each other with 
outmost importance, loving your spouse as you love yourself. This is meant to 
remind us not to neglect each other, but to consider each other’s needs above 
our needs.

“From this day forward until death do us part.”
This part defines the duration or the timeframe for the marriage which is as 
long as a covenant, forever. It has a beginning, the wedding day, but it has no 
end. But realising that there is something called death that we have no control 
over, the marriage therefore is until death do us apart. If it was not for death the 
marriage will go on forever. In this we find a determination to stay in marriage, 
no matter what happens, until death.
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It is assumed that those who make this vow are aware that in life there will 
be winds, storms and hurricane and tsunamis that will threaten to destroy 
the marriage. But their vow is to remain inside the marriage in spite of all the 
challenges from within or from without. There is an incorrect view propagated 
by some that the vows only deal with challenges from without. And that if 
challenges are from within one is allowed to give up. That view is problematic 
in that it assumes those from within have to be perfect, and it contradicts the 
fact that the vow does not have any other condition except death. It is clear that 
marriage does not remain only until we have “irreconcilable differences”, nor 
until we have “big problems”, nor until “one is unfaithful”, but it is until “death 
do us apart”.
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