Matrimony to Non-Believers

Marriage to non-believers is considered a lawful legislation in some Churches. It is accepted and regarded as a mode of leniency and spaciousness, relying upon the so-called, ‘The Pauline Indulgence’. 

Such matrimonial ceremonies to non-believers are sometimes performed within the church, with absolution and blessing of the relationship.  The ceremony might be held outside the church, or in two phases:  the prayers in the church are held for the Christian partner and outside the church for the non-Christian partner.  Occasionally, the prayers may be offered for the Christian partner alone, as the non-Christian partner is absent refusing to enter the church or accepting the laying on of the hands by the priest.  Thus, marriage is performed in the absence of one of the two partners.

The argument used in permitting such marriages, is that Saint Paul said, “For the unbelieving husband is sanctified by the wife” (1 Cor. 7:14).  However, Saint Paul said these words about a non-Christian husband and wife who married before believing in Christ, and later one of them became a believer.  He permits the continuation of an actual established marriage and not the establishment of a new one.  Thus, he said it in the following passage, “If any brother has a wife who does not believe, and she is willing to live with him, let him not divorce her…For the unbelieving wife is sanctified by the husband” (1 Cor. 7:13-14).  Obviously he is speaking of a brother already married to a wife whom he should not divorce, not about a brother seeking to be bound to a wife. There is a great difference between both sayings.  

Moreover, Saint Paul the Apostle said, “A wife…is at liberty to be married to whom she wishes, only in the Lord” (1 Cor. 7:39).  Here, in this last passage he speaks about a new marriage taking place after acceptance of faith and not before it.  Likewise, in his Second Epistle to the Corinthians he writes, “Do not be unequally yoked together with unbelievers.  For what fellowship has righteousness with lawlessness?  And what communion has light with darkness?” (2 Cor. 6:14).  The communion of marriage is worthy of being kept within the sphere of the Lord Christ.

The Teachings of Saint Paul The Apostle concerning this subject: 

The teaching of Saint Paul in this subject can be summarized in two points:

First:  He commands that there is no communal sacramental life between believers and unbelievers.

Second:  He permits for a marriage that had occurred prior to the acceptance of faith to continue, even if for a while, without receiving an ecclesiastical sacramental feature that cannot be annulled.  The continuation of such a marriage is possible when one of the two parties enter the faith.  If the other partner also beleives…then the Church can give this marriage the blessing of the holy sacrament that is never separated. 

Illustration and Analysis of these Two Points:

First:  The 2nd Epistle of Saint Paul the Apostle to the Corinthians beginning at verse fourteen of Chapter six and ending at verse one of chapter seven states the following:  “Do not be unequally yoked together with unbelievers. For what fellowship has righteousness with lawlessness? And what communion has light with darkness? And what accord has Christ with Belial? Or what part has a believer with an unbeliever? And what agreement has the temple of God with idols? For you are the temple of the living God. As God has said: I will dwell in them And walk among them. I will be their God, And they shall be My people. Therefore Come out from among them And be separate, says the Lord. Do not touch what is unclean, And I will receive you. I will be a Father to you, And you shall be My sons and daughters, Says the Lord Almighty. Therefore, having these promises, beloved, let us cleanse ourselves from all filthiness of the flesh and spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear of God.” (2 Cor. 6:14-7:1).  

We can clearly observe in the above mentioned  passage that Saint Paul prohibits a believer as being the temple of the living God, from being joined to an unbeliever as one flesh and one temple.  Here we highlight the following:

· (1 Cor. 6:16) “Or do you not know that he who is joined to a harlot is one body with her?  For “the two”, He says, “shall become one flesh”.

·  (1 Cor. 6:17) “But he who is joined to the Lord is one spirit with Him”.

·  (1 Cor. 6:19) “Or do you not know that your body is the temple of the Holy Spirit who is in you, whom you have from God, and you are not your own”.

He who is joined to a harlot is one body with her…! So is the man who marries an unbelieving woman. How could the temple of God be one with the temple of idols?  Does this conform to the will of God?  The Lord Christ said,  “What God has joined together let not man separate” (Mat. 19:6), concerning the holy Christian marriage.  

It is obvious that Saint Paul the Apostle prohibits inter-marriages to unbelievers.  This is emphasized in his saying, “A wife is bound by law as long as her husband lives; but if her husband dies, she is at liberty to be married to whom she wishes, only in the Lord. But she is happier if she remains as she is, according to my judgment- and I think I also have the Spirit of God.” (1 Cor. 7:39-40).  

Here he emphasises that those who are not in marital ties, and are free, can marry whomever they wish.  This liberty revolves within a limited boundary, namely: marriage only in Christ.  He mentioned this fact obligatorily because he said, “she is at liberty to be married to whom she wishes” and did not stop at this phrase, or else he would have opened the door wide for a marriage to whoever she chooses among humanity.  Hence he re-established the boundary “…only in the Lord”. His words relating to her liberty are from another angle: i.e. she would not be called an adulteress if she married another man after the death of her husband.

In (Rom. 7:1-5) “Or do you not know, brethren (for I speak to those who know the law), that the law has dominion over a man as long as he lives? For the woman who has a husband is bound by the law to her husband as long as he lives. But if the husband dies, she is released from the law of her husband. So then if, while her husband lives, she marries another man, she will be called an adulteress; but if her husband dies, she is free from that law, so that she is no adulteress, though she has married another man. Therefore, my brethren, you also have become dead to the law through the body of Christ, that you may be married to another— to Him who was raised from the dead, that we should bear fruit to God. For when we were in the flesh, the sinful passions which were aroused by the law were at work in our members to bear fruit to death.”
Second :  A marriage prior to accepting the faith for one or both parties
What is meant here is, a marriage which occurred between non-Christians, and then one of them accepted the faith.  In the 1st Epistle of our teacher Saint Paul the Apostle to the Corinthians Chapters six and seven, we find that in Chapter 6 he discussed the importance of fleeing sexual immorality, then he began to speak about marriage. Firstly, he spoke about virginity then he reached marriage as a means of keeping people from adultery.  He spoke about chastity within matrimony during fasts. He also spoke of the importance of integrity in that no partner should deprive the other in such relations unless with consent.  He then shifted to classify the types of marriages and after he advised the unmarried and widows to prefer being unmarried he permitted them to get married.  In classifying the types of people within a matrimonial perspective he mentioned the following:

1. Unmarried.

2. Widows.

3. Married in the church

4. Married before faith…then one partner believed and the other did not yet believe. 

(1 Cor. 7 :8-27) “But I say to the unmarried and to the widows: It is good for them if they remain even as I am; but if they cannot exercise self-control, let them marry. For it is better to marry than to burn with passion. Now to the married I command, yet not I but the Lord: A wife is not to depart from her husband. But even if she does depart, let her remain unmarried or be reconciled to her husband. And a husband is not to divorce his wife. But to the rest I, not the Lord, say: If any brother has a wife who does not believe, and she is willing to live with him, let him not divorce her. And a woman who has a husband who does not believe, if he is willing to live with her, let her not divorce him. For the unbelieving husband is sanctified by the wife, and the unbelieving wife is sanctified by the husband; otherwise your children would be unclean, but now they are holy. But if the unbeliever departs, let him depart; a brother or a sister is not under bondage in such cases. But God has called us to peace. For how do you know, O wife, whether you will save your husband? Or how do you know, O husband, whether you will save your wife? But as God has distributed to each one, as the Lord has called each one, so let him walk. And so I ordain in all the churches. Was anyone called while circumcised? Let him not become uncircumcised. Was anyone called while uncircumcised? Let him not be circumcised. Circumcision is nothing and uncircumcision is nothing, but keeping the commandments of God is what matters. Let each one remain in the same calling in which he was called. Were you called while a slave? Do not be concerned about it; but if you can be made free, rather use it. For he who is called in the Lord while a slave is the Lord’s freedman. Likewise he who is called while free is Christ’s slave. You were bought at a price; do not become slaves of men. Brethren, let each one remain with God in that state in which he was called. Now concerning virgins: I have no commandment from the Lord; yet I give judgment as one whom the Lord in His mercy has made trustworthy. I suppose therefore that this is good because of the present distress—that it is good for a man to remain as he is: Are you bound to a wife? Do not seek to be loosed. Are you loosed from a wife? Do not seek a wife.”
Comments :

From the above mentioned the following is evident:

· In saying “…But to the rest” our tutor Saint Paul the Apostle means those not categorized as unmarried, widows, or married in an inseparable Christian marriage. Then evidently “the rest” pertain to those who were married prior to believing and not the unmarried desiring to enter into a new marriage.

· It is also evident that he emphasizes the possibility of continuing the state of matrimonial life, for a man with a woman, as prior to believing. This is obvious in saying, “…let each one remain with God in the calling in which he was called”.  He repeated several times “was anyone called while…[in a certain position]”.  This is evidence that he spoke about a state prior to faith, and what should be done after accepting the faith.

· It is also emphasized in his saying, “If any brother has a wife who does not believe”, that he speaks about someone already married with a wife and not someone intending to marry.  Moreover, he spoke of one not only having a wife but having children from this wife.  How then can we conduct new marriages between parties of completely different believes?

· In this case, we also recognize that Saint Paul the Apostle permits divorce as this marriage does not comply to a Christian marriage that is fulfilled in the church, where Christ the Lord said “What God joined together let not man separate” (Mat. 19:6).  How could we accept to perform a marriage that can be separated, and bless what could be devided or collapsed? 
The Catholic church refuse to grant divorce on the grounds of adultery, which Christ the Lord permitted, and accepts to divorce those who were married to non-believers by the will of the partner who is a non believer. 

Moreover, if the Christian partner involved in such an inter-marriage (Christian to a non-Christian) regrets such an inter-marraige, one cannot divorce… The Catholic Church forbids it and does not grant absolution for dissolving such a marriage. This abandons the believer in the hands of the unbelieving partner; while Saint Paul the Apostle states, “Do not be unequally yoked together with unbelievers”.  How could an individual enter into such an eternal trap by himself.

Sayings of Saint Ambrose (339-397):

“Wherefore you must instruct the people that they should contract marriage not with strange-born but with Christian families.”

“For seeing that the marriage ceremony itself ought to be sanctified by the priestly veil and benediction, how can that be called a marriage when there is not agreement in faith?”

A General Supplement

· A Christian marriage resembles the union of Christ to the church (Eph. 5:22-33). A man in Christianity is the head of the woman, and the woman submits to the man, in the likeness of the submission of the church to Christ.  How could this example be preserved in a marriage where one partner is a Christian and the other is an unbeliever?!

How could the man represent Christ in the family if he was an unbeliever? Thus,  permitting a Christian to be married to a non-Christian destroys the matrimonial life from the Christian standpoint.

· What is the outcome of the children born in a religiously divided family?

· What would be the status of the Christian partner in countries where the man should follow a certain religion.

· What would be the state of the children in countries that enjoin that they should follow a certain religion?

· What becomes of the children born under regulations forbidding them from being Christians?  And the Church is the cause!!

· Could the Church baptize children who are born in a religiously severed  family, where their future in being raised a Christian life is uncertain; and the legal future of their religion is not assured? 

· If our teacher Saint Paul the Apostle said that the unbelieving man is sanctified by the believing woman and the opposite, he means that the matrimonial relationship between a man and a woman who observed a true marriage before believing is not considered adultery if one partner believed. Christianity respects a marriage prior to believing and distinguishes it from adultery or dissipation.  It considers that the faith of one partner would sanctify the matrimonial relationship between one husband and one wife, and sanctifies the children resulting from such a relationship, on the condition that their children are not under a legislation obliging them to become non-Christian. Circumspectly, our teacher Saint Paul the Apostle mentioned only children who were already born, not those yet to come. He did not mention that sexual relationship would continue as in the Christian marrital relationship, but he only said that “…she is willing to live with him”… 

Then the question still persists: Did Saint Paul mean sexual relations to continue by saying “to live with him?”  Giving birth to children to continue? Or just to live until the other partner accepts the faith.

· This is why we emphatically emphasize that Christianity does not accept a marriage in which both parties do not share the same faith, dogmas, spiritual life, the one baptism (
), and the sacrament of marriage in which no partner can deteriorate. If the Holy Bible in the Old Testament prohibited ties with non-believers and foreign women to the extent that Ezra expelled all those women after marriage and called the people to repentance over this matter (Ezra 10:2-17).  What then of the epoch of grace, holiness, sonship to God, and the holy sacraments.

� The Letters of S. Ambrose, Bishop of Milan, Translated with Notes and Indices. Oxford, James Parker And Co., and Rivingtons, London, Oxford, And Cambridge. 1881.


� In our Church we do not accept inter-marriages either between two denominations or between a Christian Orthodox and a non-believer. 
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