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MARRIAGE

The Unequal Yoke, by Joseph W. Kemp, in Record 1910, p. 25.

We have often been asked to unite in marriage an unconverted and a converted person, and just as often have we been compelled to refuse.  It would be contrary to Scripture, II. Cor. vi. 14.  We have felt greatly strengthened in our attitude to this important matter by discovering a cutting taken some time ago from the ‘Sword and Trowel’ The question was put to the late C. H. Spurgeon. ‘Is a minister justified in refusing to marry one of his members to an unconverted person? ‘ The reply Mr Spurgeon gave was this:-’Yes, I should say that he is.  Such a case did happen with one of my predecessors at New Park Street; he said to the young woman, ‘No, Jane; I shall not marry you to John - 1 will have no share in your sin in marrying an ungodly man.’ Every minister ought to have sufficient moral courage to see the couple, and to talk very kindly but very firmly to them.  After pointing, out to them the teaching of the Scriptures concerning being unequally yoked together with unbelievers, and telling them of the misery that usually comes of disobedience to the apostolic command, I should say to them, ‘Since these are my convictions, you cannot expect me to take any part in such a marriage; if you will insist upon going contrary to the Word of God, I should advise you to co to the Registrar’s office; but I should recommend you to wait until you can marry ‘in the Lord.’

I had a young woman, who was a member of my church, and who said to me what they all say in such a case, ‘I know 1 shall bring him round to my way of thinking, and I shall never let him drag me down to his level.’ ‘Very well,’ 1 replied, ‘ the next time he comes to see you, just try this little experiment.  Ask him into the kitchen, tell him to stand on the floor while you stand on the table, and then see whether you can pull him up on to the table with you, or whether he can drag you down to the floor with him.’ She said at once, ‘Why, of course, he will pull me down Yes,’ I answered, ‘and if you marry him while he is unconverted, he will drag you down to his own worldly level.’ Alas! it all happened just as I foretold and, years afterwards, the poor broken hearted backslider came and told me her sad story, and begged to be taken into the church again.

If one of your church-members wants you to marry her to an ungodly man, I should advise you at once to sty, ‘No, I cannot do that; 1 am willing to do anything that is for your good, but this is a matter in which I can take no part whatever.’ ‘

None but those who are living ‘out of touch’ with God would ever entertain the fellowship of another whose heart and life are alienated from God.  Moreover for a true child of God to be voluntarily joined in life-long union to an enemy of God is well-nigh unthinkable.

Elders’ Minute, 2 March 1983

‘The Pastor [Derek Prime] had been asked by Miss (x), brought up in one of the Shetland Churches but now working in London, to conduct her marriage service, although her fiancée was not a believer. The Pastor was in favour, first because marriage was a creation ordinance and as such to be encouraged, and secondly because it gave him the opportunity of speaking on spiritual matters to the couple and possibly to relatives as well. The Elders agreed with his assessment of the position, but asked for the opportunity of an extended discussion, at some suitable opportunity, on our attitude toward such marriages. Such a discussion might embrace wider issues, such as divorce, worldliness, relationships, and the matter was noted for the future.’

Elders’ Minute May 1983

‘The Pastor asked for guidance on a request from Mr. (x, a member), at the marriage of (y, his daughter, not a member) on 10th June [1983]. The parents of the bridegroom, who are Roman Catholics, had asked for a Priest to join in the marriage ceremony. Since it was understood that the Priest wished to attend in order to give sacramental significance to the marriage ceremony, which would otherwise be lacking, it was agreed that this was quite alien to our understanding of Scripture and the Pastor was encouraged to conduct the Service according to his usual practice.’

Elders’ Minute, 29 June 1983

‘Letters were received from one member and one Elder, expressing concern that a believer (not in membership) had been married on the Chapel premises to a member of the Roman Catholic Church. Both letters requested that the principles regarding marriage, within the Chapel, should be clarified. Recognising the delicate pastoral balance, and the positive spiritual benefits which had flowed from this particular occasion, and recognising also the distinction between principles and inflexible rules, the Elders agreed to return to this topic, on a convenient occasion, and endeavour to record the criteria on marriages in general, and marriages involving a Roman Catholic in particular, for guidance for the future. Meantime, the Elders supported (as they had at the last meeting) the line taken by the Pastor in this particular situation and stood by the rightness of the decisions taken there.’

Marriages in the Chapel

The Pastor suggested three principles which had to be held in balance and which should be regarded as principles rather than rules.

l. Marriage was a creation ordinance, and Christians should therefore uphold marriage (especially, but not exclusively Christian marriage).
If he had some pastoral relationship with a man and a woman, who did not profess to be Christians, he would feel free to conduct the ceremony and, both then and in preparing the couple for marriage, would point out that it was not God’s best, in that it was not marriage between two Christians. It was not for us to seek out such couples, but if they themselves had approached the Church, and particularly if they were attenders, or their family were attenders, it encouraged a high view of marriage if we took an interest in their marriage.

2. Marriage between two Christians, even if one had reservations as to whether it was the right or the best thing for them, should be conducted in a Church situation, and here, too, the Pastor would wish to be involved in the marriage ceremony. A recent marriage (mentioned above, where the Elders had encouraged the Pastor to take the ceremony) had involved a man who was a Roman Catholic. Since, however, he named the name of Christ and wished Christian marriage, the Pastor still felt that it had been a right decision, and positive spiritual good had come from the occasion.

3. If a Christian asked the Pastor to conduct a marriage ceremony to someone who had no Christian profession, the Pastor felt that his first duty was to discourage, by all means, the Christian proceeding to such a marriage.
If, however, the Christian persisted, the appropriate forum for such a ceremony was a hotel, and not the Chapel building, as it was important to maintain the witness to Christian standards within the Church building. It was a very delicate balance, to maintain a pastoral relationship with the Christian, so as not to cause that person to stumble, and yet, on the other hand, not to cause offence to the Church. Every situation had to be looked at on its own merits, but the correct balance appeared to be to conduct such a ceremony outwith the Chapel premises.

The immediate problem concerned two members of the Church, one of whom had asked the Pastor to marry them. That person had been married, had left his wife, who had divorced him, and then he had been converted. His former wife had not remarried nor formed any other association. The lady member was a spinster. The Elders considered some of the Scriptures and some of the pastoral principles involved. After further discussion with the couple, the pastor agreed to marry them in the Chapel. Both went on to be useful and active members although the man would never have been eligible to stand for election as a deacon or elder.
 

In February 1986, Derek Prime sought guidance from the elders about a request from a man, formally associated with the youth organisations but who now made no Christian profession. He had been divorced and wished the pastor to conduct the ceremony for a second marriage. It would be wholly inappropriate to have such a service in the Chapel building, but the pastor was encouraged to think of conducting the service in an hotel, and to exercise whatever influence for good he could, in his contact with the couple.

1992

On his first Sunday as pastor of Charlotte Chapel (23 August 1992), Peter Grainger began, in the evening service, a series of studies in the Book of Ruth. Speaking on Ruth 1:1–5, on the evening of his first Sunday, he described ‘a typical family living in Israel about 3000 years ago, father, mother and two teenage boys’.  He described the circumstances that took the family from their native Bethlehem to the pagan country of Moab. Applying the passage, Peter Grainger said that ‘we have no choice about the circumstances and times in which we live. What we do have is a choice about the choices which we make in the circumstances we have’. The second point in the sermon was therefore ‘choices’. Narrating how the two young men took Moabite wives, Peter Grainger continued:

How many Christians make decisions on the basis of pragmatism over principle, because it seems the obvious thing to do. Now here’s a young lady and she looks around the Y.P.M. and she doesn’t like any of the young men.  I don’t know you well enough and I am not talking about anybody.  She is sad and lonely and she says, ‘I wish I had a boyfriend’ and so she finds one at work or at college and she says ‘well he’s just a friend, you know, there’s nothing much in it’. Pragmatism over principle and it leads to engagement and then marriage. Can I say with sadness at the beginning ‘don’t ask me to marry you.  I spend too much time counselling people in that situation’.

Derek Prime had sought to uphold the same principle by refusing to marry a Christian to a non-Christian on the chapel premises.  Recognising that marriage was a creation ordinance, and therefore desirable in itself, he had not refused to conduct the service, but insisted that it should be held in a hotel, or other premises away from the chapel.
MARRIAGE AND MEMBERSHIP 

SUMMARY OF POLICY (January 2003)

Following the Senior Pastor’s paper Marriage and Membership the following was decided:

1. Our policy of not marrying members (or any believers) to non-Christians was reaffirmed, believing this to be against the teaching of Scripture.

2. If a member chooses to disregard this and marry a non-Christian, then, while that person would not be removed or suspended from membership of the church, or from participating in communion (which would be left to their conscience), they would no longer be able to hold any position of leadership, teaching responsibility or a ministry that involved a public profile.

3. lf such a person wished to be considered for restoration to fully active service within the life of the  Chapel, they would need to

Indicate their agreement with our policy on marriage

Admit that the step they took was wrong

Demonstrate the fruits of repentance over a suitable time.

4. Where members enter into a serious relationship with a non-Christian in which marriage is a likely possibility, they should be reminded of the policy and the consequences of taking such a step.

(Note: this policy does not, of course, apply to a person who became a Christian after marriage.)

The goal of our policy is the spiritual welfare of the member - either by prevention before a wrong step is taken, or restoration where such a step may have been taken.

It was agreed that it was not necessary for the policy to be publicised to the fellowship, but for Pastoral Elders to advise people in early days of such relationships. The policy would need to be known within Ministries at the level at which recruitment was occurring. The policy would be approved at the next meeting, following any feedback from the Ministry Elders.

Divorce and remarriage - see ‘divorce’ on the CD.
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