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UNDERSTANDING CATHOLICISM 15: THE SACRAMENT OF HOLY MATRIMONY 

 

I.  Introduction 

A.  A nuptial theme runs through the entire Bible.  It’s called the covenant. 

1.  In the opening chapters of Genesis, we learn that God created the covenant of 

marriage between Adam and Eve (Gen 1:27-28; 2:18-25).   

2. The Bible also depicts God in a marital relationship with the human race.  This idea is 

developed in the Song of Songs and in the book of Hosea.  

3. Jesus’ first public sign, that prompted his disciples to believe in him, was at a 

wedding feast in Cana.  The miracle revealed Jesus as the Messiah-Husband.  

4. In the New Testament Jesus is depicted as the heavenly Husband. 

5. The Bible ends with a glorious depiction of heaven as the eternal wedding supper of 

the Lamb with his Bride, the Church (Rev 19:7-9).   

B. In creating humans out of love, God calls them to love, which the Church teaches is “the 

fundamental and innate vocation of every human being.”1   

1. Because God is the author of marriage, this unique relationship calls married couples 

to love with “the absolute and unfailing love with which God loves man,” for “God is 

love.”2   

2. In their unbreakable union in marriage, there is a sense that the married couple lose 

their separateness, for in the words of Jesus, “They are no longer two, but one flesh” 

(Mt 19:6).  

 

II. Unfortunately, It Is Important to Consider Marriage Under Sin, Not Just the Ideal 

A. The sin of Adam and Eve ruptured God’s plan for marriage by bringing it under the reign 

of sin.   

1. After the Fall, strife entered the relationship of Adam and Eve, as they engaged in the 

blame game. 

2. They also needed to clothe their nakedness in order to protect their dignity because 

they now looked at each other as a body to be selfishly used rather than a precious 

somebody to be loved and respected.   

B. Instead of self-sacrificing love, Original Sin inclined married couples to grapple with the 

urge to dominate and control.   

1. Thus, God warned Eve, “Your desire shall be for your husband, and he shall rule over 

you” (Gen 3:16).  Countless women since Eve have longed for their husband’s heart, 

but endured the bullying of a tyrant instead.  

2. The Catechism points out the unhappy reality, namely, that marriage has “been 

threatened by discord, a spirit of domination, infidelity, jealousy, and conflicts that 

can escalate into hatred and separation.”3   

 

III. Marriage Under the Old Covenant 

                                                           
1 CCC, # 1604. 
2 CCC, # 1604; 1 Jn 4:8. 
3 CCC, # 1606. 
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A. Amid the consequences of sin that brought about the “pain of child bearing” and toil “in 

the sweat of your brow” (Gen 3:16, 19), God still called men and women to a marital love 

that reflected God’s love for his people.   

1. The difficulties of married life give needed opportunities that prompt spouses in the 

words of the Catechism “to overcome self-absorption, egoism, pursuit of one’s own 

pleasure, and to open oneself to the other, to mutual aid and to self-giving.”4  This is a 

blessed opportunity for those who will seize it, but the price is sacrifice and the coin 

of the realm is love.  

2. Death itself also gives an important lesson.  It serves as a constant reminder that we 

are not God: “Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return.”   

B. Scripture teaches that God never abandons his sinful people.   

1. Under the instruction of the Old Testament, the moral conscience of humans was 

gradually formed regarding the unity and indissolubility of marriage.   

2. While the Law did not explicitly reject the polygamy of the patriarchs and kings, the 

sacred text subtly disapproves by showing its negative consequences.   

3. Moses permitted divorce in order to protect women from the “hardness of heart” of 

men (Mt 19:8; Deut 24:1).   

4. However, the exclusive and faithful married love God established with his people in 

the covenants, provided a springboard for the sacred authors to deepen the people’s 

understanding of the unity and indissolubility of marriage.  

5. “The books of Ruth and Tobit give a moving witness to an elevated sense of marriage 

fidelity and the tenderness of spouses.   

6. Tradition has always seen in the Song of Solomon a unique expression of human love, 

insofar as it is a reflection of God’s love for his people—a love “strong as death” that 

“many waters cannot quench.”5   

7. Finally, the prophet Malachi instructed the people that God rejected divorce: 

“[God] no longer regards the offering or accepts it with favor at your hand.  You 

ask, ‘Why does he not?’  Because the Lord was witness to the covenant between 

you and the wife of your youth, to whom you have been faithless, though she is 

your companion and your wife by covenant. … And what does he desire?  Godly 

offspring.  So, take heed to yourselves, and let none be faithless to the wife of his 

youth.  For I hate divorce, says the Lord the God of Israel” (Mal 2:13-16). 

This is an admonition that rings as true today as it did centuries ago. 

 

IV.  God Comes to Our Rescue with a Sacrament: Marriage in the Lord 

A. The nuptial family bond between God and Israel prepared the way for the new and 

everlasting covenant in which the Son of God become a man in order to unite himself in 

the definitive marriage by an act of total self-sacrificing love, which anticipated the 

everlasting “wedding feast of the Lamb” (Rev 19:7, 9).6   

                                                           
4 CCC, # 1609. 
5 CCC, # 1610, 1611; Song 8:6-7; cf. Hos 1-3; Is 54, 62; Jer 2-3, 31; Ezek 16, 23. 
6 CCC, # 1612. 
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B. This unique spiritual wedding of Jesus with the Church is the perfect marriage that is 

both the model of sacramental marriage and the source from which a Christian marriage 

draws its potency.  Let’s consider some the key elements. 

C. First, Indissolubility 

1. Jesus unequivocally restored the original meaning of the union of man and woman as 

the Creator willed it from the beginning.   

2. The matrimonial union of man and woman is indissoluble.  Jesus affirmed “what 

therefore God has joined together, let no man put asunder” (Mt 19:6).7    

3. Christian marriage demands a total gift of oneself.  In Jesus’ words: “so they are no 

longer two, but one flesh.” (Mt 19:6).   

4. Sacramental marriage can never be a temporary gift “until further notice.”8     

D. Second, we must consider the connection between Marriage and the Cross. The 

Catechism points out 

1. “This unequivocal insistence on the indissolubility of the marriage bond may have 

left some perplexed and could seem to be a demand impossible to realize.  [That is 

very true today.]  However, Jesus has not placed on spouses a burden impossible to 

bear, or too heavy - heavier even than the Law of Moses.”9  

2. By coming to restore the original order of creation disturbed by sin, Jesus himself 

gives couples the strength and grace needed to live marriage in the new dimension of 

the Reign of God.  

3. It is by following Christ in renouncing themselves and taking up their crosses that 

spouses will be able to ‘receive’ the original meaning of marriage and live it 

faithfully with the help of Christ (Mt 19:11).  

4. This grace of Christian marriage is “a fruit of Christ's cross, the source of all 

Christian life.”10 
E. Third and last, is Separation ever allowed? 

1. The Church recognizes that “there are some situations in which living together 

becomes practically impossible. 

2. In such cases the Church permits the physical separation of the spouses and their 

living apart.”   

3. In this situation, the spouses do not cease to be married to each other before God, 

even if a civil divorce has been granted.  They “are not free to contract a new 

union.”11 

 

V.  St. Paul’s Teaching on Christian Marriage (Eph 5:21-33) 

A.  St. Paul begins his instruction on sacramental marriage with a principle of equality.  

Neither the husband nor the wife is the boss because in a Christian marriage only Jesus 

rules:    

    “Be subject to one another out of reference for Christ” (Eph 5:21).  

                                                           
7 CCC, # 1614. 
8 CCC, # 1646, 1643. 
9 CCC, # 1615. 
10 CCC, # 1615. 
11 CCC, # 1649. 
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B. This command of mutual surrender excludes any distorted notion of domination of the 

wife by the husband or the husband by the wife.  The Apostle’s focus is on giving and 

receiving the total gift of their love, not which one is in command.  Then Paul gives 

specific instruction to wives: 

“Wives, be subject to your husbands, as to the Lord.  For the husband is the head of 

the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, and is himself its Savior.  As the 

church is subject to Christ, so let wives also be subject in everything to their 

husbands” (Eph 5:22-24).   

C. The submission Paul commands is not the servitude of a slave to her master.   
1. Rather, the model is the loving surrender that both men and women are called to 

give Jesus.  
2.  St. Paul understands that maneuvering for control can be a disruptive issue in 

marriage.   
3. So, he reminds wives to respect the husband’s headship, which is a call to be like 

Christ.  Paul’s charge, “Wives be subject to your husbands,” takes on the meaning of 
receiving the gift of his love, not submission to a tyrant.   

4. Thus, Paul is urging wives to let their husbands love them.  What man would not 
want to be married to a woman who has given herself totally to him?   

D. Paul instructs husbands: 
“Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her, that 

he might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word, that 

he might present the church to himself in splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any such 

thing, that she might be holy and without blemish” (Eph 5:25-27).  

1.  What woman would not long to be married to a man who loves her so intensely that 
he continuously lays down his life for her as Jesus “gave himself up” for the Church?    

2. Men are challenged to love authentically in this absolute sense, because they often 

experience a tendency to selfishly use women, and even abuse them.  

3. Therefore, St. Paul highlights the necessity of loving the way Jesus loves.  It is in 

living the total gift of himself to his wife that a man truly finds himself.   

4. Thus, Paul says, “He who loves his wife loves himself” (Eph 5:28).  Husbands who 

don’t love this way remain immature boys.   

E. Let’s consider the meaning of the word Love 
1. In the world’s understanding, the word “love,” as we have already discussed, is often 

hopelessly mired in feelings, sentiments, and sexual attraction.   

2. While these experiences can all be a limited good within proper boundaries, they do 

not constitute genuine love.   

3. Rather they are the “fool’s gold” of love.  They have no lasting value.  

4. This false love feels like love, but it is not because its essential focus is on oneself; 

what’s in it for me – my feelings, my needs, etc.   

5. Genuine love is rooted in the will, not the emotions.  Therefore, its two essential 

qualities are:  
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a. self-sacrifice (self-donation)  

b. commitment (hanging in when the going gets tough).  

6. St. Paul commands husbands and wives to love with perfect love.  Is this difficult?  

No, it is impossible!   

7. Therefore, Jesus elevated marriage to the level of a sacrament in which he gives his 

potency to married couples so they can love in a way that is otherwise impossible 

with perfect love: Its two essential qualities are: 

a. total self-sacrifice.  

b. absolute commitment.   

F. So, why do Christian marriages fail?   Let’s consider some of the primary reasons   

1. As school children we learned that the addition of 1/3 + 2/5 is not 3/8.  Before the top 

numbers can be added, there must be a common bottom number, called the common 

denominator.   

2. In marriage the addition of him/self + her/self = disaster, disunity, divorce.  The 

problem lies in their individual selfish egos, which does not constitute a common 

denominator.  Only Jesus can displace this selfishness forming a proper common 

denominator.  Therefore, the marriage equation that works is:  

 

him/Christ + her/Christ = love, unity, harmony 

 

3. Secondly, marriages often fail because the couple failed to deepen their relationship 

with Jesus, who alone is the source of their strength to love perfectly.  They become 

like a person starving for lack of food because they failed to withdraw the unlimited 

funds placed in their bank account.  Marriage is difficult because its success requires 

suffering. Suffering is irksome.  Love makes it bearable, and perfect love makes it a 

joy.  But many are not willing to embrace the suffering of self-sacrifice.  Finally, sin 

is a cancer that destroys marriages. 

4. Often times married couple start their life together in parallel.  However, as time goes 

on there is a tendency to drift a few degrees apart as they become differently 

preoccupied.  It’s like navigating on a long voyage, let’s say, from Los Angeles to 

Hawaii.  They may be drifting of course from each other for just a few degrees, but 

after a thousand or more miles out in the ocean of life they are lost at sea if they have 

failed to make the necessary course corrections.  In marriage they have become 

strangers meeting in the night. 

5. The Catholic Church teaches that marriage is by its very nature “ordered toward the 

good of the spouses and the procreation and education of children.”12   

a. The “good of the spouses” is achieved in the daily self-sacrificing commitment the 

husband and wife make for each other and their children.   

b. Marriage is the normal state in which God calls men and women to fulfill Jesus’ 

commandment: “A new commandment I give you that you love one another as I 

have loved you” (Jn 13:34-35; cf. Jn 15:12). 

c. The education of children lies essentially in training them in holiness so can 

people heaven.  If we fail in this area our parenting is a failure.  

                                                           
12 CCC, # 1601.   
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G. Summary 

1. The entire Christian life has the stamp of Jesus’ espousal love for the Church.    

2. Baptism is the nuptial bath that incorporates us into the family of God and prepares us for 

the nuptial wedding feast, the Blessed Eucharist, and, ultimately, participating in the 

eternal wedding feast of the Lamb.  

3. The sacrament of marriage is the efficacious sign of the covenant of Jesus and the Church 

from which flows the grace to empower spouses to love like Christ loves, which is 

irrevocable and self-sacrificing. 

 

V. Let’s Shift our Focus to the Celebration of Marriage 

It is highly fitting, but not required, that the sacrament of marriage take place within the 

celebration Holy Mass, because the Eucharist makes present Christ’s total surrender of 

himself for the Church.  What better setting can there be for the spouses to give 

themselves totally to each other?13  As an act of final preparation for the celebration of the 

gift of themselves to each other, the bride and groom are encouraged to receive the 

sacrament of confession.14 

A.  Ministers 

1.  The Latin (Western) Church, the spouses are the ordinary ministers of the sacrament 

of Matrimony when they give their consent to each other.  

2.  In the eastern Church in addition to the consent exchanged between the spouses the 

blessing of the priest is necessary for validity.15 

B.  Essential Condition 

1. The sacrament of Marriage is between a baptized man and baptized woman, who 
are not under constraint, and are not impeded by any natural or ecclesiastical law. 

2. The free exchange of consent is essential.  “If consent is lacking there is no 
marriage.”16 

3. “The consent must be an act of the will of each of the contracting parties, free of 
coercion or grave external fear. No human power can substitute for this consent. If 
this freedom is lacking the marriage is invalid.”17 

 

Annulment 

 

The decree of nullity does not dissolve a marriage.  Rather it is the decision of a 

Church tribunal that a sacramental marriage never existed.18 

 

C.  Effects of the Sacrament 

                                                           
13 CCC, # 1621. 
14 CCC, # 1622. 
15 CCC, # 1625. 
16 CCC, # 1626. 
17 CCC, # 1628. 
18 CCC, # 1629. 
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1. The sacrament of Marriage creates a bond between the spouses that is perpetual, 
exclusive and indissoluble.  It can only be broken by the death of either of the 
spouses.19 

2. The following are special graces that Jesus gives in this sacrament: 
a. The spouses receive special sacramental graces that empower them to take up 

their cross and follow Jesus in self-sacrificing love.   
b. They are given the strength to rise again when they have failed in love.   
c.  Christ supports them in forgiving each other.   
d. Jesus helps they carry all the burdens of married life and raising a family.   
e.  The sacrament gives the grace allows spouses to be subject to one another.   
d) The Holy Spirit fills them with the tender, fruitful love of Jesus for the Church.   
e) Lastly, in the joys of marriage they experience a foretaste of the wedding feast of 

the Lamb.20 
D. Openness to Fertility 

Marriage is by its very nature ordered to the procreation and education of children, 

which are the couple’s “crowning glory.”  Spouses are called to cooperate with the love 

of God in peopling heaven with “godly offspring” (Mal 2:15).  It’s a glorious vocation. 

Therefore, marriage is always “at the service of life.”21 

 

VI.  The New Testament’s Teaching on Divorce 

A.  Jesus affirmed the absolute indissolubility of marriage and forbids remarriage.  He said: 
“Every one who divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery, and he who 
marries a woman divorced from her husband commits adultery” (Lk 16:18).  

 
“What therefore God has joined together, let not man put asunder” (Mk 10:9).  
When the disciples seem surprised by Jesus’ affirmation that marriage is 
indissoluble, “he said to them, ‘Whoever divorces his wife and marries another, 
commits adultery against her; and if she divorces her husband and marries another, 
she commits adultery’” (Mk 10:2-12). 

B. St. Paul did not permit divorce and remarriage because he was faithful to Jesus’ 
teaching.   

“To the married I give charge, not I but the Lord, that the wife should not separate 
from her husband (but if she does, let her remain single or else be reconciled to her 
husband) - and that the husband should not divorce his wife” (1 Cor 7:10-11).  
 
“Thus, a married woman is bound by law to her husband as long as he lives; but if 
her husband dies, she is discharged from the law concerning the husband.  
Accordingly, she will be called an adulteress if she lives with another man while her 

                                                           
19 CCC, #s 1638, 1639, 1640. 
20 CCC, # 1642. 
21 CCC, # 1652, 1654. 
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husband is alive.  But if her husband dies, she is free from that law, and if she 
remarries another man, she is not an adulteress” (Rom 7:2-3).  

C. In Matthew’s Gospel we find Jesus’ longest treatment of this subject (Mt 19:3-11).  
The Pharisees waited to trap him on the question of divorce. “And Pharisees came up to 
him and tested him by asking, ‘Is it lawful to divorce one’s wife for any cause’” (Mt 
19:3)?  Their strategy was diabolically clever.  They hoped that Jesus’ affirmation of the 
indissolubility of marriage would motivate Herod Antipas to get rid of Jesus as he 
eliminated John the Baptist.  They knew that during the Sermon on the Mountain given 
in Galilee, Jesus affirmed the indissolubility of marriage:   

“It was also said, ‘Whoever divorces his wife, let him give her a certificate or divorce.’  

But I say to you that every one who divorces his wife, except on the ground of 

unchastity, makes her an adulteress; and whoever marries a divorced woman 

commits adultery” (Mt 5:31-32).    

 

If Jesus failed to incite Herod, his enemies believed they had a clever fallback position.  

They thought that Jesus would at least contradict the Law of Moses, which permitted 

divorce (Deut 24:1-4).  If that occurred, they would have the lever to discredit Jesus with 

the people.  Jesus eluded their trap by quoting the divine command found in the first 

book of Moses (Gen 2:24), but he said nothing that attacked Herod when he affirmed 

his prohibition against divorce and remarriage.  Instead, he upheld the absolute 

indissolubility of marriage:  

“And I say to you: whoever divorces his wife, except for unchastity, and marries 

another, commits adultery” (Mt 19:9). 

 

The evidence of the New Testament is overwhelming that divorce and remarriage is not 
permitted.  It is adultery!  Jesus identified adultery as a “sin” when he commanded the 
woman caught in adultery, “do not sin again” (Jn 8:11).  Adultery also comes under the 
commandments as both Paul (Rom 13:9) and James (Jas 2:11) teach.  Finally, adultery is 
also included in the “works of the flesh” of which Paul says, “those who do such things 
will not enter the kingdom of God” (Gal 5:19, 21).             

D.  Reflection 
The Catholic Church has always upheld the biblical teaching on the indissolubility of 

marriage.  Its courageous defense is not based on the shifting sands of private 

interpretation nor on what society considers politically correct, but on God’s word.  This 

teaching is rooted in Sacred Scripture and Sacred Tradition as infallibly interpreted and 

taught by the Church Jesus founded. 

 
© 2022 

 


