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On the Good of Marriage, A Book Report

1. Notice regarding retractions - Context

a. It is essential to state before beginning a report on this work to note that I have

firstly consulted Augustine’s Retractions, a process he began in the year 426. In

Chapter 48, Augustine addresses his work, On The Good of Marriage. I wish to

provide the background that Augustine himself provides us in setting the stage for

his writing.

b. Augustine paints a very malicious picture when describing the legacy of Jovinian

the heretic, and rightly so. One of the major claims that Jovinian (Jovinianus)

made was that a virgin was no more exemplary or meritorious than the married.1

Augustine goes on to describe the scandal that this created in Rome, which

apparently resulted in both consecrated men and women desiring to pursue

marriage.2 He states that “[no one, at that time, could answer Jovinian] by praising

marriage, but only by censuring it.” It is for these reasons that On the Good of

Marriage was written.

2 Retractions, One Book On The Good of Marriage, 1.1.
1 Jerome, Against Jovinianus, 1.3.
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2. Overview of work

Augustine begins this work, written supposedly in 401, by stating the basic facts that

make up husband and wife. The natural bond of human society, he states, is that of man

and wife. “[They] walk together, and look together whither they walk.” Had Adam and

Eve not sinned, there would be no need for sexual intercourse. The Almighty Creator

would create children for them. He explains that the lack of need for sex is due to the

mortal nature of the body caused The Fall. However, because of The Fall, sexual

intercourse is needed to create children.

3. Scripture tells us that the marriage of male and female is “some good” and that it is

unlawful for a husband to divorce his wife and vice versa (unless one spouse passes

away). Augustine beautifully reminds his readers that Jesus was born from a married

couple, that being Mary and Joseph, so therefore marriage must surely be good. As far as

the sexual act is concerned, there is a good and beauty to it only if it be not out of lust. A

good marriage, he describes, represses lust and “rages in a way more modestly, being

tempered by parental affection.”3 He discusses fidelity and what union truly constitutes a

marriage. A man and a woman who come together solely for the sake of intercourse,

without any desire for marriage or for children, is certainly not a marriage. One general

claim of interest is the gravity of sin in the context of the purpose for intercourse. “...[T]o

pay the due of marriage is no crime, but to demand it beyond the necessity of begetting

children is a venial fault, but to commit fornication or adultery is a crime to be

punished;”4

4 Ibid, 1.6.
3 On the Good of Marriage, 1.3.
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a. If this last statement is understood correctly, Augustine seems to claim that a

couple ought to have intercourse solely for the purpose of children so as not to fall

into lust. It is better, he thinks, to come together for this sole purpose than in

addition to love or passion.

4. The first major statement Augustine makes is that, while it is “good to beget children

[and] to be a mother of a family,” it is “better not to marry, because it is better not to

stand in need of this work, in order to human fellowship itself.”5

a. Augustine works with 1 Corinthians 7, using Paul as a defense to this intense

claim. “But if they cannot exercise self-control, let them marry, since it is better to

be married than to be burnt up.”6 Again Augustine insists that the marital act must

be solely for procreation, and anything more falls into the sin of lust.

b. He gives a slight antidote, that it is “rare” for married couples to be caught up in

“thoughts of the Lord”, but that it is possible, and that couples who come together

correctly are joined together for this reason.7

5. Augustine later makes a very beautiful metaphor as a means to compare the state of

marriage in the Old Testament vs the New. Not only did the Old Testament fathers

(representing God) take many wives (“future churches of all nations”), but in the New

Testament, Christ the bridegroom takes His one wife (the Catholic Church).8 We must not

then, he continues, be subject as Christians to more than one husband now, but to one

(God and His Church).

8 Ibid, 1.21.
7 Augustine, On the Good of Marriage, 1.14.
6 1 Corinthians 7:9
5 1.9.
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a. Not only is marriage for the sake of having children, but it is holier to have

children for the sake of building the Kingdom of God. It is better to use this

purpose of marriage to create holy children.9

b. He discusses the matter of continence and its many forms and practices. He

confirms again that marriage is a good. John the Baptist did not marry and he did

not have children, and Abraham was married and was able to have children. Both

are “soldiers to Christ.”10

6. Once again Augustine confirms that chastity out of continence is better than chastity

found in marriage. They are both good, however. Chosen and deliberate virginity for the

sake of holiness, outside of marriage, is to have 60. Chastity within marriage, for the sake

of holiness as well, is to have 30. Both have something, but one has more than the other.11

a. To be a virgin is to be more obedient, even more obedient than a married woman

is to her husband. This is due to the stronger practice of continence found in the

virgin than in the married woman.12

b. It is not good enough to be a virgin who practices other sinful behaviors. In this

case, the married woman who practices righteous deeds is holier, to be certain.

But to be a virgin who practices righteous deeds is, in fact, the holiest of the two.

7. Augustine begins his concluding statements by describing the three major aspects of

marriage: offspring, faith, and sacrament.13 He charges the heretics, “Manichees [or

otherwise”, that the fathers of the Old Testament had several wives solely for the sake of

continuing the human race, which was a bigger necessity then than it is now. He warns

13 1.32.
12 1.30.
11 1.28.
10 1.27.
9 1.22.
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married men not to look suspiciously at the old fathers for this reason, and not to compare

themselves with them.

8. In his last paragraph, he charges boys and virgins to hold fast to chastity and to be “aware

that they must guard their life meanwhile upon earth with so great humility, by how much

the more what they have vowed is heavenly.”

a. All that are holy, despite their vocation (married or not), desire to “sit down in the

kingdom of God with Abraham, and Isaac, and Jacob, who not for the sake of this

world, but for the sake of Christ, were husbands, for the sake of Christ were

fathers.”14

Response

Augustine is demonstrating the proper place and attitude of marriage in responding to

Jovinian’s heretical claims. It is interesting to note that he is focusing much more on marriage

itself and saving Virginity for its own work.15 As to whether or not Augustine successfully

resisted Jovinian, it is unclear. While Jovinian provided one extreme, that virginity is equal in

merit to marriage, I would charge that Augustine brushes up with claiming a different extreme

(marriage is “passable”, while virginity is the ideal). I believe this stance is better understood in

light of his work On Continence. Putting this into proper perspective, Augustine believes that

marriage can be truly holy if a couple rightfully practices virtue (continence especially). The

virgin, however, excels in this virtue and therefore soars higher in merit than the married.

One important aspect that Augustine brights to light, right from the beginning, is that

marriage is the “natural bond of human society”.16 While virginity is a more meritorious

vocation, he did not give this profound societal definition to it. A good, holy marriage, joined

16 On the Good of Marriage, 1.1.
15 Augustine, Of Holy Virginity, year 401.
14 1.35.
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with their children, is the pillar of all society. As Augustine gave the image of the Holy Family,

so too must couples look to this image as their guide. Marriage is, as Augustine states, designed

for the creation of children and therefore building up the City of God.17 While he thinks it is

better to not be married, and therefore proper to focus more on the things of the Lord than of

one’s spouse (citing Paul), nonetheless Augustine still shows that holiness can be found within

this vocation.

As Jovinian’s writings tempted consecrated men and women to pursue marriage, I would

say a similar problem could occur here for married people to desire religious life. If it is truly

better for one to be a consecrated virgin, why bother getting married? If being married is the

“acceptable but subpar” option, so to speak, how can one feel that they are following a holy

vocation from God? Augustine does not seem to discuss the idea of vocation, but perhaps this is

a concept that came in later years. As to whether or not Augustine “praised marriage” as was

challenged in his day (in my section 1.b.), I would say that he in fact did the latter of the quoted

statement, that he censured it.

In conclusion, I believe that instead of “praising marriage” Augustine has defended it. He

has demonstrated its good, its ultimate end, and how to properly live out the vocation. This is

certainly a proper defense in comparison to Jovinian’s obsession with marriage and his failure to

describe marriage as God has designed it. In further reading, however, I hope to better

understand Augustine's views on the marital act as it seems to have been described in a

somewhat bitter and dismissed manner. This is specifically due to his comments that anything

beyond a couple’s desire for children is considered “venial” and “lust” (which, considering

theological definitions, lust is not venial but mortal). I also hope to get a fuller picture of his

arguments in my future studies on Of Holy Virginity.

17 1.10.


