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LEARNING OUTCOMES:
Students should be able to demonstrate knowledge and understanding of, and critically evaluate:

• Christian views on the meaning and purpose of sexual relationships;
• The role and importance of celibacy;
• Attitudes towards same sex relationships;
• The benefits and challenges of marriage and divorce;
• Different types of family and the importance of the family unit in society;
• Alternatives to marriage including civil partnerships and cohabitation.

CHRISTIAN VIEWS ON THE MEANING AND PURPOSE OF SEXUAL RELATIONSHIPS
Christians believe that sexual relationships should only take 
place in a committed married relationship. Within the married 
relationship, there are generally understood to be two purposes to 
sexual relationships according to Christian teaching:

1. A unitive purpose – to unite the couple and bring them closer 
together as indicated in Genesis 2:24 “that is why a man 
leaves his father and mother and is united with his wife, and 
they become one”;

2. A procreative purpose – the sexual relationship between the 
couple should lead to children being born as indicated in 
Genesis 1:28:

God blessed them and said to them, “Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule 
over the fish in the sea and the birds in the sky and over every living creature that moves on the ground.”

Some Christians insist that both purposes must be fulfilled when a couple have sex. Therefore, artificial 
methods of contraception and homosexuality are not acceptable in the eyes of the Catholic Church.

However, other denominations accept that the unitive purpose of sex can be more important – a couple can 
have sex without always having the possibility of children. Such denominations are therefore more liberal 
when it comes to issues such as contraception and homosexuality.
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Arguments for married clergy Arguments against married clergy

In the early Church (second and third centuries) 
many priests were married – even St. Peter was 
married. Celibacy was only formalised in 300.

Celibate clergy is consistent with the example of 
Jesus and the teaching of St Paul.

If priests could get married there would be more 
vocations to the priesthood – fewer people would 
be deterred by celibacy.

Being celibate is a sign of total dedication to his 
work and to God – it is a higher spiritual calling.

A married priest could understand family issues 
better and therefore be of greater service to those 
in the community having marital problems.

An unmarried priest is more available to help all 
people and is not dedicated to a wife and children.

THE ROLE AND IMPORTANCE OF CELIBACY
Celibacy refers to the state of abstaining from sexual relations. This 
can be for religious or non-religious reasons where people stay celibate 
for life or simply stay celibate until marriage. Saint Paul was a firm 
believer that the best way to serve Christ through living a celibate life. 
In 1Corinthians 7:8 he states “To the unmarried and the widows I say 
that it is well for them to remain unmarried as I am.”

When people choose to stay celibate for religious reasons it is so 
that they can devote themselves to God and to the service of others. 
Christian denominations today differ in their approach to the issue of 
celibate priests and ministers. In the Roman Catholic tradition, priests take a vow of celibacy when they are 
ordained, whereas ministers from Protestant traditions are allowed to marry. 

Should priests / clergy be married?

Many people who are not members of a religious or holy order choose to live a celibate lifestyle for a number 
of reasons:
• They may be unmarried and believe that it is wrong to have sex outside marriage;
• They may not have met the right person yet;
• They believe that staying celibate until marriage is the best way to avoid unwanted pregnancy outside 

marriage;
• They believe that avoiding sex before marriage and being faithful to one partner reduces the risk of 

getting a sexually transmitted infection;
• They may want to dedicate their lives to God or some other worthy cause e.g. charity work.

TASK
Discuss with a partner or in a small group: “The idea of celibacy is outdated.”
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ATTITUDES TOWARDS SAME SEX RELATIONSHIPS

Key Terms
Heterosexual relationship – a sexual relationship between a man and woman.
Homosexual relationship – a sexual relationship between same sex couples.

Since the beginning of 2020, same sex 
marriages have been legal in Northern 
Ireland and the first ceremonies took place 
in February. While religious ceremonies 
can also legally be arranged, there are 
exemptions for religious organisations who 
do not wish to conduct same sex marriages. 
Christian attitudes towards same sex 
relationships varies from total acceptance 
to absolute condemnation. Some Christians 
use scripture references to justify their 
opposition to same sex relationships.

Biblical teaching is against homosexuality:
• Genesis 2:24 explains God’s instructions 

that “a man leaves his father and mother 
and joins himself to his wife and they become one body.” Both male and female are to “Be fruitful, 
multiply and fill the earth” according to Genesis 1:28.

• A more specific reference to the immoral nature of homosexuality is contained within the Code of 
Holiness in Leviticus 18:22: “You shall not lie with a male as with a woman: it is an abomination.” 
Leviticus 20:13 outlines the punishment for such a crime – “They shall be put to death.”

• In the New Testament, Paul writes: “Neither fornicators nor idolaters nor adulterers nor boy prostitutes 
nor practicing homosexuals nor thieves nor the greedy nor drunkards nor slanderers nor robbers will 
inherit the Kingdom of God.” 

The official teaching of the Catholic Church contained in the Catechism states that “Homosexual acts 
are intrinsically disordered.” It is therefore considered to be morally wrong to engage in homosexual sex. 
However, the Catholic Church teaches that it is not sinful to have feelings or an inclination for a person of the 
same sex. People who have such feelings must be treated with respect and dignity. Such people are called 
to live a celibate life: “They must be accepted with respect, compassion and sensitivity. These persons are 
called to fulfil God’s will in their lives … Homosexual persons are called to chastity.” 

In October 2020, Pope Francis indicated his support for same-sex civil partnerships. He declared that 
“homosexual people have a right to be in a family … they are children of God.”

The Methodist Church in Ireland outline their opinion on this issue in the following statement: “In keeping 
with New Testament teaching, we are opposed to all debased forms of sexuality and sexual practice, whether 
heterosexual or homosexual. However, we plead for understanding and tolerance for those whose sexual 
orientation is towards those of their own gender.”

In 2018, the general assembly of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland declared that same sex couples could 
not be full members of their church and that the church would not baptise children from same sex couples.

The Anglican Communion (including the Church of Ireland) declared in a 1991 statement ‘Issues in Human 
Sexuality’ that “homosexual people are in every way as valuable to and as valued by God as heterosexual 
people.” However, at the Lambeth Conference in 1998 they commented that such issues “are incompatible 
with Scripture.” 
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However, there are more liberal Christian organisations who believe that there is no issue with being a 
Christian who is in a same sex relationship. For example, the organisation One Body One Faith has the 
following mission statement:

“It is the conviction of the members of OneBodyOneFaith that human sexuality, sexual orientation and 
gender identity in all their richness are gifts of God gladly to be accepted, enjoyed and honoured as a way of 
both expressing and growing in love, in accordance with the life and teaching of Jesus Christ. Therefore, it is 
their conviction that it is entirely compatible with the Christian faith not only to love another person of the 
same sex, but also to express that love fully in a personal sexual relationship;

We believe that expressing our gender and sexuality with integrity is important as a way to grow in love 
and discipleship; we long for the day when Christians fully accept, welcome, affirm and offer equality to 
everyone in their diversity.”
https://www.onebodyonefaith.org.uk/about-us/ 

Case Study – Same-sex marriage: Couple make history as first in NI
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-51466588 

TASKS
Answer the following questions:
1. What is meant by the word heterosexual?
2. What is meant by the word homosexual?
3. What is celibacy?
4. Give 3 reasons why priests should be allowed to get married.
5. Give three reasons why a person might choose to be celibate.
6. “Biblical teaching on sexual relationships is out of date.” Do you agree? Give reasons for your answer.

https://www.onebodyonefaith.org.uk/about-us/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-51466588
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THE BENEFITS AND CHALLENGES OF MARRIAGE AND DIVORCE

Marriage
The benefits of marriage can be seen through the following four key Christian teachings on marriage:
1. It is a permanent relationship which gives the couple assurance that they are in a life-long relationship. 

This is reflected in the vows and the exchange of wedding rings “Take this ring as a sign of my love and 
fidelity in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” The rings are never-ending 
reflecting the unending love the couple have for each other.

2. It is an exclusive relationship meaning that the couple are to remain loyal to each other in a 
monogamous relationship Genesis 2:24 which states that: “For this reason a man will leave his father 
and mother and be united to his wife, and they will become one flesh.” In this passage, the strong bond 
that is created between the couple is very clear – it is a bond which supersedes even loyalty to one’s 
parents.

3. It is a life-giving relationship and the couple will benefit from the joys of having children. In Genesis 
1:28, Adam and Eve are commanded to “be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth.” Therefore, the initial 
purpose of a union between male and female in the Old Testament was the procreation of children. 

4. It is a sacrament in the Catholic Church (something that imparts God’s grace) and was initiated by God 
in Genesis 2: “It is not good for man to be alone. I will make him a helper as his partner.” (Genesis 2:18)

In his letter to the Ephesians, St Paul develops his views on the roles within a married relationship. In 
5:22-24, Paul suggests that similar to the way that Christ has authority over the Church, the husband has 
authority over his wife: “Wives, be subject to your husbands as you are to the Lord. For the husband is the 
head of the wife just as Christ is the head of the church … Just as the church is subject to Christ, so also wives 
ought to be, in everything, to their husbands.” In the next verse, Paul instructs husbands to “love your wives, 
just as Christ loved the Church and gave himself up for her.” 

The marriage vows also express the special bond that the married couple have: “I (name) do take thee 
(name) to be my lawful wedded wife/ husband, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better for 
worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, till death do us part.” 

In addition to the benefits outlined above, there are other social, emotional and financial benefits of 
marriage for the couple.
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However, there are many challenges faced by married couples and a number of factors can lead to marital 
breakdown.

Addiction

Domestic 
violence

Away from 
home e.g.army

Career/work

Fall out 
of love

Money

Unfaithful CAUSES OF 
BREAKDOWN

Infertility 
/illness

There is support available for married couples who face some of the difficulties outlined above. For example, 
couples can avail of the help of provided by marriage guidance and counselling services.

Organisations such as RELATE NI and ACCORD exist to help couples who are having difficulties in their 
marriage. Relate NI offers counselling and mediation services to people of all religions. In addition to 
marriage guidance counselling, they organize an education service as training to support couples and 
families.
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Divorce
Sometimes a marriage faces an irretrievable breakdown and the couple cannot remain together and the 
benefits of a divorce outweigh the prospect of remaining in an unhappy or abusive marriage. While all 
Christian denominations accept that couples do experience difficulties within marriage, they have different 
attitudes towards the issue of divorce.

• Jesus was opposed to divorce. In Matthew 19:9, for example, Jesus is recorded as saying: “I tell you 
that anyone who divorces his wife, except for sexual immorality, and marries another woman commits 
adultery.”

• Paul also opposed divorce. In 1 Corinthians 7:10-11 he wrote: “To the married I give this command (not 
I, but the Lord): A wife must not separate from her husband. But if she does, she must remain unmarried 
or else be reconciled to her husband. And a husband must not divorce his wife.”

• For Catholics, the marriage bond is indissoluble, in other words it is a permanent relationship and 
cannot be ended through separation or divorce. As far as Catholic teaching is concerned, marriage can 
only end at the death of a spouse and only then can remarriage be permitted.

With the exception of the death of a spouse, the only other means by which either partner can remarry in 
the church is if an annulment is granted. According to Catholic teaching, an annulment can invalidate 
the marriage of a couple. An annulment declares that from the very beginning the marriage was null and 
void and therefore both people are free to remarry. Grounds for annulment, which will only be granted after 
thorough investigation, include:
1. Refusal or inability to consummate the marriage;
2. Duress (being forced or coerced into marriage against one’s will or serious external pressure, for example 

a pregnancy);
3. Mental incapacity (considered unable to understand the nature and expectations of marriage).

• Other Christian denominations have a more liberal approach to marriage and divorce. Many Protestant 
denominations accept Jesus’ teaching in the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 5:32 that unfaithfulness 
was grounds for the marriage bond to be considered broken and therefore for Protestants divorce is 
permitted where adultery has taken place.

On the issue of remarriage, at the Lambeth Conference in 1998 The Anglican Communion declared that it 
had no objection to divorce and remarriage of their members. However, remarriage is at the discretion of the 
local minister: “In an increasing number of churches, remarriage of some divorced people is recognised and 
blessed in the Church both for the laity and for those who are ordained.” 

The Methodist Church in Ireland has a similar attitude towards the issue of divorce and remarriage. On 
divorce they state that: “Whilst the church upholds the Christian ideal of lifelong marriage, it is recognised 
that this situation is not always achieved … Where a marriage has broken down irretrievably, and, despite 
attempts at reconciliation, has demonstrably ceased to exist, divorce should be available.” 
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DIFFERENT TYPES OF FAMILY AND THE IMPORTANCE OF THE FAMILY UNIT IN SOCIETY

There are several different types of family unit:

• Nuclear family – is the most common and ‘traditional’ family unit. It consists of a husband and wife 
living with children in a family home.

• Cohabiting family – this refers to a couple and their children who are living together but the couple are 
not married.

• Same-sex couple family – this is a married or cohabiting gay couple living together who may also have 
children.

• Extended family – this type of family was more popular in the past when parents, children and other 
relatives all lived under the same roof.

• Single parent family – is made up of one parent who is raising a child or children on their own. 
• Blended family – this type of family involves two separate families merging into one new unit. It 

consists of a parent and a new partner and may include stepbrothers and sisters and half brothers and 
sisters. 

The family unit is important for a number of reasons:
• A family unit provides support for the couple and their children. The support will be physical e.g. provide 

for the physical needs of children such as food, clothing and shelter and emotional e.g. love, care and 
companionship.

• A family unit is important for teaching children the importance of good behaviour e.g. morals and 
manners and the values needed for a well-ordered society e.g. respect and tolerance. 

• A family unit will pass important traditions on to their offspring. Many people believe that it is within 
the family home that religious belief should be taught, and beliefs exemplified. 

Alternatives to marriage including civil partnerships and cohabitation
A civil partnership is a legal relationship which can be registered by same-sex or opposite-sex couples. The 
Civil Partnership Act of 2004 allowed same-sex couples to have equal treatment as a married couple in a 
range of legal matters. This was initially only for same-sex couples until a law change in 2019 which allowed 
opposite-sex couples to have civil partnerships too. 

Civil partnerships give couples legal recognition and the same benefits as married couples in terms of tax 
benefits, pensions and inheritance. Some people prefer civil partnerships over a more traditional marriage 
because there are no religious connotations with a civil partnership and vows are not required. 
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Some people also want to avoid anything associated with a traditional marriage and its patriarchal traditions 
such as women being ‘given away’ by their fathers and promising to ‘obey’ their husbands.

Case Study – ‘Why we chose a civil partnership over marriage’
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/uk-51507264 

TASK
Discuss with a partner or in a small group: “The Christian idea of marriage is outdated.”

Cohabitation refers to the state of living together and having a sexual relationship without being married. 
Cohabiting couples are often in a long term or permanent relationship although many couples decide to 
cohabit before marriage to ensure that they are compatible.

Other couples decide to cohabit because they don’t want the legal ties of marriage or simply don’t want the 
expense of a marriage as they don’t think a marriage is necessary to show their commitment to each other. 
Some couples don’t want to reduce their relationship to a marriage certificate which is simply a ‘piece of 
paper.’ Cohabiting can be beneficial for couples who can’t legally marry e.g. if their divorce is not yet official.

However, there are disadvantages associated with cohabitation. For example, if a partner dies without leaving 
a will, the surviving partner does not automatically inherit money or property.

Many liberal Christians have no difficulty with couples who are cohabiting. If a couple love each other 
and are fully committed to the relationship, then cohabitation can be considered morally acceptable. 
However, the mainstream Christian denominations do not share this point of view. The Church of England 
outlined their views on the issue of cohabitation in 1995: “Cohabitation is not, and cannot be, marriage in 
all but name … marriage is public and formal whereas … cohabitating relationships … remain private and 
provisional.”

The issue of cohabitating and having sex outside marriage is considered sinful by the Catholic Church. The 
Catechism states: “Fornication … is gravely contrary to the dignity of persons and of human sexuality which 
is naturally ordered to the good of spouses and the generation and education of children.”

The Presbyterian Church in Ireland takes a similar approach to that of the Catholic Church. They state that 
“sexual intercourse should take place only within the context of marriage.” The Methodist Church in Ireland 
also agree: “Marriage is a relationship, intended as permanent, between one man and one woman within 
which sexual intercourse establishes a unique intimacy. A loving marriage relationship is seen as the only 
appropriate relationship within which sexual intercourse may take place.”

According to the Office for National statistics report for 2019, Northern Ireland has the highest proportion 
of married or civil partner couples (72.6%) and the lowest proportion of cohabiting couples (9.4%) in the UK. 
Approximately 18% of families in Northern Ireland are lone parent families.

TASKS
Answer the following questions:
1. Outline Christian teaching on marriage.
2. Explain the causes of marital breakdown.
3. Outline the support available to married couples who are facing difficulties in their marriage.
4. Explain Christian teaching on divorce.
5. How does divorce affect all members of the family?
6. What are the different types of family unit?
7. Other than marriage, how can couples show their commitment to each other?
8. “Marriage for life is not always possible.” Do you agree? Give reasons for your answer.

http://ccea.org.uk/biology/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/uk-51507264

