
Marriage and Relationships: The History and Context of Marriage in Methodism 
 

Notes of a Training Session held at Cliff College, 2 October 2015 
 
 
The historical, theological and liturgical origins of the Methodist understanding of marriage and its 
solemnisation can be traced to the 1662 Book of Common Prayer. This form of the marriage rite 
was adapted by Methodists in response to the changing legal and social context in the 19th century 
(for more detail see David M. Chapman ‘The Solemnisation of Marriage in Methodism’ accessible 
via the Methodist Church website). Tracing the changes and developments in the form of the 
marriage service in the Methodist Church from 1784 (the year in which John Wesley’s adaptation 
of the Book of Common Prayer was first published) to the present day is useful because it reveals 
how the Methodist understanding of marriage has also altered over the years. 

 
Lord Hardwicke’s Marriage Act of 1753 regularised the solemnisation of marriage so as to 

prevent clandestine marriages that were undesirable because of the high risk of bigamous, under-
age or forced unions. Between the years 1753 and 1836, the solemnisation of marriage in England 
and Wales (except in the case of Jews and Quakers) was reserved to Anglican priests using the rite 
in the Book of Common Prayer and (in a new restriction) only in a parish church of the Church of 
England, where the prior reading of banns of marriage was designed to curb irregular marriages. 
The laws on ‘kindred and affinity’ specified a number of rules prohibiting marriage between blood 
relations (kindred) and certain other close family relations by marriage (affinity). These laws were 
based on Archbishop Matthew Parker’s ‘Table of Kindred and Affinity’ (1563), which remained 
unchanged in the Church of England until 1947. 

 
The Marriage Act of 1836 provided for civil marriages in newly established register offices 

and, for the first time, permitted nonconformist and Roman Catholic places of worship to apply for 
a licence for weddings. At first, the Wesleyan Conference was reluctant to decide whether to allow 
Methodist churches to register; however, in the absence of any formal directions in the matter, by 
1845 Wesleyan churches were beginning to register for the solemnisation of marriage. The non-
Wesleyan Methodist traditions followed suit, and there began a programme of liturgical reform 
within Methodism which has continued right up to the present Methodist Worship Book (1999). 

 
A hugely controversial question among Christians in the 19th century was whether it was 

permissible for a man to marry his deceased wife’s sister (the question was invariably framed from 
the male perspective). Some argued strongly that such a marriage contravened the clear teaching 
of Scripture: because husband and wife constituted ‘one flesh’ (Genesis 2.24), marriage with the 
sister of a deceased wife would be incestuous and thus a moral outrage with disastrous social 
consequences. Others argued that since such liaisons were inevitable (as it was not uncommon for 
women to die in childbirth, often leaving an unmarried sister, living in the same household, to 
bring up her children), permitting ‘marriage with deceased wife’s sister’ would strengthen the 
social fabric and legitimise the status of the children of these unions. It was not until 1907 that the 
law was amended to permit such marriages, though the Church of England did not change its 
canon law until 1947, and nonconformist opinion remained divided into the 20th century. 

 
The most far-reaching change in the legal context of marriage between 1836 and 2013 

(when Parliament approved the Same-Sex Marriage Act) was the increasing provision for divorce. 
Prior to 1856, divorce was permissible only by Act of Parliament, which effectively confined it to 
the super-rich. The Matrimonial Causes Act (1856) and its successors in the 20th century, notably 



the Acts of 1937 and 1969, steadily increased the grounds on which men and women could seek a 
divorce. Since 1969, divorce is permitted for the general reason that a marriage has irretrievably 
broken down and without the previous need to attribute fault to either party by proving adultery, 
desertion, cruelty or insanity. As the number of divorces has increased so has the number of 
people seeking re-marriage in church. This has led the Methodist Church, in company with others, 
to reflect upon the nature of marriage and develop an appropriate pastoral strategy. 

 
The process by which the Methodist understanding of marriage has developed stems from a 

complex set of factors. The experience of Methodists within the changing legal, cultural, missional 
and pastoral context has led them to approach Scripture and tradition (the normative sources for 
Christian teaching on marriage) in fresh ways and with previously unasked questions. The most 
significant developments in the Methodist understanding of marriage relate to the status of 
women (who are no longer required to be ‘given’ in marriage or to obey their husband but are 
now equal partners) and the nature or purposes of marriage. 

 
The preface to the marriage service in the Book of Common Prayer, drawing on the teaching 

of St Augustine, sums up ‘the causes for which matrimony was ordained’ as being (in order of 
priority): ‘the procreation of children’; ‘a remedy against sin, and to avoid fornication’; and the 
‘mutual society, help, and comfort that the one ought to have of the other, both in adversity and 
prosperity’. However, Methodists no longer understand the nature of marriage from such a 
narrow perspective. The Methodist Worship Book envisages that ‘Through such marriage, children 
may be nurtured, family life strengthened and human society enriched’ but none of this implies 
that procreation is the chief end of marriage (Methodists having long since reached the conclusion 
that family planning is compatible with the scriptural command to be fruitful and multiply). At the 
same time, Methodists have come to adopt a positive view of human sexuality and no longer 
describe marriage in such begrudging terms as a ‘remedy for sin’. St Augustine’s third reason for 
marriage is altogether more positive and nowadays constitutes the primary purpose of marriage 
according to the Methodist understanding. Thus Methodists believe: ‘It is the will of God that, in 
marriage, husband and wife should experience a life-long unity of heart, body and mind; comfort 
and companionship; enrichment and encouragement; tenderness and trust’ (MWB, p. 369). 
 
Key points from this session: 
 

 The solemnisation of marriage in the Methodist Church is not fixed to any particular form but 
has developed in response to the changing legal and social context; 
 

 The theological understanding of marriage in Methodism has similarly developed in response 
to the changing legal and social context; 

 

 The state and the churches have not always coincided in their respective understanding of the 
nature of marriage; 

 

 Reflection on same-sex marriage belongs to the continuing history of theological reflection on 
the nature of marriage, though comparisons with the past are not necessarily an indication of 
future outcomes, and it is not inevitable that the Methodist Church will eventually respond in 
any particular way or even in the same way or at the same time as other churches. 
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