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It is clear from Scripture that God has forbidden sex before marriage. God expects us to marry in a state of
virginity (cf. Deut. 22:13-21). Still, no matter how sad, people do sometimes fall into this sin. How should
we view such situations? What are the consequences of this sin? It is to these questions that I wish to
address myself in this article.
The first matter that many seem to raise is whether this sin is as serious as people sometimes make it out to
be: “Isn’t swearing a sin too?” Why is such an emphasis placed on this sin? It is important to understand that
the seriousness of this sin and the emphasis placed upon it comes directly from the Bible. In 1 Corinthians
6:18 the apostle Paul admonishes us:
1 Cor. 6:18
Flee sexual immorality. Every sin that a man does is outside the body, but he who commits sexual
immorality sins against his own body.
But is sex before marriage immorality? Paul uses a word (porneia) that alludes to all forms of forbidden
sexual activity, including sex before marriage as well as adultery after marriage. Paul singles out sexual sin
from among all others. Special emphasis is placed on this sin. Why is that? It is because with this sin one
sins against his own body. This matter is further explained in the following verses:
1 Cor. 6:19-20
Or do you not know that your body is the temple of the Holy Spirit who is in you, whom you have from
God, and you are not your own? For you were bought at a price; therefore glorify God in your body
and in your spirit, which are God’s.
It is not only that with participation in forbidden sexual activity we sin in our bodies, but by it the Holy
Spirit is also grieved (cf. Eph. 4:30). If we are believers the Holy Spirit dwells within our hearts. In this way
our bodies become temples of the Holy Spirit. By means of sexual sin this temple becomes defiled. The
holiness of God is besmirched. That’s why the apostle Paul admonishes: “Flee immorality (i.e. sexual sin).”
It is not merely a matter of forbidding, but also a command to run away from this sin. We must be careful
not even to come near such sins. Paul is aware how easily and strongly our sinful desires can become
inflamed!
The seriousness of this sin is also explained in Scripture by its consequences. Sex before marriage is not a
sin that can be solved with a simple prayer for forgiveness. There are also other parties, who have been
sinned against. God expects us to be reconciled with those against whom we have sinned before we come to
Him with a prayer for forgiveness (cf. Lev. 6:1-7). 1 The parties concerned when sex before marriage has
occurred are clearly described in God’s law:
Exodus 22:16-17. If a man entices a virgin who is not betrothed, and lies with her, he shall surely
pay the bride-price for her to be his wife. If her father utterly refuses to give her to him, he shall pay
money according to the bride-price of virgins.
Deut. 22:28-29. If a man finds a young woman who is a virgin, who is not betrothed, and he seizes
her and lies with her, and they are found out, then the man who lay with her shall give to the young
woman’s father fifty shekels of silver, and she shall be his wife because he has humbled her; he shall
not be permitted to divorce her all his days.2
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The point of quoting this law is that it shows that when one had transgressed against the property of his neighbour and sworn
falsely about the matter, he needed first to pay back his neighbour before he could go to the priest to ask forgiveness from God.
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The relevance of these laws for Reformed churches is underlined in the acts of the synod of 1574 (ed. Rutgers, 173).
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Both of these laws show us that pre-marital indulgence in these privileges, reserved by our Lord for the bond
of marriage, involves the obligation to marry. 3 A boy and a girl who have become physically one must
marry, regardless of whether the girl has become pregnant (see below for an exception). God has restricted
physical unity to marriage. That is also why, in the Old Testament, the Lord commanded a fine to be paid to
the father of the girl, namely 50 shekels of silver. This fine is called “the bride-price” (NKJV) in Exodus 22,
but the translation can be confusing for it might appear that a dowry is meant. That is not the case. It is a
financial penalty.
At this point I should clear up any misunderstanding. It certainly was, and is, an Eastern custom for a dowry
to be paid when a daughter is given away in marriage. We learn from the Bible that this was also the
practice in Israel. See, for example, 1 Kings 9:16 and Micah 1:13-14 for the custom of paying a dowry to the
girl. But, and this is particularly noteworthy, God’s law says nothing about this practice at all. You will not
find rules for dowries anywhere in the Bible. The only thing we read in this regard is that when there has
been sexual intercourse before marriage a fine of 50 shekels of silver must be paid to the father of the girl.
When we consider that the average annual salary for a labourer in Moses’ time was ten silver shekels, we
may conclude that such a fine was roughly equivalent to five years wages! 4 If such an amount could not be
raised the only solution would be debt-slavery. In this way we can see that this sin was not small in God’s
eyes. Stealing the gifts of marriage in advance has clear consequences.
We also see here the role of the father (representing both parents) of the girl. The Lord makes parents
responsible for bringing up their daughters to be God-fearing so that they can be given away in marriage
pure (i.e. as a virgin) to a future husband (cf. Lev. 19:29). 5 When a girl’s virginity is lost, the boy concerned
has encroached upon that which is the responsibility of her parents. He has not only sinned against God, but
also against the parents of the girl. God makes the parents responsible for the virginity of their daughters.
Even when the girl has consented, or worse, was the main cause of the sin, God’s law requires the young
man to be held chiefly responsible. The girl must take her share of the guilt before God and her parents, but
the young man much more so. When he took the girl out, he received a measure of trust from her parents to
treat her in a respectful pure manner. This trust has been broken. In courtship, a young man and woman seek
to get to know each other better in order to determine whether or not the way toward marriage is an
appropriate path for them. The young man ought to be aware that he is seeking to be the head of a new
house, also in a spiritual way. If he tempts the girl (or responds to a temptation on her part) he does not show
himself to be the sort of person who will lead a future family in the way of the Lord. He does not show a
respectful love for her, but only a desire to satiate his own lust. He also needs to remember that during the
period of courtship, the girl does not belong to him, but to her parents. Her father is still responsible for her
and the boy must answer for his actions to him.
In this respect fathers need to take this responsibility seriously and earnestly imprint this on any boy wishing
to court their daughter. Courtship itself is not a matter of a girl and a boy deciding independently of her
parents that they are going to go out with each other. The father’s permission and oversight ought to be
sought even at this point. The whole reason for courtship ought to be an opportunity to better get to know
each other so that a decision respecting a life-partnership can be responsibly taken. During this period,
sexual activity has no place. One ought to be able to break off a courtship and accept the fact that the other
person may happily end up marrying somebody else. If there has been any kind of sexual activity, this will
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Do these laws speak of consential sex or also include rape? In the laws of Deut. 22:23-27 a distinction is made between the rape
of a girl engaged to be married and voluntary sex with an engaged girl. When the Lord speaks of immorality between a boy and
girl outside of engagement or marriage, He does not make this distinction. However, because this distinction is not made, the
permission of the father of the girl is necessary before a marriage can be arranged. In the case of rape, therefore, a father could
always choose to deny his daughter to the young man.
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See R. de Vaux, Ancient Israel: Its Life and Institutions (2nd ed., Darton, Longman & Todd; London, 1965) 76. This comparison
can only give a relative impression of the size of the fine. The position of a labourer in Old Testament society cannot be
identified with that of today. The amount of the fine was also the equivalent value of a healthy mature man between the ages of
20 and 60 years, cf. Lev. 27:3. In Lev. 27:4 a woman is valued at only 30 silver shekels because the valuations here concern
usefulness for work in the tabernacle.
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The NKJV reads here: Do not prostitute your daughter, to cause her to be a harlot. This implies that the text concerns paid sex.
The Hebrew, however, speaks of all manner of forbidden sexual relations. The point of the text is the protection of virginity.
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seriously affect the way that you end up viewing this person, who is not your marriage partner, but may well
be sitting next to you at the Lord’s Supper and have become the wife / husband of your best friend. What
this means is that the common and sinful notion that courtship can involve a measure of sexual contact such
as intimate kissing is utterly false. Not only does this increase the level of temptation, but more seriously,
you have violated the intimacy of someone who may end up being another person’s marriage partner. A
good rule of thumb is this: if you would not like to be seen engaged in a certain activity with your
neighbour’s wife / husband, then you ought not to be engaged in that activity with someone whom you are
courting. Paul writes in Romans 13:14 ...
Let us walk decently as in the day, not in revelry and drunkenness, not in sexual encounters and
licentiousness, not in strife and envy, but put on the Lord Jesus Christ and do not make provision
for the flesh unto (its) desires.6
When he says “do not make provision for the flesh”, he uses a verb which basically refers to taking thought
beforehand, in other words, preparing oneself for the eventuality of sexual sin. This sinful preparation can
be done in many ways, whether by fantasising sinful connections in one’s mind, by allowing oneself to get
into situations or go to places or parties which you know beforehand may present wrongful temptations, or
even more shamefully by providing oneself with condoms. Paul admonishes young men further in 1
Thessalonians 4:3-7 where the word ‛vessel’ clearly refers to the male sexual organ 7:
For this is the will of God, your sanctification: that you should abstain from sexual immorality; that
each of you should know how to possess his own vessel in sanctification and honor, not in passion
of lust, like the Gentiles who do not know God; that no one should take advantage of and defraud
his brother in this matter, because the Lord is the avenger of all such, as we also forewarned you
and testified. For God did not call us to uncleanness, but in holiness. Therefore he who rejects this
does not reject man, but God, who has also given us His Holy Spirit.
If sexual intercourse itself occurs, the Lord has given a moral obligation to be joined in marriage. However,
along with the demand to marry in these circumstances God has also given a safety rule. This demand is not
etched in stone. The father of the girl (as head of the family) has the right to refuse permission for such a
marriage. This is for the protection of the girl. When such a sin occurs, it is often the case that the boy and
girl are head over heals in love. But love can be blind. It is possible that the boy is not at all suited for the
girl. This is something that the father of the girl should ascertain. Sex before marriage does not
automatically lead to a forced marriage. However, we must remember that the participants have stolen in
advance what rightly belongs only to marriage.
As already stated, it is not my intention to suggest that the mother has no role to play (see Prov. 6:20). In our
society it would be normal (and also good) that parents discuss these matters together. The father, as head,
will provide leadership and bear the final responsibility (just as Adam – not Eve – had to bear the final
responsibility for the fall into sin).
The Bible speaks from the position that a father gives his daughter away to her husband (see, e.g., 1 Cor.
7:36-38). It is important that the father (thus the parents, with father as head) grant permission for his
daughter to marry. That is also why we still have the practice of a young man asking permission from the
father of his fiancée to take her hand in marriage. This is not just a nice, laudable practice, but a tradition
with a Biblical foundation. 8
Sometimes the question is raised whether it is necessary to seek the parents’ permission if the girl has
already done profession of her faith. This exposes an apparent misunderstanding about the nature of public
profession of faith. A child that professes his (her) faith does, indeed, publicly say that he wants to live in
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I have provided a slightly more literal translation than the NKJV.
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See P. H. R. van Houwelingen in “Een vat vol tegenstrijdigheden,” Exeget[h]isch (Kampen: J. H. Kok, 2001) 104-120.
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The synod of 1574 (ed. Rutgers, 156) even made the following rule: No marriage announcement shall be made unless there is
first evidence of the consent of the parents.
3

faithfulness to his Lord and accept all the responsibilities of full membership in Christ’s church. That
includes admission to the Lord’s Supper table. But it does not mean that before doing profession of his faith
he had no personal responsibility for his faith. Indeed, if a baptised member falls into sin the consistory has
the right (even the duty) to deal with this matter, and may even put him under discipline (see the form for
the excommunication of non-communicant members). Neither does profession of one’s faith undo previous
authority-relationships. A person who has done profession of faith must still obey his boss at work. The
same goes for obedience to parents (when he/she lives at home). They remain his parents. Of course the
relationship between parents and children in regards to responsibilities must change as children become
older, but public profession of faith does not eliminate such a relationship. It is not necessarily wrong for a
boy and a girl to get to know one another before they marry, but the permission to marry given by the
parents of the girl remains a biblical requirement. The Bible clearly speaks (with reference to the father) of
giving in marriage. Through the formation of a new marriage-bond the authority of the parents comes to a
definitive end (Gen. 2:24). If a woman were to marry for a second time, she would do so independently (1
Cor. 7:39).
Circumstances can become complicated if parents irresponsibly refuse permission to marry. In such cases it
may be possible to appeal to the consistory, who should judge whether the parents are sinning in their
refusal (for example, if they want their daughter only to marry into money). 9
All of this shows that when sex has occurred before marriage, the boy has certain responsibilities over
against the father of the girl. It is the father’s duty to give his daughter away in marriage, regardless of her
age (see 1 Cor. 7:36-38). The sin must also be humbly confessed to the father. 10 A Christian boy will also be
the more humbled when he realises that in the Old Testament an amount of five times his annual salary
would have been paid to the father. The girl, whose virginity has been definitively lost, becomes his
responsibility and under his care. And the father must be reminded that in such a case the Lord has
demanded marriage, unless the father refuses permission (with good grounds). If the father notices that both
the boy and his daughter show genuine repentance for their sin and also a desire to bring it before the Lord –
and if there are no other serious reasons to prevent it – the marriage ceremony, in obedience to the Word of
God, should be arranged as soon as possible.
Genuine repentance for a sin not only entails sorrow before the Lord, but also that we seriously work at
avoiding this sin in the future. This may require that two persons engaged to be married need to agree no
longer to see each other in situations where they are easily compromised (e.g., babysitting together in the
evening). They might, in such situations, agree always to invite a third party to prevent temptation getting
the better of them. The prayer “lead us not into temptation” cannot be very sincere if we insist on placing
ourselves in tempting situations!
Yet one more consequence follows for the newly married couple. Where sexual intercourse has occurred
before marriage, the Lord ordains that the couple may never divorce. Such a marriage may never be
annulled. Herein a certain protection is again afforded to the girl. She may never be abandoned. Her husband
will always be responsible for her well-being, even if they should come upon difficult times in which it is
necessary to separate. He will, as long as he lives, be responsible for her protection and support.
May the Lord grant us the strength and power not to fall into this sin. By becoming aware of the weight and
seriousness of this matter in the eyes of the Lord we will be motivated all the more to do everything we can
to prevent it – and not only to prevent it, but to run away from it. Should one fall into such a sin, the way of
reconciliation with our Lord is clear. Let us never try to cover up such sins. The consequences of doing that
are eternal. Pray to God for the necessary strength and humility to follow His way in these matters.
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See the decision of the synod of Middelburg 1581, Part.Vragen 36 (ed. Rutgers, 410). I recall a similar case long ago in New
Zealand. It concerned parents who refused to grant permission for their daughter to marry because the young man had not been
brought up as a Christian (he had only been a member of the Reformed church for two years). The consistory set this refusal
aside because it was not biblically grounded.

10 Although Deut. 22:28 speaks of two people who are “found” out, the Lord expects us, if we have genuine repentance for our sin,
to come forward and confess it. Repentance involves humbly accepting the punishment and consequences of our sins. Any
attempt to hide our sins in order to circumvent our biblical responsibilities shows a lack of repentance and effectively blocks any
personal prayer for forgiveness.
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