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In New Testament times, four types of marriage were practiced under Roman law. The first 

was called contubernium, which means ‘tent companionship.’ It was administered by slave 

owners, who generally treated their slaves like subhuman chattels. If a man and woman slave 

wanted to be married, their owner might allow them to live together in this first state. The 

arrangement lasted only as long as the owner permitted. The owner was tragically free to separate 

them, to arrange for other partners, or to sell one or the other. Many of the early Christians were 

slaves, and some of them had lived—perhaps were still living—in this basic sort of marital 

relationship. Although the blight of slavery still exists in some parts of the world, it is rare. What 

is common today with the world of the Corinthians is lots of live-in sex, which is basically what 

the contubernium legislated. 

A second type of marriage was called usus, a form of what we call common-law marriage, 

which recognized a couple as husband and wife after they had lived together for a year. We have 

situations like that today where a man and woman have lived together long enough to have several 

children together, but have never legally married. 

A third type was the coemptio in manum, in which a father would sell his daughter to a 

prospective husband. Such arrangements still occur today. A man who became a new believer told 

me about a wife his family purchased for him in the Orient. He didn’t like her, so he took off for 

America. After six years, he became a Christian and wanted to know what God wanted him to do 

about her. Such matters were daily issues in the Corinthian church. Perhaps you are beginning to 

understand why people in New Testament times had serious questions about marriage. Be 

encouraged that since God provided answers for them, His Word can certainly help us with our 

marriage problems. 

The fourth type of marriage under the Roman Empire was much more elevated than the 

previous three. Members of the Patrician class, the nobility, were married in a service called the 

confarreatio, on which the modern Christian marriage ceremony is based. It was adopted by the 

Roman Catholic Church in medieval times and used with certain Christian modifications—

coming, with little change, into Protestantism through the Reformation. The original ceremony 



involved participation by both families in the arrangements for the wedding, a matron to 

accompany the bride and a man to accompany the bridegroom, the exchanging of vows, the 

wearing of a veil by the bride, the giving of a ring (placed on the third finger of the left hand), a 

bridal bouquet, and a wedding cake. 
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