When I read the stories of Jacob and David and
Solomon having more than one wife, they are not con-
demned for it. And I don’t know of a verse that explicitly
forbids polygamy. Yet we believe it is wrong, don’t we?

You are right about some people in
the Old Testament having more than
one wife and the text does not criticize
them for it. For example, Jacob mar-
ried two sisters, Leah and Rachel. And
yet by the time of the New Testament
(actually for several centuries before
the New Testament), there is no evi-
dence of polygamy being still prac-
ticed by the Jews.

What happened? Apparently there
was a societal change away from
polygamy that was not directly
addressed by the biblical text.
Nowhere in the Bible does it say,
“Thou shalt not have more than one
wife.” Jewish society changed, but if
Jewish preachers were part of the
move to monogamy, their preaching
did not end up in the Bible.

Why did polygamy fall out of favor?
We don’t know. When did it?
Apparently it was in or by the
Monarchial Period (roughly 1000 - 587
BCE), when we hear only of kings hav-
ing multiple wives. Earlier, Esau,
Jacob’s brother, had three wives.

Gideon, who lived in the Period of the
Judges before the Monarchial Period,
had many wives. The last example of
polygamy in the Bible (except for kings
who generally can do as they please
and no one can stop them) is Samuel’s
parents. In 1 Samuel 1, we learn that
Elkanah had two wives: Peninnah and
Hannah (who bore Samuel).

Then in the Monarchial Period, we
hear of David having six wives whose
names we know: Abigail, Ahinoam,
Maacah, Haggith, Abital, and Eglah.
And after David became king, he took
more concubines and wives, whose
names are not given, though some of
their sons’ names are. “King
Solomon,” we are told, “loved many
foreign women....Among his wives
were 700 princesses and 300 concu-
bines” (1 Kings 11:1, 3).

Polygamy was never officially forbidden
in Judaism until the Middle Ages, when the
“ban of Rabbenu Gershom” from around
the eleventh century outlawed polygamy
for Ashkenazi Jews (some say in order to
ease relations with Christians, who consid-
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to this day (openly

in Muslim coun-
tries and secretly
in Israel, where it
is illegal for all
Jewish citizens).

There are vers-
es in the New Testament that may forbid
polygamy. 1 Timothy 3:2 and Titus 1:6
both say a bishop should be ““a husband of
one wife” (literally, “a one-woman man”).
1 Timothy 3:12 has the same requirement
for deacons. Scholars argue about what is
intended. Does this forbid widowers who
have remarried from being bishops? (This
has been a dominant interpretation over
the centuries.) Is it excluding polygamists
from being bishops? Or is it just saying
that a bishop should be someone who is
faithful to his wife?

Polygamy is very much a live issue
in Africa today because the Christian
churches (I think without exception)
require that when a polygamist is bap-
tized, he divorce all but one of his
wives. This forces the former wives to
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return to their parents. And, since they
are no longer virgins, finding a man to
marry them can be difficult.

Some young radical African minis-
ters are advocating a change of policy
to not require monogamy, noting that
polygamy is never clearly condemned
in the Bible. Monogamy, they suggest,
should be seen as part of the European
“cultural baggage” that missionaries
imposed on Africans but not as an
essential part of Christianity.

Perhaps someday African Christianity
will accept polygamy. But even if it
does, Western Christians are unlikely to
accept it because of the inherent inequal-
ity involved in men being allowed mul-
tiple wives but not women multiple hus-
bands. The “Old World” patriarchal
character of polygamy will continue to
repel most Westerners.

The Rev. William Gartig is priest-in-charge
at St. Michael and All Angels, Cincinnati.
He has a doctorate degree in religion from
Hebrew Union College and teaches reli-
gious studies at Northern Kentucky
University. Questions about the Bible or
other religious subjects may be sent to
2146 Cameron Ave, Apt. 5,
Cincinnati, OH 45212-3631 or at
gartigwg@episcopal-dso.zzn.com.




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for high quality pre-press printing. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later. These settings require font embedding.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308030d730ea30d730ec30b9537052377528306e00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /FRA <>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


